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      Rolling to my left, I reached for Mirielle in the double king bed we shared, my arms extended to embrace her, in the thick of my haze of sleep. To my surprise, she wasn’t in bed with me.

      I sat up, rubbing my eyes to take in the darkened suite, my vision adjusting to the familiar shapes of my bedroom on the royal floor of Silverhold Tower. The door to the ensuite bathroom was ajar, light off, indicating that Mirielle was not inside, and the door to the sitting room was secured.

      I could make out nothing coming from the adjoining room, but insomnia was more my thing than hers, even in the midst of all the wedding plans that had kept her so occupied over the past weeks.

      Shoving aside the light duvet, I slid toward the edge of the massive bed and set my bare feet into a pair of comfortable slippers I used exclusively for wandering the top floor of the castle.

      “Miri?” I called out, my voice slightly raspy from sleep.

      Outside the arched windows, moonlight still illuminated the star-spangled sky, the night in full effect. I had to meet with the Council of Ministers in the morning, which was why I had not waited on Mirielle to retire to bed with me, but she had never been far behind me at night, not even as the wedding drew closer.

      Two days now. In two days, she’d be my queen.

      A shiver of pleasure rocked through me. My slippered feet padded lightly over the gleaming hardwood of the suite until I reached the door of the sitting room. To my astonishment, the adjacent room was empty and dark. Mirielle was not in there, poring over books on linens or flowers, checking off last-minute guests on a list or fast asleep on the settee.

      Where was she?

      With my pace quickening, I headed toward the hall door, throwing it open and startling the guards. Calliver stood straighter to see me.

      “Alpha…?” he asked, puzzled and caught off-guard by my approach.

      Instinctively, he reached for his radio like he had missed an emergency call, the sight giving me a modicum of relief. If he wasn’t alarmed, I had no reason to be.

      “Where is Mirielle?” I demanded.

      The Royal Guard stared back at me blankly. “Alpha?”

      “Mirielle. Where did she go?”

      Calliver glanced at the other guard, who shrugged in confusion.

      “I haven’t seen her all night, Alpha,” Calliver said slowly. “Was she here?”

      It was my turn to stare at him. “What do you mean, you didn’t see her? She never came up?”

      “Not while I was here.” He again nodded at his companion. “Did you see her?”

      His partner shook his head but remained silent. I gritted my teeth, my mind racing as to where she might have gone.

      “Radio her guards. I want to know where she is right now.”

      “Yes, Alpha,” Calliver agreed primly, grabbing for his radio.

      I pivoted back into my suite to change out of my nightclothes, mind wandering to the last place I’d seen her.

      Things had gotten so busy with the upcoming plans and my typical duties within the kingdom, our schedules had conflicted at times. But every night, we had fallen into one another’s arms like clockwork and woken together in the morning.

      So where was Mirielle now?

      In my mind’s eye, I envisioned her slumped over the table in the great dining hall, exhausted from too many hours of last-minute arrangements. If that had happened, I would personally wring the necks of her guards for letting her remain there.

      Throwing on a pair of track pants and a plain white t-shirt, I found my way back out into the corridor, where Calliver’s complexion had waned to opaque.

      “What?” I growled, not liking his expression. “What did you find out?”

      “Jaylen,” he mumbled in a voice so low, I barely heard him.

      “Speak up, Calliver!” I barked before he could say anything else.

      The guard cleared his throat and replaced his radio on his belt, lowering his eyes against my penetrating stare. “Jaylen says she’s in the north wing.”

      My eyes raised toward the closed doors of the north wing, gaze narrowing in confusion. “What?”

      My guard shifted his weight uncomfortably, and I understood why. There was no reason for Mirielle to have gone into the north wing. She hadn’t slept there since moving in with me. My mind spun with the implications, but none of them made sense.

      “That’s what he said. He escorted her back earlier from the gardens, and she asked to be left alone. He says she hasn’t left all night.”

      I didn’t believe it, but I didn’t bother wasting time arguing with Calliver. Pushing past him, I stalked toward the far end of the hallway, throwing open the doors to the north wing, where Mirielle had once stayed before moving in with me permanently.

      Jaylen had been expecting me, and he began to ramble as I approached the closed doors of the suite.

      “I swear, Alpha, she hasn’t gone anywhere all night.”

      “Have you checked on her?” I growled, waving him aside.

      “No, Alpha. I-I don’t interfere with her unless she needs something, and she hasn’t requested anything since I brought her back from the gardens this evening.”

      I started into the room but stopped, considering his words.

      Did something happen earlier in the evening?

      With my hands on the gold handles of the door, my head swiveled toward him. “Who was she with in the gardens? What was she doing?”

      Mirielle’s personal guard shook his head vehemently.

      “Nobody! Nothing! She seemed to be checking on the archway, but I wasn’t standing very close.”

      He hesitated, as if he was going to say something else, but thought better of it. But I was already moving.

      I whipped my head back and opened the doors, half-expecting them to be locked. But they gave way in my hands, my pulse roaring furiously in my ears. This wasn’t right. There was no reason at all for Mirielle to have returned to the north wing after all this time. All of her belongings had been moved into my suite weeks earlier. There was nothing there for her. It wasn’t a spot she would come to be alone, the suite once having belonged to my mother. There were several other places she would have gone, including the greenhouse, that were far more comforting to her.

      I didn’t comprehend any of this.

      “Mirielle?” I called out, my voice echoing through the empty rooms. Like my quarters, my mother’s old suites were laid out with a sitting room and bedroom, the door between them open. The lights were off, and my nose rose to the air to sniff for any sign of my bride-to-be. “Miri, are you here?”

      Worry and confusion fused inside my gut, the Royal Guards on my heels as I flipped on the lights in my wake. But there wasn’t any indication of my fiancée in the place.

      I whirled around accusingly, and Jaylen withdrew, sensing what was coming even before the words poured out of my mouth.

      “How could you let this happen?” I snarled, advancing on him, fury overtaking me. “You had one fucking job! This is unacceptable!”

      Jaylen shook visibly in front of me, but the head of the Royal Guards spoke up at his behest.

      “Alpha, this isn’t the first time she’s bypassed the guards,” Calliver reminded me.

      My head jerked menacingly toward him, and to his credit, he ducked back, realizing his mistake too late.

      “She wouldn’t do that, not again. Something has happened to her,” I insisted furiously. “She was planning the wedding. She was fine. Search the castle.”

      “I don’t see how she could have left—” Jaylen started to say, but I cut him off, my eyes blazing.

      “SEARCH EVERYWHERE!” I boomed. “And wake all the guards. I want everyone looking for her. Wake the entire castle if need be. I want her found. NOW!”

      I didn’t give them a chance to respond as I hurried out of the suite and headed toward my sister’s quarters. I didn’t believe for a second that Mirielle had gone to Cyndella, but there was always a chance that my sister had been lurking in the shadows to see which way my bride-to-be had gone.

      Banging on the door, I roused Alle, her personal maid. Blinking the haze of sleepiness from her face, Alle peered at me worriedly, and my heart sank.

      It was unlikely that Miri was there.

      “Alpha!” the nursemaid gasped, stepping back. “Is everything all right?”

      “Is Mirielle in here?” I demanded, brushing by Alle to see myself into Cyndella’s chambers.

      “The queen-to-be?” Alle asked, sounding confused. “No, Alpha. I haven’t seen her.”

      Although I didn’t think she was lying per se, I didn’t take Alle’s word for it, knowing Cyndella’s feelings on my upcoming marriage, and saw my way to the inner room where my sister remained fast asleep, undoubtedly knocked out by some magical concoction. More concern flooded me. If Cyndella had something to do with Mirielle’s disappearance, she would not be sleeping so soundly, potion or no potion.

      “Cyndella!”

      There was no response to my call, even as I neared her and laid my hands on her shoulders, shaking her gently. “Cyn, wake up!”

      “Alpha, she’s had something to help her sleep…” Alle informed me, confirming what I’d already suspected. “I don’t think—”

      “CYNDELLA!”

      My sister’s eyes fluttered open, the brilliant emerald of her irises shining in the dim lighting. She gasped silently, fluttering her eyes like I was a nightmare, before an expression of petulance overtook her expression.

      “What do you want?” she spat, her anger still evident, even after all these weeks. She was still livid that I had brought Mirielle in and aimed to marry her.

      But did she do something to Mirielle? So help me gods…

      “Where is Mirielle?”

      Blankly, she stared at me. “What?”

      “Have you seen her tonight?”

      Scorn fell over Cyndella’s face, and she turned over to show me her back. “I have no idea where that scamming gold-digger is,” she muttered. “Did you check the sex club?”

      Ire spiked through me at her nonchalance.

      “This isn’t a joke, Cyndella! What did you do to her?”

      I hadn’t meant to accuse her so openly, but my panic was mounting. It felt as though time was of the essence, and I was wasting it arguing with my sister.

      Cyndella flipped back over to gape at me, shock and hurt coloring her face. “You think I would do something to her? I haven’t left my suite in days. Ask Alle!”

      I gazed back at the maid, who nodded in agreement. “It’s true, Alpha. She hasn’t gone anywhere. I haven’t seen Miss Mirielle, either.”

      Anger overtook Cyndella, and she sat up, folding her arms over her bosom, scowling at me. “She probably left.”

      My brow furrowed, and ire pulsated through my veins. “Mirielle wouldn’t leave.”

      “Her name isn’t Mirielle!” Cyndella barked at me. “You oblivious fool!”

      I sucked in a breath, wishing I hadn’t acted so impulsively. Coming to Cyndella first had been a mistake. Of course, my sister didn’t have the mental capacity to make Mirielle disappear. I wasn’t thinking clearly.

      But Endora might.

      “Go back to sleep,” I muttered, spinning away.

      “Oh, thank you, Alpha,” my sister yipped out sarcastically. “I better do what you order before you have me locked up.”

      Grinding my teeth, I resisted the urge to set her straight, to remind her that I had never been the one who wanted to lock her up, but instead, I spun on my heel and retreated to my room to find my phone and call the castle’s enchantress.

      Endora and I had also not been on the best of terms since I had announced my intentions to marry Mirielle, but would she do something to prevent the wedding, days before the event? That wasn’t really her style, being sneaky and underhanded.

      I couldn’t wrap my mind around it, but I had been betrayed before by those close to us. If there was one thing I had learned the hard way was that anyone was capable of anything.

      Flipping on the chandelier in the bedroom, soft lighting illuminated the interior of the sleeping area, and I found my cell phone charging at the bedside as usual. Grabbing it, I wandered into the closet I shared with Mirielle, flicking on the track lighting in the dressing room to search for missing garments.

      What was she wearing when I last saw her?

      It seemed so long ago, so much had happened between then and now.

      Endora didn’t answer my call when I dialed out, but that didn’t stop me from trying again, my free hand rippling through the multitude of dresses and blouses hanging on the endless racks as I tried to place Mirielle’s outfit.

      Again, Endora’s phone went through to voicemail.

      “Fuck,” I cursed, calling her for a third time, a cold sweat breaking out over my forehead.

      “Zen.”

      I turned toward the threshold, the last of the indigo smoke clearing around Endora’s antique-style nightgown where she stood, her long, snow-white braid disheveled like I’d woken her from sleep. Acrid brimstone lingered in my nostrils.

      “Where have you been?” I growled. “I’ve been calling you.”

      “In bed. Like normal beings,” she retorted, leaning her hip against the doorframe. “What is going on? The castle’s electric bill is going to skyrocket this month. Every single light is on.”

      “We’re looking for Mirielle,” I told her slowly, ambling closer to study her ebony eyes critically, searching for any indication that she might know where to find my fiancée. “Have you seen her?”

      The enchantress’ stately figure never flinched, her eyes boring back into mine with as much intensity. “Not since earlier in the day.”

      “When?” I challenged, unsure if I believed her.

      I loathed this level of paranoia growing inside me. I’d worked hard to abolish it, to rebuild in the wake of my mother’s murder, but Mirielle’s untimely disappearance was sending me spiraling like Cyndella on her worst days.

      “I can’t say for sure. Possibly in the greenhouse or after her shift with Lacroix, near the dining hall. I wasn’t paying attention. I didn’t realize there would be a quiz later.”

      Her flippant response infuriated me. No one seemed to be taking my concern seriously, despite the fact that I could feel in my soul that something was terribly wrong.

      “Find her,” I hissed, moving out of the dressing closet and back into the bedroom.

      “Isn’t that what you have the Royal Guards doing right now?”

      “Use a locator spell.” I marched toward the vanity to find Mirielle’s hairbrush for the enchantress to enact the spell, but as I did, my eye caught the gleam of something on the dresser by the door.

      “I’m sure she’ll turn up, Zen,” Endora grumbled, sounding irritated by my request. “There’s no need to cause a mass panic because you don’t know where she is every minute.”

      I wasn’t listening anymore, my legs moving toward the dresser as if guided by something unknown.

      “What makes you so sure she’s not just taking a walk somewhere?” Endora yawned.

      My heart stopped as I picked up the glinting piece I had somehow overlooked initially, the wind stolen from my lungs. I couldn’t breathe.

      “This,” I rasped, whipping around to show her what I had in my hand. “This is what makes me so sure.”

      The enchantress yawned again and ambled toward me, but her expression shifted when her gaze fell on the piece in my open palm. Endora’s black eyes widened as she took in the sapphire ring, the platinum placement gleaming off the light of the chandelier.

      “Is that…?”

      “Her engagement ring,” I choked. “How did it get here? The guards have been out there all night. No one has seen her come in.”

      Endora had no response for me, and a dozen terrible thoughts rushed through my mind at once.

      Had the Order of Souls found her? Did they leave the ring to warn me that they had her?

      The horrific thought snapped me back to reality, and I rushed toward the vanity to snatch up Mirielle’s hairbrush, thrusting it at Endora. “Do the spell. Now!”

      Visibly uncomfortable, Endora accepted the toiletry from me, plucking long, auburn strands from the bristles to collect in her hands. I paced in front of her as she worked, silently willing her to move faster.

      “Come on, Endora!” I barked, unable to take anymore. “How much longer are you going to be?”

      “Rushing me isn’t going to make this happen any quicker,” she replied sharply. “Sit down, Zen, and let me do this.”

      Gnawing on the insides of my cheeks, I stared at her, wringing my hands.

      Slowly, she rubbed the collection of Mirielle’s red hairs against the flats of her palms, lids dropping, mouth forming silent words. My neck stiffened so tightly, I was sure it was going to snap.

      Come on! Come on, give me something—

      The enchantress’ eyes opened, and she gawked at me, upset painting her entire aging face.

      “Well?” I demanded. “Did you find her?”

      “Zen…” She inhaled. “Sit down.”

      “No!” I growled. “Did you find her or not?”

      Endora nodded weakly, finally breaking our gazes. “Yes.”

      “Where the hell is she, Endora? I don’t have time for stupid games!”

      “Zen, please just sit—”

      I rushed toward her, my movements startling her back. “Endora!”

      “I know where she is, Zen,” she breathed shakily, her expression unlike I’d ever seen the quirky, confident enchantress before. “But you’re not going to like what I have to say.”

      “Just say it!”

      Drawing in another breath, she finally blurted it out. “She’s with Agnan, Zen. She’s with the Order of Souls.”
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      I couldn’t catch my breath, no matter how many hours passed. My heart continued to beat furiously in my chest with such consistency, I was sure I was going to have a heart attack right there on the twin bed where I couldn’t sleep.

      Is this where it ends? I thought, running my fingers over the patchwork of the old quilt, the frayed edges playing under my fingertips. Here where it started?

      But that wasn’t true, either. It hadn’t started here, in this house that Agnan ran with its rotting floors and moldy walls. This wasn’t even the original house. It was one of many he had shifted us through over the years, all of them more or less blending together in their decay and disrepair.

      But this building I knew. I recognized the ugly water stain over the bed on which I’d been sitting since I’d returned with Agnan. Over the years, the stain had grown perceivably larger, each rainfall and snowstorm adding to the ominous splotch that spread like a yellowing spiderweb atop me. I’d seen lots of stains like this one, a product of poor plumbing, something I didn’t understand as a child. When I was younger, it had terrified me, making me believe that some otherworldly beast would climb from the spot on the ceiling and drag me into the underworld while I slept.

      Agnan used to tell us stories like that, I remembered. What better way to keep his flock of orphans in line but to scare the hell out of us?

      But I knew better now. I was well aware that the evil beasts lived and walked among us.

      The ancient house creaked and groaned, some of the others coughing and sputtering in their sleep as the night wore on. I couldn’t be sure, but I would have bet money that Agnan himself was holding guard outside in the hallway in case I had a change of heart and returned to Silverhold Tower to be with Zen. I didn’t dare peek outside and look, lest I invite conversation—or worse.

      But he hadn’t forced me to come. Agnan had simply laid out the simple truths, unblocking my memories, memories he had erased in the first place, to remind me of who I was—and what I had done. Zen would never take me back now, knowing who I really was. I could never go back to him.

      He must be so hurt, so confused. And my heart broke whenever a thought about him crossed my mind, which was constantly. I loved him. I really loved him. But I could never be good enough for him—not after what I’d done.

      I wanted to leave him more than the ring, but when I tried to write him a note, I couldn’t think of how to explain why I was doing what I was doing.

      It was just easier this way. Or at least that’s what I told myself.

      After Agnan found me in the rose gardens earlier, I had begun to follow him out as my guard lay unconscious a few feet away.

      “I can’t just leave with you like this,” I warned him. “They’ll come looking for you, full force, and they won’t stop. You have to let me prepare a proper escape and ensure we don’t have the Royal Guards coming after us.”

      Agnan had peered at me skeptically, the disbelief tangible on his face.

      “If I didn’t know better, Mousie, I’d think you were trying to run back to your lover boy,” Agnan had said with contempt, the jealousy flashing in his eyes.

      It churned my stomach, but I shook my head in denial.

      “To what end?” I answered bitterly. “I have my memories back now. I know what I am.”

      Agnan had found that amusing.

      “No. I have to go back. You knocked out the Royal Guards. I should be there when he wakes because that’s when all the problems will start.”

      “He won’t remember anything—” Agnan started to argue.

      “He’ll remember that he’s supposed to be watching me—particularly when the king comes at him full force,” I insisted, and Agnan relented.

      I formulated a plan on the fly, and with my mind racing, I put the wheels in motion.

      When Jaylen woke, he barely realized he had been unconscious, and I made no indication of the time he had lost. Then, when he began to notice that he had lost over half an hour of his life, I ordered him to escort me to my old suite, banking on his distraction to make it happen. He was too preoccupied to question me, and I was free to shift into my mouse body as Jaylen tried to piece together the lost moments of his afternoon.

      I thought it would be easier to escape notice from the north wing than the suite I shared with Zen, the traffic in the east wing far greater than that of the north. There were always extra guards surrounding our suite, servants coming and going to do Zen’s bidding. Evading one guard was easier, even in my mouse form. This way, they would think I’d left on my own and had not been taken, ensuring that Zen would not come looking.

      The biggest risk had been leaving the ring for Zen to find before meeting Agnan after dark, over the castle walls where he was waiting. But I couldn’t just go without giving Zen some indication that I was okay.

      But was I okay? Not really. I never wanted to leave Zen.

      Right or wrong, there was no other option. I had no other choice.

      “Grendel?”

      Dammit!

      I lay down quickly, hoping to pretend I was asleep, but I wasn’t fast enough, and the door opened, Agnan appearing before I could even close my eyes.

      He smirked lightly in the moonlight, the beams filtering through cracked venetian blinds. “I had a feeling you’d be awake. You always were an insomniac.”

      Not with Zen, I wasn’t, I almost retorted, but I kept my thoughts to myself.

      “I was just about to go to sleep,” I lied. “It’s the middle of the night, Agnan. You can’t just come wandering into my room.”

      “Since when?” he purred, ambling closer. In his hand he held a vial, wriggling it playfully, but I was too upset with him bursting in to notice.

      I tensed, sitting up straight. “Since right now!” I barked.

      A cold sweat broke out on the back of my neck, hearing the venom in my tone. I’d never spoken to Agnan like this. My companions had died for less—I’d seen it firsthand.

      But he didn’t appear perturbed by my anger. “Oh, come now, Mousie,” he sniggered. “You’re not still mad about the whole memory thing, are you? You forget yourself sometimes, and it’s my duty as your guardian and protector to remind you.”

      Fingers reached up to stroke my cheek, and I recoiled, lashing out at him with an open palm. This infuriated him, causing his russet eyes to blacken. He grabbed for my cheek, but before he could pull me toward him, a crash reverberated through the house.

      Startled, he withdrew, spinning around to confront the flurry of footsteps racing up the stairs. My pulse was in my throat, the overwhelming aroma of Zen’s pheromones consuming me in a tidal wave before he materialized in the doorway, panting and panicked.

      “That damn enchantress with her on-demand locator spells,” Agnan muttered, shaking his head as Zen burst across the threshold. “I guess he really wants you back, huh, Mousie?”

      His grin broadened, and he again produced the vial in his hand. “Good thing we’re prepared, isn’t it?”

      I ignored Agnan and focused my attention on the king, a mix of relief and horror overwhelming me.

      “Zen!” I gasped, rising to my knees on the bed as he rushed toward me.

      “Oh, thank all the gods you’re okay!” he rasped, rushing toward me. “Are you hurt?”

      “Of course she’s okay,” Agnan snickered. “And she’s not hurt. She’s home now.”

      Zen stopped in his tracks, his relief fading away as he whirled around to confront Agnan.

      “I’ll kill you,” he hissed, baring his teeth. “Do you know who you took? Mirielle is going to be the queen!”

      Agnan burst into laughter but abruptly cut himself off.

      “Grendel, you mean?” he asked nonchalantly, raising his hands.

      My mouth gaped open, and I instantly realized what he intended to do. Without hesitation, I threw myself between them as Zen released a low growl.

      “Mirielle, what is going on here?” the king demanded, his eyes locking on Agnan’s hands. “Step aside, Little Mouse. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “NO!” I gasped, waving my hands desperately between them to stop Agnan from doing anything to Zen. “Zen, you have to go. You have to leave. He’s right. I’m fine. It’s okay. Just go. Please!”

      “He’s not going anywhere, Mousie,” Agnan laughed. “You really have proven yourself more useful than any other orphan I’ve ever taken in. That’s why I love you best, you know that, right? Bringing the king to my doorstep without any backup? Where are your Royal Guards, Alpha? Are you that cocky?”

      Agnan began to laugh again as dread swept over me. I turned to look at Zen desperately, but he was fixated on Agnan, the bloodlust in his face palpable.

      “I don’t need my guards, Agnan,” Zen hissed back. “I’ve been looking forward to taking you down myself for a long time. And then I’ll take my fiancée home where she belongs.”

      Agnan whooped and clapped his hands, advancing on me as I waved my hands desperately like a matador distracting an incensed bull. But the fight was on now, and there was nothing I could do to stop this.

      “I’m afraid there’s going to be no wedding, Alpha,” Agnan chortled in a singsong voice, and to my added horror, a flock of faces appeared in the hallway behind him, the rest of the household wakening at all the commotion.

      One by one, I recognized the faces of my sisters in the Order, my knees weakening at their numbers.

      Zen, get out! I screamed inwardly, but I couldn’t formulate the words.

      Zen roared, his body morphing into his wolf form as he lunged for Agnan. The gray tufts of fur sprouted over his back and ears, the white t-shirt tearing away to reveal his muscled back. Agnan laughed again, sparks of electricity surging through his fingers when Zen pounced, the bolts hitting my lover fully in the face. The vial in his hand sprung open and spilled over Zen’s body in a glittery mess of shiny silver haze.

      I screamed, burying my face in my hands, the shock of losing Zen when I had only just found him too much for me to bear.

      The rest of the Order began to chitter from the hallway, cheering as Zen crumpled to the ground, his wolf frame fading away to show his naked fae body.

      “What did you do?!” I shrieked at Agnan, dropping to Zen’s side as tears welled in my eyes. “What was in that vial?”

      Agnan stared at me furiously, and I knew I had to tone it back before I ended up in as much trouble as Zen, but my nerves were frayed.

      “Why do you care so much, Mousie?” he asked, his voice no longer amused.

      “DON’T FUCKING CALL ME THAT!” I hollered, banging my fists against the splintered wood floor. I opened my palms and spread them over Zen’s face. “Zen, come on. Wake up.”

      Agnan snorted. “If I didn’t know better, Mousie, I’d say that you like this royal scum. Have you been sleeping with the enemy?”

      The Order’s voices swelled around me, but my tears blurred my vision as I shook my head, trying desperately to clear it.

      “You can’t kill a king like this, Agnan,” I whispered, forcing myself to think rationally. “There will be repercussions. They will come for all of us. If he knew where to find me, others will know, too.”

      For a moment, I thought I got through to him, his face turning oddly blank. He nodded slowly.

      “Good thinking,” he agreed, turning toward one of the faeries in the hallway. “Lysandra, enlist a shroud of invisibility on the house immediately,” he ordered her, and I smothered a sob, dropping my chin to my chest. One of the younger, blonde faeries ran off to do his bidding as I fell back on my haunches, trembling.

      “Oh, stop being so dramatic, Grendel,” Agnan grunted. “He’s not dead. I was going to kill him, but I actually think we can use him to lure out the other three kings and kill them all at once. It’s a lot less work that way. Then the world will be just as it was before—except without the monarchy nonsense.”

      My head jerked up, and I gaped at him in disbelief.

      “He’s not dead?” I echoed, barely hearing the rest of how he also hoped to take out the kings of Ironhelm, Goldhaven, and Steelshire. His quest to rid Mystara and the world of royalty was secondary to me at the moment.

      “Are you blind? Look at his chest. He’s breathing, isn’t he?” Agnan scoffed.

      Was he toying with me?

      I looked at Zen’s naked chest, staring hard for any discernable signs of breathing. Then, as my tears finally cleared enough, I saw what I had missed before: the slight rise and fall of his ribcage. I fell fully forward, head swimming through the emotional turmoil I’d just endured.

      “He’s okay…” I sighed, mostly to myself, the relief insurmountable. “He’s going to be okay.”

      “Well, that depends on your version of ‘okay,’” Agnan chuckled, striding forward to grab Zen from under his arms. “Help me get him up.”

      “Where are you taking him?” I demanded, refusing to partake.

      “Gina, will you please help me, since Grendel has gotten too uppity over these past few weeks to do any manual labor herself? This is what happens when you let the royals infect you with their treachery. Do you see now?” Agnan barked, shaking his head.

      Gina shuffled forward and gave me a dirty look, shoving me aside to grab Zen’s bare feet. I resisted the urge to attack her, knowing that I would quickly be taken down if I dared.

      “What are you doing with him?” I insisted, following them into the hallway. “Agnan, tell me what’s happening!”

      “I told you; he’s going to help us bring all the kings together, and we’ll knock them all out. Four birds with one stone, so to speak. Soon, the continent will be cleansed—and then the world will be as it was before it was divided.”

      I stared at him, knowing this sermon well. It was one he had given us before, talking about returning the world to the “old way.”

      “He’s going to wake up and kill you,” I said bluntly. “You have to know that.”

      “No, he won’t,” Agnan replied with a chuckle, heading down the rickety stairs backward. “Because when he wakes up, he’ll be locked up.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You don’t know how powerful he is,” I insisted, realizing now that Agnan intended on taking Zen into the cellar. “That won’t stop him from getting out.”

      “Sure it will,” Agnan snapped, clearly tired of my arguing. “Because I’ve removed his ability to shift. Your lover boy is just a boring old king now, Mousie, and how is that going to serve him without his money and guards?”

      He grinned cruelly at me as shock radiated through my entire body. “How do you like him now?”

      Gina and Agnan disappeared around the corner of the second landing, leaving me alone with the rest of my counterparts, each one of them casting me scathing looks that screamed, TRAITOR!

      “You’re already bringing trouble back with you, Grendel,” one of them muttered, stomping back toward her bedroom. “It was better when you were gone. It’s always so hectic when you’re here.”

      I agree, I wanted to yell back. I didn’t want to be here, either. I just wanted to take Zen and leave.
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      Shivers spliced down my spine, followed by a racking of nausea even before my eyes opened.

      Mustiness filled my nostrils, my eyelids heavy, like they were weighed down by lead, the struggle to keep my eyes parted a chore. Finally, I managed to fully open them, my senses entirely assaulted by my surroundings.

      What the hell is this now?

      In a torrent, the moments that had led me here hit me like a punch, and I bolted upright. It was the wrong thing to do. Dizziness forced me back to the flat, solid surface on which I lay, blinking rapidly.

      Bit by bit, the scene came into view.

      The stale, rotting smell indicated that I was underground, the coolness reminding me of the dungeon inside the castle, but there were no bars here, only a steel door in front of me.

      Was I in a cellar? They couldn’t have taken me far, the houseful of tiny faeries and Agnan, even with his powers… could he?

      I cursed myself for telling Endora to stay behind. I had wanted to come for Mirielle myself. I hadn’t wanted to frighten her by bursting in with a flock of guards and had been so sure that I would overcome Agnan with the mere force of my fury.

      But I hadn’t accounted for Mirielle’s lies.

      Not Mirielle, I told myself. Grendel. Her name is Grendel, and she wants to be here. She left me that ring to show me that she was leaving me. Oh, I’m such an idiot!

      The betrayal cut so deeply, it almost overtook whatever trauma was occurring within my body. I tried to remind myself that she hadn’t known… but had she, really? Had this just been a game she’d been playing with me? And if so, why? To what end?

      Again, I sat up, this time more slowly, and let my vision adjust to the dimness, waiting for my wolf’s senses to kick in. But it was taking longer than usual. There was undeniably something wrong with me, but I couldn’t pinpoint what it was.

      I ambled to my feet, my movements awkward and painful, every bone in my body aching.

      What did that prick do to me? What did Mirielle lead me into?

      There was a high window to my right, and I moved to shift into my wolf form so I could leap toward it, the pane inaccessible from my place on the ground. Only then did I recognize that I was naked.

      Of course. I’d shifted when I’d come for Mirielle—Grendel—whoever she was. But in the wake of my attack, I’d fallen back into my fae form. Willing my body to morph, I started to jump toward the tiny, rectangular window… but nothing happened.

      What the…?

      I almost hit the wall, my hands catching me as a flash of white caught my eye in the darkness on the left, and I whirled, teeth bared. A tiny ivory mouse sat on its back paws, front knitted together as if pleading with me.

      Instantly, I knew who it was, the brilliant blue eyes unmistakable. For half a second, I thought about ignoring her—or worse. The anger resurfaced in a torrent.

      “You have some nerve coming in here,” I hissed.

      She shifted in front of me, her flowing, auburn hair shimmering over her breasts, eyes still wide and apologetic. Her naked body attracted my attention for only half a second—and then I remembered who she was and how badly she had betrayed me.

      “Zen—”

      “Are you here to rub it in?” I spat, not allowing her to finish. “Go away.”

      “No! Of course not!” The hurt and indignation in her tone were real, and I almost laughed at her offense, like I was the one who had harmed her, not the other way around.

      But I didn’t have time to placate Mirielle’s feelings. I had to get out of there.

      Again, I struggled to shift, not understanding why I couldn’t. I used everything in my power to make the transformation happen, but I couldn’t get my body to respond.

      “Why did you come after me?” Mirielle demanded, forcing my attention back toward her.

      I scoffed loudly. “I’m wondering the same thing myself.”

      She studied me sadly. “I mean… I left the ring so that you knew I had left on my own.”

      I turned away from her and eyed the window. I didn’t want her to see me planning my escape. She would run back to Agnan and report to him.

      How could I have been so blind to her? Did she have me under a spell? Is that what happened?

      “Go away, Grendel,” I said coldly. “Your boss wouldn’t like you here.”

      “He’s not…” She inhaled deeply before speaking again. “I’m here to help you, Zen.”

      My head whipped back toward her, my eyes narrowing. “I’m your king!” I hissed. “At least until you kill me, and my sister takes over. Don’t address me so informally.”

      She paled, and I gave her a watery, cruel smile. “Isn’t that nice? You’ll be bowing to Cyndella soon.”

      Mirielle balked and shook her head. “Aren’t you listening?” she whispered, looking over her shoulder desperately. “I don’t want that!”

      I scoffed again, once more attempting to shift. “What the hell did he do to me? Why can’t I shift?”

      She hung her head and mumbled something.

      “What?” I demanded. “What did you say?”

      “He took away your power to shift.”

      Blood drained out of my face, and I whirled back around to face her fully. “What?!”

      “I’m sorry, Zen—”

      “Don’t call me that!” I growled, advancing on her. “You’ve lost all rights to call me anything but Alpha! I am your king!”

      “Okay, Alpha,” she agreed sadly, her lower lip trembling.

      I refused to be swayed by her charms again.

      “Remove the spell!”

      “I can’t!” she insisted, looking back. “And you need to keep your voice down, Ze—Alpha. Lysandra is right outside, keeping watch. That’s why I had to sneak in here like I did.”

      “What do you mean, you can’t remove the spell?” I spat. “I can’t shift?”

      She shook her head miserably, pursing her full lips. “No…” she mumbled sadly. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re sorry?” I roared. She held out her hands and lowered them as if telling me to turn down the volume, but I was far too incensed to listen. “You’re sorry?!”

      “I’m going to help you get out of here,” she promised. “Just give me some time.”

      “You think I believe anything that comes out of your mouth?” I laughed sardonically.

      “Zen—”

      “ALPHA!”

      “Alpha,” she whimpered, tears filling her eyes. “I-I didn’t remember who I was until a few hours ago—”

      “I don’t want to hear it, Grendel.”

      She shook her head vehemently. “I’m not Grendel,” she insisted. “That’s who I used to be—”

      “I don’t give a fuck who you are. Get out of here. Leave me alone.”

      Visibly stunned by my harshness, she stared at me, her chin quivering. “I want to help you—”

      “I don’t want your help,” I repeated. “I want you and your disgusting cult to rot. I can’t believe I fell for all of this. My sister was right about you.”

      She nodded and backed away, shifting into her mouse form again as I flopped heavily back onto the metal slat that was supposed to be my bed.

      Endora had found the location and would worry when I didn’t immediately return. She would send reinforcements. I just had to wait for backup. It would come eventually, even with Agnan’s invisibility spell making matters more difficult.
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      It didn’t take me long to realize that backup wasn’t coming. Agnan, who had the power to remove my shifting abilities somehow, had also managed to keep my guards and enchantress from locating me. The house must have disappeared from street view entirely.

      How stupid had I been, coming in guns blazing to save someone who hadn’t wanted or needed saving?

      Cyndella had never been paranoid. She had always been right to keep everyone at arm’s length. I was the stupid one, and if I ever made it home, I would be sure to apologize to her.

      Rapping at the window turned my attention upward, and I realized that the pane had moved inward, propping ajar slightly.

      “Can you get up here?”

      Mirielle’s voice wafted out from the breaking dawn, gray light filling the dank cellar. I stood back to take her in from where I stood. I could barely make out the leg of her jeans as she shoved a pair of pants and a hoodie through the tiny space. “Put these on.”

      The clothing landed on the floor with a thud, and a part of me wanted to ignore the offerings, but I didn’t. Being naked only made me feel vulnerable, particularly when I had no power of my own, and eventually, I would come face-to-face with Agnan again.

      “The key to the cellar door is in the pocket of the jeans,” Mirielle went on, tossing in a pair of running shoes afterward, one of them narrowly missing my head. “Lysandra is half asleep out there. You should be able to overtake her and escape through the side door without being noticed. I’ll meet you outside.”

      I shook my head vigorously, even though I wasn’t sure if she could see me. “I don’t want you with me.”

      “I have to come with you, Z—Alpha. Agnan is going to know I helped you. He’ll kill me. I have to go with you. At least at first.”

      She spoke so matter-of-factly, without fear or begging. “If you don’t let me come with you, you’ll have to find your own way back to the castle. I know this area better than you. I can get you out of the neighborhood and on the right track.”

      I ground my teeth together angrily, but I didn’t respond. Once we got away from the house, I could decide what to do with her.

      Wriggling into the pants and hoodie, I jammed my feet into the runners that were too small and cringed, recognizing that they were probably all Agnan’s. The whole thing made me feel disgusting. But it was still better than being naked for the time being.

      True to her word, I found the key in the right front pocket of the jeans, and as quietly as I could, I unlocked the door, prying it open.

      Lysandra was fully asleep in a wooden chair outside the door now. I eyed her, unsure if I should leave her or not.

      I didn’t want to kill a sleeping fae, no matter how much of a threat she might be to me, especially not one that looked so malnourished and exhausted.

      What is Agnan doing to these faeries? How do they follow him so blindly?

      Before I could decide what to do with her, the side door to my right opened, and Mirielle stood at the threshold, waving at me furiously. I left Lysandra sleeping and hurried toward her as silently as possible, casting the slumbering guard a glance over my shoulder in my wake.

      But Lysandra remained asleep, and I made it into the waking morning, outside the crumbling house. I could still see it, but I didn’t know what that meant for the invisibility cloak that had covered it.

      Without a word, Mirielle led me toward the street, pulling up her own hood as she gestured for me to do the same. I wanted to call out to her and ask her where she was taking me, but I didn’t, relieved to be leaving the decrepit neighborhood.

      Mirielle didn’t speak until we were three streets over.

      “This is as far as I go with you,” I growled, stopping abruptly on a street corner. “Grendel.”

      She also paused and looked at me imploringly. “Please… just let me get you safely back to the castle, then I’ll go.”

      I laughed mirthlessly. “Suddenly you care about my safety?” I snorted. “I don’t want you anywhere near the castle.”

      “I got you out of there, didn’t I?” she fired back. “This isn’t smart, arguing on a street corner, Zen. We need to keep moving before someone sees us.”

      I almost corrected her on my name, but she didn’t give me a chance, grabbing my arm and yanking me toward a back street. She clearly knew the area well.

      “I can stop and call someone,” I reminded her flatly after a few minutes, the residential area becoming more spread out, the houses growing more upscale.

      I still didn’t know the neighborhood.

      “Agnan will have scouts watching the castle,” she muttered. “It’s better if we sneak back in than send someone out.”

      I wasn’t sure I agreed with her reasoning, but so far, we hadn’t been confronted, and without my shifting powers, I didn’t have much of a choice but to follow her lead, much as I loathed it.

      “Whatever you say, Grendel.”

      “I said, stop calling me that,” she retorted without looking at me, the sun rising higher in the sky.

      I broke into a small sweat as we kept up a strong pace, heading toward a thick of trees which I now recognized—the far end of the Bellewoods. The very far end.

      “It’s going to take us all day to walk back to Silverhold Tower from here,” I informed her.

      “No one will look for us in the woods,” she reassured me. “It’s the safest way home.”

      “To my home,” I barked angrily. “Your home is with the Order of Souls.”

      She stopped at the lip of the forest and faced me, her expression miserable. “I didn’t know,” she insisted. “If I’d known—”

      “I don’t want to do this with you, Grendel.”

      “Please stop calling me that.”

      Ignoring her, I marched through the entrance of the woods, heading down the pathway toward the castle, which was still quite far. It would take us well into the evening to get there. I wasn’t wasting any more time listening to her excuses. I’d spent more than enough time being an idiot. My main concern now was returning home and determining how to regain my shifting abilities.
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      So many times during our trek, I wanted to stop and break down. I longed to throw my arms around Zen’s neck and beg and plead with him to hear me, really listen to me. I couldn’t blame him for being angry with me, feeling betrayed. But I was betrayed and hurt, too, by Agnan, by the world that had left me to fend for myself when I had no one else.

      Of course, Zen wouldn’t hear any of it, not now, and probably not ever again. If anything, he only seemed to be growing more agitated with every mile we walked, his nerves fraying more as he came to terms with the fact that he wasn’t able to shift and that I was partially responsible for what had happened.

      I’d been so very wrong about it all.

      “What did he do? What is this spell?” he asked me again. “Why can’t you undo it?”

      “I don’t know how right now,” I sputtered for the third time.

      I couldn’t explain it to him when he was like this. He needed to be more rational, and nothing I could say would make him so.

      “What do you mean, ‘right now’? Are you holding it over my head?”

      He stopped again, the two of us in the thick of trees and brambles now, my breaths escaping in short, uneven rasps. I desperately needed water to drink, but I had no idea where the closest stream was from where we were, and I was afraid to ask Zen.

      “I mean… I don’t know if I can,” I backtracked, answering him honestly.

      “Well, which is it, Grendel—”

      “Please, Zen—”

      “ALPHA!”

      “If you want me to call you Alpha, you’re going to have to respect my wishes and call me Mirielle,” I shot back angrily, my own nerves fried.

      We’d been walking for hours, the sun sinking lower over the trees now and sweat drenching both of our faces despite the shade that the woods were providing.

      “It’s not the same,” he grumbled, starting back through the thicket. “I’m really the king. You’re… I don’t know who the hell you are anymore.”

      “If you’d let me explain—”

      He jerked his head back toward me. “Why? So you can lie to me some more?”

      “I really didn’t know who I was until Agnan showed up at the castle and removed the blocker from my mind,” I insisted.

      Zen grunted in disbelief.

      “I’m as much a victim in this as you are…” I stopped myself from calling him by his first name, painful as it was.

      We were never going back to the way it was. Why would I ever believe that I could be good enough for someone as wonderful as Zen?

      Because I had wanted to believe it. I had believed in the love I had for Zen, because of the way he had looked at me, and how he’d always protected me.

      He laughed mirthlessly. “You’re a victim?” he echoed. “You’re with the Order of Souls, aren’t you?”

      I paled and hung my head. “Yes.”

      “Then you’re no victim.”

      I parted my mouth to explain that I’d never had a choice, but Zen was already moving ahead, leaving me behind before I could utter another word in my defense.

      “Are you coming or just staying here? Either way is fine with me.”

      His cutting tone snapped me back, and I realized I hadn’t moved as he cleared fully onward. We were losing light, and my sense of direction was fully skewed now, a fact that I admitted aloud.

      “I don’t know where we are.”

      “I do,” he growled. “These are my woods, remember?”

      I pursed my lips, the sun slipping lower over the tree line. “It’s getting dark…”

      He whipped around to glare at me, his slate eyes a dark granite in the shadow of the shrubs. “So?”

      “So… I mean, we don’t have flashlights or cell phones.”

      “We have magic,” he reminded me sharply.

      I bit on my lower lip. “Maybe we should stop for the night unless we’re close?”

      He scoffed, but he didn’t start moving again, my words sinking in.

      “How much longer is it to the castle?” I pressed when he didn’t speak.

      “You were the one with the grand plan,” he grumbled. “Didn’t you account for that?”

      “No,” I answered honestly. “I was just concerned with getting you out of the house.”

      “Your house, you mean?”

      “It’s not my house. It’s Agnan’s house,” I sighed.

      “That wasn’t your room I found you in?”

      “It was, but—”

      “Never mind,” Zen cut me off. “I don’t care. We’ll set up camp here for the night. There are caves not far from here.”

      My blood ran cold as he started to walk again, and I froze in place. “The same caves where you found me?”

      Without turning, he snorted. “No, of course not. Those caves are walking distance to Silverhold Tower. We’re about halfway to the castle through the woods now. You’re right. We should stop for the night. The nocturnal creatures will be awake soon, and it’s dangerous without my ability to shift—thanks to you.”

      “I didn’t…” Inhaling, I stopped myself and continued after him. There was no sense in fighting with him. “We should find some water.”

      Again, he said nothing, and I shook my head.

      Maybe I should just leave in the night, go back to Agnan.

      As soon as the idea hit my mind, I dismissed it. He would not take me back without severe punishment, not after letting Zen go.

      But where would I go after returning Zen to the castle? He wouldn’t let me stay.

      Would he lock me up?

      I no longer had anywhere to go where I’d be safe.

      I shivered again at the thought. It was a bridge we would have to cross once we got to it. In the meantime, we’d just have to get through the night together and see what happened.
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      Twilight was fully upon us by the time we found the area that Zen had spoken about, these caves without a waterfall. Every small sound and chirp made me jump as the daylight faded away. I’d never been so afraid of the dark.

      Or was I a little afraid of Zen, too?

      “Stay here,” Zen instructed me, leaving me at the mouth of the cavern. “Or don’t. I don’t care.”

      “Where are you going?” I asked nervously, wondering if maybe we were closer to the castle than he had let on. Would he go back and get reinforcements to take me in?

      “Weren’t you just whining about water?” he demanded impatiently. “There’s a stream just up there.”

      “I can come with you.”

      “The less time I spend with you, the better,” he said bluntly, spinning away.

      The words stung me deeply, but I didn’t argue as he disappeared into the brambles, leaving me to sit on a boulder and wait.

      A swarm of mosquitoes appeared by my face, and I swatted them away as they approached me, evening falling with a coolness in the air.

      What if he left me there? Alone?

      Dread and helplessness settled into me, forcing me back into the cave where I paced nervously, the chittering of night creatures growing louder. Every rustle in the trees made me jump and peek, but Zen still did not return, and eventually, I resigned to the fact that he had given up on me.

      Slumping against the cold, granite wall, I let my buttocks sink to the dirt floor, my face buried in my hands.

      I deserved this. I brought this on myself, even if I never really had a choice.

      I couldn’t be mad at anyone but Agnan for putting me in this situation, but for Zen to leave me all alone in the woods…

      Would I survive? Should I keep going and risk the creatures that trolled through the trees?

      “Are you still here?”

      Excitement gripped my heart, and I sprang to my feet, rushing toward the mouth of the cave at the sound of Zen’s voice. Relief washed over me to see him, his face drawn and annoyed, his controlled scruff heavier than usual.

      In his hand, he held a makeshift canteen of wood, which he thrust toward me, water sloshing everywhere. “Be careful with that,” he ordered me. “The creek is farther than I remember it being. This will have to last us until morning.”

      Nodding eagerly, I accepted it, taking a small but full sip before thanking him.

      “Don’t thank me yet,” he sneered. “I heard coyotes rustling through the trees. I bet they would love to eat a little mouse like you.”

      I balked, but he turned away again, rummaging through the bushes as I stared at him. It wasn’t the coyotes I was worried about. It was the unknown entities that wandered through the Bellewoods, ones that my magic couldn’t protect me from.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to make a fire to keep them away,” he replied coldly. “I don’t want to stay up all night to cast them off with magic or fight them. You could help.”

      He gathered pine needles and kindling into a pile, and I smiled to myself, glad that I could be of use in this respect at least.

      Setting the wooden canteen carefully against the trunk of a pine, I began to rub my hands together, feeling the warmth of flames erupting against my fingertips.

      Zen stood back as I crouched down to set the pile on fire. I caught the gleam of appreciation in his eyes before he could hide it and grinned at him. “I’ve been working on my magic in my spare time,” I admitted. “You caught me one day in the greenhouse.”

      “Right. When you were hiding who you were,” he said coldly, flopping down and snatching the water from where I’d put it.

      I frowned and shook my head. “No, I wasn’t hiding it. I was trying to remember—”

      “Honestly, Mirielle, I don’t really want to talk about it, okay? There’s nothing you can say at this point that will make me comfortable around you. I don’t trust you, and I never will again. Can we just leave it at that?”

      Every word was a knife in my heart, but I swallowed my pleas, pressing my lips together before I could release a sob of frustration.

      “Okay,” I managed to breathe.

      “Good. Let’s just get through this awful night and forget we ever met each other.”

      Tears pooled in my eyes, and I turned my head away from the flames before they could slip down my cheeks.

      “If that’s what you want, Alpha.”

      “That’s what I want, Mirielle.”

      I hated the way he was saying my name. It was worse than when he was calling me Grendel.
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      Pain. So much pain from every single angle.

      My body hurt in the aftermath of whatever spell Agnan had used on me. My bones ached as if my limbs were still calling out to shift, but the spell forbidding them was causing some ongoing battle inside me.

      My head ached from dehydration and hunger, the hours of walking in the hot sun in the hoodie and too-tight runners wearing heavier on me with each passing minute. I eventually caved and took off the sweatshirt, only to be attacked by the insects swirling through the Bellewoods, who took my flesh as an open invitation to feast. It quickly forced me to put the hoodie back on again. The magic net I had used to fend them off didn’t seem to be sticking, my aggravation dimming my abilities some. Or else Agnan’s attack had done more to me than I expected.

      But most of all, my chest was in agony. Every time I stole a look at Mirielle, my heart felt like it was being squeezed out and wrung to dry until there was nothing left but bitterness.

      How could she have done this to me? How could I have let her?

      Those same two questions ran the gauntlet through my mind over and over as we hiked through my woods, the answers never coming any closer as we moved, just like the castle remained too far away.

      I wished I’d ignored her and called for a ride in Catalonia when I’d had the chance, but secretly, I had also wanted the time alone with Mirielle, as if we might make sense of what had gone so terribly wrong.

      Yet every time she opened her mouth to speak, it just made me more defiant, angrier. I couldn’t listen to her. I didn’t want to listen, lest she woo me back into the submission of her charms again. I couldn’t fall for it.

      At some point, she was with Agnan, even if he did take her memories away after. She’d been a part of the Order of Souls, and therefore, was my enemy. I let my enemy into my house when I swore to the kingdom that I would never let anything like that ever happen again.

      That was unforgivable—for both of us.

      The fire crackled, and I listened closely for the night sounds, my senses on high alert for the scavengers that might venture toward the fire, but they had no real reason to come. There was a thin veil of protection between us now, enacted by Mirielle. We had no food, much as we needed it. If I’d been able to shift, I would have gone to hunt us something to eat, a sentiment I shared with Mirielle.

      “I’m hungry, too, Alpha,” she muttered, her irritation with me mounting.

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re the botanist. Go find us something to eat.”

      Her blue eyes widened. “Now? In the dark?”

      “No one told you to sit around when I was collecting water. You could have done it then.”

      “It’s dark now, Ze—Alpha. There’s barely any moon, and the little that there is can’t be seen because of the trees.”

      I grunted. “Use your magic. You’re not being very useful.”

      “I got you out of that house.”

      “You got me into that house, too,” I shot back.

      Mirielle folded her arms over her chest and sat back against the rock behind her.

      “Do you have any idea what Agnan will do to me if he finds me?”

      “Take your shifting power away?” I asked sarcastically. “Or does he only reserve that for royalty? Is that still his objective? To take down all the kings and have Mystara become a commonwealth again?”

      She stared at me dubiously.

      “You really think that’s the worst thing that can happen?” she demanded. “He’s the leader of the Order of Souls. You know how hellbent he gets when he’s fixated.”

      I shook my head in disbelief as more understanding came over me. “That’s how you were able to stave them off that night,” I groaned. “I was such an idiot, standing up for you in front of Endora. She knew there was something off about you. Everyone warned me, and I just wouldn’t listen!”

      I couldn’t forgive myself for any of it.

      “But I did get rid of them!” Mirielle implored me. “I didn’t let them get you.”

      I glowered at her. “You really think that makes it better? Obviously, you’re playing at some kind of long game… or I don’t know what. I won’t endeavor to find out.”

      “You have to know I care about—”

      “Just stop it!” I thundered so loudly, something in the trees squawked. “I haven’t figured out what to do with you yet, Mirielle, but don’t push me. I should have gotten rid of you the first day I met you. Damn Endora for convincing me to let you stay. We should have kept a much better eye on you.”

      “It’s not me you’re mad at—”

      I waved a hand at her to show I was done with the conversation and stood. “Just stop,” I told her frigidly. “This isn’t up for discussion. I’m going to sleep.”

      I wasn’t tired in the least, but I couldn’t keep staring at her luminous eyes over the crackle of the fire, her glorious mane of red hair alive in the light against the pale porcelain of her face. It was too much pain for one day.

      I retreated to the cave, one eye on the outside just in case one of those night prowlers did come after all. I silently willed Mirielle to come away from the fire, too, but I was too proud and too exhausted to ask her inside.

      For a long while, I watched her watch the flames, her thoughts lost, her face twisted in sadness.

      At some point, she’d made a choice, and the choice was Agnan, not me.

      I had to stick to my guns on the matter, regardless of how beautiful she looked, how sad. Her regrets didn’t change the fact that she was traitorous and dangerous.

      The floor was hard and uncomfortable, and I shifted positions several times, careful to keep my vision trained on the outside.

      When the moon rose over the highest pines, Mirielle finally stood and retreated to the interior of the cave, and I turned away, pretending to sleep.

      “Zen?”

      I ignored her, my neck stiffening at her informality.

      “I know you’re awake, Zen. I’ve shared a bed with you. I know all your breathing patterns.”

      I still didn’t respond. This wasn’t the time for conversation—not that I was sure there ever would be a time.

      “What are you going to do with me when we get back tomorrow?”

      I still said nothing, and with a relenting sigh, Mirielle laid out beside me, a few feet away. Her question erased any remnants of sleep from me, however, as I pondered it closely.

      I really did have to make a decision about what to do with her before we reached the castle. The only bonus was that no one knew the truth about what had happened except me and possibly Endora, if she had put it together.

      But that was a matter for tomorrow.

      We needed our rest for now.
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      My throat was raw, less from thirst than from the urge to cry so constantly. Over and over, I swallowed the lump in my throat, determined not to let him see how devastated I was by all that was unfolding around me.

      I heeded Zen’s warning about the water, however, and used it sparingly, forcing myself back into the cave when the smoke from the fire began to consume me, the tendrils drawing me in like it was summoning me to the flames. I couldn’t ever remember feeling as lost, as out of sorts, as I did now, never in my whole conflicted life.

      In the darkness, the firelight outside barely casting Zen’s profile into play, I lay on my side, staring at him. I silently begged him to turn and face me, to talk to me, if only to yell and scream at me like Agnan had done so many times. The silence was so much worse than anything he might say.

      But Zen wasn’t Agnan. He wasn’t violent and petulant. He wasn’t teaching me a lesson. He genuinely had nothing to say to me now, the betrayal so deep. He might never have another word to utter again.

      The embers outside died away, and Zen’s breathing grew deeper. He had really fallen asleep now, leaving me awake to ponder the upcoming hours with mounting dread.

      I was afraid for myself, but I was afraid for him, too. What would Agnan do when he learned Zen was gone, and I had helped him flee?

      I hadn’t been lying when I told Zen that someone would be watching the castle. That would have been Agnan’s first call, to whoever he had closest to Silverhold Tower. There would be someone waiting for our return.

      Did he have anyone inside the castle now?

      My memories had been gone for so long, I had no way of knowing what was going on within the Order of the Souls now. Agnan could have very well managed to get someone else in there.

      Knowing what I knew about Zen and how well he vetted his staff, I found it hard to believe that anyone from the Order had managed to slip in undetected, but I had been out of the loop, and I had no way of knowing what Agnan had been up to in my absence.

      Either way, there would be eyes on the exits, undoubtedly following any of the guards coming and going. Sneaking back in was still the smartest way back in undetected by Agnan… or so I hoped.

      And what if I was leading him back into another trap? Leading us into a trap?

      I fully shuddered. The idea of bringing Zen to more danger terrified me more for him than it did for myself, and I couldn’t stop shaking afterward. Away from the warmth of the fire, the cold of the night had settled in, and I couldn’t catch my breath. I curled into a ball and turned away from Zen, rocking my body slowly, wishing his strong arms were around me.

      It was only then that I allowed the tears of frustration and sadness to fall until they almost lulled me to sleep, but the chill of the air kept me from fully embracing slumber.

      In his sleep, Zen stirred, mumbling something incoherent. I turned my head toward him, and his strong arm overtook my waist, catching me by surprise. Suddenly, I was pulled against his taut torso, the slow, rhythmic pulse of his heart sending another wave of shivers through me. In his sleep, he had reached for me, subconsciously still needing me, and it made me cry harder but quietly.

      His body heat washed over me, warming me for the first time all evening, and I exhaled with relief. In his sleep, he snuggled closer, his breath hot on my ear. A wistful moan threatened to escape my lips, but I smothered it, lest I wake him up and ruin the moment I’d so desperately wanted since he’d first found me in Agnan’s rundown house on the outskirts of Catalonia.

      I didn’t move, not an inch, not a toe, even as my body responded to him from top to bottom. I longed to wriggle against him, to bury myself into him as I had so many times before, but I didn’t dare.

      Instead, I relished the beat of his heart against my back, feeling myself drifting off to sleep as much as I fought it. I didn’t want to miss a second of this, knowing that this would be the last time we would ever be together like this.

      I don’t want to miss any of it, I moaned to myself. I want to be right here with him…

      But in the end, the fight was futile, and I fell into the same exhausted slumber that had consumed Zen. After the day we’d had, it was inevitable. I couldn’t hold off anymore.
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        * * *

      

      The twittering of birdsong woke me up, and I immediately reached for Zen’s arm, the memory first on my mind. To my massive disappointment, it was no longer there, nor was Zen lying beside me any longer. I had lost the moment, succumbing to sleep, despite my best efforts to remain awake.

      I rolled over fully to look for him and saw that he wasn’t in the cave. Instantly, I sat upright, panic seizing me again.

      Did he leave me in the night? Did he see his arm around me and take off?

      Again, I had to talk myself down as I jumped to my feet, reminding myself that he had ample time to leave me if he’d wanted to do that. He wouldn’t have done it in the middle of the night.

      That was something Agnan would do, not Zen.

      But he also wasn’t outside the cave, and I padded around the immediate vicinity, sniffing the air for him. I could sense him nearby, his pheromones attracting me, even if I couldn’t find him outright.

      Finally, he returned, his eyes trailing over my face and figure before turning away.

      “You’re up.”

      “I’ve been up for a bit,” I replied. “Where did you go?”

      He held up the wooden canteen, and I exhaled. “Oh.”

      “We should get moving. I don’t want to be walking all day again.”

      “Will we be?” I asked curiously.

      “Not if we get moving,” he replied gruffly. “Let’s go.”

      I hesitated, tempted to ask him about our cuddle session, but thought better of it. Instead, I started the way we’d been headed the previous day, and he whistled at me to stop.

      “There’s a shorter way through here.”

      I eyed the steep drop through the dale but didn’t protest. As I started to follow him, I slipped. With lightning-fast reflexes, he whirled around, catching me at the waist before I landed. Our faces were inches apart, my eyes huge.

      “Watch your step,” he rasped, his breath warm on my cheek.

      A hot blush tinged my cheeks, and I nodded as he placed me on my feet, his hands lingering on my back a second longer than necessary—or so it felt to me.

      The moment he released me, he was back on his way, headed over the lower ground, fighting through the brambles as I struggled to keep up with him. I wondered if he was testing me by taking me on this more precarious terrain, but I didn’t complain.

      We barely stopped over the next two hours, breaking only to take swigs of water and for Zen to gauge the location of the sun before powering onward until suddenly, I found myself unable to move.

      “What is it, Mirielle?”

      I pointed up ahead.

      Zen grimaced. “You know where we are, then?”

      “That’s where you found me, isn’t it?”

      He stared at me, his slate eyes boring holes into me. “You don’t remember?” he asked sarcastically. “I thought you got all your memories back.”

      “I remember,” I mumbled hoarsely. “I’d just rather not.”

      His frown deepened, and he continued forward, but not without another backward glance at me. “Are you going to be able to make it the rest of the way? You realize we’re almost there, right?”

      “I can make it.”

      We didn’t speak again until the forest thinned and the tips of Silverhold Tower came into view. The sight of it was bittersweet to me. It indicated that our journey was over… but that my punishment was just beginning.

      Two of the four identical turrets stood proudly against the afternoon sky, the beacon tower protruding from the center.

      The rest of the woods cleared away on our right and left as the garden gates appeared, but before we could approach, Royal Guards enshrouded us from all angles.

      “Hands up!”

      “You’re on protected royal land!”

      “Identify yourselves at once!”

      The orders came at us loud and in unison, but Zen did not slow down.

      “Stand down,” he barked. “Don’t you recognize your own king when you see him?”

      “Alpha!” one of the guards cried out, gesturing for the others to lower their weapons. “Where have you been? Are you injured?”

      Without waiting for Zen to respond, the guard shouted more orders at his underlings.

      “Find the healers! Send for Endora!”

      “I don’t need the healers or Endora,” Zen started to say as I was also flocked.

      “Miss Mirielle, are you well? Please, come this way. We’ll find your private guard immediately.”

      Zen stopped mid-stride to whip out commands of his own.

      “Put her in the north wing and send a healer to her. She is to be watched constantly—that means a guard in the room with her at all times!” Zen barked.

      I paled at the order. “I don’t—”

      His icy glare stopped me from completing my sentence in full.

      Zen stalked toward me, waving his guards away. “Give us a moment.”

      The Royal Guards stepped back, and I folded my hands nervously, gazing humbly at the ground as he neared. I lowered my voice so as to not catch the attention of the staff. “Ze—Alpha, I don’t need guards—”

      “You may not, but the kingdom needs guarding from you!” he whiplashed, piercing my soul with his words. I bit on my lower lip and blinked rapidly, willing the tears away.

      “You don’t need to worry about me, Zen!” I whispered, horrified that he believed that about me.

      “You will go to the north wing only because that is the best place to keep an eye on you. It sickens me to put you there, so close to me and among my mother’s belongings, but it’s either that or the dungeon, and the latter will rouse too much suspicion inside the castle,” he growled. “The healers will look you over and ensure you’re not injured.”

      “I’m not hurt,” I promised.

      “Stop arguing with me and listen,” he snapped. “Can you do that?”

      I pressed my lips together. “Yes, Alpha.”

      “Tonight, you will stay in the north wing—under full guard. That means that you will have guards with you at all times. Not outside the room—in the room where they can watch you constantly. You will have no privacy where you can shift and run off to inform your lover about my movements.”

      My head jerked up in disgust.

      “Agnan isn’t my lover!” I spat.

      “Hm.” He didn’t look convinced, but I was sure I caught a gleam of relief in his eyes. “Those are the terms. You can take them, or you can go right now and take your chances on your own.”

      I bit down on my lower lips so hard, I was surprised my tooth didn’t go through. “And what am I supposed to do tomorrow?”

      “That’s your problem, Mirielle. You have today and tonight to figure it out. I can’t do everything for you, but I suggest you be grateful I’m letting you off the hook so easily.”

      He started to turn away, and I reached out to stop him. His eyes trailed toward my fingers, his face softening, but only slightly.

      “What is it?”

      “Why are you letting me go?” I whispered. “You’re clearly furious with me. Why aren’t you…?” I couldn’t finish my own sentence.

      He scoffed. “Are you testing me?”

      “No! No, I’m grateful. Thank you. I just…” I clamped my mouth closed and looked down. “I’m just trying to understand why. You obviously don’t trust me.”

      “I don’t,” he agreed. “And punishing you will make me look bad, like I’m not in control. I let you into the castle, didn’t I? It’s the only way to save face.”

      His argument was weak, and I met his eyes again.

      “Is that really why?” I asked quietly. “You’re worried about public opinion?”

      Gently, he unhooked my fingers from his arm, and now it was he who turned away. “No. That’s not really why,” he admitted. “I also believe that Agnan did a number on you. I don’t think that you fully acted of your own volition. It doesn’t forgive what you did, but I can’t kill you… not in good conscience, anyway.”

      He looked away before I could read his expression, and my heart soared.

      He cares about me. I just need him to see—

      “Get her to the north wing,” Zen called out, stalking away. “And send Calliver to my chambers in thirty minutes. I suspect we’re about to have a major security problem.”

      I was flanked on either side and marched toward the castle as my heart broke more watching Zen storm away without a backward glance. The harsh reality of my predicament slapped me brutally in the face then.

      I was never going to see him again, was I?

      But why was this surprising? It was only confirmation of something Agnan had already told me since the day he’d found me. I was worthless, a nothing orphan, meant to live in the shadows.

      I’d been a silly, stupid child to imagine that I could’ve ever been queen, and that someone as perfect as King Zen of Silverhold could ever really truly love the real me.
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      The first thing I did when I returned to my old suite, Zen’s mother’s rooms before that, was head to the small bar fridge she kept there and down two bottles of water as a female guard stood in the corner, looking uncomfortable.

      Her name was Isa, and she didn’t seem to know what to do with herself, a plight I could relate to. What Zen had asked of her was not part of the job description, I was sure. No guard in the history of the Royal Guards had ever been asked to sit in a royal suite before and watch the occupant.

      I cast her a sidelong look, unsure of what to do with her, but I didn’t want to make her life any more difficult than it already was.

      “You can sit down if you want,” I offered, gesturing to one of the wing chairs in the corner of the bedroom. “I’m just going to shower and probably go to sleep for a bit.”

      Isa shifted her weight and offered me a meek smile. I could tell she wasn’t sure if she was supposed to be nice to me or not.

      “No, Miss Mirielle. I can stand. The king wouldn’t like to know I was sitting.”

      I smothered a sigh. “No one is going to tell him,” I promised.

      But she remained in place, next to the door separating the sitting room from the bedroom, and I retreated into the bathroom for a shower.

      “Please leave the door ajar, Miss Mirielle,” Isa called out.

      I flushed in humiliation, but I didn’t argue, leaving the door open. I didn’t believe that Isa was going to come looking in on me, but it was mortifying all the same.

      Why did he even care? He said I could leave if I wanted. Why was he going through all the trouble of keeping an eye on me if he didn’t care if I left?

      The answer seemed fairly simple: once I did go, he was going to have a tail on me to make sure I didn’t come back. And as long as I was in the castle, he wanted to know where I was at all times.

      Thick steam filled the bathroom, and for half a second, I contemplated shifting and scurrying out under Isa’s nose, anyway, but then I would just be confirming all of Zen’s fears about me. I suddenly had déjà vu of the first day that Zen had found me, terrified with amnesia in the woods. I’d been scared then, a little voice urging me to leave. But everything had worked out okay.

      That was before Zen found out who I was. Before I found out who I was. Things weren’t going to be okay this time. This time, I should listen and go.

      But like that first trip into the castle, I ignored the inner voice and continued to do what I’d said I would.

      Stepping into the almost scalding water, I let the liquid run over me, embracing every one of my naked curves to wash the past day away. I wished it could erase the past twenty-four hours entirely, swirling it down the drain to be lost forever in the sewers where it belonged.

      Mingling with the few tears I had left in me, my head pounded, and dizziness overtook me as I allowed it all to drip away, the rainfall showerhead and side nozzles missing nothing.

      “Miss? Are you all right in there?”

      I must have been in the bathroom much longer than I realized, and I exhaled a breath I didn’t know I’d been clinging to.

      Turning my head toward the doorway, I half-expected to see the Royal Guard standing there, but she kept her distance in the bedroom. I liked her. Too bad I hadn’t met her sooner. I would have preferred her to Jaylen or the other males who had silently and rudely watched over me.

      “Yes, Isa. I’m coming out.”

      Reluctantly, I turned off the shower and reached for a fluffy white towel, wrapping my dripping, aching body in it. All the walking had taken its toll on me, and I wanted nothing more than to crawl into the enormous bed and sleep for a week.

      But not alone. I wanted to be sleeping with Zen, just like we did in the woods.

      My stomach growled as I entered the bedroom, and to my utter surprise, a silver tray sat on the vanity, laden with food.

      “The king had food sent up for you,” she informed me.

      I didn’t know what to say, my mouth watering at the sight of it. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten anything at all.

      “Let me get dressed.” But I realized I had nothing to wear but the filthy outfit I’d brought from Agnan’s property.

      “The king also had some garments brought in. They’re in the dressing room.”

      Why was he doing all this for me if he didn’t care? Maybe he did care.

      Another round of tears filled my eyes.

      “It’s all right, Miss Mirielle. Please don’t cry,” Isa said.

      Sobs silently wracked my body. I was entwined with his enemies, and still, he found it in his heart to offer me kindness.

      Hastily, I wiped my cheeks and forced a smile before I could embarrass myself more in front of this stranger.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled, turning toward the closet. “I’ll be right out. Can you thank the king for me?”

      “I…” Isa trailed off helplessly, and I didn’t press her.

      Zen wasn’t looking for gratitude. He was just ensuring I was well-fed and dressed before he sent me on my way. He was furious, but he didn’t want anything to happen to me. He didn’t want that on his conscience, either.

      He hadn’t sent any of the expensive dresses back to hang in the empty closet, but I wouldn’t be needing a formal gown today—or in the future, for that matter. I found a pair of jeans and a white blouse before heading back out to the vanity to brush my unruly red waves, still damp from the shower.

      The platter was filled with meats, cheeses, and vegetables charcuterie style for me to snack on. A steaming pot of coffee sat in a silver urn, but I didn’t touch it, knowing it would disrupt my sleep habits, which would no doubt already be sketchy.

      “Isa, could I go to the king?” I asked boldly once my stomach was filled, a deep tiredness settling inside me.

      I sat back on the vanity stool and stared at her, catching my own plaintive expression in the mirror. The guard’s eyes popped, and she shook her dark head of hair with so much force, strands came loose from her bun.

      “Oh, no… I don’t think he wants to be disturbed. He’s having a private meeting with the head of the Royal Guards,” she blurted out.

      I arched an eyebrow. “Would you tell him that I’d like to see him when he’s finished talking to Calliver?”

      Isa pursed her lips, and I could see that my requests were making her more ill-at-ease than she already was.

      “Miss, it isn’t really my place—”

      I stood abruptly and moved toward the bed, the agitation keeping me from wanting to sleep.

      “Can you call Landon or Jaylen in here, then?” I asked impatiently. “If they’re not in the meeting, at Calliver’s side?”

      Isa sighed heavily. “With respect, miss, I have orders that…” She paused. “You aren’t to be giving orders.”

      Well, that was a gut punch. I fully understood my place. Prisoner in a gilded cage.

      “I see,” I muttered, turning to look out the window. “So I’m just to remain here indefinitely.”

      “My shift is done in the morning,” Isa offered. “I don’t know what happens after that.”

      I do, I thought miserably. I get sent on my way with some kind of tracker on my ass.
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      I tried to sleep, but my nerves were too raw, even on the massive, comfortable bed that had once been a source of security for me. In the end, I got up and wandered into the sitting room, flicking on the television. Almost immediately, one of Zen’s black and white movies came on, the sight of it ripping my heart in two again.

      I picked up a pillow and pressed it to my nose, inhaling deeply, hoping to catch a whiff of his scent in the fabric. He was there, albeit faintly.

      Isa remained at the threshold between the doorways, her presence making me edgier by the minute. I wasn’t sure I could go on all night like this.

      Around seven, there was a knock at the door, and I perked up hopefully, but it was just a maid delivering another tray.

      “Courtesy of Alpha King Zen,” Tavia announced, as if she didn’t recognize me. Excitement rushed through me to see the familiar face, and I reached for my friend’s hand, my eyes popping when I saw her.

      “Tavia!” I breathed, relieved. I wondered if Zen had specifically sent her in, too. “Stay with me for a few minutes.”

      Embarrassed, Tavia glanced at Isa, who shook her head firmly.

      “I can’t, Miri.” She backed out of the suite like she hadn’t spent the past two weeks helping me plan my wedding to Zen. “I have to get back to work.”

      I almost told her to forget about work, but I stopped myself. I didn’t have the authority to do that, not anymore. Frustration burned inside of me. “Will you come back after your shift?”

      “I… I don’t know if I’m allowed, Mirielle,” she whispered, again sneaking a peek at Isa.

      “I’m sorry, miss. No visitors,” Isa intoned. “You’re not permitted visitors.”

      I groaned loudly, wondering what I’d agreed to. Maybe it would have been better if I’d just gone after all.

      “This is crazy!” I exploded. “Get Zen in here!”

      “I have to go,” Tavia said, hurrying out as I glowered at the Royal Guards.

      “Don’t shoot the messenger, Miss Mirielle. The king has given his orders,” Isa insisted, refusing to budge on the matter.

      I gnawed on the insides of my cheeks, fighting the urge to scream out that I’d changed my mind, that I didn’t want to do this anymore, that I wanted to leave. I wasn’t changing one prison for another, leaving Agnan’s captivity for the king’s.

      “You should eat something,” Isa offered, trying to shift the subject, but food was the last thing on my mind.

      I parted my lips to refuse, but as I did, a loud pounding on the door stopped me.

      Instantly, Isa was on guard, rushing toward the threshold, her hand on her waist to reach for her castle-issued dagger. “Who’s there?”

      “Calliver,” came the recognizable voice. “Open the door!”

      Isa stepped back to let the head of the Royal Guard, who was also Zen’s personal guard, inside. His eyes flashed as he looked at me and Isa.

      “Stay here and stay hidden,” he hissed, his face taut with concern. “Don’t come out for anyone or anything.”

      “What’s going on?” I demanded, jumping up from the settee, my heart pounding. He wouldn’t have come unless it was of dire importance.

      “Endora is putting a shroud of protection on the royal floor,” he continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. “Don’t move, either of you! That’s an order, Isa.”

      He whirled around and rushed out the same way he’d come, leaving me and Isa to look at one another.

      “CALLIVER!” I yelled, forcing him to turn around. He glowered at me. “What is going on?”

      He sneered. “The castle is under attack again,” he spat. “The Order of Souls is back—not that it should surprise you.”

      He looked like he wanted to add more—so much more—but held back, remembering his place in the hierarchy.

      He was gone again, and Isa slammed the door, ushering me back as the air depleted from my lungs.

      Of course Agnan had come for the castle again. I’d led him right here. What else was I expecting?

      Zen had to truly hate me now.
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      This time, they came in covertly, a spell of stealth and shock. Unlike the time they had come in during the ball, all flash and awe, this attack was more methodical, more controlled.

      It was the screams that alerted me in my home office before Endora materialized before me in her usual cloud of smoke.

      “The Order is back. There are droves of them,” she informed me flatly. “I’m going to put a shroud of protection on the royal floor. I suggest you stay up there with your sister.”

      I jumped up from my desk, prepared to battle, when I remembered I couldn’t shift.

      “That prick!” I hissed, stalking toward the door. “Go enlist the shroud quickly. Mirielle is up there, too.”

      Endora gaped at me, her black eyes glittering, but I didn’t wait for her lecture as I threw open the office doors and moved into the thick of the attack.

      The corridor reeked of black magic, the instant assault to my senses overwhelming at first, but I didn’t allow it to run me down. I didn’t have my shifting prowess, but I still knew how to fight.

      To my left, a blur came at me, and I blocked the body, my arm raising as I grabbed for the nearest weapon I could find.

      “ALPHA!”

      One guard threw something my way, and without looking, I caught it with my right, jutting the sword forward as the fae landed on me. With a horrific shriek, the form crumpled away, the rest of my guards rushing forward on the offense.

      Agnan was mad. He hadn’t thought this through and was attacking out of sheer rage, not proper planning. Although they had come in slyly, he had come in swinging.

      I didn’t stop to consider his motives as I moved, my eyes trained through the haze of distracting black smoke to look for him specifically, but I didn’t see him, only his army of female faeries, all under-prepared and throwing whatever magic they could muster our way.

      He was looking for Mirielle, I realized, the understanding almost freezing me in place, but there was no time to consider Agnan’s whereabouts, not when the Order of Souls continued to flock the castle.

      How did they get in? Did Mirielle somehow let them through?

      I couldn’t see how that was possible when I had arranged for a female guard to stay with her constantly. I received hourly reports that she was still in my mother’s old suite. No one had lost sight of her for a minute.

      “Alpha, you must get to the royal floor,” Calliver told me, pulling me into one of the empty rooms as the Order continued to storm the main floor. “Let us do our jobs.”

      “I am just as capable as the rest of you,” I growled, infuriated by the implication. “I still have my magic.”

      “No one is questioning your abilities, Alpha,” the head of the Royal Guards insisted. “But if something were to happen to you, your sister would be in charge.”

      His words made my blood run cold and snapped some sense into me. But I didn’t like the idea of not being on the front lines. Still, Cyndella taking hold of the kingdom was motivation enough for me to stand back for the moment.

      And I wanted to keep an eye on Mirielle—not that I would ever mention that aloud.

      “There isn’t much more to take care of. There are less than half a dozen souls left here now,” Calliver insisted. “We’ve already handled most of the threat. Please, Alpha. Let me get you to safety.”

      “I’m trusting you, Calliver,” I told him flatly. “You’ll send for me if you need me.”

      “Of course, and I won’t let you down, Alpha.”

      Nodding, I retreated toward the hidden elevator in the study and took it up to the royal floor, landing myself in the general corridor. Endora whirled, her hands extended to blast me with a spell.

      “It’s just me, Endora,” I sighed, closing the antique doors behind me. “How is Cyndella?”

      “She slept through the whole attack,” the enchantress informed me, lowering her hands. “Thanks to Alle and her potions.”

      I eyed the closed doors to the west wing, debating whether to check on my sister, but turned and headed toward the north wing instead.

      “Really?” Endora fired out. “You’re going to her?”

      I stopped and turned back to look at the enchantress with a scowl.

      “Unless you know a way to retrieve my shifting powers, yes, I’m going to her!” I barked back, with far more defensiveness than I intended. “Have you learned anything since I told you?”

      Endora’s mouth parted, but she didn’t speak.

      “I didn’t think so,” I spat, pivoting again and marching toward the double doors.

      No guard stood outside, all of them summoned to the fight downstairs except Isa, who was inside the suite.

      “You’re going to get sucked back in by her!” Endora called after me, but I ignored her, letting myself into the rooms without knocking.

      I had no intention of being “sucked” back into anything, but I didn’t tell Endora that I’d been terrified the whole time that Agnan had located Mirielle. I just needed to see her with my own eyes. As furious as I was with her, I couldn’t help but feel some compassion for her. She had clearly been trying to show me the entire walk through the Bellewoods that she was flooded with shame and regret for what had happened.

      Isa jumped to attention the second I walked into my mother’s old suites, her small but sturdy frame erect and ready for battle. She appeared relieved to see it was me.

      “Alpha!”

      “Wait outside, Isa,” I instructed the guard.

      Mirielle appeared in the doorway of the sitting room, hearing the guard call my name, her face twisted in a fusion of reassurance and worry.

      “What’s going on down there?”

      “What do you think?” I retorted. “Your friends have come to get you.”

      She shook her fiery waves passionately, approaching me as Isa saw herself out into the hallway, closing the door in her wake. “No,” Mirielle insisted. “It’s not me they want.”

      I rolled my eyes and sat on the sofa, but I couldn’t deny the insurmountable sense of ease I felt knowing that she wasn’t harmed.

      I cared about her. I couldn’t just turn that off, as much as I’d like to. I loved her.

      The understanding frustrated me. I didn’t want to feel this way, and yet…

      “Zen… Alpha,” Mirielle mumbled, tentatively sitting across from me. “I never wanted any of this.”

      I refused to look at her, the trouble she had caused impossible to ignore, but I also couldn’t overlook the way she made me feel. The contrition painted all over her face wasn’t fake. Agnan had come after her, too, and she hadn’t run off with him again.

      Maybe it was time to listen to what she had to say. She knew Agnan well. If anyone could take him on, it might just be Mirielle.

      “Tell me everything,” I ordered her. “Start from the beginning.”

      Mirielle sat back on the settee, biting on her lower lip, and I released a low grunt of disapproval. “I mean it, Mirielle. Tell me everything. Every sordid detail. You claim you aren’t with him—”

      “I’m not!” she agreed quickly.

      “Then prove it. Tell me what you know.”

      Inhaling, she nodded and began, her chin falling.

      “My parents died when I was seven.”

      In spite of my anger toward her, my chest tightened at the revelation. I knew what it was like to lose parents, and I hadn’t been as young as her. My own father had passed when I was a teenager, my mother only a year ago.

      “I was immediately placed in an orphanage,” Mirielle continued. “The conditions were…”

      She hung her head, and a shudder ran through me. In my mind’s eye, I saw pictures of what the kingdom’s orphanages had been like years ago, well before I had taken the throne. My grandfather had not much cared about the lower classes in the kingdom, but my father had taken great strides to improve the conditions of the impoverished, and my mother had ensured that Silverhold never saw homelessness. I could only imagine what Mirielle had endured in her youth.

      “Agnan came to the orphanage when I was nine.” Her tone was laced with shame. “He collected us, the females only, and took us to live with him. We were too young to understand what the Order of Souls was, but that’s what he banked on, training and indoctrinating us from a young age to do his bidding.”

      My shoulders sank as a clearer picture of her life came to me.

      “It was all dark magic, each of us trained in specific areas. Mine was botany—as you might have guessed.”

      “What does any of this have to do with me and how you lost your memories and came to be here?” I asked, barely hiding my impatience. I felt like she was purposely avoiding the subject.

      “I’m getting to that,” Mirielle sighed. “Please, let me tell you this in my own way, Zen. You asked me…”

      She stared at me, her eyes blue pools of regretful sadness, and my chest panged again. “Will you let me tell you in my own way?”

      I nodded curtly. “If you get there.”

      She bit her lower lip. “We were all taught from the time we were brought to live with Agnan that the royals were evil, bad, that you were out to get us all and the reason we lived such impoverished, terrible lives. He made it sound as if you stole from us directly and that you needed to be stopped.”

      She bit on her lower lip, and my back stiffened. “Your father…”

      “The attempted assassination in Cyrus,” I breathed, remembering the bold move. That had been the year my father had died, the stress of his duties overtaking him. “That was the Order of Souls.”

      “I was there,” she admitted. “I was thirteen, and it was then that I realized that I didn’t want to do this anymore, but Agnan insisted that you all needed to be stopped. Every king in every kingdom. It would start here, in Mystara, eliminating all the kings, from Ironhelm to Steelshire, but eventually, all three continents would be reunited as one—without any kings at all.”

      I scoffed. “There have always been kings, always been a monarchy, dating back to the Original family.”

      “I don’t know about all that,” Mirielle mumbled. “But that has always been the goal of the Order. A total commonwealth for all.”

      She rubbed her eyes and sank back against the sofa. “I fought with him, I begged him, and for a time, Agnan let me stay behind when the rest of them went out and did whatever they were doing. He didn’t trust me to take part in their plans.”

      I leaned forward, my hands growing clammy. “My mother…?”

      “I knew nothing about that!” she swore vehemently. “Not until after it happened, and I confronted Agnan on it. He insisted that it wasn’t the Order who had done it. But I was suspicious, especially when he told me what he wanted next.”

      I arched an eyebrow, waiting, but Mirielle appeared reluctant to carry on. Angrily, I hissed at her, disgusted that I’d let myself get “sucked in,” just as Endora had warned me.

      “You said you would tell me everything!” I growled. “If you’re not going to do it…”

      I stood, and she called out, begging me to stay. “I’m going to tell you,” she pleaded. “Just… just let me get my thoughts in order, please.”

      Night had fallen outside now, and her head turned to look beyond my shoulder, her eyes shadowing to a navy as her thoughts darkened.

      “He came to me and explained that he had a way of incapacitating the kings, all of them, but he needed my help. He said it was a fate worse than death because of your… your egos.”

      Frowning, I turned back to her. “What?”

      “I don’t know. I suppose it would quash your powers and make you look weak to your following, making it easier for the Order to sell their plan of a united world without a monarchy.”

      I bristled. “Taking away my ability to shift.”

      Sighing, she nodded. “Agnan had been following my work with the plants closer than I realized, toying with the most exotic finds I located, and found out that with a combination of science and magic, he could produce a concoction…”

      She gasped and shuddered. “He’d already used one of the fae, one of the orphans, as a guinea pig. He knew it worked. It had been tried, and it was successful.”

      I recoiled at the callousness.

      “But to do it, he needed your DNA—that’s the secret sauce. It would mean getting close to you, and after what happened to your mother…”

      She shrugged. “I said I wouldn’t do it, and he insisted. I was the only one without a criminal record, the only one who didn’t have prints in the system. I wouldn’t be looked at twice if I applied for a position in the castle. It had to be me. All those times I had stayed back had worked to Agnan’s advantage. But I refused.”

      “You refused?” I echoed dubiously.

      Mirielle shivered and shook her head, as if trying to shake off the entire experience. “I said no. I told him I wasn’t doing it. The risk of death was too great. I could see that we were all dispensable to him by now, but he didn’t seem to care that I was worried for my own safety.”

      I scoffed, folding my arms under my chest. “Never mind the moral dilemma—how wrong it was to steal a fae’s powers?” I demanded.

      She hung her head. “I wasn’t thinking about anything but my own survival, Zen,” she whispered. “I don’t expect you to understand, but that’s how it was.”

      “So? Then what?” I pressed.

      She bit on her lower lip and met my steadfast stare. “And then he just agreed and let it go.”

      My brow furrowed into a vee. “What?”

      “I should have known better,” she muttered. “I’ve known him for more than a decade. I should have known that he would do something sadistic and cruel.”

      “What did he do?”

      Her eyes glazed over, but the tears didn’t spill, her eyes blinking rapidly to cast them away. She didn’t speak for a long moment, and I didn’t force her, her windpipe bobbing as she swallowed.

      “One day, he informed me that there was a plant he needed in the Bellewoods.”

      “Ah.” The picture became clearer now.

      “I knew we weren’t allowed in there, but he promised he knew exactly where it was, and we would be in and out before anyone was any wiser. It wasn’t as dangerous as some of the tasks he’d asked of us before, and I knew I was skating on thin ice with him. I wanted to get back on his good side again.”

      “I bet,” I growled, but when she looked at me, tears soaked her eyes, and a pang of guilt shot through me. Before I realized what I was doing, I got up and joined her on the settee, taking her hand to comfort her trembling palm.

      “I don’t remember exactly what happened next… if he beat me first or wiped my memories. I remember he dragged me through the bushes and called me useless, stupid. He said he wished he’d left me in the orphanage where he’d found me…”

      Now the tears did fall from her eyes, but she wiped them away quickly and sniffled, turning her head away.

      “I think he intended to kill me,” she admitted. “I don’t know exactly what was on his mind. Or maybe he figured you would find me? I never really know what Agnan is thinking, Zen. Just when I think I have him figured out, he does something else.”

      My jaw twitched, and the urge to kill Agnan was stronger than it had ever been before.

      “Once he found out I was here, though, he knew he could get your DNA, and now…”

      She exhaled, and I released her hand, rising to pace the room, my mind whirling. “He got what he wanted in the end, anyway.”

      A fusion of emotions washed through me, but the strongest was the need to protect Mirielle from the hell spawn that was Agnan.

      “Please say something,” she begged, her voice a raspy whisper.

      “If he cast a spell to take the ability away, then there is an antidote,” I suggested reasonably.

      “Possibly,” Mirielle agreed slowly. “I don’t know what it is.”

      “You could create it, though, with enough time and resources,” I insisted, excitement mounting inside me. “You have a passion for botany. And what better resources than here at the castle?”

      She nodded slowly, the wheels of her mind turning.

      “But to create the antidote, we would need the washi plant to start.”

      “Fine. Go to the greenhouse and get it,” I told her. “Once the mess downstairs is dealt with.”

      Mirielle shook her head. “No, there aren’t washi plants in the greenhouse,” she replied. “They’re extremely sensitive and don’t travel well. You can’t move them without a whole event, or they’ll die.”

      I stared at her suspiciously. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that you have to go get a washi plant—and preferably keep it where it is before you do anything with it. If you want to use it, you have to use it in place.”

      I narrowed my eyes, unsure if I believed her.

      “Agnan had it in a vial, didn’t he?”

      “Agnan has years of dark magic behind him, passed down from generations. I only know what I know, being self-taught,” she argued. “If you want me to help you, I can only do so much. He knows more than me.”

      “Can you help me?” I demanded skeptically. “Or are you just buying time?”

      She met my eyes earnestly. “I can try. I want to help you,” she insisted. “Of course I want to help you.”

      I did my best to ignore the plaintive note in her tone.

      “Fine. Then let’s find the washi plant. Are they in the Bellewoods?” I demanded, keeping my own voice even.

      A grimace fell over her face, and she shook her head. “No. That’s the other thing…”

      “What?” I demanded, my patience thinning again.

      “We’re going to have to travel to the edge of Silverhold to get it.”

      A knock on the door prevented me from swearing aloud, but I cast her a glowering look as I stalked to open it. Isa stood outside, the relief obvious on her face.

      “The Order of Souls has been overtaken, Alpha,” the Royal Guard informed me. “It is now safe to reenter the castle.”

      “Any survivors?” I asked.

      “A couple. They’ve been taken to the dungeon.”

      “Good.” I looked around the hallways for Endora, who had vanished. “Send for the enchantress and have Calliver prepare one of the cars for travel.”

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      I shut the door and turned to confront Mirielle again. She stood and wrung her hands nervously in front of her.

      “I hope for your sake that this plant does the trick,” I growled.

      “Me too,” she mewled. “Me too.”
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      “I’ve never heard of anything like it,” Endora said flatly, eying me with naked suspicion.

      I smothered a sigh and shifted my weight from one foot to another.

      “I’m only telling you what I know,” I offered again. “Agnan made a potion—”

      “I heard what you said,” the enchantress cut me off, but her onyx gaze was fixed on the king. “I’m just not sure I’m buying into it.”

      “Do you have any better ideas?” Zen asked flatly. “If not, we’re going.”

      “The washi plant is difficult to find, and the Locaza Forest is… wild,” Endora continued, listing her grievances with our upcoming venture.

      “All I’m hearing is problems and no solutions from you,” Zen said to her. “Unless you have alternatives, we’re heading over there—tonight.”

      “At least wait until morning,” Endora begged. “You won’t be able to see shit in the moonlight.”

      “I have a good sense for where to find the plants if they’re there,” I volunteered, knowing I wasn’t buying myself any points with the enchantress.

      But I wanted to get Zen back in control of his shifting as soon as possible—if possible. I couldn’t have him angry with me for another night, not if I could do something about it. And if I couldn’t, I wanted that out in the open, too. He was right—there was no sense in dragging this out. It needed to be addressed.

      “You two just spent all night in the woods after dealing with the Order,” Endora insisted. “Then a battle, and now you’re heading out again. You’re going to drop in exhaustion.”

      “We’ll sleep in the car,” we chorused in unison.

      Inadvertently, Zen and I shared a smile, but his faded first.

      “Enough discussion on this. We’re leaving. Now,” Zen said. “Come on. We’ve wasted enough time.”

      He moved toward the door of the north suite, and I followed behind him, my running shoes squeaking on the polished floor.

      “I should come, too,” Endora suggested, but even I could hear the reluctance in her tone.

      “No,” Zen answered without turning, and I felt a rush of relief.

      I didn’t want her coming with us, her black eyes staring me down the entire drive.

      Zen barked orders at the enchantress. “You’ll stay here in case the Order returns. And I want you to talk to the prisoners in lockup to see what they have to say. Make sure the magic blocker holds down there. I don’t want anyone else hurt because of them.”

      “I’ve already ensured that,” Endora promised. “But I’ll go see what I can find out from them.”

      “You won’t find out anything,” I sighed, following Zen out of the north wing. “They’re too loyal to Agnan.”

      He stopped and looked at me. “Weren’t you loyal to Agnan once, too?”

      I flushed defiantly. “Yes, but—”

      “Then there’s a chance that they can be turned, too. You said yourself that they were brought in as children. They were brainwashed and manipulated. It might take some work, but the damage that he’s done can be undone with some patience and kindness.”

      I stared at him for a long moment, my heart quickening.

      Even after everything they’ve done to him, he was willing to give the orphaned faeries the benefit of the doubt.

      He was so good. I didn’t deserve him.

      “Are you coming, Mirielle?”

      Clearing the emotion out of my throat, I rushed to catch up with him.

      Landon sat in the driver’s seat of the SUV. Calliver was instructed to stay at the castle like Endora.

      “Just in case Agnan feels ballsy enough to return tonight,” Zen told them. “I have my phone if you need me.”

      “We can handle matters here, Alpha,” Calliver told him confidently.

      “I have no doubt about that,” Zen replied as the door closed, securing us both in the backseat.

      I cast Zen a covert glance through my peripheral vision, but he had turned his attention to one of the built-in headrest tablets, dropping his earbuds in for the ride. I settled back against the leather interior and stared out into the night as Landon began to drive the three hours to our destination.

      It looked like I was catching up on my sleep, after all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The shift of the car’s speed woke me, the bumps in the road beneath the SUV’s sturdy wheels rousing me from my slumber.

      The moon had begun to sink over the night sky, but it was the only illumination out here in the middle of the country roads where streetlights had fallen off.

      The high beams shone directly in front to avoid hitting bold, nocturnal creatures, but also to cast light on the towering silhouettes of ancient trees up ahead.

      “Are you awake?”

      Zen’s voice sounded odd, muffled, like he, too, had been asleep. I turned my chin slightly to look at him and saw the awe on his face, the magic of the forest overwhelming him as much as it did me.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “This is it, huh?”

      I nodded again. “I think so…”

      His eyes narrowed in the dim interior lights. “Haven’t you been here before?”

      “Once… but during the day. It looks really different at night,” I admitted, a prickle of fear washing over me. Suddenly, I wished we had heeded Endora’s warning and come during the day.

      “We’ll be all right from here with our magic and flashlights,” Zen reminded me, like he was reading my mind. “Landon, pull over. We’ll walk from here.”

      The driver glanced over his shoulder warily. “Are you sure, Alpha? I mean, I’m sure I can get closer—”

      “It’s fine. It will give us an opportunity to know what we’re getting into.”

      Sweat quilled along my underarms as the vehicle pulled to a bumpy stop. Zen opened his door as I hesitated.

      “Come on, Mirielle. I need your help with this. I don’t know what I’m looking for or where.”

      “I-I’m coming,” I stuttered, also opening my door to let myself out.

      Zen was at my side immediately, the glow of a flashlight sparking the path in front of us. It wasn’t the fear of the dark or the creatures that lay ahead that troubled me so much, I realized, but the fear of what we might not find.

      “Let’s go.”

      With his characteristic confidence, he led the way, and I tried to ignore the incessant thudding in my chest as I followed, my senses on high alert.

      I knew secrets about this forest, whispers about the magic that hid in the bark of the trees.

      But how? How did I know these secrets?

      “Hey! Are you going to be able to do this?” Zen called out to me.

      I’d fallen behind again, and I rushed to keep up, afraid that I’d be left back. The forest was enchanted. But what did that mean? Magic lived in everything, everywhere. It wasn’t uncommon for forests to be harbingers of excess magic, the leaves alive and communicating always.

      But what was different about this forest?

      I was paranoid because I was tired, it was nighttime, and the last time I was here, I was here with Agnan. There was nothing special about the Locaza, nothing at all…

      But even I didn’t believe that. Magic buzzed through this place, and I needed to be fully alert.

      Through the first batch of pines, we entered, and a wave of energy surged over my face. I gasped aloud and stopped, but Zen didn’t seem to notice it at all. Again, he was ahead of me, almost lost in the darkness.

      “Did you feel that?” I hissed, my voice barely audible.

      “Feel what?” he asked in a normal voice. “Why are you whispering?”

      I shook my head, unsure how to answer either question. Instead, I kept moving with him.

      “Which way should we go? What should I be looking for?”

      I swallowed thickly and forced myself to focus.

      “Uh…” I closed my eyes and tried to remember.

      A loud, menacing howl erupted nearby, and Zen jumped forward protectively, forcing my eyes back open. He flashed the beam around the tree line, looking for signs of life.

      “What was that?”

      “A coyote or wolf,” he answered tersely. “Nothing we can’t handle. Why are you so jumpy?”

      “I’m sorry,” I breathed, struggling to find my breath.

      “Come on, Miri. Where is this plant? I don’t want to kill anything unnecessarily. We’re in their home right now. If we get attacked, it’s because we’re in their territory. Let’s just find this thing and get moving.”

      “Even if I find the plant, it’s going to take some time to figure out the potion,” I muttered, more to myself.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to discourage this,” he snapped.

      “I’m not,” I said quickly. My mind raced, and I raised a finger. “That way. Toward water. It grows near water.”

      “Good,” Zen sighed. “Less chance of dealing with irate animals near the water.”

      Again, we started along, no pathway in sight, until the babble of a brook met our ears and a horrific squawk shrieked from overhead.

      The light beam shot upward, and cold, amber eyes peered down at us from the protection of a leafy tree.

      “Mirielle…”

      “We’re close,” I promised him, urging him along.

      “And once we get this plant, are you sure you’ll know what to do with it?”

      I inhaled. “No.”

      He stopped in his tracks and scowled at me.

      “I could lie to you, Zen, but I really don’t know if anything I can do will work. I can only try.”

      Grunting, he trudged onward, and then, abruptly, my feet were wet.

      “Dammit,” he cursed, his own shoes soaked in unison.

      “Give me the flashlight,” I urged him, reaching for it. Reluctantly, he handed it over, and together, we scoured the area, looking for the washi plant.

      Something slithered past my feet, and I yelped as Zen caught me. “It’s just a water snake. Relax.”

      But I couldn’t relax. My nerves were growing rawer by the second, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were running out of time. With more urgency, I flipped the flashlight through the reeds, willing myself to remember where I’d seen the plant.

      “Are you sure it’s here, Mirielle?” he asked tersely. “Or is this a wild goose chase?”

      Miserably, I turned full circle, more growls and moans echoing through the night as tears of frustration welled in my eyes.

      “Mirielle!”

      But I couldn’t answer him.

      What if I just dragged him out here to this wild, enchanted forest for nothing? What was he going to do to me now?
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      The cold of the stream water seeped through my body, making me more miserable by the second, but that was nothing compared to the tension rising in Zen as the moon sank lower and the night grew blacker.

      “Tell me honestly,” Zen grumbled. “Was this for nothing?”

      I didn’t want to say, one way or another. I had truly believed the plant was here, and I still did, but without the light to see and my stress levels through the roof—

      “Oh, my gods!” I gasped, my jaw slacking.

      “What?” Zen joined my side to peer over my shoulder.

      I couldn’t breathe for a second. I didn’t dare as I shone the light closer.

      “What? What is it?” Zen asked.

      I pointed with the light, my pulse quickening.

      “Is that it?” he demanded, leaning forward to look. “Is that the washi?”

      I inched closer, sloshing through the stream, and startled a sleeping frog that grunted at me, splashing me as it retreated into the pool.

      But my eyes were fixated on the multicolored leaves before me.

      “Oh, gods…” I whispered, excitement seizing my heart again. “Yes. I think it is!”

      “You think it is?” he repeated. “Or it is?”

      Crouching down, I fingered the long, wispy tendrils of purple and blue, hope welling inside me. There was no other plant in the world that looked like this one. It was the washi. I had found the plant we were looking for.

      “It is,” I rasped. “Be careful, Zen. It’s very delicate. Don’t touch it.”

      He eyed me, his dubiousness tangible, but I was too busy trying to figure out how to take it out of the ground without killing it.

      “Now what?” Zen pressed.

      I held up a hand. “Just give me a minute, okay?”

      “I’ve given you all kinds of minutes, Mirielle.”

      I raised my head and looked at him defiantly. “Look around, Zen. Do you see any other plants like this one? Look hard.”

      He gazed about, his eyes narrowing as he moved around cautiously, turning over bedrocks and peering near the water.

      He stopped and shook his head. “No.”

      I cursed silently, but I didn’t let him see my concern.

      “Why? Do you need more than one?” he asked suspiciously.

      I shook my head and exhaled. “That just means we get one shot with this one. I don’t want to screw it up. Just let me figure out how to handle it, okay?”

      He backed away but hovered nearby, shining the beam of light over me as I closed my eyes and summoned all the knowledge I could in my head.

      I couldn’t screw this up. I needed to make this work, or Zen would never get his ability to shift back. And if there’s any chance of making things right, it will definitely go out the window with the death of this plant.

      Inhaling deeply, I placed my hands on the washi plant and began to mumble, willing the words to come to me. Suddenly, like a torrent, they did, from somewhere I didn’t recognize, a spell I’d never heard myself.

      “Fazia demonia jellenia dui,” I rasped.

      “What are you doing?” Zen interjected, and I waved him away without turning, a power surging inside me as the leaves of the washi plant came alive. Bolts of electricity spiked out of me, the charge unlike anything I’d ever felt before. Every pore in my body tingled. All around us, fireflies erupted, setting the landscape aglow, and Zen fell silent, realizing that my words had an effect.

      He stepped back to let me finish my spell.

      “Eassa china coy,” I concluded, caressing the illuminated leaves and abruptly plucking one out of the ground.

      More fireflies swarmed us, the entire area aglow now, the need for our flashlights gone as I turned to Zen.

      “Eat this,” I urged him. “Quickly now.”

      Warily, he took the leaf, his eyes wide with skepticism, but I nodded. “Quickly, Zen, before it dies!”

      Without protest, he gobbled the piece of the plant down, his face twisting at the bitterness, and the fireflies buzzed, their wings the only sound against the night air now. There were no howls or chirps of night creatures, the nocturnal beasts keeping their distance in the wake of my spell. A buttery sweetness tinged the air, and I exhaled, steam and glitter falling from my mouth as I did.

      Zen gasped and choked, causing my eyes to widen in shock.

      “Zen, are you okay?” I asked, not knowing what to expect, as I had never performed a spell like this.

      Suddenly, his body began to morph, his clothes ripping away as gray tufts of fur appeared. It took me a second to realize what was happening, muscled limbs falling onto all fours, paws falling to the forest floor. A fusion of relief and fear overtook me as his smoky eyes bored into me, and he glowered in my direction.

      He has no use for me now, I realized. He can shift again.

      As if reading my thoughts, he pounced, and I whimpered, my arms barely managing to rise over my head and protect myself, but the effort was futile as he pinned me to the pine-needled ground.

      “Zen—” I wheezed, his fae form returning, his expression unrecognizable.

      He didn’t let me finish my plea. To my shock, his mouth crushed to mine, the gratitude pouring from his naked form into my body before I understood what was happening.

      Confused, I didn’t resist, but I didn’t return his kiss, either. I couldn’t wrap my mind around what was happening, what he was doing.

      He raised his head and peered at me.

      “Thank you,” he rasped, and my heart pattered wildly in my chest.

      “What are you going to do to me?” I whispered, still unsure of his intentions.

      His answer came in the form of another kiss, this one more intense than the last, his lips crushing to mine with such intensity, it stole my breath away.

      I understood now that he didn’t intend to kill me, that these past two days had been just as hard on him as they had been on me. My arms reached up to encircle him, drawing him against me tightly. His form melded against my body, his surety growing, and I arched up against him in the mulch, legs rising on either side of his hips.

      Zen’s mouth uncurled from mine, his lips trailing along the line of my neck toward the swell of my throat. I tucked my head back, allowing him lower, his hands roaming over me like he’d never explored me before.

      His face found the swell of my breasts, fingers stripping away at the buttons of my shirt without much care, some of them popping off in his haste.

      The fireflies continued to flock around us, casting his perfect form in a beautiful light, the curve of his ass under my hands, the gentle buck of his hips over my pants as he worked to undress me.

      Hot breath trailed lower over my body, and Zen groaned loudly, pausing at my exposed nipple, tongue jutting out to taste it softly.

      “I missed you,” he mumbled in a tone so low, I almost didn’t hear him.

      “I missed you, too,” I mewled, sadness overtaking me. “I never wanted it to be like this.”

      His mouth latched onto me, sucking and sampling until goosebumps exploded over my entire body. Continuing his journey along the curves of my torso, he paused to kiss and lick every crevice.

      My center was wet from arousal already, the frustrations of the past days fully pent up inside me and ready to be released in exactly this way.

      Zen got my pants off, my underwear tangled among them with my shoes as he dropped his head lower. My fingers twined through his black head of hair, pushing him lower into my belly.

      He reached behind me, arching my body upward with my ass cheeks in his hands, causing beads of sweat to form all over me. A sigh fell out of my mouth, stirring the night creatures again.

      Nearby, an owl hooted as if giving words of encouragement, but it was dull, in the back of my mind, the sensations I was experiencing overwhelming anything going on around me.

      The silkiness of Zen’s hair tickled my inner thigh, but the tease was lost as his tongue delved deeply into my core, a mewl of pleasure emanating from my lips. Shivers of pleasure rushed through me, but Zen’s mouth didn’t stop, his hands beginning to knead at my buttocks, inching closer to the opening between my legs.

      I gasped aloud as a single digit joined his tongue between my legs.

      “Oh, my gods,” I choked, bucking upward, my fingers digging into the dirt.

      My cries only encouraged Zen, his mouth suctioning against my throbbing nub, his finger sliding in and out of me. I knew what was coming—me.

      He purred like he was again reading my thoughts and mumbled them aloud. “I want you, Miri,” he told me, his words muffled between my legs.

      The vibrations brought me right to the edge, and with a low moan, I released over his ceaseless tongue.

      It felt like I wouldn’t stop, but eventually, Zen’s head popped up again, his face glowing against the now graying light. Morning struggled to break around us, but I was lost by the light in his eyes, nothing else.

      “Come to me,” I begged him. “I want you.”

      He nodded, slithering up against me like a tightly coiled snake, and I exhaled, tightening my legs against him as I prepared to let him inside me, but he paused to stare at me, poised over me.

      Our faces were inches apart.

      “I want to trust you,” he growled. “I love you.”

      Despair flooded me, and I clung to him. “I never wanted to hurt you,” I told him honestly. “I love you, too.”

      His mouth crushed to mine again, and the tip of him slid through my folds as I arched upward to meet him. And when he entered me, I finally felt whole again.
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      Her legs locked solidly along my back as I plunged into her fully. Her neck craned up to ensure our lips remained together, every part of our bodies connecting.

      I’m supposed to be with her. This has always felt so right.

      With a primal thrust, I entered her entirely, catching her choked cry with my mouth, smothering it before it could echo through the trees and alert Landon, who might take her screams as trouble. I didn’t want any interruptions while we reconnected.

      Mirielle’s nails dug into the flesh of my shoulders, but I felt nothing but the slick tightness of her core, my thrusts growing harder and deeper as she gasped and writhed beneath me, our bodies melding together.

      Low groans formulated in the back of my throat as her walls closed in around me, but something else was happening inside me, a fission of atomic energy that built from beyond my pleasure sensors.

      “Miri…” I gasped, my eyes popping open, but when I looked at her face, her expression mirrored what I was feeling.

      She squeezed at me tighter, our orgasms building in unison as a whirlwind of headiness overtook me, my heart ready to explode, not from exertion but from something I couldn’t identify.

      Her breathing grew erratic, strange, her face twisting in a way I’d never seen, but I didn’t stop or slow down. Our heartbeats fell into a crazy, matched rhythm of madness, invisible sparks flying internally as hot gushes sprang from both of us in unison.

      “D-don’t stop,” she whimpered, but I had no intention of stopping.

      This haze that had overcome us both, this sensation… it wouldn’t let me finish even as I released in waves.

      My heart pounded with such ferocity, I was sure it would clear my chest fully, the intensity alarming me. Mirielle pulled her head back, her expression matching mine as our eyes locked, her mouth forming an “O” of shock.

      She feels it, too! I realized, our pulses erratically jiving in unison, the push and pull of our hearts connecting until I fully acknowledged what it meant.

      I buried my face in the curve of her shoulder, words spilling from my lips even before I knew what I was saying.

      “You’re my mate, Mirielle,” I gasped as she moaned in agreement.

      “I know. I can feel it, too,” she mewled.

      Her hands clung tighter to me, and she nodded, her legs clutching around my waist.

      “We belong together,” I went on. “I was meant to find you that day by the falls…”

      “I know,” she moaned, kissing my head, her fingers digging into my shoulders. “I know that now.”

      My cock swelled again, another orgasm rising inside me, and Mirielle yelped as I thrust into her again, plunging hard and deep as if to drain myself of all the fiery emotion accumulating inside me.

      Abruptly, I withdrew from her, but before she could react, I flipped her over, still not sated in my own release, and spread her wide again. She was more than ready for me when I raised myself behind her, hands on her hips, and placed my tumescent shaft between her arched cheeks.

      Again, she cried out, the angle of my thrusts hitting her just right as she fell onto all fours on the bed of pine needles and leaves in front of her. I could have taken her all night and into the morning if my body would have let me.

      “Fuck,” I moaned, continuing to pound into her, hands clenching against her sweet, perfect ass.

      Mirielle moaned loudly as I plunged faster and rougher inside of her. Leaning forward, I reached up to cup one of her perfect breasts in my hand.

      “Come for me again,” I whispered in her ear, knowing I would do the same.

      Instantly, I felt the dampness I’d ordered and allowed myself to spend myself one final time before collapsing on top of her. We lay in the thick of trees silently, the aftermath of our lovemaking taking second place to the overwhelming sensation of our mate bond that still reverberated through our bodies.

      Slowly, I managed to turn over, my body tingling with every movement. Mirielle stared at me with huge blue eyes.

      “Are we… Did that…?” she mumbled, still in a daze.

      I nodded, quirking a quick smile. “Yes. I think so.”

      “Wow…”

      I bobbed my head again.

      She exhaled and propped herself up on her arm, her long auburn tresses spilling over her arm.

      “I’m sorry, Zen,” she whispered.

      I pursed my lips and shifted my eyes away. “It’s not your fault,” I muttered. “Not really. You didn’t know any better. Agnan preyed on you when you were young. That asshole knew exactly what he was doing when he took children from the orphanages.”

      Mirielle sat up, pulling her knees to her chest, her hair covering the length of her body as she bowed her chin down.

      “I never realized just how much the dark magic had impacted my life until now,” she admitted. “It was always just a part of it. It was never ‘bad’ or ‘wrong’ because it was just how I was raised.”

      “You wouldn’t know. You had nothing to compare it to,” I told her softly.

      She gnawed on her lower lip. “But it’s part of me. I was born with it.”

      I tensed. “No… I don’t think that’s true, Miri,” I said slowly. “I don’t think it’s in your blood.”

      She cocked her head. “It must be. How else would Agnan have picked me? He only took some females. Selected ones. I’m sure he only picked the ones with dark magic in their bloodline.”

      “He must have influenced you, changed you in some way. If you had dark magic in your DNA, it would have shown up in the test,” I replied thoughtfully. “That’s not something you can hide.”

      “But you said there was an anomaly,” she reminded me. “You told me there was something off about my test.”

      “An anomaly, not darkness,” I agreed. “I suspect that after years in Agnan’s care, he managed to affect your DNA, but I don’t believe you were born with dark magic in your blood.”

      She raised an eyebrow dubiously. “How did he do that?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I don’t know how a warlock like Agnan works or how the Order of Souls has managed to survive over the years without being shut down, but I’m making it my personal mission to end their reign of terror. I know they began when the Original family allowed for the continents to split. The first leader of the Order didn’t much care for the idea of multiple kings over three continents.”

      “But the Original family did that to better the world. They couldn’t handle caring for the entire realm on their own.”

      “Sane, normal faeries know that,” I snorted. “But we know that we’re not dealing with that in Agnan and the Order, are we?”

      I kissed the bridge of her nose and smiled at her, noticing her cerulean eyes shadowed in the darkness. The fireflies continued to encircle us, creating a lovely glow around our naked forms.

      “Are you ready to get back? Landon will be tired from all the driving. I wouldn’t want him going off the road.” I stood up and reached for her hand, but she didn’t move. Her legs curled up to hide her breasts. “What’s wrong?”

      Visibly swallowing, Mirielle shook her head. “I can’t go back to the castle with you, Zen.”

      I frowned. “Why not?”

      “Everyone there will know who I am and what I did.”

      I crouched back down and looked at her, cupping her hands with my open palms. “You’re with me, Mirielle. I’m not going to let anyone sully your reputation in the castle. And since when do you care about what others think, anyway?”

      “I care that they might turn me over to Agnan,” she blurted out.

      I paled at the thought, the notion never crossing my mind, but I didn’t let her see my concern.

      “No one at Silverhold Tower would dare defy me like that,” I promised her. “Not if they value their lives.”

      “Not even your sister?”

      I winced at the suggestion. Cyndella might be a problem.

      “I need you to let me worry about protecting you,” I told her quietly. “The safest place for you is at the castle with me.”

      “What about Endora?” she insisted. “She hates me, too.”

      “Endora doesn’t hate you,” I sighed. “She just doesn’t trust you. And she definitely would not turn you over to Agnan. I can promise you that. But we’re going to enlist Endora’s help and show her that you can be trusted. You’re the reason I got my shifting abilities back; she couldn’t even help with that. That’s got to count for something.”

      Again, Mirielle appeared skeptical.

      “Miri, this is the best way to keep you safe. Where else would you go? Agnan is angry. He’s probably looking for you as we speak. He’s shown he’s careless and doesn’t care about wasting his army with unplanned attacks.”

      “He doesn’t care about us,” Mirielle said sadly, as if she was realizing it for the first time—despite the fact that she had already said as much before. “We were just disposable bodies in his war against the royals.”

      I reached out to cup her face tenderly. “More the reason to stop him together, right?”

      I stood again and reached for her hand. This time, she accepted it, and we scoured the forest bed for the remnants of our clothing before retreating to the car where Landon waited for us. It was time to return to reality and figure out a way to hunt down Agnan before he could wreak any more havoc on the continent and, eventually, the world.
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      Endora was incensed at the suggestion.

      “Have you completely taken leave of your senses?” the enchantress demanded. “You want me to what now?”

      Glowering, I stormed toward the study door to close it, ensuring that Mirielle wasn’t in earshot, but I was glad to see that Calliver had taken her up to the royal floor as I had instructed him.

      It’s a good thing I didn’t have her come here for this.

      “I need you to work with her and rid her of whatever dark magic is lingering inside her.”

      Endora threw up her hands dramatically. “Oh! When you put it like that!” she retorted sarcastically.

      “Are you suggesting that you can’t do it?” I asked coldly, ambling back toward my desk. “Because I was under the impression that you were the best enchantress in the kingdom. Maybe it’s time to look for others if you’re not up to the task.”

      She balked but scowled simultaneously.

      “I’m suggesting that you’re a glutton for punishment,” she fired back. “How much more does this fae have to do to you before you understand that she’s trouble? Since she’s been here, there’s already been two attacks on the castle!”

      “More the reason for you to want to help,” I insisted, flopping down on my leather chair. “She’s in trouble and needs our help.”

      “Or she’s playing you like a fiddle!”

      “She’s not.”

      “How can you be so damn sure, Zen? Yesterday, you were ready to murder her yourself!”

      “No, I wasn’t,” I denied. “I was angry, but I never wanted to hurt her.”

      Endora scoffed. “I don’t understand what changed. Just because she got you shifting again? If it wasn’t for her, you wouldn’t have lost your powers in the first place!”

      I paused, unsure if I should tell her.

      “Zen! You need to give me something!” Endora insisted.

      “She’s my mate,” I answered honestly. “And she’s staying. So you can either work with her, or I’ll find someone who will.”

      Endora blinked her onyx eyes at me rapidly.

      “What?”

      “She’s your mate?” She sputtered as if the word hurt her mouth to say.

      “Endora…”

      “Zen, are you sure?”

      I rose, anger surging inside me. “Sometimes, I really think you forget yourself, Endora.”

      She held up her hands. “I’m just surprised. I would have picked a better mate for you. You know, one that wasn’t trying to kill you.”

      “She wasn’t trying to kill me… she was under Agnan’s influence, and I’m asking for your help in getting her out from under that. Do you think you can manage it, or am I going to stand here all day arguing with you about it?”

      Gritting her teeth, Endora nodded curtly. “As you wish, Alpha.”

      I smothered a groan of annoyance. “I want her treated with respect, Endora. And if I catch wind of you or anyone else in the castle conspiring against her, I’m going to take it as a personal slight.”

      “Understood.”

      She turned to disappear, but I stopped her.

      “Cyndella,” I said before she could vanish.

      The enchantress hesitated. “What about her?”

      “I don’t want her to know about this. Have you told her?”

      Endora snorted. “Of course not. She’s too delicate. I don’t make it a point to aggravate the princess unnecessarily.”

      She eyed me pointedly, as if to say that was my job.

      “Good. Let’s keep it that way for now. I don’t need her confronting Mirielle.”

      “Grendel, you mean?”

      In a flash, I was in Endora’s face, forcing the enchantress back against the wall. “You’ll stop with that kind of shit,” I told her in a low voice. “That’s exactly the kind of thing we don’t need around here. Mirielle is her name. That’s what she wants to be called, and that’s what we’ll call her. Can you handle that?”

      Inhaling sharply, Endora nodded. “Yes, Alpha. Is there anything else?”

      “Go and speak to Mirielle now. The sooner we can rid her of the darkness, the better off we’ll all be.”

      “If it’s possible,” Endora muttered. “You might be asking for something that can’t be done.”

      “If it could be done, it can be undone. Our trip to the Locaza Forest taught us that.”

      Endora sniffed. “Or she just showed you something that she already knew to get her to trust you more.”

      There was no sense in fighting with Endora. She didn’t trust Mirielle, and nothing I could say would make a difference, but I hoped that over time, she would see what I saw in my lover. Mirielle had been as much a victim as everyone else in the kingdom.

      “Just do your job,” I snapped, turning back to my work.

      “As you wish, Alpha.”

      She did disappear now, the plume of blue smoke announcing her departure, but I couldn’t focus on the files in front of me that needed to be attended to with kingdom business.

      What if she was right, and the darkness can’t be cleared? What if Agnan really is that powerful?

      The Order of Souls had to be doing something right all this time, keeping under the radar, only to pop out when we least expected it. I hadn’t had full proof that they had been responsible for my mother’s death and father’s attempted assassination until Mirielle had confirmed it now, but they should have been taken down long ago.

      I would throw everything I had into finding Agnan, who had undoubtedly gone back into hiding in the shadows again now that he knew I was onto him. This time, he wouldn’t get away. I had something that he wanted, and he would be back for Mirielle. For some reason, he had kept her alive all these years.

      But he would never get close to her again. I would kill him and shut down the Order once and for all. Even if it killed me to do it. No one was getting my mate or my kingdom. I was willing to die for either cause.
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      I poked my head into the hallway and cringed at seeing Jaylen there. I had hoped that Isa, or even Calliver or Landon, might be on guard outside. Anyone but Jaylen. I was surprised they let him back on my guard after he had let me escape the night I’d left.

      “Is the king in his suite?” I asked, unsure if Jaylen would bother speaking to me today.

      It was hit or miss with him. I’d gone days in the past without the guard uttering a word in my direction.

      “No,” he answered, and I exhaled.

      “I’m going to the greenhouse,” I informed him, stepping out fully, but Jaylen stopped me.

      “You’re to stay here.”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m not sitting around here all day again. I’m going to the greenhouse. I’m not leaving the castle. If anyone needs me, that’s where I’ll be.”

      I marched forward, waiting for Jaylen to tackle me as I walked, my shoulders to my neck, but he didn’t touch me. I heard the radio crackle as I beelined it for the stairs.

      “Miss Mirielle is leaving the north wing. She says she’s going to the greenhouse. What should I do?”

      I didn’t listen for the response of whomever he was talking to as I raced toward the main floor and out the back toward the gardens. I suspected I didn’t have very long to be amongst my plants, but it was the only place in the castle that I felt at peace, and I wanted to visit Lacroix, who I hadn’t seen in days.

      The old botanist sat in his office, sipping on his metal thermos lid. The stench of whiskey overpowered the entire space. Surprise and guilt overtook his face when he saw me.

      “I didn’t think you were coming back,” he huffed, shoving the cup aside.

      “I don’t think I’m staying, if it’s any consolation,” I sighed, flopping onto a chair in front of him. “I guess you heard about me?”

      Lacroix grimaced. “I don’t listen to the babbling of running mouths around here. I can’t hear for shit, anyway, remember?”

      He grinned at me wickedly, and I returned his smile weakly, certain that he had heard about me just fine. At least he wasn’t looking at me any worse than usual. Lacroix could always be depended on to treat me with the exact same surly attitude as always.

      “Did you come to work or sit around moping?” the old fae asked, scooping his drink back up again and taking a long swig, forsaking any pretenses around me.

      I leaned forward, slightly excited. “Do you have a job for me?”

      “I always have a job for you,” he replied, rising to his feet. “Just got in a stock of runeshades. They need a good washing.”

      Frowning, I cocked my head. “Peppers?”

      An enigmatic smile touched his aging lips. “They’re not just peppers, my dear. They’re cleansing. I thought you knew everything. How are you going to replace me if you don’t know your plants?”

      Confused, I also stood and followed Lacroix toward the back of the massive greenhouse, the two of us walking silently for almost five minutes before he led me to a remote section that I’d never seen.

      “In there,” he gestured. “In that case.”

      “You just want me to wash them?” I asked slowly, eying the half-opened box. “And then what?”

      “You should know what to do,” Lacroix informed me. “If you’re as good as you say you are.”

      “I never said I was good…” I started to protest, but Lacroix was gone, leaving me in the subsection alone with the runeshade peppers.

      Slowly, I approached the box as if I expected something to jump out at me, but it was only a wooden crate filled with blue bell peppers, filled with multi-colored spicy seeds. I hadn’t seen them in years, the peppers native to Steelshire, not Silverhold. There wasn’t even a root for planting.

      What was Lacroix doing with so many runeshade peppers?

      A prickle of anxiety rushed through me as I handled the first one, the weight of it surprising me. A rush of energy surged through me, and I dropped it back in the box. I didn’t remember them being so electric—or weighted.

      “Careful. You’ll bruise them,” a familiar voice warned me.

      I spun around as Endora sashayed toward me, a sour expression on her face.

      “They’re heavy,” I mumbled, feeling foolish that I found vegetables so burdensome.

      “That’s because they’re filled with seeds—cleansing seeds.”

      I frowned, wondering what I was missing when my supervisor had just said almost the same thing to me verbatim. I felt like I was getting a hidden message that I didn’t understand. “Lacroix wants me to wash them.”

      “Then wash them,” Endora told me.

      She stared at me, and I again picked up one of the peppers, wishing she’d stop scrutinizing me. I wanted to ask her what she wanted, but managed to hold my tongue.

      “The faeries in Steelshire swear by these things,” Endora informed me, drawing nearer as I headed toward the sink. “They eat the seeds every day.”

      I cast her a glance over my shoulder as I turned on the faucet to begin the task of washing the peppers. “Why?”

      “Because they have magical properties.”

      I snorted. “Doesn’t everything? This is food.”

      Endora smiled thinly. “I’m surprised at you,” she said. “Being the botanist that you are. Don’t you think that some plants have magical properties?”

      “Peppers?” I insisted. “Some mosses and plants, sure, but not peppers.”

      I scrubbed the blue skin of the first pepper and reached for the next, ignoring the closeness of Endora’s stare to my face. She seemed to be right up against me.

      What was this? Some kind of test? Did Zen talk to her about me?

      “Why don’t you try it if you’re so skeptical?” she finally asked.

      After I finished rinsing off the last pepper, I set it on the side of the sink and wiped my damp hands against my jeans, shaking my head.

      “They’re too spicy.”

      “How do you know that?” Endora challenged.

      “Agn—” I cut myself off, not wanting to say his name aloud. “I was told that by someone.”

      “Agnan told you that?” Endora laughed. “I bet he did.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Why are you saying it like that?”

      “He wouldn’t want you touching them because they’re cleansing,” she said again. “They’ll rid your soul of whatever nonsense he’s infected you with. They’re detoxifying, healing.”

      I eyed the enchantress in disbelief, but Endora didn’t smile. “Try it if you don’t believe me. The peppers are cleansing.”

      “Please stop saying that. They’re just peppers.”

      “Then try one. If it doesn’t do anything, you have nothing to worry about,” she insisted.

      “They’re spicy. I can’t handle spice.” I faltered, trying to think of a time when I’d eaten spice in my life. I couldn’t think of what spice tasted like.

      “Did he tell you that, too?” Endora asked, stepping even closer. “Or do you know that for yourself?”

      “Of course I know that…” I trailed off, confusion overtaking me.

      “It sounds like you’re not sure.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know!”

      “Then maybe you should find out,” she pressed urgently. “Isn’t it time you got out from under Agnan’s hold on you and learned who you are without him?”

      I grabbed for one of the vegetables and took a bite before I could overthink it, waiting for my mouth to erupt into flames. Instead, a succulence flooded my tastebuds, trickling down my throat as the seeds exploded on my tongue.

      My eyes grew large, and I stared at Endora, but before I could speak, I gasped, a plume of black smoke spilling from my lips.

      “Ugh,” Endora growled, extending her hands. In a flash of white light, she eliminated the plume as quickly as it had come out, waving her hands as a putrid stench enshrouded us. “Gross.”

      “What the hell was that?” I choked, grabbing my throat. Seeds sprayed over the floor from my mouth, and Endora grimaced again.

      “The cleansing I was talking about,” she sighed. “Some of it. Well, a fraction of it. It’s not that simple, obviously.”

      I took another chunk out of the pepper and waited for more dark smoke to emanate from my body. Frustration mounted inside me when nothing happened now.

      “Is that it? Is that the end of it?” I went to take another bite, but Endora grabbed the pepper from my hand.

      “Stop! You’ll make yourself sick if you eat too much.”

      “Did I get it all out?” I demanded. “Am I cured?”

      She sighed heavily and gave me a pitying look.

      “No. It doesn’t work like that, Mirielle. You can’t get it all out in one sitting. That’s why the faeries in Steelshire eat some every day. This isn’t a one-shot deal. There’s no magic pill that’s going to cure you of the damage that took years to build. You have work to do.”

      Shame and disbelief wracked through me, my knees giving out suddenly as I grabbed to steady myself on the counter, dizziness overtaking me.

      “That’s why,” she concluded, nodding wisely.

      My body shivered and trembled, but Endora wrapped her arms around me, covering me in her blue teleporting smoke. When I looked up again, I was in the north wing suite, standing next to the canopied bed.

      “Rest now. You already overdid it.”

      “How much longer will I have to do that?” I rasped, falling onto the mattress.

      I felt nauseous and weak, my entire body shaking. Endora moved toward the bar fridge to find me a bottle of water.

      “Agnan worked at you for years,” she reminded me. “I have no idea how much darkness is inside you, but I would think that we have some weeks ahead of us if we want to get it all out of you.”

      “Weeks!” I sputtered. “There has to be a faster way!”

      “You can’t rush this, or you’ll end up a corpse,” she said flatly. “And it’s not just a matter of utilizing the peppers every day, Mirielle. Now that your memories are back, we need to start doing the probes into your mind again.”

      I gaped at her, remembering the sessions she had put me through when I’d first arrived.

      “It’s for your own good and to find out what we can about stopping the Order of Souls.”

      I closed my eyes and willed myself to stop shaking so badly. “What does Zen say about all this?” I mumbled.

      “Whose idea do you think it was?” she asked coldly. “Do you want me to tell him that you’re not on board?”

      With a very concerted effort, I managed to open my eyes and look at the enchantress, but she had already vanished, leaving me alone and trembling in the suite as I pondered what the upcoming weeks would be like.

      I bet she’s enjoying this, I thought miserably. I’m surprised she stopped me from eating the whole damn pepper.
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      But after the first encounter with the runeshades, I learned to take the pepper in small doses every day, and I never ended up feeling as sick. Endora lined up daily sessions to do probes inside my head, making me down a thick, disgusting potion that only she knew before levitating me in her chambers and chanting in a spell language I didn’t know.

      “He’s done a block on you,” she informed me after our second session, annoyance lacing her voice.

      I dropped to the floor unceremoniously from my levitation pose and grunted. Endora strolled toward her kitchenette and put the kettle on, ignoring my scathing look as I glowered at her, picking myself off the floor.

      “Who? What?” I muttered, standing and brushing debris off my sundress. “Agnan?”

      “Yes, Agnan. Who else?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know what you’re doing when you have me up there,” I complained.

      She eyed me scornfully. “I told you. I’m trying to get into your head and see what he’s told you about his plans for the future. But whatever is in your past has blanks from your time with him. He’s clever. He has firewalls up around the time you spent with him. I suppose he did it with all of you. I had the same problem with the captives we took.”

      I’d forgotten about the prisoners they had taken in during the last attack.

      “You tried it with them, too?” I asked, my mind whirling slowly.

      “I thought it was just a resistance they were putting up, but I think it’s him. He’s worked you all over really well.”

      I set myself down on Endora’s dilapidated corduroy couch, tucking my feet underneath my buttocks.

      “What can you see?”

      “Nothing! Aren’t you listening? There’s nothing about your time with him.”

      I hesitated, my mind whirling. “What about before that?” I asked slowly. “What about my time in the orphanage?”

      The kettle whistled, and Endora turned to make her tea.

      “What good will that do us? It has nothing to do with Agnan.”

      I pressed my lips together. “No…” I agreed. “It doesn’t, but it could tell me a bit about my life before…”

      Endora scowled at me, pouring the piping hot water into a cracked mug. “The point of this isn’t a trip down memory lane for you, Mirielle. It’s giving us leverage on Agnan and the Order.”

      “I know.” I stopped myself from asking anything else.

      Endora ambled around the counter of the kitchenette and handed me the tea. I grimaced and stared at it, knowing that it was my daily runeshade concoction, but I didn’t argue as I swallowed my first sip, the water burning as it hit my windpipe. Endora stood back, waiting to catch the black puff when it jumped from my lips.

      We stared at one another.

      “Take another sip,” she drawled, her eyes widening.

      I did as she instructed, my pulse quickening. I parted my lips in case I had somehow managed to swallow this round of darkness, but even so, there was no plume of ebony to escape from my lips.

      “One more,” Endora urged me, excitement coloring her words now, her face almost even to mine.

      I downed the rest of the tea in one solid swallow, ignoring the disgusting aftertaste as I unhinged my jaw, waiting for the blackness to coast forward.

      “Well, well, well,” Endora murmured, setting herself back and falling promptly onto her haunches. “Maybe there wasn’t as much darkness in you as we initially thought.”

      Glee sparked through me, and I jumped up, resisting the desire to do a happy dance right there in Endora’s living room.

      “Are you saying it’s gone? All of Agnan’s influence?”

      “It certainly seems that way,” she agreed slowly. “Except for those blockers he has in your mind.”

      “But the dark magic, the anomaly in my DNA—”

      “Let’s not jump the gun here, Mirielle,” Endora cut me off. “I’ll still need to run some tests, and we’re going to continue with these sessions to see what else we can find, but for now, yes, you’re clear, it seems.”

      Unable to help myself, I threw my arms around Endora’s neck and squeezed her. “Oh, thank you so much, Endora!” I sobbed, happiness overwhelming me.

      “Okay, okay,” she mumbled, untangling herself from me. She eyed me in embarrassment. “You should go get some rest now.”

      “I’m going to find Zen…” I waited for her to resist the idea, but she didn’t, and I exhaled, wanting to hug her again. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” she muttered, but I was already out the door, rushing through the second floor toward the stairwell to find my mate.

      I paused at the landing and looked up toward the third floor, but a quick glance at my phone told me that he was probably still with the Council of Ministers for the day.

      I decided to wait for him in his study. I barely got in the door when Endora materialized before me.

      “I changed my mind,” she informed me before I could catch my breath from the surprise of seeing her.

      I wondered if I would ever get used to her appearing and disappearing like she did.

      “About what?” I breathed, setting myself on one of the tufted leather sofas in Zen’s office.

      “About the probe.”

      I stared up at her in confusion. “What?”

      “Maybe we are going about this all wrong,” she said slowly. “Agnan picked you for a reason, you and the others.”

      “Because we were orphans. No one was going to miss us. We were dispensable and easily replaceable.”

      “But he kept you around a lot longer than the others,” Endora pushed. “Right?”

      I frowned. “Some of the others were around for a while, but they were lost in battle, or they left to get married when they got older…”

      Or that’s what Agnan had us believe. Maybe he killed them. I shuddered to think of what he had done with them if that wasn’t true. I had never considered that he lied about them before now.

      “But there’s something about you that he likes,” Endora pressed. “Were you lovers?”

      I tensed, biting on my lower lip. “No,” I muttered. “It wasn’t like that.”

      A hot blush painted my face as I thought of all the times that Agnan had walked in on me in the shower, or I’d woken to find him watch me sleeping. But he had never touched me, not the way he had some of the others.

      “He wants something from you, Mirielle. And he has for a long time,” Endora said slowly. “You have an incredible gift for handling plants, but I don’t know if that’s what it is.”

      The thoughtfulness in her eyes worried me. “I think we need to dig deeper. Let’s find out where you come from.”

      Suddenly, I wished I hadn’t brought it up. Was it too late to refuse?

      But what was I afraid of? What could I possibly learn about myself? I’d been an orphan since the age of seven. What could Agnan have wanted from a poor, family-less child?

      “We’ll do it tomorrow,” Endora informed me as if I had already agreed. “Give yourself time to rest for today, since you’ve already had a session.”

      I exhaled in relief for that. It would give me a chance to talk it over with Zen before I allowed Endora into those dark recesses of my mind, places that I hadn’t explored myself.

      The door opened, and Endora vanished as Zen entered. “Miri!”

      He was happy to see me, even if I was completely distracted now. I hurried into his arms, eager to feel his strong embrace against me.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” I promised him, dropping my head back to look at him. “How was cabinet today?”

      “Same as every day,” he chuckled, letting me go to put his briefcase down. “Any breakthroughs with Endora yet?”

      I turned away so that he couldn’t read my expression, but I wasn’t fast enough.

      “Miri?”

      “She thinks that the darkness is gone, but we need to run more tests,” I admitted honestly.

      “That’s not all, though, is it?”

      I shook my head and pivoted back toward him, grimacing. “She wants to do a deeper probe into my history. Further back, before I met Agnan.”

      “For what?” Zen was perplexed.

      “She thinks that whatever inspired Agnan to find me in the first place is linked to my childhood somehow.”

      He placed his hands on my shoulders and offered me a soft smile. “You look so worried, but this is what we want, isn’t it? To find out what drives Agnan and stop him—and the Order—permanently?”

      I nodded. “Yes…”

      “But?”

      “But I’m scared of what we might find.”

      Understanding flooded his face as Zen gathered me into his arms and kissed the top of my head. “You don’t need to be,” he reassured me. “As long as I’m here with you, nothing is going to happen. You trust me, right?”

      “With all my heart.”

      “Good.” He kissed me again and stared into my eyes. “Whatever you might find, we’ll overcome it together, okay?”

      I nodded.

      “And it’s time you move back into my suite now. The dust around here has settled, and I can’t be away from you, even for a little while.”

      My heart pounded at the suggestion, but I immediately nodded. “Yes,” I agreed. “I’m ready to move back in with you.”

      We held onto one another silently for a long moment until Zen broke the quiet. “Have you seen Cyndella since you’ve been back?”

      All of my uneasiness returned with the simple query. “No… why?”

      “Just asking. She’s been keeping to her wing, mostly.”

      I stared at him warily. “Is she going to make my life difficult, Zen?”

      “We already talked about this, Miri. You have nothing to worry about as long as you’re with me. Understand? I’m not going to let anything happen to you. I promise.”

      I nodded and dropped my head against his chest, allowing his steady, confident heartbeat to lull me back into submission. I wanted to believe that everything was going to be okay, but it was so hard when I never knew what tomorrow was going to bring.
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      “NO! Absolutely not!”

      I stepped closer, crossing my arms over my chest to show just how serious I was about not obliging her demands, but Endora did not flinch.

      “You asked me to do this,” she insisted. “And now that I have, you don’t want to abide by my findings.”

      “You went beyond what I asked you to do,” I growled, shaking my head vehemently. “What good could this possibly do? You don’t even know what’s out there.”

      “That’s the point, isn’t it?” Mirielle piped in softly.

      I’d almost forgotten that she was there in my adamance. I turned toward my mate in sheer disbelief, blinking.

      “You want to go back out to the Locaza Forest again?” I demanded. “If I recall, you didn’t like it the first time. And for what? This fool’s errand?”

      Sighing, Mirelle rose from the wing chair in the corner and began to pace around the room, shooting Endora a quick glance which I read easily.

      She was saying “I told you so” to Endora.

      “That’s the thing, though, Zen,” Mirelle said slowly. “It wasn’t my first time in the Locaza Forest.”

      “Right. You’d been there before with Agnan,” I growled sarcastically. “It must be rife with pleasant memories. There’s no reason for us to go back there.”

      She waved her head. “That’s not what I mean, either.”

      I whirled back to confront the enchantress. “You put this in her head. I entrusted you to clear her mind, and now you’re filling her head with whacky ideas!”

      “No,” Endora corrected me. “I took this out of her head. I dug deep like I told you I would, and this is what I found.”

      “But what did you find?” I snapped, refusing to accept this quest that Endora had thrown at me. “You haven’t given me anything but a ‘vision’ you’ve had.”

      “It’s not a vision, Zen,” Endora said again. “I’m telling you, this is something that I got from Mirielle’s own mind. She’s repressed this memory from before. There is something in those woods, something that needs to be found.”

      “She’s not wrong, Zen,” Mirielle told me pleadingly. “I felt it too when I went out there. I couldn’t place it, but now that Endora put it into words…”

      “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “That’s why we need to go,” Mirielle insisted. “To make it make sense.”

      I still wasn’t buying it, but I was clearly outnumbered, both females staring at me with naked belief.

      “Zen, I have to go back there,” Mirielle told me, and again, I started to shake my head, but she put her hands on my face to stop me.

      “Endora, can you leave us, please?”

      Without a word, the enchantress disappeared in her customary cloud of smoke, and I was left staring into Mirielle’s vivid cerulean eyes, her earnestness worrying me. Our suite remained silent for a moment as her hands clung to my face, her eyes searching my face as if she was looking for the words to say.

      “Why don’t you want me to do this, Zen? What are you afraid of?”

      “I don’t want you leaving the castle,” I answered bluntly.

      “No one needs to know we’re leaving,” she told me. “It can be between the three of us.”

      I snorted. “We’re not going without security.”

      “The more that know, the bigger the risk of others finding out,” she insisted, and I realized she had a valid point.

      No matter how much I vetted my staff, I could never fully trust them.

      But will I ever trust Mirielle one hundred percent?

      “No,” I said again. “The matter is settled. You’re not leaving here. Not now. Whatever this quest is, it can wait a while longer.”

      “What if it can’t, Zen? What if it’s the missing piece that will get Agnan and the Order out of our lives forever?”

      She was making all the right points, but I still wasn’t sold.

      “I’m sorry, Miri, but the answer is still no. I won’t bend on this. Let’s go to bed. I have to meet with the Council of Ministers in the morning. We have a big budget meeting.”

      I took her hands from my face and undressed as she released a heavy sigh. Guilt sliced through me as I realized that I was, in part, keeping her prisoner here, but it was for her own good.

      It was my duty to protect her and the kingdom, and I couldn’t do that if we were running amok in the enchanted forest, looking for gods only knew what.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t sleep now, the conversation keeping me up well after Mirielle had succumbed to sleep. Hers was fitful, keeping her tossing and turning, making me wonder what it was she was dreaming about.

      Ensuring I didn’t wake her, I left our wing and made my way to Endora again.

      “I had a feeling you’d come,” the enchantress said dryly, paint dripping from her brush as she pivoted toward the easel on which she’d been working.

      As always, I never quite understood what it was she was painting, the all-black canvas splashed with red and blue. I didn’t ask, either.

      “What did you see?” I asked, getting right to the point. “Inside Mirielle’s head?”

      Endora placed the brush down on the easel and wiped her hands, removing her outer apron to hang on the back of her chair. She gestured at the painting. “Something like that.”

      My eyebrows rose. “Are you trying to be enigmatic?”

      A smirk crossed over her face. “No. But that’s how these probes work. They’re not so much… images as they are impressions. It’s hard to explain to someone who hasn’t seen them.”

      “Try,” I insisted, taking a seat on her worn sofa. I eyed it with a head shake.

      “Don’t even start about my furniture, Zen. If I wanted new things, I would order them online like anyone else,” she muttered.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Good.”

      She took a seat across from me in an ancient, squeaking rocking chair and crossed her legs. Her body began to sway, the groaning of the chair wearing on my nerves slightly.

      “It’s subject to interpretation,” she went on. “What I see during a probe is mixed with my insights as an enchantress. I have to use my experiences to paint a picture in my mind.” She again gestured at the canvas. “This is what I come up with.”

      “Then your visions are guesses at best.”

      She scowled at my summary. “If you believed that, you wouldn’t have me employed here. I’m the best enchantress in the kingdom. I haven’t failed you or your father.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her that she was the one who had suggested that Mirielle stay, but I realized what a hypocrite I’d be to speak the words. If not for Endora, I never would have found my mate, and now that Mirielle was here, I didn’t want to let her go.

      “She needs to go back to the Locaza Forest, Zen. I’m sure of it. The answers are there.”

      “What answers? What are the questions?”

      Endora finally stopped rocking, and I exhaled.

      “I suppose you’ll find those, too,” she replied.

      Her response irritated me.

      I stood up. “It’s too much of a risk based on nothing at all. This can wait.”

      “I don’t know if that’s true. There is a reason this is all coming to fruition now and didn’t before,” Endora told me as I headed back toward the door. “Something’s brewing.”

      Cautiously, I turned and looked at her. “What do you mean?”

      She shrugged. “It’s just a sense I got when speaking with the prisoners.”

      I paled and advanced on her. “Why? What did they say? Why didn’t you mention this?”

      Endora held up a hand. “Woah. Easy there, tiger. There’s nothing to say or tell. Nothing has happened, but like I said, I have experience in these matters. In my bones, I can sense something coming. The Order has always managed to lay low and hide in the shadows, but this storming of the castle without regard for lost lives, this tells me he’s desperate, and that Mirielle is the key.”

      It was the same sense I’d had. Coming into the castle was a new risk that I’d never known the Order to take. Before now, their attempts had always been public, like the affair with my father in Cyrus during his speech. Attacking a guarded castle was far too dangerous unless the reward was worthwhile.

      “You might be right,” I agreed slowly. “More the reason to keep her out of his sights.”

      “It’s more the reason to figure out what the hell he wants from her,” Endora corrected me. “Hiding her and pretending that it’s not happening won’t do anything, Zen. And what is your long game? Do you plan on keeping Mirielle locked away on the royal floor like Cyndella for the rest of her life?”

      My blood ran cold at the comparison.

      “My plan is to keep my kingdom safe!”

      “The best way to do that is to figure out where the threats are and annihilate them, not hide from them.”

      My jaw clenched defiantly, but I had to admit that Endora was right—again.

      Without responding, I headed out of the enchantress’ suite and toward the royal floor.

      For a long moment, I merely stood in the common corridor, deciding. It wasn’t fair for me to make decisions for Mirielle, but when those choices affected the safety of the kingdom…

      “Alpha?”

      I hadn’t realized that Isa had been in the shadows, outside our wing. The tiny female guard showed herself fully.

      “Isa.” I nodded at her.

      “Is everything all right?”

      That was a good question. I was about to make a decision that might have dire repercussions. But if I refused, the result could be equally bad.

      “Yes,” I sighed, heading toward the east wing, past the guard. “Good night, Isa.”

      “Good night, Alpha.”

      Mirielle had finally drifted into a silent slumber by the time I returned to her side, but I still couldn’t sleep and remained awake all night, contemplating.

      When dawn broke, bathing the bedroom in a pinkish-gray hue, Mirielle opened her eyes as I ran my fingers through her hair.

      “Hey, you,” she mumbled, blinking. “What time is it?”

      “Early,” I rasped, having used my voice for the first time in hours. “You can go back to sleep.”

      She fully opened her eyes and sat up, concern coloring her face as she read my expression. “Are you okay?”

      “That remains to be seen,” I sighed, swallowing thickly.

      “Zen?”

      “You really feel like you need to do this? Go to the Locaza and get these answers?”

      Understanding flooded her face, and she sighed deeply. “I don’t want to fight with you about it, Zen, and I know you don’t think it’s safe.”

      “No, I don’t,” I agreed.

      “And I know you don’t understand why I need to go.”

      “That’s not true. I do understand,” I corrected her gently. “Let’s do it.”

      “What?!” She sat upright, shaking her head as if she hadn’t heard me properly.

      “We’re going, but we’re going to have to lay down some ground rules.”

      “Okay…?” Mirielle cocked her head expectantly.

      “We’re not telling anyone but Endora that we’re going, and we have to go today, before anyone figures out we’re gone.”

      She sat straight up, her face flushing with excitement. “Yes!” she breathed. “Whatever you want!”

      “It’s not what I want,” I told her honestly. “But apparently, it’s what the kingdom needs.”

      She threw her arms around me and kissed my lips sweetly, pinning me down to the bed. “Do we have to leave this minute?” she whispered.

      I smiled at her, shaking my head.

      “Maybe not this exact second,” I confirmed, drawing her lips toward me.

      She met my gaze, her expression so filled with the need to be loved, it tensed my heart. Without responding, she fell back, pulling me on top of her.

      “That’s the way I like it,” I murmured, raining kisses over her neck and face.

      She arched her back to allow my hands to explore her, and I instantly grew hard in response. My hardness shifted between her legs, and she gasped aloud, her eyes popping as she saw I was ready for her.

      My lips grazed the flesh where her shoulders met her throat, and she moaned again, closing her eyes, her fingers twining in my hair. My palms slid underneath her nightgown to cup her perky breasts, head lowering as the fabric raised over her head. Tossing it aside, I buried my face in her breasts, nuzzling deep to inhale her succulence, taking it to memory like I always did.

      “I love you,” I growled, my kisses getting hotter.

      Her arms encircled my neck, yanking me closer, urging me to be rougher. I was propelled by her guidance, and I spread her wide, my face returning to hers. Our lips met again.

      Slowly, I slipped off her panties, her spread knees rising to allow it, the flimsy silk landing across the duvet with her nightie. My fingers trailed along the tender flesh of her inner thighs, relishing the prickled skin as I teased her center.

      Mirielle arched when my fingertips found her throbbing nub, my mouth back on hers, smothering her groans of pleasure. Our tongues clashed, one digit sliding inside her lubed core.

      She cried out, drawing her head back, and I grinned, adding another finger as I buried my face in her neck, laying more kisses along her shoulders.

      Slow and deep, I brought her where I needed her, feeling her body tense and quiver before abruptly withdrawing my hand. Mirielle gasped in disbelief.

      “Tease!” she choked.

      “No,” I promised, raising my head to place another sweet kiss on her lips. I positioned myself over her, the tip of my cock slipping over her aroused opening. “I would never.”

      “Take me,” she begged, but it was unnecessary.

      I’d fully intended to do that all along.

      “Your wish is my command,” I reassured her, sliding into her.

      Instantly, her walls closed around me, sucking me against her lithe frame, and I groaned loudly, my shaft filling her entirely.

      Her nails found their way into my lower back, her breath hot on my ear as she clung to me. “Fuck me, Alpha.”

      A surge of blood rushed into me, the power of her words driving me to pin her against the bed with a thrust so hard, she yelped aloud.

      “Like this?” I growled, and I felt my wolf rise to the surface.

      She couldn’t speak, but her head bobbed, her eyes wide and eager.

      My primal need for Mirielle consumed me completely. We fell into a rhythm of passion, long nails raking against the flesh of my back as I pumped into her, sweat forming at my brow line, but I didn’t stop, not for a second, even as Mirielle’s cries grew louder. Streams of hotness fell along my shaft, and she tensed so tightly around my hips, I thought she might become a part of me, but even then, I didn’t slow down.

      “That’s good, Miri,” I rasped, my throat dry, my own climax in the works. “Good, my queen.”

      Her legs locked around me even tighter, and I released a groan that reverberated us both, my cock tensing until I could take no more. I was ready.

      Hot explosions flooded her, and we bucked against one another, determined to have every last drop expelled from our bodies.

      Panting and sweating but spent, I rolled off of her, my eyes trained on the swirled ceiling overhead.

      “I’m awake now,” she mewled, and I laughed, casting her a sidelong look.

      “Me too.”

      “You never slept,” she reminded me, suddenly sounding worried. “Are you sure—”

      “No, don’t,” I interjected quickly. “Don’t do that. We made a decision. Together. We’re doing this. Let’s take a shower and get out of here now.”

      I turned to my side and gave her a kiss on the mouth. “Are you ready?”

      She smiled weakly. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Good. Then let’s do this.”
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      It was different this time, driving to the forest.

      Zen drove his SUV through the back country roads, and sunlight peeked through fluffy, white clouds that edged in silver. The slightest scent of ozone tinged the air, as if rain wasn’t far off, but I wasn’t worried about that.

      Despite the brightness of the day and the fact that we didn’t have to deal with night creatures, I was just as concerned this time around as I had been last time, and almost for the same reasons.

      What if we came all the way out here for nothing? Zen would be livid, and I wouldn’t blame him. He never really wanted to come in the first place. But he came with me, despite all of his reservations.

      Coupled with the fact that I had no idea where to start, except that Endora had given us a general idea according to what she had gleaned from my memory probe. The most daunting issue was that I recalled none of what she’d done. If I could remember some of it, maybe I’d be some use in this quest, but at least I had the enchantress on my side. If Endora was just as convinced that there was something in the Locaza Forest that would help in some way, it had to mean something… didn’t it?

      “You’re so quiet,” Zen commented halfway through the three-hour trip. I glanced away from the whizzing landscape to flash him a weak smile.

      “Am I?”

      “Aren’t you?” he teased. His hand reached across the console comfortingly, and I reached for it eagerly. “Whatever we find, I’m here with you.”

      How did he do that? Keep his voice so calm and reassuring? He really was fit to be king.

      I thought about how close I’d come to becoming a queen and shuddered at the thought. I would have made a terrible queen.

      Again, Zen squeezed my hand and shook his head, his gray eyes focused on the highway in front of us.

      “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he vowed. “You have to know that by now.”

      “I do,” I answered quickly, glad he couldn’t hear what I was thinking.

      He would only talk me down in his even way, make me forget that I wasn’t really worthy of everything he pretended I was.

      I fell silent again until Zen sat forward to flick on the touch screen for music. The car filled with a light, jazzy pop song, and he playfully began to bounce.

      “Ooh! I love this song!” he cried with exaggerated glee.

      I cast him a sidelong look, my eyebrows arching.

      He was putting on a show for me, I realized, a smile twitching at my lips.

      “You like pop music?” I asked dryly.

      “Of course! Doesn’t everyone love Courtney Sheridan?”

      I snickered, amused that he knew who was singing at all. “Name one other of her songs.”

      “There’s this one,” he began.

      “What’s it called?” I insisted.

      “Baby’s Got Secrets,” he answered matter-of-factly.

      I gaped at him in shock. “You really do know her music!”

      He shrugged and cast me a sidelong look, his attention still on the road. “What? A king can’t like this kind of stuff?”

      I giggled. “I’m just shocked, is all.”

      “Then she had that great album, All Rain, No Gain. That was her third and best, I think.”

      I shook my head. “Aren’t you full of surprises?”

      He winked coquettishly at me. “You have no idea, Little Mouse.”

      My heart soared. It was the first time he had called me by the nickname since I’d been back from Agnan’s, and it hurt my heart.

      Did that mean he’d fully forgiven me?

      It was so hard to figure out what Zen was feeling about me, despite the fact that we were mated. Not all mates needed to be together, did they?

      My life with Agnan had taught me to live on pins and needles, waiting for my authority figure to snap on a dime. With Zen, he expressed himself accordingly, his feelings and moods fitting to the situation. And I still didn’t know how to deal with it.

      Despite all the work I’d done with Endora to overcome the trauma of living with an abusive psychopath, I still had leaps and miles to go.

      But I had to remind myself that Zen was not Agnan, and I would never live that life again. Now I had my mate.

      What the hell did I know about mates? My experience with relationships had been strictly toxic. I only knew what Agnan had shown me, and none of that had been healthy. He had not been a lover or a father, but a guard who controlled and manipulated.

      We fell back into a comfortable silence between us, the music playing lightly in the background until Zen’s phone rang.

      “The Royal Guards,” Zen explained. “They’re looking for me.”

      I eyed him. “Didn’t you tell Endora to handle them?”

      “I did, but she’s obviously not doing a very good job. I have to turn off my phone and place a blocking spell on it, or they’ll track it.”

      I didn’t argue. The plan wasn’t to be gone very long, anyway. By the time they assembled a team to come looking for us—or rather, for Zen—we would be on our way back. Endora could hold them off for a few hours.

      “Will they alert Cyndella if you’re gone?” I asked as an afterthought.

      “Not if they want to keep their jobs,” Zen snorted, pulling off onto one of the country roads. Even in the light of day, I recognized it.

      We were getting closer now, and my pulse rushed at the sight.

      In the light of day, the Locaza Forest was no less threatening, the trees just as dark and ominous, despite the almost overpowering sound of birdsong ricocheting through the trees.

      Zen parked in a different spot this time, and I asked him why.

      “Endora told me about another entrance, one that’s more accessible,” he explained.

      “Accessible to what?”

      He shrugged. “I have no idea, and neither does she. She only knows what she saw in your probe.”

      “I still don’t understand how she saw any of this,” I moaned, climbing out of the parked black SUV.

      “I’m not sure I understand how an enchantress’ powers work, either, Miri, but I do know that Endora is the best in Silverhold. I have the utmost faith in her visions—or whatever this is.”

      Again, I wished I shared his confidence, but I didn’t speak my doubts aloud. Instead, I accepted one of the backpacks he had stored in the trunk, and together, we headed through the black tree line toward the forest interior.

      Something loud chittered tauntingly nearby, another identical call mocking it.

      “Lyrebirds,” Zen told me without slowing his gait. “They sound like chainsaws.”

      “Not very aptly named, are they?” I muttered, glancing around for signs of movement.

      But all the animals, loud as they were, remained well hidden in the shrubbery. I could feel their eyes on us, their animus at us being in their space.

      “Is this triggering anything for you?” Zen asked after we’d walked for a few minutes.

      I stopped in place and looked up, sunlight spilling through the tops of the impossibly high treetops. The tips of the black pines seemed to have leering faces, and for half a second, a fleeting spot of déjà vu rushed through me.

      “Maybe?” I offered tentatively. “These trees…”

      “What about them?”

      But the moment had passed, and now I had nothing. I shook my head and bit on my lower lip. “I don’t know.”

      “That’s okay. Let’s keep going.” He waved his hand, adjusting his own knapsack, and continued up the path.

      Endora had been right about this entranceway. There was a decent pathway to allow us to walk without chopping through the brush with the machetes that Zen had brought along, just in case.

      For an hour, we wandered through the chirping, daunting trees. The shrubbery grew thicker, and my heart rate increased as we got deeper into the woods.

      I paused several times, a smell or sight tripping something in my head, but when Zen questioned me on it, I couldn’t give him a definitive answer.

      His tone grew tenser as the afternoon sun began to sink over the blue sky, disappearing beyond the heavy branches of the massive, ancient trees.

      “This is useless and stupid,” I finally announced, my own frustration shining through as I fed off his impatience.

      “Maybe not,” he said evenly, but he wasn’t fooling me. He was just as tired of this as I was. “Here, have some water. Why don’t we rest for a second?”

      He pointed at a fallen log, and I started to refuse, but he guided me to sit down.

      “We always knew there was a chance that this wouldn’t pan out, Little Mouse,” he reminded me softly. “We came here on a hunch, and there were moments where you thought you recognized some things.”

      “That’s good for nothing!” I growled, accepting the proffered canteen and taking a long swig. The cold felt good on my parched insides, but it did nothing to alleviate my mounting aggravation. “We still have to walk all the way back!”

      “I’ll shift and run us back,” he told me, answering everything as always. “At least this time we have that option, right?”

      Tears of anger flooded my eyes. “I’m sorry,” I moaned. “I dragged you out here for nothing! Like I haven’t put you through enough already!”

      “Hey, don’t cry, Miri,” he said urgently, sitting at my side. “It’s not a big deal. Come on. Worst case, we got out of the castle for a day outing. I can think of worse things.”

      “It’s not a big deal for you,” I agreed bitterly. “You always know what to do and say. I’m the fuck-up. I mess it all up. You knew this was a stupid quest all along. I should have just listened to you.”

      The tears rolled down my cheeks, and a dozen images of Agnan popped into my head then. I could hear him laughing at me, telling me how I wouldn’t amount to anything without him. I felt the crack of Agnan’s slap against my cheek as he hissed in my ear that I was worthless, and my tears poured freely down my face as I released all the emotional stress I’d been clinging to for years.

      He was right. I’d always just be a throwaway kid, some disposable brat that got picked up by a warlock for nefarious purposes.

      All the emotions overwhelmed me now, and the tears refused to stop pouring down my cheeks, sliding off my chin to fall onto the mulchy ground at my feet.

      “Miri, please don’t—”

      The ground began to shake, and I yelped, reaching for Zen as he grabbed for me protectively. Another tear fell from my cheek to the dirt and cracked the earth where we stood. In unison, we dove out of harm’s way, the floor of the forest opening beneath us.

      “What the hell…?” Zen rasped.

      I gawped, bug-eyed, at the phenomenon before us. Clinging to one another, we stared in disbelief as the entire ground parted, but it wasn’t an earthquake we were looking at.

      Slowly, laboriously, something began to rise from the depth of the soil.

      “Stay back, Mirielle,” Zen growled in a low voice, his body poised to shift as if he anticipated an attack from within the ground.

      I held out my hand, holding him back as I sensed something much different erupting beneath us.

      “No, don’t,” I breathed, my heart in my throat. I understood what was happening, even if I couldn’t articulate it. I had seen this before, in another life, somewhere long forgotten to me.

      The beautiful, wood-and-stone cottage slid up from the earth and shifted into position, the rumbling ceasing as it did. More tears filled my eyes as I pointed at it, but these weren’t tears of defeat.

      “Oh,” I mumbled, stumbling forward.

      “Miri, wait!” Zen cried, rushing after me. “Don’t touch it! It might be dark magic!”

      But I wasn’t concerned, my heart hammering wildly inside my chest as I recognized this.

      I knew what it was.

      “It’s not dark magic,” I breathed, falling forward to touch the intricate stonework on the façade. My fingers trailed over the white shutters, and blurred as my vision was with sentiment, I realized it was exactly how I remembered it.

      “Mirielle, what is this?” Zen demanded, reaching my side warily, his sidelong vision studying me as he tried to watch for dangers.

      Unable to tear my eyes away from the pretty little cottage, I squeaked out the answer that I could barely believe myself.

      “It’s home,” I mewled. “This is my home.”
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      It was all too much for her. She was cracking under all the pressure.

      I stared nervously at her as Mirielle traced her hands lovingly over the house that had magically appeared from the ground, the adoration in her eyes unmistakable.

      “What?” I sputtered.

      “This is my home,” she repeated, her words distinct and clear. “I lived here.”

      I shook my head as I followed her, trying to make sense of what she thought she was seeing.

      “Miri, how can this be your home?” I asked slowly. “You grew up in an orphanage. Is this the orphanage?”

      She finally turned to look at me, shaking her head as if the spell that had overcome her had worn off. “No, Zen. This is where I lived with my parents before they were killed. This is my real home. I can’t believe I didn’t remember it…”

      Trailing off, she rushed toward the door, and I raced after her, unsure that we were alone.

      “You lived out here? In the Locaza Forest?” I demanded.

      “I don’t remember the details,” she admitted, finding the front door. “I was too young. But this was definitely the cottage where we lived. I remember every detail of it. I used to count the stones on the front.”

      “Maybe it just looks like the same place?”

      She was already inside the house, and I could barely keep up with her energy, her footsteps racing against the pristine wood floors. It certainly didn’t seem like a place that had been buried in dirt for fifteen years.

      “Miri, what if this is Agnan’s doing?” I asked her pointedly. “He could have created this with dark magic.”

      “It’s not his doing. He doesn’t know about this place. I didn’t even remember it myself until right now. Seeing it opened the floodgate of memories for me.”

      She grinned at me, and it was difficult not to be infected by her enthusiasm as she dropped to her knees in front of an old television cabinet and dug out the contents, my doubts beginning to dissipate as I realized what she was holding.

      “Look,” she pleaded, reading my skepticism from the doorway. She gestured at the photo albums. “Here we all are.”

      I ambled closer, kneeling beside her to look, and my eyes enlarged as I saw the old photographs of Mirielle as a little girl, smiling and happy between two distinguished-looking parents.

      “You look exactly like your mom,” I murmured, relaxing as she flipped through the pages, her eyes lingering on each picture lovingly.

      Long fingers reached out to stroke the faded photographs as if the redheaded woman was in front of her, the regal bearing oddly familiar about her somehow. My eyes narrowed as I took her in closer, my pulse tripping.

      “Can I see that, Miri?” I asked, leaning closer to look at the couple.

      “Of course,” she chirped, handing me the album. She dug deeper into the cabinet as I stared at the photo, a strange sensation prickling the back of my neck.

      “What was your mother’s name, Miri?” I choked, shaking my head, trying to clear the fuzziness from my eyes.

      “Audrina,” she answered promptly. “My father was Yusi.”

      My stomach flipped, and I began to tear through the album, scouring for more photos. Mirielle found another box and had busied herself pulling out papers. She was oblivious to my mounting excitement—and disbelief.

      Was this possible? How?

      “Oh,” she breathed, pulling out a leather-bound book. “I think this belonged to my mother.”

      My head jerked up, and I rested my gaze on the worn binding.

      I couldn’t be sure, not without more proof, and saying it aloud to Mirielle would make me sound like a lunatic, but I had seen Audrina’s photograph before, when she was a much younger girl, long before she had become a mother.

      The repercussions of what I was holding in my hand were haunting and unbelievable.

      “It’s her diary,” Mirelle squealed, a tattered page falling out as she opened it.

      I scooted over to grab it as Mirelle thumbed through the book, dizziness overtaking me. I couldn’t fully identify the single emotion I was feeling, all of them piling on me at once.

      “It’s from when she was a girl!” Mirielle said, gesturing in awe at the scrawl. “I think she was writing a story.” She laughed. “Oh, it’s so cute.”

      I only half listened to what she was saying, my eyes trained on the paper I had unfolded in front of me, my breath completely stopped now.

      “Listen to this,” Mirielle went on. “‘Today, Daddy told me to dress for lunch with the queens of Mystara. I thought that was funny because Mommy is the Queen of everything!’” She chuckled. “Isn’t that cute?”

      I flopped back from my haunches onto my behind and stared at the family tree in my hands, the blood draining from my face. Going back dozens of generations, I knew what I was staring at was true.

      “Holy shit…” I mumbled, but Mirielle was too wrapped up in her mother’s old journals to hear me.

      “Here’s another one: ‘I’m scared because Daddy says we might not live in the castle anymore. He says that we’re not allowed to be royal anymore. I don’t know where we’ll live if that’s true…’”

      She raised her head, her smile fading slightly. “She writes really convincingly for a little girl,” she muttered, turning her eyes back to the page. “She has me scared for her.”

      Her head whipped back up to look at me, and she gasped. “You’re white as a ghost!”

      Mirielle’s voice changed, the lilt fading away, as if she realized that what she was reading was not the fiction she’d initially believed. “Zen, what is this?”

      I raised my head and met her eyes warily, unsure of how to start.

      Can this even be real? How did it happen? How did Audrina do it?

      “Your mother…” I mumbled, trying desperately to recall my history lessons. “Audrina…”

      Mirielle’s eyes narrowed, her gaze falling to the page on my lap now. “What is that?”

      “Your family tree,” I muttered, thrusting it at her as I collected my thoughts.

      Mirielle snatched it up and scanned it, disbelief painting her face.

      “What is this?” she asked again. “What family tree? King Vercity? Queen Nelina? Is this some kind of joke?”

      “It’s not a joke, Mirielle. It’s your bloodline… your royal bloodline.”

      She scoffed skeptically. “Are you saying we’re related?” she squeaked, and I choked.

      “No! No, of course not.”

      “I don’t understand,” Mirielle insisted. “Explain it to me like I’m an idiot. What is going on?”

      I swallowed and inhaled. “I never suspected, or I would have told you before.” I reached for her hand. “The Original family—what do you know about them?”

      She shook her head, and I paused again, trying to recall the details as Mirielle’s eyes bugged. “What?!”

      “For thousands of years, there was only one royal family,” I recited from memory, trying to recall it as if I were reading it in the textbook. “There was one Alpha King and his Queen. And then the uprising separated the world into three continents.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Mirielle almost yelled. “That was thousands of years ago.”

      I nodded, squeezing her hand. “It was,” I agreed quickly. “But the Original family still maintained something of a figurehead status, a title of respect and honor among all the kingdoms, throughout all three continents and the world. The Original family used to travel from continent to continent, staying with different kings for months or sometimes years on end. They were royalty by name and status.”

      She continued to stare at me blankly.

      “Audrina, your mother, was the princess when the Order of Souls came for the Original family. They murdered your grandparents, uncles, and aunt. It was believed that your mother was among the dead in that fire as well. The Original family was thought to have been wiped out thirty years ago.”

      I shook my head, biting on my lower lip.

      Blood drained out of Mirielle’s face.

      “She must have run off to start a new life with your father, out here in the woods, away from everyone where she wouldn’t be found,” I concluded. “Scared that they could come for her if she was discovered.”

      Mirielle continued to blink at me.

      “This is the answer we were supposed to find out here, Miri,” I told her when she still didn’t speak. “You are royalty. You are part of the Original family. Did you ever suspect any of this?”

      “Are you crazy?” she blurted out. “I’m an orphan. We lived out here in the woods. My parents were killed…” She faded off as if reality were catching up to her. “Were they killed because of this? Did the Order kill them? Is that why Agnan wants me?”

      “It certainly makes sense,” I told her slowly, extending my arm toward her. She was rightfully in shock, and I wasn’t sure I knew what to say or do to alleviate what she was feeling. She slid toward me, her body trembling.

      “My mother was a princess?”

      “And so are you,” I reminded her gently.

      Her head popped up, and she laughed hollowly. “No, I’m not.”

      “You don’t see it that way, but your right to the throne never diminished over the years. Just because the Order of Souls took what was yours doesn’t mean you can’t take it back. You can always reclaim your position and take your dividends from the continents—”

      “NO!” she interrupted, pulling back. “I don’t want any of that! I’m not a princess, no matter who my mother was or wasn’t.”

      “Why are you saying this? This is Agnan talking, not you!” I told her gruffly.

      She exhaled and lowered her neck, rubbing the back of it with her hand. I took over, massaging her shoulders as she tried to wrap her mind around what was happening.

      “My mother probably never wanted me to know any of this,” she added mournfully. “She went into hiding to keep me safe.”

      I nodded in agreement. “But Agnan found you somehow.”

      “Why didn’t he just kill me then?” she whispered. “They took out my whole family. Why leave me if he knew who I was?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied tersely. “I don’t understand what half that warlock does. All that conferring with the underworld is rotting his mind.”

      Her eyes were frigid. “He needs to pay for what he’s done. He and the entire Order need to be shut down once and for all.”

      “That’s my plan,” I agreed grimly. “But now we know why he wants you so badly. He sees you as the key to this all, and he has kept you alive for a reason.”

      “I’m not the key. I don’t want any part of it. Let that kingdom die with my parents. You said yourself that there’s nothing left, anyway. There’s no land, no money.”

      “There is money. Each of the four kingdoms of Mystara has a trust for your family, which they add to each year. And the other two continents are held to the same standard. Plus, there’s a title, and that stands for something still, Miri.”

      “I don’t care about it,” she sniffed.

      I hugged her closely. “We don’t have to make any of those choices now.”

      “I am making that choice now. You’re the only thing I want, Zen. I don’t care about castles or money or titles.”

      My chest tightened, and I wrapped my arms tightly around her, my doubts about her dissolving as she embraced me back. Whatever we’d gone through, whatever mistrust that had formed between us, had not been born from our feelings toward one another. She loved me, and I loved her more than anything else in the world.

      Sighing, Mirielle tilted her head back and looked at me sadly. “I don’t want to go back to the castle yet. Do you think we could stay here for a few more hours? I know we planned to leave right away, but I just need some time.”

      “We can stay,” I reassured her, hugging her to my chest. “For as long as you need.”

      She sniffed and buried her face in my neck, the two of us rocking together on the floor of the enchanted cabin.

      I could see why Audrina kept her family out here. There was a certain element of peace out here in the obscurity of this creepy forest.

      For over an hour, Mirielle lay silently in my arms until her breathing slowed and deepened, and I realized she had fallen asleep. I stood and collected her into my arms, bringing her to one of the surprisingly spacious bedrooms at the back of the cottage, and tucked her into bed as the sun fully set, enveloping the cottage in sheer blackness. But even so, I didn’t move, my senses on high alert, my body on guard for my mate.

      And my mind raced to devise a way to save her from the Order of Souls, who had already murdered her entire family.
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      I woke with a huge gasp, sweat tinging my face.

      “It’s all right, Miri. I’m here.” Zen’s soothing tone called out in the darkness but didn’t immediately calm me as I tried to get a hold of my bearings.

      Suddenly, the moments before I’d fallen asleep came rushing back to me in a torrent.

      “Why is it so dark in here?” I mumbled, turning toward the sound of his voice. “Are we still in the cottage?”

      His muscled arms enclosed around me, and I instantly relaxed, the flicker of a flame illuminating nearby as he used magic to light a candle on a nearby dresser. The eerie glow cast shadows all throughout the room, making me wish for darkness again.

      “How long was I asleep?” I asked sheepishly, stifling a yawn. “I didn’t mean to go down.”

      “You had a lot to process,” he told me comfortingly. “And you’ve been running on fumes for days now.”

      I yawned and stretched, my toes jutting out from underneath a quilt that Zen had found to cover me. I trailed my fingers along the intricate stitching, trying to conjure more memories of the place where I had found myself.

      “I think we should stay here tonight,” Zen suggested. “But I’m going to have to touch base with Endora and let her know, since we promised to be back.”

      I cocked my head on the pillow. “We can still head back, unless you’re too tired to drive.”

      “I don’t want to wander through the forest at night—even in my animal form. Too many unknowns are out here. And it’s like I said last time—we’re on their turf. Let’s not bother them.”

      “Point taken,” I agreed, forgetting for a minute where we were.

      It was easy to do when it was just the two of us, in the cottage, away from everything and everyone else.

      But Zen didn’t move, his hand stroking my hair as he studied my face. “Are you okay? Can I get you anything?”

      I was a bit hungry, but I didn’t mention it. I knew we had some snacks in our pack, which I could nibble on later. For now, I just wanted to lie there with Zen and try to remember as much as I could about my life in that cottage with my parents.

      “Just you. That’s all I need.”

      “I’m glad to see that sleep didn’t change that,” Zen commented lightly, his palm cupping my face.

      “Nothing will change that, Zen. I’ve never felt safer or more complete than when I’m with you. I’ve never known what it’s like to be secure before I met you, but since we met, you’ve gone out of your way to make sure I’m protected.”

      His eyes bored into mine. “And I always will, Little Mouse. You’re my mate.”

      “But it’s not just that, is it?” I pressed. “You have always taken care of your kingdom.”

      He grimaced lightly. “I try.”

      “Agnan and the Order have made it difficult, but you, you’re willing to die for anyone in Silverhold.”

      He didn’t answer me, but he didn’t have to. I could read the answer on his face.

      “Tell me what you do remember about your time here,” he said, changing the subject abruptly, my intensity clearly making him uncomfortable. “I know you were young when you lost your parents, but any little detail might help me understand how Agnan found your mother.”

      I shook my head, sorrow flooding my bones.

      “It was idyllic, or at least that’s what I tell myself when I think about it,” I mumbled. “My dad was a carpenter, I think. He used to be gone for days at a time, leaving me and my mom alone.”

      A small smile crept onto my face.

      “She was a terrible cook, but she insisted on making pies and cakes for him when he returned.”

      In my mind’s eye, I could see my father choking down her latest concoction and pressing a finger to his lips when I giggled at his expression.

      “She was a princess,” Zen reminded me, as if I could have forgotten now. “She had servants waiting on her hand and foot her whole life.”

      “She never mentioned anything like that to me,” I muttered, my grin fading. “She never wanted me to know. She made it a point to keep it from me.”

      “But the cottage is here,” Zen insisted. “She must have wanted you to learn the truth, eventually. She kept it here, hidden for you to find one day. If she didn’t want you to know, she would have just left it to rot and decay like things do in the woods.”

      I had no response to that.

      “Do you suppose there’s something in here that Agnan wants?” he asked, sitting up in the brass bed and looking around. “Like the family tree. Could there be something of value hidden here?”

      I shrugged helplessly. “He always talked a big game about getting rid of all the royals. I can’t imagine what he might want.”

      “Where were your parents killed?” Zen asked.

      “In a car accident on the freeway,” I answered. “Or that’s what I was told.”

      My mind twisted back to the fateful day when I had been picked up from school and whisked off to the orphanage without a chance to return home for even a change of clothes.

      “You never looked into it?” my mate prodded.

      “How? When?” I laughed mirthlessly. “I was a child. Agnan picked me up when I was nine. I didn’t even see a computer until I was sixteen, and I barely know how to use one now. I wouldn’t know how to look into it. Agnan saw to that.”

      I pursed my lips, embarrassed to point out that I never had a formal education.

      “Agnan wasn’t going to let me investigate their deaths—not that I ever thought to ask him.”

      “That bastard really had you manipulated, didn’t he?”

      “Not just me.” I frowned deeply, thinking of how many others he had scooped out of foster care and taken into his fold.

      An epiphany struck me then, and I was shocked it hadn’t occurred to me before.

      “The prisoners! You still have the prisoners in the dungeon!”

      He eyed me. “Yes…?”

      “They could help us if we deprogram them, too.”

      Zen didn’t look convinced. “And how do you propose we do that?”

      I wrung my hands in front of me, shaking my head. “I don’t know, but it worked with me, didn’t it? They need to see Agnan for what he is.”

      “I think that’s a tall order to fill.”

      “I think we can make it happen,” I insisted. “Once we get back, let me talk to them—”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Zen interjected.

      “They know me. I’ve worked with some of them for years. Do you even know their names? Who you have?”

      Zen shrugged. “No idea.”

      “That’s my point. I do know them. Well. I can get to them much easier than you or Endora—even with all her magic.”

      “We’ll talk about it when we get home. But speaking of Endora, I should give her a call. She’ll be wondering what’s going on, and she has to have had a day keeping the Royal Guards off our asses.”

      Chuckling, he threw his legs over the side of the bed and ambled into the other room for his knapsack as I remained in place, my mind whirling.

      It was a start. If we could get some of the Order of Souls on our side, we might have a chance of overtaking Agnan and ending this reign of madness.

      “Oh, shit!”

      My head jerked up. “What’s wrong?”

      Zen reappeared in the doorway, holding up his phone. The screen had exploded with notifications.

      “Everyone’s wondering where you are,” I said indifferently. “That’s no surprise.”

      He chortled again and texted out, but before he could press send, the phone began to ring in his hand.

      His brow furrowed. “It’s Endora.”

      Worry shot through me as I crawled to the end of the bed to meet him. “What’s going on?”

      He held up a finger and took the call. “Don’t tell me you can’t handle a single day without me,” he taunted her.

      Endora’s voice echoed through the speaker, the panic reverberating all about the cottage.

      “You said you’d be back by now!”

      “Things took a little longer than expected. We’re going to stay the night now. But you were right: there are answers here.”

      “I’m so happy for you.” The enchantress’ voice dripped with sarcasm. “Because all hell is breaking loose here.”

      “Don’t be dramatic, Endora,” Zen barked. “What’s happening?”

      “The prisoners have escaped.”

      My blood ran cold, and I gaped at my lover, who returned my stare with equal shock.

      “HOW?!” Zen boomed. “Who was watching them?”

      Endora hesitated.

      “ENDORA!”

      “You’re not going to like this, Zen…”

      “Tell me anyway,” he growled, and goosebumps exploded over my arms in anticipation.

      “Isa.”

      I gasped, thinking of the slight but feisty guard whom I had liked so much.

      “But she’s missing, too. I think she was working for Agnan all this time.”

      “No…” I moaned. “He’s everywhere!”

      “We’re on our way back,” Zen hissed. “And heads will roll for this.”

      “Understood.”

      He hung up and faced me, his complexion as wan as mine felt.

      “I’m sorry, Little Mouse, but I’m afraid we have to go.”

      “The kingdom comes first,” I agreed, jumping up from the bed to join his side.

      Just being next to him gave me the surge of confidence, our mate bond fueling me with energy and motivation to conquer anything.

      Zen put his hands on my shoulders and shook his head. “No. You come first. Which is why we’re rushing back. Agnan obviously has connections in the castle still, and we need to get back and root them out. I need to get you to absolute safety.”

      It seemed to me that I was the safest here than I’d been anywhere, but I wasn’t about to suggest that I remain.

      “Zen, will we come back here?”

      “Of course, my love. We haven’t gotten all the answers we need yet. Your mother would want you to know it all, I’m sure.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and lowered my eyes, moving toward the living room to grab my pack. On a whim, I tucked the leather-bound journal and family tree in my pack to bring back to Silverhold Tower.

      I wanted to hear what else my mother had to tell me from beyond the grave.
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        * * *

      

      It seemed to me that Zen drove back twice as fast as he had driven to the Locaza Forest. We were home well before dawn. He trusted no one but Endora to take me to our suite and enlist a shroud of protection around the entire royal floor as he dealt with his guards.

      “What did you learn in the woods?” the enchantress asked me, but I wasn’t ready to share my family's secrets with anyone yet.

      “Let’s find the prisoners first, and I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” I bargained.

      Endora scowled at me. “You wouldn’t have even gone there if it weren’t for me.”

      “No. It was my repressed memories that led us there,” I countered. “And your failed leadership that lost the Order of Souls in our custody. We need to slay one dragon at a time.”

      Her black eyes narrowed. “Zen is rubbing off on you,” she grumbled.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I purred back.

      Huffing, she vanished, and I was left alone to peruse my mother’s journal in peace.

      She must have been so young when her own parents were taken from her, I realized, my heart panging with understanding. Why does history keep repeating itself?

      But I recognized that it would continue to repeat itself until someone managed to stop the offenders. The Order of Souls had already ruined one royal family and half of another. Agnan would not rest until he had finished what he’d started. That much I knew already.

      Zen and I would stop him.

      But how? How did one take down such an old organization that had managed to stay hidden for so long?

      Another idea came to fruition, but it was one that Zen would never agree to, not in a million years.

      But to catch a snake, I would need to think like a snake, and I knew just how a snake like Agnan thought.
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      To my utter shock, Cyndella confronted me when I entered my study to deal with my guards after securing Mirielle on the royal floor. I was so unaccustomed to seeing my sister out in the castle, I could only endure her tirade for a moment while I collected my composure.

      “Where the hell have you been?” my sister screamed at me, her face red and puffy as if she’d been crying. “I was out of my mind with worry!”

      Startled, I approached her cautiously, raising my hands to calm her down. Alle, her maid, was nowhere around, and Calliver tried to intervene, but I waved the guard away.

      “Leave us,” I ordered him.

      Uneasily, the head of the Royal Guards eyed me, but I gave him a no-nonsense look, and he did what he was told, reluctantly shuffling out of my study to leave me with my unbalanced sister, who stood trembling in front of me.

      How did she even know I was gone?

      I considered that Agnan had somehow managed to turn Cyndella against me, but dismissed the thought. She was far too paranoid to allow it. She wasn’t letting anyone near her.

      “Where is Alle?” I demanded, looking over her shoulder for the maid.

      “Never mind Alle! Where have you been? You were going to leave with her, weren’t you? You were going to take off and leave me here!”

      I shook my head, leading my sister toward the sofa to sit her down. “No, Cyn, of course not. What would make you think that?”

      “You were gone! Not answering your phone!”

      “Since when do you call me?” I asked dryly. “If I knew you’d be looking for me, I would have kept my phone on.”

      She stared at me skeptically, but the panic in her face didn’t diminish. “Where were you, Zen?”

      I sighed and released her shoulders, sitting with her on the tufted couch. “Mirielle and I went looking for answers,” I admitted. “About who she is and why the Order of Souls is so fixated on her.”

      It was the wrong thing to say to my fragile-minded sister. Another wave of anxiety washed over her face, and she jumped up. “Bringing her here was a mistake! Get rid of her, Zen!”

      I pursed my lips and shook my head. “I can’t do that, Cyn. She’s… she’s my mate.”

      It was better to be blunt and rip the bandage completely off.

      “NO!” Cyndella screamed, but I had been expecting the reaction. The door to my office opened, and Alle hurried in, her complexion ashen.

      “Forgive me, Alpha,” the servant sputtered. “I don’t know how she keeps doing this…”

      But I did. Cyndella was more clever than she let on. She could come and go as she pleased when the mood struck her, sneaking under Alle’s radar when the maid least expected it.

      “Take her back to her rooms,” I instructed Alle.

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      “Did you find them?” Cyndella demanded, shoving her arm away from Alle’s hand.

      I peered at her speculatively. “What?”

      “The answers that you were looking for?”

      I chewed on the insides of my cheeks, tempted to tell her the truth. I wondered what my sister would do with the fact that Mirielle was royalty, just as much of a princess as she was.

      “Yes,” I replied simply. “But that’s a matter for another time.” I nodded at Alle. “Don’t let her out of your sight again, Alle. This is happening too frequently.”

      A hot blush of embarrassment stained Alle’s cheeks, and she nodded quickly. “Yes, Alpha.”

      “Send Calliver in on your way out.”

      She led my sister out of the study, and my head guard returned, casting the closed door a look like he expected Cyndella to return in a whirlwind any second.

      “She’s not coming back,” I reassured him.

      “I know it’s not my place to question you, Alpha, but it is my place to protect you. I wish you hadn’t gone off without telling me,” Calliver told me, albeit cautiously.

      “We didn’t intend to stay as long as we did,” I replied nonchalantly.

      “May I ask where you went?”

      “You may not,” I replied. “But you may tell me how the prisoners managed to get loose under the care of the Royal Guard.”

      Calliver hesitated. “Isa was clearly working for the Order of Souls.”

      “How?” I demanded furiously. “It’s your job to vet and re-vet and vet again to make sure that no one slips through the cracks!”

      “I don’t know how she got through, Alpha,” he sighed. “She’s been with us for over a year and never given any indication that she’s anything but loyal to the kingdom.”

      “I want them found—Agnan and the prisoners. The whole damn Order!”

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      He stood, waiting to be dismissed, and I exhaled, waving him away. Relief crossed over his face as he recognized I wasn’t about to punish him, but before he could go, I stopped him again.

      “Wait.”

      “Alpha?”

      I hesitated, unsure if I could trust him anymore.

      “What do you remember about the Original Kingdom?”

      Calliver frowned, his forehead burrowing. “The Ancients, you mean?”

      “The first kings, yes,” I agreed, sitting heavily behind my desk, my hand sliding toward the computer mouse.

      “Oh.” His brow creased more. “I…” He tapped his chin. “They were the originals,” he volunteered unhelpfully. “Before all the continents divided into three.”

      “And?”

      Calliver shrugged. “I don’t know. Didn’t they just… fade out or something? They weren’t really ruling any territory anymore, just figureheads, right?”

      He shrugged again sheepishly.

      “They were taken out. By the Order of Souls,” I barked in annoyance.

      Calliver sighed. “Sorry. I didn’t pay much attention in history class.”

      “Never mind. Have Landon or Endora escort Mirielle down here before you start searching for Agnan and the Order.”

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      This time, I didn’t stop him as he hurried out of my office, and I turned my attention toward the computer, eager to do as much research as I could online before my mate returned to my side.

      I began a basic search, plugging names into the field that I could remember from my school days.

      Some of the history I recalled, dating back to ancient times, the creation of the world and how all the faeries had come to be. The Original Royals had ruled for thousands of years without incident until the earth began to shift and the continents split and broke in three, making it harder for the first family to oversee the whole world as easily as it once had.

      What had happened then became a matter of speculation. Some claimed all-out wars had broken out to claim their territories, while others insisted that the Original family had magnanimously bequeathed each kingdom to the three continents because it was too much for one king to handle on his own.

      “Zen?”

      I looked up as Mirielle entered, Endora at her side, Landon behind her.

      “Thank you, Landon.” I dismissed the guard, and he nodded, ducking out to close the door behind him.

      “What are you doing?” Endora asked, padding around behind the desk.

      “Research.”

      “What research?” Endora pressed, looking at the screen, and I started to respond as Mirielle cleared her throat.

      I glanced at her curiously, and she shook her head, but Endora caught the look.

      “I can’t help you if you two don’t tell me what you found out when you went into the woods. I’m the one who sent you out there, remember?”

      “You didn’t tell her?” I asked Mirielle.

      “I wouldn’t know what to tell her.”

      That I could understand.

      “It’s a lot to swallow,” I promised the enchantress.

      Endora grinned wickedly, winking. “You’d be amazed what I can swallow,” she purred.

      I groaned in disgust.

      “Zen thinks I’m… that my mother…” Mirielle babbled incoherently.

      “She’s Audrina’s daughter, lost princess of the Original kingdom,” I concluded. Endora fell back in such a dramatic fashion, I laughed aloud, but Mirielle was less amused.

      The enchantress collected herself and stared at me. “You’re serious.”

      “Dead serious.”

      “No one is going to believe this, Zen,” Mirielle told me coldly, spinning away from the desk to flop down on the sofa.

      “It doesn’t matter what they believe,” I insisted. “It’s true. We have all the proof we need. I’ve seen it, and you’ve seen it. And we know now why Agnan has kept you alive and close for so long.”

      “I don’t believe it!” Endora squawked, finding her voice. “But Agnan hates the royals! The Order of Souls has made it their life mission to take them out, starting with the Originals!”

      “Maybe the Order has,” I remarked thoughtfully, sitting back in my chair. “But Agnan might have had something else in mind all along.”

      Mirielle leaned forward, placing her forearms on her knees to stare at me pensively. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…” I cocked my head. “He’s had ample opportunity to kill me already, hasn’t he?”

      Her brow knit as if she was pained by the idea, but she nodded.

      “In fact, he could have employed you to do it when you were here. But instead, he took you back with him when he gave your memories back. Why? What did he say to you then?”

      She sank against the cushions and scrunched up her eyebrows in deep thought. “Something about being useful later or something. I don’t remember his exact words. He said he couldn’t let me kill you because of all the guards.”

      She nodded slowly, as if my logic was settling in. “But you’re right. He’s been playing a long game. If he only wanted to take you out like the Order has always wanted to do, he could have done it a dozen times already.”

      “He wants something else from you and from me. He knows who you are, I’m sure of it, and he wants to use that to his advantage somehow.”

      “But that goes against the Order.” Mirielle shook her head. “The Order is about annihilating the royals. That’s all there is to it.”

      “I don’t think he gives a shit about the Order,” I insisted. “And if he’s running things, Miri, we can end the Order with him relatively easily.”

      “He still has an army of orphans that he will use as a shield—and as weapons,” she reminded me.

      “I haven’t forgotten that,” I agreed. “We have to devise a plan to draw him out on his own.”

      “I think I have one,” Miri said in barely a whisper.

      My eyebrows shot up, her tone alarming me. “Oh?”

      “Let’s see what else we can find out about my family, my ancestors,” she pressed, rising from her spot to join Endora and me behind the computer. “Show me how to use this thing properly for once.”

      “My pleasure, Little Mouse.”

      I patted my lap for her to sit, and she perched gently on my knees as I extended my arms toward the keyboard, showing her how to type into the search engine.

      “Everything we need to know should be here, but I’m warning you now—some of what you learn might be unpleasant.”

      Mirielle grimaced. “My whole life has been unpleasant. It’s nothing new.”

      I pulled my arms back and turned her to face me. “I’m doing my best to change that for you,” I told her earnestly.

      Her face softened. “I know. And I’m grateful for that. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Zen.”

      “Ahem!” Endora coughed indiscreetly. “I’m still right here.”

      Rolling my eyes, I turned my attention back toward the computer.

      “No one asked you to stay,” I said, but I didn’t order the enchantress to go.

      I needed her there to help us on this quest to end Agnan. And as much as Endora infuriated me at times, she was on our side.

      “I don’t understand how Audrina managed to escape,” Endora said, peering over our shoulders, reading over the same information we took in. “The Order of Souls performed a full massacre…”

      She hesitated, hearing how insensitive her words must have sounded to Mirielle’s ears, but my mate didn’t flinch. “She was just a girl. How old was she?”

      “Eleven,” Mirielle read, scanning the article in front of her from the history archive I had found. “Her body was never recovered from the fire set to the castle, but she was presumed lost. Oh. She must have been so scared.”

      My forearm snaked around her waist, and I drew her against me. “I see where you got your courage from,” I told her softly. “You are your mother’s daughter.”

      She turned her fiery mane to look at me, our eyes locking as we bonded in the sorrow of our lost families. But we had one another, and no one would ever take that from us.

      “How did she manage on her own?” Endora commented. “So young, with no resources, no money?”

      Mirielle broke our gaze and shook her head. “I don’t know, but I do know she met my father young. He was seventeen, and she was sixteen when they met. They told me that story often.”

      “They were lucky they found one another.”

      “I wonder if they were mates,” Mirielle said wistfully. “I hope so.”

      “I’m sure they were,” Endora told her with uncharacteristic sweetness. “And that would also explain the anomaly in your DNA.”

      Both our heads whipped up, causing us to clonk them together. “Ouch!” we groaned in unison. “Sorry!”

      Laughing, I kissed her cheek, and we again turned back to Endora, cocking our heads but carefully this time, ensuring we didn’t bang them together.

      “What about my DNA?” Mirielle asked.

      “The anomaly. If your parents were mates, that explains it,” Endora said.

      My eyes narrowed. Was she telling Miri a sappy story to make her feel better, or is this true?

      “Why would there be something off in my DNA if my parents were mated?” Mirielle asked with rightful suspicion.

      “Children born of unique love are built differently,” Endora explained, but her black eyes were still fixed on the computer, her weathered hands moving the mouse along. “I’m not saying that’s for sure the reason for the discrepancy in the blood sample, but it could be. It also likely has to do with you having blood from the Original family. I never even thought to test for that.”

      “You’re just pulling things out of your ass,” I sighed, swatting her fingers away from the computer. “And you’re going too fast. I’m trying to see if there were any reports or sightings on Audrina after the fire that claimed her parents.”

      “Me too,” Endora grumbled, swatting back at me. “And I’m not pulling it out of my ass. We’re learning new things every day.”

      “She went into hiding,” Mirielle reminded us both. “What about my father? Yusi. What’s his story?”

      In all the fuss about learning Mirielle’s connection to the Original Kingdom, we had forgotten about her father, the carpenter.

      “Yusi. Of course. What do we know about him?”

      “He was from Ironhelm, I think,” Mirielle recalled. “He met my mother in Silverhold.” She grimaced, upset. “They told me their love story so many times.”

      “You were a baby, Mirielle,” Endora told her softly as I typed in the information I had.

      Almost immediately, an image of a handsome, dark-haired fae popped up on the screen, and I recognized him from the photo album at the cottage.

      “That’s him!” Mirielle choked, confirming what I’d already known.

      A list of articles surrounding his car accident followed, and Mirielle rose from my lap, unable to read anymore. “This is a dead end. It’s not telling us any more than we already know.”

      “It’s giving you a handle on your history, your family,” I told her softly. “It’s something.”

      “It’s not helping to find a way to overcome Agnan. There’s only one way to do that.”

      “Miri—”

      “I have to bring him out. He wants me. I have to lure him out myself.”

      “Don’t be crazy,” I said calmly, even though my pulse raced at the idea. “Eventually, my guards will hunt him down. He’s being careless, angry. He’ll be easy to find—”

      “I’m not sitting around and waiting for him to pounce again. No. If you’re not on board, that’s fine. I’ll do it myself. But I’m getting him, Zen.”

      I parted my lips to protest, but it was Endora who stopped me.

      “She’s not wrong, Zen. It might be a good idea.”

      I spun the chair around to glower at her. “You think using Miri as bait is a good idea? Then I think it’s time to reevaluate your duties as my enchantress.”

      “No, not bait,” Endora corrected me. “A carefully crafted trap. He will think he’s getting her alone, but we’ll be ready to spring on him.”

      “That’s the very definition of bait,” I snapped, folding my arms over my chest.

      Mirielle ambled back toward me and crouched in front of me. “Like I said, I’m doing this with or without your blessing. I would prefer to have your blessing in case something goes wrong, but if you don’t give it to me, I’m still doing it.”

      “Mirielle—”

      “He can’t hold all the cards. He’s been doing that my whole life, and I’m sick of it now, Zen!”

      The passion in her voice silenced me. It wasn’t fair to keep arguing with her when I didn’t know how she felt.

      She’d been vulnerable and at Agnan’s mercy her whole life. Now I’d asked her to sit back and wait for him to strike again. It’s not right. I didn’t blame her for being upset.

      “Okay,” I relented. “But we’re doing this my way, not half-cocked.”

      “You said ‘cocked,’” Endora snorted.

      I shot her a scathing look, and she lost her smirk.

      “You better take this seriously, too,” I snapped. “If anything goes wrong, I’m going to hold you personally responsible.”

      “Me?!” Endora cried. “How’s that?”

      “Yes, you,” I answered. “You’re the one who thinks this is a great idea, remember?”

      “Nothing is going to go wrong,” Mirielle cut in. “Because we’re going to plan it perfectly. Aren’t we, Endora?”

      Endora grimaced, not exactly inspiring confidence in me, but the commitment was already made.

      The show was about to start.
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      Day three on my own, and there was still nothing from Agnan.

      Could he have given up on me? Were we wrong about him?

      The idea was hot and cold, bittersweet as I washed the dishes in the sink. The tiny apartment in downtown Catalonia was starting to make me claustrophobic, but I didn’t dare leave. The surveillance was in a perfect place, as we’d planned it before I’d left the castle. I didn’t want to put myself in unnecessary danger.

      “You don’t leave for anything,” Zen warned. “We have cameras everywhere, so when Agnan shows, we’ll be there in a heartbeat. The guards are less than thirty seconds away.”

      The leader of the Order of Souls should have already come for me. If he had someone watching the castle, he should have had reports that I left and was on my own in a place in Catalonia.

      The only ones that knew about this ploy were me, Zen, and Endora. Even the Royal Guards were there under Zen’s incensed orders because I had “left in anger” and he wanted to “keep an eye on” me.

      According to any outsiders, Zen and I were fighting, and I had stormed off to be on my own. It was the perfect opportunity for Agnan to sneak in and find me.

      But he hadn’t come.

      Was he afraid of the guards?

      That was entirely possible. He had been defeated so many times by the Royal Guards already that he didn’t want to go toe-to-toe with Zen’s army again.

      I had to get out of there if I wanted him to approach me. But if I did that, I ran the risk of losing Zen’s guards.

      It was a risky game to play. I could call Zen and let him know my plans, but if someone was spying on me, watching from the outside, they might know.

      Scrubbing the dishes harder, I peered out the window into the night and willed my former guardian to appear.

      Former guardian. Was that what Agnan been? Jailor? Captor? Abuser?

      But by the time I’d finished the dishes, he had not materialized, my silent pleas doing nothing to bring him closer. He was keeping his distance and driving me crazy.

      I retreated to the small loveseat that served as my only seating in the studio apartment, pulling a knitted blanket around my legs as I flicked on the television. A black and white movie immediately showed on the screen, the sight of it forming a lump in my throat. The worst part of the past three days had been the separation from Zen. I longed to be in his arms every night, the smell of his skin overtaking me and lulling me to sleep. I wanted my mate in my arms, our heartbeats meshing to a rhythm of one.

      Here, in this non-descript place, I couldn’t sleep. The cars backfiring and babies crying, along with barking dogs and couples arguing, kept me awake well into the wee hours of the morning. I longed for the quiet of the castle where I recognized all the noises, particularly the even sound of Zen’s calming breaths.

      It’s hard to believe I ever lived like this, I mused, thinking of my time in the orphanage and then my life in the dank, moldy houses under Agnan’s “care.”

      This apartment was clean and functional, nowhere near as dingy and dirty as some of the places where Agnan had kept us, but it reminded me of so many lonely nights.

      I flicked off the television and stood, unable to focus on the screen. I wanted to call Zen but didn’t dare.

      Pacing the floor, I counted the steps from one end of the room to the other until I was sure I was going to drive myself completely crazy.

      I went to the bathroom and started the shower, turning the hot water as warm as I could stand it.

      For a few minutes, the heat sufficed, but the old pipes in the building soon gave out, and my shower ran cold, ending my plan for the next few minutes.

      Sighing, I turned off the faucet and climbed out, dressing in a pair of jeans and a hoodie.

      Screw it. I’m going out.

      I had no idea how closely anyone was watching the cameras at this hour, but I snuck out the back window and down the fire escape, sure that there was a guard in a car, watching the front door. Immediately, my phone began to ring, but I ignored it, knowing it was Zen, demanding to know where I was going.

      I won’t be long, I reassured him silently, landing at the sidewalk and briskly heading north on Montgomery Street.

      Nothing was open in Catalonia at this hour. Despite its proximity to a major metropolis, it liked to maintain its small-town vibe, clinging to the mom-and-pop hours and slow pace.

      That was fine with me on this night. I didn’t want a restaurant or a convenience store. I just wanted a breath of fresh air and escape from the four walls of the apartment that were closing in around me. I had no interest in running into smiling faces or talking to drunken, friendly neighbors.

      Maybe he just wasn’t coming. Maybe leaving was a stupid idea, and it was time to go back to the drawing board. Maybe—

      Footsteps behind me stopped my mind mid-thought, and I whirled around, already sensing him before my eyes set sight on Agnan, beneath the glow of the streetlights.

      “You really did leave him,” he purred, shaking his head. “I thought you were going to become queen. What happened? Did he throw you out on your useless ass?”

      I managed a watery smile despite the fact that my heart was hammering wildly in my chest.

      “Me? Queen?” I laughed hollowly. “Come on, Agnan. You know better than that. Of course a king would never want me.”

      He leered and ambled closer. “You’re no one’s queen, Grendel. I’m surprised that fool could see it, though. He’s not very smart for all his brute strength.”

      His words infuriated me far more than they should have, and it took everything in me not to lash out.

      Keep it together. You need to keep calm.

      “I was hoping you’d come,” I informed him flatly. “It took you long enough. I left days ago.”

      “I had to be sure you’d really left. I thought there were guards following you.”

      I rolled my eyes and stepped closer, perspiration breaking out at my hairline. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there were. He’s so paranoid, the king. Even though he kicked me out.”

      “Well, you got back in with him, didn’t you?” He reached out to stroke my cheek. “Rescuing him when I had him nice and secure.”

      I didn’t answer him as I tried to hold back my shudders from his touch.

      Suddenly, he grabbed me, and I yelped as he pulled me toward him. “What the fuck were you thinking?”

      His movements caught me off guard, and I whimpered loudly, wishing now that I hadn’t left the apartment after all.

      “I was freaking out!” I gasped, thinking quickly. “I-I didn’t know what you were going to do with him. I was worried a bunch of Royal Guards were going to come for us all—”

      He slapped my face, silencing me. “Don’t you ever defy me again, you hear me?”

      I nodded, tears blurring my vision as the metallic taste of blood filled my mouth.

      “I know what I’m doing, Mousie. You’re just a pawn in my game. I’m the king. Not Zen. Me!”

      Licking my lips, I pulled back, and Agnan released me like he was disgusted with me. “I should kill you for what you did.”

      Unable to help myself, I challenged him. “Why don’t you? You’ve done worse for less.”

      His dark eyes popped at my petulance, and he advanced on me threateningly. “Don’t tempt me, little bitch. You think I won’t?”

      I shook my head and met his stare evenly. “No. I don’t think you will,” I replied confidently. “I think you need me. That’s why you haven’t killed me already.”

      His mouth gaped slightly, and he stared at me. “What the hell are you babbling about, Grendel?” he snickered.

      “My name is Mirielle,” I told him flatly. “And I know who I am.”

      Agnan’s complexion waned slightly. “Are you high, Mousie? Have you been drinking your sorrows away all by yourself in that little box you’ve been living in? Maybe I should come back when you’ve slept it off.”

      I shook my head, a smile forming on my mouth, but inside, my tongue was parched, throat dried.

      Where was everyone? Did the guards not follow me? Was I on my own out here?

      My phone had stopped ringing, a fact I only just noticed now, and I wondered if Zen had given up on me.

      “I’ve never been more clear-headed than I am right now, Agnan. I know exactly who you are and what you did. How do you think the Order will feel about you double crossing them?” I asked conversationally. “How do you think all those little orphaned faeries with mommy and daddy issues are going to handle being lied to again?”

      “I don’t know what you’re babbling about,” he spat. “You’ve lost your mind, Mousie.”

      He took a step back, wariness clouding his face.

      “Oh? Care to explain why you haven’t taken out Alpha King Zen when you’ve had the chance then? You’ve had multiple opportunities. Isn’t that the pact of the Order? To end the reign of royalty?”

      He scoffed. “I was protecting you. So ungrateful. Such a little brat.”

      “Since when do you protect any of us?” I asked sadly, suddenly remembering all of my lost sisters, the disposable bodies that Agnan had used and abused over the years. “Or am I special because I’m the daughter of Princess Audrina?”

      Agnan gasped aloud, the shock on his face clear and palpable. For half a second, he merely stared at me, and I could see the wheels of his mind racing wildly. He started to shake his head as if he was going to deny it, but I held up a hand.

      “I know everything, Agnan. I know what the Order did to my family and who my mother is. I know she got away from the massacre and started a new life on her own.”

      Again, he tried to shake his head, but I glowered at him.

      “Really? You’re going to deny it? I just spelled the whole thing out for you!”

      He paused as if to consider my words and then released a huge sigh. “How long have you known? Who told you? That bastard king?! Is that where you’ve been getting your information?”

      A car’s headlights shone up the street, and Agnan backed away from me, but as he did, another set of headlights appeared on the other end of the street. Agnan spun around, but there was nowhere to run, the Royal Guards springing up on all sides.

      “He’s lying, you know,” Agnan snickered, but there was no confidence in his words. “Can you really believe that you have royal blood? You? Come on, Grendel. Look at you.”

      I bit on my lower lip, the words still stinging in spite of myself.

      “You’re pathetic, useless,” Agnan went on. “You can’t honestly believe that, can you?”

      “I believe Zen more than I believe the past twelve years of what you’ve told me,” I answered him honestly.

      “Then you’re an idiot,” Agnan snorted. “And you deserve whatever you get from the Order of Souls—just like Audrina got.”

      He grinned cruelly, and I rushed toward him, fist raised. He leapt forward to attack me back, but before he could move, three guards pinned him to the ground as he howled.

      “Get off me, you pricks!”

      To my surprise, they released him, and I backed away. I looked toward Jaylen, who had once been my private guard.

      “Why are you letting him go?” I demanded.

      “The king wants to deal with him personally,” Jaylen explained flippantly as Agnan tried to run.

      The guards blocked him from going anywhere, as if playing a game of monkey-in-the-middle with him.

      “Our orders are to keep you safe and him from going anywhere.”

      “You can’t keep me here!” Agnan howled, again trying to disappear, this time with the use of magic.

      He snapped his fingers twice, but his efforts were futile. Someone had already enabled a magic blocker on him.

      “Uh-oh,” I sighed, sitting on the curb. “Looks like you better make yourself comfortable until you get your audience with the king.”

      “YOU BITCH!” Agnan screamed as one of the guards cracked him in the mouth.

      “Watch your tongue,” the guard growled. “There are females present.”

      “And that’s Princess Bitch to you,” I added, falling back on the flats of my palms to look up at the night sky. “Don’t forget to use a proper address when you’re in court, Agnan. The royals take that kind of thing very seriously.”
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      “Can’t you drive any faster?” I growled at Calliver for the fourth time in as many minutes. He cast me a glance over his shoulder in the driver’s seat as Endora shushed me.

      “You could have run there yourself,” the enchantress informed me, like the thought hadn’t already occurred to me.

      I could have very well shifted into my wolf form and sprinted to Mirielle’s side in the time it was taking Calliver to drive, but I already knew that Agnan was secured at the location and that Mirielle was safe. Running meant worrying about changing clothes upon arrival.

      Plus, I rather liked the idea of Agnan sweating it out while he waited for me.

      Still, I wished Calliver would drive faster.

      “We’re almost there, Alpha, and Miss Mirelle is safe,” the head of the Royal Guards informed me, reiterating what I already knew.

      Grunting, I turned to look out the window of the SUV and into the night, wondering why Mirielle had left the apartment. For three days, I’d sat by those cameras in anticipation, waiting for any movement, any change in the scenery.

      She must have been going crazy.

      I was reminded again that Mirielle probably knew Agnan better than anyone. She had wanted to draw him out, and that’s exactly what she’d done by leaving the little studio apartment in downtown Catalonia.

      A spark of pride ignited inside me, and I couldn’t wait to hold her in my arms again. It had been the longest three days of my life, apart from Mirielle and wishing she was home.

      The deserted streets of the city slowed, the Royal Guards’ cars appearing, and the SUV barely stopped before I jumped out. Mirielle sprung to her feet from the curb, throwing herself into my arms.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, studying her from head to toe.

      I inhaled her soapy hair, the dampness of her curls igniting me as I released her. My eyes widened as I caught the red imprint on her cheek. Without thinking twice, I charged Agnan.

      “WAIT!” Mirielle howled, but it was too late.

      I had the warlock pinned to the cement of the sidewalk, my face inches from his.

      “Did you touch her?”

      He sneered at me, licking his lips. “More than once, Alpha,” he leered, lolling his head back and forth. “Didn’t she tell you—”

      My punch landed squarely on his jaw, blood spurting over the road as Agnan winced.

      “ZEN!” Mirielle shrieked.

      Agnan began to laugh, incensing me more. “Oh, don’t tell me you think your little mousie a virginal angel, Alpha,” he purred, and I raised my fist to punch him again, but Mirielle’s hand grabbed onto mine, stopping me from administering another blow to his face.

      “You see?” Agnan laughed. “She still cares about me, Alpha. She always will.”

      “Get up, Zen,” Mirielle urged, pulling me to my feet. I reluctantly stood as my guards moved to take Agnan up, too, flanking him on each side, his bloody smile infuriating me.

      “Tell him about us, Mousie,” Agnan taunted. “Tell him about all the nights we spent together…”

      I looked at Mirielle, who shook her head.

      “That’s not true,” she said dully, hanging her head. “Stop it, Agnan.”

      “It’s not?” he snickered. “You sure do look guilty, don’t you? Doesn’t she, Alpha?”

      A twinge of doubt flashed inside me as I glanced at Mirielle, but my mate had once told me that she never had that type of relationship with him.

      I trusted her. Agnan was only saying these lies to make me jealous.

      “Uh-oh…” Agnan jeered at us. “It looks like the king is wondering, Mousie.”

      Without warning, Mirielle wound up and punched Agnan in the face, silencing him as he sputtered, gasping in shock. Blood sprayed over the roadway.

      “That’s for my mother,” she told him flatly, wringing out her hand. She followed it up with an open-handed slap. “And that’s from me—only because that punch really hurt my hand too much to do it again. You’re disgusting, Agnan. I wouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot pole. Some of my sisters weren’t so lucky, unfortunately. You manipulated them into believing you were some kind of leader—some kind of god. But you’re just a weak, pathetic fae who’s hellbent on greed and getting off on controlling those who are too weak to fend for themselves. Did you really think you could be king?”

      The smirk had fully fallen from Agnan’s face now, a glower spilling from his eyes as he glared at her.

      “I’m more a king than you’ll ever be a princess!” he roared. “You don’t deserve to be a princess! I could have shown you how to rule, you ungrateful wench! You were supposed to be mine, my queen!”

      Rage boiled inside of me at the thought of Agnan wanting my mate, but I didn’t react. I wanted to allow Mirielle to say her piece.

      Agnan didn’t stop his incessant babbling. “All you had to do was listen! You just had to do what you were told!” Agnan babbled. “Stupid bitches. All of you. I should have never taken females. Useless. Next time, I’ll only take males.”

      “You’ll never get the chance,” Mirielle promised tersely.

      She turned to me, the agony in her face breaking my heart.

      “He’s never going to stop,” she whispered, tears flooding her luminous eyes.

      I cupped her cheek in my hand, tilting her head upward. “That’s not true,” I promised her earnestly. “He stops here. Tonight.”

      I placed a long, sweet kiss on her lips.

      We drew apart, and I shifted into my wolf form, relishing the look of terror on Agnan’s face as he recognized what was about to happen to him.

      “NO!” he screamed as my guards stepped aside, and I lunged for him, again taking him down, his cries dying out under the tear of his flesh, silence befalling the street, leaving only the sound of my labored breathing in the wake of Agnan’s death.

      His mangled corpse lay perfectly still, and I raised my snout to meet Mirielle’s eyes. She nodded once, the relief plain on her face now.

      He wouldn’t hurt my mate anymore. I’d seen to that now. He’s dead, and I would make sure that the Order of Souls died with him.

      I fell back on my haunches, licking the blood off my chops and paws.

      Endora put a hand on my fur, leaning down to whisper in my ear.

      “I’m going to take Mirielle back to the castle now. She’s been through enough for one night—for one lifetime, really.”

      I nodded once to indicate that I understood and watched them pile into the SUV, leaving me alone on the street with the rest of my guards. I didn’t need to tell them what needed to be done about the mess and the body. They had already gotten to work cleaning up and dealing with the aftermath.

      There was nothing left for me to do but return home, too, and wash off the remnants of the attack before joining my mate and discussing our future from there.
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        * * *

      

      Mirielle was not in our shared suite when I got home. I showered and changed, searching the castle for her.

      I found her in the greenhouse, lost in the thick of her plants, as if she was trying to clear her mind.

      “Are you all right?” I asked her.

      She didn’t jump like she had in the past when I had surprised her.

      Instead, she turned and gave me a nervous smile. “Yes. I’m just processing everything that has happened.”

      I closed the space between us and took her in my arms. Eagerly, her embrace wrapped around me, and she held me tight, dropping her head against my chest. My fingers entwined in her hair.

      “Your heart is beating a mile a minute,” I told her after a moment of silence. “What is it?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      “I’m your mate, Miri. You can’t lie to me.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “You’re not telling me everything,” I insisted. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t want to worry you.”

      I kissed her cheek. “We’re a team, aren’t we?” I pressed.

      She shrugged.

      “Aren’t we?” I insisted.

      “Yes.”

      “Then you need to tell me what’s going on if you want me to help you. I can’t read your mind—at least not yet.”

      Her eyes widened. “You’ll be able to read my mind?”

      I laughed. “I don’t know. I hope so. One day.”

      She tittered.

      “Seriously, what’s going on? You can tell me anything.”

      “It’s not over yet,” she blurted out.

      My head drew back, and I stared at her. “How do you mean? What’s not over?”

      “I mean, the Order of Souls… Someone else will still be around to pick it up. The kingdoms will never be free of them. They’re always going to be around until they get what they want—the end of all the kings.”

      Confused, I shook my head. “That’s not true,” I promised. “Agnan was the most recent leader. That’s why I took care of him. Are you worried he’s still alive? Because I assure you, he’s not.”

      “No, of course not. I know he’s dead,” she sighed. “It’s just…”

      “What? If you know the leader of the Order of Souls is dead, then…?”

      “He has a bunch of followers,” she said. “One of the orphans is bound to pick up where he left off. In fact, killing him will probably make them even madder. I wasn’t sleeping with him—no matter what he says—but some of them were. They looked up to him. He could get them to do anything he wanted.”

      I frowned at the thought. It disgusted me to think that someone loved Agnan enough to avenge his death when he obviously didn’t care about anyone but himself.

      I released her. “Do you really think that your counterparts believed in the cause that much? Or did they just do what Agnan told them because they had nowhere else to go?”

      Mirielle made a noise I didn’t understand.

      “What?” I asked, truly confused.

      “Does it matter? They’re the same thing.” She sounded exasperated with me.

      My eyes narrowed speculatively. “How? You have to spell this out for me, Little Mouse. I really don’t understand.”

      Mirielle sighed heavily and turned away to slide on top of one of the tables, her legs swinging. “Agnan gave them a sense of purpose,” she explained. “That’s what they needed. Even with him gone, the Order of Souls is still their sense of purpose. We only got rid of the leader. We didn’t get rid of the idea.”

      Interesting. I’d never thought of it like that before.

      “That’s a matter for tomorrow,” I informed her, reaching for her hands. “It’s too heavy a topic for tonight.”

      “It’s too heavy a topic for any night,” she grunted.

      “Will you come to bed now?”

      She hesitated, looking around the greenhouse. “Can you give me a few more minutes down here? I just want to check on a few more of my plants and take some runeshades.”

      I chuckled. “Are you still taking that every day?”

      “A runeshade a day keeps the enchantress out of my head,” Mirielle quipped, and I chuckled again. “I don’t want any more mind probes. Thank you very much.”

      “Make sure Lacroix doesn’t catch you poking around at this time of night. He’s going to think you’re up to no good, planting spy gear or something.” I kissed her softly, chucking her chin gently. “Don’t be too long. I’ve already gone three days without you. I can barely stand it.”

      She beamed warmly and nodded. “I won’t be long. Don’t worry. I know exactly how you feel.”

      I turned to leave her alone in the greenhouse, but I lingered at the threshold to stare at her for a long moment, her worry permeating toward me in waves. This matter with the Order really was causing her stress, but I would find a way to resolve it.
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      I couldn’t say that things returned to “normal” over the next few weeks because there had never really been a “normal” since I’d been at Silverhold Tower.

      But it was the closest thing I could aspire toward, despite the knot that remained in my gut.

      I didn’t speak my concerns aloud to Zen again after the night that Agnan died. It didn’t seem to make any sense. He couldn’t do anything more than he already had.

      We went about our lives in Silverhold Tower as we had before. Zen attended his daily meetings in Catalonia with the Council of Ministers, and I returned to my apprenticeship with Lacroix, although the old fae didn’t call it that anymore.

      “When should I start packing my bags, Luna?” he grumbled every day when he saw me.

      “I wish you’d stop asking me that,” I sighed. “How many times do I have to tell you that I’m not here for your job?”

      “It doesn’t feel right training you when you’re the king’s… what? Mistress? Concubine?”

      I flushed at the titles, particularly the crude one.

      “Does it matter what I am to the king?” I sighed. “Can’t we just continue our relationship how it was before?”

      “I don’t know. Can we?” Lacroix muttered.

      I rolled my eyes, waiting for word that I wasn’t allowed in my beloved greenhouse anymore, but it never came.

      I roused the subject to Zen one night over dinner myself.

      “Lacroix has mixed feelings about me being his apprentice now,” I informed him, setting my fork down across the long dining table.

      Zen snorted and continued eating. “Lacroix has strong feelings about everything all the time,” he reminded me. “That’s nothing new.”

      “He rightfully feels strange because of our relationship.”

      Zen’s head shot up, his slate eyes narrowing. “He said that?”

      “Don’t give him a hard time over it,” I said quickly. “He doesn’t know how to act around me. He can’t be a good teacher if he can’t yell at me, I guess, and he can’t really yell at me if he thinks he’s going to be beheaded.”

      Zen hooted with laughter. “That son of a gun should have been put on the racks fifty years ago for that mouth of his. He’s not going to get locked up for the way he teaches, that’s for damn sure.”

      “Zen…”

      “Oh, all right. I’ll talk to him.”

      “I don’t know if that’s going to help,” I sighed, sitting back.

      His smile faded, and he set his fork down finally. “What’s troubling you?”

      I shook my head and forced a smile. “No, nothing. I’m just saying—”

      “No, something’s been bothering you since… well, since Agnan. Are you regretting what we did?”

      I scoffed loudly. “Hell no.”

      My eyes darted toward the threshold of the dining room, and I cleared my throat, leaning forward. “No. Not at all. I’ve never been more relieved.”

      “But…?”

      “But nothing, Zen. I’m fine. Truly.”

      He exhaled loudly. “Mirielle, I can’t help you if you don’t communicate with me. But I think I know what it is because you already told me—the night that he died.”

      The corners of my lips twitched, and I pursed them to keep from showing my expression.

      Soft lighting from the chandelier twinkled overhead, catching the glints of black in his hair and giving his scruff a mysterious vibe.

      “You’re still thinking about the Order of Souls,” he went on.

      My shoulders sagged. “I don’t think they’re gone,” I agreed slowly, my appetite fully dissolving now.

      “You’re right,” he replied, and my gut fully flipped.

      “What do you mean? How do you know?” I breathed, almost on my feet.

      “Because I’ve had the Royal Guards hunting them all down since that night. They haven’t been hard to find without Agnan leading them.”

      I gasped, my hand falling to my mouth. “What?!”

      “There are about twenty-three in total. Does that sound right?”

      I did a mental count in my head, accounting for the ones lost in the latest attack.

      “Yes, more or less,” I breathed, my body shaking.

      I hadn’t been in the room with everyone in a long time to take inventory, but that sounded right to me.

      “We have them. All.”

      I blinked—and blinked some more.

      “What do you mean, ‘have them’?” I choked, my mind flashing with visions of the faeries I had worked with, lived with, called my sisters. I worried for them, their futures—

      “They’re safe,” Zen informed me, studying my expression carefully. “Cared for.”

      “Zen, what does that mean? Where are they? What did you do with them?”

      He rose from his spot and approached me with his hands extended. “What do you want me to do with them?”

      All the air sucked out of my lungs, the question overwhelming me. The Order of Souls had murdered my family. They had wiped out my entire past, but that wasn’t these faeries. The ones that Zen had found were victims of the Order as much as my parents had been, and my mother’s parents before that.

      “I don’t know,” I answered in a small voice. “Where are they?”

      “They’re in a safe house in Catalonia for now,” he said, kneeling before me. “They’ve been there while we collect the rest of them. I’ve had the Royal Guards on this since that night, top priority.”

      I continued to gape at him, uncomprehendingly. “Safe house?” I echoed. “What does that mean?”

      “It’s a place for them to… regroup… decompress.”

      I nodded slowly as I began to understand. “You’re trying to have them deprogrammed.”

      “Trying,” he sighed. “Some of them are more willing than others.”

      “I want to see them,” I said firmly.

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. You might trigger them,” he said bluntly.

      “And I might inspire them,” I insisted. “I’ve been deprogrammed. I can show them how it’s done.”

      “I’ll speak with the healers and psychologists before that can happen,” Zen said firmly. “I’m not allowed there myself. Only selected medical staff.”

      A fusion of emotions rushed through me. “Isa?”

      “She’s there,” he replied sadly.

      “Can I see her?”

      Zen sighed. “I really do need to clear it with the professionals, Little Mouse.”

      Suddenly, I threw my arms around him, raining kisses all over his neck and face, holding him close as tears began to flow down my face.

      “It’s really over?” I whispered when I could find my voice. “The Order? It’s finished?”

      “I hope so, Miri. I swore I’d end it, and I think I did.”

      Releasing him, I fell back into my chair, sniffling. I turned away, reaching for my napkin to dab my eyes in embarrassment. “Sorry,” I whispered. “It’s all been weighing on me.”

      “I can see that.”

      “I wish you’d told me you’d been working on this.”

      “And I wish you’d told me this had been bothering you so much.”

      Our gazes locked, and I offered him a sheepish smile.

      “Okay,” I exhaled. “I’m done holding in all the… stuff. I’ll make a concerted effort to let it out now. I promise.”

      “I think I have an idea how to work that out,” he said, standing. “Go put on your sexiest dress.”

      I gaped at him dubiously. “Now?!”

      He nodded. “Yes, now.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      I laughed and blushed as the SUV pulled up to the familiar side entrance, the flashy red letters announcing our arrival.

      “Are you going to use your glamorizing spell tonight?” I teased as Landon held the car door open for us to step onto the curb.

      The host hurried to open the door to Harbinger’s for us, bowing for Zen and smiling approvingly as music spilled out of the club and onto the street beyond.

      “Nope,” Zen replied, snaking his arm possessively around my waist and drawing my sequined skirt against his hip. “I want everyone to see us tonight. No invisibility needed.”

      I shivered in anticipation as we entered the smoky, strobing scene, all eyes falling on us. Indeed, everyone was looking at us, the king and his Original-blooded partner.

      It was so much different from the first time we’d come here—me sneaking into the back of the SUV in my mouse form, unaware that I was about to be transported into a sex club with the Alpha King.

      Zen’s forearm tightened around my waist, his nose nuzzling into my neck, and gooseflesh erupted over my arms, sending a thousand chills throughout my entire body.

      His hardness poked at me as we approached the bar, my waist bent over to signal the bartender for a drink as Zen’s hands found the flesh of my thighs around the front.

      I ordered us two glasses of champagne and turned to face him, stringing my arms around his neck, catching the brilliance of his eyes against the flashing lights of the room. Through my peripheral vision, I watched the females staring enviously at us, licking their lips as they took in Zen’s perfect physique.

      “You were right,” I told him, our faces inches apart.

      “About what?” he asked, rubbing his nose to mine, his hands cupping my rear to draw me closer.

      “This is just the kind of release I needed.” I cocked my head to the side. “But why did you bring me here?”

      He smiled, brushing his mouth softly against mine and again nuzzling me.

      “I told you: I want to show you off to everyone. Today and every day. You’re my mate, Miri, and I want the entire world to know it.”

      My heart twinged, and I fell into his warm embrace, curving along the lines of his perfect frame.

      “Now let’s go see about that private room with the pole,” Zen rasped in my ear, and I laughed.

      “I thought you’d never ask,” I agreed.
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      Stars danced off the pond’s ripples, the hanging fairy lights the only other illumination as the moon hid behind a thick of dark clouds.

      The scent of rain permeated the air, but I hoped it would hold off a little longer.

      Glancing at my watch for the third time, I eyed the back doors of the castle and then Calliver again.

      “Call him,” I growled.

      “Yes, Alpha.”

      But as he reached for his cell phone, the doors opened, and Landon appeared, relief overcoming me as my mate appeared on his heels. I hurried toward them.

      “I was beginning to worry about you,” I scolded them, my words directed at Landon.

      “Sorry, Alpha. Miss Mirielle wanted to make a stop.”

      I arched an eyebrow at Mirielle, who shrugged, her gaze flipping toward the gardens where I’d been standing.

      “You’re dismissed,” I told the guards, taking Mirielle’s arm.

      Her hand was cold, and I rubbed it against my arms lovingly.

      “Everything okay?” I asked softly.

      “It didn’t go exactly how I thought,” she admitted. “Although… I’m not sure what I thought was going to happen exactly.”

      Leading her toward the pond, I sat her at the gingham blanket laid out by the water’s edge.

      She giggled lightly. “What is this?”

      “A late dinner,” I informed her.

      “Oh…” She sighed deeply. “I’m sorry. I forgot we agreed to meet for dinner.”

      “You’re here now. That’s all that matters.” I gestured for her to sit. “Tell me what happened.”

      “I’d rather not,” she replied. Quickly, she added, “It’s not that I’m hiding anything. I’d just rather forget the whole thing. You were right: I shouldn’t have gone. They didn’t want to see me. I don’t know why I thought they might.”

      I took a seat by her, reaching for her legs to stroke softly through her jeans, and she eyed me sadly.

      “They were the closest thing to family that you had for a long time, Miri. It’s not unreasonable that you thought you had some kind of kinship toward them. I’m sorry they weren’t more responsive.”

      She shrugged with far too much gusto. “It doesn’t matter. I know where home is now.”

      I reached toward the picnic basket and withdrew a bottle of wine. “This ought to help you forget,” I promised.

      “Oh, yes, please.”

      Digging up two glasses, I poured, and she found the charcuterie board that the chef had put together for me. Small droplets of rain began to fall, but if Mirielle noticed them, she didn’t comment.

      She tipped her head back toward the sky. “It’s beautiful out here at night.”

      “You make it more so,” I told her admiringly. “You make everything more beautiful.”

      “Are you buttering me up for any particular reason?” she teased, lowering her head to meet my eyes again.

      “Yes,” I answered honestly.

      “Oh?” Her brilliant blue eyes shone in the night. “Do tell.”

      “I’m hoping you’ll agree to marry me again.”

      Her smile faded as disbelief overtook her face. “R-really?” she stuttered. “You still want to marry me… after everything?”

      I frowned, confused. “I want to marry you because of everything,” I replied softly, leaning closer. “I’ve never felt surer of my feelings because of all we’ve been through. You have proven how strong and capable you are, Mirielle, how incredibly resilient. The kingdom will be lucky to have you as their queen.”

      My lips brushed against hers, and she returned my embrace, her breathing uneven. When we parted, I stared expectantly at her. “Well? What do you say?”

      “I say yes,” she whispered. “Of course I’ll marry you.”

      Wrapping my arms around her, I ravished kisses over her neck and face as she squeaked in delight.

      “I don’t want to wait,” I told her. “I want it done next week.”

      “Next week!” Mirielle laughed, but I wasn’t kidding. I’d seen the danger of waiting too long. Too many things could go wrong. I wanted to make Mirielle my queen, and there would be nothing standing in the way.

      “Yes. Next week. You already had most of the planning done already.”

      “Yes, for the last wedding,” she agreed.

      “Then just shift the dates around.”

      Mirielle hesitated. “Aren’t you forgetting about something? Or rather, someone?”

      “Cyndella.”

      She pursed her lips.

      “I’ll talk to her.”

      “You said that last time.”

      “I’ll really talk to her.”

      She raised a hand to stroke my cheek gently before brushing my hair out of my face. The rain began to pelt down on us now, hard enough that neither of us could ignore it.

      “I don’t want to go into this marriage without Cyndella’s blessing,” she admitted. “It won’t feel right.”

      I nodded. “You’re right. It won’t be right. We need to be united as a family. All of us.”

      Relief crossed over her face, and I kissed her passionately as thunder rumbled overhead.

      “We should probably get inside before we drown,” I mumbled.

      “I kind of like it,” she told me, pulling me back toward her.
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        * * *

      

      After I showered and dressed in a pair of flannel pajamas, I left Mirielle reading in our bed and headed across the hall in my favorite slippers.

      Alle answered the door when I knocked. “Alpha!”

      “Is she awake, Alle?”

      “Yes, she’s watching old home movies.” The maid sounded pained.

      I entered the hallway and took a right into the sitting room where Cyndella curled on the faded pink settee she’d had since childhood. Sniffling, she pressed a tissue to her nose, the other hand on a remote control.

      “What are you doing, Cyn?”

      Her black bun swiveled toward me, surprise painting her face. “Zen!”

      “Can I sit?”

      She moved her tucked legs to allow me a spot, and I slid in beside her, taking part of the fluffy, gray blanket from over her legs.

      “You remember this?” she asked, pointing at the screen. “My eighth birthday party.”

      “Was that the one with the pony rides? Where the horses were pooping all over the place and Mother was pitching a fit?” I laughed.

      “No, that was my ninth,” Cyndella snickered. “Eighth was the clown.”

      “Oh, yes! The drunk! Father’s friend.”

      “You do remember!” Cyndella laughed, nodding toward the screen again. “Look, he’s about to fall into the pond.”

      I trained my eyes on the television and watched the sloppy, inebriated fae stumbling through the throng of partygoers until he fell headlong into the very pond that Mirielle and I had just made love in front of in the rain.

      In unison, Cyndella and I started to howl, the children screaming in shock as the adults attempted to fish the clown out.

      “I haven’t seen this in years!” I chortled. “But it’s just as funny as the first time!”

      “Isn’t it?” Cyndella agreed, flicking off the movie. “But you didn’t come here to watch home movies with me, did you?”

      My grin faltered, and I stared at my sister’s too-astute green eyes.

      “I’m getting married,” I informed her.

      “I’m having déjà vu,” she replied flatly. “So I’m not going to get upset because it didn’t exactly come to fruition the last time.”

      “It’s happening, Cyn. I love Mirielle, and she loves me. Moreover, she wants to love you, too.”

      I waited for the customary scoff of disbelief, but Cyndella only stared at me.

      “You haven’t given her a chance since she arrived, but she saved your life the first time she met you, Cyndella. Or have you forgotten that?”

      My sister’s jaw twitched.

      “Time and again, she has proven that she is good for the kingdom and good for me. She can be good for you too if you let her.”

      I waited for the screaming and shouting, the arguing, but none of it came.

      “Cyndella…”

      “What?”

      “Can you at least make an effort to accept Mirielle as the queen?”

      A grimace fell over Cyndella’s lips, but she still said nothing.

      Sighing, I stood. “She wants you to be a part of the wedding. Can I tell her you’ll think about it?”

      “What?” There was genuine shock in Cyndella’s voice.

      “Don’t say no yet,” I begged her. “Just think about it.”

      “She’s asking me?”

      “You’re going to be her family, Cyn. Of course she wants you to be in the wedding. And so do I.”

      My sister’s eyes bugged. “You want me in the wedding, too?”

      Forehead furrowing, I stared at her. “Why do you look so confused?”

      Tears welled in her eyes, and she shook her head vehemently. “I can’t believe that you would let me. Aren’t you worried I’ll embarrass you?”

      Shocked, I sat back down. “What?!”

      “That I’ll ruin your wedding? Your bat-shit crazy sister?”

      “Woah, who said that? Cyndella, I’ve never said that! Who is saying that about you? I’ll kill them myself!”

      She stared at me. “Are you kidding? You think I don’t know what everyone says about me?”

      “Cyn, you’ve been through so much,” I told her softly, reaching for her hand. “No one faults you for handling things as you have.”

      “You wanted to send me away!”

      “I never wanted to send you anywhere!” I countered. “Never! I fought the idea from the very beginning. You’re still here, and you always will be, because you’re my family. And now you’re going to be Mirielle’s family. But you have to let her help you, too.”

      “You really trust her, huh?”

      “I really do.”

      Cyndella sniffed and nodded. “Then I trust her, too.”

      “Yeah?” I asked suspiciously. “You’re not just saying that?”

      “I’ve been working on myself… with Endora’s help,” she admitted. “And she told me that Mirielle’s not so bad.”

      My heart swelled. “I’m glad to hear that you’re working on yourself. And I’ll be really happy when you and Mirielle spend some real time together.”

      Cyndella sat up slowly. “I’ve always wanted a sister, you know?”

      “I’ll try not take that personally,” I joked, ruffling her hair and standing. “I’ll check in on you tomorrow, okay?”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      I bid her goodnight and said goodbye to Alle before heading back across the hall to my mate and future queen, but I paused to look at the north and south wing for a moment, my pulse quickening.

      You won’t be empty for much longer, I thought happily. Silverhold Tower is going to be alive again at long last.
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      Beads of sweat broke out on my brow again, and I swooned. Cyndella caught my arm, steering me toward the closest chair with a shake of her black chignon.

      “No more champagne for you,” my sister-in-law scolded me. “That’s the third time you’ve stumbled in ten minutes.”

      “I’m not drinking!” I protested, gratefully accepting the bottle of water she produced for me and guzzling it back. The cool liquid coursed through my veins, immediately making me feel better, but I was still moderately shaky. “I think it’s my nerves.”

      I looked around the ballroom, nodding at all the noblefaeries at the party, here to celebrate my marriage to Zen. I’d been against the idea of a huge, post-reception reception, but Zen had insisted upon it.

      “It has to be done,” he told me. “The other kings will want to meet the new queen, and this is how business is conducted. I’m sorry. It’s annoying and tacky, but…”

      He shrugged.

      “We were married six months ago!” I protested when he first informed me of the party. “It will be our one-year anniversary before this thing is planned.”

      “Don’t worry about it—they don’t really need an excuse to party,” he joked.

      But now that the event was upon us, I hated the idea even more, the way I’d been whisked from one table to the next, introduced as Princess Mirielle in some circles and the queen in others. I couldn’t keep straight who I was supposed to be to whom.

      “What do these faeries even know about me?” I demanded when I managed to pull Zen aside. “Do they know I’m Audrina’s daughter?”

      “Of course,” he replied. “We had to prove your lineage with all the kingdoms. That’s how you have access to the trusts set aside for the Original family.”

      “I never cared about the money,” I told him, and that was true.

      I was with Zen, and I was happy with my new family. Feeling safe and loved were the only things I had ever really wanted.

      “I know that, Little Mouse. And it’s one of the many reasons I love you.” My mate brought my hand to his mouth and kissed my palm.

      But that was two hours ago, and now I was sitting in a chair, almost ready to collapse.

      All I knew right then was that I wanted to get out of the overcrowded ballroom and head up to our suite to sleep. I was exhausted.

      “I’m going to get Zen,” Cyndella announced. “You look like hell.”

      “Thanks, Cyn,” I said dryly.

      “I mean, you look beautiful, Miri, but—”

      “I know what you meant,” I told her, laughing.

      I was glad she was there. She was still selective about the parties that she attended, and considering the amount of people at this one, I was impressed she had lasted as long as she had.

      “I’m going to get you some food and find that brother of mine.”

      “Don’t fuss over me, Cyndella. Why don’t you go talk to that investment banker who’s been making eyes at you from the bar all night? What’s his name? Dyrk?”

      Like a light had been flipped on, my sister-in-law raised her head toward one of the three bars and locked eyes with the honey-toned god who couldn’t keep his own stare off Cyndella’s curvaceous form in her mermaid tulle dress.

      “Off you go. No need to babysit me,” I urged her.

      “No, I’m not leaving you—”

      “Cyndella, go before I make an ugly scene and call that hunk of meat over here to collect you.”

      My sister-in-law eyed me skeptically. “If you’re sure…”

      “I am.” I gave her arm a gentle push, and Cyndella almost tripped over her own feet rushing over to Dyrk.

      I took another swig of water, and the shaking subsided enough for me to rise to my feet.

      Endora materialized in front of me. “Why are you so ghastly pale?”

      I swallowed a groan. “Why is everyone so worried about my complexion? Isn’t this supposed to be a party? Don’t you have better things to do than look at my makeup?”

      “And you’re supposed to be the hostess. You weren’t at the safehouse again today, were you?”

      “With the Order?” I asked automatically. Endora scowled lightly, and I grimaced. “Sorry, I mean, with the anti-Order?”

      I couldn’t help but refer to my former sisters how I’d always known them. “I stopped by for a minute to make sure everyone was getting their runeshade peppers and doing their daily journaling.”

      “You should take a breather from those faeries. They drain you emotionally,” Endora said. “That’s why we pay the big bucks for counselors and healers. There’s nothing more you can do for Agnan’s throwaways.”

      I didn’t want to talk about them, but as I tried to explain that, Endora went on. “But that’s not what the problem is…”

      The enchantress trailed off, her forehead raising as she stared at me, onyx eyes raking over my cleavage and along the clinging silk of my crimson ballgown.

      “Well, well,” she purred. “Come along.”

      My eyebrows rose, and I parted my lips to ask what she was talking about, but she didn’t give me a chance. I found myself being dragged across the floor of the ballroom, nodding weakly at random elites until we were in the back service hall.

      “What are we doing?” I asked tiredly. “Endora, I’m really not in the mood for your antics right now.”

      “I bet,” she chuckled. “Look at me.”

      “I am—” A flame ignited between her fingers, and I flinched, drawing back as she peered into my eyes. “I wish you would give me a warning when you do things like that,” I grouched, slumping against the wall.

      “Ah-hah!” Chuckling, she sashayed away, leaving me where I stood.

      “Do you want to tell me what the hell—”

      “A queen shouldn’t curse,” Endora cut me off, disappearing in her cloud of blue. Rolling my eyes, I headed back into the party, shaking my head.

      The orchestra’s music ground on my nerves, and another wave of dizziness took me over as I searched the crowd for my husband. I really did need to retire from this party, early as it was.

      I finally found Zen, chatting with the King of Ironhelm. King Cade beamed at me, bowing cordially as Zen turned to me, placing a sweet kiss on my cheek.

      “There is my queen,” Zen sighed happily, slipping his arm around me. “Endora said you were looking for me.”

      Had I told her that? I was too tired to remember.

      “Excuse me, Alpha,” I said to Alpha King Cade. “Might I borrow my king for a moment?”

      “Please,” King Cade agreed, turning to his companion and kissing her on the cheek.

      “What’s wrong, Miri?” Zen asked when we were out of earshot. “You seem a little peaked.”

      “I really wish everyone would stop telling me that,” I said grouchily.

      “You’re still the most beautiful fae in the room,” he cooed, nuzzling my neck, and I laughed, slipping my arms around his neck.

      “Will you still feel that way if I leave this party?” I whispered in his ear.

      He drew back, frowning. “What? Really?” Worry shadowed his face. “Are you okay?”

      “I might be coming down with something. Maybe I’ll have one of the healers look me over.”

      “I’ll send Jorga up right away,” Zen agreed. “I’ll come up, too.”

      “Oh, darling, no!” I begged. “You can’t leave your own party.”

      “They won’t miss me for a few minutes. They’re too busy drinking, eating, and flirting, anyway. Did you see my sister? Even she’s getting into it.”

      “I’m glad she’s coming out of her shell.”

      Zen embraced me and kissed the top of my head.

      “I’m getting Jorga, and I’ll meet you upstairs. I’ll have Landon escort you up.”

      I didn’t bother arguing, the waves of dizziness getting to be a bit much now. The last thing I needed was to be stranded on the steps by myself.

      I had Landon take me through the back stairs, and we got to the royal floor without incident. He remained outside, and a few minutes later, Jorga and Zen arrived.

      “How are you feeling, Little Mouse?” he asked, joining me on the bed.

      “You really don’t need to make a big fuss—”

      A puff of smoke flooded the space between us, and Endora appeared unceremoniously in our spot, separating us.

      “Really, Endora?” I grumbled.

      “You don’t need her,” Endora chortled gleefully, pointing at the healer.

      Jorga shifted her weight uncomfortably.

      “I’m here now, I might as well—” the healer started to say, but the enchantress cut her off.

      “I already know what’s wrong with her,” Endora interrupted.

      I groaned loudly. “Then why didn’t you just say something instead of dragging the poor fae all the way up here?”

      “Because I needed this one up here, too!” She plopped on the bed, her grin as wide as her face, creeping me out slightly.

      “Endora…” Zen said warningly as Jorga gasped.

      “Oh…”

      Zen and I looked at her as Endora cackled, clapping her weathered hands together. “You see?!”

      “I don’t see!” I snapped. “Enough with this subterfuge, Endora!”

      “You’re with child, Miri!”

      The news fell around me in crashing waves, every word chirping like tinkling glass.

      “W-what?” Zen and I sputtered together.

      “A baby! You’re having a baby!” Endora screeched, leaning forward to touch my stomach. I almost slapped her away, but I stopped myself at the last minute. “Would you like to know if it’s a prince or princess?”

      “NO!” Zen and I yelled together.

      “Get out, Endora,” Zen added, nodding toward the door. He smiled with more kindness at the healer. “Jorga, thank you for coming. Please, give my queen and me a moment.”

      “Yes, Alpha,” Jorga agreed, hurrying to leave.

      “A BABY!” Endora shrieked, clicking her heels together in some kind of obscure dance as she made her way toward the hallway.

      “Keep this to yourself!” Zen yelled out after her. “Until we’re ready to announce it!”

      When the door clicked, confirming that we were alone, Zen threw his arms around me.

      “We’re having a baby!” he choked, emotion cracking in his voice. “You’ve made me so happy, Miri. How can one fae make me so incredibly happy?”

      “I wonder the same thing about you all the time.” I buried my face in his shoulder. He raised his head back to look at me, the love in his eyes shining, but I was still dizzy from the aftershock of learning this news.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, brushing tendrils of hair out of my face.

      “I think so.”

      “Are you not happy?” he asked worriedly.

      “So happy. But…”

      He waited patiently.

      “What if I don’t know how to be a good mother?” I breathed. “I never had one for very long…”

      His strong palms cupped my cheeks, and he shook his head. “That’s impossible. You will be the best mother ever.”

      “How can you be sure?” I mumbled, wanting to believe him.

      “Because you are a natural. You have a big, beautiful heart filled with so much love for everyone and everything. Because you don’t give up on those you care about. Because you can survive in any circumstance. You are the definition of a great mother already. Our baby is lucky to have you. I have only been surer of one other thing in my life, and that is my love for you.”

      Tears spilled over my eyelashes and onto my cheeks as I began to sob.

      “Shh, shh, no crying,” he begged. “We’re going to have a baby! That’s wonderful news!”

      “Yes,” I whimpered through my tears of happiness. “I know! I’m crying because I just realized how incredible my life is.”
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