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        This standalone novel is a reverse harem with an HEA. It contains explicit scenes. Enjoy!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        He wants me to be his Queen. Over my dead body.

      

        

      
        The necromancer King of Old York rules Manhattan with an iron fist. His control over the dead has turned the zombies of this island into his own personal army of destruction. Humans cower in fear, afraid of being killed or turned, while the undead do whatever the King desires.

      

        

      
        As a witch in the rebellion, I’ve done what I can to stand up to him and his toadies. Always in the shadows. Always in secret. Until the day betrayal and bloodshed reveals powers I didn’t know I had—not just to myself, but to the King.

      

        

      
        If I don’t submit to him, he’ll slaughter my friends and family.

      

        

      
        Death is better than this.

      

        

      
        So when the Princes, sons of the King, make me an offer, I accept because it’s the only option I have. Together, we’ll take down the King and make a new ruling class—before everyone in Manhattan is either dead, undead, or enslaved to his will.

      

        

      
        But when they ask for more than my alliance, can I give it—even if that means losing my heart to them?

      

        

      
        Queen Sector is a reverse harem urban fantasy novel set in the world of Zombie Year 2099, a dystopian future where a zombie virus outbreak has brought supernatural creatures out of hiding. Don't miss this unique, fresh take on post apoc romance!
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        Want three free books? All you have to do is sign up for my mailing list.

      

        

      
        I’ll email you a free book bundle as well as new release alerts, book sales, and the occasional fun newsletter.

      

        

      
        Download now!

        https://dl.bookfunnel.com/2mmiulv36m
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        Join my Facebook group to interact with me and other fans. It’s where I do cover reveals, spoiler discussions, and post deleted scenes and bonus material from my series!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank you to all my lovely readers.

        You make writing the best profession possible.

      

        

      
        To keep in touch, don’t forget to check out my website:

        www.lucyauburn.com

      

        

      
        Readers can sign up for advanced copies of soon-to-be-published books on Booksprout.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Manhattan isn't what it used to be. The witch stalls in Central Market have been decimated by the King's daily raids. Runes painted in dark alley corners denote where some brave witches have gone underground to sell their wares, but all who do so risk being imprisoned and hung, or banished across the East River to the fully overrun island of Brooklyn and Queens.

      I'd rather risk death than give in to the King's laws, but my mother insisted that we close our shop last year, after Aunt Desdemona was brutally slaughtered by the King's Guards. It was the day she decided the risk was too great.

      On that same day, I pledged myself to the Fireflies and swore to overthrow the King even if it cost me my life. As I think about the things I've learned since joining them, and the work we're planning, my hand goes up to the talisman I wear: a necklace around my neck that my mother gave to me when I was just a little girl. Shaped like a witch moon, curving inward like a bite was taken out of it, it makes me feel safe.

      What I'm planning with the Fireflies is so risky that I'll need all the luck the talisman carries within it.

      "Mia!" A familiar face peers out from a stall hung with scarves and knitted shawls, waving in my direction. "Over here. I have something for you."

      "Penelope." Grinning, I sling my bag over my shoulder and join her by her stall, warming my hands by the heater she has running to the generator nearby. "What is it, another hairband? Or a scarf?"

      "Neither! I finally finished that shawl I was making for you on Samhain." Pulling a bundle out from beneath her stall, she looks down the street and leans forward as she hands it to me, lowering her voice. "I also included a sachet of lavender blouses."

      My pulse quickens, and I give her a soft smile as I take the shawl from her, feeling a distinct weight dragging down the middle of it. "Thanks," I say lightly, "I'll need that for my bath tonight. I was running low on herbs."

      "You're welcome." She winks at me. "We've got to do what we can to enjoy the small pleasures in this world of ours. I count myself lucky I even have potable water most days."

      I can hear the little thread of what she doesn't say: you're lucky, Mia, because your mother's status gives you access to comfort and luxury the rest of us don't have. Enjoy moonlighting as a rebel, but we both know it won't last, because you'll leave the moment things get uncomfortable.

      Or maybe it's just my imagination. Sending a smile in Penelope's direction, I fold the shawl over a few times and drop it into my large shopping bag, then continue down the row of stalls, trying to look as much like a casual shopper as I can. Every part of me wants to race home, unbundle the shawl, and stare at what's inside, but I know better.

      The guards are watching.

      And the Turned.

      They're everywhere, their scent stale and cloying, like the ashes of a long-dead fire. It's hard not to stare at them longer than I stare at the humans in the crowd; their souls are heavy to my witch sight, dragging their bodies down. I can feel how the hunger yawns inside them.

      King Ulric has more and more of them these days. He brings them to his palace on 43rd street and has his guards scratch them, then releases them to the streets with his magic infecting their minds. Most are barely even aware they've joined the ranks of the undead until the day food turns to ash in their mouths and they find themselves reliant on the royal food banks to survive.

      Soon, there will be so many of them that it won't be enough to feed them from the brain storage Ulric keeps frozen beneath the ground. They'll find other food sources—have been finding other food sources, if the recent rash of pig deaths with destroyed craniums is any sign. But getting something close to human brains isn't enough.

      They'll need more if they want to avoid becoming sick and demented, like the army of Starvers he keeps in Morningside Colosseum. Soon they'll start indiscriminately slaughtering the old and the sick, then even the young and the healthy, like what's happened in other cities, ones where necromancers have no control. They've already started selectively killing.

      Last week, a street performer disappeared in broad daylight, his body dragged through the lower east side, all of his flesh dumped in an alleyway—save his brains.

      Two days ago it was a carriage driver and his poor horses, whose flesh didn't even satisfy the Turned who killed them.

      The King could stop it all. He and his spoiled Princes can control any zombie: Turned or Starved, nearly human or slobbering monster. Like any dead body, they can be ruled by his power, ordered to kill or kept from eating the innocent.

      But he's been falling down on his duties. It's not bad enough that he keeps his boot on our necks, threatening anyone who questions his rule, putting his guards everywhere, and arresting any witch who goes against him.

      Now he's broken the one covenant that brought him, and his father before him, to power in the first place: guaranteed protection from the undead, as long as his laws are followed and his status respected.

      He built a palace where our historic buildings once were. Closed half of Central Market, cutting the people off from valuable trade. Made it illegal for witches to help humans by selling charms to them that ward off the undead. Threw our best and brightest into his pit full of crazed undead Starvers, so that anyone who might overthrow him—especially any of the stronger supernaturals, like werewolves or vampires—would see what happens to those who cross the King.

      Well, I'll show him.

      Together with my fellow rebels, I'm about to cross the King in a very big, very explosive way.

      I just hope that if I don't die, my mother never find out what I'm about to do, because she'll kill me herself.
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        * * *

      

      Penelope may think my mother and I live in lavish splendor, but I know that our modest apartment, a pre-infection brick-and-steel one bedroom on the fifteenth floor of a building in Battery Park, would have been considered decent at best before the world changed. When my grandparents were newlyweds, they lived in a four bedroom house in Jersey City, a place that doesn't even exist anymore.

      Compared to that, our dripping sink, intermittent water supply, and peeling paint is just sad. Our windows look out onto a cement wall covered in peeling CDC posters no one ever bothered to take down. But I know that we have much, much more than most Old Yorkers, and I count my blessings.

      I just wish we didn't have to sleep five feet from each other every night.

      I wait until I'm sure my mother is dead asleep, and lightly snoring—let it never be said a witch is a delicate woman—before tiptoeing to my bag and carefully sliding it off its hook by the front door. She snuffles and turns in her sleep a few times, but doesn't seem to even notice when I close our bedroom door and settle in on the floor near the radiator to look at my prize by the moonlight filtering in through our one street-facing window.

      My heart does what feels like an entire jig as I unfold the shawl bit by bit. Penelope really did knit me something for Samhain; it was clever of her to use it this way, I'll give her that. The drop was supposed to happen later in the day by the vegetable stand, but this is much better. No one will have reason to suspect a witch giving her coven-sister a bit of knit wool during the cold chill of winter.

      In the middle of the shawl's many folds, nestled among tight loops of yarn, is a set of heavy iron keys.

      Iron to keep the fae away, though none have been spotted in Old York for decades if not more.

      Iron to keep vampires away as well—they can have their distant cities full of human slaves. This one belongs to the necromancers, and to a certain extent, the witches.

      The keys are even dipped in a blend of bergamot and cedar. I can smell it as I take them in my hand and marvel at their austere, exact shapes. Twelve iron keys, taken off their iron ring and piled in the middle of the shawl.

      It's not clear what lock each of them opens. That's the part that will prove difficult and dangerous. But the King of Old York has become prideful as well as lazy. He keeps his dungeons beneath his palace on 43rd street, certain that the prisoners he holds for questioning, torture, and future execution won't be able to ascend the labyrinthian stairs he's built to his royal chambers up in Manhattan's skyline.

      While he built his dungeon, and the first few floors of his palace, out of cement, iron, and steel, the upper parts of his court and living quarters are all glass, to let the sun in, because even in this world it still shines bright. You can see inside from the street; all the opulence is distant glitter and gold, the people rarely visible, their richness and safety lorded over all. The necromancer King, after all, doesn't have to worry that adrenaline-fueled Starvers will climb the walls, break the glass, and tear him limb for limb. He only has to look at one to control it.

      What he forgot is that while witches die, we don't Turn. We cannot be controlled. He's let us live here in Manhattan despite this—despite kicking out all the other supernaturals he can, driving others into darkness, and executing many of our kind—because his bloodline depends on us.

      No necromancer is born without a witch's magic running through his veins.

      So he lets us stay in his city, I reflect with a smile, as I run my fingers across the heavy iron of his dungeon's keys. He's so certain of his control, his power, and our weakness, that he's forgotten we witches have a history of rebellion.

      Tomorrow, we'll infiltrate his palace's walls. I'll be at the front of the invasion if I have my way. I want to see his face when he wakes from his peaceful sleep and realizes the enemy he's forgotten is standing over his bed.

      Separately, a witch might fall, her sisters mourning her. Together a coven of witches—along with the occasional warlock—is a sight to behold. If enough of us make it through his dungeons and into his royal chambers, he won't have a chance.

      We'll strip him of his powers and leave him to be feasted upon by his zombie army.

      The only thing I'm sad about is that I won't get to see his face as he dies. That, and the fact that we've decided—the rebels in charge have decided—to let his three sons, his Princes, live to fight another day.

      None of the witches want to find out what will happen if his hordes of Starvers get loose without a King or Prince to control them. As long as a necromancer rules this city, it'll be safe. I just wonder if the price is worth the safety. No one wants to admit it, but we all fear what kind of King his eldest son, Prince Lucian, will become.

      Staring at the key, I wonder if I have the courage to take a life in cold blood. Maybe while we're in the palace I can sneak away to the Princes' quarters, find Lucian's bedchamber, and slit his throat. His younger brothers are likely better candidates for the crown, but even then... even then...

      "Mia." I jump at my mother's voice, and realize with a bolt of terror that I've been thinking so deeply I didn't even notice when the sound of her snoring faded away. "What are you doing? Show me that."

      I consider hiding the key, but as she snaps her fingers and turns the witch lights on, I realize it's too late. She'll figure out what I have sooner or later—especially considering the keys are made of iron. Only the royal family use the pure, heavy metal to secure their palace; the rest of us have to make do with what we have.

      So instead of dissembling, or lying, I lift my chin and stare at her in open defiance.

      "These are the keys to the King's dungeons," I tell her, my pulse racing at the way her eyes widen, "and tomorrow, I'm going to infiltrate his palace with the other Fireflies."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      My mother stares at me without speaking for so long that I start to wonder if the familiar got her tongue. She stares at me, then at the key, then out the window, as if the night sky has any answers for her.

      "Mia." Her voice is firm as she turns back to me, seemingly coming to a decision all at once. "You're not going without me."

      "I'm going—wait." My mind processes her words slowly. "Without... you? Does that mean... but you wouldn't... I know you're not a Firefly."

      "And I didn't think you were one at all. Though I knew you'd been spending time with one of them." As my mouth opens in astonishment, she snorts and shakes her head at me. "I'm not a fool, Mia. I know you're restless and angry. It doesn't shock me, especially because I feel the same way. You got your rebellious streak from somewhere, you know."

      "But you closed the stall," I protest. "You said defying Ulric's laws wasn't worth wasting time or effort. When I suggested we go underground, you made me swear a blood oath that I wouldn't."

      "Was I wrong? Half the underground shopkeepers on Market West have been imprisoned or hung since the King's new laws went into place. We barely made any coin or trade off our modest stall. It wasn't worth our lives."

      Clutching the keys, I rise to my feet and feel a fire rise within me. "It wasn't about the money. It was about the principle of it. Old York was built on the back of witch work. This city wouldn't have safe havens without our spells. The necromancers just swooped in and took that all away, but we were the ones who—"

      "Mia, I know." Her voices is impatient, her eyes flashing with frustration. "I taught you our history alongside your aunt. And I mourn her death just like you do. But rebelling over a few simple stalls selling protection charms just wasn't worthwhile."

      My heart hurts. "Aunt Desdemona thought it was worthwhile."

      "Oh, sweetie." Her eyes soften, and she approaches me, reaching out to cup my cheek in a warm, soft hand that smells like bergamot and thyme. "Your Aunt Desdemona didn't die over a few charms in Central Market. She had bigger plans than that—we both did."

      "What do you mean?" I ask, my brows furrowing.

      "It's time you found out the truth."

      Mouth thinning, she leads me over to our simple couch, a re-stuffed vintage piece full of duck feathers and cotton. It sags beneath my weight, coughing a little, barely a memory of springs within.

      Turning towards me, my mom takes my hands between hers, the iron keys cupped in my palms, and studies my face for a long moment. Finally she says, "Your Aunt Desdemona and I were the leaders of the Fifty-Eighth Regiment before it was disbanded."

      I feel the blood drain from my cheeks, and find myself staring at my mother like I've never seen her before. She has the same bright blue eyes that we share, the same pointed elfin chin and thick brunette hair, but somehow I feel like I'm looking at a stranger.

      "The Fifty-Eighth Fighting Force killed King Holland."

      "Yes."

      "And you're saying..." I shake my head. "But that's impossible. No one even knows who the fifth-eighth was, just that they rebelled against orders, and are the reason why Ulric has no human soldiers in his armies. It just..."

      "It's information that's been lost to not just time, but to magic. To spells, my dear. Otherwise, don't you think Ulric would've hung us first?" She chuckles, the sound low and dark, shocking me further. "He put five half-starved prisoners from his dungeon on a platform in the Square, kept the people at a distance so they wouldn't see the ruse, and declared the deed done when their feet stopped kicking. But we knew the truth. And it's why we vowed to keep a low profile the rest of our lives, to avoid suspicion—until my sister decided she couldn't take anymore. Look what it cost her."

      Squeezing my hands tight, she vows, "I won't let you die the same way. When Desdemona told me she was joining the Fireflies, I told her that I would have nothing to do with it. I nearly cut her out of my life. If I hadn't..." Shaking her head, she purses her lips, tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. "If you're going down the same path she did, I won't let you go alone. I won't make the same mistake twice. I'm going with you, and that's final."

      "But—" I sputter, my mind barely comprehending everything she's said so far. "I'm not the leader of the Fireflies, Mom. I can't get you in just like that. It took me nearly a year to get them to trust me enough to let me join on this mission, and I'm basically just the errand girl and a lookout. You won't be allowed in."

      "Let me handle that. I know some people still." Her lips turn up at the corners at the sight of my astonishment. "Close your mouth, you'll catch graveflies. Your old mother still knows a thing or two. Just leave it to me."

      Apparently that's the end of the conversation, because she slips her fingers between my palms, takes the keys, and dumps them in one of her lockboxes, then heads back to bed, cracking a yawn along the way.

      Meanwhile, I don't feel like I'll be able to sleep a wink.

      My pragmatic, cautious mother killed the King of Old York in cold blood, and I never even knew it.

      I wonder what else I don't know that she's not telling me.
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        * * *

      

      The Firefly hideout is deep beneath the city in crumbling Wall Street, where an old metro line that ran to the Rockaways once was. They shut the line decades ago to keep the Turned from making their way to the island, but the station remains, too large to close, too close to the edge of things for most people to feel safe near it.

      Graveflies—flies that feed off the dead and carry disease—buzz inside the abandoned subway station, despite the cold bite of winter around us. They sometimes carry enough of the virus for humans to be wary of them, but a witch like me can't turn. Not that easy, at least.

      Staring at Mom as we approach the bend in the tracks near the station, I point out, "You'll look much more trustworthy without that revolver shoved in your waist."

      "You're right." She takes it and stows it in her inner jacket pocket instead, where she normally keeps her spell stuff. "There. That works."

      I frown at her. "They're not a threat, you know. Most of them are just witches like us."

      "Oh, I know." Mom sounds very wary and not at all convinced. "That's why they're dangerous. Rebellious humans get themselves slaughtered. Rebellious witches, on the other hand, get other people slaughtered instead of them."

      Mind going back to last night, I ask her, "Do you mean those people Ulric killed instead of you and Aunt Desdemona and... whoever else?"

      "No." She slashes her hand through the air in a clear negation. "I'm talking about the people who were Turned after our rebellion. Seeing a human squad of army specialists kill his father convinced the young Prince Ulric that he'd best not follow in his footsteps. So he grew his necromantic power and created a vast network of undead, recently turned and otherwise. Now look at the world we live in. It's worse than it was before."

      Swallowing, I ask her tentatively, "Do you think the same thing will happen if we kill King Ulric?"

      Her mouth thins. "I think Prince Lucian is the cruelest young man I've ever heard of, but I also think a movement like this isn't easily stopped. So I'll join, because it's that or watch from the sidelines, something I've never enjoyed."

      I fall silent, because we're at the stairs that lead up off the tracks and to the main station. Rats scatter at our approach—that part of Old York City is no different than New York City. The renaming was supposedly an acknowledgement of how we'd have to reach into civilizations past in order to move forward, once so much of what humanity relied on for convenience was destroyed.

      If you ask me, though, the old King Holland wanted to return to other ways of old—slavery, monarchy, despotism, feudalism—more than he wanted people to slaughter their own goats again. Still, the name stuck, even though other things didn't.

      They'll always call it Manhattan. Even when the island itself is underwater. Every Starver on the continent could attack this place and turn it into ruins, and people would still want to live here, in the city that perseveres.

      It's a place worth fighting for.

      Taking a deep breath, I tell my mom, "If the next King turns out to be a piece of shit too, then we'll deal with him the same way we're going to deal with Ulric. Old York is worth it. Our coven is worth it."

      She looks at me with a heavy expression in her eyes, then nods sharply. "So be it."

      "This is us," I tell her, as we stroll into the giant underground station that once connected multiple busy subway lines. "Fulton Street station. I wonder what it used to look like before the glass dome was covered."

      Staring up at the distant dome, which stretches high above our heads, I wonder if anyone has ever tried to remove the tarp and clean the glass. It would be beautiful—if there was still sun coming through it. But unlike some of the other pieces of the subway system that have survived to this day, this station isn't necessary for commuters anymore. There's no reason to clean it up—or to convert the rails to a mechanical, rather than electrical, line. No one will ever want to transfer from the A to the 2 train here.

      "I'm going to guess that we're meeting up with the group of ragtag-looking witches by the old escalators." Mom shakes her head at the little coven standing on the dingy linoleum, holding hands and burning sage. "As if this place could be cleansed."

      My back stiffens. "It's a ritual. The Fireflies—we do it before meetings. To help clear our minds and focus our thoughts."

      She raises a brow at me. "You'll need to learn how to clear your mind and focus your thoughts without a ritual if you're going to infiltrate the King's palace. Come on—they've seen us. Time to do the whole song and dance routine."

      I let Mom lead us down the stairs towards the group, our footsteps taking us past forgotten relics of the past, distant and recent: an abandoned teddy bear, empty bullet boxes, packs of gum from the old snack stalls, magazines so coated with dust it's a miracle they're still intact at all, and even one strange, lone cardboard sign, a plea written on it that I have to tear my eyes away from.

      HELP, HAVE YOU SEEN THIS WOMAN? CALL 202-555-1784. MARISA ALVAREZ. There's an empty spot on the sign where the woman's photo must have once been. It's propped against one of the columns that hold up the second floor that stretches around the dome. I wonder how long the writer spent looking for the missing woman before realizing that she was never going to come home.

      There are a lot of places like that, with untouched memorials and relics of old. A church up in Harlem collects photographs and stores notes, calling it an Archive of the Forgotten. It seems like a waste of time and effort to me—no one needs to remember the dead when we're surrounded by them all the time. But some of the older Yorkers like to think it's important to remember the world before, and everything that was taken when the virus came.

      My dad's photo is in one of those archives. It's the only thing I've bothered to hang onto long enough to drop it off with one of the archivist volunteers. I don't know how my mom got the camera, or the film, or the paper to print it on. She never told me; I'm the one who found the photo and saved it from the dumpster. I wouldn't even know it was him if I didn't see the birthmark behind my ear right behind his as he turned his head to smile at someone just out of frame.

      I thought about holding onto it, but he's not someone I can remember. So I gave the photograph to people who might know enough to treasure it. All he ever gave me was that birthmark and an early grave.

      "Cara." The witches approach as we near them, their expressions wary but their weapons sheathed and spells uncast. Laurel, the brazen sharpshooter who's always intimidated me, narrows her eyes at me and my mom. "What are you doing here? Mia, did you bring someone from the outside with you?"

      "Hush, Laurel." Sasha, the older witch who recruited me, cuts in front of her and gives my mom a friendly smile. "So, old girl, finally decided to join us?"

      "You're one to talk" My mom smiles and draws her into a back-thumping hug. "Didn't you pass sixty-five last month, Sasha?"

      "Does it count if I didn't celebrate?" Stepping back, Sasha points her thumb towards my mom and tells the other Fireflies, "I can vouch for her. Cara Hyland is more than welcome among our ranks. Especially if—well, Cara, are you planning on joining us on our mission? I'm assuming Mia told you what we're up to."

      I chew on my lower lip, while Penelope narrows her eyes at me. "I didn't exactly tell her as much as she found me with the keys."

      "I knew it!" Penelope scowls. "I told you, Sasha, we shouldn't have trusted her with—"

      "It was the best option at the time, and as long as the keys are here, any hiccups that happened along the way aren't your business." Sasha jerks her chin towards a set of packs by the escalator. "Check our supplies before we go. And find Mikael—he's been in the bathroom too long for my liking."

      My chest buzzes uneasily. "Mikael? I haven't met him."

      Warlocks are rare but not unheard of. I know of a handful in Manhattan. A man named Mikael isn't one of them.

      "We needed a man," Sasha explains, while Penelope grumpily goes off to do as she's been told. "If we're caught, the plan is that he plays guard and 'marches' us off to a cell for long enough to fool the real deal. Of course, he's human, so he won't fool anyone for very long, but it should buy us time if needed."

      Mom frowns at Sasha. "Sounds risky. You sure about this?"

      One of the other Fireflies, a young black-haired witch named Aryah, pipes up. "We've been planning this for years. The details have taken months to iron out. Now that you show up, what makes you think you can just change things? We didn't ask for you. We didn't invite you."

      Laurel adds, "She has a point."

      Panic flares inside me. Opening my mouth, I start to defend my mother, to tell them who she really is—but Mom steps in and cuts her eyes at me, motioning me to silence.

      "Just a friendly question to a witch I've known for decades is all. I'm sure you've buttoned everything up perfectly, but it never hurts to have another witch take a look at Plan A and Plan B just in case. I'm Cara Hyland. You are?"

      While Mom introduces herself to the younger Fireflies and somehow manages to turn them to her side, I watch Penelope walk back to the group with the new guy in tow. Something about having a non-witch among us makes me wary, but I can't figure out if that's my instincts or just tribalism. It's one thing to be friends with or get schooling with the humans—trusting them enough to infiltrate the King's palace together is difficult to consider. He could turn into a liability if push comes to shove.

      But that could just be my nerves talking. So I decide to be as proactive about it as possible. Striding over, I stick my hand out and give him my most friendly smile.

      "I don't think we've met yet. I'm Mia."

      "Mikael." He glances at my hand nervously, wipes his palm against the front of his jeans, then shakes my fingers loosely. His skin is sweaty, his grip irritatingly weak. "It's uh, nice to meet you."

      "You too."

      To get a better feel for him, I grab his hand tighter, pulling him towards me a little. He swallows, brown eyes widening and darting back and forth. As our palms fully touch, I curl my middle finger inward to brush my nail against his skin, an old witch trick for feeling someone's energy.

      A shock of trepidation runs down my spine at the touch. My stomach roils, and I feel queasy. Staring at him, I try to tug at the instinct and free it loose, but it stubbornly resists.

      He jerks his hand back and shoots me a quizzical look, like I've done something terribly strange and faux pas, but surely if he's been working with witches all this time someone has pulled that little trick on him before.

      "Wow, Mia, weird much?" Penelope gives me an annoyed look. "If you're trying to feel Mikael up, don't. He's vouched for."

      "It was a simple feeling trick. I didn't even perform a spell."

      "Whatever. Just don't blow this mission with your bullshit."

      I swallow my objections and my instincts, chalking them up to superstition, or interference from Mikael's sweaty palms. But the uneasy feeling doesn't leave me the whole time we're planning our parts.

      Something is off about that guy.

      I just don't know what, or I would speak my suspicions aloud.

      As it is, my place in the Fireflies is tentative. If I'm wrong, and I speak up anyway, I could get kicked out.

      Best just to leave it to the people who know what they're doing, unlike me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Alright, everyone knows their position. Mia, Mikael, you're last. Penelope, with me. Let's go."

      I watch Sasha and Penelope dart between two buildings towards the back courtyard of the palace. The plan is that they'll take out the guards and signal us, then Laurel, Aryah, and my mom will fan around to check the other entrances, and Mom will cast a sleeping spell to penetrate the dungeon and finish off any remaining guards. Afterwards, the human and I will head through, unlock the dungeon doors, and make sure the way is clear. I'm wearing drab clothes and have manacles stowed inside my pack so that we can pretend I'm his prisoner if it comes to it.

      Hopefully it doesn't come to it.

      Mostly because I'm not sure that I'll be able to withstand letting a human man drag me around in chains like some common criminal. The indignity of it all—and the risk. Until I know why my senses went off around him, I don't trust him to have me at his mercy. Better to just hope it doesn't come to that.

      The whole time we wait for the signal, I feel on edge.

      Then it comes. Time for Mom to go off with her group. Suddenly the possibility that she won't come back from this—that neither of us might—hits me, and I want nothing more than to grab her and keep her from going off.

      But I resist. We're rebels, both of us. This is our fight. I can't selfishly grab her and try to keep her with me. Not with all of Manhattan at stake.

      "I'll be back," she swears to me, grabbing my shoulder and squeezing tight. "See you soon."

      A moment later she slips off into the darkness, leaving me alone with Mikael. I try not to feel paranoid—he's a human, after all. Whatever misgivings I feel about him probably have to do with the fact that I've been sheltered with the coven most of my life.

      But there's just something about him that's slightly off, and until I figure out why, I'm going to keep an eye on him. Even if it makes me seem intense or unfriendly.

      When the moment comes, I let him go into the dungeon first, the keys in his hand. And I follow, my eyes on his back, waiting for a sign.

      The King's dungeon is full of cells, but they're all blocked off, the heavy concrete doors prisoners are kept behind showing no hints of whose behind each. Heart twisting, I take the keys from Mikael and try them in the locks, even though that's not what we're here for. Of course none of them work—the guard we got them from was in charge of patrolling the hallways, not opening the cells.

      "We're not here for that," Mikael says, frowning in my direction. "C'mon, let's go."

      "I was just checking."

      "We're here to get the others into the dungeon. We have to scout ahead."

      Ahead, though, there are two paths. "Splitting up will take half as long."

      "I'll go this way," he says as we reach the end of the dungeon hall, indicating the path on the right. "You go that way. Send me one of those willow wisps whatevers if you get into trouble."

      I frown at him. "It's a will-o'-wisp, or an ignus fatuus. Let's meet back here in five."

      "Five it is."

      Staring down the hallway, I find myself wondering how many witches—vibrant, wonderful, rebellious witches—have met their end in the dark of this hall, dragged down it in manacles and chains, jailed against their will.

      We witches have faced many trials, tribulations, and false accusations in our time, but none are so bad as what we've suffered at the hands of the necromancer King. In a time where supernaturals across the world have revealed themselves publicly and taken up positions of leadership, we're forced into the darkness, separated and weakened by a man who controls the dead.

      Not for long.

      I walk forward, into the unknown.
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      The dungeon's hallways twist and turn. At the end of every passageway, there's a chair for a guard, and every one of them is passed out. Trust Mom's sleeping spell to penetrate even the thickest concrete walls and take the guards out, Turned or human.

      Passing by cell after cell, I'm struck by the fact that some further in still seem to be under construction. The King has so many cells to house rebels and slaves in, but he's building more for some reason. It sends a ghostly shiver up my back, makes my hair stand on end.

      If we succeed tonight, Prince Lucian will replace King Ulric on the throne. I don't know much about the prince, other than the fact that he's the eldest of the King's three sons, all sired by different women—different witches. The thought of an affair with the King makes my stomach churn, but apparently he was young and handsome once, before he took the throne and enacted his new laws. He offered riches and power to the witches he courted, and they accepted.

      After he took his throne and title, and built his new army of Turned men, the King slaughtered the witches he'd courted and took his sons from them. Apparently the time for love was past.

      It makes my stomach turn, but it also makes me curious: what do the Princes think of their father, the man who murdered their mother? Especially Lucian. The other two Princes were young enough when their father ascended to the throne that they might not even remember their mothers. The stories they've heard will be all they know of them. But Lucian might still remember his mother's face.

      Shaking the thought off, I reach the end of the hallway I'm in, which turns to rubble and dust. For a moment I hesitate; it doesn't seem like there'll be any guards down here at all. There's nothing but darkness and unlit work lamps. The construction crew must be gone for the night, back to build more cells tomorrow, their yawning emptiness awaiting prisoners like mine.

      But if I give the signal that all is clear, and it turns out there's even one still-awake guard down this way, I'll never forgive myself. It doesn't hurt to check.

      "Illuminous." The simple spell makes light spill from my hands and brush against the cavernous walls of the underground hallway. Stepping forward and around the rubble, I stare at the end of the hall and frown. "A doorway?"

      Unlike the cells on either side of me, the door looks finished, and not under construction at all. Sighing, and taking a mental note of the time—I only have a bit left before I'll be late to return to Mikael—I step around the rubble at my feet and past the roughened walls of the hallway, then take the steps up to the door quickly, wondering if it's another cell.

      But this door isn't locked at all. Heart racing, I prepare myself for the possibility that it might be a guard station, and the guards inside may not have been taken out by Mom's sleeping spell. Extinguishing my light, I turn the knob and push at the heavy oak, sending a silent thanks up to the All Mother that the hinges don't squeal as the door swings open.

      The other side of the door is dark. It takes my eyes a moment to adjust. When they do, I freeze, unsure at first what I've stepped into, because it doesn't make sense.

      It's a lush room, large with a swooping ceiling that stretches above the dungeon's limits towards the palace proper. There's thick carpet at my feet, the fibers plush even though my shoes, that must've been woven somewhere out in one of the factories the King runs in the Bronx. Large paintings hang on darkly-painted walls, a wide oak dresser takes up space beneath a window, and in the middle of it all, a bed large enough to hold a family instead houses one sleeping figure.

      On the nightstand, a twisted circlet made of gold catches my eyes, glinting in the tiny shimmer of light of the moon that makes its way through the window, and I feel the breath leave me.

      For some reason I take a step forward.

      I don't know why.

      Maybe I want to see him up close, to know what he looks like when he's not standing beside the King in full regalia, lording his wealth and privilege over the rest of us.

      The Princes always duck into their carriages before we can get a good look at them, guards at their backs, protected—from us, I suppose. The King didn't kill their mothers just to lose them to us rebels in an assassination attempt.

      As I step closer, feet muffled by the thick carpet, I find myself wondering what I'm going to do next. Maybe I'll pull a knife out and slash the Prince across his throat. If it's Lucian, that would be the best thing to do. Prince Orion would be next up then when the King dies—and while I don't know much about him, I know he lacks the cruel, cunning smile that twists up Lucian's mouth in public. He lacks the reputation as a womanizer who steps on hearts and moves on without a care.

      It's not Prince Lucian's blonde locks that catch the light as I get close enough for my eyes to focus on the sleeping face in the dark. These are the brown drifts of hair that belong to Prince Bain, the youngest of the three, a strong and silent type who stands taller than his older brothers. All I know about him is that he loves horseback riding and archery, and looks large enough to crush a man's head in his palms like a ripe watermelon.

      Something about seeing him while he's asleep makes me feel queasy. No, not that. Nervous maybe. Almost like there are little firebugs in my stomach, flying up to my throat. Grimacing at that thought, I creep closer towards the bed, wondering what it is about Prince Bain that makes me feel this way, and why it is that he's sleeping in an indulgently decorated room so close to the dungeons.

      The royal family is supposed to sleep in the penthouse of the palace.

      Maybe I'm wrong. Maybe despite the circlet on the nightstand, this isn't the prince. He could be a decoy. Some kind of bodyguard. But no, that's a silly thought, because I've seen the princes from a distance. Those high cheekbones, the impervious look—you can't fake that easily. They each take after their father in their own way.

      He even has his father's brown eyes.

      I startle and freeze.

      Prince Bain is staring back at me.

      The breath leaves my lungs all at once, and I panic for a moment. There's protocol for this. If someone finds me inside the king's palace, I'm meant to... I'm meant to...

      Kill them.

      I raise my hands in spell-casting forms, searching for the words that take a man's life.

      As I do so, Prince Bain speaks, his voice a quiet rumble, his head never leaving the pillow. "I knew he'd do it eventually."

      "What?" I stare at him, heart in my throat, wondering what those golden brown eyes will look like with the life snuffed out of them.

      "My father. I knew he'd kill me." He blinks. "Be done with it already, then."

      I open my mouth, hands steepled together in the triangular spell-casting form that precedes a form calling The Knife, which severs every artery in the body, killing someone instantly. It's a spell that will take all my magic at once, and even risk blowback, but if the protocol calls for it, that's the only option in front of me.

      But my mouth doesn't let the words of the spell out.

      Instead I find myself saying, "Exhumes somnus."

      My hands falls into the flat, overlapping spell-casting form for sleep.

      Prince Bain's eyes slide closed.

      His chest rustles the quilts as he shifts in his sleep, already dreaming.

      I take a step back. Another. The doorway is at my heel. My hands reach out to pull the door closed without even thinking of it.

      For a moment, I stare at him. He sighs and turns, his quilts falling off his broad body. The urge fills me suddenly: to gather light in my palm, approach his sleeping figure, and pull the blankets up to his chin, then simply watch him sleep.

      A sound at my back draws me out of the strange and twisted reverie. Mikael is calling my name. I have no idea what I'll tell him I found, but I can't tell him about this.

      If I do, the Fireflies will come back this way and slaughter the prince in his sleep.

      I don't know why, but the mere thought of that makes my stomach twist and my heart leap. So I back out of the room quickly, shut the door, and descend the stairs as fast as I dare. By the time I'm halfway down the hall I'm breathless, but Mikael doesn't seem suspicious about where I was, just worried.

      "Did you find any guards?"

      I shake my head. "None that weren't under Mom's spell. The coast is clear. But I didn't find the door out of the dungeon."

      "I did. It leads straight to the servants' rooms. From there, we can use one of the service hallways to enter the royal quarters—we just have to move fast, before those spells fade." His eyes travel down to my shoes, and he frowns suddenly. I feel like I've been caught somehow, but I don't know how. "What's with the dust?"

      "Oh." I stare at the tips of the black patent leather. "They're building more cells. Probably for the King's army of Turned zombie slaves." Shaking my head, I snort derisively. "If you ask me, we'd be better off just putting all of them down, but Sasha insists we let them live. The only good zombie is one that's stopped moving—as long as necromancers can control the undead, this war will go on forever. But I guess it would take too much effort to behead all the things, so we're killing the King instead."

      "Right." Mikael is staring down the hallway instead of meeting my eyes. "C'mon, let's move."

      I follow him, and we gather up the others, then head out down the hallway in the direction Mikael scouted. As we do, I look for a sign that my instincts are right to mistrust him, but I find no evidence he's leading us astray. His staircase up to the servants' rooms is exactly what it appears to be, and it's simple enough for Mom and Sasha to put a shallow sleeping spell on all the servants to encourage them not to stir as we walk past their doors.

      Sasha even has a map, though it's sketchy in places we weren't able to source information. The servants' area is one we know very well, though, unlike the dungeons and the royal wing. King Ulric has a tendency to throw full bowls of hot soup and entire plates of food at the people he employs—behavior that encourages wagging tongues. We know enough about the kitchen and many various rooms on the floors to fill many maps.

      It's the penthouse that's a mystery. The only servants the King employs up there are Turned. Thankfully, sleeping spells work even on zombies, at least the ones who feed often enough to be mostly human.

      And none of our intel has supported the outlandish rumor that the King has Starvers kept in his rooms—underfed, crazed zombies have a tendency to make their presence known, and not a single servant here has seen signs of them. It's most likely just an old wives' tale, like the one that claims witches can't float in water. Foolish nonsense.

      Still, though, I can't help the way all the hair on my arms stand on end as we get closer to the royal quarters. It doesn't help that we seem to be getting there without a hitch. We have backup plans for what to do if caught here, or further in, and have decided who will stay behind to deal with any threats and who will advance inward to kill the King.

      But we haven't needed to use any of our backup plans at all. In fact, the only spells we've had to use are the ones that shore our leg strength up so we can climb all the stairs on foot, since the elevators are strictly staff-only.

      Soon enough we're slipping into a servant's hallway that leads to the large open foyer of the dozen plus rooms that make up the two stories worth of the royal living area. I know what will be on the other side based solely off a painting of King Ulric done in this very room: a marble spiral staircase, thick Persian rugs, and pieces of artwork taken—or saved, depending on your point of view—from the Brooklyn Museum. Ulric owns two hundred and fifty of the over one million works of art that were lost to the infection when virals took over the island.

      On the top level, just past that staircase, will be the King's own bedroom. All we have to do is make it there.

      "Okay, Penelope," Sasha says softly, "you're up."

      I watch the young witch, who I've had both verbal sparring with and moments of friendship, approach the thick double doors nervously. Leaning forward, she puts her fingertips on the wood and frowns as she uses her senses to feel what's on the other side.

      Putting her other hand on the door, she brings her fingers together and murmurs, "Pulsae."

      Her fingertips glow just slightly as her own magic sinks into the wood and travels outward, bringing her extrasensory perception with it. I find myself glancing over to Mikael, wondering how he feels about seeing spell-casting up close. Most humans only ever see the trinkets and charms we sell them, but not the actual work itself. He seems unaffected; maybe because he's a Firefly, or maybe just because we have far more dangerous things to look forward to once we're on the other side of the door.

      Penelope's sensory check of the other room takes long enough to make me nervously shift from foot to foot. No doubt she's just being thorough, letting her awareness expand as deep into the rooms as she can, but it's hard to just stand here and wait. I find myself wanting to do my own check with my magic and instincts, but I have to admit that Penelope is good at what she does, and I know I'm supposed to save my magic for more necessary moments.

      "I don't feel anything," Penelope says, but she doesn't sound relieved. As she opens her eyes, she shakes her head. "It could just be that the rooms are so big and the walls so thick. Plus everyone is asleep. But... I feel nothing."

      Sasha frowns, looking over at the other witches. Aryah looks fit to burst, and I imagine I've got the same anticipatory expression on. Only my mother is truly calm; this isn't her first rodeo, after all. She's no doubt felt this tension before, only magnified.

      As she looks over at me, though, her mouth tightens. She shakes her head. "I don't like this, Sasha. Maybe we should go back."

      "It took too long for us to get here," Sasha says, sounding flatly determined. "They'll change the locks when the guards wake up and figure out what happened to them. We won't get another chance like this if security is tightened up."

      In a pointed voice, my mother says, "There are lives at risk besides your own. We should all make a decision together."

      Aryah blurts out, "I'm in. No matter what."

      "I just want to move somewhere," Laurel says, hands clasped tightly in front of her. "I knew going in this could end badly. I say we do what we can to take out the necromancers while we're here."

      "I don't want to go unless all of you do," Mikael says quietly. "It seems worth the risk. We knew something could happen."

      I find myself declaring, "I can fight. If there are guards on the other side of the door, it's nothing we aren't prepared to handle. I still have all of my magic."

      Except that tiny sleeping spell, which barely cost me a thing.

      Resigned, my mom says, "Very well. We go forward. But Sasha—you and I are going first. Let the green ones go in after."

      "Agreed. Ready?"

      We fall silent and gather near the door, tension in the air, magic crackling in our fingertips. It feels like the whole building could fall beneath our feet at any moment, which is ridiculous.

      I've never felt my heart beat this fast, or my hands tremble. It's not just fear, but adrenaline and excitement. If we pull this off, the world will change. Because of us.

      All at once, with my mother and Sasha in the lead, we go through the door together.
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      For a moment, on the other side of the doors, the world is still. My eyes adjust to the moonlight streaming in through the grand windows, and I take the opportunity to orient myself.

      Then the doors slam shut behind us.

      Jumping, I turn around—and realize Mikael is no longer with us.

      Which is when I hear the rattle of chains and a low, ominous growl that makes my stomach sink.

      "Illuminous."

      My mother cups light in her palms. Soon after her, Aryah does as well, then I do.

      What I see makes me wish I'd never gotten my mom involved in this madcap mission at all. Because it's one thing for my foolishness to get me maimed, imprisoned, or killed. It's another thing entirely to have my one and only family member standing by my side, about to go down with me.

      All Mother forgive me.

      There are Starvers in the King's royal quarters.

      Six of them, in fact. Shackled to heavy manacles in the walls, on the floor, and at the base of the staircase. Rotten, thin-looking things that barely resemble humans, their mouths opening too-wide, jaws unhinged, eyes red with hunger and madness.

      And standing opposite the doors we went through, guns drawn, keys at their belt, are two Turned guards. I can feel the pulse of their undead lives, can almost hear their too-slow heartbeats. The recently turned hide it well, but they're as dead as dead can be, and the dead obey the necromancer King.

      "Offensive magic!" Sasha yells, as around me the witches shift nervously on their feet. "Split into twos—take down one target at a time. And don't get bit!"

      While zombie bites don't turn us, they have a tendency to get infected. Necrotic tissue isn't exactly clean. And in this modern world, sepsis kills. Pulling down my sleeve, I meet Penelope's eyes, and we join up to face off against the Starver just across from us.

      "Slashing spell?" she offers.

      "Link it. Your left, my right."

      We join hands and fall into positions, while Aryah and Laurel, and Sasha and my mom do the same, each choosing their own dual offensive magic spellcasting position. Right on time. The Turned guards rip the chains out of the wall one by one, and the Starvers come for us.

      Penelope and I step in tight, shoulder-to-shoulder, and put our opposite hands together across our bodies. As the Starver across from us screeches and runs right at us, slavering at the mouth and jerking unsteadily, we slash our hands through the air and speak the spell as our palms part.

      "Part and slash, dice and cut, bleed and fall!"

      The simple physical spell cuts across the Starver's body, but it jerks towards us anyway, slowed down but not stopping. Stepping away, we part our joined hands in a slashing motion and repeat, "Part and slash, dice and cut, bleed and fall!"

      It takes off the Starver's head. But one of the Turned guards is coming for us, sword drawn, ready for some slashing of his own. The other witches are busy with their own fights—Laurel is casting fire as a Starver drags Aryah away by her ankle. There's no one coming to help us.

      "What do we do?" Penelope shakes her hands out, voice rising in fear. "I'm out of magic!"

      Panicking, I steeple my hands together and reach for my mom's sleeping spell, the first I learned. "Exhumes somnus!"

      It has no effect. The spell is meant to be cast in a moment of calm—a fast heartbeat can't encourage sleep. Scrambling, I pull my knife, knowing it'll be no use against a long blade, wishing I had Mom's gun.

      The guard smirks at my useless blade. He grips his sword, adjusts his stance just slightly, and swings the weapon at me. I dodge back—and stumble, certain I'm about to die.

      At the last second, a pure force of air pushes me out of the way. My mom yells, "Ventus!"

      As I fall to the ground, I feel something snap at my neck, just against my skin. The necklace my mom gave me goes flying, sliding across the ground. Grasping for my neck, I stare at it in panic, knowing it had a simple but effective protection spell in it.

      Glancing over, I spot my mother—in a fight with a Starver. Nearly a dozen of them are pouring down the spiral staircase. Laurel is coated in blood and gore, and has Aryah protectively behind her, facing off against a one-armed zombie. Sasha is faring better, the second Turned guard dying at her hands, but it's only a matter of time until the Starvers take her down.

      My mother falls into the formation of a fire-casting spell, her face grim. We both know she can't kill all the Starvers at once.

      "Care to surrender?" The guard paces over to me, a smirk on his face. "Nevermind, I don't care. Just die already."

      He raises his sword.

      I feel the pressure of the room all around me.

      My skin feels hot. Magic bubbles at my fingertips, demanding to be released to protect me. The first thing that comes to my mind is a fire spell. Scrambling away from the guard's sword, I jump to my feet and fall into position, using my mother as a guide from the corner of my eyes.

      The guard's muscles ripple as he pulls his sword back, ready for another blow. He can afford to take his time. As one of the undead, his body is relentlessly strong and capable. Bullets will have little effect on him. Only fire or a complete beheading will take him down.

      I pull my hands into the first spell-casting form to call a flame.

      The guard grips his sword.

      My feet tense as I pull them into the second position.

      The fire won't come in time.

      In the corner of my eyes, I see my mother turn the staircase into a tornado of fire. It won't be enough. The Starvers are coming through anyway, rushing through the flames. She takes a nervous step back and pulls her gun.

      Something bubbles up inside my chest.

      I can feel everything.

      Every beating heart, dead or alive. But especially the dead. They're animated by a virus—origin unknown, cure unfound, vaccine abandoned. I feel their deaths anyway, as if the power inside me lives in their undead bodies as well. My pulse quickens, and my magic yearns to break free, not as fire, but as something else.

      Something darker.

      Something undeniably un-witch-like.

      Looking at the Turned guard, I focus on his eyes, letting the power pour out of me. His arm jerks. The sword swings wild.

      I tell him, "Put your weapon down."

      He obeys.

      Throwing my hand out, I stalk towards the Starvers, even as my mother screams my name. "Mia! Mia—stop! Run! Get out of here!"

      She empties an entire clip into the Starver grasping for her, and it goes down, but there are ten more to replace it. The fire she set is barely burning, its energy drained as my mother lost control of her magic. But I walk confidently towards the staircase anyway, pulled by forces beyond my control.

      My magic pours into the Starvers' bodies. I feel their relentless hunger, the emptiness inside them. They pulse with death, their bodies moving despite the lack of humanity left in them.

      Grasping my hand into a fist, I jerk onto their pale, ghastly spirits and take control. This time, I don't speak my command. It's not like they'd understand me in their current state. Instead I will it into being, forcing them back, up the stairs, away.

      They obey me.

      The dead always will.

      Because as I look at my hand, I can see it now. The magic pouring out of me isn't made of light. It doesn't glow with a witch's aura.

      Pure, unadulterated darkness pours from my palms. It connects me like a thread of fate to the undead bodies crowding at the top of the stairs, torn between their hunger and my necromantic command.

      Something inside me has woken up. Something powerful, that wants to protect me. I swallow as it occurs to me what this means.

      "Mia." My mom's hand falls on my shoulder. "I don't know how to—"

      A figure at the top of the stairs jerks her attention away, and we both stare at him. The Starvers part to let him through, turned into mindless, slow-acting things. I can feel his magic push at mine, his energy probing my weak control over his army, testing me. It takes what little I have to keep him from turning the Starvers back against us.

      The King of Old York cocks his head to the side. "Who are you?"

      I find myself without an answer. For the first time in my life, I don't know. All I know is that we almost died, and whatever this darkness is inside me, wherever it came from, it saved us.

      "Mia, run!"

      My mom pulls me away from the staircase, towards the doors. The other witches are already in the corridor; Sasha's face is grim, and she motions us out. "Aryah is hurt. We've got to get out of here. Quick—I'll seal the doors behind us."

      Behind her, Mikael's face looms in the darkness. Latent instincts rise up inside me and scream danger. Raising my hands, I tell Sasha, "Look out!"

      As Mikael swings a heavy baton at her head, Sasha ducks, and I take control of him. It startles me to do so, but I realize with a sudden clarity that he was never human at all. This whole time, whatever magic was sleeping inside me knew that something was off. Some kind of spell or charm must have hidden the Turned spirit deep inside, but it explains everything—including how the King and his men knew we were coming.

      Eyes wide, Sasha backs away from Mikael as I stride into the hallway. Mom pulls the doors shut behind us and shoves the baton he dropped through the handles. Grabbing Sasha's hand, she yanks her into spell-casting formation, pulling her out of her shock.

      "Why?" I stare at Mikael. "Why do this? Tell me the truth."

      "Isn't it obvious?" His mouth is grim. "He made me."

      Who the he must be is clear: the King. Before I can ask Mikael to confirm, he pulls a knife out of his sleeve, sets the blade against his own skin, and severs all the arteries in his neck. Digging it, he jabs it through his vocal chords, and to my shock and horror, all the way through to the base of his spine.

      I look away as his body falls to the ground, nausea rising up inside me. The way he did it—the emptiness in his eyes—it was like he was being ordered to from afar. And even though I know he's undead, nothing but a pawn for a King, I felt... terrible.

      Sympathy for the enemy will get you killed. There's no room for that in my world. Swallowing bile, I force myself to stay calm, and turn my eyes forward, down the hallway.

      Penelope, Aryah, and Laurel are staring at me in horror. It occurs to me that they must think I'm the one who made Mikael do that. They must think—and maybe they're right—that I'm a necromancer.

      "It wasn't me," I tell them, but the words just slide off their horrified faces.

      "Let's go! Now." Sasha pulls away from the door, her eyes going briefly to me and then to the other witches. "Penelope, Laurel, help Aryah. Cara, you take lead. I'll stay in the rear with Mia."

      Mom protests, "I need to talk to my—"

      "Do it now! We don't have much time before they breach through." At her words, the doors squeal, and my pulse spikes. "You have the most magic left. You're needed in the front. Go—protect the others."

      Squeezing my arm, Mom says, "I'll explain later."

      Which is how I know she has something to explain.

      Something about who—about what—I really am.

      Because unlike all the rest of us, my mom isn't shocked at all that I took control of those zombies and made them obey my will. She's resigned, panicked even, but she knew. It must have something to do with my father—maybe he was different.

      I can't think about it for long, though. We're heading down the hallway, taking alternate routes when my mom signals, making our way out of the palace in any direction we can. Around us, the servants are starting to stir; further in, the guards are no doubt awake. We'll have to find a different way out than the one we used to come in.

      We come to a forked hallway, and Mom gives us hand signals. Sasha and I crouch behind a large statue of the late King. Mom scouts ahead of us, while the others hide Aryah in a recessed doorway, winding bandages around her injuries and murmuring any healing spells they can manage to conjure.

      The wound on her arm is shallow, but the one on her neck looks bad. Her eyes are wide, her skin clammy. She could be getting an infection even now, her magic fighting off the bite but her blood responding to the dirty wound.

      "So." Sasha clears her throat, and I startle. "You're a necromancer, then. I didn't know they could cast spells."

      "I'm not a—" My voice falls silent. Horrified, I admit, "I don't know what I am. I didn't know—I've never done that before. Not once."

      "I'd wondered why your mother put a dampening charm on you." My eyes go to her face, shock no doubt written on my expression, and she shrugs. "It wasn't my place to say. I thought you had wild magic. It's rare stuff, but useful during a battle. Necromancy—that's a whole other thing."

      It is.

      And Sasha's right. Necromancers don't cast magic. Witches don't control the dead. What I am—what I did—can't be explained.

      Except, just maybe, by my mother.

      As soon as we're out of here, I'm going to have a talk with her. A very, very long talk.

      That's if we manage to survive. Ahead of us, Aryah gives the signal to fall back, and I hear my mom's voice raised in spell-casting. There's a low groan, followed by a growl, and it becomes abundantly clear that the Starvers weren't just in the royal quarters.

      They're everywhere in the palace.

      The King's home is full of monsters, by his own design. He chooses to sleep with the enemy. To eat in the same building as them. If this is the company he keeps, he's even more monstrous than I imagined.

      "What do we do?" Penelope's eyes dart to Sasha, one of Aryah's arms around her shoulder. "We can't drag her away fast enough."

      "Cara will fight them—"

      "I can't get them all!" Mom backs up towards us, setting a barrier spell that makes her shake her head. "I don't have enough magic left to get us out of this one."

      I feel their eyes fall on me. I want to ask them what they expect me to do, but I already know. Taking a deep breath, I step around the corner and look at the monsters my mother has put on the other side of a thin barrier wall.

      Starvers. Three of them. Their faces are grotesque, their bodies missing pieces. One of them walks on a foot that's barely even there anymore. They smell like refuse—and their eyes follow my every movement, wide and darting like a predator's.

      I want to look away. I want my mother to take care of them for me. But there's no room to avoid what I've just discovered about myself. Not with zombies blocking our way and the King on our trail.

      So I reach out with my magic, take control of their primitive minds, and force them to turn around. They walk docilely down the hallway, the one with a missing foot limping on it, until they're far enough away that they're no threat.

      Just in time, Mom's barrier collapses. And I motion the others forward.

      "C'mon," I tell them, mouth grim, hating the way they look at me. "Let's go."

      Together, we head down the hallway, through the empty kitchen, and barricade the door. Shortly after there are loud bangs on the door as guards, Turned and human alike, show up.

      "Now what?"

      "Now we find a new way out," Mom says, motioning for Sasha to hand over the map. "We don't want to go through the servants' area much longer. Eventually they'll wake, and we'll get caught. We need a new way out. So... here. Through the ballroom."

      She points to the big double doors the King uses when he strides out in all his finery to give press conferences. The map labels it the ceremonial royal entrance.

      "It's risky," she warns. "The ballroom is a large place. If there are more Starvers down there, we could find ourselves in over our heads."

      "Let's do it," Sasha declares. "We don't have time to waste."

      The kitchens have a long hallway that leads to the ballroom, so that the King's servants can bring the finest dishes to his parties without walking through the main entrance. As we get close to the double doors that lead out, I feel a prickle of dread in my chest.

      There are zombies on the other side of these doors. Dozens of them. Opening my mouth, I try to figure out how to warn the others—only to snap it closed. The only reason why I can sense the zombies is because of these necromantic powers that have just turned up. And I don't want to see the look on their faces when they find out how strong they are.

      Witches and necromancers are mortal enemies.

      You can't be both at the same time. I can't be both at all.

      "I was going to tell you," Mom murmurs to me, as we creep up on the doors, Aryah behind us, her expression peaked as the fast-moving infection takes over. "One of these days. I just had to figure out the right words. And the right time."

      I narrow my eyes at her. "Tell me what?"

      She opens her mouth, but before she can answer Sasha motions us to silence. Looking through the glass windows in the double doors, she grimly tells us, "We're going to have to run for it. Penelope, Laurel, make a sling for Aryah. Use all the magic you have. The only way she's getting out of here is if the two of you have the strength to carry her, while the three of us fight the zombies off. Think you can do it?"

      Laurel's eyes are wide with fear. "I think I can try."

      "We'll do it," Penelope says firmly, and my estimation of her goes up based solely on the bravery in her voice. "I won't let her die like this."

      Aryah moans as the two of them fall into a supportive spell-casting formation. They weave magic over and between their arms, and heave the injured witch into a sling that forms between them, holding most of her weight. In order to keep the sling together, they'll have to take in formation, their fingers carefully woven together and aiming towards each other.

      Neither of them will be able to fight. Which means Sasha is relying on me to save us all. I can feel the weight of it on my shoulders as we crouch near the doors and prepare to burst out of them and make a run for it.

      "Ready?" Sasha asks.

      As if I'll ever be. "Ready."

      Mom nods. "Ready."

      We rush out all at once, and as soon as we do, the scent of the zombie virus hits my nose all at once. Decaying flesh, overwhelming hunger, constant need—it's everywhere.

      And what's worse, the zombies who appear out of the darkness as we run across the slick marble floor aren't the recently Turned or the long-weakened Starvers. They're Edgers, zombies human enough to be intelligent and strong, hungry enough to have forgotten everything but their desire to kill and eat.

      They don't amble. They don't shuffle. Instead they snarl, snap their jaws together, and run straight at us.

      Laurel's face turns pale as the blood drains from her body. Mom turns and shoots tiny streams of water at the Edgers' feet, making the marble as slick as she can, slowing them down. Sasha shoots fire at the ones closest to us. But as we run towards the double doors, so far away from us at the other end of the ballroom, I know that there's only one person who can save us all: me.

      So I gather my courage, turn towards our enemies, and reach out towards them with instinctive senses that I didn't even know I had. I can feel the power of death within them, calling out to me, and when I raise my hands black magic pours from my skin.

      Clenching my fists together, I order the Edgers, "Stop."

      They cease.

      I take a few steps back, their eyes following me. I can feel their resentment of me. They're still human enough to hate being controlled, and hungry enough to be angry.

      "Hurry," I tell the others in a low voice. "I don't know how long I can hold them for."

      You could hear a pen drop as the witches make their way towards the double doors. Laurel sobs a sigh of relief as she and Penelope set Aryah down on the ground just outside, and Mom helps them get the injured witch up. Under the cover of darkness outside, they bring her towards safety.

      I take another few steps back. One of the Edgers twitches. I can feel Sasha's eyes on me, waiting for me to get towards the door.

      "Almost there," I tell her, turning just enough to take my eyes off the zombies for a second. "Are they safe?"

      "They are," she says, and she moves to the other side of the open door, grabbing onto its handle. "As long as you stay on this side of the door."

      It takes my mind a moment to understand. By the time I do, Sasha has closed the doors with a loud bang, and is casting a spell to lock them. I drop my hands and run straight towards the doors, heart beating frantically, staring at her through the glass.

      "Why!?" I ask her, grabbing the handles and pulling on them, feeling the Edgers break free of their bonds and head for me. "I'll be torn into pieces!"

      "You'll be fine, Necro." She sneers at me. "Your mother should've never let you be born."

      I pull and push on the doors, frantic, but Sasha melts off into the night. Turning around, I face the zombies and wonder what the witch will tell my mom about my impending death. No doubt she'll say that I saved her at the last moment, and it was tragic but unavoidable.

      I raise my hands to try to fend the zombies off, but I can't feel my magic through the fear consuming me. Their open jaws, their screams of hunger—it's too much. I reach for power but find nothing.

      So I close my eyes, and wait to die.
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      It doesn't happen, though. The Edgers freeze all at once, their voices rising in frustration. I open my eyes carefully, heart thudding like a frightened rabbit's kicking legs, and find myself staring into the mad yellow eyes of an Edger only six inches away from my face.

      He's drooling.

      Cringing away, I step around him, and stare at the other zombies in the room. They're all similarly frozen, but I don't feel their spirits inside me or connected to me the way I felt those Starvers or Mikael. The only thing in my chest is my beating heartbeat—no power or strength.

      Then I see him.

      Standing on the other end of the ballroom.

      Hands held out in front of him, writhing with dark magic.

      Prince Lucian. The eldest of King Ulric's sons. The cruelest and most cunning, if rumors are to be believed.

      He's not as tall or wide as his brother Bain, but his body is fit and trim, his shoulders broad, his jawline sharp. Wearing a golden circlet on his light blond hair, he looks at me from across the ballroom, something wary in his eyes. His silk shirt is a rich, dark blue that sets off his physique, and dark, slim pants stuffed into tall black leather boots which ring out on the marble floors as he takes a few step towards me.

      I find myself looking over my shoulder towards the doors, but Sasha has thoroughly locked them from the outside. Unless my mom shows back up to undo the spell and let me out—something that would surely mean sacrificing her life for nothing—I'm stuck here.

      I don't know which I'm more frightened of: the Prince, or the Edgers. Either seems just as likely to tear my heart out of my chest and fest on the flesh. At least the Edgers are predictable.

      But I don't want to show fear, so I lift my chin, face off against him, and walk towards the Prince. As I do so, I find my pulse quickening for reasons other than fear.

      I've heard Prince Lucian is handsome. Charming. The rumors are nothing compared to what it's like to be in his presence. He has a smirk that melts insides and soft-looking hair that gleams golden in the light overhead. His armed are toned and tanned, his face breathtaking, his cheekbones high and well-formed. Looking every bit the royal, he makes me feel like a peasant in my witch's uniform, which was meant to pass for a prisoner's clothing if it came to it.

      "What's this in my ballroom?" Lucian raises a brow and looks at me from head to toe. "A servant who wandered down the wrong hallway? You almost got yourself killed by my pets."

      "Your pets? I can't believe—" I find myself sputtering, hands clenching, anger making my cheeks heat. "I'm no servant."

      "No, she's not." The voice rings out above our heads, and my gaze is drawn to the double stairs that wind down towards the ballroom floor, where an impossibly tall, stately figure stands: King Ulric. "She's not a servant, Lucian. And you should show a little respect. You're speaking to my next bride."

      Lucian sputters more than me. "Bride? Father, you can't really—"

      "I can, and I will." My heart turns to stone, I'm so afraid, as he walks down the staircase with his cold, cruel eyes on me. "This is the witch I was warned of so many years ago by that mad prophet. The one with necromancer blood and necromantic powers. And before I have her executed, she's going to be my wife—and the mother to your next brother, who will hopefully turn out better than the three of you."

      As he crosses the ballroom floor towards me, every instinct in my body screams at me to flee, but there's nowhere to go. I'm surrounded by hungry monsters barely leashed, locked in and alone, without an ally to be found.

      Reaching out, King Ulric grabs my chin, and I flinch away. He forces my face up, towards his, and smiles.

      "Lovely. And so docile. She'll make a wonderful wife."

      "Father—"

      "Hush." His voice is harsh. His son listens, mouth tightening. Ulric smiles at me like a man looking at his next meal. "Her blood will bear our sector's next King."

      Casting necromancy must make you mad. It's the only explanation I can think of, the only one that makes sense. Maybe I've gone mad too, from controlling so many zombies in one night, and next thing you know I'll be speaking in tongues and declaring myself the Queen of Nothing.

      He wants me to be his wife.

      Not out of love, of course. But because of my abilities. Even though I just discovered them, he wants them—to breed with, like you breed with a mare.

      "You can't be serious." I stare up at King Ulric, wishing I could wrap my arms around his neck and squeeze until he stops flapping his mad lips. "I'm not going to marry you."

      "Who said you have any choice in the matter?"

      Bizarrely, I find myself looking towards Lucian, as if the Prince might stop his own father from his madness. But he's not looking at me or even at his father; his back is turned, his eyes staring at a portrait on the wall. It's of a beautiful young woman—one of his many conquests, no doubt, some visiting werewolf or vampire from another sector who probably came here in search of a marriage only to discover the island of Manhattan is insular for a reason.

      Clearly I'm mad to even look to him for support. The only thing worse than one necromancer is another.

      "Guards." King Ulric waves a hand, and two of the men gathered behind him detach from the group and march towards me. "Bring her to the bridal chamber. And have the servants prepare it. It's time we celebrate—give the people something to look forward to. My nuptials should do the job."

      As the guards take me by the arms, I reach out experimentally to see if I can grab hold of their minds like I have so many times tonight. But while I can feel the pulse of death inside them, calling to me and waking power within me, they're already taken. The King's control over their minds is a vice grip, far more powerful than my control or the control I felt Lucian put over the Edgers. If there is a way to kick him out and turn them to my will, I have no way of knowing what it is—necromancy isn't exactly something they teach witches.

      The guards take me in a vice-like grip and half-drag me up the stairs. Raising my chin, I put my feet under me and do my best to take my own weight, pride prickling in my chest. I won't be carried around like a sack of flour.

      As we reach the top of the stairs, I look over my shoulder one last time, towards the ceremonial doors. Some part of me is still expecting to see my mother on the other side, ready to busy in, kick ass, and take me home with her.

      She isn't there.

      But I feel someone watching me. Looking to Lucian, I can see it's not him. My eyes find another figure, someone who just entered from the same door King Ulric came through at the top of the stairs, half-dressed in the early morning hour.

      It's the third prince. Prince Orion, whose mother was a Voodoo priestess with a practice up in East Harlem before the King took her and made her his wife. His dark complexion reflects his mother's West African roots, and he has keen eyes, full of intelligence, with a body that's nonetheless in perfect physical shape. Loose, white pants and a wrinkled white shirt are apparently his pajamas, and they leave nothing to the imagination—nothing at all.

      He has a book in one hand.

      I find myself meeting his curious gaze, and my lips part for a moment. But I don't know what to say to him, or why it is that I find myself looking to him in this moment. Maybe I'm mad, but some part of me keeps waiting for help to arrive, even in the least likely of places.

      Orion just stands there as the guards drag me down the hallway and through a door beside the one he's leaning against. His eyes are searching, probing even, but he says nothing. Does nothing.

      As the guards throw me into my new room and lock the door behind me, it fully sinks in. I'm alone now. I have no friends here, no family, no one to rely on. What's worst of all, the one group I thought I'd always be a part of, my coven, has abandoned me.

      Sasha has known my mother for years. She welcomed me into the Fireflies. Mentored me in offensive magic, and promised to protect me tonight.

      But it was a witch she promised to protect.

      And it turns out I'm nothing of the sort.

      Wrapping my arms around myself, I close my eyes and find cold comfort in one fact: most of the King's marriages don't last long at all. At least my torture will be short-lived. In the meantime, maybe I can find a way out of this, if I fight hard enough.

      Because while Kings may make declarations, there's one thing I know: I'd rather die than marry that monster.

      If I'm going out, I'll do it on my own terms, kicking and screaming for all I'm worth.
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        * * *

      

      The miracle of heated indoor plumbing is more wondrous than magic itself. Even in my mother's nice apartment, bought with connections and money, kept up with magic and spells, we rarely had hot water.

      Luke warm water, or warm water with a touch of rust from old pipes—sure. More often than not, despite all the water witches in the borough, we had no water at all. The pipes haven't exactly been the King's priority to replace, and many of the experts of the old world who built Manhattan didn't survive the outbreak of the virus fifty years ago, leaving us only with what little knowledge society could figure out without them around.

      But of course, when the palace was built, all the amenities were insured. There's no doubt a rain water basin on the roof or pipes that connect this place to some of the private utilities in Hamilton Heights. The royal family can't exactly be expected to scrub themselves with cold water or take three minute long showers.

      They definitely aren't expected to resort to washing themselves in the Harlem River. Humans who do that are often risking infection with the virus if there's enough of it running downstream from the King's arena full of Starvers—but more take the risk than care to admit.

      As the maidservants the King assigned to me push me forward in the large clawfoot tub and scrub at my back like I'm a simpleton, I find that anger burns in my stomach. All this time, he could've been updating the utilities, fixing things, using his army of undead for good. Instead he lives his life in the penthouse of this monstrously large building, staring down from the roof at the peons he rules over.

      I'd be his Queen if it meant ruling instead of him. But somehow I doubt he'll let me stick a knife in his belly after our nuptials are completed.

      One of the maids grabs my hand and dips it into the water, then starts scrubbing at my nails, using little scissors to cut at the cuticles. Yelping, I yank my fingers back, frowning at her.

      She stares back placidly. "Is there a problem, Miss?"

      "Other than the fact that I've been kidnapped against my will?" The look on her face makes it clear she couldn't care less. I sigh. "I'm bleeding."

      "Apologies, Miss. There was so much dead skin to cut away."

      As the maids scrape at my scalp and scrub at my skin, it's clear there's much about me they don't approve of. Their hands are practiced, though, and it's hard not to go along with them—especially because they're both older women who remind me of my mom. Stern and taciturn, they make it pretty clear that they don't really give a shit what I want. They're here to do their jobs, so that's what's going to happen.

      I find myself wondering if they do this to the rest of the royal family. An image pops into my head: Lucian languidly relaxing in a bath, an older woman scrubbing his back for him, her face placid. It makes heat blossom in my cheeks, because it's not hard to imagine the toned body that would be barely hidden beneath the bubbles.

      And there's Bain. Those broad shoulders... not to mention Orion's skilled fingers and silky black hair. Each of the Princes have their attractions.

      You wouldn't know at all from looking at them that they're monsters inside.

      Then again, if they're monsters, so am I.

      After the maids are done scrubbing me, they help me dry off, plait my hair and bring me a long silk robe to wear. Then they lay out the outfit I'm apparently supposed to wear today, even though I got no sleep last night due to the whole infiltrating-the-palace-and-getting-kidnapped-thing: a long, silky red gown with a slit up to the thigh and thin straps.

      It's not hard to imagine why the King might want me wearing that.

      Swallowing heavily, I start to ask the women if there's anything else I can wear, but they're already slipping out of the room, as if they don't care to get to know me at all.

      Why would they, after all, when I'll be dead within a year.

      If I don't escape and stab the King on my way out, that is. A thought that cheers me up—and makes wearing the red dress seem almost worth it, since at least its rich color will hide the bloodstains.
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        * * *

      

      Unexpectedly, I'm not put under lock and key. My dusty room, which looks like it hasn't been used since Orion was born—and it probably hasn't—doesn't seem to come with manacles, chains, or even a lock.

      Testing the door handle, I'm surprised when it swings open completely.

      I'm even more surprised when I come face-to-face with Prince Orion, no longer wearing his thin overnight look, dressed more like a prince in cream and gold.

      "You're wanted," he says, and for a moment I think he's telling me that he wants me. I find myself staring open-mouthed, unsure what to say, and he cocks his head. "Mia, isn't it? There's a press conference. My father wants you there. Apparently I'm now an errand boy, though I supposed I don't mind, since it's not as if I had to go far to fetch you."

      "Oh." The way he speaks to me, you'd think I was an invited guest honored to be here, instead of a prisoner being held against my will. It takes a moment for my mind to process his words, and my voice comes out a squeak. "Press... conference?"

      "Yes."

      "Like... in front of people?"

      "All of them, usually." His dry tone almost hides the humor beneath his words. "The people will want to see their new Queen before her crowning."

      If I were the type to faint, it's exactly what I would do now. Public speaking isn't really my thing. But it does at least explain the dress, which relieves me some—I was starting to think I might actually have to consumate this marriage soon.

      Ulric just wanted me looking nice for the cameras—at least, when he introduces me. When he has me executed, well, that'll be a different story.

      Which just makes me realize that the very same audience about to be introduced to me now will be watching when King Ulric has me killed.

      "Did you want breakfast first?" I find myself staring at Orion, wondering if he's out of his mind. He actually holds his elbow out towards me like we're in one of those super old movies with princesses and dancing at the ball. "There's plenty to eat. The cooks make multiple courses for us. Well, for Bain, mostly. But if we hurry we can get there before all the food is gone."

      A question reaches the tip of my tongue and spills out before I can stop it. "Don't you want to know why I was here last night with the Fireflies?"

      His dark brows furrow. "I should think it would be obvious. You were here to kill my father."
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      He doesn't even look like he minds. It's as if he said, "You were here to sweep the fireplace," or "It's cool now, but the weather will warm up when the sun rises." So nonchalant, so casual. It takes me a while to realize he actually said it.

      It's true. I came here to kill his father. It's the obvious conclusion to come to. But he's not acting like he cares at all.

      That makes me wary about the elbow he's offering. It feels like a trap to let him act like a gentleman. Maybe he thinks it'll soften me to him.

      Given the sharp cut of his jawline and warm expression in his eyes, maybe he's not wrong.

      I give him a thin smile. "Thank you, but I find that I'm not really, uh, hungry. And we shouldn't keep your father waiting. He is the King, after all."

      "He is," Orion readily agrees. "For now."

      Not knowing how to react to that, I do as Orion seems to want, placing my hand on his elbow and falling in step with him. Once we're out of my room, we're followed by guards, of course. They melt from the shadows, their minds blank and slippery with the King's influence, all of them Turned—not a human among them.

      This whole time, the door was unlocked. But that doesn't mean that I was free to go whenever I pleased. Clearly it was a trap of some sort, a kind of test to see if I would run.

      I'll have to be smart about how I escape this place. I don't know what the Princes and the King have up their sleeves, after all. Turned, Starvers, Edgers—and our entire mission last night was a trap. There's no predicting what tricks might be lurking in the shadows for me.

      Though it's hard to feel threatened at all with Orion escorting me through the palace, telling me about everything we pass and acting as if he's giving me a tour of the place instead of leading me towards certain doom.

      "This painting was recovered from the basement of the Museum of Modern Art during a flood involving the city's water treatment plant exploding."

      "Over here you'll see velvet curtains that were imported from the Palace of Versailles. It was quite a feat to get enough fuel for the aircraft that carried them. That was before the reserves were discovered up north and my father's pipeline built."

      "Oh, this is my favorite room—the rare books room. Half of them are in languages I can't read, but I still like to come here and just... inhale. It's very calming, the scent of old books." He cocks his head at me. "Do you know what I mean? Or do you think I'm very strange."

      I think he's very strange, but not because he likes the smell of books. Because he seems to feel it's no big deal to escort his father's would-be killer around his family's private home.

      I take a deep breath to gather my thoughts, and as I do so, the sheer fabric of my red dress shifts. Orion's eyes briefly flick to the movement of my chest, then back up to my eyes again. Suddenly I'm aware of everything: the way my hand rests on his elbow, the softness of his dark blue coat, how the dress clings to curves I never thought of before. My long, brown hair hangs in a thick curl over one shoulder, skimming against my neck, moving as I breathe. And Prince Orion, though he's ostensibly looking at my face, is clearly aware of all of it. That much is obvious.

      Somehow, despite how uncomfortable I felt being forced into the dress and scrubbed and painted, I find myself wanting to show off to him. To shift my hips until the slit along one side of the dress parts to reveal my skin. To lick my lips and watch his eyes follow the movement.

      Everyone talks about how handsome and clever Prince Lucian is, and how strong and noble Prince Bain is, but Prince Orion is barely mentioned by the people. In public appearances he always has his nose buried in a book or his eyes focused on something in the distance, a bored expression on his face. He barely seems to leave the palace—and has no reputation for much of anything at all, since he doesn't go to the socialite parties that define Old York's privileged and wealthy.

      But up close, he's so handsome I can feel myself melt against him. It takes effort to focus on his words, to smooth out my facial expression, and to cool my rising blush.

      "I like the smell of books," I admit, as behind me one of the guards shifts in boredom, clearly disinterested in our entire conversation. "We only had a small collection growing up, but my mom made sure to barter and trade for more whenever we could."

      "Ah. Yes, it's a shame about the library system." I clench my jaw, keeping my thoughts about that to myself, but Orion isn't done. "I told my father how foolish it is to deny the people public education, but he had much to say about how different the world is now, and how expensive it is to keep those old buildings running."

      It is expensive, I know, but I also know this: the King denies the people the right to read and learn freely because we're easier to control when we don't know our full history or science. We have to rely so much on oral learning, and what private book collections have survived the past few decades. Otherwise, we might become smart enough to overthrow him completely.

      Orion isn't done. "Still... it's a shame. The whole of New York City's book collection is stored in a single building in Morningside, where the pages will slowly rot away without ever being read again. I wish he'd at least let me distribute the books as I asked." He shrugs, and I find myself wondering if he's ever said this many words in a row before. "Maybe once you're his wife, you can convince him otherwise."

      "Until he kills me, you mean," I point out, only to abruptly curse myself for my foolish mouth. "I mean— I didn't—"

      "Oh, it's alright. He did the same to my mother, and Bain's, and Lucian's in his own way. And he did vow to do the same to you. I just keep hoping one day the city will finally have a Queen." His eyes seem to shine with some sort of secret as he smiles at me, and I wonder what it is that I'm missing. "Come on—we shouldn't be late to the press conference. My father will have my head as well as yours."

      Despite myself, the morbid joke makes me smile a little, and temporarily forget how utterly insane my life has become.

      At least Orion has helped me with one thing: his little tour of the royal rooms has helped me fill out my internal map of the palace.

      Maybe this means I'll be able to escape tonight while the whole royal family and all their zombie slaves are asleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There's a crowd gathered outside, pushing up towards the media platform. The other Princes are already waiting, but there's no sign of King Ulric, who no doubt plans on making a dramatic entrance.

      Prince Orion leads me to the third and fourth chair beside his brothers, and takes a seat on the end, forcing me to sit between him and Bain. As I do so, I feel a sudden, strange moment of vertigo.

      I can see Manhattan laid out before.

      It's right there. All I have to do is run to the end of the platform and jump off into the crowd. It'd be easy enough to get lost among all those people, maybe steal a coat—I'm already shivering in my paltry dress—and run off for good.

      But there are guards standing just behind our chairs. Guards at the edge of the platform, keeping the crowd at a distance. And, just beneath the wooden stage at our feet, I can feel them, their hunger and pain making my hands clench and bile rise in the back of my throat.

      Starvers.

      The King has moved them outside, no doubt to make sure I don't go anywhere. His choice not to chain me or throw me in the dungeons might seem generous on the surface, but beneath it all is a sinister reassurance: he knows he doesn't have to physically jail me to keep me here.

      All he needs is the threat of violence.

      It's the same threat of violence that keeps so many on this island, despite its lack of opportunities and stifling, ever-changing rules. Sure, there are other places humans can go—if they want to put their lot in with vampires or werewolves, or risk themselves among a human caravan or settlement, hoping for strength in numbers. But only Manhattan, as our King likes to remind us, is truly safe.

      Only in Manhattan do the necromancers take control of the infected. No matter how many are born, the King can stop them. Protect the large human population here. Forbid them from spreading their sickness.

      Or, he can do the opposite. Attack. Kill. Infect, and increase his power.

      It's enough to make me want to leap from my chair and throw it at him the instant he strides onto this platform.

      "Whatever you're thinking, don't." Bain's voice is low and firm, making me startle in my chair and stare at him. "I can see how tense you are. The way you're looking all around you—you're plotting. It's not worthwhile. We both know what lives just beneath this stage right now."

      Swallowing, I observe, "The crowd doesn't seem to know. They're all humans, and they should be afraid. But they're not."

      "He's trained them to be silent." At first I think he means the humans, but then I realize: the Starvers. Of course he would train them like dogs. "The crowd won't even know they're here unless things get out of hand, and even then... my father has been known to aim an entire mob of zombies at a single person."

      "He keeps them on a tight leash, then."

      "Almost as tight as the leash he keeps his sons on," Bain says, in a voice so low I almost don't hear him.

      Orion, beside me, doesn't seem to be aware of our conversation—or is purposefully ignoring it. He's pulled out a small paperback book and is calmly reading it like the crowd, and the zombies beneath our feet, don't exist. Lucian, of course, is staring into the crowd—and smirking. A woman near the front has wide, excited eyes as he stares at her; she pulls her heavy coat off, revealing an outfit beneath that she should be freezing in, but she clearly doesn't care. The friend she passes the coat to sulks prettily, clearly wishing she got the charming Prince's attention.

      It's all very sickening. It's almost a relief when the King strides onto the platform, his guards at his heels, quieting the crowd in an instant. The preening stops; chatter dies down. The humans look at him with awe.

      As much as it loathes me to admit it, much of Manhattan worships the cruel, terrible man who walks to the microphone and smiles with false benevolence at them all.

      He keeps them safe. Protects them—from a threat he often creates, but one the outside world has barely managed to survive. They all know the stories of the empty, cruel wilds. Of the destruction the virus brought. From certain skyscrapers in the middle of the city, you can look out towards Jersey and see the desolation.

      The King uses that desolation against the people who fear it. He has the power to make this world better, to stop the virus from spreading, to contain and control it if not cure it. Instead he chooses power.

      Despite Bain's warning, as King Ulric stands in front of the microphone and begins to speak to the crowd, a dozen offensive magic spells run through my mind. Just as quickly, I dismiss them, because each one would require that I move into a spell-casting form to use them. The instant I do, Ulric's Turned guards would notice and attack—and if I'm not careful, he might even loose his Starvers, without a care whether or not they attack innocent people.

      No, I have to wait for the right moment to go against him or escape. I need to spend some time observing things, learning the palace, and most importantly, testing my powers. If I can turn just a few guards against Ulric despite his tight control, maybe that's all I need to get out, go somewhere safe, and find my mom.

      She has to be worried about me.

      Especially if she's watching the local news right now. If the TV down at the coven's gathering spot is on, that's the channel it'll be tuned to—it's the only channel, after all.

      As soon as she finds out the King plans on marrying me, she'll know what he'll do next. She'll come for me—I don't doubt that. The only question is if she'll survive the rescue attempt.

      I'm so stuck in my thoughts that I miss the King's speech, up until I hear my name. It takes me a moment to do much besides stare nervously; Orion has to learn towards my ear and murmur, "You need to go up there and stand next to him."

      "Do I have to?"

      "Yes," Bain says.

      Orion helps me to my feet, then motions me forward and sits down. My hands tremble, and I have to fight not to clutch my dress and wrinkle its colorful silk between my fingers. I can feel every eye on me: curious, confused, even... envious.

      No doubt they're looking at the King's riches, his power and control, and wish they had a bite of it.

      They're probably wondering why a nobody like me gets it instead of the more privileged elite.

      Most of the people have no idea that the previous Queens were all executed. They know that Orion's mother, the Voodoo priestess, was killed, but have no idea the charges were trumped up. The story about Bain's mother is that she tragically disappeared, while Lucian's mother supposedly wandered down the wrong street, got lost in a crowd of Starvers, and was torn limb from limb.

      With each new wife, the King has gotten lazy about the stories told in public, the witnesses who know the truth. As I step up beside him and he takes my hand, I fight not to cringe, knowing that he'll barely bother to cover up my death at all. He can just announce that I'm a Firefly–truthfully—and have me hung on the very same platform we're standing on now, in front of the same camera crews.

      "Citizens of Old York, I would like to introduce you to my future wife, and your future Queen: Amalia Valencia Weatherford."

      I wince at my full first and middle name in his mouth, only to become confused when he claims my last name is Weatherford. My mother's name is Cara Hyland, and I have her surname, since my father died before I was born.

      At least, as far as I know he did.

      But if he didn't...

      No. The King can't possibly know more about my family than I do. It's probably just a name he picked to avoid linking me to my mother, who is well-known for her witch work in ways I'm not. People will figure it out anyway, but I'm sure he'd rather they not know from the jump who, or what, I truly am.

      Not until he's got his next Prince, that is.

      Raising our clasped hands, the King beams at his people as they cheer for him. For our sham of our marriage. For the expansion of his bloodline, and the addition to his power.

      Every son he has is a boom to his line. Each necromancer in his dark coven adds to his strength, and together they can control far more zombies than apart.

      But I vow to myself that I won't let him use me to become more powerful. I'd rather die than let that happen. Either I get the fuck out of this place before the wedding bells ring, or I'll throw myself out of the floor-to-ceiling glass windows of his royal penthouse.

      The thought makes me happy enough to fake a smile for the cameras.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      My first full day at the palace passes by in a blur. Thankfully the King has business to attend to north of 155th street, where a spat of Turned-related violence has broken out, which gives me time to figure out what I'm going to do next.

      The wedding date hasn't been set yet.

      Once it has...

      I can't think about it too much. If I do, I'll give into despair. The one good thing I have to rely on is the fact that no witch can bear children without a proper hand-fasting spell. King Ulric must marry me to force me to have his next son, and he hasn't shown any interest in me otherwise. I may get out of here with my dignity—and my virginity—intact.

      Just thinking of our possible wedding night is enough to make me shudder, and wish that I'd taken Jonathan Smith up on his offer that one drunken night after school in the park. We came so close to having sex, until he put his mouth on my nipples and made me feel like I was getting licked by an overeager dog. That shut it down—and shut my legs up. Afterwards, I decided that I wouldn't have sex until I found someone I was really ready for.

      Now I'm twenty years old, still a virgin, and about to be married to a man in his fifties. The thought of jumping off the roof becomes more tempting by the minute. If I didn't know that my mom is out there mounting a rescue mission, or have a few ideas how to get out of here myself, I'd do it. That, or try to take down the King in a murder-suicide.

      Instead, I have to just... wait. Survive. Muddle through. Hope for the best. It's enough to make my skin itch. I've never been very good at standing still. There's a reason why I'm no good at the rare skills of foresight or psychic readings—both require meditation spell-casting forms.

      My restlessness leads me to search through the armoires in my bedroom until I find a suitably modest, witch-like outfit: a plain brown ankle-length skirt with deep pockets, a long-sleeve button-up white shirt, and a belt with small rune woven into it. I flip the belt so the runes are facing inward, getting the sense that it likely belonged to one of the previous inhabitants of this room, before her untimely death.

      Running my hand across the belt, I wonder idly if it belonged to Bain's mother. She was a kitchen witch, a type of witchcraft that's useful in these days when it comes to keeping humans safe and alive. Her cakes and cookies were renowned for how easily they kept the turned away from your doorstep—which is why the King had her promptly disappeared after Bain's death. Without her protection, many neighborhoods in Hell's Kitchen found themselves with guards kicking in their doors and arresting rebels known to live there.

      The belt at least is comforting, though I doubt its magic will be enough to keep me safe in this palace of horrors. Charms and runes can only do so much. Even the strongest witch needs a coven to protect herself.

      Properly outfitted, I decide it's time to explore the penthouse all around me. I don't know if the guards will let me just wander out of my room and go wherever I please, but it doesn't hurt to try. Especially because so far, they haven't done anything to curb my movements at all.

      Because they think I'm not a threat.

      Grabbing the doorknob, I consider my options. If the guards try to put me back in my room, do I just do what they say? Or do I take the King's absence as an opportunity, and try to control their minds like I did last night?

      If I fail, he might punish me further by sending me down to the dungeons.

      If his own son sleeps down there...

      I decide that if the guards try to force me back into my room, I'll let them. Better to try to escape when I know I've got a good chance of getting out.

      So I turn the knob expecting the worst, and find myself a little out-of-sorts when nothing happens. As I step out into the hallway, the guards posted on either side of my door don't even twitch a muscle.

      Experimentally, I reach for their awareness. But I find something worse than a wall between me and the inside of their minds: a blank space. Whatever the necromancer King has done to lock down his Turned guards, he's made sure I can't circumvent it. Not that I would even know how to try.

      As I step down the hallway, towards the direction of Orion's old books library, one of the guards breaks away to follow me. It's eerie hearing his footsteps behind mine, knowing he's watching me, feeling unable to do anything about it. Until now, I haven't felt the itch of my imprisonment through all the confusion, but his presence makes it very clear what I am.

      Thankfully the end of this hallway is one of the floor-to-ceiling windows out. Fixing my eyes on the distant horizon, I try to feel less like a rat in a cage. After all, I can see for miles from here, over shorter buildings and beyond, down the streets full of rich Manhattanites who can afford to live in a place near the palace and pay their electric bills directly to the King.

      What a thing it must be to have an apartment that's always well-lit at night. Even the coven's best generator sputters out from time to time, and the gas to fuel it is expensive enough to make candlelight seem bearable.

      I find myself drawn to the glass window, passing by the library's open door despite the overwhelming desire to go inside. I've never seen the city from this high up, and this morning I was too focused on my pending doom to really think about sightseeing. But there's something spectacular about Manhattan from afar, without all the trash or crowds, the alleyways and guards everywhere.

      Well, except from the guard behind me.

      Leaning forward, until my peripheral vision has cut off most of the palace interior, I can almost pretend that I'm free.

      "You can't break it." The voice startles me from my reverie, and I freeze as the golden Prince Lucian approaches from down the hall, his hair artfully tossed, crown dangling loose from his fingers. He raises a pale brow at me and smirks as he approaches. "If you want to fly, little bird, you'll have to find another way. Trust me—I've tried to break the window in my room more than once. I lost more chairs to it than I care to admit."

      Staring at him, I blurt out, "Why would you try to break your window?"

      He looks out the glass, not at me, as he answers. "To find the men who killed my mother and stab them in the heart with a rusty dagger." Glancing over, he seems amused by my horror and confusion. "I got them eventually. Dad didn't speak to me for a week afterwards. Not that he admitted what he'd done, or ever talked about the revenge I took. He's never been one for conversations, the bastard."

      My eyes go towards the guard behind me, and Lucian's gaze follows mine. He snorts. "That one can't eavesdrop. He doesn't have a mind of his own left inside his head. Can't you feel it?" His tone turns curious. "I saw you use necromancy. Surely you can see that the inside of his head is blank."

      Despite myself, I bristle at his words. "I'm new at this, but yes, I can see that. I just don't—didn't—know what it means." My hand goes up to my neck, where the necklace my mom gave me once rested. "I didn't even know I had powers until the attack."

      Lucian chuckles. "'The attack.' Your attack, you mean. Not my zombies—they were just following defensive orders."

      Remembering how close their jaws came to my neck, I frown at him. "What do you want? To gawk at me? To find out how powerful I am and report back to my father?"

      "Report back to him?" Lucian's mouth twists bitterly. "He's not interested in anything I have to say, not that I would try to tell him useful things in the first place. No, I'm another disappointing son. Your child is the one who's meant to fix that." He laughs a little. "As for why I'm here—to invite you to dinner. Apparently we're meant to act like hosts, and treat you as an honored guests, even though everything is bullshit and pointless."

      "I feel honored already," I snark at him, immediately wincing and regretting my tone of voice. Prince Lucian may be less powerful than the necromancer King, but he's still more powerful than me.

      But to my surprise, the young prince just shoots me a toothy smile, his canine teeth sharp and white, his blue eyes twinkling with mischief.

      Holding out his hand, he waggles his brows. "Shall we, future stepmother?"

      "Why not. I'm meant to be the fattened calf–stuffing myself is the least I can indulge in."

      "Oh, we can help you sate your appetite," he says smoothly as he takes my hand, his tone suggesting more than one type of hunger, much to my embarrassment. "We even have wine and liquor, if you'd like to try to drown your sorrows away. This is a palace, after all—everyone must make merry and enjoy themselves, or else."

      As the eldest prince leads me towards the royal dining room, which is just around the corner and down the stairs, I find myself sneaking glances at his face.

      He's overwhelmingly handsome, I have to admit.

      But more than that, he's an enigma—something I wasn't expecting. I thought Lucian was a straightforward flirt without a care in the world. Not a bitter, jaded man hiding a center of loathing with humor and charm. One who smells like sandalwood and has toned muscles that press against the confines of his thin white shirt.

      I have to force myself to pull my gaze away. I'm not here to be charmed or amused. I'm here to be bred and killed. The sooner I get out, the better.

      The only thing I should be thinking about is how to get as much information out of the Princes as possible while we're at dinner. Food, wine, liquor, and sharp jawlines are just a terrible, tempting distraction—one I can't afford.

      As I step into the dining room, though, distractions await.

      All of the long stretch of the table is laid out with more courses of food than I knew possible. This afternoon, one of the maids brought a cold sandwich to my room, and I counted myself lucky that at least my need for food hadn't been forgotten. That meal was well enough, but this—this smells good enough to make my mouth water.

      Sitting on either side of the table, in chairs that face each other, are Orion and Bain. The youngest prince has a book open in front of him, while his elder brother is sitting in front of an empty plate, throwing back a full beer glass.

      Lucian brings me towards the chair at the seat of the table and pulls it out, turning towards me with a wickedly charming smile. "For you. Shall I call you Mom?"

      Bain chokes on his beer, and I feel scarlet heat go to my cheeks. "All Mother, please, never."

      "Oh? Something wrong with that?" Lucian's voice drips with dark, sarcastic humor. "You're only five years younger than me, you know. I guess it's a good thing our father found you now, and not two or three years ago."

      Orion looks up from his book to cut his eyes in Lucian's direction. "I asked you to escort her to dinner, not scare her off. We're supposed to be having a civilized discussion now that the King is gone."

      I feel like I'm out of the loop. Gingerly, I take a seat, and watch Lucian clap Orion on the back as he takes his own chair, opposite me.

      "Don't worry, brother," he says, putting the circlet on his head and tipping it to one side. "Our little merry band of useless royalty can begin plotting away in three... two..."

      He waves his hand, and like clockwork all the guards in the room, including the one who followed me, turned and just... leave. Up the stairs. Down the hallway. Through the door.

      I find myself staring at him. "So their minds aren't blank."

      "They are," he correct me, "but I've done a little training of my own. Necromantic hypnosis—useful stuff, but very time-consuming and limited in its ability. Getting rid of them for a while is basically the only thing I can do."

      It disturbs me to imagine what the Turned guards were like, before King Ulric bent them so completely to his will. Even as zombies, they have minds. Desires other than food. People they love, even. At least I think. They look human enough, and act human enough, as long as they have food. Its only when they're at the edge of starvation, or completely past it, that they lose all semblance of their old personalities.

      All at once, it hits me that the guards had—still have, even—loved ones. Family members. And while some of them were turned on accident, or volunteered to serve, plenty were scratched or bit against their will.

      Now they have no will at all.

      That would be me, no doubt, if my witch blood didn't make me immune. The King would turn all us witches if he could.

      I try not to think about it. But I must look queasy, because Prince Bain picks up a bottle of wine sitting in the middle of the table, turns my wine glass over, and pours me a deep portion of red wine.

      As he does so, he studies my face. "You seem so... familiar."

      My pulse quickens. The sleeping spell should've muddled his mind, made me seem like a dream, but I don't want him to know I performed it. He's known for his strength—and his temper. If he decides he doesn't like having his head messed with...

      "I don't think we could've met before," I tell him, searching for a good lie. "Though maybe in the market..."

      Lucian snorts and waves a dismissive hand. "Bain would never go to the market. You probably look familiar to him because you're wearing his mother's clothing. And the maids who styled your makeup and hair did hers too." Turning an impish grin on his brother, he says, "Say, Bain, do you think you might want to call her—"

      The younger prince raises his knife and throws it right past Lucian's face. I wince, waiting for a physical fight to break out, but Lucian just tips his head back and laughs uproariously.

      "Don't mind them." Orion places his book down and leans towards me, a gentle and reassuring expression on his face, which seems absurd considering the circumstances. "They're close in age, so they bicker constantly. But usually there's no blood. Well," he amends, "not enough to kill anyone, that is. There was the one time, with the knife—but I can see I'm boring you. We should tell you why you're here."

      Picking up my glass, I weakly venture, "To eat?"

      "Well, that, but—"

      "The fattened calf," Lucian calls out. "That's what she is. Maybe if we get her fat enough, Father will decide he'd rather not marry her at all. Though given Bain's mother..."

      Lucian's brother scowls and reaches for a knife that he already threw, only to find it gone.. Glancing over at me, he asks conspiratorially, "Mind if I borrow yours?"

      My eyes go to my knife, and I realize all at once that I didn't look for weapons as I came in here. Didn't even try. I could be fighting the princes right now, trying to escape...

      The truth is, I wouldn't make it far. They're well-trained necromancers, raised with their power. They actually know who their father is and what they are. I didn't even know that women could be necromancers until I discovered my powers, much less that I could have witch abilities, too. Our people have only ever fraternized reluctantly and violently to keep our magical lines from dying. This is totally new to me.

      I tell myself that I've only been making nice because it's smart and safe.

      Grabbing the knife, I hand it over to Prince Bain. His raised brow makes it seem he's figured out what I'm thinking, but he says nothing, just glances at Lucian and lazily throws the second knife. This time, it whirs past his head on the other side, and the eldest prince just shakes his head.

      "Terrible aim."

      "And a terrible distraction," Orion says, drawing my attention back to him. "Apologies, Mia. I wanted to talk about this at length, but at this rate, my brothers will be drunk and missing ears before we get around to it. So I'll simply cut to the quick: we want to make a deal with you. Your freedom, if you agree to help us overthrow our father and end his reign completely."
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      "You can't be serious." I stare at each of them in turn: Lucian with his crooked crown, Bain drinking another full mug of beer, Orion drumming his fingers on the table impatiently. "Why in the world would I believe you? Trust you? I'm not a fool. This is—this is some kind of test."

      Lucian snorts. "See, brother? I told you father's sacrificial lamb wouldn't take the bait. She no doubt thinks she can get out of this all alone."

      "Maybe I can," I counter, glaring him down. "I'm a witch, after all. And apparently a—a necromancer."

      Orion murmurs, "You say it like it's a bad thing."

      "Isn't it?" I shoot back. "The dead should stay dead. The undead too. King Ulric has been spreading the virus to increase his power and control. If you ask me, we shouldn't have a necromancer King at all."

      Bain chuckles. "Ah, yes. Let the whole island go to waste. I'm sure your little witch charms would protect the people from the Starvers, Edgers, and Turned alike."

      "Your mother could've done it," I tell him, hands pinching the tablecloth restlessly. "She could make stews that kept guards from entering a doorway, and candles that, when lit, created a smoke that hid humans from zombie eyesight. She was trying to figure out a cure when..."

      "When my father kidnapped her, raped her, waited for me to be born, and had her killed?" He stares me down, his eyes narrowed, his mind sharp despite the beer he's been steadily drinking since before I got here. "I know who my mother was. That much I know, despite her being taken from me. And I know she was one-of-a-kind. There are no witches left in any of the covens with her kind of power. None of your kind can stand against the zombie threat. Not without us."

      I open my mouth to counter that my mother could've done it, then abruptly choke the words down. She could've—with Aunt Desdemona, if she were still alive. Blood witches like me and my mother work best in pairs, which is why we broke off into twos during our mission to cast offensive magic. My mom and my aunt were like nothing and no one else, capable of moving between spell-casting forms without a single word exchange, their power legendary.

      So legendary they took down the last King with it, and look where that got us. Maybe Prince Bain is right, as loathe as I am to admit it. This city needs a necromancer to keep it safe. I'm just not sure that I'm sitting at a table with one I'd choose.

      Looking around, I ask them, "Why stand up to your father? I need to know. If I'm going to trust you... if I'm going to help you..."

      Lucian stiffens. "We don't need your help. You need ours."

      "Yes, we do." Orion gives his older brother a quelling look, then turns to me. "Mia, we need a witch's help to overthrow our father. Just like you'll need ours to get out of here. As for our reasons why... well. Aren't our mothers reasons enough? Mine was hung in a public square."

      "I've heard," I tell him softly, "but to be frank, I always assumed King Ulric told you that your mothers were evil. That witches are evil. The bad blood between our people runs back through history. There's a reason why we don't exactly get along."

      Bain says, "No one said we have to get along. Just work together."

      I consider his words. As I do so, my stomach grumbles, and I become keenly aware of the dinner we haven't been eating. Smiling at me, Orion stands up, takes my empty plate, and walks down the table getting me a serving of everything. When he comes back, I pick up my fork and knife, then hesitate.

      Looking at each of the princes, I tell them, "I'll consider it. I just don't know if it's possible." Something else occurs to me. "When you say overthrow your father..."

      Lucian picks up his knife and gestures towards his throat, then rolls his eyes back in his head and slumps over in his chair as if dead. Bain scowls in his direction.

      "That's not how I'd put it," Orion says calmly, "but yes, clearly our father will need to be killed for the three of us to reign in his place. Not that I think you'll have any objections to that, considering there's only one reason why you were here."

      Staring into his dark eyes, I find myself consumed by them, and have to clear my throat to remember the topic at hand.

      "The three of you want to reign together?"

      Lucian quips, "It's not as if I'm good enough to rule the kingdom alone."

      "It's what we have planned," Orion says smoothly. "I'll be the King of Education and Public Affairs, Bain will be the King of Military Strategy and Defense, and Lucian... Lucian will be King of Diplomacy."

      "King of Screwing other sectors' daughters, you mean," Bain grouses, glaring at his brother. "That thing you pulled with that werewolf dignitary's little sister—"

      "We got our trade route opened, didn't we?" Lucian challenges back. Then he smirks at me, flirtation in his gaze. "Besides, after seeing my future stepmother in that red dress this morning, I'm considering settling down."

      He can't mean with me. As I blush, squirming in my seat, Lucian's eyes travel distinctly up and down my chest. I feel almost as excited and turned on as that girl in the crowd must have been this morning—suddenly I understand why she was willing to fight for the prince's affections.

      The way he looks at me, I feel as if I'm naked already.

      It's enough to make me wonder what he'd do with his mouth on my nipples, and how turned on he'd get me before taking his cock out and—

      Orion says, "Please forgive our elder brother. We want you to consider an alliance with us to save not just you, or ourselves, but this sector from our father. Will you think about it?"

      I have to jerk my train of thoughts away from the dirty direction they're going. I didn't realize how much of a dry spell I was in before. One lingering look from a womanizing prince and I'm wetter than I was during my most intense makeout sessions with my ex. Clearly I've gone mad, because I almost forgot who the princes really are: the necromancer sons of my greatest enemy.

      An enemy they claim to want to defeat.

      If I believe them. If I trust them.

      "Right." I glance over at Bain, who leans towards me, eyes intense. "Okay. So... I guess I'll think about it."

      Bain says, "Give us an answer tomorrow. We won't have much time to plan."

      "Tomorrow. Okay."

      Lucian quips, "And if our father hasn't married and impregnated you by then, maybe we can consider—"

      "Don't be crude," Orion interrupts, frowning at his brother. "Let Mia think about everything we've told her. She needs time."

      Looking down and away, the eldest of the princes seems rebuked, despite the fact that he has a few years on Orion, who's nearly my age. I get the sense that something is bubbling underneath the surface, something I haven't been told about, but I'm too tired, scared, and hungry to figure it out. So I turn towards my plate and fill up my stomach, glad at least that I won't be as starved as the zombies I fought when it comes time to face the King.
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        * * *

      

      Late at night, with the moon shining in through my bedroom, I feel certain of one thing: necromancers can't be trusted.

      No matter what the three princes say about their father, or what he did to their mothers, they're still King Ulric's sons. And just like King Ulric turned out to be worst than King Holland, the three princes could rise to power and take over from their father with even worse goals in mind.

      Especially if one, or all, of them decide that they'd rather go to war with each other than rule together, which they claim they want. It's one thing to talk about sharing power—it's another thing to share entirely. And what about when one of them gets married, and his wife wants their son to be the next Crown Prince and become King? Somehow I doubt his uncles will step aside and let him come to power.

      No, I know better. Princes are terrible at sharing. Especially these three. At dinner Bain and Lucian argued over the last slice of roasted ham so much that Orion stabbed it with his knife and ate it even though he was full.

      They'll be the same way with Old York.

      Which means I should consider myself on my own. And since I vowed that I'd use the cover of night to scout the penthouse and find the best way out of the palace, it's now or never. Time to get out of the comfort of my bed—a bed three other witches, three other wives, slept in before their time was up—and find my way through the darkness.

      Opening up the armoire, I search around inside until I find Bain's mother's clothing. Then I grab a dark blue velvet cloak that I suspect belonged to Lucian's mother, who was a charms and potions witch, known for her ability to make people fall in love. Apparently the only person she failed at hypnotizing completely was her own husband, given the way she mysteriously disappeared a year after their son's birth.

      Finally, I go through the armoire's drawers one more time, casting light with a palm to show the corners. There are so many things here from the witches who came before—I'm certain there must be charms or weapons that the King's servants overlooked. They were clever Queens. They would've known to hide the important odds and ends.

      The drawers are empty of anything that isn't clothing, though. So I get down on the floor and search under the bed for a while, then sweep my light across the bedside table. It's there that I find what I'm looking for: a hidden compartment on the underside of the dark wood, with a tiny rune carved into the veneer.

      It's the symbol for secretus, a seemingly straightforward spell that can be difficult to cast when you're distracted. Rolling over onto my back, I stare up at the rune and gather magic in my palms, heart pounding. An unwary witch who tries to cast secretus with other thoughts on her mind will find herself drained of magic and considerably weakened.

      It takes all my effort to empty my mind. To do so, I touch on everything that's happened to me: the mission. My new, sudden powers. Not knowing the truth from my mother, about who my father really was, or who I am now. Sasha's betrayal. The King's declaration. And, finally, the Princes.

      Sharp and cunning Lucian, with a mouth that runs a mile a minute—when it's not twisted in bitterness, self-hatred, and despair.

      Strong, silent Bain, who seems to know more than he's saying, and looks at me like he's a starving man seeing his last meal—or a hopeless man searching for a spark of hope.

      And kind, intelligent Orion, with his head buried in books and his measured words. When I look at him, I can't tell what he's thinking. But I know how he feels.

      To empty my mind, I have to admit that I find all three of the Princes, my enemy's sons, alluring. Charming. Handsome. Captivating.

      I want them, though I know I shouldn't.

      I want them, because I know I shouldn't.

      Admitting it to myself, I let the thoughts drift away. Then I bring my hands up and interweave my fingers in the proper spell-casting formation. With a mind empty of all distractions, I murmur, "Secretus."

      The compartment opens.

      A necklace falls out.

      Sitting up quickly, I bring light to my palm and stare at it. It's a simple oval locket with a tiny hinge on one side and an opening on the other. Sliding my fingers between the two halves, I open it up carefully, expecting something useful inside: hemlock, maybe, or a spelled thread.

      Instead I find myself staring at a tiny piece of paper, folded up many times over. Taking it out, I unfold the creases and flatten it on the floor, reading the handwritten words.

      My son—I don't know that I'll see you again. I suspect that I won't. As I write this, you're only seven months old, but already you have my eyes. I hope that means you have my heart, too, and not your father's. In truth, I don't believe that I'll live long. So I'm going to try to escape. If I do, I'll come back and find you, before it's too late. Your loving mother, Cassandra.

      Queen Cassandra was Prince Lucian's mother.

      If this note is real, she suspected King Ulric was going to kill her. So she tried to escape—only to be caught, no doubt, and killed before she could.

      Or maybe...

      Staring at the note, I feel like a whole other world is opening to me. If Cassandra managed to escape the King, and the assassins he sent after her, that would mean she'd still be alive out there somewhere. But if that's the case, wouldn't she have come back for her son, like she promised?

      The note is intriguing, but not exactly helpful. Folding the paper back up, I slide it into the locket—then hesitate. If I put it back into its compartment, it'll be here, where Cassandra left it before her disappearance, where she no doubt expected her son to one day find it. Instead, it seems more likely the King's servants will find it first, especially now that I've broken the magical seal on the compartment, and anyone can get inside.

      If I take it with me, Prince Lucian might never get to read it. Which would mean he'd never know his mother's dying words for him. But it would at least be safe from the King—who will no doubt toss this room inside out when he discovers I'm gone.

      Holding the necklace, I bite my lip and make my decision all at once. I slide it into the tiny pocket on the belt I'm wearing, beside the rune for protection, and hope that I'll live to one day give it to the man whose mother wrote it for him. I feel a little stab of guilt as I keep it, but it's the only way I know of to make sure it's safe.

      Then I slip out into the hallway, spells in my hand, to escape this place once and for all.
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        * * *

      

      The Turned guards go under with a sleeping spell very easily, which for some reason isn't comforting. Now that I know we got inside the palace with a traitor in our midst, I can't help but wonder if the King wanted us coming in. Which would explain why it was so easy—and mean that getting out will be far harder.

      Still, I can't turn around now, I remind myself as I ease into the servant's quarters, a silencing spell sticking to the bottom of my shoes. This may be my one and only chance to escape. If I'm caught, it certainly won't happen again—the King will put me in manacles and chains until my wedding night, just to be sure.

      So it's now or never.

      Walking through the darkened hallway past the servants' living quarters, I take comfort in the heavy snores I hear emanating from within. I don't have my mother's skills with magic to be able to send all the servants into a heavy sleep, but a long day of work seems to have done the job for me. As long as I'm careful, I should be able to get into the dungeons without notice.

      It's everything after that I'm worried about. The guards there may not be as docile as the ones the King employs in his penthouse. They're fresher, newer—and haven't been hypnotized by his son, their minds emptied. I worry that I won't be able to put them to sleep.

      If that's the case, I'll just have to fight them. Or try to take over their minds, which may also be possible, given how newly Turned many of them are. The thought of using my necromancy powers makes me nauseous, but it's better than the alternative.

      I can't stop thinking of Sasha's face as she left me behind to die.

      There was so much loathing in her eyes.

      The worst part is, I can't even blame her. If it had been Penelope who showed sudden necromantic abilities and took over the guards' minds, even to save us, I'm not sure I would've reacted any differently. Hating necromancers is as much a part of a witch's education as learning the name of the moon's phases and the major arcana.

      I just hope that, once I'm back home, Mom has a good reason for keeping the truth from me. A really, really good reason. Preferably one that doesn't make me hate her, because I don't know who I am without my mother at my side.

      Just like the Princes don't know who they'd be with a mother at their side.

      I wonder what they'll think when they find me gone in the morning.

      For some reason, the thought of their disappointment makes my heart squeeze painfully, and I have to shake the thought away.

      They'll be fine. They're Princes, after all. They'll just find another witch to help them overthrow the King. I'm no more special to them than any tool, like a fork or a knife, would be. I've got to look out for myself.

      The dungeon is just around the corner through two double doors. There are guards posted on either side of the doors. Here comes the hard part: just like the other night, the only way through the doors is to use the physical keys. Spells won't work on them, because if they did, the Fireflies would've taken down King Ulric long ago. That means I'll have to steal the keys from the guards.

      And based on the things my senses are telling me, both are human, not Turned. That might make them harder to put to sleep. Gathering my strength, I close my eyes and concentrate on my mother's sleeping spell. Then I step around the corner and cast it.

      The guards' eyes go to me, and they pull their weapons, ready to fight.

      At the last moment, right before I'm toast, both of them slump over against the wall. I breathe a sigh of relief, and dart forward to take the key ring off the belt of one of them, then flip through until I find the large double door key and unlock the doors.

      This is it. I'm almost there.

      Taking a deep breath, I open up the doors and stare down the stairs to the dungeons belong. There will be more guards down here, and possibly traps besides, but at least it won't be as bad as facing Lucian's Edgers in the ballroom. That was enough to make me sleep restlessly last night, and considering all I've been through, I needed the rest.

      It's now or never. I take a step forward—

      "You don't want to do that." Whirling around, I face Prince Bain, who's staring at me stone-faced. "You'll die if you go down those stairs."

      "Who's to say—"

      "Look." He grabs my shoulder and pulls me to the side, against the wall. As he does so, his arms come around me, and I can feel the heat of his chest, the whisper of his breath against my cheek. It's hard to concentrate as he points to something in the distance and tells me, "You're a witch, so I know you can see the rune. It's a magic trap. My father had it disabled so your merry band of idiots could get in, because he was hoping to question you, but he got an even greater prize when you showed up. If you try to go down these stairs and escape, all the breath will be stolen from your lungs, and you'll fall over dead. For nothing."

      I stare at the carving in the wall, only visible from this angle. He's right—there are four runes altogether, and they write the spell quite clearly. I'll never make it down those stairs.

      But all I can think about is the nearness of his body, and the strength in his arms. It's distracting me far too much. I swallow, heat rising to my cheeks, desire pricking between my thighs.

      "How did you know I'd be here?"

      "I followed you," he says, not taking his hand off my arm, his grip holding me tightly as if he doesn't want to let go. "I saw in your eyes that you were going to do something stupid. So I figured I'd stop you before you wind up dead."

      "How nice of you," I say darkly, feeling foolish. "You could've just let me go. Why didn't you?"

      "Why didn't you kill me when you had the chance?" Turning around, I stare up into his eyes, and he furrows his brows at me. "I know that you could've that night in the dungeons. But you used a sleeping spell on me instead. Why?"

      I swallow. "I guess I don't have the stomach for death."

      "You were there to kill my father," he reminds me. "I'm sure one of his sons would've been on the list, too."

      "I just... couldn't do it."

      "Why?"

      He's so close. There are threads of gold in his amber-brown eyes. I feel like if I say anything more, I'll reveal too much of myself, and I know better than that. I know better than to let this happen.

      So instead, I purse my lips and shake my head. "I don't know," I lie to him. "I just... couldn't."

      "I think I know why."

      "What's that?"

      "You were meant to be here. Fate brought you to me. That... and maybe my mother's influence. I think she wanted you here. I'm sure she would've liked you."

      I blink up at him, wondering how it is that such a strong, broad, impossibly dashing man could say something so hopeful.

      His hand is still on my arm, something I become aware of only as he pulls me towards him, dips his head down, and swoops in to kiss me.
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      Shock makes me freeze. Desire makes me open my mouth to him. Pleasure makes me moan against his lips, and he shows me what a man can do with his mouth.

      He draws my lower lip between his and sparks warmth inside me that blooms in my chest and travels down low, filling me with a warm, hot need to get closer to him. Sliding my hands up his muscular chest, I enjoy the firm planes beneath his shirt, the warmth of his body. His breathing is deep, his pulse quickened.

      With one hand, he draws me to him. With the other, he palms my lower back, rubbing circles against me.

      I feel as if I might drown against him, even as I pull back from the kiss enough to pant, eyes wide and wild, staring up at him dazzled and confused.

      Prince Bain looks just as out-of-sorts as I feel, and I get the sense that he didn't plan this. That he's not used to doing anything he hasn't thought out in advance. But as the hardness brushing up against my abdomen makes clear, he's not thinking clearly right now. All he's doing is feeling, and what he's feeling is lust... for me.

      That makes me want him so much more than I knew I could ever want anyone at all. I gulp, and his eyes follow the movement. I breathe, and my nipples brush against my clothes, hard with desire.

      "We should go." Bain abruptly breaks away from me, and I feel a sudden cold without his warmth so near. "I need to bring you back to your room. Before someone finds out. Or these two wake up."

      His words remind me suddenly where we are, and I nod sharply, the danger making my heartbeat even faster than the kiss did. I find my fingers suddenly drawn to my mouth, which feels raw from kissing him, the stubble of his upper lip against my soft skin—and again his eyes follow the movement, desire flaring in his expression.

      We really have to go.

      If we don't, I have the feeling we might do that again, and this time we might not stop.

      Thankfully Prince Bain seems to agree with me. He motions for me to follow him down the hallway, and leads me in a different direction from where I came.

      "What is this?" I hiss to him, frowning as he opens a door I thought led to a storage closet. "This isn't the way back."

      "It is if you go through my room."

      Staring at him, I find a thousand questions come to mind. But they all seem dangerous in the darkness around us. They all feel too personal.

      "You're wondering why I live down here," he says, accurately guessing my thoughts. "It's because my father feels I'm a lost cause. Apparently my ideas, and my objections to his actions, displease him. So while I'm allowed to live with all the trappings of a prince, he put me near the dungeons, as a reminder of what happens to rebels."

      I'm starting to understand why the Princes might want to overthrow their father, even if it means killing him. "I'm sorry."

      "Don't be." He shrugs dismissively. "I've gotten to know the palace inside and out down here. And the quiet suits me. As does the darkness. My old room was next to Lucian's, and he snores like the devil himself. He's worse than a Starver when it comes to making hideous noises in the night."

      I laugh, because I can't help myself. Bain shoots me a pleased look over his shoulder, and we share the moment together. Then he leads me towards a staircase, and up the stairs back to where I came from: his mother's old room. Thankfully, the guards are still snoozing, their backs against the wall, chins dropped to their chest.

      A shadow crosses Bain's face as he stands outside the doorway. "I didn't know her well, but when I was little, I used to come here and look through her things. Half the time I didn't even know which clothes were hers, but I still pressed them to my nose and tried to inhale her scent."

      Sadness fills me. "I know a few witches who knew her. If you ever want to speak to them..."

      "That would be nice." He stares at me awkwardly. "Well. Goodnight, Mia. Sleep well. Try not to make enough ill-fated escape attempt—I'd rather not have to stumble over your body in the morning."

      "I'll think about it," I joke.

      As he walks away, I watch him, and wonder what it is I've gotten myself into.

      Suddenly King Ulric no longer seems to be the most dangerous thing inside this palace.

      I'm afraid my stupid heart might get me killed before my wedding even comes.
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        * * *

      

      I can't believe I'm actually considering it. Allying with the Princes—now that would be unforgivable to the Fireflies. But it's the only way I can think of to safely escape this nightmare of a palace, full of traps and spells, guards and secrets.

      On my own, I'll never have a chance. And I can't count on my mother getting in without the other Fireflies. Especially because I have no idea when she might make it here, or if she'll be able to get a message to me at all.

      The only option I have is the one before me, and it scares me for more than one reason. I could lose myself inside the Prince's eyes. I don't know which is worse: the thought of caring for them, or the thought that they might still betray me.

      Somehow, I manage to sleep. All the restless nights catch up to me. By the time I wake up, sunlight is filtering in through the curtains, and someone is knocking impatiently at the door.

      "Witch! Witch, wake up. You're to come to breakfast. Honestly—why don't they send a servant to do this? Oh, right, because then Father wouldn't be able to prove that he can make his sons dance like puppets. He's already scared half the staff off. Soon only the dead and those who control their bodies will live in this shithole."

      I roll my eyes at Prince Lucian's grousing. He drank enough at dinner last night to give himself what's no doubt a fierce hangover. Pulling on a chance of clothes, I call out, "Just a minute!" Then I run my hands through my hair, braid it back swiftly, and bounce to the door, throwing it open.

      A grin breaks out across my face at the sight that greets me. "Too much vodka, Lucian?"

      He scowls, the shadows beneath his bright blue eyes deepening. "It was that blueberry mead Orion brews that did me in. I should've never given him that book on home fermentation processes. We get plenty of hard liquor from the Bronx. And it was so fucking sweet. I didn't even realize how much I was drinking. Last night I dreamed I lived in a house made of candy."

      Though he looks rough around the edges, his hair a mess, his clothes wrinkled, and his frown deepened, even like this Lucian is more handsome than any average man. If anything, the golden stubble on his jaw and the off-kilter tilt to his crown just give him a rakish appearance. I wish I looked this good that time I drank too much golden wine and used all my magic casting illusions.

      "You have all my sympathy," I tell him. "I mean, I'm going to be forced to marry your father, then killed not long after, but hey—you've got a hangover."

      He snorts. "Point made. Though we did offer to get you out of that marriage, so you can't blame me for it."

      "Sure I can. So what did your father send you to do? Don't tell me our wedding is happening today."

      "No clue. I'm just supposed to bring you down for breakfast." He leans against my doorway, crossing his feet at the ankles. "By the way, have you decided if you're taking our deal? Not that you have many options. It's the only deal on your table right now."

      "You don't know that. For all you know, someone... okay, yeah, it's the only deal." I sigh. "I have until dinner to think about it, so just give me some more time, okay? I need to make sure."

      "Whatever." Lucian gives me a long, lingering look from head to toe. "Maybe your witch coven will show up and save you. That must be what you're planning, given that you're dressed like you're about to howl at the full moon." He sighs longingly. "I miss that red dress. It was nice."

      Rolling my eyes, I motion for him to move. "We're eating breakfast, not having a party. Step aside."

      "Make me."

      He waggles his brows and smirks like this is some kind of game. I stare at him, admitting to myself that having his attention on me is flattering—even when he's being a pain in the ass. Prince Lucian almost makes me forget that I've been kidnapped by King Ulric.

      Gathering together my self-control, I stare him down, raise an eyebrow, and push underneath his arm. He turns as I pass him, briefly caging me with his arms. I can feel his warmth, can smell the lingering blueberry mead on his mouth. The thought crosses my mind that he must taste sweet right now. His hair looks soft, too, like you could sink your hands into it.

      I lick my lips. Lucian stares at me. The smirk falls from his face, and for a moment there's nothing between us but a few inches of space.

      Then he leans back, dropping his arm and releasing me. His blue eyes stare me down, revealing no secrets at all. "The bacon is getting cold. And the coffee. Have you ever had coffee?"

      "Only a few mugs," I admit, swallowing. "We mostly eat the chicory root tea out there in the real world. You know, beyond the walls of this palace."

      "It's good stuff. I wish my father would devote more resources to growing and roasting the beans. They're the best hangover cure out there. And you look like you could use a mug or two. Got any sleep lately?"

      "Would you sleep well in my situation?"

      "Coffee is just the thing, then."

      We walk towards the dining room in amiable silence, but every second of it I feel tense. I keep glancing over at him, wondering what he's thinking. As soon as I look away I get a tingling feeling on the back of my neck like I'm being watched. But it must just be my imagination.

      When we get to the breakfast table, it's laid out with every type of food you could imagine: waffles, pancakes, bacon, eggs cooked all the ways, fresh fruit, porridge, on and on it goes. My hunger vanishes at the sight of it, as I think of all the people going hungry outside these walls. The glass of this penthouse may look out on the world, but the King doesn't see, and neither do his Princes, if the casual way Bain is devouring a plate of food is any indication.

      They may want to same thing as me, but our reasons are very different. These three men want power. But I've grown up in the world outside, and what I want is peace and justice. If I ally with them, I don't know if that means giving all that up.

      "Sit." Lucian pulls a chair out for me opposite Orion, who has a bowl of fresh fruit in front of him. "I'll get you a mug of coffee."

      "You don't ha—" I stop. Denying myself the coffee won't give it to someone else instead. And I'm so very, very tired. "Make it a big mug. With sugar, since I've heard the stuff is bitter."

      "Sugar and cream. I'll make it how I drink it."

      Orion warns, "He drinks it sweet, with cinnamon. You might prefer to eat an entire cup of icing instead."

      "I'll take anything that makes me feel less like the walking dead."

      Bain snorts. "We have plenty of those around here." His eyes slide over to me, and the kiss we shared last night lingers beneath the surface of every moment. "You'll need the energy. Our father has returned."

      Immediately, I feel sick. It's been easy to pretend like he's a distant threat I can carefully consider while he was uptown, but of course it won't be that simple. He'll come for me soon. Just thinking about it makes the Princes' proposal that much more appealing.

      "You should eat," Lucian suggests as he sets a mug of coffee by my plate, yanking me out of my dark thoughts. "Trust me. You'll want the calories once Dad gets here. He tends to take it out of people."

      Bain snorts. "She'll need more than calories once he's back. We both know he's probably going to—"

      The sound of the ceremonial doors opening from the other room interrupts him completely. My stomach knots, and I force myself to take a sip of the coffee: warm, sweet, and peppered with just a bit of ground cinnamon to give it a kick.

      King Ulric is in fine form today, wearing a black suit and tie, shiny dress shoes, and a silver crown that has enough gemstones in it to ransom a country. Six guards march in lockstep behind him, their expressions wiped of all emotion, obeying him completely—and without a thought of their own.

      "Mia, my darling," he says, his cruel eyes finding me, his voice full of a false warmth that crawls down my back like a spider's legs. He walks towards me, and I force myself to stand and let him put his hands on me. "I'm sure you've been wondering when our wedding will occur. Well, not to worry. I've gotten someone to do the ceremony for us, and there's not a moment to waste. We'll be wed one week from today."

      I freeze, and he swoops in to plant a kiss on my lips. His mouth is cold and dry. I can feel the princes tense; out of the corner of my eye, I swear I see Bain pick up his knife and growl. As Ulric pulls back from the kiss, I force myself to shoot him a smile—then as he turns away, I give Prince Bain a look, and he drops the knife reluctantly.

      That kiss was like being slapped in the mouth with a wet octopus. I've never wished more in my life for the ability to poison someone with a single kiss. Allying with the princes seems a better option by the moment—especially with only a week to go. The thought of having to sleep with King Ulric is enough to make me think about jumping off the roof again.

      "You look squeamish, my darling," Ulric says, surprising me by noticing my state of mind at all. "Don't worry—you can take comfort in the fact that our wedding approaches shortly. And remember, long after you're gone, your legacy will live on. Your son will be the next King."

      Lucian mutters, "Or the one after that, or after that..."

      His father shoots him a nasty look. "Shut up, you disappointing lout. You're lucky I let you—all three of you—live under my roof still. Spoiling you will be the death of our sector. Your new brother will be raised differently, mark my words. He'll be far more powerful than any of you. Especially with necromantic powers coming from both sides."

      There's silence at this, and I dare to look at the princes. Lucian has high spots of color on his cheeks, anger twisting his handsome face. Bain is still, but his eyes are narrowed at his plate, and he clutches his silverware like he might be able to choke the life out of it. It's Orion who reveals the least, his face perfect composed, body relaxed. But at the edge of the table, barely visible, he's clenched one of his hands into fists.

      No wonder they don't want me marrying their father. Our son would usurp all three of them.

      "Excuse me for that brief display of paternal disapproval," Ulric says to me, squeezing my arm. I try not to shudder, confused by his simultaneous warmth and affection, which clashes with the fact that he's told me he'll have me killed after I give birth. "I'd love to join you for breakfast, but unfortunately I have more messes to clean up, this time in downtown. Not to worry, though—my sons can entertain you and show you all the indulgences that the palace has to offer. They may be disappointments, but they can manage that much at least. I'll be back in time for our wedding."

      Turning, he motions sharply to his guards, and they break into two groups, one lining up in front of him, the other at his heel. I'm struck by how thoroughly tamed they seem to be. It's as if he opened up their heads and scooped their brains out entirely, leaving nothing of their original personalities behind. His will subverts theirs so thoroughly that they barely seem to blink without permission.

      As he heads out towards the doors, his back straight, his crown held aloft by dark hair peppered with white strands, I imagine what it would feel like to choke the life out of them. And realize that there's only one option for me next.

      "So." Grabbing the back of the chair at the head of the table, I look at each of the Princes one by one, considering them. "I guess you three are my only option. And I'm yours—especially since I doubt your father will let you live in luxury once he has his golden child. What next?"

      "We need to get you out of here right away," Bain says, mouth turned down at the corners, voice grim. "Immediately. Tonight, if possible."

      Orion objects. "That's too soon. We haven't fully mapped out the palace's spell traps. If we run into one, it means certain death. I need to find the architect's maps out of here."

      Lucian explains, "My little brother thinks the secret solution to everything is inside a book. So he's looking for one that was supposedly lost from our archive, which holds all our father's secrets for this building. Not that it'll matter much if he finds it—we'll all wind up hung by the throat, just like our mothers."

      To punctuate his dour prediction, the pale, blue-eyed prince reaches under the table, pulls a flask out of nowhere, and tips his head back to take a shot of liquor despite the early hour. Apparently he's decided to greet death with as much alcohol in his veins as he can—not that I can blame him, given that his father's disgusting kiss and proclamation of our wedding date has left me wishing I could drown in a vat of vodka myself. Or maybe that blueberry mead he had last night.

      "We're not going to just give up," Bain says, glaring in his brother's direction. "And stop drinking. The sun is barely up."

      "What do you suggest, then?" Lucian slams the flask down on the table, scowling. "You've asked this young woman to put her life in our hands, but we barely know how we're going to get out of this ourselves. So tell me why I shouldn't drink while I'm still alive. Hell, tell me why I shouldn't share my flask with Mia—she looks like she could use a swig herself."

      Taking my seat at the table, I admit out loud, "I was wondering that part, too. What the plan is, I mean—not the flask thing. How are we going to overthrow your father? Do you know?"

      The Princes meet each other's eyes across the table. Lucian snorts derisively. In a bitter voice, he says, "They have poison for him. Enough to kill even an elephant. But he's stopped taking meals entirely. He only eats in his room, and he has a human servant who he forces to taste his food, with Starvers around to scare the poor man into obediance. So they came up with a crafty way to get the poison to him—you're going to love it, Mia. Shall you tell her, or shall I?"

      Orion sighs, and meets my eyes, a trouble expression on his face. "We have more than just the poison. We've sourced the only antidote—all of it in existence, in fact, enough for one person. On your wedding day, when King Ulric kisses you, you'll be able to share the poison with him, and when you both collapse, we'll revive you."

      It takes a moment for my horror and revulsion to subside enough for me to blurt out, "What guarantee do I have that you won't let me die, too?"

      "None at all," Lucian says, taking a grim swig of his flask. He holds it out towards me, his brows raised. "So you might as well start drinking now."
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      "You could've mentioned this part of the plan sooner," I say, my eyes landing on Prince Orion, who seems the steadiest of the three princes. "The whole trust-us-and-our-antidote thing is kind of crucial. I mean, there's got to be an easier way to kill him."

      Prince Bain says, "All of which have been tried."

      "Stabbing, drowning, more stabbing." Lucian pours his flask into his glass of orange juice and puts his feet up on the chair next to him. "Your little crew wasn't the first to try, and won't be the last. When I was only eight years old, I saw an entire sword go through him. You would've thought nothing happened. He just summoned his Starvers, pulled the sword out, and watched the would-be killers get pulled into pieces."

      Lucian tells the story offhand, which explains why he's so fucked in the head. I can't stop staring at him in disbelief. "How is that even possible?"

      "We don't know," Orion admits, "but we suspect is has something to do with the fact that he's been infected since the day he was born."

      Chills go down my spine. "Necromancers can't be turned. Just like zombies."

      Bain says, "That's what we thought. And it's true that almost all of us are completely immune to the virus. But sometimes a little bit slips through. Enough to change you in a few ways. In our father's case, it seems to have made him impervious to physical death."

      This changes everything I know about how the virus works, and the world we live in. But it makes a certain amount of sense. Just because supernaturals are generally immune to the virus, doesn't mean there aren't exceptions.

      It adds a big wrinkle to our plan to kill the King. And makes me wonder if this new plan is even possible. "If he's immune to physical death, then how do you know this poison will even work?"

      "It worked on one of my Edgers," Lucian says. "You wouldn't think it would, but the death witch we got it from was adamant. And she was right. Unfortunately shortly after she brewed us up a few samples of the poison, and one of the antidote, she was killed. By our father, of course. Ironic, isn't it?"

      I can feel my heart slam into my rib cage. "Tell me the name of this witch." My hands knot in the table cloth. "Right now."

      Bain frowns. "Her name was Desdemona Shade. Why, do you—"

      "That's my aunt." My eyes flutter closed. "Was my aunt. She was a poisons expert. Among other things. She..." I hesitate to tell them this part of the story, but we're already planning treason, so there's no reason to keep secrets. "She was part of the rogue group that killed King Holland."

      Prince Orion frowns, looking surprised for the first time since I met him. "That's not possible. The witches who killed... of course. They got away."

      "They did. King Ulric rounded up enough of another coven to blame it on, and executed them publicly, but it wasn't the actual regiment that rebelled and killed his father. He wasn't able to find them. After they pulled it off, they went into hiding... for the most part. My aunt, apparently, got involved with the rebels. And she lost her life for it, years after getting away with murder."

      "Wow." Prince Bain blinks in my direction. "So you really are the best person for the job. Do you think you might be able to figure out your aunt's poison if we showed you the notes she gave us?"

      I hesitate, but ultimately shake my head. "Physical magic is my speciality. I've never been great at potions, much less death. Aunt Desdemona taught me some of her love charms, but not the most serious stuff. My mom insisted. She didn't want me to be corrupted. I could look at some of it, but to tell you the truth, my aunt was one of the last living members of our coven who knew anything about death magic. The rest... well, your father's raids has taken most of them out. If one dose is all the antidote you have, it's probably all you'll ever have."

      "Which means you'd have to trust us with your life to ally with us," Lucian says, raising his half-finished glass of orange-juice-and-vodka in the air. "No one would blame you if you don't want to. Even if you marry our father, at least you'll live in comfort until you die, and you'll get another year to plot your way out of it. This path... well, let's just say it's filled with uncertainty."

      Bain says, "My foolish brother is right. There's a reason why we gave you time to think about this. It might be the wrong choice. We can't guarantee the antidote will work. We haven't even used it."

      "Aunt Desdemona knew what she was doing." Something about knowing she was behind this feels like it's all coming full circle. I joined the Fireflies in her memory, and my first mission with them, disastrous as it went, led me back to her. It has to be a sign. "I'll do it. But we can't rely on this poison alone. If it doesn't work, we'll have to try something else. Magic, maybe, or even necromancy. I don't want to go to my wedding unprepared for a fight."

      Orion smiles at me from across the table, and I feel like the sun is shining on me all at once. He's handsome enough as it is, but with a smile breaking across his face, his brown eyes and dark skin seem to glow. It's enough to make me nearly forget that I'm about to risk my life to try to kill my father.

      "We can train you," he offers, and all my mind goes to is him training me in dirty ways, that involve getting down on my knees and pleasuring him, or open my legs while he pleasures me. It's an effort to concentrate on his next, not-dirty words. "I'm well-versed in the various schools of thought when it comes to necromancy. Since you haven't used your powers until now, I can show you the way. Different necromancers use different techniques, so it might take some time to figure out what works for you, but a week should be enough to at least help things along."

      "Great." I swallow, imagining what it would be like to spend a week between the sheets with him, sweaty and definitely not a virgin anymore. "That should help me face any uh, any guards or... whatever."

      "And my brother can show you how to fight."

      "That's right." In his low, sensuous voice, Bain says, "I've trained with my father's army—the human one. I'm an expert at hand-to-hand combat techniques. If the worst happens, and you find yourself alone with my father, without a weapon in sight, at least you can defend yourself." His eyes narrow as he says, "He won't be able to lay a hand on you without getting a few fingers broken."

      After that nasty, disgusting kiss, Bain's offer is one I jump on. "That would be fantastic, thank you."

      All of our eyes go to Lucian.

      And he raises two brows over the top of his glass as he drains the last of the orange juice and liquor.

      "Oh, am I to offer something?" Putting the empty glass down, he pulls his feet off the chair next to him and sits up straight. "I can think of a few things I could teach Mia. After all, the worst that could happen is far worse than we imagine, and maybe she needs to know—"

      "Lucian," Orion says gently but firmly, reminding me once again that despite being the youngest of the Princes, he's also somewhat their leader. "Now is not the time."

      The eldest prince rolls his eyes, playing with the collar of his shirt, which is unbuttoned enough to show the pale skin of his chest. I swallow at the sight of it, burning up inside.

      "Fine, fine," he mutters. Looking at me, he holds a hand out and offers, "I can teach you how to use a blade. Knives, short swords, daggers, foils, bastard swords—I know them all. When the poison fails, the guards take you down, and your hands do nothing useful, at least you'll be able to pick up a steak knife and cut my father's prick off before he uses it to rape you."

      The room goes cold, and Lucian shrugs liquidly. "What, were we not going to be straightforward? If we fail, she might die, but that's not the worst that can happen. You forget—the two of you were too young to live through any of our father's weddings. But I remember what it was like when he married your mother, Bain. The way she screamed. Mia should be prepared for all of it. With a blade strapped to her thigh, if need be."

      I swallow, and nod sharply. Before the others can get mad, or Bain can start throwing knives again, I point out, "He's right. Your father won't be delicate on our wedding night. He wants another son, and we all know how that will happen. If it comes down to it, I don't have strength or size on my side, and I can only cast offensive magic with the help of another witch. I'll need other weapons. Lucian can train me in using them."

      "See?" The eldest prince pours himself a glass of red wine, and raises it, a mirthless smile on his face. "The plan is underway. In a week, our father will be dead, or our new stepmother will be pregnant with his progeny—and all four of us will be on our way to the executioner's block. So let's raise a glass, and hope that when we die, we stay dead, unlike the unlucky ones of our world."

      Bain mutters in disgust, "You're too much of a drunk to teach anyone anything worth knowing."

      "Am I?" Lucian takes a long sip of wine, puts his glass down, raises his knife, and throws it over his shoulder without looking. "That just hit the left eye on the portrait of our grandfather. The one where he's holding the calico cat, though fuck if any of us know why. And I'm still hungover. Could you do that?"

      Bain sighs. I stare at the knife, which has landed exactly where Lucian predicted, all the way across the room and without looking.

      Turning to me, the middle prince admits, "He's an amazing knife-thrower. Just make sure that's all he teaches you. The last thing you'll want to be when you ingest that poison is drunk—we don't know how it'll interact."

      I smile at him, touched by his concern. "Don't worry. With the three of you to help me, and my aunt's poison on our side, we'll manage it somehow. By next week, there will no longer be a King Ulric of Old York. I'm sure of it."

      I manage to lie so thoroughly that even I almost believe it.

      The truth is, though, I've never been so scared or unsure of anything in my life.

      Except for one thing: the Princes are dangerous to me, and not for the reasons I first believed. They're dangerous because I want far more from them than this one week. I don't know what I'll do with myself when they're Kings, and I'm just a nobody from Manhattan, living off charms sold in Central Market and dreams of something bigger than myself.

      I just hope that wherever my mother is, she stays put. The last thing we need throwing a wrench into our plans is an angry witch with revenge on her mind. My wedding day needs to go smoothly—and deadly. The sooner it's over, and I'm gone from this place, the sooner I will have forgotten these three charming, handsome, impossibly frustrating Princes.
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      "Shift your left leg back a little. Good." Bain paces around me, observing every inch of my body, making me wish I could squirm and cross my legs. His attention is cool and distant, but you wouldn't know if from the heat growing inside me. "Your spine is a little curved. Shoulders back. Here, like this."

      I swallow as his hands drop onto my shoulders and gently pull them back, two fingers on each of my clavicles. We're standing in the open training room in the middle of the penthouse, so one of the walls is floor-to-ceiling mirrors. I can see his face in the mirror, brows drawn together in concentration. It's hard to pay attention to much when his warm, strong fingers are touching me.

      "Good," he says, his chest rumbling against my back. "Now, I'm going to put my arm around your neck. Show me the steps for breaking out of the chokehold."

      Thankfully he's shown me this a dozen times already, or I wouldn't be able to remember it with his broad chest so close to me.

      Putting my hands up on his arm, I step to my right and drop my fist towards his groin. Bain curls forward, acting as if he's been hit, and I elbow up towards his chin. Then I drop down and out of his grip, spinning around to face him.

      "Good," he says. "But that's just one technique of many. We'll also need to work on your ability to get out of front-facing chokeholds, too. Get down on your back on the ground and I'll show you one technique that'll work in the bedroom."

      "What?" My cheeks heat. "I don't think that's necessary."

      He raises a brow at me. "Lucian might've been blunter than I prefer, but he's right. My father will try to rape you if it means getting the prince that he wants. You need to be prepared, just in case all our planning goes to shit."

      It's not King Ulric that I'm worried about, though. The memory of that kiss is like an unspoken specter between us, haunting my lips, making me feel bruised and hungry. I've never felt this way about a man before, like I might starve if he doesn't pay attention to me. It's difficult to admit, but I more than want Prince Bain. I need him in a way that scares me. There's a space inside of me that only his strong hands will fit into, and it didn't even exist until I met him that night in the dungeons.

      Slowly, I lower myself to the ground, and under his instruction I lay flat. He warns me, "I'm going to be as gentle as possible, and slow things down, but we might have to practice this a few times to get it right."

      "Of course."

      "I just want you to be prepared." Worry shines in his honey-brown eyes. "I don't want anything to happen to you, Mia. My father... he's a cruel man. I hate to imagine what he might to do you."

      "We won't let that happen," I tell him, trying to sound more confident than I feel. "This is going to work. Now, show me your moves."

      He walks me verbally through what he's going to do: pin my hips down with his knees, and pull my hands above my head, then pin me by the wrists. "Then, I'll show you a few different ways to get out of it."

      "Does one of them include a knee to the groin?"

      "Always," he promises, smiling a little. "It's basically the go-to move in these situations."

      As he steps over me, I feel a kind of dizzying sensation, like vertigo. It's as if I'm inside my body, but also outside it, watching what happens to me. Prince Bain kneels over me, hovering just above my body, then rests his weight on either side of my hips, holding me with his knees in place.

      It takes effort not to squirm beneath him and arch up towards his crotch. There are things I want to do with his groin area, alright, but none of them involve throwing a knee or an elbow. Desires flow through me that I never realized could be this strong or this primal.

      "Now," he says, "this is a moment where you could take advantage of the fact that your arms are free. Cast a spell, if you know any, or grab something and throw it in my face. The eyes and mouth are another sensitive area—a jab here or here," he indicates, "or here, where the kidney is, are all a great idea. Or you could try to free yourself at this point. A distraction, a little pain, or of course—a kick to the groin. But let's say you don't free yourself."

      I swallow. "Let's say that I can't, because I'm not strong enough."

      Bain murmurs, "Physical strength isn't everything. There's speed and wits too. Brute force doesn't always get the job done."

      "Easy for you to say," I point out. "Your abs have six packs."

      The prince chuckles, the warmth of it like a balm on my nerves. "Still. Even I've lost wrestling matches and sparring contests to people smaller than me. It's all about pressure points and causing maximum pain. Then, in your case, if you get the chance to run—do it."

      "Right away," I reassure him. "In fact, I'm considering making a run for it right here, right now."

      "That's the spirit. Now..."

      Swifter than my eyes can follow, he reaches out and grabs both my wrists, yanking them up above my head. He's careful not to pull so hard that it hurts me, but I have to admit, it's not the pain I'm thinking about when I look up into his handsome, brooding face from this close.

      The darkened stubble along his jawline. The slight furrow between his brows. Even the way his nostrils flare as he breathes in, lungs moving slowly and steadily like a forge bellows. Everything about Bain is steady, strong, and well-built. He was made to be admired. To please women.

      I want to push my hips up against his groin and feel him waken as I squirm against him. I want him to be holding my wrists down so he can plunge inside me and make me cry out. I want him to tell me all the positions that bring him pleasure, and show me what makes my body respond to his.

      But he's not thinking about that. Eyes full of worry, he stares down at my face and admits, "If he does this to you, you might not be able to escape. But if it comes down to it... if things really get that bad, just scream. And I swear, no matter where I am, or what I'm doing, or how many zombies he sends to take me down, I'll come for you, Mia. I'll protect you. No matter what it costs."

      "Promise?"

      "Promise."

      In detail, he describes how to swing my hips and scratch my claws out to get him to release his grip. I do as he says, and he gently lets me go. Rolling out from under him, I feel a brief moment of triumph—and then I'm staring him down on the mat from inches away, licking my lips.

      "I want to try it again," I tell him. "Just to really make sure."

      He swallows, and it's clear that his mind has gone other places. Glancing down, I realize that my shirt has been pulled down and to the side by our movement. Half my breast is spilling out, my skin pink from exertion, every breath I take making it worse.

      Our gazes meet.

      He looks away. "Get down into position," he says, voice roughened by something that isn't worry or fear. "Let's try this one more time."

      Licking my lips, I pull my shirt back up and do as he says. But as Prince Bain clamps me down with his knees, all I can see is the slight bulge in his pants, quickly hidden as he shifts his weight. He's turned on by my body, just like warmth and wetness is pricking between my thighs and making my lower lips pulse with desire from the nearness of his body.

      I feel much more powerful knowing that he has an erection inside his pants than I did when I threw him off me. As he leans down and grabs my wrists, I go limp in his grip, watching his face. His eyes trail down towards my mouth, and I lick my lips, then bite the bottom one and suck it a little.

      Bain's breath hitches.

      My eyes go down towards his crotch, and my own breath hitches.

      He shifts his weight again, but at this point his erection has grown too much to hide. His arousal is clear—and impossible to ignore.

      "Don't forget," he says, clearing his throat, "women have excellent lower body strength and flexibility. So use your hips and thighs."

      I stare up at his eyes, frustrated that he's still talking about self-defense in a moment like this. It's clear he'd rather be doing something else. We both would. But he won't admit it to himself or to me. Obviously I'm going to have to take action to make things really happen.

      So I consider his words. Use your hips and thighs. And I get an idea. This isn't the first time I've learned bits of self-defense or hand-to-hand combat. Mom taught me plenty, and I went through drills with the Fireflies. Not to mention, some things are pure instinct.

      Reaching up, I grab onto his hand with my fingertips. But instead of sinking my nails in like he expects, I hold on tight and pull myself upward, until my hips are freed from his grip on my lower body and his knees are planted on either side of my thighs. Then I sit up quickly, wriggle my legs, and throw my thighs around his leg.

      Bain clearly wasn't expecting this.

      He also wasn't expecting me to grind down on the erection I saw trapped in his pant leg. His eyelids flutter closed and his mouth goes slack as I rub myself against it, my body responding to his arousal with heat of my own.

      "How's that?" I ask him. "I feel pretty self-defended. But wait, there's one thing I forgot..."

      Grabbing the waistband of his tactical pants, I unbutton it and shove my hand down inside until I can feel the base of his cock, which hardens at my touch. It's warm and girthy, covered by rough curly hairs and bulging beneath my fingers. I can't stop picturing what it would feel like to have it inside me. I think, even if it hurt a little bit, I would enjoy myself too much to want it to stop.

      It's a good thing I've got such a great teacher.

      "Always go for the groin. Is this right? Or were you thinking..." I feel emboldened by the strangled moan that leaves his throat, and push down until I can feel the wetness of his pre-cum against my fingertips. "Maybe something a little more hands on."

      "Mia." His voice is rough with desire and arousal. "We shouldn't do this."

      "You're right," I tell him, grabbing his hand with my free one and pushing it up beneath my shirt. "If we're going to wrestle, we should make sure we've taken care of each other first. That way your dick getting hard in your pants won't be a distraction every time my breasts pop out of my shirt a little."

      "You noticed that." He gasps as I push his hand up beneath my borrowed sports bra, and press myself against him. "Fuck, Mia. Your nipples are so hard. And I bet... I bet you're wet as fuck too."

      "Why don't you find out?" I drop my hand from his and lower it to his pants, needing them open more to get a better grip on his length, which is fighting the confines of the fabric that holds it. "Put your hand down my pants while I jerk you off."

      "Mia..."

      "That isn't a no," I point out, enjoying the conflicted feelings that cross his face as I jerk his pants open, then yank his briefs down over his length, my mouth watering at the sight of his size. "You're so hard for me, Bain. I know you want to touch me. What do you need, a written invitation? Because I can write it down. RSVP to my pussy—"

      "Hush." He grabs my hand, leans forward, and kisses me. As he does, he wraps my fingers around his considerable girth and pulls them up and down, guiding me, thrilling me.

      "You're right," he admits as his mouth pulls away from mine. "We should take care of business before we go any further. But that's it—just this once. Just so I don't get hard again."

      "Mmmmhmmm." I kiss him a little, enjoying this new side of me, and guide his hand towards my pants, rubbing myself against his leg. "Just this once."

      Somehow I doubt once will be enough for either of us. But I'm not going to point that out while he's so receptive to me. We both know this will happen again, and to be honest, given all that's at stake—I don't have the willpower to resist. I could be dead in a week, or worse, stuck married to King Ulric. The least I deserve is to have a little fun with one of his sons before it's all over.

      I don't want the first man to really touch me to be him.

      So I close my eyes and gasp as Bain jerks my pants down and pushes his calloused fingers between my lower lips. I lean my forehead against him and stroke up and down his cock, enjoying the sounds that leave his mouth. His thick fingers press inside me, and I twist down on them, whimpering in pleasure at the way it feels to have someone inside me even just a little.

      It makes me hungry for more. Especially as he finds my clit and presses his thumb against it, his fingers deep within me, his mouth open against mine.

      "That's it, right there—"

      "Faster. Oh, fuck, Mia."

      "You're so big. And hard." I gasp, and he moans, pressing deep within me. "I want to see you come. I want to watch you do it."

      "Almost there," he promises.

      As he thrusts his fingers within me and I shudder around him, I jerk my hand up his shaft, fingers slick with his precum. Staring at his cock, I watch it jerk, his face twisting, his legs pushing him up towards me.

      Then his balls draw up towards his body, and he shudders and gasps as a thick white rope of cum pulses out of the head. Leaning forward, he kisses me as he comes in my hand, and I grind down on his fingers, enjoying the way it feels. His mouth sucks on my lower hip, and he presses hard and fast on my clit until a strange sensation fills me.

      I whimper, my abdominal muscles tightening. White-hot pleasure makes me lose my breath. And then all at once I'm grinding against him frantically, pulsing and tightening on his fingers, my whole body desperate for release.

      "That's it, Mia," he says, pulling my wet, sticky hand of his cock as it softens from his orgasm. "Come on my fingers. Tell me what you need."

      Grabbing him, I press my lips against his, enjoying the roughness of his mouth. The kiss seems to make something come undone within me. Sighing, I release myself against his fingers in a series of waves that tighten and relax my body, climaxing in raw, unfamiliar way that's nothing like the orgasms I've given myself.

      It feels needy. Like it's different because he's here. His thumb against me, his fingers in my body. His release on my skin.

      When I'm done, we pull back, and I realize belatedly what a mess we've made. "Oh, shit. The evidence..."

      "Don't worry." Bain chuckles. "There are showers attached to this room, and towels. I'll help you clean up. First, though... I need to show you a new move. One that's decidedly not sexual."

      I grumble a little, but we part, wipe ourselves off, and get cleaned up a little. Then he has me run through a series of difficult throws and counter-moves that make sweat slick my back, until my mind forgets the desires of my body.

      It helped, though. Having him touch me. Inside me. Something about it eased my anxiousness and nervousness.

      I know it helped him. For one thing, he's leaning into things more now, grabbing me and holding me close without hesitation, sliding his hand up my inner thigh to show me how to position my legs. There isn't this space between us anymore, and the moves come more naturally when he instructs me with his hands as well as his voice.

      It's almost like we're meant to be doing things this way, without distance between us.

      My heart aches to know that it won't last.

      Soon, he'll be a King, and I'll just be a witch again, clinging to the shadows, forgotten once more.

      It's enough to make me almost enjoy the cold shower that follows our session. Too bad it's only the first of many—and he's just one of three brothers causing heat in my cheeks and between my thighs, as well as confusion in my heart and mind.
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      "At least that time you hit the target." Lucian sighs and takes a long swallow of what might be water and might be vodka; it's hard to tell with him. Shaking his head, he points to my stance as I prepare to throw another knife. "Your elbow is too low. And your shoulder is rotating out. You need to draw a straight line with your intentions."

      Frustrated, I drop my arm entirely and frown at him. "Why don't you show me instead of tell me?"

      "Gladly."

      As he paces over towards the cart full of knives, I can smell quite clearly that it's been vodka this whole time. Opening my mouth, I start to tell him that he doesn't need to show me—after all, he's more likely to rearrange me into a dangerous position than the right one—when he walks away from the cart with two knives in his hands, and I realize that he's not going to reposition my stance. He's going to actually show me by throwing the knives.

      Which seems dangerous, given his current level of inebriation. Then again, what do I know. I'm just the witch in training–he's Prince Lucian, capable of hitting an eye on a painting from dozens of feet away, with his back turned to the target. Maybe he'll shock us.

      Given the sloppy way he places his feet, though, I have to wonder if even he's had too much to drink to hit the targets safely.

      "Observe my elbow." He waggles it up and down, defeating the purpose. "See how relaxed my stance is. How I look at the target, and line my body up with it. When I release the knife, I won't think about where my feet are or when I let go. I just do a complete arc, concentrating on the target, and sending the knife in the same direction as my intentions. It's the thinking that's doing you in. Watch me not think at all."

      Easy enough for him to not think, considering his current state of being. I watch him settle back, the knife held casually at his side, trying to study his movements. It doesn't look like he'll hit the target, much less anything close to the center.

      But then he surprises me by swiftly, and accurately, hitting a bullseye.

      Switching the second knife into his right hand, he tells me, "Now overhand. Same thoughts, different stance. Try not to hit the back of your head with the blade when you throw it."

      "I'll keep that in mind."

      Again he throws the knife loosely and casually, and again it hits the bullseye, at most half a centimeter away from the first knife. Staring at them, I walk over to the opposite wall and press a finger against the knife handle, wondering how he's capable of all this even after two heavy drinks.

      When I turn around he's watching me, his ice blue eyes taking everything in. "You didn't come to breakfast this morning," he points out. "Up late last night wrestling with my brother Bain?"

      His tone suggests he knows what we did, and I have to fight a blush. I know Prince Bain wouldn't have spilled, so it has to be just Lucian messing with me, which he seems to love to do.

      "We were practicing self-defense moves," I tell him, which is mostly true. We did practice, after we both came against each other's hands, something that still makes me warm and tingly inside to remember. "I would've come to breakfast, but I slept in. No one came to fetch me. Then my maids insisted on braiding my hair, and I had to go to the library with Orion... he wanted to know if there were any witch runes that might've hidden a secret storage space. There weren't. That only left a few minutes to get here for our lesson. So I went without food."

      "That's a long explanation for something that could've been summed up with a simple, 'I slept in' or 'I wasn't hungry.'" Eye narrowing, he paces towards me, and nervous butterflies erupt inside my stomach. "You seem like you're hiding something."

      "I'm not," I answer quickly—too quickly, if the clever narrowing of Lucian's eyes is any indication. I'm starting to wonder if he really is drunk. "Let's just get back to practicing. I haven't hit a single bullseye, so..."

      "You can practice all you like," he says, tone bitter. "Killing my father with a knife is impossible, so it doesn't really matter how well you do. If our poison doesn't work, or the antidote fails, that's it. Our one chance is over."

      His face is miserable. There's a downturn to his mouth, and a line on his forehead that only springs to life when he talks about his father. Curiosity fills me, and before I can stop myself I ask him, "Why do you want to kill your father?"

      "Why wouldn't I? He's a cruel bastard and a terrible ruler."

      "But he's also your father," I point out, watching his face. "I just... I could never imagine wanting to kill my mother. Of course that's different. But I haven't met my father, and I don't know if I could kill him either, if he were still alive."

      Lucian shrugs. "So?"

      "It's just a big thing to jump into so easily." Leaning against the target, I watch his facial expression as a dozen unreadable emotions slide across his mouth and eyes. "Are you sure you want to do it? I mean, really sure."

      "I'd make a better King than him, and I'm a piece of shit. Yes, I'm sure."

      "But... why?"

      I don't know why I keep pushing. It would be better to just let go, back off, and let him drown himself in liquor. But I get the feeling that he's not just drinking to drink. He's drinking to forget what we're all about to do. And if he has any misgivings, I can't let them go. I have to know before we go forward with this and it's too late for any of us to back out.

      Sighing, Lucian runs a hand through his hair, grabs his thin crown and tosses it to the ground. I wince as it hits the hard wooden floors and rolls for a bit, its jewels and metal catching the light, bits of it scratched and beaten up like he's thrown it against things dozens if not hundreds of times.

      "Let me tell you a story." Grabbing the weapons cart, he pulls three little throwing knives off of it and starts casually rolling them between his fingers and flipping them up and down, catching their blades nimbly without a single scratch or fumble. "About my childhood."

      Biting my lower lip, I point out, "I know that he wasn't a very good father."

      "You do. And you know what I heard the night he married Bain's mother." Lucian's expression is flat and emotionless, but only because there's too much grief, anger, and pain beneath the surface for him to show it all at once. No wonder he drowns himself in vodka and mead. "What you don't know, though, is why he married Sariah in the first place. It wasn't for love, obviously. And it wasn't just about power, though that was part of it—every son he forces a witch to bear adds to his necromantic abilities, like it or not. He married her for one main reason: he wanted a son to replace me."

      Taking a deep breath, I lick my lips and step towards him, wishing I could reach out and give him comfort. "That must've hurt. I mean, it's why he's marrying me too, but still."

      "You have no idea." Lucian throws me a bitter smirk. "The day he knew she was pregnant—when it was too late for her to keep hiding it from him—he told me we were going somewhere special. And he brought me up to the roof of this palace, which was still pretty new at the time, and shoved me off the edge."

      A gasp leaves my lips despite myself. "What!?"

      "Yes. He tried to kill me. To get rid of his first disappointment." Lucian tosses a knife up, and grabs it by the sharp point, not even wincing at all as a drop of bright red blood well where it touches him. "He failed. Not because I was strong, or smart, or cunning, but because Sariah caught him in the act and pulled me up with a spell. She cursed him, then—made him swear, at the point of a spell, that he wouldn't touch a hand on me at all, because if he did, her baby would suffer the same fate. Of course that was before Bain turned out to be a disappointment, too. But at the time, it protected me long enough that I got to grow up. Too bad she didn't cast the same spell to protect herself."

      Grief and anger wrench my gut together. "I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry."

      He shrugs, though there's a deep well of buried pain beneath the motion. "After Orion was born, he considered doing the same thing to Bain. At that point he didn't care about him as much. But Orion's mother pointed out that his power would wane if he killed his sons. She also made an effigy of him and put a needle through its prick to keep him impotent, not that it stopped him completely. He hung her publicly for that. He'll do the same to us if we don't stop him before he gets to you."

      Lucian grabs the knives and, one by one, throws them towards the target behind my head. I don't wince as he loosens them; I just watch his face, observe the grief in his eyes, the hatred and pain. There's so much more beneath his surface than a playboy who drinks too much. It's a wonder he managed to hold on for so long, and not turn out like his father.

      "Bullseyes," he says bitterly, and I turn to confirm it: the three little knives are nestled next to their bigger brothers. "Not that it'll do us much good. My father refuses to die the conventional way."

      "I'll kill him," I promise, snagging his hands in mine and daring to get close to him, to stare up into his pained blue eyes, to breathe the air his tortured breaths release into. "On our wedding day, he'll pay for everything he did to you, and everything he tried to do. He's been taken down by witches before. This time he won't get back up again."

      Prince Lucian's eyes search my face, and one corner of his mouth twists up in a lopsided smile. "You sound so sure of yourself."

      "It's not just me I'm sure of. It's us. We're going to do this. Fate brought us together—I just know it. My aunt's poison. You three. This wedding. It's too perfect not to work."

      "I wish I believed you," he says, his throat bobbing as he swallows. Twining our fingers together, he pulls me close, until I have to crane my neck back to look up into his face. "Convince me, Mia. Make me believe it'll all be okay."

      "It'll all be okay," I murmur.

      "Almost. I almost... believe you."

      His eyes flutter closed, and his mouth descends on mine in a bruising, crushing kiss that ignites my entire body all at once. Grabbing his arms, I drag him against me, delighting in his warmth, his lean tautness, the taste of bitter liquor and sweet fruit on his tongue. Lucian slides his hands underneath my shift and against my waist, his tongue and lips pricking desire inside me as he kisses me like a drowning man.

      Threading my fingers through the hair at the nape of his neck, I deepen the kiss until I can taste him, all of his bitterness and strength, in the back of my throat. He pushes me backwards, hips slotting in mine, arousal clear as he walks me back towards the wall. Sliding me up against the target, his knives near my head, he draws his mouth from mine and trails sharp, pointed kisses down my jawline and neck, making me whimper wherever he touches me.

      "I've been wanting to do this since I first laid eyes on you," he says, wrapping my legs around his hips and squeezing my ass. I gasp as he sucks as the hollow of my neck, all my nerves singing, desire making me rub against the sheathed length of his hardening cock. "You look like a woman who knows where to touch herself. So show me."

      I swallow, heat blooming in my chest, pleasure making my nipples peak and rub against my shirt. "Show... show you?"

      "Touch yourself." His black pupils consume the blue of his irises, his voice silky and raw with desire. "Put those little fingers in your pussy, Mia, and show me what you look like when you orgasm just for yourself. It makes me hard just thinking about it."

      It does. I can tell. His cock is pushing at the loose waistband of his silk pants, and there's no underwear to keep it in. The head of it is red and flared, and as I lick my lips, he unties the thin belt keeping it closed, letting his pants pool around his ankles. I whimper a little at his sudden, close nakedness, and he squeeze my ass cheeks with the hand that effortlessly holds me up, then grabs my pants and pulls them down as well.

      "I can smell how turned on you are," he says, nuzzling the nape of his neck. "Let me jerk off while I watch you touch yourself."

      A hot, needy pant leaves my mouth, accompanied by a whine I have to clench my teeth around. "Okay. Okay. Just... that's it. That's all."

      Lucian chuckles, low and warm. "Whatever you want, Mia. Just show me what turns you on. Touch yourself until you fall apart. I'll hold you up."

      He will. His arms, lean as long as they are, are also impossibly strong. My weight doesn't make him tremble at all. He has broad shoulders and toned pecs that his thin white shirt can't hide. And the cock he's released from his pants is huge, the sight of it hard and curving against his belly for me, because of me, turning me on more than anything.

      Licking my lips, I tighten my legs around his hips, pressed so close to his cock that it leaks as I grasp his body, and push my fingers down the thin fabric of my underwear. His blue eyes watch, the waistband of my panties gaping open to reveal my nakedness as I touch myself.

      The instant my fingers come in contact with my clit I jerk with pleasure and moan. Lucian moans in turn, his hips pushing his cock up, its length brushing against my thighs, precum leaking down the shaft. I watch it, imagining what it would feel like inside me, and the thought is enough to make me part my lower lips and dive my fingers inside my greedy entrance.

      "That's it," he encourages me. "I can smell how turned on you are. You're so wet. Look how hard it's making me. I'm gonna come without even touching myself, just watching you."

      My pussy clamps around my fingers and I gasp, eyes falling closed briefly. He chides me, "Open your eyelids, Mia. Look at my cock." I feel him grab my ass and rock up against me, then back again. "Watch me watch you."

      Trembling, I open my eyes and stare into his aroused blue gaze. The expression in them makes me bite my lower lip and thrust my fingers inside, rocking into them. Grabbing his shoulder with my other hand, I press against my clit and lower lips, my pussy wet and tight around my own fingers.

      He makes a pleased sound, and I watch him rub his cock against me, the head red and twitching with desire. Yanking my panties further down my thighs, I gasp as he stares at me, eyes half-lidded with desire. I feel so naked and exposed—and turned on, enjoying the way he moans when I push another finger into myself.

      "Just like that, Mia. Spread yourself wide. That's it. You're such a good girl." He drops kisses on my neck as I rock against myself, twisting and moans. "I love the way you smell."

      His hands cup between my thighs and brush up against my lower lips. That's all it takes for me to press my fingers deep inside, rub my thumb against my clit, and clamp my pussy around my hand with a loud moan. Lucian sucks on my neck as I tremble and rock against my own hand, and then he shifts my weight against his left arm, grabs his cock, and jerks himself all at once.

      As he comes, panting and trembling, I push my hips forward and slide my wet lips up and down his shaft. He moans and twitches, coming further, then slides me slowly down the wall, falling to the ground with me, his pants twisted against his ankles. Kissing me deeply, he teases his cock head against my lower entrance, and I gasp as I feel his cum against my skin.

      "Just imagine what it would feel like inside you," he says, smirking wickedly and pulling away from me. "I bet you'd come more than once."

      I can feel myself blush from head to toe. "Probably," I admit weakly. "We should practice though. I mean—not sex! We should practice knife-throwing."

      "Are you sure?" Raising both his brows, Lucian lazily strokes up and down his softening cock. "I bet I could get myself hard again. Especially if you let me put my mouth on your pussy. You smell so good, Mia. I'm sure you taste better."

      Biting my lower lip, I consider it more than a little, then shake my head. I can't stop thinking about Bain—when he would think, what he would do if his eldest brother got to me first. And Orion, too, who for all I know doesn't even think I'm cute.

      "I'm not ready," I tell him, which is almost the truth. "Maybe... maybe some other time."

      "Okay." He kisses me softly on the lips, and lets go of his cock. "But you should probably let me show you what it's like to be fucked well before your wedding. I shudder to think what might happen otherwise." Genuinely concern fills his eyes. "A virgin like you, Mia, deserves better."

      "Which is why we're going to kill your father," I tell him, though the temptation to wrap my legs around Prince Lucian and slide his cock inside me is so overwhelming that I have to jerk my clothes up before he sees how aroused I'm getting. "Nothing bad is going to happen, Lucian. Not with three princes on my side."

      He snorts. "Two and a half, more like. Speaking of... where is my crown?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      The main library in the royal penthouse is big enough to stretch the length of several rooms. Shelves reach up towards the ceiling, full of books both rare and common, spines every color of the rainbow. Dust motes dance in the air, lit by the dull light that slants in through the windows.

      Standing in the middle of the aisles, I take in a deep lungful of book smell. Sour and sweet, aged by hundreds of fingers running up and down the edges of the pages. It's something almost close to a magic spell.

      I could live among the books every day of my life, if I weren't trapped in the nightmare version of Beauty and the Beast. It turns out that in real life, being kidnapped by a rich and powerful man isn't a dream. It's the furthest from it.

      "I see you've found the shelves on fortunetelling." Orion's voice is pitched low and quiet, so that I don't jump as he walks up quietly behind me. "My grandfather was convinced that if he tried hard enough, he'd be able to look into the future, even though it's the rarest witch talent and he's the furthest thing from a witch. He was obsessed with figuring out his own fate. It nearly drove him mad. Or at least that's what I'm told—he died before I was born."

      "My mom and aunt killed him." Turning to Orion, I give him my best isn't-that-ironic smile. "I've been wondering lately if the world would be better or worse if they hadn't, given where we wound up as a result."

      "I don't think it would be much different," Orion reassures me. "King Ulric would've killed his own father eventually in order to ascend to the throne. I guess we're alike in that way."

      "But maybe if Ulric had gotten to grow up under his father's rule, instead of seeing him be brutally murdered, he wouldn't be like this."

      "Maybe." Orion rubs his chin with his hand, thumb pressing into the dip in the middle. "It's possible at least that my father wouldn't be so paranoid about witches overthrowing or killing him. That's one of the reasons why he killed our mothers—he feared that once they saw his deepest secrets, or at least those he was willing to show them, they'd betray and kill him."

      "Do you think he loved them? Your mothers, I mean." Realizing I've overstepped, I hastily add, "You don't have to answer if you don't want to. That was kind of a personal question."

      "It's okay. Here—let's sit. A lot of the stuff we'll be practicing needs to be studied in advance anyway."

      Prince Orion, who's so close to me in age but somehow seems far more wise and experienced, leads me towards a large antique wooden table with curved legs. He pulls out a chair for me, which I sit in delicately, my mind jumping to what I've done to his brothers as he strides around to the other side and takes a seat as well.

      Unlike passionate Bain or drunken Lucian, I can't read Orion. His thoughts are a mystery to me. I haven't felt his eyes on me with heat. But I feel something when I look at him, something bone-deep and undeniable. It's the same way I felt the first time I really mastered a spell. As if I'm looking inward and tapping into a power bigger than myself.

      That makes no sense, though. Orion is a stranger to me. Someone who's never shared a single part of his life with me at all. And soon, he'll be a King, just like his brothers—and he'll leave me behind in his past.

      "I don't know if my father loved my mother," Orion confesses, surprising me with the amount of emotion in his voice. "I think he loved Cassandra, though—Lucian's mother. And when he went looking for a second and third wife, he chose women who didn't remind him of her at all. Because no one would ever compare."

      Blinking at him, I ask, "How do you know that?"

      He smiles a little, but his mouth draws inward with unhappiness even as he does it. "My mother left me notes. In here, actually—in the books about the history of Voodoo. It's different than the kind of witchcraft you practice. I think she knew that I'd get curious about my history one day, and she was pessimistic enough to believe she wouldn't be alive to teach me. So she wrote things. Including diary entries. I think... I think even though she didn't love my father, she wanted him to love her, for the power love gives the receiver if nothing else. She tried to make him with spells. But she never succeeded, because he held Cassandra too close in his heart to let someone else in."

      His words fill me with sorrow, so I try to concentrate on something lighter to talk about. "Is Voodoo anything like necromancy? I know that it's a little like witchcraft in a few ways, but also very different."

      "The two are more similar than dissimilar. But while witches of all types work with spells, runes, foreign material, and other physical channels for their magic, necromancers only work through the dead and the undead. We can't funnel our magic into anything else. Trust me—plenty of necromancers have tried." He shrugs a little. "Including myself. I thought maybe, since my mother was a Voodoo witch... but even the darkest arts told about in the books she left me don't work with my magic. If it isn't a zombie or a corpse, I can't use it."

      I shudder before realizing how rude it is. "Sorry. I'm still getting used to this whole necromantic powers thing. You have to understand, in our coven messing with the dead is verboten. So much so that a witch I knew and trusted left me to die here once she realized what I was."

      "How heartbreaking." His eyes fill with sympathy, and he reaches across the table to take my hand, only to look down at our palms touching and yanking it away like my skin is on fire. "I can assure you, Mia, there's nothing about necromancy that you need to fear. The dead are already dead, after all. And human mythology is full of stories about people coming back to life. They tend to call them 'miracles' more than anything. What we do is no darker than any other spell."

      "I suppose," I acknowledge, though I can't keep the doubt completely out of my voice. "It's just... no offense, but I haven't really seen necromancy be used for good. Just as a threat, or a way to grow a man's power."

      "What about what you did the first night you were here? I didn't witness it, but I'm pretty sure you saved your friends by using your powers."

      "I did." Just thinking about it makes me wince; there's something wrong about being able to control a body that's still filled with the shadow of a mind and personality. "That wasn't by choice, though. I can't imagine going out of my way to turn someone just so I can control them."

      "That's not the only thing necromancy is good for," Orion tells me, his eyes starting to light up as he begins to lean into a subject he clearly enjoys teaching. "The recently dead have memories of their life. They can tell us things. Sometimes they can even act as witnesses to their own murder, if foul play was the cause."

      "I didn't realize that," I admit. "I thought the dead were just... mindless slaves. The way Starvers are, once the hunger takes over completely."

      He shakes his head. "Nothing of the sort. The risen dead are spirits and ghosts being summoned back to their empty flesh. They can be bargained with, and ordered around, but they're far from mindless. Even a strong necromancer has to cajole a stubborn member of the dead to do as he wishes. Zombies are... different. The virus changes them. The way it courses through their blood overrides any remaining living spirit. It's not the same to use necromancy on them. Something about it changes our powers."

      Curious, I ask him, "How many dead humans have you actually used your powers on?"

      "More than you might think. They're actually kind of my favorite." He self-consciously rubs the back of his neck. "I know that sounds macabre and terrible, but—"

      "I get it. Even witchcraft isn't always pretty. There used to be a witch in our coven who specialized in blood curses. That was before the raids started, and we didn't see her ever again. Those sort of things tend to happen to the strongest witches."

      "Once my father is no longer King, it won't be like that anymore," Orion promises, his voice full of a confidence I don't feel. "Witches will be free to practice their arts and sell their wares in public, without fear of reprisal. The raids will stop, and all prisoners will be given a fair trial—once I figure out what that looks like, of course."

      I smile at the passion in his words. "You sound like you've thought about it a lot."

      "Since the day I found out how my mother died. Which was so long ago it's hard to remember how long I was. A guard was the one who told me—he thought I already knew. It didn't take me very long to find the videos taken of her execution."

      My heart breaks into two at the idea of a tiny, helpless Orion watching his mother die. The execution was in public. I don't know much about her death, but I do know that all the executions are filmed by the local news station. They keep them in their archives in the Museum of Old York History, located in the middle of Central Park. It's easy to imagine a young, curious Orion watching that video on the screens there and being forever changed.

      "That must've been terrible for you."

      "It was, and yet at the same time, she was a stranger to me. We never met. I had no memories of her. If I'd seen the video without context, it would've been just another execution." His mouth tightens briefly. "But enough about the past. We're here to change the future. That starts with training you."

      "Are you sure? We can talk more if you need to."

      "I'm completely certain. I didn't know my mother well, but I get the feeling that if she were able to speak to me, she'd want me to be planning her revenge. Not moping about her death to a pretty girl." His words make nervous butterflies flit through my stomach like a swarm of bees. "You need to learn how to use your new powers. So let's talk about theory—"

      "Do we have time for that?" I bite my lower lip nervously. "I just mean... I don't think theory is going to help me if your father lives through the poisoning."

      Orion frowns. "True enough. But I just thought... well. Given that you're a witch first and foremost, I wasn't sure if you'd be ready to practice on the dead."

      A nervous churning in my gut speaks to the truth of his words. "What about other dead things? Not—not pets. I don't want to kill a cat just to experiment on it. Is there maybe some other way to use my powers?"

      "Plants." Orion taps his fingers against the table. "They're a good place to start. You can't do much with their deaths, but at least that way you'd be doing something a little closer to witchcraft." Hastily, he adds, "Your coven does use dried herbs, right?"

      "Occasionally." I smile at the little nervous lilt to his voice. "Dead plants sound great. Especially if I get to bring them back to life."

      "You're in luck, then. I just killed another aloe plant. They're supposed to be easy to grow, but I have a bit of a black thumb. If you can use your powers to bring it back to life, that's a start. And I can tell you all about the theory and history of necromancy while we're at it."

      "Great."

      "So follow me." He pushes the chair back and stands up, motioning me forward. "The aloe plant's pitiful grave is in my room."

      He's moving through the hallway before I can protest. His bedroom. I don't know why that makes me feel like I'm walking off a short plank into a black hole. It's hard enough sitting across from Orion, trying to concentrate on his words instead of the movement of his lips. Just the thought of seeing inside his world, his inner sanctum, makes my cheeks tingle.

      As I follow him down the hallway, he tells me a story.

      "Necromancy isn't always about having power over others or enslaving them against their will. There have been times throughout history when necromancy helped the helpless. One moment in particular, I found in a book my mother left a note inside for me," he says, his hands floating in the air as he leans into his words. "It was about the intersection of necromancy and Voodoo in Haiti. During a slave rebellion, the Voodoo witches cursed the landowners to sleep through the dead of night, and the necromancers brought the dead they'd wronged back to life. The attack freed nearly a hundred slaves."

      I can imagine it now: slave owners waking from an unusually deep sleep to find the dead slaves they'd wronged standing over them. Something about it is karmic in its darkness. It also reminds me of something my mother told me. "Did you know that the early legends about zombies—before the virus made them real—came from Haiti? Slaves there were afraid that they wouldn't find peace even in death. That they'd be forced from their graves to serve their masters."

      Orion opens his bedroom door, and shakes his head. "I hadn't heard that. But if those slaves in the old world could see my father's army now, it would be their worst nightmare. Forced to serve a master against your will, long after death should have brought peace—I don't think anyone could want that."

      "Do you think they're still aware in there?" I ask him as I step into his room. "The Starvers, I mean. I know people have done things to try to bring them back, but I've never heard of it working."

      "I don't know," he confesses. "I try to stay far away from the things."

      My trail of thought is interrupted by my new surroundings. Prince Orion's bedroom is warm and comfortable. He has plush rugs on the floor, and gauzy curtains that filter the light through the glass wall on one end. His bed dominates the middle of the room, but instead of being imposing it's cozy. There are a dozen books laid across its surface, nestled in blankets, their pages marked with thick red bookmarks. He has three empty mugs on his nightstand, their contents long forgotten, and built-in shelves that hold books he's apparently fond of enough that they don't live across the hallway in the library.

      Rubbing the back of his neck, he tells me, "Sorry it's a bit messy in here. I get distracted. All that reading."

      "It's okay. I've never been a fan of a tidy room anyway. At least this place looks like it's lived in." Walking towards the glass wall, I see the dead plants and comment, "Though these could use a little sprucing up."

      "That's exactly what you're here for. I could do it myself, but I was determined to keep them alive the old fashioned way. You know, magic is cheating and all that."

      "Apparently watering them is cheating, too," I joke, reaching out to run my fingers across the dead, dry leaves of an aloe vera plant sitting on one of his chairs. "Is this what you wanted me to revive?"

      "Yes, that's a good start. It died recently, so it should be easier for you to use your powers on. The older something is dead, you see, the harder it is to pry its secrets out of it. Bones don't speak clearly. But the recently dead can sometimes be brought back to life completely—or at least long enough to tell us things."

      "Sounds like necromancy would be useful in a mystery novel."

      "Very much so," he says, lips curling in a smile, "though the murder would be solved by page ten, and there'd be nothing else to do after that."

      "I guess I'll give it a try." I take a deep breath, staring at the aloe vera plant. "Maybe if I revive it, you'll remember to water it next time."

      I don't know why I feel so intimidated. It's just an aloe vera plant. Bringing it back to life can't be that hard. And the other night I used my powers to fight off angry Starvers trying to kill me—this has to be nothing in comparison.

      But something about it feels like a test of my newly discovered abilities. What if the other night was just a fluke? I have to wonder. Now that I'm not under pressure or facing a threat against my life, maybe I'll turn out to be a dud.

      It's enough to make me want to ask Orion to bring me back to the library and tell me things written in books.

      Then I feel his hands on my shoulders. "You can do this," he says softly, his voice encouraging. "I know it's frightening. You just found these new powers, and now so much is riding on them working. But I believe in you. And I'll help guide you. Necromancers, like blood witches, are stronger together. So just let my hands on your shoulders connect you to the power inside you."

      I can feel the truth in his words. My necromancy flares to life at his touch and his voice. It's just like the Princes told me; I'm more powerful with them around, just like the King is more powerful now that he has three sons. I can't let him take that power from me—I want it for myself, for my own future.

      So I let my awareness ripple out into the room, and feel the death all around me. Mostly it's just the plants, but there's also a cobweb under Orion's bed, where an enterprising spider has been catching flies and smaller spiders for her meals. I touch briefly against their deaths, then zero in on the large, dried out plant in front of me.

      There's something about the absence of life within it. My power is desperate to fill up the cracks, to pour into the emptiness. It's practically a reflex, one I don't have to think about. Letting my necromantic power leave my hands, I fill the aloe vera plant up, and feel life ignite inside it.

      My power is so much bigger than I expected, though, and now that it's released it wants to go somewhere. Opening my eyes, I stare down at the black energy writhing my hands, then study each of the other dead plants. Before I can even really stop to think about it, my power is flowing into all the plants in front of me, from the dead palm frond to the trailing ivy curled at the base of a bookshelf. Each of them takes a little piece of my power and turn green with life again, stems straightening up, leaves unfurling, cracking back to life and un-wilting.

      "Wow." Orion squeezes my shoulders, and I turn to give him a happy smile. "See? It wasn't so hard. Once you get started, you'll be a natural—I'm sure of it. Maybe you'll even turn out to be a better necromancer than me."

      "I wouldn't go that far," I tell him, my eyes falling to his mouth, where his soft lips take all my attention. It takes effort to look up into his eyes again. I can feel the warmth of his hands against my shoulders, and can't stop thinking about the other places he could put them. "Thank you for teaching me. I'll try to start thinking of my powers in a different way. This—there was no darkness in this at all. Just light. I wasn't expecting that."

      "You're a surprise, Mia," Orion says, his voice low. "I didn't think anyone would ever come into this dreary palace and light things up. But here you are, changing everything. You almost make me believe we could make the world a better place. I wish you hadn't come here the way that you have, trapped by my father against your will, but I can't wish you away. Does that make me weak?"

      "If it does, it makes me weak too." Turning in his arms, I face him full on, enjoying the way his hands squeeze my arms, fingertips brushing against my skin. Staring at him, I confess, "I wasn't sure until now how you felt about me. But I'm starting to think..."

      "Yes?"

      "That maybe you feel the same way I do." Heat flares to life in my cheeks, and I wonder if I've been infected by madness, feeling this way about all three of the Princes. I confess, "I almost don't want to succeed at killing your father. Because if we do, that'll make you a King, and I'll have to go back to my normal life."

      "Will you, though?" He stares at me intently, leaning in close, his eyes landing on my mouth. "You could stay here. You could be..."

      "Your court jester?" I joke.

      Orion shakes his head, expression serious. "You could be a Queen."

      My heart flips unsteadily in my chest. Now that he's said it, now that it's real, it seems impossible. "I couldn't," I tell him. "I just... I can't."

      "Think about it, Mia. I want to change the world. I think you're here for a reason: to help me do that. Fate brought you to us. The one witch who can unite our worlds. Tell me you'll at least consider it."

      "I don't think I'll be able to think about anything else."

      I want to ask him about his brothers, if they've told him what we've done, what they think about his proposal. It seems impossible to believe that they could share ruling and share a Queen. Surely that's not what he means, though. He wants me to choose him, to be with him, and I don't know if I have it in me. My heart is twisted into a thousand knots.

      Thankfully, I don't have to speak or think right now. Because Orion is pulling me close and pressing his lips against mine in a searing kiss that drives all doubt, confusion, and heartache from my body all at once.

      He tastes like bitter coffee and sweet desserts. His chest is broad and strong against my hands as I stroke them against his thin shirt. Sliding his hands down to my lower back, he pulls me against him, and I feel the stirrings of his arousal. The room around us smells like old books and brand new, desperate hope. I want nothing more than to sink into his embrace and lose myself in his mouth, so I do.

      Orion kisses slowly and patiently. His every action is deliberate, the stroke of his tongue into my mouth searching. I open against him, and his hands push up beneath the bottom of my shirt, his fingers warm on my bare skin. He's surprisingly strong and muscular, given how much time he spends reading books in the library, which makes me wonder when he works out—and if he'll let me watch him.

      Just the image of his rippling muscles moving and sweat rolling down his dark brown skin is enough to make me moan into his mouth. His kiss grows harder and hungrier, his erection pressing against my leg. I deliberately rub myself against him, enjoying the way his fingers curl on my lower back, nails pressing into my skin.

      Ripping his mouth from mine, he pants against my lips. "We shouldn't go any further."

      "Yes we should," I argue, surprising even myself with the passion in my voice. "Given what I'm facing, this might be our only chance to be together. Let's not waste it. I want to taste you on my tongue."

      Prince Orion swallows, eyes wild. "Are you sure?"

      "More certain than I've ever been," I tell him, staring up into his gaze. "Let's just have this moment. We don't have to talk about it or think about it. Let's just—do and be."

      "Gladly."

      Grabbing his belt, I slide down onto my knees in front of him, enjoying the way he tips his eyes closed and groans in desire. It isn't hard to unbuckle the gold and leather and remove it—I've been picturing this moment in my mind almost as soon as I felt his arousal against me.

      I don't know what it means that I want the Princes, that I feel drawn to them, but I know that I'm not going to resist it. With my impending doom so close and the undeniable chance that I might not survive, I'm going to take everything I can get. And this is something that I want more than anything.

      His cock is long and hard against his abdomen as I pull down his clothes, the silk of his white boxers pooling around his shoes. Orion leans back against the glass wall behind us, staring down at my face and pushing gentle fingers into my hair. His eyes are wide as I take his shaft in my fingers and slowly stroke it, coaxing him to the very edge of his arousal.

      "I've never done this before," he confesses, sounding out of his depths. "I mean—had this done to me. I've never... gotten a blowjob."

      "And I've never given one," I tell him, licking my lips and enjoying the way his eyes follow the movement. "I guess we'll both figure it out as we go along."

      "I think I could be persuaded to enjoy it."

      Parting my lips, I draw his thick shaft towards my tongue and lick it from base to tip. His eyes watch my every movement. I feel unsure but curious, so I try everything: licking the tip. Sucking on it. Swirling my tongue around it. Then, once his cock is damp and so hard the veins seem to pulse beneath his skin, I stroke it with my hand as I suck on the head, the first few inches of it inside my mouth.

      That's what seems to get him. Especially when I reach under with my other hand and cup his balls. Enjoying the sound of Orion's voice groaning with strangled pleasure, I take more of him onto my tongue and suck harder. His fingers press against my head, and he guides me in my movements, urging me to go faster and grip him tighter.

      It's enough to make warmth spark between my thighs, the thought of him filling me overwhelming. As he pushes my head down on his cock, urging me with the noises falling from his lips, I reach down and push my hand under my pants, finding the center of my heat. I'm warm and wet with arousal, which only increases as Orion's hips push towards me and he gasps out, "I'm going to come, I don't think I can hold back."

      In response, I stare up into his eyes and push my fingers inside my wet entrance, sucking him towards the back of my throat. I nearly gag from the feeling of his flared cock head hitting the roof of my mouth, but I'm rewarding by a moan and the feeling of salty warmth hitting the back of my throat. As Orion spills his cum into my mouth, I rub my thumb on my clit and grind my hips down, pleasure throbbing through me.

      "Fuck, Mia, that's so hot," he says, pulling his cock out and rubbing wet cum on my lips. "You're good at this. At least in my experience."

      I swallow and moan as I push my fingers inside me. "Sucking you off turned me on so much, I think I'm gonna lose it."

      "Here—let me." Gliding down onto the ground, he gently lays me back against his plush rugs and pulls my pants down, his eyes taking in every aroused flush of my skin. "I want to make you come, too."

      I lick my lips, the taste of him on me, and watch as he trails kisses up my thigh towards my lower lips. Parting my lips, I pull him towards me and gasp as his mouth touches my skin. His tongue pushes between my throbbing lower lips, and he makes a pleased sound at the taste of me. Grinding against his plush lips, I urge him towards my clit and moan as he starts to suck on it.

      My thighs clamp down on either side of his head, and his fingers pull my throbbing lips apart, his tongue diving into my wet entrance. Closing my eyes, I squirm on the rug, pressing against him and arching my back as my orgasm comes like a freight train. Orion tongues me through it, his movements hesitant but more than enough to drive me to the apex of my orgasm with the sound of my voice cresting in the air. I twist my hands into the rug beneath us as my cries die down, my body clenching against him then relaxing, every part of me exposed to his hungry eyes.

      Once I'm back down on the rug, we stare at each other, half-naked and sticky, and I find myself wishing I had the courage to go further. To grab his softened cock and make it stir again. To throw my legs around him and draw his shaft inside, urging him to fuck me, first hesitantly, then with all his strength.

      For some reason, though, I can't bring myself to do it.

      Not without the other Princes here.

      A thought that makes my cheeks heat. I have to pull my pants up and look down to hide the thoughts going through my head: Prince Bain grabbing me and holding me down as he fucks me from behind, Prince Lucian pushing his cock insistently into my mouth, Prince Orion watching and taking notes, then following his brothers at their insistence, taking me and making me his—theirs. All of theirs.

      There are stories of witches with more than one male lover. It's said the best babes are born under a harvest moon, when witches used to take the most virile men into the woods, set spells into their skin, and share them with their sisters. The strongest seed survived, and the men left satisfied, with little but the vaguest memory of pleasure. They never had any idea that the strong daughters of the strange witch women were theirs—or, just as likely, a little theirs, and a little of every other man the witches chose.

      It's a stupid thought, though. No Prince will share a woman with his brothers, much less a King with his brothers. As soon as they find out what I've done—how I've indulged myself—they'll put an end to it. So it's better to stop now, before I lose too much of myself. If one of the Princes gets to be inside me, really inside me, I worry I'll never be the same afterwards.

      "That was amazing," Orion says, as he finds his misplaced belt and pulls his clothes back together. "You were amazing."

      He kisses me so softly, so sweetly, that I can almost forget how much of a fool I've been.

      "We should get back to studying," I tell him, feeling a little twist of hot guilt in my stomach. "There are more firsts to cover."

      Prince Orion is so sweet and kind. He deserves to lose his full virginity to a woman who's his and his alone. A woman who isn't a witch like me.
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      Laying awake at night two days after my tryst with Orion, all I can think about is the three brothers. Their hands. Their mouths. Lips, eyes, hard cocks—all of it. I've only been here three days now, and barely made it through my second lessons with each of them, coming up with excuse after excuse to keep our hands to ourselves.

      But eventually, something is going to give. Bain will put his hand on my thigh to correct my posture, and I'll wind up coming completely undone. Or Lucian will compare the throwing of a knife to something wickedly erotic. Even Orion, with his low encouraging voice and long fingers that turn the pages of a history book like he's touching a lover, is driving me mad enough that I'm close to walking into the library wearing a dress with nothing beneath it and straddling his lap until we're both out of firsts.

      Something strange has overcome me. Like a fever. Maybe I'm sick. As I toss and turn all night, my body keeps insisting that I need to find one of them and get the sickness out of me. It's whispering that if I just let them come inside me, if I pick one and have my way with him, the fever will go away.

      The problem is that I can't pick.

      Throwing the comforter off, I pace the confines of my room, which is full of memorabilia from the Queens who have come before. Sweet, soft Cassandra, who might've actually loved the King. Smart, wily Vivienne, who probably baked him more than one dick-softening cake. And dark, angry Fabiola, who left her son notes because she knew she wouldn't survive her husband long. I bet she had an effigy of him stashed somewhere in this room.

      Thinking about them drives me to look through the wardrobe again. So far I've only found a few secret things from their time here, like Vivienne's belt and Cassandra's note. I'm sure Fabiola left something behind too. Maybe there really is an effigy, and I can use it to kill the King before our wedding comes.

      It's a long shot, given that Fabiola herself never managed to kill him, and the Voodoo witch was the most likely to get it done of all his wives. But concentrating on this task is taking my mind off the three men who are under this roof with me, their rooms not far down the hallway—or down the stairs to the dungeon, in Bain's case—with space in their beds for an errant witch.

      I can't do that to them. It was a mistake to let myself even fool around with them. Letting my fear of my impending wedding get the best of me could very well cost me everything if it tears the brothers apart.

      I find a distraction to my thoughts deep inside the wardrobe: a book of witchcraft. Deandra Loven's Guide to Spells and Common Ailments. It's a book I've read half a dozen times, though mostly the spells part, but it's better than nothing.

      Lighting a candle near the window—the overhead lights are sure to wake the Princes up—I curl up on an old plush chair and reread my favorite sections of the book. But they're not quite holding my attention, because I know all the words already. So I switch to the less familiar part of the book, about ailments. Since I'm no healer, I never bothered to read it in depth. Especially because a lot of the problems we have in Old York are different from what witches in the old world were worried about.

      But a certain chapter catches at my mind, and I find myself reading it as if for the first time. It describes an issue uncommon among witches, that used to be more common centuries ago.

      The Keening.

      An unwary witch will have no idea when she's found the man—or men, as the case may be—who are fated to be her lifelong mates. She won't recognize that the attraction she feels is in fact her second soul, that magical self, calling out to another. But if the connection isn't either consummated or broken, the resulting obsession will drive a witch mad. To cool the fever that plagues her, mix one drop of lilac essential oil...

      My eyes skim the rest, heart racing. The passages in this chapter describe two ways to get past the Keening: either the witch gives into the carnal call and binds herself to her magical mate, or she breaks it off completely with a severing spell.

      Be warned: the consequences of the spell are dire. Some witches have lost their powers as a result of severing the connection that the Keening drives her to give into. While the consequences seem vastly unfair, it's theorized by some that the Keening is a way to draw witches to reproduce with strong, virile magical men. So those who refuse to heed the call put not just their own power, but the power of the next generation in jeopardy.

      Thankfully most witches find the call of their Keening to be so overwhelming that they have no interest in refusing their mate, though sometimes the timing of the call has been known to become complicated when a woman is already married with children before it comes.

      "I'll bet," I mutter aloud. It all sounds like something out of those bodice ripper books my mom thought she managed to hide from me. A woman is driven mad, or loses her powers, because she refuses to sleep with a powerful man who calls to her primal urges—not something very forward-thinking.

      It can't be what's happening to me. The thought is too absurd. So I dismiss it out of hand, certain that I'm just going foolish and boy crazy more than anything. After all, I'm plotting how to save my life and kill the most powerful man on the continent. It makes sense that I've been going crazy with desire for physical touch—those orgasms are the only thing that's made me forget my current predicament.

      A little distance from the situation will change all that. Once I'm back out there in the real world, with my kind, the Princes will go back to being distant royalty, and all this will be forgotten.

      Tossing the book back in the wardrobe, I decide that I might as well try to get some sleep. My wedding day is coming for me whether I'm prepared or not, and the only thing that'll get me through my lessons tomorrow with a clear head is a good night's sleep.

      Especially because it's getting harder and harder to resist the Princes when I'm in close contact with them. If I'm not well-rested I just might make things more complicated than they already are. So I close my eyes and go through every meditation exercise my mom ever taught me, my heart aching because I don't know when I'll see her again. She has to be worried about me. I wish there was some way to send her a message to let her know that I'm safe.

      Maybe in the morning I'll ask Orion about it. He might think the risk is too great, but I can't stand the thought of her sitting at home, going mad, making plans to save me that'll only get her in danger.

      A tap against the window distracts me from my attempts to clear my mind. At first I tell myself it's a tree branch, but then I remember I'm on the top floor of the King's palace. No trees could ever grow this high. It could be a bird, but... something tells me it's not.

      Sitting up, I throw the covers off, tie my robe around me, and pace towards the window. It's not floor-to-ceiling like the glass walls in the other rooms, but it's big enough to tempt me with its size—if we weren't hundreds of feet in the air.

      Witches don't fly on broomsticks or float in the air when we meditate.

      So I don't know why I'm so certain that my mother and the coven have come for me.

      Grasping the drapes, I wonder if I've gone completely mad. Probably I'll open them to find absolutely nothing on the other side. After all, we're so high up. The only way I can imagine the coven could make it up here would be if they all stood on each other's shoulders.

      I open the drapes all at once in a single smooth motion.

      Penelope's face stares back at me.

      My hands fly to my mouth, containing my shriek before it can escape all the way. Bringing a finger to her mouth, Penelope motions me to silence. I stare at her, wondering if I'm dreaming.

      Then I see the harness wrapped around her chest and legs, connected to a thick black rope that must go all the way to the roof. I have no idea how she got up there, but somehow she's rappelled down my level.

      Sliding down the rope some, she puts her feet against the bottom edge of my window and motions towards the lock with her fingers. Getting the idea pretty quickly, I reach out, flick the lock open, and push the window up. Her face is inches away from mine, the late night windchill turning her cheeks pink, her gloved hands tight on the rope.

      "What are you doing here?" I hiss, heart beating fast. "This looks very dangerous."

      "It was your mom's idea. Help me swing in." Reaching out, she grabs my arms, and I pull her into my room. Penelope jumps onto the ground and pulls slack onto her line, then shuts the window most of the way closed behind her, sighing. "Good thing I've been weightlifting. That shit is harder than it looks."

      "Penelope." My mind is racing. "You came for me?"

      "Of course I came for you." With a close fist, she softly punches me in the shoulder, a grin on her face. "You're kind of incredibly annoying and a pain in my ass, but you saved us all that night in the palace. No way can I let that asshole of a King marry you. We all know what will happen next."

      "Yeah." Relief fills me; I thought, after Sasha locked me here and left me for dead, I thought the only witch left in the coven who still gave a shit about me was my mom. "Where's Mom? Is she up on the roof."

      "Yep. So was Aryah—she's probably down in the cellar by now. They got over here from a neighboring rooftop. Getting the bridge set up and hidden by an illusion took basically every single hour since we escaped from here and realized we had to go back and get you." Mouth thinning into a frown, she adds, "Sasha has a lot to answer for."

      I glance down and away, swallowing. "But she left me for a reason. I'm not like you, I'm different."

      "Thank All Mother for it." Stepping forward, Penelope throws her arms around me. I stiffen, making the hug awkward, and she grips me tighter, muttering, "Hug me back, loser."

      With a roll of my eyes, I do just that, relaxing into her arms. Her skin is chilled from the night air, and her hair smells damp. I can feel her pulse racing still, and it occurs to me what she did to get here. The thought stings my eyes, and I hold her tight enough that she wheezes a little.

      As we part from the hug, I surreptitiously reach up and dash dampness from my eyes. Penelope smiles, then motions towards me. "Get dressed. We're getting you out of here."

      "How? I don't have a harness." I go to the wardrobe and grab Vivienne's best adventuring clothes, finding a thick jacket. "I won't be able to climb the side of the building either, if that's what you were thinking."

      "This thing doesn't really go back up easily, unfortunately." Tugging on the rope, she tells me, "We were only able to get a basic system set up. Enough that I wouldn't die if I fell off the side of the building, but there's not enough tension to pull a person up onto a roof. Your mom thought about it, but it would've been suspicious. We found another way out—there's a servant who was bribable. One who isn't secretly a member of the undead this time. We'll get your mom off the roof and go down through the servants' stairs, then out with the trash."

      I stare at her, groaning. "We're going to wind up covered in rotted pieces of fruit and vegetable, aren't we?"

      "Hey, it beats kissing King Ulric." She shudders, then look at me sideways. "He hasn't..."

      "No, thank All Mother." I shudder too. "He's always out taking care of business, which no doubt means rounding up more witches and increasing the size of his army. He barely shows up here at all."

      "That's good, I guess. Are you locked in? Our servant said you weren't, but—"

      "No. Just the guards. They're everywhere."

      "That sucks, but at least we know our info is good. We were told the same thing." Twisting around, Penelope undoes the carabiner attaching the rope to her harness, then yanks on the rope until it's tight three times. "I'm letting your mom know we're on our way up to her. She wants to put some wards on you before we escape—this time, we're making absolutely sure we don't leave a woman behind."

      As I lace up my borrowed boots, my mind goes to the Princes. They'll be asleep right now in their sumptuous bedrooms. Glancing over at Penelope, I can't help but wish we were splitting up and going to the roof two different ways. Maybe I can convince her to wait here for me while I go and say goodbye to them.

      But it's a stupid idea. They won't let me go easily—I'm their ticket out of here. And, the truth is, if I look into their faces, I'm not sure I'll be able to say goodbye. It's better to just leave in the middle of the night, and let them figure it out. They'll find another woman to kill their father when he goes searching for a replacement bride. Or they'll just slip him the poison somehow.

      I don't know why I feel a stab of guilt as I slip my jacket on and motion for Penelope to follow me to the door. I'm just doing what I have to survive. In this world, that's all anyone can expect.

      "There are two guards," I tell her. "One on each side of the door."

      "Can you take control of them?"

      I shake my head, biting my lower lip. "They've been completely hypnotized by the King. Their heads are pretty much empty. It's like trying to fill a basin with water when there's a giant hole in the bottom."

      She shudders. "I can't imagine having no will of my own left. If they weren't Turned, I'd feel sorry for them."

      I feel sorry for them even though they are Turned. "What's the plan? Did you bring anything useful?"

      "Yep." Penelope pulls the pack off her back and rummages around inside, then hands me a heavy crowbar and a long knife. "Don't worry, though. We probably won't have to slay them. Your mom gave me some sleeping powder she's been concocting. It's not as good as her spells, so we'll only have thirty minutes or so to get past them. But it should be enough."

      "Got it."

      "You open the door and I'll surprise them with it. If one of 'em gets past me, use the crowbar first, then the knife." She motions sharply across her neck. "Make sure you sever as deep as you can. These things really don't stop until their heads are gone."

      Remembering an incident in the market when I was twelve, and the way my Aunt Desdemona cut an Edger's head off, I nod at her. "Oh, I'm ready. I've practiced on plenty of dummies."

      In a way, I consider as I grab the doorknob and Penelope gets into position, we're lucky here in Old York. Out in the wilds, and in other sectors, people have to fight zombies all the time. I've gotten so used to seeing the Turned and walking calmly past them, safe in the knowledge that the King controls them.

      All of that will change when his sons manage to kill him off for good. His control will be wiped out—and if the change in Kings turns out to be anything like the days after King Holland died, according to my mom, it'll take days for the new Kings to grab control of all the Turned again. In the meantime, us witches will have to fight to keep humans safe.

      But I have to believe it'll be worth it in the end. The Princes will do whatever it takes to grab control of the Turned, and there are three of them. Tonight will be good practice, though—I've never fought a zombie with a crowbar and a knife.

      "Go!"

      I open the door and Penelope leaps out, swiftly throwing sleeping powder at the first guard. As she moves, though, her foot goes out from under her, and she face plants on the ground. The second guard sees her and draws his sword, strength rippling in his muscular arm.

      There's no time to think. I jump into action, the crowbar heavy in my hand as I swing it overhead. Stumbling back, the guard's eyes turn red with anger, and he snarls as he leaps for me. He's forgotten everything he's trained for and is going full-out Starver-style zombie, attacking with his hands, jaw snapping as he bares his teeth. His hands close over my neck and grab tight, just like a dozen practice session with Bain, only this time he's squeezing the blood and air out of me.

      I kick him in the balls and stab him in the throat. As he gurgles, hands tightening, I brace my feet against the ground and slash through muscle, tendon, and sinew. Blood splatters across my face. His neck gapes wide.

      Even then, the zombie guard still has strength. I have to get his head off. Leaning in, I push the knife so deep that I feel it grind against bone. With a snarl of my own, I grab the knife in both hands and slash through his neck until his head wobbles back, the red flesh of his neck exposed.

      There's a gurgle. A groan. And he falls over dead, hands still rigidly held in a strangulation pose. I shudder all over, my hands slick and wet on the knife, blinking through the spray of blood across my face.

      "Fuck!" Penelope rushes towards me and grabs my face in her hands, staring into my eyes. "You okay? Did he get you? That all happened so fast!"

      "I'm fine," I tell her. "Let's get up to the roof before the other one wakes up."

      "Got it."

      She grabs the crowbar from the floor and rushes down the hallway, going as fast as she can without making noise. I do a quick silencing spell on both our feet, then follow her at a fast pace, stepping over the dead guard and the sleeping one.

      I can feel the blood drip down my cheeks to nestle in my neck and hair, slick and visceral, the smell of it just slightly off. Nausea roils in my stomach, but there's no time to stop and deal with everything I'm feeling. So I push it down and follow Penelope to a doorway behind a painting that I didn't even know exist, which apparently leads towards the kitchens.

      "So this is how King Ulric gets his food delivered," I murmur as we go up the stairs. "I don't think even the Princes know about it."

      She snorts. "I'm sure they do."

      "I think they would've—" I cut myself off before I can reveal how close I've gotten through them, the memory of Sasha leaving me behind flashing through my mind. I can't risk the same thing happened if Penelope decides I'm a traitor to the cause. She won't understand that the King's sons hate Ulric as much as we do. "I think they would've gone through it if they knew about it," I hastily correct myself. "Especially Prince Lucian. He's always getting more wine from the cellars. If there was a fast way, he'd take it."

      "If you say so. Sounds like you've spent a lot of time around those three."

      I swallow. "They've been here while their father is out. And I was put in the royal penthouse, so there isn't really anyone else to talk to, if you don't count the guards—which obviously I don't."

      "It's creepy if you ask me. Him putting you up here like a pet." She makes a gagging expression. "I'm sure you'll be happy to get away from those sons of his, too. That Prince Lucian has a reputation. And Prince Bain—they say he tried to strangle his mother as a babe, he's such a beast."

      I have to bite my lips to keep from laughing at the thought of an infant Bain putting his hands around his mother's neck. "You know how it is. There's a little truth to the rumors, but for the most part, they're just spoiled Princes. I spent most of my time in my room."

      Not a lie, if you count the hours I spent sleeping.

      "Here we are," Penelope says, thankfully changing the subject away from the three men I'm leaving behind. "This door leads up to the roof. We've got disguises up there—the servant we have on the inside gave us extra uniforms. You'll need to be cleaned up, but we should be able to do that. We just have to hurry."

      As she pulls the door open, I find myself pushing through, heart leaping in my chest, eyes searching through the moonlit darkness. The instant I spot her I fly towards her, barely remembering to drop the knife in my hand, and grab onto her tight.

      "Mom."

      She puts her arms around me and presses against my skin, hands fluttering. "Are you okay? Where are you hurt?"

      "It's not my blood," I tell her, as she holds my face in her hands and studies me with a frantic expression. "We ran into one of the guards on our way out. So we better hurry, before someone finds him. They tend to do a shift change every half hour, and that guard we put to sleep will be up by then."

      "Don't worry, we'll get you cleaned up and out of here." She squeezes my shoulder, and I stare into her eyes, wondering how I made it through the past few days without her. "I'm just so glad you're okay."

      "Me too."

      Penelope joins us, saying, "The nightmare is almost over. Once we're out of here, everything will change."

      I frown at her. "Everything? What do you mean?"

      Mom is the one who explains, "We had to team up with some interesting people to get the supplies and information we needed. They're a group of werewolf infantry from across the river in Sector City, and two of them went in from the dungeons below to find and kill the Princes."
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      I feel a sense of vertigo, as if the palace has collapsed beneath me but I'm still hundreds of feet in the air. It's strange to realize that nothing around me has changed—it's only what I know that's suddenly, irrevocably different.

      "We didn't come here to kill the Princes," I tell the two of them, feeling like I'm underwater, drowning without hope of reaching the surface ever again. "It was King Ulric we came to kill. He's not even here right now."

      Mom shoots me an annoyed look. "The people who helped us get in here wanted to be safely escorted through the dungeon wards and trap spells specifically so they could kill the Princes. It's all their organization wants. Why, I couldn't tell you, but it doesn't matter. They got us in, and we're going to save you—now, let's get that blood off you."

      My entire body feels numb and cold as Mom wipes the blood off my face, and it's not because she pulls my soiled jacket off to do it. I can barely feel the world around me. All I can think about is Prince Bain sound asleep, an assassin about to creep up and slit his throat—if it hasn't already happened.

      It doesn't make sense. The werewolves already have their own sector. They should leave us well enough alone. But if I know werewolf packs, these are rebels—lone wolves who've either run away or been exiled by their Alpha. There's only one reason for werewolves to show up in Old York and try to kill our Princes: so they can move in and take over themselves.

      But even if I didn't have feelings for the Princes—even if the thought of them dying didn't make me feel a tightness in my chest that's almost like my heart weakening and giving in—I still wouldn't want new rulers.

      "I have to go back," I tell Mom and Penelope, shaking off their hands as they try to get me into different clothes. "They can't die. They just can't."

      Penelope snorts. "Someone is suddenly very afraid of bloodshed. Got a look in the mirror lately?"

      "That's different," I insist. Turning towards my mom, I ask her, "Do you trust me?"

      "Of course," she answers without hesitation. "But Mia. We won't get another chance to get you out of here."

      "I'm the one who's going to get me out of here. I promise you." Grabbing her hands, I ignore the chill of the night air around us, the flakes of zombie blood drying on my skin. "I have to do this. We can't be ruled by a bunch of power-hungry, bloodthirsty werewolves. And I'm the only one who can safely get through the guards down in the dungeons. Trust me—there are even more zombies down there than you think, and I know where they are."

      "You do? How?"

      "I have a map," I tell her, leaving out the fact that Orion gave it to me at our last lesson. "And... I've figured things out. About my powers." Only half a lie. "I can get down there and stop those werewolves from killing the Princes. Trust me when I say that we don't want the kind of power vacuum hanging around when King Ulric returns from his missions downtown."

      "I don't know." Mom grasps me tight, shaking her head. "Now that I have you, I don't think I can let you go."

      "You said that you trust me," I remind her, feeling every second slip through my fingers. "Please, Mom. Trust me in this too. I will come home to you. And King Ulric will die. On my wedding day, in fact." A ghost of a smile crosses my face. "You can watch it live on broadcast if you don't believe me."

      She sighs, kissing my forehead. "I can tell that you're dead set on this path."

      "I am."

      "Then nothing I say will change your mind. You're my daughter, after all, and Desdemona's niece besides. I just hope you're ready for whatever is coming next."

      I don't think I am, but I know this much: "Whatever happens next, it's what's meant to happen. And it'll be the best thing for Manhattan. For our entire sector."

      "Then let me help get you to where you're going. The infantry are down in the dungeons—it's dangerous there. Penelope and I will help you get to the servant's entrance, but beyond that... I have to take the girls home. Aryah is waiting for us in the cellar. I can't go with you."

      "I know." I swallow at the emotion in her eyes. "This is something I'm going to have to do on my own."
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        * * *

      

      The secret servants' entrance is dark, narrow, and damp. Apparently whoever King Ulric trusts enough to make and serve his food, he doesn't appreciate enough to provide a comfortable route to get there. Too bad we only got an in with the servant, and not the actual chef—otherwise, we'd be able to poison his food. But he doesn't even open up the sealed containers of his meals until they're in his hands, the chef's mark on each of them, unbroken by another's hand.

      I guess you naturally become paranoid about poisoning when you're a dictator everyone hates. Especially when your own father was killed by traitors.

      "How much further down?" I ask, my eyes barely able to make out Mom's back in the dark. "We have to be almost there by now."

      "It's a palace with dozens of floors, Mia," she reminds me. "And we're taking the long route this time. The staircase we took last time cut out nearly twenty floors with a magical folding spell—or didn't you notice?"

      I didn't. I was too nervous about killing the King. Now I'm too impatient to do all these floors at once. "We have to go faster than this. Surely there's something we can do."

      "Ugh. Move." Penelope pushes me aside and squeezes past me, then past Mom, to stand on the landing just below us. "You really should've paid more attention to our lessons on magical physics. Luckily for you, I didn't use magic to get up to the roof. Just good old fashioned elbow grease. So I have plenty left for this."

      Falling into a strange, difficult-looking stance, with one leg bent and the other folded over it, she puts her thumbs against her ring fingers and begins to hum.

      At first she just looks stupid, and I find myself wishing for a camera so I could take a picture. This is the kind of moment that's ripe for mocking.

      But second by second, her humming grows deeper and lower. Her voice begins to chant between the hums. I feel something ripple in the air, then something pops in my ears like sudden pressure from going downhill.

      Penelope murmurs, "Space, time, reason, rhyme, all of you are mine. Fold."

      Impossibly, the staircase at our feet ripples, groans, and folds inwards. Now I can see a short hallway at the bottom of the last set of stairs, the door at the end of the hall propped open—and the familiar sumptuous bed and rugs belonging to Prince Bain just on the other side.

      Figures move within the darkness.

      Growls begin.

      "Thanks Penelope!" I squeeze her shoulder as I push past her, then throw one last desperate look back at my mother. "I'll see you again."

      She nods sharply, her mouth a thin, worried slash. "See you soon."

      Then I race into the darkness to save the Prince.

      I can feel the werewolves as they crouch low on all fours and stalk towards his bed. Their bodies have a kind of double vision overlay: one human spirit, one wolf spirit, intertwined and fighting for space. It hits me all at once that I won't be able to fight them on my own, even though I just severed a zombie's head from its body.

      But I'm not alone. On the other side of Bain's door, awake in the darkness, are two Turned guards. Unlike the ones in the royal penthouse, their minds aren't completely blank. There's a place inside them where I can feel their undead flesh waiting to be taken over and turned to my will.

      So I reach out my awareness and grab hold of them. Pushing urgency through their bodies, I feel their muscles tense, their minds coming alive. As I rush into the room, dagger drawn, the guards throw open the door and stalk inside.

      Two glowing yellow eyes turn towards me in the darkness. Blood pulses through my veins like a fire burning through dry wood. A sense of urgency grabs hold of me and throws my senses into overdrive.

      The werewolf's lips peel back from his teeth, which glow white, impossibly sharp. Its low growl splits through the room.

      Behind me, I hear Mom and Penelope slip out. The wolf's eyes jerk away from me and follow them. In the bed, Prince Bain sits up, and the other werewolf leaps onto him.

      I can feel everything around me spinning out of control. The werewolf's jaws snap towards Bain's face, and he struggles to hold him back, even with his immense strength. One of the guards attacks the werewolf on the ground, and gets his throat torn open, then his head ripped off.

      I'm going to need way more than just a couple of Turned guards to take down these werewolves, that's for sure. Leaping towards the bed, I stab the dagger into the werewolf's haunches and whirl away as he snaps his jaws near me.

      Bain pants out, "Where the fuck did they come from?"

      "I'm going to take care of it," I tell him. "Just get this one off the bed!"

      He grabs the wolf and tosses it to the ground, his immense strength on display. Jumping onto the ground with my feet spaced shoulder width apart, I fall into the only solo offensive spell-casting formation I know. At the same time I grab hold of the still-living-ish Turned guard's will and send him straight at the werewolves to push them together, their feet firmly on the ground.

      My eyes flutter closed as I tap into the well of magic inside me.

      There's so much that could go wrong if I cast this spell.

      I don't know if I have enough power to survive the spell-casting process.

      But I can't exactly stop myself. I've come this far, and I care too much to let the werewolves take Prince Bain out—or the other princes, for that matter. Whatever it takes, I'm going to destroy these motherfuckers—fangs, claws, and all.

      I bring my hands forward into a small pyramid, murmuring, "Gather strength and bring together, devote my power to this endeavor."

      This is just the first part of the spell, but I can feel power gather within me. Soon I'll be able to completely obliterate them—if they don't disembowel me with their claws first.

      The werewolves leap on the Turned guard and take him down, fangs ripping and tearing, gouging and pulling. Bain grabs a ceremonial sword off the wall and falls into a fighting stance beside me, blade drawn.

      "Whatever you're doing, I hope it works, but if it doesn't—even werewolves must die when their heads are cut off."

      I can't say anything or even motion towards him, because if I do, I'll lose the ability to take on the second half of the spell. Breathing in deeply, I feel the burning of power within my lungs and behind my ribcage, pushing down towards my feet and out into the air around me.

      I also feel something else: the extremely slow-beating heartbeats of dozens, if not a few hundred, zombies lying in wait throughout the palace. The Edgers gathered in the storage closet through the ballroom. Starvers in the dungeons and lurking in the penthouse. And in every hallway, from the bottom level to the very top, Turned guards. Guards who are bored with their jobs. Guards who pace restlessly through the cells of the dungeons. Guards with empty heads.

      With my magic inside me and filling my body to the brim, making my teeth vibrate and my fingers tingle, I can feel every single zombie around me. The energy of their deaths seems to call to me. Yanking on their will, I feel a balloon within me fill up with power, an extra reservoir I didn't even know I had to tap into.

      Pulling my foot forward, I feel the heaviness of the spell within me dragging me down. If I break my body's connection with the ground the magic inside me will break free and dissipate into the air—or worse, rattle my bones apart and kill me.

      It feels like it takes ages for me to position my body in the second spell-casting position that this spell takes: right foot forward, toe pointing out; left foot out, toe pointing to the left. Splitting my hands apart, I put the left over the right, both flat, my fingers vibrating with energy.

      The werewolves finish off the guard and turn to face me and Prince Bain, their muzzles covered in blood, teeth and claws bared. Bain steps forward with the sword out, staring them down, and I can feel him draw on the power of death around us as well. Half a dozen guards in the dungeons respond to his call—though they won't get here in time, and if the werewolves' strength keeps up, they won't be a match for the two assassins either.

      It's up to me.

      I'm on my own here.

      Just the though of those werewolves tearing Bain's throat out like the tore out the guard's throat is enough to make me sure I'm ready to finish the spell, whether it destroys me or not.

      My hair flutters from the power inside me as I clench my jaw and force the rest of the spell out of my lips. "Power within me, I claim you. Leave my body and destroy my target. Let nothing I aim at live!"

      As impossible amounts of magic course into my fingers and rattle my bones, I throw my hands forward and do my best to point directly at my two targets. The ground beneath me shakes and the air around me crackles. My hair flies around my head, and my lungs compress from the heaviness of the magic spell, all the air leaving my chest at once.

      For a moment the world turns bright blue and white.

      Then the magic strikes like lightning. Just like lightning, it discharges impossible amounts of energy into the ground as it hits its target. Relief fills me as all the power leaves my body at once—followed immediately by sharp worry that even this spell hasn't worked against the werewolves.

      As the light clears and my vision focuses, I don't see them. For a moment I panic and think that they've escaped. Then I spot the two charred outlines on the ground.

      "Holy shit." Bain's sword tips towards the ground as he paces across the room and stares at the ash, scorch marks, and bits of charred bone that are left of the werewolves who just tried to kill him. "I can't... I can't believe it. Did that really just happen?"

      The sound of footsteps echoes down the hallway, and I tiredly point out, "You can probably let those guards go back to their posts now." My knees go weak, and I slide towards the ground. "I'm just going to... rest for a bit."

      I mean the words as I say them, but the instant they leave my mouth my tongue goes numb. Then my lips. And my cheeks. Sighing heavily, I lean back, trying to let my head fall down onto the plush rug instead of the hard floor—and that's the last thing I'm aware of before the world whites out all at once.
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      I stir slowly, soft sheets twisting beneath me. I can hear Mom puttering around in the kitchen, making earl grey, humming softly in a low voice... no, that isn't Mom. She can't hold a tune to save her life. My brow furrows as my mind tries to place where I am: impossibly silky sheets, the smell of lavender in the air, a heavy sleep clinging to my brow.

      My Mom. The Princes. Those werewolves. And the power that left my fingertips like a lightning strike, destroying everything in its wake, leaving scorched earth behind. My stomach churns at how easily the power came to me.

      I borrowed some of it from the undead.

      That's new and a little bit frightening. I didn't even know something like that was possible. Then again, I didn't know it was possible to be a witch and use necromancy.

      Pushing myself up on my elbows, I study the room around me, and spot Orion in the corner pouring hot water through a sieve and making tea, standing over some kind of oversized vanity. We're not in Orion's room, though, or even in Bain's room, where the werewolves were killed. This bedroom is nearly double the size of both. The bed I'm in is impossibly large, too, with thick silken sheets, a canopy overhead, and enough pillows to get lost in.

      Silently studying my surroundings—plush chairs, a small sofa near the fireplace, oil paintings on the wall, and a familiar portrait—I realize quickly that we must be in Lucian's room. The vanity makes sense suddenly; it has to be where he keeps the hair products that he uses to make his hair look artfully and accidentally tousled. One of the painting is, of course, a very flattering portrait of the Prince himself, his crown dazzling in his blond hair, the corner of his mouth turned up.

      I've never been in Prince Lucian's room before, but if you'd asked me what it must be like before now, I would've described exactly this. All the way down to the overstuffed pillows on the velvet couch by the fire. Really, it's a wonder the people of Old York haven't risen up and killed the whole royal family with their bare hands—the time, energy, and money it must take to build or source all of this is astronomical.

      "Oh, good. You're awake." Orion turns from the vanity, stirring his tea, and studies me carefully. "Are you feeling better? When we brought you up here, you were in rough shape. Bain and I were relieved that when we cleaned the blood off you it was clear none of it was yours, but still. You've been asleep for hours now."

      "Hours?" I blink at him, then glance towards the glass wall. The sun is up, gently shining mid-morning light into the room. "I guess using all that magic at once took it out of me."

      "Considering the state of Bain's room, it's no wonder. It looked like an explosion went off in there. Here—take a sip of this." He places the mug on the bedside table. "It's my mother's recipe. Anti-inflammatory and soothing. I've made about four mugs so far this morning, hoping one would be warm when you woke up."

      "Thank you." I'm touched. He really put in a lot of effort for me. A sudden bit of panic strikes me, though, and I ask him, "Were there any more assassins? I passed out before I could find out."

      "There were none." Folding his hands in front of him, Orion gives me a slightly puzzled look. "What you did... it was so generous and protective." I feel my cheeks redden. "What I can't stop wondering, though, is how you knew that the assassins were coming. It would've taken a long time to get down to Bain's room, after all. But you were there before the worst happens. Which seems to suggest..."

      I swallow, staring at the mug, and Orion gently adds, "I'm not suggesting anything. Especially after you taxed yourself so thoroughly to save us—since I doubt the assassins would've stopped after my brother was dead."

      "They wouldn't have," I confirm.

      "But there's more to the story. And if you're willing to tell it..." Orion gently sits at the edge of the bed. "I'm more than willing to listen."

      As I hesitantly open my mouth, trying to find the right words, the bedroom doors fly open and Lucian strolls in. His clothes are askew, his hair disheveled, half his muscular chest showing through the gap in his shirt. Heat rises in my cheeks at the way the strong morning light shines right through the thin white of his pants, leaving very little to the imagination—especially considering he doesn't wear anything underneath them.

      Seeing me, he smirks widely, pulling his crown off his head and sweeping low in an exaggerated court bow. "Our savior. The heroine of the Princes of Old York. Future Queen of Manhattan."

      Orion clears his throat, voice cross. "Your big stupid penis is visible through your clothing."

      "Nothing you haven't seen before, brother." Lucian casually walks over and drapes himself against one of the posters of the bed, his eyes roaming up and down the sheets. "Nothing she hasn't seen before, either."

      I startle so hard that I nearly dump the entire contents of my mug across my body. "Can we talk about this later?" I ask, looking back and forth between the brothers. Orion is unreadable as always, but my heart is jumping so fast that I feel like it might leap from my chest. "It's kind of awkward."

      "Is it?" Lucian's tone is full of wicked faux innocence. "You've saved our lives and touched our cocks. I think awkward is an understatement."

      "So you know..."

      "Bain was kissing and holding you in a very suggestive manner when we raced down to find out what all the explosions were about." Lucian raises two pale brows at me as I attempt to sink into the mattress. "Apparently you're a little tease, because you haven't gone all the way with any of us. Too busy trying to spread the blue balls around, I suppose."

      Orion murmurs, "I don't remember mine being blue." I choke and put the mug down on the bedside table again, unable to imagine swallowing anything right now. He watches my movement, voice neutral as he comments, "I get now why Mia wouldn't let me fuck her, though. She kept looking at me like she was hungry and thirsty at the same time. Turns out she was trying to figure out which of us she wants first."

      "I didn't—I wasn't—"

      Prince Bain strolls in and comments, "You were. You did." Crossing his arms, he surveys me brusquely from the foot of the bed. "I thought about being mad that you were fooling around with all three of us, but when you nearly died I considered killing myself. Something that's... new for me. So maybe you should tell us what's going on."

      "Yes," Lucian says, pale eyes narrowed and intense, "do tell, Mia. Whatever it is, I think it's somewhat more significant than a simple case of lust. The other night I went down to the red district and couldn't get my cock to stir even a little bit for another woman—and I was barely drunk. It seems these days the ol' fellow only gets hard for you. Which is a bit of a bummer, considering that you wouldn't let me put it in your pussy, even though you got so wet it would've slid right in."

      Bain snorts. "Maybe your cock. Mine is far big—"

      "Oh, hush." Orion cuts them off with a hand motion and a roll of his eyes. "You're both just making her squirm with embarrassment. And you're only going to frustrate yourselves, talking about your erections like that. Everyone in the room can see yours, Lucian."

      Shifting on his feet, he mutters, "Stop looking."

      Orion continues, "I think something magical is occurring. I just don't know what. Werewolves, vampires, the fae—they all have mating rituals and magic that connects them. As far as I know, no such thing exists between necromancers and witches. Something that's probably good, considering the fact that our people try to kill each other more often than not. Adding an uncontrollable amount of lust to the mix would only make it worse."

      Clearing my throat, I admit to myself that I was in denial about the Keening. It's clearly what's happening here. Just smelling the three Princes in the room with me, hearing them talk about how hard they get for me, is enough to make my arousal nearly unbearable despite the fact that I almost just died. The body wants want it wants—and ours all want each other.

      "There is a phenomenon among witches," I tell them. "We call it the Keening, which is sort of an old-fashioned way of saying it makes witches keen on someone. Almost always a man. Usually ones who are strong or supernatural in some way. But I've never heard of it happening for a necromancer before—though I guess it would explain a few things. Necromancers wouldn't exist if witches never, uh, laid with them, so something had to draw us together for your kind to be around."

      Bain is the one who points out, "You're no ordinary witch, though. Somehow you're also a necromancer. Something else that doesn't have explanation."

      "True. Which may explain why it seems to be happening with—with all three of you. At the same time."

      Curious, Orion asks, "What does the Keening want? What's the ultimate end result?"

      I feel like I might melt into the bed sheets. It would be preferable to having this conversation while all three of them stare at me expectantly.

      "It wants for us... for me... it wants you three to get me pregnant!" Throwing my hands up, I tell them, "When witches want to have strong children, we choose more than one mate at the same time. It happens under the harvest moon, normally, but the Keening is part of it too. The strongest seed survives. And kind of... melds together. To make daughters who can cast the most powerful types of magic. And sons, too, from time to time. Witches aren't able to get pregnant without a hand-fasting spell normally, but the harvest moon makes it possible, and so does the Keening."

      Lucian smirks wickedly. "If all you want is to get pregnant, Mia, I can handle that right here, right now. After all, someone should put a baby in you before our father tries to get his hands on you."

      Scowling, I look at each of them and admit, "I know that I shouldn't have fooled around with you without being open about it. But the Keening doesn't really care about those sort of things. It doesn't have a monogamy mode, either. Whoever it draws a witch to, the connection is part physical, part spiritual, and part supernatural. And it doesn't like to be denied. But I can put a stop to it. The connection can be severed."

      Bain clears his throat. "What happens if it's severed?"

      "It doesn't matter." Looking down at my hands, I tell them, "If you want me to do the severing spell, I can. It should probably be done today, though. If we wait much longer..."

      "We'll wind up screwing your brains out?" Lucian paces closer to the head of the bed, giving me a good view of the half-hard erection he has going beneath his thin white silk pajama pants. "I don't see why that's wrong. If my brothers do, though, perform the spell with them. I'll give you that baby nature clearly wants to exist. The strongest seed survives, after all."

      "You're the eldest, not the strongest," Bain argues, a possessive growl in his voice. "If anyone is going to fuck Mia until she's pregnant, it'll be me. And you can bet it won't take more than one try—unlike you, you drunkard."

      "Oh, I may be drunk, but my aim is still excellent. And my flag plants itself quite easily. Why don't you—"

      "Shut up, both of you." Orion's voice is mild, but like always it cuts through the bullshit in an instant. To me, he says, "Neither one of them seems to have considered that sometimes intelligence and patience are the strongest traits to pass on to the next generation. The other thing they haven't considered is what you want. So what do you want, Mia? To sever the connection and end the Keening? Or something else?"

      This is it. The moment I thought would never come—or if it did, would go horribly. I don't know why, but I feel more fear and panic right now than I did when the Starvers attacked us. I'm on the precipice of something, and if I take a step in the wrong direction it'll all come crumbling down.

      Just a few hours ago, I stood on the roof of this building and prepared to leave the Princes behind forever. That was before I found out they were about to be brutally murdered. Now I don't know how I feel.

      But I do know one thing. "I can't stand the thought of losing any one of you. Whether it's by severing the Keening or seeing you die. I just don't know what the alternative is."

      Lucian chimes in, "I can think of one."

      "It seems impractical."

      "We asked you what you want, Mia. Not what's practical."

      Swallowing, I admit, "I want all three of you."

      Prince Brain grimaces and mutters something in a low voice. Lucian looks pleased, though—maybe because he thinks this means I can't say no to falling into bed with him. Orion... Orion is as inscrutable as ever.

      Until he pragmatically points out, "We were planning on sharing our crowns and our titles. Sharing a Queen doesn't seem that much more difficult. Especially if that Queen will bear us sons who are stronger than the ones we'd have if we each had our own wives—sons who won't have to wonder which of them will take the crown next, because they'll all share kinship."

      I feel as if the world is tilting beneath me.

      Especially when Lucian loudly says, "It's settled, then. We're all going to marry her, crown her, and knock her up—not in that order. To get the party started, let's finally do what we've been wanting to do this whole time. I call first dibs on the brother-go-round."

      "It's not like that—"

      The sentence is barely out of my mouth before Lucian is stripping what little modesty his clothes give him and revealing his naked, aroused body completely, his cock standing proud and ready to go.

      And I find myself without a single word of protest at my lips, because I don't want him to stop. I don't want anything but to merge with him, become one with him completely—as well as both of his younger brothers.

      My fear fades away.

      Instincts take over.
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      "Let's get you wet," Lucian purrs, climbing onto the bed and pulling the blankets down. Bain growls menacingly, and Lucian just cuts his eyes to him. "What, did you think I should fuck her dry?"

      "I'm not sure how I feel about you fucking her at all," he says, and I feel the possessive intent of his eyes on me. "Though maybe it would be best if the brother with the smallest cock took Mia's virginity."

      Lucian snorts. "It's all about the moves, brother, not size. And you know not a single one of us has a small cock to begin with—that much seems to run in the family."

      It does. I would know. Not a surprise, given that virility is prized among witches, and necromancers aren't born unless we mate with them. Natural selection has given all three of the Princes packages to be proud of—and Lucian, for one, isn't afraid to bare his.

      Not that he should be. The sight of it is making my mouth water. I brought Orion's cock to my tongue, but I haven't tasted Lucian yet. Given how divine he smells, I'm betting he tastes just as good—and considering how much liquor he consumes, his cum would probably make me drunk.

      As I lick my lips and reach a hand towards him, though, he bats it away. "Uh-uh. That's not how you get pregnant. Like I said, Mia, I'm going to get you wet. Then I'm going to do the one thing my body has been aching for the moment I set eyes on you: fuck you with my cock until your pussy clenches down on me and sucks every drop of my sperm inside you." His voice is low, but his eyes and mouth are teasing, his hands gentle as he brushes them across my ruined clothes. "Unless you have an objection?"

      Swallowing, I admit, "It's the only subject that's been on my mind since you brushed your cum against my pussy the other day."

      "Good," Lucian says, while at the foot of the bed, Bain paces back and forth impatiently, muscles rippling. To Orion, Lucy comments, "Study hard, little brother. When I'm done with her she'll be satisfied, so the job won't be terribly difficult. But we don't want you to fumble your way through losing your virginity. You're a Prince of Old York, after all."

      Sighing, Orion crosses his ankle over his knee and tells his brother, "Do what you wish with her, Lucian. Just know that the best finishes last."

      "That's the spirit. We'll make a marathon fucker out of you yet. Now..."

      Crawling up my body, Lucian pulls my pants down and bends forward to kiss me, his mouth supple and teasing, his tongue tasting of orange juice, maple syrup, and a heavy dose of vodka. I open my mouth to him and spread my thighs as his fingers make short work of the clothes on the lower half of my body. His touch flits near but not against my apex, and he helps me raise my arms over my head so he can shimmy me out of my top.

      Staring down at my fully naked body, Lucian murmurs, "That's the stuff. Your breasts. Those nipples. Wide, curvy hips." His hands touch each part of me as his lips name them off. "No wonder my cock won't get hard for another women. None of them are this feisty or fertile."

      Licking my lips, I point out, "You have no idea how fertile I am. After all, I'm still a virgin."

      "Oh, a man can tell." He grins wickedly. "This... Keening thing? It goes both ways. My side is telling me that if I fuck you now, this belly," his hand palms my middle, "will be full and round in months. Which is just exactly what the Keening wants, and my cock wants. So if you're uninterested..."

      Swallowing, I admit to myself that I'm the wettest I've ever been at the thought of him making me pregnant. And, as I point out, "Queens must have heirs. Once your bastard of a father is in a grave, we'll need to give the people something to look forward to. Another Prince or Princess seems like the best idea."

      "That's the spirit." Twisting my nipple, he grabs my hips and pulls me down into the middle of the bed, then positions himself between my thighs, blue eyes taking in my pussy with clear arousal. "Time to show you what it feels like to beg to be fucked."

      Trailing his mouth along the inside of my thigh, Lucian hovers briefly above my aroused lower lips as I squirm in his bed. He breathes on my pussy, warmth skimming my skin, his tongue licking his lips until they shine with wetness. Panting, I let my eyes roam the room, and watch as Prince Bain tugs his shirt off and undoes his belt, freeing his cock and stroking it. My hips rise up off the bed as our gazes lock, his thick impossible girth widening as his cock becomes impossibly hard.

      Lucian's tongue dips between my lower lips, and I shudder and shiver, Prince Bain's muscles tensing as he paces towards us. I grab Prince Lucian's head and arch my back until his tongue is up against my clit, which he eagerly flicks until a shiver and a moan escapes my mouth.

      "You're doing that wrong." Grabbing Lucian, Bain pulls his brother off me with a show of strength and grabs my thighs. "This is how you get a woman wet."

      Pulling my body towards him, he grips his hard cock and aims the slick wet head at my thigh. Precum draws a trail down my skin as he nears my entrance but never quite touches it. As he teases my lower lips with his hardness and draws circles with his cock, his brother watches and glowers, wiping the back of his wet mouth.

      "How uncreative of you," Lucian says, even as my lower lips try desperately to clamp around Bain's cock and draw it inside, my breath coming unsteadily. He mutters, "You should touch a woman's whole body if you really want to up the ante."

      Hip-checking Bain, Lucian pushes him aside and climbs back onto the bed. Kissing my pussy, he sucks on it and reaches up to tweak my nipples. I cry out eagerly and arch against his touch, body hot from head to toe, thighs grabbing his head and drawing him against me.

      My head falls back against the pillows, and I turn to watch Orion. He's undone his pants and pulled his cock out of his boxers, stroking it with a loose hand, gazing at my body. Reaching out, I join my hand to his and urge him to hardness, loving the dark curve of his cock, the tentative way he touches himself.

      "See?" Lucian draws his mouth away from me and grabs his cock, sliding it between my thighs. "She's very, very wet."

      His hands grab the outside of my legs and clamp my skin around him. Blushing, I tighten my hand on Orion's cock, enjoying the way it jumps inside my grip, eager and hard. Lucian stares at me intensely as he fucks between my legs, his cock sliding and slipping in my wetness.

      "That's it," he says, grabbing my hips in his hands and tilting my upwards. "You're so fucking wet."

      Bain mutters, "I swear to the Reaper, you better fucking get on with it, because if you wear her out before I get to fuck her I'm going to strangle you with my bare hands."

      "Oh, I'm getting on with it alright." Grasping his cock, Lucian positions it against my entrance and slides the head up and down until I whimper. "Tell me, Mia, what do you want?"

      My hand is full of cock, my thighs slick, my body flush, every nerve on fire. Bain paces over to the other side of the bed and grabs my free hand, putting my fingers around the base of his cock and gripping them tight. I feel so aroused I might fall apart.

      Lucian's blue eyes stare at me expectantly.

      I know what he wants. He told me so. In a breathy voice I tell him, "I want you to fuck me."

      "Do you now?" He slides his cock along my lips, which are flush and aroused with desire. "How badly?"

      "So badly."

      "What do we say?"

      "Please!" My voice is high pitched. His brothers guide my hands up and down on their erections. Bain reaches out and tweaks my nipple so hard that I shudder from head to toe. "Lucian, fuck me with your cock, please. Fill me up. I want you inside me. I've dreamed of your cock."

      "As you wish."

      With a single, expert twist of his hips he plunges inside me, his hands holding me down on bedsheet. I cry out at being filled all at once, my aroused lips suddenly pierced, my pussy throbbing around him. He strokes deep inside me, sliding in my wetness and filling me with his girth, his face full of pleasure. I gasp as he moans in desire, pulling my hips up off the bed and pressing forward until his shaft is completely buried in me.

      Then he stops, and smirks at me, the devil. "See now? That wasn't very hard. Manners."

      Grabbing my lower back, he lifts me up onto his lap and bounces me on his cock. I gasp and wrap my legs around him, body shuddering and twisting on him, hands falling away from his brothers cock. This close, my nipples press against his chest, hard with desire.

      "Hey now," Bain grumbles, sitting on the bed and grabbing my hand, bringing it back to him. "You can warm her up all you like, Lucian, but don't forget: we're taking turns."

      "Who could forget with your hot breath in the air?" Lucian lifts me up and pulls me down onto him, twisting his hips up and stroking inside me until I see white. "Orion, don't forget to stake your claim, too. Or this one over here will take over completely."

      "Oh, I won't forget." Stripping his clothes off, Orion paces over to the bed, bends down, and sucks a kiss against my neck. I whimper with arousal, fulled and fucked, as he brings my hand down to cup his balls. "I'll be ready for Mia as soon as you're done with her, brothers. If she's going to bear an heir, the babe will be all of ours, just like the Kingship."

      I moan at their shared possessiveness, my pussy clamping down tight on Lucian's dick. His face falls into a pleased expression, and he begins to fuck me in earnest, screwing his cock up inside me, grabbing my hips and bouncing me up and down. Each movement becomes a part of the rhythm as I stroke my hands on Bain and Orion's cocks, enjoying the hardness of their erections, the way their shafts become slick with the precum dripping from the heads.

      Meeting each of the Prince's eyes, I see their desire echoed on their faces, and know that this was how I was meant to lose my virginity my whole life. This moment, shared with them, is as it's meant to be.

      As Lucian picks up pace, I cry out in pleasure, and feel my orgasm deep within me. It comes tumbling out in waves of pleasure that make my body tighten around him and draw him deep inside me. We kiss, and Orion kisses the back of my neck, and Bain grabs my hair to pull it, until I'm orgasming so long and hard that I lose myself in it.

      At the end of my orgasm, Lucian gasps, his face pinching closed, and fucks deep inside me. He trembles as he comes, spilling his cum inside me for several long seconds, stroking in stutters through it. The groans that leave his mouth are filthy and satisfying; I love knowing that I did that to him, just like I made his brothers' cocks hard in my grip, ready to fuck me.

      As he comes down from his orgasm, Lucian sucks a kiss into the base of my throat, and murmurs, "My father will never lay a hand on you. I promise you that. I'll cut his cock off and dare him to regrow it first. You're mine and my brothers', no one else can have you."

      The devotion in his voice makes it clear that he means what he's saying completely. I kiss him for it, feeling something clench inside my chest. He slides out of me, and my hands fall away from his brothers. Reaching up, I palm the sides of his face, for a moment only with him and no one else. I can feel the gentleness that lies beneath his rash exterior, the kindness that goes with the sharp wit and humor.

      Then we're parting, and Bain is taking me by the arms, pulling me into his lap. He greedily sucks on my lower lip and shoves his brother away, drawing me against his strong chest, his arousal so firm and hard it smacks against my thigh as I settle my legs around him.

      In a low, desire-filled voice he tells me, "Turn around."

      Licking my lips, I do, settling my legs on either side of him. Bain grabs my hair and pulls me into an arched position, then settles his cock between my lips and pushes it in all at once. There's no preamble as he grabs me and pulls me down, just the hard, raw stretch of him pushing me open and seeking his pleasure inside me.

      I gasp, mouth a round O, pain and pleasure alike edging their way into my body. Bain bites the back of my neck and yanks me down until I'm settled onto his lip, then bends me forward at an angle that makes it feel like his huge, girthy cock is piercing my belly button. Panting, I swallow and stare at Orion across the bed, who's watching us with hungry eyes, his dark brown cock curved with excitement.

      "Fuck you're tight." Bain eases out of me and slams back in, jerking my head back by the hair until my eyes are forced towards the ceiling. "Don't look at my brother while I fuck you, Mia. I want you thinking about my cock and nothing else."

      Whimpering, I pulse around him instinctively, my body responding with arousal at being possessively claimed. "Yes, Prince Bain."

      "Good." Making a pleased sound, he grabs my hand and guides it towards my pussy. "Feel that?"

      I swallow as he strokes his way in and out of me, my body pushes as wide as it goes to let him inside. "Your cock is so big."

      "Big enough that even my brother's cum isn't enough to prepare you for it," he murmurs in my ear, hot and dirty. "You're so tight for me. I want you to relax on my cock. Bounce on it, Mia, and touch yourself. Go on."

      Licking my lips, I arch my back, engage my thighs, and experimentally move up and down on him. His cock head brushes up against my lower lips as I rise on his massive length, and pushes them out as I ride down on him. Rubbing my thumb against my clit, I whimper as I feel his tip stroke against a spot inside me that feels absolutely amazing. Adjusting myself on his length—and enjoying the groan of pleasure that leaves his mouth as my ass cheeks brush against him—I find a way to make his cock touch that spot every time.

      As I try a few more strokes, rising up and back down again, I start to get the hang of it. The incredible pleasure. The satisfaction of being filled. As Bain's rock hard shaft hits that spot inside me, my pussy spasms around him, and I whimper.

      My eyes slide closed as he takes my hips and guides me in a hard, punishing rhythm that pierces me wide and strokes me open. Moaning, I rub my clit hard and fast, raw with the pleasure of it all. Bain bites down on my skin, pulls my hair, and reaches up to press his hand against my throat, experimentally sliding his wide fingers around my pulse and tightening his grip.

      "Like that?"

      I swallow and make a mewling sound. "Ye-yes."

      "Good."

      He slams in and out of me again and again until I'm right up at the edge of a new, different, massively raw and dangerous-feeling orgasm. My mouth falls open and a cry of pure pleasure leaves my lips. Bain marks me with his fingers and his mouth, drives his cock deep inside me and grunts with pleasure at the tightness of my body.

      "Ah, fuck. I'm almost there."

      Jerking and spasming around him, I moan as I feel him reach the edge of his orgasm. His fast, panting breaths are hot against the side of my neck. Leaning back, I turn my head enough to nip at the side of his jaw, and clench my legs around him, enjoying the groan that leaves his mouth.

      I feel it as he grinds deep inside me and comes. His warm cum makes my pussy slippery, dripping out of me as he fucks me through his orgasm. I follow him over the edge with waves of pleasure, twitching and sighing at the end of my orgasm, my body still full of him even as he softens inside me.

      "That," he says, wrapping his arms around me as I go limp, "was pure fucking bliss. You make me feel like I can fly, Mia."

      "It was amazing," I admit, turning my head to kiss him.

      As I do so, I spot Lucian leaning up against a wall, his eyes roaming up and down our bodies, his once-soft cock half-hard between his splays legs. He has a flask in one hand and a belt in the other, the expression on his face making my body clench around Bain's cock one more time in expectation. I slide off the Prince and onto the bedsheets, trembling and slick with sweat, my thighs dripping with cum. I feel like I might never be able to walk again.

      Then Prince Orion walks over to us from the other side of the bed, and holds a glass of water towards me with a cordial smile on his face despite my current state.

      "Here," he says with humor in his voice, "you're going to need it."

      "Thanks." I drink deeply. Beside me, Bain gets up off the bed and walks to the middle of the room, deliberately beginning a stretching routine, clearly satisfied with his performance. I tell Orion, "If you're not ready, we—"

      "I'm going to fuck you," he says quite calmly, one brow slightly raised. "Trust me, Mia, when I say that you're not done feeling pleasure just yet."

      I lick my lips at the words. "Oh?"

      "Yes." Grabbing a towel from the end of the bed that he must've just put there, he kneels between my knees and pushes my thighs apart. "In fact, I think this is just the second act."

      Behind him, Lucian mutters, "Damn straight. There's still a finale to get through."

      My thighs burn and quiver as Prince Orion takes the impossibly soft towel and wipes the inside of my skin with delicate strokes. Staring down at him, I take note of his still-hard cock, long and elegant, the dark skin reddened from blood flow. His motions bring him towards my apex, and he carefully wipes his brothers' cum from between my legs, parting my lips with the towel. By the time he's done there's almost no physical evidence that I've just been thoroughly fucked.

      "There we go." Orion looks up at me with a confident expression that makes my hands tremble. "Here—I'll take that if you're done."

      "Thanks."

      I pass the glass over, feeling strangely like I'm an observer watching what happens to me. After putting it and the dirty towel down, Prince Orion strides over to me, grabs me by the shoulders, and pushes me down onto the bed.

      Then he parts my legs, folds my currently jelly-like legs back, and settles between my thighs. Licking his lips, he stares down at me, then kisses me with a passionate claiming I didn't know was in him. His mouth sucks and nibbles, his tongue dives and strokes.

      Reaching down, he puts his fingers between my lower lips, parts them, and pushes my legs down towards my knees with his body. I gasp a little at the stretch—then a lot at the sudden, impossibly deep feeling of his cock stroking inside me in one smooth motion.

      As Orion bottoms out inside my body, so deep I can feel every inch of him, his eyes flutter closed. He moans a little, then sighs.

      "So that's what that feels like." Grabbing two handfuls of my ass cheeks, he gets purchase on the bed and pulls out, then strokes back in so fast I whimper and shiver. "Your pussy is clenching all around me. Interesting."

      Lucian snorts. "It's not a goddamned test." Striding forward, he smacks his little brother on the back of the head and scowls at him. "Fuck her until she forgets she's ever fucked anyone else."

      For the first time since I met him, Orion glares daggers at his brother. "Oh, I'm going to."

      His fingers dig deep into my ass, and he pulls my hips up off the bed, folding my legs back until his cock is deep within me and brushing up against parts of my body I didn't know existed. I moan and close my eyes, and he kisses my open mouth, then screws me thoroughly. Stroke after stroke goes deeper, harder, faster, his balls slapping against my ass, his mouth kissing me as he grinds his hips against my body, every part of him claiming me.

      I look up into his beautiful face and feel myself fall deep inside his dark eyes. Stretching up, I kiss him back, and he shivers as he presses his cock deep as it goes.

      "You're so wet it makes me want to come right now," he murmurs. "But I'm not through with you. Let's try something else."

      As he pulls out of me I whimper. "Don't go."

      "I'll come back." Grabbing my legs, he unfolds them and pulls me to the edge of the bed, then sucks a kiss into the hollow of my shoulder. "Turn on your stomach."

      I do so, his hands guiding me, my cheek against the pillow. Orion uses his strength to pull my legs off the bed, and presses my heels down onto the rug. Bracing my hands against the mattress, I sway my hips back and forth in the air, enjoying the way he looks at my ass.

      "There we go." Grabbing my hips, he fucks his cock back inside me, just as deep as before but from another angle. "Your body is so hot, Mia. I want to see every inch of it. And touch it."

      My toes curl. He grabs my hip and guides himself as he fucks in and out of me again, picking up the pace. Reaching around with his other hand, Orion pinches my nipples until I'm arching my back with pleasure. At this angle, my ass cheeks press against him every time he bottoms out inside me, and I can feel every inch of his cock when my pussy tightens around him in pleasure.

      Putting my hand against my clit, I sigh at the feeling of his cock piercing me. By now I'm already at the edge. All it will take is a little more...

      "Since your mouth isn't busy, help me with this." Lucian crawls onto the bed and guides my lips towards his cock, which is already most of the way hard. "It could use some help."

      I greedily lick the tip, then moan and push my mouth around the head as Orion slams into me. Lucian grabs my hair and tugs me towards him coaxingly. I was right—he tastes fucking amazing. And I already want to know what he's doing with that belt. Just the thought of it makes me start to come on Orion's cock as the youngest Prince picks up the pace.

      At the end of the bed, Bain sees what we're up to and frowns. "Share equally."

      Walking over, he grabs my hand and wraps my fingers around his softened cock, stroking its still-huge shaft. "Just like that. I'll be ready for another round soon."

      "I'm gonna—" Orion's hands dig into my hips, his pace snapping quickly as he pants his way towards his orgasm. "Fuck, Mia, you're so tight—I can't believe—"

      Wriggling my hips, I push back against him and clench my pussy around him. Lucian fucks his way inside my mouth, and Bain's cock begins to twitch towards an erection at my touch. I have them, my Princes; they're all nearly mine.

      Mine.

      My orgasm comes, and my whole body shivers and shudders and shakes. I moan around the cock in my mouth and tighten my hand around the one I'm stroking. Orion bottoms out inside me and stills, grabbing my hair and arching my back as his cum empties inside me. He makes a low, quiet moan, chest curving down, grabbing my breasts and cupping them as his body forces him to come and come.

      It's all so much that I can feel another orgasm starting, forced out of me by sheer pleasure.

      Then the door opens.

      And King Ulric strides through.
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      Three cocks slide away from me all at once, far faster than they moved even when they were fucking me. I've never felt more naked than I do in the instant King Ulric takes me in: messy hair, flushed skin, bruises and kiss marks on my neck, precum slicking my lips, and of course, enough cum dripping down my thighs to make a whore blush.

      Lucian drawls, "I don't suppose you'll believe that we were training her in the arts of lovemaking in preparation for your wedding night."

      King Ulric gives him a look that could—should—slice him open. "I should've drowned you when you came mewling out of your mother's gaping pussy, you piece of shit."

      I scramble for my clothes, pulling them on despite the blood and gore on them, and the sweat on me. My mind desperately reaches for spells, and I see Bain go for a sword in the wardrobe, Orion reach for a dagger beneath the bed, and Lucian... well, Lucian takes another drink.

      We could fight. Maybe this is how we end this. Even a zombified necromancer has to die if his head is cut off.

      But there's a distant roar that makes my heart sink. It's the sound of a dozen—no, maybe a hundred—mind-controlled zombies rushing towards us all at once, as fast as can be, strong and swift, screaming and angry, hungry and armed.

      The Princes gather around me, ready to fight. I feel Lucian grab for his Edgers. Bain puts on just enough clothes to wield his sword. Their father smiles. I think of what it'll be like to see their guts on the ground, and my heart trembles.

      "Stop!" Holding out my hand, I face off against King Ulric, wishing there were some humanity in his eyes that I could appeal to. But all there is in him is misery and empty hatred. "Don't blame your sons for this. It was all me. I used—I used my witch spells to turn them. Leave them out of it, and blame me."

      "Oh, I do." Striding forward, he grabs my arm and yanks me to him. "You're going to the dungeons, witch, and you'll rot there until I say so. As for my sons, though... death is the only thing good for them."

      Prince Bain takes a menacing step forward. I look back at him, pleading with my eyes, but he shakes his head. He won't stand down. None of them do.

      The Starvers come racing from around the corner, filled with their own hunger and the King's anger, bodies covered in gaping wounds, eyes empty and wild. Shuddering, I try to pull away from King Ulric, but he grabs me and pulls me against him.

      "Foolish witch," he hisses in my ear. "You could've lived in comfort until your death."

      As the zombies flood into Lucian's room, the Princes fight. With sword and magic, they cut them down and turn them. Lucian's Edgers arrive, and the entire hallway becomes a bloodbath.

      But I'm pulled away before I can see how it all ends. Handing me to one of his guards, King Ulric has manacles put around my wrists and ankles, chains fed between them, and drags me down towards the stairs that lead to the dungeons, his hand on the back of my neck, his voice in my ear.

      "I should've known when I met that very first witch of a woman." King Ulric pushes me forward, and I stumble on the steps, chains rattling. "It was a mistake to ever let one of your kind into my palace. My home. I thought that if I treated the woman like a Queen and not the gutter trash she truly was, I would be rewarded. You see how that turned out—she tried to leave me. And she gave me the weakest of sons. When I chose my next wife, I..."

      I start to tune him out for my own self-preservation as much as anything. Snatches of his rants get to me, though: Vivienne was an idiot, Fabiola was a frigid bitch but also a whore somehow, Cassandra was plotting to kill him, or so he believes. Every one of his wives has been a disappointment, and apparently that includes me.

      As he pushes me down the stairs, towards the dungeons, my mind is with the Princes. I can feel the battle going on upstairs. So it shocks me when I feel it stop all at once. I turn around and glance at King Ulric, eyes wide.

      He smirks. "You didn't think I would kill my sons without a replacement heir, did you?"

      "Why attack them if you weren't going to kill them?"

      His hand closes on the back of my neck, and for a moment the blood rushes to my ears. Sneering, he lets me go and says, "They needed to be taught a lesson. Put in their place. And I will have them hanged for what they've done today, mark my words. But not until there's a Prince to replace the three foolish dick-led bastards. Now move!"

      Sealing my lips, I send up a little prayer of thanks to the All Mother that at least the Princes won't be torn apart right here, right now.

      Soon enough we're in the dungeons. One of the guards pulls open cell doors, revealing a disgusting, smelly little room behind thick iron bars. The King pushes the doors closed—and locks a magical lock on the bars, sealing any hope I have that I might be able to get out of here with witchcraft.

      I forgot for a moment who I was dealing with. Who I'm engaged to. And I'll pay for it dearly: with my life.

      King Ulric dismisses his guards and begins to pace back and forth in front of my cell, ranting and raving.

      "You're a whore, every one of you witches. It shouldn't surprise me that you'd take three of my sons at once—your kind is so loose it's a miracle any necromancer has ever managed to put a babe in those wicked bellies of yours. My first wife used to talk about the harvest moon festivals." He sneers. "She'd insist that strong sons and daughters are only produced in such ways, but that's just an excuse. A lie! I could see in her eyes that she was desperate to open her legs for other men. Sometimes women even. The state dinners we had with dignitaries from other sectors were revealing."

      His hatred is clear, as is his paranoia. I doubt that Cassandra ever had eyes for anyone in front of the King. It's no surprise to me that she would leave her son a note and plan her own escape. I hope that she got far from the King, and the stories of her untimely death are all false, but I get the sinking feeling she didn't survive his obsessive, jealous love.

      "When Cassandra got pregnant with a second babe, I knew," he rants, and my eyes jerk towards him. "It wasn't mine! Quite clearly. There was no way our cold, rare lovemaking ever resulted in a pregnancy." What a claim. "She'd been eyeing men from other sectors, and clans from outside the wall. Werewolf rebels... I exiled all of them! But that didn't stop her, the whore. She'd open her legs to anything."

      He keeps going like this, on and on, until he finally stares me down and declares, "And you'll die like them too, whore. As will my sons. The weaklings, sons of women I should've never deigned to lie with. None of them deserved my seed."

      Then he paces towards the end of the hallway, muttering, eyes wide and wild.

      I want nothing more than to turn away from him, and rot in my cell. But I'll do anything to save his sons from his wrath. Even this one, last, terrible thing.

      I'd cast a spell to kill him if I could, but the manacles and chains around my wrists will stop that. He's made it so I can't fall into a single spell-casting form. No offensive magic is possible without the right movements.

      The necromancer King knows a lot of things about witch magic.

      But he doesn't know how love spells work.

      With his back to me, I reach down my torn pants, put my fingers between my soiled thighs, and draw three little bits of the King's flesh out of me: his sons' seed.

      I bring my fingers to my lips and dart my tongue out, grimacing at the cool taste of it. In a voice far too low to be heard, I murmur, "Turtledove, turtledove, make him look at me and fall in love."

      A flash of magic goes through the air.

      "And another thing." The King turns in the middle of his glowering and stares me down. "When I'm done with you, I'll rip the babe surely gestating in your belly out with my bare hands and claim the bastard thing as my—"

      He stops abruptly.

      Something strange crosses his face, like a shock of realization.

      King Ulric takes a step towards my cell bars. Then another. My heart twists in my chest, and I start to wonder if it's worked.

      Then, in a saccharine sweet croon, he declares, "I will, of course, raise your babe as my own, my darling girl. Any part of you is part of me. That's what love is—oh, the things it's done to me!" Twirling a finger towards the magical lock, he opens the cell door wide and strides inside. "I want to kiss you. And hold you. And make love to you all night long."

      Putting his hands on either side of my face, he smiles so broadly that I shiver in fear. "First, though, we will have to get married. After all, no one will believe you're pregnant until the spell is done. How lucky for me that my sons were able to do the deed first—the babe will be strong and healthy, and I'll love him almost as much as I love you."

      Then he presses his mouth against mine, and I have to use every bit of will within me to keep from recoiling.

      Whatever it takes. I'll save the Princes.

      Even if it costs me everything.
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      The thing about making a man fall in love with you using a spell is, he tends to respond very dramatically to the sudden rush of endorphins. So it shouldn't surprise me that King Ulric sends his guards off to fetch every servant in the palace to prepare for our wedding right away.

      Eventually the love will wear off. Spells like these always do—if they don't come out so strong that they result in obsessive murder-suicides, which I'm hoping to avoid. Given my luck and King Ulric's strength, he'd just wind up killing me and failing to kill his zombified ass.

      I try not to think of the Princes as the servants usher me to a larger, still secure cell. They take my manacles and chains off at the King's orders, but guards are still gathered at the door, which is locked tight—apparently the paranoid King is worried that his new bride might run away. Love spells can only do so much, after all. Change just isn't something that's going to happen to this man.

      They have to be wondering where I am. If I'm okay. What's going to happen to me.

      Grimly, I realize that our forbidden tryst might be the last time I ever see them. This wedding might not go as I hope. It could spell my death and doom—and, once the love spell wears off, the Princes' doom as well, because Ulric is sure to remember his pledge to kill them.

      I have to stay strong and hope, though. All I need is time. And maybe a little bit of planning. This can still go the way I'm hoping it'll go.

      "It's hard to get water in here," one of the servants grumbles as she brings a pail full of warm, steaming bath water to the porcelain tub in the corner. "I don't know why we can't just scrub her in her chambers like before."

      "King Ulric doesn't want to let her out of his sight." The servants gossip around me, acting like I'm not even here. "Apparently she's a runaway bride."

      "Can you blame her? The first wife had the best idea."

      "Hush, Jeanine! The guards will hear you."

      "So? Everything just slides right out of their heads."

      The gossiping servants give me an idea, and I snap out of my melancholy thoughts, returning suddenly to the present moment. Walking over to them, I kneel by the tub and get their attention.

      "Could one of you get a message out for me?" They exchange wary glances. "It's for the King's sons. I want to... make sure they're prepared for our wedding. They'll be honored guests, after all."

      Warily, the gossipy servant says, "I don't know. I'm sure the King will tell them to get ready himself."

      "That's just it." I think fast. "King Ulric doesn't know about this little surprise. It's something I'd just started planning when he... whisked me off my feet." Looks of doubt at this last part, so I hastily add, "Prince Orion will pay you for the information. He's keen to make his father proud on his wedding day. And I hid the surprise somewhere he'll never find it if no one gives him my message."

      It's the second servant who says, "Very well." She shrugs. "Anything for money. What's the message? Nothing scandalous, I hope."

      I have the feeling that she hopes just the opposite. However I give her my coded message, I have to make sure that I'm careful about my words. There's a good chance it'll be spread through all the servants before the wedding even begins.

      "Tell Prince Orion that I need his mother's special recipe." She looks at me doubtfully, so I'm sure to add, "He'll know what it means. And let him know I promised you'd be paid for the message. Very, very well."

      "If that's the case, I'm off." She looks at the other servant. "Think you can handle giving her a bath all on your own?"

      I mutter, "I've been bathing myself my whole life."

      I get a look of things are different now. The servant says snottily, "I can more than do it, though it'll take two rounds of water to get all the dungeon grime off her. We can't have our new Queen looking like a prisoner, after all—even if she is one."

      For some reason I feel like the commoner when they look at me, instead of the necromancer-witch headed for a royal wedding with the strong possibility of a royal baby sparking to life inside me.

      That might just be all the dried sweat, blood, and other things on my skin speaking, though.

      One thing is for sure: the servants might gossip. But they're also very, very good at giving shoulder massages.
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        * * *

      

      It feels like hours before the gossipy servant comes back from handing off my message, but no doubt that's just because of all the skin scrubbing, nail trimming, scalp massaging, and hair conditioning I've been put through. The dungeon cell I was moved to has a thick rug in it—no doubt it was used to house someone important prior to their death—and I'm dripping all over it while the servants fuss over me and rub scented lotion into my skin, when my messenger comes back. She slides up to me.

      "Well?" I must sound too excited, because the servants give me a curious look. Lowering my voice, I ask, "Were you able to get me what I asked for?"

      She nods. Leaning in close, she murmurs in my ear, "The Princes want you to know they're sad that they won't be attending your wedding, but they'll be waiting in the ceremonial ballroom to wish you luck in the spot where you first met."

      I frown for a moment at her words, then it clicks: they're going to hide in the curtains near the side entrance doors and slip me the poison there. Their father, in his love-obsessed paranoia, hasn't invited them to the ceremony, but thankfully we'll be walking out onto the stage from the ballroom. It's that same ballroom where I came face-to-face with the Edgers—and where Lucian and I verbally sparred for the first time.

      The second I saw him I knew I wanted him, but it took this long for me to realize how much. Just the thought of pulling off what we're about to try makes me ache to see him and his brothers again. It's only been a few hours, but I already miss them, and I can't stop wondering if they were injured in the fight with their father's army.

      "Thank you. I hope he paid you well for your trouble."

      "Oh, he did. And I got back just in time—we need to fix this hair of yours. It won't hold a crown on your head otherwise."

      "And her lips need rouging," another servant adds."

      "Her cheeks are terribly pale."

      "Those brows of hers hide her beautiful eyes."

      On and on they go. Bit by bit, every inch of me is inspected, moisturized, plucked, and braided. The royal seamstress whips out a dress of silk and lace that any woman would die for—and that I might just die in. Perfumes are sprayed. My hair is braided into an elaborate base for a crown on the top of my head, and my nails are lacquered until they shine like the gold that will soon rest there.

      It's time to go to my wedding.

      My coronation.

      My funeral.
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        * * *

      

      There are a dozen guards to escort me to the wedding, six in line on each side of me. "Because you're precious," King Ulric says, grabbing my hand and pressing his mouth to the back of it. "I've got the best band in the whole sector prepared to play the most romantic songs in history during our dance. And my own, personal witch has arrived from uptown to hand-fast us so our wedding will be official on both sides. But if you'll excuse me, darling, I have to go speak to the crowd. They'll want to hear about you before they see us wed."

      "You're excused," I tell him, barely able to keep the bitter hatred out of my voice. In his magic-induced fog of love, though, King Ulric doesn't notice. He sweeps off with his own contingent of guards, leaving me alone in the antechamber to the ceremonial ballroom, preparing to walk towards what may possibly be the last party of my entire life.

      My heart is beating so fast that I'm surprised my pulse hasn't pushed the heavy diamond necklace around my neck loose. And the braids on my head are heavy enough that it's a wonder how they'll put the crown up there without me tipping over completely. I keep reaching down to wipe my sweaty palms on the skirt of my dress, only to remember that the silk is worth more than all the clothing in the entire sector.

      It seems gaudy and horrifying that the people are about to watch their King marry a woman whose body is covered in wealth that could feed them, clothe them, and keep it safe. We may have easy lives here in Old York compared to what happens out in the ravages of the land beyond—even on the islands past Manhattan—but people here still struggle. There's hunger, and homelessness; fear of overeager guards, and fear of being turned by the King, made into one of his mindless army drones. That's not even mentioning the Starvers Arena, which he opens especially to punish the people, having the horrifying deaths filmed as body parts are torn to pieces and eaten live on camera.

      I would make it different if I were Queen. If my Princes were reigning beside me. Together we would ensure the people didn't suffer. It feels like that's what the Keening wanted when it drew us together like animals in heat and bound our fates with pure physical desire.

      Somehow, the magic knows what the land needs. What it cries out for. I just hope that it planned well enough to get me the poison Prince Orion has, so I can make King Ulric swallow it live on camera—and not die myself right after.

      "Ready?" One of the more well-dressed servants, a man named Henrique, sidles up to me and checks me from head to toe. "Not a hair out of place. For a nervous bride, you're surprisingly good at not fidgeting."

      I stop in the middle of smoothing my hands against my skirt. "Er, yeah. Are we about to go..."

      "Yes. Time flies when your heart is a twitter, doesn't it? Oh how beautiful love is." He says it like he doesn't believe I'm in love at all, but is simply rattling off lines written down on a piece of paper. For all I know they are—King Ulric is nothing if not efficient. "We're going to walk through the center aisle of the ceremonial ballroom, towards the grand doors, and out onto the staging platform. There'll be a few dozen members of upper society in the ballroom, so hold your head up straight, shoulders back, and remember—if you breathe in and hold it, your breasts will look delightful."

      My mind trips over more than one part of what he says, and I begin to panic. "Members of upper society?"

      "Yes, of course."

      "I thought the ceremonial ballroom would be empty."

      He shoots me a look of annoyance. "Where do you think you and your new husband will hold the first dance?"

      Fuck. I wasn't thinking at all. And I'm certainly not thinking about my delightful breasts at the moment, considering what's about to happen. If the Princes aren't able to mingle with the crowd and hand me the vile of poison, along with the antidote, I'll have no hope of pulling this off.

      Which would mean actually marrying the King.

      As for what he expects to come after... well, at least I'm not a virgin anymore. But I'd still rather fuck a duck than try to ride his crusty old dick. And I never bothered to memorize the witch spells to make a man come faster or permanently soften his dick; I didn't think I'd ever have a reason to want something like that.

      "It's time to go, sweetie. Remember: chin up, shoulders back, ribs—"

      "Yes, yes, I'll make my breasts look huge." Sighing, I puff my chest out and breathe so deep that the corseted ribcage of my dress digs into my flesh. "Happy?"

      "Delighted," he says in the driest voice imaginable. "Don't forget: your dreams are about to come true."

      As he whisks me towards the door, I feel like I might sink into the floor and make it all the way to the center of the earth. My legs are wobbly, and not just because it's been barely hours since I was thoroughly screwed three times in a row. The guards on either side of me push open the doors to the grand, golden, shining ballroom of marble and carvings and beautiful paintings, and I have to force myself to step forward. There's the sudden sound of delicate string instruments playing in the air, their rhythm like a funeral dirge to my ears.

      All around me, still faces watch my every move, like predators waiting for prey to fall sick so they can pounce and eat.

      Even the Starvers weren't this, well, starved.

      Searching their faces as I slowly sweep through the ballroom, I look for the Princes. But there's no sign of tousled blond hair or a chiseled dark face. Just a sea of strangers, all of them resentful, curious, watchful. Not a single smile among them; I get the feeling that if they tried, they'd just bare their teeth.

      Maybe it's for the best that I die today.

      If I really am carrying the Princes' babe within me, I'd rather not find out how these monsters would react to such a thing.

      As I walk through the room, a commotion starts in the crowd. Someone is muttering something; somebody else gets shoved forward. I startle, and one of the guards grabs my elbow, holding me tight.

      "Excuse you!" Lucian's voice is high-pitched, but it takes me some time to find the source of it, because somehow his hair is black—some kind of temp dye or something. "You fucking took my wallet, you asshole."

      "Calm down," says an older man, clearly annoyed. "You're drunk."

      "Yeah, well—"

      He elbows a servant milling around with a tray of glasses filled with red wine. The liquid goes flying, splattering dramatically, and I have to bite my lips to keep from grinning. Stumbling through the crowd, Lucian shoves and disturbs people until two of the guards around me are forced to break away to quell the brewing fight. On the other side of the room, people gawk, no doubt seeing something interesting for the first time in their pampered lives.

      As all this happens, I feel a hand on my elbow, and something slides into my pocket. A voice murmurs, "Don't look. Orion is coming with the antidote. Take it first. We'll revive you after you pass out."

      I nod sharply. They warned me that the poison will sicken me at least a little, even with the protective antidote lining my stomach. Forcing myself not to look forward, I curve my palm around the pocket of my skirts, and feel the heavy vial there.

      The only trick will be getting the poison into my mouth. I'm not worried about giving it to the King—he's been practically shoving his tongue down my throat since I cast the spell. Now just to get the antidote from Orion, who must be somewhere in the crowd.

      "Come along." One of the guards grabs my arm and pulls me forcefully towards the doors. "We're getting you out of here."

      Alarm shoots through me, and I drag my heels, searching the crowd for Orion. I spot him on the side opposite Lucian, who's still causing trouble. His eyes are wide, and he slips towards me—only to get stopped by another of my guards, who steps in his way and stares him down menacingly.

      Panic shoots through me.

      Orion stares at me in despair.

      As the guards pulls me towards the open doors and the platform outside, he shouts out, "We'll find another way!"

      I don't answer, turning my head towards the world outside and forcing a gentle smile onto my face for the cameras. King Ulric is waiting for me next to an archway made of red and white roses, their out-of-season blooms no doubt something he concocted in one of his greenhouses just for this occasion. My stomach churns at the sight of him.

      My hand slides into my pocket, and I pull the tiny vial of poison out. No antidote. But I know we won't get this chance again. No matter what the Princes might think, it's now or never.

      It was always going to be a risk. And I'm dying either way.

      I just hope they forgive me for this. I hope my mother doesn't grieve for long. And I hope everyone understands why.

      Shivering a little, I take a sharp breath in, and dramatically sneeze into my hand. As I do so, I slip the vial open and spill the dark liquid onto my tongue, then quickly seal my lips. I'll have to smile with my mouth closed and nod along quietly to the ceremony to keep any from dribbling out, but that'll be easy—King Ulric is in such a rush that I doubt he'll even stop to say a single vow.

      "My darling." The guards escort me to him and let me go, falling back to stand at the edge of the platform. King Ulric smiles at me and grips my arms, his touch just a little too tight, his smile too eager, his eyes feverish. "I love you so much that I wish we were married already. But I didn't want to deny you the pageantry of a wedding. A moment like this should be remembered."

      I smile. Nod. Feel bitterness on my tongue. Refuse to swallow.

      The officiant arrives, as does the witch who works in service to King Ulric. She's the only witch who works for him, and no one in the coven really knows why, but apparently unlike his wives she's never born him sons. Maybe they worked out some kind of deal. Eyes roaming up and down her, I look for some sign of why she's on the wrong side, but find nothing, and chalk it up to simple greed.

      My ears start to ring after a few minutes of holding the poison in my mouth. Our ceremony passes by in a blur. Passages are read. Words are spoken. I smile softly. He takes my hands. The witch puts a length of pure white cotton linen around our wrists and binds us, then speaks the hand-fasting spell, making the linen burn into cold ashes on our skin and fall away.

      The moment has come.

      Taking a deep breath in through my nose, I send one last glance out into the world, watching the crowd.

      There's a familiar face out there.

      I give my mother a sad smile. She's staring at me, anger and fierce hope in her expression. At least when I die, she'll understand why I chose this, despite the consequences. Manhattan will finally be free—the witches will be able to protect the people, and I know the Princes won't let more innocents be killed or turned.

      King Ulric pressed his mouth to mine. His tongue parts my lips forcefully. I open my mouth wide, and eagerly let him in, sealing my lips against his.

      Then I reach up with two fingers and delicately stroke his throat.

      I feel him startle. Swallow. Stare at me in confusion. The world begins to blur at the edges. I tried to give him as much of the poison as possible, but there's some sliding down my throat even now.

      "My darling," he says, brows furrowing. "What..."

      He's far older than me, and this poison was made for him. In seconds he's toppling. The guards are going for him. I try to look confused and horrified, but the truth is, all I feel is tired.

      For the second time in less than twenty-four hours, the world goes white, and I collapse to the ground, sliding towards unconsciousness.

      This time, I don't think I'll be getting up again.
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        * * *

      

      Pain. Agony. A strange and heavy feeling in my bones. My mouth is full of cotton and cold, sweet liquid.

      "C'mon, Mia, please—please wake up. Open your eyes. Oh, thank you, thank you."

      My eyelashes part and flutter. Staring up at a sunlight-rimmed face, I feel wetness splash against my cheeks. They're not my tears, though, but Prince Orion's, as he shakily withdraws the empty vial of antidote from my lips. I swallow the taste in my mouth, breathing deep, trying to think.

      "Did he..."

      "Dying as we speak," Orion murmurs in a low voice. "The royal medics rushed him away, but I felt the undead engine keeping him alive just... vanish. Whatever is left of him is fully human and headed directly towards the underworld."

      Relief fills me, and even more as I realize somehow I survived the experience. Orion must have rushed to my side the instant I fell over and forced the antidote down my throat to coat the poison and dull it's effects.

      There's a commotion near the edge of the stage. I hear a woman scream, "That's my daughter!"

      Mom. Sitting up, I stare out into the crowd. The guards are trying, and failing, to keep people back. There's a panicked press of bodies towards the stage.

      No doubt the people will mourn their dead King.

      Let them. They have no idea how much they lost during his reign. Eventually they'll realize they're better off this way.

      Gripping Orion's arm, I get up to my feet and wave towards the guards. "Let that woman through! She's my mother."

      They look at me uncertainly. Orion sharply says, "Listen to your Queen."

      But I don't feel very queenly. I don't even have a crown on my head. The guards listen to the Prince, though, and soon my mom is clasping my arms and pressing her cheek to mine, openly crying.

      "I thought I'd lost you."

      "I thought so too." I grab onto her, my strength returning with every breath and swallow. "But I did it, Mom. I really did it. I killed the King."

      "So you did." Pulling her face back, she wipes her cheeks, then curiously looks over to Orion. "You saved my daughter. Thank you."

      He smiles at her tightly. "Don't thank me just yet. The King is about to give up the ghost, and the moment he does, we're all going to be in trouble."

      She frowns. "Even with the three of you around to take his place?"

      At her words, I glance over my shoulder and spot Lucian and Bain, both of them rushing out onto the stage. Parting from my mom, and leaving Orion to explain to her just how many hordes of undead his father has created, I let the two Princes sweep me into hugs.

      When Bain tilts his chin down to kiss me, though, I stop him with my hand. "Don't give them any reason to gossip about today more than they will. Also, I still have poison in my mouth. And we're out of antidote."

      "Very well." He presses a kiss to my forehead instead and steps back. "He's almost gone, Mia. You did it."

      Lucian rakes a hand through his hair, then grimaces at the way the temporary black dye sticks to his fingers. "This place is about to go to Hell—quite literally."

      He doesn't have to say anything more. A few moments later, we hear a distant roar of hunger, and know it's happened.

      The King is dead.

      Long live his undead army.
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      It takes a moment for the crowd to realize what's going on, but as they do, they begin to mill in panic. Beneath the stage, the Starvers are awake, hungry, and strong—despite their connection with Ulric ending, they still have some of his necromantic power in their veins. They'll be formidable foes.

      And based on the expressions of rage, confusion, and hatred passing over the once-docile Turned guards' faces, there won't be an army to defend the people from the monsters beneath our feet. In fact, if the suddenly scream from a woman in the crowd is any indication, the guards are already beginning to turn against them.

      The Princes step towards the edge of the stage and raise their hands, dark magic writhing around them. They wrestle for control, of the zombies right here with us, and the ones in the palace, in the dungeons, uptown, downtown... so many. Too many, even, for King Ulric with all his power to control.

      "Mia." Mom grabs my arm and pulls me towards her. "Let's run, now. While everyone is distracted. There's a safe house just down the street we were going to take you to. We can go there and get you changed into a disguise."

      "But the city will be destroyed," I protest. "This whole sector collapsed."

      She grimaces. "Maybe, after all the corruption, it's best this way. The witches and I have been planning to look for a better place to settle out in the wilds anyway. We can sell charms and cast spells freely. It'll be a small colony, but we can protect people. Take them in from the wilds and show them civilization isn't completely done in."

      What she speaks of isn't a new dream. Witches have done it before, though not an entire coven. With enough of them, it could be more than just a colony—it could be a whole sector. One just for us.

      But all these people will die.

      And this place, this city that never sleeps, is big enough to shelter far more than a colony. Here beneath the shadow of necromancy, humans can live truly free and in complete comfort—someone just has to step forward, take the reins, and make it happen.

      Without their father the King, the Princes aren't as powerful. They don't have an anchor to bring them together, a single point that binds them all. Blood magic is like that. It prefers to pair like with like: mother and daughter, father and son, witch and mate.

      "I have to stay here," I tell Mom, feeling the certainty of it even as I speak the words. "I'm going to fix this sector. Do you trust me?"

      "I do." She squeezes my arm, taking a deep breath. "Go get 'em. I'll watch your six."

      As I part from here, walking towards the Princes, I feel it: the stirring of like to like, blood to blood. Life has sparked within me, anchoring me to the men before me, who share blood with what now runs through my veins. If I reach out and take control, we won't just be as powerful as four—we'll be four times as powerful, our connections to each other bound in blood an anchored by magic.

      Lucian glances over as I step to the edge of the stage, sweat dripping down his brow as he sends his Edgers to quell the Starvers beneath the stage. "They're going to break free," he says, his voice strained. "I wouldn't blame you if you cut in run."

      "And let you boys take all the credit?" I step between them, the final point of their star. "Watch and learn, Princes. Your Queen has a few tricks up her sleeve yet."

      The people are fleeing. As they run in between buildings and towards the distant park, zombies appear out of the darkness to grab them and take them. Beneath our feet, the Starvers explode from the wood. Deep in the dungeons, guards unlock cell doors—and attack the prisoners within.

      I reach my awareness out and feel it all: their hunger. Their strength. The bitterness of minds unleashed after years of being enslaved and controlled. The pain of never being fully sated.

      I also feel something else: three magical signatures. Dark power in the air, fighting for control. Lucian is controlling the army at our feet, while Bain's influence reaches uptown, and Orion's downtown. Together they're all standing in the line of fire, prepared to save their city.

      My power leaves me, joins theirs, and strengthens it. Doubles it. Quadruples it. With a sigh, I let the darkness it. I touch my mind against dozens, then hundreds, then over a thousand of the undead. I grab the power of death within them, my Princes at my back, and wrestle them under control.

      In a voice that touches all of their minds, I tell them, You are MINE to control! I raise my chin, throw my shoulders back, and lift my hands over my head. Black energy writhes around them, along with the blue of my witchcraft, which turns my thoughts into a broadcast that reaches every street and avenue in the entire city. Kneel to your new Queen, or be forced to your knees.

      I hold my breath, waiting. Trembling. Their hunger is so great. They haven't been free in so long. For a moment, I worry that they'll make me force the issue.

      Then the first guard ripples into a kneeling position at my feet.

      Others, out in the crowd, let their victims go. They turn towards me. They kneel.

      The Starvers in the street retreat to their shelter beneath the stage and amble into what passes for kneeling among their broken bodies.

      More and more of them bend the knee. Waves of them kneel. My power writhes around them, taking control, joined by the power of my three Princes, and the life that quickens inside me, anchoring us together.

      Slowly, I let myself breathe. I stare out at the crowd, making sure there are no stragglers. The humans are all looking at me in a mixture of awe, fear, and confusion.

      In a voice that barely sounds like my own, I tell them, "You're safe now. King Ulric is dead—his reign is over. It's time for a new reign to begin. One where no humans need fear the undead, or being turned against their will. One with a different kind of ruler—four different kinds of rulers."

      I look over my shoulder, and my Princes give me encouraging smiles and nods of confidence. Smiling back, I tell the people, "The reign of your new Queen begins."

      Someone moves on the stage. Not a guard this time, but a servant. The one who ushered me into the ballroom. He grabs something bright shining in gold from a cushion on a chair—no, a throne— near the wedding arch, and nervously approaches.

      "The crown..."

      Prince Bain takes the crown from the servant's hands.

      "I'll take care of it." Reaching out, he easily lifts the crown up above my head, and slowly lowers it onto my braided hair. In a booming voice, he shouts out, "Long live Queen Mia!"

      To my shock, the people repeat his words in a voice that's strong with pride.

      "Long live Queen Mia!"
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        * * *

      

      One Week Later

      The crowns I had made to fit my three Kings are utterly unique, just like them. A silver crown shaped with twigs and curling thorns has sparkling diamonds in lieu of flowers to fit my Lucian's blond crown of hair. For Orion, I picked a dark obsidian-like metal shaped in a smooth circle with a point just at the forehead, where three bright blue gemstones gleam, the surface around them carved with Voodoo runes that represent knowledge and light. And to compliment Bain's muscular frame and rich brown hair, a crown of gold with leaping stags and crossing swords, not a single sparkling gem to be found nestled among them.

      Staring at the three crowns, which sit on a black pillow on top of a simple pedestal, I try to quash my nervousness. We all agreed that after the people's reaction to me, it would make the most sense, and represent a kind of new world for our sector, if I chose to crown the Princes. It was Orion's idea—King of Public Affairs fits him well. But I still can't help feel like an outsider faking my way through the motions.

      Henrique, the stuck-up servant who helped me to the ballroom, handed Bain the crown, and has a bit of an attitude, turned out to be a great help. Unsurprisingly, he's lost loved ones to King Ulric's reign, and looks forward to a different kind of leader around here.

      Nothing is more different than the first known witch-necromancer hybrid in the world.

      A question my mother is trying to answer for me slowly, with small tales about my father, who apparently was a wandering necromancer who blew into town and back out again. She seems to know little about him, except that he goes from settlement to settlement, trying to find an answer to the virus, even after all these decades. By the time she realized she was improbably pregnant despite the lack of a harvest moon or any other signs of fertility, he was gone, and she was left with me.

      As she told me, "I think the All Mother wanted you to be born. Probably so you could help set the world right. She moved the stars in the sky to make it possible."

      It's a romantic notion. Especially in this world we live in. I've decided to believe in it, because it's easier than wondering why the All Mother would give me a father who disappeared. Maybe he's out there in the world somewhere, helping people as best he can, just like I am here in Manhattan.

      "Your Majesty." Henrique catches my attention. "It's time."

      He takes the black pillow and the crowns in his arms. One servant, Melinda, takes the train of my dress, while the guards sweep ahead of me to open the doors. It's been interesting getting to know them now that their minds are back. There's less anger in them now that I've given them a little free will here and there, but we still have a balance to find.

      Freedom and control. Safety and openness. Our sector is newly rediscovering all of it at once. I hope we come out of this turbulence far better for it. Already, my Kings and I have been discussing changes: opening the bridges to newcomers from time to time, creating an area just for the Starvers, trying to rehabilitate some of them, and going through the prisoner logs to see if anyone really deserves to be there.

      Orion is brainstorming a judicial system, his dreams broad and bold, while Lucian is reaching out to every sector he can get in contact with, trying to make new alliances. Bain, of course, has been training some of the humans in swordsmanship and marksmanship, showing them how to assemble guns, planning to shore up the number of non-turned among the ranks of our military.

      Stepping out onto the platform, I spot them waiting for me. One by one, they kneel. Facing the crowd gathered here, I nervously lick my lips, reaching for the memorized lines of my speech.

      "Today, we celebrate, because today we crown not one King, but three. Together we are stronger, smarter, and more prepared. We'll rebuild our city, and expand our horizons. First, we name our Kings."

      Taking the silver crown, I pace over to Lucian and hold it above his head. "King Lucian, King of Diplomacy. May he expand our horizons and find fresh blood for our borders."

      The silver crown nestles well in his hair. I take the next one, its golden stags leaping proudly. "King Bain, King of Military Strategy and Defense. May he always keep us safe from threats both within and without our land."

      The final crown is heavy, and it fits the head it sits on well. "King Orion, King of Education and Public Affairs. Our people will grow stronger together under his reign."

      Facing the people, I raise my voice and tell them, "Long live the Kings!"

      "Love live the Kings!"

      They stand. I share a kiss with each of them, passionate and joyful, happiness radiating from my very pores. Glancing over to the edge of the stage, I share a smile with my mom and the rest of our coven, who have come here to find where the witches might fit into this new world.

      I tell my Kings, "I love you all so much."

      "We love you too," Orion echoes.

      Bain says, "I love you enough to overlook your poor taste in men."

      "I love you so much I gave up womanizing," Lucian says with a grin, hip-checking his brother. "Tonight, we'll celebrate with a few rounds."

      I laugh, knowing that he means sex as much as drinking—though of course right now I can't indulge in any liquor like my handsome Kings can.

      Together, we have so much to look forward to, even in this world, which destroys as much as it creates.

      Soon enough, we'll be announcing the coming birth of our heirs.

      My mother told me with her witch senses that I'm having twins.

      One girl, one boy.

      May our sector be peaceful for as long as they both live.
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      I'm Ellen Arizona, and I'm a murderer.

      I know you've heard my name. They're all talking about what I've done. But no one really understands why I did it. And no one understands me.

      Except for the other killers at Cain University.

      The Cain graduate program for killers is the only safe place left for me. But it comes with a catch: leave, and the consequences are deadly.

      I need to stay. I have powers to train, and someone to kill next: the man who murdered my mother in cold blood. To get him, though, I'll need to survive the first year program.

      Easier said than done. Especially when I find out the four men I loathe, who hunted me and petitioned to kill me, are somehow connected to my powers. If we don't learn to get along, it could spell doom—for them and for me.

      First Kill is a brand new university-age first in a series, similar to The Magicians and Villain Academy. It has blood, gore, mature scenes, laugh out loud comedy, and a reverse harem enemies-to-lovers romance that will scorch off the pages. For readers 18+ only; please read the trigger warning inside.

      

      
        
        Read First Kill (Cain University 1) Now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Read Next: Phoenix Academy

          

        

      

    

    
      If you like sassy heroines, paranormal romance, and a lot of humor, check out my Phoenix Academy series!
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      I’m just a girl trying to survive. Dying? Unexpected. Coming back to life? Even more so. Now these four snarky demons are haunting me. Shirtless.

      It turns out you can die and live again. At least I can.

      When a night out goes murderously wrong, I chose leaping to my death over getting tortured. Except it turns out I don’t die like everyone else.

      I’m a phoenix — or so they tell me. Apparently I need training at the Phoenix Academy.

      What I really need is to get rid of the four demons haunting me wherever I go, showing up when my heart is beating fast — whether I’m nervous, afraid, or well... other things.

      But I also wouldn’t mind learning how to light things on fire with my mind or take out a man twice my size with my bare hands. All things the instructors at the academy want to teach me... if I can survive long enough.

      Because there’s something deadly lurking in these halls, and it’s coming for me next.

      Welcome to the first year at Phoenix Academy, a place where the paranormal lives — and dies — and lives again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Excerpt:

      

      

      It all started with a severed dick.

      Not in the way you’re thinking; I’m no Lorena, poor thing. I wasn’t the one slicing and dicing. If I had, I would’ve picked a nice julienne, really gone to town on the thing until it was unrecognizable ribbons of flesh. Leaving it whole, swinging bits and all, just seems... cruel. Especially when the dude it was attached to was still (mostly) alive at the time to see his family jewels get taken and dangled in front of his face. What a last image to have seared into your retinas as you die.

      Not that he didn’t deserve it. Richard was like the worst version of your shittiest ex-boyfriend. Imagine an actual pile of garbage given human form.

      And his nickname was Dick, after all, so the demons were clearly going for something when they took his actual dick from him. It would’ve been funny if it hadn’t been so incredibly fucking disgusting. Demons do have a sense of humor, apparently.

      I just wish they hadn’t killed me too.

      Coming back to life was a real bitch.

      
        
        Read Phoenix Academy: Awaken now!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Read Next: Fae Like Me

          

        

      

    

    
      If you like new adult romance, especially urban fantasy and paranormal romance with a kick, check out my Selena Pierce series!

      
        
          
            [image: Fae Like Me Book Cover]
          
        

      

      I just learned I’m a part fae succubus. And I need to find the men to sate my sexual appetite...

      Here I thought I was a normal college girl with a high libido. Turns out that’s wrong—I’m so much more. I have powers, and if I don’t learn how to control them, I’ll wind up killing someone.

      Baton Rouge has never been so hot as it is when I meet Leon and Naomi. And Tae Min, Petyr, Elah, Vincent: all fae. Here to guide me into my new life.

      A life that includes hunting down the demon summoner who framed my best friend for murder. Catching bad guys, meeting dark fae, making a harem—my new life is different.

      Worst of all, now I know my parents lied to me. I was never theirs. And my real parents?

      Well, they’ve got a hell of a surprise in store for me.

      Life isn’t easy for a fae like me.

      
        
        Read Fae Like Me now!
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        Phoenix Academy: Awaken

        Phoenix Academy: Unbound

        Phoenix Academy: Forged

        Phoenix Academy: Reborn

        Phoenix Academy: Freed

      

        

      
        Blue Phoenix

        Phoenix Academy: Madness

        Phoenix Academy: Mayhem

      

        

      
        Cain University

        First Kill

        Kill or Be Killed

        Final Kill

      

        

      
        Coleridge Academy Elites

        The Snake in the Grass

        The Pawn

        The Knight

        The King

      

        

      
        Selena Pierce

        Fae Like Me

        Hell Sucks

        Godspring
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        The Black God

      

        

      
        Wild Heart Chronicles

        Primal

        Feral

        Savage

        or… get all of the above as the

        Wild Heart Bundle (free!)
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        Three for a Witch

        Queen Sector

      

      

      
        
        Want three free books? All you have to do is sign up for my mailing list.

      

        

      
        I’ll email you a free book bundle as well as new release alerts, book sales, and the occasional fun newsletter.

      

      

      
        
        https://dl.bookfunnel.com/2mmiulv36m
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        Want to get snippets and excerpts from my books, discuss spoilers, and win giveaways? Join my Facebook group!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lucy Auburn is an urban fantasy/paranormal romance writer who lives in the Southwest. She loves writing interesting stories about strong women. Some of the writers who inspire her include Patricia Briggs and Sarah J. Maas.

      

        

      
        She values her privacy and does her best to keep her online life and her real life separate.

      

      

      

      
        
        Catch up with her…

        www.LucyAuburn.com

        LucyAuburnBooks@gmail.com

      

        

      
        To get updates from Lucy Auburn, subscribe to her mailing list!
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