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      EMILYA

      MAY 21ST, 2010. LAPEER, MICHIGAN, UNITED STATES OF AMERICA.

      Three weeks to go. Graduation was so close I could almost touch it. Part of me couldn’t even grasp how we had made it to this point. I had grown up with these people, and now we would be free. Our teachers and parents/guardians told us not to rush it, but we wanted to put high school behind us. After this year, we all wanted to move on to better things.

      Seven long months had passed since Homecoming, since the car accident that had taken the lives of three of our classmates, and presumably the lives of two others. The game and the dance were somber affairs. Just weeks ago, we’d dedicated our prom to their memories.

      In hindsight, that probably made it worse.

      Prom was supposed to be a fun event; the last hurrah for high school seniors about to embark on the next chapter of their lives. Instead, it only reminded us of what an awful year we had.

      For weeks after the accident, search parties scoured the area looking for the bodies, or any sign, of the two missing students, Daisy and Felicity. I had known both of them well in elementary school, but in stereotypical fashion we had all drifted apart in junior high and high school. We offered each other subtle grins, and small waves or nods of acknowledgement in the hallways between classes, but we didn’t hang out like we used to.

      As I sat in my third-period history class, I let my eyes wander over to the communication board, which had remained a memorial wall for our fallen peers.

      At the top were the photos and handmade name plaques of three confirmed deceased: Daniel Rush, Elle Shipley, and Kaye Fox. I hadn’t known them as well as the others who were placed right below them. Sometimes I tried imagining others in their place, but always to no avail. Their names and faces were burned into my mind.

      

      
        
        Felicity M. Harper

        1992 – 2009

      

        

      
        Daisy R. Matthews

        1991 – 2009

      

      

      

      Even if we were no longer close, I still wished the best for them. Now they wouldn’t have the chances I had ahead of me.

      “Emilya?”

      My head snapped in the direction of Mr. Knickerbocker, my history teacher, as he tried to get my attention.

      I looked around the classroom expecting to find all eyes on me, but instead I found an empty room. Only he and I remained, and I whirled around toward the clock in confusion.

      11:11 a.m.

      Class had been dismissed for lunch a minute prior. Everyone else was gone.

      I looked back at Doc (as we called him, despite his not having any credentials to warrant that) and began to gather my things.

      “Sorry,” I half-whispered as I shoved my papers together and into my folder.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “We lost you for a few minutes. I thought the bell might snap you out of it, but apparently not.”

      Did I want to insist that I was fine? Probably. Even if that was what my words said, my facial expression and tone of voice did not. “I’m fine,” I said, fooling no one.

      He raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms. “Emilya, you were looking at the memorial board. Again. This is a weekly occurrence. Always on a Friday, always around eleven o’clock. Even when you’re in the middle of a test or a quiz, you do it.”

      “I don’t think about doing it.”

      “They were your classmates. It doesn’t help that the classrooms are filled with memorials to them.”

      I stood from my desk, books and folders in my arms. “I didn’t know all of them.” Well, I knew them, but I didn’t know them. There was little chance the three who were actually confirmed dead knew of my existence at all. I didn’t care so much about that, but that was far from the point I was trying to make.

      “But you knew Felicity and Daisy,” he said. “I heard the three of you were close.”

      I tightened the hold on my books. “Once.”

      “Still, graduation’s coming up. You should be walking across the stage together. Losing five classmates hasn’t been easy for anyone.”

      I snorted, unintentionally. “That’s the understatement of the year.”

      “Maybe you should schedule an appointment with Mr. Webster,” Doc suggested. “One last conversation before you walk out of these doors for good.”

      The thought of seeing my guidance counselor yet again filled me with dread. I didn’t want to sit in front of him for an hour talking about how I was feeling because frankly, I was all talked out. Most of the senior class had been through extensive counseling with the Crisis Team in the weeks following the incident. Personally, I had been through four different sessions within the month following, and another two before Christmas.

      Since the incident, I’d been having weird dreams. I kept finding myself getting into a car accident and being submerged underwater much in the same way our fallen classmates had. I couldn’t ever reach the surface, no matter how hard I kicked.

      Breaking free of the car wasn’t the problem. It was what happened afterward, and the idea that I couldn’t escape the water, that bothered me. Near the end of the dream, just before I woke up, I could see the shape of another person above the water. It looked like they were reaching for me. And it was always at that point that I woke up.

      And the dreams were constant. I had them once a week, always on Friday nights.

      I was inclined to believe it was guilt, thanks to Mr. Webster, that made me keep having this particular dream. I hadn’t rekindled my relationships with my two childhood best friends before their presumed deaths.

      The clock had run out, and it was a door unchecked. I couldn’t close it all the way, but also couldn’t open it back up.

      Shaking my head, I said, “I’m good, Doc.”

      The faster I left the conversation, the better.

      I turned around and left the room, heading to my locker to get my lunch before making my way down to the cafeteria.

      The cafeteria was loud, as always, as my peers conversed between shoveling food into their mouths. There was no topic that wasn’t being discussed.

      At my table, however, there wasn’t a lot of talking. My friends were finishing up their art projects, one in particular not helping me get my mind off of my conversation with Doc.

      “Almost done?” I asked.

      Sabrina answered, “Just about, but I hate this shading. It makes me want to scrap the whole thing and start over.”

      “It’s fine,” Zac said. “You’re obsessing over nothing. The whole thing is gorgeous.”

      She sighed, somewhat dramatically, and continued to work.

      Zac rolled his eyes, then showed his to me. “What do you think? Worthy of an A?”

      “Can you even fail in that class?” I asked him. Art was one of the easiest classes, especially for those who had a talent for it, and those students were the only ones who enrolled. I did not have that skill, so I never signed up for art, instead taking choir up until the end of my sophomore year—which, in hindsight, was probably a waste of time like the rest of high school.

      He scoffed. “Yes, you can. It’s not all fun and games. Now look at the portrait! Tell me what you think!”

      Laughing and shaking my head, I directed my eyes from him to his project. It was a portrait of me, re-imagined as a punk/emo teen, which both Zac and Sabrina were inside and out. My parents would’ve had a fit if I dressed the way my friends did.

      A smile crossed my lips. He’d done my inner self justice. “I think it would be a hit in a museum.”

      “Suck-up,” he said with a smirk and placed it back in the folder it belonged in.

      “Do I get to keep it when you get it back?” I asked.

      “Who else would I give it to? Your nonexistent boyfriend?” Zac was equally as sarcastic as he was a talented artist.

      I grinned. “I could say the same for you,” I dished back.

      He feigned offense as I laughed.

      Sabrina groaned, frantically running her pinky finger along a section of the portrait to fix the shading of the tree before gently taking the pastel back over it.

      “Sabs,” I addressed her, “it’s fine. Relax.” It was almost like she was worried about passing the class, and this was her final opportunity to do so. But I knew her work. She had a solid A already.

      She sighed. “It’s a final grade. Wouldn’t you be worried?”

      “Touché.”

      Our friend Brittany took a seat at the table with us, and we said our hellos. She unpacked a lunch brought to her from her mother just now. It was a burger, and I could smell the freshness. Better than the slop they served here.

      Zac, however, gagged. “Is that thing even cooked? I can see blood running down the sides!”

      “It’s medium rare,” Brittany said as she picked it up. “That’s how we like ’em.”

      “You guys see this, right?” Zac asked Sabrina and me. “It’s disgusting.”

      “Are you just now finding this out about Brittany?” Sabrina asked.

      As his last hope, Zac looked at me. “Come on, Emilya, you have to admit it’s disgusting.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know, Zac. Not exactly the way I would prefer mine, but I gotta say, it’s not like I wouldn’t eat it if it were the only option available.” The blood wasn’t entirely off-putting. I could deal with that. It’s not like it was completely rare.

      “I’m disowning all of you,” Zac said, and removed himself from the table.

      Brittany only laughed in response and took a huge bite out of the burger.

      Sabrina placed the finishing touches on her piece, finally, and asked, “Okay, what do you really think? Be honest.”

      I took a look at the piece. She’d done well and shouldn’t have been so hard on herself. “It’s a lot better than anything I’d have drawn.”

      “Well, we can’t all be amateur scientists like you,” she said.

      “I could say the same thing about you and being an artist.”

      After lunch and two more classes, I sat near the end of my fifth-hour mythology class, listening as the afternoon announcements came on over the P.A. system.

      The final choir concert for the year was tonight and the art show was afterward. I wasn’t obligated to attend either, but I planned on it, to support my old choir friends and my friends in art class. All I had to do was tell my parents I was going. They both had to work tonight. I was on my own.

      And despite how depressing school functions were this year, I’d rather be depressed with my friends at their event than depressed and bored at home.

      Once the bell rang, I ran to my locker and took the bus home. I wasn’t able to drive to school since the parking pass cost too much. Plus, not getting my driver’s license until December, halfway through the year, hadn’t helped.

      My parents were both nurses at a local hospital, and they worked the night shift. I hardly saw them. Getting my permit hours in so I could learn to drive and get my license was a stretch. If the bus took me home, that made things easier, even if living in the boonies of mid-Michigan irritated the bus driver, which I honestly found hilarious.

      I ran up our long driveway, through the patio door, and into the house.

      Mom was cooking food that would double as my dinner and my parents’ lunch for work. Both were still in their pajamas.

      Dad was at the table, paying bills. I kicked my shoes off, thankful to be home and for only having five days of classes left. Our district let seniors out early, and graduation was held before the end of the school year.

      “Hey, you,” Mom greeted me. “It’s taco night.”

      I set my bag down by their bedroom door and proceeded to the stove to side-hug her. “Sounds like fun. You gonna be able to keep those fresh for midnight?”

      “Oh yeah, I’m the master,” she said with a smirk. She kissed my forehead, then let me go to attend to the taco meat in the pan.

      My father set his pen down and cracked his knuckles. “All the bills are paid for the month and we’re ahead of the game for once.”

      That was good news. Considering the financial issues of the last few years in the United States, it was good to be back in the green.

      I walked over to him at the table and side-hugged him as he sat. “I think cutting back on eating out helped,” I told him. “And not giving to the church.”

      He laughed. “They don’t pay taxes, so they don’t need our money. Especially if we’re not going anymore.”

      “Helps to not have time,” my mother added. “We should have stopped going ages ago, since—”

      When she stopped herself, I saw the look on my dad’s face, almost like he was warning her not to say something. I got a weird vibe from it, but the only conclusion I came up with was because we were Catholic—and super Catholic at that—it was easier said than done.

      “Never mind,” she said.

      Dad proceeded to place the bills in their respective envelopes. I figured it would be a good time to slip in what I was doing tonight. “So, the last choir concert and art show is tonight at seven at the White Building. I’m gonna go.”

      “Sounds like fun,” Mom replied. “You won’t see us before we leave for work.”

      I shook my head as I wandered back over to her. “Nope, sadly not. But you’ll see me tomorrow morning. I may not get up until the both of you do.” I chuckled. Saturdays and Sundays were my only sleep-in days, and I took full advantage of them. It was hard getting up at five in the morning for school.

      “Sounds like a plan,” said Dad as he gathered up all the envelopes and stood.

      “Em, get the toppings out, please,” Mom said, “and set them on the table. I opened a can of olives earlier. Grab those too.”

      Within minutes, the table was transformed into an assembly line to make up all the tacos. Mom and Dad brought their lunch bags over and began packing while I prepared a plate for my dinner.

      These were the only moments I got to spend with my parents during the school year. Depending on their work schedule, sometimes I never saw them. Little moments like this one, something as mundane as making tacos, were something to treasure.

      Upon finishing, we all high-fived each other and began to clean up.

      That was when the serious conversation commenced. It was Dad who started. “So, Mott? Are you sure you don’t want to start at a university?”

      I nodded. “I’m not looking to get far away, or be in debt for the rest of my life.”

      The economy was recovering, sure, but college was still the price of a kidney and maybe a lung. I preferred to begin less expensively. Plus, Mott Community College was a great school with some awesome programs. I didn’t need to go straight to university, though I planned to go to the University of Michigan, whether in Ann Arbor or Flint, when I was through with my first two years.

      My goal was to be a nurse like my parents, perhaps go further and be a Nurse Practitioner like Mom. I’d spent a lot of time in hospitals growing up, seeing what my parents did, and I loved it.

      “We just want to be sure that you know you’re making the right choice for you,” my mother told me. “We support whatever decision you make.”

      Dad nodded. “Right. And after the first two years, wherever you decide you want to end up, we’ll help however we can in getting you there.”

      I smiled. “Thanks, guys,” I told them, hugging Mom first before Dad. “Let’s get through these next few weeks, huh? I’m ready for this year to end.”

      “Oh, don’t rush it,” said Mom. “One day you’ll wish you were back in classrooms all day, not having to pay bills or hold down a job. But you won’t have to worry about the last part.”

      “Why?” I asked. “You have that much faith in my ability to stay employed?”

      “Something like that,” Dad replied.

      We hugged again, despite my skepticism, and Mom and Dad let me eat while they watched TV in the living room. After I finished my tacos, I went to my room to do homework.

      Before I knew it, I had to leave for the concert.

      On my way out, I made sure I was wearing the friendship bracelet that Daisy, Felicity, and I had gotten as children. I always wore it to school functions this year, not wanting to let them miss out on what should have been the best year of their lives.

      I said goodbye to my parents before driving into town. It took fifteen minutes to get to the White Building, which had been Lapeer’s first high school. I had to park across the street in the overflow lot and walk over. Parents, grandparents, siblings, fellow students, performers, and artists, folks of all sorts were headed inside.

      On my way inside, I saw Zac, Sabrina, and several other friends setting up for the art show. I said hello to them and asked if they’d get to watch the concert; they told me they could peek in once they were set up. Leaving them to finish, I took an aisle seat near the middle of the auditorium.

      The concert began ten minutes later with the Freshman choir performing five songs. Then the Treble choir (all women) came out. I cheered loudly for them and applauded quickly after each song. That was my choir in tenth grade. I would have been with them still if I hadn’t dropped it to take different electives.

      Their opening song was an acapella version of “A Fifth of Beethoven,” by Walter Murphy. It was amazing, and I would have given my left arm to be a part of that performance. They launched into a highly edited performance of “When I Get You Alone” by Robin Thicke, which blended perfectly since the song had sampled Murphy’s disco track.

      After the second song they began a hauntingly beautiful rendition of “My Immortal” by Evanescence. I expected some kind of tribute to the crash victims, and despite my desire for them to stop, I was moved to tears, so much so that I needed to step out.

      Out in the gallery, the art classes were still preparing for their show, and not wanting to disturb them I proceeded down the hallway to an old stairwell to compose myself. Between the song, and some of the pieces in the gallery, it reminded me that it was Friday night, and I was bound to have my dream again.

      My hope was that the dreams stopped after graduation.

      I wanted to get on with my life. The accident had been a weight on everybody this year. Graduation should set us all free.

      Should.

      I looked at the bracelet on my wrist and ran my finger along the rope as a reminder of Daisy and Felicity. Both were surely dead, but their bodies were nowhere to be found.

      What I wouldn’t give to have one more moment to tell them I was sorry and I wished that we had more time together.

      “Haunting, isn’t it?”

      I jumped, scared shitless, having heard the voice coming from nearby. It was quiet, sophisticated … almost soothing. I began to relax upon seeing who had spoken.

      A man. Dressed in a suit, leaning against the wall, down the stairs from where I was hiding, doing not one thing to hide the fact that he was smoking a cigarette in a very old building only barely up to current codes.

      I watched as he took a drag on the rolled tobacco and flicked the ashes off to the side.

      Wiping my tears from my eyes, I sniffled and said, “You don’t know the half of it.”

      A smirk crossed his lips.

      The look in his eyes was … mesmerizing. I couldn’t help but stare at his face, arguably the most handsome face I had ever seen. Maybe it was the way he was dressed. Michigan men didn’t dress like this, at least not in this part of the state. Maybe in Lansing, or parts of Detroit.

      This man was from a whole other world. He definitely didn’t belong here.

      “Is that so?” he asked. “Must be more going on than simply mourning old classmates,” he said before taking another drag on the cigarette.

      I could tell from his accent that he was British. He seemed to think he knew a lot. Even if he was right, which he was, I wasn’t about to tell him that.

      “That’s funny. You must’ve been a teenage girl once, or you’re still going through puberty.”

      He chuckled. “No, I most definitely was not, nor am I.”

      “My mistake,” I said sarcastically.

      I wiped my eyes again and looked away, but it was almost as if I was forced to turn back seconds later. The man was … so hard to look away from. Brown hair, short and slicked back; pale skin. He was beautiful.

      In a way that was gross because he was clearly at least ten years older than me, but I supposed there were worse things. It wasn’t against the law for me to think he was gorgeous.

      His eyes, though. They were almost gray in color, or some kind of a dull blue, and I didn’t know how to describe them. It was like he could see right through me; connect to my soul. I could smell his cologne, and it was rather soothing; seductive, even. Vanilla and something else, but I couldn’t pick it out. Perhaps I didn’t know what it was.

      This tall, slender, posh British man was stealing my thoughts away and I had only just met him.

      “Is there something I can help you with?” I asked. “Or do you make it a habit of standing in dark staircases and stalking teenage girls?”

      The man laughed. “Forgive me, miss. But I was here long before you showed up. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’ve got that backwards.” He finished off the cigarette and stomped it out on the ground. “But to answer your question, I’m here to look after a friend of a friend.”

      I raised a brow. “A friend of a friend? Does this friend’s friend know you?”

      More importantly, did they know he was here?

      “I’m afraid they don’t,” he replied, “but I’m only here to keep an eye on them, not to make my presence known.”

      “Well, I think you’ve already failed in your goal there,” I said. After all, I knew he was here, even if whoever he was supposed to be watching didn’t. “What are you, some kind of government agent or something? Or some random creep?”

      “Neither,” he answered, pushing himself off of the wall where he’d been leaning. “As I said, simply a friend watching a friend of someone I care about.” He walked up the stairs, rounding the corner to the set I was on, and stopped beside me. “You have a pleasant night, miss,” he said. “May you reach everything you’ve ever dreamt about.”

      He began to leave, but I panicked.

      Why would he say that?

      “Wait!” I said, spinning around on the step so fast that if I’d stood at the same time, I probably would have experienced vertigo.

      From inside the auditorium, I could hear applause. The show was far from over, but one step closer.

      Once he stopped, I asked, “What do you mean by that?”

      “You’re a senior, are you not?” he asked as he looked at me with a subtle intensity. The gaze he wore was like a pin keeping me in place. “Isn’t it time to make all your dreams come true?”

      I swallowed hard. “Not all of them, I hope.”

      Especially not the one I was inevitably going to have tonight.

      A small grin crossed his lips. “Trust me. You’ll want your dreams to come true. All of them. Because your nightmares will bring you more fortune than your sweetest dreams.”

      I heard a loud beat of music, causing me to glance at the auditorium door. The Treble choir had to be doing their final number, “Edge of Seventeen” by Stevie Nicks.

      I looked back to where the mystery man had been standing … but he was gone.

      Quickly, I rose and ascended the rest of the stairs to see where he’d gone, but the lobby was now empty of all people. The art students were done setting up for their event and had gone in to see the rest of the show.

      And there was no sign of the man who had been standing in front of me seconds before.

      I returned to the auditorium and found Zac, Sabrina, and the other art students standing in the back. I would have been really into the performance had it not been for my encounter in the hallway moments before.

      I found myself scanning the crowd, hoping to get a glimpse of him. It was sadly a lost cause, and the rest of the show with the Concert Choir progressed, though I paid little attention. And before I knew it the concert was over.

      It was nearly eleven o’clock. I had time to drive home, hopefully beating the 11:11 timer, but cutting it close. Fortunately, the roads were empty, and I was able to do 55 mph once I turned onto my road.

      The clock struck 11:00 p.m. as I approached the last intersection, a four-way stop, to my house.

      Anxiety rose over me, and I had to think harder than usual as I looked to my right, to my left, then straight ahead, and with no other cars in sight, hit the gas to go forward.

      Please let me get home. Please.

      It was barely a half a mile away and, at 55 mph, I would be there in less than two minutes.

      By the time it was 11:02 p.m., I was pulling into the garage and parking the car, relieved that I hadn’t zoned out. Getting out of the car, I rushed through the garage door into the patio, from the patio into the house, punching in the alarm code, reactivating it, and making sure the door was locked.

      My parents were at work, and the house was very dark. I wanted to avoid turning any lights on. I proceeded slowly as I felt my way to the other side of the house and into my room.

      As soon as I closed the door, I didn’t remember anything else.

      

      I was suddenly inside my car again. The car was underwater, filling quickly, and I was trapped. My door wouldn’t open, and I couldn’t break the glass of my window to get out, no matter how hard I kicked. My nightmare had taken over as if on cue. Had I passed out, or was I still awake and couldn’t move? There was no one around to snap me out of the horror like Doc had done earlier, and I couldn’t stand the thought of watching this play out until the end.

      But as every time before, I somehow managed to break the glass and escape the car. This wasn’t the easiest part, as no amount of kicking and pushing allowed me to reach the surface. I felt as though I were sinking lower each time I thrashed, at least until I saw the mysterious figure appear once more.

      It was human, I could tell that much in the dark depths I was trying to escape. It was in the water with me, trying to get to me and help save me, though I knew every time I’d wake up before it could happen. All I could do was kick my way toward it until I woke up.

      At least that’s what I thought I’d have to do.

      Something happened that had never happened before in my nightmare: the figure grabbed hold of me. It took me by the wrist and pulled me toward the surface, but because my body was now going limp, I was losing focus. With all that water in my lungs, I couldn’t breathe, and that made it difficult to register what was happening.

      The figure eventually stopped and pulled me with a significant amount of force, gathering me in its arms. I remained only coherent enough to get a glimpse of its face.

      The stranger from the concert.

      

      I jolted awake, surprised to find that I was in my bed and dressed in my pajamas, as if I’d been able to get myself ready before the nightmare took effect. I looked at the alarm clock on my dresser.

      Three o’clock in the morning.

      I supposed it could have been worse. But now I was also confused, for the nightmare had progressed further than it normally did. He tried to save me, but I had no idea if he succeeded. I remembered him saying he was watching a friend of a friend …

      Could that friend of a friend be me?
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      VINCENT

      MAY 3RD, 2015. KINGDOM OF VOSH’ALA, THE CONTINENT OF MYTHS

      Five years of back and forth.

      I couldn’t trust anybody else. No one except Agent X, but his assignment lay elsewhere.

      This was too important to leave to another one of my agents, especially after my talk with Elijah in November of 2009.

      “Make sure she comes out on the other side alive.”

      I couldn’t deny my king his request.

      I’d kept him updated and kept her safe. We’d hoped to bring her in closer to the time she would transition, but a wrench had been thrown into our plans.

      Elijah was dead.

      Chaos was filling the palace, with people already taking sides. With no known heir, the fight for the throne would begin swiftly. I put a stop to it the moment we revealed Emilya’s existence to the nobility.

      There was a long, lost princess. She was now the queen.

      I had to consume four blood bags to quench my thirst and calm my anxiety. A little infused with scotch did the trick for the latter. It had been a rough twenty-four hours, and while I normally didn’t feel the need to sleep, this whole situation had gotten to me. Between preventing a coup amongst the nobility and my day job, this was more than I was used to.

      Unfortunately, I had no time to rest. The blood would have to hold me over as I left the castle, unsure of when I would return.

      I ran through the forest, feeling a chill in the air that was unusual for this time of year. But since the moment Elijah had breathed his last, there had been a shift in the atmosphere. The sky had grown darker, the air became stiffer.

      I’d deliberated if it was the end of the world.

      If so, the Mayans were a little late with their prediction.

      As I reached the tree house, I found Caius, Galatea, Hasan, and, most importantly, Deianeira, waiting for me outside.

      “You felt it?” I asked.

      Deianeira nodded. Her normally serious dark-brown eyes lightened up—which was severely out of character for her. Perhaps this was her fight-or-flight response to the change kicking in. “The shift in the atmosphere? About a day ago.”

      “What happened?” Caius asked, holding the hand of the very pregnant Galatea. Their four older children’s heads peeked out the window and door, though their eldest, Tamala, was attempting to lure her much-younger siblings out of earshot.

      They would find out sooner or later.

      “Elijah is dead,” I answered.

      They exchanged glances, not expecting the news I’d delivered. And why would they? He was supposed to be immortal.

      “I’m going to get her,” I continued. “I’ll bring her back as soon as I’m able. X will know how to deal with the parents.”

      “What about me?” Deianeira asked. “You know what those rumors are going to do.”

      I nodded. “I do, and they already have, I'm afraid.”

      Deianeira placed one hand on her stomach, the other over her mouth. Hasan drew her in close.

      “I put a stop to it,” I said. “As much as I can, anyway. But Caius won’t let anything happen to you. Neither will Galatea.”

      “Nor I,” Hasan assured his mate.

      She took a deep breath, sighed, and said, “Alright. I’m holding you to that. All of you. You’d better fucking save her, Vincent. No one is putting me on that throne. I don’t belong there.”

      I nodded. “I know.”

      “For the rightful queen,” she declared.

      “For the rightful queen,” I repeated.

      I turned to leave, but Caius caught me after a few steps. He gave me a look. “You okay?” he asked.

      Nodding, I replied, “Fine.”

      It was only half true. A big part of me felt nervous for this girl. She had no idea what was coming, and I couldn’t imagine a worse kind of hell.

      “How does she seem?” he asked, crossing his arms.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I’ve only interacted with her once, and that was five years ago. But she’s having dreams. That’s got to be a sign.”

      “Should I ask them to look further into the mother?” he asked. “That would be the only explanation. Elijah never showed any of those signs, and neither did Rylar.”

      Inhaling deeply, I crossed my arms and let the air out slowly. “Possibly. She has to be the explanation. We may not only have a new queen, but she might be the Banshee.”

      Caius raised his eyebrows. “Are you absolutely sure?”

      “No,” I answered, sighing before adding, “but it’s the only clue we have to go on. And we haven’t been able to find the Banshee for centuries.”
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VIVIENNE

      MAY 4TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE, KINGDOM OF ROMYNIA, THE CONTINENT OF MYTHS.

      The chill in the air, while not unusual for Romynia, left a sense of worry lingering as each breeze passed. It had been ages since the last time I’d felt this. Just before my wedding, possibly? My daughter’s birth?

      I wondered what bad news this chill brought with it.

      I was called into my brother’s office. Lachlan insisted it was urgent, and he was not a man who made such declarations lightly.

      With Elysabette and Hera behind me, I made my way to his office, passing court guests and servants along the way, all of whom stuck to the edges of the hall and bowed or curtsied as I entered into their sights. As I reached the door of Lachlan’s office, I nearly ran into my husband.

      I curtsied to Aleksander, holding my position until he passed with Deklan, his valet, behind him.

      My husband ignored me.

      Deklan’s face was apologetic.

      That worried me. What had happened inside that office?

      I entered the room where my brother and his wife were gathered. Lachlan’s office was dimly lit, and a disaster. Between all the books, and official documents, it was a wonder he still had room to navigate.

      Why was Amara here?

      Oh no. Something must have happened to one of my nieces.

      Was that why Deklan had looked the way he had? They were his nieces too.

      Lachlan bowed and Amara curtsied. “Your Majesty,” he greeted.

      “Lachlan,” I returned. “Amara. What is this about?”

      “We have some news,” Lachlan answered. “You may not like it.”

      “Are the girls okay?”

      Amara nodded. “They’re fine. They’re at our estate and haven’t heard the news.”

      It was a relief to hear that my nieces were okay, but it left me with more questions than answers. “Then … what is it?” I asked.

      Husband and wife exchanged glances. Only when Amara nodded did Lachlan return his attention to me, the look on his face full of disbelief and worry. “Viv … I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but … Elijah has died.”

      Elijah has died.

      Elijah has died.

      The words echoed in my ears. My breath was suddenly caught in my throat; my chest tightened; my body drained of the energy to keep me standing straight.

      Surely this was a dream.

      He was immortal.

      “N—no,” I managed to say, stumbling backwards.

      Lachlan rushed towards me, but Hera and Elysabette caught me when I lost my balance. They lowered me to the ground. Lachlan knelt by my side.

      As I hyperventilated, tears filled my eyes, making it hard to see. I closed them tight in an attempt to get the pain to stop.

      All the while, Elijah has died continued to play on a loop in my mind.

      “I’m sorry, Viv,” my brother said as he took my hand.

      Hera wrapped her arms around me, but it wasn’t enough to keep the agony away. I had been given the worst news of my life, and I had no idea how I would go on in this world.

      All I could do was scream and let the tears flow freely.
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GISELA

      MAY 4TH, 2015. GARDENIA PALACE, KINGDOM OF GARDENIA, THE CONTINENT OF MYTHS.

      I looked out the palace window, watching the boat dock after coming through the waterfall inside the mountain where most of us were only now rising for the day. The gate closed, allowing the water to flow without restriction, but with no further entrance inside our natural domicile.

      A messenger had arrived.

      My mother joined me while the trumpets sounded. They didn’t sound for just anything. This was an emergency. And with the recent change in the atmosphere, affecting the morale of every nymph, it wasn’t a surprise. We hadn’t felt this drained in ages. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d felt a disconnect to The Continent and its magic.

      “There’s Father,” I said, pointing as Heidi and my half-sisters, Analiese and Salina, arrived.

      My brothers were with him. Erik on the right, and Hendrick on the left. They stood firm, their hooves perfectly aligned with one another, and their heads held high with their respective horns far enough apart to prevent accidental crossing and locking.

      The messenger bowed to Father, handed him a letter, and took a step back.

      Father read the letter.

      The look on his face was nothing less than pure shock, a look I had only witnessed a few times before in my life. The last time Father had been stricken with such grim emotion, his father had died, and he’d become the king.

      When he looked up at us through the window, I glanced at my mother.

      Something was clearly wrong.

      “Come now,” Mother ordered.

      We slid down the branches and vines around the castle, hitting the ground below with grace. The inside of the mountain was unusually cold today. It was always on the cooler side, but the chill was extra harsh.

      Heidi immediately rushed to Father’s side, taking his hand. He kissed it as we gathered around him.

      Erik and Hendrick didn’t appear to be in on the news that had been delivered. The expressions on their faces were as worried as the rest of ours.

      “Shalan,” Mother said, “what happened? Are we under attack?”

      “I wish it were that simple,” Father answered. “But alas, no. A far more chilling event has taken place.” He held the letter up, and I noticed the seal of the ambassador to Normandy … my Zehgar.

      My heart fluttered for a moment, but quickly subsided because if Zehgar was writing to us, something bad had happened in Normandy.

      Father continued, his voice grim. “Elijah has been found dead.”

      “What?” Erik gasped.

      “That’s impossible!” Analiese exclaimed. “Surely Zehgar jests!”

      “He would never,” I defended, remembering that no one but Hendrick knew what was going on between us. I shouldn’t have been so quick to come to his defense.

      Fortunately, no one seemed to notice, and rightfully so, considering the news.

      “I’m afraid it’s true,” Father assured her. “Every ambassador has witnessed his lifeless body. An emergency meeting of The Council has been called. I must go. Thyra, come with me,” he requested of Mother.

      She acknowledged, “Of course.”

      “Erik, you are regent until I return from Metropolis,” Father announced.

      My older brother nodded.

      “We’ll return soon,” Father assured us. “In the meantime, I would prepare yourselves for the change that is to come.”

      There would absolutely be change, but the kind was unknown.
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BASTIAN

      MAY 4TH, 2015. PEARALA CASTLE, KINGDOM OF PEARALA, THE CONTINENT OF MYTHS.

      Considering the news that had been delivered, I had never seen my father so emotionless.

      He crumpled the paper tight in his hand, bringing it to his forehead. A twitch at the corner of his mouth was the only indication of emotion any of us witnessed.

      I looked from my father to my mother, from her to the queen, and from the queen to my younger half-siblings.

      “King Elijah has been found dead.”

      Father’s lack of reaction to the news was certainly alarming. Despite all the things I knew my father was, I knew he wasn’t completely heartless, especially when it came to Elijah, his greatest ally. I could only imagine what was going on inside his head.

      “Your Majesty?” Baron Galen asked, while his own wife, Betrys, and children, Jaela, Johenna, and Josken, stood behind him.

      When Father brought his hand down, he cleared his throat. “This is a day that no one was prepared for,” he finally spoke. “And now that it is here, I am unsure of what I should be expressing.”

      “He was your friend, Father,” Corbin said. “You are allowed to be upset.”

      Shaking his head, Father said, “No. A king does not show sorrow. A king stands with his head held high, his emotions kept at bay. You will do good to remember that, son.”

      I rolled my eyes. Thankfully, no one saw.

      “This is a great loss for us all,” Father continued. “And now I must travel to Metropolis. Josken, Galen, Corbin, you will accompany me.”

      As Father started out of the throne room, Mother went after him. I followed, swimming only a foot behind her.

      “Maric,” Mother said, placing a hand on his shoulder to stop him. “Are you alright?” she asked. “Please, don’t shut me out.”

      He placed his hand over hers. “Don’t worry about me, Olivia. Worry about Normandy, and what comes next. Their hearts are hurting more than ours.”

      Mother nodded.

      Father had a point. Elijah wasn’t our king. This didn’t affect us as badly as it did Normandy, but regardless, it had to be a slap in the face to suddenly lose a friend. Father’s reaction seemed unusual, but as he’d told Corbin before, he wasn’t supposed to show emotion.

      Goddess help us all when he finally did.
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CEDEREC

      MAY 4TH, 2015. THE CAPITAL OF METROPOLIS, THE CONTINENT OF MYTHS.

      The helicopter landed on the pad on the shore of the lake, and Nairi and I exited with haste. From the look of the other four pads, everyone else had already arrived. My wife wrapped her arms around me from behind, and together we left the ground as she flew us into The Citadel.

      Behind us, Ana carried Damion, and Danea carried Markus. We had no time to waste.

      As we flew into the room, everyone was already waiting, including Ivan who must’ve come with the group from Normandy.

      Aleksander, Maric, and Shalan sat in their respective seats, and while mine was soon to be filled, I looked to the seat in the center. That seat, filled for as long as The Council had existed by Elijah, would soon be filled by an unknown occupant.

      “Nice of you to finally show up, Cederec,” Maric commented.

      “We only just received the message,” I replied as the ladies landed, allowing Damion, Markus, and me to be released, and find our respective seats.

      “Maric, enough,” Aleksander warned. “We’re all working on an emergency schedule here, and sometimes that means we’re going to have stragglers. You should know that better than anyone.”

      Shalan added, “Even for a scheduled meeting.”

      My Pearalan counterpart sat back in his seat, no rebuttal at hand.

      As I sat, Aleksander banged the gavel, normally an action reserved for Elijah. In this instance, however, Aleksander was the senior-most member of The Council.

      In fact, he was also now the oldest living being on the face of the Earth.

      “His Grace, The Grand Duke Dominic of Normandy,” Aleksander called forward.

      Dominic, Elijah’s right-hand man, took to the podium. He cleared his throat before speaking into the microphone. “Your respective Majesties,” he began, “it is with great sorrow that the Sovereign State of Normandy announces the death of Her King, His Majesty Elijah.”

      An announcement we already knew, but for the purposes of The Council losing one of its members, it had to be on record.

      “We are very sorry for your loss, Your Grace,” Shalan said. “Gardenia mourns with Normandy, as I’m sure Pearala, Romynia, and Vosh’ala do in unity.”

      “I thank you for your kind words, Your Majesty,” Dominic replied to Shalan, “but I do not believe Romynia mourns as much as the rest of us.”

      Aleksander sat up straight. “If you have something to say, Dominic, say it plain.”

      “You were there yesterday morning,” Normandy’s grand duke continued. “You were seen with Elijah near the gardens where he was found.”

      Suddenly all eyes were on the wolf king.

      “My presence does not indicate guilt of whatever you’re accusing me of, Dominic,” Aleksander rebutted.

      And then Elijah’s widow, Queen Contessina, pushed Dominic out of the way and took his place at the microphone. “You killed him, you son of a bitch! You’ve always had the strongest motive! After everything he took from you, every war we’ve ever fought, there was no way you didn’t do this!”

      I wanted to give Aleksander the benefit of the doubt. Of course, I wouldn’t dismiss Normandy’s accusations yet, since I agreed that Aleksander was the only person who would benefit from Elijah’s death.

      But so little was known at this point.

      Leaning into my microphone, I asked, “When was Elijah found?”

      Dominic reclaimed the microphone from Contessina. “Just after sunset.”

      “And when was Aleksander last accounted for?” Shalan asked.

      “Hours before that.”

      “I hardly think that points to possible guilt,” I said. “Unless Aleksander fails to provide us with a good alibi …?”

      Aleksander looked down, lost in thought.

      My stomach turned. I was getting the impression that the day had finally come when we were witnessing Aleksander’s success in disposing of his rival. And Aleksander was having a hard time coming up with an excuse to get himself off the hook.

      When he finally responded, he said, “I … I can’t remember.”

      “That’s all the proof we need!” Contessina exclaimed, frantic. “He clearly flew into a blind rage and murdered my husband!”

      Maric leaned forward and asked, “Has an autopsy been performed yet?”

      Dominic replied, “Yes. There’s an unusual drug in his system. We believe that may have been the cause of death.”

      “Why would Aleksander need drugs to kill Elijah?” Shalan asked. “Surely his strength matched Elijah’s more than enough to do the job physically.”

      I nodded in agreement and asked, “And what about DNA evidence? There must be something to prove Aleksander’s innocence.”

      Of course, with no alibi, it was hard to give my Romynian counterpart any real support.

      “We’re still gathering evidence,” Dominic insisted, “and should have answers within a week.”

      My wife, in the audience, rose from her seat. “Vosh’ala would be happy to assist you with any evidence you may find difficult identifying. Namely, the aforementioned drug.”

      Dominic nodded. “Thank you, Your Majesty, I’m sure Andromeda would appreciate whatever assistance you are able to offer.”

      Contessina, again, exclaimed, “That still doesn’t answer how Aleksander seems to have no idea where he was at the time! The son of a bitch killed my husband! Who else has the means, the motive, and the opportunity?”

      Shalan replied, “Well, he certainly has the means and motive, but I’m a bit skeptical on opportunity.”

      Despite everything, I agreed. “It may be worth waiting until all the facts have been gathered before we point fingers, Conte.”

      She glared at me. “You would cover for the dog.”

      “I’m simply a man who isn’t keen on jumping to conclusions.”

      She sneered.

      Holding up his hands and stomping one of his hooves on the ground, Shalan said, “Look, as much as I’m sure Normandy would like to turn this into a trial for Aleksander, the purpose of an emergency Council meeting following the death of a sovereign is to hear from the affected nation on how they will be dealing with the succession. I’m sure I’m not the only one who is curious as to how Normandy will handle the fact that Elijah was the only one amongst us who had no children to succeed him.”

      “Actually,” Dominic began, “he does.”

      I was floored.

      I exchanged a glance with my satyr cousin, who looked back at the vampire and asked, “Since when?”

      “August 7th, 1992,” he answered. “Our king had a dalliance with a young American woman in Italy in the autumn of 1991. Though he didn’t know it until 2009, that dalliance produced a child: a girl, who is now twenty-two years of age, and whom the lord commander is on his way to retrieve. A DNA test has already been passed. There is no doubt that she is Elijah’s daughter.”

      “Twenty-two is awfully young,” Maric commented, “and considering the timeline, she would be ineligible to be Queen for at least fifteen years at the earliest, unless you’re planning to force her to transition.”

      Dominic said nothing, but he didn’t have to.

      “You are,” I said.

      “It’s the only way she can be the true queen.”

      “But she’s not legitimate,” Contessina growled. “No bastard child should ever sit upon a throne.”

      “And no realm of The Continent has ever had a queen regnant before,” Aleksander pointed out. “I’d say this makes your job all the more difficult, Dominic.”

      Dominic reached into his suit pocket and produced a letter. “I have Elijah’s last will and testament. ’Tis stamped with his seal and written in his hand, dated October of 2009. He updated it shortly after finding out about his daughter.”

      “May we see it?” Shalan asked.

      Nodding, Dominic handed it to Nairi, who flew over to us. She handed it to Shalan before returning to her seat, her delicate faerie wings still fluttering a bit after her feet touched the ground.

      Shalan leaned towards me so that the two of us could review it together. Having known Elijah’s handwriting from the time I was four, there was no doubt he’d written this. And according to Normandy law when it came to legal matters regarding the monarch, it had been signed by two witnesses and ratified by the archbishop.

      The will was legitimate.

      “When can we expect her?” I asked.

      “As soon as my son is able to procure her,” Dominic answered. “I would imagine that it should be any day now.”

      “Then Goddess’ speed to the lord commander,” I replied. “And long may Queen Emilya of Normandy reign.”
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ALEKSANDER

      MAY 21ST, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE, KINGDOM OF ROMYNIA, THE CONTINENT OF MYTHS.

      “They have eyes on her. She’ll be here any day now.”

      I kept my eyes on the scene outside the window: My daughter, Hadrianne, training the new recruits to our army. Most of them were pathetic, but what else could I expect from pups, kittens, and chicks?

      They didn’t know war, but Hadrianne was going to make damn sure they were ready if we needed to go into battle. They were my people—my soldiers. They were sworn to me as their king. They needed to be ready to defend Romynia and me.

      Hadrianne demanded that they strip down to prepare to shift. I watched them all, save for Hadrianne (out of respect), remove every article of clothing and shift on command into their various states—werewolves, foxes, tigers, owls, bears, and more—and my stomach turned.

      I wasn’t responsible for all of them. The werewolves, yes, but even then, I’d had little control over what I was doing.

      My daughter, in her fox form, led them out into the forest, and together they ran—or flew, in the case of the birds.

      It was then that my body twitched out of instinct, the beast inside me fighting to get out.

      No. Never again.

      Not as long as I could help it.

      I’d spent the last two weeks being accused of killing Elijah. I wished I could take the credit. I wanted to. Unfortunately, it wasn’t me.

      At least not that I remembered killing him.

      I needed my rival alive.

      They threw a curveball at us by announcing they were going with a bastard, and a woman at that. She was twenty-two, not old enough to experience transition, and lived in the United States. There was no way she would be able to handle this.

      I looked at Colin, one of my two dukes, who had informed me of the newest development in Normandy’s quest to bring their new queen to her throne. “She should stay there,” I told him. “It’s not fair to her.”

      “She would have turned sooner or later,” Emmitt, my other duke, informed me. “She’s an inheritor.”

      “That’s still not a good reason to tear her away from the only life she knows,” I said. “And how many inherited vampires are running around out there in the world unchecked? She might not even be the only one Elijah has.”

      “Just the only one they know about,” Colin told Emmitt.

      Emmitt sighed. “Alright, what do you want to do? Stop them from bringing her here? Watch Normandy go into crisis and eat itself alive?”

      That would be satisfying to some degree, but not in the way I’d always imagined. If it happened now, I’d only wind up being depressed. There was no fun in watching a country spiral out of control and know you weren’t the one who’d caused it.

      “No,” I replied. “We’re going to see how events unfold. Like it or not, we’re going to need her. The Council is missing a member, and if the nobility of Normandy aren’t going to go to war with each other to determine who that new member will be, we’re going to let what is meant to happen, happen. It’s either going to be a disaster, or it’ll be a riveting success.”

      “No third option?” Colin asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t see this winding up somewhere in the middle.”

      The door opened, and my brother-in-law stepped inside. Lachlan stopped a few feet from me and bowed. “Your Serene Majesty,” he greeted. To Colin he said, “Cousin,” and to Emmitt, he said, “Your Grace.”

      Both nodded.

      He continued, “As Romynia’s ambassador, I feel that my time is best spent in Normandy in preparation for the new queen’s arrival and overseeing the transition. Therefore, I’ll be leaving shortly.”

      I nodded. Any excuse to get my brother-in-law away from Romynia was one I would take. That was another reason to let the new Queen of Normandy make her arrival. I could spend more time with Lachlan’s wife.

      “Very well, Lachlan,” I agreed. “Please, allow Amara and the girls to stay at the palace while you’re away. They’d be much safer.” Not that his estate wasn’t well fortified, but he didn’t have to know my true intentions.

      “Amara has made it clear that the girls wish to remain at our estate,” Lachlan explained. “However, the countess will gladly spend time at the palace to serve Your Serene Majesty.”

      He had no idea how funny that was to me. One hundred years later and he remained as clueless as he was on day one.

      “I look forward to it,” I told him. “Safe journey, Lachlan.”

      He bowed again and left the room.

      Colin watched his cousin leave.

      Emmitt took a few steps towards me. “I can have eyes on the new Queen of Normandy. Just say the word, Your Majesty.”

      I didn’t want any harm to come to the girl, but it would be thorough of us to at least keep track of her progress. “Who’s watching her now?” I asked. “From Normandy, who do they have with her?”

      “Vincent,” Colin answered. “They’re not messing around this time. Not after what happened in 2009.”

      I sighed, but I had to hand it to Vincent. You want something done right, you do it yourself. He seemed to have that figured out this time. “I want shifters on this,” I said. “No werewolves. I don’t care which agents you send, but they need to blend into the fabric of her hometown.”

      “I have deer-shifters I can send,” Emmitt said. “They’re the only natural options for the area she lives in, and that’s being generous.”

      “They’ll have to do,” I said. “Send them, but keep it discreet. I only want eyes on her, nothing else. Is that clear?”

      Emmitt nodded. “Yes, Your Serene Majesty.” He bowed and left the room.

      Colin approached, stopping at my side. “What’ll you have me do in the meantime?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” I said as Deklan entered the room. “For now, I need you here.” I looked at Deklan. “Is it ready?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Waiting for you in your chambers as we speak, Your Majesty.”

      “Good,” I replied. “Colin, be sure that no one disturbs me the rest of the day. Deklan, you’re with me.”

      The duke bowed to me as I moved towards the door, Deklan following. I’d been waiting for this package for weeks.

      When I entered my chambers and saw it, a sense of relief washed over me.

      It was the only thing that would help the pain and anger.
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EMILYA

      MAY 21ST, 2015. UNITED STATES OF AMERICA.

      “Are you going to come over for dinner tonight?” Mom asked through my car’s Bluetooth. It was nearly three o’clock in the afternoon, and I was on my way back home. Tomorrow was the day my five-year high school reunion was scheduled.

      I’d debated for a long time on whether I should go, but after I thought about it, I knew I needed to go for Daisy and Felicity.

      “I don’t think I’ll make it to the house in time for dinner, but I’ll swing by the hospital to see you if you’re not busy,” I replied as I looked over my shoulder and merged into a new lane on I-75. “I just crossed the bridge and made it to Ohio, and you know how that is.” Michigan plates in Ohio meant ‘drive at least five miles under the speed limit.’

      “Sounds like you got a little backed up,” Dad commented.

      “Yeah, there was a big wreck in Nashville, and I made a dumb decision to go out of my way to come up through Ohio instead of Indiana.”

      “Did you drive all night?”

      “I left late last night,” I answered. “The conference lasted way too long, and if you think the interstate changes in Detroit are bad, try Dallas-Fort Worth.”

      “I think we’ll pass,” Mom said.

      I chuckled. “That’s what I thought.” I hadn’t wanted to go to the conference, but unfortunately, I drew the short end of the straw when it came to those of us who worked in the lab.

      “Are you stopping to see us before you go home?” Dad asked.

      “Probably, since it’s on the way.” Genesys Hospital was in Grand Blanc. I wasn’t about to drive thirty minutes out of my way to turn around and go back.

      “Well, we’ll see you soon, honey. Drive safe,” Mom said.

      “And if an Ohio cop pulls you over for speeding just tell him that the Buckeyes suck,” Dad added.

      I laughed. “Go Blue!”

      “Damn straight,” he said. I could hear the smile in his voice.

      I ended the call and continued the rest of the drive, stopping a couple times for gas, past Cincinnati and before Toledo. Crossing back into the state of Michigan brought me comfort. I was home.

      I still had a couple of hours to go, but at least the hard leg of the journey was over.

      The sun was setting, and though it was off to the west and I was heading north, it still bugged me. My eyes had always been a little sensitive to light. Now I wore glasses for driving since my eyesight had gone to shit for distances.

      It would get better when the sun set completely, closer to 7:30, but by then I would have barely twenty minutes of my drive left. The darkness was easier to drive in. Even with some slight astigmatism, at least I wasn’t squinting to keep the sun out of my eyes. Prescription lenses only went so far.

      When I made it to Genesys, I parked my car—the same trusty Chevy Impala that had gotten me through college at Mott and U of M Flint, and had continued to last one year out of undergrad—and ran into the building. I hoped to catch Mom and Dad before their shift officially began. These days they were working a little earlier. Their post-meno and andropause bodies couldn’t handle things the way they used to.

      Even I, at twenty-two, was already tired of this shit, and I’d only started.

      Fortunately, it was now the time of day when I had most of my energy. College was to thank for that, and the fear of having my nightmares. I’d seen therapists throughout the years, but no one had a good explanation for why I was having the same dream after almost six years. At one point, I’d given up on sleeping at night. Sleeping during the day worked far better for me, and it usually kept the dream away.

      On the second floor of the hospital, I found Mom and Dad at the nurse’s station while shift change was happening.

      “Hey!” I greeted.

      “There she is!” Mom exclaimed, coming around the desk to hug me. “You made it safely.”

      I hugged her back. “I was only gone for a week, but it felt like an eternity. Texas is hot as balls. I think I’ll stick to the cold north.”

      Dad laughed as he came around to greet me. “Well, that’s good news, especially for us. We’d hate to lose you.”

      “Oh believe me,” I said as I switched from Mom to Dad, “I’m not going anywhere anytime soon.”

      And once Dad released me, the glance between him and Mom was worrisome.

      “Something I should know about?” I asked.

      They shook their heads. “No. Just that … well, you’re still young and you have a lot of life ahead of you. You never know where it might take you,” Mom explained.

      “I keep hearing that, but I haven’t had a reason to believe it.”

      “Emilya!”

      I turned around. The familiar voice made me smile. “Kris!” I exclaimed, rushing over to hug Mom and Dad’s longtime coworker. He hadn’t changed a bit. For as long as I’d known him, it seemed like he didn’t age.

      He chuckled and embraced me. “Welcome back,” he said.

      “I don’t think I’ve seen you in forever,” I said as I let go. “Where the hell have you been?”

      “Vacation,” he answered.

      “What the hell is a vacation?”

      “Something you probably won’t know about for a long time,” he said with a smirk.

      I rolled my eyes. “My generation didn’t ruin the economy, but we’re the ones who still got screwed, so thanks, boomer.” Except he wasn’t a boomer. I didn’t actually know how old Kris was, but he had to at least be a Gen-Xer like Mom and Dad and could pass for an older millennial at this point. He must’ve had some damn good genes. I wished I could get some of those.

      “Ouch, that hurts,” Kris replied. “I’m gonna walk away before you wound me any further.”

      “Get to work,” Mom ordered jokingly, though as his boss, there was some truth to what she said.

      As Kris said his goodbyes and left, I turned back to my parents. “I thought I’d try to catch you before you settled in for the night,” I said as their pagers started beeping. “I’ll leave you guys to it.”

      “Call tomorrow before you go to the reunion?” Mom asked.

      “Of course,” I said. I hugged both of them before I left the premises and drove another thirty minutes back home.

      I’d moved out of my parents’ house during college. After my education at Mott, I had gotten a little apartment in Quail Ridge in Davison, the neighboring town of Lapeer. It was a nice little place that I had made my own, and with no partner or dependents, I didn’t have to worry about upgrading any time soon.

      I unpacked from my trip, finding that I was getting very tired. To prevent myself from falling asleep, I grabbed a Coke from the fridge and made some popcorn with a garlic parmesan seasoning before parking myself in front of the television. I had to catch up on Criminal Minds. I found the recorded episodes on my DVR and began watching.

      As soon as I placed a piece of popcorn in my mouth, though, I gagged. I’d never reacted that way to the seasoning before, but the garlic was extremely pungent, the most disgusting thing I’d ever tasted.

      Since that ruined my appetite, I tossed the entire thing and stuck to drinking the Coke. I continued watching the final episodes of season ten before moving on to whatever was on Netflix.

      Somewhere in the process, I was drifting off. No matter what I did to fight it, I was falling asleep. Perhaps my body was too exhausted to stay awake. I was running on a couple of hours of sleep after the conference in Fort Worth, but I was used to that.

      There was no winning this one, however. I had to surrender and face whatever the night had in store for me.
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CALLUM

      MAY 23RD, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE STABLES, KINGDOM OF NORMANDY, THE CONTINENT OF MYTHS.

      “Get back to work!”

      I heard the crack of the whip come down hard, striking the back of John, who had only stopped for a moment to rest after what appeared to be spraining his ankle. The sound was one I heard in my nightmares. We all did.

      James, Jasper, and I exchanged a glance. We couldn’t do or say anything without risking a strike of our own, but the three of us were visibly uncomfortable. We weren’t the only ones, but anyone who had any kind of authority around here wasn’t going to stick up for us. The overseers could do whatever they wanted to us.

      After all, we were abominations.

      Viscount Folley, the head overseer, entered the stables. “Mayford, enough,” he said. “It’s time for them to leave for the night anyway.”

      Joseph II, son of the Earl of Mayford, and the one who had dealt the strike, grunted. “Fine. Everybody, finish up your immediate task and get out of here. We’re back at dawn tomorrow. Twenty lashes for anyone who is late.”

      Those usually weren’t sought by choice.

      We finished what we were doing before we left the stables.

      Jasper tended to John as soon as we made it back to the house, which was cramped with dozens of other males exhausted from the day.

      “How bad is it?” I asked Jasper after John pulled his shirt off with James’s help.

      “Right across the wing opening,” he answered. Roland brought the antibiotics and bandages over. “Could be worse, but we shouldn’t think like that.”

      I nodded. “What about your ankle, John?”

      He answered, “I stepped the wrong way. I’ll be fine with some rest.”

      “Didn’t we say this bullshit would end now that Elijah has died?” Thomas asked as he approached. “Where is our new king?”

      “There isn’t one,” I answered, holding the roll of gauze for Jasper while he wrapped it around John’s body. “Earlier today, I heard Mayford Junior whispering about putting Lady Deianeira on the throne.”

      Xavier, leaning against the doorway, said, “No, Elijah has a bastard. A girl, I think. The lord commander has gone to fetch her. Apparently she lives in America.”

      “How do you know this, Xave?” James asked.

      Our friend answered, “Folley was talking about it. Some of the nobles aren’t very pleased.” He looked at me and added, “Your daddy included.”

      I cringed at the mention, but I also wasn’t the least bit surprised. “Let me guess, it’s going to be a pissing contest to get their candidate on the throne?”

      “Looks like it,” he replied.

      “If this bastard daughter isn’t willing to help us,” James said, “I think Lady Deianeira would be more than acceptable.”

      “I agree,” John said, wincing a bit as Jasper tightened the bandage around him. “Besides, she’s one of us.”

      Roland shook his head. “She’s not, though. A valkyrie, sure, but we’re nothing more than valkyries with cocks.”

      “And that’s not natural, you see,” Thomas added, mocking the way that a nobleman would say it.

      John only shrugged.

      Jasper, finished with John, looked at me. “What do you think, Cal? You’ve been dealing with this longer than anyone else.”

      All eyes were on me, and not only the eyes of the friends who had been speaking. It was an unwelcome reminder that I had been the first. I hated being the one they all looked to. It wasn’t like I was anyone special.

      Like in every other case, I could only give my honest answer. “Let’s just see what this daughter does first. We can go from there once we know where she stands.”

      I wasn’t in the business of jumping to conclusions. No one knew this girl, and who was to say she would be like Elijah? He hadn’t raised her, after all, and that in and of itself might have been an advantage we needed.
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      ALEKSANDER

      MAY 23RD, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      I woke up in a panic, like one of those nightmares that scares you awake, except I hadn’t been dreaming.

      I was covered in sweat, my heart racing, struggling to catch my breath.

      I looked to the other side of the bed. Veronika lay with me, fast asleep, seeming to not have been disturbed by my sudden movement. Thank Heavens.

      What had happened?

      I couldn’t remember where I’d been last. How did I get here?

      Deklan was sleeping in the chair near the window of my room. That surprised me. Normally he was with Farrah at night. Unlike some kings’ valets, mine was allowed to have a life. So why was Deklan here?

      “Deklan,” I whispered after I’d taken a moment to calm down. I was loud enough that he would hear me, but I didn’t want to disturb Veronika.

      He stirred awake.

      As soon as he was alert enough, he rose and came to my bedside. “Your Majesty,” he said. “Do you need me to fetch you something?”

      I shook my head. “No. What … what happened?” I asked.

      Deklan looked confused. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t … I don’t remember getting here,” I said.

      He was now concerned. “What is the last thing you remember?”

      I thought for a moment. “I remember … being at dinner. Colin was there, as were Emmitt and Hera, and Veronika.” Anyone else? “Vivienne, maybe?”

      Deklan nodded. It was safe to assume I had correctly placed my wife at dinner.

      “We were talking about the new Queen of Normandy; how she’ll be here in a few days, if the reports are correct.” I stopped for a moment. “But … that’s it.”

      Deklan frowned. “You don’t remember leaving the dining room and coming here?” he asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Your Majesty, you left dinner after getting upset. The duke suggested a more direct approach with the queen when she arrives—insisted, even—and it upset you. So you left to come here for …” He stopped and nodded at the nightstand.

      My box of medicine sat there. On top was marijuana, but inside the false bottom was the new medication I’d been waiting for from Vosh’ala, which I’d been taking for a few weeks now.

      “That’s … that’s all?” I asked.

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” he answered. “You took the pill, I helped you get ready for bed, and you passed out as soon as Lady Veronika arrived.”

      Why couldn’t I remember? It seemed so simple, and yet, I had no recollection of those events.

      “Thank you, Deklan,” I said. “You should be in your own bed, though. Please, don’t stay on my account.”

      Deklan nodded. “Thank you, Your Majesty, but if you require anything I’m a ring away.”

      With that, he left.

      I looked beside me again where Veronika was fast asleep. I then looked around the room. This was insane. What had happened to me?
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EMILYA

      MAY 23RD, 2015. DAVISON, MICHIGAN.

      The water surrounded me, keeping me from breaking free.

      This time it was harder to break through the glass. I still managed it. Was I losing the strength to do so, even in a nightmare?

      I woke up, unphased, because after five years of the same dream with no resolution I’d become jaded. There wasn’t any reason to be afraid anymore if all I did was have a recurring nightmare that I likely needed therapy for. At this point, a lot of people needed therapy. I was simply a member of the club.

      After lying in bed for an hour, checking my phone, watching stupid videos on YouTube, and plain refusing to get up, I surrendered and left my bedroom. I made breakfast, ate, and jumped in the shower. It was noon already, and the reunion started at six o’clock. I didn’t usually put a lot of time into my appearance, but I figured I should for such a special occasion.

      I had zero idea what to do with a curling iron or a straightener, so I brushed and combed my hair to make it look as presentable as I could. My mother used to do these things for me, and I couldn’t imagine doing them on myself. I was too scared of getting burned.

      Several YouTube makeup tutorials later, I found a look I could tolerate and had enough makeup to copy. My face was an entirely different person when I made an attempt to look like a girly-girl. That had never been me, but Mom and Dad never pushed the issue. They wanted me to be who I was comfortable being. As their only child, I’d had free reign to do whatever, except when it came to the goth style. For some reason that was the one they objected to.

      As I left the bathroom, I started into my bedroom to find some of my nicer clothes. This was Lapeer, and I couldn’t imagine anyone getting too dressed up, but I wasn’t going to be sloppy.

      Just before I reached my closet, the doorbell rang.

      I froze. I checked my phone for a potential missed text message from Mom or Dad alerting me that they were coming over. There was nothing.

      My initial thought was that it was possibly the mail carrier leaving an oversized package, but I wasn’t expecting anything.

      Perhaps it was someone with the wrong apartment number?

      Slowly, I made my way over to the door and looked out the peephole. No one was there, at least not in sight.

      I opened the door, keeping the chain on it just in case, and found a manila envelope as I looked down on the mat.

      I gulped. I still couldn’t see anyone outside, so I quickly opened the door, grabbed the envelope, and pushed the door closed. There was something in the envelope, but whatever it was weighed almost nothing. I continued to the counter and ripped the envelope open, dumping its contents out. What I found inside surprised me.

      A friendship bracelet. It was like the one Felicity wore when we were still friends, like mine, only a different color. My anxiety spiked, especially as I found a small note accompanying the jewelry. It read,

      
        
        From a friend.

      

      

      Who had been in possession of Felicity’s old friendship bracelet?

      Unless … No, it couldn’t be. Surely Felicity was dead, Daisy too.

      It had been almost six years. The only people who could have had it were her parents, and they’d moved away after the search parties disbanded in late 2009. Could they have sent it?

      But I’d seen Mr. and Mrs. Harper’s handwriting before and this was not theirs, not remotely close. It wasn’t familiar … except the whiff of cologne I was getting off the note.

      Then I remembered the mystery man from the White Building.

      It had been five years since I’d seen him, but I remembered the smell of his cologne like it was yesterday. Vanilla and the mystery scent.

      A friend of a friend, he’d said.

      Did he know Felicity, Daisy, or their families? Were they trying to reach out to me? If they were, why couldn’t they do it themselves?

      None of this made any sense. The mystery man must have been watching me all these years, no doubt, but what did Felicity have to do with it?

      All this time I thought she was dead, as did the rest of town. I was still inclined to believe she was, even if they hadn’t found a body. This had to be her parents. As I looked at a bracelet, I was confused. I hadn’t expected to see them ever again.

      And more importantly, what did the mystery man have to do with it?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




DEKLAN

      MAY 24TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      The king was still asleep. He’d asked me not to wake him today, which was unusual, but unless there was an emergency he was to be left alone. My guess was that his body was still adjusting to the new medication.

      I was concerned about what it was doing to him, regardless of him telling me not to worry. He was forgetting things, losing hours at a time. His memory had never been this bad.

      It was supposed to be happening today: “The Extraction of Queen Emilya,” it was being called. Surely King Aleksander would want to be awake for this. I was no king, only his valet, but this seemed like it would be important enough to be on duty.

      No matter what the king’s status was, I did not get a day off. I had to organize his affairs for the next few days, namely the trip to Metropolis, where he would officially meet the new Queen of Normandy.

      Never before had there been a queen regnant on The Continent. Consort, always; regent, sometimes; but never a queen ruling in her own right. The power balance was shifting before our eyes.

      As I stood outside the front entrance, inspecting the carriages for the journey, I noticed a few of His Majesty’s special agents leaving the castle and piling into a car.

      I furrowed my brow, especially when I saw Lord Emmitt stop and watch them from the fountain as he returned from a walk with Lady Hera. Something about that guy never sat right with me, but it wasn’t my place to speak up.

      “Deklan!” a voice called.

      Coming down the stairs was Joseph, Earl of Mayford, Normandy’s ambassador to Romynia, accompanied by three guards from Normandy.

      I bowed to him and asked, “Ambassador, what can I do for you?”

      “Deklan, where is the king?” he asked with urgency.

      “Asleep in his chambers,” I replied. “He’s not feeling well today.” That was the lie I had to tell, and it wasn’t entirely untruthful.

      “Please inform him that his recent actions will no doubt be seen as a declaration of war,” the ambassador informed me before storming off. Another car had pulled up; he got inside and it drove off quickly.

      I was confused by what he had said. A declaration of war?

      What in the world was happening?

      Despite my confusion, I knew well enough that this was cause to wake the king. Normandy’s ambassador had stormed away, threatening war.

      I left the carriage inspection to be finished at a later time, hurrying to His Majesty’s chambers. I informed the guards it was urgent.

      They let me pass, and I found the king still asleep in his bed beside Veronika. I pulled the curtains back, and continued to the bed. “Your Majesty,” I said, shaking his shoulder a bit. “Your Majesty, please wake up.”

      He stirred, as did Veronika. They were both looking at me through tired eyes within moments. “What is it, Deklan?” he asked.

      “Your Majesty, Lord Joseph just left and said, ‘Please inform him that his recent actions will no doubt be seen as a declaration of war,’” I explained. “Do you know what he’s talking about?”

      Aleksander sat up, and Veronika with him. “War? What in Heavens is he talking about?” He seemed to be as confused as I was, which brought me some comfort.

      Then again, he was the king. He didn’t have to tell me the truth.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know.” I paused. “But he seems to think you’ve done something bad enough to declare war over.”
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CONTESSINA

      MAY 24TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE, KINGDOM OF NORMANDY, THE CONTINENT OF MYTHS

      Life was hard enough these days.

      My husband was dead. We were getting a child as our new monarch. We didn’t need more interruptions.

      Unfortunately, it appeared that Aleksander didn’t see it that way.

      I made my way to the throne room where Dominic was meeting with Joseph. Dominic had asked me to be present, but I was still shocked. I was the queen, sure, but Elijah was dead. Even when Elijah was alive, I was never asked to attend these types of meetings.

      Regardless, I would see what the fuss was about, especially when it came to Aleksander.

      “What’s happened?” I asked as I entered the room with my ladies-in-waiting, and the two men bowed to me.

      At least they still knew I deserved a proper greeting.

      The earl was the one who explained. “I overheard agents talking,” he said as the doors in the far corner of the room opened, and we were joined by Alan, Viscount Vale and Master of Internal Affairs; and Nikolas, Earl of Brimm and Commander of the Military. “They claim to have received orders from Aleksander himself to assassinate our new queen before she can set foot on The Continent. They want to take her out while she’s still on her home soil. They mentioned the ‘Midwest.’”

      Wow.

      The girl wasn’t here yet, and Aleksander was already trying to get rid of her.

      In some ways, I didn’t blame him. I wished she didn’t exist either. I wished my son, or daughter, were still alive to take their father’s place on the throne of Normandy, not some illegitimate bastard from one of my husband’s many flings.

      Rylar should be alive for this. My son should be king now.

      “Did you see the orders?” the viscount asked.

      Nikolas added, “We have no cause for war unless you have the orders in hand.”

      “I saw the agents leaving,” Joseph said. “They were in the hallway one moment, and the next moment they were piling into a car with gear bags.”

      I crossed my arms. “They could have been going anywhere,” I said. “Can you prove that they’re going to the United States?”

      That was when Vincent’s second-in-command, Kieran, Baronet of Crossfield, entered the room. “A plane was spotted leaving Romynia, heading east. Our agents on the coast of Vosh’ala have confirmed it left The Continent.” He handed a report to Alan.

      Both Alan and Nikolas looked it over before Alan passed it to Dominic.

      Alan declared, “I’m not taking any chances this time. We’re calling Vincent. Kieran, get him on the line.” The viscount headed out of the room, with Kieran following him.

      I reviewed the report, which was accompanied by photographs. It was definitely a Romynian plane. They did their best to hide the coat of arms, but they didn’t do a very good job.

      “Where are we on officially charging Aleksander with Elijah’s death?” I asked.

      “Nowhere close,” Dominic answered. “The agents have nothing, and with no trace of whatever it was that killed him, we’re at a dead end.”

      How were we so bad at this?

      “Christ on sale,” I sighed. “Before we go marching into war, you had better have solid evidence.”

      “If they attempt to kill our new queen, that is cause enough,” Dominic shot back. “If they succeed, I have no problem declaring war on Romynia on behalf of King Elijah, dead or not.”

      He wasn’t lying, I knew that much. Dominic was Elijah’s most trusted advisor and friend. He would do anything in Elijah’s name, even weeks after his death.

      “Good luck proving it,” I said. I meant it, but I sincerely doubted he would get the evidence he wanted. If they hadn’t found anything yet, they certainly weren’t going to.

      It made me feel like everything Elijah had made our country out to be was a bunch of smoke and mirrors.

      They were definitely fading now.
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EMILYA

      MAY 23RD, 2015. LAPEER, MICHIGAN

      Going back to Lapeer West was not something I had intended to do at any point. I hadn’t gone back for any Homecoming games. 2009 was traumatizing enough. I didn’t care to relive that memory.

      Unfortunately, and maybe fortunately, Lapeer West was not Lapeer West anymore. Without enough students to justify having two separate schools, Lapeer West and Lapeer East had consolidated into one Lapeer High School, and they used the Lapeer East building on the other side of town.

      The reunion was still going to be held at West, however, since the Class of 2010 barely had any money to begin with for this reunion. It almost hadn’t happened until someone on Facebook reminded everybody in our group: Hey, our five-year reunion should be happening soon if that’s still going to be a thing!

      I’d prayed to God it wasn’t, but unfortunately these people still wanted to get together and catch up. I was only going for my friends, the ones I actually cared to catch up with. Sabrina, Zac, Monica, Brittany, Megan … a few others. Other than that, there was absolutely no point to this.

      I drove to the school, arriving after the doors were scheduled to open. In the parking lot I found Monica and Megan, hugging them both at the same time. Nostalgia rushed back, good and bad, and I wished Daisy and Felicity were here to see this.

      Inside the cafeteria and old gymnasium, the Class of 2010 had gathered to catch up. There were more people than I thought would attend, and quite a few I didn’t anticipate seeing at all. Most of the class had stuck around Michigan over the last five years, based on what social media had told me. Very few had left the state.

      That was the thing about a small town. While Lapeer wasn’t some podunk dot in the middle of nowhere on a map, it still didn’t have very much name recognition, or notable people.

      Sabrina, Zac, and Brittany were inside already. It was good to see them, and many of our other friends. A few I had taken classes with at Mott and U of M Flint. I felt like I’d seen them just yesterday. Being back together inside our old stomping grounds, however, made it feel like home.

      I never thought I’d describe the place that way.
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VINCENT

      MAY 23RD, 2015. LAPEER, MICHIGAN

      It was late, and I was heartbroken.

      Seeing her have this last little bit of fun only made what I had to do next all the more difficult. By the time she left, I knew I was going to have to approach her and let her know who I was and why I was here. It was the last thing I wanted to do, and we had never planned on it being this way, but we had no choice now.

      They were expecting us to arrive tomorrow, Thursday at the latest, since we were a day ahead of the United States.

      I was about to destroy a twenty-two-year-old woman’s life. In all my years, it was the first time I could say that, and it didn’t feel good.

      I crouched on top of the high school, watching inside of the windows of the lunchroom where the reunion was taking place. I couldn’t see inside the gymnasium, but she would regularly emerge or at least come within my view at the doors that connected the two rooms. I did my best to make sure I could catch her leaving.

      But when my phone rang, and I saw who was calling, I suddenly became more nervous.

      “You’re not supposed to be calling me unless there’s an emergency,” I told him.

      “Well, you might consider this an emergency,” Alan told me. “Mayford returned from Romynia, and he overheard talk that a small team of spies left for the United States two days ago. They didn’t disclose where they went, but it was somewhere in the Midwest. Now I know I’m not a geography expert, that’s not what The Crown pays me to do, but as far as Americans are concerned, Michigan is considered part of the Midwest.”

      Fuck. They were coming back. They’d tried once with Felicity and Daisy in 2009, and they were trying again.

      Alan asked, “Vincent, what do you want me to do? Do you need backup?”

      I ignored him. “Is it Aleksander’s order?” I asked.

      “You know those guys don’t make any moves without Aleksander’s say-so,” Alan said. “If they did, they may as well hang their own nooses.”

      “Son of a bitch,” I muttered, running my hand through my hair and pacing. “Do we have eyes on her parents?”

      “X hasn’t moved since you put him in place, Vince, and you know he’s the best for a reason,” Alan replied, telling me what I already knew.

      Why the fuck did this have to fall on me?

      Oh, right. I was the lord commander.

      This was my job.

      Alan asked again, “Do you want backup? I have Christian and his team on standby. Just say the word, and they’re on their way.”

      That’s when I could smell them.

      Wolves. Shifters.

      It was too late.

      I shook my head as I replied. “No. They won’t get here in time. The team I have here will have to do. If we haven’t checked in at Zero Nine Hundred Hours, inform Brimm and deploy the forces.”

      I didn’t give him time to respond. I hung up and frantically searched for Emilya through the windows.

      She was walking out the main door with her jacket on and bag over her shoulder. She was leaving.

      It was time.

      But before I could move, I was struck from behind. The blow knocked me across the roof and onto the back lawn of the school. Two werewolves waited for me near my landing spot, and another jumped down from the roof. All three were ready for combat.

      I’d had worse odds, but perhaps none as stressful and high risk as these.

      “Well, gents,” I said. “Never thought Aleksander would stoop this low, but … let’s do this.”

      One of them lunged at me.

      It was time to fight for not only my life … but hers.
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EMILYA

      MAY 23RD, 2015. LAPEER, MICHIGAN

      I decided to leave the party early. A few people had already left, lightweights like me. Most of them had kids now, some of them had early morning jobs, and then there were those who wanted to party all night long.

      I just wanted to go home and go to sleep.

      I said goodbye to my friends, saying I’d chat with them on Facebook. Once I was in my car, I docked my phone on the dashboard, connected the Bluetooth, and turned on some Journey. Our class song was “Don’t Stop Believin’.” I was in the mood for it.

      I pulled out and started home. I had to wait for a moment at the light at Millville and Davison Roads, and in the process a van pulled up behind me, indicating they were also turning right.

      Since no one was coming, I made my turn and started toward the apartment, and eventually the van also made its turn. It seemed like it was trying to stay awfully close to me.

      Perhaps it was the fact that it was late, or maybe I was overly cautious, but I had a suspicion it was following me. The van kept behind me, and at one point it backed off a little. I thought maybe it was slowing down and getting ready to turn … but it never did.

      It was still following me by the time I reached Elba Road.

      I had maybe ten minutes until I made it home. At least once I hit Davison, there would be plenty of public buildings, and security outside my complex.

      Then my phone rang. It was Mom’s number.

      “Hello?” I answered.

      “Emilya?”

      It wasn’t Mom.

      It sounded like Kris. And he sounded worried.

      “Kris? Is my Mom okay?”

      “She’s fine, Emilya, but you’re not. Do not go home. Come to the hospital.”

      I panicked. “Does this have something to do with the van that’s following me?”

      “Yes. They have orders to kill you.”

      “Who would be trying to kill me?” I had no enemies. I was the world’s most boring person. If I wasn’t at work, or away for a work thing, I was at home in my pajamas watching crime shows. I didn’t have time to piss anyone off enough for them to want me dead.

      “I don’t have time to explain over the phone. Just know that your parents are safe, and the only way you will be is if you come to the hospital.”

      They were still following me when I looked in my rearview mirror.

      “I’ll be there in thirty minutes,” I said.

      “Please, be safe. And if he gets to you first, listen to Vincent.”

      “Who is—”

      My phone dropped the call. I tried calling back, but it wouldn’t connect. My service was dead.

      I picked up speed a little to see if the van would keep up with me. They did, and stayed nearly right on my tail as I crossed the Lapeer/Genesee County Line. I kept driving, praying I would either see a cop car somewhere or make it to the hospital. I was already going ten miles over the speed limit, and Davison Road’s speed limit wasn’t very high to begin with.

      Who was Vincent? And why did Kris want me to listen to him?

      At that point, the van struck me from behind. I swerved a bit, managing to get control back for a second, but suddenly there were blinding lights in my face from the road in front of me. I closed my eyes and raised a hand, trying to block it out, but the van struck me again from behind, and I’d been forced off the road … and crashed through the trees and into Potters Lake.

      Suddenly I was submerged underwater, not sure of how much time I’d lost, and I began to panic. This was my nightmare coming true. I’d been here before but had never actually lived it.

      I was going to die here.

      I struggled to get my seatbelt off and kicked the window out of my door. My bag was still wrapped around my body, and I yanked my keys out of the ignition, though I wasn’t sure why. It was a waste of time.

      I swam out of the car and started toward the surface. I had an adrenaline rush that was attempting to help me get to the surface, but it felt like something was holding me back.

      Why couldn’t I get to the surface?

      My head started to feel light. This was it. I was going to pass out and die right here. I was getting dizzy and couldn’t keep my eyes open. I tried to apply what little strength I had left to reaching the surface …  and then I saw the figure above the water.

      He was here. Whoever he was, he was here.

      I reached for him … but I passed out in the process.
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      EMILYA

      MAY 24TH, 2015. SOMEWHERE ABOVE THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

      I woke slowly … my head pounding, my sinuses burning, and my throat dry. My whole body ached, and it didn’t help that I was lying on something hard.

      As soon as I was able to register what was happening around me, I realized I was lying on a bench. There was a thin blanket draped over me, but I was still cold.

      Sitting on another bench across from me was the man from my dream, the man from the White Building. His eyes met mine when I sat up and looked around.

      “Easy now,” he said. “You’ve had quite an accident.” My head spun from sitting up too fast. I had to take a second to close my eyes and get the dizziness to stop, but it wasn’t as easy as I’d hoped. I felt sick.

      “It’s … it’s you. From … from the accident. From … the concert,” I said when I was able, looking around the small room I was in. It was dark, a little cold, and the bench I’d been lying on wasn’t exactly comfortable.

      Based on the loud engine, the turbulence, and the fact that I was lightheaded, I assumed we were on a plane. It was traveling rather fast, and I felt sick since I’d never flown before. The more I looked around, the more this resembled some kind of military or government plane, but the space was so small I couldn’t tell for certain.

      “Did you save me?” I asked.

      He nodded but said nothing.

      “Who are you? And … where am I?”

      He laced his fingers together in front of him and leaned forward. “My name is Vincent.”

      It all made sense now.

      “Kris … he mentioned you.”

      Vincent nodded. “I imagine he did. I’m the Lord Commander of His Majesty King Elijah’s Agents of The Crown. And to answer your second question, you’re on a plane being taken to your new home.” He paused. “Your kingdom.”

      My what?

      “I … I don’t—my kingdom? I don’t have a kingdom.” What was this guy on? Who was King Elijah? I knew some countries had monarchs that weren’t as well-known as Queen Elizabeth II, but I was fairly certain that there was no monarch in the world named Elijah.

      “I’m afraid you do, Your Majesty,” he told me.

      I froze for a moment.

      “What did you call me?” I was no expert on royalty, I only knew little tidbits from various countries and their histories, but one thing I did know was the title ‘Your Majesty’ was reserved for a king or queen.

      Vincent rose and began to pace. “I know this is going to sound bizarre to you, but you must hear me because it’s the truth. You are not who you think you are, the daughter of two nurses in the middle of nowhere Michigan. You are the daughter of the vampire king, Elijah, the first of his kind. You are the heir to his throne … and now he’s dead, making you the Queen of the Sovereign State of Vampires and Valkyrie, formally known as Normandy.”

      The Queen of who and what now? My parents weren’t my parents? A dead king, and I was his daughter? I couldn’t believe any of that. It was pure fiction. Certain things definitely didn’t exist: Santa Claus, the Tooth Fairy, moderate Republicans … and vampires.

      I laughed hysterically at the absurdity of it all.

      Vincent was one hell of an actor.

      “That’s insanity!” I exclaimed. “Why would you think I would believe that? You must be mentally ill or something, because no sane person would believe a story like that!”

      I rose and tried to push past him to the door, but he grabbed me as he stepped in my path to block me. “Let go of me! Take me home!” I demanded.

      “I can’t do that,” he said as I fought him. Try as I might, he was too strong to resist. And his skin was chilly. Not exactly ice cold, but abnormally so. “Please, Emilya, hear me out. I know you don’t believe any of this, I probably wouldn’t either if I were in your position, but if you’ll let me explain, it might make sense to you in the end.”

      I stopped fighting him and scoffed. “I doubt that very much.”

      “Would you please just let me explain everything to you?” he begged. “Please. That’s all I ask. If you don’t believe me, then …” He didn’t know how to finish that sentence from what I could tell because, no matter what, I knew he wasn’t going to return me to my family.

      I wouldn’t be going home, not if he had anything to say about it.

      Perhaps I’d take it upon myself to escape later, but for now I was stuck. I had no choice but to listen to him.

      Sighing, I sat back on the bench and said, “Fine. Spin the tale of your fable. I won’t believe any of it, but I’ll listen.” I’d humor him, and as soon as we landed—wherever that may be—I would make a break for it.

      Vincent sat down as well. “I guess the first thing I should show you is this,” he began, proceeding to close his eyes. And when he opened them … they were blood red.

      I jumped back, hitting the wall behind me, scared shitless. What the fuck?

      He exposed his teeth, and where his canine teeth had been, there were now fangs. Two on the top, two on the bottom, long and pointy fangs that did not appear to be at all fake.

      My heart was racing, and I was afraid for my life as he remained in his vampiric state while staying in his seat.

      “I won’t hurt you,” he assured me. “I swear on my life that no harm will ever come to you where I am concerned.” He held up one hand and placed the other over his heart. “You have my word.”

      It wasn’t like his word meant anything to me. I didn’t know him, nor did I want to. All I did was make it clear with my posture that I was relaxing. But inside I was still scared shitless.

      He lowered his hands, and I stood and approached him. With caution, I reached out to touch one of his fangs, tapping it quickly with my index finger. It was sharp, firmly in place like any real tooth, not a fake.

      “Satisfied?” he asked.

      I cleared my throat, backing up to sit down one more. “Only … curious.”

      He nodded, and within seconds he’d transformed back into his normal state. “It’s better to show you that first. I’d be rambling on with no serious listening from you, and I would rather not waste my time.”

      All I did was swallow hard. It felt like something was caught in my throat.

      He added, “I’m sorry for everything I’m about to tell you. There’s going to be a lot of information, and I’ll try to explain it as slowly as I can so you can follow along.”

      “How about something for this insane headache first? If you want me to register any information, you’re gonna have to work with me here.” My brain was going to start bleeding out of my ears any moment. I was in no position to entertain a large story.

      “We have some tea,” he offered.

      I gagged. “Pass. I hate tea. How about some pain meds and water?”

      Vincent opened the door and asked someone, presumably a guard, to fetch what I’d requested. Within minutes, I had it.

      “Thank you,” I said, placing the two white pills on my tongue and gulping the water until its container was empty, which in retrospect wasn’t a good idea. It made me feel sick to my stomach.

      Once I had taken a few moments to recover, I studied Vincent. He looked exactly the same as he had five years ago. My memory hadn’t let me down, thankfully, and he was still as handsome as ever. The smell of his cologne was absent, but I knew I hadn’t made that up.

      “Are my parents okay?” I asked. I could be somewhat at peace if Mom and Dad were safe.

      Vincent nodded. “They are being looked after, as they have been for the last twenty-two years.”

      I raised my brow.

      “They’ve known this whole time,” he explained. “We asked them not to tell you.”

      I had a hard time believing that. “They wouldn’t—”

      But I stopped myself and recalled those moments from my childhood and adolescence that would back up Vincent’s statement.

      They didn’t want me dressing like a goth.

      We’d stopped going to church. Mom had caught herself saying, We should have stopped going ages ago since …

      And then it never came up again.

      At one point, Mom had quit cooking with garlic, and she always made sure that all meat was thoroughly cooked, no traces of blood or red whatsoever.

      The comment about not worrying about me being able to hold down a job.

      I slouched. “They knew.”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry, Emilya. But they’ll be safe.”

      “Will I ever see them again?” I asked.

      “When it’s safe.”

      That made me feel a little better. Only a little, though.

      “Will you listen to what I have to say now?” Vincent asked.

      It didn’t feel like I had much of a choice, so I nodded.

      Vincent took a moment, deliberating on where he should start.

      “Thousands of years ago,” he began, “before the time of Caesar, during the reign of Akhenaten in 1353 BCE Egypt, a young woman close to Queen Nefertiti asserted that she was brutally assaulted and raped by a man she claimed was a daemon. No one believed her; they thought her to be insane when she was left in an eternally crazed state that no one could break her of. She fell pregnant from the supposed assault, was confined to the palace, and bore a son. But it was not a happy occasion. Several watched as the child ate her alive. Its eyes were blood red, its teeth sharp enough to tear through flesh with ease.”

      The mental image made me queasy.

      Vincent continued, “The child was slaughtered on the spot and burned alive. As it turned to ash, it’s said there was a scream so painful to hear they could swear it was the mother, though she was dead. They buried the mother in the pyramids, mummified what was left of her, and made sure no one would ever speak of her or the child again.”

      Of course not. People were extremely superstitious in those days, from what I understood. They must have seen it as an omen.

      “But in 305 BCE, during the beginning of the Ptolemaic Dynasty,” Vincent continued, “grave robbers who were known as the Ghosts of the Pyramids broke into her tomb and stole her body and her organs. The Ghosts were descendants of servants of Akhenaten and Nefertiti who had witnessed the insane woman themselves. They possessed magic and hid it from the monarchy, and told the story as a warning to their children.”

      I asked, “They possessed magic?”

      Vincent nodded. “They were faeries.”

      “Faeries are real too?”

      “They are.”

      Of course it wasn’t a strange concept to him.

      “Somewhere along the line, someone believed the woman to be a prophet. They tried their damnedest to resurrect her and make her whole, but failed. They stole the body of a recently deceased woman and used their magic on her, combining samples of the remains of the ancient woman with hers. It resurrected the recently deceased as the ancient woman, and with it came the ear-piercing scream heard centuries before.”

      Vincent stopped for a moment to gather his thoughts before he continued. “The Ghosts were able to cure the woman of her ailment, which led to a long and prosperous life. She even married the leader of the Ghosts. But that only lasted until she fell pregnant by her husband, who died shortly before she found out. The pregnancy dragged on, and the Ghosts assumed that her horror was repeating itself. She began to go insane as she had the first time, and when she gave birth to her son she died instantly. Every ounce of blood in her body had been drained, and the child was thought to have consumed it. The Ghosts were sure that a God had been born that day to them. They named him Elijah and raised him as their king in a remote area of modern-day England.”

      That meant Elijah was nearly three thousand years old. Or he had been when he died. And his origins came from ancient Egypt, which was a long time ago; nearly three hundred years before Jesus was born.

      To think that the man Vincent claimed to be my father was older than Jesus.

      There were no words to describe it.

      Vincent took a deep breath. “Elijah grew up a seemingly normal boy. He continued to age and lead a normal existence. When he was in his late thirties, he took a young woman by the name of Mary to be his wife. The Ghosts proclaimed her Elijah’s queen, and the hope was that Elijah would produce an heir.

      “But once Elijah reached his forties, an heir had still not been conceived. His people rallied around him and his wife, using an old magic ritual to hopefully allow the couple to have a child. And it worked. Mary became pregnant. Elijah was overjoyed, as were his followers.”

      I had a feeling this wasn’t going to end well, but I continued to listen without interruption.

      “About eight months into the pregnancy, Elijah and several others went on a hunting expedition. Mary remained at camp with her ladies and a few guards, while Elijah and his men took to the forest. While they were gone, a pack of wolves stumbled across the camp and, in a fright, Mary went into labor. Her water broke, and the baby was ready to be born. She began to push. And while the guards tried to fend the wolves off, the scent of the blood triggered them: they slaughtered the guards before doing the same to Mary and her ladies, except for one who managed to escape and find Elijah.

      “The men rushed back to the camp, Elijah at the head of the group running as fast as he could, some say faster than any human should have. He reached the camp first, but it was too late. Mary was dead, as was the child.”

      My heart hurt hearing that. What an awful thing to witness.

      I did my best to refrain from crying while Vincent continued with his tale.

      “Elijah went into a rage. He was so distraught that something inside of him awoke for the first time in his life since the day he was born. His eyes grew red, like the ones from the legend of the ancient woman and her son. His teeth seemed to lengthen and sharpen out of nowhere, his skin grew pale.

      “The wolves that had killed Mary and the child returned to the scene and attacked. One of them, attacking several of the men, was infected with the child’s blood. It killed all but Elijah and one other man, who was poisoned by the wolf’s bite.

      “Elijah attacked the wolves and slaughtered them all, but in the end, Elijah and the poisoned man were the only survivors. Elijah, however, was not the man he once was. With his red eyes, his sharp teeth, and a potent craving for blood … he knew he had changed.”

      The moment he clearly became what we now know as vampires in society. It was a horrifying thing to think of.

      “The infected man was taken back to the remaining Ghosts, who were able to heal his wound and save his life. But it was soon clear that he, too, was not the man he once was. He began to act feral, rabid. And one night he transformed into a wolf himself on the full moon, several weeks after the attack on the camp. He massacred the Ghosts, leaving Elijah to find their bodies in horror.

      “That man … he was … is … Aleksander, the wolf king. And since that day, he has been Elijah’s biggest enemy and rival.”

      Ah, the good old vampires-versus-werewolves rivalry, alive and well.

      But what exactly was that going to mean for me?

      Before I could say anything, however, Vincent rose to his feet, arms crossed, and began to pace while he spoke. “Elijah and Aleksander soon found out they could turn people by biting and/or feeding from them. They began to form their respective followers and armies. Territories were drawn, structures were built, battles tore them down. Eventually, the vampires were joined by their saviors, the valkyrie. The werewolves discovered beings who could shift into other animals and won their loyalty.

      “By the fall of the Roman Empire, the war had reached a head. Too much had been destroyed and the people were tired. Some of them went to seek the help of another faction—the merfolk. King Alistair of Pearala helped broker peace with the warring factions, a skill he was well versed in as he had previously ended the tensions between his people and the sirens.

      “That was when The Council of Myths was created. Kings Elijah, Aleksander, and Alistair took on the tasks of keeping the peace, though not always succeeding. Elijah and Aleksander also claimed their own lands, the kingdoms of Normandy and Romynia respectively, on a vast undiscovered island in the middle of the Pacific that had already been the home of many other creatures.”

      “Is that where we’re headed?” I asked. “This island?”

      He nodded. “The Continent of Myths, as it was later named. We call it The Continent for short.”

      I nodded.

      “Eventually, to have a diversity of opinions and cement alliances, and make it fair to the kingdoms that had already existed before the arrival of Normandy and Romynia, the two remaining factions joined the council. Vosh’ala and Gardenia. Vosh’ala is home of the elves and faeries, who are rumored to be a branch of the Ghosts. Gardenia is where the satyrs and nymphs call home. It’s remained that way for two thousand years now. The sovereign of each kingdom sits on the council to keep the peace and make decisions for the good of all in the realm.

      “Elijah was the ranking member, until his death, as he was the eldest of all the creatures. Now it’s Aleksander, the only one who was on the council at its formation. King Maric, a descendant of Alistair, now rules Pearala. King Shalan is the current sovereign of Gardenia. King Cederec is the Vosh’alan leader. The only one missing is the sovereign of Normandy in Elijah’s permanent absence. That sovereign is you, Emilya. You are Queen Emilya of Normandy.”

      I sat back, trying to absorb everything he’d just said.

      That was a lot of information. and it sounded too good to be true. Had he not shown me his transformed phase earlier, I wouldn’t have considered believing him.

      I had another question, though it was probably more accurate to say I had several. “You mentioned valkyries. How do they fit into this world? Not that I missed the mention of the other creatures, but I have never heard of vampires and valkyries being paired.” Vampires and werewolves, yes, and normally as enemies, though this world seemed no different. The valkyrie, however, left me confused.

      Vincent leaned back against the wall to my left, his arms still crossed as he looked down. “The valkyrie considered us the most worthy warriors, and thus made a vow to Elijah to protect and serve him. Norse mythology says they choose who lives and who dies in battle. This is kind of true. They are fierce warriors themselves and have been our companions ever since our first meeting during what we call The First War, before the council was formed. Elijah granted them lands and titles in Normandy. He even married one. My own mother is a valkyrie.”

      “So how did this partnership come about?” I asked.

      “Elijah lay wounded on the battlefield in a remote area of Normandy where Aleksander was attempting to seize control of the river that connected to Pearala, a crucial source for the nearby farmland that served as the site of the battle. He was delusional, unable to move; poisoned by an arrow covered in werewolf venom.

      “A valkyrie named Cervilia saved him and commanded the soldiers under her to assist the wounded vampires on the field. They were all lifted to safety, though not all survived. Elijah was able to have the venomous arrow removed and his wound patched before he regained some level of awareness and rejoined the battle. He won,” Vincent said and shrugged. “And the rest is history.”

      “Wouldn’t that make you part valkyrie?” I asked. “Assuming that your father is a vampire, and your mother is a valkyrie. Or is there some wacky genetics thing there that makes one more dominant over the other?”

      He chuckled. “The latter. I’ll let the scientists explain that one to you, as I’m a soldier and that’s far from my expertise.”

      “Fair enough,” I said before pausing for a moment. “You said Elijah married a valkyrie. What happened to her? Did they not have any children?”

      Vincent shook his head. “No, they did. Contessina still lives. She is now the dowager queen and mourns Elijah’s death with great passion. But if I’m being fair, she’s been in mourning for hundreds of years since the death of their son, Rylar. He died during The Third War, slain in battle by Aleksander’s daughter, Hadrianne.”

      My eyes widened.

      “She’s quite the skilled warrior, the commander of the Romynian military forces. Perhaps one of the best amongst Aleksander’s army. The story of his death is one for another time, though.”

      Understood, but I was still curious. “Elijah and Contessina never had any other children?”

      “No,” Vincent answered, “but not for lack of trying. Elijah desperately wanted a daughter, so they kept trying after Rylar was born. The hope, after Rylar’s death, was that she’d have another son to take Rylar’s place and a daughter to fill the lifelong void in Elijah’s heart.”

      I was about to ask why that was when the answer smacked me in the face. “The child his first wife had been carrying … it was a girl, wasn’t it?”

      Vincent nodded, though his somber expression made me emotionally weak.

      “That’s … devastating. Losing all your children and having to live forever? I don’t know if I would be able to stand that.”

      His face expressed an awkwardness that told me I wouldn’t like this next part. “Well, here’s the thing: a human can’t be the monarch of any species they are not themselves. So before you are formally crowned? You must be turned into a vampire.”

      Death wasn’t a subject I enjoyed, especially not after the homecoming accident almost six years ago. In addition I’d been dreaming about my own death, which had been thwarted by Vincent, and I wasn’t on good terms with the notion. Now I was being told that I’d have to die anyway, become a vampire, and then become a queen—which still sounded completely bizarre.

      When I was too choked up to respond, Vincent pushed himself off the wall and sat on the bench beside me. “Not comforting, I know. But we’re going to prepare you for it. A decision has already been made by the nobility that you will be crowned and turned on the same day. Traditionally, vampires perform important ceremonies in the fall, specifically on the Autumnal Equinox. That gives you about four months to prepare. After that you’ll be ready to rule, presumably. Someone will be appointed as your advisor, more than likely my father.”

      I crossed my arms. “And who is your father?” I asked.

      “The grand duke,” he answered.

      A lump formed in my throat. He was the son of a grand duke? Holy shit.

      Vincent chuckled. “Don’t worry, my father will take the very best care of you. His goal in life was always to protect The Crown. That hasn’t gone away, even with the personnel change. You can be assured of that.”

      I cleared the lump from my throat. “Well, to be perfectly honest with you,” I began, “I don’t know whose word I can and can’t trust because I don’t know any of you. And furthermore, all this still seems ridiculously far-fetched.”

      He nodded as he rose. “I figured you might still be skeptical.” He headed over to the door and took hold of the handle. “That’s why I brought some friends to help address that.”

      Then he opened the door … and my eyes widened once more as two women stepped inside, sporting wings and heavy military armor.

      “Hello, Emilya,” Felicity said, a familiar smile crossing her lips.

      “It’s been a minute, hasn’t it?” Daisy added with a similar expression.

      It had to be a dream. They were supposed to be dead.

      They were both here. Daisy and Felicity in the flesh, standing before me with smiles on their faces.

      “Felicity! Daisy!” I exclaimed, tears springing to my eyes as I jumped up and threw my arms around them. “You’re alive!” The words felt good to say.

      But I had questions. I released them almost as quickly as I’d grabbed them. “What—I mean … how?”

      They both giggled.

      Felicity answered, “I know, a shock, but we have a perfectly good, if not crazy, explanation.”

      “I hope so!” Noting the wings, I added, “Can I assume you’re both … valkyrie?”

      Both nodded, and Felicity said, “We are. Specifically, we are Special Agents of His Majesty’s Crown, now Her Majesty’s Crown. Yours. We were put in place after our parents were assigned the task of finding out what happened to a woman Elijah had a brief affair with in Italy in the final months of 1991, a woman named Lucrezia. They found records of her death in 1992, along with a birth certificate for a baby girl who went into the system and was adopted by a young couple named Robert and Lauren Price. They had a hell of a time trying to unseal the records of the adoption, but we agents are nothing if not efficient.”

      Daisy took over from there. “They weren’t sure if you were Elijah’s daughter, and they needed some kind of proof that you were related before taking the information to His Majesty. We took on the task of befriending you—which was genuine, please don’t get us wrong—and one day at your house we took DNA samples from your hair and toothbrush. When compared to Elijah’s, it was a perfect match. You were the long-lost Princess of Normandy.”

      They’d known all this time who I was and had carried that secret with them. I wasn’t sure if I felt more betrayed or thankful.

      Still, I had more questions on top of the answers I’d already received. “But why didn’t Elijah know sooner?”

      “Vincent and his father thought it would be better to keep you a secret from Elijah in case enemies threatened him. And, let’s face it, it was better for you to live out a normal life unless we needed you. Felicity and I were supposed to be your protectors, and if the occasion ever arose when the heir to the throne was needed, we would bring you in, but only then.”

      Felicity added, “But the wolves found out about you. They knew the only way to get to you was through us, and they tried to have us killed.”

      I nodded.

      “Daniel, Elle, and Kay happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Daisy explained. “It was an unfortunate situation, but there was nothing we could do about it, and we knew we had to disappear. Vincent extracted us and took over as your protector from the shadows. Meanwhile, Elijah was told what happened and why. He was angry at first that we’d kept you from him, but once he calmed down he understood why. Aleksander claimed to know nothing about you, but he’s the only one who gives his agents direct orders. They don’t perform any task without his say-so.”

      “In that case, wouldn’t you conclude that he murdered Elijah?” I asked.

      “If he did, he covered it up well,” Felicity answered. “But someone did poison Elijah, and he’s the only one who has ever had any motive.”

      “Aleksander continues to deny this,” Vincent added from the corner. “Our investigation lacks the evidence needed to properly accuse him.”

      I asked, “How can a vampire be poisoned? Can daylight be harnessed into weapons, like in the movie Underworld?”

      Both of them laughed out loud. Even Vincent tried and failed to suppress a laugh. “No, no,” Felicity said, “none of that nonsense. There are poisons specifically designed to kill each species. You can thank the faeries for that. We’re not scientists. We don’t know how they’re made. That might be a better question for them when you meet them.”

      “So someone used their vampire poison on Elijah, and no one will cop to it?”

      They nodded.

      I was skeptical. “No offense, but how good are you guys at your jobs if no one can figure out who killed your king?”

      “Murders don’t get solved overnight like they do on television,” Daisy rebutted. “They take time. Some take years, decades even. It’s not like we can snap our fingers and the murderer appears with a confession.”

      She had a point, and I shouldn’t have been so judgmental. It was also strangely out of character for me, probably because I was full of anxiety at being taken away from my home and having all this garbage dumped on me at once.

      “I’m sorry,” I apologized.

      The ladies nodded. “It’s alright, we understand,” Felicity assured me, taking my hand and giving it a small squeeze. “You’re having a lot of information thrown at you, and not all of it—or any of it—is going to make sense or register right away. Thankfully, you’ll have Vincent to help you out.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m afraid we’ll be on another assignment,” Daisy explained. “Technically, we’re supposed to be on it right now, but we were pulled away to ease you into this. We won’t be able to be there for you physically, but if need be, Vincent can always call us and we can speak with you. But while we’re on our assignment, we’re going to be away from Normandy, for your safety and ours.”

      “We’ll return for your coronation,” Felicity added, “one hundred percent. The entire country will be in attendance. You’ll see us again at that time.”

      Daisy continued, “When we land, we have to return to our post. Vincent will take very good care of you. They all will. They’re good people. And it’s not lost on any of them that this will be a rough transition for you. Given some time, you’ll be a natural in your position. There’s a lot of Elijah in you, whether you know it or not.”

      It hurt that Daisy and Felicity couldn’t be there for me. I wished things could be different, but I would have to trust their word that Vincent would help guide me along in this new world and in my new role. Surely I would need a lot of help. I didn’t know how to be a queen, nor did I seem to know anything about vampires or valkyrie, or any of the supernatural beings.

      Felicity hugged me tight. “You’re going to be an amazing queen, Emilya. We’re all rooting for you. Just know you have friends here and we’ll always have your back.”

      Daisy took a turn after Felicity let go. “If you ever need anything, day or night, you have Vincent contact us. We’re a phone call away.”

      I nodded after letting go of Daisy, looking both of them in the eye. “Thank you. For everything.”

      In a way, they’d been my guardian angels. Valkyries were a form of guardian. It seemed fitting.

      They nodded with somber grins on their faces, and I wondered if they’d remain true to their word. My hope was they would.

      I had to believe them. They were my best friends.

      “You should be getting back to your assignment,” Vincent told my friends.

      They nodded to him and said, “Yes, Lord Commander,” and turned to me, curtsying. “Your Majesty,” they both addressed me, before leaving the cabin.

      Your Majesty.

      It was going to take some adjusting to get used to that title.

      Vincent approached me and pulled a letter from his jacket pocket. Handing it to me, he said, “This … is a letter from your father to you. He wrote it after he found out you existed.”

      I took the letter. It had a wax seal on it, but the seal had been broken.

      “We found it in his personal effects after he was killed.”

      I traced a finger over the broken wax seal. “Have you read it?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I have. And so has my father.”

      I nodded and looked at it again.

      Vincent told me he’d give me privacy for a few moments and left me alone in the cabin.

      I sat back on the bench, opening the letter.

      Inside was a photograph of a man. If not for a few facial similarities between us, I never would have expected this man to be my father. But he wore a crown on his head and was dressed regally.

      This was Elijah.

      The man who was my biological father.

      The first vampire.

      After I studied the photo for a few moments, getting a look at the man who was a few thousand years old but didn’t look a day over fifty, I tucked it behind the letter and began to read.

      
        
        October 12th, 2009

      

      

      My Dearest Emilya,

      I’m sure this letter will come as a surprise to you. I’m just as surprised to be writing it. In all honesty, the memories I have from the summer and fall of 1991 are hazy. When you live as long as I have, the events of minor years like that start to run together with the rest of them.

      I have seen much in my lifetime, more than anybody else alive, and there are many memories that I wish I could forget. But this is one of those that I wish I could remember.

      My dalliance with Lucrezia Rivera was a small event in my lengthy existence, and though her face is clear in my mind now, I had not thought of her in almost eighteen years. It brings me sorrow to hear she passed away giving birth to you, and I wish I had known of your existence sooner. Perhaps things would be much different. You may have had an opportunity to grow up here in Normandy. You would have been trained for the role I hope you will inherit from me one day. You are my only heir, the only person who has the same blood as me in her veins.

      The last person with that similarity was your brother, Rylar, the one whom I had put all my hopes in. They died with him.

      When I found out about you, I admit I was taken aback. Surely I couldn’t have a daughter, and especially not one who was kept hidden from me. I was in a state of denial, but my agents showed me the test results, explained their reasoning for keeping your existence a secret, and I could not deny them.

      You are my daughter, my miracle.

      I only wish your biological mother had been my wife and Queen. My only hope is that when she meets you—when I meet you—she will love you as much as she loved our son. I already have a great deal of love in my heart for you, Emilya, and I don’t even know you yet. But to know that you are out there living and breathing brings me hope for the future of my people and my country.

      Normandy needs a strong heir, and I hope that you will be that person. I can’t wait to meet you and teach you about your country and our people. I hope to help you through your transition into a vampire, though that may not be for another twenty years or so, and your transition from mortal world to immortal.

      I write this letter with the intention of giving it to whomever is assigned to bring you to Normandy so that you may have something from me before we meet. I don’t know when that day will come, but I hope it is soon. Despite my wishes to rush the process, the grand duke and his son have advised that it would be better to wait until you have finished your education and experience something of a normal life.

      I cannot object to that sentiment.

      While this letter is being written rather prematurely, I wanted to get these thoughts on paper while they were fresh in my mind. Regardless of whether you read this in a year, three years, five years, or maybe ten … I hope that you will be more at ease after reading words from my own mind before we come face-to-face with one another.

      Emilya, you are the surprise of my life, and a very welcome one. I know you have a very loving set of parents in the mortal world, and I would not dare try to replace your human father, but know that I will do my best to be a doting father to you as I know he is.

      I hope to one day thank Lauren and Robert for raising you as their own. They have kept you safe all these years, and I am eternally grateful.

      Here’s to new beginnings, my dear.

      
        
        Elijah R

      

      

      Oddly enough, I found tears coming to my eyes.

      The man wanted to know me. He was someone I would never meet, but he had such great aspirations for me without ever knowing who I was.

      Who knew what our relationship would have looked like had we ever had a chance to meet?

      Vincent returned as I lowered the letter and leaned back against the wall. “Are you alright?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “No. This is all so overwhelming, and I just want to go home.” I still couldn’t believe this was my reality. “Are you sure you haven’t made a mistake?” I asked.

      He reached into his other jacket pocket. “These are the DNA results we ran over a decade ago,” he said as he handed them to me.

      I took the envelope and opened it. Without a doubt, they were a match. I’d seen DNA test results during undergrad. This looked like one of them. The date on it was February of 2001; the paper was a bit worn out. It wasn’t something concocted up recently.

      “You are Elijah’s daughter, Emilya,” he told me. “And you are the heir to his throne, the new Queen of Normandy.”
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      VINCENT

      MAY 26TH, 2015. SOMEWHERE ABOVE THE PACIFIC OCEAN

      She’d fallen asleep on the makeshift bed we’d set up for her. I felt awful, sick even, but this was my duty. I didn’t have a choice.

      “My lord, you have a message from X,” one of my agents informed me.

      I nodded. They handed me a cell phone. The voicemail screen was up. All I had to do was hit play.

      “I heard you got her out. I’m dealing with Robert and Lauren. They’re pissed, and we might want to organize some way for them to speak to her. I know this wasn’t what we planned on, but at least she’s safe. Awaiting your further orders. X out.”

      I sighed as I looked at the young woman lying on the floor. Something had to be done about her parents; he wasn’t wrong, and I only wished it were safe enough to allow them to come.

      At the very least, I would figure out a way for her to be able to say goodbye … for now.
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        * * *

      

      

  




EMILYA

      MAY 26TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      As the doors to the castle swung open, I felt a cold chill blow past, which had me shivering for a moment after. I had to take a second to compose myself before allowing the guards to escort me inside. Vincent remained close, which gave me the only comfort in all of this, even if I didn’t know him at all.

      “How can you walk in the sunlight?” I asked. We’d entered during the daytime. The sun had been blinding. “Do you have witch talismans or something to keep you from burning?”

      Vincent smirked. “Magic.”

      “Faeries?”

      “They gave us the ability to walk in the sunlight, and werewolves control to shift when they pleased, not only on the full moon.”

      Good to know.

      We entered into a parlor where dozens of vampires were gathered, feasting on glasses of blood, wine, and human foods, oddly enough. Mostly fruits, some ritzier foods as well, signaling to me that I was definitely not in Michigan anymore.

      All eyes were on me as we entered.

      I assumed that Vincent had been taking photographs of me to show everyone during the weeks he’d been watching over me so that they would know what to expect. I felt more judged now than I ever had in my life, and for the first time I felt like I might have an anxiety attack.

      We approached a set of double doors leading to a long hallway. The very end of it brought us to the fourth and last pair of doubles, behind which was a grand throne room.

      I stepped inside, finding several people waiting for us. Perhaps fifteen or twenty? Half men, half women.

      They stood in front of a magnificent throne which rested on a raised platform. It was the most amazing thing I had ever laid eyes on. The back rose all the way to the ceiling, and it was draped with a dark, crimson-colored cloth with black and silver accents.

      The man at the front of the small group stepped forward. Vincent stopped in front of him, bowed, and said as he rose, “Father, I’d like to formally present to you our new queen, Emilya.”

      The one Vincent had addressed as Father bowed before me, and the others behind him did the same, or curtsied. “Your Majesty,” he said. “What an honor it is to finally meet you.” He rose and took my hand gently, kissing it, and placing his other hand over it. “I am Dominic, Grand Duke of Normandy, Right Hand and Advisor to The Crown.”

      He appeared to be maybe in his sixties, but was surely at least several hundreds of years old. The man was bald with slight stubble on his face, and blue eyes. There were only a few facial similarities between him and his son, otherwise I might have doubted the connection.

      “Please allow me to offer my condolences on your loss. I know you didn’t know him, and unfortunately never will, but nevertheless I still offer them. Elijah was my dearest friend, like a brother to me. He will be missed by all.”

      I didn’t know the man they called my father. Elijah, original vampire as he was, was not my father. At best, he was a sperm donor, and the human woman, Lucrezia, whom he’d had an affair with, was my egg donor. Biological mother, to be more polite about it.

      My parents were—and always would be—Robert and Lauren Price, two nurses from Michigan, two humans. Not a vampire and his human fling.

      Since I didn’t respond, rather unsure of how or why I should, the duke continued. “You’ve already met my son, Vincent, and I sincerely hope he’s treating you well.”

      Again, I didn’t know how to respond.

      Things became more awkward for the duke. He cleared his throat. “Allow me to present my wife, Grand Duchess Cecilia—lady-in-waiting to the dowager queen and Lieutenant General of the Valkyrie Army.”

      The duchess curtsied again. She was beautiful. Her hair was dark blonde, her eyes a brownish-green, and her skin pristine. The resemblance to Vincent was more apparent.

      “Majesty, ’tis an honor. Please accept my sincere condolences on all your losses.” Her tone was meant to hint at something more as she gave her husband a side glare. Cecilia was at least being considerate that I had lost my entire way of life.

      Again, the duke cleared his throat. “Of course, we do apologize for all the losses you’ve recently suffered. Rest assured we will do all we can to make you as comfortable as possible here and help you through the coming transition.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I said, unsure of how to properly address him.

      “Please, you may address me as ‘my lord’ or ‘your grace.’ You have the highest rank in Normandy, the only one superior to myself and my wife.”

      The doors swung open, and from behind Vincent and me, entered an entourage larger than mine headed up by a woman dressed from head to toe in black, and a double-tiered tiara donning her head.

      Everyone already in the room with me bowed or curtsied to her. Cecilia stepped up to her and kissed her cheek, a gesture that was returned.

      Vincent held out a hand for me. I took it, and he brought me a few steps forward.

      Cecilia said, “Emilya, may I present Her Majesty Dowager Queen Contessina.”

      I was somehow more nervous. This was my biological father’s wife, the woman who had been cheated on when he’d slept with my biological mother.

      Was I supposed to curtsy? I looked to Vincent for a sign as to how to react, but he gave me no indication either way. I simply waited for something to happen.

      Queen Contessina studied me, and if it was possible, I felt more judged by her than all the rest of the people in the room. The look on her face told me that this woman despised my entire existence.

      Dominic said, “Contessina, I’m sure it’s not lost upon you that it’s customary to curtsy when presented to the sovereign for the first time.”

      Contessina did nothing.

      “Contessina,” Cecilia prodded gently. “Did you hear the duke address you?”

      Finally, she spoke. “I did, my dear. My hearing is perfectly fine. However, I will not curtsy to the girl,” she stated. “She’s not yet crowned, nor should she be. She may be Elijah’s blood, but I do not accept or respect her, therefore I will not perform a gesture historically meant to show such feelings. And if anyone has a problem with that, they will speak with my Queensguard later.”

      Dominic took a step forward with his hands behind his back. “That reminds me, Conte, the Queensguard will be renamed as we have a queen regnant. Your guards will now be referred to as the Dowager’s Guards.”

      “Forgive me if I refuse to acknowledge that as well,” Queen Contessina snapped at him. “You may rank higher than me now, Dominic, but I was your queen for a thousand years. Don’t forget your true place.”

      “That place,” the duke said, raising his voice a bit, “is at the side of the sovereign and overseeing a smooth transition of power while making sure the security of the state is stable. I will not have the dowager queen interrupting the transition or threatening the security of the country while she’s still in mourning.”

      Contessina confronted Dominic, her face inches from his. “I’ve been in mourning for five hundred years! First Rylar was taken from me, now Elijah! I’m angry, Dominic! I will not have anything else taken from me. Especially not my way of life!”

      The duke remained in his place, and lowered his voice somewhat, lower than he’d been speaking before he’d raised it. “Cecilia, my dear, please escort the dowager queen to her chambers so that we may discuss the issue at a later time?”

      Cecilia nodded, curtsied to me, and guided Contessina to the doors.

      Several of the noblewomen who’d been present before I’d arrived followed them out along with the entourage that had led her in.

      On her way out, Contessina shouted, “You will never be my queen, girl! You are not my child!”

      Vincent turned to his father. “I think we should save all other introductions for a later time. Perhaps we should show Her Majesty to her quarters and introduce her ladies.”

      Dominic nodded. “Yes, wonderful idea.” He turned to the lords and ladies in the room. “You are all dismissed for the time being. Dinner will be served at seven in the main dining hall.”

      Every one of them nodded, curtsied or bowed respectfully to me and departed.

      The duke offered me his arm. I took it and he led me through another door at the back of the chamber, which took us to another hallway and a nearby staircase. “In time we’ll get you acquainted with the palace and the other nobles. First we’ll show you to your quarters, and you will meet your ladies-in-waiting.”

      “Those still exist?” I asked.

      “They do,” he answered. “They are more than your servants. They are your protection, and last line of defense should something happen. As a human, you are a far more vulnerable target. After your transition, you’ll possess powers and abilities you didn’t think possible.”

      I nodded.

      He escorted me to the third floor of the palace, and we turned right at the top of the staircase. There were guards posted along the way, and we proceeded to the end of the hall where a massive set of doors were opened for us. We stepped inside and the doors closed.

      “Majesty, these are your ladies-in-waiting,” the duke informed me.

      Three young women stood before me and curtsied one-by-one as he introduced them.

      “May I present Lady Lucilla of Kommodor, daughter of the Earl and Countess of Kommodor; Lady Kamille of Tyrans, daughter of the Earl and Countess of Tyrans; and The Honorable Lady Henriette, Baronetess of Brookersbank, daughter of the Baron and Baroness of Brookersbank.”

      The ladies were identically dressed, but their own individual persons shined through.

      Lucilla had blue eyes and wavy, flowing strawberry-blonde hair. She was tiny height-wise, the smallest of the three, and very thin. Her posture was a little curious, almost like she was either genuinely enthusiastic or trying too hard.

      Kamille was the tallest of them, with pale skin, jet-black hair set high on top of her head, and deep-red eyes. She had many ear piercings as well as an eyebrow piercing and one in her right nostril.

      Henriette gave off a vibe of being more reserved. She had brown hair, braided from scalp to tip and pulled over her shoulder. Her eyes were brown, and her makeup plain.

      All three wore black gowns with hints of crimson red and gold, the shirts puffed and corsets tight. Their head accessories were different. Henriette had a golden rose clipped into the braid of her hair, Lucilla had a red ribbon headband, Kamille wore a steampunk-style hat.

      I nodded and gave a polite grin. “Pleasure to meet all of you. I look forward to our time together.”

      Not that I knew what that time was actually going to be.

      Dominic said, “I will leave you and your ladies to get to know one another. They are to assist you with anything you should require. Please inform me of any and all issues, Your Majesty.” He bowed rather gallantly, and left the room.

      I wished Daisy and Felicity were here. I knew I’d feel far more comfortable with them.

      “Is there anything Her Majesty requires?” Lucilla asked, rather forcefully. She was eager. Perhaps it was the enthusiasm option after all.

      I shook my head. “No, not at this time, thank you. I’m rather tired and would like to rest.” I’d had a lot of information thrown my way, and hadn’t retained half of it. I wanted to sleep.

      “If you require anything at all, there is a button on your nightstand that will ring all three of us,” Lucilla explained. “Please do not hesitate to use it.”

      The three ladies curtsied and left the room, which left me by myself for the first time in hours.

      Within seconds I was in tears.

      I fell back onto the bed, and curled up with a pillow in my arms, hoping to wish all this away. I wanted to be back home in my own bed, or with Mom and Dad. The only thing I had of them were pictures on my phone, for which I didn’t have a charger. I took my phone out of my pocket, looking at photos of the three of us in my gallery.

      What were they thinking right now?

      My phone didn’t have a signal here. I couldn’t call them. No signal meant no LTE, which meant no social media. Perhaps they had Wi-Fi, but I doubted they would let me connect to it.

      This was the worst nightmare I never thought I could have, and the worst part was, I couldn’t wake up from it. This was actually happening.

      I looked across the room and saw three grand portraits. One was clearly of Elijah and another was Contessina.

      The third was a younger man, gallant and knightly. He wore a crown, and I assumed that it was my elder half-brother, Rylar. He looked like a man who was ready to be a king, someone who had been trained since birth to be the monarch of a nation.

      I was not that person.
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VINCENT

      MAY 26TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I followed Father to Contessina’s room, knowing we were going to have one hell of a conversation ahead of us. Honestly, I had expected nothing less from the dowager queen. My parents shouldn’t have been surprised by her reaction.

      “What happened to the wolves that caused this mess?” Father asked as we walked.

      “Injured very badly,” I told him. “I left them where they were. No doubt they’re back in Romynia by now.”

      Father scowled. “I’m going to speak with Mayford about this. And next time Lachlan sets foot on Normandy soil, I want a full military escort. Aleksander wants to kill our king and try to kill our new queen? He’s eager to start another goddamned war, and I’ll make sure Brimm has the troops ready.”

      I frowned. “As much as I’d like to believe he is, we shouldn’t jump to any conclusions. Make sure Mayford is at the meeting tomorrow and we’ll confront Aleksander.”

      The guards opened the doors to the chambers once we arrived, Father only nodding in agreement with my last statement, and there we found Contessina and Mother.

      I stopped just inside the door while Father proceeded to stand directly in front of Elijah’s widow in her parlor.

      “To be frank, Conte,” Father began, “I cannot believe your behavior these last few days. I held my tongue for as long as I could, but after seeing the way you treated that poor girl, I can’t any longer.”

      Contessina scoffed, taking a drink of scotch. “Oh please,” she said, lowering the glass. “How long have you known me, Dom? Practically since I was born?”

      Mother, standing behind her sofa, said, “Contessina, we’re concerned about you. You never healed after losing Rylar, and now you’ve lost your husband. Losing a son is one thing, but losing a husband is another, especially when that husband was a king, and you have to adjust to a new position.”

      “I don’t have to adjust to anything,” Contessina rebutted. “That girl will never be my queen.”

      My father crossed his arms. “Like it or not, she will. And I know she’s not your daughter, but she can’t help who her biological parents were. Why hold that against her?”

      Contessina rose. “She knows nothing of our world; nothing of our ways!”

      I had to speak up. “She’ll learn,” I said, keeping my spot near the door, which had closed behind me. “Your argument is only as good as she’s uneducated about The Continent, Normandy, and her species. One day she will be—with my help, Father’s, everyone’s.”

      If looks could kill, I was fairly certain Contessina would’ve murdered me right then and there. “She’s not one of us.”

      “Actually,” Father said, “she is.”

      Coming farther into the room, my hands behind my back, I said, “He’s right. Since Elijah is her father, that makes her an inherited vampire. Sooner or later, she would have experienced transition. We shouldn’t have to explain the genetics or process to you, Conte. All we’re doing is moving it ahead of schedule.”

      “By about ten years at least,” Mother added.

      Vampires who were born with the gene experienced the transition around their mid-thirties or forties. Some experienced it as young as twenty-six, and as old as fifty-six. I experienced mine at thirty-eight.

      Emilya would be twenty-three when hers was forced on her, and usually if one went through transition too early, they didn’t survive.

      Contessina was trying so hard to come up with a response, but she simply couldn’t. “What’s the point?” she asked finally, after several moments of silence as we waited for her to speak. “Why do we need her?”

      “She’s Elijah’s blood,” Father explained. “And like all monarchies, blood is everything. She may be the only illegitimate child to ever sit on a throne, and the first woman, but Elijah was nothing if not all about firsts.”

      Considering he was the original being of his kind, he’d probably enjoy the fact that Normandy was making history with yet another one.

      Having read Elijah’s note to Emilya, I said, “He wanted her to be Queen. He wrote her a letter.”

      Contessina seemed surprised by this, as did Mother, but that was only because they didn’t know about the letter.

      “I gave it to her when we were on the plane coming here. He wanted to meet her one day and train her to be a queen himself. She was his last hope since Rylar died.”

      We waited for a few more moments, but Contessina didn’t say anything. Instead, she started crying.

      My mother wrapped her arms around her and shushed her. “I know,” she said. “You miss him.”

      The dowager queen said, “Not just him. Her! The baby girl we lost! That could have been her sitting on Elijah’s throne. Our little Mary!”

      I always had the sense that Contessina believed the universe hated her. First, she lost the daughter she was pregnant with, then her son was taken from her, and finally her husband. None of this happened in quick succession, but when our lifespans went on as long as they did, these events might as well have been yesterday.

      My father walked around the table and stood within Contessina’s view when she was ready to open her eyes. “Life hasn’t been fair to any of us. You know we were all surprised to learn of this illegitimate daughter Elijah had with some human he met in 1991, and more surprised that Vincent kept it from us for so long.”

      My father shot me a look. I didn’t react. I had done what I thought was in the best interest of the kingdom. Elijah had agreed with me when he found out last October. That should have been good enough for them.

      Father continued. “But in light of recent events, it’s better that she exists because if she didn’t, we would be having a civil war amongst the nobility for the throne.”

      “Or they’d put up Deianeira,” Mother added. “And rumor has it, some of them are already trying.”

      Contessina released my mother. “She’d never take the throne,” she said, her tears ceasing. “Moreover, she’s not Elijah’s daughter, despite what some people believe.”

      I shrugged. “That’s never stopped people before, Conte, and you know it.” People were going to believe what they wanted. Most of them believed Deianeira was Elijah and Cervilia’s daughter. That couldn’t be further from the truth, but some rumors never went away, no matter how old. “I plan on taking her to meet Deianeira. Caius has already spoken to her, and she believes it a good idea so she’s put at ease, especially if any of the nobles attempt to scare her with a false challenge.”

      Father gave an approving nod. “When do you plan to take her? There’s much to do in the meantime.”

      “Let’s at least let her get familiar with the castle first,” I suggested. “She’s going to need time to adjust. But at the risk of waiting too long, I’d like to go within the week.” If we waited too long, she might be more vulnerable to the rumors.

      The dowager queen sighed. “I suppose I’ll prepare the valkyrie for our ceremony.”

      Right, that thing. I hadn’t witnessed a valkyrie ceremony in years. I’d had more important issues to focus on.

      The valkyrie ceremony, which Contessina appeared to dread, was a vanity project cooked up by Elijah after Cervilia had plucked a feather from her wings and lain it at his feet as a declaration of loyalty. From that moment on, every valkyrie was required to make the same declaration once they became of age, usually sixteen or so. It was such a medieval concept, and I was sure I wasn’t the only one who hoped that once Emilya saw how outdated and absurd it was, she would scrap it altogether.

      Contessina looked at my mother. “I’m sure we’re going to need a new wing of the castle and jewels made for a queen regnant. Arrange a meeting with Frederick and Helena first thing tomorrow.”

      Mother curtsied to her. “Ma’am.”

      With that, Contessina wanted to be left alone.

      Father and I stepped out of the room. “She’ll come around,” I told Father, though I wasn’t sure I believed my own words. “She needs time.”

      “Even considering how complicated Contessina and Elijah’s marriage was, her grieving process will need to be treated delicately,” Father instructed. “A dowager queen is an entirely new role for someone who spent nearly seven hundred years as the consort. And this country has never known anything other than Elijah as its sovereign. We need to be prepared to support her no matter what. She’s from a different generation, and you know how our younger generation has been pushing change.”

      “Do you think the nobles will go along with that?” I asked. Most of them were stuck in their ways. Elijah encouraged them to be. With a young new queen, change was inevitable. It was past time for it, but with whispers of attempting to put up someone who wasn’t related to Elijah as the new monarch, this was less about the shift in situation and more about people they were familiar with, even if Deianeira had never shown her face at court.

      My father sighed. “I wish I had an answer for you. I really do.” He stopped and raised an eyebrow to me. “When was the last time you slept?”

      “Months, probably,” I told him. Vampires needed sleep, but not as often as humans or any of the other species on The Continent. And I couldn’t remember the last time I’d closed my eyes to rest. It was weeks before Elijah’s murder.

      “Go to your chambers,” Father instructed. “That is an order. You’ll be no good to our queen if you’re neglecting sleep.”

      I nodded. “Yes, Father.” I bowed to him, turned away and proceeded towards the wing of the castle where my chambers were. They weren’t far from our new queen’s, one floor down.

      As I stepped inside, I stripped my clothes off and put on a fresh pair of pajama pants, something I hadn’t worn in months, and lay down in the bed I hardly used. My mind was racing.

      There was so much to do, and so little time to do it.
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EMILYA

      MAY 27TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I had a hard time sleeping the first night.

      It was a brand-new place, it was cold, and all I could do was fear for my life. Guards stood outside my door, but they were there to protect me, not keep me inside.

      I missed my parents.

      At six a.m. on the dot, the door to my room opened. I wasn't asleep, but I felt exhausted as I lay in my huge canopy bed.

      Lucilla, Kamille, and Henriette entered, along with a maid who carried a tray of what I presumed was food. They curtsied to me and said, "Good morning, Your Majesty."

      Lucilla pulled the curtains back while the maid set the tray down on the table in front of the bed, curtsied again, and left the room. Kamille began filling up the bathtub, and Henriette headed straight for the walk-in closet.

      "Did you sleep well, Your Majesty?" Lucilla asked as she approached me.

      "Not even a little bit," I answered. Then I looked at the filling bathtub. "That's going to be hot, right?"

      "Of course, Majesty," Kamille answered. "It's meant to be relaxing, not torturous."

      Henriette emerged from the closet with an outfit and disappeared behind the changing curtain.

      "Do you prefer your breakfast first, or your bath?" Lucilla asked.

      "Uh..." What an odd question. Was this really how royalty lived? "Breakfast?"

      The strawberry-haired valkyrie bounced over to the table and picked up the tray, bringing it to me in bed.

      I looked at it, confused. "Um … can I possibly eat at a table?"

      "Oh, of course!" Lucilla exclaimed. "If that is what Her Majesty wishes, that is what shall be done!" She took the tray and hurried over to the small dining table. I slowly got out of bed and followed her, sitting down in the chair she pulled out for me.

      Henriette was busy gathering more clothes, as well as makeup and hair accessories, while Kamille finished preparing my bath. She asked if I preferred anything in it, to which I responded with a confused, “No?” What did people use in baths? Bubbles? Maybe if they were a little kid. I guess grown women still liked that kind of thing too, but not me.

      The breakfast that had been supplied to me was surprising. Somehow they knew all my favorites. Frosted Mini Wheats with 2% milk, French toast and syrup, maple and brown sugar oatmeal with extra brown sugar, and cinnamon swirl bagels with butter. There was no way I could get through all of this.

      I took a small sample bite of each one just to satisfy their worry that I wouldn't be eating.

      Upon finishing, Kamille assisted me with my bath, which was a little weird because I was hoping to get some privacy. But she washed my hair and all the areas I couldn't reach, along with scrubbing the dead skin off my feet. It was the most detail-oriented bath I'd ever taken.

      Once it was over, Henriette blow-dried my hair and started giving me extensions.

      Lucilla and Kamille performed a manicure and pedicure on me, respectively, and they were finished by the time Henriette was done with my hair. She'd curled it on the outside and pulled it up in a half ponytail. I didn't recognize myself afterward, and especially not after she did my makeup.

      I wasn't me anymore.

      They had to sew me into the dress they'd picked out. The floor-length gown was made of taffeta, green in color (not my favorite). It had a turtleneck that branched out around the sides and back of my head, reminiscent of something Queen Elizabeth I would wear.

      It didn't have sleeves, and I felt very awkward in it. Thankfully they gave me flats to wear, otherwise I would have been a disaster walking down the hall.

      I noticed that Kamille’s eyes were still red, but she didn’t appear to be in vampire form. It left me curious. “Lady Kamille, may I ask you a question?”

      “Of course, Majesty,” she replied without missing a beat of her work.

      “Your eyes. They’re red.”

      She chuckled. “Yes, I am a purebred vampire, or ‘born of two vampires.’ Since my transition, my eyes remain red, regardless of my state.”

      “So even if your fangs are sheathed, your eyes are red?”

      She nodded. “Correct. An inherited vampire, simply known as an ‘inheritor,’ which is what you are, is someone born of a vampire and another species, typically valkyrie or human. Your eyes will only appear red while you are in your vampiric state. A vampire who was turned by another vampire will also only have red eyes during this state.”

      Lucilla asked, “Did Vincent not explain that to you?”

      I shook my head.

      “It’s a minor detail, really,” Kamille explained, “and hardly a priority given everything else she must learn.”

      Lucilla shrugged.

      “What color were your eyes before?”

      Kamille smiled. “Brown. Much like yours, in fact.”

      Her smile made me smile. She was sweet, the exact opposite of what someone would expect a vampire to be.

      A knock on the door didn't stop them from working until the herald entered and announced, "His Grace the grand duke, Your Majesty," and bowed before stepping aside.

      Dominic bowed upon entering, then grinned at the sight of me. "Nicely done, ladies. Cecilia will be pleased. But she’s missing one thing."

      "Fret not, Your Grace," Lucilla told him, "we were about to put on the finishing touch."

      Henriette brought over a tiara, which she and Kamille bobby-pinned into my hair. It was thin, silver, and covered in diamonds and a pretty deep-blue gem that I didn't know the name of.

      "Perfect!" Dominic declared. "You are now ready to face The Council."

      "Are you sure about this?” I asked. “Just because I'm blood related to him doesn't mean I know anything about being a queen." These people seemed to only care about those connections, not experience. Most monarchies cared about that too, but their children were raised with the skills they needed. They were surrounded by people from their youth who taught them how to govern and be a figurehead worth serving.

      I was a small-town girl from the Midwest. I knew hardly anything about my own government, let alone a foreign island of supernatural and mythical creatures that hid from the rest of society.

      Lucilla placed a hand on my shoulder. "We'll teach you," she insisted. "Elijah's blood is strong in you, we can feel it. You don't know it yet, but you are capable of amazing things."

      "After I become a vampire, you mean," I commented.

      No one answered.

      "That's what I thought."

      Dominic offered his arm. "You'll understand in due time," he said. "Now, if you would, I'll escort you to the carriage that will take us to the Citadel."

      I took Dominic's offered arm and left the room with him, my ladies following us a few steps behind. We moved slowly due to my discomfort in my new attire.

      Vincent, Cecilia, and Contessina were waiting outside, along with the rest of Contessina's entourage. The large carriage was hooked up to four beautiful white horses decorated with deep-red, polished-gold, and jet-black dressings that matched the carriage.

      A footman opened the door, and Dominic held my hand until I was safely up the steps, nearly tripping at one point. I felt awkward in the dress. It was like I'd forgotten how to walk or climb stairs.

      Lucilla, Kamille, and Henriette climbed into the carriage after me, followed by Dominic. A second carriage took the others, and I was told that it was Contessina's personal carriage. It was pristine white and pure gold, pulled by four more white horses.

      "Was this Elijah's carriage?" I asked.

      Dominic nodded.

      Contessina's carriage was a bit smaller, and considering the differences in design, it seemed like both were custom made for their respective owners.

      The trip to the Citadel took a few hours. Along the way, I asked why we hadn't taken cars or some other modern transportation. Dominic explained that it was a tradition among all five kingdoms for council meetings. It was also tradition for official state visits. For anything else they used cars, trucks, vans, or whatever they needed to get everyone there. Sometimes they used the carriages for other occasions, like themed parties.

      There was a Midsummer's party the first weekend in August, and depending on the host or theme, they would sometimes bring the carriages out for that. There was also the Renaissance Fair in October, and the Tudor Era party at the end of April, which was a little confusing because the Tudor Era fell within the Renaissance period, but whatever. Apparently, there was an actual point to the Tudor party, which they said they would explain at a later date.

      "Tell me about the Citadel," I said. "What is it exactly?"

      "The Citadel is nestled along the lake that every river flows into and connects every kingdom," Dominic explained. "It resides in a city called Metropolis, which I suppose you could compare to New York City on a much smaller scale, but for our purposes, it's the largest city among all the kingdoms for the very reason that every kingdom shares it."

      "So it's like a capital city. Like Washington, D.C.?" I asked.

      Dominic nodded. "You could say that."

      "Why call it Metropolis? The names are unique here, I've found, and Metropolis is literally a city out of the Superman comics." I loved Superman. My uncle had introduced me to him and got me hooked on Smallville. It was still one of my favorite shows, and it had brought my parents and me much closer than we had been, watching it every Thursday night (one of their nights off) as a family.

      "The word ‘metropolis’ quite literally means the chief or capital city of a region," Dominic answered. "If anything, the creators of Superman stole it from us."

      Fair.

      "It's an amazing city," Dominic continued. "Full of life. People from all five kingdoms live there, but factions still exist. It's not what you would call harmonious."

      So it was a little bit like Superman's Metropolis. I supposed the real question was: who was Superman in this world, and who was Lex Luthor?

      Dominic provided me with a folder and instructed me to memorize the names of the kings, queens, and royal families and nobility of each country, including Normandy. He stressed it was more important for me to memorize the names of my own nobles, but I needed to get the names of each king and queen down first.

      For Romynia, King Aleksander and Queen Vivienne.

      For Gardenia, King Shalan and Queen Thyra.

      For Pearala, King Maric and Queen Athénaïs.

      For Vosh’ala, King Cederec and Queen Nairi.

      The queens would not be in attendance since they were not members of The Council, according to Dominic, but it was important to know their names.

      Members of the nobility from each country, including ambassadors, would be attending as witnesses. That was normal from what Dominic told me since The Council was held accountable by them.

      When we arrived, I was helped from the carriage. The guards led us into the building, surrounding us on all sides. I felt out of place, and way overdressed.

      I was living in the middle of a freaking fantasy novel for pre-teen girls, books I used to read not that long ago.

      Once through the entrance, we entered a small gathering space where dozens mingled along the path to a grand staircase. It seemed to be a lively group until they noted our presence, and all went silent.

      Every set of eyes were on us.

      Or perhaps just me. I tried to ignore it but failed. I was staring at every type of creature, all of them with their own distinct looks, that I had only found out yesterday existed outside of mythology. To say it was overwhelming was the understatement of the century.

      We ascended the stairs to a set of double doors which spanned from floor to ceiling and were at least ten feet wide or more. The doors brought us into a meeting hall that resembled the United Nations.

      At the back of the room (or the front?) was a long table set high up on a stage, which appeared to be modeled after the Supreme Court or some kind of committee. There were five seats, four occupied by the members of The Council; the fifth was empty. I assumed that seat was mine.

      Dominic, Vincent, and I stopped behind a podium in the middle of the room, facing the Council. The duke stepped up to the microphone. The four men behind the Council’s table gave us their full attention.

      “Your Majesties: the untimely death of our beloved King Elijah left us in turmoil. We believed there to be no living heir since the death of our adored Prince Rylar.” He paused. “But by a miracle, no doubt orchestrated by a higher power, our late king left us an heir.

      “And so today I, Dominic, Grand Duke of Normandy, stand before you to present our new monarch. The blood of His Majesty King Elijah runs through her. Though she is illegitimate and, at present, a human, she will soon enough undergo her transition from mortal to undead.” He turned and gently guided me forward. “May I present to you, Her Majesty Queen Emilya the First of Normandy.

      “My queen, may I present the members of The Council of Myths,” Dominic began, gesturing first to the far right of me. “Cederec, King of Vosh’ala; Shalan, King of Gardenia.” He stopped and moved to the far left. “Maric, King of Pearala.” Finally, the center, the one I knew without having to be told, simply by his demeanor. “And lastly, Aleksander, King of Romynia.”

      All was quiet for a time. I stepped up to the podium, taking Dominic’s place. I was unsure if I was supposed to curtsy. I looked to Dominic, who said nothing.

      I decided not to, and this didn’t seem to bother any of them.

      The Council members looked at one another before one, the elf, stood. “Your Grace, Your Majesty, Citizens of Normandy: We of Vosh’ala, again, express our deepest sympathies for your loss.” He looked directly at me. “I am Cederec, King of Vosh’ala. It is my dearest wish that our two countries, which have always been allies, continue to work together to take care of our beloved Continent and her inhabitants.”

      I nodded and cleared my throat awkwardly as I leaned into the microphone. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” I looked to Dominic, unsure if that was how I was supposed to address Cederec.

      He nodded in approval.

      Another rose, this time a satyr. “I am Shalan, King of Gardenia. I welcome you, Queen Emilya, on behalf of Gardenia and her people.”

      I nodded in thanks.

      “Before you are permitted to join The Council, you must first be crowned by your people and transformed. Humans cannot sit on our Council. You may appoint a proxy to represent you until such time has come.”

      I looked at Dominic. “You?” I asked.

      “If that is your wish,” he answered. “You must make an official declaration to the members of The Council.”

      I cleared my throat again. “I name The Grand Duke of Normandy as my proxy to The Council.”

      The merman rose. “The appointment is acceptable. I am King Maric of Pearala. Welcome to The Continent, Queen Emilya. May I ask, has there been a date assigned for her coronation?”

      Dominic responded, “There has, Your Majesty. The Autumnal Equinox, September twenty-third.”

      The final member of the council, the werewolf Aleksander, said, “That’s four months from now.”

      “With respect,” Dominic replied, “it would give us time to prepare a proper coronation and for Her Majesty to become acquainted with our country, customs, and people.”

      Aleksander sighed and nodded. “Very well. Romynia votes in favor of the coronation date.”

      That was surprising. I got the impression from Aleksander that he was too tired to argue or something. He was the eldest member of The Council, and he’d seen a lot in life, I was sure, since he was as old as Elijah. No wonder he looked completely indifferent.

      “Vosh’ala as well,” Cederec chimed in.

      “And Gardenia,” Shalan added.

      Maric cleared his throat. “Well then, the coronation date has been approved. And with your kind invitation, Your Grace, all four Council members will be in attendance.”

      “Of course,” Dominic answered. “You and your families are invited to attend.” He turned to me. “It is tradition for the members of The Council to be in attendance for a new coronation.”

      The satyr king said, “I believe the tradition also requires the new monarch to make official state visits to the other countries of The Continent.”

      Dominic nodded. “Indeed. I will meet with the respective ambassadors to arrange the visits to each country over the next few months. As you can imagine, this will be a major transition for our new queen, and we would appreciate your patience and support throughout.”

      All four of them agreed.

      With that, the meeting was adjourned.

      Vincent approached from behind and said, “There’s someone you need to meet.”

      I was led off the platform and down into the gallery, where a satyr man and nymph woman were waiting. Vincent extended his arm and escorted me forward. “Gerard, Lucy, this is Emilya.”

      They bowed to me.

      Vincent continued, “Your Majesty, this is Governor Gerard Triffton of Metropolis, and his wife, Lucy. Governor Triffton is a distant cousin of King Shalan.”

      The governor held out his hand, and I accepted it. “My great-grandmother was Princess Gabriela, daughter of Erik the First, and sister of Hendrick the Second. We’re third cousins. It’s such a pleasure to meet you, Your Majesty. The people of Metropolis are overjoyed for Normandy and its new queen.”

      I nodded. “Thank you, sir.” He was very polite and didn’t come off as fake.

      The first lady extended her hand as well. “Ma’am, an honor,” she said as I took it. “You must meet our Elyanore sometime. She would simply adore you, the first queen regnant on The Continent!”

      I gave as polite of a smile as I could, trying not to appear too awkward. “I look forward to it,” I replied.

      Vincent glanced behind him, and then back to me. “If Your Majesty would excuse me, I’m needed in a meeting. Your ladies and the duchess will escort you back to Normandy. This time we have a plane waiting.”

      That sounded much better.

      I nodded, and he bowed to me before heading toward a group that had assembled by the back doors. Standing there were Dominic, Contessina, and two other men who had been at the castle yesterday, but I didn’t know their names.

      Lucilla informed me that we were leaving, and I nodded, thanking the governor and first lady for their time.

      “I look forward to meeting with you again, Your Majesty,” the governor said, kissing my hand. “There’s much to discuss.”

      Great. I forgot part of this was being a politician too. I was a scientist, a lab worker, not a politician.

      Lucilla escorted me to the plane waiting outside on a platform near the lake. There were five platforms in total, one for each country, I assumed. Ours was directly in the middle and the plane was ready to go. We boarded and took off within moments to return to Normandy.
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      CONTESSINA

      MAY 27TH, 2015. THE CITADEL

      That went better than I anticipated. Surely Aleksander had some explaining to do, however, and it was time to confront him.

      Vincent left the girl and joined us as we gathered to go to the meeting. “I can’t stay at this thing long,” I reminded them. “As you know, we have a ceremony to perform.”

      I’d stayed up all night prepping for the asinine thing. It was outdated, and only existed for my late husband’s vanity. Perhaps the girl was smart and would get rid of it after she’d witnessed its stupidity.

      “Don’t worry, Conte,” Dominic assured me, “this meeting will be over in ten minutes, tops.”

      I scoffed. “Doubtful.” I followed them back to the Romynian estate rooms.

      Aleksander was waiting along with his entourage: Colin and Emmitt, his dukes; Lachlan, his earl, brother-in-law, and ambassador to Normandy; his valet, Deklan; several guards and soldiers; and his whore, Veronika.

      One of the servants announced our arrival to the wolf king. Dominic, Vincent, Joseph, Alan, and myself. Joseph and Alan were there as the ambassador to Romynia, and our Master of Internal Affairs. Alan worked closely with Vincent, and they needed to work closer on this case than they had on anything in the past.

      We entered, and I took a seat in the center pit. “Alright, let’s make this quick, Alek,” I told him point blank. “Why’d you do it?”

      Alek walked around the couch with a glass of bourbon in his hand. “If you’re referring to the agents who arrived back home incredibly wounded by your lord commander, then I have no idea because it was as much of a surprise to me as it was to you. I didn’t order this.”

      I laughed.

      Dominic said, “Then you have a problem in your court, Your Majesty, because last time we checked, all final orders from any military or special agency had to be signed by you.”

      Lachlan stepped forward. “We can assure you, everything's just fine in Romynia. We’ll deal with the rogue agents who took it upon themselves to launch an attack on your queen. His Serene Majesty is completely in control.”

      Lachlan was a decent ambassador. He only got the job for two reasons, one of which he was oblivious to. The first was nepotism, being Queen Vivienne’s younger brother, and the only one of her siblings still alive. And that was fine because nepotism was how things were done. But the second reason was that it kept him away from home for long periods of time, leaving his king to keep the ambassador’s wife all to himself.

      What a clueless hack.

      I shot Joseph a look to get up there and do his damn job. If the ambassadors were going to have a pissing contest, he was already losing.

      Joseph rounded the couch and said, “We appreciate that, Lachlan, but given the history between our two countries, plus the unresolved mystery of our late king’s death, you can understand why we will remain skeptical until we have a clearer answer.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh for fuck’s sake, cut the shit, Mayford.” I rose, grabbing him by the arm, pulling him down, and forcing him to sit. “Come out and say it,” I directed to Aleksander. “You had my husband killed and now you’re trying to start another war. Well, you’d better tell that bitch daughter of yours to rally the troops because I’m coming for her first.”

      The cunt had killed my son. I would never see her as anything more than a murderous bitch. War had sacrifices and other casualties, but my son wasn’t supposed to be one of them.

      Though Aleksander wouldn’t admit it, he was the only person with motive to kill Elijah. It was amazing he’d only now succeeded in killing him. My husband got off on the fact that his very existence tortured Aleksander, and liked to watch him in his infinite misery. There was so much bad blood between them that Aleksander should have done the job years ago.

      Yet, it wasn’t until the year 2015 CE that he’d finally succeeded.

      Aleksander set his glass down. “Contessina, as I’ve said numerous times before, I did not kill your husband. I suspect I’ll be spending the rest of my life as the prime suspect, and I accept that, but you won’t find any proof that I did it because it’s not there. Perhaps if you spent your time and energy looking elsewhere, you’d find out who did do it.”

      He sounded bored. That was becoming a theme of his, especially over the last few years. Perhaps he was putting on a show for us to divert our attention. Fat chance of that happening.

      “You’ll confess one of these days,” I promised. “And when you do, I’ll come after you personally. Your death will be so painful, you’ll wish you’d never become a werewolf.”

      I had plans for him. I had plans for his bitch daughter too, and his whore wife.

      Their son posed no threat. And because of his connection to my son … Well, I wouldn’t bother with Connell. He didn’t deserve it.

      Dominic placed a hand on my shoulder and tapped it gently, indicating that I should sit down. All I did was step back, and cross my arms. I never understood how he always had a calm head in these situations.

      “We would appreciate being informed on your progress when confessions are indeed made,” Dominic addressed Alek. “And you’ll understand if we’re skeptical to set a date for the Normandy/Romynia state visit until there is some closure on the issue.”

      The wolf king nodded. “Lachlan will have a full report for you in a week. I expect that will be sufficient?”

      “As long as everything is under control,” he answered.

      “It is,” Alek told him.

      Dominic nodded. “Very well.” He bowed. “Good day to you, Your Serene Majesty.”

      We stood, leaving the room moments later. I didn’t bother being polite about it. I also didn’t have to curtsy to him and never had. I wasn’t going to start now just because I wasn’t queen consort anymore.

      On our way to the landing dock where our plane waited to take us back to Normandy, I said, “I hope you all know what you’re doing. Seems that without Elijah here to guide you, this country is falling apart.”

      “Conte,” Dominic said, somewhat condescendingly, “please try to understand that we’re all doing what is best for the country. You know as well as I do that he’s not going to confess of his own accord.”

      “I want to torture it out of the bastard,” I said with all the sincerity in the world.

      Vincent said, “That will achieve nothing.” To Alan, he asked, “Have you finished with the interviews?”

      Alan answered, “Yes, and no one knows anything. The entire nobility is clean, as are the palace servants. Whatever happened wasn’t an inside job.”

      “We start looking elsewhere,” Dominic stated. “I want a meeting with the foreign ambassadors first thing tomorrow morning.”

      “Should the queen be present?” Vincent asked.

      “No, she has a lot to learn, and little time to do so,” he replied. “I expect her ladies to be coaching her in her new role.” He looked at me. “And I expect you to assist her.”

      I sighed. “Are we really doing this again?”

      “Until I see some results, yes,” he answered. “In the meantime, teach her what she needs to know.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said, stepping onto the plane with the help of the guards. I was done having this conversation. We had a ceremony to get back for, and I was already wishing it was over.
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EMILYA

      MAY 27TH, 2015. THE GARDEN HOUSE, NORMANDY CASTLE

      The Garden House was located a handful of acres away from the palace. Standing firmly to the north, it loomed larger than I expected it to be, but at most what I had imagined was perhaps a small greenhouse?

      Instead, what I came face-to-face with was an actual house draped in vines and flowers with a grand double-door entryway. It looked far older than the palace, but the flowers in full bloom helped mask that fact.

      Contessina and Cecilia, along with my ladies, led me inside. We immediately entered a gathering space with mingling and very loud music. I found it amusing that they were playing classic rock, but also comforting. Queen’s “Seven Seas of Rhye” was playing, and it brought a smile to my face.

      Once Cecilia reached the stereo system in the corner, she turned the music down slowly, all the way to mute. The lively chatter and laughter died, all eyes turning to her.

      As they saw Contessina, they curtsied respectfully. My father’s widow wrung her hands together and cleared her throat. “Ladies, as you’ve heard, our new queen has arrived. She stands before you—a human born to your beloved King Elijah and a mortal woman named Lucrezia.”

      She sounded sour upon the mention of my birth mother. I had never met her, and therefore had no opinion of her.

      “Today, we honor and pledge our undying loyalty and protection to her,” Contessina continued. “Approach the queen and make your pledge, and move on.”

      During Contessina’s speech, my ladies brought out a large armchair. Lucilla indicated that I should sit down, and propped my feet up so I could sit against the back without slouching or stretching. Henriette placed a blanket in my lap.

      Contessina approached first. She seemed reluctant, but curtsied before me. Kneeling, she had her cloak removed by the duchess and Kamille, allowing her to extend her wings enough to pluck one feather from them. She set it gently at my feet.

      I was never told what I should do, but Lucilla leaned over and whispered in my ear that I should nod in acknowledgement. I did, and Contessina rose, stepping aside.

      Cecilia was next and in order of rank, the offerings continued. There were a few vampires in the room, but this was not required of them.

      Kamille stood at my side the entire time, but Lucilla and Henriette eventually made their pledges and returned to their places. As she was a vampire, Kamille did not have to participate either. I began to wonder why this was a thing. It seemed so silly, so old fashioned.

      When the final valkyrie had pledged, a path cleared in the center of the room.

      Cecilia spoke quietly to me. “Your Majesty, there is one final part of the ceremony. This involves the valkyrie that are …  genetically damaged.”

      That alarmed me.

      “Pardon?” I asked. Genetically damaged? That sounded like there were valkyrie who had a disease or something. Whatever it meant, I didn’t like the tone Cecilia was using in describing them.

      However, when she gestured to the back of the room, I was looking at a group of men.

      Men? Genetically damaged?

      Hardcore feminists everywhere would laugh, I’m sure, but me? I was confused. As they approached, the duchess explained everything.

      “Valkyrie are predominantly women. In fact, our ranks were only women for a thousand years. One day, however, a male was born with valkyrie wings instead of being an inheritor vampire. More followed, and they were declared genetically damaged by Elijah. If male valkyrie were not worthy of serving Odin or Freyja, they were not worthy of serving him. Therefore, they hold no titles, no lands, and are regularly tested to find the source of their existence.”

      That sounded extremely prejudiced. My biological father sounded more and more like a real dick.

      Cecilia continued, “The men will pledge their loyalty and service to you and obey your every command. But you must decide what to do with them. Elijah has had them experimented on, used as laborers, and as sacrifices when the hunt was scarce.”

      I wanted to vomit upon hearing that. What the fuck?

      “You will later have a meeting with our head scientist, Lady Andromeda, but for ceremonial purposes you must decide their fate.”

      The male valkyrie were now on their knees in front of me, heads down as if they were afraid to look me in the eye. I studied them carefully and wondered why they were mistreated. It wasn’t their fault they were the way they were. At least four or five dozen of them knelt in my presence, waiting to know their fate. How was I supposed to judge a species I knew so little about?

      It wasn’t fair.

      My eyes locked with one of them. He appeared to be in his late twenties or early thirties. He had blond hair, beautiful blue eyes, some light stubble on his face, and he could pass for a normal guy.

      But he appeared tired … exhausted.

      My heart was breaking. How could anyone think they were genetically damaged?

      The one thing I knew for sure was that we wouldn’t be abusing them anymore. I’d wait for my meeting with Lady Andromeda to hear about the experiments, but we weren’t going to be sacrificing them for sport.

      “No more using them for the hunt,” I declared. “And while I don’t know much about their current state of living, we will keep it intact for the time being until further inquiries can be made.”

      For the first time, I sounded like a real queen. Perhaps that was what happened when the fates of people were at stake.

      Cecilia nodded. “So it shall be. I’ll arrange for you to see their dwellings and work conditions at a later time.” She looked at the men. “Make your pledges, gentlemen.”

      They all released their wings and plucked a feather from them, placing them on the ground.

      “Dismissed,” she said once they were finished.

      They began to leave. The one who’d connected with me earlier did the same again on his way out. My gaze stayed with him until he disappeared.

      “This concludes the pledge ceremony,” Contessina announced. “You are dismissed, ladies.”

      They dispersed in various directions.

      I stood from the chair and watched for a moment as a few of the valkyrie retrieved the feathers that had been placed at my feet.

      I looked at Cecilia. “What do they do with them?”

      “A robe will be made with them,” she answered. “It will continue to have new feathers added as new valkyries are born and come of age. It’s worn by the monarch on the anniversary of Cervilia’s saving of Elijah.”

      “And what day is that?” I asked.

      Contessina stepped up to my side again. “It’s not a precise date, as the calendar has been altered on multiple occasions since then. But approximately January fifteenth.” She didn’t seem too enthusiastic about anything she said. “Cece, I understand we’re needed at the cemetery.”

      She nodded. “Yes, the men should be waiting for us in the carriages outside.”

      The dowager said not another word, and simply turned for the main doors. Cecilia gestured with one hand that we should follow her. I stepped down and did so.

      By the time I reached the doors, Contessina was already boarding her carriage. Dominic and Vincent were waiting at the steps of mine. The duke offered his hand and helped me up.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “The cemetery,” he replied. “There’s something waiting for you there; something important.”
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VIVIENNE

      MAY 27TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      I’d spent the last several weeks in mourning. My husband wasn’t happy, but then again,  he never was.

      Part of it was my fault. I didn’t allow our subjects to see my grief, and rightfully so. I especially didn’t want my children to see. Hadrianne most of all. She was too much like her father. I hated calling my daughter a bitch, but no other word (except one) truly described her. Regardless, she was my daughter, my first born, and I loved her with all my heart.

      I could not say the same about my husband.

      “The King!” Deklan announced as he entered the room ahead of Aleksander and the rest of the entourage, and stepped aside, rejoining the group at the back. All subjects of the court were gathered, and we greeted him respectfully with bows and curtsies.

      Aleksander made his way to the front of the room, taking my hand when I offered it. “Wife,” he said, and gave it a small kiss with a dull facial expression. This was only a formality, as was our entire marriage.

      “Husband,” I greeted back with a small dip, and waited for him to let go before he moved on to our children. He greeted our son with as much enthusiasm as he’d greeted me.

      Connell was a disappointment of an heir, at least to Aleksander. Not to me. He was my perfect boy. Hadrianne, on the other hand, was his pride and joy. He kissed our daughter on both her cheeks and she returned the gesture.

      Aleksander took his seat upon the throne and the rest of the court gathered around. “Though the introduction was brief, and not exactly personal, I have met the new Queen of Normandy, Emilya. She remains human for now but will be turned come the Autumnal Equinox, according to the grand duke. In the meantime, I want things kept quiet around here. After discovering that a rogue faction of soldiers decided to make an attempt on her life and the life of their lord commander, I will be launching an internal investigation to find out who is behind this. Normandy is already breathing down our necks, and I will not have our country under their microscope any further. In charge of this, I name my trusted advisor and confidant, Lord Emmitt.”

      Emmitt, one of two who had my husband’s ear, and the one I would have least preferred. The other, Colin, was my cousin and I would much rather have him leading this investigation. At least he would have less cause to lie to me. Emmitt, on the other hand, was not trustworthy, in my book.

      But I wasn’t king. I had no say in how anything was run.

      The duke stepped forward and bowed. “I will do you justice, Your Serene Majesty,” he vowed, keeping his bow. “I assure you we will find the truth, and we will have order once again.”

      My husband nodded. “Rise, Your Grace. I am confident you will be successful.”

      Emmitt rose and nodded, taking a step back to join his wife, Hera. I trusted her wholeheartedly, but it was a shame my husband had her wed to such a despicable being.

      Hera shot a worried glance in my direction, and I acknowledged this with a nod. We’d speak later. My husband wasn’t finished yet.

      Aleksander shifted on his throne. “We must also prepare for a state visit. I would like to have this case closed well before then, and I would like to be assured that Normandy has a rather short visit. I will not be giving them a reason to stay.”

      Lachlan stepped forward. Colin may have been our cousin, but he was half in Aleksander’s ear, whereas Lachlan was fully on my side. He always had my best interests at heart.

      My brother asked, “When would be an appropriate time for the visit to take place?” The ambassadors worked out a schedule amongst themselves, but always with some direction from the monarch of their country. Surely Aleksander would advise Lachlan to hold it off as long as possible.

      “August would be preferable,” he answered.

      As I had suspected.

      If the Equinox was in September, he was waiting until the last minute, which wasn’t exactly frowned upon. Given the history between our two countries, it was no surprise that he would want to be the very last of the state visits.

      Before Lachlan could reply, however, Aleksander added, “After Midsummer’s.”

      Also not a surprise.

      “Yes, Your Serene Majesty,” my brother replied with a nod and stepped back.

      My husband stood, and I did the same, as well as Hadrianne and Connell.

      “In the meantime, I have a meeting,” my husband concluded. “I expect to not be disturbed unless there’s some result on the case or we’re under attack.” He turned to me, and I offered my hand again. With a small kiss upon it, he said, “Wife.”

      I curtsied again. “Husband.” He released my hand, leaving the courtroom through the side door.

      My ladies joined me as I stepped off the throne platform and exited the room at the back, passing by the subjects of court.

      Once we were clear from eavesdroppers, I asked, “What information do we have on Queen Emilya?”

      Elysabette, Colin’s wife, answered, “She’s Elijah’s bastard from some woman he had an affair with in the early nineties. She grew up in Michigan and will only be twenty-three in August.”

      “Being that she’s Elijah’s blood, she’s a vampire who has yet to go through transition,” Hera commented. “But she’s far too young to experience a successful one on her own. They’re going to have to turn her the old-fashioned way.”

      “Did Elijah know about her?” I asked.

      “Not until 2009,” Elysabette answered. “He had plans to eventually bring her here to The Continent and train her to be the heiress, but his death prevented that from happening.”

      I hated being reminded that Elijah was dead. There was a sting in my heart every time it happened.

      “How close are we to finding out who killed him?” I asked. I wanted answers as much as Normandy did.

      We turned the corner into my chambers, where the maidservants had brought tea. Hera responded, “No closer than Normandy is. But though Normandy suspects our king, I have sincere doubts of his involvement.”

      “If you’re referring to the experiment he’s been attempting to keep quiet,” I said, “then I’m inclined to believe you.” Aleksander thought he was being sneaky, but I knew better. People talked, especially to my ladies. “But until there’s solid proof that Aleksander didn’t do it, I’m not ruling anybody out. Someone killed him, and I want to know who so I can tear them limb from limb.”

      They seemed surprised at my sudden anger, but they had no reason to be. It was no secret to them that Elijah and I had a history.

      When Normandy announced it was launching an investigation for possible murder, I was furious. Everyone’s first suspect was my husband. Aleksander denied it, of course, but they’d come up with no proof to allow them to start pointing fingers.

      Perhaps that was what frustrated me the most. Surely Vincent wasn’t so incompetent that he couldn’t figure out who killed his king.

      “Where is my husband now?” I asked. I had two guesses, and I wasn’t going to be wrong either way.

      The duchesses looked at one another, then back to me. Elysabette was the one who confirmed that it was my first guess. “With the countess.”

      What a fucking surprise.
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EMILYA

      MAY 27TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE CEMETERY

      I’d always hated cemeteries. Death was a fear of mine, which was ironic because I would have to die in order to live again as a vampire, but the fact that they had a cemetery was proof that they weren’t immortal. They were simply living on borrowed time.

      I boarded the carriage and waited as Lucilla, Kamille, and Henriette entered behind me. Vincent closed the door, and the carriage took off seconds later. The Garden House disappeared from sight within moments as we took a path away from the castle.

      About a mile off the castle grounds stood a graveyard straight out of a Halloween tale. The carriage stopped. I exited, with Lucilla, Kamille, and Henriette following. Contessina, Dominic, Cecilia, and Vincent exited the carriage behind us.

      Several guards dismounted from their horses while others remained in place. Those who joined us formed a protective line on either side of the nobles and myself.

      “This way, Majesty,” Dominic addressed, gesturing down the stone path.

      I followed as he led the group through the foggy graveyard. We must’ve walked at least a quarter of a mile, if not more, to a grand mausoleum. Two guards were posted at the door; one opened it after saluting us. Three more guards entered first, followed by the duke, me, and the others.

      We immediately came to a long, spiraling flight of stairs made of concrete against a stone wall. One wrong move to the left and I would be dead for sure.

      The stairs went down so deep underground my head was starting to feel tight. It had to be a half a mile or more under the earth before we reached the bottom. Along the way we’d run into different hallways that branched off to the sides, but our goal apparently awaited as far down as we could go. The guards who led us lit torches along the way, no doubt for my benefit since I couldn’t see in the dark. At the bottom, more were given life, which brought light to the entire room, large and cold.

      That’s when I heard the quiet roar.

      It was weak, but I jumped nonetheless and collided with Vincent, who caught and steadied me. Once he let go, I turned and said, “I’m sorry.” I was almost choking on my words.

      “No apologies necessary, Your Majesty,” he replied gently.

      I nodded, and we progressed further into the room. At the end of the room, my eyes were graced with the sight of something I never expected in my wildest dreams.

      An altar stood on full display, atop it a sarcophagus with a sculpture of my biological father. It resembled the tombs of many medieval kings and queens. That alone, spectacular as it appeared, was not the thing that shocked me, though.

      Surrounding the altar in a protective form was a dragon.

      The beast’s entire body curled around Elijah’s resting spot. It lay in place, a weak look on its face and in its eyes. It resembled depression.

      The fire from the torches revealed some details of its scales, which shone despite being covered in dirt and dust. The red, black, and silver beast shimmered when the light hit it. Once the room was fully visible thanks to the help of a skylight (a massive dome that I’d noticed on the surface before we descended), everyone gathered around me.

      Vincent offered his hand. “If Her Majesty would be so kind.”

      Hesitantly, I took it.

      He led me forward slowly toward the display. I could tell as I approached that the dragon’s breathing was low … labored.

      Despite that, as Vincent released my hand and bit into his wrist on the opposite arm, the dragon did not flinch. It didn’t take the offer of Vincent’s wrist to be fed from. It was refusing to eat.

      “Don’t worry, poor girl,” Vincent said as he placed a hand on her snout. The dragon, female apparently, closed her eyes. His touch seemed to soothe her. Vincent looked to me and said, “May I present the original dragon; your father’s protector and lifelong companion in the life of the undead: Empress, the Victorious, the Virtuous, the Vengeful.”

      She was stunning, even if the thought of a dragon terrified me. And Vincent’s words explained her protective state over Elijah’s tomb, as well as her refusal to eat. Her master was dead, and she was in mourning.

      “She’s … magnificent,” I finally managed to say.

      Vincent grinned. “You can approach her. She won’t be threatened by you. In fact, she may have already sensed your father’s blood in you. I could feel her perk up some as we entered the room.”

      The duke, still at my side, added, “And she doesn’t do that for just anybody. Not even me, and I’m her overseer.”

      I raised an eyebrow in confusion.

      “One of my main responsibilities as the grand duke is Master of Dragons. I ensure she is in good health and full of happiness, always.”

      “I would hardly call this happy,” I noted as I looked back at the creature.

      “Her companion is dead,” Dominic explained. “Your father’s existence, protecting him, gave her purpose. They were bound together by blood. Without him, she lacks the will to live. Eventually she will breathe her last and join him in death.”

      That hurt my soul. Poor thing.

      “God …” I said. “That’s dedication to a master.”

      “No,” the duke snapped. “Not master. His Majesty did not own Empress. She was not his property. She was his companion. Dragons are glorious beasts, and to respect them is to tame them. They can sense when they are in danger, when they are being used. If they are given the respect and care of a companion, they will give you undying loyalty. And hopefully that loyalty is reciprocated.”

      I nodded, returning my gaze to Vincent who was gently stroking Empress’ snout. The beast was at full peace and seemed to adore Vincent’s touch. Dominic also approached her, and placed a hand on her paw. I took it as an indication that I should follow.

      When I reached her, Empress opened her eyes. Vincent removed his hand, taking a step back. The dragon perked up and investigated the new person in her vicinity. She sniffed me once, then exhaled after a long beat.

      “Go ahead. Touch her,” Vincent instructed gently. “It’s alright. She knows you’re a friend.”

      With great caution, I reached out and placed a palm on Empress’ snout. Her scales were rough to the touch, stone-like. Despite that, the feeling didn’t bug me, and my touch seemed to bring comfort to the dragon protecting the late king’s tomb. One of her eyes locked with mine, and I could hear what sounded almost like … purring?

      “Hello, beautiful girl,” I whispered. “You are truly extraordinary.”

      Empress closed her eyes and nudged me as if trying to tell me something. Unfortunately, I wasn’t fluent in dragon. But the way she pulled back and licked my hand with the tip of her tongue told me all I needed to know.

      I smiled at her. There was joy in her again, I could tell, from having someone of her companion’s line in her presence once more.

      But she reverted right back to the stature she was in when we first entered the room, curled around Elijah’s resting place, and the look of lifelessness took up residence on her face.

      My confused expression led Vincent to explain. “Your presence, while comforting, is not enough to bring her back to her old self. Dragons are fiercely loyal to their counterparts; thus Empress will continue on her path to joining Elijah in death.”

      “But her legacy will live on,” his father continued, “through your new companions.”

      My eyes widened. “My what?”

      The answer came in the form of tiny chirps and growls nearby. Vincent and his father encouraged Empress to move. She lifted her tail and one of her back legs to reveal a nest.

      Inside that nest were five—five!—dragonlings.

      If I had been speechless before, I had no idea how to describe what I was now.

      Vincent and Dominic approached the young dragons and showed them love and affection, and Vincent took one into his arms. It crawled onto his shoulder while another hopped into his opposite hand. The duke tended to the other three while Empress looked on. They were certainly playful little things and couldn’t have been very old.

      Most important of all: they were mine.

      “Your Majesty,” Dominic began, “not long after your father’s death and Empress took her place by his side, she bore five dragonlings. We had thought, after the Second War, that she would never produce any more after watching her babies perish with their companions, but these five are a miracle—a sign for the future, that it will be full of hope. They are her blood, and by association they are your father’s, and yours. You are already bound to them in life and death.”

      During his speech, I moved closer to the scene, and by the time he finished, one of the dragons jumped out of the nest and sniffed me. It made a cheerful chirping sound back to its siblings and suddenly they all wanted to surround me.

      Vincent knelt with me while the two on him transferred to me, and the two that remained in the nest crawled out to join us. Two occupied my shoulders while the other three took up residence in my lap.

      I chuckled as one on my shoulder nuzzled me for affection. They were clearly smart creatures, and I could tell they already had distinct personalities as I observed them for a few minutes.

      “Do they have names?” I asked. “And do we know their genders?”

      “No to the first question,” Vincent answered. “That honor belongs to you. As for their genders, we have two females and three males.” He distinguished each one. “The golden one on your left shoulder is male, the silver one on your right is female. The black and brown ones in your lap are the other males, and the blue one is also female.”

      I studied each one. The golden male had hints of red and orange as well. All his siblings had their own colors. The silver one had hints of light purple and black; her sister had white and lighter blue. The other two males—while predominantly black and brown, respectively—had bits of gray and light brown. I knew how to name dogs and cats. I didn’t know how to name dragons.

      “I might need a little time on this,” I said. If I was being totally honest, I’d probably need a lot of time.

      The duke nodded. “Understood, Your Majesty. Take the time you need. Dragons are intelligent creatures. They can go years without a name but learn it quickly enough to respond to it.”

      Vincent helped me place the dragonlings back in their nest. I said goodbye to them, and to Empress, before I was led out of the crypt and back up to the surface.

      It was getting late, and I was tired. Dominic must have noticed this because he instructed my ladies to escort me to my chambers for supper and rest. I was certainly hungry, and I needed sleep.
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      GISELA

      MAY 27TH, 2015. GARDENIA PALACE

      The trumpets sounded.

      “He’s home!” Mother exclaimed, looking out the window as I rushed over to do the same.

      Father was riding the ferry through the waterfall. The rest of the court rushed to greet him. Erik already waited at the dock.

      “Someone inform Heidi,” I told the servants as Mother and I made our way out of the castle, sliding down the vines from the open window.

      We landed smoothly, and as soon as we reached the bottom we were joined by Hendrick, Analiese, and Salina.

      Analiese asked, “Has anyone informed the paramour?”

      “I asked the servants to,” I assured her.

      The boat was docking, and Father stepped off before they could finish securing it. We rushed over, given a path by the rest of the crowd.

      Father kissed Mother first, though it was a soft and chaste kiss. I’d never seen passion between them, and yet somehow their marriage worked. Mother was a fierce warrior, and Father was a serious politician. I was sure there were far more odd couples in the world than them, but I had yet to meet one.

      “Hello, my dear,” Father greeted Mother. “Are you well?” This was the first she’d seen him today. Father was an early riser most days, and today he’d left for Metropolis after he’d woken up.

      A meeting of The Council of Myths had been called by Normandy so that the monarchs could be introduced to theirs: a queen.

      I honestly would have given anything to be there.

      Mother cupped a hand to Father’s cheek and replied, “I am, thank you.”

      They both looked to the direction of the castle, and the rest of our eyes followed. Father smiled, gave a look of admiration back to Mother, and released her to greet the new being joining us.

      “My love,” he said. He kissed Heidi gently after she knelt before him for a brief moment in greeting. Heidi returned the action.

      I’d grown up with Mother and Father living a rather unusual life, but such was the tradition of the Kings of Gardenia. Marriage took place for political reasons, and the queen was given the opportunity to choose a mistress for the king. Mother had chosen her best friend and lady-in-waiting, and because they were so similar, Father had fallen in love with her.

      I was quite young when the arrangement was struck. I couldn’t remember a time when Heidi wasn’t Father’s paramour. In fact, she’d been like a second mother to Erik, Hendrick, and me, especially after she bore my sisters. Bearing children for the king was considered a great honor, whether queen or mistress. And no one thought it unusual for the king to openly display affection for his mistress while amongst the people. It was part of the custom. If anything, those around us were in awe, even after all these years.

      Father took Heidi’s hand as well as Mother’s. “My people,” he began, “I have met the new Queen of Normandy. She’s young and has a lot to learn, but I’m confident we may form a greater alliance with her country now than ever before.”

      “Such wonderful news, Father,” Erik said. “But I hear she’s still human.”

      He nodded. “They have determined her turning will take place during the Autumnal Equinox. I hope our smooth turn from summer to autumn gives their queen the strength she needs to have a safe transition.”

      “We will make sure the equinox is the smoothest that has ever occurred,” I assured Father.

      The transition between seasons was a major part of our culture. As we nymphs were bound to the forest, we had a deep connection to Mother Earth. We had a duty to ensure that weather would not cause a delay for any reason.

      Father kissed my forehead. “Thank you, my Gisela.”

      As his only legitimate daughter, Father had always doted on me. I was no warrior like Mother, but I’d learned much from him in the ways of politics. And though I was behind my younger brother in the line of succession with no hope of ever sitting on the throne myself, he still wanted me to always be the smartest person in the room.

      We made our way into the palace and settled in the common area, where common folk and noble alike were all welcome to gather and ask the king for favors.

      Theo, the head of Father’s Kingsguard, leaned towards me as I sat down in my seat in the center of the room. “Zehgar will be returning soon,” he whispered. “Are you going to ask him?”

      “Not yet,” I told Theo. “Your brother and I agreed that we would wait until Erik’s marriage plans had been completed. Besides, I’m sure he has a lot to do, what with Normandy having a new queen and all.”

      “Must be kicking himself for choosing Normandy, huh?” he asked.

      I chuckled.

      “Would picking Romynia have been any better?” Hendrick, poking into our discussion, asked. “Who would want to deal with the world’s saddest king?”

      I shrugged. “Beats me.” I gave a lot of credit to our Romynian ambassador. He dealt with a lot.

      Suddenly, a distant relative approached the throne: Lord Eadmond. He was a cousin of ours, several times removed, and from a mistress, not a queen. Still, the relation was there.

      Eadmond bowed before Father and Mother as Father exclaimed, “Eadmond! Welcome to the palace!” He stood and hugged our cousin. “Or should I say, ‘Welcome back’?”

      The cousin chuckled. “Technically, yes, though I’ve only been here once before for your coronation. Seems like a lifetime ago.”

      Father smiled. “Indeed. I’m glad you were able to come today. I have been eager to negotiate the potential terms with you.” He turned to Erik and waved him over. “Come, my son.”

      I watched my brother make his way over.

      “You remember cousin Eadmond?” Father asked.

      “Vaguely,” he replied, and stuck out his hand. “A pleasure, cousin.”

      Eadmond shook Erik’s hand. “I’m pleased to meet you again as well, my prince. I hope we can come to a satisfactory agreement, yes?”

      “That is my hope as well,” my elder brother said.

      I looked at Hendrick with confusion. “What’s going on?”

      Hendrick leaned in closer. “Eadmond’s daughter, Aureline, is being considered as the best potential match for Erik.”

      “But they’re from an illegitimate line. Why marry the heir to an illegitimate line?”

      Hendrick was nearly engaged to my lady-in-waiting, Evelle, a descendant of another illegitimate child of one of our ancestors, but he was the spare. Normally if a marriage was going to go ahead between cousins, the relation had to be legitimate.

      Shaking his head, my younger brother said, “I have no idea. Rumor has it that Lady Aureline attended the Winter Ball last year and caught Erik’s eye. He’s refused to hear any other possibilities since.”

      That was surprising. The Crown normally didn’t allow the heir to marry whomever they pleased. Father and Mother’s marriage had been arranged. Mother was the daughter of a prominent knight, and his accomplishments (as well as her own) made her more than a desirable option. She was the only option, at least where my grandfather was concerned. But that was also why kings took an official paramour, even if that paramour was hand-picked by the queen herself.

      I watched Father, Erik, and Eadmond leave to speak in a private room, separate from the common area. I rose from my seat to sit closer to Mother on Father’s throne.

      “Are they negotiating a marriage?” I asked, somewhat hopeful since I wanted to pitch my own prospect to them.

      “I certainly hope so, dearest,” Mother replied. “It’s long past time for your elder brother to wed. Then we can finally get on with Hendrick’s marriage plans.”

      “And … possibly mine?” I asked.

      She looked at me with curiosity. “Is there something you wish to tell me, Gisela?” Mother asked.

      I blushed, somewhat anxious to mention anything, but I was also deeply in love, and I wanted it to be known. “Well, I didn’t want to say anything until Erik was engaged, but … Mother, I’m in love.”

      She raised her eyebrows, telling me to get on with it. She wanted to know who it was as much as I wanted to tell her.

      “Lord Zehgar,” I said.

      Mother seemed surprised. “Well I didn’t expect that, but I guess there are worse choices. Still, he’s an ambassador, dearest. He spends most of his time in Normandy. You would either never be with him, or you’d be away from us.”

      “I know,” I admitted. “But I love him, Mother. And he loves me. He told me so. He’s coming home soon, and I’d hoped we could ask Father’s permission to marry.” All children of the Monarch, or anyone in a close position in the succession, had to have their marriages approved.

      She sighed. “Let me ease him into the idea,” she said. “I know he’s had plans for you, but his main focus was always to get your brothers wed first, Erik especially.”

      “Thank you, Mummy,” I said, leaning over to kiss her cheek.

      A servant approached me and bowed. “Pardon me, Your Royal Highness, but there’s a call for you in the phone room,” he informed me.

      Mother gave me a look, somehow knowing, but considering what I had told her she shouldn’t have been surprised.

      I smiled, thanked the servant, and stood.

      Leaving the room with no sense of hurry, everything changed as soon as the door closed behind me. I sprinted to the phone room and found one of the maids holding the phone to her ear.

      “Here she is now, my lord,” she informed Zehgar. The maid curtsied and handed the phone to me. “Lord Zehgar, Your Royal Highness.”

      “Thank you, miss,” I said and placed the phone to my ear. My heart was racing with anticipation. “Hello, my darling,” I greeted him.

      “My heart,” he said, his voice full of love. “How I’ve longed to hear your voice. Life is quite dull without you.”

      There were butterflies in my stomach. I simply adored him. “How is Normandy?” I asked.

      “I have a meeting tomorrow with the grand duke and the other ambassadors,” he replied. “It’s very busy these days.”

      “I bet,” I told him. “Normandy surely never expected to have a new monarch.”

      For us, this was simply our way of life. One day my Father would pass on, and Erik would take his throne. We weren’t immortal like the vampires, and our extended lives certainly weren’t as extended as the valkyrie.

      “No, they didn’t,” Zehgar agreed. “But I assure you, I will rush home the moment my business has concluded.”

      “That reminds me,” I said, “I told Mother about us.”

      “And? Is it good news?”

      “She has promised she will speak with Father about us,” I told him. “Of course, she can promise no more, but that is all we can ask for.”

      “Of course,” Zehgar said, “and I am grateful that Her Majesty is not against the idea.”

      “Indeed,” I said.

      “What of Erik’s arrangements?” he asked.

      I cleared my throat and sat down against the edge of the table. “There is a girl here now,” I informed him. “Aureline of Aerbrook, and her father, Eadmond. The official negotiations are happening as we speak.”

      “Good. The sooner your brothers are married, the sooner you and I may be.”

      “If Father agrees.” And I prayed he would.

      Zehgar and I spent only a few minutes more speaking before I reluctantly allowed him to resume his duties.

      I returned to the common room, joining Mother, Heidi, Analiese, Salina, and Hendrick as we eagerly awaited Father’s return. There would be news either way, and if Erik was allowed to have what he wanted, Gardenia would have its next queen consort-in-waiting.

      It was some time later when Father re-entered the room with Eadmond, Erik, and a beautiful young woman whom I had only seen briefly at a few gatherings over the last few months. Aureline was stunning, but presented herself as plain. I was sure that was intentional. She was a minor noble’s daughter, after all.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of the court,” Father announced,” I am pleased to make it known that my son, Erik, is officially betrothed to Lady Aureline of Aerbrook.”

      I applauded with everyone else. Erik’s face beamed with pride. Father and Eadmond appeared happy, but Aureline? She looked like she was forcing it.

      From across the room, I could feel the terror coming from her aura.

      I couldn’t say I blamed her, but I also didn’t envy her. I was Crown Princess of Gardenia, but that only meant I was the eldest daughter of the king. One day I would have my own household away from court, while Erik ruled and raised his own family here.

      Aureline would be at the center.

      I only hoped that Mother was up to the challenge of training her successor, someone who was clearly ill-prepared to be here.
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ALEKSANDER

      MAY 27TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      I hated the stupid Council meetings. I hated the pomp and circumstance of crowning a new king. In this case it was a queen, a regnant, and a human.

      I had nothing against Emilya. With Elijah dead, she was the last living person on Earth who was a direct source to the Original Vampire. I needed her more than she knew, more than anyone knew.

      That was why I had needed Elijah alive all these years.

      Someone was sabotaging my court, and my country, and I wanted to know who so I could kill them myself. I had my suspicions, but I had no proof yet. I wasn’t about to start spewing accusations like Normandy did. That would get me nowhere, and I didn’t have time to be making zero progress.

      I kissed my queen’s hand goodbye and left the throne room abruptly. I had no desire to deal with business for the rest of the day.

      Honestly, I had no desire to do any of this anymore. After thousands of years on this throne and ruling these same people, it was getting old.

      I needed to find a solution, and fast.

      Deklan was the only one who followed me. “Shall I retrieve Lady Veronika, my king?” he asked.

      “No, Deklan, not today,” I answered.

      And he knew when I addressed him by his given name, he was to retrieve one specific person. It was not my official mistress, and not my queen, and not a random prostitute from the brothel.

      Though I loved Veronika enough to make her my official mistress, and respected Vivienne enough as my queen, the feelings I had for them never came close to the feelings I had for Mary. She was the love of my life, taken from me far too soon. Not because of her death, but her betrothal to Elijah.

      Why? He could have had anyone, and yet he wanted her.

      At the time it had felt like a personal attack against me. We’d been best friends, and though he didn’t know of my feelings for Mary, he wasn’t stupid enough to miss them either.

      When she died, I was heartbroken. I thought I would never recover. I’d spent century after century living in a state of constant dread. Through many mistresses, and marrying Vivienne—which was a whole other story entirely—I had considered Mary to be the love of my life. Sometimes I still did.

      So in 1899, when I met Amara, I thought I was dreaming. I was sure, at the time, that I was seeing Mary, but it wasn’t her. Amara was her doppelgänger.

      No one I’d met had ever resembled Mary before. I was in pure shock, and I immediately latched on to Amara. I turned her into a werewolf, I married her to my brother-in-law, Lachlan, and insisted they live at the palace.

      I had to keep her close to me.

      Deklan stopped and bowed to me before leaving to fetch her.

      The guards at my chamber doors saluted me as I approached. They opened them and I entered, immediately going to the liquor cabinet and pouring a large glass of scotch. I consumed it all in one gulp.

      Within minutes, Deklan was at my door. “The countess,” he announced.

      “You’re dismissed for the evening, Deklan.” I remained with my back towards him.

      “Your Majesty,” he addressed, before leaving my chambers. He instructed the guards to close the doors behind him as soon as Amara had stepped into the room.

      I began unbuttoning the cuffs of my shirt as I made my way slowly to the bed. “How are your girls?” I asked.

      Amara smiled. “They are well. They are at our estate. I told them I’d be back tomorrow by lunch.” Normally she stayed with her daughters, but she always came running when I called.

      And today I needed her.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what my life would be like if I had waited a few hundred more years to marry.

      “Is that so?” I asked with a smirk, turning around to see her, already out of her dress.

      God, she reminded me so much of Mary.

      I was meant to find her and turn her into one of my kind. Something told me not to let this one get away, the way I had with Mary. The circumstances were different, of course, but I had to use the power I was given.

      Amara was going to be mine forever.

      She smirked. “You don’t think you can keep me away from my girls, do you?”

      “I can try,” I replied slyly.

      She approached me and started unbuttoning my shirt.

      “Perhaps I can keep your husband in Normandy for an … extended period of time,” I suggested. Lachlan was of little use to me, even as my ambassador. The longer I kept him away, the more time I could take with his wife.

      “You and I both know the queen would never allow that,” she teased as she reached my shoulders and pushed the shirt off.

      I leaned into her and met her lips with a gentle kiss. “Maybe,” I whispered. I pulled my arms out of my shirt and tossed it behind me while she reached for my belt and undid it. Amara pushed me back onto the bed, climbing on top of me and planting kisses on my skin from my abdomen all the way back up to my lips.

      She wasn’t Mary. I knew that. Still, the ways she looked and behaved in the same manner sometimes had me thinking I was with her again … back when I was still human.

      When I was far easier to kill.

      I always flashed back to that one night I had with her, the night before she wed Elijah. It was torment and comfort wrapped up into one ball of mixed emotions. I hated it more than I loved it, and yet it seemed I was a glutton for punishment because I kept asking for Amara again and again.

      I’d accepted the fact that only one thing was going to make me truly happy, and I had yet to find it.

      There was a pounding on my door as Amara and I were tangled up in one another, several lost items of clothing later, and I was frankly quite annoyed.

      “What!” I roared.

      Pounding as loud as that meant it was urgent.

      Amara covered herself with the sheet. I didn’t bother.

      One of my guards stepped into the room. “My sincerest apologies for the intrusion, Your Serene Majesty, but it’s the King of Pearala. He’s here.”

      Fuck’s sake, what did he want? And why couldn’t he just send his ambassador? What was so goddamn important that he had to interrupt me this very second?

      Maric and I weren’t exactly friends. Not explicitly enemies, but not friends—which was exactly why I responded the way I did.

      “Tell him to wait or fuck off. I don’t care which.” I turned back to Amara and kissed her, giving the guard the clear message that Maric was not a priority right now.

      “You can tell me that yourself, you know?” Maric called from outside the door.

      I stopped abruptly, sighing. “Fucking cunt,” I murmured. I got off Amara, grabbing my robe and throwing it on.

      When I reached the door, Maric was waiting for me. “Sorry for the interruption,” he said, his voice not even a little sincere. “But you and I need to have a chat about the new Queen of Normandy.”

      “Do we? In what context?” I asked, crossing my arms. “Because I couldn’t care less about her.”

      “You don’t think her very existence is going to start giving people ideas?” Maric asked. “That they can change things?”

      I sighed. I knew what he was getting at.

      “Maric, this sounds like a personal problem, and I suggest you go speak to your own people about it.” I turned to go back into my chambers, but Maric grabbed my shoulder. “Are you serious right now?” I asked, shrugging him off.

      Point-blank, he asked, “Why’d you do it?”

      Oh for fuck’s sake.

      “Maric, I didn’t kill Elijah. Now fuck off or I’ll have you thrown out of my palace.” He might’ve been a king, but I was the king of this country. He was in my house, and I could do whatever I pleased with him.

      I was also getting really tired of everyone accusing me of killing my archenemy … regardless of whether I had the best motive to do so.

      I only wished I could remember what had happened that day. It would give me peace of mind to know with absolute certainty that I hadn’t done it.

      Maric looked me square in the eyes and said, “The truth will come out, Alek. You know it will.”

      “I’m sure it will,” I replied, “and when it does, it’ll prove I didn’t fucking do it.” Looking at my soldiers, I said, “Gentlemen, escort the Pearalan King off of Romynian soil. Make sure he’s put back in the sea where he belongs.”

      The soldiers took hold of Maric’s arms. “You’re going to regret not having this conversation, Alek! Think about the problems we’ll be facing if people start getting ideas.”

      “Let them have ideas,” I said, heading back into my chambers. “It only becomes a problem if they take action.” I closed the door once I was back inside.

      I could hear Maric calling down the hallway as the soldiers forced him out.

      I knew my country had problems right now because someone had attempted to kill the new Normandy queen and lord commander. I’d deal with it the only way I knew how once I knew who’d done it.

      Until then, Maric needed to stay the fuck out of my business.

      I looked at Amara from the doorway. “Now … where were we?”
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CEDEREC

      MAY 27TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA

      We took the train back to Vosh’ala from Metropolis, finding it was the most peaceful way to travel. The carriages were nice, and I’d grown accustomed to them, but they were my least favorite mode of travel. If we weren’t flying—accompanied by the faeries or not—the train was preferable.

      I had a good feeling about Normandy’s new queen. She would grow into a strong leader, even if she didn’t know she had it in her yet.

      In many ways, I related to her timid nature. It reminded me of when I was growing up; when I was Prince Cederec. By the time my father had passed away I’d grown a thicker skin, but as the prince I had been far more cautious.

      The only difference was that Emilya hadn’t gotten the opportunity to be a princess. She’d gone from finding out she was the daughter of a king to being a queen all in one breath. I couldn’t relate to that and couldn’t imagine how she truly felt.

      At the other end of the train, I saw my own son, Damion. He was my one and only heir, and I knew he’d be a wonderful king once my time came to be with Garsenda in Her afterlife. He was my pride and joy. I couldn’t imagine him in the position that Normandy’s new queen was in. But I was also not unfaithful to my wife.

      I couldn’t imagine doing so.

      Next to me, as the train made its way home, knelt my half-brother, Markus. “There’s a slight issue up ahead,” he informed me. “Fog. It’s going to delay our progress.”

      I nodded. “Send word to Nairi that she shouldn’t wait up.” Although if I knew my wife, she would anyway. She always did.

      All the work she did, and yet she wanted to wait for me before going to bed every night. It made me love her more, and it seemed impossible to do so. How, after all these years, was I still finding ways to fall in love with her?

      Markus nodded. “Of course. And the princess consort’s father requested a meeting. Should we delay until tomorrow?”

      “I recall the issue being urgent.” I replied, “If he’s still waiting, I’d like to take the meeting when we arrive, if he’s willing. Otherwise, we’ll schedule him in right after sunrise tomorrow.”

      My brother nodded and rose, going to relay my messages to the faeries who could fly ahead with the news.

      Looking back at my son, I was in awe. He was a promising young man, and I knew he would do me proud when it came time for him to take over. I would put him to the test now.

      “Damion,” I said.

      He looked up from his spot at the window and rose, coming over to sit across from me. “Father?” he asked.

      “Aerion requested a meeting with me,” I told him. “Do you have any idea why?”

      Aerion, the Governor of Ryllean, was my son’s father-in-law. Damion had married his daughter, Jasmine, at great risk, but Damion had fallen for her much in the way that I had fallen for his mother. It was impossible to deny him his request when I had made a similar one of my own father.

      The risk of it all being … Well, it wasn’t proper to speak of. Not until progress was made on The Continent. And perhaps with a new, young queen in Normandy, it would be.

      Damion shook his head. “No, I don’t,” he answered truthfully. “In all honesty, the request was as much of a shock to Jasmine and me as it was to you.”

      I nodded. “I’d like you in on the meeting. Regardless of what the subject is, I trust you to start taking more responsibilities in politics.”

      He smiled. “Are you sure? You were barely my age when Grandfather started giving you a larger role.”

      He wasn’t incorrect. In fact, it was normally tradition for the heir apparent to take up responsibilities after the monarch received a sign from Garsenda that indicated the end of their life was near. And while I hadn’t yet received mine, I was confident in my son’s abilities and decision making.

      When my sign came, I would tell Damion what was happening. But I hoped to get ahead of the game, especially with feeling like change would be for the better.

      “I know,” I told him, “but I feel you caught on much faster, and it would be a waste to squander such talent.”

      “You honor me, Father,” Damion said. “You honor Jasmine and me both.” Damion’s taking up responsibility meant Jasmine would too. “Will it be easy enough to hide … you know?” he asked.

      Only a select few of us knew. He had to be careful about who would be listening in.

      I nodded. “Yes, we’ll make sure no one knows. Not until it’s time. But I believe that Normandy’s new queen will have a great impact on allowing progress to come. Garsenda has indicated as much.”

      Damion looked uneasy. “Sometimes I feel as though my connection to Garsenda isn’t as strong as it should be. How will I know when She’s giving me a sign?” he asked.

      “You’ll just know,” I told him. “It’s … It’s hard to explain. Garsenda is the Goddess of All, and recognizing Her signs is an acquired skill. More importantly, I believe that you need a great deal of confidence to know what Her signs are, and when She’s trying to tell you something.”

      There had to be no doubt. My own father had told me that when I was young and had doubted my own ability to trust in the Goddess.

      My son nodded. “I will try to be more alert to Her signs. I know She’s trying to speak to me sometimes and I’m just not sure if I’m connecting with Her.”

      I frowned a little. “Think of it less as a connection and more of … I don’t know, a developing relationship.”

      He took a deep breath. “Understood. Thank you, Father.”

      I nodded and dismissed him.

      I envied him in many ways. He was a smart lad, and had amazing things ahead of him. He simply didn’t know it yet.

      Markus returned to me and knelt again. I felt the train slowing as he did. “The messages have been dispatched.”

      “Thank you, brother,” I told him. “Now hopefully this fog doesn’t last too long, and we can get back home.”
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      CALLUM

      MAY 27TH, 2015. THE MALE VALKYRIE HOUSE, NORMANDY

      She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.

      And that was dangerous, because she was our new queen.

      After the ceremony, we were escorted back to our house—the one where they could keep us separate from the rest. The overseers instructed us to prepare for dinner, then bed, which felt rather early, but with the change in schedule today, I supposed it came with the territory.

      I got in line outside the house where the castle staff had brought our dinner and stood behind James and Jasper. We proceeded through the line to get our scraps: a little bread, cheese, apple slices, and beans. That had been our dinner for ages. I had to choke it down at this point. Five hundred years of the same food, and anyone would do the same.

      I sat next to the twins at one of the tables. “I think she’s the one,” I said quietly so as not to draw attention from anyone else.

      The twins looked at me.

      “She ended the hunt! That’s huge!” I exclaimed.

      James tore his bread apart. “I don’t know, Cal, it seems like a stretch to call her ‘the one’ because she decided we shouldn’t be hunted for sport anymore.”

      His brother nodded in agreement.

      James continued, “Yeah, the progress is nice, but I’m not expecting a miracle anytime soon.”

      “Why not?” I asked. “She’s done more for us in five minutes than Elijah did his entire life.”

      The twins looked at one another skeptically, then looked at me.

      “Cal, you know we’re in the same boat with you,” Jasper said. “And, yeah, we all want the torture to end. Just don’t get your hopes up. Change doesn’t happen overnight.”

      I broke one of the apple slices in half. “It might, if we could convince her,” I said.

      “On what planet do you think you could even speak to the new queen, let alone convince her to make the world treat us like normal beings?” James asked. “Because I’d love to be on whatever shit you’re on right now.”

      “Hope, James. It’s hope. It’s that small feeling we all had, for a moment, the night we were told Elijah was dead. Yeah, we were all fucking scared shitless, because we didn’t know what was going to happen next, but for a second we all thought, ‘What if the next one is better?’ Well, I saw the look in her eyes when the duchess told her about us. Don’t tell me you didn’t see it too. She saw me. She saw me as a regular person, not a fucking abomination.” Locking eyes with the queen was the most hopeful moment I’d had in my entire life.

      Again, the twins looked at each other, but lowered their heads. When they looked back at me, their expressions weren’t as skeptical, and Jasper asked, “How sure are you?”

      I shrugged. “Eighty-five percent? I just know I never saw that look in Elijah’s eyes, and hers are the only ones that matter now.”

      “Cal, we’d have to get the nobility on our side too,” Jasper reminded me. “Yeah, the queen can tell them to stop hunting us for laughs, but the nobility will be the ones who ultimately decide whether or not we get to be treated like anything more than dog shit.”

      James added, “And don’t tell us that we already have a few allies amongst the nobility because, for one thing, we know that already, and for another, that’s not good enough. You’re going to need a majority. She’s going to need a majority.”

      He was right. The nobility were the monarch’s check-and-balance system regarding social issues. We male valkyrie were certainly the biggest social issue of the past half-millennium. I knew of a few noblemen who were on our side, secretly, but now we needed them to come out into the open and convince their peers to join them, and us.

      We were going to need a miracle, and I still believed that miracle was Queen Emilya.
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ALEKSANDER

      MAY 27TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      The frustration was nearly gone. Though I was spent and I had a rush of ecstasy running through my body, it still wasn’t enough. I knew better because it never was.

      I reached into the drawer, and pulled out a special box: my stash of cannabis, which I rolled into a joint and lit. If there was one thing I could rely on in this world, it was this. I took a hit and passed it off to Amara, who was lying on her side.

      “Is that so?” she asked, noting the look on my face before she placed the tip of the joint between her lips.

      I sighed. “Possibly. Don’t worry, it’s not you.”

      Amara finished her hit and passed it back to me. “Oh, far be it from me to presume I’m not satisfying you. Believe me, I’m fully aware.” She leaned over and kissed my chest. “Do you wanna talk about it?” she asked.

      Sometimes she was the only one in this world I could talk with honestly. Amara was loyal to me. I had never doubted her.

      Regardless, I wasn’t sure talking would do any good.

      “What’s the point?” I asked, taking another drag. The smell was already getting to me, so the comfort was coming. It had to settle in. I took a moment before surrendering. “I needed him, you know,” I told her.

      She nodded. “I know. And now he’s gone. You feel like you’re stalled.” She reached for the joint, and I passed it.

      My life had no purpose. I’d tried being a king who was a tyrant, but that fell through. I’d tried being a king who was loved and respected, but people were going behind my back to assassinate my enemies.

      And after I was gone, whenever that would be, Romynia was going to go into civil war.

      Hadrianne, my smart, strong, and beautiful daughter, wanted the throne, but because she didn’t have a cock, the people were more comfortable with Connell being my successor. And Connell was just like his mother: quiet, weak, and unready.

      What the hell had I done to this place?

      I had to fix it before it grew more out of hand, but I couldn’t do that without Elijah. I wasn’t sure I could do it with Emilya either, but she was the closest thing to his blood I could get my hands on. I needed her more than she knew, but she wasn’t a vampire. Not yet.

      I sighed. “Why did it have to be me?” I asked her, looking over. “The first fucking werewolf. Why was I the one who had to be bitten? There were twenty of us, and we could have overpowered the wolves. And yet my stupid ass was in the line of sight of the one wolf who had gotten ahold of Mary and the baby.”

      “You were with her, weren’t you?” Amara asked. “The wolf had come back for more, and you were there trying to wake her up.”

      I’d told her the story many times before. It constantly replayed in my head as a nightmare I couldn’t escape: the love of my life, lying there after being mauled by a wolf.

      It was my own personal hell.

      Fire had flashed in my eyes, and I’d tried attacking the wolf as it had come back, but I’d blacked out. It nearly killed me.

      It wasn’t enough. Its blood was already in mine, transforming me, but I wouldn’t know that for several days.

      “Alek,” Amara said gently, trying to snap me out of my flashback.

      I closed my eyes, taking a moment after realizing the memory had returned to the forefront of my mind. I always tried to keep it away, but it was persistent.

      I couldn’t keep living like this.

      Once I had managed to make it fade, I opened my eyes again, and looked at the woman comforting me. Where would I be right now if it weren’t for her?

      Living as long as I had, I couldn’t see the need to speed up time. At this point I was only focused on completing the journey I had started years ago, in the hopes that it would bring me peace.

      I cupped Amara’s cheek in my hand. “I love you. And I’m sorry for the things I had to do to keep you near me.”

      I’d turned her into a werewolf, married her to my brother-in-law, and took her away from the only world she ever knew—all for my own selfish needs.

      She wasn’t Mary, no matter how much she looked like her. But I wanted her to be so badly.

      Amara kissed me, and I returned it, never hesitating when she initiated, because I didn’t know how. She was the queen of my heart, and I wished I’d been able to make her queen of my kingdom.
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NAIRI

      MAY 27TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE

      “Messengers approaching!”

      The loud call was heard only faintly by Ana and me in the laboratory, high above the ground where the sentries were on duty. I looked up from the microscope to my sister-in-law who had proceeded to the window.

      Two messenger faeries were there within seconds.

      “Nairi,” Ana said, “message for you.”

      I stepped away from my own microscope and took my gloves off, making my way to the window.

      Both faeries bowed. One of them gave the message. “King Cederec has been delayed by fog. He’s requested that you do not wait up for him.”

      Oh please, he knows me better than that.

      “Does Her Majesty happen to know if the Governor of Ryllean is waiting at the castle?” the other asked.

      I shook my head. “No, last I heard he wasn’t arriving until near dusk. Jasmine has been frantically preparing rooms for him and her lady aunt.”

      “Would it be a burden to you to relay the king’s regrets of his delay, and that he would like to keep the meeting when he arrives if the governor is willing?” the second messenger asked.

      I nodded. “I will pass it along. Thank you, ladies.”

      They both bowed again and flew away from the window.

      I looked at Ana. “Well, I hope whatever important thing Aerion has to tell Cederec isn’t too important,” I said as I made my way back to my microscope, and she to hers.

      Ana replied, “Jasmine made it sound like it was a more personal issue. I’m sure it can wait until morning.” She pulled her sample off the microscope and brought it over to me. “Take a look at this. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      I took it from her, placing it under my microscope. It was soil that had come from one of the major hunting grounds near the viscounty of Trevern.

      It didn’t take long for me to see what Ana wanted me to.

      “Is that—it’s glowing,” I said, stunned.

      The dirt had a yellow-toned shimmer to it. I could see the movement around it.

      “I’ve never come across a sample of dirt that glows, so unless you have, this is a first for both of us,” she said.

      I looked up at her. “This is incredible, but … I don’t know what kind of magic would cause this.” Faeries didn’t have the power to make soil glow like this … or at all.

      To my knowledge, no known magic did.

      Ana shrugged, shaking her head. “I don’t know, but those grounds have been full of legends for years. Hunters seeing ghosts that appear to be cross-realm species; flaming birds; and they swear the ruins have changed around each time they go back.”

      “Our magic can’t do that,” I said.

      “So how do you explain this?” she asked, nodding to the sample.

      I couldn’t.

      It was the first of its kind, and I would need more than one small sample to investigate what was going on in those hunting grounds.

      “I don’t know,” I said while shaking my head in thought. “See what you can find out there. Anything will help.”

      Ana nodded. “We’ll leave first thing tomorrow morning.”

      There was a knock on the laboratory door.

      “Come in,” I responded.

      In stepped my other sister-in-law—Markus’s wife, Danea.

      “What brings you here?” I asked.

      “I heard they were delayed,” she said. “Nothing bad, I hope?”

      I shook my head. “Not to my knowledge. Just fog.” Fog wasn’t unusual in Vosh’ala. “Why? Are we expecting something to happen?”

      Danea was a Priestess of Garsenda. If the Goddess had a message, Danea was one of the few who could foresee it.

      “No,” she said, “at least not anything the Goddess has revealed to me. Garsenda has been unusually quiet these days.”

      Ana and I exchanged a glance. We knew the legends well enough to understand what Danea should have already.

      As I looked back at her, I said, “Dan, you know why Garsenda is quiet.”

      She looked down and placed her hands protectively on her belly.

      “How long have you known?” I asked.

      When she answered, she said, “A few days. But I don’t want to get my hopes up. This is the third time, and if this one doesn’t survive then I don’t think I’m meant to have children. It must be my sacrifice for serving the Goddess.”

      “Garsenda has never denied a priestess children before,” Ana said. “Although perhaps she should have, to prevent Khaos from being born.”

      That was another story in and of itself. Every Vosh’alan and Gardenian knew it well.

      “Even our magic can’t prevent the struggles of a man or woman with fertility issues,” Ana added.

      “Well, we know it’s not Markus,” she said.

      My brother-in-law had managed to get his wife pregnant three times now, but the first two fetuses hadn’t made it to the second trimester.

      I waved her over. “Come now,” I said and led her over to the exam table. I felt her belly and used my magic senses to check the fetus’s progression. “About six weeks? Maybe seven. That would place you due around the first of the year.”

      “In a few weeks there won’t even be a baby there to make it to the first of the year,” she said, starting to cry.

      Danea had expressed wanting children since I’d known her. She was eager to be a mother, and I felt her struggle deeply.

      I placed a hand on her far shoulder and pulled her in. “Shh, it’s alright,” I told her. “Sometimes we struggle to have children, and it’s perfectly normal. You know very well that Cederec and I tried for years before we finally had Damion. If he’d been a girl, I’m not sure how long it would have taken before we succeeded at having another.”

      The Vosh’alan throne had to pass to a male, and a legitimate one. Fortunately, there was always a son to pass the throne to. Cederec and I almost broke that tradition, but thankfully Garsenda blessed us with our handsome boy.

      Danea wiped her tears away. “I don’t want to hurt Markus again,” she said. “He says he doesn’t blame me, but I could see how devastated he was last time I lost our baby. I can’t do it again, Nairi, I can’t.”

      Kissing the top of her head as I held her, I said, “You won’t. I don’t believe Garsenda is that cruel, not to one of Her Devout.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Danea said. “I hope you’re right.”

      I hoped I was too.
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CEDEREC

      MAY 27TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE

      When the train rolled into the station, we disembarked and rode the lift to the castle. It was late, but not as late as I was expecting.

      A messenger informed me that Governor Aerion was also delayed, and our meeting would be rescheduled until morning. That was fine by me.

      I dismissed Damion and Markus for the night to go to their wives. I had my own to get to, and if I knew her well enough, she would be in the lab.

      When I entered, I found her staring through a microscope. “Working hard, or hardly working?” I asked.

      Nairi looked up and smiled. “What if it’s a little of both?” she asked, standing up, and meeting me halfway across the room. She wrapped her arms around my neck as I placed my hands at her waist and brought her in for a kiss.

      No king of Vosh’ala had ever been as devoted to his wife as I was. Traditionally, a king took mistresses. Many of my ancestors had been known to do that.

      I had no desire for one. My mistress was my wife. If that made me different, then so be it.

      As our kiss broke, Nairi held her position so we didn’t break apart completely. “How was she?” she asked.

      “Young, timid. But I sense intelligence,” I answered. “I think she’ll be a great queen once she comes into her own.”

      My wife smiled. “Good. We could use one of those around here.”

      I chuckled.

      “Now, come have a look at this.”

      She brought me over to the microscope and had me sit down. I was staring at a sample of … glowing dirt?

      I looked at her, puzzled, and she raised her brows indicating that she was as surprised as I was.

      “It’s from the hunting grounds around Trevern,” she explained. “Ana’s scouts brought it back, and we’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “What kind of magic is this?” I asked.

      “It’s not anything I’m familiar with,” she answered. “Nor Ana. She’s leaving tomorrow morning to collect more samples with the hunting party. We need to figure out what this is, and if it’s useful.”

      “It has to be useful,” I said, looking back at it. “It’s glowing dirt. Any trace of magic in it must be useful for something.”

      “Well, as soon as we’ve done thorough research on it and have news, we’ll let you know,” she told me. “It may be useful enough that we can present it to The Council.”

      Sometimes I had no idea why The Council still existed. It was outdated. The only member left from its original formation was Aleksander, now that Elijah had passed away … or been murdered.

      I didn’t know which stories to believe. I tried to stay out of the Normandy/Romynia controversy as much as possible.

      Nairi attempted to hide a yawn but started laughing as soon as I smiled.

      “Someone’s tired,” I commented. “Shall we retire for the night?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I think there’s no way I’m getting around that.”

      I rose and took her hand, leaving the lab with her to go to our suite. Along the way, I said, “I told Damion I wanted to give him more responsibilities.”

      Nairi stopped short. “Cederec …” She knew what that had meant for every other king of Vosh’ala.

      “Don’t worry, I haven’t received my sign yet,” I assured her, and we resumed walking. “I simply thought that Damion’s been so ahead of his time that he would do well enough getting a head start. He’s going to be sitting in on the meeting with Ryllean tomorrow. I’m going to let him make the call for whatever Aerion is requesting.”

      “That seems awfully risky, don’t you think?” my wife asked as we turned a corner. “Aerion could have a major issue, and allowing a prince to make that call isn’t exactly, well, standard. I know our boy is smart, but Aerion is also his father-in-law. It could be seen as granting undeserved favors.”

      Of course I knew that. Hearing it out loud didn’t change my thoughts on the matter.

      “I think Damion will be able to handle it. And no matter what the issue is, he’ll make the right call, whether or not the other governors think he’s giving in to the request because he’s married to the man’s daughter. Besides, we don’t know what he wants.”

      Nairi sighed. “Whatever it is, I hope Aerion is prepared to be surprised.”

      “Don’t fret, my love,” I assured her. “Our son can handle anything. I’m one hundred percent sure of that.”
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BASTIAN

      MAY 27TH, 2015. PEARALA CASTLE

      It was late, and Father had yet to return from Metropolis.

      Mother was a nervous wreck, but I was fairly sure the queen was a bigger one. They said he had abandoned his boat to make a secret stop somewhere, and of course no one knew where. Hence, the “secret” of it all.

      Marsellus, the Knight-Captain of the Guard, attempted to ease the queen’s worries.

      “He’s going to be fine, m’lady,” Marsellus assured her. “This isn’t exactly out of character for him.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Father was known for being rather spontaneous on his journey home from … well, anywhere.

      Galen swam forward. “I knew I should have accompanied him.”

      Betrys asked, “What good would that have done? You know how he is.”

      The baron shrugged, conceding to her point.

      Mother swam to me, whispering, “He’s found someone else. I know he has.”

      She was always paranoid about that. And to be fair, she was also always right about it. Father often did bring other women into his life, but Mother was his constant mistress. It was probably because I existed.

      The Bastard Prince.

      “Please, Mother,” I said, “not this again. If he is with another woman, would that matter? He always comes back to you.”

      “Bastian, you know as well as I do that time has not been kind to us,” Mother said. “We need to find a permanent solution to our problem. If you can’t have the throne, you need a plan B.”

      Our conversation was interrupted by the queen. “I don’t know what you two are whispering about over there, but if you’re going to insist on being here, then I’d appreciate it if you didn’t look like you were scheming … again.”

      Mother looked at her. “Oh, dear Athénaïs, we would never,” she said, lying. “I was only expressing my worry to my son over where his father was.”

      Athénaïs and my mother hated each other, and that wasn’t surprising considering their history.

      The queen swam over to us. “Count your blessings, Olivia,” she told Mother, “while you still have them. I can’t wait until the day I get to throw you out of this palace.”

      “Are you planning to overrule the king, or kill him?” Mother asked her. “Because that’s the only way you’ll be rid of me.”

      By Father’s generous rule, Mother and I were allowed to live at the palace. We feared the day that Father died, and Corbin became king. We’d be thrown out so fast we’d have whiplash. Athénaïs had made that very clear ever since I was young.

      I couldn’t help but smirk at Mother’s words. The queen knew she was powerless here. It was always good to see.

      Athénaïs got in Mother’s face. “Bold accusations for someone who trapped a man into a relationship.”

      Galen interfered. “Enough! The king would not approve of this. Not of this argument, or this kind of talk. My queen, it is not becoming of you to show such hostility to a member of the court. Lady Olivia, I would advise against making such brazen accusations, especially to our queen.”

      Both women simply glared at one another.

      In a way, I felt sorry for Galen having to play babysitter. He wasn’t a horrible man. He just had a shitty role. With no other nobility in Pearala, he took on responsibilities of an earl, a viscount, and a baron. Father put a lot on his shoulders, and he did the job, plus some.

      Marsellus joined the group. “I promise we’ll have a report as soon as he’s been found,” he assured everyone. “You know how His Majesty is. He likes to run off and be free sometimes.”

      We all knew that to be true. Father was a loose cannon, and always had been, because he was never supposed to be the king.

      Then his elder brother died, and suddenly he became the heir. His ways hadn’t changed, especially since he was still evading his guards every opportunity he could get.

      Considering this was directly after a Council meeting in Metropolis, it wasn’t remotely out of character. I’d witnessed Father coming home days after council meetings. It was amazing how someone could be a king for over a hundred years and still act like the spare prince.

      But suddenly the doors to the throne room shot open and Father swam inside.

      “Oh, thank the Goddess,” the queen said. “Maric, where have you been? We were worried sick!”

      “Business to attend to in Romynia,” he said simply. “Alek threw me out of the castle so he could get his dick wet. Bastard.”

      “What exactly did you need to speak about that couldn’t be said at the meeting?” his wife asked.

      Father swam to his throne and sat. “The new queen. I don’t need people from Normandy eavesdropping on conversation.”

      Galen swam to him. “Surely they have spies in Romynia to begin with, my king. I’m sure whatever was said could have been said in Metropolis.”

      It was more of a suggestion, something to hint to my father that his delayed arrival had caused a problem.

      He sighed. “Perhaps,” he conceded, “but I worry about what kinds of ideas this illegitimate woman will give to the other countries. Gardenia and Vosh’ala are more than likely to take cues from her. It could change the way the entire continent operates.”

      “Do you suggest we’ll be on the brink of another war?” Athénaïs asked. “All over some girl?”

      “She’s not just ‘some girl,’ Athénaïs,” Father said. “She’s the first girl. And we all know what happens when the first one gets an idea. I will not have this changing the way our country has been established for thousands of years, no I will not.”

      Mother gave me a look, indicating that she wanted me to follow. We swam off into the hallway outside of the throne room.

      Father was busy discussing the new Queen of Normandy with Galen and Athénaïs.

      “He’s talking about us,” Mother said.

      I crossed my arms. “And how do you know that?”

      “It’s obvious,” she told me. “He doesn’t want you getting any ideas about trying to take away the throne from Corbin. You may be illegitimate, but so is that new vampire queen. Best of all, you’re a man, and you’re far older than Corbin. You have as much of a right to Pearalan’s throne as she does to Normandy’s.”

      “He’s not going to just give me the throne,” I told her. “Besides, I wouldn’t have to fight only Corbin. Abrellia would put up a hell of a fight too.”

      Abrellia was the eldest legitimate child. She had always been secretly salty about not being the heir because she didn’t have a cock. Instead, she and the middle child, Lanaya, were both behind their younger brother for the throne.

      I wasn’t in the line of succession. Pearala never placed illegitimate children in line.

      Not anymore. Not after the coup attempt.

      Mother took my hands and said, “Oh my sweet, simple son.”

      Thanks, Mother.

      She continued, “You’re not thinking broadly enough. Who would be directly in line after Lanaya, presuming Corbin and Abrellia were both gone, of course?”

      Well, that would be …  “Galen,” I answered.

      She nodded. “Exactly. And who is his heir? For a title that is not based on gender, but absolute primogeniture?”

      I was starting to get it. “Jaela.”

      Mother smiled. “Exactly. So, in the meantime, while you’re waiting to take your rightful place on your father’s throne, you will get the next best prize: a barony.”

      “I wouldn’t be a baron, though,” I told her. “Jaela is the heiress, not me. And husbands of baronesses don’t get the baron title.”

      Which … Fine, it was better than what I had now, but I failed to see her logic here, though it had sort of made sense a moment ago.

      “You’d have her backing,” Mother explained.

      “You know, last time they attempted something like this, three noble titles were retired, and illegitimate children were never given special treatment ever again.”

      “Well, this time it’ll be different, my son. So, I think it’s time we start making a play for marriage with Jaela.”

      Mother was a master schemer. I would trust her judgment. Besides, it was long past time for Father to give me what I was owed.

      I nodded in agreement. “Alright, Mother. Where do we start?”
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VINCENT

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I remained in my office for the night, watching the live feed from the security cameras outside her room. I didn’t want to seem like a stalker. It wasn’t even my job to be security for her. That was what the Queensguard was for.

      Unfortunately the guard was suffering, ever since Nathan had been disowned and banished from court for having the audacity to make his own choices.

      The new captain of the Queensguard was … well, he was no Nathan.

      I watched, absolutely stunned, as a shift change happened at three o’clock in the morning. Never in the history of Normandy’s Kingsguard had a shift change happened in the middle of the night unless the king was due to be up earlier than normal. The guardsmen also didn’t seem entirely clear on their orders. There was confusion, and that was going to come back and bite us later if we didn’t deal with it now.

      Around five in the morning, Octavia entered my office. Waddled might have been a better descriptor, since her pregnancy was about half finished, and because she was so tiny, it made her look farther along than she was.

      “Good morning, my lord,” she said and curtsied to me as best as she could.

      “Morning,” I greeted. “Where’s Kieran?”

      “Your father stopped him in the hallway,” she informed me as she sat down across from me. “He’s getting messages to pass along, then he’ll come straight here.”

      “Father’s about to have his big meeting with the ambassadors to establish dates for the state visits,” I told her. “We haven’t organized state visits for a new monarch ever.”

      We’d been through plenty of new kings from Gardenia, Vosh’ala, and Pearala, but never from Romynia, and certainly not where we were the ones traveling to four other countries.

      Octavia took a piece of candy from my desk and popped it in her mouth. “First time for everything, I suppose,” she said. “I hear Felicity’s settling into her new assignment well,” she continued, changing the subject to her daughter.

      I figured that was going to come up.

      “She’s with Daisy,” I said, trying to ease her fears. “And they’re in a safe location. There’s nothing to worry about, I promise.”

      Although it didn’t matter what I said. Octavia would worry. It was her job to worry about her daughter. My own mother still fretted over me from time to time, and I was almost two thousand years old.

      Octavia sat back in her chair. “If something bad happens I want to be the first to know, Vincent.”

      “I know,” I assured her. “You will be the first call.”

      Her husband entered the room. Kieran, my second-in-command, tossed a folder to me. “Merry Christmas,” he said, “from your daddy.”

      I caught the folder and opened it. It was the plan for the day. “We’re taking her to see Andromeda,” I told them. “Hopefully the males can get some relief after this.”

      “You think she’ll give the order to stop?” Kieran asked, sitting next to his wife.

      “She has to give it of her own volition,” I said, closing the folder. “Otherwise, it could be seen as coercion. Besides, you were there yesterday, Octavia. Did you get the impression she was going to allow acts like these to continue?”

      Octavia shook her head. “The opposite, actually. She already declared they stop being used for hunting without anyone having to tell her.”

      I wasn’t surprised that she had. The younger generations were always more progressive than their predecessors. It was a relief that she was as young as she was. We might not have had this chance at change with Rylar on the throne.

      Regardless of how much everyone loved and respected Elijah, we didn’t always agree with him. Speaking out against him was a treasonous act.

      Our hands had been tied while he still lived.

      Kieran asked, “How in the world do you plan to convince the rest of the nobility to go along with this? You have what, three or four on your side that you know of? You need a simple majority, and I sincerely doubt that you’ll find eight or nine nobles who will willingly join the cause.”

      “They need to be convinced of their own volition too,” I reminded Kieran. “No dirty tactics will be used to make this happen. Not on our side, anyway.”

      “Who’s officially leading the opposition?” Octavia asked.

      “Probably Hemonton, if I had to guess,” I replied. “Which is why I think we need to place new servants in his household. Brimm too. They already didn’t like the idea of a bastard sitting on the throne, let alone a woman, and that could mean they’re up for anything.”

      “A coup?” Kieran asked while his wife looked between us.

      I shrugged. “I have no idea, but I’m not ruling it out. My guess is they’re going to be opposed to anything Queen Emilya does.”

      “What about Brimm?”

      “Surely he’s going to be against it, but since he doesn’t acknowledge Callum as his son, I sincerely doubt he feels the need to openly oppose us when he’s already been doing it for centuries.”

      “What about the military?” Octavia asked. “He’s in charge of it. We don’t need to be looking at a military coup before our new queen is crowned.”

      I nodded. “Agreed. I’m still working on a plan for that but unless we have real cause to remove Brimm, there’s nothing we can realistically do.”

      We would need a miracle of some kind, and I was personally out of those.
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      EMILYA

      MAY 30TH-MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      My first few days in Normandy had been exhausting. Meeting the Council, sitting through vows by the valkyrie, and being introduced to my dragons. Plus, I finally had been given introductions to the nobility, which was a lot to take in. Learning their names, relations, titles, what and how to address them. By the end of it, I had learned that there were two marches, eight earldoms, six viscounties, and six baronies, and each one had a person sitting in the designated seat.

      When I graduated from college last year, I thought I’d been done with that kind of extensive learning.

      On the second day, I had asked for a phone charger and a connection to the internet.

      Dominic had been reluctant to allow me access to the latter, but Vincent convinced him that it would be a show of good faith. And while I couldn’t have it yet—something about their network working differently than the type of Wi-Fi I was used to—they assured me I would receive everything I requested.

      At the very least, they had some iPhone cables lying around, and spared a few for me.

      I returned to my chambers with my ladies on the third evening, after a proper tour of the castle and its cathedral, which had taken all day. Dinner was brought to me within minutes. The kitchen had made me tacos, which was nice, but also made me miss my parents more.

      As I ate and my ladies prepared my things for bed—something that was still extremely weird to me—I decided now was as good a time as any to see if I could get some honest answers from them.

      “Can I ask you all something?”

      They each stopped what they were doing and looked at me.

      “Will I ever get to see my parents again?”

      “When the time is right, Your Majesty,” Lucilla answered. “The lord commander understands how important they are to you.”

      It took me a moment to remember who the lord commander was. Vincent. I’d get used to everyone’s titles eventually.

      The ladies helped me dress for bed. Though I insisted I could do it myself, helping me made them feel better. This was the kind of life they had trained for. However, I’d requested something to wear that I could feel more like myself in—a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. It was refreshing to be in regular clothes, and not something that made me look like a dress-up doll.

      Getting into bed, I looked at the photos on the nearby nightstand. I recognized Elijah, Contessina, and the person who I assumed was Rylar.

      But there was one more person whom I didn’t recognize.

      “Who is this?” I asked Lucilla, the only one of the ladies still present. Kamille and Henriette had gone to take care of my dinner plate and laundry.

      Lucilla looked to where I was pointing. “Oh, that’s Cervilia! Did Vincent tell you of her?”

      I nodded.

      “She’s been gone for many years, but she was Elijah’s greatest confidant and friend, much like the grand duke. She was a brilliant warrior, as well as the former Lieutenant Commander of the Valkyrie Forces, and Matron of the Valkyrie. Queen Contessina is the LT and matron now.”

      “She certainly was beautiful,” I commented, looking at the portrait. “How long has she been gone?”

      She had to think about that. “Oh, um … Well, she passed away in 1578 so … a little over four hundred years. Sometimes it doesn’t seem like it’s been that long. But that may simply be a side effect of living as long as I have.”

      “How old are you?” I asked Lucilla.

      “I was born in 143 BC in Greece, around the time the ancient Greek empire fell to the Romans,” she replied.

      I was speechless.

      She giggled. “My father was the first ealdorman of Elijah’s men, before Normandy was Normandy. We lived more freely in the world then.”

      “I assume since you were born in Greece and during the Roman Empire, you have several names.” The Romans usually had a few, and they almost always sounded very pretty.

      She smiled. “My full name is Lucilla Octavia Marcia Annia,” she replied. “I don’t typically go by any of my other names, though. And for someone of my time, it’s rare to go by the first of my given names, but I liked Lucilla the best.” She made sure my pillows were fluffed. “But enough about me. We can talk more later. You should get some sleep, Your Majesty.”

      “You know, if people aren’t around, you can call me Emilya,” I told her. “It would actually make me feel … less weird.”

      Lucilla grinned. “We may be able to manage that, if it’s what you desire. But you should mention it to the duke first before he overhears and has an aneurysm. Elijah was very keen on everyone addressing him as ‘Your Majesty,’ or ‘sir,’ no matter what unless you were Contessina or Dominic.”

      I nodded. “I’m starting to get that impression.” Given that no one else addressed me by anything else, it was a safe guess that everyone had to be formal all the time.

      “There’s a lot you’ll learn,” she said. “But I’m sure there’s quite a bit you’ll change as well. You are the most superior person in this country, after all.” She took a step back and curtsied. “Have a pleasant sleep … Emilya.”

      I smiled, watching her go.

      She turned the light off on the way out.

      I was alone for the first time since before I’d woken up this morning. It was ten o’clock at night. I passed out almost immediately, and I slept like a brick. Perhaps all the traveling back and forth, and walking, I’d done was enough to kick my ass.

      

      I awakened before dawn. My ladies were not in my room yet, and I was curious about the palace, so I decided to explore. I found my normal clothes and put them on, going to my door, and opening it.

      The two guards posted there saluted me, and I informed them I was going to explore the grounds.

      “Will Her Majesty need anyone to accompany her?” one asked.

      “Uh, what’s the protocol?” I asked. Surely they wouldn’t let me wander around by myself, and especially not while I was still human.

      The same one answered. “At least one guard should remain with you at all times and another out of sight. For your own protection, of course, Your Majesty.”

      “The one who is with me:  Do they have to be right beside me?”

      “No, ma’am,” he answered.

      “Then at the risk of feeling crowded, I’d like them to be as far away from me as they’re allowed,” I responded.

      “Ma’am,” he said, and saluted me. He spoke into a hidden microphone at his collar and informed whoever he was speaking with that the queen—me—would need two guards supervising a walk through the grounds.

      When I reached the bottom of the stairs to the main hallway, two guards were waiting. They both saluted me, and I nodded.

      One of them followed me, but only after I’d reached the door. It seemed like he was only allowed to be about twenty feet away, which was fine. It was better than him being right up my ass.

      The gardens behind the castle were beautiful, and they led back to the Garden House off to the north, where I heard some of the valkyrie already up and playing music. Journey this time—“Only The Young.” The volume was far softer than the other day, but it was also still before dawn, and I imagined some of them were asleep.

      Behind the Garden House stood another home. The entrance went down into the ground, but the structure rose two stories tall, as far as I could tell. I saw a few of the males leaving, dressed for work in what I presumed were the stables. They took off along a small path in the same direction as the cemetery, which I’d learned yesterday also led to the stables.

      I wandered around the back of the house. It had a run-down, poorly maintained patio area. One lone soul sat in one of the rockers, tying up the laces on his boots. I approached him slowly.

      He looked up suddenly before finishing with his right boot. It was the man whom I’d locked eyes with twice at the pledge ceremony.

      He stood straight up and immediately bowed. “Your Majesty,” he said and remained in position.

      It seemed like he was waiting for me to say something. He would not move until I did. “Uh … rise?”

      He did.

      “You’re a valkyrie?” I asked.

      His face seemed surprised. His eyes lit up in a way that I couldn’t describe. Confusion, perhaps?

      “Was that improper of me to ask?”

      He shook his head. “No, Your Majesty, it’s just … usually my gender is specified before it. Valkyries are generally known to be female, therefore no specification is needed. I’m male, however, so male valkyrie is how I, and the rest like me, have always been described.”

      “I guess I don’t see what the issue is,” I said. “But maybe that’s my naivete?”

      The man shrugged. “I couldn’t tell you, in all honesty, Your Majesty. I don’t know you.”

      I supposed that was fair.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Callum,” he answered. “Or ‘Patient Zero.’”

      I raised a brow in curiosity.

      He clarified, “I was the first of my kind.”

      My eyes widened. “You were the first valkyrie born male?”

      What were the odds that the first one I spoke with—the first one I connected with—was the first of his kind?

      “The first one known, anyway,” he clarified. “If my parents hadn’t been nobles, I might have gone unnoticed. At least until more came along, which they inevitably did.”

      “But as far as anyone knows, you’re the first?”

      He nodded.

      “I would say that I’m sorry, but.” I paused, searching for the right words. “I don’t think there’s anything to be sorry about.”

      The same look in his eyes returned. It was surprise, but it was pleasant, as if he’d never expected someone to say it. The sentiment, however, wasn’t unwelcome, judging by the curl in the corner of his lips. “Well, you’re probably the lone thinker in that regard. And if there are any more like you, they don’t speak up because of Elijah’s views on it. And what Elijah said was basically law.”

      I frowned. “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged.

      Elijah wasn’t king anymore. I was the queen now, even if uncrowned, and I had the duke and duchess behind me. I hoped it stayed that way once changes started being made. This place had to be brought into the 21st century.

      “Who were your parents?” I asked.

      “My birth mother is Lady Morrina, Baronetess of Argonia, daughter of Viscount Rufus and Viscountess Martha,” Callum explained. “She was Mistress of the Robes to Queen Contessina, and her best friend. Apparently, she was one of the most desirable ladies at court, but she only had eyes for a married man: my father, Nikolas, the Earl of Brimm. And he had them for her as well. They engaged in a five-year-long affair, during which she became pregnant with me. He said he would only acknowledge my paternity if I was a boy, but when I came out a boy and had wing slits on my back …  Well, let’s just say a shockwave went through The Continent.”

      The first of his kind, as Elijah and Aleksander were the first of theirs. The first valkyrie to be born a male. That was something that should have been celebrated, but it was considered a disgrace.

      “I don’t think I’ve met your grandparents,” I said, “or your mother. I met your father briefly.” The Earl of Brimm seemed … cold. Our interaction had been short, and he’d dismissed himself after we exchanged pleasantries.

      Callum scoffed. “Not really my father. Only by blood. He’s never acknowledged me. But no, you wouldn’t have met my mother. She disappeared sometime after my birth. The disgrace of giving birth to a male valkyrie was too much for her. She left in the dead of night a week after I was born. Not even Contessina knew she was leaving. No one ever found her. My grandparents still spend most of their time searching for her. For all we know, she’s dead.”

      “Did they ever acknowledge you?” I asked.

      “Not in a formal sense,” he replied. “The only one who ever did was … well, my father’s wife.”

      I nodded. “Yes, I met her. Maeverly, right?”

      Callum nodded. “That’s her. The only person to ever acknowledge me. And it wasn’t in a negative fashion. Maeverly begged and pleaded for my life. She’s the only reason I’m alive today, and the only mother I’ve ever known.”

      “They told me they experimented on you,” I inquired. “How?”

      He pulled up one sleeve of his shirt and revealed the inside of his arm. Marks lined his skin up and down as far as I could see, like bruises in varying stages that had never healed.

      How? How was this acceptable? He looked like a drug addict. And he was so tired he had black circles under his eyes.

      Something had to change around here.

      “Do you mind if I observe you today?” I asked. “Just to see what a typical day for you is like?”

      Callum seemed surprised, eyebrows raised, but didn’t disagree. He probably didn’t think he could since I was the queen. “Of course not, Your Majesty.”

      I smiled. “You can call me Emilya if you’d like, whenever appropriate.”

      A small grin crossed his lips. “Admittedly, Your Majesty, it’s probably never appropriate for me to call you by your given name.”

      Maybe not now. But I respected his choice.

      “Fair enough,” I responded.

      “I’ll be late if we don’t leave now,” he said.

      I nodded, and he sat back down to finish with the laces on his boots.

      Once he was done, I let him lead me down the path and to the stables, where men were filtering in for their assignments. The person running the show looked to be one of the noblemen I’d met the other day.

      When he saw me walking up with Callum, he immediately stopped what he was doing and bowed. The other men in the vicinity did the same.

      “Your Majesty,” he said, his voice perking up, and trembling from the shock of my presence. “What an honor. I was not informed you would be joining us. What brings you to the stables this time of morning?”

      I recognized him as Lord Richard, Viscount Folley. I believed he was also Overseer of the Stables, from what I remembered in my brief introductions, and that made sense, seeing that he was here now.

      “This was an impromptu visit. If you don’t mind, my lord, I’d like to observe the work being done here.”

      He nodded. “Of course, anything for Her Majesty.”

      Callum looked at me. “I should be off to my assignment now, Your Majesty. It was a pleasure meeting you officially.”

      I nodded as he bowed before me again, and I entered the stables.

      “What goes on here?” I asked, gesturing toward them.

      Richard explained, “We put the men to work here, cleaning up the stables, caring for the horses and other livestock, the carriages, et cetera. Each of them has a different daily assignment. They work from sunup to sundown. They get an hour for their lunch, and they’re only excused when Lady Andromeda calls them for their tests.”

      “And their compensation?” I asked.

      “Compensation?” he asked, confused.

      “Do you not pay them?” I asked, my voice indicating how appalled I was already.

      “They’re paid in food, shelter, and being able to keep their lives,” he said.

      He didn’t see anything wrong with this. It was clear by his facial expression and his tone, which also seemed to suggest he was confused by the fact that I did.

      I shook my head. That was going to have to change. “How do they buy things?”

      “They don’t have possessions,” the viscount told me. “Only the clothes they wear.”

      “So they have nothing that is truly theirs? Not even the bed they sleep on?”

      He shook his head.

      I scoffed. “Unbelievable.”

      Before the nobleman could answer, we were interrupted.

      “Majesty!” I heard someone call from behind.

      Both Richard and I turned and saw my ladies rushing up to me on foot.

      Lucilla had been the one to call out. They all curtsied when they were in front of me. “Majesty, what are you doing out here?” she asked.

      I gestured to the stables. “Observing my kingdom and its workings. Where else would I be?”

      “You shouldn’t leave without an escort!” she exclaimed. “What if something happened?”

      “I have two guards with me. Protocol was followed.” I pointed to the guard who was standing nearby. He saluted me.

      All three ladies looked embarrassed when they returned their gazes to me.

      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” Lucilla apologized.

      “No apologies necessary,” I told her. “If there are no pressing matters to attend to at the moment, I’d like to remain here and observe for a while.”

      Kamille said, “I shall tell His Grace with haste,” then curtsied and hurried off.

      Lucilla and Henriette remained with me. They both curtsied to the viscount.

      “Shall we?” I asked Richard.

      He nodded and gestured toward the barn, leading me that way, allowing me to observe. Lucilla and Henriette remained at my heels when we entered, and I took a good look at what was happening.

      The male valkyries were all working different jobs, such as feeding horses, cattle, or other respective farm animals; cleaning stalls of stool; replenishing the supply of hay. There were overseers supervising and … I could not be seeing this right.

      They had whips?

      One of the men did something to displease one of the overseers. I heard the sound of a whip ripping through the air behind me, getting louder when it made contact with its target. I turned around and saw the victim had fallen to the ground.

      “Back to work, maggot!” the overseer seared.

      The man who’d been struck looked terrified, cowering beneath the man with authority. Once again the whip was raised, ready to strike.

      These men were treated no better than the African slaves who had been brought to the United States, and later liberated in the Civil War. And though their fight continued, the male valkyries’ had never begun.

      I was horrified.

      “No!” I cried out, rushing over.

      Before the overseer could strike, he stopped and turned to see me coming.

      I stood in front of the man. “Don’t you dare! Get rid of that thing! All of you, right this second, I don’t ever want to see those again!”

      During my outburst, Dominic and Vincent entered the barn. They stood back and watched, and it wasn’t until I was finished that Dominic took one step toward us. “You heard her, Mayford,” he said. “Your queen has demanded you cease and desist.”

      “My father says she’s not the queen yet. No bastard child will ever sit on the throne of Normandy,” the man whom Dominic had called ‘Mayford’ scowled.

      Right, this was the Earl of Mayford’s son, Joseph II. We’d met before as well.

      Vincent called, “Guards!”

      Within a second, the guards came and took a hold of him, repossessing his whip.

      “Take Junior to the dungeon for insubordination,” Vincent instructed. “And anyone else who defies the queen’s order will find themselves in a similar position.”

      More guards filed in and started relieving the overseers of their whips. A few of them put up a fight; one had to be chased down. They were all taken back to the castle, where the dungeon was.

      Dominic came to my side. “I apologize, Your Majesty. You’d think these men would know their place amongst the sovereign. What should be done with the whips?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t care, I just don’t want anyone to be struck with them from this moment forward. Especially not on these men.”

      He nodded. “We’ll take care of them, ma’am.” He gestured toward the guards and indicated they should take the whips away.

      They filed out of my sight within seconds.

      Since all the men had stopped working, Dominic ordered, “Back to work, gentlemen!”

      They did with haste.

      Vincent stepped forward. “We’re going to be late for our meeting, Father,” he reminded the duke.

      “Of course,” Dominic said. “Please, Your Majesty, if you’ll allow me to escort you.”

      I nodded and allowed Dominic to bring me back to the palace by carriage. Before we pulled away, he asked my ladies to return to my chambers to prepare my clothes for the day and fetch me something for breakfast.
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LUCILLA

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I wasn’t sure what to make of our new queen. She was certainly young, but everyone was young compared to me. Almost everyone.

      Seeing her take down the overseers was something else. I never thought I’d see the day, and under Elijah, this would never have happened.

      I was still in shock that I’d witnessed it.

      The males were free of torture. Perhaps they would be free of more in the days and weeks to come.

      Still, I shouldn’t have been surprised. Though the research we’d been given about her upbringing said she came from a rather conservative area of Michigan, her family—at least the immediate one—was quite the opposite.

      America’s politics, to my understanding, were to the “right,” as it was, but her family were leftists. I’d say the apple didn’t fall far from the tree, but Emilya hadn’t fallen from their tree to begin with.

      While the queen headed to a meeting with Andromeda, the ladies and I prepared her clothes for the day before attending Dowager Baroness Dossenia’s tea party with the rest of the noblewomen.

      Dossenia was quite bored these days, it seemed, even as a lady-in-waiting to Dowager Queen Contessina, her niece. She attempted to have one of these things every other day.

      I didn’t mind tea, but Henriette, Kamille, and I had new responsibilities.

      We gathered in the parlor where Dossenia welcomed us. I kissed her cheek and thanked her for the invitation.

      My mother was present, as was my younger sister, Ava. I curtsied to Mummy and kissed her cheek. “Hello, darling,” she said. “How’s the queen today?”

      “She took the whips away from the overseers,” I said.

      Ava spit out the tea she was in the middle of drinking. “What? Are you serious?”

      I nodded. “Right in front of Dominic. He didn’t even try to caution her against it. I think she’s the change the males have been waiting for.”

      Mummy’s face showed approval, her eyes brightening. “Let us hope so, otherwise the talk of an uprising may come true. And you know they have many supporters.”

      I was well aware. However, the last time the males tried an uprising … Well, it didn’t end the way they’d hoped.

      “Have you spoken to Daddy?” I asked, adding a bit of sugar to my tea, and stirring. “Or even Max?” My elder brother was the Baron of Daenerion. His vote mattered when it came to massive decisions like this. Only the titled nobility would get a vote if the time came when justice could be given to the males.

      “Your father, no, but yes to Max,” Mummy answered. “If this is a step towards progress, you know he’s all for it.”

      That was no surprise, and a dumb question on my part. My brother was gay, and in the closet except to me, Ava, Mother, Father, and our younger brother Andre, who also happened to be gay.

      In fact, my brothers came out together, after Max’s wife passed away. It was a whole thing, and we spent a few days in Kommodor talking about it, and how we would support them moving forward.

      My sister said, “I don’t expect Daddy will be against it. I’d be worried about some of the others around here.” She glanced around, looking specifically at the Countess of Brimm.

      Mae, herself, wouldn’t be against it, but her husband—the biological father of the first male valkyrie—sure as hell would be.

      “Brimm needs to take the stick out of his ass and get with the times,” I said. “All he wants is a reason to be in the minority, so he has something to fight against. He’s always been that way.”

      Nikolas was someone I’d known since he was turned by Elijah. The man truly had no shame and was ruthless as hell. What an awful specimen of a man. Poor Maeverly for being stupid enough to marry him, and poor Morrina for being stupid enough to have an affair with him.

      Ava asked, “Remember centuries ago. When we were the same way?”

      Many of us had made progress over the years concerning political issues. At one point, we were all the Earl of Brimm.

      I was further along than my parents were by the time Max and Andre came out to us. Seeing the boys open up like that and be honest seemed to be a real eye-opener for Daddy. Since then, he’d been waiting for the tides to turn enough so that change could be made.

      Mummy said, “We’ll make it work. We’ve all done and said things in the past we’re not proud of. But don’t fret, your father is a man of honor. and he would never fight change. At least not anymore.”

      “Speaking of change,” Ava said, directed at me, “I hope nothing’s soured between you and—”

      Kamille approached us, disrupting what Ava was about to say, and said, “Sorry to interrupt, Countess,” to which Mummy nodded.

      She bent down to my ear and said, “The duchess has informed me that we need to prepare an outfit for Her Majesty for dinner tonight with the Pearalan ambassador.”

      I nodded. As Mistress of the Robes for Her Majesty, I had a job to do. “I’ll join you shortly.”

      She stood and walked away.

      I finished up my tea and set the cup down. “Sorry, Mummy.” I stood and kissed her cheek. “Duty calls.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, my dear, ‘tis not a bother. Tend to Her Majesty. She surely needs it right now,” Mother said.

      I nodded and curtsied to her before leaving the party.

      I hoped Dossenia didn’t think I was snubbing her. Surely she would understand. The queen came first now. I could gossip with my sister later about my personal life.

      Although I was slightly concerned about the potential question she had been about to ask. Did she know something I didn’t?
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EMILYA

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      We departed from the stable grounds and arrived at the palace within seconds, going through the main doors as soon as we left the carriage.

      Near the back door where I’d originally left from earlier, there was another door off to the left. We entered there and descended a set of stairs.

      Dominic and Vincent led me down to the basement of the palace, two guards accompanying us, and my horror movie instincts kicked in. Was this the part where they turned me? Had they only told me I would be turned after I turned twenty-three to catch me off guard?

      I had seen enough episodes of Criminal Minds to know when to run. I might not have run yet, but this would be as good an opportunity as any to try.

      Arriving in the basement, Dominic turned a sharp right and led us down a large hallway. Vincent remained by my side until we reached the end.

      In front of us stood a single door with a digital lock, and he punched in a code. Dominic said, “The code is 2991, Your Majesty, should you ever need to use it.”

      Maybe this wasn’t going to be my eternal doom.

      The door slid open, and I suddenly felt blinded.

      We were staring into a bright-white room, stepping in as soon as a sliding-glass door opened. I followed Dominic and Vincent while the guards remained at the outer door. Only the sliding-glass door closed behind us.

      Inside was the spitting image of a futuristic science lab. It definitely wasn’t my tenth-grade chemistry lab, but it also wasn’t my parents’ place of work, or the lab where I’d worked.

      This was a pristine research facility, and in the corner was a woman, her back to us, looking at something through a microscope.

      She looked up and turned to face us. I thought I was having a stroke for a moment. Her face …

      “Cervilia?”

      But wasn’t Cervilia dead? This woman was a dead ringer for her.

      The woman smiled. “I see you’ve already done the extended history lesson, Dom.” She pulled her gloves off, setting them down on the table.

      “Can’t be too cautious,” Dominic said. “She has a lot to learn.”

      “That she does,” she said, before curtsying to me. “Your Majesty, it is a pleasure to meet you.” When she rose, she held out her hand. “I’m Andromeda. Cervilia was my twin sister. We met the other day, albeit briefly, during the ceremony.”

      That certainly explained why I thought she was literally Cervilia, but I also should have remembered her if we’d met before. Although to be fair, I’d met a lot of people in the last few days.

      I felt foolish but took Andromeda’s hand and shook it. “My apologies for not realizing we’d previously met. I didn’t know Cervilia had a sister, much less a twin.”

      “They only write stories about the heroes,” Andromeda replied. “Not the twin sisters in the background.”

      Dominic placed a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll leave you to it, Your Majesty. You and the Chevalière have much to discuss.”

      I nodded.

      He and Vincent bowed and left the room.

      “What was that thing he called you?” I asked once we were alone.

      Andromeda moved back to her table and picked up a stack of files. “Chevalière? It’s a special title, mostly for show. I’m basically about as important as a baronet or baronetess, but not as much as a baron or baroness. Elijah felt the need to give my sister something when she saved him, and outside of marrying her, the only thing he could offer was a special title. It’s reserved for my family only. When she died, I inherited it, but not by choice. I’m only here because I’m the best scientist outside of Vosh’ala, and was Cervilia’s sister. Elijah couldn’t bear to see me leave, especially not after Cervilia died. Besides, my work was too important for him to lose.”

      I nodded. “And that work is …?”

      She handed me the files she had picked up from the table. I opened the first one up. MALE VALKYRIE: PATIENT ZERO was written at the top of the first folder. It was an extremely old file.

      And I knew who Patient Zero was: Callum. He’d already shown me some of torture he’d been through in his life.

      I looked up at Andromeda. “Is this research into the existence of male valkyrie?”

      She nodded.

      “And after five hundred years, there have been no results?”

      Andromeda shifted. “Well, I didn’t say that.”

      I raised my brow.

      “I figured it out long ago, but Elijah didn’t believe the results. He made me search further. A waste of my time, his, and everyone else’s, but he couldn’t accept my findings.”

      “Why not replace you?” I asked out of curiosity. “If he didn’t like what you had to say, couldn’t he have gotten a second opinion?”

      She chuckled. “He tried. But the faeries refused to help in any way unless it was under my leadership. They believed my findings and wouldn’t dare lie to Elijah just to tell him what he wanted to hear.”

      “And what was that?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Andromeda answered. “But what I found is what I’ve stood by for nearly three hundred years. And it only took me less than ten to figure out what it was.”

      I flipped through the files. None of them were exactly forthcoming about the results, though I figured it was best to hear it straight from her anyway. I looked back up at her and asked, “What did you find?” and closed the file, setting it down on the table next to me.

      Andromeda crossed her arms. “It was pure biology. The magic of Fólkvangr and Valhalla prevented us from reproducing anything but female versions of ourselves. Anything male died before it had a chance to grow. When we left Freyja and Odin’s heavenly kingdoms, we lost our connection to that magic. In turn, we became more human. We still lead longer lives, age slower, and have our wings, but as reproductive beings we’ve started to produce all that we conceive, male and female. Each new generation suffers a further disconnect to the magic than the last. My theory is that one day it will eventually die out.”

      Magic did strange things, good and bad. Everything I’d encountered in the last few days was reliant on me believing or disbelieving strange theories. Besides, Andromeda had the backing of the faeries who were the best scientists in the realm.

      Still, scientists had to come up with proof, as I’d learned throughout my schooling and career thus far. Andromeda mentioned it had only taken her ten years to figure it out, and I wondered how she’d done it.

      I was about to ask, but the doors opened in the back corner of the room. In stepped two young, blond men who were dirty from manual labor.

      Andromeda turned to them and smiled. “Good, you’re here,” she said. “You know the drill, boys.”

      They headed for the opposite side of the room after a nod and a polite bow to me.

      “Who are they?” I asked. I had met so many people, I couldn’t place names on all of them, even if I remembered their faces.

      “Jasper and James,” she responded. “Also known as Patients One and Two. They were the second and third male valkyrie, born a few years after Callum. And better yet, they’re twins. Fraternal, but twins nonetheless.”

      I watched the two hop up onto the tables and lie down. The boys didn’t look much alike other than their blond hair and blue eyes. One’s hair was a little curlier than the other.

      “Today is their weekly checkup,” Andromeda explained.

      “Weekly?” I asked, stunned.

      One of them responded, “It used to be daily.”

      Andromeda started hooking up wires to the one who didn’t speak. “Up until they were one hundred years old. Elijah hated them being outside the lab. I convinced him the tests weren’t necessary, but he wouldn’t hear it. To compromise I offered once a week, in exchange for a promise to continue my research, and he accepted.”

      What a waste. My biological father might have been an immortal god, but he was clearly an idiot. “If you already figured things out, what exactly have you been doing all this time?”

      She laughed, amused. “Wasting time. But also making sure they’re healthy. Because there was nothing else to research.”

      Andromeda proceeded to stick a needle into one of the twins.

      He looked horrified. His eyes were as wide as they could be, glassy, and he was making a conscious effort not to shake. He saw my concern and said, "You'd think after all this time I'd be used to needles." He chuckled uncomfortably.

      "I'm sorry, sweetheart," Andromeda told him as she stuck it farther into his arm.

      He winced and didn't relax until she had gotten a sample of blood. The tiny hole healed itself.

      The twin she had drawn the blood from eased up a little but was still visibly uncomfortable and looked like he was going to have an anxiety attack. His lips were pursed together as tightly as his eyes were shut, and his skin was pale. A few beads of sweat were dripping from his head.

      I watched Andromeda place the blood sample into a machine and turn it on. Within thirty seconds, her results had printed out on a sheet of paper. "Well, it's as I figured. Still completely normal and still completely healthy."

      "So can we avoid doing mine?" the other twin asked.

      "You know the rules, James," Andromeda replied. "I have to run the tests unless the monarch declares otherwise."

      It hit me. I was the monarch now. I could do something about this.

      Andromeda was telling me she needed my permission, but I needed to know something before I did.

      As she proceeded to stick a needle into James's arm, I stopped her. "Wait."

      And she did.

      All three of them looked at me.

      "How did you figure it out? You said it only took you ten years to figure it out. How?" I asked.

      Andromeda set the syringe down and let the twins off their tables. She offered me a chair over by her desk, and we sat.

      Before she began, she sighed heavily. "James, Jasper … do you know the story of how you were brought to court?"

      The twins looked at one another, then back to Andromeda. "We were told you found us. Abandoned in the forest only miles from the castle," Jasper answered.

      "That story is only partially true," Andromeda said with a small nod. "You see, you were born in the forest, roughly eight miles from this very castle. I was living there for some time in an underground bunker while others thought I was away doing genetics research. In truth, I was, but not in the way I told Elijah upon my return.

      “In reality, I was hiding in that bunker for a reason, for nearly seven months. I discovered I was pregnant shortly after my sister left court. I did several tests on myself, and I knew something was off. They were indicating male genetics, not vampire. And there wasn't simply one fetus … but two."

      It all made sense now.

      I tried not to react and kept my focus on James and Jasper to gauge theirs.

      Andromeda continued. "I was scared. After seeing what had happened to Morrina, I knew there had to be a way to save my boys, who would no doubt be as shamed as little Callum was. I begged my sister for help, and she was there beside me, along with Deianeira, for the last several weeks of my pregnancy and for the birth. It was a long and painful labor, but you boys were born at midnight on June 15th, 1560, almost fifty years after Callum.”

      She was in tears.

      As was I.

      “You’re … our mother?” James asked. “All this time? And you kept it from us?”

      They were a few weeks shy of their four hundred and fifty-fifth birthdays, and only now were they finding out who their mother was. I couldn’t imagine a worse kind of hell.

      Andromeda nodded.

      “Who’s our father?” James asked.

      “Where is our father?” Jasper asked before she could respond.

      Andromeda answered, “In truth, he was a mere knight who died in the Fourth War, shortly after you were born. We had a small dalliance, and he never knew you were his children, much like you never knew you were mine. And I understand hearing this news is shocking. You will need some time to process it, and I will wait as long as I have to …” At this point her tears were flowing a little harder. “I wish I could have been the mother I wanted to be for you.”

      The twins looked at one another. I felt like the moment should have been more private, but it was already done, and now they would have to find a way forward.

      It seemed like James and Jasper knew what to say to each other without speaking. Must have been that twin telepathy thing I heard about once. But they looked at Andromeda after a few moments, and Jasper said, “We always thought of you as a mother. I think in many ways a lot of us do. Not just James and I, but the other men. You always put our best interests ahead of anything else, and that’s what mothers do for their children.”

      James nodded.

      Their response was odd, and the question needed to be asked. “How are you two not furious?”

      Both of them looked in my direction. It was Jasper who responded. “Who says we’re not?”

      It was his tone that told me he was holding back. One look at Andromeda, and I could tell that she was full of regret.

      “The thing is,” James said, “we’re not allowed to express emotion in front of the nobility. And she may be a lowly Chevalière, but she’s still a member of the nobility. We could be put to death for daring to display anything less than submission.”

      I crossed my arms. “Not anymore. You’re allowed to be angry.” My own reaction might have been about as tame as theirs when I found out that my parents were not my parents, but neither of them had been in front of me. I didn’t have an appropriate party to lash out at.

      The twins looked at each other before looking back at Andromeda. “Despite everything, you abandoned us to save face,” Jasper said. “Why didn’t you just keep us with Cervilia?”

      The Chevalière responded, “Because I wanted to keep a close eye on you. I wanted to ensure you would always be safe.”

      James muttered, “We might’ve been safer with our aunt.”

      No one said anything after that. The room felt tense, and I wanted to run away as quickly as possible.

      James sighed. “We can talk about this later. The three of us. But it still doesn’t answer the queen’s question. How did you know?”

      Andromeda looked at me and then back at the twins. “Do you remember when you were about ten years old, there was a period of time where the faeries took over running the tests?”

      They both nodded. Jasper said, “Yeah, vaguely. You were gone for about … six months?”

      “Yes,” she said. “That’s because I got pregnant again. And I had another boy. A valkyrie boy.”

      Swerve.

      “We have a brother?” Jasper asked in disbelief.

      She nodded. “You do. Would you like to meet him?”

      “We don’t already know him?” James asked.

      “No,” Andromeda answered. “I kept him a secret from everyone.”

      My head was spinning.

      Within moments she led us through a hidden door in the lab and into a small apartment area where a young man (or at least he had the appearance of one) sat reading in the corner. He set his book down when he noticed our presence and said, “Mother. What are you doing here at this hour?”

      Andromeda brought James and Jasper, who now had their shirts on, forward and stopped them a few steps away from the man. “Julian … this is Jasper and James. Jasper, James … this is Julian, your younger brother.”

      Julian lit up. “Is it really them?”

      Andromeda nodded.

      “I’m so pleased to meet you both,” he said to the twins. “I’m Julian. I know I must be a surprise to both of you, but Mother has told me so much. I’ve wanted to meet you for centuries.”

      This was insane. How in the world had she managed to keep this man a secret for nearly five hundred years? Julian seemed like a lovely man, and he didn’t deserve to be kept hidden away in a space only slightly bigger than Harry Potter’s closet.

      Jasper held out his hand politely. “I’m very pleased to meet you as well, Julian. I’m Jasper.”

      Julian shook his hand, then James’s when James offered it. “I always dreamed of the day when I could meet my elder brothers! I didn’t expect it to happen today!”

      “It was a surprise to us as well,” James said. “But I think we have our new queen to thank for that.”

      They all looked at me.

      Stepping forward, I said, “Hello, Julian. I’m Emilya.”

      He immediately dropped to his knees and took my hands, kissing them both. “My queen. Thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you! You don’t know how long I’ve waited for my family to be together!”

      Technically I did, and it was well before I was born.

      He stood and released my hands. “You are truly a savior, ma’am,” he continued. “If there’s any way I can ever repay you?”

      I shook my head. “No, no, none of you owe me anything. In fact, I believe it is I who can do more for you, given time. I think my first goal will be to publicly accept the results of Andromeda’s findings and put an end to this insane testing schedule altogether.”

      Andromeda raised her brows. “Truly?!”

      I nodded.

      “Oh, thank you, Your Majesty! Thank you so much!”

      “It won’t be easy, given what I’ve already seen,” I told her. “But I will do everything in my power to make sure these men are no longer treated like less than ordinary. They didn’t choose how they were born. Genetics did, and you don’t argue with science.”

      “Spoken like a true scientist,” Andromeda said, with admiration.

      “My parents, the ones who raised me, are both nurses,” I admitted. “I followed in their footsteps … sorta. I work in a lab. I mean, I did in the human world. I love science.”

      Andromeda seemed pleasantly surprised. Her eyes grew wide, as if she hadn’t expected me to take such an interest in her work. “Well, if you’d ever like to spend time in the lab, you are most welcome. I could teach you a thing or two about my other research.”

      I smiled. “That sounds like a wonderful idea.” It was the first comforting idea I’d been presented with since I’d been here.

      Perhaps I would have a refuge in this new home of mine.
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      CEDEREC

      MAY 31ST, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE.

      Since the day we married, I’d been unable to fall asleep unless my wife was in my arms. Nairi was my comfort, and I never had a good night unless she was there. It was always a good start to my day, leaving me well rested, and in good spirits.

      I rose early. Nairi was still slumbering, and she deserved not to be disturbed. I didn’t dare wake her. She was too beautiful.

      Additionally, she worked so hard, sometimes forgetting to rest. I’d let her get as much as she needed.

      Markus greeted me in the breakfast hall when I arrived, Danea by his side, while the servants brought my food.

      “Good morning,” they said.

      I smiled at them. “Good morning. Did we have a pleasant night?” I asked as I sat down, thanking the servant who brought my tray.

      Markus replied, “We did, brother, thank you. Governor Aerion is expected at nine o’clock.”

      “Very good,” I said. “Damion will be sitting in on the meeting with us. I’ve decided to allow him to be the decision maker in this case.”

      Danea was suddenly concerned. Her face dropped, and her eyes grew, with her hand flying to her heart. As a Priestess of Garsenda and a member of the Vosh’alan royal family, she was by far the most in tune with the Goddess. “Cederec, did you—”

      I stopped her. “No, dear, no, no. The Goddess has yet to send me my sign.”

      Both she and Markus were relieved, their faces relaxing with small smiles, and their sighs audible.

      “My son has more than proven his worth when it comes to learning, and I believe it’s time he took some responsibility. No sense in waiting for Garsenda to tell me I’m going to die soon.”

      “You didn’t tell him about that, did you?” Markus asked.

      “No.”

      “Good,” he said. “No need to frighten him.”

      The doors opened again, and in strode my father’s paramour. She curtsied to me.

      “Good morning, Mum,” I said, getting up to greet her with a small kiss on her cheek, which she returned.

      I’d never known my birth mother. She’d died giving birth to me. Mariam was the only one I had ever known.

      “Good morning, my sweet,” Mariam responded. She proceeded to greet Markus and Danea. “I hear Anahit is off on an expedition,” she said, sitting down as breakfast was brought to her.

      ”Yes, she and Nairi made a fascinating and curious discovery yesterday,” I replied. “She’s off to see what kind of samples she can get to further study.”

      Mariam smiled. “Good. She likes to stay busy. I’m glad she has something to keep her occupied for the time being.”

      We avoided marriage talk when it came to Ana. She was a strong woman, who didn’t like the idea of marrying yet. I wasn’t going to force anything on her, even if it was well within my rights to do so. I simply wasn’t that kind of king.

      The doors opened yet again, and this time my son and daughter-in-law entered.

      Damion held Jasmine’s hand, something he always did reflexively to protect her, and they both greeted me properly before Jasmine kissed my cheek.

      “Morning, Daddy,” she said. I insisted she call me “Father,” or something of the sort. “Daddy” was also how she addressed her own father. I took it as a sign that she respected and loved us both equally.

      “Good morning, my girl,” I replied. “Son,” I said to Damion, who sat right next to me. “Sleep well?”

      “Yes, sir,” he said. “Surprisingly well, considering the task at hand today. My first sit-in on official business.” He was excited. It showed all over his face, which made me happy.

      Markus said, “First official sit-in on official business? You used to sit in on these things when you were just a babe.” He winked at his nephew.

      Damion smiled, a little embarrassed. “Yes, I suppose that’s true.”

      We finished our breakfast as Nairi entered. I kissed her good morning, and left her to eat as I led Markus, Damion, and Jasmine into the library where the meeting would take place. Danea proceeded to join the other priestesses in prayer.

      Aerion, Governor of Ryllean and Jasmine’s father, arrived with a small entourage promptly at nine, and were flown up to the castle once they passed through the barrier.

      His entourage included his sister, Luna, and his son and Jasmine’s twin brother, Ivan, who was also the Vosh’alan ambassador to Normandy. I was surprised to see them. They didn’t normally join Aerion on business.

      The governor knelt before me, as did the rest of his entourage. “My king,” he said.

      “Rise,” I instructed.

      He did.

      I offered my hand, shaking his. “Good to see you, Aerion.”

      “I wish I could say the same,” he said. “The circumstances of this meeting may lead you to regret that statement.”

      “Sounds serious,” I said, concerned. “Please, let’s sit.”

      We took seats in the pit directly in the center of the library. Luna sat next to her brother while Ivan stood behind his father.

      “I do wish I were here under better circumstances, my king,” Aerion began. “But there is a rather sensitive matter I feel needs to be addressed before it gets out of hand.”

      “It’s a little late for that, brother,” Luna said, not looking at him, actively avoiding meeting his eye.

      “Luna, please,” he begged. “I pray Garsenda forgive you two for what you’ve done.”

      I furrowed my brow. “Elaborate, if you would?”

      Aerion sighed. “Cederec, if I may speak frankly?”

      He didn’t address me by my name. Ever. That set off alarms in my head. But I nodded for him to continue.

      “My sister and my son have been engaged in an incestuous affair for quite some time now.”

      Beside Damion, Jasmine exclaimed, “What?”

      “Pardon?” Markus asked.

      I was speechless.

      “It’s not what you think,” Ivan said.

      “Oh well that’s a relief!” Jasmine said, sarcastically.

      “We’re in love,” he told us.

      “Goddess—” Jasmine said, putting her hand to her mouth. She grasped Damion’s wrist with her other hand.

      My son shook his head. “Garsenda help you. Why in the Goddess’s name would you engage in this?”

      Luna said, “We don’t see each other as aunt and nephew. We grew up together. We were more like cousins than anything else. And cousins marry one another all the time. We would like a special dispensation from the king to marry.”

      Jasmine was about to pass out in the midst of panicking. I didn’t blame her.

      Vosh’ala had laws about consanguinity, the blood relations between husband and wife. Brothers and sisters were not allowed to marry. Neither were first cousins, father and daughter, mother and son, aunts and nephews, uncles and nieces.  Essentially any relation within one generation. We were the only country on The Continent with such laws.

      Damion rose beside me. “You know the law. Even if you were cousins, you would have to be at least two generations apart.”

      “Times are changing,” Ivan said. “The vampires have a new queen, and the spies at their court have informed me that she’s initiated freedom for their male valkyries. Shalan has arranged a marriage for his heir to a distant cousin, which has never been done before in the history of Gardenia and will bring together a legitimate and illegitimate line for the throne. We could change our law to allow closer relationships to marry.”

      First cousins I might have been able to overlook, as marriage between them was a common practice in the human world, though that was centuries ago. But I couldn’t overlook an aunt and nephew no matter how close in age they were. Luna was only three years older than Ivan and Jasmine, but she was still their aunt.

      Markus looked at me. He was concerned whether I was going to allow Damion to make this decision. My son would need to learn to make the hard ones at some point, but this was something I needed to handle.

      A prince couldn’t make the final ruling about a subject this dire.

      I was thanking Garsenda that I hadn’t told him the plan.

      I shook my head at Markus, who nodded, seeming relieved. I would be too if I’d been told the prince would get to make the choice, only to have it blow back up in my face.

      I looked at our guests across the pit. “No. This is a law that has long stood over generations. Garsenda herself dictated it. I will not allow it to be changed.”

      “Why would Garsenda bring us together in this way?” Luna asked. “You don’t know the Goddess’s plan. Perhaps she means to allow us to be together!”

      “That may be so,” I said, “but I think you should reconsider your argument. I do not overrule our beloved Garsenda, and neither should you. You are not a priestess, and she does not speak through you.”

      Luna and Ivan exchanged a glance for a moment. Ivan nodded to his aunt, and they both looked back at us.

      “Then I suppose our baby will be born outside of marriage,” Luna said.

      Fuck!

      That argument was valid, but it didn’t make the situation any better. Illegitimate children were only seen as acceptable in Vosh’ala after one marriage was performed between two people, but not for an aunt and nephew.

      Jasmine passed out. Damion, always attentive to her, immediately rushed to his wife. As he attempted to rouse her, patting her cheek a few times, he demanded that guards help him carry her out of the room. They hurried to the pair, giving Jasmine the support she needed as she regained consciousness.

      As they made their way out, Aerion promised he would go to her in a moment before looking at me.

      “I warned you that it was a delicate topic, my king,” the governor said. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t know any of this until a few days ago.”

      I shook my head. “This will not stand. I don’t place any of the blame on you, Aerion. You aren’t the guilty party here, nor is the child. But I refuse to allow an illegal marriage to go ahead.”

      “You can’t do that!” Ivan shouted. “Garsenda has blessed us with a child! It means her will is for us to be together!”

      Aerion looked at his son. “Hold your tongue, boy! I’ll not hear another word from you or so help me, Goddess, I will slap you down myself! You never speak to our king in that fashion, do you understand me?”

      I held up a hand as I stood, getting everyone to calm themselves. “Please,” I said. “This is nonsense, and against our customs. I will not have our nation brought down by scandal, especially so close to the royal family.”

      “And I suppose the fact that your future queen is a cross-realm hybrid isn’t a scandal?” Luna shot back.

      It was true, Jasmine was a hybrid, as was Ivan. In time, we would reveal it to the people.

      But that was nowhere near as damning as this.

      “Jasmine’s true species is something the people can adjust to,” I said. “This is not. There will be no marriages between an aunt and a nephew, not while I sit this throne, and I know Damion will not while he does.”

      Luna rose. “You’ll regret saying that, Cederec.” She turned to leave, but I motioned for the guards to take her.

      “Luna!” Ivan shouted as the guards flew over to grab her arms.

      She struggled to get away, but she wasn’t strong enough.

      “Ambassador, your time is best spent in Normandy, where I’m sure they would love to discuss details of the state visit,” I advised. “We’ll deal with this disobedience at a later time.”

      I motioned to Markus to have him deal with Ivan. My brother rose, and took Ivan by the arm, leading him out despite his protests.

      Aerion stood and sighed, approaching me. “I’m sorry, my king, but I have a solution. You may not like it, but I’m a bit desperate at the moment, and I’m sure it would need the queen’s approval.”

      I nodded. “Please, anything is better than nothing at this point.”

      The Governor nodded. “We marry Ivan to Cordell, Princess Danea’s younger sister. She’s eligible and pious, and would make a perfect match.”

      “A fine idea,” I said, willing to entertain whatever idea he had without a second thought. “However, I don’t understand why Nairi would need to approve of that.”

      “Not that part,” he said. “It’s my idea of who to marry Luna to: Her Majesty’s brother, Baron Orin. Benjamin is an upstanding man, and since he is of the queen’s family, I would imagine she’d like to be consulted on the match.”

      I agreed wholeheartedly. “I’ll speak with my wife on the issue and allow her to make the final say. Benjamin is a good lad, and Nairi loves him dearly. Milena will also want some say, being the head of their household.” Nairi’s older sister, Milena, was the matriarch of the family, even if Nairi outranked her as queen.

      Aerion nodded. “Thank you, my king.”

      I took his hand, shook it firmly, and let him go off to check on his daughter. As I sat back down at my spot in the pit, I prayed to Garsenda for a sign.

      Help me, Goddess.
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CALLUM

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE STABLES

      Was I actually seeing this?

      The whips being taken away from the overseers?

      Mayford Junior being apprehended, and sent to the dungeons for disobeying the queen?

      Holy shit. The day had finally come.

      The liberator was here, and she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.

      I knew nothing else in life but torment and fear. Ever since we were old enough to do so, they had me and others like me, working the fields, the stables, anything that was considered to be hard labor.

      And we were slaves. There was no other term for it.

      We were ordered to get back to work, and I continued with my task until it was time for lunch. I had only an hour to eat and rest, but today I had plans. I snuck away from the stables and wandered to the cemetery.

      In the mausoleum for the Gracefields, I had someone waiting for me whom I probably shouldn’t have been meeting with.

      Nonetheless, she was there.

      “I don’t have a lot of time, Urs,” I told her.

      Ursula hiked her skirt up, sitting back on one of the tombs. She wasn’t wearing any panties, and spread her legs wide for me. “This is what they call a quickie, Cal,” she said.

      I knew that, and we’d done it many times before, but I was distracted, and it would show. Still, my cock was twitching, and I needed to take care of it.

      I pulled my suspenders off my shoulders and undid my pants, pushing them down just far enough so my cock was free of restraint. I slid inside Ursula and started fucking her.

      She usually got more out of this than I did, and today was no exception. My head wasn’t in it, and I had to frequently stop to adjust, which Ursula noticed.

      “What’s wrong with you today?” she asked after failing to get anywhere remotely close to pleasure.

      I pulled out and sighed, leaning against the adjacent wall. “Urs, it’s happening.” She looked confused. “The new queen … she’s going to be our liberator.”

      “Oh, that display with Mayford?” she asked.

      “Wait, you know?”

      “Of course I do. The ladies were discussing it at tea.”

      Right. Tea.

      Ursula was the daughter of Viscount Vale, so she and her mother were probably at the daily social function. My guess was Lucilla had opened her mouth. She didn’t know how to keep it closed.

      “A lot of people are split on it,” she continued, “but I think it’s about damn time you guys got the rights you’ve deserved for so long.”

      That brought a small grin to my face. “Thanks. And what about your husband?”

      Her husband, Ramses, was the son of the Baron of Gracefield. He was also blind and had been from birth. Not even vampirism could cure his disability. Ursula said they’d been a good match at first, and she loved him dearly, but he wasn’t satisfying her anymore.

      Hence our arrangement.

      Ursula scoffed. “Ramses probably isn’t swayed by either opinion. And thankfully he doesn’t have a title. His opinion doesn’t actually matter.”

      Only noblemen with titles could dictate policy. Their children were another story.

      I became lost in my own thoughts, thinking about what kind of change would come if the queen truly did give us our freedom. To not be a slave, or to not be seen as anything other than normal? It would be a dream come true. Queen Emilya would be revered for generations to come as the liberator of the male valkyrie, and we would all adore her for it.

      “Hello? Earth to Callum!”

      Ursula’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts.

      “Oh … sorry,” I said.

      “She’s pretty, you know.”

      “What?”

      “The queen. She’s pretty. You must have noticed.”

      In truth, I had.

      And she was even more attractive when she’d stopped Mayford from whipping us, and put him in the dungeon. She was … an angel.

      “You thinking about her?” Ursula asked.

      “It’s kinda hard not to,” I admitted, feeling my cheeks heat up.

      “Well, just pretend I’m her. My pussy wants to feel full,” she said, spreading her legs again.

      That was certainly doable. I pushed my cock back inside her, and imagining her as Emilya certainly made things … well, my cock was rock hard.

      It gave me the adrenaline I needed to speed things up, and soon enough I’d come inside her.

      But I couldn’t stop thinking about the new queen.

      “Thanks, Cal,” Ursula said after I made her come, and we took a moment to rest. “Better get back to work.” She lowered her dress, hopping off the tomb. “Oh! Before I forget. I may have mentioned our arrangement to Andre.”

      My eyes widened, and I stopped in the middle of tucking my shirt back in. “Why—in the fuck—would you do that?!”

      Andre was the Earl of Kommodor’s youngest son, and younger brother of the Baron of Daenerion. I knew Andre and Ursula were best friends, but I didn’t think she would openly admit our ongoing arrangement to him!

      “He’s looking,” she said with a shrug. “I know you’ve been with men before. He’s interested in making a similar arrangement.”

      It was true, I’d been with men before. Men were just as fun as women were in the bedroom. I wasn’t ashamed of that.

      “What kind of arrangement?” I asked.

      Ursula said, “I don’t know, it probably involves sucking his cock. Andre’s really not into the butt stuff. I’ll arrange a meeting with him if you want.”

      I sighed. “Fine, fine. I gotta go, though.” I realized it was probably getting to the end of the lunch period, so I started towards the gated door.

      “Wait!” she said.

      I stopped, turning back.

      She tossed me an apple. “Eat up, buttercup.”

      “Thanks,” I said and took a bite, hurrying out of the mausoleum.
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EMILYA

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      “You’re sure?”

      I nodded to the duke as we walked along the hallway. It was slightly after noon. The sun shone through the windows as we strolled along, and without sunglasses, the light was hitting my eyes in the worst way. I attempted to keep my back to the windows as much as possible without appearing too awkward.

      Servants stopped and bowed, curtsied, and waited for us to pass as we moved along. Most of them were off to lunch, but several still carried laundry baskets, trays, and other various items which I assumed some nobleman or lady needed ‘with haste.’

      “Yes,” I confirmed. “Elijah didn’t want to listen to scientific results, but I’m a firm believer in science. I accept Andromeda’s results as they are. And I’m declaring that all testing stops for good.”

      Dominic sighed in relief. “Thank God.”

      That wasn’t the reaction I was expecting from him.

      “In all honesty, Your Majesty,” Dominic explained, “I had been trying to convince Elijah for years to cease testing, and accept Andromeda’s results. Even the faeries confirmed her findings.”

      “Why didn’t he listen?” I asked.

      “Elijah was very stubborn in his own beliefs. He was brought up as a figurehead, a god in his own right. He was revered by his followers from birth, and they always gave him what he wanted and told him whatever he wanted to hear. It seems as though he made an active choice not to believe it because he didn’t like what was said.”

      I crossed my arms. “And yet you put up with this for over a thousand years?”

      “My loyalty is to Normandy,” he said, “and to The Crown. I might not have liked Elijah’s decisions, but I supported him. I wasn’t about to encourage civil war. And there have been attempts at uprisings in the past. They’ve never gotten far. Any talk of them were smacked down before they could take flight. Everyone was encouraged to speak out when they heard any male valkyrie rebellion talk.”

      I shook my head. “Well, the only way to avoid that is to give them their rights. They’re normal beings, nothing less.”

      The duke nodded. “I couldn’t agree more, Your Majesty. And there are others amongst the nobility who feel the same.”

      That was refreshing.

      Dominic added, “It may be possible to force a vote on the rights of the males, as well as a few … other issues a few of us have been discussing for years.”

      “Such as?” I asked.

      “Notably, the lines of succession. It was never officially placed into law for The Crown, but in terms of the aristocracy, the law was always male only primogeniture. We’ll discuss this at length soon, as one of your next tasks will be to learn the names of the nobility, their titles, and their families.”

      I nodded. “Fair enough. The brief introductions from the other day weren’t enough to help me nail the names down anyway.”

      “Noted. In fact, we have a history lesson scheduled for you right now. Vincent is waiting in the library.” He gestured to the door we’d come to and stopped.

      “Thank you,” I told the duke.

      That was when something occurred to me.

      If I was the queen, I could do whatever I wanted in terms of the males. That meant I could give them some relief.

      “Dominic?” I asked before he could turn away. “Could we give the males the rest of the day off?”

      He seemed surprised. “If that is what Her Majesty wishes, it can certainly be done. Shall I give the order?”

      Nodding, I said, “Yes, please. Give them some time to themselves. I’m sure they would enjoy it.”

      “I’ll see that it is done.”

      “Thank you.”

      He smiled and turned to walk off.

      I looked to the grand doors and pushed them open, entering the library where Vincent sat waiting for me at a table with a stack of books, and a notepad and pen.

      He looked up when I entered and smiled. “Ready?”

      No. Not even a little bit.
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CALLUM

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE STABLES

      I devoured the apple on the way back and tossed the core into the field just in time to reach the stables and retrieve my gear. Thankfully I wasn’t late.

      But upon my return, the grand duke was rounding us all up.

      “Gentlemen, by royal decree from Her Majesty Queen Emilya, you are all to have the rest of the day off. Work is done. You may return home and relax.”

      We were confused.

      I looked at a few of the others, who looked at me, and none of us had a clue.

      But it gave me hope.

      She was going to free us. I knew it.

      “Your Grace!” I said, raising my hand to get his attention, pushing through the crowd as they were dispersing to put their gear away and return home.

      The grand duke stopped, turning to me.

      “May I see her? The Queen?” I asked.

      He replied, “Her Majesty is currently in a history lesson, preparing for a ball tomorrow night. I will give her your request and send for you if she agrees.”

      I nodded. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      I didn’t know what to do with myself. Therefore, I did the only thing I knew to do after work: go home.

      Once at the house, I took off my work clothes and changed into my casualwear. I didn’t own many clothes. We weren’t allotted such things. Perhaps that would also change once the queen freed us.

      We were given the opportunity to rest, but I was too excited to do that. I left the house and proceeded to the Garden House, where I found Ursula with Andre in the back. There were others around, but I kept my presence somewhat hidden in the bushes.

      Ursula saw me, however, and nudged Andre.

      He approached me subtly, making sure not to attract attention since he was not yet officially out.

      I almost felt sorry for him, but he was a lord, and I was nobody. He could get anyone to suck his dick, and yet he was choosing me because I had an arrangement with his best friend.

      “Callum,” he greeted.

      “My lord,” I said with a polite nod. “Lady Ursula says you’re interested in an arrangement?”

      “A one-time thing, you see,” he clarified. “I don’t expect it to remain ongoing like what you and Ursula have. I trust that’s agreeable?”

      A one-time thing? Sure, why the hell not? If that was what he wanted, though I was in no position to object, I was happy to oblige.

      I nodded. “Sure. When?”

      “Now, if you can spare the time,” he said. “I heard Her Gracious Majesty has started the case for your freedom.”

      My heart jumped. Was it happening? “R—really?”

      Andre nodded. “Oh yes, her meeting with the Chevalière went very well. A few revelations came out in the process.”

      “Such as?”

      “That you’re not abominations, you’re perfectly normal. Something, something, valkyrie magic. Oh, and Andromeda is Jasper and James’s mother, and she’s been keeping a secret male child in the lab for years who is also a valkyrie.”

      Holy shit. Jasper and James had known their mother this whole time? And they had a brother?

      But more importantly: We were normal!

      “Forgive me, Lord, but may we make this arrangement at a later time?” I asked.

      He smiled. “Of course. Please come find me when you’re ready.”

      I nodded. “Thank you, my lord, I will.”

      I ran off to find the one person I needed to talk to in this whole world: my stepmother.
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CONTESSINA

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      Well, that was news I didn’t expect to hear.

      “You’re sure?” I asked the servant whom I’d caught whispering to her friends. “She said that?”

      She nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty. The males are going to get their freedom.”

      Interesting.

      I left the scene to find Cecilia. She, Cornelia, Andrina, Dossenia, and Dexsia were waiting in the parlor for me, preparing for Dossenia’s latest tea party event, which I had no intention of attending.

      I loved my aunt, I truly did, but I feared being bored to fucking death.

      “Have you heard the news, ladies?” I asked upon my entrance. “Our little queenie is going to free the males.”

      They looked at each other, and then at me.

      “That’s a bold move,” Cecilia said. “Whose bright idea was that?”

      “Hers,” I said. “At least according to the gossiping servants in the hallway. Be sure to tip them generously this week.” I sat, taking an already poured glass of scotch.

      Dossenia sat beside me. She was my aunt by marriage, married to my late uncle, Castor. Her sister, Dexsia, had no biological or marriage claim to be my aunt, but I still thought of her as one.

      I missed Castor. He was a good man, but in a way, he was also the reason I was in this position as the dowager queen.

      I could’ve had a normal life, but instead he saved the king, and Elijah promised to marry the eldest eligible maiden in his family.

      Unluckily, that person was me.

      Thanks, Uncle.

      “How are you doing, dear?” Dossenia asked. “Seems like you could use something to occupy your time.”

      I sighed. “I’m overseeing the expansion of the castle. What else is a dowager queen to do?” I’d had a breakfast meeting with Frederick and Helena. I had no official role now that my husband was dead. I was basically nothing. Both of my children were dead, one of them never having had a chance to live, and the other murdered.

      I could have been something, had one of them survived.

      Dexsia stopped at my other side. “Why not try to mentor the new queen? I know she’s not your daughter, Conte, but she can’t help who her biological parents are any more than you can.”

      Yes, I knew that. It didn’t make me feel any better.

      Of course, that might not have been the point, but the concept still stood.

      “Even if I wanted to,” I began, “I’m not going to overwhelm the girl. I suppose we shall give it time. If it still seems like the right thing to do at some point, maybe. Until then, I’ll stick to being bored out of my skull.”

      “Why not send a letter to Rufus and Martha?” Dossenia suggested. “They’re going to need to know what’s happening with their grandson. And if it comes to a vote with the nobility, they’re going to get a say.”

      That was true. Rufus and Martha made brief appearances at court, but spent the rest of their time searching for their daughter; my best friend.

      Damn it, Morrina, why did you have to be stupid and get knocked up by that disgusting man? Moreover, why did the universe have to make your male child a valkyrie?

      If he’d been a vampire, we wouldn’t be in this mess.
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LUCILLA

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      In the queen’s chambers, Henriette and Kamille were fanning through the collection of dresses we had assembled for the queen prior to her arrival. Most of them needed to be altered to her size. She was smaller than we’d anticipated.

      “Anything good?” I asked as I proceeded into the wardrobe and started at the other end.

      “Appropriate for Pearala?” Kamille asked. “I’m not sure. We may have to make something from scratch.”

      “There’s nothing here with their colors that would fit the occasion,” Henriette said. “The closest thing I’ve found so far is this.” She pulled out a dress that had been donated by Lady Ksenia. It was a little darker than the blue we’d traditionally used for the event. Everything in Normandy was dark, except concerning the valkyrie. Then it was all white and gold.

      “The dress itself will be fine,” I said, “but the color is off. How fast can the seamstresses whip up a new one in a lighter blue?”

      Henriette draped the dress over her arm. “I’m sure they can re-dye it much faster than making a whole new dress.”

      I nodded. “Fair enough.”

      Henriette hurried off to the seamstresses, leaving Kamille and me.

      “I’m going to request that the duke give us some time with her tomorrow before the ball to get her measurements, and test different styles on her,” I told Kamille.

      “Different colors might not be a bad idea either,” she added.

      “Yes,” I agreed, pulling down a box of shoes and opening it. “I think these will do nicely. These were Cervilia’s, and they’re Emilya’s size. They’ll fit perfectly.”

      Kamille glanced at them. “Oh, I remember those slippers. Elijah had those made for her.”

      I smiled at the memory. “He did. The famous slippers from her full-body portrait.” I frowned. “That was right before she died.”

      Cervilia died in 1578. The portrait was painted in 1555.

      She was the strongest Matriarch in the valkyries’ history, stronger than Freyja, I would argue.

      “We may have to make them a little sturdier, but they’re in pristine condition,” I added.

      “I’ll see what they can do downstairs,” Kamille said.

      I shook my head. “No, I’ll go. Can you prepare the makeup and hair supplies for tonight?”

      Kamille nodded.

      “I’ll be back soon.”

      I left the wardrobe and proceeded downstairs to the cobbler, who was located in the seamstresses’ room. Henriette was already there, discussing the dress with Lady Katharine, Countess of Hemonton, who was the Overseer of Court Fashion—an actual position that Elijah had created.

      The cobbler, Wally, someone I’d known since he was turned in the 900s, was in his little corner area mending shoes for Lady Margaret and her daughter Lady Jodhi while they observed.

      “Good morning, ladies,” I said with a small half-curtsy, to which they repeated the greeting. “I hope your repairs aren’t too tasking. We need some shoes mended for the queen.”

      “Not at all, Lady Lucilla,” Margaret replied. “In fact, Wally here was just finishing up.”

      Wally smiled, putting the finishing stitch in the shoe he was working on. “Aye, milady, all finished. Those should hold much better than whatever they did to it in Crossfield.” He handed the shoe to Jodhi, who slipped it on and took a few steps around.

      She smiled. “Much better,” she said. “Thank you, sir.”

      “My pleasure, ma’am,” he said.

      Margaret exchanged some cash bills for his services, and asked me, “What occasion will Her Majesty be attending tonight?”

      “Dinner with the Pearalan ambassador,” I replied. I passed the shoes to Wally. “Can you place some support in these? Just a little. I don’t think we should change too much about them, but I’d hate for Her Majesty to be walking about in actual slippers tonight.”

      Wally nodded. “Aye, milady,” he replied, “shouldn’t take long.”

      “Thanks, Wally, I’ll wait here while you’re working.”

      He began, and I looked back to Margaret.

      “How are your husband and son?” I asked. I was making polite conversation since she was still here, though I’d rather be doing anything else.

      Margaret smiled. “Doing marvelously. They’re both shadowing the baron these days. It keeps them busy.” She was married to Lord Varian, son and heir of Lord Christian, Baron of Gracefield.

      I actually envied Margaret some. She was a future baroness, whereas I … well, I wasn’t a future anything. I would always be Lady Lucilla. There was no advancement for me. That had been made perfectly clear by Elijah when he’d shot down the one marriage prospect I had.

      I would outrank almost everyone if he hadn’t.

      “Well, that’s wonderful,” I said. Again, I was envious, but I tried my best to not let it show. I probably didn’t do a very good job, however. I’d never been good at it to begin with.

      Margaret grinned. “Don’t worry, Luce, you’ll find that special someone someday. He might not be a duke’s son, but hey—not everyone can be.” She looked at her daughter. “Come along now, Jodhi. We should return to Lady Dossenia’s party.” Margaret looked at me again and said, “Have a pleasant day, Lady Lucilla.”

      I forced a grin. “And you, Lady Margaret; Lady Jodhi.”

      I watched them leave and imagined all the horrible ways I could humiliate them later.

      Maybe not Jodhi, but Margaret.

      Everyone knew about what Vincent and I had had for over five hundred years, and how my father’s request for a marriage alliance had been denied time and again.

      Damn Elijah.

      Perhaps Emilya would give me what I wanted.

      Maybe.
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      CALLUM

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      My knock was possibly too obnoxious for Mae’s liking, but I needed to speak to her. I kept at it, quickly and as hard as I could pound on the wooden barrier. I only hoped I wasn’t disturbing her, but it was unlikely that she was asleep. She was a vampire, after all.

      I was thankful when she opened the door. Her makeup was half removed and her black hair still done up, but her robe was wrapped tightly around her. It seemed I’d caught her while she was checking out for the day.

      “What is it?” she asked, concerned.

      I stepped inside the room and said, “She’s here. The queen. She’s the one who’s going to save us, Mae.”

      Maeverly closed the door and placed her hands on my shoulders. “Okay, sit down, Cal,” she said as she guided me to the bed. “Take a breath.”

      We reached the edge of the mattress, and I sat at her insistence.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “She’s going to save us, Mae!” I blurted out. “She stopped Junior from whipping one of us! She gave us the rest of the day off, and she told Andromeda to stop testing!”

      My mind was running a million miles an hour, and there was so much I needed to say, but Mae took my hands, and I realized I needed to stop.

      She said, “Okay, Cal, actually listen to me this time. Breathe.”

      I did.

      “Now,” she resumed, “how do you know that last part?”

      “Andre told me,” I said. “He was at the Garden House. I went to see Ursula. The word is spreading fast, I can’t believe you didn’t hear about it already. Wasn’t there a tea party today?”

      Mae scoffed. “As opposed to what day?” She sighed. “Alright, Cal. What makes you think this?”

      “I just … the way she talks, Mae. She sees how badly they treat us. She sees us as normal.”

      “If that’s true, Cal, then I’m very happy for you. This has been a long time coming. But you have to remember that she’s new here and has a lot on her plate. I wouldn’t get your hopes up that this is going to happen right away.”

      I took a moment to calm down, soaking in her words. There was a lot at play, and I was getting my hopes up too fast. It was one of my worst flaws. “I know, I know, I just … I’m sorry, I needed to talk to someone about it. Mae, it’s finally going to happen. It has to. You have to help her!”

      Mae half-frowned, and I didn’t like that. It sent a sting through my chest, and a knot formed in my stomach.

      “Sweetheart,” she began, “you know that I’m the least qualified person to be giving our new queen advice. I’ll give her my opinion if I’m asked, surely, but please don’t rest all your hopes on me. You’ll have to get a lot of the noblemen on board, and even that’s not a guarantee for preventing civil war.”

      Sighing, I said, “Well, we know His Grace won’t be voting in favor of it anytime soon.”

      My biological father was a garbage person. He’d never supported me. Nothing was going to change that.

      “I’ll do what I can,” Mae promised. “I’ll ask around, see what some of the women know about their husband’s stances. But I can’t promise you a lot.”

      I nodded. “I know, that’s all I can ask for.”

      She kissed my forehead. “I love you, my Cal. I will always want what’s best for you.”

      “Thanks, Mae. I just have a feeling she’s the one.”

      Mae nodded. “Then I hope in my heart of hearts that she is.”
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EMILYA

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE LIBRARY

      I sat at the table with Vincent as he showed me a map of Normandy, and a map of The Continent. Normandy was located in the southwestern portion of The Continent, bordering Pearala (which was simply the ocean) to the west, Vosh’ala to the east, and Metropolis to the northeast. A large river separated Normandy and Gardenia.

      Romynia was on the other side of Metropolis, nestled into Gardenia, which took up most of The Continent in the north. Vosh’ala was arguably the biggest of the five countries, covering most of the lands in the east and southern region.

      Normandy itself was rather small, but it was bigger than Romynia, even if not by a lot. In the context of Earth, Vincent showed me a world map. We were in the northern Pacific Ocean, resting along the Tropic of Cancer and directly east of The Philippines. Pearala’s borders ended wherever the concealing magic ended, which kept people from finding The Continent as they sailed between Asia and North America.

      Vincent told me that understanding the geography was important, especially when we considered that the origins of vampires and werewolves came from Egypt, and then Europe. This was a far cry from what I’d learned in school, where the origins were … well, I’d forgotten.

      It had been five years, and I wasn’t exactly a mythology major.

      Dominic entered the library after Vincent and I had been there for a few hours. He sat across from me at the table and told Vincent, “We’ll be hosting a ball tomorrow evening for Her Majesty’s official debut. This will include introducing her to the nobility. Have we gone over the different territories of Normandy?”

      Vincent nodded. “It was part of our lesson on meeting the nobles. I’ve also pointed everything out on the map.”

      “We’ll have a recap of who everyone is tomorrow as you get ready for the ball,” Dominic added. “One more thing before I go: tonight we’ll be having dinner with the ambassador from Pearala, Lord Josken. Pearala has graciously offered to play first host to us for our official state visits. We’ll be discussing the details then.”

      I nodded. “Sounds … fun?”

      He smiled. “Josken is a wonderful man. You’ll enjoy his company.” He stood. “I’m off to meet with Contessina. She’s acquired the plans for the palace expansion. I also have other business to run past her, namely regarding what took place earlier today.”

      The duke bowed and departed the library, allowing Vincent and I to get back to our task at hand.

      Vincent said, “There are two marches in Normandy. To the north, we have Ceria, and to the south we have Tenia. They were named after twins who were a prince and princess of the Eden tribe of elves, a generation before Vosh’ala and Gardenia were formed into their current states. Tenia and Ceria rebelled against their elder brother, Voshia, as well as each other, and set their bases at the location of each march as it is today. Elijah found it a tad ironic to keep using the names, but never bothered changing them.”

      I nodded, frantically taking notes. I hadn’t done this since college, and my hand ached.

      “Below a march is an earldom, or a county, as you would probably be more familiar with. It’s a similar concept. An earldom is the seat of an earl, or a count, depending on which terminology is used. In each march, there are four earldoms.” He pointed to each one as he named it. “In Tenia we have Brimm, Kommodor, Hemonton, and Christerly. In Ceria we have Tyrans, Crossfield, Mayford, and Armadam. The names come from pre-existing landmarks, or an ancient elven or satyr figure who became important. Again, Elijah never bothered to change the names. Why fix what’s not broken?”

      That seemed to be my biological father’s motto for everything.

      Vincent continued, “Below an earldom is a viscounty, seat of a viscount. There are three scattered throughout a march, six in total. Within Tenia there’s Folley, Colette, and Argonia; and within Ceria there’s Vale, Tayloran, and Ashvan.”

      They were all labeled, making the names easy to memorize. But if anyone presented me a map of the kingdom without labels, I’d be hopeless to name them all.

      “Finally,” he said, “we have the last seat, a barony, the seat of a baron, which is below a viscounty. There are also three within each march. Tenia’s are Brookersbank, Gracefield, and Soaren, and Ceria’s are Daenerion, Leondrea, and Koronia.”

      I nodded. “Am I going to be quizzed on this?” I asked, feeling like I might vomit.

      He smiled. “Not yet. These are for you to look over. Eventually, it would be a good idea to have them memorized, but you’ve only been here a few days. No one expects you to know everything.”

      “I think Contessina might.”

      Vincent frowned, sitting next to me. “Contessina is … in pain. Emotional pain. I’m not trying to defend her to you, but she lost her only surviving child in battle, and she was never able to have another. Elijah didn’t help matters in that arena, but they both knew where babies came from, and infrequent conjugal visits led to fewer chances of success. It’s made her feel like a failure, and she certainly isn’t, by any means. She’s a wonderful woman who is just … angry, but not with you. She’ll grow to like you in time, but right now she needs to be allowed to be angry.”

      I wasn’t a mother. I couldn’t imagine losing a child. But I remembered when I was six years old, and my mom had gotten pregnant. She and Dad were so excited to be having another baby and for me to be a big sister.

      Mom had a rare, devastating second-trimester miscarriage. She went to therapy for over a year due to her grief. In some ways, she never fully recovered, and I saw how deeply it had affected her.

      Whatever Contessina was going through had to be ten times worse. Her son had been slain in battle by a rival country’s princess.

      Holy shit, I actually remembered Vincent telling me that.

      Vincent was very respectful of the situation too. He didn’t want to pick sides, but he could at least explain it to me in a way that got me to realize the situation was more complicated than I could understand.

      One day, maybe, probably, I would be a mother myself.

      I hadn’t given much thought to the idea of children. I assumed I would need to have at least one to keep this new throne of mine warm, but actually being a mom? I was only twenty-two. I’d never been in a relationship.

      I’d never even had sex.

      I nodded at Vincent’s explanation. “I can’t help how I was brought into this world, and honestly I wasn’t given much choice.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” he said sincerely. “If we had a better option, we wouldn’t have thrown you into all this so suddenly. But at the expense of avoiding a civil war, we needed Elijah’s own blood to succeed him. You’re the only person on Earth who qualifies.”

      He meant it too. It was clear that he wasn’t just saying it. The empathy was subtle in his light tone, and his expression dropped as she spoke, but he wanted me to know that he felt for me and the situation I was in.

      I sighed. “I hope I’m worthy of the job. Because honestly this is … a lot. I wanted to be a scientist, not a politician.”

      And perhaps I could still be a scientist and work closely with Andromeda in her lab, but it seemed my first duty would always be to The Crown.

      Unless I could make changes.
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VINCENT

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE ENTRANCE

      I’d finished with Emilya’s lesson, allowing her to take a break, when a car flying Vosh’ala’s flags drove up to the gate. My father and I were the first to receive the call from palace security.

      As we made our way down to the front entrance, we brought several guards with us as a precaution. Although the visit was unexpected, Vosh’ala was the least likely to ambush us with an attack.

      And it wasn’t like they’d brought their army.

      Cederec wasn’t with them. It was Markus who stepped out of the car.

      He bowed to my father and me, and stepped forward. “Your Grace; Lord Commander,” he said, extending his hand.

      Father accepted it.

      He continued, “I’m sorry for the disruption, but we have a situation, and we need your assistance.”

      Father released Markus’ hand, mine taking its place.

      “How can we help?” I asked.

      “We would consider it a huge favor if you could keep Ambassador Ivan under house arrest for the time being,” Markus answered, letting go of my hand.

      I blinked in confusion.

      He continued, “The short version of the story is that he’s violated one of our laws of consanguinity, and we cannot have the two of them together at present. He’ll do much better if he’s here where he can work and not see the woman carrying his child.”

      Well shit. And I thought Normandy had issues right now.

      “Please tell me it’s not his sister,” I said. I’d read the A Song of Ice and Fire books. I couldn’t help that that was what came to mind first.

      Markus shook his head. “No, although that’s not any better than who he’s been with: his aunt, Lady Luna.”

      Yeah, that was weird for Vosh’ala. Normandy, not so much. Some of the common folk had married their aunts and uncles and no one had blinked an eye, not even Elijah. It was not an issue that had come up within the nobility.

      My father asked, “What exactly are you requesting we do? In other words, how is His Majesty defining ‘house arrest?’”

      “He may stay in his normal rooms, but they need to be well guarded. And no letters from him may make it out of Normandy which are addressed to Luna. At least not until Cederec gets a hold of the situation.” Markus spoke with the assumption that we monitored all outgoing mail.

      He wasn’t wrong.

      “Very well,” Father replied. “We’ll make sure Ivan is comfortable, but unable to leave his quarters. For the time being, of course.”

      Markus nodded. “Thank you, Your Grace.” He signaled to the guards inside the car, and they immediately pulled Ivan out of it, his hands already bound together, like he was some sort of threat.

      Honestly, fucking one’s aunt was the least offensive thing I could think of, but this didn’t involve me, nor did it involve Normandy.

      “When Cederec is ready, we’ll send for you,” Markus told Ivan.

      Ivan spit at Markus’ feet. “You’ll come to regret this one day, Markus,” he sneered. “I assure you.”

      I signaled for two of our guards to swap places with Vosh’ala’s, and soon they were taking Ivan up the stairs to his quarters.

      Father and I shook hands with Markus again before the prince got in the car to return home.

      I looked at my father. “Why exactly are we doing this?”

      “They’re going to owe us a favor one day,” he said. “And when the time comes, we’ll make sure they make good on it … for Emilya’s sake.
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ALEKSANDER

      MAY 31ST, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE DUNGEON

      I heard the sound of the whip striking the prisoner’s back, and the subsequent outcry.

      Beside me, at the door of the stairs that led to the dungeon, was Colin. My wife’s cousin didn’t enjoy watching the torture as much as I did.

      Or at least not as much as I used to, but it was a necessary evil to keep everyone in line.

      “So, we have nothing?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Not a damn thing.”

      I was curious why Emmitt had no answers for me yet, but he insisted that the results would come.

      “Is it not wiser to simply kill them?” he asked. “With all due respect, Your Majesty, it sends an unmistakable message to those who think they can go above your head and issue orders.”

      I sighed. “The agents were only pawns, Colin. I need to know who the real usurper is. They’re protecting something, or someone, and killing them only creates more resistance. Besides, the agents may not have been given all the information they needed, and for good reason. It gives them plausible deniability.”

      Colin looked confused. “They’re the ones being tortured. They have nothing to gain by keeping the real identity of the person behind this a secret.”

      “Also true,” I agreed. “Which is why there has to be more to this than we know. Nothing has ever happened like this in Romynia before. If someone in my own court is trying to undermine me, I want to know about it.”

      That was why it was important that the guards and prison keepers followed my orders. If they didn’t, it was yet another sign that someone was attempting to play king.

      Approaching us, as another strike of the whip cracked, were Lachlan and Amara. My brother-in-law, freshly arrived from Normandy and smelling of the forest from which he traveled, bowed to me as his wife curtsied after descending the dark staircase nearby.

      “Well?” I asked.

      “Late August will work best for them,” Lachlan reported. “We have three months to prepare.”

      “Better than two weeks,” I said.

      “That isn’t what we should be concerned with,” Lachlan said, which piqued my interest. “Elijah’s dragon, Empress, is still alive, and she bore five dragonlings.”

      Why was I not even a little surprised?

      Dragons didn’t die immediately after their masters did, and though Empress hadn’t lain eggs in hundreds of years, the fact that this was happening now should have been expected.

      Five, though, that was a surprise.

      “I assume they belong to the queen now,” I said, “which would give her more power than Elijah ever had.”

      “She doesn’t need five dragons,” Colin said. “That’s absurd.”

      I looked at the duke. “She does if she wants to hold onto this new throne she’s been given. Just wait.”

      I had a feeling she’d need them. For what, I couldn’t say. Lachlan would have to find out for me. He was the one spending time in Normandy. I was staying the hell out of it.
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EMILYA

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE LIBRARY

      After my first lesson with Vincent, we took a short break before Dominic met us for my lesson about the state visits. These events were official ceremonies to introduce a new monarch to their neighboring countries. The first one would be with Pearala, and we had been invited to a rather sacred ceremony for the Pearalans: a betrothal.

      Dominic explained the significance of the event. “To be invited to a Pearalan betrothal ceremony is a great honor. It means the king wishes to form a strong alliance with us. Betrothal ceremonies are sacred, so much so, that normally only immediate family members would be allowed to attend.”

      “How is it different from the wedding?” I asked.

      He replied, “The betrothal hasn’t officially been announced, and the parties in question have not made their intentions clear. But aside from the official announcement of an engagement, the betrothal ceremony is sacred in that it is performed in front of the statue of their goddess, Thalassa, and is intended to offer premarital blessings upon the couple. If the marriage is not meant to be, they will not be blessed by the goddess. Only Pearalans know whether or not the blessing has been given.”

      I nodded. “So, who’s getting married?”

      Vincent answered, “King Maric’s eldest child, Princess Abrellia. It’s a love match, which is rare amongst Pearalan royalty, but because she is not expected to take the throne, Maric permitted it.”

      “And who’s the lucky groom?”

      “That would be Lord Josken, the son of Baron Galen and Baroness Betrys,” Dominic replied.

      “The ambassador,” I said, remembering the name from Dominic’s news regarding dinner.

      He nodded.

      When I thought of an ambassador, I pictured an old stuffy white man probably in his seventies. But the photograph that Vincent placed in front of me showed a handsome young man who was probably much older than he looked, though based on his appearance, I would have pegged him to be in his early-to-mid thirties.

      “This is Josken,” he said. “And this,” he put another photo down, “is Abrellia, Princess of Sirens, eldest daughter and child of King Maric and Queen Athénaïs.”

      He laid out several more photos, arranging them in a way that almost resembled a family tree, with one oddball off to the side. He started at the top.

      “As you know, this is King Maric. He’s the third child of the late King Alistair the Sixth, and his wife Queen Maviea. Maric was never supposed to sit upon the throne, but his elder brother, Alistair, passed away before their father. Maric has been king since 1850.”

      Dominic continued. “In Pearalan culture, it is appropriate to address him as “Your Majesty” once, and then “sir” for every subsequent address. However, as you are a queen of equal rank, this rule does not apply to you.”

      I nodded, and Vincent pointed to the picture next to Maric’s.

      “This is Athénaïs, Queen Consort of Pearala. She formerly served as a member of the Pearalan Navy, which is a staple of respect for nobility and royalty amongst the common folk. Her father was the ambassador to Normandy during his life. Athénaïs is four hundred years old, older than Maric, who is two hundred and eighty-eight.”

      Athénaïs was beautiful. She appeared to be in her early-to-mid thirties. There was no way she was older than her husband.

      “Do sirens age slower than regular merfolk?” I asked.

      Dominic nodded. “Merfolk age at twice the speed of sirens. We aren’t sure why, or where sirens originated. Suddenly there were mermaids one day that had all fanged teeth and poisonous bites.”

      That sounded ominous. “They just … showed up?”

      “Again, no one knows, but yeah, pretty much,” Vincent answered. He pointed to the two pictures to the right of Abrellia, which were directly underneath Maric and Athénaïs. “These are the other children of the king and queen. First we have Lanaya, Princess of Merfolk, and the second daughter and middle child. Then we have the heir to the throne: Corbin, Prince Regent of Pearala and the Lieutenant Commander of the Pearalan Navy.”

      I raised my hand. “Question. Why are Abrellia and Lanaya the Princesses of something while Corbin is the Prince of the country?”

      Vincent leaned on the edge of the table. “It’s tradition for the princesses to be honored in a way that separates them from the throne, as they are ineligible to sit upon it. It’s also tradition for any subsequent male children to be Princes of Merfolk. There’s never been a male siren born into the royal family.”

      “So Abrellia is a siren, and Lanaya is a mermaid?” I asked.

      Vincent nodded.

      “Are the titles for show, or what?”

      “Well, being children of the king comes with certain honors, including titles. But unlike here in Normandy where we have a plethora of titled nobility, Pearala has one: a baron.” He pointed to the pictures of a man and a woman that had been lain above the ambassador’s photo. “This is Baron Galen and Baroness Betrys, Josken’s parents. Don’t let the fact that he’s a baron’s son fool you. It was one hundred percent a love match. But Josken is also the only ambassador born of noble blood, and not because there’s only one nobility title in the country.”

      “Did they ever have any other noble titles?” I asked.

      Dominic paced around the table. “They did at one point; they were given to the illegitimate children of the king, but that only lasted a few generations.”

      Vincent explained. “Eventually, a few of the descendants staged a coup in an attempt to take the throne. King Alistair the Fourth only had one living child with his wife, a daughter named Rosalyn. She was five when he passed away, and due to her gender and in addition to not having any children, she was ineligible for the throne. The next candidate was the two-year-old son of Alistair’s sister, Princess Yvetta: Prince Joskiar.”

      “Almost no one in the nobility was pleased with that,” Dominic said, “and as they had royal blood themselves, they thought they could take the throne for themselves. Thankfully, the sitting baroness at the time was told of the plot by an intoxicated viscountess and reported it. The traitors were all stripped of their titles and executed on the grounds of treason, conspiracy, and insurrection.”

      “A good old-fashioned beheading, I presume?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Executions in Pearala involve dehydration. They’re strung up in the sun on a platform and forced to dry out.”

      Well, shit.

      Vincent pointed to the photo to the far left of Josken. “This is Jaela, the eldest of the baron and baroness’s children, and Galen’s heir. Beside her, we have Johenna, the middle child.”

      He pointed to the one photo that was off by its lonesome. It was a man, perhaps the youngest looking of the others, but not by much. “Lord Marsellus, Knight-Captain of the Kingsguard. He’s a descendant of Lord Ryloth, the husband of Princess Yvetta, through his younger sister. The role of knight-captain typically stays within their family, though it has diverted from time to time when no suitable candidates were available. Marsellus is the watchdog of the court, and he’s the first and last line of defense to Maric. He previously served Maric’s father and grandfather.”

      I furrowed my brow.

      “He’s a siren,” Dominic cleared up.

      “Sirens are predominantly female, but male ones exist, and with no prejudice like male valkyrie here,” Vincent explained. “That may be because one of the first sirens to ever exist was a man, and his bloodline directly ties into the royal family.”

      “Speaking of the bloodlines of royal families …” Dominic began, pulling out two more photos and placing them on the table to the right of Maric and Abrellia, respectively. “Since the attempted coup, bastard children are given no special titles or treatments in Pearala. And that brings us to Olivia, Maric’s longtime mistress, and Bastian, their son. He’s older than Abrellia, but not eligible for the throne.”

      “Every country has their own rules and traditions when it comes to bastard children,” Vincent told me, “but Pearala is the exception, thanks to the coup. They are allowed to live in the palace, at the king’s invitation, but they are no more important than an average servant. Olivia was born to Lady Carlota, a fifth cousin of Queen Cobaina, wife of Alistair the Third. Her father is an unknown soldier, but her grandfather was a respected mayor, and his influence allowed Carlota to raise Olivia near court.”

      “That’s how she originally set her sights on Prince Alistair,” Dominic explained, “but after his death in 1847, and Maric was declared their heir apparent, she did what all good social climbers do: seduce.”

      Vincent said, “King Alistair found them in flagrante, and had Olivia thrown out of the palace. To keep her away, Alistair married her to a respected retired knight of his Kingsguard. The man was on his deathbed, and he happened to live as far away from the palace as Alistair could possibly get Olivia.

      “In the meantime, Maric was betrothed to Athénaïs. Having retired from the Navy by this point to train recruits, she was a perfect choice for Maric. Alistair hoped she would tame him.

      “Athénaïs fell pregnant three months into their marriage and a year after Olivia had been thrown out of court. But suddenly she returned to destroy the announcement of Athénaïs’s pregnancy by revealing her husband had died, and she’d given birth to a son named Bastian: a son who was Prince Maric’s.”

      It sounded like something you could only see from 11:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. Monday through Friday on the major networks.

      Dominic shifted in his seat. “The news was so shocking it killed King Alistair. We’re not kidding, he literally died hearing the news. The court fell into chaos, and Athénaïs nearly miscarried.”

      Yep, definitely something only General Hospital could come up with.

      “Maric decided to have Bastian’s DNA tested by the Vosh’alans. At the time, they had the most state-of-the-art medical labs on The Continent, and he was going to trust whatever their results were. A sample was taken from the baby, and from Maric, in plain view of everyone, and tested right there so there could be no doubt. The results showed that Bastian was Maric’s son.”

      “Maric has allowed them to live at court,” Vincent explained, “but they are given no special privileges. Most of the time, Maric isn’t faithful to Olivia anyway. She’s considered his official mistress, but he doesn’t treat her like one.”

      Was I actually living in an episode of daytime TV? I found all this fascinating. Not only had I been thrown into a supernatural society, it was a high-class society with problems only first-world people could have.

      “Why is she still around?” I asked. “Bastian is clearly old enough to be on his own.”

      Vincent answered, “Supposedly it’s because Bastian is his favorite child. Some speculate it’s because Olivia is obsessed with the idea that Maric will abandon her, and if he does, she’ll go insane. It’s less about Bastian, and more about Olivia. She’s a narcissist who only thinks about herself, which is probably why the queen can’t wait for the day her son becomes the king.”

      “So much drama,” I commented.

      The duke said, “You’ll get far less of it from the ambassador. He mostly stays out of the spotlight except when needed.”

      Good to know.
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VINCENT

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE TOWER

      I proceeded to the tower after our lesson on Pearala to find Mayford Junior in a cell, something I’d longed to see, but took no real pleasure in.

      His parents, Joseph and Koraline, were outside the cell visiting with him. Koraline’s sister, Mathilda, the Baroness of Brookersbank, was also with them.

      “Comfortable?” I asked Junior as I approached the cell.

      “Piss off,” he sneered.

      “Joseph!” Koraline scolded her son. “You will show respect to the lord commander!”

      “Especially if you want out of this mess,” his father added. The earl looked at me. “Do something, Vincent, this isn’t right.”

      I crossed my arms. “There’s nothing to be done unless you’re willing to apologize to the queen.”

      “Why should I apologize?!” Junior exclaimed. “She has no right to come in here and change our way of life!”

      Suddenly, my father arrived, and my mother was beside him.

      “Actually, Joseph, she does,” he said. “She’s our new queen. Whether or not she has been properly crowned, or gone through transformation, is beside the point. She is Elijah’s daughter. You saw the results for yourself.”

      Though he was uncomfortable, Mayford Senior said, “He’s right. We did, Joey. The test results proved her paternity, and we have to accept them.”

      Koraline glared at us. She was holding her sister’s hand, squeezing it tight. I felt bad for Mathilda’s hand.

      “A public apology may be made to Her Majesty when you’re ready,” Father informed them all.

      “What does he have to do?” Mathilda asked.

      “Bow before Her Majesty and kiss the ring of the monarch,” he replied.

      “No,” Junior spat.

      His father looked at him. “You’re going to apologize to her so you don’t spend the rest of your miserable life in this cell!” he demanded. “This is the way of things, Joey. If you’re going to be my successor, you’d damn well better be willing to act like an earl.”

      Even as he spoke, the elder Joseph wasn’t happy about the situation. The twitch in his eye and his higher tone of voice gave it away, things he’d inherited from his own father. He was frustrated with his son, but furious he was being put through this. I couldn’t decide which one made him angrier.

      “Joseph,” Koraline said, “this is humiliating! You would make our son grovel to the queen?”

      “If it gets him out of a damn cell, yes!” her husband replied. “The boy needs to learn some respect!”

      Father jumped in. “Things are going to be changing around here, Mayford. You would all be wise to know that. We have a new queen; a young woman who will bring Normandy into the future. She may be inexperienced now, but she will learn with the right guidance.”

      “Your guidance,” Mayford Senior grimaced.

      “Mine and many others,” he confirmed. “Vincent’s, Cecilia’s, Contessina’s, and hopefully, as one of her ambassadors, yours.”

      He huffed.

      “We’ll return when you have an answer,” Father told Junior. “Vincent, come.”

      I hated when my father spoke to me like I was a damn dog. He’d gotten better over the years, but it was still a problem. I supposed it couldn’t be helped because of his rank.

      I followed my father and mother out of the tower. We had a dinner party to get ready for. The Mayfords needed to figure their own shit out, but they were the least of my worries at the moment.
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LUCILLA

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      The queen was on her way to get dressed for the dinner with the Pearalan ambassador. I was on my way to retrieve the supplies we needed to get her dressed.

      She was a plain girl, there was no way of mincing words in this case, and we needed a lot of makeup and hair products to make her look remotely passable for a queen. The fact that we had managed to pull it off for the first meeting with The Council was a miracle. I’d never seen a girl who needed so much work done.

      Was this how they lived in the mortal world?

      I’d gathered a basket full of supplies from the salon and was headed back to the queen’s chambers when I bumped into Vincent upon turning a corner. He was following his parents down the hall, coming from the direction of the tower, which didn’t surprise me.

      “Oof!” I said as we ran into each other. “Pardon me … my lord.”

      He grinned. “No, no, the fault is mine, my lady.”

      I smiled. Those eyes … they got me every time.

      “Do you have plans later?”

      “Who’s asking?” He smirked.

      “An old friend,” I replied. “She’s interested in paying you a visit tonight.”

      “I might be amenable to that,” he said, and walked off to catch up with his parents, leaving me with a sly grin and the memory of the sparkle in his eye.

      Yeah, it still worked on me, even after all these years.
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      EMILYA

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      My ladies had me strip down to my underwear and put a dress on me that needed to be tailored to fit. A seamstress was present to make the alterations.

      Meanwhile, my ladies went to work on other things that needed to be fixed up on me so that I was presentable to the ambassador for dinner. Apparently it was a lot of things.

      I wasn’t surprised, though. Hell, compared to the damn seamstress, who had porcelain skin, sparkling red eyes, and shiny blonde hair underneath her bonnet, I was extremely plain.

      A guard knocked on my door and opened it, announcing the arrival of Dominic. Once inside, the duke informed me that one of the males was requesting to meet with me.

      I was happy to oblige. It was a pleasant surprise that the one who entered my room after about thirty minutes was Callum.

      He bowed after stepping into the room. “Your Majesty,” he said. “Thank you for seeing me.”

      “Of course,” I replied. “What can I do for you?” I was being sewn into my dress since they had yet to get my exact measurements, and a seamstress was poking me every few seconds. Lucilla and Henriette were attempting to paint both sets of fingernails at the same time while Kamille was messing with my hair.

      Now was as good a time as any to talk.

      “I wanted to thank you,” he said. “For everything you did today. It … It means a lot to us. All of us, not only the ones who were present.”

      “There are more?” I asked.

      Callum nodded. “Yes, ma’am, some of us work elsewhere on the palace grounds. We’re all grateful for you.”

      I could tell he was trying not to tear up, almost choking on his words, and I honestly couldn’t imagine how they had lived like this.

      I offered him a small grin. “You’re welcome, Callum. I assure you, things will change around here if I have any say in it.”

      Lucilla, painting one of my fingernails, said, “Well if you don’t have a say, Your Majesty, who does?” She gave Callum a wink.

      He grinned in response.

      I asked, “Ladies … what do you think about the males?” I was curious, since they had all spent far more time in this country than I. The only way to find out was to ask questions.

      Lucilla answered first. “They’re perfectly fine. I never saw anything wrong with them.” She paused. “Okay, maybe at first because the concept was unknown and new, but it’s not like Callum and the others grew up to be aliens.” She perked up, looking at Callum again. “You’re not an alien, are you, Cal?”

      “I don’t think so,” he answered. “Especially considering who my father is.”

      Jokes. It was good that they could still find ways to make jokes. All the women, including the seamstress, giggled.

      “What about you?” I asked, glancing at Henriette who was working on my other hand.

      Henriette cleared her throat. The look on her face was off, but I couldn’t figure out why.

      “Honestly, Majesty,” she began, “it’s refreshing to be able to speak my truth in this case. Male valkyrie are no different from male sirens, female satyrs, and male nymphs. Yes, sirens and nymphs are majority female, and satyrs are majority male, but that doesn’t make those who are the opposite genders abominations.”

      I’d only learned of the existence of male sirens, but female satyrs and male nymphs were new to me. Their very existence, however, made me wonder why there was such prejudice against the male valkyrie.

      “Kamille?” I asked, taking Henriette’s view into account.

      “I have no problem with them,” Kamille responded. “And why should I? They never did anything to me. Elijah tried to scare us by making us believe they were daemons, but they look like valkyrie, they function like valkyrie. The only difference is they have cocks instead of vaginas.”

      “So, what was Elijah’s problem with them?” I asked, directed to no one in particular. I even looked to Callum to see if he had any insight.

      “We’d be hard-pressed to tell you what was going on in Elijah’s mind at any given moment,” Lucilla answered. “I think you could only get a decent answer from Elijah himself. And unfortunately you can’t now.”

      Callum cleared his throat. “I just wanted to thank you again, Your Majesty. And if you ever have any questions about anything, I’m willing to help you however I can.”

      I smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      Callum nodded, bowing again. “Your Majesty,” he said before departing.

      Now finished with my fingers on her side, Lucilla smiled at her work and said, “Perfect! Let’s finish getting you ready. We’ve no time to lose!”

      “What, um … What am I expected to do tonight?” I asked. “And who will be there?”

      Henriette, filing one of my nails, answered, “Well in regard to the second part of the question, it will be you, the duke and duchess, the dowager queen, Vincent, the ambassador, and likely his father, Lord Galen.”

      From behind me, Kamille continued, “And to answer the first part, you’ll be learning. His Grace will handle most everything, and will explain it all to you. That way you will know how to approach things next time. No one expects you to know exactly what you’re doing, especially not the ambassador. He’s a lovely man, young and nurturing. You’re starting out easy.”

      “You say that like the ambassadors from the other countries are awful,” Lucilla said, bringing over a pair of slip-on shoes for me to step into.

      Immediately, Kamille backtracked her statement. “Oh, I hope it didn’t come off that way. No no, the other ambassadors are all wonderful. Ivan, Lachlan, and Zehgar are exceptional men, and well trained in their roles.”

      Dominic entered the room again as Kamille spoke, approaching her, and passing her a bag of blood. My lady-in-waiting ceased her action, snapping the top off the attached tube.

      I watched her devour the liquid within seconds. It occurred to me that, for a majority of my time here, it was easy to forget that these people were vampires. I scarcely saw them feeding or transformed into their vampiric states.

      I had to wonder if that was for my benefit. Were they attempting to make my transition more comfortable?

      “There’s been a last-minute change,” Dominic informed me. “Galen, unfortunately, will not be in attendance. We received word that Lady Jaela will be sitting in for her father this evening.”

      “Oh, how exciting!” Lucilla exclaimed. “I haven’t seen Jaela in quite some time! It would be wonderful to say hello!”

      The duke said, “Well they should be arriving within the next hour. If you’d like to help the duchess and me greet her, you’re more than welcome.”

      “Could I, Your Grace?” she asked. “Oh, thank you!”

      He nodded. “I trust Her Majesty is almost ready? Looks like the dress mended nicely,” he said, observing me from head to toe. “Are those Cervilia’s slippers?” He pointed to my feet.

      Lucilla nodded. “Yes, Your Grace, she and Cervilia are the same size.”

      Wow, they literally put me in Cervilia’s shoes?

      “Thank heavens for that,” he said. “Kamille, what of the tiara?”

      Kamille stepped away and proceeded to the vanity to grab the tiara she’d picked out. “This was Contessina’s special tiara for Normandy/Pearala gatherings. The dowager queen has opted for a diamond headband tonight, so we’re going to make use of it.”

      The tiara was beautiful. It had red rubies and white pearls in it, which seemed like an odd combination, but considering red was a Normandy color, and pearls represented the sea, it made sense.

      The duke nodded, placing his arms behind his back. “Good. We’ll have tiaras made for Her Majesty, but if Contessina isn’t going to wear hers, we’ll use them as substitutes for the time being.”

      Just then Vincent stuck his head inside the door.

      My heart jumped some, and I wasn’t sure why. I’d spent a lot of time with him these  days, and it had become almost instinctual to cling to him. Perhaps it was because he was the first person I’d met, or because he was the one who’d saved me. Maybe it was his scent, which brought me comfort when things grew to be overwhelming. Seeing his face, as simple as the act was, was enough to ease my anxieties.

      “Father, everything’s ready,” he informed the duke.

      “Good. See that your mother and Contessina are dressed, or at least close to being done,” he instructed his son.

      Vincent nodded, and disappeared.

      “I’m off to dress,” Dominic announced. “We’ll see you within the hour. Listen for the trumpets.”

      As the duke left, the ladies finished helping me get ready. By the time the seamstress was done, the dress fit like a glove. My hair was half-up, half-down, and loosely curled. The tiara was nestled into my hair, and it was surprisingly light. I didn’t feel it at all.

      The trumpets blared, and Lucilla hurried out to greet her friend. There was a knock on my door shortly after.

      Vincent stepped inside. Dressed in a classic tuxedo with hints of dark-red trim, he looked like he’d stepped out of the 1920s. It was quite a sight to behold. He was so handsome.

      “You look radiant, Your Majesty,” he told me, smiling as he approached. “Pearala won’t know what hit them.”

      “Normandy won’t either,” Kamille said, offering me a small clutch. “Just wait and see what’s being put together for the Introductory Ball.”

      Fantastic.

      Vincent offered me his arm. “I’ll be escorting you down. Once we reach the main hall you will escort the ambassador to dinner. Normally that would be the job of the queen consort, but the queen regnant is a better look.”

      I took his arm and let him lead me out of the room while he spoke. I nodded as he explained, then asked, “Any proper etiquette I should know?”

      “Mother will be sitting beside you at dinner. She’ll help you through all of that. As far as bringing the ambassador into the dining room, offer your hand, and he will extend his arm. The rest is self-explanatory.”

      “What about where everyone is sitting?” I asked. These things usually had sophisticated seating charts.

      Vincent explained, “You’ll be at the head of the table. To your left will be the ambassador, and next to him will be my father, and Contessina. On your right will be my mother, Jaela, then myself. It’s a rather small dinner compared to the scale Elijah liked to throw. We thought it best to keep it small to ease you in. Wait until we have a state dinner with all the ambassadors.”

      My stomach turned. I didn’t want to think about that.
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ALEKSANDER

      MAY 31ST, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      I had anticipated a good night’s sleep.

      That wasn’t what I experienced.

      Instead, I slept the entire day. Veronika remained by my side while the medication had me knocked out. By the time I awakened, the pain began again. I was sweating, hearing the voices echo through my mind, and no matter how hard I tried to fight it, I couldn’t make any of it stop.

      My baser instinct was to give in. It had been ages since I’d shifted. A werewolf was supposed to let his other part out, but the thought made me sick. I knew I was making it worse by keeping the wolf inside, but I couldn’t do it anymore.

      I refused.

      Deklan was asleep in the chair beside the bed. It was nearly seven o’clock in the evening. Had he slept all day too? Or had he gone for a run today like the others? Last I knew, he was more in control of himself.

      Everyone was more in control of themselves than I was.

      “Deklan,” I whispered as I tried to get a grip on my breathing.

      He stirred. As soon as his eyes were open, he jumped up. “Your Majesty? What is it?”

      I winced. “I … my head. I can’t get them out.”

      Veronika was now awake beside me. Deklan looked at her. “My lady, please get the king his medication.”

      “He’s already had one today,” she informed him. “I will not lose him to an overdose.”

      “We have to do something,” I heard Deklan say as ringing began in my ears. “If he won’t shift, he needs all  the medication his body can handle.”

      Deklan and Veronika’s voices faded after that. I couldn’t make out most of their words, drowned out by the ringing that refused to go away. The pain in my head was comparable to the worst migraine I’d ever suffered.

      Stop fighting it.

      Let yourself go.

      “No!” I cried out.

      I could feel Deklan and Veronika’s hands on me, possibly in an attempt to get me to relax, but nothing was going to help now. I needed more of the medication, no matter what Veronika thought.

      I couldn’t hear anything. I only felt it when Deklan grabbed my chin, forcing something into my mouth.

      The pill.

      Shortly after, a glass of water was at my lips. I drank faster than I should have and consumed the entire thing.

      With that, the ringing began to subside.

      My body, weak from the panic I’d experienced, gave out. I needed more rest.
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EMILYA

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      Vincent led me downstairs. I was a nervous wreck. I wasn’t a politician, yet I was forced to be one, all because of who had ejaculated into the person who’d pushed me out of her vagina nine months later.

      I was beginning to think hereditary monarchy was kind of stupid.

      At the bottom of the stairs were the duke and duchess, the dowager queen, and two new faces: Josken and Jaela.

      Jaela appeared to be about Vincent’s age. Josken looked like he was in his late twenties or early thirties, but I assumed both were much older than that. Both had stunning eyes, arguably the first thing that stood out. Josken had short, curly, black hair, and Jaela had curly blonde hair which I presumed was long but mostly pinned up at the moment.

      The ambassador and his sister bowed and curtsied respectfully. I offered my hand to the ambassador when Vincent and I reached them. Vincent released my arm and stood by his parents.

      “Your Majesty,” Josken said, “it’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Josken, the ambassador from Pearala. I look forward to working with you.”

      I smiled. He seemed charming enough. “Likewise, Mr. Ambassador.”

      He turned and gestured toward his sister. “May I present Jaela, my darling older sister.”

      We shook hands.

      “’Tis a pleasure, Your Majesty,” Jaela said. “You are quite stunning in Pearalan colors.”

      “Thank you, Jaela, I appreciate that,” I responded. She seemed as nervous as I was. Perhaps that would bring some comfort to the situation.

      Once again, I offered my hand to the ambassador. “Shall we?” I asked. I hoped that hadn’t sounded as awkward to him and everyone else as it had to me.

      Josken nodded and placed his arm under my hand.

      We entered the dining room down the hall. Behind us were Dominic and Jaela, then everyone else.

      I sat at the head of the table, feeling weird about it, since this was not what I was used to. We had a large table at home that either Mom or Dad had inherited, but usually one of them sat at the head of the table. Also, the table wasn’t as big as this one. This one spanned most of the room and could fit at least fifty people. Yet, there were only a handful of us here today.

      I didn’t want to imagine this table full of people.

      The servants came around and gave us glasses of something red which I suspected was wine, though I couldn’t help but think that Vincent and Dominic’s might’ve been blood.

      I awkwardly got the attention of one of the servants. She bent down next to me. “Yes, Your Majesty, how may I be of service?”

      “Um … I’ve never had wine before,” I said.

      Okay, that was a lie. I had the concoction they served at Communion back when I went to church, but it was watered down at best, and it was white wine. And despite being of legal age in the United States, I wasn’t a big drinker. Most alcoholic beverages didn’t agree with my taste buds.

      “Is there any way I can switch this out for … literally anything else? Non-alcoholic, anyway?”

      “Yes, of course, ma’am,” she said. “I can bring you anything you like.”

      That was good to know.

      “Could I have some water?” I asked. Honestly, I felt water would be safer, despite seeing the irony in asking for it in front of our guests from the sea nation.

      “Yes, ma’am,” she answered, dipped into a curtsy, and hurried off to the … wall?

      I watched curiously and saw her push the wall open. She disappeared behind it, and it closed.

      Looking at the duchess, I asked, “What was that?” I pointed to the spot that the servant had just left.

      Cecilia glanced behind her and chuckled. “Oh! You must not have been told about the servant’s passages yet. Elijah adopted them centuries ago. Better for servants to be neither seen nor heard. Most of them travel through the secret passages in the halls. They all connect to different rooms in the palace. It’s extraordinary.”

      Weird. And somehow fun at the same time. Perhaps I would go exploring later.

      The servant returned with water minutes later, along with the first course of the meal. I thanked her profusely and had to refrain from chugging the whole thing in one breath.

      Josken, who had been conversing with Dominic, looked at me. “How are you settling in, ma’am?” he asked. “I expect it’s been a bit of a challenge for you.”

      “You have no idea,” I said, hoping it didn’t seem too bratty.

      He smiled. “You’ve only been here … what? A few days? You’ll pick up on it all in no time! I adjusted to being the ambassador within a few months. Of course, Lord Stephan’s shoes were hard to fill.”

      I nodded. “One of my ladies told me you hadn’t been in the position long.”

      “No, ma’am, only a few years,” he said. “It’s grown on me, though, and I hope to continue doing it for as long as I can. And that brings me to the business at hand: Pearala has invited you for a state visit on a rather precious occasion. The Rite of Engagement, especially for royals, is sacred, as we vow to the Goddess Thalassa for an alliance that will continue the peace of the sea and ask for her blessing of the marriage.”

      Thalassa was a name that sounded familiar, but I couldn’t be sure. The full list of Gods and Goddesses that I had studied in my final high school semester mythology class was super long. I couldn’t remember all of them. Zeus, Hera, Hades. Ra, Horus. Odin, Freyja, Thor.

      That was about it.

      Josken continued, “His Gracious Majesty wishes to extend an invitation to a Rite of Engagement on the twentieth of June between his daughter, Her Royal Highness The Princess of Sirens, and myself.”

      He was proud. And why wouldn’t he be? He was marrying a princess.

      Dominic said, “Congratulations, Ambassador.”

      The others offered theirs as well.

      Josken smiled, and said, “Thank you. Her Royal Highness and I have been engaged for some time, but it does not become official knowledge until the Rite of Engagement.”

      Contessina looked at Jaela across the table. “You must be very excited, my lady. Your mistress will now be your sister,” she said.

      I’d learned in my lesson that Jaela was also Abrellia’s lady-in-waiting.

      Jaela smiled. “They are lovely together. I couldn’t ask for a better sister … in-law.” She giggled.

      “Nice save,” Josken told her, “and good thing Johenna isn’t here.”

      “How is the Lady Johenna these days?” Vincent asked.

      Jaela turned slightly to him while answering. “Keeping herself very busy with Princess Lanaya. Her Royal Highness remains as secluded as possible for her studies. We hear she’s becoming quite the artist.”

      “At least that’s what Johenna says,” Josken said. “Before we know it, I imagine His Majesty will be arranging her marriage, unless she meets someone.”

      Dominic said, “You are very fortunate to be allowed a love match. But as Abrellia isn’t the heir, I imagine it was a much easier choice for Maric to make.”

      The ambassador nodded. “Indeed, Your Grace. He will have a far harder time finding a suitable match for Prince Corbin.”

      “Have they any prospects for His Royal Highness?” Cecilia asked.

      He shook his head. “None at the moment. There are a few guardsmen attempting to set up their own daughters with him, but no one who has impressed Maric enough to come close to being a suitable future queen.”

      What the hell kind of standards were there?

      “What of you, my lady?” Vincent asked. “Marriage prospects must be knocking on your door every day.”

      The way he said that, I felt a little sting. Almost like I was … jealous?

      Jaela blushed. “You’d be kind to think so, my lord, but no. And my father is in no hurry to see me married. I’m going to be his heir no matter what, and he’d rather I end up with a marriage for love like he and Mother, than an arranged marriage like Their Majesties.”

      Josken said, “You’ll find the right person someday, sister. Don’t settle for anything. I didn’t.”

      Everyone chuckled, even me. I’d never been in a relationship before, but it was nice to hear other people talk about theirs and the experiences they had.

      Josken cleared his throat. “Well then, does Normandy accept Pearala’s invitation?” he asked, looking between the duke and me.

      Dominic looked in my direction. “Here is where you would formally accept or decline the invitation,” he told me. “Usually in a way that sounds fancy. Elijah was a big fan of that.”

      “Don’t worry,” the ambassador said, “the official wording of everything had me nervous when I first started.”

      I grinned. Josken seemed wonderful and very understanding. I was grateful he was the first ambassador that I was meeting with.

      “Well,” I began, “since I assume it’s rude to decline an invitation for a state visit, and since I don’t know of any reason I need to: Normandy humbly accepts Pearala’s generous invitation.”

      Josken smiled and nodded. “I think Elijah would approve.”
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DEKLAN

      MAY 31ST, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      “Is he alright?”

      I turned around to find Colin entering the room. Veronika remained beside the king as he slept. She’d had a servant fetch a bucket of water and clean rags, and laid one across Aleksander’s forehead. For now, all seemed well.

      I nodded. “Yes, Your Grace. We’ve managed to get him under control.”

      Colin sighed. “I don’t understand why he won’t shift. This is getting out of hand.”

      As Colin spoke, my wife entered the room. Farrah paused at his side, curtsied, and rushed to me as I responded to the duke.

      “He hasn’t been forthcoming with me, I’m afraid, and I wish I knew what was happening so that I could help him.” I took Farrah’s hands as she reached me.

      “The queen has been informed, but she’s not exactly concerned,” Colin explained. “And she’s skipped dinner again. I worry that both of them are losing themselves.”

      “Has anyone informed His Royal Highness?” Veronika asked Colin.

      The duke nodded. “Yes, Connell is aware, as is Hadrianne. Neither of them knows what to do.”

      “I hate to be the one to ask, but is it time to consider what happens when His Majesty is no longer with us?” Veronika asked. “Given everything that’s happened in Normandy, this is not something we should be ignoring.”

      It was shocking, to say the least, to hear Veronika of all people asking that question. Given that her status at court relied entirely upon Aleksander being alive, I would have thought she’d be the last person in Romynia asking about the plan for after his death.

      Colin looked uneasy. “It’s a topic I’ve been wanting to avoid, but we may need to bite the bullet. The best way would be to speak to the queen, and perhaps she could speak to His Royal Highness.”

      “If you believe that is best, Your Grace, I will leave it to you,” I replied. I didn’t get a say in the matter, and my opinion was not worth much.

      The duke left the room moments later.

      I looked at my wife, who was staring intently at the king, and realized she’d been squeezing my hands tightly.

      “Are you alright, Farrah?” I asked her.

      She didn’t answer. She didn’t even move. Her eye contact was unbroken, and I could see terror in her eyes. It was an emotion I had never witnessed her display before in all our years of marriage, and it left me suspicious.

      “Farrah?” I asked, raising my voice a bit to snap her out of it.

      Still nothing.

      “Farrah!” I finally shouted.

      My wife jumped. “Oh, sorry,” she said as if a spell had finally been broken, and turned her attention to me. “Sorry, what did you say?”

      “I asked if you were alright.”

      She offered me a small smile, but something about it seemed fake. “Oh, yes, I’m fine. I only came to check on His Majesty.” She stopped, then added, almost hastily, “For Her Royal Highness.”

      “Yes,” I said, “well, he’s fine for now. He needs his rest.”

      Farrah nodded. “If he’s well enough sometime soon, the princess would like to resume his training exercises. Would you pass that along to him when it’s convenient?”

      I nodded. “Very well.”

      “Thank you, husband,” she said. She turned to leave, but immediately stopped to kiss my cheek first.

      It was almost like an afterthought.

      Farrah and I weren’t exactly a love match, but we’d grown to care for one another over the years. The behavior I’d witnessed today, however brief, was alarming.

      And given the circumstances of her turning, I had every right to feel that way.
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VIVIENNE

      MAY 31ST, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      Perhaps skipping dinner wasn’t the best idea, but I wasn’t hungry. I normally didn’t skip a meal, but I saw no point in forcing myself to eat. In the last several weeks, I had been neglecting nutrition. I’d been neglecting a lot of things.

      All I wanted to do was sleep.

      The last several nights had been rough, and I found myself in need of assistance. I sent Hera to Vosh’ala for something that would help.

      Elysabette helped me prepare for bed. I sat in front of the vanity while she brushed my hair, and did my best to keep awake. It was funny: I would feel like passing out before lying in bed, but as soon as I did, I became wide awake.

      That shouldn’t have been possible.

      There was a knock on the door, and Colin entered the room. He bowed. “Cousin. Do you have a moment?”

      “I suppose,” I answered as he approached Elysabette and me, kissing his wife briefly on the lips, then placing a small kiss on my cheek.

      “You’re aware of Aleksander’s condition at the moment, and the events leading up to it. I feel that … perhaps Connell might start preparing himself.” He paused before he added, “In case the worst happens.”

      I sighed. “Aleksander didn’t prepare him for any of it to begin with.”

      Colin rebutted, “Now, Viv, you know that’s not true. Connell received a perfectly acceptable education in regard to becoming king. He’s ready, should the time come, though I pray that day is not too soon.”

      “As do I,” I said. “I worry about my son. They’re going to eat him alive.”

      Elysabette added her two cents by saying, “And it doesn’t help that Hadrianne has the loyalty of the army.”

      She wasn’t wrong.

      “We’ll deal with that,” Colin promised. “In the meantime, I simply think he should be ready at a moment’s notice.”

      I nodded. “Thank you, Colin, I’ll speak to him.”

      My cousin nodded. He kissed his wife again, bowed to me, and departed.

      Hera returned, passing Colin on his way out, with a small package for me. It was a relief to see it. Had she returned empty-handed, I would not have eased as much as I did.

      The duchess curtsied. “Your Majesty.”

      “You have it?” I asked, though I knew the answer.

      “Queen Nairi says it will help relax you,” she informed me. “It’s not a sleep aid, per se, but it will help. You only take one.”

      As long as it helped, then fine.

      I took the package from Hera and thanked her. Inside was a small tube of pills. They were the smallest pills I had ever seen, but if they were coming from Vosh’ala, they had to be potent.

      A servant entered the room with a glass of water, something Hera must have sent for. She curtsied to all of us, and Hera took it from her.

      “Thank you,” the duchess said.

      The servant curtsied again and left.

      I looked at Hera, who handed me the water. “Nairi also recommends you drink every last drop with the dose,” she explained. “It’s more effective that way.”

      I was inclined to believe anything Nairi said when it came to science and medicine. After all, it was what she’d spent her whole life doing. Who was I to deny a professional?

      I shook one of the pills out of the tube and placed it on my tongue. It tasted like some type of berry—elderberry, perhaps? The taste lingered as I drank all of the water to help the pill go down.

      Hera took the glass from me, and both ladies left my chambers after a curtsy. Elysabette turned my light off on her way out.

      I slipped into bed and closed my eyes once I was comfortable. The feeling didn’t last long, though, as I was turning onto my side within seconds. How long before this pill took effect? The tube had no instructions or information.

      I tossed again to my other side, listening to the sounds of howling outside. The wolves must’ve been playing again. Was it a full moon tonight? I had no idea. I wasn’t a wolf. I didn’t keep track of that nonsense. Even Alek, in his old age, didn’t care about that anymore.

      Why bother? All it did was keep me awake.

      A few more turns, and I started feeling drowsy. It crept up on me, but I was getting less restless, the tension all over my body easing.

      Not long after, sleep came.
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BASTIAN

      MAY 31ST, 2015. PEARALA CASTLE

      “Bas, let’s goooo!” Kash yelled through the door, pounding twice.

      “The party’s already started!” said Reif.

      No, the party hadn’t started. I wasn’t there yet. Those impatient assholes just didn’t want to wait.

      “I’m coming!” I shouted back.

      Mother had me signing some ridiculous documents as ‘practice’ for when I stepped into more power. I swore my hand was about to fall off, but she was going to come by and check that I’d signed all of them. There had to be at least two hundred.

      There was no way in Thalassa’s name that my father had to do this much in a day. Galen probably did most of the work for him.

      With the last ‘i’ dotted, I set the quill down and rose from my desk. Praise. I was ready to do what I really wanted to do. Mother couldn’t say shit about it.

      I opened the door, finding my friends there. It was good to see them. Granted, I spent almost every night with them, but they weren’t sick of me yet, and vice versa. “Satisfied?”

      Kash answered, “Yep, let’s hit it.”

      Within twenty minutes we’d made it to town, where our group of friends were waiting at the local tavern. Everyone was already buzzed. Overachievers.

      I ordered my scotch and sat at our usual table. There were about fifteen of us, and this was our second home. I spent almost all my free time here, drinking and gaming with my group of comrades. They all knew I was the son of the king, but they didn’t treat me any differently for it. If I eventually became the king, though? That would all change.

      Kash had our game ready a few minutes after our drinks were brought to us. “Alright,” he said, “get your money out, losers, cuz I’m taking everything you have.” He started dealing the cards.

      “Yeah, you think so,” I replied, taking mine. I looked at them. Not a terrible hand, but could’ve been better. Reif’s sister, Triss, came to my side to watch. I pulled her into my lap. “You my good luck charm tonight?” I asked her.

      With a smirk, she answered, “I’ll be anything you want me to be, Bas.”

      I tilted my head, indicating she should kiss my cheek, which she did.

      Several shots of vodka and glasses of scotch, bourbon, and beer later, I was firmly somewhere between buzzed and wasted. I’d lost a good chunk of money, but still had plenty to spare. I also had a decent shot at winning it back in the current game. My cards were good, way better than where I’d started.

      Triss still sat on my lap, giving everyone else the stare down. She was intimidating, that was for sure. Reif wasn’t fooled by her, of course, but that was a sibling thing.

      My own siblings did the same. They could see right through me.

      “Alright, show ’em,” Kash said to those of us who were left.

      Our friend Bentley set his down. Fives, twos, and a Jack. “Two pair,” he said, causing Coral to fold.

      I was still in it though, and I’d won. “Full house,” I said, putting my cards down. Nines and threes. “Bring ’em here,” I said as Triss reached over and pulled the money in for me. I gave her some as a thank you.

      That was most of my money won back. Several people at the table had been cleaned out so they were done. The waitress brought us another round.

      “So, rumor has it that your sister is getting hitched,” Coral said. “Are we invited to the after-party?”

      I chuckled. “I’ll sneak you guys in. Don’t worry, it’ll be like the good ol’ days.”

      I used to break them into parties all the time at the palace. We caused all kinds of chaos, and Father was never happy about it. He had brought it to an end about forty years ago, but I’d been longing for the day that I could destroy my sister’s wedding.

      AB deserved it. She was a bitch.

      “Good,” Reif said. “Cuz I want whatever fancy shit you royals drink up there in your castle. Do you know how long I’ve been craving that stuff? Too freaking long, Bas. You gotta hook us up.”

      I finished my drink and replied, “Hey, who’s paying for drinks tonight? I’m hooking you up right now, you ungrateful bastard.”

      “I thought that was you,” Nila said, not posing it as a question.

      Suddenly everyone sounded like they were in school again, like it was some sick burn.

      “Semantics,” I said. “Don’t worry, though, one of these days we’ll have it better.”

      Bentley asked, “In what context?”

      “Every context,” I said. “But I can say no more than that, my friends. I’m afraid you’ll have to wait.”

      “Is your father giving you a title?” Nila asked.

      “Better yet, is he making you the heir over that wanker Corbin?” Kash asked.

      They all seemed to support that idea, and why shouldn’t they? Corbin was a prick. He’d never treated me with respect, and I was the older brother. What did it matter if I was legitimate or not?

      I shook my head. “All will be revealed in due time,” I said. “And when it is, you will be rewarded handsomely for your friendship and loyalty to me. For now, let’s just celebrate the only way we know how.”

      I partied like I was royalty whether I had a title or not. I may have been the ‘Bastard Prince,’ but my friends liked me for who I was as a person, not because of my title.

      We cheered in near perfect unison, raising our glasses. I was lucky to have such wonderful friends.

      And when I took the crown, they would be my closest confidants and advisors.

      Pearala would be different under my rule.
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EMILYA

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      After dinner we said our goodbyes to Josken and Jaela as they returned home. Kamille and Henriette escorted me up to my chambers, helping me undress for bed.

      Lucilla, apparently, had been called away on urgent business. I would be down one lady-in-waiting tonight, but I wasn’t sure that made much of a difference. I still found it odd to need help getting dressed and undressed.

      It was nice to have someone do my hair and makeup, though, like my mom used to. I was hopeless with that stuff.

      As Kamille and Henriette helped me get ready for bed, I noticed a spot in one corner of the room where it appeared the wall was broken, but in a perfect line. “Does that lead to the servant’s passages?” I asked them.

      They looked toward the wall.

      “In fact, it does,” Henriette answered. “You may occasionally ask servants to come through the passages, or sneak other people into your room for private meetings.”

      “It’s also a great way to explore the castle,” Kamille added, giving me a wink.

      “Really?” I asked.

      She nodded. “There’s no room in the castle that the passages don’t connect to, and there are maps so you can’t get lost. If you ever find yourself bored, or not able to sleep, I’d consider it.”

      Well, I definitely knew what I was doing tonight.

      After they left, I was alone in my room. That meant I could go snooping around. If anyone came looking for me, I was sure they’d flip out, but I was too interested to care at this point.

      I proceeded to the corner of the room and felt around to figure out how the secret door opened. As it turned out, all I needed to do was push.

      It made a weird noise when I pushed it open, but it didn’t seem to attract the attention of any guards. I stepped inside and left the door ajar.

      Electric lanterns hung all along the walls, so it wasn’t completely dark. I could see just fine and could easily read the maps at each junction. I passed several doors, all of which were labeled with numbers and names. The first one I came to read Marquess and Marchioness of Tenia. Aidan and Cornelia. I was making a point to try and remember names upon seeing titles.

      I passed many doors and eventually reached the first junction which would take me either up or down a set of spiraling stairs. I decided to go up to the next floor. When I arrived, I could either proceed across a walkway to the other side of the palace, or I could go straight ahead, but I chose the former. There were more rooms on this side of the palace.

      About halfway down the middle of the hallway, I found a door that spiked my interest.

      The High Honorable Lord Commander of Normandy.

      Vincent’s room.

      Did I dare? I wanted to peek inside, maybe see what his room was like. After all, this was my palace now. I could go wherever I wanted. I looked through a peephole in the door and saw nothing. The room looked dimly lit, but that may have been because of the way the hole was designed.

      He was probably out and wouldn’t notice if I poked my head in. I took the handle and slowly pushed it down, which allowed me to crack the door open gently.

      And I almost wished I hadn’t.

      Immediately I heard … moans. Moans of pleasure.

      I felt embarrassed, but also too nosy to look away. My eyes were met with the sight of two naked individuals engaged in sexual intercourse. Vincent was on his back being ridden by … Lucilla.

      My heart dropped. I wanted to vomit.
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LUCILLA

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      Vincent dug his fingernails into my waist, and after five hundred years of having sex with him, I knew that was my indicator to go faster. He was going to come, so I’d better pick up the pace.

      My own orgasm was close, and I was desperate to have it. He hadn’t touched me in over two months, not since before Elijah’s death. I’d missed him so damn much.

      “Fuck, Luce, I’m almost there,” he said as I bounced on top of him.

      I placed my fingers on my clit and rubbed it quickly to help myself along. “Don’t come without me,” I said. The idea that two people couldn’t orgasm at the same time was laughable. Vincent and I had been doing it for years.

      “Are you close?” he asked.

      “Almost—” I answered as he stopped and flipped me around so I was on my back, and held one of my legs up in the air.

      He thrusted fast and hard, and I continued rubbing my clit, moaning as I grew closer to climaxing.

      “Oh God, Vincent, I’m gonna come. I’m there!” I screamed out as the orgasm hit me, and I was relaxed enough that I squirted on him.

      He pulled out and stroked his dick quickly, the cum landing on my abdomen, his groans of pleasure creating a perfect ending to our activity.

      He didn’t have to pull out, and I preferred when he didn’t, but for some reason he liked the sight of me covered in cum.

      Oh, how I had missed this.

      Vincent fell on the bed beside me, opening the nightstand drawer. Him and those damn cigarettes.

      “You know I can help calm you down too,” I said. “Seriously, do those things even do anything for you?”

      “Only thing they can’t do is give me lung cancer,” he said after lighting one and taking a drag.

      “Because your lungs are already dead.” I glared at him.

      He smirked at me.

      “I missed you, though,” I said, scooting into his side. “I’m glad you’re back.”

      “Me too,” he said after another hit. “The human world is kind of fascinating, though. I don’t know if I could live there for a long period of time, but it was a nice vacation while it lasted.”

      “Think about all the people you have stationed out there. You’d adjust eventually.” I paused. “What do you think of her?” I asked, deciding to change the subject. “Our new queen?”

      Vincent sighed. “Honestly? I feel bad for her. I hate that we had to drag her into all this. Elijah wanted to be able to train her himself, but his death threw us off course.”

      I placed a hand on his chest. “She seems smart enough. She’s no Rylar, but Rylar wasn’t anywhere close to being ready either when he died.”

      I still missed Rylar, even after all these years. He had been a good person, and he would have been a good king.

      “He still had the luxury of being born into all this and growing up in it,” Vincent said, gesturing around the room with his cigarette hand. “I just worry about what this will do to her mentally. She’s only twenty-two. Even if she was already one of us, you know how fast and hard the hormones are at that age.”

      I nodded. “Well, with a good teacher like you, I think she’ll be fine.”

      Vincent gave me a small smile and kissed me. I cupped his cheek as I returned the kiss, the taste of tobacco and menthol mixed in with his natural scent. It wasn’t anything I wasn’t used to. Never mind how much I hated his nasty habit.

      I loved him. I always had. One of these days, we’d make it official. It would take a little convincing.
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      EMILYA

      MAY 31ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      Vincent and Lucilla having sex was not what I had expected to see, and yet my first encounter with it stung.

      I hated that I was still watching them. I didn’t understand why I was so jealous. I’d never seen two people in the heat of passion like that before. Even the movies were fake.

      This was the real shit.

      I had no reason to be jealous. I had no reason to care.

      Yet, I did.

      I pulled the door closed, listening to them as they talked post-coitus. I couldn’t tell how involved they were. Was this a casual thing, or did they mean more to each other? The vibes I was getting were … weird.

      And I wasn’t exactly an expert on relationships enough to know what was normal.

      But … Vincent pitied me. It sounded like he didn’t want to bring me here in the first place.

      Lucilla comparing me to Rylar wasn’t helping, because I hadn’t known the prince that was my half-brother.

      Despite both of them having faith that I would succeed—which was shocking in and of itself—I still had a hard time believing it.

      I closed the door when I couldn’t listen anymore. My heart was breaking, and I was confused.

      I ran back to the junction, but took the stairs down instead of up. At the bottom, I exited through the back doors of the palace. No guards were around, not even outside the back doors. That seemed like a problem, but I couldn’t focus on it right now.

      Running through the gardens in the back of the palace, I found my way to the Garden House and its companion home where a few of the male valkyrie sat outside drinking and smoking.

      Callum was among them. And thankfully he saw me, as I hovered behind a tree. I didn’t want to cause a scene, but I needed to talk to someone who might understand.

      Hell, I didn’t know. Maybe he wouldn’t. But he said I could always come to talk to him about anything. I prayed that he wouldn’t mind.

      He dismissed himself from his group of friends before coming over to me, still behind the tree. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “No. I just … I think everything’s starting to hit me now, and I don’t know how to deal with it.”

      Weird that it would take seeing two people having sex to bring everything to the forefront.

      “Do you wanna talk? I know a place we can go, and no one will bother us.”

      I nodded.

      Callum led me to the barn where he’d been working earlier in the day and took me up to the loft. There was a small corner which overlooked the land. The smell reminded me of my aunt and uncle’s barn. They had horses and other animals. It mostly smelled like actual horse shit, but somehow that was comforting.

      He offered me a blanket, and I took it. “Thanks. I’m sorry for bothering you. I didn’t know where else to go, and I wound up at the Garden House.”

      Callum offered a small smile as he sat down across from me, crossing his legs. “It’s no problem. I figure you’re going through a lot.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I just wanna go home.”

      I was homesick. I wanted to see my mom and dad. I missed my friends. Annoying as it was, I missed my mundane lab job. Everything was mundane compared to this.

      “I get it,” he said. “But I guess the difference isn’t that I never had a home to go to. This place is my home. I wanted a place to escape to.”

      Considering all I’d learned about the male valkyrie, I wondered if I had a right to be complaining about my situation.

      “What was it like?” I asked. “Being the first one?”

      He shifted, bringing his feet under him more. “Awful, if I’m being honest. I don’t have any memories before I was three, maybe four years old? Everything before then was relayed to me secondhand, and mostly by either Andromeda or Mae. Even now those memories from my early years are fading, and I think it’s because of how old I am.”

      His longevity probably didn’t allow him to remember details and events past a certain point. The brain could only hold so much, even that of a supernatural being.

      I asked, “How is morale among the men? You all seemed a little more relaxed.” Of course, he’d told me they were all pleased earlier, but I wanted details.

      Callum grinned. “Good. Really good, actually. We know our day will go back to normal tomorrow, but it was nice to have a day that was different for once, where we could rest and take time for ourselves. And the experiments and testing have stopped for good. We’re grateful, Your Majesty, we can’t thank you enough.”

      I smiled in return. Seeing him talk about it was the purest thing I’d witnessed since being here. It was hard not to feel fulfilled by it. “I want to help you out however I can. What would make you all happy?”

      “Wages,” he said without skipping a beat. “Being able to be normal. We can’t be normal if we don’t get paid. I mean … Sure, we have housing afforded to us, but we’re in cramped quarters,  it’s hard and cold, and we don’t have anything we can call our own. We don’t need fancy things but we can’t even have small things, like pets, or books, or well, literally anything.”

      “What would you have me do?” I asked, wondering if he had any input.

      “Honestly, you’ll need to get the nobility on your side. My father will never agree to it. That’s one vote for no, but there’s a fighting chance with a majority of them. My stepmother may have some sway with some of their views. Mae is highly respected among her peers, mostly because she has to put up with my asshole of a sperm donor.”

      I frowned. “That bad, huh?”

      “Maeverly did an incredibly brave and stupid thing when she pleaded for my life. I wasn’t her child, and she shouldn’t have fought for me the way she did. Her husband had an affair with another woman. He didn’t acknowledge me. Morrina ran away in shame, and my grandparents went after her.” He stopped, shaking his head. “I literally had no one. And she rose in front of the entire aristocracy, pleading for my life. Elijah only agreed because she promised to raise me and be responsible for me.”

      “So why do you live here?” I asked.

      “At first I lived in the main house,” he said, referring to the Garden House as he gestured in that direction. “A wetnurse tended to me, and Mae visited every day. I was ten when James and Jasper were brought to court, and suddenly there were three of us. As the decades went on, the numbers grew. By the time I was fifty, there were roughly seventy-five of us. Now there’s close to a couple hundred, and we all live here. Most of us have died over the years. In the beginning, a lot of us were killed by the experiments Elijah forced Andromeda to run on us. Others took their own lives because they couldn’t handle it. Those who were born poor were usually left in the woods to die. Their parents didn’t want the shame of raising an abomination. If we were all alive, there might be closer to about five hundred of us.”

      I wanted to cry, genuinely moved, but also angry that these poor men had been treated this way.

      “All because you’re valkyries with dicks? Seriously?” I asked, trying not to choke up.

      “It might seem weird to you,” he started, “because you weren’t brought up here, and also it’s 2015. The human world is more accepting of people who are ‘different.’”

      He actually used air quotes around the word.

      “It’s progress,” he continued. “Even here on The Continent, the other countries have made strides to be more open to certain things. Normandy is the one that refuses to budge.”

      That had a lot to do with Elijah, I imagined, and wondered, if I would get an honest view from someone who was negatively affected by his actions.

      “Did you know him?” I asked. “The man they call my biological father?”

      He nodded, to my relief. “As much as I could know him. Honestly, I’m glad he’s gone. He wasn’t doing anything to bring our country forward. It was the same old shit day after day. But the day he died? Hell, I’m never going to forget that day. When we heard the news, no one knew how to react. The man was supposed to be immortal, and somehow he was dead.”

      “They say Elijah was killed. Do you know who could have done it?”

      Callum shrugged. “If it wasn’t Aleksander, or Aleksander by proxy, I have no idea. The wolf king had the best motive, and you’d think he would have killed him a long time ago.”

      “How well do you know Aleksander?”

      “About as well as anyone in Normandy does. Arguably, Elijah knew him better than anybody, because they grew up together. Their whole feud was over a woman, which I guess all good feuds are, and she’s long gone. I don’t understand why Aleksander kept all this up over the last couple thousand years.”

      “Do you think he’ll try to kill me?” I asked. “If he hasn’t already attempted?” And my guess was that he had. Who else would have driven me off the road and into Potters Lake?

      Callum shook his head. “Honestly, ma’am, I don’t know. His feud wasn’t with you. I know you humans have myths of vampires and werewolves being immortal enemies, or whatnot, but the real feud was only between Elijah and Aleksander. They turned a bunch of people into what they were to fight for them.”

      It sounded extremely medieval. Kings bought armies to fight for, or with, them for their crowns against usurpers all the time until … Well, in England I was pretty sure it was the 1700s, or thereabouts, but that was the way most kings received their thrones, or kept them. I supposed it stood to reason that that was why Elijah and Aleksander did what they did. They were both older than all the modern monarchies combined, and it seemed like they started the trend.

      Honestly, I didn’t know history that far back. It was an assumption, not like an actual fact.

      “How big of a fight will the nobility put up if you get your freedom?” I asked, going back to the original topic.

      “You’ll only get hard resistance from a few of them,” Callum answered. “The ones who can be easily swayed are the ones you’ll need to convince to stay on your side, otherwise you’re probably—and excuse my language, ma’am—fucked.”

      I giggled. “Please, you don’t have to filter yourself around me. And remember, you can call me Emilya. It’s just the two of us. I’d feel better if someone around here called me by my name instead of this title I’m not used to.” I knew he’d told me it wasn’t appropriate, but perhaps I needed to insist.

      He nodded. “Of course. I’m sorry, I … I’m not used to it. We never called Elijah by his name to his face. Only Dominic did, maybe, and Contessina definitely did, especially when she was pissed off at him.” He paused. “That was pretty much all the time.”

      I chuckled. “I can see that. She seems like a force of nature. Vincent told me she’s in a lot of pain right now. Emotional pain, anyway.”

      “He’s not wrong,” Callum said. “She’ll get through it eventually. She was always good about burying her shit and keeping it down. Otherwise, it’s a timing issue. I bet once you get to know her, and vice versa, you’ll be fine. You might not like each other, but you’ll at least respect one another.”

      “I suppose that’s all I can ask for from the woman who is technically my stepmother,” I said. “At least she’s no Lady Tremaine.”

      He laughed, and I smiled.

      “You understood what I was referencing!”

      “We might be supernatural beings who are secluded on an island of our own, but we’ve seen Disney movies. We know all genres of music, we get all the TV shows. We’re pretty cultured, even if we don’t seem like it on the surface.”

      “I think it’s a different type of culture that you present on the surface,” I told him. “High-society type of cultured, not regular-people cultured.”

      He chuckled. “That’s fair. Don’t worry, despite everything, they let us watch movies and listen to music. I know who the Evil Stepmother is, and her damn cat Lucifer too.”

      I laughed. “Well, I’m glad I have someone to talk about things with.” It was comforting to know Callum existed and could help me. In return, I needed to help him.

      Callum said, “If you wanna talk about music, you definitely need to talk to Vincent. He’s the music guy. If you’re a movie person, talk to the Marquess of Ceria, Kanan. And our television experts are his wife, Andrina, and her sister Katharine, the Countess of Hemonton. If books are your thing, three of the nobles have a book club: Lady Natalia, one of the Baronetesses of Normandy; Lord Andre of Kommodor; and Lady Ursula of Vale.”

      So, this place wasn’t as stuck-up and proper as I thought. Perhaps it would be a little easier to adjust now, knowing what I knew.

      “Thanks, Callum. What about you? What’s your area of expertise?” I asked.

      “Honestly? I don’t really have one. I guess I could teach you to play guitar or piano, but there are probably way more qualified people than me.”

      I raised my brows. “You’re a musician?”

      He scoffed. “Barely. I can play some basic things on a guitar, and I know a few chords on the piano, but it’s been so long that I’d have to freshen up on a lot of it before I start giving lessons.”

      “I’m not especially gifted in that department. I’d be wasting your time.” I chuckled.

      “I sincerely doubt that, but I respect it. Seriously, though, if you wanna come talk my ear off about stuff, I can be that person. I’m definitely not opposed to it.”

      I grinned. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

      I was going to need it. Especially here.

      Suddenly, the sound of people marching and the clanging of plate-and-mail armor came closer to us.

      “Your Majesty?” several people were calling. “Queen Emilya!”

      Callum looked out the window. “Looks like they’re on the hunt for you.”

      I looked out the window as well. Dominic led a handful of soldiers carrying flashlights and lanterns.

      I chuckled. “Is this going to be my life now?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Callum said.

      Fair enough.

      I shouted out the window, “I’m up here!”

      They were staring up at me within seconds.

      Dominic, relieved, exclaimed, “Oh, thank heavens. Your Majesty, what are you doing up there?”

      “Making friends.”

      And it wasn’t wrong. Callum, beside me, waved and greeted the duke politely.

      “Should I have left a note?” I asked Dominic.

      He sighed. “Preferably. If you need some time alone, which we understand, please at least leave a breadcrumb on the way to wherever it is you’re going. It will prevent us from worrying.”

      Callum looked at me. “Once your dragons are fully grown, they’ll go pretty much everywhere with you, and they won’t worry as much.”

      Right … the dragons. That seemed like something else I would need time to focus on. I was sure Dominic had a plan for all of that, and right now I was easing into everything.

      “Well, I should probably get back,” I told Callum. “Thank you for everything.”

      “I’m here to talk if you need anything, anytime,” Callum said.

      I smiled at him and gave him back the blanket he’d given me. Hopping down from the loft, I met Dominic and the soldiers so they could get me back to the palace safely.

      By the time I returned to my room, it was after midnight. Within minutes, I fell right to sleep.
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CALLUM

      JUNE 1ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I watched her leave, but remained in the barn for a while longer. It was nice to have some time to myself for once. The music from the party still played in the distance, but I didn’t focus on it.

      Emilya was the one, that much I knew. All I could think about was her, and how she was going to be the one to save us. Our lives would change under her leadership.

      “Cal!” I heard Jasper call from below, dragging me out of the daze I’d been in for who knows how long.

      Poking my head over the edge, I found him, James, Thomas, and Xavier on the ground floor looking up at me.

      “What the heck are you still doing up there?” James asked.

      “Relaxing,” I answered.

      “Well, enough,” Jasper said. “There’s a beer down here with your name on it, and only so many hours left before we’re forced to go back to work.”

      I flew down from the loft, something I didn’t normally get to do. They usually did not allow us the use of our wings, but they couldn’t say shit to us right now.

      Landing on the ground in front of them, I said, “I was right. She’s the one.”

      Jasper crossed his arms. “You only get a handful of bragging rights for that, Cal. Besides, it’s not a done deal yet.”

      “We gotta take the wins where we can,” I told him. “But she’s going to get the nobles to vote. I told her what she needs to do, and she’s on board.”

      James placed his arm around my shoulders. “Alright, Patient Zero, we get it. She’s on our side. It’s enough for now, but when the time comes, if she doesn’t deliver, you don’t get to act disappointed. Deal?”

      I sighed. “Okay, fine.”

      He handed me the beer he’d been holding.

      I added, “But when she does deliver, I want an apology. You guys are dicks.”

      They laughed, and we returned to the party. There were only a few more hours until dawn, when our lives would return to their normal state.
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EMILYA

      JUNE 4TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      “I present to you: Queen Emilya I of Normandy!”

      It hurt.

      The pain in my neck was spreading to the rest of my body, the weakness. It was draining me of all life.

      “No!”

      Stop.

      An explosion.

      Chaos.

      I couldn’t see anybody’s faces, but people were running, piercing screams of horror all overlapping one another. The armor of guards and soldiers were clanging together, swords were swinging.

      I could see my own body spread across an altar … I could see blood. My blood. It was running down the altar, and I was lying in a pool of it.

      I was dead.

      I looked like a queen. I looked like I was ready to take the throne.

      I was dead.

      Two people were circling the table, but I couldn’t see their faces. They were trying to protect me, but … why?

      I was dead.

      Then … the face of a wolf. Its eyes glowed red. A quiet growl echoed. It stared directly at me. I saw its lips.

      They were covered in blood. My blood?

      No, stop.

      Please.

      The wolf lunged for me—

      

      “Your Majesty! Your Majesty, wake up!”

      I snapped out of it.

      Suddenly, I was in my bed at dawn surrounded by guards and my ladies.

      Kamille had been the one to shake me awake, after which Henriette pulled me into her arms, seeing how frightened I was.

      Lucilla looked to the guards, instructing, “Fetch His Grace with haste!”

      Kamille took my hand. “Are you alright, Majesty?”

      The dream had been so real, like the ones I’d had about the accident. And I had no idea whether or not this new dream would come to fruition like the one before it had.

      I shook my head, and felt tears come to my eyes. Henriette hugged me closer while Kamille did the same from the other side. I held onto them as Lucilla proceeded to the door and awaited the arrival of Dominic.

      He entered with the two guards who had gone to retrieve him, followed by Cecilia and Vincent.

      “What happened?” he demanded.

      “We believe Her Majesty had a … nightmare,” Kamille explained.

      “A nightmare? Or a nightmare?”

      He seemed to be implying something, but I had no idea how to answer him.

      Slowly, Vincent approached the bed and sat down on the edge near me, Kamille, and Henriette. “Emilya,” he said gently. “What did you see?”

      See?

      Why would he ask that? It was simply a bad dream.

      “I don’t … I don’t understand,” I said.

      Vincent shifted. “You told me that you had recurring dreams about the accident before we met,” he explained. “Those suddenly stopped after it happened. And I have a theory about why, but I can only be proven right or wrong if I know what it was that you saw.”

      While I didn’t know anything about the science behind dreams, I was pretty sure what he meant was what was in my vision.

      That was absurd.

      But I would humor him. “I saw … my dead body. It was … on an altar. I was covered in blood, and there was fire all around me. I saw a … A werewolf? Its mouth was covered in blood, its eyes pure red like … Kamille’s.”

      “What was it doing?” Vincent asked.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. It just stood there, looking at me.”

      “Did you notice if there were any wounds on you?” Dominic asked. “Wounds that could be described as animal bites?”

      “No,” I answered, shaking my head again. “The only bites were on my neck. And they were sharp, precise.”

      Vincent looked back at his father and mother. Cecilia wrapped her shawl tighter around her body and approached her son. She whispered something in his ear, and he nodded. Afterward, she left the room.

      Vincent returned his attention to me. “We can’t be one hundred percent sure, but … we believe you may be having visions.” He paused for a moment. “And the only person in existence able to have visions is the Banshee.”

      “What … or who is the Banshee?” I asked.

      The answer came from Dominic. “The Banshee is an oracle. It’s always been a woman, and she is thought to be descended from Elijah’s original mother.”

      “The ancient Egyptian handmaiden?”

      Vincent nodded. “She had a daughter before the incident that the gift passed on to once she was killed. And every female next-of-kin in their line received the gift after each Banshee passed. Other reports suggest that the first was a woman named Sola, and was created by the elven goddess, Garsenda.”

      “Then how would I have it?”

      Dominic and Vincent exchanged a quick glance before Dominic answered the question. “We don’t know. Around the year 1792, we lost track of the Banshee’s bloodline.”

      Cecilia reentered the room as he was speaking, carrying a large ledger which she set on the coffee table and opened. She said, “The last known Banshee was Dominina du Boun, a French woman who lived at the court of Louis the Sixteenth, and right around the time old Louis lost his head, we lost track of Dominina. Her last known movements were to flee France during the Revolution, but the ship she took out of the country was shipwrecked on the coast of Greece.”

      “Where was she headed?” I asked.

      “Presumably the Ottoman Empire, in modern day Turkey, where her husband’s family was from,” Cecilia answered. “But when Elijah and Aleksander sent their scouts to retrieve her body, and the bodies of her family, they found only one: her husband’s. King Alistair the Third had his scouts search the ocean floor for any signs of her or her children, but they came up empty-handed.”

      “They could have survived?” I presumed.

      Dominic answered, “More than likely, but she had no daughters to pass the gift to; only two sons. And she was an only child who inherited the gift from her father’s sister. The line was well established … until 1792.”

      Cecilia jumped back in. “Our current theories are that she either survived, went on living a normal life with no visions, and had a daughter with a new partner, or one of her sons had a daughter who inherited the gift after her passing. Or she died, her body was lost, and the power reverted back to a related bloodline that we had no idea was connected to her. The latter theory also works if she had gone on living with no female descendants, even if one had been born later on, the gift still would have gone to the closest living female relative at the time of her death.”

      “And unfortunately, the records were not well kept beginning around 1470, shortly after the Wars of the Roses broke out in England,” Dominic continued. “Dominina’s bloodline came from the House of Luxembourg, but with absolute chaos in England, the person in charge of monitoring the Banshee’s whereabouts was doing a less-than-stellar job.”

      “Wait,” I said. “The House of Luxembourg? That married into the House of Rivers? The Woodvilles?” That name sounded familiar from my European history classes, both in high school and my second year of college.

      Thank God for having a basic history class requirement.

      “Indeed,” Dominic answered. “She was a descendant of a relative of Queen Elizabeth Woodville on her mother’s side.”

      “Weren’t they rumored to be witches?” I asked. Queen Elizabeth Woodville, consort of King Edward IV. She was the mother of the Princes in the Tower, as well as Elizabeth of York, who married King Henry VII and mothered King Henry VIII. Part of what I’d read was that Elizabeth’s mother, Jacquetta, was placed on trial for witchcraft at one point.

      “They were. Why do you think that is?”

      Well, that explained a lot.

      “But because of the chaos in England, we lost track of, well, everything. Dominina’s great-great-grandmother was the one we found after the war was over, but there’s an entire thirty-year period we lost.”

      By this point I had relaxed some. Kamille and Henriette remained sitting at my sides and held my hands, but their physical embraces had ceased.

      Vincent, meanwhile, explained, “One possible theory, if the bloodline reverted to an ancestor’s, is that it passed to someone on Jacquetta’s side and more than likely a descendant of one of her siblings. But we’ve had a hard time proving it since Luxembourg's history is not well documented outside of Jacquetta herself and two of her siblings: her elder brother Louis, and her younger sister Catherine.”

      “Knowing who your birth mother is,” Cecilia said, “is actually going to be very helpful in this case. We can trace the records back and see if it leads us anywhere useful.”

      Vincent explained, “I’ve put Daisy and Felicity on the assignment. They’re already familiar with the case, which is an added bonus.”

      So that was where my friends had been—searching for the truth of my maternal origins.

      I only knew the little bit that Felicity and Daisy had told me on the plane ride from Michigan to Normandy that day. And all of this left me wondering.

      “Do any of you know anything about my birth mother?” I asked. “Lucrezia?”

      Suddenly all eyes were on Vincent.

      He exchanged a glance with his father who nodded. Dominic said, “We’ll let you settle back in bed. Good night, Your Majesty.”

      The duke, duchess, and my ladies all left the room. Vincent was the sole remaining presence.

      “Was it something I said?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No, not at all. But you may not want an audience for this story.”

      “That bad?”

      “No. But it will be a lot to process.”

      I nodded.

      “As you know, your mother’s name was Lucrezia … Lucrezia Marie Rivera. She was born in Brooklyn, New York. Her father, Lorenzo, was Italian, and had moved to London in the late fifties. Her mother, Elisabeth, was British, and had lived in London her entire life. They married in 1960, and Lucrezia was born in early 1962, shortly after Lorenzo and Elisabeth moved from London to the United States. They were in Brooklyn for about six months before they relocated to Detroit, Michigan.

      “Lucrezia graduated high school in 1980, and attended college for a year before dropping out, and making the decision to travel abroad. She spent time in Europe, and eventually settled on staying in her father’s native Italy in 1988, with her grandparents in Manarola, Liguria.”

      Vincent inhaled deeply, and exhaled before going on. “In the summer of 1991, Elijah left on a sabbatical. We didn’t know where he’d gone. He didn’t want anybody to know, and we have no idea why, even to this day, but we sent an agent after him.

      “Elijah went to Italy, where Lucrezia was working as a waitress in a diner in Manarola. She was working the morning shift when they met. According to our agent, and later Elijah himself when we told him of your existence, he passed himself off as a businessman on vacation. Honestly, he wasn’t lying, but it was not the whole truth.”

      I snorted. “No, of course not.” He was a businessman of sorts.

      He smiled. “Anyway … they started talking, and soon he was showing up every day to see her. He claimed he could work from anywhere in the world to explain his extended stay into the fall. Lucrezia probably didn’t know any better. They had several rendezvous outside of the diner, and he might have stayed there forever had it not been for the scandal going on in Romynia. Veronika showed up around that time, and Elijah wanted to see it unfold. He also, probably, realized he had a county to run and needed to be here for it. So, he left Italy—and Lucrezia—in early December of 1991.”

      “He just left her?” I asked.

      “No goodbyes, nothing. We can only assume Lucrezia found out shortly after that she was pregnant. Her grandparents were staunch, traditional Catholics, and kicked her out for having sex out of wedlock. She had barely enough savings to make it back to the States, where her parents reluctantly took her in.”

      It sounded like the maternal side of my biological family was a delight. Since I’d been raised Catholic, I knew how insanely screwed up that religion was—full of hypocrisy and brainwashing.

      Vincent continued, “Lucrezia had a complicated, high-risk pregnancy. To our knowledge, Elijah had never impregnated a human before. For reasons the doctors couldn’t explain, she was losing blood. She had to be placed on a transfusion at one point. They had no idea where it was going. Blood was simply … vanishing from her body.”

      I remembered the story of how Elijah was born the first time, where he bled his mother dry of blood.

      Hearing that only led me to one conclusion: “Could … Could it have been me?” I asked. “Could I have been draining her of blood?”

      He shrugged. “We don’t know for certain. It’s a plausible theory, considering you are a true inherited vampire.”

      I nodded.

      “Lucrezia spent almost forty-eight hours in labor, yet she didn’t dilate properly. They had to perform a cesarean section. You were born at 5:23 a.m. on August seventh, 1992. We don’t know if she ever saw you. She started crashing on the table shortly after, and was pronounced dead at 6:06 a.m. Your grandparents were devastated and wanted nothing to do with you, which was why you were put up for adoption.”

      That was awful. I was almost convinced I’d drained my biological mother of her blood and wound up killing her in the process.

      I’m sorry, Lucrezia. I’m so, so sorry.

      “I know what happened next,” I said. “My parents found me. I was in the nursery at the hospital where they were both working. They’d been looking to adopt for ages, and when they heard I was being placed in the system, they asked CPS if they could take me home. I wasn’t adopted officially for a few more months, but by my first birthday I was officially Emilya Renee Price.”

      Vincent smiled. “That you were … and are.”

      “It’s crazy to think I was adopted,” I said. “No one ever questioned whether or not I was my parents’ child. And if they did, I never knew.”

      “I’m sure your family knew that you were adopted since your mother hadn’t been pregnant around that time.”

      I nodded. “She had a miscarriage when I was four or five, or six, but I don’t remember much of it. It was a late-term miscarriage. They already knew it was a boy, but when she was fifteen weeks along, he was gone. I was at school the day it happened. I got off the bus, and my grandparents were there. I asked, ‘Where are Mommy and Daddy?’

      “They told me they were at the hospital, but not for work. They said, ‘The baby in Mommy’s belly died.’ That’s all I remember. I didn’t understand much of it at the time. They explained what happened when I was older, but it made Mom not want to try again. She knew it was a sign, and from that point on she was happy being a mom to me.”

      Vincent asked, “And your dad?”

      “Him too. He wanted a big family since he’s the eldest of four boys, but he accepted that it wasn’t in the cards. Instead, he spoiled me and my cousins.”

      “My parents never spoke of other children,” Vincent told me. “They were lucky enough to have me and be content. At least that’s what they always told me. I recall a moment when I was seven, I think? I asked them why I didn’t have a brother or sister. They told me they already had the perfect child. Why did they need to try to have another one?”

      “Do you ever think about having children yourself?” I asked, almost regretting it as soon as I did.

      Why would I ask that? Was that an appropriate question? But considering he was involved with Lucilla, I had to know.

      Deep in my soul, I had to know more about him.

      Vincent inhaled deeply, looking thoughtful. “Well, perhaps. If I found the right partner. I was never dead set against it, or absolutely desperate for it. That may be a big reason why my parents offered me so much leeway when it came to me remaining unmarried. It was tradition to form alliances through marriage during the time I was growing up and during my transition, but once I became the lord commander, Elijah never brought the issue up, and neither did my parents.”

      I nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why?” he asked. “You don’t have anything to be sorry about. I simply haven’t found the right person yet.”

      He grinned.

      My heart fluttered.

      Oh God, what’s happening?

      Vincent rose moments later, said his goodbyes, and left the room. It gave me the opportunity to fall asleep again.

      This time, I didn’t dream of horrible nightmare-inducing things.

      Instead, I dreamt of him.
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      BASTIAN

      JUNE 6TH, 2015. PEARALA CASTLE

      I was guessing I’d only been asleep for maybe sixty minutes?

      Either way, it felt like as soon as I drifted off, Mother was barging into my room, demanding that I get up.

      Perhaps it was my own fault for staying up until six in the morning, but my priorities were in check. Drinking, drugs, sex with whichever person I could impress, more importantly being with my friends, and having a good time.

      Why did she have to ruin my recovery?

      I groaned as Mother pulled the covers from over my head. “Up now, Bastian! We’re having tea with the baron!” she proclaimed. She swam over to the window and pulled the curtains back.

      “Already?” I asked. “It’s too early for tea.”

      “Not for the baron,” Mother said. “He gets up at four in the morning every day to tend to the king. It’s practically lunchtime for him!” She swam to my closet and pulled out a ‘respectable’ outfit, tossing it to the bed. “Here, put this on.”

      “Why?” I asked, mid-yawn, propped up on my pillows.

      “Have you forgotten the plan? My sweet, simple child, do not disappoint me before we’ve truly begun.”

      Of course I hadn’t forgotten. How could I?

      “I know what the plan is, Mother, but I don’t understand why I have to wear … that.” Not like I hadn’t worn it before, but it seemed a little too formal.

      Mother approached me, this time pulling me out of bed. “Bastian, you are going to do as I tell you because everything rides on this. Do you want your rightful throne or not?”

      I sighed. “Yes, Mother, but I’d also like to sleep.”

      “Kings don’t get to sleep,” she said.

      That was a lie. Father could sleep whenever he damn well pleased.

      “Fine,” I said, “but I can get ready myself. Where is tea taking place?”

      Mother let go of me. “The baron’s estate. Be downstairs in thirty minutes. And take your piercings out. We need to present you as a new man.”

      “No,” I said, firmly. My piercings were a dealbreaker. I had snakebites, and they were the only thing—besides my full back and left arm tattoo—that gave me any individuality. The tattoo could be covered by clothing, but the piercings? She would have to deal with it.

      Mother sighed. “Fine. Just be ready, the clock is ticking!”

      “Okay, okay, I get it. Thank you, Mother,” I said. “Now please leave so I can get ready in peace.”

      Once she was gone, I proceeded into the bathroom to freshen up. I was downstairs in twenty-seven minutes, not pushing it nearly as much as Mother probably expected me to.

      We took a carriage to the baron’s estate, though we could easily have not. Swimming was far easier, especially to the baron’s estate, which wasn’t that far off the palace grounds. But Mother, ever the drama queen, insisted we ride in the carriage instead.

      The baron’s servants were waiting for us at the front door. We were led to the parlor where the baron and baroness had gathered with their children. It was rare to see all five members of the family together these days. Jaela was usually attached at AB’s hip, and Johenna at Lanaya’s. Josken was the ambassador to Normandy. He didn’t get much playtime.

      “Lady Olivia,” Galen greeted, taking my mother’s hands, kissing both of her cheeks. “How lovely you look today.”

      “Thank you, my lord,” Mother replied. “Though not as lovely as your exquisite wife.” She swam to Betrys and kissed both of her cheeks. “Is that a new gown, Baroness?”

      “No, just something repurposed from ages ago,” Betrys replied. Her tone played along, but she wasn’t going to fall for whatever Mother had cooking up. The baroness was smarter than that.

      “It’s been a while since you’ve seen Josken,” Galen said, gesturing to his son, who swam forward.

      Mother bowed to him. “Ambassador, you’ve been quite busy lately, haven’t you?”

      Josken smiled. “Yes, my lady. Adjusting to a new monarch is never easy, but Normandy is handling it quite well. In fact, Jaela and I had dinner with Queen Emilya in preparation for Normandy’s visit.”

      I looked at Jaela. She certainly was a beautiful woman. Not usually my type, but I could get used to it.

      “How is the new queen?” I asked while I was still looking at Jaela.

      The ambassador said, “Quite lovely. Still finding her feet, of course, but she’s going to be a fine queen.”

      Jaela caught me looking at her. She only offered me a small smile, which was void of any life, and turned back to looking at her Father.

      Bitch.

      “Come, join us for tea,” the baron invited as he gestured towards the table where Jaela, Johenna, and Betrys were sitting. Josken held out a chair for Mother, in between him and Galen, which she thanked him for. I took a seat next to Jaela.

      “Thank you so much for inviting us,” Mother said. “We appreciate the gesture. It’s not often that we get to have tea with the baron.”

      “Or ever,” I heard Johenna mutter under her breath.

      Jaela snickered.

      Galen smiled. “It is our pleasure, Olivia. How is your mother these days?”

      “Quite well, thank you,” she said.

      I hadn’t seen my grandmother in months. She lived on an estate near Princess Moritana’s palace, and it was quite a trip. Mother and I didn’t make it out there as often as we’d like.

      “She sends her regards, of course. I hope one day she can make a visit to court,” Mother added.

      The baron nodded. “It would be a joy to see her.”

      “What is it that you’re up to these days, Bastian?” Betrys asked, looking in my direction. “Surely you must be thinking about a career of some sort.”

      Mother spoke for me. She was better at thinking on her feet than I was. “Oh, not yet. He’s still enjoying life while he’s young. You’ve done some painting though, haven’t you, darling?” she asked me.

      Yeah, sure, when I was bored.

      But this was supposed to make me look good. I supposed it was time to fudge the truth. “Aye, I have,” I said. “I’m still beginning. Nothing I’ve done is very good.”

      “I’m sure that’s not true,” Galen said. “I’d love to see what you have the next time we’re at the palace.”

      Was he serious? Of course, the baron was never not serious, and he was an admirer of art and artists.

      Actually, I could use that to my advantage. “It would be an honor, my lord, but I warn you, it’s the work of a beginner.”

      “Everyone has to start out somewhere,” Galen said. “The important thing is you’re practicing.”

      Sure, something like that.

      Mother looked at Jaela. “What of you, Lady Jaela? You must be eager to step into your father’s shoes.” She took a sip of tea, which had been poured by a servant while I wasn’t paying attention.

      My cup was already full. Honestly, I was too tired for this. This damn tea better wake me up.

      Sugar … Lots of sugar.

      Better yet, I pulled a servant to me, and asked for coffee. They nodded, and left to retrieve it.

      “I’m still learning, my lady,” Jaela answered, “but I pray I’m half as good as my father is.”

      She was being far too modest, underestimating herself. I suspected it was self-sabotage. If that was the case, this was never going to work.

      But I smiled, and said, “I think you’ll be just as good, if not better.”

      Hopefully that was believable enough. It was hard to fake such an optimistic tone and all the emotions that went with it, but I did my best.

      Mother approved, nodding at me with a sly smile.

      The baron said, “I’ve told her the same thing time and again, my boy! She has too much doubt in her head.”

      Jaela blushed. “Daddy, please, you know no one could live up to the standards you’ve set.”

      “Standards that were set by your lady grandmother,” he said.

      Lady Blythe was Galen’s mother, and a force. I only knew the woman briefly as a child right before she died, but she left a lasting impression.

      Jaela was nothing like her. She was too weak and timid.

      This was going to be harder than I thought.

      Mother said, “Oh, Lady Blythe, may she rest in peace. I see quite a bit of her in both of your stunning daughters, my lord baron.”

      Galen smiled and said, “They get their beauty from their mother.” Both of the girls were blonde, like Betrys.

      Betrys fanned herself with the small fan she carried. “Flattery still gets you nowhere, my love, even after all these years.”

      Galen chuckled. Betrys wasn’t ugly, but compared to the queen, she was plain. Athénaïs was a goddess.

      I’d never tell Mother that, though.

      “Is that the secret?” I asked the baroness. “Not to flatter too hard?”

      “Only up until marriage,” Betrys replied. “After that, the compliments can stop. You already won. Why would you need to try harder?”

      Some women probably didn’t believe that. Betrys had to be a rare breed, or she was lying.

      Mother asked, “Speaking of marriage, Ambassador, you must be excited for your upcoming nuptials?”

      “Yes, ma’am, quite,” the ambassador answered. “Her Royal Highness and I are thrilled. We’ve invited Queen Emilya to join us at our Rite of Engagement.”

      I widened my eyes. “AB agreed to that?”

      “AB?” Galen asked.

      “Oh, ’tis his nickname for his little sister,” Mother answered. “The first two letters of her name. It goes back to when he was a child. He couldn’t say Abrellia, so AB worked just as well, and it stuck ever since.”

      That was partly true. I only used it now because it pissed her off.

      “Her Royal Highness did not need to agree to it,” Josken told me. “Guests for the Rite of Engagement are up to the discretion of the parents of those who will be betrothed.” He gestured towards his parents.

      The baroness nodded. “Indeed. Her Majesty and I thought it would be a splendid idea to invite her to a happy occasion.”

      I certainly looked forward to meeting her. Father had invited both Mother and I, but that wasn’t unusual. We were invited to everything, probably to spite Athénaïs and my siblings.

      I had no quarrels with Lanaya. She didn’t seem to have an interest in ruling. If anything, she was more like Moritana, and wanted to live a life of seclusion.

      It was AB and Corbin who I took issue with, since Corbin was the direct heir, and AB believed she had a right to the throne since she was born first. Technically I was. And just because my mother wasn’t the queen didn’t mean I didn’t have any less right to the throne than they did.
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EMILYA

      JUNE 9TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I couldn’t sleep.

      These days I was falling back into my old rhythm, the only exception being I didn’t get much of a chance to rest during the day. There was simply too much on my mind, and at some point, it all had to start making sense.

      They’d finally brought a TV to my room along with a massive television show and movie collection, courtesy of Marquess Kanan and Marchioness Andrina of Ceria. They kept up-to-date on literally everything. Literally.

      And they literally had everything that had ever been made.

      Fortunately, it kept me entertained at night when I couldn’t sleep. I decided to rewatch The Vampire Diaries, the irony of which was not lost upon me. I eventually abandoned it to switch to its spinoff, The Originals, which was more adult and way better.

      That was simply a fact. I didn’t make the rules.

      Actually, I did now, but context.

      One night, while in the middle of season two, I paused to use the restroom. I did my business quickly, washed my hands, and hurried back so quickly that I ran into Elijah’s desk. Served me right for not turning a damn light on.

      But that bump into the desk made something come loose.

      It didn’t escape my notice. It had fallen right on the floor—a small piece of the desk from underneath. Curious, I squatted down and looked at the underside of the furnishing, which revealed a gap. With caution, I reached inside, wondering if I would find anything.

      I found a key.

      Made of plain brass, the key matched the brass on the desk itself, which led me to believe it opened something. A drawer?

      I started pulling on each one to figure out whether or not it was locked. None of them were, and they were all empty. Of course, his effects had likely been removed after his murder.

      A knock on the door scared the shit out of me and forced me to jump and almost hit my head on the desk.

      It was Vincent who entered, and I felt better knowing it was him. “Sorry,” I said. “I couldn’t sleep.”

      He closed the door behind him. “That’s been happening to you a lot lately, hasn’t it?” he asked while approaching.

      I nodded.

      “At least you have something to keep you entertained,” he said as he nodded at the television, currently paused on an image of Daniel Gillies as Elijah Mikaelson. “Now that’s an Elijah I have no complaints about.”

      “You know about The Originals?” I asked with surprise.

      He chuckled. “Mother made me watch it with her. Well, The Vampire Diaries first, since she needed company. And despite how much he loves her, Father refuses to watch anything of the sort.”

      “So, you got suckered into it, huh?”

      Vincent shrugged. “It’s not bad. Honestly, I’ve seen worse interpretations of vampires. And no, before you ask, I don’t mean Twilight.”

      “Oh thank Christ,” I said, “I thought I might have to fight you.” For all of its problems, Twilight was still one of my favorite books from high school.

      Vincent laughed. “Not today. Perhaps tomorrow. Anyway, I’ve never been able to say no to my mother. And to answer your follow-up question, I’m here to attempt to get you to sleep. Andromeda sent some Trazodone. It’s harmless in this dose and should help you get a few hours. You’ll need them.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “Get all the sleep I can get while I can, right?”

      “While you need it, anyway,” he said. “We vampires don’t necessarily need sleep, not the way humans or those who pre-transition do, and you won’t need much rest once your body begins adjusting.”

      “What’s it like?” I asked.

      “The first day or so after you wake up will be weird. Your body will be purging everything it doesn’t need. It will feel like the flu, or at least that’s what  I’m told. Then your body will go from one extreme to the next, and the trouble is you won’t realize what’s happening. Everything starts adapting. All your organs, your emotions, your sense of being. It’s hard to describe unless you’ve truly experienced it.”

      I nodded. That was still several months away, and I had time to prepare for it.

      Vincent noted the key in my hand. “What’s that?”

      I looked at it briefly before looking back at him. “Oh, um, I found it. It was hidden in the desk. I assumed it opened some kind of secret compartment, but nothing looks like it goes with this key.”

      He nodded and said, “We cleared everything out of the drawers, but I had no idea this was hidden inside. May I see it?”

      Without hesitation, I handed it over to him. Vincent studied the object, carefully running his fingers along the length, stopping at the tip. He furrowed his brow and lifted it to his nose.

      One whiff later he perked up.

      “This has Elijah’s blood residue,” he said.

      I asked, “You’re sure?”

      Vincent answered, “Yes. It’s old and dry, but that’s his blood, without question.” He ran his finger along the tip again, and a tiny hole appeared. “It’s a blood chamber.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means this key is used to open something only accessible with his blood,” he said. “He would likely prick his finger, put a few drops in, and it would allow him to open whatever it fits with. I’ve heard of them existing, but never asked for one.”

      “You can ask for one?”

      Vincent nodded. “The faeries will enchant the item upon request. It ties the owner’s blood to the item. It’s not strictly related to vampires. All five realms use them, at least according to legend.”

      “Can anyone have one?”

      “Not unless they know a faerie willing to do it.”

      “Is it dangerous?”

      Shaking his head, Vincent replied, “Not to my knowledge. It simply means someone is trying to be secretive. And Elijah certainly was that.”

      “So, we would need Elijah’s blood to open whatever this key opens?”

      Vincent nodded. “Yes. And we have it.”

      I raised a brow.

      “You.”

      I was confused.

      “Elijah’s blood is in you. It not only works for the original owner, but any immediate direct ancestor or descendant. As his offspring, you qualify.”

      “What happens when neither parent nor child are alive to use it?”

      “A faerie is required to disenchant the item.”

      Duh.

      Vincent appeared thoughtful. I watched him wander around the room slowly, glancing between the key and everything he walked past. At one point, he stopped and placed his hands on the wall near the servant’s quarter passage. He followed up by placing his ear there moments later.

      “Emilya, this is hollow,” he said. “I need a sample of your blood.”

      “Is this the part where, after I prick my finger, you tell me to run because you won’t be able to control yourself?”

      Vincent chuckled. “No. Those tropes usually involve another species. Human, witch, werewolf …  You’re a vampire too, even if you haven’t gone through your transition.”

      I nodded. “Fair enough.” I looked around for something to prick my finger with, but I had nothing.

      He noticed this. “Here,” he said, reaching for my hand as soon as he left the wall. “Let me help.”

      There was a knot in my stomach. This was one of the most intimate things a vampire could do to another person. My feelings for him were strong enough as it was, and I feared growing more attached to him.

      But I also couldn’t refuse in good conscience.

      I allowed Vincent to take my hand. He turned it, palm up, and I watched as he shifted from normal form to vampire in seconds.

      His skin was ice cold. I felt the change happen so quickly it gave me whiplash.

      “Just a pinch,” he assured me before biting down on my index finger.

      I winced.

      As soon as the skin broke, however, he released me.

      He must have noted my confusion. “I’m not feeding from you, Emilya. Tempted as I am to linger, we have a goal to reach.”

      Fair. And for some reason, suddenly, I was wet.

      Holding my finger over the small hole, he squeezed a few drops into the key.

      It began to shimmer.

      It was subtle, but with the room as dimly lit as it was, it didn’t take much to notice. And we noticed right away that the spot on the wall that Vincent had found began to glow as well. When he raised the key toward it, a perfectly matching hole was revealed.

      “He concealed a vault with magic,” Vincent said. “Clever.”

      Sliding the key inside the opening, Vincent turned it and the mechanism clicked. Around it, an area the size of a small vault shimmered briefly before disappearing to reveal the vault itself. There was a simple lever, which Vincent took a hold of and turned.

      Inside the vault, we found a large box, similar to the box where my daily documents were kept; however, this one looked far older and more worn-out.

      “I wondered where this went,” Vincent said as he pulled it out and brought it to the desk. “This was Elijah’s old lockbox. The one you have now was made in the early nineteenth century, but this was the original.”

      “What’s in it?” I asked.

      “I have no idea,” he replied, shaking his head. “And lucky for us, it’s not locked.”

      He lifted the top with no trouble, revealing a pile of documents.

      Together, we took a few from the top and looked them over.

      “Who, or what, is Khaos?” I asked as I looked at the name in red, presumably written in blood. Elijah’s perhaps?

      Vincent responded, “He was the ruler of The Continent many centuries ago. Before Gardenia was Gardenia, and Vosh’ala was Vosh’ala; before Normandy and Romynia existed. He was a satyr-elf hybrid who rose to power and nearly destroyed the land.”

      “Sounds ominous,” I commented.

      “Very. He was stopped by his own daughter, Sola, who was the first ever Banshee.”

      “Wouldn’t I be descended from Khaos and Sola?” I asked. “If I’m supposedly the new Banshee, and the Banshee’s gift is passed from a matrilineal bloodline?”

      “Possibly,” Vincent answered. “Until we know more about what happened to the last known Banshee, and more about Lucrezia’s ancestors, we can’t say with any certainty. Magic is a funny thing. I won’t rule it out, but I’m also not going to make a declaration of fact.”

      “Probably for the best,” I said. As I examined the rest of the document, it appeared that Elijah was building a family tree of known elves and satyrs, with Khaos at the bottom. “Who is Aphrodina?” I asked, pointing to the name connected to Khaos’ and what appeared to be a half-brother, Solstis.

      Vincent responded, “She’s known as The Heart of The Continent. Rumor has it she’s still alive today, for if she dies, The Continent dies with her.”

      All the red flags were going up.

      “Don’t worry,” Vincent said, “she’s incredibly well hidden, wherever she is. No matter where scouts search in the supposed area that she occupies, they come up empty. You’d have to speak to the Vosh’alans for more information, however. Their history is rich with the stories of Khaos and Aphrodina, and related to their Goddess Garsenda.”

      I glanced at another page. It was full of notes scribbled everywhere, and nothing seemed to make sense. It was gibberish to me. “What is this language?”

      “Not a language I recognize, but given the context of the remaining documents, it’s likely ancient elven.”

      “Could we ask the Vosh’alans about this to confirm?”

      “I can make inquiries,” he said. “For something that was hidden behind a blood chamber, I would advise keeping this quiet until we can figure out what he was doing with it.”

      He had a point.

      “You, however, should be off to bed.” Vincent reached into his pocket, and in the palm of his hand upon release was a small white pill. “Only for tonight,” he promised. “And in the future, perhaps we’ll get you back on schedule.”

      I accepted the pill, proceeding to the bed and gulping down some water with it. “I was never great about sleeping at night to begin with,” I admitted. “Must’ve been the vampire in me.”

      Vincent smiled. “Nah, that was the young adult in you. Don’t all twenty-somethings these days stay up until four in the morning and get two hours of sleep?”

      As I climbed into bed, I replied, “Something like that.”

      “I thought so,” he said. “Goodnight, Emilya.”

      He departed with a small bow.

      “Goodnight, Vincent,” I said as he left.

      He offered me a small smile as a parting gift.
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GISELA

      JUNE 11TH, 2015. GARDENIA PALACE

      I watched eagerly out the window for any sign of him. Whether or not Mother had an opportunity to speak with Father about him wasn’t important. I was simply ready to see my Zehgar again. We’d been separated far too long, and today was the day he was returning home.

      My lady, Evelle, brought a load of clean laundry into my room and set the basket on the bed. “You haven’t moved in three hours, Your Highness,” she commented.

      “Not true,” I said. “I got up to use the facilities.”

      She laughed. “I wish I’d been here to witness it, otherwise, it’s hard to believe.” She started going through clothes. “You must be very excited to see Lord Zehgar. Do you know if the queen has spoken to the king about him?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. She said she would.”

      “Your mother’s always been very resourceful,” Evelle said. “I think she would have spoken to him by now.”

      That was probably true, but I didn’t want to get my hopes up. The only thing I was eager for was to see my love again. My prayer was that Father would let us have our union.

      Speaking of unions, I asked, “How have talks been going with your marriage arrangement?” She was essentially engaged to Hendrick, but nothing was set in stone. Father had been waiting for Erik’s to be confirmed since he was the heir, after all.

      Evelle suddenly became very quiet. “They’re going,” she said, continuing to fold laundry and keeping her head down.

      I furrowed my brows. “Evelle? Is there something you need to tell me?”

      She said, “No,” and abruptly turned with an arm full of clothes to return them to my closet.

      I stood and followed her. “Eve, is something going on? If you’re not sure about this, you need to tell someone. Your mother would be the one to advocate for you.”

      Not that I wanted her backing out of a marriage with my younger brother, but I also wanted her to be happy. She was a dear friend and distant cousin.

      “Mother is the one insisting on the marriage,” Evelle said, deep into my closet full of clothes, putting everything away. “I have no one to share my feelings with. When I tried, she told me to deal with it. I adore His Royal Highness, I do, but I could never be his wife.”

      I wasn’t surprised that her mother was pushing it so hard. Lady Yva was incredibly strict, and expected nothing but the best from her only child. In some ways, it was why Evelle was my lady-in-waiting, and probably why Yva was insisting on Evelle marrying Hendrick. It would make Evelle a princess consort, which was the second-best title she could get aside from queen.

      “Perhaps I could say something to my father,” I told her.

      “Please, Your Highness, you mustn’t do anything on my behalf,” she protested. “I assure you all will be fine.”

      “No, it won’t. The last thing I want to do is see you and my brother in an unhappy marriage. You’re one of my dearest friends, and he’s my baby brother. I care for both of you dearly.”

      Evelle sighed and set down the pile of clothes she was holding. “I’m sorry, Gisela. I don’t want to place Hendrick in that position either. I guess I’m used to no one speaking up for me.”

      I frowned.

      “Please, if you would be so kind, a word from you might dissuade my mother into pushing for this union.”

      “Do you have someone else in mind?” I asked. “Or is it that you just don’t want her to force you to marry Hendrick?”

      She didn’t answer. And I had a feeling there was more to this than she was letting on.

      “Evelle? What’s going on?”

      She closed her eyes, trying hard not to cry, but it didn’t work.

      I approached her and took her in my arms. “Hey … I’m here. It’s okay.”

      She held onto me and sobbed.

      “Whatever it is, we’ll get you through this.”

      “Through what?” a voice asked behind us.

      It was my father … and my mother was with him.

      We both curtsied to them, and I looked at Evelle immediately after.

      “Um,” I looked back to Mother and Father. “Evelle’s marriage to Hendrick. I know the negotiations have yet to be finalized, and Lady Yva has been very insistent, but Evelle—”

      “Is pregnant,” Evelle broke in and blurted out.

      I released her, mostly out of shock, and looked at her.

      Father didn’t react, but Mother’s eyes widened. “Evelle?” she asked. “You’re with child?”

      She nodded, in tears. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “And who is the father?” Father asked.

      “I don’t know,” she said, and I didn’t know why that didn’t surprise me. Perhaps because Evelle was a satyress, and their nature was full of polyamory. “But it is not your son, I assure you.”

      Father stepped forward. “I assume there is more than one candidate for the father?” he asked gently.

      It didn’t surprise me that Father didn’t seem to be making a big deal of this. I had never witnessed him angry for as long as I’d been alive. It wasn’t in his nature.

      She nodded.

      He asked, “Who?”

      “Knight-Captain Theo,” she said, “and Lord Bodhan.”

      Theo was Zehgar’s brother, the Knight-Captain of Father’s Kingsguard.

      Bodhan was a distant cousin of both of ours, from a legitimate line, and son of Marquis Talon, and also a member of the Kingsguard.

      “Have you told either of them?” he asked.

      She shook her head, terror showing on her face. I couldn’t imagine what she was going through right now.

      “And how far along are you?”

      “About nine weeks,” she answered, choking on her words. She was afraid of what would come next. I didn’t blame her.

      However, I remained unsurprised when my father took Evelle into his arms, hugging her. That was just like him.

      “My dear girl, it is alright. I’ll have a sample gathered and sent to Vosh’ala for testing. And don’t fret about your mother. Yva is harsh, but if there’s one thing she’s good at, it’s listening to her king.”

      Evelle looked up at my father. “You’re not mad, Your Majesty?”

      “No, my dear. In truth, I’ve been a bit hesitant on the idea of allowing Hendrick to marry. He’s still a free spirit in many ways, and I think he needs more time.” Father kissed Evelle’s forehead. “Do not fear, child, we will take good care of you. In the meantime, we shall look for your temporary replacement while you are on your maternity leave. She should be trained right away.”

      After Father released her, she curtsied to him. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I am incredibly grateful to you.”

      “You are family, Evelle,” he said. “Legitimate or not, and regardless of how many generations separate us, we will always look out for family.” He looked at my mother. “Thyra, love, see if you can find us a suitable candidate while you are interviewing for Aureline’s ladies as well, would you?”

      She nodded. “Of course, Husband.”

      He looked back at Evelle. “Why don’t you take the rest of the day to yourself? We’ll send the servants with some tea and fruit for you.”

      Evelle said, “Thank you, Your Majesty.” She curtsied to my mother again, leaving the closet.

      Father looked at me. “She’ll be alright. And I’ll talk Yva down.”

      “Will you force her to marry one of them?” I asked him.

      “I would assume she’d want to marry whoever the father is,” he replied. “But I think we should speak with her further on the situation. It seems more complicated than we know. But that’s not why your mother and I are here.”

      I figured, not surprised he was changing the subject.

      “Your mother informs me that you have expressed interest in marrying,” Father began.

      I didn’t think Mother would take care of it that quickly. My marriage plans would be a last priority, even if Erik’s betrothal was official.

      “I have,” I confirmed. “I’ve been seeing Lord Zehgar for some time.” I still couldn’t wait to see him.

      Father nodded. “I see. And it’s love, is it?”

      “It is, Father. I love him, and he’s told me he loves me. I want nothing more than to be his wife.”

      Zehgar wasn’t a conventional choice for a princess. Normally I would have been married off to a distant cousin, or a knight of high rank, but Zehgar was an ambassador, and his father was an elected governor. They descended from a nameless house with no importance.

      My father took my hands. “Then I shall speak with him and see what we can do about marriage negotiations. But I warn you, with his brother’s pending scandal, it may need to wait for some time.”

      That hadn’t occurred to me, but we had only just found out about it. Theo’s involvement with Evelle was going to cause whispers around the court, and in his father’s county.

      “I would wait until the end of time to marry him, Father,” I told him. “But I hope it doesn’t have to be that long.”

      He smiled. “For your sake, daughter, I hope not either.”

      The trumpets blared outside, and the herald announced the arrival of His Excellency The Lord Ambassador Zehgar.

      “He’s here!” I exclaimed, letting go of my father’s hands and rushing over to the window.

      Zehgar stood on the boat’s deck, awaiting it to dock, along with his entourage of men.

      He saw me, and I locked eyes with him, smiling bright. He did the same. My Zehgar, my love, was home.

      We met him at the front doors. He bowed to my parents, then looked at me. My heart fluttered, and the energy around my body grew more potent. It was equivalent to performing a magic ritual, only involuntary. I didn’t have to force anything when Zehgar was around.

      “Welcome home, Ambassador,” Father greeted him, offering his hand after the bow.

      Zehgar took it. “My king, I am pleased to receive such a welcome.” He looked at Mother, and she offered her hand. He placed a kiss upon it. “My queen, what a pleasure it is to be in your presence.”

      Father asked, “How are things in Normandy?”

      “I have yet to meet Her Majesty, but she is very busy learning the ways of her new country,” Zehgar answered. “The grand duke has assured me talks for the state visit will begin as soon as their visit to Pearala has concluded.”

      “What day was decided?”

      “The twentieth of this month, Your Majesty.”

      Father nodded. “See if you can set something up for the beginning of July. We will be busy with other things in the meantime, and I don’t want to overwhelm her.”

      Zehgar bowed again. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “Ambassador, I have a personal matter to discuss with you if you’d be so kind as to join me in private,” Father said.

      “Oh course, Your Majesty, it would be an honor,” he replied.

      Mother winked at me and left the doorway with Father.

      My stomach knotted. I only hoped that the news would be positive when the conversation ended.

      I paced outside the library where they were meeting. Analiese and Salina joined me, and I explained everything to them. My sisters were surprised, but happy for me. That was all I could truly ask for.

      Sometime later when the doors opened, only Zehgar exited.

      I ran to him as he closed the doors, leaving Mother and Father in the room. I threw my arms around him.

      His scent got me every time. All was calm when I could breathe him in, touch him, and know he was there.

      “My love,” I said.

      “My heart,” he greeted, holding me tight. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Please tell me that went well,” I begged.

      He chuckled. “It did. Nothing is official yet, I’m afraid, but you know as well as I that a conversation must be had with my father first.”

      I nodded, letting go of him. “I know. Still, it’s a relief to know Father will not dismiss the idea outright.”

      “This news with my brother, however, is troubling. Bringing our families together could shame you and yours.”

      Shaking my head, I said, “I don’t care, Z. I love you. I will not allow your brother to destroy our happiness.”

      Zehgar smiled. “And that is one of the many reasons I love you, my heart.”

      It filled me with such joy. How was I lucky enough to have this man in my life?
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NAIRI

      JUNE 12TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE

      The light knock on the door caused Cederec and I to stir. I turned over and glanced at the clock, which read 6:34 a.m. That was far too early for someone to be knocking as lightly as they were.

      Cederec used what little energy he had and called, “Yes?”

      As we sat up, a messenger fluttered into the room. She landed on her feet and curtsied. “Apologies, Your Majesties, but I have the Lord Commander Vincent of Normandy on the phone for you. He requests a meeting whenever it’s convenient. With both of you.”

      I was surprised. What did Vincent want with both of us?

      My husband responded, “Please inform the lord commander that we’ll return his call within the hour.”

      “We will?” I asked.

      “Well, I’m already awake, and you know how I am about attempting to go back to sleep,” he said, kissing my cheek before leaving our bed.

      I sighed. “Fine,” I said, sliding back under the covers. “But I’m going to give it a shot, even if you won’t.”

      He laughed. “You always do.”

      I succeeded in getting at least another forty minutes before Ana arrived, forcing me out of bed. I had breakfast brought to me, and ate quickly before finding Cederec in the phone room.

      “Ah, here she is, Vincent,” Cederec said.

      “Hello, Lord Commander,” I greeted as I sat beside my husband.

      “Your Majesty, thank you for joining us,” Vincent greeted from the other end. “I have a matter that concerns you both, at least in terms of needing your assistance.”

      Though he was looking at me, Cederec replied, “We’ll help however we can.”

      “Of course,” I concurred.

      Vincent continued, “Nairi, what do you know of blood chambers?”

      That certainly wasn’t a question I had anticipated. My eyes widened, and my heart began to race.

      Cederec noted my surprise, and his expression told me I needed to answer. Now I certainly understood why my presence had been requested.

      Clearing my throat, I answered, “Well, I know they’re used very scarcely these days. I personally have never been involved in creating one, but I know of other faeries who have.”

      “Is it possible to determine who created a particular blood chamber?” Vincent asked.

      I shook my head. “No, the only thing that distinguishes a magical signature is the species who casts it, not the individual being. But while I couldn’t tell you who created a blood chamber, I could potentially give you a time frame as to when it was created. Blood chambers last for years, but they fade with time, especially if and after the person bound to it is dead. Why?”

      “Because Emilya and I found one created for Elijah. We were able to open it with her blood, thankfully. He was concealing an old box of documents, which we believe to be research regarding Khaos.”

      Now I saw why Cederec was needed on the call. The two of us exchanged a glance, panic in both of our eyes.

      “What did you find?” Cederec asked.

      Vincent answered, “I’m honestly not sure what I’m looking at. How’s your ancient elven these days?”

      “I’m afraid I’m a bit rusty,” my husband admitted. “Markus studied a great deal of it, however. I’m sure he’d be able to assist with any translations you’re requiring.”

      “Please, at your earliest convenience. It’s not urgent, but we’d appreciate whatever help you can give.”

      “We can be there tomorrow,” Cederec confirmed.

      Vincent thanked us, and the call ended within minutes.

      I looked at my husband, incredulous. “A bloody blood chamber? And he was hiding information about Khaos?”

      Cederec rose from his seat. “We don’t even know what the documents contain yet. Let’s just go there and see what they’ve found before we jump to any conclusions.”

      “If Elijah was looking into Khaos, you know damn well that could be the reason he was killed,” I said, lowering my voice on the off chance that any servants were listening. “I don’t like the idea of Elijah being interested in Khaos more than anybody else in the universe.”

      As he crossed his arms, Cederec said, “I know, darling. But we need to find out what he had first.”
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CEDEREC

      JUNE 13TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      “This is it?” I asked. The pile of documents was greater than I expected. Given the quantity, I wondered if there was more than they’d initially discovered.

      Vincent responded, “This is all we’ve found thus far. I was hoping you could have it translated.”

      I looked at Markus. My brother held one page written almost entirely in ancient elven. “Well?”

      He nodded. “I think he was researching Khaos’ connection to daemons,” my brother replied. “I’ll admit, this is a little more ancient than I’m comfortable with, but the evolution of the language to modern day, and eventually to the common tongue, was slow. The context will all be the same, but it will take me longer than anticipated.”

      Emilya said, “Whatever you can figure out is appreciated, Your Royal Highness.”

      He smiled. “Please, call me Markus, Your Majesty.”

      “And you may call me Emilya.”

      She seemed like a sweet girl. I only hoped she was ready to toughen up in order to lead the people of Normandy.

      At the wall where the blood chamber had been found, Nairi traced her fingers along the edges of the opening, her hands shimmering mid-spell.

      The grand duke stood by her side, observing. “Anything?” Dominic asked her.

      “From what I can tell,” Nairi began, still casting, “it’s older than Cederec and me. The magic is less stable than I’d like for it to have been if it had been cast within the last couple hundred years.”

      “Are we talking pre-American Revolutionary War?” Emilya asked.

      “Older,” Nairi confirmed.

      Vincent asked, “Pre-Tudors?”

      “Older.”

      “Pre-Borgias?” I asked.

      “You’re getting warmer.”

      “You’re kidding,” Markus said.

      “Pre-fall of the Roman Empire?” Dominic asked.

      Nairi shook her head and cringed, ceasing her cast. “Goddess, no, too far. That kind of magic would be dead. No, I’d estimate this spell to have been cast around the thirteenth or fourteenth century. Do you happen to remember what Elijah was up to around that time, Dominic?”

      The duke furrowed his brows. “Well, if you’re specifically thinking fourteenth century, that was when he and Contessina married, and not long after that, Rylar was born.”

      “Alright, so big change in family dynamics,” Nairi mused. “Not surprising that he might want to go looking into the origin of one of the greatest villains of our history.”

      “Did you say it was supposedly a daemon that raped Elijah’s Egyptian mother?” Emilya asked Vincent.

      He nodded. “That’s the legend.”

      “Perhaps he thought Khaos was that daemon?”

      While I admired Emilya’s speculation, it was time to give her a Vosh’ala history lesson. “Khaos wasn’t a daemon. He was simply a bastard, and I mean that in the literal sense. His father, Rhaemir, was the brother of the Ayitin Chieftain, and his mother, Yshara, was an elven slave he’d engaged in an affair with.”

      She looked confused. “What is the Ayitin?”

      “Are,” I corrected. “And they were the original tribe of satyrs on The Continent. Alongside the elves, they were the first inhabitants of the land.”

      Nairi disenchanted the blood chamber and presented the newly magic-free key to Vincent. She said, “Yshara was also one of the high priestesses of Garsenda.”

      Markus, who was glancing through the documents, said, “And it looks here like he was investigating her ancestry. Rhaemir’s is well documented as the descendant of every chieftain before his brother, and none ever connected back to the paragons or the gods.”

      Emilya, Vincent, and Dominic were all very confused. The looks on their faces were hard not to laugh at.

      “Wait, who are they?” Vincent asked. “I thought you had one Goddess?”

      “Well, Garsenda didn’t come from nowhere, Vincent,” I explained. “Garsenda was part of the third generation of gods, or fourth depending on how you classify The Primordial. But I think I have a theory about why Elijah would have been researching Yshara’s ancestry.”

      “Care to elaborate?” Dominic asked.

      Thank the Goddess for my extensive education while I was the Prince of Vosh’ala. Without it, I would have been useless to them.

      “I could be wrong, but an old legend says that some of the elven slaves were descendants of daemons, and those daemons were created by Gadiel, Garsenda’s half-brother, and the God of Death—later the God of Daemons. The legend was not well believed after a handful of generations and has mostly fizzled from memory.”

      “We would need to do some further research into The Old Gods,” Markus explained. “The Garsendian Church largely doesn’t teach them anymore. Polytheism was popular long before any of us were born, and yes, that includes the two of you.” He indicated Dominic and Vincent. “Not so much after Garsenda was created,” he added.

      “How much time would you need to research?” Vincent asked.

      “Hard to say,” Markus admitted. “Something like this could take years. And if Elijah had been researching these since the time of William Wallace, and still hadn’t reached a conclusion, I sincerely doubt we’ll find answers any faster than he would have.”

      I nodded in agreement. “That said, we have a rather large library, and I know books on The Old Gods still exist around Vosh’ala.”

      Nairi added, “I believe there would be a handful in Metropolis as well.”

      “Exactly,” I concurred. “Markus, do you mind heading up the research on this?”

      “Not at all,” he said. “And I’m sure there are some ancient elven scholars in Metropolis who could have this translated to greater perfection than I could. I can start there.”

      Dominic said, “We thank you for your assistance, and we would be grateful if you could keep this discreet. At least until we know what Elijah was up to. If it has anything to do with his death, I wouldn’t want his assassin, or any of their affiliates, to catch wind.”

      I nodded. “Of course. I completely understand.”

      It was a delicate subject, but one I was happy to help with. We would find answers for Normandy, and in the process, perhaps we would find some answers for ourselves. There were many parts of our own history that remained unknown.

      Perhaps this was the piece we needed.
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      DEKLAN

      JUNE 14TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      In the last several weeks, the king had been making progress in his recovery. I monitored him daily, and while he continued to have rough days, the medication from Queen Nairi seemed to do the trick. Perhaps his body was still adjusting. It was adjusting to quite a bit, and going against a basic instinct made it far more difficult on him.

      Normally, I did my best not to disturb the king while he was in bed, but this time I made an exception. When Hadrianne wanted something, it was best not to tell her no. She always got what she wanted. His Majesty had promised her a training session today, and I needed to inform him that he was late.

      I knocked on Aleksander’s door at eight in the morning. Last I’d been with him, he’d been doing fine, and had fallen right to sleep.

      “Come in,” I heard him say from the other side.

      Opening the door, I found him with Veronika. The Maîtresse-en-titre was sitting at the vanity, her back to me, and half dressed. The king was still in bed looking over papers.

      “Deklan,” the king said as I bowed to him, keeping a hand on the door. “Is the kingdom burning?”

      He appeared well rested. Perhaps today would be a good day, but only if he fulfilled his promise to Hadrianne.

      “It very well may be soon if you don’t join your daughter in the gym, Your Majesty,” I replied.

      He glanced at the clock. “Damn,” he said, taking his glasses off and setting them on the nightstand. “You’re right. It’s training day.” He returned his attention to me. “Please inform Her Royal Highness that I will be there shortly.”

      I nodded. “Very good, Your Majesty.” I nodded to Veronika. “My lady.”

      She was looking at me over her shoulder as she brushed out her long, red hair. “Deklan,” she said.

      I left the two of them alone, closing His Majesty’s door, and hurried to the gymnasium.

      Farrah was sitting on the sidelines. She watched the princess demolish a punching bag.

      Hadrianne didn’t give me her attention, but she was aware of my presence.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “Your father will be down shortly, Your Royal Highness,” I informed her.

      “Good,” she said, giving one last hard punch to the punching bag.

      I sat by my wife on the floor, against the wall. She had chosen a spot in a corner, as far away from the princess as she could possibly be. No one else was around. It was best to be out of the line of fire when the princess was training. She was a beast.

      Ironically, she was not a werewolf like her father, but a fox shifter, like her mother.

      Regardless, she was still the one who took down Prince Rylar in mid-air while he was on his dragon.

      Farrah sighed. “This routine gets old sometimes. I’d like something to happen and shake things up.”

      “Such as?” I asked.

      “Maybe she could break her leg and be bedridden for a few days so I don’t have to be here.”

      I snorted and chuckled. “Don’t let her hear you say that.” There was a chance she might have anyway. We all had very good hearing.

      “She can kill me if she wants,” Farrah replied. “There’s no other way I’d rather go.”

      “You want Her Royal Highness to be the death of you?”

      Farrah shrugged. “Sure, why not? It’d be quick and painless, unlike this thing we call life.”

      Sometimes—honestly all the time—my wife scared me. She was always a little off, but that was probably because of the way she was brought into this world.

      When Amara, her sister, was turned into a werewolf by Aleksander, she also insisted Farrah be turned as well. She needed at least one family member to bring with her so she wouldn’t live a lonely, prolonged life.

      I wasn’t there for it. That was only the story Farrah told me. Amara confirmed as much, but it was all second and third-hand retellings.

      My own transformation wasn’t nearly as painful, but I was born into this life, and prepared for it from day one.

      “Why don’t we go somewhere while Her Royal Highness trains with His Majesty?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No, if I leave, it won’t change anything. Besides, I wouldn’t miss a chance to intentionally eavesdrop on the king and his secrets.”

      You can lead a horse to the water, but not force them to drink it.

      Or something like that.

      The king entered a few minutes later, dressed in his workout clothes. Veronika came with him.

      Farrah perked up as soon as the king entered. Her attention remained on him.

      I raised my brow, still attempting to figure out what was going on with her. Perhaps the king was the true reason she didn’t want to leave the gym.

      “I know, daughter, I’m late, and you can punish me for it in the ring,” he said as he approached the boxing ring in the center of the room.

      “I intended to punish you anyway, Your Majesty,” she said with a curtsy.

      The king grabbed his gloves and hand wraps.

      “Does your slut have to be here?” the princess asked.

      Farrah and I snickered, which earned us a look of displeasure from His Majesty. We both grew silent following the glare.

      Aleksander replied to Hadrianne, “You know she goes where I go.”

      “Except when she doesn’t,” Hadrianne shot back.

      And she had a point.

      “She stays, Hadrianne,” Aleksander told his daughter. “Now you can either deal with that, or you can pout like a child.”

      Hadrianne, now in the center of the ring, smacked her gloves together and said, “Well come on, old man. Show me what ya got.”

      Her father hopped into the ring with her, hands now concealed by his gloves. “Happy to oblige, little girl.”

      I watched with my wife as father and daughter began their training session. It wasn’t that they were learning. It was more of a refresher course that they did every so often together.

      Hadrianne was the best damn soldier Romynia had. Aleksander, meanwhile, was getting weaker in the self defense department. His fighting days were long behind him, but his daughter insisted that he be able to take care of himself.

      Against Hadrianne, the king did okay. Aleksander wasn’t in his prime anymore, and some wondered if his time would eventually come of its own volition. Others assumed he would be killed before he could die of natural causes. Not many werewolves had died naturally, and the ones that had were not as old as Aleksander.

      Perhaps it was because he was the first and the most powerful, but that power was dwindling.

      It showed in his performance in the ring. Hadrianne was the winner, striking him more quickly than he could block her. The king could still take a punch as well as he gave, but it wasn’t enough anymore. In some ways, it was like he wasn’t trying.

      Either his daughter didn’t notice, or she wasn’t calling him out on it.

      “Need a rest?” she asked after they’d been at it awhile.

      “Nah, let’s keep going,” her father insisted.

      Veronika, off to the side, said, “My king, you really should take a break.”

      “I’m fine,” he told Veronika.

      Farrah looked at me. “He’s not serious, is he?” she asked, slight horror in her voice.

      I shook my head. “You know the king. He’s determined. Besides, I have the doctor on standby.”

      My wife nodded, relaxing some. “Well at least if he collapses, the doctor will be here to save him.”

      Veronika took a bottle of water to the king. “At least drink this,” she said, almost demanding.

      Aleksander sighed and took the bottle, downing the whole thing at once. He tossed the empty bottle back to his mistress. “Happy?”

      “Ecstatic,” she said, crushing the bottle in less than a second, and tossing it perfectly into the bin behind her without looking. For a deer-shifter, Veronika was incredibly strong. It was the faerie magic that gave shifters their abilities, and deer-shifters were the weakest of the bunch.

      The king looked back at the princess. “Ready?”

      “Let’s go, Pop,” she said.

      They began to dance around the ring again. Hadrianne still got the best of him regardless of how hard Aleksander fought.

      Then Hadrianne started bringing conversation into their game. It usually threw Aleksander off his guard.

      “So, this new queen. When do I get to meet her?” she asked, throwing a punch at her father.

      Aleksander blocked it, thankfully, and said, “The later the better, for you.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I would have kept Hadrianne as far away from Emilya as I could. After her infamous role in killing Rylar, the less Hadrianne had to do with Emilya the better.

      Hadrianne frowned. “Come on, Daddy,” she said. She was trying to soften him up now. She was a bitch, but she was clever. “Let me meet her. I promise I’ll be gentle,” she said as she backed him up and swung again.

      This time Aleksander caught her hand and blocked her, kneeing her in the stomach. She made a slight noise of discomfort as his knee made contact, but it didn’t knock her down. Her balance was better than his.

      “No,” he said. “You’re going to stay as far away from Emilya as possible.”

      By this time a few more people had entered the room, one of them being Duchess Elysabette. She stood at the door, watching the two of them.

      “Why? I took Rylar down, why shouldn’t I get a chance at her?” Hadrianne asked.

      I’d figured out a long time ago why she was the leader of the army. It was mostly because she’d killed Rylar, but at that time Aleksander was also beginning to lose some of his stamina. Not as much as he was now, but it was a good thing he had given her control when he did.

      Aleksander lunged at Hadrianne and placed her in a headlock. “That was war. This is not.”

      “Everything is war, Father!” she exclaimed, stepping on his foot and getting him to release his hold, causing him to stumble backwards.

      He found his balance, but Hadrianne lunged at him in a similar fashion, and when I expected him to get knocked against the ropes, he stepped out of the way quickly enough to let that happen to her. He grabbed her and restrained her from behind. I sensed adrenaline rushing up inside him, and I exchanged a confused glance with my wife.

      Farrah gripped my arm. The force sent more red flags up in my mind.

      “Not this,” Aleksander said. “Not her. She’s a girl. A child. You will not touch her. Do you understand me, Hadrianne?”

      He was growling as he spoke. His teeth clenched. The color of his eyes began to change. The wolf in him was about to come out. Even Veronika feared what was happening, her eyes widening as she gripped the arm of her chair. And she was not easily frightened.

      Elysabette was watching with focus. Surely Vivienne would need to know what was said.

      The princess struggled, but the king didn’t relent. He was overpowering her.

      “DO YOU UNDERSTAND ME?”

      The words echoed throughout the room, sending chills down my spine.

      This wasn’t good.

      “Yes!” Hadrianne gasped.

      The king let her out of his restraint, and she fell to the floor.

      I was stunned.

      From the brief glance I stole with my wife, she was too.

      The king left the ring, threw his gloves off, and shouted, “Deklan!”

      “I’ll see you tonight,” I told my wife. I rose from the floor and hurried after the king, alongside Veronika.

      Elysabette was already gone.

      Following the king, I asked, “Are you alright, Your Majesty?”

      “Get me Nairi,” he demanded. “Now.”

      I nodded. “Yes, Majesty.” I quit following him and proceeded to find a cell phone in the call room.

      I quickly dialed Vosh’ala.

      The operator answered. “Vosh’ala palace, how may I direct your call?”

      “Lord Deklan on behalf of King Aleksander for Queen Nairi.”
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CALLUM

      JUNE 14TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE GRAVEYARD

      “Cal!” Ursula whispered from the mausoleum.

      I snuck in, having taken a detour from my path to the stables.

      In the last several weeks, life had continued as normal, but my brothers and I remained powerless to do anything until the queen forced a vote on our freedom.

      The only way she could truly do that was with allies.

      Last night, I’d sent a message to Ursula asking her to meet me, not for our usual rendezvous, but so I could recruit her help. As part of the younger generation of nobles, she would be a perfect ally, and I imagined she could help convince many of the nobles to get with the times.

      Inside the mausoleum, I said, “Thanks for meeting me.”

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      “The queen is going to fight for us,” I said. “I told her how, but we need people to start talking it up.”

      She raised her hand. “Say no more, I already know where this is going. Don’t worry, Andre and I are on it. But you know he’s going to want a favor in return, and not the one-time arrangement thing.”

      I nodded, grateful that she was willing to help. Of course, I was curious as to what else Andre could possibly want. “Okay, shoot,” I said.

      Ursula replied, “Same-sex marriage. When the time comes for that, you gotta scratch his back if he scratches yours. And my husband would like his uncles to come back into his life, and to get his cousin out of fucking servitude.”

      Yeah, that was doable.

      “Consider it done,” I said. I had no hesitation whatsoever in helping out those causes. I knew about Ramses’ uncles and cousin, which was a situation and a half.

      “Good,” she said. “So, who do we need to start talking near?”

      “Well, who do you know that is firmly on our side?” I asked. The only people who counted were the nobles with actual titles and the privileges that came with them. They would get to vote. We had to get the majority of them on our side.

      Ursula crossed her arms. “Max, for sure,” she answered. Andre’s brother, which was no surprise. “And if Max is, I’m sure his daddy will be easily persuaded, if he hasn’t been already. I’ll make a subtle inquiry with my brother, but it may not be as easy with my father. The issue has simply never come up around him, so I couldn’t tell you how that one is going to go down.”

      I nodded while she thought.

      “I think Brookersbank and Gracefield will be behind you, but I can’t be one hundred percent sure yet. I’ll get back to you.”

      That was a possibility of six. Not nearly enough, but better than I thought it would be.

      “And aside from my father, who is firmly against?” I asked.

      “Hemonton, for sure,” she answered. “You can probably count Mayford out too, considering what happened with his son.”

      That was fair.

      “I wouldn’t be too keen on Folley or Koronia being on your side, either. Crossfield is probably not going to be convinced, because you know how he is. I can’t say for the rest of them.”

      Another six. The odds could have been worse. “So, will it be an easy feat to win the rest of them over?” I asked. Ursula knew the nobility better than I did.

      She shrugged. “I won’t know until after the Introductory Ball,” she said. “We’ll all be together in one place. Andre and I will put out feelers. Some of the other noble kids will be more than willing to help.”

      I nodded. That was exactly what I was hoping for. “Thank you, Urs,” I said. “I appreciate it.”
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VIVIENNE

      JUNE 14TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      My bath was getting cold. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to get out or not. Did I have the energy? What else was I going to do all day?

      As usual, I had nothing planned. My social calendar was empty. Our noble population wasn’t large, anyway. The wives of the honored knights always had something going on, I supposed, but I usually felt out of place with them. I felt out of place in this country, period, even though it was my home.

      The pill I’d taken didn’t seem to do much for my sleep. I didn’t feel any more refreshed than I had the day before, and while I didn’t remember falling asleep, I remembered waking up feeling exactly the same.

      Maybe it wasn’t supposed to work right away? I needed to speak to Nairi myself for more information.

      Yet, I kept taking them. At least they put me to sleep, regardless of the overall result.

      Hera brought a fresh pitcher of hot water over. “I can add this in, if you’d like, Your Majesty,” she said.

      I sighed. “No, it’s time to get dressed for the day.”

      She nodded, setting the pitcher down, and helped me out of the bathtub and into my robe.

      “Bring me the green dress, would you?” I asked her.

      “Of course,” she answered.

      I sat down at the vanity while she fetched the dress I asked for. It was old, but it had been a gift.

      A gift from Elijah.

      I’d tried to keep it in good condition all these years, storing it in a sealed bag so it wouldn’t get damaged. Additionally, I had it locked up in a safe that only Hera, Elysabette, and I had the code for.

      Aleksander hated the thing, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t seeing my husband today. He didn’t get a say in what I wore.

      Hera brought out the bag and laid it on the bed. She returned to me and began to brush my hair. “You’ve been thinking about him a lot lately,” she commented.

      “It’s hard not to,” I told her. “When your heart yearned for someone for so long, and they were kept from you, and abruptly taken away … it’s a nightmare.”

      It had been years of pain already, but his death made it worse.

      She frowned. “I’m sorry, Viv. I know it’s been hard. I remember when Aleksander negotiated to let you out of their dungeon. Elijah fought for you, but in the end, it didn’t matter. He was married and already had the valkyrie on his side. Taking the shifters away would have been an advantage for him, but he couldn’t keep you.”

      I sighed. “I know. And that’s what’s broken my heart every day ever since.”

      I loved him. I was in love with him.

      The doors to my quarters opened, and Elysabette entered. “Aleksander just kicked your daughter’s ass in the ring,” she announced.

      Both Hera and I stopped in shock. Aleksander hadn’t been able to best Hadrianne in decades.

      “What happened?” Hera asked. “Is she sick?”

      Elysabette sat on the other stool next to the vanity. “She asked if she could meet Emilya,” she told us. “Aleksander said no, and when she pushed the issue, implicating an attempt to kill her, he destroyed her.”

      I was sure that was a bit of an exaggeration, but nonetheless Aleksander had won against our daughter.

      However, I was a bit concerned about what gave him his strength. I thought he’d been growing weaker for years. That was the whole purpose of the training exercises. He could keep up what little strength he had left.

      I understood why I would want to protect the new Queen of Normandy—she was the only piece of Elijah left in this world.

      But why did my husband want to protect her?

      After all, I was sure—as much as everyone else was—that he’d killed Elijah.

      “What do the two of you know about where Aleksander was the day Elijah was killed?” I asked.

      “He swears up and down that he didn’t do it,” Hera answered. “That doesn’t mean he wasn’t responsible through someone else.”

      Elysabette said, “You might have an opportunity to eavesdrop on him, though. I overheard him asking Deklan to call Nairi.”

      No one called Nairi unless they wanted something regarding science or magic.

      I had to find out what it was he wanted. I held up a hand to stop Hera from finishing my hair. “Get me a veil,” I said.

      She did, and placed it over my head. No one would be able to see my hair, and they’d barely be able to see my face.

      “Let’s go,” I said. I rose from my seat, leaving my quarters.

      There was only one way I could eavesdrop on my husband. I went through the second-floor drawing room, through the servant’s passage, and up into the third-floor storage room, where there was a vent directly into his quarters. I had no idea if Aleksander was aware it existed, but it had proven useful on more than one occasion.

      By the time I arrived, Deklan was walking in with a cell phone and handing it to Aleksander. “Queen Nairi of Vosh’ala, Your Majesty, as requested.”

      “Thank you, Deklan, that will be all,” he said. “Veronika, you’re dismissed,” he told his slut.

      I could see enough to watch Deklan and Veronika leave.

      Afterwards, my husband got on the phone with the faerie queen. “Nairi, thank you for taking my call, I’m sure you’re very busy …”
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NAIRI

      JUNE 14TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE LABORATORY

      The information given to us by Normandy was being processed, and as Markus predicted, it would take a while. He promised he would keep us posted, but we had other issues to deal with in the meantime. One of those was the mystery substance that had been found at the ruins.

      The hunting party was due to return today, and I was expecting Ana back any minute now. I hoped she found some more of our mystery substance, or a trace of it somewhere. I had been using the one sample we had to run as many tests as I could without completely destroying it.

      The task wasn’t easy, but I was making do.

      On top of that, there were the newfound revelations that my daughter-in-law’s family had the greatest Vosh’alan scandal on their hands in … well, centuries. A relationship between two people who were that closely related was forbidden in Vosh’ala.

      But Garsenda worked in mysterious ways. Her involvement in the origins of The Continent, the creation of The Heart.

      To this day, no one understood why she allowed the things she did.

      I couldn’t think about it now. It was Cederec’s priority, not mine, regardless of how much I worried.

      While I was in the middle of one of those tests, the doors to the lab opened. I looked up, expecting to see Ana, but instead it was one of the servants holding a cell phone. “Call for you, Your Majesty. ’Tis King Aleksander of Romynia.”

      That wasn’t a good sign.

      I took off my gloves and goggles. “Thank you, my dear,” I said, taking the phone and bringing it to my ear. “This is Nairi.”

      “Your Majesty, this is Deklan, King Aleksander’s valet. One moment please,” Deklan requested.

      In seconds, Aleksander’s voice was on the other end. “Nairi, thank you for taking my call, I’m sure you’re very busy …”

      “Well, if you’re calling, it’s not good,” I said. “Has it worn off again?”

      He sighed. “Not exactly. It’s not strong enough to keep the anger subdued.”

      Aleksander had been on this crusade since before I was born. Though I was the first one to successfully help him, I still wasn’t a miracle worker. Deklan had kept me informed of his progress, or lack thereof, and it had been rough.

      “Have you tried doubling the dose?” I asked. If he wanted this ‘curse’ of his gone, he needed to try something else.

      “No, it only just happened. But it felt like it wasn’t even there. And what’s worse, I got angry at my own daughter.”

      “Over what, may I ask?”

      “She asked to meet Emilya,” he replied.

      I sighed. “Alek, I’m not going to tell you how to raise your children, but if she gets anywhere near Emilya, we’re going to be at war again.”

      The Continent barely escaped one after Elijah’s death, but that was because Normandy couldn’t prove that there was foul play involved. Whether or not Aleksander had done it, I couldn’t say. Even magic wasn’t strong enough to get someone to admit they’d committed murder.

      “Please, Nairi, it’s missing something,” Aleksander begged. “I will do anything. I’m tired of waiting. Please.”

      Covering the phone’s mouthpiece, I took a deep breath. Aleksander was desperate. He always had been, but this time it sounded like he was going to crack. I wasn’t going to be responsible for the wolf king having a psychotic break.

      “Alright, Alek,” I said. “I’ll see what I can do. For now, I need you to take double doses. It’s the only fix I have for you in the meantime. I’m not a miracle worker, and this won’t happen overnight.”

      “I know,” he said. “Thank you, Nairi.”

      “You’re welcome. Now get some rest. It sounds like you could use it. And I mean real rest. No distractions.” With all the mistresses and escorts he had going in and out of his bedchamber, I wasn’t surprised he didn’t get much sleep. It reflected in his voice.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied.

      He hung up, and I set the phone down, sighing.

      The door opened again to the lab, and this time Cederec entered with Ana.

      “Ana!” I exclaimed. “Oh, thank Garsenda! What did you find?”

      Ana looked glum. “Unfortunately, I didn’t find anything useful,” she replied. “That’s going to be our only sample; the only trace of that kind of magic, whatever it is.”

      My husband said, “They searched the area where the original sample was found, and the surrounding areas. There was no trace of that magic anywhere. And the hunting party claims the ruins have moved again.”

      I furrowed my brows. “That’s impossible. The ruins can’t move. They’re structures. They’re built into the ground.”

      Cederec shrugged with his arms crossed, shaking his head. “I don’t know, my love. Unless you want to go out there and observe them yourself, we don’t have an explanation for you.”

      I already had enough to deal with now that Aleksander needed me. Between him and his wife both needing to be medicated, I was going to be kept busy.

      “Ana, do you think you could go back with the hunters, and have them mark the areas where the ruins stand now? Wait a few days, then return to see what’s changed, if anything?”

      Ana nodded. “Yeah, if that’s what you want. We’ll get it done.”

      “While you’re out there, see if you can find anything regarding the sample. Keep trying. This one little sample can’t be a fluke.”

      She nodded again. “I’ll return with them when they go back in two days.”

      We needed to figure out what was going on here. Ruins that moved, and an unknown magic that suddenly was nowhere to be found or tracked?

      There had to be something out there.
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VIVIENNE

      JUNE 14TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I glared through the vent. What in the world was he talking about with her?

      Aleksander hung up the phone, tossing it on the bed. I watched him go over to his nightstand, but I couldn’t see anything after that. His back was to me, blocking whatever was going on. All I could see was him roll up his sleeve.

      “Find out what he’s doing,” I told Hera and Elysabette. “Discreetly.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Hera said.

      Elysabette nodded.

      I found my way back to my quarters, stripped out of my robe, and put on the dress that Elijah had given me. It was the only comfort I had in this world.

      After putting the dress on, I continued to my bed and knelt, finding a box underneath the frame where I kept special mementos. Inside, right on top, was a portrait of Elijah. It was from ages ago, but it was still my favorite image of him.

      He was looking directly forward, and all I could think was that he was staring into my eyes. I brushed a finger along his face and said, “I miss you, my darling.”

      I missed his voice; I missed his touch. I’d been missing it for more than the time he’d been dead. But knowing I would never get to hear him or touch him again was destroying me every second of the day.

      A knock on my door startled me. I looked over to it and watched my son step inside.

      Connell held onto the doorknob. “Bad time, Mother?”

      I shook my head. “No, never for you, my boy.”

      After closing the door all the way, he approached me. I hugged him, rocking him from side to side.

      “You’re wearing the dress,” Connell commented.

      I nodded, still holding him. “I am. I miss him, Connell. I finally understand how you feel.”

      “I take no joy in that knowledge, Mother,” he said. “We both fell in love with men who were out of reach to us, and in the end, we lost them to circumstances beyond our control.”

      “We can always control your sister,” I told him. “This time we have to do better.”

      Connell pulled away to look into my eyes. “I promise, I won’t let her lay a finger on the new queen. Not the way she did to Rylar.”

      If there was one person I believed more than anyone else in this world, it was my son. He would be an excellent king someday, the complete opposite of his father.

      “Hadrianne destroyed my life,” Connell said. “I won’t let her do that again.”

      I would do everything I could to make sure he was right.
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BASTIAN

      JUNE 15TH, 2015. PEARALA CASTLE

      The castle was busy this time of morning. I had to ask myself … why? It was six o’clock. Shouldn’t people still be asleep?

      Thinking about it, I should’ve still been asleep.

      Attempting to adjust to a normal sleeping schedule wasn’t working out great for me. Old habits died hard, and this was the oldest one in history. For me, anyway.

      Getting in at three in the morning was progress, and a little extra sleep only helped feel me a little more rested. My mother had kept me busy. Today we were destined for Silk Rapids, a nearby village, to mingle with the masses at the farmer’s market.

      Apparently, this was good for … Shit, I didn’t know, image or something? At least with the commoners. I was already fucked with the nobility.

      Mother had me dressed and out the door, and on the way, we ran into my siblings, headed to the throne room. We stopped, moving to the side, and I bowed while Mother curtsied.

      They didn’t acknowledge us. The only one who came remotely close to making eye contact was Lanaya, and even that was stretching the definition.

      “Don’t worry, my boy,” Mother said. “One day they’ll be bowing to you.”

      We left the palace and took the carriage to Silk Rapids, where the market was in full swing. There were dozens of people present. Vendors, shoppers, security, and everyone else in between.

      It was loud, almost too loud for my still-hungover brain to handle.

      I could smell food being prepared, and my stomach growled. I should’ve eaten breakfast.

      “What exactly is it that you want me to do?” I asked my mother. This was her master plan. I was along for the ride.

      She replied, “Mingle with the people. Allow them to recognize you. Try to be modest about who you are. And listen to their concerns. When they realize you’re the king’s son and you have access to him, you gain power with them.”

      I wasn’t sure that tracked, but I would give it my best shot, or something.

      We began swimming around amongst the attendees, looking at what the market had to offer. With so many people around, I almost felt claustrophobic. On top of that, I was bored. I had no idea where to begin.

      It was incredibly mundane and I couldn't stand it. If I had to get the common folk on my side, was this worth it? They didn’t have to be on Father’s side, and yet he was still able to become king when his father died.

      “You!” someone said beside me.

      I turned and saw them pointing at me in awe. It was an elderly woman with two young women, a young man, and a small child. They looked extremely poor.

      Of course, compared to the blokes I was used to living around, everyone did.

      “You’re the king’s son! You have his face!” the old woman said.

      If this wasn’t the opportunity I needed, I didn’t know what was.

      I offered my hand. “Good morning, ma’am. How do you do? I’m Bastian.”

      She took my hand and kissed it. “Oh, my prince, ’tis an honor to meet you.”

      One of the young women with her gently said, “No, Mama, this isn’t the prince.”

      “It’s alright,” I told the young woman. “No harm done. Yes, I am the king’s son, but not a prince.” I looked at her mother. “What is your name, my dear?”

      “Corella,” she replied.

      I shook the old woman’s hand. “’Tis great pleasure to meet you, Corella. Are you enjoying the market?”

      She frowned. “Ah, no, I’m afraid. We don’t have enough coin to buy the food we need. My boy’s Navy dues took everything we had. We were hoping someone would be willing to bargain with us, but alas. We’re on our way home now.”

      I could feel my mother’s eyes nudging me.

      It was true, Navy dues were expensive. Most families went broke to pay them because the honor of serving was a big deal in Pearala. But it left their families with nothing.

      “How much do you need to buy your food for the week?” I asked her.

      Her daughter stepped in. “Oh, no, sir, we couldn’t ask you to do that,” she said.

      “Eight silver!” Corella answered, enthusiastic and hopeful.

      I reached into my pocket. People were starting to stare at us now. It was at least getting their attention.

      “Let’s see,” I said, pulling out the bag of coins I had with me. It was full of copper, silver, and gold. I started digging for the silver. “Alright here we are …  one,” I said, starting to count as I brought them out and placed them in Corella’s hand. “Two … three … four … five … six … seven …”

      I stopped. There was more silver in here, but if I wanted to wow the commoners, I needed to play the moment another way. “Ah, blimey, no more silver. I suppose this will have to do.”

      I pulled out a piece of gold and placed it in her hand.

      People were murmuring around us. That was the idea.

      From the corner of my eye, I could see Mother’s nod of approval.

      Corella was speechless and nearly in tears. “Th—thank you, young Bastian. You may not be a prince in name, but I’ll always think of you as one.”

      “You’re quite welcome, Ms. Corella,” I said. “Now you make sure that family of yours is good and fed this week, you hear?” That was enough to get them something a little extra. I was pretty sure that was the plan all along. It made me look better to everyone.

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “Thank you, thank you.”

      The other young woman and the young man with them swam away with her so they could go back to the vendor to get food.

      The daughter, however, stayed and said, “What’s your angle here, Bastard? Suck up to some sweet old lady in front of everyone to make yourself look better?” Her arms were crossed, her brows raised.

      “No, ma’am,” I said. “Simply doing what I can to give to those less fortunate than I. We can’t all be bastard children of the king.”

      “I know your reputation,” she said. “You’re the one who uses his status as ‘The Bastard Prince’ to take advantage of people. You stay out all night partying, being irresponsible, and causing shame to your family’s name.”

      It was shocking to hear such an accusation come from a total stranger in public, but if I was going to get people like her on my side, I needed to convince them I’d changed.

      “That was who I used to be,” I said. “I’m changing, for my own sake. That means looking out for people other than myself, and expecting nothing in return.”

      At least for now.

      “Hmph,” she said. “Well, I’ll believe it when I see it. Thanks for the gold, I suppose. At least my family will get to eat this week.”

      From off in the distance, the young child that had been with them called, “Nyshaia!”

      The woman looked, then returned her attention to me. “I have to go. But … Thanks again, anyway.”

      “You’re welcome … Nyshaia,” I said, assuming that was her name.

      She left to rejoin her family.

      Mother came up behind me. “Well done,” she said quietly. “That’s exactly what we need to get your approval up with the common folk.”

      Was it that easy? Probably not. There would be skeptics like Nyshaia, but we’d deal with those later. For now, I had to win over the masses that could be easily won.
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      EMILYA

      JUNE 17TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I woke up and ate breakfast with Kamille and Henriette. Lucilla was in the seamstresses’ room fetching my gown for tonight. Henriette’s breakfast was fairly standard: egg whites, fruit, and oatmeal. Kamille, on the other hand, ate raw meat dripping with blood.

      “How often do vampires have to feed?” I asked her.

      “As often as they’re hungry,” Kamille responded. “Some need more fuel than others. A rare few can go weeks without feeding.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Vincent or his father eat,” I commented. As I thought harder, I knew I hadn’t seen them eat.

      Kamille and Henriette chuckled.

      “They eat, trust us,” Kamille assured me. “I think they’re apprehensive to eat around you for the time being. You’ve witnessed them drinking blood, however. The dinner with Ambassador Josken.”

      Somehow, I felt relieved to have confirmation that they were, in fact, drinking blood that night.

      Kamille eventually left the room with my dirty breakfast dishes while Lucilla entered, accompanied by two seamstresses. My gown for the ball was hidden within a white bag, and I needed to be properly fitted in it before making my official debut.

      They’d emphasized the word ‘official’ a lot in the last few days.

      I stood on the platform to allow the seamstresses to work. The dress was beautiful. Not something I would have worn in the real world, but I wasn’t a queen there.

      Soon enough, Dominic entered the room and bowed. “Your Majesty. How are you feeling?”

      “Well,” I replied, “thank you, Your Grace.”

      He offered a faint grin. “Excellent. Now, we have a big job ahead of us to prepare for the ball tonight. You will be properly introduced to the nobility, and I think a refresher course is needed for good measure.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      “Every single member of the ranked nobility, with a few exceptions, will be here for the Introductory Ball,” Dominic explained while I was being measured for the dress. “Those exceptions will be the Viscount and Viscountess Argonia, and the Earl of Armadam.”

      Pity.

      “Aside from the three of them, I’d like to be sure you are familiar with everybody.”

      Vincent walked into the room carrying a large poster board with the help of Kamille. Lucilla followed them with a stand. They set it up right in front of me.

      The duke continued, “We’re going to point to a portrait, and we’d like you to name the person indicated. A memory game, of sorts.”

      I nodded. “Super.”

      The first few were easy, but I had a feeling they were testing me. It was hard to forget the people I’d had unpleasant run-ins with, or who I saw on a regular basis. After that, the names were a little harder to get right. The titles especially killed me, but I didn’t do terribly. It was passing, to say the least, and while I’d been here nearly a month now, I knew there was more work to be done.

      “One final test,” Dominic said as we wrapped up. “Can you name every territory of Normandy?”

      “In order?”

      “Not necessary.”

      “Armadam, Koronia, Folley, Colette, Brimm, Tenia, Ceria, Brookersbank, Kommodor, Tyrans, Ashvan, Tayloran, Leondrea, Vale, Gracefield, Crossfield, Daenerion, Hemonton, Christerly, Mayford, Argonia, Soaren.”

      “Very good,” Vincent said, smiling and applauding. My ladies joined him.

      Dominic nodded with satisfaction. “At least you have that part down. We’ll work on names more tonight. In the meantime, try to relax.”

      Easier said than done.

      Dominic left the room.

      I asked the others, “Is there anything else I should know? Special relations, etcetera?”

      Vincent nodded. “Yes, but those can be saved for later. It will be easier to visualize them as they’re standing with one another. Everybody tends to keep to their little groups at these gatherings. What do you call them these days? Cliques?”

      “If you’re a teenager in high school, yeah.” I didn’t miss those days. Not usually.

      Kamille offered Vincent a glass of something. “Lord Commander, Her Majesty has brought it to our attention that she has never seen you eat. I think she’s still in a bit of denial that you are a vampire.”

      “I see my fangs and eyes didn’t do the trick,” he said with a small smirk in my direction. “Or the time I nicked your finger.”

      “Well, Kamille’s eyes are always red,” I commented. “The inherited versus purebred thing.”

      Vincent accepted the glass that Kamille had offered. “Thank you, my lady.”

      Without missing a beat, he consumed the entire glass in only a handful of seconds. A small stream of blood ran from the corner of his mouth down to his chin.

      “Is this the ideal vision you have of vampires?” he asked me upon finishing.

      I gulped once and nodded.

      Lucilla giggled, handing him a handkerchief to clean himself up with.

      Vincent rose from his seat and said, “I should be getting ready. But one more thing: what will you do about the young Lord Mayford? He’s been in the dungeon, and the earl has been petitioning my father for his son’s release. The young lord is willing to repent for his actions.”

      I nodded. “Okay, well, that sounds … promising. In what way?”

      He answered, “Normally, repentance would be asked in front of the Archbishop and the Monarch. He’s willing to do it in front of the entire nobility at the ball tonight. We would have to release him now to give him time to clean up.”

      “Very well,” I said, “see to it that he’s released. Maybe he’ll become a decent human being after being in there for a whole day.”

      I supposed I would find out.
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VINCENT

      JUNE 17TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I proceeded to my quarters to change into my tux for the ball, which was probably not the best idea. I had one final chore after I dressed. They should have been swapped, but we were pressed for time, and if I didn’t change beforehand, I wouldn’t change at all.

      After I’d finished, I continued to the tower where I personally unlocked and opened Mayford Junior’s cell with his parents present.

      “You’re sure you’re going to do this?” I asked him. “I’m not wasting my time by letting you out of here, am I?”

      “No, Lord Commander,” he answered.

      “Good,” I said. “Now go get ready.”

      He hurried off with his mother.

      His father looked at me. “Don’t make us regret this, Vincent. This is as humiliating for us as it is for him.”

      “And how much more humiliating will it be for your family when you’re executed for treason?” I asked.

      Mayford Senior froze in place.

      “That’s what I thought. Now I expect your end of the deal to be held up, otherwise he’ll be right back in here with absolutely no hesitation on my part.”

      The earl bowed. “Yes, Lord Commander,” he said before he left the tower.

      A maid came in to clean up as soon as he was out of my sight.

      I looked at her and said, “Anything suspicious in there comes directly to me or the grand duke. Understood?”

      “Yes, Lord Commander,” she said. “At once.”

      I left the tower to join the queen in her quarters. A guard on the way told me she was ready.

      My parents would be waiting for us outside the ballroom. I would escort her down to them, and Father would lead her into the room.

      On the way, Kieran met up with me. My second-in-command handed me a piece of paper. “Straight from Fort Stallis,” he said. “Soaren wants to meet with you.”

      Cassander?

      “What for?” I asked. “Why couldn’t he just show up tonight like he’s supposed to?” From what we had heard, he was volunteering to take a shift for someone who had an emergency, but he also knew how important it was to be here to meet the new queen.

      Kieran shrugged as we walked. “Couldn’t tell you.”

      “See what you can do about my schedule when we’re in Pearala,” I instructed. “No sense in making separate trips.”

      Kieran nodded. “Will do,” he acknowledged before he left.

      I made my way up to the queen’s quarters and entered as the guards opened the doors.

      Once I saw her, I stopped short.

      Standing a few feet in front of me was Emilya, completely transformed. Even the makeovers they’d done during the first Council meeting, and for the dinner with the ambassador were nothing compared to this.

      She was stunning. I knew she was an attractive woman, both inside and out, but it never occurred to me what truly dressing her up like a queen would do. They had done a number on her with the choice of gown. Crimson red with gold and black accents, perfect Normandy colors, it was form-fitted with an attached mesh skirt that extended into a train.

      I was dumbstruck.

      I normally didn’t pay attention to clothing, but she took my breath away.

      “Wow,” I said. “Emilya, you look … You look lovely.”

      Lovely? Really? That’s the best you could come up with? Idiot!

      Emilya smiled. “Yeah? It seems like a lot.” She was clearly apprehensive about the whole thing. In her shoes, I might have felt the same.

      I chuckled. “You’re the queen. It’s supposed to be a lot. Otherwise, you’d pass for some lowly noblewoman.”

      “Would that be such a bad thing?”

      “In terms of tonight, yes,” I said as I finally continued to her side. “We’re introducing Normandy to her new queen, after all. You have to look the part.”

      “Fair,” she replied.

      I couldn’t stop looking at her. She was smiling at me, and she seemed rather happy.

      Maybe she was finally warming up to everything. Her personality was starting to show. That was a good thing. She would need it tonight.

      And I wanted to see more of it.
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LUCILLA

      JUNE 17TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      We had very little time to get ready after helping the queen. I rushed back to my chambers where my mother and Ava were waiting to help, both of them ready for the ball. I stripped out of my dress as I stumbled into the room in such a hurry, and nearly threw myself into the ball gown Mother had ready for me.

      “Slow down,” she said. She zipped me up, and Ava started on my nails while I stepped into the heels I’d picked out. “You still have some time.”

      “Not nearly enough,” I said as I looked at the clock. “Forty-five minutes is cutting it pretty close.”

      Mother skillfully guided me to the chair in front of the vanity while Ava continued to work on my nails. A maid came in to assist with my makeup while Mother did my hair.

      “Hair down?” Mother asked.

      “Just get it out of my face and I’ll be happy,” I said.

      Thirty minutes later I was nearly done. Mother pulled the sides of my hair up and pinned them together in the back, then placed a ruby-decorated headband on the top of my head.

      Ava could only work so fast on my nails, but thankfully the fingers were done. We were only waiting on the toes now, which only needed a touchup.

      There was a knock on the door, and the maid answered it.

      It was Kamille and Henriette. “Ready?” they asked.

      “Barely,” I answered. “Where’s Vincent?”

      “With the queen,” Henriette answered. “He’s escorting her down.”

      I looked down at Ava. “How wet are they?”

      “They’re good enough, if you need to go,” my sister replied.

      I sprung up and grabbed my clutch, storming past Kamille and Henriette to meet the queen in her quarters.

      When I arrived, I saw Vincent’s face … gazing at the queen. That smile, the shimmer in his eyes. Those were looks that made me nervous.

      Oh no.

      Kamille and Henriette were behind me, and they walked past me into the room while I remained frozen at the door.

      “You look exquisite, Your Majesty,” Kamille said. “Are you ready?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” the queen answered.

      Vincent offered his arm. “Shall we?”

      The tone of his voice too. It was setting off alarms.

      I realized he’d been spending quite a bit of time with the queen, but it never occurred to me that it could end up affecting the way he acted. He’d never looked at anyone that way before, not even me.

      Getting what I wanted might end up being harder than I thought.
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EMILYA

      JUNE 17TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE BALLROOM

      Outside the ballroom, after being escorted by Vincent and my ladies down the stairs, I was approached by Dominic and Cecilia. Dominic informed me that the Baron of Soaren had sent his regrets, but he would not be in attendance tonight. That was one more person off of the insanely long list, and thank God for that.

      Dominic offered his arm, and I looped mine through it. He nodded to the herald, and the doors opened to the ballroom.

      Well, here goes nothing.

      “Presenting Her Majesty Emilya the First, Queen of Normandy; and His Grace, Lord Dominic, Grand Duke of Normandy.”

      As the herald announced my arrival, after hours of getting ready, I felt nauseated upon entering the ballroom. All eyes were on me before and after bows and curtsies as I made my way up the aisle. I was led to the throne, which sat atop a rather large platform.

      There were so many people here. I didn’t like it. I felt like I was forgetting all their names, though I recognized most of their faces from the chart.

      The herald also announced the arrival of Cecilia and Vincent. “Her Grace, Lady Cecilia, Grand Duchess of Normandy; and The High Honorable Vincent of Normandy, Lord Commander of Her Majesty’s Agents of The Crown.”

      Dominic escorted me to the platform, keeping hold of my hand until I was seated.

      Vincent and Cecilia took their places on the platform with me, along with Contessina, who had arrived prior to us. Contessina sat on her throne, right next to mine.

      When she leaned over and whispered to me, I was a little shaken. Not by her words, but the fact that she said something to me.

      “I heard what you did with the males. I’m surprised. You’ve been here less than a month, and already have more balls than my husband did in the entirety of his life.”

      That was a surprising sentiment coming from her. I replied, “It seems like Elijah was a little behind the times. If I’m going to be queen of this place, I suppose I’d better rectify a few things while I have the chance.”

      She chuckled. “Good luck getting past some of the nobles. You’re gonna need it.”

      I had no idea if that was genuine, or if it was a threat. I didn’t know Contessina well enough to be able to judge. I wanted to believe she meant it but considering my first impression of her, I wasn’t going to take any chances.

      Vincent stepped forward, bowing before me. “I’ll be introducing everybody to you as they approach. All you need to do is nod, and they will excuse themselves. It’s a standard routine that they’ve done many times before.”

      “So, I don’t have to speak to them yet?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No, not yet. After the introductions, yes. But let’s take it one step at a time, shall we?”

      I nodded, gulping.

      Vincent winked at me and turned around, taking one step off the platform. He gestured for the proceedings to begin.

      A line formed down the center of the room. He began the introductions as everyone came forward, bowing or curtsying to me respectfully.

      Aidan, Marquess of Tenia, and Cornelia, Marchioness of Tenia. They seemed to be a lovely couple. Aidan was tall, had dark hair, and presented himself well. Cornelia was blonde with stunning blue eyes that pierced me from a few feet away.

      Kanan, Marquess of Ceria and Ambassador to Gardenia, and Andrina, Marchioness of Ceria. Kanan and Andrina were darker skinned, possibly of Indian origin. They were both shorter than their Tenian counterparts and didn’t look entirely comfortable with one another.

      Nikolas, Earl of Brimm and Commander of the Armed Forces, and Maeverly, Countess of Brimm. I took note of them especially, since this was Callum’s father and stepmother. Nikolas seemed like a scumbag. He looked nothing like Callum, which was likely a good thing. His dark hair was slicked back, and he wore his military uniform. Maeverly appeared depressed. She, too, had dark hair, but also red eyes, which signified her as a purebred vampire.

      Quentin and Marcia, Earl and Countess of Kommodor. Lucilla’s parents. Lucilla took more after her father. His hair was blond and curly, whereas his wife’s was brown.

      Simon, Earl of Hemonton, and Katharine, Countess of Hemonton and Overseer of Court Fashion. Like Kanan and Andrina, they were also of Indian origin. Then I remembered that not only were Kanan and Simon cousins, but Katharine and Andrina were sisters.

      Edward and Rhyla, Earl and Countess of Christerly. Edward, son of Aidan and Cornelia, was somehow a perfect mix of his parents. Rhyla was of Asian descent, but I couldn’t tell which one. Vietnamese, perhaps? She was short, pale, and had stunning black hair.

      Lucian, Earl of Tyrans and Overseer of Transitions, and Taline, Countess of Tyrans. Kamille’s parents. I couldn’t decide who Kamille looked more like. Both had darker hair, but Lucian’s skin was slightly darker than his wife’s. Kamille’s height one hundred percent came from him, though, as Taline was short.

      Frederick, Earl of Crossfield and Treasurer of The Crown, and Gemma, Countess of Crossfield. Frederick and Gemma, both tall, and with dark brown hair, were color-coordinated. It was nauseating just how well they matched.

      Joseph, Earl of Mayford and Ambassador to Romynia, and Koraline, Countess of Mayford. Mayford didn’t look as though he wanted to obliterate me. I figured his son had been released and was here somewhere. That was a good thing, right? His wife, Koraline, had light-brown hair and appeared to be forcing a pleasant grin.

      Richard, Viscount Folley and Overseer of the Stables, and Phoebe, Viscountess Folley. Richard was tall and muscular, as I already knew from our prior meeting, and very blond. Phoebe, on the other hand, was Asian like her cousin Rhyla, and had the same stunning black hair.

      Roger, Viscount Colette and Ambassador to Vosh’ala. He was shorter than his noble counterparts, certainly shorter than his younger brother, Richard. But he carried himself well. His hair was gray and he appeared much older than most of those present.

      Alan, Viscount Vale and Master of Internal Affairs, and Marietta, Viscountess Vale. Alan was Filipino, a detail previously mentioned to me by Dominic. Marietta, however, was white. Her hair was black, and she looked like the kind of person who could walk into a room and own it.

      Wilhelm, Viscount Tayloran. Kamille’s brother. He definitely took after their father.

      Adam, Viscount Ashvan and Overseer of the Ancestors. Frederick and Gemma’s son, whom I had a hard time picking who he resembled more. In the end, I settled on Frederick.

      Henry, Baron of Brookersbank and Overseer of Normandy Cathedral, and Mathilda, Baroness of Brookersbank. Henriette very much took after her mother, though Mathilda’s hair was slightly darker than her daughter’s. Henry’s hair was dark brown, and he was tall.

      Christian, Baron of Gracefield, and Helena, Baroness of Gracefield and Overseer of Normandy Castle. Christian and Helena both sported dark hair, were fairly tall, and appeared to possibly be of Italian origin.

      Maximus, Baron of Daenerion. Lucilla’s brother, who also looked very much like their father.

      Dossenia, Dowager Baroness of Leondrea. Contessina’s aunt by marriage. She was black. And if I remembered correctly, Vincent had mentioned she was originally from Gaul? I tried to make that make sense in my head. There was no way I’d heard that correctly.

      Dante, Baron of Leondrea. Alan and Marietta’s son, who definitely favored his mother more than his father.

      Alden, Baron of Koronia. Richard’s son from his first marriage to the late Lady Ellen of Tenia, and the grandson of Aidan and Cornelia. He had curly blond hair, though he wasn’t as tall as his father.

      That was the last of the high end of the aristocracy, but there were still many people to get through. In the middle, I’d asked Dominic for some water, which he had a servant bring to me “with haste.”

      Andromeda, Chevalière and Chief Researcher of Normandy. I smiled, happy to see a friendly and familiar face. Andromeda curtsied as the other ladies had and stepped aside. I was glad she was here.

      Dexsia, Baronetess of Normandy. Dossenia’s sister, and Contessina’s other ‘aunt.’ She looked a great deal like her sister.

      Adriana, Baronetess of Tenia, Natalia, Baronetess of Normandy, and Lord George of Crossfield, Ambassador to Pearala. Adriana and Natalia, who were mother and daughter, almost looked nothing alike. While Adriana had blonde hair like her sister, Cornelia, Natalia had red hair. Natalia’s husband, George, was the son of Frederick and Gemma. He took after his mother.

      Kieran and Octavia, Baronet and Baronetess of Crossfield. Those were Felicity’s parents! I knew them! They looked a little different than I remembered, but I’d met them before when I was younger. Octavia was Cornelia and Adriana’s younger sister. She looked a great deal like both of them. She was also very pregnant. Kieran was Frederick’s half-brother, but they looked nothing alike. Husband and wife were both very white and very blond.

      Ksenia, Baronetess of Gracefield, and Lady Persephone of Gracefield. The two eldest daughters of the Gracefields, who each took after one parent, and one parent alone.

      Grace, Baronetess of Crossfield, Lord Varian of Gracefield, and their children, Lady Jodhi and Lord Burnett of Gracefield and Crossfield. The eldest daughter of Frederick and Gemma who absolutely took after her mother, and the eldest son of Christian and Helena who absolutely took after his father. Both of their children took after Grace.

      Henriette, Baronetess of Brookersbank. Henriette winked at me after curtsying. It put me at ease a little.

      Matthew, Baronet of Brookersbank, Lady Josefine of Tyrans, and their daughter, Lady Lotta of Brookersbank and Tyrans. Matthew looked much more like his mother than Henriette did, and that was saying a lot considering how much she favored her. Josefine, Kamille’s sister, was beautiful, as was Lotta.

      Joseph, Baronet of Mayford. Shit. The baronet did not look pleased. Despite this, he knelt in front of me and took my offered hand, kissing one of the rings on it. This met with approval from Vincent, Dominic, and the Archbishop, who was a little farther back in line.

      Luka, Baronet of Hemonton. Simon and Katharine’s son, who favored his father very much.

      Charlotte, Baronetess of Colette. Roger’s daughter, who looked nothing like him. I’d learned that Roger was a widower, and the relationship had been complicated, but his daughter very much looked like her late mother with stunning red hair.

      Ursula, Baronetess of Vale, and Lord Ramses of Gracefield. Ramses was blind. His wife had to escort him, and he had a walking stick. Ursula was stunning. Her darker complexion and brown hair were something to be envied.

      Louisa Holloway, Baronetess of Leondrea, and His Excellency, Revered Alfred Holloway, Archbishop of Normandy. I knew little about the archbishop, only that Elijah had turned him and that he had been his personal priest. I assumed it was based in Catholicism, but I had no confirmation of it. He was a handsome man, however, and looked like a good pairing with his wife, Louisa, who was the daughter of Lord Dante and his late wife, Lady Catherine of Tenia.

      Ladies Beatrice, Zara, and Yvette of Tenia. The Tenia sisters were almost like triplets. All with blonde hair of varying shades, and pale skin. Beatrice was deaf. She curtsied and signed something to me, after which I looked at Vincent.

      “She says, ‘Your Majesty,’” Vincent replied.

      Right, like the others.

      Lady Tamsyn and Lord Louis of Brookersbank. Henriette’s youngest siblings, younger than me. Tamsyn was twenty and Louis was fifteen. Both would be vampires someday, but not for a long while. Tamsyn looked like Henriette and their mother. Louis favored their father.

      Ladies Lucilla and Ava, and Lord Andre of Kommodor. Lucilla and her two younger siblings greeted me respectfully. Andre favored their mother, where Ava joined her other siblings in favoring their father.

      Lady Lora of Hemonton. Luka’s twin sister who took more after their mother, but appeared to have naturally curly hair.

      Lady Sara of Folley. Richard’s child with Phoebe, Alden’s half-sister. She was only fifteen years old as well, but she was adorable nonetheless, and a spitting image of her mother.

      Lady Kamille of Tyrans. She smiled after her curtsy and mouthed, You did great!

      It sure didn’t feel like it.

      That was it. That was the entire nobility, or at least the ones who were able to be here. Several were missing, but that was a relief, because I wasn’t sure I could sit through another damn moment of that. I was already anxious enough as it was.

      Dominic stepped forward. “Thank you all for coming. Please be mindful that Her Majesty is still learning our ways, and we all need to be as accommodating with her as she has been with us.”

      I have?

      He was being generous at best and lying at worst.

      “Please enjoy the festivities,” Dominic continued, “and we hope to speak with you all at some point in the evening.”

      Everyone applauded.

      He turned back to me and said, “We’ll walk around now. The nobles will be dying to meet you in an official capacity, but I’ve given them instructions to keep their distance until approached.”

      I nodded. I actually had to have conversations with these people now, not brief introductions.

      The duke offered his hand, and I took it before rising from the throne.

      Contessina remained in place. Cecilia had run off to dance, as the small band against the wall played boring classical music. Vincent had been approached by Varian and George, so he was otherwise occupied.

      It was only me and the duke. For now.

      Dominic led me off the platform, down to the far-left corner of the ballroom, where the Tenia family was. He said, “Aidan, Cornelia, may I present Her Majesty Queen Emilya.”

      “It’s wonderful to see you again,” Aidan said, holding out a hand.

      I took it, and he placed his other one on top of it momentarily.

      Off to the side, Zara was interpreting for Beatrice.

      Aidan continued, “Nel and I have been incredibly pleased to see a young woman sitting on The Prophet’s throne.”

      I looked at Dominic with confusion.

      “An old nickname for Elijah’s throne. He was The Prophet before he was king,” he explained.

      I nodded and looked at the marquess and marchioness again. “It’s lovely to meet you both, and I’m relieved that my first real face-to-face meeting with nobility is going smoothly.”

      “Guess you don’t count anymore, Dom,” Cornelia said with a smirk, looking at the duke.

      “Sorry—second,” I corrected.

      The duke chuckled. “It’s easy to forget, I’ve been constantly at your side since you’ve arrived. But that is my duty—to assist The Crown. I’m a glorified servant in many ways.” He was very nonchalant about the whole thing.

      “I’m still getting used to all the names and faces and titles, who is above who, and who’s equal to who, and it’s a lot to take in.” This was worse than studying for my final exams in college. Way, way worse. So much so that I wished I was taking those again. Every single one of them.

      “We completely understand,” Aidan responded. “Although some won’t be as easy on you as others. Speaking of which, Dom, when you have a moment I’d like to speak with you in private, if I may.”

      The duke nodded. “I’m sure we can manage the time right now. Cornelia, do you mind keeping the queen company for a few moments?”

      Cornelia shook her head. “Not at all. I’ll introduce her to the girls.”

      As the duke and the marquess stepped away, the marchioness gestured to her three daughters. “Your Majesty, may I present my lovely daughters: Beatrice, Zara, and Yvette.”

      They all curtsied to me again.

      Beatrice signed something, and Zara interpreted for her. “Beatrice says you look beautiful tonight, Your Majesty. You put the rest of us to shame.”

      That was quite the compliment. “Wow, um … Thank you.”

      Of course, that was probably how these people spoke to one another: kissing each other’s asses to earn favors and such.

      “You really do,” Zara confirmed. “She isn’t just saying that, we promise. Everyone here is stunned by how well they did with the dress.”

      “Is that your natural hair color?” Yvette asked. “It’s identical to His Majesty’s.”

      “Of course it does!” Zara said, swatting her sister. “She’s his daughter after all!”

      “Right, I mean, I’m used to seeing it on him, and he always kept his hair very short. It’s very pretty on you,” Yvette said. She seemed a little flustered, almost like she didn’t know how to talk to me.

      In fairness, I didn’t know how to talk to her. So, we were both at a disadvantage.

      “I see your girls are all beautiful blondes,” I noted to the marchioness. “Although there appears to be a tint of red in Beatrice’s hair. Zara’s too.” In Zara’s more than Beatrice’s, but I could see the color trying to break through.

      Cornelia said, “Yes, their grandmothers on both sides were redheads. My sisters and I are all blonde, but some of the children received the gene. Beatrice was one of them. My niece Natalia is another.”

      That certainly explained why Natalia looked nothing like Adriana.

      Beatrice waved at her mother, then signed something once Cornelia was looking at her. She seemed upset.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Zara sighed. Cornelia and Beatrice were signing back and forth now. Quietly, she said, “Greer also has red hair. It’s fiery red, and the most beautiful hair you’ve ever seen. But no one is allowed to talk about Greer anymore. Not after what she did.”

      “The elopement?” I asked. “I was told she and Lord Nathan ran off and married against the consent of The Crown.”

      She nodded. “Elijah had no reason to deny them, and that’s what was puzzling. Greer and Nathan fell in love so deeply that they couldn’t stand it anymore. But it’s because Nathan’s a Crossfield. Elijah already allowed Natalia to marry one of them. At least George is an ambassador. But Nathan is simply a knight. He’s a second son with no prospects.”

      “So, a third son is fine for his niece, but a second son is not fine for his daughter?” I asked. That seemed pretty shitty.

      Zara said, “The men and the way they do things here, it’s bizarre. I love my father, I truly do, but sometimes the decisions he makes are … puzzling.”

      I couldn’t have agreed more.
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VINCENT

      JUNE 17TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE BALLROOM

      Emilya had done well thus far. I was proud of her.

      Of course, the evening had just begun. She had yet to actually converse with the people, and some would be easier to speak with than others.

      Father would be by her side throughout the night. She was in good hands.

      As for me? I was ready to drink and smoke with my friends. These parties were the only time I could ever take what remotely resembled a break.

      I was about to run off with Varian and George to smoke when a guard came over and said my father needed me.

      “Sorry, gents,” I apologized to them. “Duty calls. I’ll catch up.”

      I left the two men to make my way through the crowd of people alongside the guard. The ball was going quite well, all things considered.

      My father waited outside in the hallway with Aidan. Neither of them looked happy.

      This was going to be a chore, I could tell.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Brimm and Hemonton,” Father replied. “The marquess here is a firsthand witness to overhearing potential treason.”

      “Deianeira?”

      Both men nodded.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. “I need to take her tomorrow. I’ll call Caius straight away.”

      Alan approached us, and Father filled him in on the situation. As the Master of Internal Affairs, he and I worked together quite closely, though his work was more discreet than mine.

      “I think we may have an advantage here that no one else will suspect,” Alan suggested.

      We all looked at him with curiosity.

      “His son. Cassander is not his father’s son, and I think we can convince him to relay information to us.”

      “That would interfere with his duties in the military,” I noted. “He already missed tonight because of them. Branden we all understand, and Rufus and Martha too, but Cassander? He should be here.”

      “I think we need to pull Brimm from military command,” Father said. “Put someone in charge that will be loyal to The Crown and not inspire a fucking coup.”

      “That’s going to be Her Majesty’s call,” Alan reminded Father. “And she’s in the dark here. Unless you want to outright tell her she’s already being betrayed after being here a few weeks, I suggest you come up with a better plan.”

      The viscount had a point. We hadn’t been hiding anything from her, and it wouldn’t look good on our part if we started now.

      I looked at my father. “Keeping her in the dark is not going to go over well. We need to be one hundred percent honest with her when we take her to Deianeira.”

      Father sighed. “Very well. In the meantime, I want to speak to Tayloran and Leondrea. They’re Brimm’s second- and third-in-command, and I want to know if they can handle ousting him, or at the very least, defying his orders.”

      I nodded. “I’ll send them your way.” Both Wilhelm and Dante were lifelong military men like Nikolas was. If the men were against Nikolas, we’d have a better chance at succeeding against an attempted coup.

      “I don’t want Brimm or Hemonton anywhere near the queen tonight,” Father told us. “Find a reason to get rid of them.”

      With a nod and a bow, I said, “Yes, Father,” and left with the viscount.

      As we were headed back into the ball, I said to Alan, “Hemonton isn’t going to be as big of a challenge as Brimm. But having an ally isn’t going to bode well for anyone, especially not us.”

      “You ever wonder how we wound up in these jobs?” he asked me.

      I chuckled. “Every damn day.”
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CONTESSINA

      JUNE 17TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE BALLROOM

      I was used to balls by now. I’d been through enough of them to know they were all exactly the same. Elijah had made sure of that.

      But with my husband gone, and a new queen at the helm, something needed to be done about how bored I was.

      I signaled to the one man I knew who could handle lighting things up a bit.

      Andre rushed over, bowing. “Queen Contessina,” he greeted. “To what do I owe this honor?”

      “I’m bored,” I said. “And I think the queen is too. I mean, look at her.” I nodded in Emilya’s direction.

      She was now speaking with Lucian and Taline, Matthew and Josefine, and Lotta. The duke was with her—after having disappeared for twenty minutes, which hadn’t gone unnoticed by me—but I could tell she was struggling.

      “Yes, I see your point,” Andre replied, looking back at me.

      “We’re not above having fun,” I told him. “You’ve been to the after-parties! Hell, you’ve hosted a few of them! I want these things to start being what the after-parties are.”

      Andre grinned. “And you want me to make it happen?”

      I nodded.

      “Done. Give me twenty minutes,” he said.

      He hurried off.

      I might be dead in twenty minutes from boredom.

      From the other side, my aunts approached me. “You’re going to kill everyone with that look on your face, my dear,” Aunt Dossenia told me. “There must be something we can do to cheer you up.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” I told her. “Andre is working on that right now. Perhaps we can finally have fun at these things from now on. Elijah’s dead. Why do we have to keep doing things his way?”

      “Because that’s all we know,” Dossenia said, kneeling beside me. “Have you spoken with Her Majesty?”

      I sighed. “Technically, yes.”

      It hurt to see her on the throne. She wasn’t my daughter.

      But the sight of seeing Emilya as the queen, all dolled up the way I used to be, also brought back the loss of my own baby girl. I imagined she’d look something like Emilya did, except my Mary would have blonde hair. It was blonde, at least, when she was born.

      Stillborn.

      “How have you been dealing with all of this?” Dexsia asked.

      “Not well,” I replied. “But I’m managing.”

      Dossenia placed a hand on my leg. “You have every right to feel the way you feel. And I understand, more than you know, because I’ve been there. It wasn’t a king-and-queen situation, but you remember what happened when Castor died. We had no children. There was a succession crisis over who would become the new baron. All those men fought over my dead husband’s title before his body was even cold. And did I have a say in it? No.”

      I did remember that.

      The backroom politics of it all were scheming. I wasn’t involved, and never had been, but I knew how things worked around here. I wasn’t blind. After all of it was said and done, Alan had won it for his son.

      “You lost your role, as I lost mine,” I said.

      My aunt nodded. “Exactly. So, if anyone here is equipped to tell you what it’s like to deal with change, it’s me. Don’t get me wrong, I adore Dante like a son. Marietta and I joke about how we share him in some ways, but he isn’t my child, and I know that. It’s hard to accept sometimes that I didn’t get to give my love the heir he deserved.”

      “I think the difference is you actually loved Uncle Castor,” I said.

      Castor and Dossenia were the couple I looked up to, more than my own late parents. Dossenia’s skin was extremely dark. During the time when she and Castor married, it was incredibly risky for them to be together. But Castor didn’t care. He loved Dossenia and would have moved heaven and earth to be with her if he had to.

      “I only tolerated Elijah,” I concluded.

      She laughed. “That’s fair. But give the girl a chance. She may not be your daughter, but she is a good person. Maybe one day you’ll come to think of her as an adopted child, like I do with Dante.”

      I grinned, but only slightly. “Thank you, Auntie.”

      I happened to look up and saw Andre—with the help of Ava and Ursula—setting up a soundboard.

      “Oh good, finally, we’re going to make this place more exciting.”

      Dossenia and Dexsia looked in their direction.

      Suddenly the classical music stopped.

      Ava and Ursula shooed the musicians out of the room while Andre took up a microphone. “Alright, enough of this high society crap. It’s 2015, not 1615. Time to have a party like they do in the real world.”

      Andre hit a button on his soundboard and recorded music started playing. Prince & The Revolution’s “Raspberry Beret.”

      Hell yeah!

      “Let’s go!”

      I held out my hands for my aunts. They pulled me up from my throne, and we proceeded out to the dance floor, which had previously been occupied by people waltzing and doing other boring forms of dance.

      Not anymore. We were going to dance like we didn't have a care in the world.

      My husband was dead. I had no responsibilities, and not a care in the world.

      That wasn’t entirely true. I was still the Matriarch of the Valkyrie, but I was no longer the queen consort. In the human world, this would be my retirement.

      I needed to celebrate.
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EMILYA

      JUNE 17TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE BALLROOM

      When the duke finally returned, we continued our tour around the ballroom to speak to the various nobles in attendance. I’d grown tired, and my brain was running with so much information that I couldn’t keep up anymore. This was worse than college.

      The nobles were nice enough, but I felt judged by all of them, despite whether it was their intention to judge me. Their customs, their language (even if it was English they were speaking, I supposed the way they spoke was more of a foreign language to me), their country. This was not where I expected to be after college. This wasn’t what I’d studied for.

      I already wanted to go back home just about every second, no matter how much I kept it inside. I thought, for the first time, my brain was about to explode. I was actively considering running away.

      Then it all stopped.

      Somehow, the party was hijacked by Andre. Instead of high-society music and dancing, it turned into a party I’d been to before; like the homecoming dance, or prom, or a wedding reception.

      Contessina was the one to kick off the dancing with Dossenia and Dexsia, and some of the other younger nobles joined her.

      This was a party I recognized and could get behind.

      Henriette rushed over to me and took my hand. “Come on, it’s time to dance!”

      I looked at the duke. Would he allow this?

      “Go on,” he said, seeing my worry of his disapproval. “You don’t need my permission to have fun.”

      Right. I was queen. This was my place.

      Time to dance.
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CALLUM

      JUNE 18TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE STABLES

      It was after midnight. I waited at the stables with James, the two of us anxious to get a glimpse of Ursula. She was supposed to update us with her progress for the night, and I hoped she hadn’t gotten caught up or forgotten.

      “You’re sure she’s good for this?” James asked.

      I nodded. “Perfectly. Urs and I have an understanding.”

      “Is that what the kids are calling it these days?” he asked as he brought a cigarette to his lips.

      “Where’d you get that?” I asked.

      James lit the tip and inhaled, releasing the smoke from his mouth moments later in a near-perfect ‘O.’ “Are you going to chastise me for it?”

      “I don’t—”

      “You do. And I get it, it’s a luxury item, and we’re not afforded those, so I either stole it or I have a deeper secret, right?”

      I sighed.

      “Thank you for proving my point,” he said as he took another hit. “But if you must know, Cal, Thomas got them. He, too, has an understanding with someone. In exchange for sex, she gives him extra food and cigarettes.”

      “Is it—”

      “Consensual? Yes. I don’t think there have been any rape accusations since the 1960s.”

      Thank the Gods for that.

      “I know that doesn’t mean much,” James continued, “but perhaps we’ll be able to fulfill our needs without fear of losing our lives.”

      I hoped that as well. We all did. We were still people, and we had the same needs that others had. The only difference was that we could be falsely accused of assault or rape, and no one would bat an eye before sending us to the chopping block.

      And reasons like that were precisely why I prayed that Emilya was the one to free us.

      Moments later, Ursula appeared. She was dressed up all fancy, which I had anticipated. It was a party, after all.

      “Evening, gents,” she greeted. “Or I suppose I should say ‘Morning.’”

      I nodded. I didn’t have the precise time, but based on the position of the moon, it was absolutely morning.

      “You have good news, I presume, milady?” James asked, passing his cigarette along when she reached for it.

      Ursula took a drag and nodded. “Yes and no,” she said. “The good news is that many of us are willing to help how we can. We need to convene later for an actual plan, but know that you have allies.”

      “So, what’s the bad news?” I asked.

      Passing the cigarette back to James, Ursula responded, “Your sperm donor is officially under suspicion for treason, or something. It wasn’t clear, but he wasn’t allowed to speak to the queen, and neither was Hemonton.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Gods.”

      “You shouldn’t be surprised, Cal.”

      “I’m not,” I insisted. “Believe me, this is exactly the kind of thing he’d do.”

      “Not like you can do anything about him,” James commented. “Unless you have him killed, and that’s counterproductive to what we’re trying to do.”

      “Yeah, I don’t suggest violence of any kind,” I said. “But I’m at an impasse.”

      “Don’t worry, Cal,” Ursula assured me. “We’ll get it done. Don’t you worry.”

      With her being one of the few people I could truly trust, I would have to believe her.
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      EMILYA

      JUNE 18TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA

      “Where are we?” I asked Vincent as we made our way up a steep hill.

      The car ride had lasted at least a couple of hours, and now we were walking in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by nothing but forest. I didn’t have the energy to make a climb like this.

      The party last night had worn me out. I’d stayed awake until two in the morning. At six-thirty, Vincent had woken me up, and told me to get dressed in something comfortable.

      Where we were now, I had no idea.

      “These are the woods near the Norman/Vosh’alan border,” he answered. “Don’t worry, where we’re going isn’t far.”

      Good, it had better not be.

      Hiking and I weren’t a good mix.

      Thankfully, after what seemed like miles, I came face-to-face with the most glorious thing I’d ever seen: a house built into a freaking tree. The tree was enormous, several stories high, and I felt more like I was in the middle of a fairytale now than I had in the last few weeks.

      In front of the tree was a small garden, and kneeling its border was a young brunette woman. She was picking vegetables, placing them in a small basket next to her.

      A young wolf cub lay by her side, but it began growling and rose as soon as it spotted us.

      The woman turned, looked up at us, and shushed her cub, stroking its back gently. “Hush, little one.”

      She rose and wiped her hands on her apron. She was a tiny thing, short and thin, darker skinned. As some kind of supernatural being, however, she probably had an unexpected strength.

      “Vincent,” she said with a nod, to which he nodded back. “Is this her?”

      “It is,” he confirmed. He turned to me and introduced us. “Emilya, this is Deianeira. Deianeira, our new queen, Emilya.”

      Deianeira didn’t react. She only stared at me in careful observation.

      I felt like I was being sized up again, the way I ended up being every single time I met a new subject.

      “She certainly has Elijah’s hair … and his nose.”

      Vincent chuckled under his breath.

      Deianeira stepped forward, gently grabbing my chin. Her warm touch told me she wasn’t a vampire, but I didn’t want to assume she was a valkyrie either.

      “She’ll do,” she declared, “if she has the willpower.”

      “She does,” Vincent confirmed.

      Looking at Vincent, she said, “She’ll need it.”

      The woman released my chin and took a step back.

      “You’re probably wondering who I am,” she began. “Surely you’ve never heard my name, but you’ve heard of my mother, Cervilia.”

      I must’ve had an expression on my face which provoked her next statement.

      “I thought so.”

      “I didn’t know Cervilia had a daughter, but then again, I don’t know much about her to begin with,” I said, looking between the two. “Andromeda did mention your name when she was recounting the birth of her children, though.”

      Deianeira looked at Vincent. “Has the truth come out? Do my cousins know?”

      He nodded. “They’re both still coping with the news.” Vincent looked at me and said, “This was Cervilia’s home, a place Elijah and the kings of Vosh’ala bestowed upon her and her heirs.”

      “It’s an honor to meet you, Deianeira,” I said. “The story of your mother saving Elijah is … Well, it’s something.”

      “It is,” she agreed, but seemed bored with it. She looked at Vincent. “He’s in the forest already waiting for you. Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of her.”

      My body became tense.

      I looked at him, panicked, and he gave me a reassuring look.

      “Thank you, Neira,” he said to her while looking at me. “I’ll be back.”

      With a blink, Vincent was gone, off into the forest. I assumed he was going to do only God knew what. Hunt? Feed?

      The wolf cub trotted over to my feet, sniffing them. I wasn’t sure if I should pet it or not. It was certainly cute, but it was also a wolf.

      Deianeira moved toward the door and said, “Come. I promise, you’re in no danger.”

      I followed her, hesitantly, into the home. I could smell baked goods and cooking spices, but it nearly made me sick. Those things didn’t always go together.

      I found five more people in the kitchen. A woman who looked to be in her mid-thirties, maybe, and one who appeared to be in her early or mid-twenties. Both had red eyes. The other three, two girls and a boy, didn’t look any older than ten years old.

      They all looked at me, stopping what they were doing, and the two older women came around the island counter in the center where they were preparing food and batter.

      Deianeira said, “This is her. Emilya.”

      I noticed that the older looking woman, after she came around the counter, was very pregnant. She smiled and curtsied. “Your Majesty, it’s such an honor.”

      She had the children at the table stand up and curtsy, or bow in the boy’s case, as well.

      When she rose back up, she nearly lost her balance. The other woman, plus Deianeira, went to her aid, catching her before she fell completely.

      “Careful, Mama,” the other woman said.

      Mama?

      Right. Vampires.

      “I’m okay, sweetheart,” she insisted. “Don’t fuss over me. I’ve done this four times before. I’m pretty much an expert at this point.”

      They released her, and she extended her hand to me. “I’m Galatea of Gracefield. These are my children,” she said, indicating them. “Tamala, Anatonia, Cane, and Reeyna.” She introduced them in the order in which they stood, which was probably by age.

      Tamala was the one who had spoken and rushed to her. Anatonia was taller than Cane and Reeyna, and Reeyna looked like she was only about four years old, far smaller than Cane.

      Lady Galatea, I’d learned, was the youngest daughter of the Baron and Baroness of Gracefield. She didn’t look like a noblewoman. That was probably due to the setting, and her mundane clothing.

      I shook her hand. “A pleasure, Galatea, to meet you and your family.”

      Deianeira said, “Galatea and her husband, Caius, live here along with my mate, Hasan, and me. I’m sure Vince will explain their roles to you later if he hasn’t already. For now, let’s have a chat in private?”

      I nodded.

      Deianeira led me to an open entryway. A set of stairs spiraled down into a basement that was set up like a living room. At the back of the room, there was a bookshelf. She pulled a book on the side, and the entire shelf slid open against the wall, revealing a bedroom.

      “Secret passages?” I asked.

      She chuckled. “Only because I don’t want to be easy to find. I’m not interested in being a part of their coup attempt.”

      Coup attempt?

      What is she talking about?

      She brought me into the room, and we sat down at a small table that was in the corner. Tea, lemonade, and water sat on the table for us. The bookshelf didn’t close.

      Deianeira took a sip of tea, sitting back in her chair. “I wanted to speak with you one-on-one. More than likely, there are people at court who will indicate that they are supporting me in a bid for the throne, and I want to assure you that’s absolute horseshit.”

      I nearly choked on my water.

      Deianeira certainly didn’t mince her words.

      “Oh?”

      “Ever since I was born, the rumor was that Elijah was my father because supposedly he and Cervilia were lovers. Neither of those things are remotely true.”

      “Then why do people believe them?”

      She shrugged. “Why does anyone believe anything? Conspiracy theorists are all over this world, and there are people stupid and uneducated enough to believe a rumor, and it gains traction. Once it does, you can’t stop it. We may be supernaturally gifted beings, but we’re not immune to human stupidities.”

      Fair point.

      “Did Elijah ever claim you as his daughter?” I asked.

      “No, because he knew he wasn’t my father,” Deianeira answered. “Elijah always swore he never touched my mother in that way. People suggest they know otherwise, but they only do it to gain something. Whatever that was, I don’t know. Maybe they were planning ahead, especially since Rylar died and Elijah had no other heir. But my mother swore on her grave that she never lay with Elijah, and my father was the man I knew to be my Papa.”

      I nodded. “So, who is your father?”

      “His name was Antony,” she explained. “He was from the Kingdom of the West Franks, modern day France, but he was born in Africa. He was a slave on an expedition with his master to India for trade goods. A storm took them off course, and they blew right past India completely. The storm broke the magical barrier protecting The Continent, and their ship crashed on the southern shore of Vosh’ala.

      “Mama and Aunt Andie were near and witnessed the crash. Papa was the only survivor. They brought him back to this very place and nursed him back to health. Over time, he and Mama fell in love.”

      A classic love story that begins tragedy, I mused.

      “Then you came along,” I assumed.

      Deianeira nodded. “When Mama found out she was pregnant with me, she asked for Elijah’s blessing since the father was a human, and begged him to be allowed to stay in secrecy. Mama had never asked Elijah for anything in return for saving his life, and she would have kept that up had the circumstances not been so dire. Elijah couldn’t say no to her. She had been his one constant, loyal supporter, even if that was probably a bit of an exaggeration.” She took a sip of her tea. “Elijah allowed Papa to stay, and blessed their union. When I was born, Elijah even blessed my birth, not that it mattered.”

      I nodded.

      It begged the question, though …

      “How did Cervilia explain your existence if Elijah didn’t falsely claim you as his daughter, but Antony’s existence was kept secret?” I asked.

      “Mama never exactly lied,” Deianeira explained. “She simply never told the whole story. She said she became pregnant by a human. That literally could have meant she left The Continent, met a human in the mortal world, and became pregnant. In those days, it was far easier to move freely throughout the world. Technology has made it much more difficult, and not just modern technology, but things like record keeping. We had to be more careful after that became a thing. But at the time I was born?” She shook her head. “Nope, much easier. Mama never lied, and managed to keep Papa’s existence a secret.”

      I could understand how that might be difficult for some to believe. But Deianeira didn’t seem dishonest.

      Deianeira reached over to the nearby vanity and picked up a feather, placing it in front of me. “I don’t believe in that vow ceremony bullshit, but this is to prove my loyalty to you here and now. And should the time come, I’ll make a public vow so drastic that it should send a message to everyone that I am not interested in being their poster child.”

      I took the feather and asked, “And what’s that?”

      “Clipping my wings,” she answered.

      That wasn’t the answer I was expecting, but she was one hundred percent serious.

      “That … That seems like overkill, doesn’t it?”

      Deianeira grinned. “You have a lot to learn, but valkyrie having their wings clipped is a big deal. It essentially makes us human. We’re banished from Normandy. Not that I live there now, and I never would. I don’t want to be queen because I am not the long-lost princess. If anything, I am ‘The False Princess,’ because there are those out there who would prop me up to be one.”

      “Do you have names?” I asked.

      “Well, for one, the Earl of Brimm,” she answered. “He’s the ringleader. He won’t admit to it, but I have it on good authority that he’s prepared to use me as a usurper. I’ll tell him to kiss my ass if he ever tries anything.”

      “What proof of this do you have?” I asked. I wanted to take her word for it, but I was going to need more than her telling me that she had it on ‘good authority.’

      “Caius,” she answered. “He’s one of Vincent’s agents, unbeknownst to almost everybody except me, Galatea, Hasan, Vincent himself, and one or two others. I’m fairly certain the duke and the dowager queen know. Caius slit his wrists for Elijah to prove his loyalty, and bled on his throne. He would never betray The Crown. He’s never told a lie for as long as I’ve known him.”

      “That you know of,” I said.

      She shook her head. “No, not even then. He only lies to those who don’t know his true status. His primary assignment is to protect me. When word reached Vincent of a potential coup, he sent Caius to investigate. You can ask him yourself when he gets back. He’s in the woods hunting with Hasan and Vincent right now.”

      I nodded. Deianeira seemed to trust Caius. I would at least hear him out.

      There was a knock on the open door.

      Tamala stood there, and she curtsied before saying, “Daddy and Hasan have returned.”

      Deianeira stood. “Speak of the devils. Let’s introduce you to the men of the house.”

      I stood, following Deianeira out of the room. She made sure the door slid back into place before we proceeded upstairs.

      Galatea and her children were now outside. On a picnic table nearby, there was a deer carcass, and Vincent was one of three men standing around it. The other two men were shorter than him; both had dark curly hair, one was graying, and he had darker skin than the other.

      “Nice catch, boys!” Deianeira praised as we stepped outside and got a good look at the dead animal bleeding all over the table. Anatonia and Tamala placed jars on the ground to retrieve the blood that was running off the sides.

      The darker-skinned man came over and wrapped an arm around Deianeira’s side, kissing her temple. “I can’t take all the credit,” he said. “You know how good Vincent is at the hunt.”

      “Blows both of us out of the water,” the other man said.

      “You two have an unfair advantage against Hasan,” Galatea said, rubbing her belly. “Did you even give him a chance this time?”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Vincent asked.

      They all chuckled.

      Vincent looked at me. “Your Majesty, may I present Lord Caius of Vale,” he said, gesturing toward the lighter-skinned man.

      Caius knelt before me. “Your Majesty, it is an honor to be in your presence.”

      Galatea giggled and said, “You’re going to have to give him permission to rise. He won’t do it without your saying so.”

      I cleared my throat. “Um, rise, my lord.”

      He did so and took a step back.

      Vincent gestured to the other man. “And may I present Hasan, Deianeira’s mate.”

      Hasan held out his hand to shake, which was not a gesture I’d experienced when being introduced to someone new here. Usually, a bow or a curtsy came beforehand.

      However, the gesture was refreshing, and something I was far more comfortable with. I took Hasan’s hand and shook it. “Pleasure to meet you, Hasan.”

      “I trust the two of you had a good chat,” Vincent said to Deianeira and me, not directing it toward one or the other of us.

      I nodded, but Deianeira answered verbally. “We did. I mentioned the issue we may face, and I believe she has some questions for Caius.”

      Caius said, “I’d be more than happy to sit down with Her Majesty and address any concerns.”

      Vincent said, “That sounds like a fine idea. Why don’t the two of you head inside while we start skinning the buck?”

      Caius gestured toward the house. I nodded and continued inside with him while the others remained outside.

      We sat down on stools at the island counter in the kitchen.

      “Thank you,” I said when he sat a glass of water down. He had a glass of what I assumed was blood. “Deianeira tells me you’re one of Vincent’s agents but like, on the down low?”

      Caius chuckled. “That would be one way to put it. I’m the eighth child of the Viscount Vale, and not anywhere near inheriting the title. As a minor son, I had two choices: serve The Crown, or mooch off the viscounty. I chose the former and stuck with it, even after all but one of my brothers passed away.”

      I nodded in response.

      “Did Deianeira tell you what I did?” he asked.

      “She may have mentioned something about bleeding all over Elijah’s throne.”

      “And Elijah himself, but he said I was nothing if not dedicated. Besides, he turned all of us personally. He was not only my king, but the reason for my prolonged existence. I had to dedicate myself to him somehow. I shed my own blood for him. He assigned me to Vincent and gave me my assignment directly. I’m to protect Deianeira at all costs. She’s Cervilia’s daughter, and Cervilia was Elijah’s greatest friend, aside from Dominic. After Cervilia passed away, Elijah wanted to be sure Deianeira was cared for. She refused to come to court. Thus Elijah sent Galatea and me here.”

      I nodded. “And, as I understand it, part of your job is also to sniff out potential coups?”

      Caius shifted. “Only concerning Deianeira. There are plenty of other agents who can report a coup attempt or any treasonous offenses to Vincent. But this one involved Deianeira. I had to keep her interests at heart. As my father is the Master of Internal Affairs, he sends Vincent and me anything that might be relevant.”

      “And?”

      “Vincent sent us a message last night informing us you were coming and why,” Caius answered. “He was already planning on bringing you because this was always going to be a possibility, but overhearing Nik talk about it? He’s a real son of a bitch.”

      “What was he saying?”

      “According to Vincent, he and Simon are ready to use Deianeira as a prop for their coup. My father has his own agents investigating now, including my father-in-law. Christian is one of the best.”

      “How did Vincent find this out?”

      “Aidan told Dominic,” Caius said.

      That must have been what Aidan pulled Dominic away for during last night’s ball.

      “Were there others around? Did they seem to be on board with the idea?” I asked.

      “The marquess, no. The only other person around was the Marchioness of Ceria, but unlike her brother-in-law, Andrina doesn’t believe Deianeira exists,” Caius explained. “Thankfully, those who do, have no idea where Deianeira lives, or if she’s still alive.”

      The bookshelf that covered the door into Deianeira and Hasan’s room …

      “You keep her hidden,” I realized.

      He shook his head. “She keeps herself hidden. That room was built for Antony, to keep him safe in case anyone came around seeking Cervilia out when she was alive. Only five people knew about his existence at court: Elijah, Dominic, Cecilia, Vincent, and Andromeda.

      “Deianeira took the room over after Cervilia passed away, several hundred years after Antony. At the time, she was vulnerable. We had to figure out ways to divert anyone who might try to find her. The house that the carriage is parked in front of, and the path that goes underground? It’s a diversion. Vincent and I built it after Cervilia passed away. We’ve never denied Deianeira was still alive, but she doesn’t want anybody to find her. That was what Cervilia wanted as well.”

      I inhaled deeply, letting my breath out slowly. “Well Deianeira told me she was prepared to clip her wings if they tried to use her to revolt against The Crown.”

      Caius nodded. “She and I have spoken at length about what should happen. Even after Rylar was killed in battle, she worried that someone would try to make her the queen. I’ve tried to tell her that won’t be necessary, because no one is going to find her, but she’s persistent. If clipping her wings is the way to make them lose their reason to put her on the throne, she’ll do it.”

      That was dedication, I’d give her that.

      And it wasn’t even about me. She didn’t know me, and I didn’t know her.

      This was all because she did not want to be associated with these people, and she had no desire for power. If she did, she would have taken up the crown right after Elijah died, leading the revolt herself.

      I would still be in Michigan, living a normal life.

      “I’ve spoken with Vincent as well,” Caius continued. “My father will have inside people watching the noblemen at all times, especially when you’re away on your state visits. Vincent has considered using a trusted proxy to sit in your place during those, but it’s hard to know who we can trust right now.”

      “Who would be a qualified proxy?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Other than a titled nobleman or woman, I don’t know.”

      I nodded. “I’ll admit, I haven’t had much face time with the nobility in the last few weeks. Yesterday was the first time I was actually able to speak with them. Most, anyway, but there were a few I didn’t get the pleasure of officially meeting. Brimm and Hemonton are a good example.”

      “That was probably intentional,” Caius told me. “And not exactly voluntary on their part, if you know what I mean.”

      Fair.

      “I’ll speak with Dominic and Vincent on the issue,” I told him. “Thank you for the information. And please, keep Deianeira safe.”

      He grinned. “That’s my job.”
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VINCENT

      JUNE 18TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA

      Deianeira and I entered the forest as Caius took Emilya into the house. Hasan and Tamala started skinning the deer, and Galatea took the children to play by the river.

      I worried every time I came here—worried that someone would realize the small house was a diversion; worried that someone would pick up my scent and follow me.

      Deianeira, despite her usual paranoia, thought it was funny to see me in this state.

      “Don’t laugh,” I said. “Just because we’ve been okay in the past doesn’t mean that couldn’t change.”

      “I know,” she said, now holding her little wolf, Cypher. The small beast slept in her arms. “But it’s still funny to see you terrified. You’re more on edge than normal. What’s up?” she asked, leaning back against a tree.

      I sighed. “I don’t know. Part of me feels awful for her. She never asked for any of this. She can’t help who her parents are any more than you can.”

      She nodded. “But the difference is that I knew my parents. They raised and loved me. We were a family. Emilya was raised by two people who have nothing to do with this world. Elijah and her birth mother were nonexistent to her up until, what? A month ago?”

      I nodded.

      “Did she know she was adopted?”

      “No,” I answered. “They never told her. And why would they? She looks quite a bit like her adopted mother.”

      “You think there might be some distant relation there?”

      I shook my head. “It’s merely a coincidence. I had Daisy and Felicity look into the possibility in 2004. The only thing the two families have in common is their religion. And Catholicism doesn’t exactly make people related.”

      Deianeira laughed. “Neither does being turned by Elijah, but everyone seemed to think of him as a father figure.”

      “That’s because he was the king,” I explained. “And now people will need to look to her as a mother figure.”

      “Yeah, how’s Conte taking that?” Deianeira asked, almost like she already knew. Knowing Contessina’s reputation, plus the fact that she had been queen consort for hundreds of years, was enough for anyone to guess how she had reacted.

      I scoffed. “Oh, you know, she’s thrown a few fits, but nothing Mother can’t handle.”

      Deianeira pushed herself off the tree. Cypher, now awake, licked her face. She kissed his nose before setting him down on the ground.

      When she spoke again, her tone changed. “Do you think she could be a part of the coup? Or any coup, for that matter?”

      That was the question of the hour.

      Contessina was a lot of things, but she wasn’t a traitor. She dealt with a lot when Elijah was alive, and through it all she remained a good and faithful wife.

      “I wish I could say one way or the other,” I admitted. “To be frank? I think it would be pointless for her to be involved unless she was trying to take the throne for herself. And there have been no indications of that.”

      “That’s funny,” Deianeira said, “because I could have sworn Caius heard from Alan that Contessina yelled, ‘You’ll never be my queen, girl!’ when they first met, and Cecilia had to literally drag her ass out of the room.”

      I shrugged. “That’s why I wish I could give you a better answer.”

      Deianeira squatted and stroked the head of her wolf cub. “Look, I sincerely doubt Contessina is involved, but it was still a question that had to be asked. That woman has been through hell and back since being forced into that damn marriage.”

      My friend wasn’t wrong. I was there for it all.

      I was there when Castor saved Elijah’s life.

      I was there when they brought Contessina to court.

      I saw how terrified she was.

      Those memories would be forever burned into my mind.

      “Now we’re forcing another young woman onto a throne she didn’t ask for,” I said.

      “I think once she builds up her mental and physical strength, she’ll be fine. Speaking of which, have you started the training yet?” she asked.

      I sighed. “No. Fuck, I’m dreading that. She’s going to get hurt. She’s not exactly built for combat. She’s a lab worker, Neira, not a fucking soldier.”

      “She will be, given time and the proper training,” Deianiera said. “Hell, I’ll train her if you want. Bring her by, anytime.”

      What a relief. “Thanks, Neira.”

      We went back to join the others, and Caius and Emilya returned sometime later.

      “Things went well?” Deianeira asked.

      They both nodded.

      Emilya responded, “I think so. And I’m sorry they’re putting you in this position.” It was directed towards Deianeira.

      She looked as surprised as I was.

      “Oh, sweetie, don’t apologize,” she insisted. “You don’t control what those assholes do. They’re all stupid as hell, and they don’t seem to think before they act most of the time.”

      “Speaking of acting,” Caius said, “Brimm is still in charge of the military. What are you doing about that?”

      “Asking your brother and his buddy for help,” I replied.

      Caius looked relieved. “Good. I’m sure Dante and Wil are more than willing to betray Nik. It’s been a long time coming for him.”

      “Don’t you need her approval to do that?” Neira asked, nodding towards Emilya.

      We all looked at Emilya, who looked as confused as ever.

      “The monarch has the final say in who is the Commander of the Armed Forces,” I explained. “The only reason Brimm has lasted as long as he has is that Elijah protected him in that position. He’s likely feeling threatened now that the king is gone.”

      “Can’t I simply oust him?” she asked. “If I get the final say in the matter, why not let me fire him?”

      That was a fair question.

      “Many of the men are loyal to the earl,” I answered. “We know Dante and Wilhelm are not, but they are his second and third-in-command. They can convince the men to betray him, allowing you to oust him on a count of lost confidence amongst the troops.”

      Emilya raised an eyebrow. “Soooo … like what happened with the Supreme Chancellor in The Phantom Menace?”

      I had to smile. I couldn’t help myself. “Yes, exactly like that.”

      “Okay, who am I in this scenario?” she asked. “Am I Amidala, or am I Palpatine? Because it doesn’t seem like I’m either. And I definitely don’t want to be Palpatine.”

      I didn’t blame her.

      “Correct,” Caius said. “You aren’t. It’s the same principle, but a completely different scenario.”

      She nodded. “Noted.”

      “In the meantime,” Deianeira said, “I’ll be here hoping I don’t have to clip my wings, but I’ll do it if it helps.”

      I placed a hand on her shoulder. “It won’t come to that.”

      It was a promise I intended to keep.

      Deianeira wouldn’t have to clip her wings. Emilya would keep her crown. Nikolas would be ousted as the military commander, and perhaps he’d lose his title too.

      I didn’t take treason lightly.
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DEKLAN

      JUNE 19TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      I was awake earlier than I normally would have been, but our journey was going to take some time. Aleksander insisted on seeing Nairi in person, and I was the only one allowed to accompany him.

      After I left the warm bed, I dressed for my journey. My clothing needed to be comfortable, and since we were going to be in Vosh’ala for most of the day. Their forest was far cooler than our desert.

      While I buttoned the front of my tunic, Farrah stirred and rolled over in bed. Her eyes were cracked open.

      “Is everything alright?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Everything’s fine. The king and I have a day trip to take. Go back to sleep.”

      But instead of doing so, she sat up. “Where are you going?”

      “Vosh’ala. Don’t worry, we’ll be back tonight.”

      “Is the king alright?”

      “He’s …  He’s fine.” Even I couldn’t believe my own lie. The truth was, I had no idea whether or not he was really alright. But it wasn’t my job to ask questions.

      “Deklan, please be honest with me,” she said, almost begging.

      “Why is it so important to you? What’s been going on with you lately? It seems like you’ve been ready to jump to the king’s service the moment something happens.”

      That was my job.

      Farrah appeared nervous. “I just … worry. He’s my king, and my mistress’s father.”

      Crossing my arms, I asked, “Did Hadrianne ask you to keep an eye on him? Are you spying for her?”

      “Heavens, no!” she exclaimed without hesitation. “I assure you, Deklan, it’s nothing like that.”

      I believed her. Despite her odd behavior, something about her tone suggested that she was horrified at the idea of spying on the king.

      My wife wasn’t a great actress. In all the years we’d been married, that was one of the few things I’d learned about her.

      Nodding, I replied, “Alright. I understand worrying about the king. I worry about him too. Unfortunately, he’s not exactly forthcoming with me regarding his health. I only know he’s been working with Queen Nairi. That’s it.”

      Farrah sighed. “Please, look after him.”

      And almost as a hasty afterthought, she added, “Hadrianne would be devastated if anything happened to her father.”

      Hadrianne? Or her?
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      ALEKSANDER

      JUNE 19TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE

      The trip to Vosh’ala was quiet. I’d brought only Deklan with me as to not attract attention, and left Connell in charge, despite my reservations.

      The boy would have to learn to rule in my place one of these days. I understood why people thought he was weak. I thought he was weak. But he would learn.

      I’d made Nairi agree not to announce our arrival, and have her guards slip us into the palace quietly. It was the middle of the day, and the Vosh’alan palace was quiet.

      I heard a few of the servants whispering about the king dealing with a crisis regarding one of his ambassadors, and I hoped to Christ it wasn’t mine. I had enough to deal with.

      We were led to Nairi’s lab. She was sitting at her desk, making notes of some kind. I gave her credit for taking time to help me, especially when she could be working on many other projects that were far more important.

      Presumably.

      “Alek,” she greeted, getting up from her seat upon our entrance. “Deklan.”

      Deklan bowed to her, though he was not obligated to. She was not his queen, but it was a sign of respect.

      My valet looked at me. “I’ll be outside, Your Serene Majesty,” he said, leaving the two of us.

      Once Nairi and I were alone, she handed me a small package. “This is all I have for now. I’ve been researching, but I’m not sure what else you would need to prevent it from arising. Besides, anger is a common emotion.”

      “It may be common, but it’s dangerous for a werewolf,” I told her. I felt like a broken record. Perhaps she didn’t understand it fully because she wasn’t one herself, but no one knew better than I did. “Subduing the anger is the only thing that will help keep everything in control,” I added.

      “Wasn’t the point to get rid of it altogether, not just keep it from happening again?” she asked. “Because if so, you may never find an answer to that, and I’ve told you that many times over.”

      I sighed. This was why I hadn’t told anyone else what I was doing.

      “I know,” I acknowledged, “but I need you to try. There has to be something out there that can help. Now that he’s gone and we don’t have his DNA, we need a substitute for Elijah.”

      “Not that we had his DNA to begin with. And this unknown missing ingredient you insist isn’t there,” she added.

      “So, we’re being pushed back about ten steps. The source is no longer available.” It was my worst nightmare come true.

      “What about Emilya?” Nairi asked. “Perhaps not now since she hasn’t transitioned, but she is the only other person who shares Elijah’s blood.”

      That we knew of.

      The thought had crossed my mind, but I had no idea how we would accomplish such a task. She was under heavy guard all the time.

      “How would you possibly get your hands on a sample of her blood?” I asked.

      “Her coronation, more than likely,” Nairi answered. “She’ll have to bleed out during the transition from life, to death, to vampire. Perhaps you could convince her to let us use a drop or two.”

      I shook my head. “That would never work. She’ll be under more guard then than she is right now.”

      Who knew how long the transition would take? Most vampires took three to five days.

      More than that, the coronation wasn’t until September. I couldn’t wait that long.

      “I don’t have any other ideas, Alek,” she said. “Unless you think of something in the meantime. Her coronation isn’t for three months and despite what you think, there is still time.”

      I sighed. “No, there isn’t.”

      I looked down at the package she had given me: a double-dose of what I was already taking.

      “Thank you, Nairi,” I said anyway. I had to be grateful she was still trying to help. “If you find anything that will work, please don’t hesitate to let me know.”

      “And you do the same,” she said.

      I nodded, leaving the room.

      Deklan was outside on the phone with someone. “We’re headed back. Assure the queen it’s nothing serious.” He paused. “I’ll see you soon.”

      He hung up.

      “Farrah?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      They were an odd match, but it wasn’t my idea to put them together. Colin and Emmitt both suggested it, and at the time, the match would have allowed Farrah to remain at court close to her sister. I only went along with it since there were no other eligible options.

      Connell certainly wasn’t one and, moreover, I couldn’t imagine Farrah being a queen.

      “What’s this about Vivienne?” I asked.

      Deklan responded, “I think she may be at a breaking point.”

      I sighed. That was bound to happen one of these days. I regretted marrying Vivienne. I should have let her remain in Normandy as Elijah’s whore, but stupidly I took her away and married her so he couldn’t have her. In many ways, it was the reverse of what happened between the two of us and Mary.

      “When we arrive back home, please see to the queen and anything she might need,” I instructed. “Anything that Elysabette and Hera can’t provide for her, do what you can. I want to prevent a giant catastrophe.”

      He nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “Thank you, Deklan. You’re a lifesaver.”

      He really had no idea how big of a favor he was doing for me.
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GISELA

      JUNE 19TH, 2015. GARDENIA CASTLE

      “Shh!” I told Evelle as I held her hand, ear pressed to the door of the library where Father and Mother were meeting with Zehgar’s father, Tomar, and stepmother, Rizette. “Quiet, they’re talking!”

      Mother had only just arrived, and the men had been making small talk ever since they arrived.

      Zehgar came up behind us, and quietly asked, “Anything yet?”

      I shook my head. “No, nothing. They only just started.”

      “I’m sorry, lord ambassador,” Evelle apologized, almost in tears. Pregnancy had made her emotional. “I never meant to betray your brother or get him into any trouble.”

      He shushed her, drawing her in for a hug. “Now, now, it’s alright. Theo has a passionate heart. I can see how easy it would be to fall for his charms.”

      “Must run in the family,” I said, side-eyeing him.

      He smirked.

      “Oh, hush, they’re talking!” I said and pressed my ear harder to the door.

      I couldn’t hear much of anything being said on the other side. Only mumbles. Father was a naturally quiet speaker as it was. I wouldn’t have much luck, despite my best efforts.

      After twenty minutes had passed, however, I heard footsteps.

      I jumped away from the door, pushing Evelle and Zehgar back with me as I heard them approaching. All I could do was pray that the meeting went well. Surely they wouldn’t deny me my happiness because of what Theo had done, right?

      And as soon as the door opened and I saw the look on Father’s face, I knew Zehgar and I had succeeded.

      “Zehgar, Gisela,” he said, holding out both of his hands.

      I looked at my beloved, and he at me, and we approached my father, each of us taking one of his hands.

      Father joined our hands together. “I hereby declare the betrothal of Lord Zehgar of Howlan to my extraordinary daughter, Her Royal Highness The Crown Princess Gisela.”

      We were engaged!

      The look in Zehgar’s eyes mirrored the joy I felt inside. We hugged one another as those around us applauded. I was the happiest woman in the world.

      I pulled back from Zehgar and cupped his cheek in my hand. “I love you, my darling,” I told him.

      “And I you, my heart,” he said. “No matter what, from this moment on, it belongs to you and only you.”

      I wanted to kiss him, but that would be inappropriate in front of our parents. We would have to wait until we were out of their sight.

      Off in the corner, Evelle attempted to hide, but Governor Tomar saw her.

      He approached her slowly and said, “Do not worry, child. If that babe in your womb is my kin, I believe my son will take responsibility for his actions. And I would gladly welcome it into my family.”

      Evelle, relieved, nodded and said, “Thank you, Your Governorship.”

      A messenger approached Mother and Father. “Your Majesties, Lord Bodhan has returned from his leave.”

      Bodhan had been visiting his parents at their estate. Now that he was home and resuming his duties as a member of the guard, I assumed they would want this sit-down to happen sooner rather than later.

      “Have Bodhan and Knight-Captain Theo brought to my rooms at once,” Father insisted. “Gisela, please take Evelle someplace calming. Perhaps you could visit your future sisters-in-law?”

      Aureline was presumably upstairs, getting settled. Her lady-in-waiting had been chosen: Zehgar’s younger sister, Trixtyn, who also happened to be Theo’s twin.

      I nodded, placed my hands on Evelle’s upper arms, and turned her away from everyone so we could leave.

      On the way, we ran into my cousin, Elyanore. “El! I didn’t know you’d returned already!” She spent most of her days in Metropolis now as the first daughter.

      She smiled. “You know me, I like to surprise. Mother will be here this evening. She was wrapping up some business in Metropolis before she comes to help.” Elyanore looked at Evelle. “How are you feeling?”

      “Sick,” Evelle answered. “But mostly because Bodhan has returned home, and the king is about to tell both him and Theo about the situation.”

      Elyanore nodded. “Understandable. You’ve no idea who the father is, do you?”

      Evelle shook her head. “No. I was with both of them so close together around the time I would have conceived, it’s impossible to know.”

      “Well, it’ll work itself out for the best,” Elyanore said. To me, she asked, “Has your mother found her temporary replacement?”

      I shook my head. “No, not yet. Serving the crown princess is different from serving the future queen. Besides, now that Zehgar and I are engaged, I may try living independently. We’ll be doing a great deal of traveling back and forth between Gardenia and Normandy. I wouldn’t ask Evelle or anyone else to make that kind of sacrifice for me.”

      Elyanore smiled. “Well, first of all, congratulations on the official engagement. Second, I think that decision would be up to that person, don’t you?”

      She had a point.

      “I suppose that’s fair. We need to take it one day at a time first. No need to be thinking ahead like that until the marriage is official, and I have to make actual travel plans.”

      “So, when is the big day?” Elyanore asked.

      “I don’t know. Erik and Aureline will marry first, and their date is set for October first. Perhaps in the spring.” Spring was the most beautiful time of year in Gardenia. I wouldn’t want a wedding during any other season.

      “That sounds like a lovely plan,” Elyanore said with a smile.
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VIVIENNE

      JUNE 19TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      I felt sick.

      I wasn’t relaxed, and this damn pill was supposed to help me.

      Why couldn’t I get any sleep? Had Nairi sabotaged me? Was she sabotaging Alek too?

      When I woke up this morning, I found out he was going to Vosh’ala to see her. Something wasn’t right.

      I paced the floor of my room, attempting to make sense of it all. Hera and Elysabette were there, but none of their words of wisdom were able to bring me down. They were more likely to make me believe the opposite. We were being drugged, and that was the only explanation.

      “Your Majesty, please,” Hera begged, “The king is fine. He’s perfectly normal.”

      I whirled around. “No!” I exclaimed, pointing a finger at her. “No, he’s not! He left this morning, and no one knows where he went because he took Deklan with him, and that means he damn well doesn’t want anybody to know!”

      Alek had always kept secrets from me, but this time it was personal. All I wanted was to relax; to not feel. If anything, I was feeling more since I started taking the pills, and they had the opposite effect of what I was hoping for.

      Hera took a step towards me. “His Majesty will return,” she said. “And you’ll see that he’s completely normal.”

      “I heard his end of that phone call!” I reminded her. “I heard him say that ‘it’ wasn’t working. What is ‘it?’ What did she drug him with? More importantly, what did she drug me with?”

      Nairi was supposed to be the smart and trustworthy one. The bitch was poisoning us.

      Another voice asked, “Your Majesty?”

      I whirled around, and frantically asked, “What!”

      It was Farrah, Deklan’s wife. What the hell was she doing here? Why wasn’t she with my daughter?

      Farrah curtsied, and gently said, “I just spoke with my husband. He and the king are on their way home. It was a quick trip to Vosh’ala for some herbal medicine for pain His Majesty’s been feeling after the training sessions with Her Royal Highness. Nothing more.”

      Glaring, I said, “Plausible deniability. Your husband would never tell you the truth, nor would mine.”

      Farrah seemed a little lost. She’d always been naive. She looked to both of my ladies for a lifeline.

      Hera finally came forward again. “Ma’am, the king is alright. Pain is perfectly normal when one doesn’t often engage in physical exercises. And considering his age, he’s more likely to feel pain now than he would have years ago.”

      That was certainly fair, but given how my husband had never been honest with me, why was I supposed to take him at his word for this?

      “That’s what he wants me to think.” I paused, considering, and shook my head. “He can’t be trusted.”

      “It will be okay,” Hera assured me. “Perhaps it’s time to start preparing Connell to take over. Aleksander may be trying to tell us that it’s time for a transition of power.”

      “Then he needs to come out and fucking say it!” I snapped. “Instead of all this sneaking around and keeping secrets! I wouldn’t doubt it if he was trying to keep Connell off the throne and put Hadrianne there! We all know he thinks Connell is weak. They all think it! They’re going to keep my son from his birthright!”

      Elysabette approached me, kneeling and taking my hands. “Vivi, listen to me: No one is going to keep Connell from the throne. No one. Alright? He is our future king, he is the heir, he is the only one who will be supported. No one would place their support behind Hadrianne.”

      “They say that in public,” I said, “but in private when they’re in their boy’s club? They mock him. They call him weak. They all wish Hadrianne was a boy.”

      I knew of the whispers. Nothing stayed quiet in this palace for long.

      Elysabette rebutted, “But that doesn’t mean they’re going to displace him. They have no other alternative.”

      “Perhaps if Connell married?” Hera suggested. “I understand the reasons for not pushing the issue, but if he strengthened the line by siring an heir of his own, it could put the men at ease.”

      “And who would you suggest?” I asked, looking for a serious answer. “Because there is no woman desirable enough for him to muster up the strength he’ll need to sire an heir to begin with.”

      I knew my son. Desirable or not, Connell wouldn’t be able to get it up for a woman, period. We’d already attempted to explore that area years ago.

      “Maybe speak with His Majesty about the issue,” Hera suggested. “And with Connell himself. It’s well past time that the line of succession was expanded.”

      “And—let’s be honest—if you make arrangements for Connell, it may not be a terrible idea to make them for Hadrianne,” Elysabette added.

      I wanted to laugh. My daughter would love that.

      All three of us looked at Farrah. She spent more time with my daughter than anyone. If there was someone to get information about Hadrianne from, it was her lady-in-waiting.

      The terrified woman looked like she was seeking an exit as I stood and approached her.

      “What do you think, Farrah? Is it time my daughter married and produced children of her own?” I asked.

      I watched her swallow hard. “Um,” she started, “well, perhaps if it were the right person.”

      Of course, she didn’t want to talk. And we all knew what the problem was. Much like Connell wouldn’t be able to get it up for a woman, Hadrianne would murder a man for attempting to touch her. She, too, played for the same team.

      How in the world did I end up with two homosexual children? I didn’t care who they fucked, of course, it wasn’t any of my business, but I found it a touch ironic.

      Then again, rumor had it that Aleksander had his fair share of trysts with men. To each their own. The issue simply left us weak in terms of succession.

      “Any suggestions?” I asked Farrah.

      She shook her head. “No, ma’am, I don’t know anyone suitable for your daughter. Or your son.”

      I nodded. “Of course not. But do not speak of this to Hadrianne. She will have to marry eventually. If I was forced to, she’ll be forced to, and I don’t care if it’s someone she doesn’t love.”

      Times may have changed, but the monarchy had not.
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EMILYA

      JUNE 19TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE STABLES

      As soon as we returned from Vosh’ala, Vincent and Dominic led me to the training arena of the barracks, located right off the stables. Soldiers and guardsmen were training at various stations, which were all divided off in the large arena.

      There was an empty station in the corner with several weapons racks set up. Swords, daggers, bows and arrows, polearms, maces, shields, even staves, all of which I was told by Vincent that I would have to learn to master.

      To be a vampire queen was to be a leader in all ways, and that included serving in the Armed Forces of Normandy, leading the men and women into battle. War between the countries could be brewing at any time, and I had to be willing to fight for and with my people.

      I would prove I was willing to die for them during my coronation, which was in a few months. Would I also have to prove it a second time, at some point, on the battlefield? I wasn’t sure that was entirely necessary, but what did I know?

      Dominic brought the weapons racks to the center of our space and said, “In time, you will be able to choose any one of these weapons and be victorious with it in battle. Being a vampire in a fight is not simply about using your fangs or your fast reflexes. Wolves and shifters have those too. Sirens have the deadliest fangs of all. Your teeth are not your only weapon. Or they won’t be, once you become one of us. And they shouldn’t be.”

      I nodded in acknowledgment.

      “Today we will start with a wood sword and shield. All new soldiers start out their training with basic sword work. You will be no different, Your Majesty.”

      “Understood,” I told him, my stomach tightening into a knot.

      Vincent grabbed a wooden sword and shield, and I followed to do the same. Dominic pushed the other weapons back to the edge of our sparring area and leapt out into the neighboring one, where the training guards ceased movement.

      They gathered around to watch, as did many others. I didn’t want too big an audience for what was surely going to be an epic disaster.

      Vincent twirled his sword, taking a stance. “This is how you want to start. Mimic this exact stance; make sure your knees are bent, and your feet are placed firmly on the ground. Shield up, as if you’re already anticipating a strike. You should be ready to block a blow at any moment.”

      After studying his stance, I tried to mirror it as best as I could.

      Vincent stood up straight and came over to correct me in various places. “Shoulders relaxed just a smidgen.”

      I complied but found myself growing weak at his touch.

      Keep it together, Em!

      “Knees bent more,” he instructed. “Bring your right leg back a bit. And … there.”

      As I adjusted, he found my perfect stance. It was not the most comfortable position, but a necessary one. My muscles were not used to this, and they’d be telling me as much in the morning.

      “This feels odd,” I said. “Will I be standing like this for long?”

      He chuckled. “This is how you learn. When you’re up against an opponent, you won’t have to hold still like this.” He took his stance in front of me again. “Alright, we’ll start off slow. The first couple of days will be the basics: where your sword should strike, how you should handle it. Then we’ll work up to full speed.”

      I nodded.

      We practiced for a few hours, most of which involved me getting knocked on my ass, and Dominic having to shoo people away for snickering or jeering. He reminded them that they were once beginners like me.

      I appreciated having that support.

      Eventually, the dowager queen and the duchess, along with the dowager’s entourage, joined the onlookers. My ladies were with them shortly after.

      Dominic jumped in at one point to take over for Vincent. We kept going until Vincent returned from his leave, having gone to the palace to get me a snack.

      Surely a servant could have done that, right? But Vincent called time, and personally served me the food at a table outside of the ring.

      “Thank you,” I said, sitting down and wincing.

      “Sore?” he asked as he sat down across from me.

      “I imagine it’ll be worse in the morning.”

      He chuckled. “You’re not wrong. Thankfully, once you’re a vampire, you won’t feel that much pain. Physical pain, anyway.”

      The implication, of course, was that there would still be emotional and mental pain. I only hoped they had some meds for me.

      My snack consisted of assorted fruits and vegetables, along with some cheese and salted peanuts, which were the only kind I would eat. I ate slowly, finding that when I moved too suddenly the pain got worse. I felt exhausted. Physical activity was not my strong suit. I was never a sports player, and I had barely participated in gym class in school. That had backfired real fast.

      “Does it get easier?” I asked.

      Vincent nodded. “It does. We don’t expect you to get it down right away. None of us did. You can’t imagine how many times I was knocked down on my first hundred tries.”

      “I just feel like everyone is holding me to a higher standard,” I told him before shoving a grape in my mouth.

      “Well,” he sighed, “they are comparing you to Elijah. And that’s not exactly fair. You didn’t know him, and you’re not a vampire yet. You have two things in common with him: your blood, and the throne. Aside from that, you’re far younger than he was. He had thousands of years of experience. You’ve had about four hours.”

      That left me with a question. “What about Rylar? How did he start out?”

      Vincent chuckled. “Not great. To be honest, you’re doing far better than he did in the beginning. He eventually picked it up, but swordplay wasn’t his strong suit. He preferred daggers. He was always riding his dragon in battle and throwing daggers at his enemies from above. You may have a preferred weapon as well, but you’ll learn how to wield all of them in a basic manner.”

      “What’s your preferred weapon?”

      “A sword and shield. I’m boring, what can I say?” He laughed.

      A smile crossed my lips. “This must be easy for you then.”

      He nodded. “You’ll have different people training you with different weapons, but I’ll be there for everything. A sword and shield are as standard as you can get, and it just happens to be my strong suit.”

      “Why don’t you use guns?”

      “Why would we?” he asked, confused.

      I guess he didn’t understand the American mindset.

      “Guns are overkill,” he explained. “They make things unequal, especially for hunting. The Council unanimously agreed to ban guns from The Continent as soon as they were created. Anyone caught with a gun on The Continent is incarcerated for a year in their respective country. If they’ve killed or wounded anyone with it, it’s longer.”

      “How much longer?”

      “Depends on the severity of the crime,” he answered.

      I nodded.

      He continued, “I was born during a time when guns were not something we thought would ever exist. Of course, most of the things that exist now are not things we ever imagined would exist.”

      I raised a brow. “How old are you?”

      “How old do you think I am?” he asked, a brow raised to mirror mine.

      I simply laughed and shrugged, shaking my head to indicate I had no idea and didn’t want to guess.

      “I celebrated my one thousand, eight hundred and fifty-fourth birthday on April third this year,” he answered.

      Holy. Shit. He was nearly as old as Elijah was!

      “I … I don’t even …” I started. I had no words.

      He laughed. “Don’t worry, it doesn’t merit a response. I was born in Rome in 161 CE on what is now April third, or as close to it as we can get. Marcus Aurelius was the Emperor of Rome, and vampires were vagabonds until Elijah secured our home here in Normandy. At the time, this area was still part of Vosh’ala. I don’t remember much of my life in Rome. I was four when the agreement with Vosh’ala and Gardenia passed, allowing Normandy and Romynia to establish territory on their lands.”

      “Did you have one of those long Roman names like Gaius Julius Caesar or Marcus Aurelius Antoninus?” I asked. I only knew those names because of tenth grade English class, and it was kind of a miracle that I had remembered them at all.

      Vincent chuckled. “I was born Vincentius Dominicus Valerius Germanicus. I shortened it to Vincent at the fall of the Roman Empire.”

      “And your parents?”

      “Father was born Dominicus Aurelius Valerius Germanicus. Again, he shortened it to Dominic around the time I shortened mine. And Elijah liked the shorter names better. Dominic and Vincent rolled off the tongue easier than Dominicus or Vincentius.”

      I giggled. He wasn’t wrong.

      “Mother’s given name at birth was Fabia Caecilia Aurelia, and she was part of a faction of the valkyrie who lived amongst the world. They were earthly guardians, I suppose you could say. She always went by Caecilia, but eventually changed it to Cecilia.”

      “I guess all you had to do was drop some letters from your name,” I commented.

      Vincent smiled. “That’s true. Some people, like Lucilla, didn’t change their names at all. They simply dropped their additional names.”

      Something suddenly didn’t make sense to me. All my memories from mythology class in high school were hitting me in the face unexpectedly.

      “Wait. The mythology class I took in school touched on Norse mythology for a time. It didn’t pop up until around 900 AD. If you’re saying these things existed well before, how did they not gain popularity until that time?”

      He shrugged. “You could make that argument about anything, I suppose, but spoken language doesn’t survive as well as written language. The mythology existed. It’s simply that no one paid attention to it in those days.”

      “So you could say it wasn’t part of the zeitgeist before then?”

      “More or less,” he said.

      “What about vampires? Those are back in style since Twilight came out,” I asked.

      Vincent chuckled. “We go through our phases of popularity in the mortal world. We’ll probably be out of fashion in a few years, and it’ll be a few hundred more before we make a comeback.”

      “Do … like, really real people know that you exist?” I asked. “Like, governments?”

      He answered, “We make a point to not reveal ourselves to too many outsiders. But there are a select few in most governments who know of our existence. We need to be able to move freely between countries sometimes, thus we need proper documentation to do so.”

      “So, where’s your fake ID from?”

      “The United Kingdom,” he said. “I keep it in my quarters. Everyone tries to register in a place that would make sense, should we run into any regular folk. My accent would best fit in with the Brits.”

      That made sense, given that when we first met, I mistook him for British.

      “Will I get one? A fake one, anyway?” I had a real driver’s license from the state of Michigan already.

      Vincent smiled. “Eventually we’ll have to renew all your documentation, and we’ll try to keep it within the United States.”

      “Can I see your fake one? Not right now, obviously.”

      “Sure,” he answered. “Any time. Just come to my quarters. And that’s not limited to showing you my fake ID. You know you can come visit me for anything you need. I’m here to help you through this.”

      It was refreshing to actually hear him say that. I didn’t want to assume I could approach Vincent for anything, especially given how conflicted I was about what I felt when I was around him.

      How the hell was I supposed to feel? I didn’t understand what was happening inside my head when he was near.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I appreciate that.”
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      CALLUM

      JUNE 19TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE STABLES

      James and I watched the queen practice sword and shield skills for the first time. It was convenient that the training rings were located feet from the stables, allowing us a front row seat.

      We’d learned some basic skills when we were old enough to walk, but nothing as rigorous as what they were putting her through. From what I could tell, she was doing fine, but I was no expert.

      The stables were hot, and they always were, but it was an unusually cold day in Normandy. It wasn’t freezing, but it wasn’t scorching. The only thing keeping the temperature up inside was the tight quarters and the constant backbreaking work.

      Fortunately, the overseers didn’t have their whips anymore. That was a relief.

      James hurled a bale of hay up to me as the grand duke came into view with his new brother.

      For a moment, I panicked. Were they going to make him work out here? Was this really what they were resorting to?

      Turned out, he was only giving Julian a tour.

      I jumped down from the upper level as the grand duke disappeared with Julian.

      James said, “He’s going to be working in Andromeda’s lab. Wouldn’t it be nice if some of us had other opportunities?”

      I nodded. “One day. Just be patient. Trust that our allies are working on it.”

      Jasper approached us from behind and placed a hand on each of our shoulders. “I need you,” he said. “Both of you.” His tone sounded ominous.

      James and I exchanged a glance.

      We followed Jasper out the back doorway of the barn, where we found him standing with Lady Persephone of Gracefield.

      James stopped short and sighed, causing me to stop and look at him in confusion.

      “Gods, this again?” James asked. “You know how dangerous it is for us to be involved with the nobles.”

      “Wait, what?” I asked.

      Crossing his arms, James said, “My brother here has been in an on-again, off-again romance with Lady Persephone for decades. A little bold of him to be seen with her out in the open when he should be keeping it hidden.”

      “It can’t be hidden anymore,” Jasper told James. “And we’re going to need your help. This is beyond more than us now, brother. This involves Andromeda, Julian, and a brand-new queen who is still learning the ways of this place.”

      “She’s also going to change them,” Persephone said. “You weren’t at the ball last night. People were talking. Your freedom is upon us.”

      It was nice to know that Persephone was willing to help us, but James didn’t appear convinced.

      He said, “Look, I’d like to help you guys, I would, but we can’t rush these things. When the time is right, I’ll defend your right to be together to the death, but today isn’t that day.”

      “It’s going to have to be,” Jasper said. “Persie is pregnant.”

      Holy fuck.

      James was stunned. “You’re shitting me.”

      “I’m almost five months along. Soon I won’t be able to hide it,” Persephone told us, but more directly James. She placed a hand on her belly.

      I couldn’t tell based on the dress she was wearing, but I supposed that was the point.

      She continued. “James, you know better than anyone how hard it’s been for Jasper and me to deny how we feel about each other all these years. We need an advocate outside of the relationship to come to our defense, someone who can persuade them to hurry the proceedings along.”

      “What makes you think I’m that person? If anything, it’s Callum who should be leading this charge,” James told them, pointing at me.

      I said, “I’m already advising the queen on what needs to be done.” What else could they possibly want? I wasn’t a miracle worker.

      Jasper rebutted, “It could take months for the decision to be made. We don’t have that kind of time. I’ve asked Persie to marry me, and she’s accepted, but without approval from the queen and her father, we won’t be able to stay here.”

      It all clicked for me as he said it.

      I asked, “Are you planning on running away?”

      They neither confirmed nor denied it, but I could tell by their facial expressions that they were willing to do whatever it took to be together.

      “Jasper,” James began, incredulous, “you could be charged with kidnapping a noblewoman, possibly even rape. And I will not live in a world where my brother is blasphemed.”

      Normandy had a little something called the Offense Against Women Laws. The rape charge could stick, even if Persephone fought it. The kidnapping one was bad enough, though, that Jasper wouldn’t need the rape charge. They could hang or draw and quarter him for running off with her.

      Whether or not our new queen would actually allow that was still up for debate. If only she knew how much power she had.

      “Then will you speak on our behalf?” Jasper asked, holding Persephone’s hand. “Please. Help us.”

      There was no hesitation on my part. “I will absolutely speak for you.”

      James sighed, rubbing his eyes. “You’d better hope we’re successful, because if we’re not, you’ll have no one to blame but yourselves.”

      “Thank you!” Persephone exclaimed, kissing first James’s cheek, then mine. “We will be forever in your debt!”

      “No debt necessary,” I said. “I’m not going to let them tear one of my brothers apart for falling in love.”

      The three of us returned to work while Persephone returned to the castle.

      At the end of the workday, James and I left the stables and headed to the edge of the training area. The queen, accompanied by Vincent, had finished her workout and appeared to be heading back to the castle.

      I waved in her direction.

      Vincent noticed and tapped her shoulder.

      Emilya waved us into the ring moments later.

      I hopped over the fence with James, and we approached her, bowing.

      I said, “Thank you, Your Majesty. We have an urgent matter to bring to your attention.”

      “Is everything alright?” Vincent asked.

      I gestured for James to speak.

      My friend took a deep breath, sighing. “My brother is in trouble. He’s been in a long-term relationship with someone, and now the situation has changed.”

      Emilya asked, “In what way?”

      “The woman he’s in the relationship with is pregnant,” James replied. “And she’s a noblewoman.”

      Vincent’s stance straightened. “Who?”

      “Lady Persephone of Gracefield,” James answered.

      The lord commander looked at the queen. “This could be bad. Not because of the baron, but because of the laws in place for a situation of this nature.”

      Emilya looked at the three of us, confused. “What laws are those?”

      “The Offense Against Women Laws,” I answered. “Specifically designed to protect noblewomen. Any lowborn man or male valkyrie who is caught with a noblewoman, consensually or not, can be accused of rape. It’s harder to prove if the woman doesn’t want to keep her reputation clean, but if she’s pregnant it’s another story.”

      James added, “And Jasper has already told me they are ready to run away together. He would be accused of kidnapping, regardless of whether or not Persephone denies it.”

      I spoke again. “So, this needs to be addressed, and quickly, because Lady Persephone is five months along, and soon won’t be able to hide her condition.”

      “What needs to be done?” Emilya asked.

      Vincent looked at her. “You need to voice your opinion on the issue of the male valkyrie in front of the nobles. I can handle the rest. And if I’m being honest with you, the talk at the ball was more positive than we imagined. You need a majority of the nobles to agree to the motion, and we are very close to that. I know which ones are on the fence, and which wouldn’t be worth trying to persuade. I can have messengers sent out to the absent nobles within a few hours, and we can have a vote in a few days.”

      Emilya nodded. “While we’re talking about unfair issues, what about the lines of succession? Why don’t we bring up the issue of women being displaced by their younger brothers or uncles in the lines of succession for noble titles, just because they have a vagina?”

      I, too, found that very unfair.

      “I assume this is something that was mentioned ‘off the record’ by many of the younger noblewomen,” Vincent said.

      Emilya nodded.

      “It would have come up sooner or later,” he continued. “Many of the noblemen only have daughters. The lines are in danger of dying out. I’ll speak to Father on putting a vote together.”

      The queen asked, “What about illegitimate children of noblemen?”

      That was what I was: the illegitimate son of an earl, and grandson of a viscount.

      “Are you suggesting acknowledgement of legitimacy?” Vincent asked.

      She shrugged. “Maybe. If documents are signed acknowledging paternity, they could inherit titles if a legitimate line runs out.”

      Vincent nodded. “Let me speak to Father.” He looked at James. “Please tell your brother to not make any rash decisions yet. Within the week, we’ll have this resolved. It’s been over five hundred years. It’s time for this gross injustice to end.”

      That surprised me.

      And it must have shown on my face because Vincent looked at me. “I’m sorry, Callum. I should have spoken up sooner. But …”

      I nodded. “No one was getting past Elijah. I know.”

      Vincent left the area, approaching his father. James also left, which allowed Emilya and I to have a moment.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I told you I would do what I could, but I’ve been … overwhelmed.”

      I shook my head. “No, I understand. You’re being swarmed left and right by new things, and my issue isn’t exactly at the forefront of your orientation. Besides, it’s only been a month. I’ve been dealing with this for over five hundred years. But I appreciate what you’ve vowed to do thus far.”

      “We’ll have the vote, Callum,” she promised. “And you will be a free man.”

      I hoped so.

      I couldn’t wait to be a normal person. It was all I had ever wanted.
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        * * *

      

      

  




CEDEREC

      JUNE 19TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE

      “Ivan’s house arrest in Normandy needs to be dealt with,” Markus informed me as we walked the halls together. “I know it’s not ideal, but we can’t keep him there forever.”

      I nodded. “I know.”

      At least Ivan and Luna were temporarily separated. Aerion had remained at court to console Jasmine, but the damage was done. I had no idea how we could move past this.

      “Please give me some good news now, because I could use some,” I pleaded subtly.

      “You might want all of the bad news first,” he said.

      I conceded his point.

      “Ana called today from the ruins,” my brother told me. “She said they still haven’t made any progress on the sample, or the hunting party’s insistence that the ruins have moved.”

      That was a myth that had been told by hunting parties for generations. “I doubt they’ll find anything. Whatever that sample was had to be a fluke. Although it would be nice to know what it is before Nairi spends the rest of her life obsessing over it.”

      Markus laughed. “Yeah, I thought you were trying to get her to spend less time in the lab.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. My wife was a brilliant woman, and as long as she was happy, I was happy, excessive lab time or no.

      “In terms of what our scholars have found on the Normandy papers,” Markus continued, “I think they’ve managed a solid translation of the text, but they’re having a hard time making sense of it. It’s not as coherent as we were hoping.”

      “Was anything Elijah did coherent?” I asked. I wasn’t his biggest fan, nor did I dislike him entirely. Some of his choices were simply odd, to put it nicely.

      My brother chuckled. “You have a point.”

      We turned a corner.

      He continued, “I have one other thing: Danea is pregnant.”

      I stopped and smiled, laughing as I pulled my brother in for a hug. “Congratulations, brother! Oh, this is most welcome news.”

      He hugged me back. “Thank you, Ced. She was scared to tell me, of course.”

      I released him.

      “This time, though, I’m sure it will happen,” he said. “This baby will be born.”

      “I hope so,” I told him. “I’ve been itching to have a little niece or nephew to spoil, then send home to drive you insane. Just like you did with Damion.”

      It was time to be the cool uncle. I’d done my time as a father of a young child. Now I had a grown son who was married and would likely have children of his own someday.

      “I guess I should have seen that coming,” Markus said.

      “Payback’s a bitch, brother,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder.

      We both laughed, and soon a messenger came flying through a nearby window. They bowed to Markus and me, and said, “Your Majesty, Your Highness. Lord Amir and High Priestess Anshida, the Baron and Baroness Ry’kar, have begun their journey to the castle.”

      “Very good,” I said. “When should we expect them?”

      “Tomorrow, Your Majesty. They plan to travel at night.”

      “Well, I’m sure Danea will be excited to tell her parents you’re expecting,” I told Markus.

      “Oh, they already know,” Markus said. “Danea had Cordell mention it in the letter we sent them last night.”

      I nodded. “Have you told Mother?”

      “We told her this morning during prayers. She’s thrilled, of course. Her first biological grandbaby; something she’s been waiting for her whole life.”

      “That she has,” I said with a smile. It was important to continue the line. Damion was not her blood, but she was still Grandmama to him.

      I was surprised when we turned yet another corner and came face-to-face with my wife. We were nowhere near the lab.

      “Look here! A rare sighting of the scientist outside her natural habitat!” I joked.

      Nairi playfully punched me in the arm. “Funny. But I recall you mentioned wanting to talk, and I have a sample running right now. Is this a good time?”

      I looked at Markus, who bowed to us and backed away, then back at my wife, who joined me on my walk.

      “So, what’s up?” she asked.

      Asking about her brother was not going to be easy, especially when the topic was marriage, and the proposed candidate was Luna. However, I loved and respected my wife enough to get her opinion, and I would take her opinion to heart before making any concrete decisions.

      “Aerion and I were discussing solutions to the Ivan and Luna scandal,” I started. “He suggested marrying them to other people, and Aerion’s proposed candidate for Luna was your brother.”

      “Benji?” she asked, using his affectionate family nickname. “I don’t think he’d ever agree to something like that, as loyal and honorable of a man as he is.”

      Benjamin was a good lad. I admired him for his hard work and dedication to helping his village and the surrounding villages stay warm, and fed, and clean. Nairi knew him better than anyone, and if she doubted his willing participation in the arrangement, I believed her.

      “Well, that will put a damper on things,” I said. “Perhaps we can find another suitable candidate.”

      “You can try asking him, Ced, but I can’t promise he will give you the answer you’re looking for,” Nairi told me. “I don’t completely agree with the idea, but Benji is a grown man, and he can make his own decisions.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want a say in this?”

      “No,” she answered honestly. “But I trust my brother knows what’s best for him. Besides, I’m not the matriarch of the family.”

      “So, I should be asking Milena’s approval instead?”

      “I feel like Milena would be against an arranged marriage. Why do you think she’s remained unmarried for this long?”

      I knew that, and also knew the real reason Milena had remained unmarried. I knew about her lover. I knew who he was, and that he wasn’t from Vosh’ala. Given his role, it was hard for me not to know. The Continent had a strict ‘no cross-realm relationships’ rule.

      “Amongst other things,” I said.

      She sighed. “Ced, I wish I could help my sister. And I wish I could give you a good answer about Benji. The truth is, the whole Ivan and Luna thing is a mess. I don’t know if marrying them off to different people is necessarily the best plan. But I could be wrong.”

      “Yes, but you’re usually not.”

      Nairi glared at me. “Suck-up.”

      I smirked, making her smile.

      “Come here, you.”

      We stopped walking, and she whirled me around to wrap her arms around me. She kissed me, and I returned it, never one to reject her.

      The truth was, I should have been smarter when it came to anticipating what she would say. Perhaps my initial reaction to Aerion’s suggestion had been out of panic. It was a bad idea. We needed another solution.

      I simply didn’t have one at the moment.
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        * * *

      

      

  




LUCILLA

      JUNE 19TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I knocked on Vincent’s door, hoping he was amenable to accepting me tonight. Since the night that the queen had received the Pearalan ambassador, he hadn’t touched me, or spoken to me in a personal way. I felt as though he was falling back into an old pattern, one that left me in the dark.

      And while I normally wouldn’t have been concerned, the arrival of our new queen had done something to him.

      I saw the way he looked at her. I saw something foreign to me in his smiles, and many others around the court saw it too.

      People were noticing and talking.

      When he opened the door, he was halfway undressed with a cigarette and a glass of blood in one hand. I would have jumped him then and there if I was sure he would accept me, but I had my doubts.

      “Luce?” he asked. “What are you doing here?”

      “What do you think?” I asked, attempting to be as coy as I possibly could without letting on that I was worried.

      Instead of opening the door any farther, he began to close it. He leaned out a bit to get closer to me, lowering his voice. “I’m actually rather tired. Training and all that.”

      Of course. I knew he’d been in training with the queen most of the day, and even vampires grew tired if it had been long enough since their last rest.

      Despite this, my heart sank.

      “Oh, alright. Rain check?” I asked, hopeful that I could get some kind of indication that he would want me again in the future.

      He always did. He just needed to say it to put me at ease.

      “We’ll talk about it later,” Vincent replied.

      Those were not the words I wanted to hear.

      But before I could say anything else, the door was shut in my face.

      I panicked, looking around in the hope that no one had witnessed that. The hallway was empty, even of guards, my only saving grace for what was an otherwise embarrassing moment.

      I turned away and ran back to my chambers, slamming the door so hard I wouldn’t have been surprised if the castle shook. All I wanted was to be alone. If I couldn’t be with Vincent, solitude was the next-best thing.

      Even in solitude, however, I felt as though I was losing my mind. Everything was being taken from me. Everything.

      Vincent was my everything.

      Without him, I had nothing.
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        * * *

      

      

  




VINCENT

      JUNE 19TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I knew how dangerous it was to turn Lucilla away.

      She was dangerous.

      But how much more danger would I be putting myself in if I refused to follow my instincts?

      Sometimes I wondered whether they were mine or not. For years I had been kept ineligible due to Elijah’s sick and twisted fantasy. He insisted that he saw only one thing for me: being married to his daughter.

      Until 1992, there hadn’t been a daughter; only some convoluted picture that he would paint with fancy words and promises. Father and I, at times, began to wonder if he had gone insane. Elijah always insisted, however, that he was perfectly well.

      I hadn’t believed him until that day two decades ago.

      It’s a girl, Vince, X had said. Elijah’s little dalliance produced a daughter.

      I’d refused to look at a photo of her until she was older. Part of me was terrified that I would become attached, and that was the last thing I wanted. Instead, I kept myself occupied with Lucilla the way I always had.

      I was forced to look at the girl’s picture when she was sixteen. For the first time, I saw the woman that would one day be my queen.

      And in that moment, I absolutely lost it.

      I saw my daughter. I saw the two of you together. You were happy, and in love, and you were sitting on my throne together.

      Elijah’s words reemerged and hadn’t left my head since the day I first laid eyes on her.

      There were two questions that went along with them.

      First: Were these feelings truly mine? Or were they Elijah’s influence manifesting into something I’d been groomed for?

      Second: Why me?

      It was ludicrous. She was over a thousand years younger than I was! At least with Lucilla, who was nearly two hundred years my senior, the age difference was a little more appropriate.

      I supposed it wouldn’t be the worst age difference The Continent had seen. There’d been greater gaps, somehow, and Elijah had made sure of that. Even Aleksander had taken his fair share of people born in the twentieth century.

      Was I really justified in doing this?

      I sunk down onto the loveseat in my chambers, consuming the last my cigarette had to offer, and the rest of the blood in the glass I’d been clinging to. The mental fuckery I’d been subjected to for a majority of my life had me questioning everything I ever knew.

      And yet, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t help but smile when I thought about her.

      Emilya.

      She was everything I’d been waiting for.

      And Elijah knew.
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        * * *

      

      

  




DEKLAN

      JUNE 19TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      The journey back home was long, but we made it by dinner time. The king’s dinner was waiting for him—as was Veronika—in his chambers as soon as we entered the castle. Aleksander immediately dismissed me for the day, reminding me to check on the queen.

      I should have gone directly to Farrah, but I decided to follow my final order and see to Her Majesty’s needs, if there were any. She probably had more worries than needs.

      I’d probably have to lie, but I’d already done that with my own wife earlier today. Twice.

      The queen was alone in her chambers when I arrived. My presence was announced by the guard, and she sat up on the bed when I entered the room.

      I bowed to her. “Your Serene Majesty.”

      “Deklan,” she said. “Care to explain where you were with my husband today?”

      I rose, placing my hands behind my back. “Vosh’ala, Your Majesty. He’s been in some pain after his training with Her Royal Highness. Only the medicine that Queen Nairi makes can soothe him.”

      It was the story Aleksander wanted me to tell.

      “You’re a very good liar, Deklan,” she said. “No wonder my husband adores you so much.”

      I felt bad, but Aleksander was king. He could do what he wanted and tell people only the things he wanted them to know. So, if Vivienne wasn’t ‘need-to-know’ on this issue, he wasn’t going to say anything. Even I didn’t know the full extent of it.

      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty, I wish I had a better answer for you, but the king isn’t exactly one hundred percent honest with me either.”

      Vivienne pulled her legs underneath her. “You’re very bold to admit that out loud. You never know who could be listening.”

      “It’s not a secret when I say the king doesn’t tell me the truth,” I told her. “And he doesn’t have to.”

      “No, I suppose he doesn’t,” Vivienne replied. “Your wife was with me today. Is she spying on me for my daughter?”

      “Uh, no, not that I’m aware of.” That had come out of left field. But if I had the same suspicion that Vivienne did, there had to be a good reason for it.

      She pointed at me. “That right there tells me you’re being genuine. You truly have no idea. That’s the difference between your reaction to questions concerning Alek, and questions concerning your wife.”

      “I apologize, Your Majesty, but the king expects me to maintain my loyalty,” I said, standing my ground. “He’s been nothing but good and kind to me all these years, and I would not betray his trust, even if I did know what was going on with him.”

      Vivienne rose from the bed and came around to stand directly in front of me.

      I was terrified. I didn’t know how she was going to react. I’d never witnessed the queen like this before. Normally she was quiet and reserved. The look in her eye suggested she was changing.

      Into what, I had no idea.

      “Join me for a run, would you, Deklan?” she asked.

      “A run, Your Majesty?” I asked, confused.

      “A run,” she repeated and brushed past me to exit her chambers.

      I hesitated for a moment, but left the room after her.

      Soon we were in the woods behind the castle. The queen had arrived there at least a minute before me and had already stripped out of her clothes.

      I had conflicting emotions. A naked woman? Of course my cock was twitching; an excitement stirring up inside. But a naked queen? There was no way I wouldn’t be executed for treason after this.

      Vivienne shifted into her fox form, something I had only seen a handful of times before, and only from a distance. Seeing it up close for the first time? She was breathtaking in her animal form. Her coat was amber and white, and it was practically shimmering in the light breaking through the trees.

      The queen sat and waited.

      Right. For me.

      I stripped out of my clothes, turned around so I wasn’t facing her, and shifted into werewolf form. Our werewolves were more wolf than man, but we looked different from the wolf shifters. We were larger, towering over the rest.

      I watched the queen stand and approach me. She started sniffing when she came over, making a full circle around me. She backed away when she was finished, turned, and started running.

      I had two options: stay or chase her.

      I’d come this far. I had to follow.

      I started running.

      The wind rushed past me as I chased after her. Vivienne was a few yards ahead of me, and she was faster. All the shifters tended to be, but they weren’t restricted by the part of them that was human. Werewolves had strength, but our speed was limited. She had an advantage.

      But I wanted to catch her.

      I had no idea how far we’d run, or how much time had passed, but soon we were in The Deadwood, the desolate, dry, and most dreaded area of Romynia.

      Why was she running through here? Where were we going? There was no magic here, no life, no means of survival. Nothing but faulty earth and dead, scorched trees.

      Vivienne started pulling away from me but as long as I kept her in my line of sight, I knew I would eventually catch up. She’d have to get tired at some point. Thus I channeled all my strength into the chase.

      I’d never done this before, not even with Farrah. Of course, I’d run in my werewolf form, but never like this.

      In the middle of The Deadwood, I started to feel weak. It wasn’t from running and using those muscles that—let’s face it—I hardly used these days.

      No, it was originating from my head. It wasn’t pain.

      I felt dizzy, disoriented.

      I had to stop.

      I fell to the ground.

      Soon, Vivienne had come back. She nudged my side with her nose.

      I couldn’t think. I was losing my focus despite my best effort not to. The queen seemed fine. Whatever was happening to me wasn’t happening to her.

      But she soon took human form again and whispered, “Deklan. Let go.”

      Let go?

      My wolf form?

      I took human form again myself, and soon the disorienting feeling was gone.

      As I lay there, looking around, I was still in The Deadwood, but everything felt normal. It felt … good. The aura somehow changed, and it made my heart rate speed up; adrenaline filled my body again.

      The queen above me touched my face, rubbing my cheek with her thumb. “One day you’ll be able to keep up,” she said.

      She leaned down and kissed my lips, which took me by surprise, but I didn’t reject it. It was a simple peck, nothing romantic, but it got me excited nonetheless.

      Vivienne noticed this.

      How could she not? We were both out here, completely exposed, and my cock was hard. She was a beautiful woman, naked in front of me. No man would have the willpower to keep his erection at bay in my situation.

      If he did, he was a stronger man than I.

      “Forgive me, my queen,” I begged, mortified.

      Fuck, this was going to be the death of me. The king would have my head for this.

      “It’s alright, Deklan,” she said. “I’m not offended at all.” She sounded sincere … or perhaps as sincere as one could?

      I felt like I was getting high. It was the same feeling I would get when I entered the king’s room while he was smoking a joint.

      “What’s happening?” I asked, finding it hard to control my emotions.

      She didn’t seem affected by this at all.

      But how? This feeling was so strong, so intense. It was like a great rush of ecstasy, but I was full of anxiety due to its power.

      Vivienne looked around her. “This part of The Deadwood still holds magic. It’s said that the elven Goddess Garsenda’s greatest creation is buried here, and its magic still emits from the grave. The longer you stay here, the more in-tune you become with it.”

      I knew very little of Garsenda. Only that Vosh’alans, and some Gardenians, still worshiped her like mortals worshiped their own various gods and goddesses.

      The queen continued, “You’ve never been here before. The power is the most intense it will ever be. Every time you come back to visit, you’ll be more in control of yourself.”

      “So … the fact that my cock is hard isn’t because I’m attracted to you?” I asked. “Is it ancient magic controlling me?”

      She chuckled. “Well, I’d be lying if I said yes. It brings out the emotions that are hidden. It forces you to face them.”

      Great. I wanted the fuck the queen. Something I didn’t know about myself, and instead had to have a dead magical transmitter tell me.

      “My queen, I swear I’ve never thought of you like this before,” I assured her.

      Aleksander would rip my head off and spike it on the tower outside his bedroom. I’d seen worse things done to people for far less, but this? Oh God, I was going to die for this for sure.

      “I suppose you’ll have to come to terms with that, then,” she said. “Don’t worry, the king will never know. He’s never set foot in The Deadwood.”

      That I knew to be true.

      “Let’s get you home, Deklan,” Vivienne said. She rose and pulled me up with her.

      There was a nearby tree where a stash of clothing was hidden. The clothes were dirty, but at least they allowed me to cover up.

      She led me back to the castle and made sure that I made it back to my chambers. I felt better by the time we made it out of The Deadwood, but I was still feeling the high as I laid in bed beside Farrah, who was already fast asleep.

      My body was weak. I couldn’t do anything but drift away … and have the deepest sleep I’d had in years.
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      NAIRI

      JUNE 20TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE

      It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy the company of the Baron and Baroness Ry’kar … but I didn’t really enjoy their company.

      Since their arrival, I kept to the lab. Ana and the hunting party had returned again, with no progress on finding either another sample, or evidence of the ruins moving. She had photographs and markers carefully placed, and would return with the next party that went out in a few days.

      In lieu of the mysterious sample, she’d brought me just about everything else she could grab in the hopes that there might be a trace of the strange substance.

      There was a knock on the lab door, and I glanced up to see the faces of my sister-in-law, her sister, and her mother.

      Joy.

      “Baroness,” I greeted, trying to keep a pleasant tone and facial expression. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Anshida was a High Priestess of Garsenda, extremely devout, and we didn’t always see eye to eye. She’d also never set foot in my lab before.

      The high priestess, with her hands behind her back, looked around. “Your Majesty, I’m in need of a tonic. Something that will ease pain.”

      I furrowed a brow, peering over at Ana who appeared equally confused. As I looked back at her, I asked, “Are you in pain, baroness?”

      She shook her head, continuing to wander around the lab. “No. Someone I know. And I would rather not discuss the details with you. It’s a sensitive matter.”

      I looked at Danea. “It’s not you, is it? You aren’t feeling any cramping or bleeding?”

      My sister-in-law replied, “No, the baby is fine, as am I.”

      Ana had moved to where Anshida was, out of caution.

      The baroness continued to snoop around my lab while wandering. “Your lab is very … impressive,” she said.

      “Thank you,” I replied, but I wasn’t sure if she actually meant it. “Baroness, I’m sure you’re aware that if I don’t know what is causing the pain, I can’t help you. My tonics are very specific.”

      She seemed to be hiding something. Danea and Cordell might have been in on it, but I wasn’t going to start accusing them of anything.

      “It’s for … cramping,” she said, stopping as soon as she reached Ana, and was blocked from going any further. “Female cramping,” she clarified.

      “Are these period-related cramps? Pregnancy related?” I asked. “Should I meet this person?” It could be serious. If it was period related, that was normal. Almost every woman had those. Pregnancy pain was a different story, and could be a sign of miscarriage or early delivery, depending on how far along the pregnancy was.

      The high priestess replied, “Cycle cramps, nothing more. Nothing they haven’t experienced before but would like some relief from.”

      I wasn’t fully convinced, but a tonic for period cramps wasn’t going to do a lot of harm elsewhere.

      I nodded to Ana, who opened the cabinet where we kept that particular tonic. She turned back to Anshida, handing it to her.

      I instructed, “Half the bottle upon first sign, and the rest if needed after half a day. If they aren’t soothed by that point, I must insist on seeing this person.”

      The high priestess nodded. “Of course, but that won’t be necessary. This should do the trick nicely. Thank you, Your Majesty. It’s been a pleasure.”

      Anshida and her girls curtsied before leaving the room.

      I looked at Ana. “Something else is going on here.”

      “Do you want a guard on them?” Ana asked.

      “Yes. I want to know what they’re doing every moment of the day until they use that tonic.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




EMILYA

      JUNE 20TH, 2015. PEARALA

      The day finally came when the visit to Pearala would take place.

      I’d spent the days leading up to it in combat training, dress fittings, and history lessons about Normandy. Vincent and Dominic were good to Vincent’s word and sent out a summons to all the noblemen on the issue of the male valkyrie, and the issue of women’s places in the line of succession.

      I only had the pleasure of speaking to a few of the noblemen in person about both issues. None of them were Brimm nor Hemonton, the two whom Vincent already knew weren’t going to vote yes.

      The vote would take place in a handful of days. Several of the noblemen would have a proxy voting for them and had already designated their chosen persons.

      I was nervous to make my first official act as queen, and I hadn’t been officially crowned yet. It was a big step, but one that needed to be taken.

      The morning of the trip to Pearala, I woke early to have sword training with Dominic before needing to get ready. I was sore, but a warm shower helped, and my ladies assisted me with getting ready.

      The dress I was going to wear was quite thin. It covered everything I wanted covered, but it was still a little more risqué than I was used to. Part of this was because we would be going underwater for about thirty minutes of our visit, which was to celebrate Ambassador Josken and Princess Abrellia’s betrothal ceremony.

      The Vosh’alans had sent us a tonic that allowed us to breathe underwater for about an hour without further assistance. Admittedly, I felt a little uneasy about that, given my car accident, but they insisted I would be able to breathe as normal.

      Once I was ready, we headed off to the coast. Dominic and Cecilia rode with me in my carriage along with Kamille. Vincent, Contessina, Lucilla, and Henriette were in Contessina’s carriage. Another carriage followed behind theirs, carrying Lord George of Crossfield, Normandy’s Ambassador to Pearala, and his wife, Baronetess Natalia, along with Contessina’s ladies. George was obligated to attend the event to ensure things went smoothly.

      The visit officially started at sundown, and the journey from the castle to the coast lasted about the same length of time as from the castle to Metropolis. I reviewed my notes with Kamille during the journey to ensure I had everything right. I had everyone memorized, I had their titles down, and I had the hierarchy in order.

      Kamille assured me I would be fine. The duke and duchess also looked pleased with my progress.

      When we arrived, we parked next to a spot called The Grotto, which was the transition area for all merfolk and sirens from sea to land, and vice versa. Or at least it was an ‘official’ area. They could transition anywhere, but The Grotto was a more secure area that kept a record of who was in and out of the sea.

      It felt a little like a maximum-security prison.

      Contessina passed the tonics out, and I consumed mine, which was a mint-green color, after holding in a gag. It tasted like water.

      A guard from Pearala took each of us by the arm, helping us under the water. My anxiety started to rise, but within a matter of seconds I felt a calming wave wash over me. Perhaps the tonic doubled as a sedative.

      Or perhaps that was just for me.

      Within moments, I was underneath the water, and I could see and breathe perfectly. It was incredible. This truly was magic. Biology wouldn’t have allowed something like this without it.

      The guard assisted me in swimming to the statue of the Goddess Thalassa. The Pearalans had already gathered there. We were all given seats on either side of the aisle.

      The ceremony began shortly after. King Maric swam up the aisle with Princess Abrellia on his arm, and following them were Josken and his father, Baron Galen.

      An exchange of hands was made. Maric placed Abrellia’s hand in Josken’s, and Galen placed Josken’s other hand in Abrellia’s. They were tied together with ribbons of seaweed as some words were spoken. One passage sounded like a Bible verse, but a Pearalan Bible, not a Catholic one like I was used to.

      Josken and Abrellia made vows of betrothal to one another, and Maric declared afterward that they were officially betrothed. December 31st, 2015 was the day the wedding would take place.

      We applauded with the others, then were escorted by our respective guards to The Grotto where we were helped out of the water. The visit would take place here the rest of the time.

      The seafolk took human form while the rest of us dried off as much as we could.

      Maric approached me with Queen Athénaïs on his arm. By my side were Dominic and George.

      Maric held out a hand. “Queen Emilya. Lovely to see you again. If I may say so, your dress is perfect for the occasion.”

      The light-blue and sheer gown felt like a slip one would wear over a bathing suit. It was very similar to something someone would wear in Greek times, loose and flowy. But it covered my breasts and below the belt, unlike some of the things the Pearalans were wearing, so it didn’t leave me feeling exposed.

      “Thank you, King Maric,” I said. “That’s very kind of you to say.”

      “May I present my wife, Queen Athénaïs,” he said, letting go of her arm.

      His siren queen gave me a small curtsy. “We’ve heard much about you, Queen Emilya,” she said, offering her hand, which I accepted. “It’s a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance.”

      “The pleasure is mine, Queen Athénaïs,” I said, hoping to God I pronounced her name right. AH-ten-EIS. I’d practiced. It looked complicated, but it turned out it was only French. I hadn’t studied French in school.

      Okay, that was a lie. I took a semester in junior high, but went back to Spanish. And even that I didn’t remember because I only took it until sophomore year was over.

      Josken was soon standing next to Maric along with his new fiancée. “Your Majesty,” he greeted me with a small bow. “An honor to see you again.”

      “Hello, Lord Ambassador,” I said. “Congratulations on your official engagement.”

      He smiled. “Thank you, you’re too kind. Allow me to introduce my betrothed, Her Royal Highness Abrellia, Princess of Sirens.”

      “It’s lovely to meet you, Queen Emilya,” Abrellia said with a curtsy. “And we are honored that you have joined us this evening.” She reached out to take my hands and kissed both of my cheeks. “Father insisted we make a statement to the others by allowing you to witness such a sacred ceremony amongst our kind, and I couldn’t have agreed more.”

      I smiled. “The honor is mine, Your Royal Highness. And I heartily congratulate you on your engagement. I hope you and Josken are incredibly happy together.”

      Two more figures appeared besides the siren queen.

      Maric said, “Lanaya, Princess of Merfolk, my youngest daughter; and Corbin, Prince Regent of Pearala.”

      Both greeted me. It was good to finally meet the people I’d only see photographs of.

      “Come, let me introduce you to my family,” Josken said. He offered his arm, and I accepted, letting him lead me over to them on the other side of The Grotto while the king greeted everyone else in my party.

      When we approached them, they all respectfully bowed or curtsied to me. It was still strange that people I didn’t know were treating me with such high regard and respect. I hadn’t done anything yet.

      “Queen Emilya, may I present my father: Lord Galen, Tenth Baron of Pearala,” Josken introduced. “Father, may I present Her Majesty Queen Emilya of Normandy.”

      Galen held his hand out. I took it and allowed him to kiss mine. “Your Majesty,” he began, “it is a true honor to meet someone who is the first of her kind on The Continent.”

      I had to smile. “Yes, I understand being the first queen regnant is a big deal.”

      “A very big deal. You are quite the center of everyone’s attention these days. All eyes are on you to see how far into the future you will lead us.”

      No pressure, right?

      The baron released my hand and brought a woman forward: his wife. “May I introduce my wife, Betrys.” On his other side, two more women stood. “And my daughters, Jaela, with whom you are already acquainted, and Johenna.”

      “Lovely to see you again, Jaela,” I said. “I hope you enjoyed your evening in Normandy.”

      “I did, thank you, Your Majesty,” Jaela responded. “I look forward to working with you further down the line.”

      I grinned.

      Johenna curtsied. “May I say what an honor it is to meet you, Your Majesty. I’ve heard a great deal about you, and all of it very good.”

      “From who?” Josken asked, implying it wasn’t from him.

      Johenna suddenly became very nervous.

      I would have been concerned if it weren’t for Contessina coming over to interrupt.

      “Galen, come here, you old bastard,” she said, pushing past Johenna and me to hug Galen. “I swear you get uglier every time I see you,” she added after letting go.

      Galen laughed. “I could say the same of you, Contessina, but no one would believe me.”

      “Like they could,” Betrys said before hugging Contessina herself. “How are you, Conte? We haven’t seen you since the funeral.”

      Contessina released the baroness. “Oh, adjusting, but I’ll manage. At least I still have my ladies, especially Cecilia. What would I do without that one?”

      “I swear, Athénaïs tells me the same thing every other day,” Betrys said, and the two ladies laughed. “Must be a queen thing.”

      Lucilla suddenly came to my side. “Princess Abrellia has requested your presence,” she informed me.

      I nodded and followed Lucilla to where Abrellia and Lanaya were seated on the edge of some rocks where their tails dipped into the water. The Grotto was a large, cave-like structure which rested on the shoreline, and the transitional area in the center was full of water. It was fresh water, however, from what I’d been told, since it helped with the change between mer-form and human form, unlike sea water, which kept them in their half-fish state.

      Both of the princesses had alcoholic beverages, and a servant offered me one, but I politely declined.

      “Could I have some water, please?” I asked.

      “Ice?” the servant asked.

      “Please,” I confirmed. “Thank you.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” they said with a bow, and departed.

      “Not a drinker, huh?” Abrellia asked as I sat down beside her.

      “I come from the United States,” I told her. “I’m legally old enough, but it’s just never agreed with me. Besides, parties like these also have me a little out of my element.”

      She giggled. “I think your friends Daisy and Felicity mentioned something about that.”

      “You know them?”

      “Oh sure,” Abrellia answered. “In fact, I was there when Felicity was born. Octavia was here with George and Natalia.”

      I had made a mental note to remember that Octavia was Natalia’s aunt, making Felicity Natalia’s cousin.

      “She was a week away from her confinement, but she went into labor earlier than expected. I helped the midwife deliver her,” Abrellia explained.

      That was amazing, and kinda weird. Abrellia didn’t look any older than thirty, and the fact that she had been there when Felicity was born was a reminder that these people aged so slowly it was hard to get a grasp on how old they were.

      I asked, “Just how old are you, exactly? If you don’t mind my asking?”

      Lanaya asked, “They didn’t give you birthdays on that cheat sheet of yours? And here I was expecting a surprise gift.”

      Part of me started to panic as the two sisters laughed. But Abrellia said, “It’s okay. I’m one hundred and sixty-four years old. I appear to be aging slower than Lannie and Cor, but that’s the privilege of being a siren.” Her teeth were all fanged. It was amazing she didn’t bite her tongue, or pierce it, at any point.

      I saw something big move outside of The Grotto, and jumped, scared of whatever creature had moved by. It looked like a beast.

      Abrellia and Lanaya both looked where I was staring, and laughed.

      “Oh, this must be your first time seeing a hydra.” Abrellia rose, her tail transitioning back into legs, and proceeded to the opening. “Come here, girl!” she called.

      Lanaya rose, now sporting legs as well, and offered me a hand, which I reluctantly took, and let her lead me over.

      I was suddenly face-to-face with a three-headed beast.

      “Emilya, meet Tsaia. She’s my sweet girl.” Abrellia embraced one of the three heads, stroking the snout. The face almost resembled a dragon combined with an alien, but its scales were much smoother in appearance and shone in the light. “Tsaia, be nice to the new person.”

      Another hydra appeared. Lanaya approached this one. “This is Haetha,” she said. “She’s Tsaia’s baby.”

      I wasn’t sure which was scarier: the hydras of Pearala, or the dragons of Normandy.

      “You can pet them,” Abrellia offered. “They’re sweet. Just don’t attack them unless you want to be swallowed whole.”

      “Or ripped apart between the heads,” Lanaya said with a giggle. “They’ll all fight over you.”

      I gulped. “Wouldn’t want that, would we?”

      I approached the hydras slowly and reached out to touch Tsaia. The beast purred, almost like a cat. Its skin felt slimy. Maybe it was the water, but it was nothing like touching my dragons.

      “Hello, Tsaia,” I said to her.

      Abrellia smiled after a moment. “She likes you. You probably can’t tell, but she does.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” I said.

      I chatted with the princesses for some time before I noticed Abrellia glaring in the direction of her fiancé. I looked in the same direction and saw he was chatting with Lady Olivia, King Maric’s mistress. At least from the side that’s who it looked like.

      “If looks could kill,” Corbin said quietly as he joined us, along with a man that I recognized as Knight-Captain Marsellus. The prince placed an arm around his sister’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, she’s not trying to steal him.”

      “She has nothing to gain in stealing Josken,” Abrellia said. “But he did tell me she and Bas were over for tea.”

      This was obviously news to Corbin, Lanaya, and Marsellus. The looks on their faces as they all snapped to gaze in Abrellia’s direction made it clear they were hearing this for the first time.

      “Why?” Corbin asked his eldest sister.

      She shook her head. “Beats the hell out of me. Jos has no idea either. They seemed to be their usual ‘suck-up’ selves. They must have a bigger game at play.”

      Lanaya pointed behind Josken and Olivia. “Look. Bas is talking to Jaela. She’s actively trying to not engage with him.”

      We all looked in that direction.

      She continued, “I bet you she’s the big game plan.”

      Corbin sighed. “Fucking hell, he’s going to try to marry her.”

      That was certainly out of left field, at least for me anyway.

      “He wants a damn title, and he’ll do whatever it takes to get one,” the prince said.

      Marsellus asked the prince, “Should I save her?”

      “Please. And thank you. I’m sure she’d welcome it.”

      The knight-captain nodded and left us, approaching Bastian and Jaela. I couldn’t hear what was said, but it worked to get Jaela away from Bastian.

      The future baroness joined us with the knight-captain on her tail, and said, “Thank you. I thought I’d never be able to get away from him.”

      Abrellia hugged her. “Don’t worry, we’ll make him leave you alone. He thinks he’s hot shit, but he’s scum; wants to take advantage of Daddy’s DNA when he doesn’t deserve it.”

      “You think it has something to do with me?” Jaela asked. “Is he pursuing me because of my rank?”

      Corbin answered, “Possibly, but if we start throwing around accusations without proof, Father is going to lose it. We can’t do anything about them until I’m king.”

      The lady nodded.

      “Has he given any indications in that regard?”

      She shook her head. “No, it’s only been small talk. But I can tell he’s ramping up to something. It’s that tone in his voice. Bas isn’t very good at hiding things. That must be one of the things he didn’t inherit from Olivia.”

      I held up a hand slightly to try to interject in the conversation. “I hate to interrupt—and forgive my ignorance, since I’m still learning things—but what’s the harm in giving him his own title?”

      The prince replied, “Royal bastards no longer receive titles in Pearala. We had a coup attempt once from one of them, and it turned out pretty badly. All their titles were taken away, those directly involved with the scheme were executed, and the rest were banished from court. Any mistress and royal bastard since has been welcome at court only under the discretion of the king at the time, usually the father of the child, and then kicked out when the new king takes over. And you can bet I’m itching for the day I get to throw their sorry asses out of our home.”

      Right, that had been somewhat covered in my studies. It was a brief highlight, though, not something I’d gone into in depth.

      I hoped my arrival and spot on the throne didn’t encourage this bastard to try to take one for his own. I had no choice in the matter as it was.

      “Why keep them here if they don’t have any special privileges or titles?” I asked.

      “Well, for one thing,” Corbin replied, “Olivia is a descendant of one of our grandmothers many generations back. A cousin, several times removed. The relation is only through marriage, but even then, she still comes from a line that was given noble privilege in our country. They’re untitled, and they only go by ‘Lord’ and ‘Lady,’ but still …”

      “So, it might cause a stir with the lesser nobles?”

      He shrugged. “Hard to say. Besides, I’m not king yet. Whatever Father says is what goes around here right now. When he’s gone, I get to call the shots.”

      “How long do merfolk usually live? The numbers weren’t really consistent.”

      “And there’s a reason for that: because they’re not,” Corbin replied, “and we don’t know why. Father is one hundred and eighty-nine years old. His father only lived to be seventy-eight, but that’s because Olivia’s news about Bas gave him a fucking heart attack.”

      I definitely remembered that from my studies.

      “Normally we can live for a few hundred years if something doesn’t kill us sooner. Father may only have another hundred years in him, but it’s hard to tell, when many of us don’t die of natural causes and old age. It’s usually war or foul play. Or, you know, ocean pollution.”

      Jeez. Pearala sounded like a fun place to be.

      The king approached us. By this point, Abrellia, Jaela, and Lanaya had left The Grotto to play with the hydras in the water. Only Corbin, Marsellus, and I remained.

      I nodded to Maric upon his approach.

      “Enjoying yourself?” Maric asked me.

      “Yes,” I replied, “I’ve been speaking to your children. They’re all very lovely. You must be proud.”

      “I am,” he said. “My children are the shining stars of Pearala’s future, as you are of Normandy’s.”

      I grinned. That might’ve been overselling it, but I supposed as its new queen, technically he wasn’t wrong.

      “Do you mind speaking in private?” he asked. “With our ambassadors present, of course?”

      I nodded, and thanked Corbin for the conversation before leaving with Maric.

      Outside of The Grotto, George and Josken were chatting away. Maric and I approached them.

      Maric said, “Emilya, I’m sure you’re aware that Pearala and Normandy have always had an understanding when it came to our relationship. We always do what’s best for our respective nations, and their people, but if those views oppose one another, it is no harm, no foul. We are different species with different traditions, and there is no shame in that.”

      I nodded. “I sensed that, looking over the history between our two countries. Though I intend to do things a little differently than Elijah did.”

      Maric’s facial expression changed, but I couldn’t get a good read on it. “Well, regardless, I hope that we can still respect each other’s decisions, especially when it comes to The Continent at large. We may find ourselves on opposing sides in Council meetings, and that doesn’t have to affect our personal relationship.”

      I kinda got the same feeling when Republicans and Democrats talked about each other in Congress.

      “I suppose we’ll find out,” I told him. “I can’t make any promises, Maric, because I am still learning the ways. Not just of my own country, but The Continent itself. And if there’s something I disagree with, I will voice my objections.” I also took things personally. That was a flaw of mine I probably needed to work on, but miracles didn’t happen overnight.

      Maric didn’t look pleased, but he was attempting to keep his composure. “I see. Then I hope we have no major quarrels between our countries. I intend to keep the peace as long as there is reason to.”

      I furrowed my brows and looked at George.

      My ambassador asked the king, “Your Majesty, is there a reason the peace would not be kept? Normandy has had no reason to provoke you, and I hardly think we’ve given reason for you to provoke us into some kind of dispute.”

      “Of course not,” Maric replied. “If I caused any offense, it was not my intention. But my first priority is always Pearala. I always think of her needs before anything else.”

      “As our new queen will think of Normandy’s,” George said, looking between Maric and I.

      “We shall see,” Maric said. “I look forward to witnessing what Normandy’s future has in store.” He took a step back. “Enjoy the rest of the festivities, Emilya, Lord Ambassador.”

      Maric and Josken departed.

      I looked at George with confusion.

      Soon, Dominic and Vincent were with us.

      “We heard all of that,” Dominic said, “and I don’t like what Maric is implying. We may need to think about how we move forward with Pearala in the coming months. Maric seems like he’s up to something.”

      I asked, “Like what?”

      Dominic shook his head. “I can’t say, and if we go pointing fingers at him, it could cause another war. That’s not something we need right now, especially while we’re in the middle of settling in a new monarch and trying to investigate the death of the old one.”

      Vincent looked at George. “How do you feel about one of my agents becoming your scribe?” he asked.

      “I’ve no objection,” the ambassador answered. “Who did you have in mind?”

      “No one in particular at the moment, but I’ll find someone good. They’ll funnel reports back to me and if Maric is up to something, at least we’ll have a heads up on it.”

      Dominic looked at me. “In the meantime, Your Majesty, keep a good relationship with his children. You seemed to get on well with the princesses. Don’t do anything that would push them away.”

      I nodded. That seemed more than fair. Besides, I needed friends here, and I quite liked Abrellia and Lanaya.

      Too bad they lived in the water.
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VINCENT

      JUNE 20TH, 2015. FORT STALLIS MILITARY BASE, NORMANDY

      While the party was winding down, I made a stop at Fort Stallis, our nearby military base, to have the meeting with Cassander, per his request. I had few doubts that Cassander would never side with his father, but I needed to know he was on our side one hundred percent before allowing Wilhelm and Dante to move forward with the rest of the troops.

      And with Cassander requesting the meeting, not the other way around, it seemed he had something on his mind as well.

      I doubted the two topics were related.

      The guards at the door saluted me as I approached and was given admission. My presence was announced to the entire base.

      Everyone came out to salute me. I was no one of importance in the military, but as the lord commander, I was ranked higher than everyone except the monarch, consort, and my parents.

      Still, it felt weird, even now. These men didn’t owe me anything.

      I found my way up to the barracks to where Cassander was waiting. The baron saluted me, bowed and held out his hand. “Lord Commander.”

      “Baron Soaren,” I greeted. “Good to see you.” Though doted on by his father, and raised to be a soldier, Cassander was more like his gentle and kind mother.

      That was what I was hoping would stick in this case.

      “Shall we sit?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      We proceeded into the office just off the barracks, where we wouldn’t be heard. Once inside, we both sat.

      Cassander asked, “Thank you for agreeing to meet me. Although, as I understand it, you had something you wanted to discuss?”

      I laced my fingers together and placed my hands in my lap. “I think you know, Cass. It’s time.” He had to have seen this coming from miles away. He was a smart man.

      He nodded. “I figured. There’ve been whispers about things being said at court. Mother’s been keeping me informed. With the new queen here, I can’t imagine Father is thrilled.”

      I shook my head. “He’s not.”

      “I assume Tayloran and Leondrea are on board?” he asked.

      “They claim to be,” I replied. “You know I won’t take them completely on their word, regardless of my doubts that they would aid your father.”

      Cassander inhaled deeply. “Well I suppose all we can do right now is hope they keep up their end of the bargain.”

      “What about you?” I asked. “I need to know you won’t put family over country.” Cassander and his father didn’t get along great, but the man was still his father.

      “Oh, I’m going to put family over country,” Cassander said, sending me into a slight panic. “But that family is my mother and Cal. I’ll do what’s in their best interests, and my own.”

      It was a relief he would turn against his father if need be, but he seemed to be implying something else as well, and that was probably what he’d asked me here for.

      “Something you’re needing to tell me, Cass?”

      The young baron rose and began pacing. “Vincent, I can’t lie to you but … I can’t exactly tell you the whole truth either.”

      I shifted in my seat, sitting up straight. “This sounds serious.”

      Cassander grabbed the back of the seat he’d previously occupied. He looked conflicted. “Vince … I want out.”

      “Of?” I asked, confused.

      “My posting,” he said. “There’s a good reason behind it, but I need someone I can trust because I can’t go back to court. I can’t even go to Soaren.”

      Now I was worried. This was about more than wanting out of his posting if he wasn’t going to immediately go back to court or back to his barony.

      “Cass, talk to me. Are you in danger?”

      He sighed. “Right now? No. But I might be at some point.”

      “You need to be straight with me,” I said, standing up and closing the gap between us. “I need to know what is happening so I can help you. If I don’t know the details, I can’t do anything that protects you or your interests. It’s certainly not going to help in a military coup against your father.”

      There were a million things that could be happening, all of them flashing before me as I tried to pick the worst possible one, and hope my prediction was wrong.

      Cassander gripped the back of the seat harder, closing his eyes. He was clearly fighting everything in him that was telling him not to reveal whatever it was that was going on, but he also had to know I was right.

      If I didn’t know what was going on with him, I couldn’t help him.

      “Okay,” he said. “I … met someone. And at first it was just friendship, but now it’s become something more, and …” He stopped and sighed.

      I understood, in a way, but I didn’t understand what the problem with it was. “Cass, if you’ve met someone, that’s wonderful. You’ve met your baroness … or baronet? I never thought to ask about your sexuality, so—”

      He held up a hand and shook his head. “No no, not a man, a woman.”

      “Would your father not approve?” I asked. “Because it’s not up to him whether or not she’s the Baroness of Soaren. That’s up to the queen.”

      “All I can tell you, Vince, is that there will be more people than my father who won’t approve,” he said. “Please, I can’t reveal any more than that. You just have to trust me. I’ve never given you a reason not to in my entire life before this. Just … Please, help me. And I swear to you and to our new queen, when the time comes to overthrow my father, I’ll fight and die if I have to.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t do that unless you come to court one last time. You need to formally ask the queen for a pardon from your post so you can’t be charged with desertion, and at least tell your mother what’s happening. You owe that to her. She’s suffered enough, and I’m not going to have her wondering where her son is.”

      Cassander nodded, conceding, “That’s fair. When?”

      “I know you’ve already designated your mother as your proxy for the vote that’s happening in a few days,” I told him, “so let that be. But afterwards. Finish up what you need to do here, come back to court, and we’ll help you through this, whatever it is.”

      “I’ll be back for father’s birthday,” he said. “That should give me time to get things in order here.”

      I nodded. “That’s more than reasonable.”

      “And Vince,” he said, “I promise I’ll be there for you when it’s time. I know my father isn’t the easiest man to go up against, and the thought of it has already scared me to death, but I’m not going to be responsible for him attempting a coup on The Crown.”

      I placed a hand on his shoulder. “I know. And I know our new queen is grateful, even if she doesn’t know it yet.”
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EMILYA

      JUNE 20TH-21ST, 2015. PEARALA, THE LAKE HOUSE

      Once the festivities were over, we were given lodging at the nearby Lake House, since traveling back to Normandy would take hours, and I would have a hard time sleeping in a moving carriage, or even a car. I supposed a plane could have come to get us, but flying in the dark was dangerous.

      So, I was settled in a room, and my ladies helped me get ready for bed.

      By eleven-thirty, I was alone.

      Despite the exhaustion from the party, I had a hard time sleeping. I lay in bed, tossing and turning every which way to try and fall asleep, but to no avail.

      Around two in the morning, I gave up and got out of bed.

      Slipping some shoes on and grabbing a light robe, I left the room and informed the guards on duty to remain in place. At their agreement, I proceeded down the stairs to the back door, stepping outside onto the beach.

      The sand was rather cool where it hit my skin over the flip flops I wore, and yet the air was warm. The crashing of the waves against the rocks and hill wall was extremely soothing. No wonder people used sounds like these to get to sleep, and that alone made me want to drift off on the sand.

      But I was still a bit restless, so I made my way down to the water and climbed up onto a boulder that was roughly ten feet past the shore.

      I pulled my legs to my chest and let the sound of the waves calm me. The restless feeling far overpowered my exhaustion, and I had to get rid of it somehow.

      Closing my eyes, I inhaled slowly and exhaled equally so, the feeling subsiding little by little. I repeated this a few more times before I heard a different sound come from the water: the sound of someone coming to the surface after being submerged.

      My eyes shot open, and I explored my immediate surroundings.

      Nothing, or no one, was there.

      “Sorry,” the voice said from out of nowhere.

      I jumped.

      From a spot a few feet away from the boulder, I found Maric’s bastard, Bastian, floating leisurely, and smirking.

      “Did I frighten Her Majesty?” he asked. “If so, I offer my sincerest apologies. ’Twas not my intention.”

      I swallowed hard and calmed myself, shaking my head. “No, no, I’m alright. I simply wasn’t expecting anyone else to be around at this hour.”

      Bastian chuckled, grabbing a hold of the boulder, bringing his floating to an end. “I could say the same for you. I realize you’re not yet nocturnal, but even your subjects take these hours to rest.” He raised a single brow in question, though his smirk remained.

      “I found that my restlessness overpowered the tiredness my body felt … if that makes any sense,” I told him. “So instead of lying in bed with dead silence surrounding me, I opted to change my setting.”

      “Fair enough,” he replied. “Would Her Majesty mind if I joined her?”

      As much as I wanted to reject him, I also wanted to snoop out what information I could get to see if he was really planning to try and marry Jaela. Perhaps it could be of use to the royal family, and maybe Maric would stop being such a dick.

      “Please,” I said, gesturing to the spot next to me.

      Bastian pulled himself up to sit beside me, his tail and fins keeping contact with the water, which did not allow him to take his human form.

      “Did you enjoy the festivities?” I asked.

      He smiled. “I did. My mother and I are very happy for the princess. Jos is a fine suitor for her, and the baron and baroness are loyal friends to His Majesty.”

      “Do you always refer to your father and sister so formally?” I asked. It seemed rather common among these people, and not just Pearala, but in Normandy.

      I noticed that after a few days, my own speech had started to change when I was around certain people. I wasn’t sure if I was consciously doing it.

      Bastian replied, “If the occasion calls for it. I can simply refer to them as Father and AB, if you prefer a more casual conversation.”

      “I wouldn’t mind,” I said. “No one else is around. I don’t see a reason to be formal. And I’m not technically the queen yet. They haven’t placed the crown on my head, and I haven’t died.”

      “I understand your coronation and transition ceremony will happen all on the same day,” he commented, prompting a nod from me. “Must be quite daunting for you.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, though I tried to suppress it. “Oh, you have no idea,” I sighed. “One day I was an ordinary person in a small town in Michigan, the next I’m being told my parents aren’t my parents and that my real father was a vampire king who’d died. I had no choice but to take the throne for myself.”

      Bastian nodded. “I sympathize with you fully. Had things been different, my father could have had me legitimized, and I would be set to take his throne. But we don’t live in that world, and I’m not the son of just any king. My father is King of the Merfolk, and they don’t legitimize their heirs, or give them lands or titles.” He paused for a moment. “My mother was given her own apartments in the palace, but nothing more. It’s no privilege to be the King of Pearala’s mistress or illegitimate child.”

      “You must wish you were the illegitimate child of any other king. Although I haven’t actually learned much about the others. From what I understand, in Gardenia and Vosh’ala they legitimize illegitimate children most of the time.”

      Bastian nodded. “And you are the first of many to be able to sit upon the throne. You have no idea how fortunate you are, Your Majesty.”

      “Emilya,” I told him. “You can call me Emilya, since we’re not being formal.”

      He nodded with a sincere smile. His eyes locked onto mine, and this was the part I was aware I needed to be extra careful with. “As you wish … Emilya.”

      I only offered a tiny grin and nod in return.

      “You are truly beautiful, you know,” Bastian said. “Normandy is quite fortunate to have you as their next sovereign.”

      My heart began racing. Even though I knew I had to resist his charms, I was still being pulled in by them.

      Resist. He’s nothing but a schemer.

      “I’m sure Prince Rylar would have been far better suited to be their monarch had it not been for his untimely death,” I said.

      At least he would have been a legitimate heir. Then I could have lived out my life as a human, or at least until I was forty or something. They would have eventually brought me here. Maybe I would have been given an honorary title, but I wouldn’t have been queen.

      “Rylar died before I was born, thus I cannot speak on his character or his ability to lead,” Bastian told me. “But The Third War caused much devastation between the five countries. It was difficult for all.”

      “That we can agree on,” I said, having gotten in some of the history lessons on the First, Second, Third, and Fourth Wars of The Continent.

      I found myself staring into Bastian’s eyes, so mesmerized by them.

      He said, “But you will be the Queen of all Queens; the most powerful creature to ever walk on the face of the Earth. You are the future, dear Emilya …” The tone of his voice was captivating, something that caused me to barely register the fact that he was caressing my cheek with his hand.

      Wow, he’s good.

      For a moment I believed him. The struggle to resist him became harder. A woman would need a heart of steel to not be affected by his smooth words. Had I not already been informed by Abrellia how much of a scoundrel he was, I may have actually fallen for it.

      And yet I wasn’t pulling away.

      I was frozen. My eyes wouldn’t look away from him, and I couldn’t find the words to speak. It was almost as if he were a walking—or swimming, in his case—aphrodisiac.

      Bastian’s gentle touch kept me at bay, confusing my thoughts as I kept the words from his half-sister in my brain. Seeing this firsthand, he was clearly going to succeed in whatever quest of seduction he had in mind.

      Right now, it seemed that the quest was me.

      And despite trying to fight it, I couldn’t resist when his lips touched mine in a deep, tender kiss that left me weak.

      My first kiss ever.

      My emotions were running as wild as my heartbeat, screaming at me to stop this nonsense. I wanted to resist, to slap him for daring to try and seduce me, but he clearly had a gift.

      Each kiss became more intense than the last, so much so that at some point our arms were wrapped around one another, bodies touching, and part of one of my legs was nearly wrapped around his tail. The metal of his snakebite piercings sent shivers down my spine. Surely he would take me right here and now, given the chance.

      But I finally snapped out of my trance and pushed him away.

      “No!” I exclaimed, gasping for air. I shook my head, my hands over my heart. “No, you won’t use me as part of your elaborate scheme. I know what you’re trying to do with Jaela. Corbin told me what he suspected, and everyone says you’re pure slime. There’s no way it isn’t true.”

      He chuckled, a shameless smirk on his face. “Did he, now? Tell me, what did dear brother Corbin tell you about me and Lady Jaela?”

      “That you’re trying to make arrangements for her to marry you,” I said. “She’s the future baroness, after all. You want a title because dear ol’ Daddy didn’t and won’t give you one, so marrying the noblewoman who will inherit the only one available is the only way to get you what you want.”

      Bastian laughed. “There’s no fooling him. Yes, I’m after Lady Jaela, but I happen to like her quite a bit, regardless of the title. I think it would be a good match. My mother agrees.”

      “That will never happen. The only way you’d ever get a title is if someone from another realm gave you one, and that also wouldn’t happen because cross-realm species don’t exist.” I was sure dalliances existed between the different factions, but they weren’t public, and certainly didn’t exist in royal and noble households.

      His smirk grew. “Don’t they?”

      Something about his voice changed as he said that, and my eyes wandered toward his lips. That’s when I noticed it.

      A fang.

      Wait. Male sirens existed.

      But … that fang hadn’t been there before, and sirens couldn’t retract their fangs like vampires could.

      Right?

      I said, “No, those are siren fangs, not vampire.”

      Vampires and mermaids couldn’t mate.

      “Look again,” he said.

      So, I did.

      The canine teeth were, in fact, fangs, and they weren’t there before. His smile showed off all his teeth, and I came to realize that sirens had all fanged teeth. But Bastian’s teeth were normal, except the canines. They were longer and pointier. Sirens also couldn’t retract their fangs at will. They were literally their teeth.

      I had no words.

      “Very good,” he said, his fangs still exposed. “You understand.”

      I shook my head. “That’s impossible. Vampires can’t mate with mermaids … and if they could, you’re essentially claiming you aren’t Maric’s bastard son.”

      Bastian retracted his fangs. “You haven’t been given a good science lesson on The Continent, have you? For starters, all the different species can mate. We all fuck each other the exact same way, even the merpeople, but I’ll let the scientists go into more depth about that if you want. So, rest assured, it is possible for any combination of species to exist. The exceptions are the two species of each country: Vampires and valkyrie, werewolves and shapeshifters, merpeople and sirens, elves and faeries, satyrs and nymphs. They don’t become hybrids. The magic within them allows for one or the other. It’s like male or female, but species.

      “Second, it’s my mother who was born from a mermaid and a vampire, not me. She’s half-mermaid, half-vampire, and that makes me only a quarter. My grandmother had an affair with a vampire soldier, but I don’t know his name. She’s never told us. That’s my grandfather. Maric is still very much my father. Remember, they had my DNA tested and the official results killed Grandfather Alistair. I’m sure that was covered in your history lesson on the family.”

      It was.

      “Does Maric know?” I asked. “That you’re a quarter vampire?”

      “No,” Bastian answered. “Mother never told him. He’s not aware that she’s half-vampire either. It’s fairly easy to hide. We’re fortunate in that regard. I’m also the highest-ranked hybrid on The Continent.”

      Considering he was a bastard prince, that was saying something.

      “I assume you have a genetic predisposition for blood,” I said, not so much a question as it was a hypothetical statement.

      He nodded.

      “Is that what you live on?”

      Bastian laughed. “Gods, no. I’m only a quarter vampire. My craving for blood isn’t nearly as potent as Mother’s, and she doesn’t need it to survive either.”

      “Is your grandfather still alive?”

      Bastian replied, “Grandmother said he died during The Fourth War. She never told us his name. She mentioned he was a noble, but that could have been a lie.”

      Something to look into when I returned to Normandy.

      “But I should leave you to it, Your Majesty,” Bastian said. “You seem to be getting more tired than restless now. I’d hate to have you fall asleep on this rock.”

      The smirk had returned.

      He wasn’t wrong though. My energy was starting to drain, and I definitely needed to get back to my room.

      “Does that smirk permanently reside on your face?” I asked, standing up on the rock.

      Another laugh. “Mother says I was born that way. Why, does it charm you?”

      I glared. “No, it doesn’t. You’d never be welcome in my court. You may be part vampire, but you’ll die before I recognize you as one.”

      I felt like an actual queen saying that.

      “You sure?” he challenged as if he knew something I didn’t. “Your human mind may not, but who’s to say your vampire mind won’t want something different?”

      I was confused.

      He continued, “Everything about a vampire changes when it’s newly transformed. There will be a hunger in you that you won’t be able to satisfy no matter how hard you try, no matter how much blood you drink. You’ll desire the ability to kill any mortal you come across, and no one will be able to stop you. Then there are your pheromones: They’ll be off the charts. There’s nothing and no one you won’t be willing to fuck, my dear. And just the opposite? The odds are that anyone you desire before the transition will no longer satisfy you.”

      That had to be bullshit. Until someone I could actually trust confirmed it, I wouldn’t believe him.

      “We’ll see about that,” I said as I slid off the boulder. “Have a pleasant night, Bastian.”

      “Oh, yes we will,” he said. “Yes we will.”

      I turned, going back to The Lake House, and tried to push him from my mind. My head was full of so much more new information, but I couldn’t be sure it was accurate.

      I needed someone to tell me the truth.
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      BASTIAN

      JUNE 21ST, 2015. PEARALA CASTLE

      I was going to die.

      And that was okay.

      Should I have kissed her? No.

      Did I care? No.

      Hell, that was a greater accomplishment than if I married Jaela. I hadn’t started the conversation intending to kiss her, but by the point that I did want to, I couldn’t help myself.

      It was like I was … drawn to her.

      And, honestly, it was kind of funny to get into her head like that.

      I didn’t say anything that wasn’t true. Vampires had a hell of a transition. Mine was barely noticeable since I was only a quarter vampire, but I wouldn’t age as quickly as most mermen; probably about as slow as a siren. Maybe if I lived longer than AB, Lanaya, and Corbin and any of their children, I’d get the throne after all.

      Not that it was a necessity. This whole thing was Mother’s idea.

      And, sure, it might be nice to be the most powerful man in the kingdom, and one of the five most-powerful people on The Continent. But that was a bonus.

      So, I had to dupe a woman into marrying me, and use her connections to get there? There were worse things that happened in the world. I heard people were starving in Africa. Maybe someone should do something about that.

      Just a thought.

      I made it back home and passed out around three-thirty in the morning. It was much earlier than I normally would have gone to sleep, but the entire evening wound up being different than I’d imagined. If Mother was going to get me up at the crack of dawn again, I’d need sleep.

      Perhaps I’d dream of the queen. Maybe it would help me sleep easier.

      Maybe she could do something for me when she became a vampire.
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VINCENT

      JUNE 21ST, 2015. THE CONTINENT OF MYTHS

      Neira,

      I need a favor. Caius will have to explain after the vote.

      I don’t have all the details … but a friend needs a place.

      
        
        - V
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CEDEREC

      JUNE 21ST, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE

      “No.”

      My eyes widened. “I’m sorry?”

      Amir, Baron Ry’kar, adjusted his position in the chair across from me. We sat in the library days after his arrival, and I thought it would be best to give them time to spend with their daughters before bringing up the suggestion to marry Cordell to Ivan.

      But it seemed that he wasn’t having it.

      “Look, Cederec,” he said, “it’s not going to be a good fit. Cordell has too many responsibilities as her sister’s lady-in-waiting, and—I won’t lie here—Anshida isn’t thrilled with the idea of marrying a future high priestess off to someone who fucked his own aunt.”

      Much like Nairi’s reaction to the suggestion that Luna marry Benjamin, I shouldn’t have been surprised when the baron and baroness rejected my proposal of marrying Cordell to Ivan.

      “I understand,” I told Amir. “Perhaps another solution will present itself.”

      “I certainly hope so,” Amir replied. “I’d hate for this to bring Jasmine’s reputation into question. She’s an exemplary young woman. We’ll be fortunate to have her as our queen consort.”

      I nodded. “I think so too. It’s unfortunate I won’t be alive to witness it.”

      Amir stood. “You have a good long while before you’re taken from us, Garsenda willing.”

      “Yes, the Goddess is good.”

      Of course, I had to question why she would allow an aunt and nephew to not only be involved with one another, but also allow a child to be conceived between them.

      It was certainly the biggest scandal our family had had on its hands in generations. Handling it was going to take all my skill, and whatever cunning I had. But, truthfully, I had very little cunning. My father had raised me to be as caring and gentle as my mother would have wanted.

      There was a knock on the library door. Markus appeared from the other side.

      “Pardon the intrusion, Cederec, Father,” he said.

      It was nice that he called his father-in-law Father. Markus and Danea had been so deeply in love that not even the most religious people in Vosh’ala could refuse their own daughter a love match, especially when their own had been an inspiration.

      Amir and Anshida were a half-love, half-arranged marriage well before he was a candidate to be the new Baron Ry’kar, and she was only a Junior Priestess of Garsenda.

      “Come in, Markus,” I invited.

      He stepped inside, holding the door handle, and announced, “The Baron Orin is here.”

      My brother-in-law hadn’t been a baron when Nairi and I married, but after the previous Baron Orin passed away, the position was mine to fill. I offered it to Benjamin for his good works with the people in his village.

      “I can ask him to wait if you wish,” Markus added.

      Amir said, “Nonsense! I haven’t seen Benjamin in ages. Bring the boy inside!”

      Markus nodded and looked outside the door. Within seconds, my brother-in-law appeared.

      I stood, and Benjamin bowed to me. “Your Majesty,” he greeted.

      When he rose, I approached him with my arms ready to embrace him. We hugged, patting each other’s backs, and I said, “Good to see you, Benjamin. Have you seen Nairi yet?”

      We released one another.

      “Not yet,” he said. “I wouldn’t dare disturb her while she’s in the lab.” He chuckled, then offered his hand to Amir. “Ry’kar.”

      Amir took it. “Orin. Good to see you again. It’s been a minute, hasn’t it?”

      Benjamin nodded. “It has. I hear that congratulations are in order for the both of you—Cederec’s to be an uncle, and you a grandfather.”

      “About bloody time,” Amir confirmed. “Someone once told me that’s the only reason you have children: to eventually get grandchildren. I don’t remember who, but I’m starting to believe them.”

      I chuckled. “Well, I can’t say I agree. Not yet.”

      I had no idea if Damion and Jasmine were trying for children. Given the circumstances of the marriage, it was possible they were waiting. I didn’t blame them.

      “One day, Ced, one day,” Amir said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “For now, enjoy being an uncle. My own brothers and sisters have given me an army of nieces and nephews. Honestly, being an uncle is far more fun than being a father.”

      “That I can agree with,” Markus said, “though I’ve only experienced the uncle part.”

      “Same,” Benjamin agreed.

      “I suppose I’m in for a treat then,” I said, smiling.

      Benjamin looked at me. “You mentioned an urgent matter in your letter. Anything we need to discuss in private?”

      I shook my head. “No, no, in fact, come and sit. Now would be a perfect time to tackle the issue.”

      We all sat, except Markus, who left.

      I cleared my throat. “Now, I want to preface this by saying I’ve already spoken to Nairi. She’s not in favor of it but will leave you to make your own choice.”

      My brother-in-law nodded. “Alright?”

      “There’s been an … incident,” I said.

      Amir scoffed. “‘Incident?’ It’s a damn scandal, Cederec!”

      “Right,” I said. “Scandal would be a more appropriate term. Ivan has recently revealed to us that he’s been engaged in an affair … with his aunt. And that affair has produced a child currently in Luna’s womb.”

      Benjamin’s eyes widened. “What?” he asked, quietly, but in disbelief.

      I nodded. “Exactly my reaction. It was suggested by the Governor of Ryllean that Ivan and Luna be married to different people to keep them apart. Aerion’s suggestion for Ivan has been … shot down.”

      I glared at Amir, but he didn’t react, thus I returned my attention to Benjamin.

      “But the governor’s suggestion for his sister is still in question. He would like that person to be you, Benjamin.”

      If he wasn’t shocked before, he was now.

      Benjamin looked between the two of us. “Me? But why? What’s special about me?”

      “You’re a good lad with a clean reputation,” I explained. “It could help rehabilitate Luna’s.”

      “And I’d raise this child as my own?”

      “Not unless you want to,” I clarified. “She’s too far along in her pregnancy to claim anyone else is the father, which is why we’re being up front about the situation with you. I can have a story about the child’s parentage worked up, and keep you clear of any scrutiny, but the choice is yours. You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.”

      Baron Ry’kar jumped in. “If I were you, Bennie old boy, I wouldn’t even consider it. It would still bring shame upon you, and by association, the queen. Nairi is far too respected, and loved, to take a major blow like this.”

      I looked at Amir. “You don’t get to make this decision for him like you did for your daughter, Ry’kar. And if he doesn’t want to, I’m not going to force it.”

      “The implication being that you’re desperate, and have no other options if he doesn’t,” Amir shot back. “You’ll destroy the poor lad’s life if you marry him off to this whore.”

      “She may be a sinner,” I defended, “but she’s not a whore. She’s a noblewoman of Vosh’ala and will remain as such, no matter what choice is made.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      Amir and I stopped and looked at Benjamin, surprised by his declaration.

      Frankly, I was a little worried about how Nairi would react.

      “Really?” Amir asked before I could even form a response, the other baron seemingly in disbelief over the declaration.

      Benjamin replied, “I’ll do it. I’ll marry her and help clean up her reputation. Jasmine is a good woman. Her brother and aunt shouldn’t be the ones to bring her down. If I can do anything to help, I will. If that means marrying Luna, consider it done.”

      He was completely sincere. That had to be why people loved him.

      I held out my hand, leaning forward in my seat. “Thank you, Benjamin.”

      My brother-in-law shook my hand. “Of course, Ced. Anything for the kingdom and the family.”

      Jasmine was family. She was my daughter-in-law, and his niece by marriage. In helping her, we would help Damion. There was no need to get him started off on bad footing when he became king.

      “You may want to break the news to your sister yourself,” I warned him. “She didn’t think too highly of the idea, and I’m not sure how she’ll react when she finds out you agreed to do this.”

      Benjamin stood. “Don’t worry. I know how to handle my sister. I’ve been doing it all my life.”
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GISELA

      JUNE 21ST, 2015. GARDENIA PALACE

      The reaction had been worse than expected. To hear what happened when Theo and Bodhan were told about Evelle’s condition? I’d never forget what Mother told us.

      First there was Theo.

      Violence. Anger. Disbelief.

      Denial.

      Mother said he’d stormed off, and repeated that Evelle was lying. The child couldn’t be his.

      I couldn’t get the security footage and Theo’s words out of my head. Erik, Hendrick, and I had snuck into the booth to watch after it had happened.

      It’s not my child! he’d exclaimed. We were careful, and I promise you there was no slip up! He’d pointed at Bodhan. He’s the careless one! He clearly had no regard for my happiness or my relationship with the woman I was courting! But he can have her, because I will not raise a child that is not my own!

      Days later, he still hadn’t returned to his post, and Father feared he would need to search for his replacement.

      Then there was Bodhan.

      Sympathetic. Desperate. Dedicated.

      He’d vowed to Evelle later that day that he would help her raise the child, even if it wasn’t his.

      He’d declared his love for her.

      It was the most romantic thing I had ever seen. Bodhan had always been honorable, but so had Theo, and no one expected him to react the way he had.

      Zehgar was disappointed. Their father wasn’t taking it well, and doing everything in his power to find him. I worried that this would ruin our plans, but Zehgar assured me that his brother’s actions would not reflect on us.

      Evelle didn’t know how to react to Bodhan’s declaration of love, but she was grateful that at least one of the men she’d been having affairs with was willing to step up.

      And as her closest friend, I would do everything in my power to ensure that she was looked after.

      No matter what, she deserved better than Theo.
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NAIRI

      JUNE 21ST, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE

      I sent the messenger with the note to Gardenia.

      
        
        Call me, privately, the moment you get this. We need to talk. - Nairi

      

      

      I couldn’t stop reviewing the results. Despite everything else on my plate, I’d done a small favor for my friends in Gardenia, and I was glad I had. Any other scientist or physician might not have been able to comprehend it.

      Heteropaternal superfecundation.

      The rare condition was not something I ever expected to witness. I certainly hadn’t before now, and after all these years, it was baffling to see such results.

      It had to be mocking me. Surely I’d made a mistake somewhere. The samples had to be contaminated.

      Ana assured me that they hadn’t.

      This was happening.

      Evelle was having twins, and each one had a different father.

      Three hours later, I received a call.

      “Hello?”

      “Nairi, you’re positive about this?” Shalan asked on the other end of the line.

      “My results are never wrong, Shalan,” I answered. “There’s something else you need to know. The babies are one month apart in age. It appears the child she conceived with Father A was one month prior to the child with Father B. They’re definitely fraternal twins, but because one is four weeks behind the other, she’s now a high-risk case. I recommend her confinement begin sooner rather than later, and your best doctors need to be treating her.”

      “Understood. Will you see her yourself from time to time?” he asked.

      “I’ll visit when I can, but we have our own scandal here in Vosh’ala,” I confessed. “My brother is about to get married, and the entire situation is a mess.” I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of Benji marrying Luna, but that wasn’t important at the moment.

      “Anything we can help with?” Thyra asked.

      “Not unless you can alter time to prevent two people from doing something insanely stupid,” I responded. It was a sweet gesture from a dear friend, but we had to deal with our own problems.

      “Well let me know if you need anything.”

      “Thank you, Thyra,” I said.

      We were disconnected moments later. And as I sat and reviewed the results again, I was still in shock.

      First an unknown magic.

      Then Aleksander’s mess.

      Now an extremely rare pregnancy.

      The world had to be off its axis.
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ALEKSANDER

      JUNE 21ST, 2015. ROMYNIA

      I spent a few days in hiding.

      After returning from Vosh’ala, I had to find control again, and with the new double doses, I was more vulnerable to outbursts if I stayed at court.

      So, I took off into the woods, leaving a note for Deklan to find, and told him I would be back when I was able. Surely that made Vivienne go ballistic, but I couldn’t give a shit what she thought.

      There was a small cave outside of the earl’s estate that I would burrow up in when I needed to find my center. Knowing that Amara was close helped.

      No one ever found me because no one dared to go where the cave was, not even the hunters. The area was a little darker and denser than most, and it made my people uncomfortable.

      Not me. I needed to be here for my own sanity.

      And to help the process along, now that no one would be in my path should the worst happen, I allowed myself to shift.

      It felt disgusting.

      I took my medication as needed, but I spent most of my time in werewolf form inside the cave and let the sounds of nature calm me. Not that Romynia had a lot of calming natural sounds to begin with, but it reminded me of my childhood, and the time before I became what I was.

      I remembered my older brother, Romyn, and my older sister, Hadrianne, both of whom were honored by me to this day in their own ways. I missed both of them, more and more with each passing day.

      Romyn had died shortly after I’d become a werewolf. I’d bitten and turned Hadrianne during my initial rage after I experienced my first full moon, but Romyn insisted on not having that forced upon him.

      I never forced anything on anybody, especially not Hadrianne. It had been an accident.

      Everything had been an accident.

      Romyn said it was unnatural. I couldn’t say I disagreed with him, even then. At the time, I wasn’t able to control when I transformed. Thanks to the faeries and their magic, I could now transform at will. We all could. It made everything, and everyone, far safer than things had been before.

      But I would never go a day without hearing Romyn’s final words in my head:

      Find a way to be you again, little brother. That was when you were happiest.

      He lived five years after my transformation, and was able to see a great deal of what it was like in the beginning. With each passing day, it became truer that I was as miserable as he saw me on his deathbed. I wanted him to see me as the happy man he’d known from before.

      That was why I’d named my country after him.

      Romynia. A daily reminder of my beloved brother.

      But my country was dead.

      Lifeless.

      Depressing.

      There was a reason the satyrs had gifted us this land: they didn’t want it. No magic could make any part of the land grow and flourish, or prosper. I was living in a dead state. I was no vampire, but sometimes it felt like it.

      I was several days into my slumber when I heard footsteps approaching the cave. Concerned that it might be something dangerous, I backed farther into the cave, hoping to conceal my presence and allow the noise to pass.

      But it grew closer.

      To my surprise, it was Amara.

      “Alek, I know you’re there,” she said. “Come to me, my love.”

      What is she doing out here, and how did she know where to find me?

      I shifted back into human form and emerged from the cave. “Amara, what in God’s name?”

      Amara wrapped her cloak around her. It was chilly today. Closer to the entrance of the cave, I could feel the breeze. It felt nice, but I’d just been in werewolf form.

      My body was all kinds of fucked up. This was why I didn’t shift.

      My countess answered, “The palace said you’d been gone for a few days, but no one knew where you were. I figured you had to be close by, so I’ve been searching.”

      I crossed my arms. “No one ever comes out this far. Why would you risk it?”

      “Why would you?” she asked. “You’re the most important person in this kingdom, and you’ve run off to the most isolated part of it.”

      I looked around the cave. “It’s quiet here. It’s a place for me to get away from my own thoughts.”

      “And have you eaten?” she asked, sounding like an upset wife.

      Technically she was one. Just not mine.

      “I’ve hunted,” I answered, and that was the honest truth. Perhaps not as much as I should have, but I’d gotten a few rodents to keep the hunger at bay.

      Amara sighed. “Come on. You’re coming back to the estate with me, and I’m not taking no for an answer, king or not.”

      “What about the girls?” I asked.

      All three of her daughters lived there. Those who knew about the two of us had suspected for a long time that I might be their father. Vosh’ala’s scientists had proven otherwise with very thorough DNA tests.

      The ironic thing about it was Lachlan didn’t know I was sleeping with his wife, and if he did, he never said anything about it. If he questioned the paternity of his own daughters, at least I had the proof that they weren’t mine.

      That still didn’t stop people from believing that the test results were incorrect. Especially when Juliette, the middle daughter, looked so much like me.

      Sometimes I wondered, but the results said otherwise.

      Amara took my hands. “The girls will be fine. They love you, regardless of what they know or suspect.”

      If the truth of our affair reached one of the girls, it would eventually get to Lachlan. Honestly, I was surprised Vivienne hadn’t told him yet. She’d known for decades, but kept her mouth shut. Keeping secrets from her own brother seemed risky.

      I wasn’t going to judge. After all, I sometimes hadn’t had the best relationship with my own siblings. Probably better than most, but Hadrianne and I had our tiffs.

      I let Amara lead me to the estate after I put my clothes back on. She snuck me in the back, and we passed by a few servants on our way up to the guest room.

      The servants recognized me, and stopped to bow or curtsy, but I could tell they were puzzled by my sudden appearance.

      I was too. I expected to be in the cave for a few more days.

      The guest room at their estate was small, but that was fine. Amara brought some hot food and drink, and demanded that I eat. It felt like something my late mother would have done.

      “I’ve contacted the palace to tell them you’re safe,” she told me while I ate. “Deklan is on his way here. Lachlan left for Normandy this morning. He’s overseeing a vote among their nobility.”

      I stopped eating. “A vote? Are they putting Emilya through the ringer already?”

      Amara sat down on the bed beside me. “They’re asking the nobles to allow the male valkyrie all the rights everyone else has, and to allow women into their lines of succession.”

      The first one surprised me.

      The second one did not.

      “Elijah had made a mention of that at some point before he died,” I said, “but … I wasn’t sure if it had to do with Emilya. With many of their lines struggling for male potency, however, I’m not surprised.” I paused to take a drink. “Still, the males finally getting justice? Never thought I’d see the day. Most of the nobles there were encouraging that behavior.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know, it seems like there may be quite a few of them that are on board with ending the slavery practices, according to Lachlan. Ivan told him years ago that Dominic was attempting to persuade Elijah to see reason, but he refused to budge.”

      “Well, good luck to them,” I said. “I hope it’s everything they’re aiming for. Besides, if Gardenia and Vosh’ala can outlaw slavery, there’s no reason Normandy can’t.”

      The history between Gardenia and Vosh’ala was full of slavery and abuse, all of which happened before Elijah and I came along. I would argue it was far worse than what was happening in Normandy, but no level of slavery or mistreatment was acceptable.

      Except those guilty of crimes. That was different.

      “Have you heard anything from the palace about Emmitt’s progress?” I asked.

      Amara said, “Last I heard, one of the agents died on the table. They tortured him too far. Farrah and Deklan heard the whole thing. You know their rooms are close to the dungeons. I know they’re not titled, but could you at least consider moving them farther away? Farrah’s not getting much rest these days. Emmitt is doing all his torturing and interrogation at night. I’d like my little sister to be well rested, especially if she’s serving your baby girl.”

      I sighed. “That’s fair, I suppose. And to be frank, it’d be nice to have Deklan closer to me should I need him.” I paused. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      She smiled and kissed my cheek. “Thank you, Alek. I’m grateful, and I’m sure Farrah and Deklan will be as well.”

      “Anything for you, my love,” I told her. I touched her cheek and leaned in, kissing her gently. “But now I need to speak with Emmitt about how far the torture has gone. I don’t need my agents dying in the middle of interrogation.”

      Emmitt knew better. Why would he allow it to go that far?

      Perhaps I needed to place someone else in the room who would hold him back. Someone who knew, without question, what I expected.

      I had just the person in mind.
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EMILYA

      JUNE 21ST, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I didn’t tell anyone what happened with Bastian. There was no point, and he was a scumbag anyway. I knew something that the rest of them only suspected, but I also didn’t want to admit I’d been alone with him. Dominic would lose it if he learned I’d been alone at one point while in Pearala. Getting a confession from Bastian in front of a group of people might be a better way to go.

      Back in Normandy, I was having a full day of dragon introductions and training. It was past time for me to meet the other dragons of Normandy. They lived on the palace grounds, but apparently didn’t get as much action these days as they used to.

      Poor things.

      There were only a handful left as well, as Empress was the first to produce dragonlings in decades, according to Dominic. Perhaps there was a new hope that more would come.

      Dominic, Vincent, Viscountess Marietta, and I proceeded to the dragon pit, a quarter of a mile away from the graveyard. Resting neatly in between Normandy Castle and the estate of the grand duke, it was like walking into an ancient Roman arena. Each dragon was chained down, unlike Empress in the middle of the mausoleum.

      “Wow,” I said, still as dumbfounded by the idea of there being dragons here as I was when I met Empress. “Are we going near them?”

      The duke shook his head. “We’ll stay in the stands for now. It’s important for you to recognize the other dragons of Normandy, however, which is why we’re here. Once upon a time, most of the noble vampires had a dragon. Now, only a few remain. It is our hope that the dragons once again find the will to expand their dynasties.”

      I nodded.

      Marietta, Dominic’s assistant keeper, pointed to the far left and began the introductions. “That black one is Roger’s dragon, Anelim. She was the last dragon to be born before Empress birthed the quints. She’s only ninety years old.”

      Only.

      “Then we have Sanguine, who is Kanan’s girl.” She was various shades of red, and absolutely stunning.

      “Erinyes, who is Cassander’s dragon, and the sister of Sanguine.” She was silver, unlike her colorful sister.

      “His mother’s dragon is next. Maeverly named her dragon Valfreyja, after the goddess Freyja.” That seemed fitting, since she was golden, but Maeverly wasn’t a valkyrie, so that was a peculiar choice.

      Moving down the line, Dominic said, “Next is Rufus’s dragon, Kronos, the black and gold one there. He’s one of the oldest dragons, along with Empress and one other.”

      I nodded.

      “And here we have Dante’s dragon, Rhaemir, who is named after an important figure in pre-Vosh’ala history.”

      The name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place my finger on it at the moment.

      “My dragon is next to his,” Marietta pointed, “the blue one. That’s my Azure. Next to her is Alan’s. His name is Sol.” He was various shades of yellow with some brown mixed in.

      “Beside Sol is Simon’s girl, Wren.” She was white and gray.

      “After that, we have Lucian and Taline’s sister dragons, Scarlett and Ruby.” They literally looked like the colors they were named after. That made them easy to distinguish.

      “Kamille’s dragon is beside them, and her name is Minerva.” Kamille had the prettiest one I’d seen. She was golden but had hints of purple. That did not appear to be a common color among the dragons.

      “Then finally we have Nikolas’s boy, Hades. Nikolas is the only person to have had two dragons. Hades was the son of his first dragon, Domina.”

      What a fitting name, given everything I knew about the earl.

      I looked at Dominic and Vincent with confusion. “You don’t have dragons?” Surely the grand duke and the lord commander had dragons of their own … right?

      Vincent frowned. “Not anymore, sadly. My dragon, Lady, was killed in battle alongside father’s boy, Mercury. We have yet to take on new companions.”

      That made me sad.

      “Your brother, Rylar, also had a dragon. Hero. He died shortly after Rylar did,” Dominic explained. “He was a fantastic beast. The two of them were … Well, they were perfectly matched.”

      “Contessina also had a dragon once,” Vincent explained. “Valkyries do not bond with dragons the way vampires do, but as the queen consort, Elijah thought it was only fitting that she had one of her own. Her name was Morrigan.”

      “What happened to her?” I asked.

      “We have no idea,” Marietta answered. “One day she was … gone. Her remains have never been found, and she’s not been spotted since.”

      That wasn’t ominous or anything.

      “Come now,” Dominic said. “It’s time for training with your own companions. And you have a lot of work to do, with five of them.”

      Right. Everyone else was lucky to have only one. Couldn’t I give four of them away? Even Elijah only had one.

      Maybe one day, after the coronation, I could do whatever I wanted with them.

      Until then, I had work to do, and no idea how it would go.
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      GISELA

      JUNE 22ND, 2015. GARDENIA PALACE

      We weren’t prepared for what we were told.

      Heteropaternal superfecundation. I’d never heard of a term like that, but I was no scientist. And even as Father explained it to us, it was all a lot of medical jargon that he had to dumb down for us.

      Evelle was carrying twins, Bodhan and Theo were the fathers of one each, and one was four weeks behind the other.

      I could feel Evelle’s terror as I hugged her. “Shh, it’s gonna be okay,” I promised her. “You’ve always been there for me, and now I’m going to be there for you and your babies.”

      I looked at Bodhan on the other side of Evelle. He was patiently waiting his turn, but I could tell all he wanted to do was hold her. I nodded, and gently let go.

      He knelt beside her. “My joy,” he said, using the nickname he’d given to her, “I love you. I may not be the father of one of these children, but I swear to you that I will love it like it is my own. I pledge my life to all three of you.”

      Evelle placed a hand on his cheek, and that seemed to calm her. At least she had the comfort of knowing that one of the men in her life was devoted to being with her. The other, however, seemed to be just in it for sex.

      Theo was supposed to be better than that.

      Rising from the edge of my bed where I sat, I went to Zehgar. He’d been standing in the corner listening the whole time.

      Mother and Father received a letter from a messenger as I reached him and took his hands.

      “Who’s it from?” I asked.

      “Yva,” he announced.

      He opened it and read it to himself before relaying the news.

      “Well, she’s not thrilled with what’s transpired, but my insistence on having her cooperation and support has apparently persuaded her. She will no longer pursue an arrangement for Evelle with Hendrick.”

      Evelle asked, “And what of Bodhan?”

      Father lowered the letter. “Privately, she is displeased and embarrassed by the situation. Publicly, she will support whatever choice you make with either of the two men.”

      Mother side-eyed him. “I feel like that first part should have been kept between the two of you.”

      I snorted and giggled. Zehgar buried my face in his chest to muffle the sounds, but the brief glimpse of his face I caught told me he was trying to keep from laughing too. It was the look on Mother’s face that did it.

      Father replied, “I’m not going to conceal the facts from Evelle. Her mother will publicly go along with whatever makes me happy because all she wants to do is serve me, and keep her king satisfied when, in truth, I have no dog in this fight. ’Tis not for me to judge whether or not her actions should be false or deceptive when others are around. If that is her strategy, so be it, but Evelle should be aware that though her mother supports her in public, she’s judging her in private.”

      That sounded like Yva.

      Father approached Bodhan, and said, “You have my blessing for what we discussed.”

      I looked back and forth between Father and Bodhan, but Bodhan only nodded and hugged Evelle. “It will be alright,” he assured her. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      I beckoned Father and Mother to come to Zehgar and me, and said, “Don’t worry about finding me a new lady. I can take care of myself. In fact, I want to be Evelle’s lady for now. She needs help far more than I do.”

      “Are you sure?” Zehgar asked. “You’ve never lived a day without someone assisting you. Can you make that adjustment?”

      “I would’ve had to at some point anyway,” I said. “And if not now, then when? Evelle has always been there for me.” She was one of my dearest friends, not simply a distant cousin or a lady-in-waiting. What kind of person would I be if I abandoned her now?

      I’d be Theo.

      Father hugged me, and I returned his embrace. “I’m very proud of you, Gisela. It’s a noble thing you’re doing, helping your friend this way out of the goodness of your heart. That’s the sign of a great leader.”

      “Thank you, Father,” I said.

      At the door to my bedroom, we turned to see Aureline and Trixtyn. Erik was by the door as well, having stood there throughout the duration of this visit. His demeanor changed when she appeared, making him happy and full of joy.

      “Lady Aureline,” Father said in greeting.

      She curtsied. “Your Majesties. Your Royal Highnesses. Ambassador.”

      Erik offered a hand to her. She took it and he lifted her out of her curtsy. “Good morning, my love,” he greeted her. “I trust you slept well?”

      “Only a bit better than the night before, Your Royal Highness,” she said.

      “Please, call me Erik,” he said. “We’re to be married, after all.”

      Aureline nodded. “Of course … Erik.”

      Something was off about her. She felt … I didn’t know the right word for it. Awkward? Uncomfortable? Unsure?

      I looked at Mother and whispered, “How has she been doing, by your side?”

      Mother leaned in and answered, “She hasn’t done much of anything at this point. I’ve been letting her observe, take mental notes. She’ll only ask questions here and there, but otherwise she’s silent, and often seems to want to be hidden.”

      Erik needed a queen who would be comfortable in the spotlight, not shying away from it.

      “Perhaps I could speak with her?” I asked. “Maybe get a sense of some of her worries? She may be too intimidated by you. No offense, Mother, but you are the ‘Warrior Queen.’ That has to be a big thing to try to succeed once she takes over your role.” Mother was the most renowned warrior in all of Gardenia. She led Father’s army. She had more accomplishments in battle than any dozen random men combined. Her successor had a lot to live up to.

      “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt,” she said. “I’d find a more opportune time, though. I think we should focus on Evelle at the moment.”

      I nodded. “Understood.”

      Mother kissed my cheek, then Father’s. She proceeded to the door, and said, “Aureline, dear, I’m going to be training today with the soldiers. You’re welcome to come along, but this isn’t required for your shadowing. If you’d like, you can explore the palace grounds, or simply take some time to rest.”

      Aureline nodded, seeming to relax a little. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I may do that.”

      With that, Mother was gone. Father followed her.

      In their place, Lucy and Elyanore entered, curtsying to me.

      “Your Royal Highness,” Lucy said. “Is anything required of us today?”

      I shook my head. “Not from me, no, but there will now be a change of plans. Evelle is carrying twins in a very high-risk pregnancy. I will be sacrificing my need for a lady-in-waiting to become hers.”

      Evelle’s head snapped to me. “What? Oh, Your Highness, no. Please, you must take a new lady while I’m confined.”

      Going to her, I knelt and took her hands. “Evelle, I’m going to be fine. But I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t help you however I could. Lucy and Ely will help too.”

      Elyanore came over, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Your babies will be incredibly spoiled, Eve. Believe me, they already have people who love them.”

      In the midst of her crying, Evelle looked at me. Her voice was quiet and breaking; full of pure terror for what was to come. “I’m scared, Gisela.”

      “I know,” I told her. “And you have every right to be. But we’ve got you. Bodhan is here, and you don’t need Theo if he’s going to run away when you’re at your most vulnerable. Screw him.”

      Evelle looked at Bodhan. “I just … need some time.”

      I had no idea what they’d been discussing while Zehgar and I had been speaking to my parents, but it sounded like something serious was discussed. I wouldn’t stick my nose into it unless Evelle voluntarily told me what was said.

      Bodhan nodded. “I understand. Take all the time you need. I’ll be waiting for you. That’s a promise.”

      I looked at Zehgar. He was disappointed in his brother’s absence, having said as much after the initial reaction. I watched my fiancé leave the room, and I wanted to follow him, but right now my friend needed me.

      I could sacrifice my lifestyle to help take care of her and the babies in her womb so they could arrive safely.
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ALEKSANDER

      JUNE 22ND, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      “Me?” Hadrianne shrieked.

      Reunited with my daughter for the first time in days, I’d informed her of my recent decision regarding Emmitt. It would be a good lesson in responsibility for her outside of the military.

      We were in her chambers, and the only others present were Deklan and Farrah, but Farrah was either pretending not to listen, or genuinely focused on her chores. She’d always been a peculiar one, but I kept her around for Amara’s sake.

      It wasn’t that I disliked her. I simply didn’t understand her.

      I nodded. “Yes, you’re going to be Emmitt’s voice of reason. Consider it an exercise in learning control for yourself.”

      “I have control,” Hadrianne insisted.

      “To a degree. Now we’re going to raise the stakes. He’s not to let any more of the agents in custody die. If they do, the responsibility is on you.”

      “Why not have Connell do this?” she asked. “Doesn’t he need to prove leadership or some shit? He could do this far better than I could with that soft, squishy heart of his.”

      I crossed my arms. “Are you questioning your king?”

      “No, I’m questioning my father,” Hadrianne rebutted.

      “Is there a difference?”

      “There should be!”

      “Well, there isn’t.”

      Hadrianne seemed surprised by this, but she knew better. King and Father were the same person.

      Perhaps I had been too soft on her over the years. It was no secret that she was my favorite child, and that was starting to become a problem.

      I continued, “Do not question me again. Do as you’re told. I know you can follow orders.”

      She immediately did what any good soldier would do: stood straight and saluted me. It wasn’t sarcastic or in mockery, but absolutely sincere. “Sir, yes sir.”

      My daughter didn’t have to like it, but she had to follow through with it.

      “Good,” I said. “Now see to it.”

      Nothing more needed to be said.
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EMILYA

      JUNE 22ND, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE GRAVEYARD

      The dragons flew out of the crypt and circled above us in the air. Several valkyrie guardswomen flew up beside them to coax them down with food, and it was a game to get each one to land.

      I watched from below and laughed with Dominic and Cecilia as the attempts were made.

      One by one, they eventually came down. I approached them as they snacked on the raw meat used to lure them to the ground.

      Vincent came up behind us with several of the nobles who would be observing. Marietta, Katharine, Andrina, Dexsia, Kieran, Varian, Ursula, and Ramses were in attendance. I stroked the snout of one of the dragons while they gathered around.

      Dominic came to my side and asked, “Have you thought about what you’ll name them?”

      There was so much going on, I hadn’t had the time. It hadn’t crossed my mind once since I’d first met them.

      “No,” I replied. “But I assume before we start training, they’ll need them.”

      The duke nodded. “That would be ideal.”

      I thought about the names of the other dragons I’d met earlier, which included a very diverse list. Naming a dragon sort of had the same concept as naming a dog or a cat but shouldn’t sound all cutesy.

      Elijah’s dragon was named Empress. That was a name that deserved respect.

      I watched the dragons for a few minutes as they interacted with one another and with the people around, trying to get a sense of who they were. And something stuck out to me as I did: two of the words used to describe Empress were ‘victorious’ and ‘virtuous.’

      I pointed at the golden one with the hints of red and orange, and Vincent brought him to me. “This one is Victory.”

      “Victory, huh?” he asked. “I’m sure that name will suit him well. He seems to be rather fierce and full of fight. I doubt many would be able to stand in his way.” He chuckled.

      I stroked along Victory’s back. “What do you think, Victory? Do you like your name?”

      The dragon only stared at me, and I laughed.

      Dominic was making notes of the names, while a squire stood next to him to make preparations for their spaces in the crypt.

      Next, I looked at the silver one with purple and black hints, a female. After acknowledging her, Vincent brought her over, and I declared, “This one is Virtue.” She seemed to be sweet and kind to everyone, someone who didn’t want to fight if it wasn’t necessary.

      The next one was the male who was predominantly black and gray. It appeared now that there were maybe some hints of blue on his scales as well. He was stunning. I had already picked two V names, so why stop now? I liked to be consistent. “Void,” I declared. “This one is Void.”

      The final male was the brown and light brown one, but now with some dark red hints that hadn’t been there before, much like Void’s blue. “This one is Vice,” I announced.

      Finally, the other female: a sweet girl, white and light blue, with new hints of silver on her scales. “Veritas,” I said. “She is Veritas.” A word that meant ‘truth.’

      Dominic nodded. “Let it be known that Her Majesty’s dragons are henceforth known as Victory, Virtue, Void, Vice, and Veritas.”

      Those around us applauded and congratulated me.

      I squatted to get closer to the dragons, and stroked Void’s snout.

      Dominic took to my side and said, “The dragons will need to learn their commands from you. Today we will begin working with each of them. Some things will come more instinctively to them, and others will take time.”

      I nodded and Vice and Victory flew up above me. Veritas and Virtue were with the nobles. “Where do we start?” I asked Dominic.

      “It’s best to work one-on-one with them,” Dominic began, “before bringing them together. After observing them, I say we start with Victory. He seems like he may be the fastest learner of the bunch. Vincent and the others will keep the other four occupied.”

      Vincent got Void and Vice to fly away with him. Dominic and I were left alone with Victory.

      Dominic gave me a satchel that the squire had brought him. Inside were treats: raw meat.

      I cringed.

      The duke handed me a pair of rubber gloves, for which I thanked him.

      “So, what do I do?” I asked.

      He replied, “Dragons are intelligent creatures by nature. In a sense, what we’re doing is getting them to recognize you as their companion, and how to take orders from you. These will only be used in formal circumstances, or during times of war, but you must be bonded with each of them. Elijah worked tirelessly with Empress when they first met. She was his only companion, but you have five, and all five of them will be different.”

      I took a deep breath. “Alright, no pressure or anything.”

      “The most important thing we need to start with are verbal cues, and as you give one you will also perform a gesture with your hand. Since you have five dragons and five fingers on any one hand, each finger will be associated with a different dragon. Victory will be your thumb. When you need to give Victory an order, that is what you will use. However, when you’re riding them in the air during combat—if it ever gets to that point—they cannot see you on their back, thus they need to know what they are supposed to be doing with a simple word.”

      I nodded.

      “At times, however, only one type of cue will be warranted. These are usually the physical cues. When the dragons get bigger, one or two will usually accompany you as Empress did with Elijah. You’ll have to be in sync with all five of them as he was with her.”

      The duke reached into my satchel and withdrew a piece of meat dripping with blood. “Present it as an incentive. Then show them what task you want them to perform.”

      Victory’s attention was already fixated on the meat as Dominic stood in front of him and said, “Stay,” before taking a step back.

      The dragon jumped forward.

      “No,” he said in a stern, but gentle, voice. “Stay.”

      He took yet another step back.

      To me, while keeping his eyes locked on Victory, the duke said, “It’s like training any other animal, even if they aren’t going to be entirely subservient to you.”

      By this point he’d taken two more steps back.

      An antsy Victory remained in place.

      “Very good,” Dominic said and tossed the meat to him.

      Victory jumped up in the air to catch it.

      I took a piece of meat from the satchel once Victory had finished with the piece from Dominic. The dragon turned in my direction, getting excited at seeing another treat in my hand.

      “Should I do the same thing?” I asked the duke, who nodded in confirmation. I relaxed as best as I could and said, “Stay.” I waited a moment, then took a step back.

      Victory remained in place.

      After a few more steps, and not one dragon muscle moved, I said, “Yes, very good.” I tossed the meat in his direction. It was gone in an instant, and I approached the creature to pet him. “Good boy.”

      Dominic stood beside me with his hands folded behind his back. “Repeat until he can perform it one hundred times, no mess ups. Cecilia will be keeping score. I have more meat being prepared, but after fifty uninterrupted commands, give it to him sparingly.”

      What a daunting task. One hundred times, uninterrupted. We’d be here all damn day if he continued to mess up. And this was only one freaking command: stay. It was for discipline, sure, but I was going to be tired by the end of this.

      “Only show him your thumb,” Dominic reminded me. “That will be his non-verbal cue. He’ll have to recognize it.”

      Nodding, I looked back at the dragon to get started. The struggle was real, and Cecilia kept me informed of how many times we were interrupted by way of Victory getting too impatient, or one of the other dragons swooping in to distract him or steal his meat.

      It was a long day, and I was exhausted by the time we were only halfway done. I needed fuel for myself, but the smell of raw meat and blood made me sick. Thank God I was wearing gloves.

      Vincent brought me a bucket of soap and water, and a new satchel of meat after fifty commands had been successfully achieved with no interruptions.

      I washed the gloves, and told him, “This is making me sick. We’ve been at this for too long, and the odor of all this meat and blood makes me want to vomit.”

      Vincent took my hands, stopping me from scrubbing the gloves, and I discovered I’d torn right through one of them. His touch made me freeze and realize how frustrated I was. He took the gloves off and called for a new pair to be brought. After retrieving a rag from his pocket, he helped me wash my hands, which were pretty gnarly too, at least they felt that way. Probably from the inside of the gloves.

      “Do you know how long it took Elijah to be in sync with Empress?”

      When I couldn’t answer, he continued.

      “A year. Perhaps a little more.”

      That filled me with dread. Elijah only had one dragon. I had five.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll tell you that Victory is already doing far better than Empress was at this stage.”

      “That doesn’t exactly make me feel better,” I told him. “He’s only the first of five, and the others may not be quick learners like he is.”

      “It might not make you feel better, but there’s at least hope,” he said after a small chuckle. He took a towel that a servant brought him and dried my hands. “You’re going to be fine. Just take deep breaths. You’ve got this.”

      I sighed. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “Keep in mind that when you’re frustrated, he’ll be frustrated. The others will be too. That won’t help your ability to train them, or their ability to learn.”

      At that point, Dominic insisted we pick back up where we left off. I slipped the new pair of gloves on, and Vincent left me, taking the bucket of bloody soap-water with him.

      This bout of training went a little smoother than the first round. I did my best to not stress myself out, and simply took it one bit at a time seemed to help quite a bit. He even did well with the moments when I didn’t give him a treat.

      I praised him every time, and when we finally hit one hundred, I cheered and stroked his snout. “Good job, Victory!”

      We switched Victory out for Virtue, and Dominic told me that a meal was being prepared for me and I would get an extended break shortly. With Virtue, I would be using my index finger. My muscle memory was already programmed with my thumb, but this was a new dragon, therefore I needed to readjust.

      We did the same command with Virtue, but she didn’t catch on as quickly as Victory did.

      The next few hours were hard. I worked with Virtue for about thirty minutes before my meal arrived, and we took a longer break, allowing the dragons to eat as well.

      Afterwards, we worked until about seven o’clock, by which point we actually hit our goal. That was an entire day on one command with only two of the five dragons.

      Dominic informed me that we would begin training again around eight in the morning, this time with Veritas. The vote was at noon tomorrow. We would only have a few hours.

      Until then, I had time to eat, clean up, and rest. Not necessarily in that order though. I ate dinner and took a shower before lying down for the night. My body ached much like it did after sword training, which I was getting better at, but I was pretty sure a sword and shield would not be my chosen weapon.
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CONTESSINA

      JUNE 22ND, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      Cecilia brought the envelope to me as soon as it arrived.

      The vote was tomorrow, and it was in the nick of time that Rufus’s letter had come. His lack of attendance would be noted, but his presence would be realized as soon as we found out who he was designating as his proxy.

      Dossenia and Cornelia came to my side to see the letter as I sliced it open with my knife. I read the content inside.

      Your Majesty,

      I hope this letter finds you well.

      Indeed, it is with great displeasure that I must announce that Martha and I will not be attending the vote in person. As such, I would ask that Your Gracious Majesty act as my proxy in the proceedings.

      Let my intentions be known that I support both my grandson, Callum, and my daughter, Morrina, in both of their endeavors for rights and privileges where appropriate. Should both measures pass, I ask for the baronetess to be named my direct successor, and for Callum to receive an Argonian baronet title, if agreeable to Her Majesty Queen Emilya. If this is not agreeable, a baronet title is sufficient enough.

      I eagerly await the results, as I’m sure the rest of Normandy does.

      
        
        Rufus, Viscount Argonia

      

      

      

      The letter told me two things.

      One, that I would be present in the room while the vote was taking place.

      Two, that Rufus still believed Morrina to be alive.

      At this point, she had to be outside of The Continent. They must have known that. It had been over five hundred years. To most, she was either dead, or outside of The Continent’s borders.

      “If he supports Callum, he should be voting in person,” Cecilia said. “A proxy voter is not exactly a sign of good intention or sincerity.”

      Handing the letter to Dossenia, I looked at Cecilia. “You know how Rufus and Martha have been ever since Morrina ran off. Their support for Callum means nothing if Morrina isn’t here. I think it’s pointless to hand her the direct spot in Argonia’s succession, but either way, Callum will one day be the viscount. That’s no small feat for a man in his position.”

      Cornelia asked, “Do you believe the motion will pass?”

      “I can’t make a declaration either way,” I answered. “But it is clear that ever since Elijah died, this country is finally moving forward. Progress is on the horizon, and women are finally going to have a say in things. Emilya will make sure of that.”

      I didn’t have to like Emilya, but I didn’t hate her either. If anything, I was jealous of her. She was making something happen. I had never expected that, but she had more determination than I ever did.

      My voice had never mattered.
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        * * *

      

      

  




EMILYA

      JUNE 23RD, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      At eight o’clock, I was back at it, training with Veritas while the rest of the palace was preparing and gathering for the vote. Dominic and Cecilia were with me for training, and Veritas seemed to do well, but we had to stop around 11:15 a.m. so I could change for the event. We hadn’t reached one hundred, but Dominic assured me that the forty-two uninterrupted tries we reached would carry over when we picked back up, unless Veritas messed up again.

      Wonderful.

      Henriette helped me get ready for the vote while Lucilla and Kamille took my old clothes down to the laundry. We were cutting it pretty close, but with five minutes until noon, I was ready and heading down to the conference room where the vote would take place.

      This was it, the first major act I would oversee as queen. I was going to vomit. This was a lot of stress on me, and I didn’t want to let the men down, or any of the women who had been cheated out of their rightful titles because of their gender.

      Callum waited in the hallway outside the conference room. Several of the other males were with him, along with Andromeda. They all greeted me properly before Callum approached me.

      “Are you ready?” he asked. “I’m hearing good things, but it can all change in an instant once the doors close. And all that matters is the final vote.”

      I shook my head. “Honestly? I feel like I’m going to fall over.”

      “You’ll be fine. Remember, you’re the queen. You have to remind them of that. It doesn’t matter whether the coronation has taken place yet or not. No one can take this spot away from you. You’re in charge. You answer to no one.”

      I hoped that was true.

      The nobility gathered in the conference room of the East Wing of the castle, one member of each territory or their chosen proxy. Of those present, only a few were designated proxies for those absent: the Countess of Christerly representing the Earl of Armadam; Contessina representing Viscount Argonia; and the Countess of Brimm representing her son.

      Dominic had given me a script of what to say to commence the voting. He approached me from the side and asked, “Nervous?”

      I nodded. “Very.”

      “I would expect no less. But rest assured, Vincent and I have done what we needed to.”

      “Can I assume you had to make a few threats along the way?” I wouldn’t put it past them. I’d seen enough political crap to know that bribes and threats were ways to get done what needed to be done.

      Dominic replied, “It’s probably better that you have some plausible deniability, but if there were any, it wasn’t as much as you might think.”

      I had no idea if that was supposed to make me feel better.

      Everyone was present within a few minutes. As soon as Vincent closed the doors, we began.

      I rose from my seat at the head of the long table.

      “Before us,” I began, “are two issues which require a majority vote among the aristocracy. Each member, or their designated proxy, will make a vote of Yea, Nay, or Present.

      “Count One is the disbanding of practices with the male valkyrie. A vote of Yea would be in favor of a paid wage for labor performed and a recognition of those born among the peerage. In short, they would be no different than any other citizen of Normandy. They would receive the rights and privileges of simply being a person, and no longer be treated as abominations.”

      I paused for a moment to gather my thoughts.

      “Count Two is the dissolution of male-line-only primogeniture for inheritance of noble land and titles. A vote of Yea would be in favor of absolute primogeniture, allowing the eldest-living and closest-line heir to inherit a noble title upon the death or retirement of the current holder for all future inheritances from here on out. Preselected heirs will not be displaced unless an agreement is reached between The Crown, the current title holder, and all parties involved in the current line of succession up to the first three persons, and anyone who may jump the line due to the order of their birth.”

      I took a breath. That was a lot of semi-legal jargon that I was not practiced in. “For Count One, please cast your votes.”

      They each had a set of three buttons in front of them, and they would choose the one that corresponded to their vote.

      I waited for a few moments until each one had finished. “For Count Two, please cast your votes.”

      Again, I waited.

      Once they were finished, the duke gave me a nod and I pushed the button on my end of the table.

      The results were displayed on the board behind me.

      Dukedom: Yea; Yea

      Tenia: Yea; Yea

      Ceria: Yea; Yea

      Brimm: Nay; Nay

      Christerly: Yea; Yea

      Kommodor: Yea; Yea

      Hemonton: Nay; Nay

      Tyrans: Yea; Yea

      Crossfield: Nay; Nay

      Mayford: Nay; Yea

      Armadam: Yea; Yea

      Folley: Nay; Nay

      Colette: Yea; Yea

      Argonia: Yea; Yea

      Tayloran: Yea; Nay

      Vale: Yea; Yea

      Ashvan: Yea; Yea

      Brookersbank: Yea; Yea

      Gracefield: Yea; Yea

      Soaren: Yea; Yea

      Daenerion: Yea; Yea

      Leondrea: Yea; Yea

      Koronia: Nay; Nay

      The majority was overwhelming.

      I hadn’t imagined so many of the nobles would be receptive to changing the regulations concerning the male valkyrie. I’d heard the rumors, but this was more than I expected.

      And despite six Nay votes each, it did not have to be unanimous.

      “The motions pass,” I announced.

      Most everyone in the room applauded as word was sent by the herald to the masses, and of the noblemen who voted Nay on both counts, only two walked out: Brimm and Hemonton.

      That was not a surprise.

      Dominic stood. “Well, it seems we have much to discuss. Shall we begin on the first count or second?”

      “I think the second will take longer,” I suggested. The lines of succession would shift in some cases, depending on the wishes of each nobleman. The first count would likely take less time.

      He nodded. “Very well.” He looked to the rest of the group gathered. “Folley, do you have an estimated value of the work each job entails?”

      It was kind of ironic. Richard had voted no in that case, yet he was the one who had to bring me a suggestion on wages.

      The viscount stood and said, “I do.” He handed the report over to Vincent, who brought it to the duke and me.

      Dominic’s facial expression seemed to indicate it was better than he expected. He asked, “Does Her Majesty agree to these wages and the proposal of the reallocation of funds for them?”

      I looked them over. Each job paid more than the equivalent of the Federal minimum wage in the United States, and by quite a bit. After getting reports in preparation for this vote from the Earl of Crossfield, I had a better idea of what kind of money this country had. It was actually an insane amount, and The Crown was the most fruitful of all territories.

      The proposal by Richard was that The Crown would pay for the wages for the first year and there would be a renegotiation after that.

      Crossfield had compiled a report of what that would look like for The Crown compared to what it was doing now. I was no mathematician, but it left me with the impression that the entire nobility—including Elijah—had attempted to milk every coin for themselves. Typical strategy for the rich, while the poor paid higher taxes.

      The report Frederick had organized attempted to suggest that The Crown would not have enough to function. But there was a ton of money just sitting there, piling up, being set aside for … what?

      I looked at the duke. “I do.”

      There were some whispers among the nobles at that point, most of them stunned. Surely, they were surprised that I would give up all this money for the masses.

      Dominic handed the report over to Crossfield and said, “Make sure this goes into effect immediately. We’ll have a separate meeting to discuss distribution.”

      Frederick seemed baffled, but he took the report and only nodded. Speechless, no doubt, and he would probably need a moment to take it all in.

      “As far as the noble males go,” Dominic said, “We have a surprisingly easy number to deal with: five. First, Callum, son of the Earl of Brimm and the Baronetess of Argonia. I can safely assume that Brimm isn’t interested in changing his line of succession to include Callum, but what of Argonia?” He looked at the viscount’s proxy.

      Contessina answered, “In the event that the proposals passed, Rufus has requested two things: that his daughter, Morrina, be named his official heiress, and that Callum be made a baronet, specifically to Argonia.”

      I’d been informed during a history lesson that second generation baronet and baronetesses were only made to Normandy, not a smaller region, unless approved by The Crown.

      I didn’t have to think twice about it. “Agreed.”

      That killed two birds with one stone. Dominic had a document drawn up that would serve as an amendment to the Letters Patent of the Viscounty of Argonia.

      With my signature and the royal seal—which was still Elijah’s, as mine was still under design—it was official that the viscounty of Argonia would pass to ‘The Lady Morrina, Baronetess of Argonia, and the heirs of her body.’

      An additional document was drawn up as a Letter Patent for Callum, stating that henceforth he would be known as ‘The Honorable Lord Callum, Baronet of Argonia.’

      As soon as I signed and placed a wax seal upon the documents, they needed to be ratified by three other noblemen. The Marquess of Tenia, the Earl of Christerly, and Viscount Vale all signed.

      The document was given to Contessina. She dismissed herself, as all business for Argonia had concluded.

      “Three of the remaining four are the sons of the Chevalière,” Dominic informed me. “We will call for her so a decision may be made.”

      I nodded.

      Vincent was sent to the door to tell a guard to retrieve her.

      Dominic continued, “The other male is the half-brother of the late Countess of Armadam.”

      “That would surely alter the earldom as it stands, would it not?” Quentin asked. “A major reason why Armadam went without an earl for as long as it did was the fact that there was no legitimate male heir.”

      “And surely Cathrian would be upset that he is being legitimized now, after being told a title that could never be his and was given to someone else is something he is viable to inherit,” Maeverly added. “He and Cassander know one another from Fort Stallis. He’s voiced on more than one occasion that he was upset about the decision.”

      Rhyla, Armadam’s proxy, said, “Branden paid a large settlement to Cathrian in exchange for Sylene’s hand in marriage, and the oath that he would never challenge the succession again. It’s in writing, ratified by three nobles and King Elijah himself.”

      “Who were the three noblemen?” I asked Rhyla.

      “The Marquess of Tenia,” she said, reading from a piece of paper, “the Earl of Tyrans, and the Baron of Brookersbank.”

      Dominic nodded. “It’s legally binding, if that’s true, and it bears the signature of Cathrian, Branden, and King Elijah. He can’t challenge Branden or any heir he may have in the future.”

      “May I see it?” I asked.

      Rhyla rose and brought it to me.

      The document was signed in 1867.

      I showed it to Dominic, who nodded and said, “If he tries to challenge Branden, this document will be all the proof we need to shut him down.”

      I returned the document to Rhyla.

      Andromeda entered the room. She curtsied and was given Hemonton’s empty seat.

      “Andromeda,” I began, “as you’ve heard, the male valkyrie will now be given all the rights and privileges of being people. That said, you have three sons among them, and we wish to know your thoughts on the line of succession for your title.”

      Dominic handed me a document. It was the Letters Patent for the Chevalier/Chevalière of Normandy.

      “This document states that only one chevalier or chevalière may exist at any given time, from the direct or immediate family bloodline of Cervilia, daughter of Astra, Savior of The Prophet. It was amended upon her death after her daughter, Deianeira, refused the title and deferred to you.”

      Andromeda nodded. “That is correct, Your Majesty.”

      “A further amendment may be made today on the new revelations of maternity made for the valkyrie known as Jasper, James, and Julian,” I declared, with the script Dominic had given me. “As you, Andromeda, daughter of Astra; sister of Cervilia, Savior of The Prophet; Second Chevalière of Normandy have lawfully claimed these three men as your offspring, they are entitled to be your heirs upon your death, renouncement, or retirement.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she said. “I accept them as my heirs and hope they will be treated every bit as equal as the heirs of any other nobleman or -woman.”

      I nodded and continued. “The valkyrie known as Jasper, James, and Julian are also hereby offered the title of Baronet of Normandy, with all the rights and privileges granted by The Crown for such a rank. Heirs of their bodies are not entitled to inherit the title of baronet or baronetess unless separately granted by the sitting monarch. Only upon your verbal and written consent can this be officially enacted.”

      Andromeda replied, “I understand, and accept on behalf of my sons.”

      “And because your two eldest sons are twins, it must be officially declared, for the record, who the older of the two is, for he will be your official heir upon your death,” I said.

      “Jasper is older,” she confirmed.

      After finishing the amendments, I placed the wax seal on the page and signed it.

      It was brought to Andromeda and signed, then ratified by the Earl of Kommodor, the Earl of Tyrans, and the Baron of Leondrea.

      “Congratulations, Andromeda,” Dominic said. “Your sons are now Baronets of Normandy.”

      Everyone applauded.

      Andromeda mouthed a ‘thank you’ to me, and I nodded in return. The document was handed over to her and she left the room.

      We finished with what little business remained. By the end of it, only Dominic, Vincent, and I remained.

      “You did well,” Vincent praised. “I think I speak for everyone when I say we’re incredibly proud of you. Today you acted like a true queen.”

      It didn’t necessarily feel like it, but to hear the words from Vincent brought joy to my heart.

      Hours later, I lay in bed and looked over at the window, where I could see the lights in the Garden House. Though I was far away and my window was closed, I could hear music playing. Kool & The Gang’s ‘Celebration.’

      What an appropriate song choice. It made me smile.

      There was a knock on my door.

      “Come in,” I said, sitting up.

      Dominic was soon in my room, along with Vincent. “Pardon the intrusion, Your Majesty,” the duke said, “but we’ve managed to put together a schedule for a tour of the country in between the upcoming state visits, and your training sessions. You’ll be visiting the estates of each nobleman, and their main centers, so the people can get to see and know you.”

      I nodded. “Sounds … fun.”

      “Tomorrow we have training in the morning with Veritas, and we will attempt to work with Vice,” he announced. “But we also need to give you a history lesson on Gardenia. They are the next stop on the state visit list.”

      Oh good. More history.

      “Joy,” I proclaimed, unenthusiastically.

      Vincent lightly nudged his father, who looked at him, then back at me. “We’ll let you rest, Your Majesty. Have a pleasant sleep.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace; Lord Commander.”

      Within seconds, Dominic and Vincent were gone.

      I lay back down, looking out the window again. There were fireworks going off in the distance. The males were celebrating, and it made me happy.

      This was their victory. I was honored to be a part of their story.

      Before I knew it, I was sleeping, but a pleasant dream didn’t come with my slumber.

      I saw the wolf again.
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      CALLUM

      JUNE 24TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE, THE GARDEN HOUSE

      I’d lost count of how many beers I’d consumed. Seven? Nine? It didn’t matter. Alcohol couldn’t kill me. It could only make me feel the high I otherwise didn’t get out of life. Perhaps that would change now. I’d just gained a title and was in line to inherit a viscounty.

      Would I ever get to see myself as Viscount Argonia? Probably not.

      Was it fun to think about? At this moment, yes, it definitely was, but that was probably the alcohol talking.

      Many of our female valkyrie and other vampire friends had come to join us in solidarity. Ursula was here. Andre was here. Henriette, Matthew, Josefine, Lotta, Kamille, Max, Ava, Zara, Edward, Rhyla, Kanan, and Andrina were all here. It felt good to have the backing of so many people.

      A few more nobles joined us. Dante arrived with Dossenia and Dexsia. Even Archbishop Holloway and Louisa came.

      Everybody was dancing, having a great time, toasting to us and our newfound lives. Plus, Andre had killer tunes on. Queen, Def Leppard, Prince, Michael Jackson, Aerosmith, Pat Benatar, Joan Jett & The Blackhearts, Heart … all the good shit from the 1980s. Plus some other stuff, but mostly the eighties.

      Around midnight, Ursula took over for Andre. The youngest Kommodor lord locked eyes with me in the crowd and then winked.

      Right. We had an arrangement.

      I followed him after making my way through the crowd to him, and we found ourselves in the stables. Up in the loft, Andre looped his fingers inside the waist of my pants and pulled them down.

      “Wait,” I said, which prompted him to stop. “I thought … you know, the other way around.”

      The lord smirked. “Well, we can take turns if you’d like, but I never actually specified with Ursula what I wanted to do with you. Except no butt stuff. Not really my thing.”

      “Yeah, she mentioned that,” I said.

      Holy shit, I couldn’t believe I was doing this.

      I’d been with men before—other valkyrie, vampires, a few satyrs—but none of them were as influential as Andre. He was probably the highest-ranked one, and he was out of the closet. It was hard not to be nervous.

      I let him pull my pants and boxers down, allowing my cock to hang free. Andre didn’t waste any time. He placed it in his mouth, and after a few moments, my erection started to form.

      He was good.

      I moaned through his work, lacing my fingers in his hair, but didn’t guide him. He knew what he was doing. He didn’t need direction. I just let myself enjoy it.

      The high was so real that I lost track of time. We might’ve been there for five minutes, maybe an hour. I had no idea, but when I felt the end coming, I said, “Fuck, Andre, I’m almost there.”

      It made him go faster. He wanted me to come.

      It didn’t take long. I came in his mouth, breathing hard as I did.

      When he rose from his kneeling position, he asked, “Can I kiss you, Cal?”

      “You just sucked my cock and swallowed my cum,” I said. “I think we’re past asking for consent on kissing.”

      He pulled me in and kissed me, full of passion and energy, and I was far from rejecting anything he wanted right now.

      Andre pulled my shirt over my head, and I made quick work of his clothes, pushing him back onto the fresh bales of hay where he rested one of his arms behind his head. I knelt on the hay and took his cock in my hand, stroking slowly, which he seemed to love.

      “Oh yeah, that’s good,” he said. “Fuck, you’re making me hard.”

      “I can tell,” I said, smirking at him. I could feel his erection forming in my hand. He was bigger than I expected. Bigger wasn’t always better, but maybe that wasn’t true in Andre’s case.

      I made slow work of pleasuring him so that this arrangement would be worth it. When I was finished with my hands, I switched to my mouth and kept the same pace.

      Andre made it known that he was enjoying this as much as I’d enjoyed his, perhaps more. The audible moans, curses, and tugs on my hair told me I was doing something right. It was a boost to my ego to know I was pleasing him.

      Much like I’d lost track of time while receiving, I did the same while giving. I had no idea how much time had passed since I began, but when Andre said he was going to come, I was brought back down to reality.

      “I wanna come on your face,” he said. “Please, Cal, let me come on your face. I’m almost there.”

      He could come wherever he wanted, as long as he enjoyed it.

      Andre grabbed his cock and rose, stroking it quickly. The cum was all over my face within seconds. How he managed to keep it out of my eyes, I had no idea, but I was grateful. I touched some of it and put that finger in my mouth.

      “Good?” he asked.

      “Good,” I confirmed. “That was a big load. How long have you been keeping that in?”

      He laughed. “Oh, um … probably a few months. Why?”

      “Just curious,” I answered.

      “I can see why Ursula keeps coming back. But I promised a one-time thing, and I’m going to honor that, no matter how good.”

      He took the handkerchief from his jacket pocket, handing it to me so I could wipe my face.

      “Thanks,” I said, cleaning myself up. “And are you sure? You might be hard-pressed to find another lover so close to home.”

      Andre chuckled. “Well, the brothel in Christerly has some men I frequent, so I’m okay. Besides, Ursula also told me about your little fantasy.”

      I raised my brow.

      “The queen? You pretended Ursula was Queen Emilya? Urs says that was the hardest your cock had ever been. I think our new baronet is smitten with Her Majesty.”

      I was a little embarrassed. Yeah, I’d closed my eyes, and pretended that Ursula was Emilya. I’d even masturbated a few times since, and imagined she was there.

      But I was a nobody.

      The best I could do was offer to be Emilya’s friend, which I was sure I’d succeeded at.

      But her lover? I could only dream.
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CONTESSINA

      JUNE 24TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      The men were celebrating. Finally, they were just men. They weren’t ‘the males,’ or ‘male valkyries’ anymore, though that was a habit that would be hard to break. It was nice to see. I thought I’d have been dead long before this day arrived.

      Meanwhile, Dominic had rushed off to prevent a war between the nobles. I wasn’t the least bit surprised. There was no other way this particular outcome would have progressed.

      Cecilia finished brushing my hair as I sat at the vanity, then pulled it up and wrapped my scarf around it. “All set,” she said. “Do you need anything else before I go?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “Are you sure? You know you inherited the men under your banner today,” she said. “They will now be your responsibility.”

      “Yes, about that …” I began. I turned around to look at her. “Cece, now that the males are equal to us, wouldn’t you consider it appropriate to have one of them appointed as my equal?”

      “Like a Patriarch?”

      I nodded. “Exactly. And please, don’t act like Dominic hasn’t already had this idea. I’ve known him long enough, and I can assure you that he’s going to approach me about it soon.”

      Cecilia replied, “Contrary to what you may think, Conte, my husband doesn’t tell me everything he’s thinking. Given the situation, however, I would say it’s incredibly likely that he will. As the Matriarch, your responsibility is to all the valkyrie, and that now includes the males. I think some level of trust would be warranted between The Crown and at least one of them.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking,” I confirmed. “Besides, I’m still the queen to many of them. There’s a level of fear there that can’t be taken away so easily.”

      “Have you tried being less of a bitch?”

      I glared at her.

      She smirked.

      “Bitchiness notwithstanding,” I began, “I think placing one of them in a position of authority would ease some of the fears. Besides, I could use a partner in all this. Take some of the pressure off, you know.”

      “What about Callum?” Cecilia asked.

      “For Patriarch?”

      She nodded. “He’s the eldest, and certainly the most respected. On top of that, he’s the highest ranked amongst them. A baronet in line for a viscounty? And Nikolas’s objections notwithstanding, he’s still the son of an earl.”

      That was certainly a thought. I had to agree that Callum was the obvious choice, and not only due to his age. Patient Zero aside, he was something of a mentor to his fellow males, and that would come in handy.

      It would also really piss Nikolas off, and I was here for that.

      “Let me speak to Dominic,” I said. “I’m sure he won’t object to the idea he’s no doubt already had, but let’s make sure we’re all on the same page for once.”
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CALLUM

      JUNE 24TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE STABLES

      I was running on about two hours of sleep, plus a hangover. Fortunately, someone from the castle had sent over coffee and painkillers.

      I thought I wasn’t capable of getting drunk. Perhaps I’d been mistaken.

      Before we went to work for the day, the Earl of Crossfield and his assistants, Lady Ksenia and Viscountess Phoebe, were at the entrance to the stables, handing out badges—identification cards that would be used to keep track of our time worked.

      I received mine from the viscountess, who programmed something into a computer and told me where I would scan it every day. There was a new console inside the barn, and we were to use them at the beginning and end of shift along with the beginning and end of lunch.

      Everything was changing, and it felt great. Even a simple thing such as this.

      I noticed James on his way in, and approached him. “Where’s Jasper? I haven’t seen him since last night, and he was barely at the celebration.”

      James shook his head. “No idea, but it probably has something to do with Persephone.”

      That would make sense, given that the whole reason the vote had been rushed was for his benefit. I wouldn’t complain about it.

      James and I reached the ladder inside the stables that led to the loft. There were already bales of hay waiting for us.

      “I hope the baron isn’t too hard on him,” I commented. “They couldn’t help their feelings.”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve never been in that situation.”

      I wasn’t about to tell him that I had. “Well, I suppose we’ll see when we find him,” I said as I grabbed onto the ladder and took one step up.

      “Stop!”

      James and I turned, finding Lady Henriette rushing toward us. I descended the ladder and waited for her to reach us.

      When she did, Henriette informed us, “You two aren’t workers anymore. You’re overseers.”

      Huh?

      I looked at James, and he to me, puzzled.

      James, looking back at Henriette, asked, “What?”

      The lady said, “As new members of the minor nobility, you are no longer obligated to perform hard labor. You, Callum, and Jasper are all overseers now. The queen also feels it will help balance out the power the other overseers have, and keep them from falling into old habits. If they do, there will be someone who can keep them in check.”

      “Well, that sounds fine, but I don’t know how comfortable I’d be as the boss of our friends,” James said. “I’d rather pull my own weight alongside them.”

      I agreed. That wasn’t fair to those who weren’t noble bastards or abandoned rejects.

      Henriette nodded. “I understand. Again, you’re not obligated to perform hard labor. If you wish to perform your normal tasks, you may, but you’ll need to assist the other overseers in assuring that everything runs smoothly.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said. Being a supervisor sounded like a nice perk, and it would keep the others on their toes.

      “Do you know where my brother is?” James asked Henriette. “We haven’t seen him in a while.”

      She replied, “He and the Baron of Gracefield were up all night with Lady Andromeda, discussing a marriage contract. They are to present it to Her Majesty at the first opportunity.”

      James’s eyes widened.

      How was he surprised by this?

      “He’s really doing it?”

      She smiled. “Indeed. There have also been some rumors that they may be looking for suitable marriages for you both as well, and they will want your opinions.”

      I noted a shift in James’s demeanor. And the look in his eye? Perhaps I hadn’t noticed it before, but in combination with the nervousness he suddenly displayed, I was under the impression that perhaps he might have had a crush on someone, and this would allow him to act on it.

      But the way he was looking at Henriette? It was subtle, but it was there.

      I wouldn’t confront him about it. It wasn’t any of my business.

      Besides, it was far safer to have a crush on a noblewoman like Henriette. Not like me, who had fallen head over fucking heels for the new queen.

      Which was why I replied, “Well, if they can find my grandparents, I’m sure they’ll have all kinds of opinions on how to find a suitable match for me.”

      And leaving it at that, I grabbed the ladder again and ascended to the loft. Within minutes, James and I were back to work, almost like yesterday had never happened. Jasper eventually joined us.

      While James, Jasper, and I were adjusting to our new roles as overseers, I observed a morale boost among our brothers. As members of a peerage, James, Jasper, Julian, myself, and Cathrian of Armadam, were now granted a small allowance in addition to the wages we earned for our work. Regardless of where we worked, or what our tasks were, we were now being paid for our labor, plus for being men of privilege.

      But I’d hardly call it privilege.

      We were baronets, the absolute lowest of the nobility. Yeah, we were a step above those who were just lords and ladies, but below literally everybody else. I didn’t consider my new title to be special. It was just a title. It didn’t change who I was, and right now, I was a hard worker who was catching bales of hay in the loft as James tossed them up to me.

      It was like any other day, but with a paycheck coming.

      Jasper was in one of the stalls below me. I figured now was as good a time as any to ask how it went with the queen.

      “So?” I asked from above him. “How’d it go? Is there going to be a wedding in the near future?”

      “Only if Persephone says yes,” Jasper replied. “The Baron of Gracefield has given his blessing, as well as the queen, but I want to ask her properly. I have an appointment with the jeweler tonight to pick something out. Andromeda insisted on footing the bill no matter what I picked.”

      “Congratulations,” I said. “I’m sure she’ll say yes. She does claim to love you, after all.”

      “I hope the baby in her womb is proof enough,” James commented.

      At noon we were dismissed for lunch, and I proceeded straight for the castle, hoping to see Emilya.

      There was a different vibe in the castle now. I was getting some new looks as opposed to the ones I received before when I roamed these halls. There were smiles, looks of admiration, and acceptance. I felt seen.

      But not all of the looks I got were for the better. If some of the nobles had looked disgusted before, they were livid now at the sight of me. Glares that could have pierced my soul were worse than anything in my nightmares.

      I figured it was either going to take time, or this was a permanent change to how they saw me.

      I found out that the queen was in the library getting a lesson on the Normandy Armed Forces. The guard at the door announced my arrival. “The Honorable Lord Callum, Baronet of Argonia.”

      That would take some getting used to.

      Emilya stood.

      Vincent and Dominic, who were with her, looked over to see me.

      “Callum!” Emilya exclaimed. “You look dirty! You’re not supposed to be working anymore, didn’t they tell you?”

      I stepped inside. “I believe the way Henriette described it was that I am not obligated to do hard labor anymore. I can, but I don’t have to. And pardon me, Your Majesty, but the boys and I have been through too much together with our brothers to get lazy on them now.”

      She nodded and gave me a small smile. “I can respect that.”

      The grand duke asked, “What brings you here, Callum?”

      “I hoped to have a moment alone with the queen,” I answered. “If that is agreeable.”

      Dominic and Vincent exchanged a glance.

      “I suppose a break has been earned,” the duke replied. “We’ll have a servant bring some lunch for you, Your Majesty, and we’ll return shortly.”

      She thanked them, and soon they were gone. It was just me and her.

      I smiled.

      She was truly our savior. Without her, we would still be abominations. No doubt some still saw us like that, but it didn’t matter what they thought anymore.

      “It’s good to see you,” she said. “Sounded like you guys had one hell of a party out there last night.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah … Yeah, we did. It was one of the best parties I’ve ever been to. I think the best one was Cassander’s birthday party one year. We got so wasted we woke up three days later in Gardenia, half naked and covered in mud. To this day we still can’t remember what happened, but the hangover was worth it.”

      Right. I had been drunk before.

      “Well, I’m glad you enjoyed yourselves last night,” she said. “I could hear the music from my bedroom. Sounds like it was my kind of party. Was that all eighties music?”

      “No, I think there were some seventies and nineties songs thrown in there, but Andre was running the show. The man is gonna do what he’s gonna do.”

      I wasn’t going to tell her about what had happened between him and me. She didn’t need to know.

      “Either way,” she said, “it sounds like you guys had fun. How’s it going out there now?”

      “Fine, I think,” I told her. “The other overseers haven’t said anything, and the guys are working as hard as they ever have. Nothing has changed. Except no whips.”

      She grinned. “That’s one small step. And maybe we can start hiring some of the people from nearby Brookersbank and Christerly. Maybe get some of you in different professions, if you want.”

      “I’m sure some of the guys would like that,” I said. “For now, I think we’re okay staying where we’re at.”

      Emilya nodded. “If anything changes, please let me know. In the meantime, I’d like to find some time to talk when you have the chance.”

      “I’m free tonight,” I told her. “After work is finished.”

      “Good,” she said. “Come to my chambers after you’re finished. There are things I’d like to discuss with you.”

      In her chambers? Alone?

      Oh for fuck’s sake, Cal, of course she won’t be alone! The duke is always with her, and so is Vincent.

      Still, the thought of being alone with her?

      I felt dirty, but I couldn’t stop thinking about her. She was a child compared to me. She was also in the highest position of power in this country.

      I couldn’t keep fantasizing about this. It was going to get me into trouble.

      “Will you be there?” she asked, the look on her face suggesting she was trying to get my attention again.

      Had I been in a daze?

      I shook my head to snap myself out of whatever trance I was in. “Yes, of course, ma’am. Emilya.”

      She smiled. “Good. Then I look forward to seeing you there.”

      “Likewise,” I confirmed.

      Servants entered with food for the queen.

      I bowed and left her be. I had to get some lunch of my own and get back to work. But I felt awful as I left the room.

      I was disgusting.

      I passed Vincent in the hallway. There’d been something different about him since Emilya had arrived. I could tell in the way he carried himself. I stopped and let my gaze follow him.

      Walking several feet in front of me, in the same direction as me, was Lucilla. She stopped to greet him, trying to get his attention, but he completely disregarded her, and kept walking to get to the library.

      Holy. Shit.

      That wasn’t good.

      For me or Lucilla.
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        * * *

      

      

  




LUCILLA

      JUNE 24TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      He ignored me. Deliberately.

      Normally when we passed each other in the hallways, he would always give me some kind of acknowledgement, but this time it was like I didn’t exist.

      I understood he was under a lot of stress lately, helping the new queen and all, but so was I. I was learning to be a Mistress of the Robes, a proper lady-in-waiting. We both had our problems right now.

      The difference was that I wasn’t ignoring him.

      After Vincent publicly snubbed me, I proceeded to the queen’s rooms with the laundry I was carrying and slammed the basket down on the bed.

      Kamille and Henriette, organizing jewelry donated by Contessina, looked at me from the vanity.

      “What!” I shouted.

      Kamille came over. “Don’t take that tone, Lucilla. You know it does no good to get stressed out.”

      “Vincent completely ignored me in the hallway!” I exclaimed. “He’s never done that before!”

      Henriette, sitting at the vanity and picking up different sets of earrings, said, “Maybe he’s bored with you. Five hundred years is a long time, especially when you’re unmarried.”

      “And what would the two of you know?” I asked. “Especially you, Henriette. You’ve never been with anyone to begin with.”

      Kamille slapped me across the face.

      I gasped, my hand flying up to the spot where she’d made contact. I looked back at her, appalled.

      “Don’t you dare speak to the baronetess like that!” Kamille threatened.

      Henriette said, “Kami, it’s okay. You don’t have to fight my battles for me. And besides, I have been with people. I just don’t advertise it like a slut.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “You should be flattered,” she said. “At least I didn’t call you a whore. That wouldn’t have been fitting at all. Sluts do it for fun, whores do it for money.”

      Kamille asked, “Or has Vincent been paying for your services this whole time like you’re one of the ladies in Christerly?”

      I had never been so offended, but I shouldn’t have been surprised. Kamille, Henriette, and I had never been real friends before we were all handpicked to be Her Majesty’s ladies-in-waiting. Of course, Kamille and Henriette were. They were family. Sort of.

      But me? Yes, my father was an earl, but so was Kamille’s. My brother was a baron, but Henriette was a baronetess.

      I was only a Lady of the Court. Nothing more.

      And I was beginning to realize I didn’t have friends. Hell, I’d schemed my way into this position; I’d revealed another person’s secret so I could take the job over from her. If it weren’t for my family, I’d be alone here.

      And without Vincent? I had no one who wasn’t my own blood in my corner.

      It was just me.
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        * * *

      

      

  




VINCENT

      JUNE 24TH, 2015. BRIMM ESTATE, NORMANDY

      “A message for you, Lord Commander.”

      I looked up from my desk to the door where the messenger stood. I motioned for them to enter, and accepted the letter they carried. “Thank you,” I said.

      They nodded, bowed, and left me be.

      The seal belonged to the Countess of Brimm. Maeverly had never written to me before, and I wondered if it related to the potential treason we suspected her husband of committing.

      I opened the letter to find a single sentence.

      
        
        Come to Brimm when you can … but with haste.

      

      

      As I looked up from the note, ready to drop everything to head for Brimm, Kieran entered my office. He immediately noted my facial expression, and asked, “Who died?”

      “No one. Yet,” I replied. “I received this letter from Maeverly.”

      Handing the note over, I watched Kieran read it. He was surprised, perhaps more so than I.

      “I need to get to Brimm,” I said.

      “You want some backup?” Kieran asked.

      “Wouldn’t hurt,” I answered. “But we’re leaving now.”

      “Ten-four, boss.”

      Within minutes we were in the car, and thirty minutes later we’d arrived in Brimm. A servant let us in through the estate’s front door, where we found the countess on the balcony overlooking the entryway.

      “You rang?” Kieran asked her as soon as we entered, and offered her a small bow.

      Maeverly proceeded down the stairs. “Thank heavens, I wasn’t sure if you would get the letter,” she said. As we reached one another, we kissed each other’s cheeks, and she and Kieran did the same.

      “Is everything alright, Mae?” I asked.

      She drew as close to Kieran and me as she dared, keeping her voice at a whisper. “I need to get into Nikolas’s office. He and Hemonton were inside there for a while after the vote.”

      Why was I not even a little surprised?

      Kieran asked, “Yes, it didn’t seem to go over too well for your husband or my brother, did it?”

      “What kind of security are we looking at here?” I asked.

      The countess replied, “Anti-intrusion. Motion sensors. Cameras. He’s got everything, really, and that’s the hard part.”

      My second-in-command scoffed. “Hard? Maeverly, I’m surprised at you. You should know this is child’s play to us.”

      He wasn’t wrong. We’d been hacking security systems for generations.

      As Maeverly raised a brow, Kieran and I casually ascended the stairs and found Nikolas’s office door. Kieran examined it up close while I kept back to give him some space.

      An electronic door lock had been installed, with a keypad. Zero through nine, plus the star and pound keys. I knew what Kieran would be looking for, as I’d trained him to do so.

      “Good luck,” Maeverly told us. “The code is probably something abstract.”

      Of course, she wouldn’t know it. Nikolas was smart enough to keep his wife out of his affairs. I would have hated to see a woman like Maeverly brought down for something she hadn’t done. The sins of the husband were not the sins of the wife.

      The baronet observed the lock for only a few moments longer before punching in three numbers: 6-2-5.

      The lock clicked.

      I smirked as the countess looked at me with confusion and surprise.

      Kieran grabbed the handle and pushed down, causing the door to open right up.

      Maeverly exclaimed, “How in the—”

      “Six twenty-five,” I said. “Think about it.”

      She did. And then it dawned on her. “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      She wasn’t wrong to feel that way.

      Nikolas had used his birthday.

      It was the first rule of passwords and codes: never use birthdays and anniversaries. He’d clearly missed that meeting.

      Kieran smiled. “Also, those numbers are slightly more worn than the others. Simple detective work.”

      All Maeverly did was glare between the two of us before settling on Kieran.

      Stepping inside, Kieran and I took a good look around. Everything here seemed too easy to infiltrate. The mechanics she had claimed were here definitely weren't. “Are you sure this office is armed?” I asked.

      “He installed the system years ago, right when security started getting better,” she responded.

      Maeverly waited at the door while Kieran and I continued to look around. Moments later, Kieran pulled a desk drawer open and looked inside.

      He and I exchanged glances before he told her, “This room is an illusion.”

      “Pardon?” she asked, confused.

      I waved her over to show her what Kieran had found in the drawer: a lone button. As Kieran pushed it, a portion of Nikolas’s bookshelf popped open.

      There was a secret room within the room.

      “Don’t look so smug, Kieran,” Maeverly told the baronet.

      He chuckled. “Oh, far be it from me to find amusement in the little things. Besides, Nikolas thinks he’s the smartest person in the room, but he only commands the military, not the special agents.”

      Kieran wasn’t wrong. Nikolas was a cunning strategist, not a detective.

      I pulled the bookshelf back, revealing a well-armed room with all the anti-intrusion measures Maeverly had told us were there.

      I leaned against the door and said, “Well, you can get into the office, but this room will be a little more complicated.” I was brainstorming ideas on how to get past all of it in one go. Despite having done the same thing a million times, every system was slightly different than the rest.

      “So, what do you need for something like this?” Maeverly asked.

      “We’ll need to get into your home network. And we can only do that from back at the castle.”

      “What, the tech nerds don’t come out into the field?”

      Kieran answered, “Well, that and when he set this up, he would have been required to file a permit with Kommodor.” Quentin’s job was Overseer of Housing and Development for all of Normandy. Kieran was headed in the right direction.

      “We can get a layout of the room along with all of the security at his office,” I explained to the countess.

      “That’s brilliant!” she exclaimed. She looked at Kieran. “Is this why you’re Vincent’s number two?”

      He replied, “Nah, no one else wanted the job.”

      I chuckled. “Liar.”

      But we were onto something. Whatever Nikolas was hiding in that room, we would get a hold of. It would take a few more steps than we’d have liked. And if we made one misstep, our entire case would be blown.

      We couldn’t risk that happening.
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      ALEKSANDER

      JUNE 24TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      “Ow, fuck!”

      Hadrianne snickered. “Come on, old man, I didn’t punch you that hard.”

      My gloved hand against my nose was the only thing bringing even a shimmer of relief to the throbbing area. When I brought the glove down, I found red bodily fluid. Despite the small amount, blood was still blood.

      On top of that, I was exhausted.

      Hadrianne had convinced me to get back into the ring, and I figured I owed her that much after forcing her to work with Emmitt. We’d been training for two and a half hours, and that was about an hour and forty-five minutes longer than I would have liked.

      “Well, a punch at the force you claim wouldn’t have drawn blood,” I rebutted.

      Suddenly, Farrah stood at the side of the ring. “Let me look,” she insisted. “Please, Your Highness, allow him to rest.”

      My daughter raised her brow, but surrendered, relaxing her stance. “Fine. Ten minutes, tops.”

      I let Farrah guide me out of the ring and sat outside on the edge. She had a first aid kit ready on the small table nearby, but I doubted it would be of any use.

      She gently touched my nose and I winced, sucking in a breath through clenched teeth.

      “Fucking Christ!” I cursed.

      “It may be slightly fractured,” she said, her voice gentle and soothing. “Just enough to have drawn blood, but nothing that ice and medication won’t be able to heal.”

      “So, it’s not completely fucked up?” I asked.

      “No, my king, it’s only a minor injury. You’ll be healed in no time,” she said as she motioned to a nearby guard. “Fetch an ice pack for His Majesty and send a message to Queen Nairi. She may have the perfect treatment for his ailment.”

      Great. Just what I needed—more pills from Nairi.

      “Can he fight or not?” Hadrianne yelled from across the room.

      “I wouldn’t recommend it, Your Highness,” Farrah answered. “Another blow would make it worse.”

      I muttered, “And we all know she doesn’t give a shit about my health.”

      Farrah was surprised, even horrified, by this answer. Her face, conflicted by how to proceed on the issue, showed panic. Her teeth clenched together for a moment, and she bounced up and down three times.

      To Hadrianne, she finally said, “I’m taking His Majesty back to his chambers.” She took my arm. “Please, my king, if you would allow me to escort you.”

      “I think I can manage without help, Farrah,” I said. “It’s a fractured nose, not one of my feet.”

      She immediately released me. “Forgive me, my king, I—”

      I held up a hand. “Please, don’t apologize.” I found it refreshing that she was concerned, and I needed that, with Deklan away completing some tasks I’d assigned him. And with Veronika visiting her family and Amara at her estate, there was no one else to provide me comfort.

      I offered my hand to Farrah. She hesitated, then took it. Something about her hesitation was … unusual. I couldn’t place my finger on what it was, but I’d also never done so before with her. For as long as we’d known one another, we hadn’t been this close since … well, since the night I’d turned her.

      Farrah escorted me back to my chambers. An ice pack was brought in, and after she had helped me freshen up and settle into bed, she applied it to the wounded area.

      I winced, but wincing made the pain hurt worse. Hadrianne really needed to be mindful of her own strength, even against me.

      “We’ll need to hold it here for as long as you can manage, my king,” she explained. “And by then, I’m sure something from Vosh’ala will have arrived.”

      “Thank you, Farrah,” I said, taking hold of the ice pack myself.

      “I live to serve,” she replied. “I made you that promise the night you gave me new life.”

      I remembered that.

      Take me, my king, Farrah had whispered moments before I’d bitten her. I am yours, forever.

      Her loyalty had been true from the beginning.

      “You’ve always been good to me,” I acknowledged. “That makes you a perfect match for Deklan.”

      She frowned. “Deklan is a fine husband, Your Majesty. I only wish I could have been with the man I love.”

      But she immediately corrected herself.

      “Loved.”

      “Anyone I knew?” I asked without thinking. Perhaps it was my own shared desire to have been with Mary, the only woman I truly loved, but the question escaped me before I gave it a second thought.

      “I think it’s best if you don’t know the answer to that,” she said, looking down. “Forgive me, my king, I never wish to be disobedient to you.”

      I took her hand and she looked up. “Farrah, it’s alright. I shouldn’t have asked. It’s none of my business.”

      “But this is your kingdom. Everything is your business.”

      That was true, but some things were better left private.

      “Not everything,” I said.

      Surprise and confusion occupied her face.

      I lowered the ice pack. “I wish things could have been different for you. I know what that feeling is like. It’s agony.”

      “Yes,” she agreed, her voice quiet. “It is.”

      I looked at our hands, still touching, her thumb stroking the back of mine. I was fairly certain that she didn’t realize she was doing it. Perhaps it was the vulnerable state that I was in, but I couldn’t deny that her touch was soothing. And despite the plethora of times I’d been touched by women, Farrah’s was … different.

      Words failed me. She reminded me of someone, but I couldn’t remember who.

      Farrah suddenly realized what she was doing and yanked her hand away. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” she apologized. “Forgive me, I—”

      I shook my head. “Farrah, no, stop apologizing. You have absolutely nothing to be sorry for.”

      She was acting strangely. Despite how little time we spent together, this was not the Farrah I knew. I remembered her from before I’d turned her. She’d been vibrant, alive, and full of energy.

      This Farrah couldn’t even look me in the eye.

      Before she could say anything else, there was a knock on the door.

      A servant entered with a tray, and curtsied upon reaching the side of the bed. “From Her Majesty Queen Nairi, my king,” she informed me.

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      Farrah took the small box along with the note that accompanied it. She opened it and read it to me. “Alek, I hope this works. There’s a hint of magic infused within, thus the fracture should heal almost instantly. Apply to the outside and cover the entire area for the best result. Nairi.”

      Inside the box rested a small vial containing a clear liquid. Farrah twisted the top off and smelled it. “Smells like eucalyptus.”

      That made sense. Sort of. From what little I knew of plants and medication, eucalyptus seemed to be a good one for healing. Plus, if there was magic involved, it had to be good.

      Farrah applied some to her index finger and jumped a bit. “Oh, I can feel the magic,” she said. “Normal medication wouldn’t do that.”

      “Would you help me apply it?” I asked. “Otherwise, I’d need a mirror.”

      Again, she hesitated, but nodded. “Of course, my king.”

      I invited her to reposition herself on the bed to get a better angle. The way she sat now might’ve made it awkward, but she also seemed unsure about getting closer to me.

      Neither of us said a word, however, as she simply accepted my invitation by kneeling at my side, her knee resting on my thigh.

      The moment she touched me, I could feel the tingle of whatever was in the vial Nairi had sent. It had a near instant numbing effect that scared me almost as much as it had scared Farrah.

      “Sorry,” she apologized.

      “It’s alright,” I insisted. And it technically hadn’t been her fault. I wished she’d stop apologizing.

      She continued to apply the ointment gently around my nose, and the pain began to subside. What remained was her touch, gentle and calming. And for reasons I couldn’t explain, my heart began racing. It wasn’t the anxiety I normally fought, but something entirely new that I couldn’t name.

      That look in her eyes …

      Where had I seen it before?

      As she finished up, she said, “There. Does it feel like it worked?”

      I nodded. “Yes. It feels normal again.”

      She offered a smile so small it almost wasn’t there. “I’m glad. I’ll leave Your Majesty to rest,” she said as she took the ice pack and placed it on the nightstand next to the now-empty vial and note.

      “Farrah,” I stopped her, grabbing her hand before she could move away.

      It startled her, and I could feel her nerves consuming her just from the small touch we shared.

      What the fuck was I doing? This was Amara’s little sister. I shouldn’t have given this a second thought, but it was her touch, and that glimmer in her eyes, that had me captivated.

      I needed to know.

      But it was too late to turn back.

      I pulled Farrah closer, and she willingly came. There was no struggle, no indication of rejection. There was that look … a look of longing, pleading.

      I wanted that sense of comfort.

      I wanted her.

      And so I kissed her.

      The kiss was soft. Her lips were smooth, and their contact against my own sent tingles down my spine. She continued to accept the kisses that followed, each one growing more in length and depth. I could feel her heart racing at a speed similar to mine as I pulled her into my lap and allowed her to straddle me. My hands rested at her hips, and hers cradled my cheeks.

      I lost all sense of time between the first kiss and the moment she pulled away. “My king, I shouldn’t,” she said, but didn’t move away.

      Despite how right I knew she was, my cock was already getting hard. Something about her aroused me.

      She knew this. She could feel it underneath her.

      And I felt the heat from between her legs. She also felt something.

      I doubted it was whatever I was feeling.

      “If that’s what you wish, then I understand,” I said, knowing I couldn’t force myself on her. “And in that case, I apologize. It was foolish of me to engage with you in this way.”

      “Because of Amara?”

      Her question made it difficult to determine whether she knew about her sister and me. It could simply have been a question of her sister’s rank and relation to me already as my sister-in-law. Otherwise, it was because she knew Amara and I had been having an affair for over a century.

      All I could say to that was, “Yes.”

      “Amara doesn’t get to make choices for you,” she said. “You can do whatever you want.”

      That was true. But I would never force myself on a woman.

      And despite what Vivienne thought about our wedding night, and every night afterwards until we had Connell, I had a moral compass regarding women.

      But something about her tone of voice was … different. For the first time, Farrah sounded sure of herself. She’d never been one to take charge, and it was as if she was becoming a new woman before my eyes.

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t do the same,” I offered. “Make your own choices.”

      “No,” she said. “It does. I owe her my life as much as I owe you. If not for her insistence, I would be dead.”

      For some reason, that thought sent panic throughout my entire being.

      “Farrah—” I breathed.

      “Despite everything, I don’t want to fight it,” she interrupted, grasping my head in her hands. She was surrendering, pulling herself as close to me as she could. “I live to serve you, my king. And I will serve you in whichever way you require.”

      She had. She’d married my valet. She’d served my daughter faithfully. By extension, she’d served me. All these years, she was perhaps one of my most loyal servants, and I’d paid her no attention.

      Until now.

      Even if it wounded my soul, and my pride, to have a woman walk away from me. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      But Farrah surprised me.

      I watched as she reached back and unzipped her dress. She gathered the skirt and lifted it over her head, revealing the dark-blue lingerie she wore underneath. As she discarded the dress, my arousal grew.

      Farrah returned to me, and her lips caressed mine, her hands lacing through my hair. I replaced my hands on her hips, drawing her close while she released her hold and wrapped her arms around my neck. The kiss grew deep almost instantly, and I hooked my thumbs through the thin waist of her panties. Farrah grinded her hips over me, my cock growing harder by the second.

      She broke our kiss momentarily, and lifted my shirt over my head, discarding it in the same direction she had her dress. When her lips returned to mine, I wrapped my arms around her back, desperate to have her skin against me. I wanted her lingerie off.

      At the same time, I wanted to remove it slowly to savor the feeling.

      “Farrah,” I whispered against her lips.

      “My king,” she said, the tone was seductive, and sent tingles throughout my body.

      I gasped as she slid a hand down my pants and took hold of my cock, stroking it gently as she pulled it free from restraint. Before I knew it, my pants were similarly discarded. The come-hither gaze in her eyes and the way she bit her bottom lip struck me in my soul. A woman had never looked at me that way before.

      Suddenly her mouth was wrapped around my length and the sensation of arousal grew and grew. I was unable to control it …

      And that was the last thing I remembered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




EMILYA

      JUNE 24TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      Between work with the dragons and combat training, I was in the middle of a series of history lessons. Vincent and Dominic worked with me closely, and I was sure that my brain was going to explode with the amount of information I’d been absorbing. I hadn’t been this overwhelmed since college.

      Cecilia entered the library where Vincent and I were studying. Dominic was tending to other business, leaving the two of us until the duchess had arrived. Vincent sat on the edge of the table next to me.

      “I had a thought, Your Majesty,” Cecilia said. “It’s been approved by my husband, who thinks it's a good one.”

      I looked at Vincent, then back at his mother. “And what’s that?”

      “A tea party,” she said. “You’ve yet to host one, and it would be a wonderful opportunity for you to spend time with the other queens and princesses. So, in a few days, what do you say? We can have the invitations sent out at once.”

      I nodded. “Okay, that sounds fine.” Then I was reminded of something. “Oh, what about First Lady Lucy and her daughter, Elyanore?”

      Cecilia nodded. “Of course. They’d be most welcome. And they are both in Gardenia at the moment. That will make sending their invitation much easier. I’ll get started on the preparations right away.”

      Vincent said, “Make sure Contessina helps you. She needs to pull her weight around here.”

      I looked at him. “Did you just give your own mother an order?”

      “Merely a suggestion,” he replied. To his mother, he added, “With the utmost respect.”

      She glared at him a little and said, “Mm-hmm.” The duchess turned and left, disappearing from sight seconds later.

      “That’s enough for today,” Vincent said. “I imagine Father has dinner waiting for you in your chambers. I also won’t forget to mention the sleeping-in and time-off thing,” he said as he rose from the edge of the table. Something we’d discussed before the duchess had entered. “We need you well rested, at least while you’re still human.”

      “Not when I’m a vampire?”

      “You’ll hardly need any sleep when that happens,” he reminded me.

      Duh. Vampires didn’t need sleep.
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        * * *

      

      

  




ALEKSANDER

      JUNE 24TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      I gasped as I woke up in another panic, and yet this time I was alone. I was naked in my bed, lying on my chest, with the smell of sex filling the room.

      As I sat up and looked around, I tried to remember what had happened. It seemed like a dream. Had someone been here? They must have. The scent of a woman lingered in my bed.

      That perfume. It took me a moment to place it: jasmine and lilies.

      Farrah.

      That was when the scene flashed before my eyes.

      Farrah pleasuring me with her mouth.

      The two of us, kissing passionately just before removing the lingerie from her body.

      The sensation of her riding me.

      The sound of her moans and cries of pleasure.

      The sight of her above me as I ate her cunt, her back arched so perfectly.

      Our fingers laced together.

      I couldn’t decide if the memories had been reality or a dream.

      But there was no other trace of her now. The last thing I was sure of was when she’d applied the salve to my fractured nose, and the tingles that coursed through my body as the infused magic took effect.

      Were false memories a side effect of the medication?

      Nothing made any sense.

      I’d wanted her. She was right there, and I’d been desperate for her. It was the strangest feeling because I had never desired her in any way before, yet as I thought about her now, I had a sense that this could have been real.

      I threw the covers off, turned over, and swung my legs around the side of the bed. As soon as my feet hit the floor, I stepped on something.

      A charm that appeared to have come from a bracelet. If she’d truly been here, had Farrah been wearing a bracelet?

      I couldn’t remember.

      I examined the charm. It was a crown, and it looked exactly like one of mine. The detailing was exquisite, and only the most talented jeweler could have replicated it as small as what I held in my hand.

      It gave me no indication of whether or not this was Farrah’s.

      It could have been Veronika’s. With all the jewelry she owned, perhaps she had one. I’d never noticed.

      Why couldn’t I remember? And more importantly: if it hadn’t happened, what did that mean for the other instances when I’d blacked out?

      Could I be making up false scenes like this one to fill in the blanks?
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EMILYA

      JUNE 24TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      Dinner concluded for the night, and I’d asked my ladies to leave me. I could get myself ready for bed. Besides, I wouldn’t be sleeping for a while. There was still business to be done.

      Vincent joined me in my chambers so we could discuss potential marriage plans with Callum and James. I didn’t think it was necessary to pressure the men if they weren’t ready, and I also didn’t agree with arranged marriages in the first place, but Dominic had insisted we make an attempt.

      Vincent arrived around seven, and we set up at the table in my chambers. The herald announced Callum’s arrival minutes later.

      “Callum, thank you for coming,” I said.

      He bowed. “Your Majesty. Thank you for inviting me.” He nodded to Vincent. “Lord Commander.”

      “Lord Callum,” Vincent greeted. “Please, have a seat.”

      He did.

      I cleared my throat. “I invited you here to discuss business. Now that you’re a baronet, there’s been talk of arranging a marriage between you and a lady of the court. I’m not in favor of this, but Dominic asked that we try. He suggested that we ask you if you have your eye on anyone in particular. Then, with any luck, we could possibly make a love match out of it.”

      Callum looked surprised. “That’s … certainly an idea.”

      I frowned. “I’m sorry, I know for some people the issue of marriage is uncomfortable. It certainly is for me. I’m twenty-two and couldn’t imagine getting married yet.”

      Vincent looked at me. “I’m almost two thousand years old and I’ve yet to be married at all, so I don’t think age is the issue.”

      “Point taken.”

      Callum adjusted his posture. “Well, to tell you the truth, there isn’t … anybody, really, that I’ve had my eye on. I don’t think I’ll be making any proposals anytime soon.”

      “That’s fair,” Vincent said. “Although your grandfather did send a message that a good marriage between you and a respected lady would be advantageous.” He slid a letter across the table to Callum.

      I looked at Vincent, surprised. I hadn’t seen that letter.

      “It may help your mother’s reputation,” Vincent added.

      Callum looked at the letter before giving his attention back to Vincent. “No disrespect, Lord Commander, but Morrina is not my mother. She may have given birth to me, but Maeverly is the one who raised me. If not for her, I wouldn’t be sitting here now. She is my mother, and her reputation is fine. It’s of no concern to me how people see the baronetess.”

      It made sense that he would say that. He didn’t know Morrina at all. It wasn’t unlike my situation with Elijah and Lucrezia. Lucrezia was dead, and Elijah hadn’t known about me until it was too late.

      Vincent looked at me, then back at Callum. “But what about your grandparents? Her reputation reflects on them. So does yours.”

      “Rufus and Martha barely took the time to get to know me,” he said. “They occasionally popped in, then ran off to try and find Morrina again. My biological mother means nothing to me, and neither do my grandparents. The only people who matter are Maeverly and my brother.”

      Well, that was settled.

      “I think we should let Callum make his own marriage arrangements when he’s ready,” I told Vincent. “And if the viscount and viscountess have an objection, they can tell him themselves.”

      “Understood, my queen,” Vincent said. “You are dismissed, Callum. You can send in James.”

      Callum seemed surprised by this but nodded. “Sure.”

      He rose and left the room.

      I looked at Vincent. “Is this seriously how things were done when Elijah was king?”

      “This is the way things have been done since the beginning of time,” Vincent replied. “Very few people were fortunate enough to marry for love with their parents’ blessing. And when you’re a member of the nobility, you also need the approval of the monarch. Without that, the whole thing falls apart.”

      “So that’s why Greer and Nathan were banished,” I said. “They married without anyone’s consent.”

      “Correct,” Vincent confirmed. “Neither Tenia, Crossfield, or Elijah gave their approval, thus they eloped. It was only revealed after Lucilla found out Greer was pregnant and told everybody.”

      My eyes widened. “Lucilla outed them?”

      “Not her finest hour,” he said. “There was a heavy debate going on at the time about who would be your ladies-in-waiting. Greer was a front contender, along with Kamille and Henriette. Greer had been hiding her pregnancy for the entire term, and she was days away from delivering when Lucilla found out. She ran right to Elijah, and it’s what caused her to jump the line.”

      I very much disliked Lucilla now. She’d always given me a strange vibe to begin with, but this made it worse.

      The herald returned and announced James’s presence.

      James entered the room and bowed. “My Queen. Lord Commander Vincent.”

      “James,” I said. “Lovely to see you. Please, come and sit.” I gestured to the seat where Callum had been sitting minutes before.

      When he was seated, I said almost the exact same thing I’d told Callum, and watched his reaction. His demeanor was far different than Callum’s, which led me to believe he was interested in somebody.

      Vincent asked him, “Do you have any thoughts on a match?”

      He sat up and said, “Um … as a matter of fact, there’s … one person I’ve been in awe of for some time.”

      That was good, I supposed.

      “Wonderful!” Vincent said before I could say anything. “Who?”

      It appeared that James was nervous to tell us, glancing down as he wrung his hands, but he gathered up some courage with a deep breath. “The Baronetess of Brookersbank.”

      I looked at Vincent. “Henriette?”

      Vincent nodded. “I’m sure we could speak to Henry about a potential match,” he said, making notes on a notepad. “If Henriette is receptive to the idea, we may have a good match on our hands.”

      It was like he was ignoring me, too focused on playing matchmaker.

      “Thank you,” James replied. “I look forward to hearing from the baron.”

      Within moments the baronet was gone, and I was left alone with Vincent.

      I looked at him. “You’d marry off one of my ladies?” I asked with crossed arms and a not-very-friendly tone.

      Vincent finished writing something and gave me his attention. “I never said I was going to force the match. Frankly, it’s not within my power. All I did was tell James that we would speak to the baron about it. As far as marrying off one of your ladies, they can be married. Preferably you would have married women with titles serving you, but Elijah thought unmarried women might suit you better, as you yourself are unmarried. And over time, you would all be married and experience it together.”

      “I’m only twenty-two, Vincent,” I said. “I don’t see myself getting married anytime soon, no matter who I am.”

      Vincent shrugged. “Well, that may change. You never know what life is going to throw at you. I certainly didn’t expect to still be single after all these years.”

      “Single? I’d hardly call whatever it is you’re doing with Lucilla being single.”

      And as soon as I said it, I regretted it.

      Vincent furrowed his brow.

      Right, he didn’t know that I knew and had seen him and Lucilla having sex in his room. I had to explain myself now.

      Taking a deep breath, I said, “I was exploring the servant’s passage one night,” I said. “I saw your name on a door, and I became curious. It was in my head that I could go wherever I wanted to, no matter whose room it was, because I was queen and this is my castle now. So, I was being nosy and … I cracked the door open. And I saw you and Lucilla in … the throes of passion.”

      Vincent sat back with his arms crossed. “So, you assumed Lucilla and I were together.” It wasn’t a question. “Just because we were having sex.” Also not a question. “You’ll have to forgive me, Your Majesty, but Lucilla and I are not together, not in the traditional sense. We’ve been lovers for five hundred years, and seek each other’s company for pleasure, but there are no other emotions attached to the situation. Her father may have attempted to arrange a marriage at one point, but Elijah refused it. And honestly, I’m glad he did. I like Lucilla a great deal, but I do not love her, and never could.”

      I shouldn’t have opened my big mouth.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have … I mean, I shouldn’t have assumed anything. I apologize.”

      “No,” Vincent said, “you shouldn’t have. That could have fueled nasty rumors, even a harmless assumption like that. You would be wise to learn, for your sake as a queen if nothing else, to be mindful of that.”

      The expression on his face was nonexistent. I couldn’t tell if he was being serious or concerned. He was hard to read.

      “I don’t say this to be rude, but as a lesson to you for the next time your mind jumps to conclusions.”

      “I understand,” I said. “I’m sorry. I’m so embarrassed.”

      “That’s natural. But don’t let anyone see it. Don’t let them know if they get to you. They can use that against you. And I won’t let anyone use anything against my queen.”

      Vincent placed his hand on my shoulder.

      “I don’t fault you for assuming that after seeing Lucilla and me,” he continued gently. “I don’t blame you for being curious about me. I have been a bit mysterious ever since we first met, and that’s mostly my fault. It’s better for me to keep my distance while you’re learning. The best I can do is try to be your friend, or a person you can vent to if things get too tough. But I would like to be your friend. I genuinely like you, Emilya, and regardless of whether or not you’re my queen, I think we could have been friends in any timeline.”

      My heart started fluttering again, like it did that first time when he said he hadn’t found his soulmate, or whatever that conversation had been. I couldn’t remember.

      Still, it gave me a good feeling. Maybe we could be friends.

      Maybe we could be more?
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      EMILYA

      JUNE 25TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      My day started out at the barracks. I would be learning how to use two daggers as weapons today instead of the sword and shield. I didn’t want to jinx myself, but I felt like it might be easier for me. Not by much, but certainly it would be better than carrying around a huge shield.

      Regardless, I was looking forward to it. I’d be working with Kamille, an expert with daggers, and for some reason this news didn’t surprise me.

      When I arrived at the training ring, I saw people—nobles and commoners alike—gathered around and cheering someone on. I stopped close to the stable doors, still in sight of the ring, just in time for Callum to emerge for a drink of water.

      I waved to him, gesturing for him to join me before looking back to the ring where I could see a young man squaring off against several other soldiers.

      The young man was certainly impressive, getting high praise from Nikolas as he easily defeated his enemies in the training ring. The look on Maeverly’s face suggested pride, and I couldn’t help but wonder what the relationship was.

      “Who is that?” I asked as I leaned closer to Callum.

      He finished his drink of water. “My brother.” He set the canteen down and wiped off his forehead with a handkerchief.

      So that was Cassander. He looked different from his portrait at this distance, but I supposed that painting would be a little dated. His hair was shorter, and a five o’clock shadow covered his face.

      “He’s younger than me, by nearly nine months,” Callum explained. “Maeverly didn’t know she was pregnant with him when I was born. She and Nikolas had been married quite awhile and hadn’t conceived, she was convinced she would never have children, which was in part why she basically adopted me as her own.”

      For all the good that did. Nikolas still had never acknowledged him as his child. “That didn’t change her relationship with you? When she found out she was having a child of her own?”

      “If it did, I wouldn’t be calling her Mother.” Callum had a point. “I think she felt an obligation to care for me still since my birth mother disappeared. And she never blamed Morrina for the affair. I think it was her way of trying to show that, even if she was hurt by Nikolas’s betrayal.”

      I looked back at the ring as Vincent came to my other side. He exchanged a nod with Callum, who went back to work with haste.

      With a small gesture of my head, I indicated Cassander in the ring. “That’s the Baron of Soaren?”

      Vincent answered, “That would be correct, although I’m assuming Callum has confirmed as much.”

      I nodded.

      “He’s an impressive specimen, and fortunately nothing like his father. We all prayed he would take after Maeverly and, by God, he did, to our eternal relief.”

      “He seems very talented in the ring,” I commented as I continued watching his craft.

      “Very is an understatement. He’s one of our best. Nikolas is proud, as he should be, and we all wish he would just go away to allow Cassander to take over the earldom. And he knows it too. They all do. He’s the most disliked amongst us noblemen.”

      I wasn’t going to argue with that. “What does Cassander think about it?”

      “I’ve never asked him to his face, but I know he is dedicated to his father as much as he can be,” Vincent answered. He caught Callum coming out of the barn with a bale of hay and waved him back over.

      Once Callum stood again by my side, Vincent asked, “What do you know of Cass’ true feelings regarding everyone disliking your father?”

      “Honestly? I couldn’t tell you,” Callum answered. “I think he only barely respects him, but to get his exact feelings, you’re better off asking him directly. Something’s been off about my brother lately, though, and no one knows what it is. I don’t think Mae knows, and he tells her everything.”

      Vincent furrowed a brow as he looked over to the countess. She was beaming with pride at the sight of her son vanquishing his opponents with ease.

      “Do you think she would confide in my mother?” Vincent asked Callum.

      “I doubt it,” he answered. “No offense to the duchess, but Mae doesn’t like to air out anyone’s business. And I’m sure you can understand that, given who her husband is.”

      Cassander finished his fight, and there was a loud roar of cheering from his father on the outside of the ring. Maeverly clapped enthusiastically as well, but not as much as her husband. The father and son embraced when Cassander came to the edge, accepting a canteen of water offered by his mother.

      Nikolas was interrupted suddenly by Dominic, who pulled him away for a chat. Maeverly redirected Cassander’s attention to Callum, who coincidentally was beside us still, and it was a cue for the two of them to come over.

      Maeverly curtsied upon approaching me, her son a few steps behind her, and said, “Your Majesty, may I present my youngest son, Cassander, Baron of Soaren.” She placed a hand on his shoulder. “Cass, this is our new queen, Emilya.”

      Cassander bowed and took my hand when I offered it. “Charmed, Your Majesty. Elijah’s long-lost daughter graces us with her presence at last.” He kissed my hand before letting it go. “I apologize for my absence upon your arrival. My post at Fort Stallis often keeps me away.”

      That was the military base on the coast with Pearala, which I remembered from my brief lesson on the Armed Forces.

      The young lord turned to his brother, hugging him. Callum returned the embrace. “Good to see you, Cal. Sorry, I got in late last night and figured you were asleep. Didn’t want to disturb you.”

      Callum released him. “Who are you, and what have you done with my brother?” he asked, clearly joking. The two chuckled. “Are you staying for long?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” he said, hesitantly “only for Father’s birthday, and then I’m right back to Stallis until Her Majesty’s coronation.” The pause in his tone implied there was something he was hiding. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure that out.

      I was worried.

      And the look on Vincent’s face told me he knew what was going on. They stared at one another intently, almost as if they were sending signals to one another with their eyes.

      “What time is your father’s birthday dinner?” Vincent asked.

      “We’re meeting in the dining room at seven,” Cassander answered. “I expect we won’t be long.”

      Vincent nodded. “If you don’t mind, I have news on the business we were discussing. We can speak around nine or ten?”

      Cassander nodded. He suddenly seemed very excited. “Yes, of course. I’ll be there.”

      Yeah, something was definitely off. The countess could see it. Callum could see it. I could see it. If they were intentionally trying to keep me in the dark, I didn’t appreciate it. Wasn’t I supposed to know everything? I was the queen, after all.

      I had to be in the know, and right now, I wasn’t.
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VINCENT

      JUNE 26TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      “Vincent!”

      Father was right on cue. The night had been long, and the journey to Vosh’ala and back had been longer, but at least Cassander was safe.

      As was Lady Johenna.

      It was eight o’clock in the morning, and I was in the barracks watching Emilya train with Kamille. Day two of daggers, and it seemed to be going okay. She was doing slightly better than she had with a sword and shield, but didn’t yet have the dexterity she’d get when she became a vampire. We could work with what she had for now. At least she would know how to use these weapons if something happened before the transition.

      But I knew the training session was about to be cut short.

      Father hurried to get to me with Contessina by his side. Pearala had no doubt contacted us by now. I bowed to Father and Contessina, but as soon as I rose, Contessina smacked me across the face.

      “What in the fuck did you do?” she exclaimed.

      Everyone who was within earshot stopped what they were doing. All eyes—including Emilya’s—were on us.

      On me.

      “We received a particularly interesting phone call from King Maric,” Father said. “Baron Galen’s daughter, Johenna, is missing. She left a note saying she would only return when she could be with the one she loved. And it’s not escaped anyone’s notice at Fort Stallis that Cassander has not returned. Coincidentally, Johenna’s maids have it on good authority that the two have been sneaking around together outside the fort.”

      “You went to Stallis after the state visit,” Contessina said. “Presumably to speak with Cassander about his father. But clearly something else happened, so fess up. What did you do with them?”

      With Cassander and Johenna safe, there was nothing to hide except specifically where they were.

      “They’re fine,” I assured them. “And they’re safe in a place where they can be together.”

      By this point, Emilya and Kamille had come over, standing on the other side of the divider. “Something I should know?” Emilya asked.

      My father looked at her. “Your Majesty, it seems that my idiot son has allowed the Baron of Soaren to run away with Lady Johenna of Pearala.”

      The queen furrowed her brow. “Huh … that must’ve been what she meant.”

      “What?” Contessina asked.

      “At the party, when I first met Johenna, she said she’d heard a lot about me, and all of it very good. Josken didn’t seem to know who told her, and right after she became super nervous, but didn’t get to answer because you’d come over.” She indicated Contessina. “But if she heard stuff about me from a vampire, it would make sense.”

      Father looked at me, his tone not pleasant. “That doesn’t change the fact that what Vincent has done is dangerous. Cross-realm pairings are forbidden on The Continent. The Council deemed them as such in 1385.”

      “Why?” Emilya asked.

      His tone changed with Emilya. We hadn’t exactly gotten to that part of the history lesson. “It’s the magic that’s involved between species. A pairing creates hybrids—a perfect being composed of two different species instead of one or the other. It messes with the genetic makeup.”

      “Are they dangerous?” Emilya asked.

      “They—” Father started, but stopped. He didn’t expect her to ask that question. “No, they’re not. They’re just … not natural. There’s no place for them on The Continent.”

      Emilya asked, “Why?”

      All eyes were on Father.

      Emilya’s tone suggested that her question seemed to indicate she didn’t see anything wrong with them, and that came as no surprise to me. She was far more progressive than anyone else here. Nothing was wrong with the males in her eyes. Hybrids were no different.

      My father, unfortunately, struggled to find his answer. “I … They’ve simply never been accepted.”

      Emilya only nodded and looked at me. “Why’d you do what you did? Not judging or anything, just asking a simple question, and mostly because I don’t understand the history behind it, therefore I don’t have an opinion one way or the other.”

      “Because we owe Cassander that much if we’re going to keep him on our side,” I said. “I have no doubt he wouldn’t side with his father, but if we give him something he desperately wants, he’s less likely to betray us when the time comes to rise up against Nikolas.”

      “But now,” Father said, “not only will Nikolas have more of an excuse to launch a coup against us, Pearala does too! We could be looking at war over this!”

      I knew all that, but frankly I was tired of the hypocrisy.

      “Anything could spark war,” I rebutted. “Emilya’s very gender could spark war because she’s the first queen regnant of the five countries. She’s already voiced a hugely significant opinion that forced an important vote on two hot-button issues. Any one of those things could have brought war upon us. And we all know damn well that this is not the first cross-realm coupling we’ve come across. Whatever the differences may be, people need to stop pretending they care because someone had the balls to go after what they wanted when they normally look the other way.”

      “Then you can tell that to King Maric,” Father said. “You’re going to Pearala and leaving immediately.”
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BASTIAN

      JUNE 26TH, 2015. PEARALA CASTLE

      There was commotion going on in the palace. I’d only been asleep for three hours, maybe, and suddenly everyone was in a panic.

      I wondered if I needed to be concerned, but since Mother wasn’t barging in, I decided to ignore it. Besides, I needed sleep, having been awake for forty-eight hours prior to passing out.

      No one bothered me until Mother came into my room after another four hours of sleep. It was noon, thus now was as good a time as any to get up.

      “Good morning, sweetheart,” Mother said, coming over to kiss my cheek as I sat up.

      I stretched and yawned as she swam around the other side of the bed. “Good morning, Mother. Or I suppose it’s afternoon now.”

      She threw the curtains of my room open with force, nearly ripping one of them. Sometimes she forgot they were only seaweed

      “I heard some noise downstairs earlier,” I commented. “Sounded like something serious.”

      Mother laughed. “Oh, indeed it is, my sweet Bastian. Johenna has run off to mate with a vampire! And better yet, he’s a noble!” She was absolutely giddy.

      How interesting. Johenna was the quiet one of the baron’s three children. Jaela was the heiress, Josken was the politician, Johenna was … kind of there, but not really.

      “Which nobleman?” I asked.

      “Soaren, I think they said,” Mother answered. “Normandy’s lord commander is on his way here. Apparently, he orchestrated the whole thing.”

      “You seem awfully excited this is happening,” I noted.

      Mother threw some fresh clothes at me from the closet. “Of course. The focus isn’t on us right now, and you can use this to your advantage. Jaela is upset that her sister has done this, therefore she will need consoling.”

      “So, you want me to seduce an upset woman?” I asked. “Mum, even for me, that’s pretty low.” I got out of bed and dressed in the fresh set of clothes Mother had picked out. “Surely there has to be a better way.”

      “Well, I’m all ears, Bas, if you can think of something,” she said. “Until then, go along with it. Now is a wonderful time to strike right at the heart of the future baroness.”

      I groaned. “I’ll see what I can do, Mother, but I still want it known that I object to this strategy. Unlike you, I have a slight heart for things.”

      “Duly noted and disregarded,” she replied. “Well, I’m off to the salon. I’ll be attending tea with the Queen of Normandy and several others, so I need to get my hair done.”

      I furrowed my brows and crossed my arms. “That’s not today,” I said. I’d heard about the tea party. They were all screaming about it upstairs one night as I was heading out.

      Queen Athénaïs wasn’t happy about Mother going, but Father was forcing the queen to deal with it, or something like that. I didn’t hear much, and it didn’t matter in the end.

      “Regardless, I booked an appointment,” she said. “Now, go downstairs and console Jaela.”

      Within seconds, Mother was gone.

      I sighed and finished getting ready for the day, requesting that a servant bring me something to eat in the parlor.

      There I found Jaela all alone in the corner on one of the sofas. The servant was with me, my food ready to be served, but I stopped when Jaela glanced up.

      She looked miserable. I had to say something, but she probably wanted to be left alone.

      What could I possibly say that wouldn’t offend her?

      Make it look good, Bas.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I can go somewhere else.”

      That was the best I had. Honestly, I was too tired for this. I didn’t want to put in the effort. It didn’t feel right, given the circumstances.

      She shook her head. “It’s alright.”

      If she was giving her approval, then I would stay.

      I continued to the table and sat down. The servant placed the tray in front of me, so I began eating what I could stomach, but that wasn’t saying a lot. This had seemed like a better idea upstairs. Now all I wanted to do was drink, or maybe induce vomiting.

      I couldn’t do this.

      Seduce Jaela? Take advantage of her grief? It wasn’t worth the risk.

      The thought made me sick.
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        * * *

      

      

  




VINCENT

      JUNE 26TH, 2015. PEARALA CASTLE

      “What’s been done here can be considered an act of war, Lord Commander Vincent,” King Maric said.

      We were underwater with the assistance of breathing pills from Vosh’ala, and floating above the ocean floor in front of King Maric and Queen Athénaïs, who sat on their thrones.

      By their sides were Baron Galen, Baroness Betrys, and Josken. Jaela entered mid-sentence and took her spot next to her mother.

      George and Contessina had accompanied me for my berating by the merfolk king and company.

      “That’s a little extreme, don’t you think?” George asked as his scribe took notes. “First of all, Johenna was not kidnapped. She left of her own accord. That hardly constitutes an act of war, especially when you consider that all Cassander asked the lord commander for was a safe place to stay. If anything, Johenna is the one who is declaring war.”

      “How dare you speak of my daughter like that,” Galen growled. “Your Baron Cassander clearly brainwashed her into going along with his plan!”

      Contessina scoffed. “Oh, please, Galen, the girl fell in love. Besides, Cassander is a catch. He’s one of the most eligible and desirable bachelors in our kingdom. Your daughter is lucky to have won his heart, and you would do well to consider yourselves lucky to have made such an ally of him. He’s destined to inherit an earldom! Think about it. Your daughter, a countess! What father wouldn’t want that for his little girl?”

      “Potential future titles aside, we had plans for her!” the baron declared.

      “Oh? And what were those?” George asked.

      I was also curious about that.

      “None of your concern,” Maric answered. “She’s one of my subjects. Our plans for her are not for Normandy to be sticking their nose in.”

      I decided to not push the issue. “The way I see it, she could be a baroness of Normandy,” I said. “It extends the family beyond your borders. You would be wise to consider a reversal with The Council on cross-realm relationships.”

      “Part of the reason that was implemented,” Maric began, “was so one family does not end up ruling the entire Continent. We’re all aware of what happened with Khaos and Aphrodina. It’s why Gardenia and Vosh’ala eventually had to split up and keep their species separate.”

      Contessina asked, “So you’re worried that the combination of two species of cross-realms will eventually lead to another ruler like Khaos? The man was given all of that power, thus the people did it to themselves! It’s no wonder he was banished to The Void!”

      I’d thought about the story of Khaos a lot lately, given what we’d found in Elijah’s blood chamber. It was a cautionary tale, and one told to every child on The Continent, almost like a scary story told to children to keep them from misbehaving in the mortal world. We were taught to fear Khaos, the boogeyman of The Continent, because over a thousand years ago he almost destroyed the place we called home.

      Of course Maric would use that as a talking point.

      “Have you even told your queen what you were doing behind her back?” Galen asked. “Or was this her idea?”

      The implication that this was Emilya’s idea made me angry. They were already looking for any excuse to hate her, which was clear after the official visit. Maric making subtle hints at looking to start a war hadn’t gone unnoticed.

      “She had nothing to do with this,” I said, trying to keep my anger at bay and failing. “She only found out today. You can ask her.”

      “Oh, I plan to,” Maric assured me.

      Betrys swam forward. “Just let her come back to us!” she pleaded.

      It broke my heart. I was having a hard time keeping it together.

      “We didn’t take her, Betrys,” Contessina said. “She’s not a prisoner. Your daughter left of her own free will, and I can assure you, if she’s as strong-willed as she’s shown herself to be thus far, she will only return to you if and when she and Cassander are legally allowed to be together.”

      “At least let me speak to her. Please, I need to speak to my baby girl.”

      I said, “I would be happy to pass along any correspondence you wish. But I cannot tell you where she is. And we can’t take the risk that a phone call could be traced. Rest assured she is safe.”

      Jaela left the room abruptly, but the others remained.

      George, meanwhile, said, “At worst we’re only guilty of being an accessory to a runaway, and for that we apologize, but Johenna is a grown woman who made a decision of her own accord. I believe you will see that when you speak to her.”

      I agreed and couldn’t have said it better myself.
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        * * *

      

      

  




ALEKSANDER

      JUNE 26TH, 2015. METROPOLIS

      Maric had called a Council meeting.

      It was urgently needed, the note had stated.

      I had other things to worry about. Maric’s personal issues weren’t worth my time, but I couldn’t refuse an urgent meeting.

      Although my problem was getting worse.

      I thought perhaps I could overcome it, but after my possible hallucination of having sex with Farrah, I’d grown more paranoid. I didn’t know what was real. I started reminiscing about the other times that I’d blacked out, and in an attempt to fill in the blanks, I had possibly created more problems.

      Like imagining that I was the one who had killed Elijah.

      Perhaps I’d done it. Perhaps I’d gotten a poison from Nairi. Perhaps I’d briefly overpowered him and shoved it down his throat, watching him suffer until there was no longer life in his body.

      I could be making it up. Or it could have been the reality.

      We were the first to arrive in Metropolis. My ambassador to Pearala, Lachlan, and Deklan were the only ones who had traveled with me. I didn’t anticipate that this would take long.

      I took my seat and within five minutes Shalan, Zehgar, and Triffton had arrived. Cederec and Markus followed suit. Many others from Gardenia and Vosh’ala arrived with those from Normandy and Pearala.

      Dominic stepped up to the podium in what was an unusually empty room, but that was better for me. Far fewer people to have screaming over one another.

      As the senior-most member, I started the meeting. “This emergency session of The Council of Myths will come to order. Pearala has made the call, therefore I will hand the floor over to King Maric to address the issue at hand.” I looked at Maric.

      Maric nodded. “Thank you, Aleksander.” He rose. “Last night one of my subjects was kidnapped by a member of Normandy’s aristocracy.”

      “Objection!” Dominic shouted into the podium microphone. “That is a lie, and you know it!”

      I rolled my eyes, took out a gavel, and banged it on the table in front of me. “Enough!” I looked at Maric. “Maric, unless the girl was physically dragged out of Pearala, don’t be a drama queen about it.”

      I wasn’t here for Maric’s bullshit.

      “We’ve all been briefed on the situation,” I continued, “so unless you’re attempting to start a war, I’d suggest you tell us what actually happened. Besides, kidnapping victims don’t usually leave notes written in their own hand.”

      “They do if they’re coerced,” Maric rebutted.

      “Be that as it may, the girl wasn’t kidnapped, Maric. She ran away because she’s in love,” I said before looking at Dominic. “Dominic, as Queen Emilya’s proxy, what say you on the matter at hand?”

      Maric slammed his fist down on the table. “Why is Dominic speaking on behalf of his son? Vincent is the guilty party here! He should have to testify in front of us!”

      Shalan leaned forward to look over at Maric. “The lord commander is not being put on trial, Maric. No one is guilty or innocent of anything until we’ve heard all the facts.”

      “He confessed, Shalan!”

      “Which means, at best, he’s an accessory,” Shalan reminded him. “That doesn’t mean he kidnapped her.”

      “He organized her hiding place!”

      “Which is also where their own baron is,” Cederec jumped in. The elf king looked at Dominic. “Your Grace, is there any information your son can give us to put the minds of the King of Pearala and Johenna’s family at ease?”

      We all looked at Vincent. Apparently, his orchestration of this entire thing was what caused all the drama. The boy had done some stupid things in his life, and forcing me to be dragged into this was one of the stupidest.

      Dominic stepped off the podium and knelt in front of his son. I couldn’t hear what was said, but the conversation lasted less than sixty seconds. When Dominic stepped back to the podium, he answered, “Your Respective Majesties, while we cannot give you the whereabouts of Cassander and Johenna, we can tell you that they are not alone. They are in the presence of Lord Caius of Vale, and his wife, Lady Galatea of Gracefield, and their children. Johenna’s in good hands, and out of harm’s way. She is safe. More importantly, she is with the man she loves.”

      Shalan spoke again. “This does bring up the issue of cross-realm relationships once again. It’s the first time for three of us on this council.”

      All Council members were required to know past rulings and cases. The last time it was discussed, Maric, Shalan, and Cederec hadn’t even been born. It was a decision for which I had been the loudest voice in the room, in 1385.

      I leaned forward in my seat. “What has changed since 1385? Nothing. And everything. The entire world around us has changed so drastically with technology and cultural shifts, and what’s considered right and wrong. And yet we here on The Continent have changed so little.”

      “That’s for the better,” Maric said. “You don’t fix what isn’t broken. And The Continent is far from broken.”

      Some people would probably disagree with that, but none of them were on this council.

      Shalan said, “Perhaps there should be change. Look what’s happened in Normandy. They’ve made tremendous strides since Emilya’s arrival. The male valkyrie are no longer slaves, their women can now inherit their father’s titles. More importantly, the monarch is now a woman. I think we should all take care to start making changes, lest we see revolutions amongst our own people for not listening to them.”

      Maric asked, “So you’re going to just roll over for the citizens of Gardenia?”

      “No, not at all,” Shalan confirmed. “But I will listen to the voices of my people, and consider their thoughts when making such decisions that impact my nation so dearly. And what impacts one nation will impact us all.”

      I was surprised by what Shalan said. None of us would have said something like that before Elijah had died.

      “This is clearly an issue that is going to need some time for all of us to consider,” Cederec said. “It impacts the masses more heavily than we realize. I think we need to all go back to our own countries and ask our people what that kind of change would bring for them.”

      Maric looked disgusted with Cederec and Shalan. “The two of you should know better than any of us here! Your boogeyman is Khaos! He nearly destroyed this continent when he reigned!”

      Cederec said, “And Garsenda saved us from him.”

      “Oh, fuck Garsenda!” Maric said. “She’s nothing but a myth, like that Jesus Christ humans like to worship!”

      “Would you say that about Odin and Freyja?” Contessina asked as she rose and pushed Dominic out of the way at the podium. “Because I assure you, Maric, that Odin and Freyja are very real. Just because you haven’t met them doesn’t mean they aren’t. How would you feel if someone insulted one of your gods?”

      I added, “You can’t even get married in Pearala without Thalassa’s blessing! The ceremony is literally performed at her fucking statue!”

      My head started ringing at that point. I tried to fight it, rubbing my temples.

      “My gods aren’t responsible for the creation of the greatest threat The Continent ever faced,” Maric rebutted.

      “Garsenda is the reason Khaos is trapped in The Void!” Cederec shouted. “She saved The Continent.”

      “Only after she realized what she’d done.”

      The ringing had gotten so loud, so quickly, that I didn’t have time to react.

      I growled, “Enough!”

      And suddenly … I shifted into my werewolf state.

      It was the fastest shift I had ever experienced. Words failed me in terms of describing what had happened.

      The panic that ran through my entire body as I shifted in front of everybody was overwhelming. I had to keep my cool, however hard that might be, if I was going to pretend it didn’t happen.

      I was embarrassed, disgusted, and horrified. Too much had been happening, and it had all built up to this: a stupid issue that I honestly didn’t give two shits about.

      Everyone in the room reacted. Contessina moved away from the podium. Vincent jumped up, ready to spring into action if he needed to. Dominic blocked Emilya, and her ladies were ready to shield her as well.

      The other kings moved aside, all looking at me with terror.

      I looked between my peers, taking a moment to calm myself.

      I’d never intended for this to happen.

      Reverting back to my human form, my clothes now torn, I took several deep breaths.

      Deklan, off to the side of the room, looked ready to rush to my side.

      I had to finish this meeting in the next sixty seconds.

      Once the room was calm, I said, “This is not a vote this Council should be having right now. Two things are going to happen. First, each individual monarch will constitute what is and isn’t allowed in their own kingdom regardless of what The Continent’s laws are. This Council will accept those laws, for the time being. Second, I want a video conference scheduled between Galen, Betrys, and their daughter. King Maric will be present. Queen Emilya may appoint a proxy. If Johenna confirms she left of her own will, this issue will be dropped.”

      “Is this Romynia’s official vote on the matter?” Shalan asked.

      “It is,” I confirmed.

      “Gardenia seconds this motion,” the satyr king said.

      “Vosh’ala confirms,” Cederec proclaimed.

      Dominic looked at Emilya, who nodded. He told us, “Normandy is in agreement.”

      All eyes were on Maric. He didn’t seem pleased. But with a lot of pressure on him, and the fact that he was already outvoted four to one if he did disagree, it wouldn’t matter. “Fine.”

      It was over.

      I rushed out of the meeting, Deklan hot on my tail, and proceeded to our state rooms. I arrived within moments, letting no one stand in my way.

      Deklan started locking the doors and closing the blinds so no one would be able to see us.

      I took the bottle of pills Nairi had given me and opened it, pouring every last one into my hand. I had to do it. One dose wouldn’t work. Two didn’t help any better. I had lost all touch with reality.

      I needed it to end.

      “Stop!”

      Deklan rushed over and smacked my hand, all the pills scattering.

      “No!” I panicked and shoved him out of the way, dropping to my knees to get as many of the pills as I could.

      Deklan grabbed me and pulled me away before I could consume any of them.

      “Let me go!” I begged.

      “Guards!” Deklan called. “Guards, help for the king!”

      Everything became a blur after that. My head was spinning, and I had no idea if I passed out or was sedated.

      

      All I remembered after Deklan had called for the guards was waking up in my own bed with Amara by my side.

      She was stroking my hair, turned on her side, an absolute vision to see.

      “You’re here,” I said as soon as I was able to register where I was and who was there. The only other person in the room was Deklan. “What happened?”

      “You had a mental breakdown,” she said. “Deklan said you transformed in front of everybody during the meeting, then you tried to overdose on your pills. He struggled to get you to relax. They had to give you a sedative.”

      “How long was I out?”

      “A couple of hours,” she answered. “They gave you enough to get you back here.”

      I looked at Deklan. “I’m so sorry,” I said. My heart stung. He was only trying to help, and I’d forced him to have me knocked out.

      And in a way, I was also apologizing for possibly having sex with his wife, even if neither of us knew what really happened.

      Deklan, stepping forward, said, “You have nothing to apologize for. But I think you have a phone call to make.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I took the cell phone he held out to me and called Vosh’ala.

      Within a few minutes, Nairi was on the other end. “Hello?”

      “Nairi, it’s me,” I informed her. She had to help me. She had to.

      “Yes, I’ve been expecting your call,” she said. “Cederec said there was quite a show during the meeting, and your valet says you attempted to take all your pills at once. Alek, what were you thinking? You know I’m working on a plan, but these things take time.”

      I felt a tear run down my cheek. Amara brushed it away. “I need help, Nairi. I can’t live like this anymore. I can’t …” I stopped, not able to say the words. “I just can’t.”

      It was too painful to keep living this life. I needed relief. She was the best fucking scientist in the world. If she couldn’t do it, no one could.

      I heard Nairi sigh. “Look, I will do the best I can to come up with something more stable for you, but the truth is that our supply is dangerously low. I will speak with Normandy discreetly, and see what I can come up with, but until then, you need to keep yourself out of situations that make you angry. If that means sending your own proxy to meetings, you’d damn well better do it.”

      She was right. Of course she was, but I had a hard time admitting it. “Okay,” I said, defeated. “I’m sorry. Just … Please hurry.”

      The faerie queen replied, “I’m a scientist, Alek, not a miracle worker.”

      “But you’re also a faerie.”

      “Faerie magic only goes so far.”

      As true as that was, there had to be something more that she could do with what little time we had.

      The end was coming. I could feel it getting closer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




DEKLAN

      JUNE 27TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      “Is the king alright?” Farrah asked as we slipped under the covers.

      Her tone set off red flags in my head again, but given everything I’d been dealing with, perhaps it meant nothing. I needed to let it go before I made myself crazy, especially after my run in The Deadwood with Vivienne.

      I sighed, wishing I had a good answer for her. No one else knew what truly happened, not even the queen. We’d asked those who were present to be discreet, so it would keep people from talking. The lie we told our own court was that he was in a great deal of pain and needed rest.

      “That bad?” she asked.

      “It’s not that he won’t be okay,” I answered, figuring I needed to give her something that would satisfy her curiosity without starting rumors. “It’s just … He’s getting older, and I think it’s starting to show. We never knew how badly aging would affect him.”

      “What will happen to us when something happens to him?” she asked.

      “By ‘something,’ I assume you mean death,” I said. “And I honestly don’t know. I’ve never thought that far ahead. Serving the king is the only meaning my life has ever had, and Connell has his own valet. We would likely be displaced.”

      My wife frowned. “Well, perhaps we could give it some other meaning? We’ve never spoken about children, but we’ve been married over one hundred years now. Now might be a good time to start.”

      I never had a desire for children, not the way some people did. There were men and women alike who felt the need to produce a child, and that usually had something to do with leaving a legacy. I never wanted that, thus the topic never came up with my wife after our arranged marriage.

      “I don’t want to lie to you,” I told her. “I am not keen on children. But if that is something you want, and it would make you happy, I suppose we could try.”

      Farrah gave me a small grin. “That’s all I ask. You don’t have to be involved, I promise. But I’ve always wanted a child of my own, and after being an aunt, it’s kind of refreshing to have the prospect of being a mom.”

      I nodded. “Then we can start trying next time you’re able to conceive.”

      She turned away and pulled out a small booklet from her nightstand. Once she found what she was looking for, she said, “I should be ovulating in … two weeks? Conservatively estimated.”

      Two weeks. Sure, why not. There was no guarantee it would work on the first try anyway.

      “Oh, I meant to ask you,” she said, “has anyone reported a found charm? I think one from my bracelet has fallen off. I’ve looked everywhere, but I can’t seem to find it.”

      I shook my head. “Not that I’m aware of. Which one is it?”

      “The crown charm,” she replied. “I’ve been meaning to get it fixed. It had become loose, but I didn’t think about it before I put it on last.”

      “When was that?”

      “The day Her Royal Highness fractured His Majesty’s nose.”

      I nodded. “I’ll ask the maids. Perhaps it fell off in the gym.”

      “Thank you, Deklan.”

      There was a knock on our door.

      “Come in,” I invited, after Farrah and I exchanged a glance.

      A guard appeared. “His Majesty has requested your presence.”

      I nodded. “I’ll be back,” I said, looking at my wife.

      “Both of you.”

      I froze. The guard was looking at Farrah, and she suddenly became very nervous.

      Maybe I hadn’t been paranoid after all.
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ALEKSANDER

      JUNE 27TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      After I’d rested, I needed to know. I couldn’t go on without answers.

      Deklan and Farrah entered my chambers. I thought it would be better to have a witness to the whole thing, that way there would be no unwanted accusations later. It was risky, having asked her husband, but Deklan was also my trusted valet. He was the safest choice.

      “Deklan, Farrah,” I greeted nervously, “thank you for coming.”

      “Of course,” Deklan replied. “Is there something Your Majesty requires?”

      I took a deep breath and replied, “Yes. I need to ask your wife a question.”

      Deklan’s attention immediately shot to his wife. Farrah herself looked terrified. I didn’t blame either one of them for reacting the way they did.

      Taking a few steps forward, Farrah stopped and curtsied. “I’m always eager to serve His Majesty.”

      For some reason, that wasn’t helping, and it brought a small smile to my lips. “You always say that,” I commented.

      “Is my statement untrue? I do not wish to offend.”

      I shook my head. “No, my lady. No truer words have ever been spoken. Please, rise.” I gestured for her to do so.

      She did, but had a hard time looking me in the eye.

      “Farrah … I need to ask you something,” I stated. “And … it’s going to sound absurd. I promise that my intention is not to embarrass or offend you, but ever since my … injury …” I paused, trying to find the right words before I continued. “Well, I’m not sure I’m remembering things correctly.”

      “I will help Your Majesty however I can,” she declared, still unable to look at me.

      I wished she would meet my gaze. Perhaps if I could look into her eyes, things might have been more clear.

      “Farrah … the things that I remember, or think that I remember … they all become a bit fuzzy around the time you applied the medicine to my wound,” I explained. “I remember you there, clear as day, tending to me, but … afterwards, I fear that I may have created a story which, if I did, would make me look foolish.”

      It was then that she finally looked me in the eye. I saw the flash of her there once again. Naked, moaning, and receiving pleasure from me. My heart started to race.

      When she didn’t respond, I continued, needing to explain myself.

      I cleared my throat. “I believe, my lady, that I have created a scenario in my mind where you and I … made love.”

      I could feel Deklan’s reaction from across the room. He was mortified.

      Farrah’s face remained unchanged.

      I swallowed hard. “Please, forgive me, but I’m trying to put the pieces together, and … all I’m looking for is confirmation or denial. For my own sanity, I … I need to know if I made it up.”

      The silence was so thick, it was frustrating. I tried not to let it show. I hoped that Farrah would be able to speak truthfully in front of Deklan, if we had made love, but I was now rethinking the decision to involve him.

      When she spoke, however, it wasn’t the answer I’d hoped for.

      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty, but … I applied the salve and left you to rest,” she said. “I’m afraid that what you think you remember is nothing more than a fever dream.”

      My heart sank. I was so sure that she’d been here, but I was obviously mistaken.

      Deklan, on the other hand, appeared relieved.

      I swallowed hard again and said, “Then please, accept my most sincere apology, my lady. As I said before, I did not wish to offend you.”

      “No offense taken, Your Majesty,” she said. “I understand you were only trying to make sense of things.”

      I nodded.

      Then I remembered the charm.

      “I … found this,” I said, turning back to the nightstand and pulling the small accessory out of the drawer. I faced her again with the charm in my palm, presenting it to her. “It was on the floor at the bedside. I wondered if it might be yours.”

      “Yes,” she breathed. “I’ve been looking everywhere for that.”

      Now I could picture the bracelet on her wrist. And what was worse was that it was as we were having sex.

      I placed the charm in her hand, and a spark of energy rippled throughout my body as our skin made contact.

      She looked into my eyes, and I into hers, and I could tell something was off. But perhaps it was better that I didn’t push the issue.

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” she said, taking a step back and curtsying.

      “Of course,” I replied. “You may go.”

      She hurried out of the room as quickly as she could.

      Deklan approached me.

      Apologetically, I said, “I’m sorry, Deklan, I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      He shook his head. “No, I’m relieved. She literally just asked me to have a baby with her, and for a moment I panicked, thinking that if she shared your bed, it might have been yours.”

      Bloody awful timing that was.

      “She’s also been … I don’t know, acting rather strangely these days when it comes to you,” Deklan continued. “Like she wants to rush to your side when something happens.”

      Another flash.

      She was beneath me this time. We kissed, and I ran my hand up her thigh while her arms were wrapped around my neck.

      I wanted to believe her. I did.

      But I couldn’t.
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      NAIRI

      JUNE 28TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE

      The sun was down, and I was actually tired for once. Cederec was likely ready for bed. I wouldn’t keep him waiting.

      There was nothing more I could do right now. Ana was going back and forth with the hunting parties, but they’d made no progress. No one could prove that the ruins were actually moving, and there was no other sample of the mysterious magic we’d found.

      Perhaps it was all a fluke.

      Aleksander’s call days earlier had left me a little shaken. There was no telling how far he would go to get what he wanted, and that could put the entire Continent at risk.

      I had to wonder if I was doing him more harm than good.

      When I made it to our chambers, Cederec was already in bed, but sitting up with his box of papers.

      “Preparing for tomorrow?” I asked as I stripped out of my day clothes.

      He looked up at me, then back at the papers. “It’s the official marriage contract for Benjamin and Luna. Benjamin signs it tomorrow. Aerion will sign on Luna’s behalf the day after when he arrives.”

      I still hated the idea of my brother marrying her, but Benjamin was a grown lad and he’d made his own decision.

      Milena had called me, ranting and raving about it. She hated the idea more than I did, but I reminded her it wasn’t our decision.

      I grabbed my night clothes, putting them on. “He’s actually going through with it?”

      “Apparently,” my husband replied. “Your brother has always done the right thing in any given situation, but this is a gray area. I’m not sure if there is a right thing in this instance. He’s at least doing the noble thing. That’s all I can say about it.”

      I crawled into bed beside him. “Benji has always been a good lad. I knew he would do it, even if Milena and I don’t agree with him. But he likes to see the best in people.”

      “Just like you,” Cederec said, looking at me as he set the papers down. He smiled.

      Placing my hand on his cheek, I leaned in and kissed him. “Must run in the family.” I slid under the covers and closed my eyes to get to sleep.

      I was so tired, I fell asleep rather quickly.

      

      The commotion outside in the hallway was incredibly loud, we both awoke immediately. I was still half asleep, but I sat up when Cederec did. We looked at our bedroom door.

      “What is going on out there?” I asked, rubbing my eyes one at a time.

      Cederec got out of bed, opened the door, and caught the first person he could who was running down the hallway.

      “What’s happening?” Cederec asked.

      The young guard said, “It’s Luna, Your Majesty. She’s having some sort of seizure.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice.

      I leapt out of bed and flew past Cederec, down the hall, and through the castle to get to where we were keeping Luna comfortable.

      A seizure, however? There was no comfort in that.

      There was also talk, as I was flying through the hallways, of a massive fire coming towards the castle from about a mile away. I heard the soldiers as they were on their way to retrieve Cederec. Several of them were already on their way to investigate what was happening.

      Two emergencies at once?

      Perhaps it was the skeptic in me, but that couldn’t be a coincidence.

      Two servants were with Luna, trying to keep her down on the bed, but they weren’t trained for this. Luna was seizing badly, foaming at the mouth.

      “Get her on her side,” I demanded. A servant had brought my instruments from the lab, setting the bag down as we placed Luna on her side.

      “Luna, it’s Nairi. I’m here,” I told her, though I wasn’t sure she could hear me.

      “My queen!” one of the servants said. “Look!”

      They were pointing to her thighs. Traces of blood trickled down onto the blanket.

      She was miscarrying.

      “Get towels,” I instructed. “And go to my lab! I need duskroot!”

      Duskroot was a native Vosh’alan plant which aided with miscarriages or abortions, allowing the fetus to pass quickly. The bleeding, however, was something I didn’t know if I would be able to stop.

      Within minutes I had the duskroot, pure and in its natural state, which was how it was needed. I broke some off and inserted it into her vaginal opening, though the blood made that difficult. She was bleeding a lot heavier than she should have been.

      I’d seen miscarriages before, and experienced a couple before Damion was born, very early into the pregnancy. This much blood was not normal.

      What was happening?
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CEDEREC

      JUNE 28TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA

      As Nairi headed out the door to tend to Luna, another guard came to me. A fire was raging near the castle, flaming above the trees, which suggested the forest might be on fire.

      I threw on some armor over my nightclothes and ran out of the castle with the soldiers and guards on their way to investigate the source.

      When we drew close, a group of soldiers met us. I heard some odd voices in the distance.

      Confusion set in.

      The soldiers stopped and bowed, one of them rising after and saying, “King Cederec, the fire is from a prayer fire.”

      “A prayer fire?” I asked.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t know what they were, but who in Garsenda’s name would be performing one right now?

      “Yes, my king,” the soldier said. “The High Priestess Anshida is performing a ritual over Her Royal Highness Princess Danea.”

      That couldn’t have been a coincidence.

      “Take me!” I demanded.

      “Yes, sir!” the soldier replied, and the entire group led me and my companions to the scene.

      We found that Markus had already arrived, and he was being held back by a handful of priestesses. Baroness Anshida and several other priestesses were in the middle of a ritual.

      Markus was screaming at Anshida.

      “Stop this! This is madness!”

      Anshida ignored him. She continued her prayer while the other priestesses chanted around her.

      “Bring life and strength to the child in the womb of your servant Danea! Do not forsake life made from purity! Banish the daemon inside the sinner! Cleanse it and give it new life inside of your faithful priestess!”

      Banish the daemon inside the sinner.

      Luna was the sinner. Her baby was the daemon.

      I pushed through the soldiers who were on the outskirts of the circle that had been cleared in the forest, the flames coming from a fire pit and rising high above the trees. It was hot, and I was sweating from the radiating heat.

      “High Priestess Anshida!” I shouted. “I command that you stop this ritual at once!”

      Cordell, at Danea’s head, said, “She cannot, my king! The ritual is not complete, and if she cannot complete it, it will put Danea and her child in danger!”

      “She is killing an innocent, unborn child!” I shot back. “This is an offense against Garsenda!”

      I didn’t want anything to happen to my sister-in-law, of course, or my future niece or nephew, but there was no way Garsenda would allow this to happen to Luna and her child.

      “Our Goddess will be the judge of that, my king!” Cordell proclaimed. “Not you!”

      The flames grew higher. I’d never seen them stretch so far above the trees before. It was as if they were trying to reach Garsenda herself in Her heavenly kingdom.

      As they grew hotter, we all stepped back to get out of the way. They were so bright, they were blinding. The only person actively trying to get closer was Markus, but the priestesses continued to hold him back.

      And then the flames vanished in a split second, almost like they hadn’t been there in the first place.

      The chanting stopped.

      Anshida was silent.

      Danea’s eyes were closed.

      The priestesses holding Markus back let him go, and he rushed over to his wife.

      Cordell said, “She’s still alive, Markus. Fear not. She and the child are well.”

      Markus placed his ear to Danea’s chest. He looked at me. “She’s alive,” he confirmed. “Her heartbeat is strong.”

      Thank the Goddess. Garsenda was good.

      But I had no idea what was going on back at the castle. I could only assume Luna was having a miscarriage. The only saving grace was that Nairi was there to tend to her.

      My attention shifted to Anshida. She looked pleased with what she’d done, no shame whatsoever. She’d taken the life of an unborn baby and put the life of the mother in danger.

      Many of her followers looked the same as she did, satisfied by their act.

      The General of the Army was present, newly arrived with his squadron of men and women. He came to my side, turned to me, and knelt.

      “My king,” he said.

      “General,” I began, “arrest these women. All of them.”
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NAIRI

      JUNE 30TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE

      Two days passed.

      Luna remained unconscious. The fetus had passed, but the bleeding wouldn’t stop.

      Cederec had arrested Baroness Ry’kar and all her fellow priestesses, including Cordell and Danea. Danea was under house arrest in her and Markus’ chambers. We had no idea to what extent she was involved in orchestrating this madness, but he wasn’t taking any chances. But considering she was with Anshida when she came to get medicine from my lab, I was betting she knew something about it.

      Baron Ry’kar was not pleased that his wife was imprisoned, but for the moment we were dealing with Luna. This was not ideal, especially when I had an invitation to tea with Queen Emilya in a few days.

      I didn’t want to squander an opportunity to meet the new queen of Normandy before the state visit, but for the good of my patient, I would more than likely have to.

      Ivan had been allowed to return from Normandy to grieve. He sat at Luna’s bedside from the moment he arrived and hadn’t left. Jasmine spent a lot of time with him. Aerion had returned from Ryllean to sign the marriage contract, but Cederec delayed it.

      I stood at the door to Luna’s room. Ivan was sitting in a chair next to her bed, slumped over, fast asleep.

      Ana, fresh from her return with the latest hunting party, came to my side. She looked at the two of them and shook her head. “Tragic. It’s true, no one wanted that baby to be born, but the way it died is inconceivable.”

      “I don’t know what Anshida was thinking,” I said. “I found traces of the pain reliever she got from my lab in Luna’s blood. She mixed it with one of her own concoctions, something to induce the miscarriage. I think the seizures were caused by her not knowing what the hell she was doing.” The priestesses were not scientists.

      “What’d she mix into it?” Ana asked. “No, wait, let me guess. Duskweed instead of duskroot.”

      I nodded. “There was an abundance of it in her system.”

      Duskweed and duskroot were not the same thing. While duskroot aided in miscarriages and abortions, duskweed was a poison. It could kill a person. And perhaps that was Anshida’s goal, but she should have known better as the high priestess.

      A messenger flew to us from around the corner and curtsied. “Majesty, Highness. The king has requested your presence in the throne room.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.” I looked at Ana. “Perhaps there will be judgment.”

      We flew to the throne room, where Cederec was sitting on his throne with Damion beside him. Jasmine stood at Damion’s side.

      Markus was also there, standing beside my throne where I took a seat.

      Governor Aerion kneeled on the step that led up to our platform.

      Baron Ry’kar stood with his hands behind his back.

      Ana stood with Mariam on the other side of the room, observing.

      Many of the witnesses to the ritual were present: guards and soldiers, along with a few servants who had been curious enough to investigate.

      Dungeon guards entered the throne room escorting the priestesses involved in the event. They were all handcuffed. The faeries had ankle weights to prevent them from flying away. Anshida was the last one in, with Cordell and Danea accompanying her.

      Cederec said, “High Priestess Anshida, Baroness Ry’kar, you are accused of performing a ritual against an innocent woman and her unborn child, killing the fetus and endangering the life of the mother. How do you plead?”

      “I am innocent,” the high priestess said. “I did it in the interests of my daughter and future grandchild.”

      Danea shrieked, “You told me you would perform a ritual over me to ensure the health of my child! You didn’t tell me you were going to kill Luna’s baby in the process!”

      She was in tears. Danea had never been insincere the entire time I’d known her. I couldn’t imagine she was lying now to save face.

      “If I had, you would never have gone along with it,” her mother told her.

      “So, you’re guilty,” Cederec said. “You’ve admitted to committing the crime.”

      “’Tis not a crime to purge a sinner of their daemonic creation,” Anshida said, looking at my husband.

      Cederec rebutted, “Luna was not possessed by a daemon! She was pregnant! Regardless of who the father was, and of the sins of the parents, it is not for you to be judge, jury, and executioner. Only I can decide that!”

      “What about Her Eminence The Celestial, Most Holy?” the high priestess asked. “Even she can occasionally overrule you.”

      I looked at my husband.

      He was furious.

      “If you went to The Celestial behind my back—” he started.

      She interrupted, “The Celestial is unaware of my actions. Or at least she was before they took place.”

      “I’d like to speak to The Celestial for myself to confirm that,” he said. “But I sincerely doubt Garsenda’s most devout servant would have kept quiet about such a grotesque plot against an innocent child regardless of our laws.”

      What the Garsendians and Vosh’alans did were separate. Garsenda was a goddess, and her followers were a church. Vosh’ala was a state. We kept them as separate as we could. But sometimes they crossed.

      Unfortunately, this was one of those times.

      Danea looked at Cederec. She was sobbing, dropping down to her knees. “Please, Your Majesty … brother … I did not know what my mother had planned. I would have never allowed her to hurt an innocent baby. I’ve known that kind of loss before and would not wish it upon anybody. I only wanted my child to live this time. I wanted to ensure he or she would be given a chance at life.”

      Cederec looked at me.

      I leaned into him and whispered, “She had the same pain-relieving elixir in her system that Luna did. Anshida got it from my lab. If anything, she gave it to her and told her it would help with any potential pain she might feel during the ritual.”

      That was the working theory, anyway. I had no concrete proof.

      My husband was angry, but thoughtful. I believed Danea was being sincere.

      Her mother, on the other hand, was a snake. That was one reason I didn’t like her.

      “I’m going to give this one to Damion,” he told me. “It will be good practice for him.”

      I nodded. My husband leaned towards our son and discussed everything with him quietly for a few moments.

      Damion looked nervous, but he cleared his throat and sat up straight once Cederec was finished speaking to him.

      “Do you, Danea, Princess Consort of The Forest, Revered Priestess of Garsenda, solemnly swear to your king and country, under penalty of perjury, that you had no prior knowledge of the true nature of this ritual?”

      She nodded. “Yes, Your Royal Highness, I do. Garsenda as my witness, I swear upon His Majesty’s throne and The Celestial’s holy seat.”

      That was a serious declaration to make.

      With as many witnesses as there were in the room, if she was later found guilty of perjury, she could be executed under Vosh’alan law.

      I looked at my son to see how he was going to react. Cederec was also looking contentedly at him, awaiting his decision.

      Damion took a moment, looking at Cederec for reassurance.

      My husband nodded.

      Our son took a deep breath and looked back at Danea. “You are hereby dismissed from these accusations, unless further revelations should later convince us otherwise. Garsenda have mercy on you.”

      Markus sighed in relief behind me and ran to his wife. “Get her out of these chains!” he demanded. “Now!”

      A guard came forward to do so.

      I hoped we wouldn’t come to regret letting Damion do this.

      I watched my brother-in-law escort his wife out of the room through the back door. Mariam and Ana went with them. Danea had been the easy one. The rest of the women would be a challenge.

      “What of my wife?” Amir asked. “She acted in the name of Garsenda. I think it’s wrong that her king will pass judgment on her. If anyone should, it should be The Celestial.”

      I asked, “Do you really want to get her involved? Because, by all means, let’s see what she has to say about all of this.”

      Aerion, still kneeling, said, “I agree. Let’s have Most Holy pass judgment on her so-called servant.”

      The Baroness said, “I will gladly stand before Most Holy and accept her judgment.”

      My husband asked, “Are you sure you want to make that statement? You’re that confident that The Celestial will be on your side?”

      She nodded. “I am, Your Majesty.”

      Cederec looked at Damion.

      Our son said, “Very well, then. Let us arrange a meeting with Her Eminence and see how she rules on this.”

      “I’ll have a message sent to her at once,” Cederec said and rose. “In the meantime, put the priestesses back in their cells. No visitors. Any guards or servants caught conspiring with them will be dismissed from their posts and likewise imprisoned.”

      Anshida said, “I demand to send a message of my own to The Celestial!”

      “No,” my husband replied. “You’ll get your chance to speak to Her Eminence when the meeting takes place. Until then, you’ll have no correspondence with anyone, not even your husband.”

      Cederec stepped off the platform to leave the room.

      I stood and followed him.

      “That’s not fair!” Amir protested.

      Cederec stopped. The rest of us did as well.

      He turned and looked at Amir. “Neither is what your wife did to Luna and her baby.”
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EMILYA

      JULY 4TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      We spent a few days traveling throughout Normandy, starting in the south and working our way north. I got to visit many of the main centers of the country where the estates for each noble family were located. Each territory had a different feel to it, making it hard to confuse one for the other. That, of course, probably had something to do with who the noblemen in charge were.

      Additionally, the trip meant I got to meet the common folk. Every town had a brand-new cast of characters, all of them coming out in flocks to see me for the first time in person. Every nobleman gave me a tour of their territory, and being able to see the conditions these people lived in for the first time was indescribable. At best, it was like traveling back to the dark ages or something. These people lived in poverty, one hundred percent, and my heart couldn’t fathom seeing it.

      Something had to be done about this. I just didn’t know what yet.

      July came around, finally, and I realized it had only been a few weeks since I’d first arrived here, but it felt like an eternity. I still missed my parents. I missed my friends.

      I should be at home.

      Instead, I was on a hidden island in the middle of the Pacific Ocean learning to be a vampire queen. At summer’s end, I would literally become one.

      The thought terrified me. Death was one of those subjects that I tried to avoid, perhaps because it was the unknown, and I didn’t want to think about that.

      But I would have to face it soon. It was on the calendar: Wednesday, September 23rd, 2015. The day of my death … and rebirth.

      I was supposed to be preparing for the tea party, which was taking place tomorrow, but I was exhausted. All the traveling had my sleep schedule screwed up again. All the information being thrown at me had my brain throbbing. All the fight training and dragon training I’d been doing had left my body physically weak.

      Vincent had noticed this, more than likely, and made his father give me a day to relax. I slept until noon for the first time in weeks, and woke up feeling rather refreshed, or at least more than I had in a while.

      I decided to get ready on my own instead of ringing for Lucilla, Kamille, and Henriette. They deserved a day off too.

      I dressed in casual clothes and left the room to explore more of the palace.

      People stopped and moved out of my way as I walked through the halls, bowing or curtsying to me as I passed. This was still such an odd concept to me. Yes, it was a sign of respect, but I didn’t understand how I’d ended up here. How did I get lucky enough to become a person who was being served, bowed and curtsied to, pampered like royalty? What kind of life lottery had I won?

      I ran into Vincent outside his bedroom. He was coming back from somewhere. “Vincent,” I said in greeting.

      He bowed. “Your Majesty. You look rested,” he said when he rose. “I trust your day off is going well.”

      “I’m not as tired as I was, so that’s at least a start,” I confirmed. “I’ve been roaming the halls for a while. Exploring, you know. I see they’ve started some kind of construction near the west end of the palace?”

      “Ah, yes,” Vincent said, “the new wing. It’s being designed specifically for you. Right now you’re in Elijah’s quarters, but I’m sure you’d like quarters tailored to you. We’re still in some minor negotiations with Vosh’ala on the resources for the expansion itself, but we have the manpower to get it done fast and efficiently.”

      “So it should be done by my coronation?”

      “That’s the goal. But Vosh’ala is having a bit of a political crisis right now, and it’s not the best time to bring up the issue. We’ll inform you when we review the guest list for tomorrow.”

      “What are you doing now?” I asked, nodding to the door handle.

      He replied, “Hiding, mostly. Figured I’d do paperwork in my room rather than my office, therefore no one can bother me. Besides, I can never get anything done in there. Someone’s always coming up to my door every five minutes needing something.”

      “I should leave you to it,” I told him. If he had something important to do, he didn’t need me taking up more of his time. I started to leave, but he stopped me.

      “No, it’s no bother,” he said. “Please, come in.”

      Vincent opened the door to his room and invited me to go in ahead of him. I suddenly grew very nervous, but I was still rather curious about the man who had brought me into this messy thing I now called my life.

      Once I entered his room, I was looking at something I definitely didn’t picture when imagining what his room might look like. He had two entire walls that were shelves from top to bottom. The shelves had vinyl records, CDs, and cassette tapes, spanning every inch. He also had a stereo system that had to be the highest possible quality, including a turntable and a computer system with three massive monitors.

      Then again, I remembered my conversion with Callum. He told me Vincent was the music guy.

      “Whoa,” I said.

      Vincent, who had stepped in behind me and closed the door, laughed. “Not what you expected, huh?”

      “No, not even a little bit.”

      I started browsing his collection, at least what I could see, anyway. He had everything organized by medium, then alphabetically by artist, then year the album was released. Every type of genre was present: classic rock, pop, country, disco, dance, hip-hop, rap.

      It was incredible.

      Vincent pulled out Queen’s Greatest Hits on vinyl and set it on the record player. First up was, of course, “Bohemian Rhapsody.”

      I immediately smiled. “Mom and Dad’s favorite band,” I said. They loved Queen. They would always be playing their albums around the house.

      “They are the greatest band of all time,” Vincent said. “That’s not my opinion, that’s just a fact. I know some people like to say The Beatles or Led Zeppelin are, but they didn’t have Freddie Mercury as their lead vocalist, John Deacon’s amp, Brian May’s Red Special, or Roger Taylor’s range.”

      I pulled out a copy of A Night at the Opera. “They also didn’t have someone who hid in a cupboard until his song became the B-side to ‘BoRhap.’”

      Vincent laughed. “No, they sure didn’t. Roger was one hundred percent the diva of the group, even if Freddie got all the attention.”

      “What’s your favorite album of theirs?” I asked.

      His answer shocked me. “Hot Space.”

      “You can’t be serious!” I exclaimed.

      “I’m dead serious,” he said with a smile.

      “There’s no way in hell that Hot Space—the album considered to be the worst thing Queen ever put out—is your favorite album of theirs.”

      Vincent crossed his arms. “Oh, it definitely is. And the worst thing they ever put out was the Flash Gordon soundtrack. I will not be taking questions at this time about it.”

      I shook my head. “Disastrous.”

      “Alright, you’re not a fan of Hot Space. But what’s your favorite?” he asked, leaning up against the shelf.

      I blushed. “Oh, you’re probably going to judge me for this one because it’s not what you’d expect.”

      “Try me.”

      I ran my finger along the records and found the one I needed. I pulled out 1989’s The Miracle and showed it to him.

      His eyes widened a little.

      “See, I told you! But it seriously is my favorite! I know more songs on it than any of the other albums, and it’s got both my favorite single and non-single on it.”

      He laughed. “Okay, that’s fair. The Miracle is probably in my top-ten somewhere, so I can’t judge. But which songs?”

      “Favorite single is ‘I Want It All.’ Non-single is ‘Rain Must Fall.’”

      “Both excellent songs,” Vincent agreed. “Where do you rate News of the World? That’s the important question. It’s their greatest album of all time, even if it’s not my number one.”

      That was easy. “Solid fourth place. It’s The Miracle, Queen II, The Game, and News of the World. And in case you’re gonna ask me to round out my top five, number five is A Night at the Opera.”

      Vincent pulled out a copy of Innuendo. “This is my number two, and for the sole reason that Fred recorded “The Show Must Go On” in one bloody take while deathly ill from AIDS. He was a fucking legend, that Freddie Mercury. I met him a few times.”

      That stopped me in my tracks.

      “Way to bury the lead!” I said, swatting the album I was holding at him.

      “It was only at concerts,” he said. “I met him backstage. Just being in his presence was … something else. I can’t describe it. And admittedly it’s also hard to remember the feeling. I still can’t believe he’s gone, though.”

      It occurred to me, with as old as Vincent was, he had probably seen so much death. I had experienced very little. The most recent for me were Daisy and Felicity, and they weren’t even dead, as it turned out.

      “Is it hard? Seeing people die … knowing that you won’t? Or at least you won’t die of old age like most do?” I asked.

      Soon enough I would experience that. Everyone I once knew would die, and I would be frozen in time at age twenty-three, as my birthday was before the coronation.

      Vincent sighed, pulling out a copy of Queen’s final album, Made In Heaven. He turned it over. “I have a hard time listening to this record for that very reason. Do you know the story of ‘Mother Love?’” he asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Freddie never finished recording it. That’s why Brian sings the last verse. He was in the middle of recording and said he needed to stop for a rest. But he never made it back into the studio.”

      He paused and looked at it for a moment before continuing.

      “The idea that people don’t get to finish the things they’re supposed to do before they die; that we, as immortal beings, have to sit there and watch it all happen … It takes a toll. It’s not that we can’t die, but we have to be killed somehow. We can’t just slowly fade away. I’ve watched generation after generation of mortals be born and die, and to think that my life got an extended warranty? We take for granted what we have. Death is a reminder that nothing is sacred. But because we don’t experience as much death as the rest of the world? It hits harder when it comes around.”

      That was the most honest and sincere thing I’d ever heard Vincent say in the short time I’d known him. Not that he’d been dishonest with me every other time we spoke, but this came from his soul.

      He looked at me. “One day you’re going to have to watch your loved ones die, and it’s not going to be easy. But we’ll be there for you. The first losses are the hardest. They get a little easier as time goes on, but you never stop feeling them. You find new ways to cope.”

      “How do you?” I asked.

      “I think about how I can be better,” he answered. “How can I lead a better life, treat people differently? It doesn’t always work, but I make an effort.”

      “Is that why you did what you did for Cassander and Johenna?”

      “Not entirely. But my constant need to do the right thing is always in the back of my mind. I wish things were different so they didn’t have to hide, but that’s a fight for another day.”

      I’d never been in love. I had no idea what that feeling was like. I was too young to truly know. Even if I’d ever had a boyfriend, which I hadn’t, I would probably just know what puppy love was.

      Whatever Cassander and Johenna were fighting for, though, I wanted them to have it. I’d witnessed different types of love, but my greatest influence regarding pure love was definitely my parents. Mom and Dad were the epitome of love for me.

      If Cassander and Johenna had what my parents had, then it was worth fighting for.

      Looking at Vincent, I recalled that he had once told me he’d never been in love. He didn’t know what it felt like either, and yet he was still fighting for it. After all the years he’d been alive, he would fight for other people to be able to love who they wanted.

      Perhaps it was because he’d witnessed so much life and death, war and peace, and change in general that he knew how far behind Normandy was when it came to the rest of the world.

      Not that the rest of the world was perfectly progressive, but Normandy fell behind it regardless.

      “Can I ask you a question? A personal one?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      “Why have you never married? I know you said Elijah never brought up the issue of you marrying, but wouldn’t he want the son of the grand duke to be married to extend the dynasty?”

      Vincent placed the record he was holding back in its place on the shelf. “I was supposed to marry someone: Princess Mary, the daughter who was stillborn, named after Elijah’s first wife and daughter. Elijah had big plans for our union. I would become Vincent, Prince Consort of Normandy, and if and when my father died, grand duke. Mary would be Princess Mary, Grand Duchess of Normandy. Since he already had his heir in Rylar, he wanted to give his new daughter something. And it was … never meant to be. She never had the chance to live.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, my heart aching.

      He looked at me. “It’s okay. We didn’t get to know her. And from that point on, Elijah said, ‘If Vincent can’t marry my daughter, he won’t marry anyone at all.’ That’s why he repeatedly denied Quentin’s requests for a marriage between Lucilla and me. I think at some point he would have relented and allowed me to marry if I wanted it badly enough. I simply … never found the person I was willing to fight for.”

      “Why continue to do what you do with Lucilla?” I asked.

      “Believe it or not,” he said, “I haven’t been with her since the day you saw us.”

      My heart skipped a beat.

      He continued, “I haven’t had the urge to be with her like I used to. And it was only about sex, so … maybe I’m tired. I’m tired of trying to find something that isn’t there with her. We can spend another five hundred years sleeping together, or we can end it here and now. I decided to end it … without telling her.”

      “Gee, I’m sure she appreciates that,” I said. It seemed like a bad idea to not tell her.

      “Once you see how Lucilla handles rejection, you’ll be glad I didn’t say anything,” Vincent told me. “You already know how she schemed to become your lady-in-waiting. Don’t think she won’t take risks to get what she wants.”

      I’d been thinking about that.

      “Will I ever get to meet Greer?” I asked.

      Vincent nodded and said, “Yes, as a matter of fact, she lives in Christerly with her brother. Nathan is there as well. They’ll be there when we reach that part of the tour.”

      Good. Because I had something in mind, even if it was just to spite Lucilla.
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GISELA

      JULY 5TH, 2015. GARDENIA PALACE

      My days were now spent with Evelle. She was doing a little better each day emotionally, but the pregnancy was taking its toll on her. The nausea wasn’t subsiding, and our doctors worried for her. Their lack of experience on a case like this left us in the capable hands of Queen Nairi, whom I spoke with daily.

      Between all of that, Zehgar would check on me, and we would make small wedding plans together. We had yet to ask, but we were thinking of May seventh for our wedding date. That was still several months away, but we were in no hurry, especially with Erik’s big day still approaching.

      Mother, Aureline, Lucy, Elyanore, and I had been invited to a tea party with Queen Emilya, and the event was taking place tomorrow. I felt uneasy about leaving Evelle, but she wouldn’t be alone. I was simply worried about something happening while I wasn’t here.

      I was in my chambers, which had been transformed into Evelle’s for the time being to give her room and comfort, when Mother, Aureline, Heidi, and Trixtyn entered.

      “Good morning,” Mother greeted us. “How are you feeling today, Evelle?”

      “Nauseous,” Evelle said. “This is the worst it’s been.”

      Mother sat on the edge of the bed and felt Evelle’s forehead. “You don’t seem to be running a fever.” She looked at me. “Have you given her anything for the nausea?”

      I nodded. “Queen Nairi provided us with some elfseed elixir. She only gets a drop, but it works like a charm.”

      “That was thirty minutes ago,” Evelle said. “And I’ve already thrown up twice since.”

      “Her body may be adjusting to one drop and will need more,” Mother suggested. “Have you asked Nairi for further instruction?”

      “She said one drop is all she needs,” I insisted. Nairi had been very clear with her instructions. “I’ll ask her again tomorrow.”

      “I think that’s best,” Mother agreed. “Now, speaking of tomorrow, Evelle, will you be alright while we’re gone?”

      Evelle nodded. “Bodhan will be with me the whole day.”

      Mother took her hand. “Have you given any thought to his proposal? I understand the babies are top priority right now, but he loves you.”

      “I have,” she said. “I know it’s not traditional, but I would like to give it some time. At least allow both babies to be delivered safely. Then, if marriage is still agreeable, I will consider it. Right now, I have two little ones to think about. Their health is the most important thing.”

      “And yours,” I reminded her. “If you’re not healthy, they can’t be.”

      “Of course,” Evelle agreed.

      Mother grinned. “I know His Majesty supports whatever decision you make. And I believe he would agree that the babies should be the focus right now.”

      “Thank you, Majesty,” she said. “And don’t worry about me tomorrow. Enjoy yourselves with the vampire queen. I want to hear all about her when you return.”

      I smiled. “I’m sure that can be arranged.”
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VIVIENNE

      JULY 5TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      I needed my husband. This decision couldn’t be made without him, and we were out of time. Whatever he was going through wasn’t as pressing as this.

      An invitation to tea was one thing. But when Hadrianne saw her name was on it, she was going to fight like hell to go. That was not ideal. Normandy had likely done it as a formality. No one actually wanted her to be there.

      Barging into my husband’s room, I found him sitting up in bed, eating soup, while my sister-in-law sat beside him and his other whore stood by the side of the bed. Elysabette and Hera followed me into the room, pushing past Deklan who had arrived with Aleksander’s box of official papers.

      “You’re looking fine,” I said. “Not on your deathbed after all, eh?”

      “I never said I was on my deathbed, Vivi,” Aleksander said casually. “I only said I was in pain.”

      “Maybe let them do the work next time,” I said, indicating the two women flanking him.

      They both disgusted me, especially Amara. I understood she couldn’t say no to my husband, but she was my fucking sister-in-law. I’d lost track of how many times I had the urge to tell Lachlan over the years.

      Alek set his spoon down. “What do you want, Vivi?”

      I tossed the invitation to him. “To remind you about this,” I said. “Our daughter’s insistent on attending since she’s been invited, unless you put a stop to it.”

      He looked over the invitation. “I’m surprised they invited her in the first place,” he said, tossing it onto the bed. “I don’t like the idea of her going either, unless we can be sure she’ll have no access to weapons.”

      Not that she needed them.

      “So, what do you suggest we do with her?” I asked. “Because this thing is tomorrow. We’re leaving early, and I need to know if I have to take her.”

      He sighed. “Take extra guards? Drug her? I don’t know what you want me to say, Vivi. You know she’s stubborn and does what she wants.”

      “Yeah, where do you think she gets that from?”

      We glared at each other for what seemed like five minutes.

      Everyone in the room watched us, wondering who would break first.

      In the end, it was Alek.

      Clearing his throat, he said, “Alright, bring her in here.” He looked at Deklan and gestured for him to fetch our daughter.

      Deklan nodded, bowed, and left the room. Within ten minutes, he’d returned with our daughter and her lady-in-waiting.

      Hadrianne and Farrah curtsied to each of us separately.

      “Mother. Father,” our daughter greeted.

      Alek laced his fingers together, resting his hands on his stomach. “Hadrianne, as you know, you’ve been given an invitation to attend tea hosted by Queen Emilya. You can also surely understand why your mother and I would be apprehensive about allowing you to attend. Even with your mother there, and a great number of guards, your history suggests that your presence may be a mistake to allow.”

      With her arms behind her back, Hadrianne said, “Daddy, I’ll be on my best behavior, I promise. Please, I’ll even allow you to publicly scold me should I break that promise.”

      “Can we get that in writing?” I asked, looking between my husband and our daughter.

      Alek scribbled something down on a blank sheet of paper. He handed it over to Deklan, who passed it to Hadrianne.

      She signed her name, and once it was given back to Alek, he placed his seal on it. “There. Problem solved.” He looked at Farrah. “You will be attending as well, naturally, and I expect a full and honest report of my daughter’s words and actions, especially where Queen Emilya is concerned.”

      Farrah curtsied. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “Are we satisfied?” Alek asked, looking at me.

      I nodded. “As satisfied as we can be.”

      I curtsied before turning to leave with Elysabette and Hera.

      On the way out, Deklan and I locked eyes. I hadn’t spoken with him since that run, but he was looking rough these days. A first run in The Deadwood would do that to a person. Being my husband’s babysitter would make it worse.

      Deklan appeared nervous, however, when he realized we were exchanging a glance with one another publicly. I only offered him a tiny smile and nod before breaking contact.

      Elysabette and Hera stepped aside so I could walk out of the room first, leaving everyone else behind.

      At least Hadrianne was now under a sealed promise to behave tomorrow. If I had to kill my own daughter, I’d probably have to kill myself too.
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      EMILYA

      JULY 6TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I woke up early the morning of the tea party, around five-thirty, while it was still dark outside. Anxiety filled my body, but after a few breaths, I was able to bring myself some comfort. There was no way this could go badly, was there?

      Kamille assisted with my bath before getting me dressed in a dark-blue, loosely fitted gown. My ladies fixed my hair, makeup, and nails before we received word that our guests were arriving.

      Contessina and Cecilia were already in the garden behind the palace, where the gathering would take place. We were set up under the gazebo, near a small pond. Upon my arrival, they both curtsied.

      The herald announced everybody as they appeared.

      “Her Majesty Athénaïs, Queen Consort of Pearala; Their Royal Highnesses, Abrellia, Princess of Sirens, and Lanaya, Princess of Merfolk; Her Grace Betrys, Baroness of Pearala; Lady Jaela, and Lady Olivia.”

      I smiled when I saw my friends from Pearala. Bringing them in first was a smart move since I had already met them. It put me at ease, but there were still going to be tons more women here that I didn’t know.

      Our Pearalan guests all curtsied to me, and I gave them a polite kiss on their cheeks, hugging Abrellia when she hugged me.

      “Her Majesty Thyra, Queen Consort of Gardenia; Her Royal Highness Gisela, Crown Princess of Gardenia; Lucy, First Lady of Metropolis; Elyanore, First Daughter of Metropolis; Lady Aureline of Aerbrook; Heidi, lady-in-waiting to Queen Thyra and Paramour of King Shalan; Her Grace Analiese, Grand Duchess of Gardenia; and Her Excellency Salina, Grand Countess of Gardenia.”

      Despite having seen a portrait of her, Thyra was not what I pictured when I thought of a ‘Warrior Queen.’ She was honestly too thin. They all were. Of course, that might have been a nymph thing. It was entirely possible they were all skinny, but incredibly strong. Who was I to judge?

      Regardless, Thyra was stunning. Her red hair glimmered in the sun.

      The nymph queen curtsied to me and offered her hand. “Queen Emilya, I am Thyra. It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”

      I accepted her hand and shook it gently. “The pleasure is mine, Queen Thyra.”

      Thyra smiled and stepped aside to be escorted to her seat.

      I met Gisela and Aureline. Gisela must have taken more after her father, with her dark brown hair, but I could see some of her mother in her.

      Her future sister-in-law, Aureline, was a beauty. Her blonde hair, though braided on top of her head, was pristine. They were definitely presenting her as a future queen.

      I waved at Lucy, the only other person here who I had previously met, albeit briefly.

      “Emilya,” she said after kissing my cheeks. “Good to see you again. May I present my daughter, Elyanore.”

      Elyanore smiled. “A pleasure to finally meet you, ma’am,” she said. “You are truly an inspiration to The Continent.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “Simply by being who you are.”

      After I met Heidi and her daughters, the herald announced the arrival of our next set of guests.

      “Her Majesty Nairi, Queen Consort of Vosh’ala; Her Royal Highness Jasmine, Princess Consort of Vosh’ala; Her Royal Highness Anahit, Princess of the Forest; Her Royal Highness Danea, Princess Consort of the Forest and Revered Priestess of Garsenda; and Lady Mariam of Korsin.”

      This was the tricky one. Vincent hadn’t gone into a lot of detail on the difference in titles, but from what I understood, ‘of Vosh’ala’ had something to do with legitimacy, and ‘of the Forest’ was illegitimacy, but legitimized? Also, Mariam was not actually Cederec’s mother, but she had an honorary title because she’d raised him?

      We were supposed to be going over this in more detail when the Vosh’alan state visit was next on the calendar. That was still weeks away.

      Nairi held out her hand with a curtsy, levitating off the ground. She was much larger than I expected a faerie to be, normal-human sized, but that was fine. At least no one would get stepped on, or accidentally swatted at.

      “Your Majesty,” she said. “Thank you for the invitation. We are honored to be here.”

      I took Nairi’s hand. “Queen Nairi, it’s a pleasure to meet you. And thank you for accepting the invitation.”

      I met with the three princesses and the Lady Mother, and let them all take a seat.

      The herald announced the visitors from the region I was most nervous about: Romynia.

      “Her Serene Majesty Vivienne, Queen Consort of Romynia; Her Royal Highness Hadrianne, Princess Royal of Romynia; Their Graces Elysabette and Hera, Duchesses of Romynia; Her Grace Amara, Countess of Romynia; Lady Veronika, Maîtresse-en-titre of the King; and Lady Farrah.”

      Upon seeing Queen Vivienne for the first time in person, I was shocked. She was not what I expected.

      Much in the same way that Thyra wasn’t bulked up like I expected a Warrior Queen to be, or that Nairi wasn’t a tiny bug-sized thing, Vivienne was not at all frightening.

      The way she entered the garden was very subtle, almost like she didn’t want her presence to be known. She seemed very anxious, and kept her head down, to the point where, when she reached me, she got down on her knees.

      “Queen Emilya,” she said. “I must say what an honor it is to meet the only person left on this Earth with the blood of Elijah.”

      Was she tearing up?

      She didn’t look at me. In fact, she refused to meet my eye the entire time, and spoke in a quiet voice. It was like she was struggling to keep herself together.

      “Here we go again,” I heard Contessina scoff behind me.

      “Conte!” Cecilia scolded her quietly.

      “What?” the dowager queen rebutted quietly, her voice getting defensive. “Like I needed to sit here and listen to her whine and yearn for my husband again?”

      Wait, what?

      I glanced at Contessina and Cecilia over my shoulder.

      Cecilia nodded at me, whereas Contessina was ignoring the situation altogether.

      Looking back at the shifter queen, I said, “Rise.”

      She did.

      “May I present my daughter, Hadrianne,” the shifter said and brought her daughter forward.

      Hadrianne seemed frightening. This was how I expected to feel around Vivienne. After all, Vivienne was married to the wolf king. But she didn’t come off like a queen at all.

      Her daughter, however, had a certain aura about her that was dangerous.

      Of course, this was the woman who had killed Rylar in battle.

      The Romynian Princess curtsied. “Your Majesty. What a pleasure it is to finally meet you.”

      I nodded, but I was freezing up. I didn’t respond verbally. I felt like I might vomit.

      After meeting the other Romynian guests, we were all seated. Vivienne and Hadrianne were placed at the far end of the table, and I heard Contessina make a comment about how she was glad they were as far away from her as possible. It seemed like there was a lot of bad blood there, and for obvious reasons, but perhaps some of it was not obvious.

      We had a small lunch served to us and began chatting, keeping to the gardens where I met with everyone two or three at a time.

      Thyra was insistent on speaking to me first, and she praised me for my bravery with the male valkyrie.

      “You’re going to be a revolutionary, Emilya,” she said. “You’ll be a new kind of Warrior Queen, one who fights for justice and the rights of others.”

      That was flattering. I responded, “Thank you. That’s … very nice of you to say.”

      She smiled. “You may not believe it yet, but I think all good change starts somewhere. Believe me, there’s a lot of it going on in Gardenia right now.”

      I offered a small grin. “Yes, I understand two of your children are engaged. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you,” she said, “but I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t hard. My children are everything to me. They’re my greatest loves, aside from the battlefield. Speaking of, I hear you’ve been doing a little training with weapons. How’s that been?”

      I shuddered. “Not great. Me and weapons aren’t very goodly.”

      She chuckled. “I’m always available to give you some pointers if you’d like. Just write to me any time, and I’ll give you a lesson.”

      That was nice of her to offer.

      The Pearalans seemed to be calm about the Johenna situation. Johenna had spoken with her parents and siblings with George present, and they now understood why she did what she did.

      Galen had convinced Maric to stave off invasion for the time being. They were all focused now on Abrellia’s upcoming wedding to Josken, though that was still not until December.

      At some point when I wasn’t looking, Vivienne had snuck off, because suddenly Vincent was there pulling me aside. “Henriette said she followed Vivienne to your chambers.”

      My eyes widened. “Why? Why would Vivienne go there?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know, but she and Kamille are watching her.”

      “Let’s go,” I said before pushing past him and heading for the castle.

      What was she doing in my bedroom?
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CEDEREC

      JULY 6TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE

      “Help! Somebody help!”

      Markus and I were in the parlor going over our official petition to The Celestial when we heard the shouting. Guards started running and flying up the stairs to the room where Ivan was shouting for help.

      We followed, and found guards performing CPR on Luna who was still unconscious, and had bled through her pads. The monitors showed she had no pulse.

      Fuck. Nairi was right. She never should have gone to Normandy.

      “Who’s here?” I asked. “Who can help with this?”

      “Step aside,” a voice said.

      Suddenly, my sister-in-law, Milena, appeared. She pushed between Markus and me in the doorway. I wasn’t going to question when she’d arrived, but I was glad she had. Nairi’s older sister was also a healer, and if Nairi couldn’t be here, Milena was the next best thing.

      Benjamin also arrived, along with Amir and Aerion. The guards told us to stay back while allowing Milena’s apprentices to enter the room.

      “Get him out of here!” Milena said, looking at Ivan who was desperately trying to get Luna to wake up by shaking her arm.

      A guard grabbed Ivan, who resisted.

      “Luna!” he called. “Luna, please wake up! Don’t leave me!”

      Another guard pulled him out while he continued to struggle.

      Aerion took hold of him as soon as they reached the door. “Ivan!” he shouted. “Enough! Let the healers do their work!” His voice sounded shaky.

      I watched Milena work.

      She administered several different medications, and continued performing CPR for minutes.

      We waited with anticipation for news.

      In the end … Luna had lost too much blood.

      Milena looked at the clock. “Time of death: thirteen twenty-eight.”

      Ivan screamed in horror, dropped to his knees, and started hyperventilating. Aerion sunk down to hold him.

      Milena looked at me with sorrow.

      I looked at Markus and said, “Find Damion and tell him to prepare for the fallout with Jasmine. And get a message to Normandy. Nairi needs to return ASAP.”

      My brother nodded, then hurried off.

      Amir had disappeared. I asked Benjamin where he’d gone, and my brother-in-law didn’t have an answer. He hadn’t seen him leave.

      I still had not given the high priestess the privilege of receiving visitors, and she was to have no correspondence with anyone.

      Where had he gone off to?

      Milena instructed her apprentices to clean Luna up as best as they could. She came over to me and shook her head. “She was gone when I arrived. Everything we did was an attempt to defy reality.”

      “Too much blood loss,” I said. “Nairi was worried about leaving her. I shouldn’t have made her go.”

      “Nairi wouldn’t have been able to save her either. There are some things even magic can’t do, and bringing back the dead is one of them.”

      I sighed. “She’s still going to be upset she was away.”

      “I’d be concerned if she wasn’t,” my sister-in-law replied.

      I looked at the apprentices as they began to clean Luna’s corpse. We were going to have to deal with this, and the only way it could be done was in front of The Celestial.

      Not only had Anshida killed a fetus … she’d killed the mother.
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EMILYA

      JULY 6TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      Vincent instructed Lucilla to keep an eye on Hadrianne, who had remained seated at the table with Farrah, and hadn’t moved the entire time. She was making small talk with Olivia and seemed to be glued to her chair. Perhaps it was to keep us from being suspicious of whatever her mother was doing.

      But it wasn’t working. We knew her mother was in my bedroom, and we were going to find out why.

      We proceeded to my chambers through the servant’s passages, finding Henriette and Kamille at the door. They had it cracked open, but only enough so they could see Vivienne.

      “She’s been sitting on your bed and crying,” Henriette explained. “She took one of your pillows and hugged it. Smelled it even.”

      I looked at Vincent who sighed.

      “What?” I asked.

      The look on his face suggested that he’d figured it out, and that he should have known before this moment.

      “I know why she’s here,” he said. “But you need to hear it from her.”

      This obviously had something to do with the comment Contessina made earlier.

      I nodded in response to Vincent’s suggestion, then let Henriette open the door for me.

      I moved past her into the room with caution, Vincent behind me the whole time, and approached the shifter queen.

      Vivienne was startled when she noticed us there. “Oh … Queen Emilya. I’m sorry. Forgive me, I didn’t mean to intrude on you. There are just … memories here.”

      “Memories? Of Elijah?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “But how?”

      She looked at me, grasping the pillow. “You know, it still smells like him. Only slightly, but I can still get a hint of him here.”

      I looked back at Vincent.

      He cleared his throat. “Forgive us, Your Serene Majesty, but we haven’t informed the Queen on your … unique situation.”

      “Oh,” Vivienne replied, “of course! I’m sorry.” She was sincerely apologetic, but still depressed. “Emilya, your father was the love of my life.”

      What the hell?

      “How … I mean … You and Elijah?” I asked, dumbfounded.

      She nodded and rose, beginning to roam around the room, still holding the pillow to her chest. “I was one hundred and four years old. My family was struggling. My father was dead. Most of my siblings were dead. Romynia was in a drought … Well, at least if you were lower class. Despite my cousin being a duke, my family were no more than servants.

      “And those with the king’s ear were advising him to marry, but he wanted to marry only the best. So, he devised a plan with his men: a handful of women would be chosen to compete against one another. Those remaining would be given a special task. The one to succeed would become his queen.”

      That sounded sketchy, and also like something Aleksander would do, given everything I knew about him.

      Albeit that wasn’t much, but it was enough to not be surprised.

      Disgusted, sure, but not surprised.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “We competed one-on-one in a brawl,” she replied. “Me, several of my friends, and other women from Romynia’s lower class. Eight of us were left by the end, and Aleksander called it a draw. Then we were given our special task: kill Elijah, become Aleksander’s queen.”

      Well, shit.

      “We embarked on our journey into Normandy and decided to work together. The first person who had the opportunity to kill Elijah would take it. Somehow, we easily infiltrated the castle and made it to Elijah’s quarters. He was always a light sleeper apparently … so he knew we were there, and took us down, one by one.

      “He killed us all … except me. He had me thrown in the dungeon, where I remained a prisoner for weeks.”
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VIVIENNE

      SEPTEMBER 3RD, 1380. NORMANDY CASTLE DUNGEON

      The door to the tower opened. I heard footsteps coming, each one closer than the last. I always feared the sound, having no idea whether or not they would be the ones coming to bring me to my death.

      As the lone survivor of the pack, I was valuable, but only to a point.

      Elijah could have killed me by now. I had no more information to give him. All I wanted was to secure my release, or for Romynia to do it, but I was sure I was as disposable to Aleksander as the rest of his potential brides had been.

      Why wasn’t I dead yet?

      I didn’t want to die. My time in captivity had given me a new outlook on life, perhaps because of Elijah. I saw why he was so respected, and why Aleksander despised him.

      My king would hate him until the end of time, and as his subject I was supposed to do the same. From birth I’d been brainwashed into hating the vampire king.

      Everything I’d ever been taught disappeared in an instant. Somehow, as I’d spoken to him, I saw a completely different man than the one we were taught to fear. Elijah was no monster at all.

      He was simply … a man.

      The footsteps drew closer, and I waited for the presence of whomever was there to be revealed, my heart racing from anxiety, my throat closing, unable to breathe.

      Please. Please, don’t let this be my final day. They need me.

      A bit of light began to present itself, then grew brighter as the figure drew closer. When the owner of the footsteps revealed themselves, there was the king himself.

      Elijah’s presence took my anxiety away. He placed the torch in a socket on the wall, and opened my cell door, stepping inside.

      He never bothered to lock it. Close, yes, but lock? Was he seeing if I was bold enough to run?

      He squatted down in front of me, sitting in the corner. I was dirty and tired. That was probably the effect Elijah was going for, if and when he gave me back to Aleksander.

      There were several moments of silence.

      I never spoke first.

      When he spoke, finally, he sounded different than before. “Aleksander is on his way to negotiate the terms of your release.”

      His tone suggested that he wasn’t happy about this, but he wasn’t angry. He was …  sad.

      I cleared my throat as best as I could despite how dry it was. “That … is good news?”

      Elijah didn’t answer.

      Instead, he reached into his cloak, pulling out a leather canteen which he offered to me. “Water.”

      With what strength I had left, I took it and said, “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      I pulled the cork out and drank, relieved to have the water hit my throat. If I didn’t die by Elijah’s hand, I definitely would from dehydration.

      The king offered me sustenance: an apple and bread, which was more than most prisoners were given.

      He watched me eat, and I slowly regained a little of my strength, trying to savor every last bite, even the core of the apple. The fox in me would eat whatever was thrown my way, and a starving belly would do the same.

      The food was gone all too soon, and I wished I had more, but I was grateful that Elijah brought anything at all. He hadn’t the first time we spoke, but every time since he’d always brought me something.

      “Better?” he asked after I’d had a moment to allow the food to settle.

      I nodded. “Much. Thank you … for your kindness.”

      He wasn’t like Aleksander had told us. The fact that he brought me food and water was more than any king keeping a hostage would do. They’d send their lackeys to do it, and give them scraps.

      I enjoyed his company far more than I should have. He was supposed to be an enemy of mine after all, but I didn’t see him that way. I saw him as something … better.

      Elijah offered a small, but sad grin. “You’re quite welcome, my lady.”

      I looked down. “I’m no lady, Your Majesty, just a lowly peasant woman unlucky enough to be here for a foolish reason.”

      When I looked back at him, he was frowning. “You don’t want to marry your king?”

      I shook my head.

      “Why?”

      I adjusted my posture against the wall, placing my hands in my lap. “Don’t get me wrong, I would consider it a great honor. And I need to do it. For my family’s survival. But Aleksander is …” I paused for a moment to think of a good word. “Intimidating. When he announced that he was looking for a maiden to wed, all Romynia was enthralled, but I wasn’t. And even if he did marry me, I know he would never love me. I don’t think he’s capable of love.”

      As I spoke, Elijah kept his attention on me. It left me under the impression that he really wanted to hear what I had to say.

      “You seek love in your future marriage?” he asked. “How do you know you won’t find it later?”

      I decided to answer his question with a question, and I hoped it didn’t offend him. “Do you love your wife, Your Majesty? Did you know her when you married?”

      Elijah looked surprised, but he did me the courtesy of answering. “I didn’t know Contessina when I became betrothed to her; we hadn’t met one another before the wedding, but I grew to care for her. I suppose you could say there is a certain kind of love there. I’m not sure if the love you’re asking about is the kind I feel for my wife.”

      He seemed embarrassed about this fact, ashamed even.

      “There was my first wife, Mary, from before my transformation, the woman Aleksander became a werewolf defending. I did love her. It was a much different feeling than my love for Contessina, but I was also young and foolish when we were married. And it was a completely different life. With Contessina it’s … complicated.”

      I asked, “You don’t feel a passion for her? Get nervous when thinking about her, feel your heart skip a beat when you see her walk into a room? Wish that you could die for her if you were given the chance to prove how much she meant to you?”

      He shook his head. “No. I don’t. Why?”

      Perhaps I’d revealed too much. The truth of the matter was that somehow I was feeling all of those things for someone else other than who I should be.

      And what was worse was who I was feeling them for.

      I swallowed hard and shook my head quickly, hoping to erase my words. “Nothing, Your Majesty,” I replied, but my tone gave me away.

      Elijah didn’t press me on it, simply frowning and saying, “Oh.”

      “What is it?”

      He shook his head and rose to his feet. “Doesn’t matter. It won’t matter soon enough, anyway.”

      He turned to leave.

      I panicked.

      “Elijah!” I cried out, my voice raised for the first time since we’d met, desperately hoping to get him to stop.

      He did.

      I wanted to vomit from my nerves, feeling that I was approaching a dangerous territory that I would never be able to come back from.

      No part of me understood what was happening.

      Watching Elijah slowly turn back, with pain in his eyes, I rose to my feet with what strength I had and stood firmly in place. I took a deep breath and decided to be honest for once in my life. If I was going to be marrying Aleksander soon, a fate worse than the second option of death, then I needed to do something for me, even if it led nowhere.

      But by Elijah’s reaction, his expression full of hope, with raised brows and wide eyes, it wasn’t likely that this was going to be the case, unless I was as naïve as most thought.

      “I do feel those things,” I admitted. “I don’t know how they came about, or why, but I do feel them. I can’t lie about it, not to you, because despite our circumstances and our statuses, you have … somehow found your way into my heart.”

      Saying the words terrified me. After weeks being held in captivity by this man and his kingdom, his unending kindness had spoken to me.

      “I was sent here to kill you, but now I find that I would rather die than succeed in my mission if I knew it meant that you were still alive. I don’t care what Aleksander does to me, but as long as you live, I will be at peace. I will be happy to know the man I fell for is breathing, and that I may see him another day. I can’t stand the thought of what could have happened if I, or another one of my sisters in arms, had succeeded in killing you. I can’t stand thinking of a world that you’re not in, and especially not in my life.”

      For what seemed like an eternity, Elijah said nothing.

      I could tell by his facial expression that he was processing my words, and there was a sense of relief inside me that slowly came out as he turned the rest of the way towards me.

      He closed the gap between us as I remained firmly in place on my feet. His hands, though hesitant at first, cupped my face as our bodies made the most physical contact they had in the weeks since I’d been here.

      When he touched me, I became weak. It was a gentle feeling, so tender and loving, something I had never known, but was comforted by like I’d known it all my life.

      He placed his forehead against mine, closed his eyes, and inhaled deeply. I clasped at his biceps while he took in my scent, and lingered for a few moments before speaking. I closed my eyes.

      “I don’t want you to marry him,” he whispered. “I don’t want to send you to a life of misery, or a life that may be so short that I may never see you again.”

      Every word hurt my heart. I was desperate for him, enough that I felt like if I didn’t have him, it would be like not having air.

      “From the moment I saw you,” he continued, “I wanted to protect you. Even if you had a poisoned dagger in your hands, I would have let you kill me if it meant you were able to have everything you wanted. If I was dead, so be it. My country would survive without me. I could survive without it, so long as the most beautiful woman I had ever laid eyes on was taken care of.”

      My heart was beating fast now, I had such an adrenaline rush. I couldn’t help myself.

      I kissed him. And he didn’t reject me.

      Elijah returned the kiss with as much fervor as I gave him. He pushed me back against the cell wall hard, our lips continuing their action. He pulled away and kissed my neck, sucking it the way I pictured him feeding on someone, but his focus was pleasure, fulfilling all his desires as he kissed every inch of me from my neck to my shoulder and behind my ear. I gasped and moaned as his hands explored my clothed body, desperate for him to have me.

      When he stopped, he reached around and ripped the back of my dress open, pulling the clothing down my body. I grabbed his shirt and pulled it up while he was on his way down, tossing it away as he finished with my dress. He dropped to his knees and caressed my naked body with kisses. On either side of my head were chains which I used to help keep me up, my strength still lacking some. But Elijah’s kisses fueled me.

      I gasped louder when his tongue grazed along my vulva, and I clutched the chains harder as he began to lick and suck on my cunt. I’d never had a man give me pleasure sexually, but I could tell no other man would be able to live up to what Elijah was capable of, not even my potential future husband. The king showed great care in doing what pleased me the most, and once he knew he could keep me screaming by sucking my clit, he did so.

      Elijah kept up this action until I felt such a release that I screamed louder than before. It sent such euphoria through my body; it was something that resembled dreaming. Good dreaming.

      My lover stood and claimed my mouth with his, wrapping his arms around me while I did the same once he released my chains. He lifted me off the ground and I wrapped my legs around his waist, letting him kiss my neck again and simultaneously trying to push his trousers from his waist with my feet.

      I needed more of him.

      He helped me push his trousers down until they were pooled around his ankles, and we resumed kissing one another for several moments before he took the liberty of guiding his cock inside me.

      I cried out from both pain and pleasure. I’d never had a man inside me before, but despite some pain, I found it amazing. In a way it was a metaphor for what was happening to me. The man I had grown these dangerous feelings for would ultimately hurt me in the end by sending me away, whether he wanted to or not.

      And while he held me against the wall, he fucked me deeply while never breaking our passionate kissing and touching, and I whimpered between kisses, my arms wrapped around his neck. I would hold on for dear life until I had no strength left in me.

      I didn’t want him to, but he stopped and laid me down on the cot in the cell, returning inside me, and thrusting hard. I wrapped my arms around him when he lay on top of me, and he returned the embrace as we kissed and fucked on the cot of my prison.

      We never stayed in one position for long, rolling around, switching sides, not minding that we were both sweating and dirty after a while.

      Elijah was more interested in making love to me, kissing my lips, my breasts, giving me pleasure than anything else. I, too, found myself more interested in the same with him. My lover was gentle, slow, and took his time. all the while showing intense passion.

      When we had rolled over and I was on top, I sat up straight and started to ride him. He moaned with pleasure, never taking his eyes off of me. I bent down to kiss him, and we found ourselves tangled in each other's arms once more.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered to me when we weren’t kissing. “I’ve never seen a more beautiful woman in all my life.”

      My hips danced over his, and I whimpered when he hit the right spot. “Please, Elijah, don’t let him take me,” I begged. “I don’t want him.”

      “Do you want me?” he asked, grunting. “Tell me now, Vivienne, and I’ll save you.”

      “Yes!” I cried out, an orgasm hitting me at the same time.

      That was twice now that I’d come for him. Most women, from what I understood, didn’t have orgasms, especially not on their first time, but also because their men didn’t let them finish.

      But Elijah was different. He’d let me orgasm twice as I gave him my virtue, and he had yet to come himself.

      As I settled from the climax, I continued speaking and riding him. “Yes … Yes, please. Save me, Elijah, please save me, God in heaven, I need you.”

      Elijah flipped me over and got behind me, reinserting himself inside me. “What have you done to me, sorceress?” he asked. “Fuck, I’m under your spell, and I can’t stop.”

      I was no witch, but I could relate to his sentiment and could very well have asked him the same thing. It felt like a spell had been cast over me and I was helpless to escape it, regardless of whether I wanted to or not.

      “Yes, right there,” I cried when his cock hit the best place yet. “Fuck, Elijah, fuck, fuck, fuuuuuuck!”

      And then … he came.

      I felt his cum fill me up, his moans of pleasure upon release leaving me on such a high I couldn’t begin to describe it.

      Elijah kissed me again, and I him, as I wrapped my arm around the back of his neck from behind me. He pulled my body over, the two of us front-to-front again, and continued to kiss me while still running his hands along my side and my stomach.

      When he stopped kissing me, we looked into each other's eyes with desperation and sadness. Elijah touched my lips with his finger and once again rested his forehead against mine.

      “I love you, Vivienne. Damn the force of nature that placed this spell on me … I cannot lose you. Not to him. I won’t let him destroy you.”

      Hearing those words sent my heart fluttering. I’d wanted him to say it, and the words had been spoken. “I love you too, Elijah. You’re not the villain Aleksander makes you out to be. You’re so much better than that. And falling in love with you is madness, but I can’t help feeling this way.”

      Elijah’s hand ran up my side, over my breast, and up to my neck. He kissed me deeply once more, and I returned it, never wanting to leave or stop kissing him.

      “Save me,” I begged him once we eventually did. “Please, save me from him. I can’t imagine a life without you. And if I can’t have you, I’d rather die.”

      “Don’t say that,” he said. “Please, Vivienne, never say that. I can’t live in a world that you’re not in. You’ve imprisoned my soul and if you die, I die.”

      I started crying. This love, it hurt. I was going to have to leave him, though every fiber of my being was going to die when I did.

      Aleksander was going to come for me and take me back to Romynia.

      From there, I would either die or become his wife. And from where I was standing right now, death was the far better option.

      Elijah wiped my tears away and kissed me to silence my cries. I kissed him back, tangling my limbs with his again and holding on for dear life.
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ALEKSANDER

      SEPTEMBER 6TH, 1380. NORMANDY CASTLE

      It surprised me that the last woman standing was Colin’s cousin. Maybe we should have taken care of her earlier, set them up in a nice estate or something. I’d hate to think nepotism would drive my country, but I supposed we had to start somewhere.

      Hell, if the woman was as loyal to me as her cousin was, we wouldn’t have any problems.

      The fact that she’d failed in killing Elijah was no surprise, however, and I expected him to kill them all. It was hysterical that he’d left one alive, making her the winner by default.

      No matter. We’d wed and have a litter of children to cement a dynasty for Romynia. I expected to do far better than Elijah in the offspring department. He only had one son. I would have ten.

      I didn’t plan on negotiating very hard for Vivienne. After all, she was one of my subjects, and her family was in Romynia. If Elijah had half a heart, he’d allow her to go free. He was aware of my plans for her. I hoped she was still alive and that he wasn’t going to prevent the chance of me having a bride like he did with Mary.

      Unfortunately, when Colin and I arrived at Normandy Castle, the meeting started off far worse than I expected.

      “Are you bloody kidding me, Elijah!” I roared.

      “No,” he said simply, Dominic standing beside him. “She’s mine now.”

      The bastard had grown attached to her.

      It had only been a couple of weeks! Now he was trying to take her away from me like he’d taken Mary away!

      It was happening again.

      “She’s one of my subjects! She belongs to me! Shifters can’t live in Normandy, it’s not suitable for them.”

      Elijah crossed his arms. “We’ll make do. But the lady is mine. I’ve had her, and she’s exquisite, Alek. Should’ve taken her while you had the chance.”

      Jesus Christ … he’d taken her virtue. Whether willingly or by force, that was beside the point, and I was going to kill him for it.

      “She is not yours to keep,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “Well, I captured her,” he said, “and you have nothing of value that I want, so there’s nothing to negotiate for. Besides, the lady has already expressed her desire to remain here … with me.”

      I slammed my hands down on the table and rose. “You’re married, Elijah! You have your bride! You will not take mine, not again. You took Mary from me, and look where it led us! Are you really willing to risk everything for a woman again? Because this time, I have followers. I have an army, and I will go to war over Vivienne. She’s my queen, not yours.”

      Regardless of our marital status, I intended to marry her and make her my queen.

      Elijah stood and came around to me on the other side of the long table. His hands were behind his back. The bastard was beaming with pleasure at my misery and anger. I shouldn’t have given him the satisfaction, but I was never able to control my feelings.

      I couldn’t believe this man had once been my best friend. My Prophet.

      “How badly do you want her?” Elijah asked quietly. “Tell me.”

      Not as much as I wanted Mary, but maybe if I fought like I did, I would have a better chance of succeeding. “I’m willing to kill you right here and now to take her. Do you value your life more than your ‘love’ for her? What about your son, hmm? Do you value Rylar more than her?”

      I could see that had gotten to him. All I had to do was bring up his heir. Elijah was irate but trying with everything in him to not rip my heart out.

      The feeling was mutual.

      “Fine,” Elijah said. “Take her.”

      “And you will never touch her again,” I threatened. “So help me God, I will kill you next time.”
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CONTESSINA

      JULY 6TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I did my best to keep from slicing Vivienne’s throat at the table, but the truth was that I was angry. That woman took everything from me, and her husband no doubt took what little I had left.

      Regardless of how healthy our marriage was, Elijah was the only reason my life was still as good as it was. I’d been the queen, damn it!

      Now I was nothing.

      At some point she’d disappeared from the party, and so had Emilya, which concerned me. I told Cecilia to remain while I investigated.

      A few guards told me Emilya was in her chambers with Vincent and the shifter queen.

      What in Odin’s name were they doing in there?

      I continued through the servant’s passage to find Emilya’s ladies huddled around the door.

      “Move,” I demanded.

      They did.

      I poked my head into the room and listened as Vivienne recalled her time with Elijah while she was captive. My blood started to boil. I wasn’t going to stand there and listen to her cry about my husband.

      I stormed off, leaving the servant’s passage, and made my way around to the main doors of Elijah’s old chambers. I told the guards to scram, wanting to be the only person there when Vivienne emerged. Even if she was with Emilya and Vincent, I would still take this opportunity to do, and say, everything I had always wanted to.

      Fortunately, I didn’t have to wait long.

      The doors opened and Vivienne was the only one to appear.

      She froze when she saw me standing my ground with my arms crossed and an icy glare. I wished that looks could kill because mine certainly would at that moment.

      After closing the door, Vivienne took two steps towards me, and curtsied, holding her position. “Contessina,” she said, not daring to make direct eye contact with me. She never did.

      Weak woman.

      I closed the gap between us, grabbing her chin and forcing her to look up at me. I wanted to break her jaw or snap her neck, or something to inflict more pain than this, but perhaps the slight pressure I put on her was enough for her to get the picture.

      “If you ever set foot in that room again, I will kill you,” I said, my voice quiet, but my tone firm. “Do you understand me, you fucking whore?”

      She nodded, terror in her eyes, but that wasn’t good enough.

      “Answer me!” I yelled, making her cringe and close her eyes, to hold back her tears.

      “I understand,” she said after a brief moment.

      “Look at me,” I demanded, returning to my quiet tone.

      When she opened her eyes again, a few tears falling down her cheeks, I continued.

      “You took everything from me. And I hope that in the end, everything is taken from you.”

      What happened next surprised me. Vivienne, terrified as she was, said, “I never had anything to begin with.”

      That was bullshit.

      I tightened my grip on her chin. “You had Elijah’s heart. That was more than I ever had.”
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NAIRI

      JULY 6TH, 2015. VOSH’ALA PALACE

      We rushed back to Vosh’ala, despite knowing what we were walking into.

      Jasmine was a mess.

      Danea looked guilty, despite her lack of knowledge about what her mother was doing.

      Me? I was angry. Angry that someone thought they could take a life into their own hands and destroy it for selfish purposes.

      I’d known something would happen while I was away. This was why I never left the lab. I was always around, but sometimes queenly duties got in the way.

      I loved Cederec, I did, but why in Garsenda’s name did he have to be the king?

      When we arrived, Jasmine proceeded straight to Luna’s room where Ivan and Aerion were with the barely cold corpse.

      I headed to the throne room, where Cederec was sitting front and center, looking defeated.

      He rose when he saw me, and we met halfway across the room. He took me in his arms, and we both started crying as soon as we made contact.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I should have known better.”

      “You had no idea what would happen,” I told him.

      “You did,” he rebutted.

      I let go of his waist, and held his shoulders, looking him square in the eyes. “That was the pessimist in me. We had no idea what would happen. Luna could have stayed in a coma for days, weeks, months. She may have woken up tomorrow or never at all. Instead …”

      I couldn’t say it, but I didn’t need to.

      What a whirlwind we’d had these past few weeks with her. First pregnant by her nephew, followed by a high priestess performing a ritual on her to get rid of her baby, only to end up killing her.

      I’d known Luna for years, and never thought this would be the way it would end for her. She was still young and had so much more life left in her.

      This was murder, and Baroness Ry’kar had carried it out.

      Mariam entered the throne room. She hugged Cederec and kissed his cheek. “Damion is with Jasmine and her family. Ivan’s refusing to let them move Luna’s body. Aerion told him it’s not up to him.”

      “What’s the point now?” I asked. “She’s gone. What does it matter whether we move her body now or in a few hours? Allow the boy time to grieve. Even in their fucked-up way, they loved each other.”

      Then another voice spoke.

      “There are worse couplings,” it said.

      I turned around and started crying again.

      Milena.

      I hugged her for a moment, relieved to see my sister, before letting go. “If you’re referring to you and your lover, at least it’s not because of the blood relation.”

      “No, but he’s a vampire, and that’s worse in certain eyes,” she said.

      How did it come to be that some people were happy with the ones they wanted to be with, and others had to suffer in misery? It wasn’t fair. And, considering who we had allowed our son to marry, I was fairly certain it was time for changes to be made, not just around Vosh’ala, but the rest of The Continent.

      We had to start somewhere.

      I looked at my husband and said, “I think it’s time. I think we need to include our proposition in our appeal to The Celestial.”

      Cederec nodded. “I agree.”

      Markus entered the room, holding a digital tablet and speaking into a headset. “Yes, I received it. See what else you can find. Thank you.” He hung up, stopping beside us. “The scholars from Metropolis have a clear translation of Elijah’s words.”

      “And?” I asked without missing a beat. “What does it say?”

      He turned the tablet, showing Nairi, Milena, and I what was on the screen.

      
        
        ESH’A EVET TUL EVOIS MANDEL SHAR’ANA

      

      

      “Esh’a evet tul evios mandel shar’ana. It’s the most ancient eleven text you can find. Esh’a is ‘She.’ Shar’ana is ‘Savior.’” He tapped the screen, and the text suddenly translated into modern English.

      
        
        SHE WHO SEES IS THE SAVIOR FROM DOOM.

      

      

      I looked up at Markus, then exchanged a glance with Nairi.

      “The Banshee,” I concluded.

      “Sola,” Milena said.

      Nairi shook her head. “No. Sola is dead. Elijah would not have been looking into this for Sola.”

      “Then there’s another,” I said. “A new Banshee, someone who Elijah believed would save us.”

      Markus nodded. “That’s not all.” He touched the screen again. The text changed into an image, one of the documents we’d found among Elijah’s things. “Look here. Right next to the scribblings. It’s a date. Mon-ex des il av. Two thousand and eighteen.”

      “Do we think this is somehow related?” I asked.

      “It has to be. It’s the only date that’s remotely close to today scribbled on any of these pages. I think it’s an end date. Something will happen in 2018, and it’s going to involve not only whoever the current Banshee is, but also … Khaos.”

      Those were not words I ever wanted to hear.

      If there was ever a time to reject Khaos, it was now.
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      BASTIAN

      JULY 6TH, 2015. PEARALA CASTLE

      More commotion in the palace meant there was yet another incident, or at least I assumed so.

      As Mother and I arrived home from the village, we found two carriages pulled up to the main stairs of the palace, with Father, Athénaïs, my siblings, and the baron’s family greeting a small group of people that I didn’t recognize.

      Josken noticed our return and swam to us, positioned a few feet away from the group. “Good, you’re here.”

      “What’s happening?” Mother asked.

      “The king has decided to announce the betrothals of Lanaya and Corbin within the coming days,” he explained. “The family is here now for official negotiations.”

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      Josken looked over her shoulder briefly before looking back at us. “Lanaya’s betrothal will be to Lieutenant Braxelos of Silk Rapids. He’s a renowned hero. His entire left side was burnt in an encounter with a dragon in The Fourth War, while protecting his fleet.”

      “How’ve I never heard of him?”

      “You only hear about the ones who die, not the ones who live,” Mother answered for Josken.

      She wasn’t wrong, I supposed, especially since The Fourth War had ended in 1825, twenty-five years before I was born. And this was the first time I was hearing this guy’s name.

      “They’ve arranged for Corbin to marry his sister,” Josken continued. “She’s quite a beauty with a pristine reputation, which Maric was no doubt looking for when choosing the next consort. Come and meet them.”

      Mother and I followed Josken to the group, many of whom noticed us as we approached.

      Father said, “Ah, Olivia, Bas, come here and meet Lieutenant Braxelos’s family.”

      The lieutenant was first to greet us. He nodded to Mother and me. “Good evening, Olivia, Bastian. ’Tis a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      He seemed like a decent fellow, but first impressions could oftentimes be deceiving.

      “Likewise, Lieutenant,” I replied.

      “Please, call me Braxelos, or Brax,” he said.

      I only nodded in acknowledgment.

      “May I present my sister, your other future sibling-in-law” he said, turning and extending his arm backwards. “Nyshaia, come meet the king’s son.”

      Nyshaia?

      When she came forward, I immediately recognized her from the market.

      This was the girl whose family I’d helped. I remembered something about a family member in the navy, but I never would have seen this coming.

      The coincidence was too real.

      “We’ve met, brother,” she casually informed Braxelos. “He’s the ‘prince’ who gave us the coin we needed a few weeks back.”

      Braxelos looked surprised. “Oh? Oh, yes, I remember now. Mother told me all about it. That was quite generous of you, sir.”

      “Only doing what I can to make the lives of the people easier,” I said, hoping it sounded legitimate.

      I could feel my father glaring at me. This was news to him, of course, but I could easily fib if he asked what my intentions were that day.

      There was no need to throw in the towel this soon, but I’d have to do something to get him off our trail.

      “I didn’t realize you were already acquainted,” Father remarked. “Lady Nyshaia will be Corbin’s bride, Thalassa willing, and the next queen consort.”

      If I had my way in the end, neither Corbin, nor Abrellia, nor Lanaya would be sitting on that throne. That would make it unlikely that Nyshaia would be the next consort.

      Unfortunately, my plan had become trickier.

      I already had two suspicious siblings. I didn’t need a suspicious sister-in-law.
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EMILYA

      JULY 6TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      My heart was broken

      Hearing the first part of the story from Vivienne, and the rest from Dominic later that night, was enough to make my head spin. I wasn’t sure how Vivienne survived emotionally all these years, but the fact that Aleksander had twice been screwed over by Elijah must have sucked big time.

      Elijah was an asshole.

      No wonder Aleksander hated him so much.

      I returned to the party after my conversation with Vivienne, but it didn’t last much longer. We soon ended the event and said our goodbyes, allowing everyone to return to their homes.

      Dominic and Vincent left me to rest after our successful party. My ladies helped me get dressed for bed, and I lay down with the knowledge that nothing around here was truly what it seemed.

      Elijah and Vivienne? Were they the reason cross-realm couples were not allowed to be together?

      No matter what the reason, there was still more to discover, and soon I would be headed to Gardenia for the second state visit, lowering the issue on my list of priorities. For the time being, I would need to wait to get answers.

      With all that in mind, I turned the lights off and curled up under the blankets.

      I fell asleep immediately, relaxed at first, but then found myself caught in the middle of another nightmare.

      It started off the same as before, but this time there was more.
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VINCENT

      JULY 7TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I was relieved when I got to lie down for the night. It was two in the morning, and we still had much to do. I was exhausted. I hadn’t slept in days, and I could hear my father’s voice telling me to get some sleep on threat of death.

      At least if I was dead, I would be sleeping forever.

      I had a coded message come through my phone as soon as I lay down, much to my dismay.

      The message was from Kieran. He wanted me to call him regarding Nikolas.

      Kommodor had the original plans, and we had looked at them to find good infiltration points, but security was so tight that we were going to have a hard time. Kieran’s suggestion was getting a man on the earl’s inner circle, but that would be too easy for him to figure out.

      As much as I wanted to tell Kieran to wait until morning, I had to call him now.

      He answered on the first ring.

      “Must be important if you need me to call you,” I said.

      “Well, we might have a way in, but we discovered something you’re not going to like,” Kieran told me on the other end.

      I sighed and rubbed the bridge of my nose. “Of course you did.”

      “You can’t disable one and infiltrate them all,” he explained. “Otherwise, it will set off an alarm that goes directly to Brimm. However, you can disable them all, but this can only be done through a mobile device that Brimm keeps on him at all times. You would need to find a way to sneak it off him, and good bloody luck doing that, boss.”

      I took a moment to think. Of course he would be smart enough to set up something like that.

      “It also looks like there is a secondary alarm, but we don’t know where it goes or to whom,” he continued. “Obvious guess would be to Hemonton, but that could be far too easy. So, unless you have an excellent tech expert, no one here is good enough to track it down.”

      “I’m assuming you’ve already tried?” I asked.

      Kieran answered, “Its signal bounces between every single tower in Normandy. It’s impossible to triangulate, unlike the signal coming from Brimm’s device. It’s like he wants you to know where his is, but not the other.”

      That gave me an idea, but it wasn’t likely to work.

      Unfortunately, it was the only shot we had.

      “Start rerouting signals from our towers until all are forced to originate from one place, preferably one nearest to the castle. Have the electricians prepare for an overload.”

      “The main tower has the best capability for that, but it would still need to be upgraded to have the capacity of supporting every signal in Normandy,” Kieran told me. “It’s not that it can’t be done, but it might take a few days.”

      “Find a way to get it done,” I told him. “I don’t care how, but we need to do it as fast as possible.”

      “Understood.”

      The line disconnected.

      I tossed my phone to the foot of the bed and sighed. I wanted nothing more than to drift off to sleep, but there was a knock on my door.

      Groaning, I got up and went to answer it.

      On the other side of the door, I found Lucilla, dressed in a robe.

      I assumed there was nothing underneath it.

      “Hey you,” she greeted with a come-hither look in her eyes.

      “Lucilla, I don’t have the time or energy to do this right now,” I told her. I proceeded to close the door on her.

      But she placed her hand on the door and stopped me. “Tough shit,” she said. “I noticed how you ignored me in the hallway … how you keep ignoring me. Are you just throwing five hundred years away? And for what? What did I do to deserve this?”

      “It’s not about you, Lucilla,” I explained. “It’s about me. I have to decide what I want, and right now … it’s not you. It never was you. You were just … there.”

      She was about to go off. I was inviting it when I said the words out loud, I already knew that. Even though I’d told Emilya I wasn’t going to tell Lucilla, I supposed if she was confronting me about it, I had to be halfway truthful with her.

      “So, what, five hundred years, and I was just a sex toy to you?” she asked, her tone angry.

      “To be honest, Lucilla, I don’t know what you were to me. But if you want it in layman’s terms, you were a fuck buddy. That’s it.”

      Lucilla glared at me and then stormed off. I had to worry about what she would do next, but I was too tired to care at that particular moment. I needed sleep.

      She would have to get over herself—and me—without doing something stupid on her own.

      I had enough to worry about, and more important people to give my attention to.
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LUCILLA

      JULY 7TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      I have to decide what I want, and right now … it’s not you. It never was you. You were just … there.

      That was going to be what I heard on an endless loop for the rest of my life.

      Five hundred years of nothing, a giant waste of my time, and all for what? Vincent was the one constant I’d known, and it all came back to slap me in the face in the most unexpected way.

      I ran to my chambers and slammed the door.

      My sister must have heard because moments later she was stepping into the room.

      “Luce?” she asked. “What happened?”

      “Vincent happened,” I told Ava. “Fucking asshole. He’s done with me. All those years and he’s dropping me like it’s nothing.”

      Ava sat down on the edge of my bed as I paced around the room. “You can’t be surprised. Not since the new queen showed up.”

      I stopped hard. Turning my head, I looked at my sister and asked, “Wait, what?”

      Did everybody know?

      Of course they knew, but it was a shock to hear it from someone. And somehow it was worse coming from my little sister.

      Ava crossed her arms. “Yeah, everyone can see how different he is around her. Even at the ball, the way he was staring at her, people were talking. How did you not know this?”

      I was so wrapped up in myself that I couldn’t see everything slipping away in real time. The signs had been there, but I had ignored them, even before he’d brought the queen to Normandy.

      “Oh Goddess, Ava, you’re right,” I said, sinking down on the bed when it all hit me. “He’s been pushing me away for months, trying to tell me he was done.”

      Even if we’d had one more night together since her arrival, his entire focus had been on her.

      She’d stolen him from me.
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CALLUM

      JULY 7TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      We had a long day in the stables, but Jasper, James, and I were adjusting to our new roles and keeping up with old tasks.

      By the end of it, we were in our room at the Garden House when the grand duke came looking for us. Two guards were accompanying him.

      Everyone in the room froze as he proceeded to our corner.

      The three of us stood and bowed.

      “Your Grace,” we greeted in near-perfect unison.

      “Callum, Jasper, James, gather your things,” he said, “and follow me.”

      What things? We didn’t own anything. We hadn’t been allowed to until a few days ago.

      And also, follow him where?

      Dominic led us out when we were ready, and we found ourselves at the castle. He escorted us to the second floor in the west wing, where three butlers and three housekeepers were standing outside of three respective doors.

      Andromeda waited there, as did Maeverly, Persephone, and the dowager queen.

      “Gentlemen, welcome to your new home,” the grand duke announced.

      What?

      Andromeda, Persephone, and Maeverly were smiling.

      The twins and I looked at one another in confusion.

      It was Jasper who finally asked, “We get rooms here?”

      The dowager queen stepped forward. “A gift from myself and Her Majesty The Queen,” she announced. “You are baronets now, and you are entitled to space at the castle. These are your private chambers for use as you see fit. Just don’t do anything that would burn the castle to the ground.”

      Holy shit, really?

      Maeverly stepped forward and said, “Come on, Cal, let me show you your room.” She placed her arm around me, and escorted me into the room on the left, past the butler and housekeeper who bowed and curtsied to me.

      I wasn’t used to this at all.

      The room was grand, though it had to be one of the smaller chambers in the castle. Still, bigger than the tiny corner I had to myself in the Garden House, and I didn’t have to share it with anybody. It gave me an odd feeling, but I now had something that was finally mine.

      “You can’t be serious,” I said in disbelief and awe.

      Maeverly chuckled. “We are very serious. You deserve this, Cal. This is what you were born into. No one should have taken it away from you in the first place.”

      Whether that was true or not, it still felt crazy to me. I had my own room in the freaking castle!

      If this wasn’t change, I didn’t know what was.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      

  




GISELA

      JULY 8TH, 2015. GARDENIA PALACE

      Preparing for the visitors from Normandy was a lot of work. Father had us rehearsing where we would be upon their arrival, and I reviewed the itinerary so much that I could recite it in my sleep. I was tired, and after we were finished, I decided to turn in early.

      I went to my chambers, and Evelle was already asleep in bed when I arrived. I didn’t like to be too far away from her, and thankfully nothing had happened while I was. Despite the pain she’d been feeling, she was making it from one day to the next.

      Evelle shook me awake. I was lying next to her in bed, Bodhan slumped over in a chair off to the side, and it had to be well after midnight.

      “Gisela!” she whispered. She didn’t sound panicked, but given her condition, I was still worried that something might be happening to her.

      “What is it?” I asked with urgency, though still drowsy. “Are you in pain?”

      She shook her head. “No! The pain is gone!” she whispered, excited. “It’s like it evaporated in an instant!”

      That still didn’t sound very good.

      “I’m ringing for the doctor,” I said, lifting the covers and getting up.

      In minutes, not only had the doctors arrived to examine Evelle, but Mother and Father had arrived as well.

      Bodhan was awake, holding Evelle’s hand, and asked, “Are we sure this is something to be worried about?”

      The first doctor responded, “Given her high risk status, a sudden change should be recorded and checked over.”

      I stood back with Mother and Father as we watched them perform the exam.

      “Has anything changed since this morning?” the doctor asked Evelle.

      She shook her head. “No. I was in pain all day, and suddenly I wasn’t.”

      After they looked over her for several moments, the second doctor said, “She seems fine, and nothing appears to be wrong with the babies.”

      “We will run a blood test, however,” the first doctor informed us, getting the syringe ready, “just to be sure.”

      He stuck the needle in her vein and began to withdraw blood.

      But it didn’t come out red.

      It was black.

      The doctors looked at one another. I looked between Evelle and Bodhan, and Mother and Father, panic rising at the sight of the pure-black liquid that had come out of my friend’s arm.

      “What’s happening?” Evelle asked with terror. “Why is my blood black!”

      “We don’t know,” the second doctor answered. “We have never seen this before.”

      Forty-five minutes later, Father had brought a phone into the room.

      “Did you get it?” he asked Nairi, who was on the other end.

      “The sample just flew into my lab,” Nairi confirmed via the speaker.

      We heard her open the package and fumble around with lab equipment while also giving instructions to Ana based on what she needed.

      I held Evelle’s hand as Heidi entered the room with Zehgar right on her tail. My love joined me, kneeling by the side of the bed, and took my other hand. Heidi immediately went to Father’s side.

      Bodhan was pacing; a nervous wreck.

      “Something’s wrong,” Evelle whispered to me. “I know it is. I’m dying.”

      I shook my head. “No, you’re not dying. I wouldn’t allow that, and neither would Bodhan.”

      “Then how do you explain black blood?” she asked, trying not to get too riled up. There were far too many people in the room for this, but the entire castle was awake now. Surely there were people gathered in the hallway, eavesdropping.

      I shook my head again. “I don’t know, but Nairi will figure it out. She’s the best.”

      From the other end of the line, Nairi replied, “I have the sample under the microscope now. It looks like oil, not blood. Evelle, are you sure you’re not feeling any symptoms?”

      “Yes,” Evelle answered. “Why?”

      “Because I have a theory, but I can’t say for certain until Ana finishes running a test.”

      We waited with bated breath as the two ladies in Vosh’ala did whatever it was they were doing. It felt as though we were waiting for years, but the reality had to only be a few minutes.

      Erik and Hendrick joined us in the room as Nairi was relaying what she had discovered.

      “It’s what I thought,” Nairi began, “and that she’s not showing other symptoms is a miracle. The smaller fetus grew to catch up with its predecessor.”

      That made no sense. I looked at Father, who kept eye contact with Mother while asking Nairi, “How is that possible?”

      “The only way you could possibly speed up gestation of a being,” she answered. “Magic.”
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VIVIENNE

      JULY 8TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      Her words haunted me.

      If you ever set foot in that room again, I will kill you.

      You took everything from me. And I hope that in the end, everything is taken from you.

      I’d known Contessina for a long time. No one had to tell me she was serious.

      I didn’t sleep that night. I spent most of my time sitting on the balcony with a joint. Whatever Nairi had given me was useless, but I was grateful she’d tried. The only thing helping me relax was the rolled marijuana between my fingers. All my anxiety went away with each hit, but it still didn’t help me get to sleep. My mind was still screaming at me, and I knew I had to do something to move on from Elijah.

      He was dead now. I would never have him.

      I watched over the balcony as my daughter made her way to the forest’s edge in the early-morning light and sat down with her legs crossed. What was she doing? Meditating? Since when did she do that?

      Farrah was with her, but her lady stayed off to the side and read a book.

      Aleksander and Deklan showed up later, taking a slow stroll along the path in front of my view. They stopped to speak to Farrah for a moment but went about their business quickly after.

      Deklan looked up and caught my eye. I couldn’t help but grin. It was wrong of me to toy with him, but I didn’t do it out of malice. Besides, he’d had an erection in my presence. No one had had one of those in years around me. Like I’d told him, I was flattered.

      Deklan was trying to not make it appear too obvious that he was staring at me, and Aleksander seemed to be distracted. If I knew my husband, he was probably rambling on about some nonsense, and had no idea that his valet wasn’t paying attention. That didn’t matter, because eventually they disappeared around the corner and vanished out of my sight.

      When I looked back to where my daughter was, I saw Farrah looking at me. She had a raised brow, and I figured that since she was a smart girl, she had caught on to the look I was giving her husband.

      It didn’t matter, though. She couldn’t say anything to me. All she did was curtsy.

      I nodded in acknowledgement of her greeting, and stood up to leave as Elysabette and Hera entered my chambers.

      “I hope you brought coffee,” I told them. “Because I’m going to need something to keep me awake.”
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ALEKSANDER

      JULY 8TH, 2015. ROMYNIA PALACE

      You’ll never get it, Alek. The last thing on Earth I would ever do is allow you to be put out of your misery.

      I could still hear Elijah’s words right before I watched him walk away.

      That was the last thing I knew was real.

      I kept replaying the moment in my head, wondering if anything made sense afterwards. I thought I’d blacked out after that. I thought perhaps I’d gone back to my car and had been taken home.

      But I kept seeing a syringe in my hand, something I’d pulled out of my pocket. Where I’d managed to get my hands on it, I had no idea.

      I’d stabbed him.

      Right in the neck.

      I’d pushed the plunger down, hard, forcing whatever poison was inside to enter his blood.

      But none of that made any sense.

      I’d needed his blood. I still needed it. For Christ’s sake, it was the only thing preventing me from any sense of normalcy!

      Why was I suddenly making things up when they didn’t happen?

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Come in,” I allowed, placing my joint in the ashtray beside me.

      Amara stormed in like a bat out of hell.

      “You fantasized about fucking my sister!” she exclaimed.

      I sat up. “How did you–?”

      But she interrupted me. “No. You don’t get to talk, Alek. I do. Am I not satisfying you anymore? Is my love not enough that you have to trade out for someone younger? It’s bad enough that I can’t be your official mistress and you parade around with that slut deer, but you’re really sinking low if you think I’m going to allow you to go after Farrah!”

      I was confused. How had she found out about that? Had Deklan said something? Farrah? “Amara, I never–”

      “She is my sister, Alek. My sister! She is off limits!” She hopped onto the bed where I was settled, immediately straddling me. “I am right here, and I am the only one you need.”

      I’d never seen Amara like this.

      And it was terrifying.

      I didn’t have time to react. She kissed me, and I was too weak and high to resist.

      Even as we had sex, I was hyperaware of how aggressive Amara was acting. It was in the little things. The way she touched me, the force with which she carried out the physical acts. This was not the Amara I knew.

      And it certainly wasn’t Mary.

      What had I done?
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EMILYA

      JULY 8TH, 2015. NORMANDY CASTLE

      It hurt.

      The pain in my neck, spreading to the rest of my body; the weakness. It was draining me of all life.

      “No!”

      Stop.

      I looked to my left, desperately trying to see who was killing me.

      I couldn’t move. I was paralyzed.

      I wanted to scream. No sound would come from my mouth.

      I was fading.

      They released me.

      And before I proceeded into the darkness, I saw his face … fangs revealed, his mouth covered in my blood.

      Vincent.
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