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      “Hello, sister,” Albien says brightly, sweeping into my room. “Time to rise and shine!”

      I realize I’m alone in bed. I’m relieved I fell asleep in my nightgown, even though with Rowan and James sleeping in my chambers most nights, it’s a fifty-fifty shot.

      “What time is it?” I groan, sitting up.

      “More than past time for any decent person to be awake,” he huffs, drawing open the blinds to bathe the room in sunlight. I cringe. He is definitely the happy-cheery twin.

      “Don’t tell me the boys put you on babysitting duty.”

      He gives me a look, but he doesn’t need to answer for me to know it’s the truth. “They’re just worried. You’ve been off ever since Christopher disappeared.”

      “Can you blame me? There’s a damn good chance he’s the father of at least one of my babies, and he just vanished into thin air.”

      “He is a magician.”

      “Not funny, Albien.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, sitting down on the bed next to me to give my shoulder a gentle nudge. “I know you’re upset, but sleeping all day isn’t going to do you or the little ones any favors. I thought we might go for a walk in the garden.”

      “After how long it took to get back to the kingdom on foot, I’m surprised you want to walk anywhere.”

      “It’s taken a couple of months, but I’m getting there,” he concedes, going over to the door. “Get dressed. I’ll be waiting on the patio.”

      With that, he closes the door behind him and leaves me to ponder whether I feel like doing anything at all. I guess he’s right, even if he’s half-wrong about the reason I’ve been moping lately. Yeah, it bothers me that Christopher left again, and this time without saying a word, but Mace is the one who haunts my dreams as of late.

      Maybe the fresh air and sunlight will do me good after all.

      I change into the most casual dress I can get away with now that I’m a member of the royal court, but the long green fabric still makes me feel overdressed. At least it’s comfortable and loose enough to cover the slight growing bump underneath.

      As far as everyone in the palace knows—outside of my sworn guardians and Albien—the babies are Rowan’s. In turn, that means we’ll be expected to tie the knot officially. I can still keep James and Christopher as my consorts, assuming the latter ever shows up again, but something about it just feels… off.

      It’s not that I don’t love Rowan. I love each of my protectors in his own special way, none more than the other—but in my mind’s eye, the few times I pictured myself marrying at all, it was James standing across from me at the aisle.

      When I reach the bottom of the stairs, I see Aspen darting down the hall. I follow him and peek into the drawing room where he’s trying to hide.

      “Ahem,” I say, folding my arms behind my back. “Aren’t you supposed to be in lessons?”

      He grins sheepishly at me. He’s got free run of the castle now and acts every bit the feral pup that he practically is, but I’m just relieved that his experience with Aedan doesn’t seem to have led to any lasting trauma. The fact that I have Mace to both blame and thank for that ordeal and the fact that we both came out of it is endlessly conflicting.

      “Ms. Cara is boring,” he insists.

      “Be that as it may, you need to listen to her,” I say firmly, folding my arms. It’s hard to keep the smile off my face, and I’m not sure I manage to keep it out of my eyes. The twins may be my first biological children, but in some ways, I feel like Aspen is the one who made me a mother. “If you’re good, I’ll let you go on patrol with Rowan.”

      His eyes widen in disbelief, and I know I’ve found a suitable carrot to dangle in front of him. “Okay!” he cries, running off to find his tutor. Whatever we’re paying the poor woman, I’m sure it’s not enough.

      With that settled, I venture out onto the patio and find Albien waiting, looking sharp as ever in his royal uniform. “There you are. I thought I was going to have to send the guard after you.”

      I roll my eyes, joining him on the patio. “Just had to wrangle a runaway student.”

      “How is Aspen settling in?” Albien asks, his gaze softening. As I expected, he’s been nothing but welcoming to my surrogate son. Aspen already thinks of him as his uncle.

      “He seems to be doing well, at least on the surface. Children are resilient like that.”

      “That they are,” he sighs. “It’s just a pity that he has to be. I swear, if I ever get my hands on that Mace…”

      I tense up instinctively. The realization that Mace is one of my Guards came as more of a shock to me than anyone, but I can’t forget what he did. The good, or the terrible…

      “What’s wrong?” Albien asks, searching my face in that way that only a twin can. We might have lived our whole lives apart, but sometimes it feels like we’re the same person.

      Then again, I guess that’s part of what it means to be a Magus. Why Aedan wanted us both so badly.

      “I know how this is going to sound, but I can’t stop thinking of him, Albien,” I say, unable to hide the shame in my voice even though I know he’s the one person who would never judge me.

      He reaches out and takes my hand, squeezing it tight. “That’s not a surprise. Hell, I can’t stop thinking about him after all he put us through.”

      “It’s not that,” I confess. “It’s… the way he was when I left. For most of my life, I’ve been so sure I knew who Mace was. Cruel and callous. The man I saw back there—the one who saved me—he was just broken.”

      Albien listens in quiet consideration and I can tell he’s weighing his words carefully. “I know how hard this is for you, Dani. You got close to Mace over time, and you shared a bond because of Aspen. It would be reasonable for you to have some conflicted feelings.”

      “It’s not just that,” I murmur. “It’s the thought of him being a slave to that… that monster. In a way, he’s just like you and me, except that Aedan got to him first.”

      “He’s nothing like us, Danica,” Albien says firmly. “You and I have never taken an innocent person against their will. We’ve never served a madman. A last-minute change of heart doesn’t atone for what he’s done.”

      “No,” I agree, my throat growing tight. I should have known better than to voice these kinds of thoughts out loud. Even to him.

      No… especially to him.

      “Forget I said anything,” I say, forcing a smile. “It’s just the pregnancy hormones. Making me all weepy and introspective lately.”

      He gives me an understanding smile and squeezes my hand as we walk deeper into the garden. “Soon, all that will be behind you,” he promises. “And motherhood will keep you too busy to think about Mace.”

      “You’re probably right,” I lie. As excited as I am about the prospect of bringing these babies into the world and enjoying the family I’ve begun to form with the others, the winter solstice is still looming on the horizon. Aedan won’t give up. I know it.

      We have to be ready.
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      It’s been a long day. Between the Council and supervising Aspen’s tutoring, my plate is fuller as the Princess than it ever was as a Marok pack omega.

      That life seems like so long ago now. Sometimes it feels like it belongs to someone else. At least I have my guards to keep me grounded.

      When I open the bedroom door to find Rowan and James both waiting for me, I can’t help but smile. They look shockingly amiable, James reading his book and Rowan carving the hilt of the new weapon he’s been working on. Turns out, he’s quite the craftsman, even if his passion is limited to creating things he can use to fight with.

      He says he “doesn’t trust the quality” of the royal arsenal and I wouldn’t be surprised if he planned to replace it all by himself.

      “You two look cozy,” I say, crawling onto the end of the bed.

      Rowan is the first to look up and the easy grin that spreads across his face makes my heart beat a little faster. James just rolls his eyes, an equally endearing gesture, just in a different way. He closes his book and sets it on the nightstand. “We were beginning to wonder if you were ever coming to bed.”

      “Busy day,” I admit.

      “Everyone wants a piece of the Princess,” Rowan says, pulling me onto his lap. He’s shirtless and his thick muscles are on full display. My heart skips. I could get lost in those eyes of his forever and when his big, warm hands settle on my waist, a chill runs down my spine. “Can’t say I blame ‘em.”

      “I missed you both,” I tell them, settling my hands on his broad shoulders. When I look over, James is gone, but I feel his body pressed up against mine a moment later. The fact that he’s half vampire should be terrifying to a wolf, but when his breath hits the back of my neck, I melt against him.

      Desire stirs through me as his hand wraps around to explore the soft, subtle curve of my belly. Rowan’s mouth claims mine as James sucks on the tender flesh below my ear, driving me crazy with the tip of his tongue.

      God, I love being between the two of them like this.

      James pulls my dress up over my thighs and I lose track of whose hands are where, but before I know it, the dress is over my head and my skin is burning with need. I rise up on Rowan’s lap and realize I’ve somehow undone his jeans, freeing his cock. He’s so thick and as wet as I am, lowering myself onto him takes a bit of time.

      “Baby,” he growls in my ear, his fingers tangled up in my hair as he raises up into me.

      I’m breathless as my lips hover against his and James’ fingers lightly pinch my nipple. The way he rolls the tender bud between his thumb and forefinger is driving me wild, and my hips grind eagerly against Rowan. They both make me scream in ecstasy on their own, but together, they make one hell of a pair.

      I dig my fingers into Rowan’s short hair and pull as I buck against him. He leans down to take my other nipple into his mouth and as I rock on his lap, bringing us both closer to the brink, I feel a familiar warmth making its way down my spine. James’ cock is hard against my back, pushing my arousal over the edge.

      Just as I cry out, Rowan swallows the sound with a kiss and the feeling of him exploding inside of me is too delicious. I’ve barely caught my breath when James presses a kiss to the side of my neck and I fall back against him, blissed out.

      “C’mere,” I purr, gradually rising off Rowan’s lap to turn and face James.

      James chuckles. “You’re not spent?”

      “Not getting off that easy,” I tease.

      The lust and amusement in his eyes speaks volumes. He pushes me gently onto my back and pulls my body up against his. My legs part to receive him. I’m slick from my last orgasm, but I’m still tight enough to make him let out a slow, measured breath as he slides into me.

      “That feels good,” I moan, drawing my hands around his neck. I’m still sensitive and trembling from Rowan, so the feeling of being filled again is especially heavenly.

      Rowan bends down and kisses me, running his hands down my breasts as James fucks me. I lay my head in his lap and rub my cheek against his thigh. He’s hard again, so I turn my head and take him into my mouth, wanting to savor both of them at the same time.

      There are definitely some perks to being the Princess. Namely that I can get away with loving three men, and taking two to my bed on the regular at the same time.

      And they both know exactly what I need. I’ve been hornier than ever lately, and my cravings for chocolate are dramatically outweighed by my cravings for them. I need more, and as James bucks into me, he makes it clear he’s all too eager to give it. Rowan tastes sweet and salty on my tongue, and I suck him off with the same eagerness James is showing between my legs.

      At one point, I would have been ashamed of desiring them as much as they desire me. Omegas are supposed to be quiet. Submissive. We’re not supposed to have dreams or cravings or longings of our own, and if we do, we’re definitely not supposed to voice them. Satisfying them? Unthinkable.

      The two of them alone have taught me that there’s nothing wrong with fighting for what I want--or enjoying it. No matter what else changes in our lives, these moments are what make me feel strong. Like the bond between us is unbreakable.

      My moans of bliss push Rowan over the edge again and I savor the taste of him, swallowing his cum. James finishes a moment later, and the warmth spreads through me, giving me little post-orgasmic shivers.

      By the time I collapse between them, I’m blissfully sleepy and utterly contented just listening to the sounds of their hearts beating.

      Yeah, the future may be full of uncertainty and gray, but the present? Pretty damn near perfect.
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      It’s the middle of the night when I wake up from another dream. It’s always the same one. Aedan standing over me, his ritual blade raised and ready to sacrifice. Mace tackling him away from me. The look in his eyes as he tells me to run.

      My father’s death should be the thing that haunts me. His betrayal, even. Instead, it’s the man I’ve hated for the vast majority of my life. The nagging question of whether or not he’s beyond redemption.

      I slip out of bed and manage not to wake Rowan or James. I’m tired, but my brain is too wired to go back to sleep and my stomach feels empty, so I decide to go down into the smaller kitchen and make myself a snack. The light is on in Albien’s room, so out of curiosity, I venture over and plan on knocking to see if he’s awake. Before I get the chance, a woman’s voice stops me short.

      Jenna’s.

      I freeze, my face growing warm as I turn away before I can hear something too intimate. So my theories about them secretly being together are correct. I know Albien insists that it would never work, despite the warm reception she gave him upon our return, and he’s probably right. The Council is mad enough that I’m pregnant without being married yet, and I’m sure they’d have something to say about the King marrying one of his knights.

      Still, I can’t help but think he and Jenna would make the perfect couple. She adores him, and it’s obviously mutual. Why do things have to be so complicated when they should be so simple?

      I walk downstairs and prepare a sandwich and a glass of milk for myself. It solves the hunger, but not the weight on my shoulders. That dream is still fresh in my mind.

      Then again, I guess it’s more like a memory. I sigh, sitting down at the counter and trying to relax. I can’t even feel the babies kicking yet, but I’m sure they have something to do with my restlessness.

      I’m deep in thought when I hear something plink against the window. I look up but there’s no one there, so I turn back to my sandwich until I hear it again.

      “What the...?” I get up and walk over to the sliding glass doors that lead out onto the balcony. When I see Christopher standing there in the garden, my heart leaps and I slide the door open as quietly as I can.

      “Christopher?” I hiss in a whisper, leaning over the railing. “What are you doing here?”

      “Why did you leave” is the question I really should be asking, but it’s late and I’m not at one-hundred percent.

      “I need to talk to you,” he answers, looking around as if to make sure no one’s there. There are always guards on the grounds and I don’t even want to know how he got past them. Probably more magic that’s forbidden. More secrets he didn’t tell me.

      I climb down the steps that lead off the balcony and pull my robe tighter around me. It’s a bit chilly, but I know half the reason I’m shivering is adrenaline. “Where have you been?” I demand, hitting him on the arm.

      “Ow,” he mutters, rubbing his bicep like a big baby. He’s lucky I’m not dragging him back inside by the ear since he insists on acting like a child and running off.

      “Six weeks!” I snap. “You’ve been gone for six weeks, and the way you disappeared… do you have any idea how that made me feel?”

      “I know.”

      “Bullshit, you know!”

      He grabs me and pulls me into his arms for a kiss that makes me freeze. I should smack him in the face, but I find myself returning it. I do dig my hands into his hair and pull a bit too hard for good measure, but he doesn’t seem to mind. He just pulls me closer and kisses me until we’re both breathless.

      “What was that for?” I ask, dazed as he finally pulls away.

      “Six weeks,” he murmurs.

      “Where were you?”

      This time, he actually gives me an answer. “I was with my coven.”

      “Your coven?” I cry, lowering my voice when I realize there’s a high risk of us being overheard. “Don’t tell me you went back there.”

      “I didn’t have a choice. They’re helping me.”

      “Helping you with what?”

      “Helping me control it,” he answers, looking away.

      “Why do you need to control anything?” I ask. “Why can’t you just stop?”

      “It’s not that simple. I thought it was, and then…” He trails off and swallows hard. I can tell from the guilt in his eyes that he’s thinking of what he did before the first time he ran off. I’ve never been compelled like that before and I never want to experience it again. Especially not from him.

      “I know you didn’t do it on purpose,” I say carefully. “But why did it happen?”

      “I lost control,” he says, his voice filled with shame. “That’s how I knew I had to leave. Before I could hurt you.”

      “Christopher, you would never hurt me.”

      “I can’t take that risk,” he says firmly. His gaze softens as he touches my cheek and sweeps a strand of hair behind my ear. “Especially not now.”

      “And here I thought you ran because I’m pregnant.”

      “I did,” he admits. “But not for the reason you think.” When he realizes I don’t get it, he continues, “If there’s even a chance this kid is mine, it could be dangerous to you, Danica. Hell, if it’s James’, it could be the same thing.”

      I suppress a groan. Not another one. “The doctor says I’m fine and there’s no reason to think I won’t be.”

      “The doctor thinks the baby is Rowan’s.”

      He has a point. Even though I’m part mage, mating with a full shifter wouldn’t be high-risk. A vampire hybrid, on the other hand… “That’s all the more reason I need you here, not out there.”

      “I know,” he says gently. “I’m going to come back as soon as I can. As soon as it’s safe for you. I just need a little more time.”

      “How long?” I demand.

      “I don’t know.”

      “That’s not good enough. I need an answer.”

      He sighs. “Before the baby’s born. Is that good enough?”

      “Do you promise?”

      “I promise.”

      “Then it’ll have to be,” I mutter, hesitating. “There’s one more thing.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s not just one baby,” I admit. “It’s twins.”

      Christopher’s eyes widen as he processes the news. I can’t say I blame him. That was pretty much my reaction, too. When he looks down at my stomach and reaches out, I can tell he’s hesitant. I take his hand and put it against my belly, stepping closer.

      “I need you, Christopher. We need you.”

      He kisses me and this time, it’s a tender, delicate moment that’s over much too soon. “Soon, Dani. You have my word.”

      It’ll have to be enough for now. It always has been.
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      “Princess Victoria,” Raoul says warmly—a tone I don’t believe is genuine for one second—as he takes my hand to kiss it. I knew I’d run into him since this is the first party I’ve been to since my return. Trauma isn’t enough of an excuse to get me out of these things forever, I guess.

      I’ve gone from being a decoration in Marok pack gatherings to a decoration with a crown in Eternus ones, but the food is good, so I can’t really complain too much.

      “Good to see you again, Lord Raoul,” I say with a forced smile. The man makes my skin crawl, but he’s part of the Pentarch, so I have to play nice. So Albien tells me.

      “Looking lovely as ever this evening. And you’re glowing.”

      I can tell it’s a backhanded remark about my pregnancy, which everyone in the room is pretending not to talk about, but at least it seems to have dulled his fascination with me. Then again, he was only ever interested because he wanted the prestige that comes with my hand.

      “So, you must be quite relieved at the news. I’m sure it’s been hanging over your head for some time.”

      I search my brain, but for the life of me, I can’t figure out what he’s talking about. “I’m sorry, what has?”

      “Aedan, of course,” he answers, as if it should be obvious.

      I blink. Sure, Aedan has been a spectre looming over me for months, but Raoul isn’t exactly someone I want to have a heart-to-heart about it with. “And there’s been a new development? Have they found him?”

      It seems impossible. Then again, the ancient vampire might as well be a god. He’s been around so long that he’s lost all humanity he might once have possessed.

      Raoul gives me a disbelieving look that soon turns to pity, but it only lasts a second before it becomes glee. He knows something I don’t and he’s going to appreciate every moment of holding it over my head, it would seem. “Oh. Forgive me, I just assumed one of your... consorts would have mentioned it.”

      I take a deep breath for patience. “They’ve both been quite busy. Perhaps you might enlighten me?”

      “Of course,” he sneers. “Eternus is planning an invasion of Aedan’s territory.”

      “When?”

      “I couldn’t say the exact date even if I knew, but suffice it to say, before the next winter solstice,” he answers. “We won’t be leaving anything to chance this time.”

      “No,” I murmur. “I’d imagine not.”

      My head is spinning but I realize he’s still watching me suspiciously. “Is something wrong, Your Majesty? I’d assumed you would be pleased.”

      “No,” I blurt out. “I mean… yes. I am. It’s just a surprise.”

      “Well, I should go give my regards to the King. A pleasure, as always,” he says, bowing gallantly to me.

      “Likewise.” It’s hardly the biggest lie I’ve told. I linger by the wall, trying to process what I’ve just heard. If they’re going after Aedan, that means war after all we’ve done to avoid it. War because of me and Albien.

      Granted, I have no sympathy for the vampires, but what will become of the humans in their midst? My travels through the region only acquainted me with the reality that I led a far more sheltered life, even in Marok, than any humans kept for blood.

      And then there’s Mace… He remains loyal to his master, and if Aedan is brought in, he’ll surely be tried and hanged for treason. At one point, that would have been a dream come true for me, but now…

      Moreover, why would Rowan and James keep something like this from me? They’ve both made themselves indispensable to the army. I want to believe they would tell me something this big, but they’ve both been fretting so much ever since they learned I was pregnant, I wouldn’t be surprised if they thought keeping this from me was for my benefit.

      They’re infuriating like that.

      I spot Jenna guarding the door across the room and walk toward her, intent on giving answers from someone who’s sworn not to lie to me.

      “Princess,” she says, clearly surprised by my approach. “Is everything alright?”

      “I need to ask you something and I need the absolute truth,” I begin.

      “Of course,” she says, frowning. “What is it, Your Majesty?”

      “Is Eternus planning an invasion of Aedan’s territory?”

      The blank look on her face is not only the answer I’ve been looking for, but confirmation that my not knowing is something of a conspiracy. They didn’t just forget to tell me. They were keeping it from me. “Where did you hear that?”

      “Lord Raoul,” I answer, folding my arms. “The more interesting question is, why didn’t I hear it from anyone else?”

      She glances around like she’s wary of being overheard and lowers her voice. “Princess, it was in your interest. Everyone knows how much pressure this pregnancy has put on you.”

      “Everyone?” I repeat. “Including Albien?”

      She purses her lips and the fact that she won’t answer is answer enough.

      “Why?” I demand. “Why the secrecy? And don’t say it’s because of some ‘poor pregnant omega’ BS.”

      “There have been concerns,” she says reluctantly.

      “About what?” My throat tightens as one answer occurs to me. “About my loyalty?”

      “Of course not,” she says, clearly horrified by the insinuation. “I… I fear I’ve said too much already. Please, Princess. Speak to your mates.”

      I want to press her for more, but I know it’s not fair to put her in that position, so I hold off. But I will be getting answers, whether they come from my brother or my guards.

      I turn to walk out onto the balcony for some fresh air, because my head is swimming. I can’t believe this. After we promised not to keep secrets from each other.

      Sure, I left without telling them, but that was different. Albien’s life was at stake.

      I’m still calming myself down when I hear rustling in the garden below. I see something. A figure, tall and dark-haired. He’s not wearing a masquerade mask like he was the last time, but even though the glimpse of him I get lasts only for a second, I know it’s him. The scars on the left side of his face from the fire betray his identity immediately.

      Mace.

      The feeling of recognition shoots through my heart. The hatred I nurtured toward him for so long has become something even I don’t understand, but it’s an irresistible pull all the same.

      I rush forward and realize there’s no way I’m getting down from the balcony in this dress and these shoes. I shift and leave my clothes on the ground. I haven’t shifted in so long, but it feels good.

      My paws hit the earth and the animal takes over. I sprint into the woods after him, following his scent and the echo of his presence. How is it possible to memorize something without realizing it?

      I can see him up ahead, or at least the outline of him. The faster I run, the further away he seems to get. When he finally stops, I skid to a halt, but it’s too late. The moment I should collide with him, he disappears in a puff of smoke.

      I stand there frozen, looking in all directions. What the hell just happened? Where did he go?

      It shouldn’t be possible, yet where Mace is concerned, I learned a long time ago that reason will only get me so far.

      And yet, I caught his scent. That wasn’t an illusion.

      I spend the next hour or more searching the woods to no avail, and when I finally hear Rowan and James calling for me, I circle back. I don’t want them to know where I’ve been or why, but when I try to sneak into the back of the castle, they’re there waiting for me and I know I’m caught.

      “Danica?” James calls with a frown, walking toward me as I become human once more and stand before him buck naked. At least I can hope that will distract them from their fretting.

      Then again, I have more reason to be pissed.

      “What the hell were you doing out there?” Rowan growls, stalking toward us. He picks a leaf out of my hair and frowns. “And in your wolf form, no less?”

      “I was restless and I felt like a run.” I don’t like lying to them, but they obviously don’t have the same problem. Time to turn the tables.

      “In the middle of a party?” James asks in disbelief.

      “You know I hate these things,” I mutter, folding my arms. “While we’re on the subject, though, I had a lovely chat with Raoul.”

      “You did?” Rowan asks doubtfully. The fact that he’s staring at my breasts confirms that the distraction was a good idea.

      “Mhm. He told me something very interesting,” I say, waiting for them to catch on and come clean. When it becomes clear neither of them is going to, I ask, “When were you planning to tell me about the invasion I’m sure you both had a hand in planning?”

      James sighs in realization. “So that’s what this is about.”

      “Should’ve known,” Rowan mutters.

      “So both of you?” My face is burning with irritation. “I can’t believe you.”

      “Why would we stress you out by involving you in a military decision that has nothing to do with you?” Rowan demands. “This pregnancy is high-risk enough as it is.”

      “Nothing to do with me? I’m the one Aedan is after.”

      “And you’re the one Mace freed,” James says pointedly. “I know that’s been weighing on you.”

      “What? What makes you say that?”

      “Because you say his name in your sleep,” Rowan answers, raising an eyebrow. “A lot.”

      My face grows even warmer. This is the first I’ve heard of talking in my sleep, but I guess that’s what I get for sleeping with two men who have super sensitive hearing. “That’s still not a justification for keeping this from me.”

      “We know how you are, Dani,” James says gently.

      “How is that?” I demand, refusing to melt at his charm the way I usually would.

      “You want to see the best in people. You think everyone can be redeemed,” he answers. “I know what Mace did makes you second guess his true intentions.”

      “How could it not? He saved me.”

      “He kidnapped you,” Rowan growls. “He delivered you to Aedan and manipulated you for most of your life. One change of heart doesn’t erase any of that.”

      “I know it doesn’t,” I say, harsher than I mean to. “I know. Trust me, if anyone’s aware of just what Mace is capable of, it’s me.”

      “That’s all the more reason for you to stay as far away from this as possible,” James says, touching my cheek. “You’re too close to the situation and you’ve been through enough. All you need to do know is focus on your duties as Queen, and these babies.”

      I want to argue, but this is the first he’s spoken of the babies in any positive, non-doom-and-gloom light, so I don’t want to make him change his mind.

      “Come on,” Rowan says, offering me his hand. “Let’s go inside. It’s been a long day.”

      That, I can’t argue with. I take his hand and cast one last glance out at the forest. If they think there’s even a chance Mace is back to play mind games with me, it’s only going to cement their conviction that he deserves to die.

      The question is… are they right? Is he too far beyond redemption?

      I can’t say for sure one way or another, but one thing is certain. I never thought I’d be the one thinking of giving Mace another chance.
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      It’s been two weeks since Christopher left, and nearly just as long since I realized what Rowan and James had planned. The fact that they’re keeping things from me is still getting under my skin, especially since they’ve been more hush-hush about their work than ever.

      You’d think I was a princess who needed to be kept safe in an ivory tower or something.

      At least Albien’s been in a good mood lately, and I can’t help but assume it has something to do with his late-night rendezvous with Jenna. As much as I want to stay pissed at him for keeping the invasion thing from me, too, it’s hard to resist his sad face. This is the first time I’ve seen him actually happy and no matter how irritated I am, I don’t want to be the one who ruins that.

      I decide to take a walk out in the garden, since that’s just about the only physical activity I can do without somebody blowing a gasket. Once I got over the whole bodysnatchers feeling, I started enjoying the experience of pregnancy itself, but I could do without all the hysteria. My guys are overprotective enough as it is.

      I walk a bit further down the path, getting lost in thought as seems to be common lately. I don’t know what it is about today that has me feeling so melancholic. It takes a full few minutes for it to set in.

      This is the anniversary of my mother’s death.

      Holy crap, how could I forget something like that? At one point, it was practically a ritual holiday for me. I’d go to her grave every year with flowers and spend hours telling her everything that was going on in my life. It made me feel close to her somehow. Like if I kept talking, she wouldn’t ever really be that far away. Even if everyone else in the pack seemed to have forgotten her.

      Even if I myself never really knew who she was.

      After finding out the truth about the fact that the woman I was raised to believe was my mother never actually shared any DNA with me, I’ve been torn inside. I don’t know how much of a role she had to play in my “father’s” treachery, and the truth is, I’m not sure I want to know. Now that this day is finally here, I just know I can’t let it pass without doing something.

      I pick a few roses from my favorite bush in the garden and wander into the forest, looking for a decent spot. It doesn’t take me long to find the perfect spot. There’s a babbling creek and the sunlight streams in through the forest canopy in just the right way.

      I kneel down in a soft, grassy spot and arrange the roses around a smooth, pretty stone I found on the garden path. It’s hardly a proper grave, but until I can have an actual memorial built, it’ll have to do.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. It feels like something is missing and I know what. Through the sound of the rushing water, the silence in the air feels even more profound.

      “Talking to you used to be so easy,” I murmur. “Maybe it’s because you never talked back. I was able to project all these feelings and thoughts onto you. Turn you into this angel I wanted to be.” I sigh. “I don’t know whether you’re closer to that or to the man I called ‘father’ for most of my life, but… I guess now, it really is up to me to decide. And for what it’s worth, I choose to believe you weren’t all that different from me. Just an omega who felt lost in a world she had no control over. One who did the best she could for the people she loved, even if she made mistakes…”

      The forest is silent, of course. I don’t believe in ghosts, and even if I did, I’m not sure I’d want to know what this one has to say.

      I place the last rose on the makeshift memorial and as I’m trying to work up the courage to leave, I hear the sounds of engines roaring down the road on the other side of the castle.

      I get to my feet and walk until I’m able to see the road, but sure they can’t see me. There’s not one, not two, but three armored vehicles decorated with the royal crest barreling down the road.

      I know that’s not just a training exercise. My heart beats faster as I realize this is it. This is the invasion they’ve been planning for. The day that determines Mace’s fate.

      Why can’t I shake the feeling that it also determines mine?

      “Danica.”

      A woman’s voice stops me short and when I turn around, my blood runs cold. I’ve only ever seen her in the vision Aedan showed me, but I know as soon as her eyes meet mine.

      “Mother?”

      The Queen smiles softly. She seems so real, even though I know she can’t be. “You need to go, my dear.”

      “Go where?” I ask in confusion.

      “Find him. He holds the key to your destiny.”

      “Who?” I cry, running toward her. She’s already beginning to fade and by the time I reach her, she’s already gone.

      I’m left standing, my heart racing in my chest, trying to figure out what the hell just happened. Even though she didn’t answer me, I know. I just know.

      And I’ve already made my decision. No matter how I try to reason with myself, my heart is set in stone and I rush toward the guard house. There’s someone on patrol, but before I can figure out a suitable distraction, he gets a call on his radio and rushes off. All the forces are scrambling.

      I duck into the shed and eye the shelves for a uniform that looks like it might fit. I don the jacket and trousers, along with a hat to cover my hair and a pair of boots. There’s a gun on the desk inside the shed. I sling it over my shoulder. Time to hope Rowan’s shooting lessons pay off.

      I check to make sure no one is outside the shed and dart across the lawn to where the young troops have assembled in neat lines, ready to file into the next van that shows up in the convoy.

      Even as I focus on looking calm and blending in, a voice in my head is screaming at me to turn back, but I can’t. Maybe it was my mother’s ghost, or maybe just a manifestation of my own subconscious instincts, but either way, I know she was right.

      Somehow, some way, Mace’s fate is inextricably tied with mine, and if I don’t at least try to reach him, I’m going to regret it forever.
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      As I sit in the back of the van, keeping my head down and avoid suspicion, I can feel a few of the others glancing at me. They’ve probably all trained together, so they know I don’t belong, but the army is vast and I haven’t made too many public appearances. I can only hope that if I keep a low profile, I’ll go undetected.

      The journey is a long one, and I already know how treacherous it is on foot. By the time evening falls, the others are beginning to drift off, so I figure I can rest my eyes. We’ve got another couple of hours to go before we reach Aedan’s territory.

      I’m trying not to think too much about the fact that James and Rowan have probably noticed I’m gone. Their fury, I can live with, but making them worry again seems unforgivable. Then again, I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t at least give Mace the same chance he gave me.

      Unfortunately, my morning sickness and the road are not mixing.

      “You okay?” A young soldier asks, looking at me from across the seat. She barely looks twenty, and I can tell she’s a beta. Her thick brown curls are pulled back in a bun at the base of her neck, like most of the other women with long hair wear theirs. Her uniform suggests she’s a private, like most of the others in the van.

      “I’m fine,” I say with a sheepish smile. “Just a little roadsick.”

      “Your first mission, huh?”

      “Is it that obvious?” Something tells me the ones I’ve been on don’t count to the royal army.

      She chuckles. “I know that look. You’ll be fine. We’re just support. Probably won’t even see a vampire.”

      “That’s great,” I lie, hoping I don’t sound as disappointed as I am. I’m sure I’m the only one hoping to see any action, and our interests are in direct opposition.

      I close my eyes again and this time, I manage to fall asleep. I wake when the van grinds to a stop and nearly throws me out of my seat.

      My friend is already lining up to file out of the van up ahead, so I hurry up to fall in behind her. If she hasn’t recognized me, that’s good news. A sergeant barks orders at us to head further up the dirt road we’ve stopped on. The sign up ahead signifies we’re on the other side of Aedan’s territory, and the fact that we’re here means they must have struck some sort of compromise with the other vampires.

      I guess there’s treachery even among their ranks.

      Our unit is led into the woods, and everyone grows silent even though the van was full of chatter. We’ve joined up with the occupants of the van ahead of us, and I relax a little when I realize I’m not the only one who doesn’t know everyone.

      My legs are already tired, but there’s no room to sit down. Once I get home, I’m going to nap for a whole month.

      The fact that I’m surrounded by armed guards trained by Rowan and James is keeping me from being too anxious. At least where my own safety is concerned. I’ve already promised I’m not going to do anything risky, but if I stay here, I know I’ll never get to Mace in time.

      I’m just hoping there’s a way I can reach out to him. Hell, if he found me in the forest without really being there, maybe we’re connected somehow. I know it’s insane to be doing this, but it’s not like my mother’s ghost has a habit of showing up randomly and telling me to do things. Seems like the kind of thing that requires action.

      When I see the chance to slip away from the group without being noticed, I take it. I can hear others not far ahead, and there’s a cluster of higher-ups conversing about strategy. I’m counting on the fact that only Christopher knows where Aedan’s estate is, and the others are probably having as hard of a time finding him as I did. That gives me a chance to get within range first, and if Mace is good at one thing, it’s tracking me down.

      There’s an unoccupied vehicle up ahead, the engine still running. I try to look casual as I approach, like I have every right to commandeer it. When I close the door, one of the officers looks up, but he goes back to his conversation.

      I let out the breath I’ve been holding and pull out onto the road that leads deeper into the forest. So far, so good. There’s no way I’m going within a stone’s throw of that house, but I know Mace keeps an eye on his territory. Hopefully Aedan is still too frail and weak to venture out during the day. He takes the typical vampire aversion to the sunlight to the extreme.

      It feels like I’ve been driving for miles when another car pulls up beside me. I gulp, tightening my grip on the wheel as I slow down. Should I gun it? No… I can’t take the risk of an accident. I roll my window down and stare at the female Captain watching me through the window of her SUV.

      “Can I help you with something, Captain?”

      “You’re from the Gray unit,” she says, frowning at the insignia on the corner of my window. “Aren’t you guys supposed to be back by the highway?”

      “Sergeant’s orders,” I say with my most convincing shrug. “I just go where I’m told, ma’am.”

      She snorts. “Well, get on with it. We’re about to block these roads, so you’d better get where you need to go.”

      “Understood,” I say, nodding to her. I wait until she pulls up ahead before I keep driving.

      Talk about a close call.

      I’m starting to think I wouldn’t be as bad at this whole soldier thing as I feared. Apparently, I blend in better as a beta than I thought.

      Once I get within range of the forest I spent so long running through, a familiar sense of dread spreads out through me like a weed. I came so close to dying in this place, and I promised myself I’d never be back. Yet here I am, all for a man I should despise.

      And I do… but those moments we shared caring for Aspen make things more complicated. It’s not just that, either. We share a connection, him and I. It’s a painful connection, born of enmity and spite, but over time, it’s become something... more.

      I’m not anywhere near ready to entertain just what that more entails, but I have to do this. I pull to a stop when I decide I’ve gone far enough on the road. This is close to the place Mace first found me. I can feel it.

      I get out of the car and hug myself. This whole forest hums with Aedan’s energy, even though the ancient vampire scarcely leaves the confines of his attic. If he wasn’t such a twisted bastard, I might pity him, but I don’t. If only for what he did to Mace, he’s irredeemable in my eyes.

      Then again, I’m sure he’d find that flattering.

      It doesn’t take me long to start berating myself for what I’m doing, and I’m about to turn back and return to the car when I see a glimpse of something up ahead. At first, I think it’s Mace, but then I see the decidedly feminine outline of a woman disappearing into the trees. Her dark tresses spilling over her robe fill me with nostalgia.

      “Mom?” I cry, rushing after her. I finally catch another glimpse of her and I know it’s the same apparition I saw before. It’s a struggle to catch up, but just when I think I’m going to, she disappears.

      I’ve barely stopped to catch my breath when I hear rustling from somewhere behind me. I spin around, expecting to see her again, but instead, it’s the man I’ve been searching for. Mace is standing in a clearing not ten feet away, his eyes hard and cold and his long hair pulled back, as usual. Away from the scars that are now a permanent fixture on the left side of his face. He’s wearing dark clothes, but it’s hard to tell if he’s dressed for any particular occasion. He always looks sharp, and deadly.

      “Mace,” I breathe, my chest tightening as I realize I may have just walked into a trap. I don’t know if he’s capable of conjuring spirits or illusions, but who knows what Aedan taught him?

      He stares at me for a moment, his face as impossible to read as ever. When he finally speaks, his voice is as snarky and cool as I remember. It really shouldn’t make me shiver for the reasons it does.

      “You know, when you’re not defying every stereotype there is about omegas, you’re proving them.”

      “Good to see you, too,” I say, folding my arms. I know I have to put a wall up or I’m going to regret it. He’s not safe for a variety of reasons.

      “Have you lost your mind?” There’s an edge to his voice as he stalks toward me. “Where are the others?”

      “They’re around,” I lie. I can tell from the look on his face that he doesn’t believe me, but I’m not going to volunteer the fact that I came here alone. I hold out my hand and he stops, but the truth is, I have no idea how I stopped the other vampires in the forest and certainly not how to recreate that magic. “Don’t come any closer.”

      “You leave the sanctuary of the castle to come here and now you want to act concerned for your safety?”

      “I came to warn you,” I say, trying not to sound as uncertain as I am. “Aedan will fall. The vampires have all turned against him, and if you don’t act now, you’re going down with him.”

      His eyes narrow. “And you came to tell me this why?”

      “Because you protected me,” I murmur, realizing how pathetic that sounds. Imagine what he’d think if I told him my dead mother said to. “I figured I’d at least give you the same opportunity.”

      He stares at me for a long while and when he finally shakes his head, I realize it’s disgust and disbelief more than anything. “You really are an idiot.”

      “Flattering, but if you don’t come back with me right now, you’re going to end up on an executioner’s block.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” he says, turning away from me.

      “Mace!”

      He stops, looking over his shoulder with venom in his gaze. “I spared your life, but if you think I’ll turn on my own master, you don’t know me at all. Now get out of here, before I think better of my mistake.”

      His words cut deep, but I came all this way and I’m not going to give up that easily. Before I can try to convince him, I hear the sound of tires squealing on the dirt road.

      “Shit,” I mutter. “They found us.”

      Mace’s eyes widen and it takes him only a fraction of a second to shift. As soon as I see his wolf, I follow suit. I’m a hell of a lot faster on four legs than two. I follow him through the woods as I hear the soldiers shouting. It won’t be long before they realize we’ve taken off on foot, and soon, I hear the howls of hounds in hot pursuit.

      Mace is faster than I am, but I manage to keep up, panting the entire way. I realize he’s heading back toward Aedan’s estate, even though the troops are guaranteed to have surrounded it by now.

      Shit. And he thinks I’m the idiot.

      I don’t know if it’s Aedan’s mind control or good old-fashioned brainwashing, but either way, the battle for his soul is going to be harder than I ever imagined.
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      Keeping up with Mace when my paws already feel like they want to snap off is hard enough, but then I see a shadow flying overhead. At first, I’m sure it’s some fucked up forest magic courtesy of Aedan, but then I see the net closing over us. I yelp as the heavy rope mesh flattens me to the earth and hear Mace snarling just a few feet ahead. He snaps at the ropes, but before he can get out, a tranquilizer dart pierces his flank and the sharp pain in my hip tells me I’ve been hit, too.

      Everything goes hazy and I hear people shouting orders, but I can’t make out anything. When I try to lift my head, it immediately drops back to the ground and then I’m out like a light.
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        * * *

      

      The next thing I remember is opening my eyes to find myself in a cell. At some point, I must have shifted back to my human form. At least someone had the decency to put me in a robe.

      “Hello?” I call.

      There’s silence, until I hear footsteps coming down the hallway. I’ve never been in the royal dungeon, but something tells me this is it. I swallow hard and prepare for the worst as a guard I don’t recognize comes to stand before me.

      “We ran through the list of soldiers in your platoon. Turns out, you’re extra,” he says flatly, folding his arms. “No identification, and you were caught trying to help a traitor of Eternus escape. Anything to say for yourself?”

      “Just my name,” I sigh. “But you’re probably not going to believe me if I tell you.”

      “Try me.”

      “Alright. Princess Victoria.”

      He scoffs a laugh, just as I expected. “Sure. And I’m one of the royal consorts.”

      “Sorry, but she’s not accepting any new applicants for the position,” I say dryly.

      He cocks his head and studies me a bit closer. I can tell he’s weighing the possibility that I’m not entirely full of shit, so I decide to seize on the opportunity.

      “You don’t have to take my word for it, but I happen to know the Princess went missing yesterday afternoon, if my migraine is any indication of how long has passed. Go ahead. Consult Lord Rowan and Lord James, or better yet, my brother. They can identify me.”

      He narrows his eyes like he doesn’t believe me, but if nothing else, I’ve sewn the seeds of doubt. He backs up and growls, “Stay where you are and keep your hands where I can see them.”

      “Where would I go?” I challenge, closing my hands around the bars. I watch as he goes down the hall and picks up a phone on the wall. He’s lowering his voice so I can barely make out the words as he calls for a higher-up. It doesn’t take long before another soldier comes down the steps to inspect me. He seems unsure, so he calls someone else and before long, Jenna is standing right in front of me.

      “Princess!” she cries, striding toward me. She turns to glower at the cocky guard who first came to me. “Open this door at once.”

      “Y—yes, Lady Jenna,” he stammers, fumbling for a large ring of keys on his belt. He gives me a bewildered glance and opens the door. I guess his curiosity about what the Princess looks like up close is finally satisfied.

      “Thank you,” I say, stepping out and trying to maintain some semblance of my dignity while wearing a bathrobe in front of total strangers. “I know how this looks, but I can explain.”

      “I’m certainly eager to hear how,” Jenna says, staring at me like she’s looking at a ghost. “But that can wait until I’ve alerted your consorts. They’ve both been worried sick, as I’m sure you can imagine.”

      I gulp. I definitely can imagine, but the guilt is just one factor in my troubled emotional landscape. “Just humor me. What did they do with Mace?”

      She frowns in disbelief. “He’s being held in a different chamber. As for what will become of him after that, I can guess.”

      Yeah, that’s the problem. I can, too.
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      After I’m escorted to the castle, some maids bring me a fresh change of clothes and bring me into the sitting room. There are two guards waiting at the door, which I suppose means it’s been decided that I can’t be trusted.

      And… fair enough, really.

      My stomach is full of butterflies as I sit on the sofa and wait, but the moment Rowan and James appear, my heart leaps with relief at seeing them, even if I know the lecture I have coming up. I stand and James engulfs me in his arms before I can reach him. He squeezes so tight I can barely breathe and I can feel the anger and relief coming off him in droves.

      “Danica,” he growls. That one utterance of my name speaks volumes. Frustration. Disbelief. Confusion.

      Rowan finally decides it’s his turn and pulls me into his arms, but then pulls away to glower at me. “Explain yourself. Now.”

      I sigh. No matter how long I had to come up with an explanation, I just couldn’t find any that would satisfy them, so I decide to go with the truth. By the time I’m finished telling them about the apparition I saw both times in the woods, their eyes are glazed over. There’s pity on their handsome faces and I’m pretty sure they think I’ve finally lost my mind, but at least the concern is softening their anger a bit.

      “Let me get this straight,” Rowan begins. “Your dead mother appeared to you in the woods and told you to go after the guy who kidnapped you and almost had you sacrificed to his vampire master if not for a last-minute change of heart, and you went for it?”

      Usually James would have something to say about his bluntness, but for once, they’re both on the same page.

      “I know how it sounds, but all I can do is be honest with you.”

      “It’s not about how this sounds, it’s about the fact that you could have gotten yourself killed,” James snarls. “Going into Aedan’s territory, Danica? Disguising yourself as a soldier?”

      “I was surrounded by armed soldiers the whole time, and I knew Mace wouldn’t get far if he did try to escape.”

      “But why?” Rowan asks in disbelief.

      Before I can answer, James chimes in. “Isn’t it obvious? She still thinks Mace can be saved.”

      “What if he can?” I challenge. “He gave me a chance. I’m alive because of him. How was I not supposed to return the same?”

      “Easily,” James growls. “You’re the Princess. An omega. A pregnant omega. Mace has made his choice, and it’s time for you to start thinking about making the responsible one.”

      His words cut, even though I know they’re justified. I’m not used to James being harsh, but I know it comes from fear.

      Rowan looks between us, always determined to keep the peace, despite his tough guy attitude. “Look, it’s been a long day for everyone,” he mutters. “Let’s get Dani to the doctor so he can look over her and go from there.”

      “I’m fine. There’s no need to see the doctor,” I insist. “Nothing happened.”

      “Don’t argue,” says James.

      I’m about to do just that when Albien comes in, his eyes widening as soon as they meet mine. “Dani!” he cries, rushing to take me into his arms. “We were so worried.”

      “I know,” I murmur guiltily. “I’m sorry.”

      He pulls away, looking at me in confusion. “What on Earth happened?”

      “It’s a long story, and I promise, I’ll tell you everything, but not now,” I plead. “It’s been a hell of a day.”
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      As soon as I get a moment’s peace, I go to Albien’s room and knock on the door. He opens it immediately and from the look he’s giving me, I can tell he’s still pissed about me running off.

      “I’m surprised you’re still here. I expected you’d be across the continent by now.”

      “Haha,” I mutter. “Can I come in?”

      He steps back to let me inside and closes the door. There are chocolates on the table and he must see me staring longingly, because he says, “Help yourself.”

      “You’re forgiving,” I say, dropping into the chair by his bookshelf. He loves to read even more than I do, and that’s saying something.

      “Can’t give you another reason to run off.”

      I give him a look. “Don’t you at least want to know why I left?”

      “Oh, I know,” he says, crossing his arms. “Mace.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like the others have been looking at me ever since this started.”

      “What, like we’re worried? Like your sudden case of Stockholm syndrome is as concerning as it is?”

      “That’s not it,” I mutter.

      “Then what is it? Because I’m your twin and I have no idea where your head’s at right now.”

      I sigh. “I saw Mom.”

      He blinks at me, pausing for a long moment. “What?”

      “Our mother,” I clarify. “The woman from the vision. She told me to go, and I listened.”

      He pauses again and I can tell he doesn’t know what to say. He’s probably torn between curiosity and not wanting to push me further into what he and the others see as madness. “Danica, I don’t know who or what you really saw, but…”

      “It was her,” I insist, standing to walk over to him. “I know what I saw, Albien, and I know how hard it is to believe, but she appeared to me.”

      “How do you know it wasn’t just one of Aedan’s tricks?”

      I hesitate, realizing I don’t have an answer that will satisfy him. “I don’t,” I admit. “Other than just knowing. I know that’s not good enough, but…”

      “No,” he sighs. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned to trust, it’s your instincts. Not that I even believe in ghosts, or that I want to, but…”

      I can’t help but smile. He looks a few shades paler at the thought. “For what it’s worth, it wasn’t a scary experience. More like... she was trying to warn me.”

      “Warn you about what?”

      “I don’t know. It felt like she was warning me not to give up on him.”

      “On Mace?” I can hear the doubt returning to his voice.

      “I know. Trust me, I know. No one hates the guy more than I do, but…”

      “But?”

      “There’s another side to him. One I never expected. I know it’s crazy, but I have to believe that’s closer to the truth of who he is than everything else.”

      “That’s a lot of faith to put in someone you wanted to kill not too long ago.”

      “I did say it was crazy, didn’t I?”

      Albien takes my hand and smiles. Whatever happens, it’ll be okay. Just talk to me next time, okay?”

      “I will. I promise. But in that vein, I need a favor.”

      He groans. “Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like this?”

      “Because it’s me asking.”

      He snorts. “True enough. What is it?”

      “I need you to get me in to see Mace.”

      “Danica—”

      “Please,” I beg, squeezing his hand tighter. “He’s in custody, it’s not like he can do anything. I just need to try to get through to him.”

      “I don’t even know if I can, Danica. Let alone the fact that the idea of you and him in the same room makes my skin crawl.”

      “You’re the King. You can do anything you want.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “If you think that, you really haven’t been paying attention.”

      “Please, Albien. Five minutes, that’s all I’m asking.”

      I feel guilty for needling him, but I’m desperate and I can tell he’s starting to actually consider it.

      “I’ll see what I can do, but it certainly won’t be tonight.”

      “Fair enough.” I smile a little. “You could always ask your secret girlfriend.”

      His face turns bright red. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Mhm,” I say, wandering over to the door. “For the record, I approve. Not that there’s anything to approve of.”

      He huffs and I close the door. He may not have been willing to give me any guarantees, but I know he’ll come through. The question is... what am I going to do with that time once I get it?
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      It’s been a week since I talked to Albien, and I’m starting to lose hope that my meeting is going to happen without some creative breaking and entering. I’m halfway to donning another guard uniform.

      It’s the middle of the night when my chocolate cravings become impossible to ignore. I head to the kitchen and take out a slice of devil’s food cake from the refrigerator. I’ll say one thing for the royal lifestyle, its desserts are decadent.

      Of course, my mouth is stuffed with cake when I realize I’m not alone in the kitchen. Jenna usually isn’t up this late, unless she’s on a guard shift, but the fact that she’s not wearing her usual uniform gives me pause. “Princess,” she says in an urgent whisper. “It’s time.”

      My heart leaps and I stand up from my stool. “I’m going to be allowed to see Mace?”

      “I wouldn’t say allowed,” she says dryly. “As a matter of fact, if anyone finds out I had a role in this, they’ll have my head.”

      “They won’t,” I promise, walking over to her. “Thank you.”

      “Come on,” she says, motioning for me to follow her down the hall. “We don’t have much time. The next guard will be on duty before long.”

      I don’t know how she arranged this and I’m almost afraid to ask, but there’s no time. I rush after her and realize just how many stairs there are leading down to the dungeon. It’s dark and silent and something about the fact that Mace has been here for a solid week makes me feel queasy, even though it shouldn’t.

      Yeah, he kept me in a gilded cage, but it was still a cage and I’d never done anything to him. There are so many questions I want to ask him, so many answers I want to demand, but when I see him sitting on a bench in his cell, his hair covering the scarred half of his face, it fades to something much harder to understand. I’m sure he knows I’m here, but he doesn’t look up right away.

      “Could you give us a minute?” I plead with Jenna.

      She eyes her prisoner warily, but I reassure her. “I’ll be fine. I’ll call if I need anything.”

      “Five minutes,” she warns.

      I nod. Hell of a lot better than nothing. Once we’re alone, I turn back to Mace. “You have no idea how hard it was to get this chance, so the least you could do is look at me.”

      He finally looks up and his cold eyes stop me in my tracks. “You shouldn’t be here. I didn’t ask for you to come find me, then or now.”

      “But I did,” I say, taking a step closer. “You know they’ve sentenced you to execution, right? You’re going to die.”

      “And?”

      It takes me a moment to process his total apathy. “I don’t know what that guy did to get into your head like this, but you do realize you’re free now, right? You can live your own life, make your own choices. I know there’s more to you than just his automaton.”

      “You don’t know anything.”

      “Fine, then I don’t. But you should still at least want to fight.”

      “And what do you suggest?” he challenges. “Got a key?”

      “No,” I mutter. “But I’ll try reasoning with the Pentarch. Maybe—”

      “Maybe they’ll what, listen to the Princess?” he sneers. “Haven’t you been in Eternus long enough to know you’ve traded one cage for another?”

      His words get under my skin more than I’m willing to let him realize, but I grip the bars in front of him and lean in close. “You saved me. Now, whether you regret it or not, I’m not one to owe a debt.”

      “Then consider it forgiven.”

      I growl in frustration and he actually seems surprised. “What’s wrong with you? This isn’t the Mace I know. The pain in the ass who always had something up his sleeve.”

      “The Mace you knew isn’t real.”

      “Bullshit. I don’t believe that.”

      “Even if it wasn’t true, it is now. Aedan is gone. I don’t care what happens to me.”

      I freeze as I realize what he’s getting at. He thinks Aedan is dead? Shit…

      “Mace, I…” The words die out in my throat as I realize the can of worms I’ll be opening if I tell him the truth. That Aedan is just a pawn in another vampire’s game now. I want him to fight for himself, not that twisted bastard who’s brainwashed and manipulated him his whole life.

      “Princess,” Jenna says, appearing at the end of the hallway. “It’s time to go.”

      “Alright,” I say, turning back to Mace. I hold his gaze. “I’m getting you out of here, one way or another. By the time I do, you’d better have found your spine.”

      He doesn’t answer, but I think I see the faintest hint of a smirk on his lips. I follow Jenna out of the dungeon, my heart sinks deep into my chest. Despite my confident assertion in there, I have no idea how I’m going to pull this off. I just know that now, more than ever, it’s something I have to do.

      Sure, it’s a gut feeling, but they’ve never led me astray before. Here’s hoping they don’t start now.
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      The day of the execution, my stomach should be full of butterflies, but it’s not. Instead, it feels like there’s this big, empty hole sitting inside me and nothing I do or think or anyone says can fill it. No reassurances, no apologetic looks from James and Rowan.

      I didn’t sleep all night, and while my body is exhausted, my mind’s still wired. I’m no closer to a plan to save Mace than I was, and he’s made it clear that he doesn’t even want to be saved.

      No more strange apparitions, either. Never thought I’d say this, but I could actually use one.

      Even Jenna keeps glancing at me in pity as I go about my morning like nothing’s amiss. The fact that she’s been following me around is proof that James and Rowan asked her to. They think I’m planning on springing Mace somehow, and they’re not entirely wrong. I would if I could, but they have more faith in me than is probably warranted.

      I dress in a black gown, even though my advisors recommended a neutral gray. I’m not going to pretend like this is anything other than what it is. This kingdom’s habit of public executions is repulsive enough, no matter who’s on the chopping block. Let them all be reminded of it.

      “It’s about time, isn’t it?” I ask Jenna. She looks up in surprise. Then again, I’ve been in a quiet mood all morning. “The royal family is always expected to arrive first at these things.”

      “Yes, Princess, but…” She trails off as footsteps approach from the hall. James appears, dressed in a suit I might find dashing if he was wearing it for any other occasion.

      “Danica,” he murmurs, his voice low and husky. After our last encounter, I can tell he doesn’t really know how to approach me and he’s not the only one. I hate what this has done to us. The wedge it’s driven between us, but I know he sees that as more proof of Mace’s scheming.

      “Could we have a moment alone, please?” he asks Jenna.

      She nods do him. “Of course, Sir James.”

      As soon as we’re alone, my walls go up. James is far more capable of surpassing them than I want to allow. I know he means well. He thinks he’s doing this in my best interest, but he’s a Marok wolf at heart. Always will be. Being half vampire doesn’t change that.

      “We need to talk,” says James.

      “Unless you’ve changed your mind, we don’t have anything to talk about.”

      His face doesn’t change, but he takes a step closer. “I don’t think you should be there.”

      “Where?”

      He gives me a look. “You know where, Danica.”

      “Just say it,” I challenged. “The execution. The public murder.”

      “You know it has to be done.”

      “Bullshit. Just because it always has been done doesn’t mean it has to be.”

      He sighs, like this is a conversation we’ve had thousands of times. To him, I’m sure it feels like that. “I’m not the one who makes the rules.”

      “No, but you’re certainly not doing anything to change them, are you?”

      His gaze softens. “This is why I don’t want you there. You’re upset enough as it is.”

      “If you cared about me being upset, you’d find a way to stop this.”

      “You know I can’t.”

      “I know you won’t,” I say, stalking past him. He grabs my arm and when I spin around, the pleading look in his eyes stops me short of lashing out.

      “Please, Dani,” he says, his voice rough with sorrow. “Just stay home.”

      He leaves me with that, when I’m sure he’s going to stick around and try to lock me in my room. To be fair, the fact that he left the choice up to me is a far more compelling deterrent than a door would have been, but it’s not enough to keep me here.

      Logically, I know Mace is going to die, and he doesn’t even give a shit, but my heart won’t let go. It’s the same impulse that had me following my mother’s ghost into the woods. The same one that told me that we all belonged together. I can’t start ignoring it now.

      “Dani?” Aspen’s small voice draws me out of my thoughts and when I look over at him standing by the table, I’m relieved to see that he’s still in his pajamas. I instructed the servants that he was not to be allowed to attend the execution under any circumstances, and while they all looked at me like the idea of shielding a child from such a spectacle was absurd, they agreed. I’m just hoping they kept their word about not mentioning it around him.

      “What is it, sweetheart?” I ask, putting on a smile for him. I can only hope it doesn’t look as fragile as it feels.

      He rubs his eyes and yawns. “Why is everyone dressed up?”

      My throat tightens and the words I want to say stick in it. “There’s… someone visiting.”

      I promised myself I wouldn’t lie to him again, but it feels like I don’t have a choice. Innocence is something so rare that it should be preserved at all costs for as long as possible, and I’ll do anything to make sure he retains his. He’s already been through so much. Knowing what’s about to happen to the man he idolizes would crush his spirit.

      I feel like even more of a failure for not being able to stop it.

      “I want to go,” he protests.

      I sink down to my knees so we’re at eye level and take his hand. “Listen to me,” I begin carefully. “You know how I promised to always tell you the truth?”

      He nods.

      “Well, sometimes that means I’m not going to be able to tell you everything. But I’m going to do my best not to tell you anything that isn’t true,” I say, my voice breaking. “Today is a very sad day.”

      “Why?” he asks, frowning.

      “Because sometimes, even when they mean well, grownups do awful things,” I answer, holding back the tears. “And I’m going to do everything I can to stop it, but it… it might not be enough, and I don’t want you to be there, okay? Do you understand?”

      He hesitates, but he finally nods. “Okay, Dani.”

      “Promise me,” I say, squeezing his hand. “Promise me that you’re going to stay in your room and play with your toys until I get back, okay?”

      “I promise,” he says, leaning in to hug me. I hug him back and my heart feels a little lighter.

      Maybe Mace doesn’t view his own life as worth saving, but I have to try, if only for Aspen. He’s already been disappointed by the adults in his life so many times, and I can’t live with myself knowing I didn’t even try to prevent another.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      It doesn’t take long for the crowd to gather. I know they won’t let me speak to Mace, but I try anyway. He seems as calm and disaffected as ever, sitting far below the high-rise box seats the royal family occupies.

      “Are you alright?” Albien asks, walking over to me.

      “As well as I can be under the circumstances,” I murmur. “I saw Aspen before we came here.”

      “He doesn't know, does he?”

      “No, but I’m going to have to tell him the truth eventually. Just trying to figure out which version of it he’s ready for.”

      Sorrow fills Albien’s gaze. Even though I know he’s as set against Mace as the others, he at least feels empathy for what it’s putting the rest of us through.

      “I wish there was something I could do, Danica, I truly do. But the Pentarch…”

      “I know,” I say, taking his hand. “You tried everything, and I appreciate it.”

      He gives me a faint smile as Jenna comes over, nodding to us both. “Your Majesties, the executioner has announced that it’s about to begin.”

      “Wouldn’t want to keep death waiting,” I mutter bitterly.

      Jenna gives me a sympathetic look and leads Albien over to his chair.

      I can’t bring myself to sit down, leaning over the railing instead. I don’t want a bird’s eye view, but not being here feels so much worse.

      The crowd begins to cheer as the executioner takes his position in front of the podium, like he’s a rockstar and they’re all gathered to see their favorite band in concert, not the end of a man’s life. My stomach churns and I can’t bring myself to look at their faces.

      All my life, the Eternus wolves seemed so civilized. So genteel with all their fancy buildings and societies and schools. Now, I know the truth. We’re all the same underneath. All monsters in one way or another. It’s just a matter of choosing the side you can live with.

      Why did I ever think I could actually make a difference? Princess or lowly pack omega, it doesn’t matter. There are some things in this world that are set in stone and the bloodlust is one of them. Whether it’s out in the open on the battlefield or hidden behind the veil of civility and elegant gatherings, it’s all the same.

      We’re all the same.

      My heart aches deeply as I see Mace climb those stairs. It’s more than emotional pain. There’s something I’ve never felt before, like a cord winding its way around my heart, choking out my breath and making each beat pure torture.

      I grip the railing and watch as he’s led over to the block. The executioner has his blade in his hand and I know from experience that he never misses. My stomach churns and the whole world seems to shift around me as Mace kneels down. Even from a distance, I can tell there’s nothing in his eyes. No fear, no hope, no despair.

      He’s ready to meet his fate. As if he always knew it would come to this moment.

      The executioner raises his axe over his head and a piercing pain shoots through my chest. A bloodcurdling scream fills the air and it takes me a moment to realize it’s me.

      I collapse to my knees and my first thought as Rowan and the others rush toward me is that I’m sure they think this is part of some elaborate scheme. Like my plan all along was to imitate the worst pain in my life just to buy Mace a few minutes he doesn’t want.

      The truth is, I’m too blinded by the pain to see straight, let alone plan anything elaborate.

      “Danica!” Rowan cries, taking me into his strong arms. I can barely move, frozen like my body itself has become a prison of ice and stone.

      It’s all I can do to get the words out and even that makes the pain in my chest worse. “I can’t… I can’t breathe.”

      “Yes, you can,” James coaches, stroking my face. “Just slow. Deep breaths, through your nose.”

      I want to tell him it’s impossible, but my body seems to follow his instructions despite my disbelief. I manage to get some oxygen into my lungs, but it does nothing to ease the pain.

      It’s not as excruciating as it was a moment ago, but it’s still agonizing. My horror is quickly diverted to another subject when I feel the splash of warm blood trickling down the insides of my thighs.

      “The babies,” I choke. I know the moment James catches the scent of the blood, because his eyes go wild and he staggers back. He’s in control, but the unexpected still throws him. I would probably be embarrassed if I wasn’t so fucking scared.

      I can’t see what’s happening below, but I can only assume from the steady, frantic murmurs of the crowd that they haven’t had a murder to gawk at yet. Just the spectacle happening above them.

      “We’ve gotta get her to the infirmary,” says Rowan.

      “No,” James says quickly. “No… don’t move her.”

      His sense might be instinct or medical knowledge, but either way, it feels like the right one. Even being in Rowan’s arms takes energy I don’t have. Every movement, every breath, is painful. I can’t imagine him taking a step.

      “Get the doctor,” James calls. Jenna rushes out the door and I realize I’m holding James’ hand when the pressure of squeezing it starts to hurt. I can only imagine how it feels for him.

      “Deep breaths, baby,” he whispers, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “I’ll be right back.”

      I want to scream at him not to leave, but when Jenna returns with a panicked look on her face, I realize why. “What do you mean you can’t find him?” James snaps.

      “The nurse said he’s on an emergency call, but I can’t get ahold of him.”

      “Well, find him,” James snarls. It’s not like him to raise his voice, but he’s panicking and I’m sure the blood has him on edge. It’s flowing and I feel weaker than I ever have.

      “You!” Rowan bellows down over the balcony. “He’s a doctor. Bring him up here.”

      It takes me a second to process the fact that he means Mace. My heart leaps, despite the pressure on it. He’s still alive.

      And there’s a damn good chance he’s going to outlive me. The terror has me detached and I feel the strangest sense of laughter bubbling in my throat. Then, I realize I am laughing and the others are looking at me worriedly.

      I’m actually starting to feel so lightheaded that I think I’m going numb to the terror. Or maybe it’s just the fact that I feel like I’m floating above my body. Even the pain is far away now.

      There’s murmuring but it sounds slow and low and blurry. It makes me want to laugh, too, but my throat is too tight for anything. The sky is growing hazy but a familiar face obscures it. Cold blue eyes, filled with fear for the first time I can remember.

      Mace. He’s asking me something, but I can’t make it out. It sounds like he’s underwater. Or maybe I am.

      Floating…

      Drifting…

      Sinking…

      His hand presses against my cheek and all at once, the pain vanishes. In its place is the strangest, heaviest feeling. Like I’m made of lead and I’m sinking down, down, down to the bottom of the ocean.

      I wonder how deep it goes.
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      “Danica. Danica.”

      Mace’s voice echoes through the darkness. I don’t know where I am, or how I got here. Remembering who I am is taking more of my energy than it should. When I stand, I’m not in any pain, but something doesn’t feel right. Like my body isn’t fully solid, and I’m half-floating nowhere in particular.

      “Where are you?” Where am I is probably the more pertinent question.

      “Follow the sound of my voice,” he urges.

      I can barely tell where it’s coming from at first, but if I close my eyes to listen, it’s a little better. “The babies… are they—?”

      “They’re alright, for the moment, but that’s going to depend on you,” he says.

      “I don’t understand. How are you here? Where are we?”

      “We’re in your mind,” he answers.

      I stop walking and feel the dread sinking in again. This must be a dream. It has to be. That, or he’s screwing with me. “What?”

      “I don’t have much time to explain, but we’re... connected. Apparently,” he mutters.

      “Connected? How do you mean?”

      “Danica, this is important. You need to follow my voice and don’t stop or look back, no matter what you do.”

      The command makes me immediately want to do just that but I managed to keep my focus up ahead. Not that I can see anything.

      “Trust me,” he says in a low voice that should make me do anything but. There’s something about it that soothes me, despite knowing better. Despite knowing that I can’t trust him.

      That used to be so easy to grasp. So obvious. Now…

      I keep walking and his voice draws closer. “That’s it. Keep going. You’re almost there.”

      When I finally see the outline of him, I want to run, but it feels like each step takes all I have. When I reach him, I fall into his arms like my body didn’t have anything left at all. He holds me, and when I look up into his eyes, they’re full of concern and urgency.

      “We have to get you back,” he murmurs.

      “Where?”

      “Awake.”

      Should be obvious, but there’s something about this place that feels off. I’ve never gone to a place like this in my dreams. Not even the bad ones.

      “How?” I ask, realizing that opening my eyes, something that should be simple, feels like an impossible goal to accomplish. I make the mistake of looking back where I came from and see a billowing black void rushing toward us.

      “What the hell is that?”

      “I said don’t look back,” he growls.

      My head snaps back and I stare at him, realizing it’s not just concern in his gaze. It’s fear.

      “Wake up, Danica. Hurry.”

      “I don’t know how!”

      “Yes, you do,” he says, holding my gaze. His eyes are hypnotic and soothing, but my heart still races. “When you were running in the woods from those vampires, your power came to the surface. You have to call it back. It’ll bring you home.”

      “I had no control over that!”

      “Yes, you did,” he insists, his grip on my arms tightening. “Go back to that place, Dani. Feel what you felt then.”

      I wonder just how long it’s been since he’s called me Dani. What a strange thought to have at a time like this.

      Then again, for all I know, this could be just another hallucination. I take a deep breath and try my hardest to ignore the roaring void in hot pursuit of us. Something shifts inside of me and I feel myself overwhelmed by the strange sense that I’m not alone. Unlike the leaves that devoured the vampires, it’s light that envelops us, soft and glowing.

      All the tension leaves my body and the darkness grows silent. I collapse and feel myself fall into a firm embrace as my eyes fly open.

      I’m still on the floor of the box seat above the arena, and Mace is standing over me, along with Rowan and James. I gasp, clinging to Mace’s chest. His strong arms are still holding me securely and his fingers in my hair team up with his ethereally intoxicating scent to lull me into a sense of calm.

      The pain is gone, and so is the awful lightheadedness, but when I look up at him for answers, his solemn expression tells me he’s just as confused as I am.

      “What happened?” I choke.

      Mace doesn’t answer. Instead, James speaks up, his voice slow and rough with both resignation and relief. “Mace saved your life.”

      Before I can speak, Albien steps up, looking over at the executioner who obviously followed Mace in the chaos. “Then by royal code, I’m permitted to offer him a pardon,” he says proudly, even though I can tell he’s close to hyperventilating.

      My eyes meet his and I mouth, “Thank you,” even though I feel like I’m going to pass out again.

      Another few seconds and I do. I’m not sure what the hell just happened, but I think I at least bought some more time to figure it all out.
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      When I wake up, I feel the comfort of a soft mattress and clean sheets around me, but the bed doesn’t have the reassuring scent of my lovers to tell me I’m in my own room. Opening my eyes feels like a chore, but when I finally manage, everything is white. The ceiling, the walls, the overhead fluorescent tube.

      I must be in the hospital wing of the castle. When I finally manage to lift my head, I see Rowan sitting across the room, propped up in a chair even though he’s asleep. I can’t help but smile, wondering how long he’s been there. I gasp when the memory of how I got here set in and my hand rests on my stomach.

      Rowan’s eyes fly open and he rushes over to me. “Hey,” he says in a soothing voice, stroking my hair. “It’s alright. You’re okay.”

      “The babies?” I choke.

      “They’re stable, for now. You had a lot of bleeding, but they got it under control,” he assures me.

      I sink back against the mattress, relieved and drained. There are so many questions dancing around in my head, so many answers I need to know how I feel. “Where’s Mace? Is he—?”

      “Pardoned,” Rowan answers flatly. It’s clear he doesn’t approve of this new development, but I can’t hide my relief. “As for what we’re going to do with him long-term, I’m not sure, but for the moment, we need him.”

      “Why?” I ask, unable to make sense of it. “I remember he came to me in my dream, but… was that real?”

      “Afraid so. It would be better if James explained it,” he says, rubbing the back of his head. “He’s explained it to me a few times already and I still don’t really get it.”

      “Alright,” I murmur. “Where is he?”

      “He’s out dealing with… something, but he’ll be back any time. You should try to get some more sleep.”

      I want to argue, but my eyelids seem to have other ideas. Before long, I drift off with Rowan stroking my hair, a soothing gesture that erases all the anxiety and uncertainty keeping me awake.

      When I next open my eyes, it’s to the sound of low voices murmuring. Not Rowan and James, but…

      “Christopher?”

      I sit up slowly, convinced the blurry image of him is my overactive imagination. When it settles and he looks solid enough, my heart leaps.

      “Hey,” he says softly, coming over to the bed, like he’s afraid to approach me. He reaches out but stops short of touching me. “How are you feeling?”

      “Confused,” I admit, looking between him and James. “What happened?”

      “We almost lost you,” James says, not looking me in the eye. “All of you.”

      I swallow hard. “That close, huh?”

      “If it wasn’t for Mace…” Christopher trails off and James clears his throat. I can tell this is already one of those tense subjects.

      “What did he do exactly?” I ask.

      “He used your bond to enter your mind and pull you out. You were... trapped, in a sense.”

      “Trapped?” I frown. “Where?”

      “In your subconscious. A prison created from magic,” Christopher answers darkly. “I’ve been researching it, trying to come up with a solution before it became a problem, but it looks like I wasn’t fast enough.”

      So that’s why he’s been gone. It probably shouldn’t make me feel better, but it does. “Wait… you’re saying it’s not because the babies are hybrids?”

      “It is,” James says, glancing at Christopher. “But the vampire-wolf hybrid isn’t the one causing this.”

      My eyes widen as I take in the meaning of his words and look back at Christopher. “The mage?”

      “Seems that way,” he answers, guarded as ever. “Unfortunately for you, the little tyke is more of a mage than either of us.”

      “What do you mean?” My heart beats faster. “You’re not saying the baby did this on purpose.”

      “No. Of course not,” says James. “But his energy is powerful, and it already has a mind of its own. It’s lashing out against the vampire energy of the other twin.”

      “How is that even possible? I can barely control my own abilities,” I protest.

      “Part of the research I’ve been doing has been related to your father,” says Christopher. “He was a very powerful mage. I believe you being part wolf suppressed your gifts, but between your natural gifts and my borrowed magic…”

      “How does Mace factor in?” I ask, feeling my head spinning.

      James and Christopher exchange a look. “You’re connected,” says Christopher. “We don’t fully understand how yet, but when he as about to be executed, your latent powers created some sort of empathic link. The baby’s energy must have sensed the threat to all of you and started lashing out.”

      It takes me a second to process what he’s saying. The world of magic is still so foreign to me, and it terrifies me to know my child is this powerful. It’s not just fear for my babies, but fear of what this world will do to them if it knows what they are. I press my hand to my stomach, reassured by the feeling of the faint fluttering movements. “How do we make sure it doesn’t happen again?”

      “For now, it means Mace is off limits to the Pentarch, at the very least.”

      “Do they know about the magic?” I ask fearfully.

      “No. As far as they know, Albien merely pardoned him for saving your life,” James answers. “Our goal is just to keep them in the dark until the babies are born.”

      “So you’re on my side now?” I ask, afraid to assume. I know how James feels about this pregnancy and I’m sure the increased risk hasn’t changed his mind.

      “Christopher and Mace have both convinced me that any medical intervention would put you at an even greater risk,” he says solemnly. I can tell it’s not a decision he’s come to easily or lightly, but at least that’s one less thing for me to worry about.

      “Where is Mace?” I ask. “I’d like to see him.”

      They both frown. “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea,” says Christopher.

      “I’m even less sure,” says James.

      “Please. After what happened, my head is still a mess and I just need… I just need answers only he can give me.”

      They hesitate a moment before James finally says, “Alright. But only with supervision.”

      Better than nothing. I nod in agreement and wait as he leaves to find the wolf I’ve been trying all this time to save... even if he ended up being the one to save me.
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      The moment Mace comes in, I feel like a person in two parts. There’s that part of me that’s always hated him that flares up at the sight of the man who’s put me through so much—and then there’s the other part that’s been there just as long, if I’m being honest with myself. The part that actually enjoyed his company when we were staying together back in the Marok pack, looking after Aspen. The part that soared with relief when I saw his eyes that night by the altar and realized he was going to change his mind. That he wasn’t too far gone to save.

      “I’ll uh. Give you guys a second,” Christopher says awkwardly. “Only one chaperone needed.”

      I wave to him, which proves to be an equally awkward gesture, and James snorts. At least he’s managed to find some amusement in this.

      “Hey,” I say to Mace, realizing I don’t have any better introduction.

      “Hello,” he answers, formal as ever. Of course. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better,” I murmur. “That was a pretty close call.”

      “Yes. Most people wouldn’t have been able to come out of their subconscious before the darkness closed in,” he muses.

      “I was talking about you.”

      He sighs. “I’d rather talk about you right now.”

      “Well, tough shit,” I say, sitting up.

      Mace raises an eyebrow. “I see you’re feeling better.”

      “We’re linked. Did you know about this?” I demand.

      “I assure you, I didn’t.”

      He’s lying. I don’t know how I can tell, I just can. It’s something in his voice, or maybe in his eyes. Either way, I feel it deep inside of me. “Wait,” I mutter. “You did. That’s why you attacked Aedan, isn’t it? You felt the same thing I did back then, when he was going to kill me…”

      His face goes blank, always a sure sign he’s been caught in deception. James’ expression is as surprised as I feel.

      “You knew back then?” he asks, his voice a growl.

      “I didn’t know it went both ways,” Mace snaps. “I barely understand it myself.”

      “But you do understand,” James says, striding forward to give him a shove. “You know what this is.”

      “James!”

      “Answer the question,” he snarls, keeping his eyes locked on Mace.

      The other man stands tall, not one to be intimidated, but he finally answers. “I have an idea.”

      “Mace,” I whisper. “Please. Whatever’s going on, just be honest with me.”

      “We’re soulmates,” he answers flatly. “At least, that’s the closest term that explains the phenomenon.”

      “Soulmates?” James echoes, clearly offended.

      “Don’t worry,” Mace sneers. “I’m not the only one. There are two sides to Danica’s nature, just as there are to yours.”

      James frowns. “What are you talking about?”

      “She’s part mage and part wolf. You do the math.”

      “So who the hell is the other one?”

      Mace looks pointedly at James and says, “What makes you think there’s only one?”

      He falls silent, and I can tell his thoughts are drifting in the same direction as mine. Sure, I’ve always felt connected to the four of them, but… soulmates? Life just threw us together. That can’t have anything to do with the circumstances of my birth.

      Somehow, the idea that it does makes me afraid. Like it cheapens what we’ve built so far, and I’m not ready to accept it, even if it is the truth.

      “If that were true…”

      “You felt it, too, didn’t you?” Mace challenges. “When Aedan was about to kill her. Even though you weren’t there, somehow, you knew.”

      James’ silence speaks volumes. I’m still reeling from the realization that Mace is here. Everything else is just above and beyond my ability to process right now.

      “I don’t understand,” I mutter. “We’re all connected?”

      “It would seem that way,” says Mace. “Try as I might, it’s not something that’s so easy to escape.”

      “If you knew, then you should’ve known how your death would affect her,” James growls. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I didn’t realize it went both ways. It’s not like I’m the only one,” he says pointedly. “I assumed you three would be more than capable of taking care of her. Apparently, I thought wrong.”

      The realization that he cares at all comes as a shock, but I’m still reeling too much to say anything.

      “Well, now you know different,” James says, standing nose-to-nose with Mace. “As long as your life is tied to hers, you are going to guard it. And don’t make the mistake of thinking that just because I can’t kill you, I can’t make you suffer.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Mace sneers. He turns in such a way that his long hair parts and I can see the faint glimmer of silver around his neck. He’s been collared.

      He catches me looking and touches the metal. “Don’t worry. Your boys made certain this one’s not as easy to get off.”

      I let out a deep breath. This is going to be interesting. “So you’re stuck here now?”

      “Yes,” James answers. “Until we figure out a way to untangle your fates, and if he wants it to be a pleasant experience, he’s going to play by the rules.”

      “I always do,” Mace says flatly, even though he’s looking at me. “It would appear that they’ve changed.”
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      It’s been three days since I woke up in the hospital and the doctors finally agreed to let me return to the residential wing of the castle. Rowan has been doting, as usual, and Christopher is here, which comes as a relief. James has been distant, but I can’t tell if it’s because of Mace’s words or something else entirely.

      I know this whole thing has put a wedge between us and I just want it to end. Then there’s Mace, whom they’re keeping God only knows where in the castle. I asked Rowan outright if he was in the dungeon and his answer was simply, “He’ll be coming around soon.”

      At least my body is on the mend. Every time I feel the twins fluttering, I breathe a sigh of deep relief. For the moment, they’ve achieved peace. I can only hope that this isn’t an omen of what their relationship is going to be like as they grow older.

      I’m just grateful that they’re going to have that chance now.

      I convince Rowan that I’ll be more than fine on a stroll around the garden while he tends to an issue with the new recruits in the gym. It’s a beautiful day, and I don’t really need the shawl I brought with me. The flowers are in bloom and the sky is just cloudy enough to block out the midday sun. I wander a bit deeper into the garden, stroking the delicate blooms that hang down over the path.

      When I sense that I’m being watched, I turn around to find Mace standing there in the path. “Do you always have to pop up out of nowhere?”

      He gives me a smile that shouldn’t make my heart flutter the way it does, but I’ve never been able to control my reactions when it comes to him, good or bad. He takes a step closer, his hands casually slipped into his pockets as if he’s just strolling around, thinking of buying the place. The collar does nothing to make him seem subdued.

      “I thought I might find you out here. And unprotected, no less.”

      “Just because I don’t have a twenty-four-seven chaperone doesn’t mean I’m unprotected,” I inform him. “I can take care of myself.”

      “So you can,” he muses. “Christopher seems to be doing well. I see he’s found a way to get a handle on his powers.”

      The reminder that he knew about Christopher’s secret practices before I did isn’t welcome, but I guess it’s one of the lesser things I should be pissed about. I fold my arms, sitting down on the edge of a bench along the path. “He should be. He’s been away with that coven long enough.”

      Mace chuckles, sitting down beside me. “I take it you don’t approve?”

      “Obviously not.”

      “And yet, you practice magic yourself.”

      “That’s different,” I mutter. “It’s by accident. It’s in my blood.”

      “Maybe it’s in his heart.”

      His words take me by surprise, and the sincerity in his tone makes me second guess my first instinct that he’s just toying with me. “I guess…”

      “That’s the thing about this kingdom, with all its rules and double standards,” he says, looking up at the passing clouds. “There are far worse things that go on here, don’t you think?”

      I eye him warily. “You didn’t seem too bothered by your own execution.”

      He shrugs. “If one’s time is up, there’s not much point in delaying.”

      “And yet, you delayed for me when mine was up. Why?”

      He doesn’t answer, but the look in his eyes tells me enough. “Consider us even,” he says finally.

      I snort. “We’d be even if I lied to you for half your life and tried to sacrifice you to my creepy undead master but changed my mind at the last minute.”

      He chuckles, to my surprise. “Fair enough.”

      “So… truce?”

      “Truce?”

      “I mean, we’re kind of stuck together. You because of the collar, me because of… you know. I guess it wouldn’t be the worst thing if we tried to start over.”

      “I suppose not. I’m not sure the others would agree.”

      “They don’t make my decisions, contrary to what I let them believe.”

      There’s a ghost of a smile on his lips. “No. I imagine it would take far more than four alphas to do that.”

      My face grows warm for some reason and I look away. “I want to ask you something, because I think you’re the only one detached enough from all this to be honest with me.”

      “Go ahead,” he says calmly.

      “You know more about vampires than anyone, and apparently, enough about mages. What are the odds of me carrying this pregnancy to term?”

      He considers the question for a moment and I’m not sure whether I should be relieved or not that he seems to be giving it so much thought. “I’d say less than fifty percent.”

      I swallow. “That’s more than I thought, I guess.”

      “Would you prefer I lied?”

      “No,” I say. As ugly as the truth is, it’s refreshing to finally hear it.
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      It’s a quiet evening and there are no royal scandals to deal with, so I manage to get away for a trip to the library in hopes that I’ll stumble upon something in those old tomes that could help with the pregnancy. When I see Christopher sitting at the table, poring thoughtfully over a book spread out in front of him, I realize I’m not the only one.

      “Hey,” he says, looking up. I haven’t seen him wear his glasses in forever. I forgot how charming they make him look.

      “Hey,” I respond, walking over to him. I reach out to push the rims further up his nose, smiling. “Don’t you think it’s about time you got a new pair?”

      “It is a new pair. Just the same style.”

      “Of course,” I laugh, leaning against the table. “You always liked consistency.”

      “Why fix what isn’t broken?” He reaches out and pulls me onto his lap. The gesture surprises me, but I don’t mind the close proximity. He’s been so distant lately, and it took me this long to realize just how much I miss the closeness we used to share so easily.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks, pressing his hand against my stomach.

      “Better,” I admit. “I thought I’d do some research while it lasts, but I see you’ve beat me to it.”

      “I’ve been doing little else since I found out you were pregnant,” he admits.

      “You knew, didn’t you?” I tilt my head. “Even before you found out it was twins, you knew one was yours.”

      “It took me a while to recognize, but I felt my energy,” he admits. “Now, it’s impossible to miss.”

      “I don’t know what you said to make James change his mind, but... thank you.”

      “I just told him the truth,” he says, shrugging. “That the emotional distress was putting you in way more danger than the pregnancy itself. Especially with all the energy conflicts going on.”

      “You really think there’s a chance?” I ask, looking down at the books he’s been studying.

      “If I didn’t, we’d have had a very different conversation,” he says, pulling his arms around my waist. “I’m going to do whatever it takes, Dani. We all will.”

      “Just please don’t leave again without telling me,” I murmur, touching his face. I know it’s a risk to show vulnerability where he’s concerned. While Christopher was once the person I trusted more than any other, these last few years have proven that even the people I love most are capable of hurting me.

      Especially them.

      “I won’t,” he promises, holding my gaze. There’s something in his eyes that makes me want to believe him, even if it’s only wishful thinking. “You have my word. If that means anything.”

      “It does,” I admit, stroking his hair behind his ear. He looks older somehow. Still young and handsome, but his eyes have changed. He’s no longer the carefree boy I used to know, but I guess I’m no longer that girl, either.

      We’ve both gone through so much together. In some ways, he feels like a well-worn coat that fits me perfectly, but is still sturdy enough to keep out the cold. I know every plane, every tiny rip and tear, and he knows mine.

      His hand cups my face and his thumb trails along the curve of my jaw. My lips part instinctively as his brush against them. He’s so damn warm. My heart leaps the moment our skin makes contact and when he deepens the kiss, I feel like he’s delving into my soul, pulling out things I haven’t felt in so long.

      Our tongues tangle and he lifts me onto the table, pushing aside the books he’s been studying. I dig my fingers into his hair and part my legs so he can move between them. He pushes my nightgown up over my knees and the feeling of his trousers brushing against my bare inner thighs makes me tingle all over.

      He tastes so good. So familiar, but so different… My magic rises to meet his and I’ve never felt this connected to it. When his eyes meet mine, it becomes obvious that it’s not intentional on his part. Just something that happens between us, unexplainable and magical and thrilling. My skin buzzes with the excitement of this new kind of touch and his eyes light up with curiosity.

      “You feel that?” he asks, his voice low and husky.

      “Yeah,” I murmur, meeting his lips once more. I hunger for his touch the same way I’ve started to hunger for blood this past couple of months, and I’m not sure which one is more unnerving. “I did.”

      His hands slide up my thighs and when his fingers brush against my panties, I squirm in anticipation. Every touch seems to come with more magic, another side of me that’s been unlocked by him. And given the way his breath is hitched and his touch has grown desperate, I’m guessing it’s mutual.

      “Danica,” he whispers, my name sounding like an ancient spell on his lips. He breathes it so reverently. So carefully.

      I start unbuttoning his shirt, wanting to feel as much of his bare skin against mine as possible. My fingers roam the firm planes of his chest. It’s not nearly enough, but it’s a damn good start. I can feel energy crackling between us, like fire in the air, even though none is visible.

      “God, that feels…” He trails off like he doesn’t have anymore of a description than I do.

      “I know,” I say, pulling him in for another kiss. I need more. I need him inside of me, touching me everywhere, his teeth on my neck… I tear his shirt open the rest of the way and he gives a gruff laugh, pulling my dress over my head. I’ve forgone my corset for the last couple of months, and the paper-thin silk camisole feels like a second skin as he runs his fingers along the path of the delicate lace neckline.

      “You are so beautiful,” he whispers, cupping my chin in his hand to tilt my head up toward him. The lust in his eyes only ignites what I’m already feeling and my core is burning hot, ready for him. I arch as his fingers dip into me, spreading the wetness around my clit, a reminder that my body is already eager for his penetration.

      He touches me with the expertise of an artist, painting pleasure wherever his fingers brush. My toes curl and my knees part as he works another finger inside of me and I press my hands and elbows back against the desk for a better angle. What he’s doing with his fingers has me on the edge of screaming in ecstasy and he’s barely begun, but when his head disappears between my legs, I realize he has even more colors in his palette.

      “Christopher,” I pant as he sucks my clit into his mouth, his lips biting gently at the sensitive flesh. Heat surges into my sex and it’s all I can do to keep from bucking my hips when his tongue delves into me. “Oh, fuck.”

      He chuckles softly, his stubble rough on the smooth skin of my inner thighs and tension rockets down from my core as I approach orgasm. The moment I come, the magic seems to unfurl like butterfly wings inside of me and I gasp in shock at the force of my own release.

      As intense as the pleasure is, it leaves me wanting more and by the time he raises his head and frees his cock from his trousers, I’m more than ready to take him.

      Christopher slips an arm around my waist and pulls me to his chest, his crown pressed against my slick entrance. I bite his bottom lip greedily and the pain makes him growl in pleasure as he slides into me, our bodies pressed close and hot together.

      His hand slips under my camisole to caress my breast and as he pinches my nipple lightly between his thumb and forefinger, another thrill shoots down my spine. Every thrust is electric and I dig my hands into his hair to keep him closer.

      He’s all the way inside of me now, and I can feel him so deep it throbs. He’s so hot and stiff, like a molten rod searing through me, but the heat is all pleasure, no pain. I moan against his lips, rocking against him as I grip his shoulders and he fondles my breasts. Our hands search and roam so desperately, like we’re exploring some uncharted territory and desperate for conquest.

      The magic keeps rising, but unlike before, it’s not overwhelming. It feels like soothing, healing waters, and sunlight streaming in, cleansing everything it touches.

      I briefly wonder if Mace was right. If this is what it means to be connected to each of them in a different way. To feel something I can only feel with each man, and him alone. And together…

      The thought makes me shiver in the best way as I crest over another wave of pleasure.

      “Christopher,” I gasp, kissing him hungrily once more. His tongue dives deep into my mouth, warring with mine as he fills me with his seed and I feel the shift of energy, exhilarating and breathtaking.

      When our lips finally break, we’re both panting, gazing into each other’s eyes. Neither says a word for a moment that feels like forever, but what can I say about what just happened? Words don’t even come close to describing it. I just know I feel safe and warm in his arms, and for the moment, I don’t want it to end.

      He holds me close and whispers my name, which feels far more intimate than any other words he could choose to utter right now. I close my eyes and sigh as I relax fully in his arms. “Just for a minute,” I plead softly, knowing he’ll understand what it means. “I just want to hold you like this for a minute.”

      He kisses me again and nuzzles my neck, reassuring me that the feeling is mutual.
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      It’s been two months since Mace was captured—or rather, freed, even though I’m sure he doesn’t see it that way. So far, he’s been the perfect houseguest, consulting with my current physician on the matters of the pregnancy that make him an expert.

      The others aren’t happy about his presence, but they’ve found a way to coexist and to his credit, Christopher has kept his promise about running off. I’ve even managed to convince the three of them that it’s more expedient to share a bed on the nights when none of them are willing to leave me alone.

      I can’t help but wonder... how long will this equilibrium last? It almost feels too good to be true, but I know there’s always a catch. Life has taught me that, if nothing else.

      I walk into the kitchen to make myself a sandwich when I hear voices coming from further down the hall. I creep out when I realize one of them belongs to Raoul and move as close as I can without making any noise to alert them.

      He’s talking to James, and from the tones they’re both using, I take it this is far from a pleasant conversation.

      “This is absurd,” Raoul growls. “The Pentarch will not tolerate this insolence for much longer.”

      “If the Pentarch was that close to making a decision, they’d all be here and not just you.”

      The silence tells me that his words hit their mark. Raoul lowers his voice to a menacing gravel and says, “I don’t know what you’re trying to hide, but I will get to the bottom of it. And when I do, you’re going to go the same way as every other traitor in this kingdom.”

      With that, he storms out of the room and I duck behind the wall before he can see me. At least, I hope I have. I’m still catching my breath after I hear his footsteps disappear, but James calls, “You can come out now.”

      Shit. Guess I wasn’t as stealthy as I’d hoped. “How did you know I was here?” I ask, peeking out from behind the corner to find him leaning in the doorway with an easy smile.

      “I always know where you are... and where you aren’t. Surprisingly, that doesn’t make it any easier to keep track of you.”

      I sigh, wandering over to him. “What was all that about?”

      “Nothing you need to worry about.”

      I give him a look. “As grateful as I am that you’ve had a change of heart about this pregnancy, I think I can handle a little stress.”

      “It’s not exactly little,” he mutters, running a hand through his hair. “Raoul is just throwing a tantrum about Mace’s pardon. Since the Pentarch ordered the execution, it makes them look weaker.”

      “But Albien is King,” I protest. “He can do whatever he wants.”

      “You know that’s not entirely true, Dani,” he says patiently. “Just because he now has grounds to issue a pardon doesn’t mean they’re happy about it. There’s fallout to every decision a royal makes.”

      “I know,” I mumble. Why anyone would want to be King, let alone Queen, is beyond me. “Do you think he really has anything?”

      “I doubt it. If he did, he wouldn’t be here making hollow threats,” James says with a sigh. “But it’s only a matter of time before someone gets a whiff that there’s magic involved. There are psychics who can tell these things. People they could hire, if they start asking the right questions.”

      “Aren’t psychics forbidden, too?”

      “There are the people who make the rules, and then the ones who follow them. Not much overlap between the two.”

      “I guess not,” I sigh. “What are we going to do?”

      “For the moment, nothing. I’ll take care of it,” he says, kissing my forehead.

      I want to believe him. I know he’ll try, but if Raoul has turned against us, I’m sure it has more than a little bit to do with my rejection of him. Now that Albien has taken a step to put himself toe to toe with the Pentarch rather than staying behind them, things can only get more complicated.
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      It’s late when I find myself wandering into the kitchen. I’ve been tired lately, but that doesn’t mean sleep comes easily. The babies stir often, and no matter who I’m sleeping with, I keep having nightmares.

      The strangest thing is, I can’t remember what they’re about when I wake up.

      I know the only way I managed to get downstairs unnoticed is because Christopher is exhausted from training and Rowan sleeps like the dead.

      There are usually servants around even during the wee hours of the morning, but I’d rather just make something myself. When I arrive in the kitchen and find Albien at the counter, I realize our twin thing extends to a midnight hankering for cheese sandwiches.

      “Dani,” he says with a tired smile, suggesting that he’s not awake for lack of exhaustion. “Trouble sleeping?”

      “Seems to go hand in hand with pregnancy,” I sigh, sitting at the counter across from him. “What about you?”

      “Just a bit of anxiety,” he says sheepishly, offering me half of his sandwich. I take it, since he’s better at cooking than I am.

      “Thanks. What are you nervous about?” I ask, taking a bite.

      He glances at the door to make sure we’re alone. “Can you keep a secret?”

      “If I couldn’t, I’d never have ended up in this much trouble,” I answer wryly.

      He laughs. “I’m about to do something incredibly reckless. An utter violation of royal protocol that would have our parents turning over in their graves.”

      “Boy, you really know how to set up a story, don’t you?”

      He rolls his eyes, pulling something out of his pocket. When he slides the small box across to me, I open it warily. Inside, sitting on a bed of satin, is one of the most beautiful rings I’ve ever seen. The band is sleek and platinum, with a simple yet elegant round diamond sitting in the center.

      My eyes widen as I take in the meaning. “Albien,” I whisper. “Jenna?”

      “Yes,” he murmurs thoughtfully.

      “But I thought it was forbidden!” I cry. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ve been rooting for this ever since I came here, but… what changed your mind?”

      “You did, I suppose,” he muses. When he sees my confusion, he continues, “No offense, but you’ve done everything the wrong way since you got here.”

      “None taken,” I mutter.

      “Be that as it may, you’ve ended up happy. Better than happy,” he says softly. “It’s just made me think about how I’ve lived my own life. Always worrying about what others will think. What the Pentarch will say. I’m not getting any younger, and while the kingdom is heading in the right direction, I must confess that my own life is not what I thought it would be.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I wanted to be mated by now,” he says softly. “But even though I’ve been pressured to take a mate for years, I’ve been putting it off. I come up with one excuse after another, but the truth is, my heart already knows what it wants. Settling for anything or anyone else would be a betrayal.”

      “I’m so happy for you, Albien,” I say, reaching for his hand. “I know Jenna feels the same way about you, but… how do you know she’s going to say yes?”

      My fear isn’t that she doesn’t return my brother’s love. It’s that she loves him too much to let him risk his position.

      “I don’t,” he admits. “But I can’t wait any longer. I have to tell her how I feel.” He hesitates. “Do you think she’ll like the ring? I had it made for her, but…”

      I smile. If only the rest of the kingdom knew how bashful their ruler really is. “I think she’ll love it,” I say with certainty. I can tell he put a lot of thought into designing a ring that’s elegant and tasteful, just like her.

      He lets out a breath of relief and smiles back. “Thanks. I hope so.”

      “When are you going to ask her?”

      “Tomorrow night,” he answers. “I told her I need to discuss some military matters, but it would be best if we went away from the castle.”

      “Of course,” I laugh. “No better way to get her attention than strategy.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I know she won’t like it if I do it in front of people, so I’m planning on taking her on a walk, just the two of us. There’s a spot she likes, by the water…”

      “It sounds perfect,” I assure him. “And I couldn’t be happier for you, Albien.”

      “Thank you, sister.” He squeezes my hand. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “I’m fine. As a matter of fact, I’m going to head back to bed,” I promise, giving him a hug before I leave.

      I can’t say my own nerves are any more settled, but being excited for my twin has given me something else to think about. This castle could use a bit of good news, even if I’m sure there will be some old-fashioned royals who fail to see it for what it is.
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      Days tumble into weeks following Albien’s proposal and for the first time since I arrived, the castle feels like a magical place to live. The morning he woke me with a knock at the door, I was sure something was wrong, but when I saw the giddy look on his face, I realized he was just too excited to wait.

      I screamed silently with him in the hall, embracing and letting myself feel true, unadulterated joy for the first time since I could remember.

      Jenna saying yes was far from the only obstacle they would be faced with, but the day has finally come for Albien to announce his decision publicly and he looks more poised and certain than ever.

      I don’t envy him. Usually I’m the one flaunting the expectations of the Pentarch. Still, I promised to be there to support him along with the others.

      Well... except for Mace. I don’t know where he is most days, and I don’t know how to approach him. When I leave my dressing room prepared to go to the meeting, Rowan and Christopher are waiting for me. They both look dapper in their royal guard uniforms and I can’t help but smile, as nervous as I am for my twin.

      “Princess,” Rowan says gallantly. They both offer their arms and I happily take them.

      “Two handsome escorts?” I tease. “And where might the third be?”

      “Lord James is tending to some last-minute security preparations,” Christopher says in a wry tone. “You’ll have to settle for us.”

      “It’s not settling at all,” I assure him.

      The main meeting hall is lavishly decorated and servants nervously flit around to place drinks and other refreshments before the Pentarch. Raoul gives me a dirty look as I come to take my seat at the table, along with the other lords and ladies invited.

      Normally, Jenna would be the chief of security detail, but she’s conspicuously absent. I wonder if the Pentarch have noticed.

      When the doors finally open, Albien appears, looking courtly as ever. I have to purse my lips to keep from smiling at the series of gasps when he walks into the room with Jenna on his arm.

      Then again, with her long hair flowing down her shoulders and a pale blue gown fit for royalty, it’s unlikely that anyone who doesn’t know her well would recognize her. She always looks so strong and certain in her armor, but in a soft gown, she seems endearingly vulnerable and I can tell from the look in her eyes that she feels as out of place here as I did at first.

      I give her what I hope is a reassuring smile as everyone at the table stands to bow to the King. I can’t help but steal a glance at the faces of the Pentarch, who’ve been waiting quite impatiently for their King to take a mate.

      As fitting as I know Jenna to be for him, they’re nothing if not staunch traditionalists.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Albien says in a gracious tone, looking over at Jenna. He places a hand on hers, which seems to calm her down. “Today, I have the honor of presenting to you my chosen mate... Lady Jenna.”

      “But she’s a commoner,” Raoul cries, always the first to speak up if it means putting his foot in his mouth. At least the others are looking at him more distastefully than they were at Jenna a moment ago.

      A dangerous look comes into Albien’s eyes that I’ve never seen before. “There are no laws against it,” he says sharply. “And in any regard, if there were, it wouldn’t be the worst thing to revisit some of our more antiquated rules.”

      My heart thunders as I realize what he’s speaking of. The prohibition against magic. Would he really be so bold as to challenge it?

      To my relief, he moves on, putting his arm around Jenna. “The matter is not up for debate. I have chosen, and any who wish to question me may do so now and not again hereafter. Do I make myself clear?”

      The room is dead silent and when I glance over at Rowan, he’s smirking. I can’t help but do the same. It’s good to finally see the Pentarch get put in their place for a change.

      Raoul sits back down and surprisingly, no one else leaps at the chance to challenge him.

      “Good,” Albien says, his amiable self once more. “The wedding shall take place in one week’s time. Of course, you are all invited.”

      “A week?” This time, it’s me who’s responsible for the outburst, but what am I supposed to do? That’s hardly enough time to plan a wedding!

      Albien gives me a knowing look. “This is why I chose to tell you in front of a crowd, sister. I see it wasn’t as prohibitive as I’d hoped.”

      My face grows warm, but it’s only half from embarrassment. “These things take time.”

      “We’ve waited long enough,” Albien says, gazing over at Jenna. She smiles in agreement and I sigh, knowing there’s no use arguing.

      He rarely makes up his mind about something, but when he does, there’s no changing it.
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        * * *

      

      A week is an absurdly inadequate amount of time to plan a wedding, but when you’ve got an entire royal staff at your disposal, it approaches the realm of possibility.

      So far, we’ve got the venue all set and the chef was as angry as I was when he found out he had a week to plan and make a gourmet feast for hundreds of royals, but I finally talked him down off the ledge.

      Now, there’s just the matter of finishing the seating arrangements in time. The social network among royals is far more intricate and touchy than I ever imagined. For what Eternus lacks in brutality, it makes up for in complication.

      There’s the Duke who hates his cousin, and the cousin who absolutely can’t be seated next to any of the Pentarch, and so on. Bad blood everywhere. Of course, my inbox has been inundated with special seating requests. Everyone wants a moment of Albien’s time. There are a few requests to be seated at my table, but I’m sure they’re from people who don’t realize I’m the one reading the letters.

      Once I realize an entire morning has passed, I leave the study and head for the kitchen. Halfway down the hall, the castle begins to spin and I find it hard to keep steady on my feet.

      I’m sure I’m going to hit the ground when steady arms wrap around me from behind. I know that comforting scent, but it’s not anyone I would’ve expected.

      “Mace?” I stare up at him, bewildered, as he holds me in his arms.

      “Easy,” he murmurs, looking down at me in concern.

      “How did you—?”

      “I happened to be coming down the hall and I saw you,” he answers, a bit too quickly. I’m not sure I believe him, but I can’t imagine why he’d be following me when I’ve scarcely been able to find him since he came to the castle.

      “Thank you,” I murmur as he sets me back on my feet.

      “Have you eaten anything?” he asks, pressing a hand to my forehead.

      “No,” I admit, feeling like an idiot for neglecting such a basic routine. “Guess I got a bit carried away with all the prep.”

      He gives me a knowing look and takes my arm to lead me toward the kitchen. “Come. You shouldn’t be exerting yourself in your condition.”

      “My condition?” I scoff, taking a seat at the counter. As he begins to pull ingredients out of the refrigerator, nostalgia overcomes me. It’s like old times, with the two of us sharing his apartment with Aspen.

      Sometimes, in spite of myself, I miss those days. Never thought I’d say that, certainly not back then.

      “You’re a pregnant omega. Headstrong, yes, but you need rest all the same,” he answers, putting a sandwich in front of me. “Eat.”

      I grudgingly take a bite, and I have to admit, it’s good. I see his talent for cooking hasn’t changed. “You’ve been scarce lately.”

      “I am a traitor,” he says flatly. “Seems wise.”

      “You saved my life,” I murmur.

      “So I did.”

      “And yet, you’re still loyal to Aedan.”

      He doesn’t answer, but the solemn look he gives me is proof enough. I sigh. I suppose I can’t fault him for being honest in his own way.

      “You need to get some sleep,” he says once I’m finished eating. “The staff can see to the remainder of the preparations.”

      He must know I’m about to argue, because he adds, “Doctor’s orders.”
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      The day of the wedding arrives, and I feel like it’s my own. There’s a hint of melancholy there, too, as I realize that when my own finally does arrive, there’s not going to be a chance it’s James waiting for me at the altar.

      It’s not that the prospect of marrying Rowan doesn’t excite me as well. I just know he doesn’t view it the same way as James does, being half-vampire. To a wolf, the moment an alpha and omega mate, there’s an everlasting bond that forms. I already belong to Rowan, just as I belong to Christopher and I know he doesn’t doubt it.

      James… as long as I’m bound to one of the others in a different way, I know he’ll view it as a separation. Distance that I never wanted there to be between us.

      For the time being, they’re all by my side. Even Mace. I suspect he was only invited to keep an eye on him, but he’s here and dressed in a dapper royal tuxedo all the same.

      I can’t help but notice how handsome he looks. Almost like his old self. He’s being polite and greeting the people who gawk at him, but there has to be a limit to his good behavior. I wish he would just be honest with me, even if it isn’t what I want to hear.

      I push those thoughts away and carry on as the royal announcer introduces us.

      “Princess Victoria and her escorts, Lord James, Lord Rowan, Lord Christopher and... Mace.”

      I purse my lips, trying not to laugh at the announcer’s bewildered expression as we walk down the aisle to take our seats. There are no bridesmaids and groomsmen at a royal wedding, but I know Albien knows I’m up there with him in spirit as we take our seats in the front row.

      The wedding hall is gorgeously decorated and fresh white blooms hang down from the rafters. There are candles everywhere, and the carpet leading up to the altar is a deep, blood red hue.

      A string quartet playing at the front of the room fills the hall with their elegant symphony and the doors finally open as the trumpets sound to announce the arrival of the King—and his Queen-to-be.

      My heart thumps excitedly in my chest and I grip the hands of the two nearest to me, freezing when I realize one is Mace. To my surprise, he squeezes back and the gesture fills my heart with the strangest warmth.

      As Albien and Jenna walk down the aisle, I realize I like this form so much more. Rather than coming to take her, he’s walking arm-in-arm with her toward their destination, on equal footing.

      It’s fitting, considering that’s always the way it’s been between them.

      He looks handsome as ever in a resplendent gold-and-white waistcoat with matching trousers. Her pristine white gown is simple and elegant, just the way it looked when I was helping her try it on. Her hair falls in loose waves down her shoulders and the long train in back of the gown is the only part of it that’s not understated.

      They look like the perfect pair when they finally make it to the aisle, before the royal priest. Even the Pentarch seems less moody than usual in their seats at the front of the room across from us. Everyone except for Raoul, that is, but that’s to be expected. If he wasn’t sulking, I’d think he was plotting something.

      “Dearly beloved,” the priest begins. “We are gathered here today to celebrate the union of our King and his beloved Lady Jenna, to be known henceforth as Queen Jennifer.”

      If I’m not mistaken, I can see Jenna cringe a bit at the mention of her full name, but if I have to be Victoria, she’ll live. At least I’ll have someone to commiserate with.

      My heart swells as I watch them exchange their vows. Jenna has already sworn her fealty to him, but there’s something far more intimate in the promises she’s making today.

      Albien places the ring on her finger and she does the same. With a joyous smile, the priest announces them man and wife, and Albien wastes no time pulling her in for a kiss.

      I’m the first to jump up and cheer, and Rowan is close behind me. As much controversy as their union has stirred around the kingdom, the room is filled with celebration and joy.

      All I can do is hope that it lasts through the reception.
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        * * *

      

      Halfway through the reception, I’ve danced with three out of my four escorts and while I’m in no hurry to leave Rowan’s arms, I can’t help but wonder if Mace is ever going to ask.

      His hair is down today, partially covering the scars on his left side. To me, those scars are just a reminder of what he sacrificed to protect me and Albien. The reason I can’t ever give up on him, even if he’s already given up on himself.

      “Something wrong?” Rowan asks.

      I look up at him with an apologetic smile. “No, nothing at all. Just thinking how lovely things came together.”

      “Thanks to you,” he scoffs.

      By the time I glance back, Mace is gone. I suppose I should be used to that by now.

      When I feel someone tap me on the shoulder, I freeze. At first, I’m afraid to hope, but when I turn around, Mace is there, giving us both a knowing look. “Mind if I cut in?”

      Rowan grunts, but he releases me. “I’ll be nearby if you need anything. Watching,” he says pointedly, shoving into Mace on his way past.

      “I take it he’s still miffed,” Mace says flatly, taking me into his arms. He’s as good of a dancer as I remember him being. At least this time, I know he can’t run off.

      “Are you kidding? As far as Rowan goes, that’s friendly behavior.”

      Mace chuckles, leading me along to the music. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better. No more blackouts,” I assure him.

      “That’s good, but you should rest all the same.”

      “I have a very diligent doctor looking after me,” I taunt. “Unless he has plans of disappearing.”

      He sighs. “Dani—”

      Suddenly, with no warning beyond the sharp cry of a patron who must’ve seen something coming, the enormous stained-glass windows surrounding the banquet hall shatter inward and the room floods with men in hooded black cloaks that reek of old blood.

      Vampires.

      I can only look on in horror as chaos surges through the crowd and we get caught up in a stampede. Mace pulls me close, his arms wrapped around me, and tries to go for the doors where everyone else is pressing together, trying to get into the hallway—the only means of escape.

      “Stop!” I cry, pushing him away. “I have to get to my brother!”

      He grabs my arm before I can get anywhere. “No,” he says through his teeth. “It’s too dangerous.”

      Rowan and Christopher shove through the throng of terrified partygoers, their eyes wild with anger. “Get her out of here,” Christopher says to Rowan, like it’s his job to determine who’s going to control me. I fire him an angry look as I try to shake Mace off my arm.

      “Go get my brother,” I say to them. “Or I will.”

      Rowan takes my free arm, much to my fury—I feel like a toy being fought over by two dogs—and stares Mace down. “I’ll take it from here,” he says stiffly to Mace, his voice barely audible over the screams of the crowd. “Protect the King and our new Queen along with Christopher. That’s if you’re truly on our side now.”

      Mace has no chance to respond before the crowd goes silent and everyone stares in awestruck terror at the tall, withered vampire coming toward all of us from the northernmost window, flanked by henchmen.

      It feels like my heart stops when I realize the vampire is none other than Aedan, and he’s dressed to the nines in a tailored suit as if he was invited to the reception himself. He's even wearing a sword on his belt, like he's part of the royal guard.

      He stops in the middle of the ballroom and looks around, his dry, cracked lips stretched into an unpleasant smile.

      "What is all the fuss for? Can I not get an invitation to this most momentous of occasions?" he asks, gesturing at us. "We are here for your King and your Princess. No harm will come to the rest of you, provided you don't interfere. You can even keep your new Queen."

      I can’t believe he’s here. In person. He must’ve found another sacrifice to give him the energy it took to show up for personal revenge.

      I shrink back between the three men surrounding me, praying he doesn't see me even though he must already know I'm here. All the nightmares I've had about the night I was nearly sacrificed are replaying all at once in my mind's eye and I'm sure I'm about to pass out.

      It's only now that the crowd is parting around us to get away from Aedan and his henchmen that I see Albien and Jenna all the way on the other side of the ballroom, flanked by guards who look just as terrified as I am.

      Rowan steps forward with a bold growl. "Get the fuck out of here," he snarls.

      Christopher steps forward, too, joining Rowan's side.

      Aedan glances at his minions, who are all looking to him like he's the only thing in the room that matters. I know all it'll take for them to attack—to wipe us out—is a word from their master. Even Mace looks shaken as he stares at his former overlord. Now, he knows the truth. That Aedan is very much alive.

      Soon, I’ll find out what Mace’s truth is.

      Then Aedan's glance lands on me and his smile intensifies until his eyes glimmer with deadly light. I swallow hard as our gazes lock. "You are going to have your mongrels in just a few short months, aren't you?" he asks. "I will take good care of them.”

      Rowan lets out an enraged roar as he explodes into his wolf form and charges Aedan.

      "Rowan, no!" I cry, reaching for him in a vain attempt to stop him only to be held back again by Mace.

      Aedan draws his sword and in one fell swoop plunges it between Rowan's shoulders like a bullfighter, pinning him to the floor. Rowan's wolf snarls in enraged pain, but he can no longer move.

      Aedan's gaze hardens as he looks back at us, but his menacing smile doesn't fade. "Does anyone else want to intervene?" he asks coolly. "What about you, Mace?"

      Mace lets a breath hiss out through his teeth, but he says nothing. His grip on my arm tightens until it hurts.

      "Well?" says Aedan, making a beckoning gesture in the air.

      Mace releases me and takes a few steps forward, his eyes glazed. When he's standing directly in front of his former master, Aedan gently places his clawed fingertips on the man's forehead. Light emanates from Mace's eyes, then fades, leaving them jet black—as if they’ve been injected with ink.

      No! Rowan yells, still pinned to the floor.

      Aedan smirks at the injured wolf before returning his attention to Mace. "Your job is to secure the Princess," says Aedan. "The King is mine."

      Mace turns to face me and it's only then that I notice the shadow on the rafters high above us. A shadow with strong muscles and gleaming eyes, like a cat's. I don't need to make out his face to know it's James.

      Aedan notices him at the same time, but it's too late for him to get out of the way. The shadow leaps at the speed of light and tackles him to the ground. The two vampires roll across the ballroom in a roaring frenzy, and when they split apart to stagger to their feet, Aedan is clearly the more badly injured of the two. Blood pours from his head and chest where James slashed him with a knife. The only mark on my man is a thin river of blood trickling from his nose, which he swipes away with the back of his hand.

      "If it isn't the hybrid," Aedan pants, his smile finally wiped off his face. "I must confess, I did not see that coming. When you failed to recklessly attack me right out of the gate, I assumed you had been exiled. That would have been the smarter thing for the dogs to do. Tell me—why are you on their side when they hate you?"

      James doesn't respond, and I don't think he has a response for that. He just braces himself with his fists raised, ready to fend off whatever Aedan throws at him. That's when I notice Mace creeping up behind him.

      "James, watch out!" I yell.

      He whirls around just in time to sock Mace in the face as the man leaps at him, fully under Aedan’s spell. Mace goes flying and slides across the floor, but while Mace's attempted attack is ineffective, it's enough to distract my lover. Enough for Aedan to pounce and drive a stake into his back. It must miss his heart by mere inches because James doesn't drop right away. Instead, he reaches back over his shoulders, grabs Aedan's arms, and throws the frail-looking vampire to the floor. The stone shatters around Aedan, and for a moment, the vampire doesn’t move. But I know it's only temporary.

      James tears the stake out of his back, but he has no chance to use it on Aedan before the vampire's henchmen swarm him. One attempts to stab him with a knife, but James grabs the vampire's wrist and tears off his hand with little effort. The howling vampire retreats and the others back off, too, momentarily frightened by the hybrid's strength.

      Mace peels himself off the floor with a growl and James glances his way. I can tell James doesn't want to fight him, but what choice does he have?

      "Mace, please," I beg from the sidelines. "You can fight this."

      Mace glances at me, then at James, and another guttural sound rumbles in his throat.

      "Don't you dare," Aedan hisses at Mace as he comes back into consciousness. He holds up a hand and snaps his fingers. Mace's attention goes right back to his former master, and he doesn't look away as the vampire gets back to his feet. "Men, seize the Princess. Slay her protector."

      Christopher gently pushes me back, getting between us as the throng of vampires begins to approach. "Any closer and you'll all lose more than a hand," Christopher snaps, shifting into his wolf form. The vampires hesitate, but only until they see the rage in Aedan's eyes at their defiance.

      But before the vampires can attack, Mace's eyes clear. He shakes his head like he's shaking water out of his hair and staggers.

      Aedan snaps his fingers again, but this time, it has no effect. The look on his face is priceless.

      Mace sets his jaw and kicks the stake at his feet across the floor to James. James catches it with his foot and grabs it before anyone else can move. "Face me head-on like a man," he bellows at Aedan. "Or are you going to show everyone what a coward you are?"

      Aedan holds up his hand to stop his vampires. "I hoped I would not have to finish you off," he sighs. "You would make a fine soldier."

      "Fuck you," James spits.

      Aedan walks up to Rowan and pulls his sword free. The wolf lets out a shrill, hoarse yelp that makes my heart clench and collapses, no fight left in him.

      "As you wish," says the vampire, circling James with his sword ready. "Winner takes all." It's not a stake, but I have no doubt he could easily behead my lover with a well-placed blow. That would be just as devastating. And James will have to get close to land a hit. Too close.

      James flies at him with a bone-shaking roar and Aedan leaps, too, silent and catlike. The sword comes down on James' shoulder, narrowly missing his neck, but James is faster if only by a moment. The hybrid buries the stake in Aedan's chest and time seems to stand still.

      Then Aedan's skin begins to turn gray. The dead coloration spreads out from his chest, down his arms and across his face until there's nothing left of his original skin tone. A hiss escapes him as he turns to ash and crumbles, the grains pouring down James' arms and gathering on the floor.

      A blue haze lifts from the ash and forms a swirling, twisting rope that stretches upward until it makes contact with James' chest. He staggers back, dropping the stake and holding his arms out as he absorbs the light until there's nothing left. It leaves him pale and panting, and he seems barely able to stand up. For a moment, I'm terrified the vampires will seize the opportunity to launch an attack on him, but they're frozen in place, looks of terror on their shadowed faces. It’s not long before one flees, then another, and another, until they’re all gone just as quickly as they’d appeared.

      "He must have been your father," Mace says weakly, leaning forward with his hands on his knees for support. "When a vampire parent dies, their energy—their power—is passed onto their children."

      “Father?” James rasps, staring down at his hands as the energy fades and settles in. There’s hatred in the word. Hatred and disgust.

      I know James’ mother never told him much about his father, but what little he does know is as heinous as the reality Aedan lived up to. My heart aches for him, but there’s nothing I can say that will make him feel better in this moment.

      Mace finally drags himself to his feet, and I flinch, but it soon becomes clear he’s back in control. “You’ve inherited his power,” he says quietly.

      “I feel it…” James says through gritted teeth. “His memories…”

      Whatever he’s seeing through Aedan’s lingering mind, I can tell it’s awful because of the pained look on his face. I wish I could take it away from him. Do something to ease his pain.

      “He was working with the King,” James finally says. His thoughts are disjointed, like he’s having trouble keeping track of them. At first, his words make no sense. I assume he’s talking about Albien, but Mace clears things up.

      “The King of the vampires?” he asks somberly.

      James nods.

      “He must have formed an alliance. Used his tentative reach into Eternus to get past our defenses…”

      The fact that he’s saying “our” gives me hope that his turn really was solely due to Aedan’s control.

      “There’s something else,” James says, looking intently at Mace. He walks up to the other man, leans in and murmurs something I can’t make out. Something that turns Mace’s face blank with shock.

      For a moment, he says nothing. When he’s finally recovered, he looks to me and back at James. “You need to go. His power is too much to transfer without preparation. You’re dangerous right now.”

      James hesitates, looking down at his hands again. There’s nothing visibly different about them. The energy that funneled into him has long faded, but I can tell he feels it. Something as troubling as it is overwhelming.

      When he nods and steps away, my heart sinks.

      “James!” I cry, staggering after him. “Don’t go. You can’t.”

      He gives me a conflicted look and just when I’m sure he’s about to give in, he turns and leaps through the window the way Aedan and his men broke in.

      “No!” I cry, using all my strength to lunge for him. Mace catches me in his strong arms, and at first, I struggle. I soon lose the energy to fight and collapse against his chest, sobbing.

      James is gone. Why do I feel like this time is different?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      When I wake up back in my own bed, the night before seems like an awful nightmare. At least, I think it’s been a night. My head feels cloudy, like it always does on the rare occasion I manage to oversleep.

      My whole body is heavy, too, like lead. Just sitting up is a struggle and when I remember James leaving the way he did, heartache makes it even worse.

      I’m not alone for long. I’m not sure what to make of the fact that Mace is the one who comes into the room, carrying a tray of food even though the idea of eating is enough to churn my stomach. He’s still wearing the collar, but after Aedan managed to control him, I was convinced the others would see him as a threat.

      Then again, the vampire is dead now. Any control he exerted over Mace is that of a ghost. I’m just not sure that’ll make him any easier to free.

      “You’re awake,” he says, setting the tray down on my bedside table. “How are you feeling?”

      “Awful.” My voice sounds like it, too. Hoarse, like I was crying in my sleep. “James is still gone, isn’t he?”

      “I’m afraid he will be for some time. To protect you.”

      “He doesn’t need to leave,” I snap.

      Mace gives me a knowing look. “Aedan is—was,” he corrects himself, “one of the most powerful vampires to ever exist. Assuming all that power, even if James is genetically cut out to inherit it, is not an easy process. He’ll return when it’s safe.”

      “Aedan is really his father?” I press, still finding it hard to believe. I know children and parents can be as different as night and day, but still. There’s absolutely nothing of that monster in James. Nothing.

      “As difficult as it is to believe, it’s the only way he could have absorbed his power,” Mace says thoughtfully.

      “Someone has to find him. If he thinks the vampires’ King is responsible for the attack, he’ll try to take him on alone,” I protest.

      Mace considers my words, but from his calm reaction, it’s obvious I’m not telling him anything that hasn’t already occurred to him. “I’m leaving tonight,” he says finally. “I’ll find him, one way or another.”

      “You will?”

      “He’ll need guidance, and no one knows his power more than I do.”

      I hesitate, taking in his words. “Why are you helping him? He killed your master…”

      For a moment, Mace doesn’t answer and I begin to realize he’s not going to.

      “What did James say to you before he left?” I press.

      Another moment of silence passes. Just when I’m sure he’s not going to answer, he finally says, “He inherited Aedan’s memories along with his power. Everything. Including the way I came into his service.”

      I frown. “I don’t understand…”

      “Everything my master told me was a lie,” Mace says, his voice hoarsening with rage. Betrayal. I know it well. “He’s the one who killed my parents. Not Eternus.”

      It takes me a second to absorb the information. Even though I’ve hated Mace as much as I’ve loved him, it feels like a punch in the gut. I reach for his hand, surprised when he doesn’t pull away. I can feel the surge of his emotion. The acute pain. The sorrow. Maybe it’s the link. He really is one of my Guards, after all. “I’m so sorry.”

      It’s all I know to say. What else could I say to that?

      He gives me a smile that doesn’t meet my eyes, squeezing my hand a bit. “It seems you and I have that in common. We’ve both fought for people who lied to us.”

      “You can start over,” I tell him, hoping he’ll finally be ready to hear what I’ve been trying to tell him for so long. “He doesn’t have to define you.”

      This time, his smile actually reaches his eyes, even if it doesn’t touch his lips. He cups my face in his palm and murmurs, “You never gave up on me, did you?”

      My breath hitches in my throat. I’m not used to him being this way. Vulnerable and genuine. It’s the first time I actually feel like I’m seeing the real Mace, and with the veil of pretense stripped away, the attraction left behind is magnetic.

      I’m the one who kisses him first, but he returns it with equal passion. His hand slips into my hair and my fingers accidentally brush his rough scars. He freezes, but to my relief, he doesn’t break the kiss.

      His hands explore my body the way I’ve imagined on so many occasions. The way he has in so many dreams that leave me blushing and secretive. The reality is better. Sweeter, strangely. His tongue slips into my mouth and as his hands slip underneath my nightgown, pushing it up my thighs, my skin responds to his touch with the same tingling thrill as the others’.

      He pushes down his trousers and I feel him poised at my entrance for a moment, his gaze sweeping down over me. “Are you sure?” His voice is rough and sultry.

      I nod and pull him closer. When he delves into me, it’s like the final piece of a puzzle fitting into place. My breath grows shallow as my energy surges up to welcome him like a long lost lover. If there was any doubt that our souls are connected, it fades as our bodies become one in rhythm and flesh.

      Mace’s hands close around my wrists, gentle yet commanding, and my back arches as he finds the perfect cadence. All that quiet power comes to the surface, and the mystery is no less for knowing him so intimately.

      My fingers tangle in his hair and I gasp as he hits my spot. His hand cups my breast, kneading until I feel like I’m on the brink of orgasm just from his touch.

      Heat flares in my core, an omega’s instinctive response to an alpha, but my heart’s response goes even deeper. As upset as I was earlier about James, in this moment, there’s only room for the bliss that comes with being wrapped in Mace’s arms and finally knowing that he’s mine.

      “Mace,” I gasp, my head falling back as his lips capture my neck. The scrape of his teeth against my skin is erotic and thrilling, and when I find myself wishing he’d bite, his hands press down on my wrists, sending me over the edge.

      I come twice before he finally fills me, his body shuddering with power as he climaxes. For the first time, I see a lack of control in his eyes, as he gives himself over to the need and instinct that I’ve already surrendered to. He kisses me hard and we both collapse, but I’m not ready for him to pull out just yet.

      I feel like I should say something, but I don’t want to ruin the moment and everything that just happened is far more poignant than words my mind could come up with. Instead, I kiss his left cheek, my lips brushing over the scarred flesh. He freezes again, but when his eyes meet mine, they’re soft and vulnerable.

      I sigh contentedly as he finally pulls out only to gather me back into his arms, stroking my hair.

      “You should rest,” he says gently, pressing a soft kiss to my forehead.

      I am exhausted, but my heart leaps at the thought of falling asleep now. “You’re going to be gone when I wake up, aren’t you?”

      He gives me a knowing look and another kiss of consolation. “I’ll be back,” he promises. “With James.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that,” I mumble, burying my face in the crook of his neck. “It took us long enough to get here and I’m not going to let you go that easily.”

      He chuckles, still stroking my hair. “I would expect nothing less.”
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        * * *

      

      I toss and turn in my sleep, vaguely aware that I’m alone in bed. It doesn’t last long. I recognize Christopher’s scent even though I can’t quite open my eyes as he crawls into bed beside me and takes me into his arms.

      Has he been watching me? I finally open my eyes and realize Mace is gone. They must have changed shifts.

      “How are you feeling?” Christopher asks gently, stroking my hair.

      “My stomach hurts,” I murmur. I’m not sure if it’s stress or just more strain from the pregnancy, but it seems like it’s getting more intense.

      He lowers his hand to my belly, his palm settling gently over the soft curve of it. I feel the glow of his power rushing into me, gentle and soothing. My heart flutters before it calms and the warm sensation of comfort spreads throughout me.

      It’s so different from the first time he used his power on me. It feels like love in magical form, and as I relax in his arms, the last of the pain eases away. “Thank you,” I murmur drowsily.

      He leans down, kissing my lips. “You’re safe,” he promises. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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      I wake early in the morning with my hand resting on my pain-free stomach and Christopher’s arms around me before the sun has risen. Last night is a blur, but I remember waking up in the middle of the night to find Mace gone with Christopher in his place. The pain in my side that would have kept me from getting back to sleep was easily remedied by his magic, and I soon succumbed to the relief in his arms.

      The sky glows a deep blue in the thin spaces between the heavy purple curtains that frame my windows, but judging by the lack of stars, it’s not quite nighttime anymore.

      “Good morning,” Christopher whispers suddenly in my ear. The unexpected sound of his voice makes me jump and he laughs as he sits up.

      “You scared me. I didn’t know you were awake, too,” I mutter, rolling over to face him.

      “I think at night,” he admits, stretching. Probably because I’ve been lying on his arm for hours.

      “About what?” I ask, curious. I stifle a yawn. It’s way too early for me to be thinking, let alone talking.

      He shrugs. “I’m not used to being here yet. I’m used to sleeping under the stars, for one thing. On clear, warm nights like this, basking in the moon’s glow all night as a wolf… there aren’t words for it.” He lies back down, pulling me into his arms with a faint smile. He kisses my forehead. “Though it doesn’t beat sharing a bed with you. Not at all.”

      I snuggle closer with a contented sigh. “What was it like out there, anyway? On your own?”

      “The days all blurred together,” he says. “It’s hard to keep track of time when you’re a wolf.”

      “You were a wolf the entire time?” I’ve always wondered what that would feel like. If it’s as freeing as it seems to answer the call of the wild.

      “Mostly. It’s how I harnessed my powers.”

      “Really?”

      “My teacher wanted me to stay a wolf whenever possible. Said shifters are closer to the spirit world when we’re wolves, and that it would help me stay grounded.”

      “I didn’t know you had a teacher.”

      “Yes. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything about him. He’s… hard to explain without showing you. I’m not the best storyteller,” he chuckles. “I’ve been considering showing you anyway, since you’re about the most curious person I’ve ever met.”

      “You can show me? How?”

      “Through visions. You can watch me,” he replies, gently pressing his hand to my forehead. It feels like I’m being sucked into a tunnel, and for a fleeting instant, I can see through his eyes—I can see me—but it doesn’t last long. He takes his hand away and the vision fades, leaving me reeling and covered in goosebumps.

      “I didn’t know you can do that,” I breathe.

      “Too much?” he asks worriedly.

      “No,” I reply, taking a deep, shaky breath. “No, I just wasn’t expecting it. It felt… strange, but I want to do it again.” I take his hand in mine and place it against my forehead again. “Show me.”

      “Okay. If you need me to stop, say something.”

      I screw my eyes shut to brace myself for the tunnel again, but it does nothing to help. It’s like the feeling of falling right before going to sleep, but it’s so much longer. So much deeper. When I open my eyes, I’m gazing at a mountain ridge under a starry sky, its peaks glowing in a pale green aurora dancing overhead. This time, I’m not just seeing through Christopher’s eyes—I am Christopher. I can feel his strong muscles and tall body as if they’re my own, and I can feel him holding a heavy leather-bound book, too.

      I try not to focus too hard on what else I can feel. This is enough of a mindfuck as it is.

      As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I find Christopher is standing at the bottom of a hill in the shadow of a massive, strangely-shaped tree that I somehow know is called the Ellri—the Elder. Its gnarled, leafless branches are all going sideways in one direction as if the wind had been blasting it the same way the entire time it grew, and the branches form the unmistakable shape of a wolf’s head, pointed ears and all.

      Christopher looks on as the tree suddenly begins to morph, its twisted branches creaking and groaning as the wolf face comes to life with a low growl. When its eyes light up with actual blue flames, Christopher steps back and I feel our heart rates increasing simultaneously.

      “Who disturbs my rest?” the Ellri rumbles, leaning forward until its shadow fully encompasses Christopher. Its flames narrow as it gets a closer look.

      Christopher quickly regains his composure and straightens his back, staring into the tree’s fiery eyes. “My name is Christopher. I was sent by my coven. I am a mage in training and have come to ask that you teach me to harness my powers.”

      The Ellri laughs heartily. Mockingly. “I have not taught in centuries. What makes you think I will make an exception for you?”

      “I was skilled enough to wake you, wasn’t I?” Christopher asks, holding up the book. “That’s no easy feat.”

      “You have, but so have others,” the Ellri replies, its head ducking down until its eyes are level with Christopher’s. Its trunk moans under the stress. “What makes you special?”

      “I’m a shifter. Shifters rarely use magic.”

      The crackling flames grow until it seems like they might overtake the entire tree, but it’s unharmed, its branches immune to the heat that’s making Christopher sweat. “A shifter, you say? Prove it.”

      Christopher places the book in the dewy grass and drops to all fours, his wolf taking over. He shakes off his fur as the transformation completes and stands proudly before the tree, head held high.

      “So you are,” the Ellri muses. “Rare indeed.”

      Teach me, Christopher says again in his mind’s voice. He sounds strong and confident, but I can feel his fear. The fear that the Ellri will turn him down. Everything feels like it hinges on this. I promise, I will not disappoint you.

      “It will not be easy. You will suffer.”

      So be it.

      “Then you must pass my test. Bathe in my flames.”

      Christopher’s fear increases, but it’s not long before he quells all hesitation with a deep, resigned breath. I will pass any test you throw at me, he replies, bracing himself.

      The tree’s mouth opens and the flames in its eyes spread to its gaping, blackened maw. I’m terrified along with Christopher as it breathes fire over Christopher’s body from head to toe, but we quickly realize the fire doesn’t burn. It has a cooling effect instead.

      When the Ellri closes its mouth and pulls back, Christopher’s wolf is left panting from lack of breath, but he’s still standing. We’re still standing.

      “Very good,” says the Ellri. “You were afraid, but you fought the instinct to flee.”

      Christopher looks up, his legs trembling beneath him. That was good? he asks doubtfully. I can feel his doubt as if it’s my own—he thinks the fact that he showed fear will mean the Ellri will turn him down. He’s sure of it.

      “Yes. If you had not been frightened, I would have written you off as an idiot.” The tree chuckles. “Show me your magic now, young wolf. Conjure flowers at your feet.”

      Christopher closes his eyes and takes a deep breath, which isn’t an easy feat considering he’s still quaking. He focuses his energy on his paws until they begin to warm, and when he opens his eyes, they’re glowing with golden light. Soon, the earth around them begins to glow, too, and the glow spreads out until it forms a circle around him. Within that circle, the grasses stir as if the wind is blowing only around Christopher and nowhere else.

      The wolf begins to murmur in his mind, strange words I can’t make sense of even though I can feel everything he feels. A few small buds close to his paws are the first to appear among the grasses, then more and more pop up, choking out the grass. All at once, they blossom into tiny but dazzling white flowers that shine like stars in the moonlight.

      “Impressive,” growls the Ellri. “You are a powerful wolf.” It leans back with its face tilted like it’s thinking, then returns to its looming position with what appears to be a vague smile. “Yes. I will teach you.”

      Time speeds up suddenly. It’s morning, then night again, then morning, and Christopher is under the tree the entire time, conjuring all kinds of things from plant life like flowers and vines to fireballs and electric bolts. He’s almost never human, and I can feel that side of him slipping away. I can feel the animal taking over with every passing second, especially when he hunts for food, taking down deer and hares and devouring them raw like a feral beast.

      Weeks pass, then months, all at once in a rush. And then Christopher takes his hand away from my forehead and the vision comes to a screeching halt, dissipating from my eyes like receding water.

      “That was crazy,” I breathe. “I had no idea you could do that.”

      “How did it feel to be me?” he grins. “Strong?”

      “Yes. Very,” I laugh, my head still spinning. I kiss his soft lips. “Tried not to think too much about how it felt to be a guy, though. That was, um, a little weird.”

      He just keeps grinning. “What did you think of my teacher?”

      “I’ve never seen anything like that in my life.”

      “See why I couldn’t describe him to you?”

      “Definitely.” I snuggle a bit closer to him, content to stay in bed so I don’t have to face the day just yet. I know I should be more affected by the vision—by the fact that there’s a magic wolf tree out there—but my fears for the safety of James and Mace are quickly drowning out all my other thoughts.

      “You’re worried about them,” Christopher says knowingly, stroking my hair.

      “How could I not be?”

      He kisses the top of my head gently. “They’ll be back. It’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “I have faith in you,” he says with a shrug. “Maybe it’s time for you to have a little faith in us.”
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      It’s been a week since Christopher let me see the Ellri through his eyes, and I’ve been having nightmares ever since. I can only assume he must’ve unhinged something in my mind when he gave me that vision. Usually, the nightmares are about something happening to someone I love. Often my brother, but sometimes it’s one of my mates. Or it’s a reimagining of the battle at the wedding reception, only instead of vampires, the attackers are literal demons.

      I haven’t told Christopher, even though he might be able to help. I don’t want him to blame himself or worry. I’m probably shooting myself in the foot by keeping it to myself, but it’s worth it to me. For now, at least.

      I worry constantly about James, and he’s present in many of my fitful dreams. I get the sense he’s safe—I believe because we’re connected through the life growing inside me—but I have no idea where he is or what he’s doing. I only know he’s alive. All I can do is hope Mace gets to him in time.

      I’ve been lying awake for hours, afraid to fall asleep in case I dream again. I carefully slip out of bed, since both Christopher and Rowan are asleep. I’m sure they’ll both be irritated when they realize they’ve curled up together in their sleep, and I almost hope I don’t miss it.

      Pulling on my robe, I head down the hall and settle in on the settee where I usually spend my early mornings reading if I can’t get back to sleep.

      I plan on reading, but it doesn’t take long before I drift off in the more comfortable position. It figures sleep only comes when I’ve given up on it.
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        * * *

      

      When I open my eyes, I find myself face to face with... me.

      I blink a few times, trying to displace what has to be a hallucination, but I can’t. I can’t feel my body—or rather, the astral form that’s separated from it somehow—but I’m keenly aware of floating above on the ceiling.

      I can see myself, asleep and curled up on the sofa. All of a sudden, my body moves in my sleep and no attempt to return to it will work.

      The air around me seems to hum as the darkness closes in, creeping in from the edges of my vision until it’s as if I’m looking at my body through a pinhole. I watch myself climb off the settee and walk slowly in a straight line toward the window. I pull it open and the wind blows through my hair, then my fur as I shift into my wolf.

      I try to cry out to myself to stop when I realize I’m about to leap out the window, but I’m voiceless. Helpless. I can only watch in horror as my wolf hops onto the windowsill, teeters for a moment, then drops.

      Pain shoots up from all four paws and racks my body even as my spirit floats overhead, but the pain is brief. Somehow, it seems I landed unscathed save for a scrape on a paw pad.

      I continue to walk forward like a zombie, heading for the thick forest that surrounds the castle and forms our territory line with the vampire kingdom. Every time I blink, time jumps ahead and I’m deeper into the woods, shadows whispering all around me like devils. I have no doubt they’ve sensed my spirit has abandoned my body and that it’s there for the taking. I’ve heard frightening tales of sleepwalkers being taken by lost or malevolent spirits.

      I finally stop when I’m so deep into the forest that I have no idea where I am. As the murmuring shadows creep closer to my wolf, shadows that I know in my gut will possess my detached husk if they get the chance, my straining spirit is finally able to return to my body in a rush of light. The shadows withdraw, hissing, as my vision clears and I take a few long, shaky breaths to recenter myself. The air around me ceases its humming and throbbing, and soon, all I hear is crickets chirping in the bushes around me. My body feels numb, like I’m not fully inside it yet. I can’t feel my paws at all, and I certainly can’t shift back into my human form. I’m not nearly grounded enough.

      I have a bad feeling I wasn’t just dreaming, but astral traveling. Astral traveling is forbidden. Dangerous. But it doesn’t matter anymore. I’m back in my body, and what matters is getting home. I can tell from the unfamiliar scents in the air that I’m not only far from the castle, I’m no longer in my kingdom.

      In fact, the one scent that stands out from all the rest—the loamy mushrooms, the crisp leaves, the minty pines—is the sharp, metallic stench of blood.

      I’m in vampire territory, or at the very least, close to it.

      The soft yellow glow of a swinging light up ahead, partially obscured by the trees, catches my eye. As it comes into view, I can make out the vague shape of a lantern and a hunched humanoid shadow behind it, suspending it by a stick. Whoever it is is dragging something behind them, and my mind immediately jumps to the most terrible of conclusions.

      I turn and flee, but I don’t make it far before my numb paws catch on a root and send me tumbling head-over-heels into the thorny underbrush with an involuntary yelp. My rear right paw throbs with pain as I struggle to get back to my feet, pinned down by the thorns digging into my fur and flesh. The natural trap holds me hopelessly tight as the swinging lantern draws closer.

      “A wolf?” an old lady’s voice creaks above me. An aged face with a thin, quivering smile comes into the light. Her sharp fangs protrude over her painted lower lip and I shrink back as far into the bushes as I can get.

      She reaches for the thorns with her free hand and pushes them back with her arm, providing a way for me to escape, but I’m too terrified to move.

      “Poor thing,” she tsks, crouching so she can grab my scruff. My immediate instinct is to bite her and I curl my lips back, baring my teeth, but when she takes my fur in her hand and gently pulls me free from the thorns, I let her help. She shines her lantern up and down my scratched body, examining me, and pauses when she notices my injured paw.

      “That looks painful,” she says. “I can help if you’ll stop your growling. And no biting!”

      I doubtfully stifle the rumbling in my throat and stare up at her with my ears flat and tail tucked as she pulls me toward whatever it was she was dragging behind her. It’s not a body at all, but a wooden sled loaded with herbs of all kinds. So she’s not just a vampire, she’s a witch, too. That explains why I can’t will myself to flee even as she shakily lifts me onto the bed of herbs piled on the sled. At least she doesn’t seem to mean any harm.

      She takes the rope attached to the sled in her hand and begins to pull it with surprising strength. She hums and sings as we travel through the forest, and before long, the soft croon of her voice lulls me back to sleep.
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      I’m running through the forest as a wolf again, but this time, I’m not me. Not at all. Like my vision of Christopher and the Ellri, I’m in someone else’s body.

      It takes me a moment to figure out who I am because it’s not a wolf I’ve seen often. I can only tell from the sight of the long, powerful forelegs running in front of me that the wolf is solid white. Then the wolf’s masculine scent becomes clearer.

      James.

      He’s not just near the vampire kingdom, he’s solidly in its territory. I can tell from the stench of blood, sharpened a million times over by the hybrid’s sensitive nose. And I can feel his increased strength and speed, his adrenaline, his hopes, his fears—I can see his thoughts as if they’re my own. I can see the castle in his mind’s eye. No—not just the castle. The vampire King on his throne.

      He’s going to kill the King.

      Before I can react, I’m torn out of that vision and thrown into another. I’m human this time, staring out of eyes that are far taller than me. It’s practically like being on stilts.

      I’m Rowan this time, and I’m searching everywhere for me, panicking as it sets in that I’m gone.

      The fear is so intense that I wake with a start, panting. I find myself in front of a crackling fireplace on a musty sheepskin. I’m in what appears to be a tiny cabin with sparse furniture, and herbs and trinkets covering every surface. There are even dried herbs hanging from the ceiling. There are bones, too, strung up like wind chimes, skulls and all, grisly mobiles made of the remains of rats and birds and hares and all kinds of other small animals. The cabin smells not of death, though, but of earth and perfume.

      “You’re awake,” the old lady says from her rocking chair. Her white hair is pulled back into a bun adorned with a holly branch. The sleek brown tabby cat in her lap scowls at me, tail lashing. “I bandaged your poor leg.”

      I glance back at my leg, and sure enough, it’s wrapped in white cloth stuffed with more herbs. It hurts, but I’m too distressed by my visions to care. James doesn’t stand a chance on his own. I have to get to him. But what use am I if I’m injured? How am I even supposed to get there if I can’t walk? All I can do is hope I heal, and fast. If I can catch up to him somehow, I might be able to talk him out of his crazy idea.

      No, crazy is an understatement. Insane idea.

      “What were you doing out here, anyway?” the lady asks. “This isn’t shifter territory.”

      I look back to her, surprised she could tell I’m not a normal wolf. Must be my scent.

      “You must have a good reason,” she goes on. “Love, perhaps? Only love would cause a shifter to stray this far into the vampire kingdom.”

      Maybe she’s right. Maybe my subconscious mind knew I had to follow James and that’s why I sleepwalked.

      I watch her cautiously as she stands from her chair, placing her angry cat on the end table. She picks up a comb and approaches me slowly, holding it out for me to inspect like I’m a feral animal that needs to sniff it first. When she seems satisfied I’m not going to bite her, she sits cross-legged beside me and begins to gently comb the thorns out of my fur.

      “You must be wondering why I’m so old,” she says with a soft chuckle. “Since vampires aren’t supposed to age. I’m sure an elderly vampire is a frightfully unique sight.”

      The comb catches on a burr and I wince as she deftly tugs it free and tosses it into the fire.

      “It’s the magic,” she explains with a wink. “I did it deliberately, for love. It’s an old spell that’s rarely used. I fancy myself something of a scientist. I experiment with spells most witches—even mages—are afraid to touch.”

      I can’t help but tilt my head as I listen to her and she laughs again, patting my head affectionately. “There’s all kinds of old magic that no one practices anymore. Blood substitution, for one thing. Back when I was a girl, before mages were made illegal—and this was many years ago, mind you—they were working on a spell to make it possible for vampires to not have to feed as often. Do you have any idea how much it would rock the vampire world if that spell became known? If it became legal?” She smiles wide, and I realize the only teeth left in her head are her fangs. “We wouldn’t have to keep human slaves anymore. They could all go free and donors would be more than enough to sustain us. The others would hate that—they enjoy subjugating other creatures.”

      I listen carefully, my interest piqued. Destiny must have led me here. If there’s any chance there’s a spell floating around out there that can help vampires feed less, I have to know more about it. But I can’t shift back and betray myself as the Princess, either. The old lady might be kind now, but that could all change if she realizes who I am.

      “And, yes, my dear, I do care about humans,” she adds. “When I said I aged myself for love, I wasn’t pulling your leg. I fell for a mortal, and I didn’t want to stay young forever as he grew old and died. I wanted to grow old alongside him. And so I did.”

      She finishes combing out my fur and stands, her knobby legs quaking under her weight even though she can’t be more than ninety pounds soaking wet.

      “My husband was a mage,” she says. “He was working on that spell himself. When the vampires and shifters outlawed mages, he was killed by my own kind. That’s why I brought you here—I have very little loyalty to them. They’d kill a poor little she-wolf like you on sight, pregnant or not.”

      She sighs. “Listen to me rambling. I suppose I shouldn’t keep you. I just get lonely sometimes when it’s just me and Tabs here.” She nods to the cat. “It was nice to have company, even if it’s company that doesn’t speak.”

      She hobbles across the room and opens the door, gesturing toward the forest outside with a soft smile. I stand from my wooly bed and take a tentative step forward, surprised she’s letting me go. I don’t know why I assumed she wouldn’t. Maybe I have some prejudices to work out.

      “Your leg should be better enough that you can walk, and before long, you’ll be able to run. May the wind carry you far and may you reunite with whomever it is that’s so important to you, Princess.”

      I freeze, staring at her, and she laughs. “I knew you were coming. The tea leaves told me so. Don’t be afraid—I’m not your enemy. I’m much too old for enemies. I would have informed you I knew of your identity before, but I didn’t want to panic you. I wanted you to listen about that spell. You actually have the power to use it. The power to change the world.”

      I limp past her warily, still guiltily convinced she might grab me. When she only steps aside to give me more space, I break into a brisk trot with my hurt leg tucked close to my body and only stop when I’m at the treeline. I glance back to see the witch waving goodbye to me before I disappear into the shadows in pursuit of James.
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      The old witch was right. Before long, I can run, but that doesn't keep me from exhaustion. Even in my wolf form, the journey deep into the heart of the vampire kingdom is a difficult one.

      I’m running on instinct alone, but it’s never led me astray before. I’ve come to accept that where James and the others are concerned, instinct is far more reliable than logic or reason.

      If it wasn’t, none of us would be together.

      By the time night falls, I’m close to giving up. Then, I spot it. Smoke billowing up in the distance. A flickering sign promising vacancies.

      I don’t know how I know it, but I know James is there. I’ve finally found him, and hope gives me the burst of energy I need to quicken my pace.

      All too soon, I realize I’m not alone. The sound of footsteps surrounding me makes me pause, but before I can decide which way to go, a rope falls over my head and yanks me onto my side.

      “Got her!” a man’s voice bellows victoriously. Before long, I’m surrounded.

      Vampires. All of them. My heart races as I get to my feet and try to pull out from under the lasso, but the harder I pull, the more it tightens around my neck.

      “A shifter,” the closest one muses, his light eyes glinting with malice in the moonlight as he steps closer. I snarl at him in warning and snap at his hand when he reaches too close.

      “Feisty, huh?” he taunts, backhanding my muzzle. With a startled yelp, I cringe away from him.

      “We know what you are,” the one next to him growls. “Why don’t you be a good mutt and shift so we can find out what you’re doing here, huh?”

      I shiver, not just because of the chilled night air. If I shift now, there’s a chance they’ll recognize me as the Princess, and while I’m sure they’ll spare my life if only to ransom me, they’ll probably be much hastier about carrying me off somewhere. Further away from James.

      I glance forlornly at the inn in the distance as they close in around me. Did I really make it this far just to be stopped by a bunch of vampire creeps?

      If I wasn’t pregnant, I’d be ready to fight, but right now, all I can think about is how to get away. I’m still puzzling it out when a shadow swoops in and takes one of the vampires off his feet with a snarl.

      I know that snarl and my heart fills with relief. James!

      He’s wearing a hooded brown cloak, and I can’t see his face, but I know his energy all the same. The fallen vampire cries out in alarm, but James tears out his throat with ease. The next one is down before he can draw his gun and the other two fall just as easily.

      By the time they’re all on the ground, James’ cloak is covered in blood. My nervous wolf feels fear for a fraction of a second, but I relax when he pulls the hood down and I’m left staring into his gentle, familiar eyes.

      “Dani,” he growls. “What the hell are you doing out here?”

      I shift immediately, falling into his arms. It’s freezing and I’m buck naked, but he wraps me in his cloak and as cold as his skin is, just touching him fills me with warmth.

      “I had to find you,” I murmur, holding his gaze. “I saw what you’re planning in a vision. You can’t kill the vampire King, James. You can’t.”

      His eyes widen in surprise, but it doesn’t last long. Guess he’s used to me figuring out things he and the others try to keep secret. You’d think they’d learn. “I can, actually,” he mutters, looking around. “First, let’s get you inside.”

      “What are you doing out here anyway?” I demand, not fighting as he lifts me into his arms. I’m exhausted and that burst of fear and adrenaline took all my energy.

      “I was hunting,” he admits. “Getting up strength.”

      My heart sinks. He really is planning on going through with it, and I got here just in time. We head back to the inn and I catch a familiar scent before he opens the door.

      When I see Mace standing there, some kind of chart in his hands, he looks just as surprised to see me. “You found her,” he mutters.

      “Mace?” I cry. So he came through, after all. I was worried the vampires would stop him.

      “I told you I’d find him, didn’t I?” he scolds.

      I can’t exactly argue with him. I’m just less than thrilled that they’re both still here, knee-deep in vampire territory. Then again, Mace probably knows how to navigate it better than most wolves.

      “You were supposed to stop him, not enlist in his cause. You do realize that if anyone finds out you two are the ones who killed Aedan, you’re dead?” I ask as James sets me down.

      James gives me a look. “Really? You’re going to lecture us on how dangerous it is to be out here?”

      I sigh. “Okay, fine. Truce, since we’re all here for the moment. Please tell me you at least tried to talk him out of this,” I say, looking pointedly at Mace.

      “I did, but he made a compelling argument,” he muses.

      I groan. “And what is that?”

      “If I kill the King, by vampire law, I take his place,” says James. “That means I’ll have the ability to take Mace into my court and offer him official pardon.”

      “If you kill the King!” I echo. “Which is riding on the supposition that he doesn’t kill you on sight.”

      “James is a vampire lord now,” says Mace. “The King is honor bound to accept his request for a challenge, and contrary to popular belief, vampires hold honor in the same regard as wolves do.”

      James grunts in forced agreement. “It’s not just about the pardon, although with you bound to Mace, that’s certainly a big part of it,” he admits. “If I’m King, I’ll actually be able to do something to change this world, like your brother’s been trying to do for ages.”

      I listen, hating that I’m actually starting to entertain the idea of this crazy move. His words echo the old woman’s so closely. “You mean the humans?”

      James nods. “The vampire kingdom is too strong, and if Eternus went to war with it head-on, the wolves would certainly lose. If there was an enemy agent within their ranks…”

      “A Trojan vampire, if you will,” Mace says flatly.

      My eyes widen. “You want to topple the vampire kingdom from the inside out?”

      “Someone has to,” says James. “You’ve seen what they do, Dani. What we’re like.”

      My heart aches to know he still sees himself that way. After all the lives he’s saved, all the good he’s done. “You’re not like them,” I say firmly. “And even then, not all vampires are evil. They don’t deserve to be wiped out.”

      I sense their confusion, but I can’t stop thinking about the old witch who saved me. “I met a vampire who saved my life,” I confess, taking a deep breath as I prepare myself to tell them everything. No more secrets. Time to actually hold myself to that and hope they follow suit.

      By the time I’m done, I can tell they’re on the fence about whether she was real or just a fevered hallucination.

      “What do you think?” James asks, looking over to Mace. “Is that even possible?”

      “The cure or the old woman’s existence?” he asks wryly.

      “Both,” James mutters.

      Mace considers it for a moment, looking at me thoughtfully. “I have to admit, it seems far-fetched, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s not to bet against Dani.”

      His words are strangely touching, but I resist the urge to let my guard down. “I’m not saying I agree with this plan,” I inform them. “But if you’re insistent about changing this world for the better, there has to be a better way than just wiping out the vampires. Besides, we have Christopher. If the cure is magical, there’s no one who stands a better chance at figuring it out than him.”

      “It’s an interesting thought,” says Mace.

      James frowns. “Just because you met one vampire who was decent doesn’t mean they’re all deserving, Dani.”

      “Not one,” I say, walking over to cup his cheek in my hand. His gaze softens as he realizes the meaning of my words and I bring his hand to rest on my stomach. “You want a better world for our child, and so do I. But that’s never going to happen if we just keep repeating the same patterns.”

      “Dani…”

      “She’s right,” Mace says, coming up behind me. His hands settle on my waist, warm and soothing. “She usually is.”

      James sighs. “Since when are you on her side?”

      “I know when I’m fighting a losing battle,” he taunts, taking my wrist to kiss the inside of it. I shiver in spite of myself. I’m never quite sure whether it’s more arousal or instinct, considering what I know he’s capable of. It’s only now that I realize I’ve long since stopped being afraid of Mace. Even if he is a wild card, he’s proven his loyalty on more than one occasion.

      He just can’t see it for himself yet, but he has that in common with James.

      “I think our Princess missed us,” James says flatly. “She only shivers like that for one reason.”

      My face heats up as I feel Mace’s body pressed up against mine. He’s so hard and lean and warm. James comes to stand in front of me and when he sweeps a strand of hair away from my neck, I melt. “Well, you’re both here.”

      Mace chuckles in my ear, his lips pressing hot and heavy against the back of my neck.

      “I suppose she did come all this way,” James teases, peeling his robe off my shoulders. I’m standing naked between them, but the heat coming off the man behind me is more than enough to keep me warm.

      I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have the both of them at the same time. They’re both so intense, and when I feel their hands on me, touching everywhere, I know I’m in for an experience as wild as I imagined.

      My head falls back with a moan as James cups my breast in his hand and Mace kisses my neck harder, teeth brushing against heated flesh.

      Before I know it, we’re on the bed and I’m still between them, this time on my knees. I straddle Mace’s lap as James takes his place behind me and when his hand slips between my legs to stroke me, I can’t help but gasp.

      Mace captures my lips and swallows down my moans of pleasure as he adjusts me on his lap. I settle onto his cock, rocking gently to take all of him. James fondles my breasts, driving me wild and making it impossible to tell which is more arousing.

      The combination, I decide. They’re even more dangerous together.

      I squirm with need as James positions himself behind me, his stiff cock sliding between my cheeks. He puts a gentle hand on my hip to guide himself in, taking it nice and slow.

      I bite my bottom lip to smother a moan, but it feels incredible, being filled by them both this way. Mace’s hands on my waist keep me from rocking and hurting myself, so I kiss him instead.

      They’re both inside of me, both grinding gently, and I feel impossibly filled. Possessed. Taken in the most thrilling way.

      I come from the sheer friction and pressure of them fucking me, and again before James spills his seed within me. Mace isn’t far behind and as we collapse in a tangle of limbs and satisfaction, I breathe a final moan of bliss.

      They might hate each other, but they make one hell of a team.
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      When I open my eyes, I’m still pressed between James and Mace, their naked bodies hot and firm against mine. I’m entertaining the idea of waking them up for an encore when I hear shouting in the hall.

      Someone kicks the door in and I’m convinced it’s a dream when my protectors shoot to their feet, awake in an instant. Mace shifts and lunges at the soldier who bursts through the door first, taking him down in a flash of fur and fangs.

      James remains in his human form, tearing the gun out of another’s hand. It fires and ricochets off the ceiling and I cover my head with a startled cry. I’m about to shift when the room fills with soldiers and one grabs me, pinning my arms behind my back while another secures a collar around my neck, preventing me from taking that form.

      The pained snarl Mace lets out fills me with horror, but I soon realize he’s just been tranquilized. James is still tearing into the guards, but they’ve surrounded him and before I can see the rest of the fight, a needle pierces my neck. I succumb to the same heaviness that knocked Mace out and go limp in my captor’s arms.
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        * * *

      

      When I open my eyes, I’m in an unfamiliar room. The ceilings are vaulted and the walls are covered in ornate golden paper fit for a palace. When I see the guards decked out in the uniforms of the vampire royal army, I realize it is a palace.

      How the hell did we get here? My heart races until I see Mace and James, both bound and on their knees in the center of the room before the throne. A dark-haired man with skin as paper-white as Aedan’s sits on the throne, studying them closely. I’m bound to a chair and someone put me in a robe, so I suppose the vampires have at least some chivalry.

      The fact that I’m gagged keeps me from giving them too much credit, though. I cry out and James’ eyes meet mine, giving me a reassuring look even though he’s in a far worse predicament.

      “So, the Princess is awake,” the man I can only assume is the King muses. “Imagine my surprise when a lowly guard interrupted my feast to tell me there was a strange she-wolf in our lands, and a vampire hybrid of all things had saved her life and killed four of my subjects in the process.”

      My heart sinks as I realize someone must have seen my encounter with those guards outside the inn. If it hadn’t been for me, James would have been able to get the jump on the King. Now, he and Mace are going to die because of my foolishness.

      No. I can’t let that happen. No matter what, we’ll find a way out of this. We’ll get home, together.

      I finally have them both, and I can’t lose them. Not like this.

      “I had my men investigate the inn,” the King continues, looking pointedly at James. “I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting to find Lord Aedan’s murderer in your midst, but I must thank you, little wolf, for delivering him right to my door.”

      My stomach churns at his hollow praise. He’s right, of course. This is my fault and the guilt is already settling down on me like a heavy weight.

      “Guards,” the King barks. “Show this traitorous hybrid what we do to those who kill our own.”

      I let out a muffled scream as the guards approach James with their blades drawn. He stares them down defiantly, more intimidating bound on his knees than most alphas are with a weapon in their hands.

      “Wait!” Mace cries out. Even James seems surprised by his interjection. I guess there’s still part of him that doesn’t trust him.

      “You can’t kill this man,” he says firmly, looking at the King.

      “Oh?” the King asks bitterly. “And why might that be?”

      Mace looks around at the gathered members of the royal army. There are others in fine clothing rather than uniforms, and I can only assume they’re part of the royal court. “Because this man is Lord Aedan’s killer, that much is true,” he begins. “But he is also his successor. His son.”

      The King scoffs, but he grows somber when he realizes Mace isn’t joking. “Nonsense.”

      “It’s the truth,” says Mace. “I would know. Sir Evret can vouch for that.”

      The King turns to one of the armored guards, who looks frozen in his place. It’s clear he doesn’t want to be dragged into this, but he has no choice now.

      “Is that true?” the King demands. “Do you know this fool?”

      “Yes, your majesty,” the guard says reluctantly. “I saw him once. He was Lord Aedan’s servant.”

      Several of the royals gasp and look to the King for guidance. There’s fury in his eyes as he stares down at Mace, but I can only hope that means good news for us. “If what you say is true—”

      “Then you would be violating royal protocol by killing this man,” Mace sneers, clearly enjoying every minute of this. “And as an acting vampire lord, Sir James has the right to challenge you to a duel.”

      James looks at him like he’s lost his mind, but says nothing.

      “This is nonsense,” the King bellows, standing from his throne. “I won’t be disrespected by some hybrid traitor!”

      “Hybrid or not, your majesty, the outsider is right,” says a woman to his right, clad in resplendent purple robes that hang off her shoulders and trail across the marble floor. The crown on her head suggests she’s high-ranking royalty, maybe even the Queen, despite the glint of amusement in her eyes.

      Maybe the King is not so well-loved by all his court. Guess that’s just another way the vampires are different from Eternus.

      The King takes a step back, glowering at the woman who spoke up, but now the others in court are murmuring. “No one has duelled for the throne in decades!”

      “If I recall correctly, my love, is that not how your father took the throne?” the woman I now know to be the Queen asks in a feigned tone of innocence.

      The King bristles, his teeth clenched as he looks from her to the others.

      “He’s right,” another noble speaks up. “To deny a valid request for a duel would be immediate grounds for abdication.”

      “Is that what you wish, my lord?” the Queen asks. “To give up the throne without a fight?”

      “Of course not,” he snarls, drawing the blade at his side. He may have grown complacent with his power, but I can tell from the way he brandishes the weapon that it’s not the first time he’s used it. “Let it be so. I’ll paint the floor with the blood of this traitor and let all who seek to challenge the throne know where the game ends.”

      My heart beats faster as the guards approach James, but they cut him loose from his restraints. When one reaches to undo the collar that keeps him from shifting, the King cries, “No!” He stretches out his hand, his eyes gleaming intently. “Leave it. If he wishes to challenge me as a vampire lord, he must fight as a vampire lord.”

      James clenches his jaw, but there’s not a hint of fear in his voice as he stands to his feet and mutters, “So be it.”

      When someone places a sword in his hand, my head spins. Mace is dragged out of the way, still bound, and the King approaches, ready to turn his throne room into a battle arena.

      Just because James has the right to challenge him doesn’t mean he’ll win. Certainly not without being able to shift into his wolf form.

      His eyes meet mine, as if he can hear my unspoken thoughts, and he gives me a reassuring smile as he raises his blade. The King lunges while he’s distracted, but before I can scream out in warning, James parries the thrust of his sword, knocking the King back. I shouldn’t be surprised he saw it coming. He’s had a lifetime of knowing he has to watch his back.

      The King counters his parry immediately, plunging his blade toward James’ stomach, but James swings his sword down, striking the King’s blade out of the way. Sparks fly as the blades come up together and meet in the air again and again, drowning out the snarls and grunts, neither man succeeding in driving the other back for long. Even though the King is clearly more experienced with swords, James’ lack of experience seems to make him an unpredictable opponent, and I can see the King’s strength wearing down bit by bit.

      Then the tables turn in the King’s favor. He lashes out with his right foot, striking James in the groin. It’s a cheap shot and James falls back for a moment, just long enough for the King to drive his blade into James’ shoulder, missing his neck by inches. The grimacing hybrid’s breath whooshes out as he swings his blade up with all his might, knocking the King’s sword away.

      The King nearly drops his sword, and that’s when James makes the final move. His sword sweeps through the air from left to right and the King freezes in place. Time seems to stand still, then the King slowly sags to his knees and his head tumbles off his shoulders. It hits the polished floor with a thump and rolls away as the King’s body slumps over.

      I look away, nauseous, and my eyes land on the Queen. I can’t help but notice the relief washing over her face. The King’s reign was far from a happy one, but that doesn’t mean the transition of power will be easy. Or without bloodshed.

      James stands still for what feels like an eternity, staring down at the headless corpse that used to be the King as the guards stare on in stunned silence. When he comes back to himself, he rushes over to unbind me and tears the gag out of my mouth.

      I fall into his arms as the guards drop their weapons in surrender, accepting the fact that their King has fallen.

      I flinch as the Queen steps over a fallen body and lifts the crown off her dead husband’s head. She stands in silence for a moment, and James and the others watch her uneasily. None of them are eager to hurt a woman, but she is a vampire, and we all know better than to underestimate her.

      “The King is dead,” she says in a solemn tone, looking up at James with the ghost of a smile on her lips. She takes a step forward and he tenses up, but she stops a few feet away, bowing her head and holding the crown up to him in an offer of surrender. “Long live the new King.”

      Every remaining vampire in the court follows suit, dropping to their knees at her lead. My heart is still pounding as I watch them all kneeling before James, and he seems even more bewildered by the gesture than he was by the battle itself.

      He sheaths his blade reluctantly and looks like he’s seeing a ghost as he bows his head to allow the woman to crown him.

      I know what he’s feeling. I sense it through our link, but as ill-prepared as he thinks he is for this role, I know he’ll bear the responsibility better than anyone.

      I see it now. This is his destiny. It always has been.
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      THREE WEEKS LATER

      

      Settling into a new kingdom feels like a dream, but surprisingly, it’s not one I long to wake up from. The fact that the former Queen has been so helpful is just proof that the fallen King was as cruel to his court as he had a reputation of being to his subjects.

      Even then, she doesn’t know everything. In order for our plan to work, we need to actually make sure it’s possible. Christopher has been working day and night, studying the old texts and visiting the Ellri on the astral plane to test the validity of the cure the old woman told me about.

      Only a powerful magician trained in the art of meditation can access it, but if anyone can, it’s him.

      Rowan and Mace have adapted well enough to the strange land, and I know their presence goes a long way toward presenting any insurrection that might arise. I find myself strangely more at ease here than I ever have been back in Eternus, and I can only feel guilty for it.

      Eternus is my home, but this place… it’s a fresh start. My whole pregnancy, I’ve known that no matter how much I and the others love these babies, the vampire hybrid will always be an outsider among wolves. Mistrusted, condemned to the same fate James experienced in Marok, even if Eternus wolves are more civilized about their methods of shunning.

      I told Albien as much when I spoke to him last night, through our link. I’m still not used to sharing dreams, but with the distance between us, it helps me feel less alone. I may have lived a lifetime without my twin, but being separated from him still feels like a loss.

      He has his own life to live now, though. One day, he and Jenna will have children of their own, and it’s obvious the kingdom is his calling. No one else was patient or compassionate enough to change things the way he could, and with Jenna at his side, he’d be even more unstoppable.

      Then again, that was probably half the reason the Pentarch was so livid.

      Time has been passing at a dizzying rate, but I have Mace’s voice in my ear, nagging at me to take a rest. I could use some fresh air, so I walk out into the garden, my hand on my swollen stomach. It feels so close now. If I think too much about it, I panic, but there’s excitement, too. Hope for what these children will bring into our lives, and all they’ll become.

      I find myself on the bridge, staring out at the softly rippling water that surrounds the castle. The vampire lands are beautiful, I’ll say that. The trees are clothed in every hue of gold and red, and it’s all so crisp and vivid it doesn’t look real.

      A familiar scent tells me I’m not alone, and when I turn around, James is walking toward me, looking dashing as ever in his royal garb. He’s chosen the King’s military regalia over the more formal robes, and it suits him, blood red fabric standing out against his dark hair.

      “It’s a bit chilly out for you, isn’t it?” he asks, slipping off his jacket to drape it around my shoulders.

      I smile. “There are four of you,” I tease. “I can always count on someone’s chivalry.”

      He chuckles, fiddling with something in his pocket. “How are you feeling?”

      “Wonderful,” I admit. “Just admiring how beautiful this place is.”

      “That’s good to hear,” he says, looking around at the grounds. “Because we still haven’t talked about what this means long term.”

      I take a deep breath. I knew this conversation was coming, but I’d hoped to put if off until I spoke with Albien. As much sadness as there was in his voice last night, there was resignation, too. He teased that I didn’t need his blessing, and he’s right, but it means a lot that he gave it.

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that, too.”

      “Oh?” he seems surprised, then wary. “I know you’re going to want to go back. Your brother—”

      “My brother is the King of Eternus,” I say, taking his hand. “My mate is the King of the vampire realm. My place is here. With him.”

      His eyes widen. “Dani—”

      “I’ve already made my decision,” I tell him firmly. “But it’s not just about you.”

      “Oh?” His eyes glint with amusement as I turn away to look over the railing.

      “We’re going to be raising a mage and a hybrid,” I say, putting my hand on my stomach. “I love Eternus, but let’s be honest… it’s not exactly the most open minded realm.”

      “You don’t know anyone here,” he protests.

      “I have you and Rowan and Mace and Christopher,” I say, looking back at him. “You’re all I need. Besides, you said you wanted to make a difference in this realm, and that’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. We started this, and we have to finish it.”

      “You’re sure?” he asks, searching my gaze. “I need you to be sure.”

      I reach up to touch his cheek, smiling. “I’ve never been more certain of anything, or anyone, in my life. Whatever the future holds, we’ll embrace it together.”

      “That’s all I needed to hear,” he says, taking a deep breath. He finally pulls out whatever he’s been worrying at in his pocket and when I see that it’s a small box, my heart beats a little faster. He sinks down to one knee, confirming my suspicion.

      “James,” I gasp, covering my mouth.

      He gives me a knowing smile. “I talked it over with the others,” he begins. “They’ve generously agreed to let me be the first, but this realm does allow its royals to have multiple spouses, so they’ve informed me they all want their turn as well.”

      My heart feels like it’s going to burst with joy. Is this actually happening? I’ve wanted to marry James for so long, and knowing we never could in Eternus was a special kind of heartbreak. When I see him like this, the gentle adoration in his gaze, I realize he’s wanted it as much as I have.

      For once, he’s free to show it.

      “Dani,” he says in a somber tone, holding my gaze. “Will you do me the honor of being my Queen?”

      My voice hitches in my throat and for a moment, I can’t breathe. “Yes,” I finally choke out. He takes my hand, placing the beautiful golden band on my ring finger. There’s a brilliant diamond set in the very center, and rose engravings all around the band. He could propose with a string and I’d say yes, but it’s the most gorgeous ring I’ve ever seen.

      When James finally stands to take me into his arms, I kiss him until we’re both breathless. The ring is small and delicate enough that there’s room for three more above it, and my heart leaps at the thought of being theirs in every way, but in this moment, it’s just us.

      It’s perfect.
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      The day of my wedding feels like a dream. Especially since Christopher, Mace and Rowan have managed to be in the same room together all morning without fighting. So I’ve heard, at least. James insists on keeping the vampire tradition of not seeing me before the wedding, but Christopher has been teaching me to hone my telepathic skills, and I don’t think that counts as cheating on the tradition.

      Tonight, James and I will be alone for the first time in forever, but as the doors to the royal hall open and I see the others’ smiling faces, I know they’re more than happy to step aside for the moment. We’ll all be together soon enough.

      Forever.

      For all the grief I gave Albien about rushing his wedding, James and I have managed to put ours together in even less time. If I wait any longer, I’m going to be too pregnant to walk down the aisle. Somehow, the royal seamstress managed to put together a flowing white gown that makes me feel elegant and beautiful with long, lacy sleeves and a low neckline that bares my throat. I’m told that’s the fashion in vampire country.

      Albien and Jenna are here, waiting for me in the front row of the hall with Aspen at their side, and as long as they’re here, I have all the family I need. My heart warms as my twin meets my gaze, giving me a reassuring smile.

      This wedding might be a union of the soul for me and James, but to our respective kingdoms, it’s a symbol of peace. I don’t envy Albien for being the one who announced it to the Pentarch, but them no longer being my problem is just one of many benefits of moving to the vampire realm.

      The joy is bittersweet, but Albien has promised he’ll visit as often as he can. This marriage means the beginning of a new era for our people, and for once, he’ll have allies in the vampire territory who support his humanitarian causes.

      The physical distance may keep us apart, but in a way, it’s brought us closer together than ever. For so long, I’ve felt like Albien was living out his true purpose, helping people and ruling while I was just sitting on the sidelines. Now, I actually have a chance to make a difference. To make him proud.

      The fact that I’m going to become the vampires’ Queen still hasn’t settled in yet, and I suspect it won’t for a while. One thing at a time.

      When I see James waiting for me next to the priest, my heart goes into overdrive.

      The music swells to a beautiful crescendo and I take my first step. Somehow, I manage to make it to the end of the red carpet without falling on my face, despite my nerves. James takes my hand and it doesn’t feel real. The priest’s words are a blur, and all I can think as I stare into my husband-to-be’s eyes is how impossible it all seems. This long and winding road that brought us here, to a destination I never imagined possible.

      “Princess Victoria,” the priest says gently, looking at me with kind eyes. I’ve been immensely relieved to discover that James isn’t the only kind vampire. There are others who’ve been eager to accept his rule, and while it’s still an uphill battle, I have hope that it’s one we will win. The hard part is over. Now there’s just staying strong and we have each other to get us through. All of us.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, realizing I’ve completely zoned out on what the priest said because I got lost in James’ eyes.

      There’s a low chuckle around the room and my face flames.

      “I asked if you take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband,” the priest repeats kindly.

      “Oh, yes,” I breathe, staring up at James. “I do.”

      “And do you, King James, take this woman to be your beloved Queen?”

      “I do,” he says with absolute certainty. The husky quality of his voice makes a chill run down my spine in the best way.

      I can’t believe I was ever actually afraid of him.

      To be fair, I can see why others are. He’s fierce to the point of terrifying, especially when he’s protecting someone he loves.

      As we walk back down the aisle, showered in white rose petals, I feel like a princess for the first time. A bit ironic, really, because now I’m Queen.

      The reception is as lavish as the ceremony, and while I want nothing more than to run off with James, I know this is my chance to make a good first impression. I’m sure everyone is curious about the Queen being a wolf, but James’ intimidation factor keeps them from asking any prying questions.

      After what feels like forever, we part ways with the others and I kiss each of them, knowing I’ll see them soon. Mace reassures me they’ll look after Aspen while James and I are enjoying our honeymoon, and my heart swells knowing that we’ll be coming back to a more complete family than I ever imagined possible.

      When all is said and done, I find myself alone with James in the vast suite atop the city’s highest building. There are windows everywhere, and I can see as far as the mountain ridge in the distance. The bed is huge, with massive wooden posts that stretch up to the ceiling and a silk canopy that makes it feel even more like a fantasy.

      The door falls shut and my heart flutters as I realize this is it. We’re actually married. This day I never dared to dream of has actually come, and as James’ soft gaze settles on mine, it’s far more perfect than it has any right to be.

      “We did it,” I say quietly, lacing my fingers through his.

      “We did,” he murmurs, slipping his arm around my waist. “But we’ve still got a long way to go.”

      “Shh,” I smile, pressing my finger against his lips. “Let’s just enjoy this moment for what it is.”

      He takes me fully into his arms and kisses me until I forget where we are. I nestle my hands into his long, dark hair and he unzips the back of my gown, letting the white silk slip to the floor in a pool of fabric. When his hand cups my breast, I gasp against his lips.

      Somehow, every touch is as exciting as the first one, and there’s something special about this night. Just the two of us, commemorating a promise our hearts made so long ago.

      James lays me back against the pillows and my head spins with desire as I peel off his shirt, then his trousers. His body brushes up against mine, cool and hot at the same time, and I crave the union of our flesh like air and water.

      His lips sweep against the side of my neck and I moan, turning my head to encourage him as he settles between my legs. I’m already slick for him, but his girth always requires an adjustment. Nonetheless, my body surges under his, eager to take him, and as he starts to thrust, my breath matches his rhythm.

      Sometimes it feels like our hearts beat in unison, perfectly synchronized in a way I don’t even understand. Like we were always meant to be this way, together, inseparable.

      His lips find mine again as his own breath grows shallow and I lose track of the separation between us. For one magical moment, there is none. My climax spreads through me in a dizzying hail of pleasure and ecstasy and when he fills me with his seed, the differences between us don’t seem to matter at all. Wolf or vampire, King or Queen, we’re made of the same stuff where it counts and for a moment, I don’t just feel him inside of me. I feel him entwined with me perfectly.

      It’s hard to believe that it’s always going to be this way, but as he holds me close, bathing in the afterglow of our union, it feels a little more within my reach.
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      It’s been two months since the wedding, and life seems intent on proving me wrong that it can’t get any better. While I’m less than thrilled about the cravings and the fact that I need help getting up from the sofa, adjusting to life as the vampire Queen isn’t nearly as difficult as I imagined it would be.

      I have the sneaking suspicion that my alphas are working double time on making sure I don’t experience any stress, but I’m not going to complain about a little pampering. For now.

      At least I managed to convince them that a walk in the garden every afternoon wasn’t going to kill me. The vampires have taken the increased sunlight and warmth of springtime pretty hard, so I have the garden to myself most days.

      According to the doctors, the delivery could be any day now. I feared the little ones would make an early arrival, but despite their anxious kicking, they’re four days past their expected due date.

      Of course, the moment I feel the first contraction happens to be the one time I’m out alone. I take a deep breath and grip the railing on the bridge, bearing through the sudden pain. It subsides quickly enough, but I’m sure there’s another one coming.

      Before I can make it halfway back to the castle, Rowan rounds the corner of the garden maze, frowning at me. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine,” I say, blinking at him. “How did you—?”

      “I sensed something,” he grunts. “I might not be psychic, but you’re still my mate.”

      I can’t help but smile. “I’ll be alright, really. But I think I’m going into labor.”

      His eyes widen. “Knew it,” he mutters, lifting me into his strong arms before I can protest. It’s not the first time he’s insisted on carrying me around like a doll, and at this point, I know better than to put up too much of a fuss. When you live with four alphas, you learn to pick your battles and so do they.

      By the time another contraction comes, I’m grateful for the help.

      “That bad, huh?” Rowan asks sympathetically, carrying me into the castle.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s not a false alarm this time,” I admit, taking another deep breath. It’s not doing as much to dispel the pain as the midwife said, but it helps.

      Before long, I’m settled in a luxurious room and Christopher is the next to arrive. I’ve scarcely seen him lately with his work on the cure, but the sight of him fills me with relief.

      “Dani,” he says, taking my hand. He squeezes it tightly and sits down next to me on the bed. “You’re sure?”

      “Pretty sure,” I say, laughing before another contraction hits me. “That or they’re crying wolf again.”

      He gives me a sympathetic smile, stroking my hair. “You’ve got this. The others will be here soon.”

      He’s right. James and Mace come in together in a matter of moments, and while I have the royal physicians on my case, I’m relieved that Mace is overseeing them. His presence is a comfort, even though I never imagined that was possible.

      Strange how much has changed, while other things remain the same.

      “Where is Aspen?” I ask Mace as he comes to stand by my other side.

      “He’s with his nanny,” he assures me, taking my hand. “I told him he’s going to meet his brother and sister very soon.”

      I smile in relief. At first, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what we were having until the delivery, but curiosity got the best of me.

      “Hey,” Rowan barks at him. “Spoilers.”

      Mace snorts. Guess Rowan is the only one who managed to hold out on looking at the doctor’s sealed report.

      “Just breathe,” Mace coaches. The others allow him to take center stage for the moment, coaching me through the delivery I still don’t feel prepared for, even though I’ve had nine months and change.

      Christopher uses magic to take away some of the pain, but there’s only so much he can do. By the time I hear our daughter’s cries, the pain has given way to joy and relief. Another hour and our son’s wails join in with her.

      As I watch Mace gaze down at our daughter, bundled up in his arms, while a nurse places our son in James’ arms, my heart feels like it’s going to burst. A laugh escapes me, and even though my body feels weak, my spirit is stronger than it ever has been.

      “They’re perfect,” I whisper, looking down at our daughter as Mace sits down next to me. She has blood red eyes, hinting at her vampire heritage, while our son’s are a pale blue, speaking of the magic within his veins.

      They’re so different, and yet so similar. They look so tiny and fragile in my alphas’ arms, but as Christopher and Rowan gather around us, I know they’re the most loved and protected children this kingdom has ever seen.

      “You did so good,” Mace says, gazing at me adoringly. “They’re beautiful, Dani.”

      “They are,” James says, his voice hoarse with emotion. It takes a lot to get either of them choked up, but seeing them like this makes me love them all the more.

      “Go on,” Rowan says, giving Christopher a nudge. “Give her the good news and make this the best day ever.”

      I look at them in confusion. I can’t imagine anything that would make this moment even more perfect, but Christopher’s gaze softens and the next words out of his mouth prove me wrong.

      “I found it,” he murmurs. “The Ellri confirmed it. The cure is real.” He glances at James. “Convincing the vampires to take it will be another matter, but for those who are willing, subsistence on far less blood is possible. Willing donors will be enough. We’ll be able to release the humans.”

      “And so we will,” James says proudly, looking down at me. “Our children are going to grow up in a very different world.”

      I smile back at him. “We should probably give them names,” I tease.

      “You’re the one who did all the hard work,” says Mace. “We’ve already discussed it amongst ourselves, and that decision should be yours.”

      “That’s a gallant way of saying none of you wants the responsibility,” I huff.

      Rowan’s grin is a dead giveaway. “Omegas are better at these things.”

      I roll my eyes, but as I look down at my babies, the answer springs to my mind easily enough, like it was always meant to be. “Rose,” I murmur, stroking a dark curl on our daughter’s head. I smile at my blue-eyed son. “And Xander.”

      “Perfect,” Christopher says, leaning in to kiss my forehead. “Fitting for a Prince and Princess.”

      It seems surreal even now, but as I bathe in the warmth of my alphas’ love and the promise of our new family, I realize that’s exactly what life has become. A beautiful dream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      TWO YEARS LATER

      

      As I stand on the top of the hill watching the twins run around the field surrounding the castle with their big brother, Aspen, I can’t help but smile. They’re getting so big, and every day, it seems like they’re learning something new.

      Just yesterday, we woke up to the surprise of Xander having conjured a small snowstorm in the kitchen, and Rose is already showing the makings of a true vampire Queen. She’s as intense and fierce as James, and protects her brothers like she’s the oldest, despite her small stature.

      “They’re growing like weeds, aren’t they?” Albien asks from his seat at the garden table I left recently.

      I look back, smiling at him and the infant in his arms. He and Jenna are new parents, and I don’t think either of them have stopped grinning since. It’s nice that they’ve found time to visit, now that both our realms are settled into a comfortable, normal rhythm.

      When the cure was first revealed, there was resistance, but over the last two years, it’s become mandatory. The humans were released, and while many continue to offer blood on a volunteer basis through carefully managed centers, others have chosen to relocate to Eternus lands for a fresh start.

      I can’t say I blame them, but I’m determined to make sure that by the time Xander and Rose take the throne, these lands are a safe place for everyone—human, vampire and hybrid alike.

      “Don’t remind me,” I sigh, sitting back down next to him.

      “How’s your harem?” Albien asks dryly.

      I roll my eyes, but I can’t help but smile. “Ask them yourself,” I tease, watching as Rowan’s massive wolf runs after the children, making sure they don’t venture too far out of bounds. James and Christopher are sitting on the other end of the hill, keeping supervision while they discuss matters of the kingdom.

      I look around, wondering where Mace got off to when I see him walking toward us with two glasses of lemonade in his hands. “Here you are,” he says, setting the drinks down in front of me and Albien.

      “How gallant,” my brother says wryly.

      “You are an omega, after all,” Mace taunts. Despite their rocky past, Albien has forgiven him and they’ve actually become close on our mutual visits. Mace’s official pardon means that he’s able to go with me between Eternus and our realm without incident, but the members of the Pentarch still aren’t happy about it.

      Icing on the cake, really.

      “How are you feeling, love?” Mace asks, leaning down to kiss me. His hand rests on my stomach and my face grows warm as I realize he’s unintentionally outed the secret I hadn’t gotten around to telling Albien yet.

      My brother looks between us carefully, his sharp eyes missing nothing. “Why wouldn’t she be… wait, again?”

      I can’t help but laugh at the incredulity in his tone. “It’s been two years,” I remind him, gazing up at Mace. “We talked about it and the timing felt right.”

      “Whose?” Albien asks in disbelief.

      “All of ours,” Mace answers, sitting down next to me, his hand wrapped around mine. “But according to Christopher, it’s twins again. One with Rowan’s energy and one with mine.”

      “You’re certainly going to have your hands full,” Albien says, shaking his head. He gives me a knowing smile. “But I’m happy for you, sister.”

      “Thanks,” I tell him, smiling. “I’m happy, too.”

      It’s a gross understatement, but as the others come up the hill to join us for lunch and I find myself surrounded by more family than I ever dreamed I’d have, I realize there aren’t any words to describe it better. Happily ever after will have to do.

      

      The End.
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