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        To kissing without agenda,

        and to those whose kisses have truly mattered to me.
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        Lies hurt the worst when they come from the people you love.

      

      

      

      
        
        Falling for Nic wasn’t supposed to be so complicated, but when one kiss seals Beatrice Wolfe to a lifetime with Nic as her constant shadow, she begins to question everything, even those she loves most. Now Nic and Bea must figure out how to help Eflorencia as a team, even though trust between them is a distant memory. If they can’t work together, not only will the world suffer a famine with no relief, but Nic’s life will come to a gruesome end.

      

      

      

      
        
        If Bea can get through Eflorencia undetected with Nic and her family in tow, she can use what magic she was given at birth to undo the wrongs that the king’s neglect inflicted upon the world. But when evidence of her help lights a beacon leading straight to her hiding spot, Bea knows it is only a matter of time before the palace sends soldiers to amass what wealth she has managed to restore to the people. They must escape the prince’s greedy grasp, or all their hard work will have been for nothing.

      

      

      

      
        
        "Reckless Princess" is book four in The Tales of Eflorencia. This coming-of-age story is for fantasy readers who devour first kiss butterflies only when accompanied by scandalous secrets. Enjoy the entire series, written by USA Today bestselling paranormal romance author Mary E. Twomey.
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            THE REASON NIC WANTS ME

          

        

      

    

    
      I freeze where I stand in the midst of the tall grass behind Shaly Tavern, still holding onto Nic. What started out as a romantic tangle of limbs after our first kiss has now turned into a series of arguments with my family, after a few fainting spells that I still don’t understand.

      It’s normal to get carried away with a kiss. But when Nic’s lips found mine after we sneaked away from my family for a little moment alone, something surreal took place. At first, I chalked the swirling sensations and euphoric connection up to a soulmate sort of storybook collision of beings. It was better than fictional romance, because it was real and it was mine.

      But when freakish bursts of nature began growing all around us, costing me the rest of the kiss and my consciousness, I began to wonder if there was more magic to the kiss than the moment led me to believe. Eflorencia has been on the brink of famine for who knows how long. The crops are dying, and the land is drying up. Yet when Nic and I woke from our makeout session, the grass had sprouted up to my shoulders.

      I have no idea what’s going on, and from the sounds of the bewildered people on the other side of the fence, they are just as pleasantly clueless.

      Nic and I are standing on one side of the narrow expanse, our backs to the fence, while my family confronts us head-on from their position at the bar’s back exit.

      Aunt Tessa ensures the door is shut behind her before she begins with the interrogation. “Start talking, Nic.”

      Rafe shakes his head. “Don’t bother. I don’t want to hear a word of it.” My big brother-father-uncle-bestie is irate, his jaw clenched with disapproval aimed my way. “When I told you to stay in the room upstairs with us, what did you hear?”

      I don’t like when Rafe corrects me in front of other people. He rarely ever does. The entire family is out here, tensed far beyond what could be reasonable outrage from adults walking in on their collective baby girl after a shirtless night spent kissing her crush. I don’t expect no reaction. Nor am I optimistic enough to hope for a high-five. However, the fear and fury radiating off them is more confusing than it is embarrassing.

      Though, it’s plenty mortifying, to be sure.

      I didn’t even know about the entire world of Eflorencia until I was abducted by the last mage and taken here against my will. I didn’t know who my birth father was, much less that he is the king here, and a cruel one at that. I didn’t know I had a sibling, or that my brother Leron cares more about being next in line to rule than he is concerned with getting to know me in the slightest.

      I didn’t mean to murder the last mage.

      I didn’t mean to knock my brother out with the one thing that’s supposed to be keeping Eflorencia from being plunged into famine. Destroying Rence’s lotus statue wasn’t my plan, but that’s the weapon I used to defend myself from Leron trying to throw me into prison. Rence’s relic is broken now, which makes this flush of greenery and growth all around us that much more confusing. Everything was dried out. Nature appeared more brown than green, hinting at a short, miserable future for all.

      Apparently cracking Rence’s favor sent the stored magic out into the land, reviving it in ways none of us predicted.

      At least, that’s what we’re pretty sure is the reason for all this new nature sprouting throughout the capital, and maybe even beyond. Papa suggested that perhaps Rence returned to Eflorencia, but I feel like that would be accompanied with sky-splitting fanfare or something.

      Nothing about Eflorencia makes sense to me, including my family catching me with a guy and acting as if it’s the end of the world. I’m nineteen years old. I have every right to make out with a man.

      Chill out, people.

      It’s unsure if anything I am currently doing is the right move. I decide on the spot to ignore my family, pretending they, and their drama, do not exist. I blink up at Nic, who has his shoulder angled in front of me, as if to shield me from my own family.

      This is way out of hand.

      “Are you okay?” I ask Nic quietly. I study the right side of his face, which is entirely different than it was when I passed out last. There’s a large swooping dark brown line that starts above his brow, arcs around his eye, and dips down to form a curly design across the right side of his face. The whole thing ends in a swirl at the lower half of his cheek near his unshaven jaw.

      “Better than ever,” Nic assures me. I’m guessing, since there are no mirrors handy, that he has no idea someone scribbled on his face while we slept, shirtless and snuggled in the grass.

      I examine the swooping marker design. “You’ve got something on your face.” I lift my hand to scrub it off him. “Some joker thought it would be hilarious to draw on you with a marker.”

      Nic remains motionless. His eyes are locked in on Rafe’s with a mix of an apology and a dare while I run my thumb over the mark. When the ink doesn’t budge, I smooth my palm over the tops of the grass stalks, letting the residual rain or dew slick my palm.

      After several more unsuccessful scrubs over his face, Nic finally turns to meet my gaze. His fingers curl around my wrist to stop my effort. His expression softens, his volume gentling as if we are the only two people in the world. “It’s not coming off, little princess.” It’s not worry coating his words, but certainty.

      I blink up at him, grateful he hasn’t cut and run after this acrimonious encounter with my family. “Let me try again, old man.”

      Crowly’s upper lip curls like the tightening of a rubber band before it snaps. “Are you seriously flirting with our daughter right now? Is that how you think you’re going to weasel your way out of this?”

      Nic keeps his eyes on mine. “I don’t want out. I’m in this,” Nic promises. “I’m all in.”

      A thrill runs through me, sending a shiver through my spine. If my family wasn’t watching, this would be the moment I kiss Nic for saying something so tender the day after our romantic tryst. I never get that—the sweetness after the seduction.

      There was kissing, yes. But there was more to it than that. Nic bit me, licking the blood off my lip as if I am a delicious treat meant to be devoured. It wasn’t a normal kiss, nor would I want it to be. Now that I’ve had the trippy experience of making out with my very own wolf shifter? I can’t imagine going back to mundane nips and pecks.

      Papa shakes his head with a low chuckle. He’s smiling at the chaos, as if the whole thing is an amusing sitcom mishap with a fixable ending coming our way in under half an hour. “It doesn’t matter, Rafe. It’s done.” He claps his son twice on the shoulder. “Crowly, we’re taking Bea back to Lifeless at some point. We’ll see if the bond fades there, since magic can’t keep in Lifeless. Might be a big fuss over nothing.”

      Aunt Tessa shakes her head at Nic, utterly disgusted. “What were you thinking? Are you that selfish? Bea should have a choice in who she’s stuck with for the rest of her life. You don’t care about protecting her at all, only saving your own ass. Whatever trouble you’ve gotten yourself into by evading the law here, you know the palace won’t execute you if you’re her pronus.” She smacks her sternum with the passion of a woman who has known true pain, and how closely it is attached to love sometimes. “You have no idea how much you’ve hurt our entire family with this. We’ve made it our mission in life to be sure Eflorencia doesn’t take Bea down, and here you go, undoing a lifetime of care with a single selfish kiss.” Her mouth is taut with disgust aimed at Nic. I want to shield him from it, but I’m still not sure what’s going on in the subtext of the hostility being tossed around.

      Uncle Crowly’s words come with a venomous growl. “Vamessa told us about Gretcha. First you sleep with Prince Leron’s girlfriend, and then you take a turn with his sister? I know you seduced Bea for revenge because the prince banned you from the capital.” He shakes his head at Nic, who does not budge. “Well, joke’s on you. Leron doesn’t give a shit about his sister. He tried to have her locked away. You think this is the thing that will get under his skin?”

      Crowly’s assessment of my brother not caring about me is accurate, but hurtful. He means to cut Nic with his words, but they slash me by mistake when he claims Nic only wanted to kiss me to piss off my brother. My sharp intake of breath announces the pain that came when my brother issued such a swift and utter rejection immediately upon meeting me.

      My cheeks are hot with the humiliation of not understanding a stinking thing about this conversation, yet I think I’m starting to piece together what I hope I’m getting all wrong. It’s got to be a mistake, this part about Nic only kissing me out of some misguided attempt to stick it to my brother.

      Panic forms a lump in my throat when suspicion taps me on the shoulder.

      I know this dance. I’ve been tangled up in this tango several times before.

      A boy pretends to like me because his buddies bet him he wouldn’t dare take me out.

      A boy kisses me because he’s horny and I’m an easy, gullible mark. No one can know we’re together. He treats me like crap in public while clumsily grabbing my breasts in private. Even when we’re alone, he can’t look at the scarred half of my face, so he avoids meeting my eyes at all costs.

      A boy acts as if he wants to be with me, only to string me along so I get all goofy for him. I bake him cookies. I do his homework (joke’s on him. I suck at school). I pick him up from the airport. I fork over every ounce of self-respect I have, and he soaks it all up without giving me a scrap of the affection my soul is starving for.

      I know what it is to be the ugly girl. I know the doom that comes when a hot guy wants to kiss you. It’s never sincere. It’s never me they want.

      That can’t be what’s happening here. This is Eflorencia. Nic wouldn’t look at me the way he did only to…

      My stomach sinks while my head swims.

      Not again. Please don’t let me be naïve forever. This can’t be happening. I’m nineteen now. I’m too old to fall for this.

      Did Nic kiss me to manipulate me? Is that a thing? And why would that mean we’re stuck together for life? “I don’t know what’s happening, guys.” My voice is shaky. It’s not at all the sound that should come from a self-possessed woman who knows what she’s doing. “Could someone please…”

      I don’t realize my hands are flapping until Crowly catches my attention and mimes taking a deep breath. It doesn’t work, because he is part of the reason I am upset.

      No, I have to take control of this on my own. Breathing doesn’t stop my stimming right away, but it reminds me that I’m not alone against whatever problem is presenting itself. If my family is here, nothing is insurmountable.

      Only I don’t trust them right now. I’m not sure I trust anybody.

      Nic’s retort comes out of him with a heaping spoonful of scorn. “I did what I had to do.”

      Nic’s words cut my heart in a single sentence. Instantly, I feel foolish for spooning him, for kissing him, for wanting to be important to him.

      “The girl needed a pronus, so I took the job. You all want the princess protected? Now she is.” He folds his arms over his chest. Nic postures against the glares that make me wither, though they’re not even aimed at me. “I would do anything to get the king’s men off me. You have no idea what Prince Leron is like when you’re wanted for bruising his pride. He didn’t care about Gretcha until I slept with her and made him look pathetic. To help the people, I need to be able to move throughout the capital without constantly looking over my shoulder for soldiers hoping to climb the ranks by bringing me in. Now that I am the princess’s pronus, Prince Leron can’t do away with me so easily. I can bring food and supplies to the people here who have no choice but to stay in the king’s pocket.” Nic waves his hand dismissively. “You know nothing about why I take the risks I do to stand apart from the king’s tyranny.”

      Papa’s voice is the only calm one in the bunch. “It’s not the fact that you refuse to cozy up to a corrupt regime that we take issue with, son. It’s that you used my granddaughter as a shield to protect yourself from the king’s army, and the prince’s quest against you for revenge.” Papa points between the two of us knowingly. “Now that you’re her pronus, all she has to do is come forward with her true identity as the princess, and you’re set for life. That is, if the prince doesn’t try to lock her up again. And if her father doesn’t try to murder her again.” Papa chuckles warmly, though there’s a clear bite to his cadence. “I can’t decide if you’re a scrappy survivor, or if you’re a stupid man who’s just painted a target on his own back. Being her pronus would be beneficial if her father and brother didn’t want her out of the picture.”

      Papa means to punch Nic with his words, but it’s me who feels the sting of the hit.

      My father tried to have me murdered when I was a baby, so a woman wouldn’t one day inherit the throne. He doesn’t know I am alive, because my family faked my death and got me out of Eflorencia.

      And now that I’m back here without a clue or a prayer, my brother wants me locked secretly away, so I can be drained of my magic while I fade into nothingness.

      They don’t want me. They don’t even know me, and they don’t want to.

      Aunt Tessa casts a quiet, “Jeez, Dad,” Papa’s way, but the damage is done. Tessa fixes her focus back on Nic. “Why did you bond with our daughter? Is it stupidity, selfishness, or survival?”

      Nic’s voice twists with anguish. It sends me stepping back, lest the pain in his words drive me to throw my arms around him to soothe his angst. “You haven’t been to Eflorencia in nearly two decades, so don’t lecture me as if you know the first thing about sacrifice or duty.” He punches his fist to his chest. “I didn’t bail on Eflorencia when Rence left. You all were worshipped, adored, revered. But you ran scared when Rence wasn’t there to pat you on the head and grant you buckets of magic that no one could ever dream of having in a single body. Talk about selfish. I’ll stay and help the people, thank you. And yes, I took the break where I found one. I need Bea to be my shield, so I can keep fighting the king and help the people you all abandoned. The royal family might not want her, but when the people find out who she is, they will.” Nic runs his hand through his disheveled brown, wavy hair. “You think I used the princess as my ticket to immunity? Well, you used her as an excuse to leave Eflorencia to burn.”

      Shock and horror rocket through me, stealing any rebuttal from my lips before it comes. It can’t be true, this reason for the rush of romance between us. It seemed so real, so genuine. It also makes no sense. Why would kissing me in private grant Nic immunity from the throne? Leron doesn’t love me enough to honor some sense of familial loyalty. He was going to have me locked away.

      Crowly shouts his rage, which comes out largely incoherent with plenty of “you’ll pay!” and “selfish!” in the mix.

      Tessa grabs onto her partner’s arm to hold him back from physically attacking Nic.

      It’s about time.

      This is not exactly keeping things inconspicuous, as Papa was hoping. Though I can’t see people clearly through the fence behind me, I hear scads of them bustling and chatting excitedly about the new bursts of nature all around. They have hope, while mine is crumbling.

      “Don’t talk about my family that way,” I tell Nic in a quiet scold. My voice is mousy, even while my hands flap. My neck starts jerking in ways that make me look like a human chicken. I hate it when my body does that. I also can’t make it stop.

      Nic looks down on me with an authoritative sneer. I don’t recognize this disdainful expression on the man who seemed so amiable and charming before this implosion. “You have no idea who these people truly are.”

      No man who wants to be sweet to me would ever look at me like Nic is right now. My stomach roils while I recoil from his side.

      When Papa moves to cradle me close, I jerk away from him as well. My back is to the fence, and I’m beginning to feel like a cornered animal about to turn feral.

      Tessa shouts her frustration into the mix. “Oh, give it up, Nic. You didn’t tell Bea the first thing about why you kissed her. This has nothing to do with you wanting to do right by Eflorencia. You were a little punk who wanted to piss off the prince, so you seduced his girlfriend. Now you’re stuck with the consequences of being banished from the capital. You saw your ticket to dig at the prince again by cozying up to his sister, and you took it. That, or you marked our daughter so you could have all the privilege that comes with being in the royal entourage. Use one girl to stick it to the prince, use another girl to keep the prince from murdering you.” She motions to me once Crowly is moderately under control. “Now that you’re Bea’s pronus, the second she makes her birthright known, all your charges will be cleared. You’ll have access to the treasury. You’ll get ten times the land anyone else would get. Every illegal thing you’re running from will be wiped clean.” After she and Nic stare at each other with tempers fuming for a few beats, Aunt Tessa delivers a grave, “Tell me I’m wrong.”

      Nic says nothing, and my stomach drops. I feel sick, small, and very, very stupid.

      Tessa’s fists ball at her sides. “Tell me I’m wrong about everything. About you. Tell me you explained any of this to Bea before you kissed her. Tell me you explained what you were getting out of this before you marked her. Tell me you explained to her what a pronus is before you bound her to you.”

      A cold smile crosses Nic’s features. I’ve not seen this expression on him before, but the way it so easily replaces
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