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      Leaving behind her royal life should have solved most problems for Rachel of New York. While wandering the Royal States buys her peace for a while, her sister’s suicide drags her back into the cutthroat world she’d left behind.

      The RPS hunting her down to deal with her sister’s body is bad enough, but one nameless bachelor at a wedding in Illinois changes everything.

      Again.

      With the help of a sole RPS agent, Rachel attempts to build a new life for herself in the west. With her mental health crumbling under the pressure of remaining in hiding and dodging a crown she doesn’t want, she’s running out of time. If she doesn’t choose her future, someone will choose it for her.

      She never anticipated how far Ethan of California would go to win her—or that behind the fiery beast lurking within her is a talent that will forever change the world.

      Content advisory: this novel contains potentially triggering subject matter, including the realities of suicide, depression, and other mental health issues. Proceed with caution.
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            As I didn’t want anyone to find the ashes and ruins of her life, I erased even the smoke.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cold flame begins following the events of huntress.

      

      

      I burned my sister’s body in the heart of the Rockies, and as I didn’t want anyone to find the ashes and ruins of her life, I erased even the smoke. When the RPS had come to me, the last direct member of New York’s royal line they could approach about her body, it had become my responsibility to deal with the final consequence of her actions.

      The RPS didn’t want to keep a royal on ice forever, and no one else wanted to deal with her.

      That pissed me off. I hadn’t liked what she’d done, but to be the only one to care at all would never sit well with me.

      It served as yet another bitter reminder of what it meant to be a royal from New York. Somewhere along the way, we’d forgotten how to be human.

      I meant to change that, somehow.

      Sylvia’s suicide didn’t surprise me. Little did anymore. Stripped of her magic, stripped of her rank, and stripped of everything that had made her who she’d been, it’d only been a matter of time. It didn’t matter if she’d deserved the punishment.

      Nobody deserved to be completely abandoned, not even her.

      It was well enough the RPS had found me wandering through the mid-west when she’d let go and moved on to the next life. Upon notification, I’d agreed to see Sylvia’s body, but I’d agreed to nothing more. I supposed the RPS had been so used to flat-out rejections regarding her they’d been happy to take what they could get.

      Upon reaching the morgue where they were storing her, it’d only taken me two hours to claim her frozen body, a bag, and one of the RPS’s black SUVs. Technically, I’d stolen all three, but they’d get the SUV back at some point.

      They’d just have to live without the body or the bag.

      “You’ve really made a mess of it this time, Sylvia,” I informed my sister’s ashes. As expected, she didn’t answer. I wondered if I could’ve done something—anything—to prevent the tragedy that had slowly ripped the royal family apart.

      My parents, in their stupid, prideful way, wanted a man to take over New York upon their deaths. My brothers deserved some credit; while they took after my father more than I liked, they’d learned bitter lessons from our sister.

      Only one of my brothers would make a decent king. Anyone with a pair of eyes would recognize there was only one New Yorker who could go anywhere in the Royal States or abroad and be welcomed with a smile and warmth—the kind of warmth our magic couldn’t provide.

      Personally, I thought Ian deserved the bloody burden of rulership, but I’d never gotten along well with him in the first place. He’d thrived on stepping on my toes and attempting to drown me every time I stepped out of line or stole his beef jerky.

      If the greedy bastard had agreed to share his jerky, I wouldn’t have had to steal it.

      Sylvia’s ashes settled to the ground, and even the relentless mountain winds refused to touch her, leaving my sister with only me.

      Sometimes, life truly wasn’t fair. Had things been different, I would’ve been one of those willing to forget about her and everything she’d done, but the truth haunted me.

      If I didn’t take care of her, no one would. I expected to share her fate down the road. The RPS still kept tabs on me and would for another few months, but I’d all but abdicated in earnest. I remembered my parents’ threats when I’d walked out the door years ago, and I believed them.

      Us New Yorkers were wretched bastards on a good day, and it’d be a cold day in hell before either would forgive me for leaving. If they’d been in a good mood, they would’ve waited a full twenty-four hours before notifying the RPS I was no longer a part of the royal line.

      If they were in a bad mood, as usual, they’d wait until I finished their dirty work and finished removing the evidence of my sister’s existence before officiating what they should’ve done years ago.

      I didn’t make a good New Yorker.

      I cared too much.

      Ian didn’t make a good New Yorker, either, but if my parents had any sense in their thick skulls, they would recognize he was the key to the kingdom’s future survival. He even had his eye on a woman who’d make an excellent queen, assuming everyone remembered magic needed to come second to things of more importance.

      Ian’s magic would more than make up for his woman’s lack thereof. Hell, if anything, she might make it so future royal children wouldn’t live every day expecting to go up in flames, taking a city block out with them when they went.

      New York didn’t need any more damned magic.

      I waited for the wind to change its mind and finish what I’d started, scattering Sylvia’s ashes. My mother claimed I could out stubborn a rock, and I sat down on a nearby boulder to wait.

      It took a while, but the wind finally accepted what no one else would.

      I stayed until all that remained of my sister was a memory and a dark stain on the pale mountain stone.
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      With my final royal duty done, I dumped the RPS’s SUV off the road near the mountains, left them a note telling them they could take New York’s crowns and shove them up my parents’ asses for all I cared, and headed west.

      I made it half an hour of failed hitchhiking attempts before the same damned SUV I’d dumped rolled to a halt next to me. A smug-ass RPS agent, hot even by New York standards, leaned out the driver’s side window. “Need a ride, Your Highness?”

      “Stalker RPS,” I complained, eyeing the man who couldn’t have been a part of any detail for long; from what I could recall, agents started as early as nineteen, and the good ones stuck around until they retired or could no longer pass the physicals. “Did they strike the literacy requirement for RPS agents?”

      “No. I’ve just decided against reading it until later. I’ll do that after I get you where you’re going, wherever that might be.”

      “I’m anonymously heading to a kingdom out west.”

      “California, then. I have some news that might change your opinion on some things, and we’ve been asked to pass along a message from Montana.”

      Well, screw me with a stick sideways. “Montana?”

      “You look tired. Why don’t you get on in and take a load off? There’s a diner down the way. If you don’t tell anyone, I won’t.”

      “Since when did the RPS hire humans?”

      “The way I see it, ma’am, it takes a damned good human to do what you’ve done, and it only seems fair to treat you like you treat others.”

      He spoke of my sister, and I appreciated the way he used the word ‘human’ to mean something a little more than a walking, talking bag of flesh and bone. “Got a name?”

      “Terry, Your Highness.”

      “Rachel. I already told my parents to shove their crowns before I wrote that pissy little letter. Seems like my first name is the only thing you need to call me. So, keep your last name to yourself. Tit for tat, or what have you.”

      Terry nodded, and he went through the standard hesitation of an RPS dealing with a principal who wanted to be called by their name for a rare change. “All right, Rachel. I’m from Montana’s RPS. I can show you my badge if you’d like.”

      Damn. Montana really wanted to get a message to me if he was sending one of his agents out to follow me around like some official stalker. “Why is Montana stalking me?”

      “You claimed your sister’s body without question or hesitation, and His Royal Majesty had instructions for the first New Yorker to accept their duty.”

      Sylvia would haunt me for a long time, I just knew it. I bet the bitch would linger as a ghost, determined to make more of a mess of my life thanks to her misguided attempts to make Montana’s king hers.

      It would’ve taken more than a miracle to make that man love anyone other than his queen. My brother had been the first to see that. Sighing, I circled the vehicle, yanked the door open, and climbed inside. “I’m doing this under protest.”

      “Under protest is fine. What kind of dinner would you like? You look tired, and we’ve learned that the best way to put a royal at ease—and prevent trouble—is to make sure they’re well fed.”

      “Something normal. Something that tastes like a real person made it.”

      “I’d take you to Texas, but I fear the royal family might try to adopt you.”

      My brows shot up at that. “Pardon?”

      “His Royal Majesty of Texas is a bleeding heart who firmly believes he can fix everything with good food. Her Royal Majesty of Texas has carefully cultivated this behavior, mostly to protect her easy access to his cooking. But you’ve been extended invitations.”

      “I’ve been what?”

      “Extended invitations. The RPS reported to all monarchs about Princess Sylvia’s death, and once you took her body, they were also notified that you handled her burial. Protocol,” Terry replied, his tone apologetic. “There’s a list of kingdoms willing to take you in should you decide you need some time away from New York.”

      “Pass. I’m going to slip into California as a refugee.”

      Terry blinked and stared at me, both of his brows rising. “You’re going to try to enter California as a refugee?”

      “I’ll pass their dumbass test. I’ve taken the dummy tests, and I passed it every time, thank you. I’ve read into the entire process. They won’t even do a face scan. All I have to do is tell them I want to test in, and that’s exactly what I’ll do.”

      “Well, taking an RPS vehicle to the border won’t work, then. I will make arrangements, if that’s what you wish to do.”

      “It is.”

      “Would you consider a slight detour?”

      “A slight detour?” Royal life annoyed the hell out of me on a good day, and a slight detour meant I was about to be majorly inconvenienced. Judging from Terry’s tone, if I knew what’s good for me, I’d go along with the slight detour quietly.

      “You’ve been invited to a wedding. His Royal Majesty of Montana felt you were deserving of something positive. Have you been following politics?”

      “No. I’ve been hitchhiking.” For years. I surfaced every now and then to pull out a few hundred in cash so I could buy new clothes, but thanks to my talent, I hunted and foraged without needing to do more than find somewhere to sleep to survive.

      It’d been more than six months since I’d last slept in an actual bed, and most days of the week, I liked it.

      I didn’t feel like a princess anymore.

      “We’re aware. His Royal Highness of Illinois is getting married in a few weeks. We can arrange for you to slip into the wedding. If you’d like to remain anonymous, it’s possible with the help of an illusionist.”

      Time had done its work, and more often than not, I didn’t recognize myself in a mirror, not that I crossed many mirrors. “My own mother wouldn’t recognize me at this point. I don’t have a dress, and I wouldn’t wear one anyway.”

      “I’m sure we could find something appropriate for you to wear that isn’t a dress. Perhaps a professional skirt? Slacks?”

      “You’re serious.”

      “I will make arrangements for His Royal Majesty of Montana to transfer funds from your private accounts to an anonymous account, so you have access to your money without being quite so easily tracked. The card will look like a credit card, in case anyone observes you using it. We’ve found people make assumptions when credit cards are used, which makes it easier to hide principals who don’t want to be noticed.”

      Withdrawing money had gotten me in trouble in the first place, and I appreciated an opportunity to get on with my life. Having cash wouldn’t do me any good in California, as the kingdom liked when their refugees fully relied on them, but I could have the card for a rainy day. “You have my attention.”

      “I thought that might work. So, some good food that hasn’t been tortured until it became a gourmet meal for dinner. Then a nice drive to Illinois for a wedding? Afterwards, I’ll take you to California in an unmarked car registered in Montana. We have policies for transferring anonymous refugees into California, so I can get you there without anyone being the wiser.”

      Like most in my family, I was a fool, but I’d be a fool who was doing something for me and only me.

      In that regard, my sister and I were birds of a feather. We had mastered the art of burning bridges.

      “All right. I have no idea why anyone would want to invite me to a wedding, but all right.”

      “If it makes you feel better, His Royal Majesty wasn’t exactly planning on inviting you; he wanted to issue the invitation to the first decent member of the New York royal family that isn’t your brother.”

      “Why not my brother? Which one?”

      “Prince Ian; he was issued an invitation to represent New York, as he’s the most tolerable official royal at present.”

      That made sense. My brother could charm a rattlesnake if he wanted, and a little like me, he didn’t make a very good New Yorker. “He is basically the best of a lot of bad choices,” I acknowledged. Ian would hate ruling anything more complex than his closet, but I thought he’d do a good enough job.

      Had things been a little different, I would’ve done a better job, but that made sense.

      I cared too much.

      Somehow, I’d dodged the family tradition of unnecessary cruelty. I still didn’t understand how I’d realized, from even an early age, that most of my family indulged in behavior that went against everything decent people did.

      Power and wealth ruled most, and they didn’t care who they crushed on the way to securing more power and wealth for themselves.

      Her Royal Majesty of Montana was a perfect example of the exception to the rule, and Her Royal Majesty of Alaska came a close second. It worried me New York women were rising to become powerful royalty—royalty with a good reputation.

      People might start looking at—or for—me again because of it. Despite having told Terry I didn’t follow politics, some still managed to creep in every time I passed through civilization.

      “There are some who believe he’s a good choice from a bad lot, but that there is another New Yorker who should be held in even higher regard. It seems only fair to warn you that you can try to hide, but you won’t be able to hide forever. New York needs a suitable monarch, and His Highness is not the first choice. Retreating to California might work, though. If you play every last one of your cards right. I would advise against holding your breath.”

      “And what’s your part in this game, Terry? I’ve been around long enough to know you RPS agents play the system almost as much as us royals.”

      “New York officially revoked your detail due to your disappearance a year ago, likely as part of a ploy to make recovering you easier. Their ploy, to date, has failed. Part of this is because Montana opted to take over your detail due to what he feels is suspicious circumstances. I’ve been following you around for the past year, and officially, Montana, as the controlling agency behind your detail, has made it clear any New York RPS agents interfering would be a direct attack against Montana’s sovereignty. If New York wanted to retain you as a princess, they shouldn’t have cut off your detail. As such, I’ll handle your transportation up until you arrive in California, and I will give you several ways to contact me. I will move into the kingdom so I can be close should you require me. Officially, I’ll be functioning as a Montana contact in California to handle small RPS matters, which will be used to disguise my real reason for being in the kingdom.”

      “That sounds rather like subterfuge.”

      “It is subterfuge. It would not surprise me if your family took desperate measures to force you to return to New York. They’ve attempted to send their agents to investigate you, which was blocked by myself and other Montana RPS agents. Revoking your detail, if Montana had not opted to take it over, would have made it easier for them to take you to New York at their leisure.”

      My family would do such a thing without regret or second thought. “So Montana is interfering with New York?”

      I’d have to send the Montana royal family a thank you card at some point—assuming I could do so without drawing unwanted attention to myself.

      “Montana does enjoy interfering with New York at every reasonable opportunity. He feels you’re at risk, as you have a very strong talent, and you’re, in his opinion, a very lovely young woman who would make a good queen for any kingdom in the world. He’s also rather tired of crotchety old monarchs trying to pressure their children into relationships they don’t want.”

      It occurred to me that my sister, through acts of greed and violence, had changed the world in unexpected ways. Most would remember her as someone who’d almost cost a queen her life, but before her short-sighted, foul acts, no one from any kingdom would have reached out to me in a gesture of kindness.

      Certainly not a man who was, when he wanted, fully worthy of being called the Monster of Montana.

      Times had changed. So had I, along with a lot of other people.

      “Does that make you the head of my detail, Terry?”

      “If you want to be technical about it, I suppose it does, as you have a detail of one.”

      “What’s your trick, then? You have to have a good one for you to be trusted to guard a New Yorker alone.”

      “I’m a hybrid.” Terry smirked, put the SUV into gear, and pulled back onto the road. “The rumor has it you’re a cold flame, so I suspect you’re more wary of hybrids than most. There’s a rather heated argument over whether your talent is a hybrid or just the world’s strongest flameweaving talent with complete control over your element. I’m of the opinion you’re a hybrid, too.”

      “Why would you think I’m a hybrid or that strong of a talent?”

      “You took your sister’s frozen body, drove for longer than a day with her, and took her up into the mountains, leaving no evidence she’d been in my vehicle at all. Also, thank you for stealing my SUV over the others just like it in the parking lot. It made tracking you simple. I just waited until you moved it to a better location to recover my vehicle and intercept you. You’re a surprisingly considerate woman for a clever little thief.”

      “I’d be sorry about stealing your SUV, but I doubted you’d let me borrow it if I asked. That, plus you left the door unlocked and a key readily available for my use. Of course, half of the RPS vehicles had unlocked doors, but yours was the first I found with the keys provided.”

      “Done entirely on purpose, I assure you. I assumed you wanted to handle your sister’s body without interference, and as no one else had claimed her, I felt it was best to watch and wait to see what happened. There is the matter of your talent, however. While Her Royal Majesty of New York does have limited ability to adjust the heat of her flames, she is incapable of keeping a frozen body cold for long periods of time.”

      “I can.”

      “As is obvious; after four hours, the body would have begun to thaw in earnest, and those body bags? They’re rather limited. It would have leaked. After a day? I would be replacing my SUV.”

      “I can’t manifest ice, if that is what you’re asking.”

      “I find that to be a relief. What can you do?”

      “I can suck the heat out of a body, I can control air around my flames, and I can adjust the temperature of fire at my will. I have full control over my magic.”

      I could, if I wanted, put even my mother to shame—and I’d proven it with my sister’s body.

      Not even Sylvia’s teeth remained.

      “Airweaving?”

      “I suppose so. Officially, I’m a pure flameweaver. But I can sense the patterns of the wind in the flames, and I can manipulate them to strengthen or dampen a fire.”

      “Which you likely use to do things like keep a body frozen. Can you strip enough heat from something to freeze it?”

      “I’ve never tried that before,” I admitted.

      “We’ll do some experiments at some point. Perhaps New York’s evaluators are content to leave you untried and untested, but I am not. I can’t protect you if I don’t know what you’re capable of.”

      “And what are you capable of?”

      “I’m an empath, an illusionist, and a metalweaver.”

      My brows rose at that. “Next you’re going to tell me you shapeshift into a unicorn.”

      “I could make you a figurine of a unicorn if you would like.”

      “I would, actually.”

      Terry pulled over, put the vehicle in park, and held out his hands, concentrating on his palm.

      I’d seen earthweavers and their variants work before, but most didn’t manifest; they controlled what was around them.

      Terry manifested dark iron ore, and it bubbled into life in a molten, steaming state, hovering over his bare hand without any evidence of burning him. Starting with the hooves, he added more metal until he fashioned a galloping horse racing out of the ocean’s surf, and a spiraling horn protruding from its brow. He put it on an ovular base, also made of dark iron. The process took him no more than five minutes, and he handed the unicorn to me. “Californians can be pissy, but if you tell them it’s a keepsake, they’ll ignore if you keep it. They have rules for refugees, but they try not to be cruel. Should they see the card from Montana, they will allow you to keep it, but I would slip it into your pocket before they take a closer look at your wallet. That will better protect you.”

      Upon closer inspection of the figurine, I realized he’d included all the little details that transformed the figurine into a masterpiece that best belonged in a museum. “It’s beautiful.”

      My fire could be beautiful, too, but it never lasted.

      “Over time, it’ll rust away to nothing, but there’s beauty to be found in that, too, if you look for it.”

      I’d have to spend a lot of time pondering that in the days to come. “I just thought you should know you have a shitty job, you’re probably not paid even a quarter of what you’re worth, and that I will totally understand if you accept the first reasonable job offer to cross your path.”

      “There’s something to be said for having challenging, meaningful work, and with you, I believe I’ll have both.”
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            I didn’t need to impress anybody, so why not wear used clothes?

          

        

      

    

    
      Terry had an obsession with making certain I had more clothes than what I currently wore, and it bothered him a lot more than it bothered me that I only had what I carried with me.

      What was I going to do with a lot of stuff when wandering across the Royal States doing what I wanted, when I wanted, and how I wanted? I’d illegally crossed just about every damned border on the continent, and I’d done most of the trip on foot.

      I’d stowed away on a few trains, hitchhiked in a couple of transports, and even splurged on a bus ride once. I’d disliked the bus ride; it made me feel like I was being shipped to a butcher. The trip had been among the quieter ones, but I’d spent the entire time on edge and waiting for something to happen.

      At least I’d talked Terry into a thrift store rather than a boutique. Thrift stores made sense to me; I didn’t need to impress anybody, so why not wear used clothes? I could pick what I wanted, spend a few bucks, and not have to worry if I trashed it in a few weeks. On average, I made my clothes go for a month before I got tired of blitz washing them in gas station bathrooms and drying them with my magic. I’d gotten the entire process down to seven minutes.

      Terry shadowed me, carrying the basket while I rummaged through the racks for my next favorite shirt. A pink one caught my eye, and I checked the tag, which declared it to be a small.

      I swam in anything larger than a small thanks to my lifestyle, and I tossed it on top of the two new pairs of jeans I’d found to make the RPS agent happy.

      “We’re going to have another fight, aren’t we?” Terry asked.

      “Yep.”

      “You need more than a shirt and two pairs of jeans.”

      “I’ll check out the dresses for something for the wedding next.”

      “A dress plus one blouse, a blazer, a skirt, and I don’t care if I have to sedate you to make it happen, but your undergarments will be purchased new at a nice store. If you get two t-shirts and some pajamas, that would go a long way to mitigate any nagging you may otherwise face.”

      I arched a brow at that; in New York, the agents lived in fear of the royal family, usually refusing to toe any lines to keep from being fired. With my parents, fired could go one of three ways: the agent might just walk away without a job, they might lose their job while sporting second degree burns, or they might get singed and choose to quit.

      In my case, my agents obeyed my parents, and they worked to make certain I did what the rest of the royal family wanted. I’d learned to go with the flow to avoid a fight.

      It hadn’t mattered.

      The agents rarely stuck around, and they had learned to keep their opinions to themselves unless they were acting on the order of my mother and father.

      Montana must have taken care with their RPS agents to keep them feisty and willing to play ball with royalty. I questioned why, but so far, I found Terry in a league of his own. Tolerating him would be easy.

      Given a few days with him, I’d probably miss him once he waltzed out of my life like everyone else.

      I ruffled through shirts until I found two more, one of which had long sleeves. The other was another tank top. I figured that would cover the basics, and I tossed both into the basket. “I don’t like t-shirts.”

      “There are leather jackets over there if you’d like to look through them. I also saw some gauzy sashes that are very popular among the ladies right now. If you’re going to go through a rebellious stage, it seems you may want to go in properly clothed.”

      “I resent that this is your victory, Terry.”

      He grinned. “Save your energy for more important battles. We can get you a bag for your clothes that’ll let you carry everything around if you really want to feel like you can wander off at your whim.”

      “I’m taking you up on that offer.”

      “You may want to check for a pair of suitable shoes while we’re here, too. For each outfit.”

      I gave up without a fight, as the RPS agent made an excellent point. Saving my energy for more important battles was the wise thing to do. While my family wasn’t known for wisdom or common sense, I figured one of us had to break the mold, and that someone was me.
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      Terry tricked me into buying more clothes than I could fit into a single bag. It took two bags and a suitcase to carry everything, which made for a tight squeeze in the back of the SUV. The agent had brought half of his closet, too.

      That made sense. The poor bastard wandered as much as I did, forced to keep tabs on me while I roamed.

      “I’m sorry.” I’d already apologized at least ten times for inconveniencing him, but I couldn’t stop myself from trying to convince him I regretted he’d been run around the entire Royal States because of me.

      “You have nothing to be sorry about, Rachel. I’m even going to pretend you don’t have a title or rank until we’re at official locations on the condition you understand I will deny any accusations I used your name.”

      “I don’t understand why royal parents name their children if they’re expected to be addressed by their title all the damned time. What’s the point? Just name the kid their title.”

      It had taken me until I was five or six to realize I had a name other than Your Highness; my parents had let the nannies and agents handle most of their parenting duties, and they had addressed me only by my title.

      One of my first memories was being very confused about why people had started calling me Rachel.

      “Your file mentioned you had some confusion growing up over your name.”

      My file deserved to be lit on fire. “Does my file say anything nice about me?”

      “You’re an intellectual with an active interest in finances, policy, and general diplomatic theory. You speak four languages, with a notation recommending you be tested for an illumination talent due to how easily you pick up new languages and vocabulary.”

      “Illumination? What does that have to do with learning capacity?”

      “Illuminists come in several varieties, and some of the varieties have hyperactive neurological activity in the section of the brain responsible for language and learning. When someone, especially an adult, shows an aptitude for languages, a notation is made to evaluate for an illumination talent.”

      “Huh. I didn’t know that.”

      “You’re a flameweaver from New York. I suspect they would not want you to be aware you might be something other than a pure flameweaver.”

      “New York. It’s where other talents go to die. Especially empathy.”

      “Empathy doesn’t thrive in people who lack empathy towards others. New York typically lacks the right personalities to develop an empathy talent.”

      “Right. We don’t care about anyone other than ourselves. It’s basically a genetic flaw.”

      “There are currently two empathy candidates within your family line.”

      “Get out.” I picked up my unicorn figurine off the dashboard and ran my fingers over it, marveling at the texture of the iron beneath my fingers. “That’s the only thing everyone in my family agrees on. We are incapable of being empaths.”

      “You stole an SUV so you could take your sister’s body and give her a proper burial. That’s a reasonable demonstration you have the right base personality type to develop empathy. On the genetic front, should a New Yorker develop empathy, it will be a strong talent. That’s part of why I was chosen for your detail. Your reaction to past events made His Royal Majesty of Montana suspicious you might be a missed empath. The same applies to Prince Ian, who is developing a reputation of being a fixer among royal families.”

      “A what?”

      “A fixer. When something goes wrong, he shows up to help out. In short, he’s very sensitive to others, and he’s inclined to do what he can to fix a situation.”

      “Ian?” I couldn’t imagine Ian, who had once tried to drown me in the Hudson for stealing his beef jerky, might actually go anywhere to help anyone without being paid ridiculous amounts of money. I supposed he might if he owed someone a favor, but he tried to keep from being indebted to anyone.

      “Yes, Prince Ian. He’s one of your brothers.”

      The attempted drowning once again came to mind. “Ian, who literally tried to drown me in a river because I stole his beef jerky? That Ian? It happened more than once, too. I really liked his beef jerky. Also, I can’t swim, so I was an easy target.”

      “Yes, Rachel. That Ian.”

      “The same Ian who caught a black snake and put it in my bed once?”

      “Yes, that Ian.”

      I could think of at least twenty other incidents where he’d tried to get rid of me without success. “Was he hit on the head? Brought to the brink of death and experienced a change of perspective? Beaten into better manners?”

      “I believe he tired of watching his family self-destruct.”

      Rather than deny the possibility, I thought it through while Terry drove, taking us on a road northbound towards Illinois. “It pretty much self-destructed when Sylvia snapped.”

      “His and Her Royal Majesties of New York have been making efforts to improve New York’s reputation. Ian has made decent progress on this front, although most are inclined to believe that an exception does not make the rule. People are curious about you, as your disappearance has been made rather public—by Prince Ian. He has opinions.”

      “He does?”

      “Yes. He is of the opinion you’re the only member of the New York royal line with the integrity and general skills to be the next reigning monarch. He has expressed this idea to His Royal Majesty of Montana.”

      “That’s quite possibly the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Perhaps you should hear the circumstances before you decide if it is dumb.”

      The RPS agent would drive me insane within a week, but I already liked him too much to light him on fire and make my escape. “I’m listening.”

      “According to Prince Ian, your ability to listen despite your initial disagreement over a subject is a matter to consider. You have natural diplomatic tendencies despite a concerning lack of experience with other kingdoms, you learn languages easily, and you have a general ability to blend in almost anywhere you go. You’re considerate. You are an intellectual, but you also remember there are people behind the statistics. He has presented a comprehensive list of reasons why you should inherit New York rather than anyone else in the family.”

      “Ian needs a reminder I am better with fire than he is.”

      “That is on his list.”

      Of course. I should’ve guessed. “What else is on his list?”

      “I’m sure Prince Ian would be delighted to tell you should he be given an opportunity.”

      “If he can’t figure out I’m at the wedding, I’m not telling him, which means I won’t have to listen to him list off my non-existent virtues.”

      “I see this will be a challenge.”

      “You only have yourself to blame for this, Terry. You wanted a challenge.”

      “That I did.”
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            It was the little things in life.

          

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks after foolishly agreeing to attend a Royal wedding, I waited until the last minute to slip in through the back door and find a place in the back. I wore a blouse, blazer, and skirt because no one would believe I’d ever wear such a thing to a wedding when diamond and pearl encrusted gowns could be bought for a mere fortune.

      I wanted to put a bag over my head. I’d even gotten one for that purpose, but Terry had confiscated it. To play along with my act, such as it was, he’d worn a blue suit instead of a black one.

      He was the one who needed a trip to the thrift store for clothes. A week into our trip to Illinois, where we shared a room with two beds each night, I’d checked every one of his bags. Suits and everything needed to wear one well filled them all, along with a selection of books. Books amused him for exactly one hour before bed, and if I wanted to get back at him for any reason, I’d turn the light off in the room a minute early.

      It was the little things in life.

      “A bag over my head would make this thing so much better,” I whispered to Terry. As I’d planned, nobody paid me any attention; approximately half of the guests were RPS agents or dressed like them. If I’d worn a pin like the on-duty agents, no one would have given me a second look.

      Terry had wanted to wear his pin, but I’d threatened to melt it into slag if it made an appearance at the wedding.

      For the first time since he’d picked me up off the side of the road, I’d gotten my way. His pin remained safely in his pocket despite his on-duty status.

      “I told you the blazer was the best choice.”

      “Unless there’s some sort of incident and someone expects me to act like I know what I’m doing.”

      “You do. Just light whatever is causing the problem on fire and blame your brother.”

      Ian, the freak of a bastard, had somehow gotten a seat in the second row with the important guests. In my opinion, Illinois would’ve been wise to toss the troublemaker into the back. I wondered if those stuck sitting with him would survive through the entire wedding unscathed. “I’ll do that anyway. For the record, I might be able to name one or two people here.”

      “You’re exaggerating.”

      “I’m really not. When I was allowed to handle official business, which was rarely, I talked to most people over the phone.” I pointed at my face. “This ugly mug isn’t suitable for public appearances.”

      “You’re not ugly.”

      “After we’re done here, I’m taking you to an eye doctor. You obviously need a pair of glasses.”

      “If someone put you in a ball gown and expected a porcelain doll, you would be correct. You’re casually beautiful; you don’t require makeup, and it’s not your fault your family only values traditional beauty. You’re fine. Stop working yourself up over nothing. You’re dressed professionally, you’re not ugly, and no, for the last time today, you don’t need to apply layers of product to your face in an attempt to make it disappear. And anyway, if you applied layers of product to your face in an attempt to make it disappear, everyone would recognize you since they’ve only seen you with your face cleverly concealed with foundation and various junk.”

      The truth stung. “My best disguise is no disguise?”

      “Precisely. You could walk to the altar, ask everyone to guess who you were, and not even your brother would likely recognize you.”

      “I’d light my brother on fire if he didn’t recognize me. He’s seen me without makeup. The bastard liked barging in on me before I’d have a chance to shower.”

      “Or he could have been checking in on you because you grew up in a hostile family environment, and his way of protecting you may very well have been being the first to start annoying you and hanging around to keep other hostiles away.”

      I liked that Terry viewed my family as a bunch of hostiles. His honesty refreshed me. “Stop humanizing my brother. It’s creepy. I still want to toss him off a bridge and light him on fire.”

      “You really don’t. Empath,” he reminded me.

      My traitorous emotions kept getting me into trouble with the RPS agent. “Next, you’re going to call me out if I find a man interesting.”

      “There are some good candidates in this room, if you are interested in observing the selection of handsome men who might appreciate you approaching them.”

      That both disturbed and intrigued me. “And you can tell which ones are actually interested?”

      “I’m a rather sensitive generalized empath, so yes. There is a gentleman with brown hair in the second row, three seats over from your brother, who did a double take when we came in. His emotions approximately translated to lust at first sight. While that’s not really an appropriate foundation for a long-term relationship, it is proof you do not need any makeup to attract men. Interestingly, he has made a point to avoid drawing attention to you. He seems to be the jealous kind, may be interested in marking you as his territory, and doesn’t want anyone to know he’s interested. He won’t approach you at the wedding, and he’ll be very disappointed when he doesn’t find you at the reception.”

      “How do you even know that?”

      “I know his type. He’s a strategist; he’ll set traps and wait for the woman interesting to him to chase him. Why would he do that? It’s to make it easier for him to catch her. It’s all about the long game for him. He’s also unaccustomed to reacting to women in such a physical fashion, as his interest in you surprised even him.” Terry smirked, and his gaze slid to the first row. “His Royal Majesty of Montana noted your arrival, and he is quite pleased you attended; he only knows it’s you because he recognized me. He’s curious, but he won’t bother you, as that would draw too much attention to you.”

      “That must be the most annoying talent. How can you deal with knowing how everyone is feeling?”

      “I’m fortunate. While my empathy is generalized, I have enough control I can mostly ignore it unless I’m actively scanning someone. I start scanning anyone who notices you to determine if they’re a risk. I scanned His Royal Majesty to check and make certain everything seems all right. It does.”

      “And that brown-haired gentleman?”

      “He’s only a risk should you enter his territory and do intellectual things to catch his attention. He’s currently waging a war with himself. I suspect he views his physical interest in you as inappropriate.”

      Men. “So, if I wanted to take him home with me, I’d have to do what? He’s not bad looking.”

      By not bad looking, I actually meant I no longer had any desire to remain a virgin, and he’d be a fantastic crash course about the prowess of men in bed.

      Yep, I was a New Yorker to the core.

      “Discuss something scientific with him. That would get his attention if you wanted it. But I feel I should warn you, that while he is almost as reclusive as you are and wishes he could remain that way, he’s rather Royal.”

      Uh oh. I recognized that intonation. “An heir?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Well, shit. It’s been years since I’ve bothered with politics, Terry. You’re going to have to help me out here. What kingdom is going to have a hot king in the future?”

      “You’re better off not knowing.”

      Secrets sucked, especially when the secrets were being kept from me for my own good. “Why would you say that?”

      “It would ruin your current plans, as he is the type to chase after something until he’s satisfied it wouldn’t work.”

      “That makes no sense to me.”

      “He’s an unconfirmed but probable leech, and he is looking for forever. The RPS is keeping a close eye on him. Leeches are becoming more common among young royalty; I’m of the opinion it’s a defensive talent development, although the sheer number of developing leeches in your age group and younger royalty is rather alarming.”

      “Defensive? What do you mean?” When I’d grown up, empathic leeches were considered to be inconvenient unless someone with other promising talents entered the family line. Nobody minded as much when the leech was also something else, but they still got a bad rep—especially in New York.

      “People who do not want to be treated as a commodity are more likely to develop leeching talents. Take His Royal Majesty of Montana.”

      I understood; my sister had treated him like a piece of steak she was owed, a belief that had ultimately led to her downfall. “I can understand that.”

      “That’s part of what makes you a candidate for developing a leeching talent. A pair of leeches with similar beliefs will form very strong bonds—the killing kind.”

      “The what kind?”

      “Killing kind. It’s becoming more common now, but a very strong bond can’t even be broken by death. If one dies, the other dies. His Royal Highness of Illinois has this sort of relationship with his bride. His Royal Majesty of Montana does not have that level of bond with his wife that we know of, but it’s possible. We believe his parents were bonded to such a degree, but it can’t be confirmed; the accident that took their lives would’ve killed them both regardless of His Royal Majesty’s leeching talent.”

      I’d been young when the monarchs had died, leaving their unfortunately young son as the new Monster of Montana. I remembered pitying him as a child.

      I no longer pitied him.

      “Who else?”

      “If the lovebirds from Alaska aren’t bonded, the RPS as a whole will go sit in the corner feeling ashamed for misjudging their behavior. They act bonded, particularly His Royal Majesty. He gets rather upset if he’s not in the same building as his wife. She tries to go to dig sites, and he follows her within twelve hours because he ‘has a bad feeling.’ That bad feeling is likely his leeching talent unhappy she’s not close to him.”

      “He’s the leech?”

      “Probably. Her Royal Majesty of Alaska is an earthweaver on par with His Royal Majesty of Canada.”

      “He used to really scare me as a child,” I confessed, careful to whisper into Terry’s ear. “I thought he was going to kidnap me and bury me in a mountain because he hates spoiled princesses.”

      “He’s not all that scary, I promise you.”

      “He doesn’t scare me now. My talent is as much of a monster as his.”

      “That’d be an interesting fight nobody wants to have happen. He has the talent to move mountains. I wouldn’t be surprised if you have the power to melt his mountains.”

      “I’ve never tried to melt a mountain before.”

      “Please don’t,” Terry begged. “I’ll do almost anything you want, but please don’t.”

      “You’re no fun, Terry,” I teased. “Get me out of this damned wedding unscathed, and I’ll consider that payment for not melting any mountains down on purpose.”

      “The ‘on purpose’ part of that promise terrifies me.”

      I shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a New Yorker. We go big or we go home.”
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      The groom rode a brown horse, and I wondered when Prince Kelvin had lost his fucking mind. The Prince Kelvin I remembered never would have done anything as gaudy as get married while riding a horse. That was something I expected from the royalty of Texas or Montana, not Illinois.

      Since that wasn’t bad enough, the poor horse had to put up with several large cats, a pack of wolves, and a grizzly bear. The animal seemed resigned to the insanity.

      Leaning towards Terry, I whispered, “What is even going on here?”

      “The lynx is His Royal Majesty of Illinois. The lion is one of the former monarchs. The bear is also one of the former monarchs. I believe they lost a bet and must attend His Royal Highness’s vows in their animal forms. The wolves are His Highness’s uncles.”

      “That poor horse.”

      “Don’t feel too sorry for the horse. He’s been trained to stomp on any members of the royal family that get into his space. The horse only tolerates his rider, the bride, and the Montana trainers. His Royal Majesty of Montana doesn’t even test his luck with that horse.”

      “Is this a wedding or a disaster?”

      “Can I answer both?”

      “Sure.”

      “The bride was supposed to be riding her horse, but she’s been barred due to pregnancy. Exactly nobody is surprised, and the entire originally planned ceremony had to be scrapped. There was concern she was pregnant shortly after engagement, but that turned out to be a false alarm. Then the not-so-false alarm happened, and nobody in the Royal States was surprised by this development. There’s a general belief that young royalty view pregnancy prior to marriage as trendy.”

      “Or they just decide to screw without using birth control.”

      I’d never taken birth control in my life, as my prospects were so few and far between there was no point in taking it. If I ever met someone who tolerated me, maybe.

      Until then, I’d remain an unlucky virgin, one who was a little too interested in a lusty prince.

      Terry snickered. “That, too.”

      “Which supports your claim of trendy.”

      “In the RPS, we prefer to think of it as unwavering dedication prior to marriage.”

      I fought my urge to laugh. “That’s brilliant. If I lose my mind and join that insanity, can I steal that as my excuse?”

      “By all means.”

      “And the lusty prince up there is really single?”

      “While I’m not the kind to tell a woman what she can and can’t do, pursuing the, as you say, lusty prince, would not be a wise choice.”

      “It’s his fault for getting all lusty without meeting my special brand of crazy first. I’m basically over the hill. Call me oddly desperate.”

      “I see we’re going to have to work on this.”

      “We?”

      “You need all the help you can get.”

      Wow. I’d somehow gotten the feistiest RPS agent in the Royal States. “I feel outclassed. Maybe you should go take over New York. You’d do the entire kingdom a favor.”

      “I’d be a terrible Royal. Anyway, there’s too much damned paperwork. Just try to enjoy the wedding.”

      I already questioned why I had agreed to attend in the first place. The longer I stayed, the more likely someone would recognize me—or the lusty prince would come investigate me.

      Terry was probably right about everything. The last thing I needed was a prince, lusty or not.

      After the wedding, I fully intended on living a normal life, one where only Terry and I remembered I’d come from a life of power, wealth, and prestige. I would concentrate on the exams to enter California. Only the best scores would do—assuming I got lucky on the testing material and didn’t end up with an obscure category I hadn’t studied much.

      I frowned. “You said he liked science. What type of science?”

      “I’m going to keep that information a secret for the sake of my sanity. If you want to find out which sciences he likes, you’re going to have to locate him on your own and ask him.”

      “How about a clue? Should I go for physics? Chemistry? Biology?”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      Not only did I have the feistiest of RPS agents, he had a mean streak, too. Before I could come up with a proper retort, music began to play, the cue for the wedding guests to simmer down and watch a royal couple get hitched. I appreciated the phrasing more than usual with the presence of at least one horse.

      The bridal progression consisted of an entire flock of children, several women, and a wolverine, who strolled along with one of the maids and crowded her legs as though worried she might try to make an escape. The bride was accompanied by Nevada’s king, a man I recognized only because he visited New York at least once a month. He’d aged a lot from what I remembered, but I’d gotten used to that; I’d been out of the loop for years, and I’d already begun withdrawing from public life even before my sister had snapped and ruined everything.

      I focused on the bride, a dark-haired woman with a tendency to fidget and toy with her bouquet. She wore a blue dress, didn’t look all that pregnant to me, and led a gray horse with black spots all over its rump. The horse kept trying to steal the flowers, resulting in an ongoing feud between animal and bride. I resorted to biting my knuckle to keep from giggling at the horse’s antics.

      The more effort the horse put into stealing the flowers, the happier the bride seemed.

      Terry leaned closer. “With two horses, most of the royal family shifted into their animal forms, and the groom’s tendency to transform whenever anything upsets his bride, this will be more of a circus than a wedding. Don’t feel a need to hold back. Go ahead and giggle.”

      “He transforms whenever she’s upset?”

      “While early enough in her pregnancy, Her Royal Highness is quite prone to outbursts. I’ve been told life has been interesting for the RPS in Illinois lately. There’s a betting pool going on.”

      “When have you had time to get in on a betting pool?”

      “We have a group chat I check on my phone. All attending agents, on or off duty, have access to the chat in case there’s an incident. The Illinois RPS warned us all not to be alarmed should the groom shift.”

      “What does he shift into? There’re so many different types of animals here. Even wolves.” The lion kept baring his teeth at the wolves, and the wolves bared their teeth back.

      The groom kept glaring at the mismatched group, but they ignored him.

      “A rather large turkey.”

      My eyes widened. “A turkey?”

      “A turkey. Take a guess what his favorite food happens to be.”

      I could guess, and it made it even harder to keep from laughing. “Turkey?”

      “Turkey.”

      When the bride reached the front of the church, Prince Kelvin dismounted, handed the reins of his horse over to the lion, who led the animal to the sidelines, where someone else took over handling the animal.

      The bride didn’t seem inclined to hand over her reins to anyone, but after Prince Kelvin raised a brow at her and struggled to keep from grinning too much, he coaxed her into letting him lead the spotted horse away.

      Unlike with his horse, he took hers over to the handler himself.

      Love looked a lot like a man who valued what his future wife loved more than anything else, and I wondered if anyone else in the crowd noticed the little things.

      I envied them and wondered how much would have changed in my life if my parents had ever treated us kids like he treated her—or if my parents had treated each other like he treated her.

      While some old man, probably a preacher of some sort, if Illinois adhered to tradition, rambled on and on about the sanctity of marriage, I pondered escape routes; I only needed to stay long enough for the couple to be wed.

      Next time someone issued me an invitation to an event, I’d say no. Probably. Hopefully.

      “Relax,” Terry whispered in my ear. “Nobody is going to bite you.”

      “Not even the lion, wolves, or wolverine—that is a wolverine, right? Or is it a badger?”

      “He’s a wolverine. He’s Prince Kelvin’s cousin.”

      “Why was he in the bridal party?”

      “Princess Evangeline offends the delicate sensibilities of many royals, and she hasn’t made many friends. I think she’d appreciate you, as she did her fair share of skipping around the Royal States, although she did so legally.”

      “I have trouble with following the rules.”

      “I’m aware. It’s been interesting keeping track of you when I haven’t been able to use border records to help when I’ve lost your trail. I’ve been told I should have a long talk with you about stowing away on trains. Please don’t stow away on trains in the future.”

      “I needed to cross a larger kingdom, and I was tired of walking.”

      Terry sighed. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “You’ve met me.”

      After an eternity of rambling about the responsibilities of kings and queens, husbands and wives, and fathers and mothers, the preacher finally got to the part where he asked the audience if anyone had any objections.

      The way I figured it, only an idiot with a death wish would piss off the Illinois royal family, who could probably eat anyone who objected to the union.

      Everyone kept quiet.

      Good. The pair would have enough trouble one day ruling a kingdom.

      In what I considered to be an oddity, King Jacques of Nevada took the bride’s hand, gave Prince Kelvin a stern warning to treat his new wife well, tossed in a few threats about plucking him for his feathers if he stepped out of line, and gave his blessing for the union.

      I found the whole thing ridiculous but sweet, and so did some of the wishy-washy princesses in the front rows, as someone started to sniffle. Unlike them, I didn’t take leave of my dignity or senses. Leaning towards Terry, I asked, “Who is crying and why?”

      “That would likely be Prince Kelvin’s mother. She had a bit of a falling out with her son over his choice of bride.”

      “Stupid,” I muttered.

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      Like hell I would. “Not a chance, Terry.”

      “Says the woman who is interested in the lusty prince in the second row. Royals are falling in love left and right. You might catch the bug next.”

      “I am fleeing from this wedding before anyone throws any damned flowers. The bouquet can hit me in the face for all I care, but I am not catching it.”

      “What if the lusty prince in the second row catches the garter?”

      “I am not planning on staying that long, Terry. Me being here is madness.”

      “You belong here as much as anyone else.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “We’re all mad here.”

      I needed to notify Montana’s RPS they owed Terry a huge raise. “Well played. My name isn’t Alice, and this isn’t Wonderland.”

      “If anything trips Prince Kelvin’s trigger, it may as well be Wonderland.”

      Prince Kelvin’s eyes remained fully focused on Princess Evangeline, and if they didn’t stop looking at each other like they’d rather be somewhere private yesterday but preferably sooner, they’d embarrass themselves—or all of their guests. Or both. I put my bets on both.

      The preacher
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