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Chapter 1

Tullia

His warning burrowed inside me to thread into my weary bones.

I’ve a wife to punish.

My knees quaked. As did my heart when I finally drew a rattling breath. My eyes swam over the thicker growth at Florian’s jaw to his throat. A throat I’d once kissed—adored with my lips and tongue and teeth.

Desperate hunger pulsed.

My mouth dried, the need to feed nearly erasing all rationality.

The tickle of the blade broke through the cloud. Reality returned as the steel left my skin to lift some of my blood-caked hair.

Florian’s voice dropped, deepened as he lowered my soiled white-blonde locks. “I see meeting the beloved father went well.”

The knife in my own hand was thin and far too light. My arm still shook as I raised it to that lovely throat. But before I could warn him not to touch me, for all the good it would do, his nostrils flared.

The sack he’d brought with him hit the floor with an odd thud.

“What has he done to you?” When I didn’t answer, he barked, “Gane.”

I flinched from the volume. From the dark force of his gaze, which refused to leave my face though I had yet to meet those blue eyes. I knew once I did, with him standing so close I was overwhelmed by his scent, I would be done for.

The goblin hurried back from wherever he’d been hiding, presumably in the kitchenette.

I gazed at Florian’s clenched jaw, awaiting this punishment. My breathing shortened. Skies, I half hoped he’d just kill me so the torment of my injuries would be no more.

The blanket slipped down my shoulder, exposing it as the raised knife wavered from the increasing tremors in my limbs. The tip grazed his skin. He didn’t seem to notice.

“I smell iron.” The rough words were almost a question.

My arm fell, the weapon I was too weak to hold let alone use completely ignored. Finally, I surrendered and let my eyes climb to his.

But Florian stared down at my unveiled shoulder.

I supposed his murderous intent hadn’t allowed room for assessing what I’d been up to since escaping his would-be assassins.

Until now.

The winter king took one step back. His features creased as his brows lowered with his eyes over my half-hidden body. “You’re naked.”

As soon as those murmured words left his mouth, his blade met the floor with a startling clatter. The lone ruby in the hilt caught the final rays of daylight floating through the tall rectangular windows of Crustle’s mostly ignored library.

“Butterfly,” he said, low and rasped. “Why the fuck are you naked?”

I blinked down at his dagger, swaying slightly. My mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. Even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t have answered him.

“Gane,” he said, his gaze pressing harder upon me. “Get a cloak or coat from the apartment.”

I glanced at the goblin who stood a few feet behind Florian. His spectacles bounced with his vehement nod. “Right away, sire.”

Confused, I watched as he hurried to the door I’d fallen through. He’d closed it since my arrival, and he did so again after crawling onto the landing of the stairwell beyond to do as Hellebore’s king had commanded.

It was then I saw it.

A head.

Fellan’s head had rolled from the sack near Florian’s boots. Eyes darkened with hatred were now forever frozen with fear. A glimpse of long brown hair revealed another head inside.

Two more heads, I knew.

I clutched the blanket tighter, unwilling to believe it. Not expecting to have the ability to be sickened after all that’d transpired. A coppery taste corroded over my tongue. Bile climbed my throat.

I pushed it down and looked at Florian. “Why are you so familiar with Gane?”

He was so still, I failed to see his chest rise while I frowned at him, waiting. His jaw appeared to tick in tandem with each slow beat of my heart. His eyes remained clasped to my exposed shoulder.

When he finally spoke, he did so too softly and through his teeth. “Turn around, Tullia.”

My laughter was breathy and sour. “I won’t take orders from you again.” Still holding the knife, I lifted it. “I’d rather you kill me than face more torment and lies.” I was proud that, despite my struggle to stay standing, my voice was steady. Softer than I’d have liked, but steady nonetheless.

Florian didn’t smirk or so much as blink. I would’ve assumed he hadn’t heard me at all until his gaze met mine.

He studied my eyes as if they’d changed, as if trying to read every bloodstained memory I’d carry forever if I somehow survived him.

Then he moved to my side.

I stepped back, unable to trap a cry when I trod on a fallen book.

Blistering pain shot up my back. I curled at the waist, tripping on more rotting books as I tried in vain to get away from yet another monster.

But the monster crouched before me.

I froze, hunched over and breathing between gnashed teeth like the wounded animal I was. Unbalanced and dizzied, the knife was easily taken from my fingers. It was tossed aside with a clang that made me tense.

My muscles spasmed, and I swallowed a whimper.

Florian noticed. His lips pressed together before he clipped, “Sit.” When I merely continued to glare, his jaw loosened. “Tullia, sit down.”

The gentler cadence had my knees lowering to the wood floor before my brain could order my heart to stay out of this. “I’m not your pet, Florian,” I said, close to pleading. “Just leave me alone.”

“I cannot do that.”

My eyes snapped to his, tears blurring my vision.

Carefully, he shifted bloodstained strands from my cheek and tucked them behind my ear.

It took all the remaining strength I had to keep from recoiling and curling closer. “What do you want?” I croaked. “If you wish to finally kill me, then here’s your chance. I’m hardly in a position to fight.”

Foolish words to say, but all I wanted was to crumple to the floor and sink into oblivion. I needed the pain to end—all of it to just end.

Florian’s fingers stilled, then fell. His features seemed to pale.

Gane returned, the small door creaking closed and his footsteps approaching from behind. “She needs a healer, sire. Desperately.”

Florian took the cloak from him, his gaze never leaving mine. He draped the rippling violet velvet that was once Rolina’s around me, the blanket long stuck to the wounds on my back.

“A witch might even be able to remove it if we hurry.”

There was no removing any of what had happened. The eerie calm to Florian’s tense energy and his voice said he knew it. “That will be all, Gane.”

I recognized that calm. It was the type that warned the beast beneath his skin was about to climb free to tear limbs from frozen bodies.

Florian stood, taking my hand with him.

But I couldn’t do it. Not because of who he was and what he’d done and all he might yet do, but because the thought of moving an inch had lodged a spear of fear into my heart.

Realizing, Florian bent low and warned, “This will hurt, but we must go.”

Before I could protest, I was seized. I groaned, my teeth sinking into the neckline of his silken shirt when he lifted me from the library floor.

He held me beneath my rear, and I clutched his shoulders as he said, “Hold on.”

“She’s been marked, sire. He brutalized his own . . .” The goblin cleared his throat, as if given a look I couldn’t see from the king. “What else can I do?”

My eyes closed. My teeth tore through Florian’s shirt as the world grew dark and snow flurries danced. There was no escaping him now, and I hadn’t enough fight left within me to even care that I hadn’t tried.

Florian murmured with that same menace he’d carried earlier, “Your orders remain the same.”

The journey into the rifts threatened to fracture every bleating bone. Florian’s hold tightened, a hand moving to the back of my head. We materialized with a jolt that made me moan and bite his shirt so hard, my teeth pierced his skin.

The taste of him was an explosion. A remedy I never wanted to need.

I swallowed him down without hesitation, then immediately sucked more of his essence into my mouth. Disgusted with myself, I tried to stop after swallowing again. This male had intended to murder me. It was entirely possible he still would.

But he gently pushed my head. “Drink, butterfly.”

And so I did, even as my eyes fluttered open and I absorbed Florian’s bedchamber. Dying flames in the hearth and the drapes covering the balcony doors both comforted and alarmed.

“Majesty?”

Olin.

My legs clamped around Florian’s waist as he lowered to his bed, and I braced for the pain to intensify. It didn’t. With the hand at my rear, he lifted me slightly, then set me down over his lap as I continued to feed.

My frenzied sucking slowed when he ran his fingers over my head and ordered gruffly, “Have Fume fetch Darva.”

There was a pause before Olin spoke. “You mean to have her come here?”

Florian must have dealt the steward a glare that said he did not wish to repeat himself. Olin muttered, “I’ll send for the general right away,” and then the doors closed with his exit.

A storm trapped within stone.

The male holding me broiled with tension and emanated a fury I didn’t dare cease drinking to touch at. His insistence that I feed from him, and his careful embrace, sent my clouded thoughts into chaos.

If he did mean to kill me, perhaps he wanted me in better health to use me some more first. Perhaps he was merely furious that his pet had been tampered with. Sullied. Irreversibly branded.

No good to him now.

I didn’t know. All I knew was the cooling of the blood in my veins as I drank him down with lazy greed. All I felt was the tightness leaving my limbs and a spreading warmth that dulled some of the misery I’d feared might never end.

Exhaustion dragged and lured.

I fought it, wanting more of this magic and hoping it would fix everything—all the while knowing it wouldn’t. As fear for my fate increased the tempo of my heart, I pushed against the heaviness of my eyelids.

Sensing it, this king who’d planned to destroy me stroked my hair. “You’re safe,” he vowed with a softness that sliced at my chest. “Sleep.”

It would be a mistake to believe anything he said, and I’d made far too many of those already.

What I believed didn’t matter. Caged within the arms of a king with frost for a heart, I was given the sole option he gave everyone.

Complete surrender.

 

Consciousness came in waves of blood-numbed fire and tepid relief.

Florian hadn’t moved from the side of his bed.

With the exception of caressing my matted hair, he’d remained unmoving. Murmured words of encouragement greeted me whenever I returned to the world with my tongue immediately lapping at the mess I’d made of his neck.

I woke for what I feared might be the final time, ready to sink my teeth into Florian’s flesh, when hideous and breath-robbing pain swept across my raw back. Attempting to turn to snarl at the presence behind me, I faltered at hearing the feminine voice.

It was gentle but strong, like the morning call of a bird. “We just need to remove the blanket.”

I clung to the sound, ignoring Florian’s tighter hold and his gruff request to settle.

“Don’t,” I said, scratchy. “Don’t touch me.”

Her voice again. “The fabric is stuck to your wounds, Your Majesty.”

I pushed away from Florian’s chest, feeling stronger yet still so unbearably broken. “Don’t call me that.” My head spun and spun. The fire burning in the hearth was a blur I tried to focus on until my vision cleared.

Florian’s shoulders were stiff beneath my braced hands. My arms shook when I pushed to gain leverage to leave his lap.

He tensed even more, and the heat of the female’s nearness at my back retreated. “Tullia.” Gently, he seized my arms when I again tried to leave. “Look at me.”

The room began to twirl. Panic hitched my heartbeat.

My voice was strained, unfamiliar to my own ears. “Release me.” My chest heaved. “Let go.” Breath wouldn’t come, rendering my order desperate and wheezed. “Let me go, Florian.”

His hands dropped to the bed.

But I didn’t move.

I collected new breath while staring at him. My blurred vision made his blue gaze appear watery. I closed my eyes and willed my breathing to calm. I willed this endless nightmare to disappear. To leave me the fuck alone.

It wouldn’t. It couldn’t because it wasn’t over.

Clarity nudged. Just enough for me to understand that whoever this stranger was, she was here to help me.

Florian confirmed as much. “Darva is a witch, butterfly, and a trusted healer. She means you no harm.”

“I know, but . . .” My head shook. “It hurts too much.”

Florian exhaled, the heavy sound trembling his frame beneath me. I opened my eyes to find his had closed. I stared at his long and near-black lashes, and the tight press of his lips. When he finally looked at me, his hand shifted over the bed as if he wished to touch me.

He didn’t. He swallowed thickly. “She doesn’t intend to hurt you, but in order to help you, it’s unavoidable.”

I searched his eyes, my bloodstained lips between my teeth.

After a moment, I acquiesced with a nod.

“Feed again,” he urged, his gaze narrowed. Within that gaze lurked a sea of darkness veiling emotions I could only guess at. Fury and anxiety seemed to be the most telling, as his need to speak, to perhaps pepper me with questions, continuously parted and sealed his lips.

I wouldn’t fall into the trap those eyes had ensnared me in before, but there was no denying his genuine desire to help me. And although I had no idea how this witch would do that when I didn’t believe anything could, I still pulled Florian’s ruined shirt aside and lowered my head to his neck.

As I felt him nod once, I braced.

No amount of bracing or feeding mattered.

Florian’s arms came around me, tight and more unbreakable than any gilded cage or iron chains, as the blanket was ripped away in one quick and skin-stealing tug.

I screamed as agony lanced across my back in an unending torrent of flames.

Panted breaths left me in sobs.

Words were whispered into my ear. Words I’d never expected to hear. Not from him. “I’m sorry.”

I had a feeling he wasn’t merely referring to the witch’s ministrations, yet those words did nothing to soothe me. Nothing could as the witch doused my back with a liquid that singed and sizzled before she smeared it over the ruined skin.

Florian’s hold endured my writhing.

“There’s no removing it,” she said when her touch mercifully left my body, her tone gentle but matter of fact. “Not without risking her life.”

“Don’t,” I gritted. I wouldn’t survive the mere thought of what that might entail. “Just leave it.”

Florian and the witch said nothing for long moments. The pain soon dulled to a restless warmth I’d never felt before.

“The numbing is taking effect,” the witch eventually said. “But looking at this . . . I don’t think it’s enough. I think it’s best she not feel it at all.”

Florian nodded again. The sound of pouring and mixing followed. A minute later, his hold loosened. “Drink,” he said.

He did not mean his blood, but a concoction that spread a milky aroma throughout the room. I pushed up from his chest and looked with bleary eyes to the small thimble of fluid.

“If you wish to keep your abilities, we must remove the iron before it settles too deep,” he explained. I stared at the steam rising from the concoction as he added, “You’re better off sleeping for the extraction.”

“No.” Terror forced the words free. “I need to know . . .” I stopped, unable to voice it properly. Not wanting to try.

The crackling flames snapped in the silence.

“You want to be aware of what is happening to you,” Florian surmised, and when I didn’t answer, I noted the tiny tremble of the liquid in his hand. “Darva will tend only to your wounds. No one will enter these rooms.” The whisper was rough. “And I’ll remain until she is done.”

I continued to stare at the drink, tempted. One sip and I would be taken away from all of this. But it wouldn’t keep me from returning to skies only knew what.

“Time is of the essence, Majesty,” Darva said, “if we are to remove most of the iron.”

As unimpressive as my abilities seemed to some, they had saved me numerous times now. I didn’t want them hindered or, worse, lost for good. Regardless, a life—whatever life awaited me—lived with iron forever trapped within my skin . . .

I snatched and tossed the liquid straight down my throat, barely tasting the acidic milk.

Florian took the thimble from me. Carefully, he rose and set me upon the bed. “Lie down, sweet creature.”

I was beyond caring that the witch would see me naked. Too many people had, including this confusing and malicious king. Gingerly, I stretched out across the familiar gray bedding and let my heavy head drop to the pillow.

My eyes closed before the sleeping draught took hold, the comfort of familiarity and his scent a dangerous trap.

Steps sounded. The bedding whispered and the mattress dipped as Florian’s iced energy invaded. I opened my eyes to find him lying next to me.

My limbs grew warm. My racing heart slowed. My swollen eyes became weighted with each blink as I studied the increased amount of facial hair over that goddess-carved jaw and the tautness of those luscious lips.

My eyes met deep-ocean blue when he brushed my hair from my face. His hand retreated to fold over mine upon the bed between us. “Close your eyes, butterfly.”

The rasped words and the heat of his reassuring touch jarred.

Before I could pull my hand free, everything went dark.





Chapter 10

Tullia

Tapping stole my attention from the snow-brightened night.

Olin entered a moment later. “You’ve received a letter.”

I’d left the doors to Florian’s chambers open, thinking I might find the courage to venture downstairs for dinner. I hadn’t. The steward had long delivered my meal and set it atop the small table Florian had added to his bedchamber.

Olin gave me an impatient appraisal when I turned from the balcony door, then set the wax-sealed envelope by the dinner tray. “It arrived via sparrow late this afternoon.”

“Florian inspected it first,” I said flatly. It didn’t shock me, nor did it really bother me. Besides Gane, who’d already visited, I hadn’t anyone I cared to receive correspondence from.

Olin’s mustache twitched. “It is addressed to you.” The crisp words were said as if that fact meant anything.

I nodded once and turned back to gaze through the balcony door, awaiting his departure.

He didn’t leave. He cleared his throat and said, “You haven’t touched your dinner.”

“I might soon.”

Still, he lingered. “You won’t open the letter, will you?”

I didn’t answer. Not only was there no need but two males marched between the stables and paddocks toward the manor. The silver and white-blond hair and their dark ensembles were stark against the snow and the shadows of night.

Shole and Fume.

The steward could not see them from where he remained in the doorway. About to ask him what the two warriors might be up to, I thought better of it when they disappeared down the rear garden path, and I remembered.

The dungeon in the woods.

Perhaps they’d brought someone here. I could imagine no other reason they’d be walking through the winter-battered estate at this hour instead of arriving at the main entrance to the manor.

Olin sighed in a way that made it clear he wished for me to be aware of his irritation.

I ignored it, but I did ask, my gaze still fixed on the woodland in the distance, “Where is Florian?”

“Tending to some business,” Olin replied smoothly. “He’ll likely return soon.”

I said nothing in response, waiting again for him to leave. After a moment, he finally did. His parting words carried an alarming hint of urgency. “At least see who the letter is from.”

He closed the doors, and I peered at the table.

The flame from the candle beside my untouched meal cast the thick envelope in half shadow. With one last glance at the woods, I then left the balcony door and padded over to the letter.

My hand shook as I held it closer to the flame. There was no return address. There was only a name.

Peony Boneblood.

The curiosity I’d once carried with me like a second skin began to reform, and with it, the vivid reminders of what it had cost me. I set the letter down, drained the remaining water in the glass, and traipsed to the bathing room to wash away the incoming chill.

Afterward, I donned the same fur-lined robe I’d worn prior. It was a royal blue silk that reached my knees. I scratched beneath Snow’s chin when she stirred on the bed before returning to the balcony.

No one else walked through the darkness. No lights glowed in the distance.

Still, I continued to wait.

The fire burned low, but I didn’t feed it. I discarded the robe and laid it over the chaise, then climbed into bed and waited some more.

Sleep never came. Neither did the king.

Not one night had passed since my return without him eventually taking post in his chambers. Though I didn’t like to admit it, it had become a comfort, knowing he would be there while I slept. Knowing he would be there when I woke, and if not, that he would leave proof of his presence.

The clock chimed from the foyer downstairs.

Midnight.

I stared at the chaise, empty of a king but covered in his clothing and my robe. Then I rose from the bed and donned it and the boots I’d left by the fire to dry.

Snow whined as I trapped her inside the rooms. I wasn’t sure what I might find, should I even find anyone in the dungeon, and it was too late to hunt the wolf down if she roamed too far.

The wind whistled and danced in flurries of white. Snow fell like shards of ice, blistering as the cold wet seeped beneath the fabric of my robe. My knee-high boots were soon no match for the weather.

Uncaring, I trudged on past the stables and the abandoned greenhouse. Barren trees swayed like ghostly sentinels, tempting my pulse to spike. I shielded my eyes, my hair whipping around me and sticking to my cheeks, and pushed forward to the tree line ahead.

The door to the small hut almost tore from the hinges when I opened it and the wind caught it. I gritted my teeth against the painful spasm in my back, the flesh and muscle unprepared for such unexpected force.

A whimper followed a bellowed curse down below.

The dirt stairwell was dimly lit. Florian’s scent mingled heavily with that of blood.

The whimpering turned into an unending howl right as I pulled the door closed and awaited someone’s appearance at the bottom of the stairs.

If Florian was still here, perhaps he hadn’t heard my entrance over the noise. It hadn’t come from him. Regardless, I didn’t allow myself a moment longer to linger. I hurried down the stairs.

Then I froze.

A faerie hung from the ceiling between the short row of twin cells. His fingers were missing. Blood spiraled down his bound wrists to meet with more leaving his abdomen.

The cells to the left held two dead prisoners. Males, I surmised, upon closer inspection.

One was slumped against the wall, his missing hands beside him and his eye sockets empty. The other faerie lay facedown in a spreading pool of blood and melting ice. His innards peeked out from beneath his torso. His heart had been placed within his severed hand.

I waited, though it never came—revulsion.

Instead, I studied each corpse, fascinated.

Florian didn’t seem surprised by my presence. He didn’t even move as he said in a cadence that would make most do as he ordered, “Return to bed, butterfly.”

I looked back at the brutalized face of the male strung before him, and recognition struck. “Him.” I swallowed and crossed to where Florian sat upon an upturned pail, a blood-soaked dagger twirling between his knees and fingertips. “You found him.”

Orange-flecked brown eyes. Wine-red lips.

“Lord Hummington.” The name was said in a cold and matter-of-fact tone, one eerily close to a voice I’d heard before. “Barely spoken since his arrival.”

It was the tone of a king who’d frozen three males for dancing with me until I couldn’t see straight. The tone of a male on the cusp of leaving civility behind. Or, I determined with a glance at the corpses, just now returning to some semblance of it.

I studied the lord who’d struck me while I was caged during Molkan’s ball. I studied him as I walked slow circles around him, marveling at the ruination of his noble body and the fear that seeped from him—a slimy oil that seemed rather fitting for the creature he was.

“You never came,” I said to Florian, inspecting the deep and oozing gouge beneath Lord Hummington’s rib cage.

Florian’s gaze was a weight that warmed, his words iced. “I assumed you wouldn’t mind.”

“Petulance doesn’t suit you,” I said, smiling as I came to stand between him and the male he’d been torturing.

The king stared up at me with narrowed eyes, a slight smudge of darkness beneath them. Most of his hair had escaped the tie at his nape, near-black pieces ashine with blood. It wasn’t his soiled state that sparked concern.

It was the exhaustion.

Gently, and without removing my eyes from his, I took the dagger from his fingers. I dragged a nail over the jagged blade.

He frowned. The action cracked the dried blood smearing one of his brows. “Leave, Tullia.”

“Why?”

More blood decorated his cheek and jawline when he swiped his soiled hand over his mouth. I didn’t miss the way it trembled. “I don’t think that warrants explanation.” He extended his hand for the dagger.

My brow lifted. The heft of the weapon in my hand terrified, yet the leather hilt was comforting and warm. “Then you won’t think this does either.” I turned back to the male losing consciousness.

And I woke him up by sinking the blade into the wound in his abdomen and twisting.

He screamed.

Blood gushed over my hand, so hot it made me shiver.

The pail was overturned as Florian stood, but he didn’t stop me.

Not when the lord hissed and spat at me, and I twisted the blade again. Not when I stared into the eyes that haunted like so many others, and I pulled the dagger free—only to plunge it into his flesh again and again and again.

My eyes remained fastened on his, even when they closed and his body slumped. He wasn’t dead, and I was far from ready for him to be.

“Tullia.”

“Don’t,” I warned Florian.

The sound of steel sinking into flesh, the blade nicking bone and carving muscle, became a chorus my heart drummed to keep up with. Over and over and over.

Blood sprayed.

It filmed my skin and the chilled air in a crimson mist, poured down my arm like a river I longed to see flow forevermore. The birds, the leering gazes, the pinching fingers, the revolting insults, the daring hands, and the booming voice of a father who’d turned out to be nothing but a monster . . .

I didn’t know I was growling, perhaps screaming, until Florian seized me around the waist.

I turned on him, wild and desperate for more.

His fingers wrapped around my wrist—halting the raised hand holding the blade as if it were a balm to every wound inflicted upon my body and soul. He hushed me when I attempted to demand that he release me, his finger pressing to my lips.

My chest heaved. My eyes stung and watered.

Florian stared down at me, his own wildness still lingering in his gaze like stars crushed and spread across the darkest night sky. His copper-scented finger rubbed my lips. They were already bloodstained, but I wouldn’t have cared.

He smoothed blood-streaked strands of hair from my face, tucking them behind my ear. “Sweet creature, look at you.” But his words carried affection that melted, and his touch a reverence that matched what shone in his eyes. “Turn around.”

I did, and with his hand moving to mine over the dagger’s hilt, he stood close at my back. His other hand swept over the damp silk of my robe to my hip. A weight that bolstered and caused heat to crawl through my cold veins.

I should have been horrified by what I’d done. Sickened by the pulpy mess I’d made of the lord’s torso.

I was only horrified that he still drew breath.

His chest rose and fell, shallow but surely, though his head hung low. He wouldn’t regain consciousness, and he wouldn’t leave this dungeon alive.

Florian’s chin lowered to my shoulder. His whisper stirred my hair and warmed my ear. “End him.” He released his hold on the dagger.

Stepping forward, I sank it into the lord’s chest and pushed and pushed until I saw it move no more.

Then I stood there. I watched his lifeblood leave his body to fall to the dirt beneath his gilded sandaled feet.

My fingers uncurled from the hilt. The dagger hit the ground with a soft resonance. My hand ached. I welcomed it, opened and closed it while admiring the gruesome death I’d dealt. My lungs felt heavy, yet when I exhaled, each new breath came easier—in a way they hadn’t in days.

I closed my eyes and relished it.

Florian’s touch remained. When he finally stepped back, I turned and seized his waist. Gazing up at him, I found myself without words. There were none, and there were too many. “Thank you,” was all I could manage to whisper.

He scowled, seeming to assess what exactly I was thanking him for.

I didn’t give him time to ask me to clarify. I rose onto my toes and kissed him.

Shock stilled him, but only momentarily.

He groaned. A throaty sound of both torment and relief. Then he grasped my face and met my hungry lips press for press, my tongue ready when he tilted my head and opened my mouth with his own.

He cursed as I reached between us to unbuckle his pants. His forehead dropped to mine, his expression pained as he said, “You are not yourself.”

That evoked a breathy laugh. “I haven’t felt this good in weeks.”

The sound stunned him, but when I sought his mouth again, he evaded me and closed his eyes. “It will fade, and then you will loathe me once more.” His words deepened from the lust thickening his voice. “That I can handle, but I cannot handle your self-loathing.”

“Majesty.” I stroked his hard cock through his pants, my lips skimming his jaw. “You would deny me?”

His throat bobbed. His hand trembled at my cheek. “Never.”

I ripped open my robe and climbed him.

He caught me, and our mouths fused again. We stumbled back toward the iron cells. “Tell me,” he said, hoarse. “Tell me that—”

“Florian, I need you,” I breathed.

“Where?” He nipped my upper lip and squeezed my ass.

“All over me.” I moaned and rocked against him. “Inside me.”

We lowered to the ground, my legs still twined around him. He inhaled a hissed breath through his teeth when I released him from his pants.

His order was strained. “Lift to your knees.” I did, and we both groaned as he then fed himself to my body. His eyes came away from the sight of us joining, half-mast and sky blue. “Fuck.”

His nostrils flared as he beheld me. As he soaked in the blood and the hastily opened robe exposing my breasts and torso, and the lip trapped between my teeth as I swallowed all of him with my back arching.

Clenching his hair and shoulder, I moaned long and loud, close to delirium from sensation. The type of blistering magic I’d thought I might never encounter again. His hold on my thigh and hip, his searing gaze a brand I’d gladly wear, and the pleasure of feeling so blissfully full was a fire that consumed.

My flesh and bones seemed to awaken with a hunger that howled.

Shivering, I straightened, then pushed his head to my neck. “You need to feed.”

He didn’t disagree, and he didn’t hesitate. His nose grazed my thumping pulse as he kissed then licked at the curve of my throat. With a ragged exhale, his hand slid to the back of my tilted head, and his canines pierced.

I needn’t have wondered if he’d fed during my absence or while I’d been locked away in his rooms. Though he was far more gentle, he fed from me with the same desperate ferocity I’d unleashed upon him when he’d stolen my broken body from the library.

As he did, I rocked atop him.

Drugging warmth swam through each limb and tickled beneath my skin. I moaned for more and chased the rapture. I grinded over him, my thighs shaking and my hands tangling in his unbound hair.

Release arrived with violence and a silent scream.

Florian’s groan was gasped as his mouth left my neck. My hip and ass were squeezed as he moved me over him until my clenching body delivered his own release.

He licked a path of blood up my throat. Twitching beneath me, he rumbled, “You fucking devastate me.”

My head lowered, my breaths leaving fast and uncaptured.

I failed to care when he claimed my mouth, and we rode the melting shivers. Hungrily, I kissed him, still starving. He was, too. Not only could I sense it but he remained hard inside me.

Before I could chase the embers and turn them into flames with sharper tilts of my hips, darkness enfolded.

He held me tighter, and my mouth slipped from his as we materialized to his rooms.

I blinked at the near-dark bedchamber Florian stood within. I was still in his arms, my legs curled around him and his body still joined with mine.

Noting my shock, he set loose a rasped chuckle that slackened my mouth. He bit my upper lip and said, “Not even the energy rifts can take you from me.”

I stared at him, the hunger in his gaze shining a blue so bright in the shadowed room. Thick strands of charcoal hair framed his cheeks, as well as streaks of blood. His lips parted as we drank one another in.

“Tullia,” he began.

But I didn’t want to talk.

I kissed him, urgent yet luxuriating in the softness of his lips. I licked them, nipped them, moaned from the heady taste of him as a tiny bead of blood welled under my tongue.

The king gentled the kiss and turned toward the bed.

Snow huffed, claws clicking as the wolf leaped to the floor.

He lowered me to the bed, following and kissing my throat as he slowly moved inside me. His hand braced beside my head, and I longed for it to press against my mouth. Wished for his soiled fingers to enter it and brush against my tongue.

Instead, he continued to kiss my throat while his fingers caressed my nipple before skimming my side.

My eyes stung as he lapped at the punctures he’d made—as though he regretted maiming my skin when we’d both enjoyed it. And as tears threatened to fall, my heart clenched and clenched until each breath failed worse than the one before.

With a ragged gasp, I pushed at his chest.

Florian paused, then rose, frowning down at me. He searched my eyes. “Did I hurt you?”

In numerous ways, I didn’t say.

“Quite the opposite.” I smirked. “In this instance, at least.”

He pushed up higher, and I rolled free over the bed to sit up. He didn’t stop me, which only served to irritate me more.

“Florian, I don’t want . . .” I couldn’t figure out how to say it—didn’t want to have to. I dragged a hand through my hair, my fingers snagging on blood-matted tangles.

Florian just stood there and watched me. A hunter unsure of what to do with his skittish prey.

The threat of tears returned, and I lowered my head as the burning in my throat intensified.

“I’ll prepare you a bath,” he said, the words carrying a slight rasp. For we both still felt it. The starvation for more.

We felt it, sensed it, in each other as acutely as we did in ourselves.

He knew I wasn’t done, yet he wouldn’t continue even though he was as hard as stone. He ordered Snow into my rooms before heading to the bathing chamber.

I slid to the floor with a frustrated groan. He was waiting for another first move from me. He was going to make me say it.

Fine.

If it got me what I wanted, then fine. Rushed words released in a burst of breath. “I don’t want to be treated like a chipped toy that might break.”

Florian instantly returned.

He didn’t blink as he took measured steps to stand mere feet before me. Darkness embraced him like a lover he ignored. The sparse candlelight reached for the defined dips of his torso and the sharp crests of his face.

He said nothing.

Even covered in gore with his tight trousers snug halfway down his perfect ass, he was magnificent. And for reasons I was still trying to fathom, he was mine.

Despite what he’d done and what he’d failed to do to me, this king was all mine.

Acknowledging that, however silently, gave me the courage to give him what he needed from me—to voice exactly what I needed from him.

“I want you.” I removed my boots and let my robe slip down my arms to the floor. “I want your hand wrapped around my hair, my throat, and my mouth. I want to wear your fingertips as bruises on my hips and thighs.” My eyes swept over his pants to his exposed and hard cock. My neck curled back as I met his gaze, and my whispered words gained more sound. “I want you to fuck me without restraint.”

Still, he didn’t speak. He just stared. Almost seemed to glare.

But he wanted it, too.

I could see it in the violent rise of his chest. In the way he slowly released air through gritted teeth. It glowed in his eyes, the pupils expanding and lighter blue sparking.

And it was confirmed when any hint of softness to his features was wiped clean by his need to put me in my place. By his desire to take back that control he adored and needed in every facet of his life.

A need he unleashed with a smirk that hitched my breath. “Come to me.” The three words were toneless.

Yet I’d never felt a command so profoundly.

I climbed to my feet, and he tutted.

My eyes widened as I realized what he wanted. But I’d asked for this. I wanted this. So I lowered to the floor and crawled to the toes of his boots.

He crooned, “Good.” Then he crouched, his finger stroking beneath my chin. His eyes searched mine, hooded and aglow. “My violent little butterfly.”

Not wishing to blink, I gazed at him with my heart beating hard. A whisper-soft kiss accompanied his next command. “Now go stand with those pretty bloodstained hands against the wall.”

“Which wall—”

His head tilted.

My mouth closed. My pulse screamed in my ears as I rose and turned for the clearest space between the doors and drawers.

He followed, an iced breeze at my back.

My hands shook as I flattened them over the stone. Not with nerves but with a familiar trepidation layered in excitement.

“Very good.” He knocked my legs open with a soiled boot, then leaned over my bare back to rumble to my shoulder, “Do you want my cock, sweet creature?”

I nodded.

He gathered my hair around his fist. I waited, growing more impatient by the second. He chuckled when I swung my eyes at him and glared, then nipped the skin of my shoulder. “Moving your head about is not an adequate answer.”

The words quivered with my breath. “I want it.”

He hummed against my skin, my head tilting as he tugged my hair. His lips caressed and stopped right beneath my ear. “Want what?” he whispered roughly.

“I want your cock.”

His hand smoothed over the ruined skin of my back. I tensed, but for a better reason when he slid his finger through my rear until it met my wet core. He dunked one inside me, leisurely, his tone daring and too soft. “And what do you want it for?”

“To fill me,” I said, desperate.

“So you want my cock to impale your perfect cunt?”

“Florian, please.”

He groaned through a laugh that made my thighs shake. “Such satisfying words, my lovely mate.”

The word mate stilled me.

He noticed. Of course, he noticed. He withdrew his finger, then inserted two. “You reject it, though it’s true. Though you feel within your bones that nothing has ever been more true.” His fingers left my body. My hair was yanked until I turned to him. “Suck,” he ordered.

I wrapped my lips around the digits, his release and my own mingling with my desire for him to give me more.

Half-mast eyes studied my mouth, my every feature. “So obedient.” He returned his fingers to my body. “So wonderfully greedy.” His lips closed over mine. “My mate.” His eyes held mine as he licked my upper lip. “My wife.” He dragged his fingers free to rub my clit. “My fucking queen.”

I fractured.

As he grinned with feral delight and crooned, “Your body eternally betrays you for me,” release swept through me so swiftly, I nearly fell.

Florian struck while I was still asunder.

He indeed impaled me, his arm banding around my stomach and his hand gripping my hip. He cursed viciously, his head rolling back. Veins and muscle corded. A rasped, “Fuck,” whispered from his lips.

My hands slipped down the wall, and I concentrated on remaining upright while he ground into me. Then he reared back.

And gave me exactly what I’d dared to ask for.

A wicked chuckle washed over my skin as he leaned over me to sink his teeth into my shoulder, his thrusts striking deep. He licked the blood drawn, groaning as he eased back to fuck me without a drop of mercy.

I couldn’t moan. I could scarcely breathe as he relinquished his hold on my hair to grip my ass so hard it would certainly bruise. I might have cursed. More, I might have panted, held up solely by his punishing hold and thrusts.

Another orgasm loomed, and I would’ve feared falling to the floor if I had any room to care. I didn’t. His hands, his powerful body, and the throaty noises he made, coupled with his precision and unfaltering determination to render me undone, caused me to explode when he did.

He emptied inside me with an animalistic sound akin to a low roar and pulled me to him.

Bent at the knees, he rocked into me and fed from the curve of my shoulder as he groaned with contentment.

When he finally spoke, it was hoarse and between laps of his tongue over the punctures he’d made. “Better, butterfly?”

“Close enough, Majesty,” I rasped, gripping his forearm at my waist with a smile I was glad he could not see.

He must have sensed it, for he hummed in amusement. Lazily, he licked and kissed my neck before hauling me into his arms and setting me on the end of the bed. He then went to draw the bath he’d promised.

In a blissful daze, I caught my breath while catching glimpses of him through the door.

Resisting the urge to surrender to exhaustion was a struggle as he washed blood from my hair and body once more. But after asking who the two dead males in the dungeon had been, I wanted to know more.

“How did you find them?”

“I didn’t.” Before I could roll my eyes, he tipped my chin and poured another cupful of water over my head to rid the last of the suds from my hairline. “Shole found them.”

“Your hunter,” I remembered. “Assassin.”

Florian swiped water from my forehead with his thumbs, then left me to lower into the pool. When he emerged, he smoothed his hair back from his face and scrubbed blood from his cheeks.

I was far too tempted to do it for him. But it was one thing to have him tend to me and another to return such intimacy. I wasn’t as accepting of this as he seemed to be. That he was still dumbfounded and unnerved me.

My fucking queen, he’d said, and with such potent conviction that denying he’d meant it—that I meant something more than vengeance and an enjoyable body to him—was impossible.

His long lashes caught tiny beads of water. Some sluiced over the cliffs of his cheeks to fall to his hewn jaw when he blinked. Mesmerized and still dazed, I watched their journey. I watched him with a hollow ache that resembled yearning.

A hunger for more than his body.

He cleansed the death and destruction from his physique with care to detail, though his eyes never once left me.

I didn’t mind that he could probably see the rapt spell he’d cast over me.

But I was somewhat relieved when he spoke as he waded to where I sat on the stone step in the corner of the pool. “Once Milstread was caught, the others were easily hunted.”

“You’re not done.” I wasn’t referring to his body, which was clean although he hadn’t soaped his hair.

I was referring to hunting the rest of the swine who’d tormented me during my father’s ball, and this husband of mine knew as much.

“No,” he said.

Maybe I should have, but I didn’t care to protect them. Any creature capable of deriving pleasure from the terror I’d suffered that evening was capable of far worse deeds.

“One of them even had a spouse or lover,” I confessed, staring at the dark ink that spanned his broad chest.

The tattoo of his sister’s name written in the old language.

The memory of Molkan’s revulsion over his obsession with the princess he’d killed twined tight around my bones.

Lilitha was an obsession, an addiction I could not quit.

So he’d murdered her. Robbed the world of a color that had filled the heart of the male standing between my knees.

Florian lifted my chin, thumb stroking my lower lip. My eyes met his as he wished. Though his jaw was clenched, the words were gentle. “You need not trouble yourself with remembering details. But should it make you sleep better to ensure those we hunt deserve it, then I will inform you when they’re found, and you may check.”

I searched his darkened gaze. “You mean that?”

His head lowered for his lips to touch the tip of my nose. “You know I do,” he whispered.

I scowled. Not from his words, but at the way my heart jumped from the sweet action.

Noticing, as always, he gently nipped my nose before he climbed out of the water. “Better, butterfly?” Humor drenched the question.

As I left the warmth of the bathing pool, I fought back a smile and decided not to give that a response. Instead, I snatched the awaiting towel he’d spread, and I wrapped it around my body.

Florian huffed and trailed me into the bedchamber to build a fire, his towel clinging to his mouth-drying hips.

I sat at the table, my hair dripping, and ripped at the mound of bread beside my untouched dinner. It had grown hard, but I didn’t mind. I chewed a piece and poured another glass of water, admiring the muscles aglow in the king’s back as he stoked the growing flames.

Though I already knew the answer, I asked, “Will you sleep on the chaise again?”

“No.” He fed the fire another log from the small pile by the hearth.

It needed restocking. Idly, I wondered how many trees would be felled to endure this eternal winter. Then I wondered more over what Kreed had divulged in the courtyard.

A curse, the winter running through this king’s veins, though not in the traditional sense.

I set the water down and padded across the patches of carpet over the stone to the balcony doors. Peeling back the drapes, I wasn’t surprised to find snow had ceased falling after what Kreed had said.

Yet the reason for it still jolted. A spark felt deep within my bones.

You made it leave.

Florian’s arms encased me from behind.

Before I could break free of them, he murmured to my hair, “Sleep, butterfly.” Then he retrieved my soiled robe and entered the bathing room to put our ruined clothing in the basket for collection.

I let Snow back in and crept into bed, pulling the bedding high and staring through the gap I’d left in the drapes. The mattress soon dipped with Florian’s weight, and I braced for his embrace. Half of me craved it, while the other half refused to want it.

He remained on his favored side of the bed where I’d usually lay, as the fire crackled and sleep gradually stole me from the clearer view of the night sky.





Chapter 11

Tullia

Despite my inability to allow the king privileges he’d once had, I woke in a baffling position.

Florian was on his back and carving away at another ice sculpture, the scratching of his blade what had caused my eyes to flutter open. His hands worked over his chest in that diligent manner I’d come to assume was soothing for him.

All the while, my head was in his lap. His very hard and unclothed lap.

He released a low and sleep-thickened chuckle when I pushed up. Snow was not at the foot of the bed, nor was she at the doors. I surmised she’d been let out some time ago.

The sight of his smile reduced my self-loathing. Only by a fraction. “You found your own way there, sweet creature.”

The sun danced through the gap I’d left in the drapes, bright and glorious, but not nearly as magical as the ruthless creature who’d tricked me into marriage.

“First my chest,” he said, peeling a layer of ice from the sculpture and flicking it to the floor. “Then you tucked your head into my neck before complaining that I snore. Then, well . . .” He grinned down at his lap. “It seemed that wasn’t enough for you to leave entirely.”

“I don’t remember any of that,” I said, and too sharply.

He gave me a look that said I’d seen the proof. A look that softened, his brows dropping and his mouth slackening, as his dark blue gaze lightened while traversing my sleep-crumpled state.

Warming rapidly, I flopped to the other side of the bed, where I’d fallen asleep before I’d decided to use him as a pillow.

“You snore, too, I’ll have you know.” Seeming far too pleased with himself, he added smugly, “Like a fly trapped beneath a teacup.”

I glowered, unsure if I believed him. “You tell me this now?”

“It seemed unwise to do so before.”

“You mean when you were trying to make me believe in your false intentions?”

He dragged his teeth over his lower lip. “Precisely.”

I groaned and turned my face into the pillow. The space I’d put between us did nothing to alleviate the temptation of him as I studied his hands and kept glimpsing the hair beneath his lower stomach.

His erection tented the bedding. Perhaps my snoring wasn’t so bad either.

He appeared content to ignore it. “You didn’t whimper. Nor did you sweat.”

I blinked profusely at his face. His eyes remained on his sculpture. Another rose, I determined, as more ice gathered beneath his fingers. “I had no dreams at all,” I realized aloud.

Finished with the rose, Florian admired it for mere seconds, then set it upon the plate on the nightstand.

“May I see it?” I asked.

A dark brow arched, but he retrieved it and placed it in my awaiting palm.

Sunlight slid across the ice, sending spirals of crystal light over the bed and the king’s chest. I stayed on my side and flattened my hand to keep my body heat from melting it too quickly.

“You carve them when you’re unsettled,” I said, knowing I was right. “Anxious.”

His lack of response confirmed. He watched as I traced the petals unfurling from the bud. Then he murmured, “Lilitha was fond of them, even when she grew, as she never had the patience to sit still long enough to learn how to make any.”

Those affection-riddled words drew my gaze to his. The violent severity of his features was stark with his sleep-touched state. He waited, long lashes lifting when his eyes left my mouth to meet mine.

The princess had possessed winter magic too, then, or at least some form of it. I had so many questions regarding Lilitha. So many lies and truths to untangle.

Though I found I could ask nothing more than, “And how old were you when you learned?”

“Twelve years.”

I scoffed. “Of course.”

“I am also a hands-on learner.” The purred words taunted and tested.

But I remembered. It was unlikely I’d ever forget.

I stroked the ice, then brought the cold and damp pad of my finger to my lips. “Oh?” It had no taste, yet I could still taste him. Winter with a hint of whiskey, although I hadn’t seen him drink any since my return.

Florian’s gaze narrowed upon my mouth.

I crawled over him and tried to keep from smiling as I reached for the nightstand to place the rose back upon the plate. “Apologies, Majesty,” I whispered, my breast right near his chin.

I snatched the glass of water and took my time draining it. Then I set the glass down and swiped my mouth with a breathy exhale.

He was so very still. Our skin didn’t even touch.

Finally, as I crawled back over him, he snarled softly and rolled atop me. Above me, he loomed so close his dark hair tickled my cheeks. His eyes brightened right before my own. They moved through layers of blue until they settled upon a light cerulean.

His eyelids lowered when I pressed a finger against his supple mouth. “This doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven you, Florian.”

He grinned. “Exquisite creature.” He nipped, then kissed my finger. “I don’t want your forgiveness.” Our lips grazed with the edged whisper. “I just need your surrender.”

Before I could form a response to that, his mouth claimed mine.

Hard and merely feeling, he breathed me in and groaned. The bedding was taken with him when he pulled away to snatch my nipple between his teeth. He licked and tugged, then inhaled with a throaty rumble. His exhale accompanied his gravel-coated words. “Smells like you need me.”

“Florian . . .” I reached for his head, all that thick hair awaiting my fingers.

But he dragged his parted lips over my stomach and down to my thighs. Evading my hands, his eyes sparked. “I’ll bet you taste like it, too.”

My legs opened wide. An invitation he took with a pleased glance given to me.

His gaze returned between my thighs, and a harsh exhale shook his shoulders. “Already so ready.” It didn’t deter him, though. His head dropped, his nose rubbing and his lips pressing to my swollen core in a deliriously soft kiss. “Better than I dreamed.”

My breath caught. “Monsters do not dream, Majesty.”

“Is that so?” His tongue flicked, and my hips bucked. He curled his arms around my thighs and seized my hips, holding me to the bed. “Then why is it that when I close my eyes, all I ever seem to see is you?”

Like so many from these perilous lands, this king was exceedingly adept in the art of manipulation. Heat still coiled tight in my stomach. My heartbeat became a song in my ears, dancing for more.

I melted just enough to say, “You once said you’d never done this before.” I swallowed thickly. My back arched when he flattened his tongue and licked me slowly. “Before me.”

A low hum caused a shiver. “And you believe I lied.” He parted me, and I gasped, sensation ridding my mind of coherent thought. Another slow lick, then he stopped right beneath my clit. “You likely believe many things you shouldn’t. Right now, I cannot change that.” His voice had roughened, his fingers digging into my
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