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        “Baby, I could build a castle

        out of all the bricks they threw at me.

      

        

      
        And every day is like a battle

        but every night with us is like a dream.”

      

        

      
        New Romantics, Taylor Swift
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        My dear reader,

        

        Grab your passport, pack your bags… because you’re about to step back into Germania. Brace yourself for more royal schemes, forbidden trysts, and fatal attractions as Emilia attempts to navigate her new world as the Crown Princess.

        Please be aware that GOLDEN THRONE is not a standalone — it is the second book in THE FORBIDDEN ROYALS TRILOGY. If you haven’t already read the first installment, SILVER CROWN, please close your book, turn your cute butt around, and go back to start at the beginning. (Trust me, you don’t want to miss a minute of quality time with the infuriating, irresistible Carter Thorne.)

        Before you dive in, I leave you with a final warning: like its predecessor, this book is a dark fairy tale intended only for adults. If you prefer your fairy tales without abundant cursing, machiavellian plotting, and hotter-than-sin sex, this story may not be for you.

        

        Non sibi sed patriae,

        

        Julie
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        I stare at the woman on the pedestal.

        Her face a mask of composure.

        Her eyes full of secrets.

        Buried in grief for all she has lost.

        Hardened by responsibilities recently claimed.

        She steers with reins she’s barely gripped.

        She keeps her seat without skill or surety.

        A tainted legacy.

        A torrid throne.
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        * * *

      

      Human nature is a fickle thing.

      To be honest, I’ve never fully understood why we function the way we do. Maybe that’s the reason I spent so many years studying psychology; I was trying desperately to figure out the inexplicable motives that have always driven mankind to war and feud and battle — whether on muddy medieval fields or in modern corporate boardrooms.

      Our power struggles are the stuff of legends, recorded in novels and textbooks alike since the first ink hit parchment at the dawn of mankind. Whether it’s Brutus and Caesar or Arron Burr and Alexander Hamilton, history seems to repeat time and time again with alarming inevitability.

      But I can’t help wondering…

      Why?

      We are the undeniable apex predators on this inconsequential blue-green planet. No other creature that shares our atmosphere poses even the inkling of a threat to our domination. By all accounts, we should feel secure. At peace. Uncontested and unrivaled in our role, with no foes to thwart us.

      And yet…

      In absence of a natural adversary, we have become our own greatest enemy. Whether through sheer boredom or self-sabotage, humans have evolved to kill each other. To push aside all chances for accord and take what we want, regardless of consequence, regardless of who we must crush to accomplish our own ends.

      In the choice between armistice and all out war… we choose the bloodier option every time.

      Perhaps we are naturally selfish — programmed on a molecular level to disregard harmony in favor of strife. Perhaps our own self-destructive tendencies are simply unavoidable. For who would ever choose to be at odds when they could be at peace? Who would want a life spent chasing after better cards, if instead they could be satisfied with their own hand?

      It must be ingrained in our DNA — this tendency to seek out things we do not possess, rather than enjoying the ones we do. To always want what we can’t have — the more untouchable, the more desirable.

      I told you: human nature.

      How predictably fickle.

      We manipulate. We maneuver. We set aside our scruples, our sense of conscience, our ill-fitted morality. We chase down those alluringly elusive end-games, heedless of the chaos that will unfold when we finally catch up. We lie and cheat and steal, maim and break and deceive.

      And for what?

      Power.

      The power to rule.

      To steer the fate of a nation.

      To wear a crown.

      To sit on a throne.

      No matter if it’s already occupied by an unprepared girl who never wanted it in the first place…
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      “Long live King Linus!”

      A crystal flute is poised at my mouth; I can feel the kiss of glass against my bottom lip as my fingers clench tighter around the stem, already anticipating the bubbling crispness of champagne on my tongue.

      “Long live the king!”

      The jubilant chants fill the air from all directions, until every chandelier hanging in the Great Hall of Waterford Palace is rattling like hail against cobblestone. The strangled exhale that sounds from my left is so faint, I’m not sure how I hear it over the din.

      Such a small sound; such enormous consequences.

      My wide, wild eyes cut to my father — resplendent in his coronation finery, the ornate crown gleaming atop his salt-and-peppered hair. I watch in horror as his cheeks mottle into a deathly purple hue, as his foaming lips part like a fish out of water, gasping uselessly for breath.

      His champagne flute hits the dais a second before he does, splintering into a thousand razor-sharp pieces all around my feet. The shards tear into my skin as I fall to the platform and scramble to his side. They score my hands, pierce the thick tulle skirts of my ballgown like shrapnel from an explosion.

      I ignore the welling blood; that pain is of little consequence, compared to the pain in my heart as I watch the poison take its deadly effect on Linus’ nervous system.

      All around me, the room is in an uproar. Sounds assault my senses, but they seem dull and distant. Far removed from my spot up here on the platform. Yells of horror pierce the air, high-heeled feet scramble across shining marble floors, courtiers duck for cover and call out for whatever gods they pretend to worship.

      I do not run.

      I do not pray.

      I do not look away from my father’s face.

      I hold his stare until his eyes go glassy, the scream building in my throat until I can no longer contain it.

      “HELP! PLEASE, SOMEONE HELP US!”

      But there’s no one to help.

      Nothing to be done.

      Because… he’s gone.

      The king.

      Dead.

      Before he ever truly got the chance to rule.

      My father.

      Dead.

      Before I ever truly got the chance to know him.

      My eyes drift from the pink-tinged froth at the corners of his gaping mouth to linger on the deep slash wounds in my own palms. I stare at the blood on my hands until I can no longer stomach the sight. My head cranes back, my lips divide, and I unleash my anguish on the world.

      I scream until my throat goes raw, scream until the sound runs out, scream until⁠—
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        * * *

      

      “Emilia!”

      Someone is shaking me.

      “Emilia! Emilia, wake up. You’re dreaming.”

      The scream catches in my throat and turns to a sob as my mind spins through image after image, still bubbling fresh on the surface of my subconscious.

      Linus… the poison… all that blood…

      “Hey. Breathe.” Two large hands flex against the bare, sweat-slicked skin of my biceps, hard enough to jolt me fully awake. “Just breathe, Emilia.”

      My breaths are coming so fast, I feel dizzy. Even after I snap out of the dream, disorientation lingers like a haze over my brain. Thoughts spin sluggishly, thick as syrup.

      “Th- th- the champagne,” I gasp out, still hyperventilating. “It was— it was⁠—”

      “Listen to me — you’re safe. You’re fine. You’re in your bed. No one can get to you, Emilia. Do you hear me? No one will hurt you again.”

      The voice is gruff but oh so familiar. I focus on its deep timbre and it instantly calms me, offering safe refuge from the potent terror of my own mind. When his hands tighten once more, I manage to crack open my eyelids and focus on him. As soon as I do, I’m trapped in a tractor-beam blue gaze.

      My stomach jolts.

      “Another nightmare,” Carter murmurs lowly, staring at me in the darkness. He’s so close I can make out the tiny scar that bisects his eyebrow; the bands of deeper blue that ring each of his irises, the faint stubble shadowing his jawline at this late hour. His hair is sleep-tousled, his chest bare, as though he leapt from bed after an abrupt awakening.

      He must’ve heard me screaming through the wall.

      Again.

      It’s been a month since the night of the coronation, when a poison-laced champagne flute nearly killed my father. So nearly, in fact, I was certain he was dead as the King’s Guard rushed him to the nearest hospital. Certain I’d be left to mourn the loss of yet another parent… only this time, I’d have a crown on my head and a country to rule.

      Talk about multitasking.

      Each day, I thank my lucky stars that the doctors were able to reverse the paralytic effects of the poison. Impossible as it seems, Linus is alive. Weaker and frailer than before, to be sure… but miraculously, unquestioningly alive.

      I just wish my subconscious would remember that small fact. As soon as my eyes slip closed at night, I’m back on that coronation platform: blood welling in my palms, glass slicing my gorgeous ballgown, chaos erupting as the king falls to the ground.

      “You’re okay,” Carter assures again. “It was just a dream.”

      Just a dream.

      Just a dream.

      Just a dream.

      Just… four long weeks of waking sweat-drenched and screaming. I thought things would get better after enough time had passed, after Linus was released from the hospital and things returned to normal at the castle, but they haven’t. If anything, they’re worse than ever.

      Bad enough to bring a man who absolutely hates me running to help…

      As my breathing slows and awareness returns, I’m all too conscious of Carter’s presence beside me on the bed. Of the large, callused hands curled around my biceps. Of the narrow space separating our faces in the darkness. Of the smell of his skin — soap and bourbon and spice — washing over me like a drug.

      I suck in a sharp breath.

      This is the closest we’ve been in weeks. Since that awful, wonderful night in the greenhouse, when we crossed an unspeakable line. Since we⁠—

      No.

      I don’t allow myself to think about the things we did, the things we said. And I definitely don’t allow myself to think about the things we left unsaid. If I did, I’d go crazy. No good ever comes of craving things you can never have again.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, voice cracking. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      He’s silent for a moment, just staring at me. I can feel each stroke of his gaze against my skin like a physical caress and, sweet christ, the need to lean into his chest, to absorb his warmth is so strong I nearly buckle under the pressure.

      Take me in your arms and hold my tattered soul together, I want to beg. Even if it’s only for a moment.

      As though he’s heard the plea aloud, Carter’s fingertips dig into my arms. There’s an edge of violence in his grip; I’m not sure whether he wants to shake me or crush me to his chest. Hell, I doubt even he knows for sure. He’s looking at me like I’m half-poison, half-cure. Equal parts salvation and devastation.

      Back at you, stepbrother.

      His jaw clenches tightly. I watch a muscle tick rhythmically in his cheek, and I know he feels it too; the undeniable attraction that’s always dragging us toward each other, even when we’re totally at odds. Even when we hate each other.

      Magnets.

      “Emilia—”

      “I’m fine,” I cut him off before he says something that’ll make it harder to maintain the cool mask of composure I’ve been wearing around him for the past few weeks. “Really. You can let go of me, now.”

      His hands fall away like I’ve scalded him.

      With considerable effort, I drop my gaze and look down at the bedspread. My legs are still tangled in the sheets, evidence of the battle waged with my unconscious mind. I pull them free and curl my knees up to my chest, scooting back against the headboard to create some much-needed space between us.

      I think he’s going to leave without another word but, to my great surprise, he stays. There’s a long silence. When he finally breaks it, his voice is carefully empty.

      “You were screaming.”

      I bite my lip.

      “Not just a few small sounds of distress, like it used to be. This sounded like…” He blows out a breath. “Like someone was in here murdering you.”

      “I…” Trailing off, I swallow hard. I can’t contradict him. He’s right. I can still feel the rawness at the back of my throat from the ragged wailing session.

      My gaze darts up to his and for the first time, I notice how exhausted he looks. Not from a singular sleepless night, but many. The dark circles under his eyes are a perfect match for my own. Evidently, I’m not the only one my night terrors have been keeping awake, these past few weeks. Shame stirs inside me.

      “Carter, I’m… I’m sorry…”

      He clears his throat with a rough sound. “The nightmares. They’re getting worse.”

      I nod.

      “What was this one about?”

      “The same thing they’re always about.”

      His brows lift.

      “The coronation. I was… reliving it. The champagne. The blood. Linus…”

      He stares at me, not speaking, so I continue.

      “In the dream, he dies in my arms. Every time. I don’t understand why I dream he’s dead. The doctors revived him. He’s alive. I know he’s alive. But every time I close my damn eyes…” I shake my head, suddenly fighting tears. “I think there’s something wrong with me. Maybe I’m going crazy.”

      “Hey. Look at me.”

      I do.

      “There’s nothing wrong with you.” His eyes are intent on mine. “It’s this fucking place — this whole fucking world — that’s crazy. Not you.”

      Is Carter Thorne really being kind to me?

      Kindness from him is such a rarity. It’s enough to make my heart skip a beat.

      My teeth sink into my bottom lip to contain the words I’m afraid to speak. I want nothing more than to hurl my body forward, into his arms. To find solace against the smooth planes of his strong chest, soaking up his heat until the shadows of my mind are chased away.

      But I can’t.

      If he sees the sudden longing in my eyes, Carter doesn’t comment on it. But his jaw clenches tighter and his strong hands curl around the thick fabric of my bedspread, as though he’s fighting for control.

      “You should probably go,” I force myself to say, hating every treacherous syllable.

      “Right. We wouldn’t want any of the castle staff getting the wrong idea about what I’m doing in your bedchambers in the middle of the night.”

      I flinch back at his suddenly caustic tone. “Carter, you know that’s not what I meant⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He’s already halfway to the door, his angry strides illuminated by the moonlight spilling in through the glass wall of my terrace. “Next time, I’ll let you scream.”

      My door slams loud enough to rattle the paintings on the wall, leaving me alone in the dark once more with only my nightmares for company.
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      I adjust my grip on the round, hard-bristled brush, securing the strap more firmly across the back of my hand. The horse whinnies softly as I continue my rhythmic strokes, brushing along her flank until her coat is gleaming caramel in the shafts of early morning light that filter into the stable.

      “Good girl, Ginger,” I coo, holding my gloved palm flat to feed her a sugar cube. It disappears in the blink of an eye between her large buck teeth.

      I hum to myself as I store the brushes away in the tack box. When I return to untie the lead line from Ginger’s halter, her velvet muzzle butts into my hand, seeking another treat.

      “Sorry — that was my last one. I’ll give you more tomorrow after our ride. How’s that sound? Huh?”

      Ginger’s soft neigh makes me smile.

      “Who’s my good girl?”

      “You do realize she’s not going to talk back, don’t you?”

      The voice startles me. I spin toward the sound and find a willowy redhead leaning against the stall door, dressed to the nines in a sparkly black dress, fitted peacoat, and sky-high heels. Her hair is a bit mussed, her lipstick is long gone, and there’s eyeliner smudged beneath each eye. Even so, she looks totally glamorous.

      “Chloe! What are you doing here?”

      “Can’t a girl visit her stepsister without an ulterior motive?”

      “Sure.” I tilt my head at her. “I’m just surprised to see you up this early.”

      “I haven’t been to bed yet, if you must know.” She laughs, white teeth flashing brightly. “I knew you’d be out here after your morning ride — figured I’d swing by and say hi before I crash.”

      “Oh. Well. Hi.” I turn back to Ginger and remove her halter. Stroking her nose one final time, I whisper my goodbyes, exit the stall, and bolt it shut behind me. I can feel Chloe watching as I bang my knee-high leather riding boots against a nearby wall, dislodging chunks of dirt and manure from their soles. When I glance up, her nose is wrinkled in distaste.

      “Aren’t there grooms staffed here for this exact purpose?”

      I shrug. “I don’t mind doing it.”

      “Her Royal Highness Crown Princess Emilia, Heir Apparent of Germania and Official Mucker of Palace Horse Stalls. Long may she rein.” She smirks at her own play on words.

      Snorting, I fall into step beside her. I wave goodbye to the uniformed stablehands as we pass through the doors — two boys in their late teens with ruddy cheeks and prim navy uniforms. They flush bright red and drop into low bows.

      God, I wish they would stop doing that.

      Trailed by a fleet of soft-footed guards, Chloe and I cross the palace grounds in silence, taking in the icy beauty all around us. It’s chilly — half of November has already slipped away, and with it any lingering vestiges of warm weather. The once lush evergreens around us are now coated with frost. The frozen gravel paths crunch beneath our feet. Snowflakes drift slowly from the overcast sky, dark with promise of the season’s first heavy snowfall.

      I’ll be sad when the deep snows come, as it means the end of my morning trail rides. For the past few weeks, my equestrian lessons with Hans — the gruff, grumpy Master of Stables who’s worked at Waterford Palace for longer than I’ve been alive — have been my only respite from the utter boredom of castle confinement. Without a hobby to distract myself, I fear I may go entirely mad.

      If I haven’t already.

      Chloe is uncharacteristically quiet. Usually, she talks a mile a minute, full of hilarious anecdotes and unconventional life advice. Maybe, after weeks of futile attempts at conversation, she’s finally grown tired of my one-word answers and melancholy disposition.

      I can’t blame her — I’m the first to admit I haven’t exactly been a bundle of joy, lately. Between the lack of sleep and the twenty-four-seven security detail, I’m grumpier than a gold-digger caught violating her prenup.

      We’re nearly back to the castle when I shatter the strained silence, trying my best not to sound jealous. The fact that Chloe gets to leave this place — albeit with a hulking member of the King’s Guard in tow — is nearly enough to inspire a foot-stomping temper tantrum.

      “So, where’d you go last night?”

      “Some hot new designer had a fashion show in Lund. Ugliest dresses I’ve ever seen — one model actually walked out wearing what I think might’ve been a trash bag.” Her shoulder bumps mine. “You would’ve hated it.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Hey.” She stops walking beside a waterless fountain. The stone mermaid at its center seems especially lifeless in the dull grey light. “I know this sucks, okay? I know it’s not fair that you’re⁠—”

      “Locked up here like a fucking prisoner?”

      “Temporarily locked up. Once they catch whoever is behind the threats⁠—”

      “Right, right. I’ve heard it all before.” I throw my hands up in exasperation. “They’ll catch the bad guys and then I’ll be free! The guards will be super chill about me leaving the castle, spending nights out on the town, living like a normal twenty-year-old girl!”

      “Almost twenty-one.” Her lips twitch. “Technically, your birthday isn’t for a few more weeks.”

      “Great! Enjoy celebrating it without me. I’ll be here alone, with only the horses for company.”

      “You’re being a bit dramatic.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m fresh out of patience. These days, I can’t even pee without someone hovering at the door, ensuring I’m not in need of assistance or protection from assassins. I swear, if I’d allow it, they’d cocoon me in plastic bubble wrap and carry me around, lest I accidentally bump into something. Any more of this, I’m going to start praying for a rogue hitman to put me out of my misery.”

      Chloe tries — and fails — to suppress a giggle.

      With a bitter scoff that puffs in the crisp air, I gesture around the desolate courtyard. “Laugh all you want, but I’m not joking. There are four guards trailing us right now — here, in the goddamned castle gardens! If you think I’m ever going to be allowed outside again without a full army at my back, you must still be high.”

      “I did use my vape on the ride home…”

      “Is everything a joke to you?”

      “No. It’s not.” Her laughter fades. A worried crease appears between her eyes. “But this is the first time you’ve actually opened up to me about your frustrations. How could I know you’ve been feeling so stir crazy? I may be intuitive, but I’m not a mind reader. And every time I’ve tried to talk to you for the past month, you’ve…”

      “What?”

      “You’ve pushed me away.”

      “That’s not true,” I insist, even though a nagging voice at the back of my head thinks maybe, just maybe, she might be right.

      “Look, E, I get it. You went through something horrible. Something really fucking scary. You had the rug ripped out from under you right when you finally felt like you were finding your feet. I get it.” Chloe shrugs. “I’m not the clingy type. I won’t push to be in your life if you need space or time to process what happened at the coronation. I’ll be here, whenever you’re ready to let me back in. But… you can’t expect me to understand where your head’s at if you never open up.”

      My stomach twists with guilt.

      She takes a step closer and grabs one of my hands within her own. “You complain about being alone here, with no one but a horse for company. I don’t even think you realize that your isolation is self-imposed.”

      “I’m locked in a castle! The King’s Guard won’t let me leave the grounds! That’s not isolation, Chloe. It’s incarceration. Nothing self-imposed about it.”

      “I don’t mean isolated physically. I mean emotionally.” She sighs. “This past month, you’ve kept this… this wall around yourself. It’s like you’re holding back from everyone. And no matter how hard I try, I can’t break through.”

      “Whatever, Cher.”

      “See! That attitude, right there, is exactly what I’m talking about. You were always sassy but now you’re…”

      My brows lift. “By all means, don’t stop now.”

      “You’re caustic.”

      “I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize I was required to be a constant rainbow of positivity all the damn time!” I yank my hand from hers. “I suppose I should take a bloody page from your playbook and get high all the time to avoid ever feeling anything real! To avoid feeling anything at all.”

      She flinches as though I’ve struck her. I flinch too, stunned by the words that just came out of my own mouth. The longer they linger in the air between us, the more I want to snatch them back.

      When did you become such a bitch to the people you care about, Emilia?

      “Chloe,” I start, my anger abruptly gone. “I’m… I didn’t mean…”

      “I get lonely too, you know.” Her voice is more vulnerable than I’ve ever heard it — stripped of her typical levity. “You might not have noticed, but I don’t have a lot of allies in this place either.”

      My eyes are suddenly stinging.

      Dammit.

      She’s right. About all of it.

      I have been caustic. I have been pushing her away. Because the truth is, that night — that horrible night, when Linus was dying in my arms — something shifted inside me. That mortal wound in my heart, barely closed after the death of my mother two years ago, broke wide open again. And in its aftermath, the thought of losing anyone else, the idea of going through that kind of grief ever again…

      It was too hard to contemplate.

      So, I closed myself off from the possibility. I erected walls around myself high enough to keep everyone at arms length.

      Your heart can’t get broken if you never let anyone inside it.

      How cold that strategy seems now, in the harsh light of day, confronted by the truth from a girl who calls herself my sister. If Mom were alive, she’d kick my ass for being so selfish. The thought alone is enough to make my heart pang with regret and remorse.

      “Chloe…” I swallow hard to clear the lump of emotion blocking my airway. “I’m so sorry. Truly. It sounds stupid now, but… I guess I was trying to protect myself somehow by keeping my distance from everyone. I didn’t realize I was hurting you in the process.”

      “I understand, E. Really. You’ve gone through some pretty epic changes in the past few months. You’re entitled to a little adjustment time.”

      “Still… the last thing I wanted to do was make you feel alone, or like you don’t matter to me. Because that couldn’t be further from the truth.” I blink rapidly to fight the telltale stinging of my eyes. “Having you in my life means so much to me. I’m sorry if I haven’t shown that recently. From this moment on, I’m going to be better.”

      “A rainbow of positivity?”

      My lips twist in a smirk. “I don’t know about a full rainbow. How about… a grayscale light spectrum of slightly-less-caustic cynicism?”

      “Sold!”

      Eyes gleaming with amusement, she offers a reconciliatory smile. After a moment, I return it.

      “I’d hug you, but…” Her eyes scan me up and down, taking in my dusty riding outfit and mud-caked boots. “You’re gross.”

      “Wow. Thanks.”

      “What are sisters for if not to hit you with the harsh truths no one else will own up to? Now, come on. It’s fucking freezing out here, I haven’t slept in twenty-four hours, and my buzz has officially worn off.”

      I roll my eyes as she leads me toward a side door of the palace, but I can’t deny the smile curling up the corners of my lips. For the first time in weeks, I feel like I’ve taken a clean gulp of air.
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      Chloe and I part ways at her suite in the North Wing, a massive yawn splitting her face as she shuts the door. I continue down the hall to my own chambers, passing Carter’s along the way. My ears strain to detect any signs of life behind his wall even as I berate myself for listening.

      For fuck’s sake. Get it together, stalker.

      Quickening my pace, I reach my rooms and shut myself inside. The flip of my lock makes me feel marginally safer from my own unsettling fixation on the adjacent suite.

      I shower off the dust and dried sweat from my ride, the scalding hot water turning my pale skin pink. As my hands drift over my body beneath the stream, I close my eyes and, just for one reckless moment, allow myself to imagine they belong to someone else.

      Someone with dark messy hair and bright blue eyes that cut straight through me, down
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