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      Held in secret by the curator of the War Museum at General Daphina’s request resides an ancient document written in a language only a few can read. Daphina, in her many hours of examination, believed it to be a thoughtful poem. Whit had many more years with it and considered it a forewarning of what was to come.

      
        
        When Nyx’s blood returns to the realm, all the magic shall be replenished to the glory of old. Those who bear the burden must prove their worthiness not only to Nyx but to the realm. From darkest night and raging storms to the brightest stars and dancing moonlight, life will be reborn.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Tapestry

          

          ARI

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I vanyshened inside the palace wall to the courtyard where a poison-tipped arrow had nearly taken my life not that long ago—my traitorous father’s seat among the vampire. No guards met me. Strange, but it was hours before the sun would set. I noted the spot I’d landed. My knowledge of the area or maybe a memory brought me to this exact place—the place where Griselda had died to save me. All the air left my lungs. I knelt and ran a hand through the pebbles. She’d given her life for me though she barely knew me, and I knew little of her other than she’d become vampire after the death of her brother. But she’d been a follower of Nyx before that. I hoped she’d been granted passage to reside in the next realm with the Goddess, and if she were blessed, her lost family would be there too. She’d sacrificed herself so that I would live because she trusted in Nyx.

      I raised my head to look at the palace where my father…I no longer wanted to call him that even though my brain hadn’t quite caught up to my heart…Albert held my sister and her mate as his prisoners.

      The gray stone walls seemed even darker than the last time I was here, but I hadn’t had much time to study the structure, either, while my father had me beaten. I dropped my head to the side as if the simple action would erase the memory and stop the bile from rising in my throat. He wouldn’t be allowed to scar anyone else, especially my sister, the same way. I scanned the windows. Most of the curtains were drawn except for those in the area where I’d been kept. I recognized them from the view below I’d memorized while a prisoner. Griselda had been the only kind one, and she was gone. I shook the thoughts away because I had one task—save my sister and her mate. There was very little movement in the daytime, even though I knew the vampire here drank concoctions of unicorn and fae blood to be able to travel in daylight. They preferred the night and only entered daylight at my fath…Albert’s behest.

      Thunder rumbled as if it rolled across the sky in my direction. A whoosh of air tousled the hair around my face. My mate’s minty scent drifted on the breeze. His boots pushed softly into the pebbles. I took him in. Worry wrinkled Rain’s fine face, hiding the scar at his jawline. No one existed in this world as handsome as the fae I loved, despite how pale his skin was and how weak he looked. He hadn’t recovered from the overuse of power where he rained hell down from the skies on Father’s vampire army.

      I suspected he would follow me, but I’d hoped I could make it to Albert first. My heart belonged to my mate in every way. My bloodline caused the attack on his city, though, and I had to fix it. The last thing I wanted was for the incredible man beside me to see me become just like my father. Because that was what it would take to defeat the man who raised me.

      “Rain, this is my battle.”

      “Laurel is my brother, and you are my mate. Gemma is my family. I unleashed destructive lightning on my own city to try to save them. This is my battle too.” He was out of breath, each inhale more labored than the last.

      My mate needed to recover.

      “Whatever you want to do, Ari, I’m by your side, but know Marius has called for forces to join us here. You do not have to do this alone.” The corners of his eyes turned down, and I didn’t need to be his true mate to see he believed we would lose if we went forward.

      Gods dammit. I’d been rash. Remorse tangled with my anger and strangled it, even if momentarily. My decision to come here put Rain in danger. I wouldn’t sacrifice my mate, my friends, or my family for emotions. I wouldn’t let Griselda’s sacrifice be in vain. And I wouldn’t let Albert win. “Where is Marius assembling them?”

      “In the forest right over the border. The same one⁠—"

      “We came through when you rescued me.”

      “I think Nyx did the rescuing, but yes.”

      It was foolish to go in without a plan. I knew this, and yet, I’d still come. My childhood belief that I could do anything on my own had taken over in a moment of desperation, but I hadn’t been a naive girl in many years. Stupid at times, yes. Reckless, yes. Naive, no. I slid my arm around his waist and looked in his eyes. “I love you, Rain, but you’d better hold on.”

      A wicked grin spread over his face. He slid his arms around my waist, pressing his hard body against me. “With pleasure.”

      I vanyshened us to the edge of the forest. A black deer, dark as midnight, crossed in front of the spot. I’d never seen a deer that color. The majestic creature seemed the opposite of nonplussed by our presence. I sensed Marius a short distance from us, and the familiar comfort of my unicorn guardian settled over me. Our bond seemed even stronger now after he refused to break it when I attempted to release him to save him and my family from Albert’s wrath. “Can you walk from here?”

      “Yes, I’m fine,” Rain said, sounding stronger, though he was still leaning heavily on my shoulder.

      Marius emerged from the trees in his natural form—glossy black coat, white mane and tail, and that glorious golden horn. Concern etched his eyes, but he looked healthy otherwise. Relief he wasn’t injured washed over me. He took me in. A twinge of annoyance and worry slid down the bond. I resisted the urge to squirm under his scrutiny like I would have a few years ago.

      I must have passed approval because he turned to Rain. “We have a healer on the way for you.”

      “I need food and rest...if we have time.” He slumped against me.

      Panic gripped me like a vise around my heart. “Rain?”

      “It’s exhaustion, Ari. Listen to his breathing…the rhythm of his heart.” Marius shifted to his faelike form and lifted Rain off me. Torn between being thankful for the help and not wanting to be separated from Rain, I acquiesced to Marius’s assistance.

      Marius hefted Rain’s dead weight into his arms. “We don’t have supplies or tents yet, so you have two options. We can take him back to the city to rest. Or we can wait here for the healer, who should be with the next group who vanyshen in.”

      Moving Rain back to the city in that method of travel didn’t seem wise to me in his state. Although we had vanyshened from the Forgotten Forest when he’d been stabbed in the leg by my fath…by Albert. “I want to wait for the healer.”

      “Let’s take him to where the others are gathering,” he said, his tone pragmatic. He led the way through the trees.

      About a dozen fae, some in the blue and silver uniforms of Rain’s kingdom…our kingdom…and some in regular clothes with tunics or sweaters and those heavy blue pants I’d seen in Rain’s wardrobe, were already at work. The fae made a perimeter around the clearing. Magic swirled and hummed around them. A dome took shape above us, and the sides cascaded down. It was like the protective wall Gemma used with her wind magic, but what I witnessed with these fae was different elemental magic woven together like a tapestry to create a shield. “It’s incredible.”

      “We used those protections during the Great War many times,” Marius said. “It’s the first time I’ve seen one built in two hundred years.”

      “I’m assuming they weren’t needed after the war ended?”

      “That, and they take considerable magic to construct and maintain. Those fae will be in a similar state to your mate after they finish. Others will rotate in, though not as many, to keep it intact.”

      “And they came for my sister and Laurel? Without hesitation?” Tears pricked my eyes.

      “They came for you, Ari. They came for the one touched by the Goddess herself.”

      My confusion as to why they would so freely help morphed into concern for what would happen if word got out. “How do they know? We didn’t tell anyone.”

      “After the war, the fae learned of your power and direct line to Nyx, and those gifts are passed down the maternal line—one per generation. When your mother passed, you might not have realized it then, but your power, already stronger than hers on its own, grew. They might not know the extent of your magic abilities, but they do know you are your mother’s daughter.”

      It was common knowledge that power passed down the maternal line, but what was uncommon was to receive a parent’s power upon their death. Her last actions made more sense. A tear escaped and slid down my cheek. My grief threatened to leak out along with it. “Was that why she sent Gemma away and called for me when she passed?”

      “Yes,” he said, setting Rain down on a blanket another fae had spread out. My mate hadn’t regained consciousness, and as much as I wanted him awake, I wanted him to recover safely more. I dropped to the pallet, pushing the hair off Rain’s face.

      Marius squeezed my shoulder. “Even though it’s not Nyx-given, your sister has her own power from your mother, but her greatest gift is the one element that can only be passed through paternal lines.”

      “Wind,” I whispered.

      He nodded, letting his glamour go and turning back into the large black unicorn with a gold horn. His white mane and tail lifted with the subtle breeze as if the elements were confirming what he’d just told me.

      “Wind is my weakest…”

      “It will match the others in time, but your greatest defense will always be your power from Nyx. It’s as if all the elements were forged from a fraction of the goddess’s power.”

      A few fae gathered nearby and worked on construction of a tent for us.

      Marius knocked on my mental door, but I wasn’t ready to let him back in yet. I needed a break. He lowered his head in acknowledgement and slipped away.

      I glanced back at where the fae worked on the shield around the camp. A seed of hope grew in my chest like when I planted the young moonflowers in the garden with Mother. The fae behind me tended a different kind of garden. “Like a finely woven tapestry of power.”
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      The magic shifted, and I went on alert. Someone powerful vanyshened nearby. I wasn’t able to sense the ripple of power before my time with Nyx.

      Now, it feels like a feast prepared just for me, and I don’t know what the fuck that means.

      Marius mentally knocked on the door to our bond. I’d shut the pathway when I vanyshened to the vampire palace. A less powerful unicorn could have broken through. Although I could sense he was near, he didn’t force his way into my mind. Hist showed me respect with his request, and I was thankful for it.

      I dropped my shield, and he eased into my mind like a gentle breeze.

      I’m not glass, Marius.

      No, you are one of the toughest fae I’ve seen in my three hundred years.

      Thanks. He was being too nice. What was he about to hit me with…

      The person who came through is not your father.

      I inhaled and let the breath drift out slowly through my nose. His power is different. I can tell it was someone powerful, but not as powerful as him.

      Good. You’re learning to read the essence of the magic.

      I am. Thanks to Nyx. Is this fae more powerful than me?

      No, there is no one more powerful than you. The question you should be asking is if she is more practiced.

      His word choice put me on edge. Is she?

      Yes. Trained for almost two hundred years to be the best.

      I scanned the area for a new arrival, hoping to see one of the healer coats some of them wore in the kingdom. Rain shifted and made a soft grunting noise. I laced my fingers with his. So, is she here to help, and where the fuck is this healer?

      She is the healer. Not by birth, but she has channeled her energy into it the past four years.

      A stunningly beautiful fae stepped out of the grove of trees. Her blonde hair dropped past her shoulders in waves. She wore tight black pants and a light blue top that accentuated all her curves. Her lips were painted the brightest red I’d ever seen.

      That’s the healer?

      She is.

      I shook my head. There sure weren’t any healers like that in the prison I grew up in. I rose to meet her.

      She approached me and held out her hand. “We haven’t met yet, Arianna. I’m Merrick.”

      Not using any titles or bowing was a refreshing change. I placed my hand in hers, and her nervousness radiated between us like a wave. My palm started to sweat, and I hastily pulled my hand away. “Thank you for coming, Merrick. Rain is this way.”

      She stayed in step beside me. I assessed her as she trained her gaze ahead. Her posture was straight—perfect, really. She was highborn, but the strength of her power had already confirmed it.

      The group before her had finished erecting a temporary tent around Rain’s cot. I drew the flap back. “He’s here.”

      Merrick’s throat bobbed like she was afraid to enter. Was I going to have to push her inside?

      “Do you need some assistance or some supplies?”

      “No.” She paused, swallowing hard again. She glanced at me with a small smile. “I should probably⁠—“

      “Ari…” Rain called to me. His eyes were still closed, but it was the first sound he made other than incoherent grunts. Hearing him say my name was the sweetest song.

      I motioned for Merrick to follow. “He won’t hurt you. I promise.”

      She moved to the opposite side of the cot from me and pulled a couple of instruments out of the small bag at her hip.

      He looked peaceful but pale, and it was because of me. His recovery was the most important thing on my list of priorities. I knelt beside Rain and whispered next to his ear. “I’m here, my mate.”

      His eyes darted under his lids, but he didn’t open them.

      “Normally, I’d ask someone to tell me what happened, but I believe the whole city saw it,” Merrick said. “At least the ones who survived.”

      Her nerves seemed to have given way to another emotion—one I was quite familiar with—anger. But it told me she wasn’t afraid of him or me, so another matter had caused her to hesitate.

      “Marius, my bonded, said you only came to healing about four years ago, Merrick. What did you do before?”

      Her eyes widened, and she turned her gaze to the instruments. When she looked back up, she met me with a distant and cool stare. “Mostly drank and fucked and spent my father’s fortune.”

      Her candor caught me off guard, but I appreciated her honesty. “I’ve done my share of drinking and fucking, so I can relate.”

      Merrick smiled. “Thank you. I expected you to be prudish, but you are quite refreshing.”

      I slipped my hand into Rain’s. His skin was warm and melded to mine, but he didn’t squeeze back. “Now that we’ve established we have fucked to our fill, can you help my mate or not?”

      Her smile widened. “I’ll have him better by half the hour.”

      “Good,” I said, comforted by her confidence in her abilities.

      She held her hand over Rain’s forehead and her other one over his chest. Merrick’s eyes pinched closed tight with concentration. “He’s not responding to me,” she said, her tone frustrated. Sweat beaded along her perfectly sculpted brows. “This has never happened before.”

      Fuck. Rain, if you are being stubborn, you can stop now. “Is he fighting you?”

      “No,” she said, her face turning bright red. “It’s like there’s a barrier around him I can’t get through.”

      I fought back a smile, because as soon as she said barrier, there were only two things it could be—his mate connection with me or Nyx. If it was me, I would need Nyx’s help to bridge it. If it was Nyx, there was a reason. I closed my eyes.

      Nyx, I know he’d heal in time, but I need him by my side. Just as your blood and love run in my veins to give me power, he is the source of my fortitude and where I draw my strength. I can’t face his people without him. I can’t rescue my sister without him. I can’t stop my father without him. Please, Nyx.

      When I opened my eyes, a sheer layer of darkness, like smoke, enveloped Rain’s body. It turned nearly opaque like the darkest night, but light shimmered in the shroud like stunning twinkling stars. “Beautiful.”

      Though I’d only whispered, Merrick’s eyes shot open. “Is this you?”

      “No. Have you not witnessed this before either?”

      “Never,” she said, sounding a little breathless.

      Thank you, Nyx.

      Darkness and starlight could only be her. I smiled. “We have the Goddess herself to thank then.”

      “That’s not something I thought I’d see in my lifetime.”

      I didn’t tell her another of the blessings from Nyx sat across from her. The way Marius described the situation earlier, she might know anyway. I was hoping I was close to making my first real friend on this side of the forest. Telling her I’d basically died and Nyx had saved me seemed like a weird thing to tell someone I’d just met anyway.

      “Especially not with Rain.” She used his nickname. His friends and family were the only ones who did that. She was familiar with my mate.

      My curiosity lowered the wall I normally kept up when I first met someone. “You know him?”

      If she was caught off guard by my question, she didn’t flinch, and that earned some respect from me.

      “I do.” She nodded.

      Rain hadn’t woken up yet, but he wasn’t so pale. Nyx’s magic became translucent like smoke again. “Are you friends?”

      “We’ve known each other our entire lives.” She looked down at him. “His pulse is stronger and his breathing deeper. He should wake up soon.”

      “Thank you,” I said, sincere with my gratitude for Merrick’s honesty and Nyx’s help.

      Merrick stood. “I did nothing. This was all because of you and your relationship to Nyx.”

      “You came and you did what you could,” I said. “That’s more than many would do.”

      ‘Maybe in your former home, but here it is different. The people here⁠—”

      “Merrick? What the fuck are you doing here?’ Rain sat up, looking between me and Merrick with a confused expression on his face. He took my hand and pressed his lips to my fingertips in a brief touch. “What’s going on, Ari?”

      “Merrick is the healer who came to restore you.” I glimpsed an alarmed expression on Merrick’s face. She looked ready to bolt from the tent. I studied Rain, and he appeared to be the epitome of good health. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I never used my power.”

      He looked healed, but he pushed himself in the same way I did, so I worried that he might be persevering for me. If he sensed my guilt, he’d want to shield me from it. Looking at him, I only saw strength. Rain didn’t show any lingering signs of overused power. He smiled at me with his full radiance.

      “I’ll leave you two alone.” Merrick ducked out of the tent before either of us could respond.

      “Why did she leave like a fire had been lit under her?”

      “I don’t know.” He studied his hand, flipping it back and forth as if it didn’t belong to him. “She was the one who healed me?”

      “No, she tried, but she couldn’t,” I said.

      “So, you did? That’s why I feel like I do when you boost my magic,” he said, sounding relieved.

      “Actually, it wasn’t me. It was Nyx.”
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      My mate believed Nyx had healed me, but I was convinced it was Ari. The ghost of magic coating my skin was all hers. Beyond the relief on her face, I noticed the concern behind it. Her hair was a little more disheveled than what I remembered, and damn the goddesses and gods if it didn’t make her more beautiful. I cupped her face in my hands and pulled her toward me, brushing my lips across hers. “I love you.”

      “I love you,” she said, draping her arms over my shoulders. “So, you don’t have any lingering effects?”

      I liked where she was going and winked at her. “None.”

      “That’s wonderful.” She leaned back slightly. “Then you can tell me how you know Merrick.”

      Not what I expected her to say, and I ran my hand over my face. Merrick wasn’t my past to share, and an awkward pit formed in my gut. “She’s been around my family since I can remember.”

      “Hmm,” she said, studying me. I could almost see her brain dissecting that answer like a scientist. “You never courted her?”

      I glanced toward the flap of the tent, half expecting Merrick to emerge and tell her side. “Look, Ari, I don’t know what Merrick told you⁠—”

      “She said nearly the same thing you did, but it’s the hesitation you both had in how to phrase it that I’m curious about.” She didn’t sound pissed, but she was annoyed for sure.

      I had to give it to her straight, but some of this would be better coming from her sister. My one night with Merrick was to keep her away from Laurel, because I’d known even then he’d fallen for Gemma. Merrick was a different person then too. Ari and I needed to get past this and refocus on rescuing my brother and her sister. I expected her to go stab Merrick and maybe me, but she’d asked the question. I wouldn’t withhold my part of the truth from her. “There was a circumstance years ago that led to Merrick and me sharing a bed. It wasn’t anything for either of us.”

      “You slept with her?” That single eyebrow quirked up like it did every time she was about to unleash her fury.

      “I did, but it was a long time ago and one time. I never had feelings for her.”

      “So, she was one of your conquests. No wonder she ran out of here so fast.”

      I had no argument for her point. After the war, many fae had shared my bed until I’d tired of the constant rotation. I’d lost the only person I’d loved outside of my family, and I never wanted to feel that pain again. It made sense why I never found anyone I wanted more with when I met Ari. There was no one else, and I wouldn’t lose her over my brother’s ex. “Merrick would be offended to hear you say that. She has won more fights than most men, so I doubt that was the reason she ran out of here.”

      She shifted, relaxing her shoulders slightly. “I trust you, Rain, and I know you had a life before we met. I wasn’t expecting your ex-lover to be the healer sent to heal you, though.”

      Goddesses and gods, she had it wrong. My brother would understand that I needed to divulge more of his story to untwist the past for Ari. “She’s not my ex-lover. She’s Laurel’s.”

      Ari’s eyes narrowed at me. Her face scrunched up in a disgusted look. “You slept with your brother’s lover? That’s revolting.”

      “There’s a reason, but it’s not my story to tell. When the three of them were⁠—”

      Ari’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry…my sister slept with her?”

      “No, with Cyrus.”

      She looked at me like she expected me to further acknowledge what I’d said was true. “I’d known Gemma had feelings for Cyrus beyond the bond, but I didn’t know they had…That’s why she looked so sad when I asked her where he was.”

      “You and Marius haven’t…” I paused, trying to think of a more sensitive way to ask if she’d been intimate with her bonded. If she had, she wasn’t now, but there wasn’t one ounce of my body that intended to share her. I studied her for any signs that there could be truth in what I asked. “You haven’t been with him, have you?”

      “Goddesses and gods, no.” She covered her mouth. “That will never happen. I’ve called him Daddy Marius. We don’t, nor have we ever had that kind of relationship.”

      “Could you call me Daddy Rain?” I wagged my eyebrows at her.

      Ari slapped my bicep. “No.” She crossed her arms. “So, Cyrus just fucked her and left. That had to have been painful for them both with the bond. Unless… He didn’t break the bond, did he?”

      “I don’t know, my love. Can we table this for now? We have more important things to discuss than who is fucking who…unless you are straddling me.”

      She tilted her head and glared at me. “We do. We have a small force here, and Marius is coordinating the setup of the camp for us, but we should go see if they are ready to strategize.”

      I stood, expecting dizziness or weakness to affect me when I got to my feet, but there was none. Ari’s careful gaze took in every move I made, so I pulled her up with me, kissing her cheek. Thankful the conversation about Laurel’s ex was over, I needed to get caught up on where we were tactically…right after I gave her some reassurance. “You are my mate, my love, and my entire existence.”

      She smiled. “I know.”

      A laugh rumbled in my chest. I took her hand in mine, relishing the warmth of the skin-to-skin contact, and led her out of the tent. My gaze snagged on the expansive shield cast over the camp. Though not as intricate as what General Daphina had been capable of doing, the work rivaled much of what we’d used two hundred years ago while battling Albert and the vampire. I ignored the pit in my stomach from the flashes of the bloody battlefield that was now the Forgotten Forest. “How long was I out?”

      “Not long. They did incredible work putting that cover together. Have you seen one before?”

      “The last time I saw one must have been during the war.” They’d been used frequently to keep vampire from locating us. While they were great for shielding us from sight, only the most skilled, like Ari’s mother, could create one that prevented our scent from escaping into the air beyond the cover. Still, some protection was better than none.

      “That’s what Marius said too. I guess there hasn’t been much need for them since then.”

      “No, there hasn’t. We were able to live relatively without fear. I’d kept the vampire at bay on the border.” And going to the edge of the vampire lands was the perfect place to release any pent-up power I had, so the trips served a dual purpose.

      “Until my father was freed,” she said, and the guilt in her voice broke me.

      “None of this is your fault, my goddess. It is all Albert’s doing. I know you don’t want to be a victim, but you, like many of our kind, are when it comes to this.”

      Her shoulders straightened a little more. “I’ll never consider myself a victim, but I will end my father’s rampage that threatens to destroy our realm.”

      Godsdam. I respected the hell out of my mate. No one could ever come close to the strength she had in a single bone. I wanted to take her to bed right here and show her how much I loved her, but we had to figure out our next steps to get Laurel and Gemma out of the vampire palace.

      Marius walked up in his unicorn form. “You look better.”

      I ignored the comment. Acknowledging weakness wasn’t something I’d been allowed to do most of my life. “What do we know so far about where they are being held?”

      “We don’t know for sure, but we believe they are in one of the underground chambers in the palace.”

      Ari shivered next to me, and I slid my arm around her waist. She sank against my side.

      “Thank the Goddess they aren’t in that awful gallery,” she said, shaking again.

      I tightened my grip on her hip. “We’ll burn that down to the ground.”

      “The guards are not heavy on the outside, but we suspect the closer we get to Gemma and Laurel, the more guards there will be. The consensus is they are trying to lure us in, making it look like there’s not much protection.” Marius shook his neck.

      His assessment was valid, and I would have given the same based on the intelligence.

      “So, Albert thinks we’re stupid...or at least me. Let’s make that work for us.”

      “Why don’t I like the sound of that?” I asked, picturing Ari running straight into the middle of Albert’s forces with her dual blades drawn. “I don’t want you to be bait.”

      Marius moved closer to Ari. “Your father is expecting you to do something impetuous. We need another way to infiltrate and get detailed information about the layout and guard schedules.”

      “I’ve been inside there, Marius.” My mate turned her fierce gaze on her bonded. He didn’t flinch…never did when it came to Ari. Both of them were impressive forces, and I loved the strength my mate carried in every fiber of her being.

      “I know you have.” Marius’s voice softened in acquiescence that wasn’t a real surrender, but like he’d failed her.

      “That’s not what I need right now,” she said. “I need my bonded to channel strength. There is nothing soft about this situation.” A dusting of gray haze surrounded us.

      “Your emotions are running your decisions. That never ends well,” he said matter-of-factly.

      She met his gaze like she was ready to unleash all of Nyx’s power on him, but the fog disappeared. Whether she’d admit it or not, she understood what he meant. As did I. Albert knew Ari’s emotions ruled her power, and if she gave in to it, she’d walk right into his trap. What I didn’t add was that I’d walk in right behind her, even if it meant surrendering my existence to save her.
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      The next day, a full camp had been erected, including a much larger tent for me and Rain. I’d insisted Rain sleep last night despite his assurance he was fine. While I welcomed the niceties brought in for us, I couldn’t get comfortable. I itched to get away and rescue my sister. I’d gotten up to take care of personal needs at an area designated by the edge of the camp. It seemed like a lot of setup when I hoped we’d go in and get my sister right away. We needed a plan. I’d learned that lesson from my first time in this horrid land. Hanging a robe, one that had been brought for me, over a chair by the table, I slipped back into the bed that had been assembled for us. Rain rolled over, draping an arm over me. If I snuck away, would he know? He’d sensed things since we’d learned we were mates, but how much I wasn’t sure.

      His eyes fluttered open as if he’d heard my unspoken question. A lazy smile turned the corners of his mouth up. He pulled me to him, and his hardness pressed against my belly.

      “Were you dreaming about me?” I asked.

      “Mmm.” His grip on my hip tightened. “Always. Since the first time we met.” He pressed his lips against my cheek.

      “I need a bath.” I wanted him, but the quick rinse I’d had yesterday wasn’t enough to wash away the events of the day.

      “If you’ve forgotten, I like it when you’re dirty.” A growl hummed in his chest.

      “You are⁠—”

      “Fucking crazy about you.”

      “Fucking crazy is right.”

      He laughed and claimed my mouth. When he pulled back, he kissed the tip of my nose. “You taste like toothpaste. Minty and fresh. Who needs a bath?”

      Marius had already told me the others were gathering. As much as I wanted to stay in bed with Rain, reality was waiting. “We have a meeting with Marius and your strategic leaders.”

      His forehead creased. “Our strategic advisors. They are yours more than mine.”

      “They know you and listen to you. I’m just the daughter of an incredible general and the worst traitor the realm has ever known.” My stomach roiled. As proud as I was of my mother’s accomplishments, I was equally outraged at the atrocities committed by the man responsible for one-half of my existence.

      Rain rolled so he was on top of me, trapping me between him in the one place I always felt safe—his arms. He brushed the hair from my face. “You are a powerful, intelligent leader. You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, and you are my mate. You are so much more than your parents. I see the woman I will spend the rest of my life in this realm and the next with, but I also see the fae who will restore our kingdom.”

      My chest warmed, and my breath caught on a knot forming in my throat. I believed him when he whispered reassurances to me, but I wasn’t sure I believed that was who other fae saw when they looked at me. I loved him more for having that kind of confidence in me. Hooking my leg around his, I flipped us and positioned myself over him. His hardness pressed against my core, and I ground myself against him. A moan tumbled from his lips.

      Leaning forward, I nibbled on his earlobe. “Tonight, after our family is safe, I want you to make me scream your name.”

      “Challenge accepted.” He grasped my hips and moved them back and forth. I remembered him doing that before and the lust in his eyes as he watched me unravel. A gasp escaped my mouth as my desire ratcheted up. “We need to get dressed.”

      Rain sighed and gave me a hasty kiss as he stood up with me wrapped around his waist. “As you wish, my mate.”

      A twinge of disappointment skimmed over me, but I tucked it away. He guided me as I slid down his body. My mate was my perfect match.

      The others are ready when you are. Marius’s voice drifted down the bond. Although it was a mood killer, I was anxious to get to the meeting because each step was one closer to getting my sister and Laurel out.

      On our way.

      “Daddy Marius?” Rain asked.

      “It’s weird when you say it. Remember what I said earlier about screaming your name?”

      “Of course.” Rain smiled.

      “Not going to happen now, and yes, that was my bonded unicorn, Marius.” I winked triumphantly and turned away to find my clothes. Thankfully, one of the fae who vanyshened in had brought clothes and personal care items for both me and Rain, including the nightgown I had on earlier. I cringed a little, wondering who had gone through my things to find it, but at least they had packed the fluffy robe too. Otherwise, the walk this morning would have been chilly. I opened the bag for myself and looked for something appropriate for the strategic meeting.

      Rain grabbed my hand and jerked me hard against him. He gripped my ass with one hand and slid the other around the nape of my neck.

      I gasped, and my core throbbed. “What are⁠—”

      He claimed my mouth, and I sank into his touch. He licked from the hollow of my neck to the tender spot near my ear. “My name will be on your lips later.”

      “Later.” I climbed off him, missing his touch as soon as there was space between us. I winked at him. “You’ll be saying my name.”

      He rolled onto his side and studied me with so much love in his eyes. “Whatever my goddess wants, she gets.”

      Goddess…He could call me anything he wanted, but I wasn’t sure I could live up to that one word.
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      Rain’s advisors had secured a map of the vampire palace and grounds. There were five fae gathered around the table. A woman, who looked a lot like Merrick and wore similar clothes, stood to my right. Marius took the position behind me as if he was ready to be a buffer between us. She waved a hand to the man next to her, and he unrolled the map.

      Zabrina, Merrick’s mother, is the fae beside you. Marius’s words whispered into my head. The fae unfurling the parchment is Whit. He’s a historian and was a personal friend of your mother’s. Gemma has become close to him as well.

      My gaze fell on the gray-haired man. He positioned paperweights to keep the map flat. He met my gaze with a warm smile. I inclined my head toward him.

      “May I, Princess Arianna?” he asked, his eyes twinkling.

      “Ari is fine and yes, please.”

      Whit pointed to the map. “There are a lot of hidden hallways and rooms in the palace.” He paused. “It’s important to note this map is fifty years old. We stopped monitoring the vampire activities as closely since then.”

      Fifty-year-old information wasn’t very strategic. “Is there anyone inside like…” Griselda. I couldn’t say her name out loud to people I didn’t know. I cleared my throat. “An ally?”

      Rain wrapped his pinky around mine and grounded me with the minor touch.

      “None,” Whit said, his tone grim. “That’s why the map is out of date. Our last collaborator was hung on the wall until all the tonic cleared his system, and he burned in the sunlight.”

      A gruesome display, but based on the timing, it wasn’t from Albert’s doing. He’d probably laid the groundwork for such treatment. My anger seethed inward. “Was the tonic to prolong the suffering?”

      “No,” the fae female with the deepest skin tone the other side of Rain answered. “It was the same one that allows the vampire to walk in the daylight.”

      What’s her name? I asked Marius.

      Orla.

      “Thank you, Orla.” I met her golden gaze.

      She inclined her head. “Our contact was lost when my team oversaw the border. It was a personal failure for me that I intend to rectify.” Her skin shimmered with magic and a promise that said she wanted revenge.

      Whit shook his head. “It wasn’t your error. No one could have known.”

      “I should have, and I accept that responsibility.” She met his gaze with the fierceness of a warrior. I respected her strength and understood how guilt often intertwined with responsibility.

      “No one needs to carry that blame alone. We were all complacent. We will not make those mistakes again.”

      Haisley. Marius’s voice named the striking brown-headed fae with skin covered in a golden sheen. Her hair, cut short, drew my focus to her beautiful features. Her tone was gentle, but pain floated just underneath the surface, visible only in her kind, olive-green eyes.

      “It’s time to let the dead vampire go.” The pale-skinned man with black hair turned his gaze on Whit. “Show us what you know, old man.”

      And that is Dariel.

      The way Dariel condescended to Whit angered me. I didn’t know either of them, but I could tell he wasn’t playing when he called Whit “old man.” I don’t like him. He needs a punch to the throat.

      Rain gripped my hand in his as if he could hear the exchange between me and Marius.

      Temper your anger. These fae, including Dariel, are our best chance of getting your sister and Laurel back. Marius stepped back behind me.

      Are you afraid I’m going to use some of Nyx’s power?

      A chuckle rumbled down our bond. Not at all. Cyrus has secured your brother and your niece. He’s on his way here.

      Drew and Phina were safe, and that was the best news I’d heard in the camp. Seeing Cyrus face-to-face made me want to stab something. You should be afraid for him.

      Rain tugged on my hand in an easy gesture for my attention.

      “As I was saying”— Whit leaned over the map and pointed—“given the power we detected, this room is the most likely to be where they are keeping Gemma and Laurel.”

      An exact location was the answer I needed to have hope. We could vanyshen in and get them out quickly.

      “Why put them that far underground?” Dariel asked.

      “We can’t vanyshen to that depth under the earth,” Rain answered.

      Fuck. I hadn’t known that. I’d assumed we could use that power anywhere. I studied the path. No easy entry from what I could see. “If we can’t vanyshen in, then what are our options?”

      “We fight our way in,” Haisley answered with all the confidence of a seasoned fighter.

      Her I like. I sent the thought to Marius.

      She has earned the respect of your kind many times over.

      “We could vanyshen to here and then proceed to remove the obstacles,” Dariel said, rubbing his hands together. He wanted to end some vampire, and I would have enjoyed that if he hadn’t been an asshole to Whit.

      Zabrina remained quiet, but her gaze looked over every inch of the map.

      Orla drew a circle over a spot with her finger. “We would likely be surrounded by them here, Dariel.”

      He grunted. “If enough of us are there, it won’t matter.”

      Orla lifted her shoulder in a half-shrug. “True.”

      Normally, I would be in full support of jumping into the middle of a battle, but I wouldn’t make another reckless move. Dariel wasn’t earning my trust with his brashness either. What we needed were more unicorn. How long before Cyrus arrives?

      He should be here in a few hours. I know you are angry with him, but there are circumstances you need to understand.
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