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      Hey there! I just wanted to chat real quick about what you can expect in this book. This is a fantasy novel that contains adult content and situations. If it was a movie, it would probably be rated “R” for violence, language, and sexual content.

      Also… quick little note on language. I am a strange, strange person, and I’ve lived a bit of an odd life. I was born and raised in California, but was mostly raised by my Canadian grandmother and was then unofficially adopted by an Irish family in my late teens. You might be wondering why I’m mentioning this, and the reason is that I have a bit of a magpie approach when it comes to the English language.

      Sometimes I like the American English spelling… sometimes I’m really attached to that extra “u” and go for the non-American version. Variety is the spice of life y’all.

      Bless the soul of my copy-editor because she just sighs heavily at the start of each manuscript and deals with my eccentricities. So if you’re an American and looking at a word and thinking it’s not spelt right… it is most likely the non-American version of the word.

    

  


  
    
      I see your shadow daddies…and raise you a water one.
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      “Dragon love spat,” I declared and pointed towards the group of stars directly above where I was floating in a distant sea beneath a starry night sky.

      “Okay,” Connor drawled from where he was floating next to me. “Assuming I’m willing to give you the dragons—which I’m not entirely convinced about, by the way, because I don’t see anything that could be wings—where are you getting love spat from?”

      I turned my head to the side, and he did the same. “Your lack of imagination is truly disappointing sometimes.” I sighed.

      “That’s not what you said earlier,” he replied smugly. “I’m pretty sure you said something about how my use of that high-backed chair had been truly inspired.”

      For a second, my brain went offline as the memory of being perched on that chair while Connor slammed into me over and over again at the absolute perfect angle took over, echoes of the pleasure he’d ripped from my body rippling through me.

      “That’s not playing fair, prince.” I scowled at him. “You won’t distract me with your nefarious ways.”

      “I won’t be a prince for much longer, so you’ll have to come up with some other nickname.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “Preferably one I don’t hate. And you like my nefarious ways. They’re your favorite thing about me.”

      “True.” I nodded, a coy smile playing across my lips as I batted my eyelashes at him. “But you’ll always be my prince.”

      “I’m not sure if it’s possible to drown a mermaid,” he half-heartedly growled, “but I’m willing to try.”

      “So touchy.” I laughed before turning my attention back to the sky. “See the two lines of stars that look like they’re weaving around each other?” I traced my finger through the air. “The dragon on the left is trying to do the old ‘let me nuzzle your neck’ trick.”

      “‘Nuzzle your neck’ trick?” Connor asked, amusement clear in his voice.

      “You know the one.” My lips quirked up into a grin. “It’s when you know you’re in trouble with your lover, so you brush your nose against their neck. Maybe plant a few light kisses while inhaling their scent, but don’t do anything beyond that, because you want to get them worked up enough that they forget why they were mad at you in the first place.”

      “Wait, you did that to me last week!”

      My grin blossomed into a full smile. “Sure did. Worked like a charm too.”

      A wave splashed across my face.

      “Rude!” I sputtered, moving until I treaded water. I glared at Connor, who was still lazily floating, bobbing up and down in the gentle waves.

      Some seaweed drifted by, and I seized the opportunity, summoning a wave and sending the clump of seaweed directly onto Connor’s face.

      I immediately dove. His roar of outrage cut off when I slipped below the surface, swimming away as fast as I could. My tail beat fast, propelling me through the water, and I nimbly wove my way around the coral reefs that decorated the shallow sea floor. I didn’t dare glance behind me—I had no doubt Connor was hot on my tail.

      My magic flashed at me in warning a split second before I whipped around the outside of a particularly large coral colony. Connor was suddenly there, and I squealed, sending bubbles rocketing to the surface. His hand snapped out to grab me, but I moved back fast enough to avoid his grasp and took off like a rocket towards the shore.

      As soon as it was shallow enough, I shifted, my glittering blue tail giving way to legs, and after a couple of stumbles, I raced towards the sandy shoreline. Then the world tilted as strong arms wrapped around my waist. They lifted me up until I lay on a hard body, once again staring up at the night sky.

      “Connor—”

      Seaweed slapped me across the face, and I shrieked between laughs.

      “You know I hate seaweed!” he grouched and slapped me with another slimy tendril.

      “Nobody likes seaweed.” I gulped for air as my laughter became hysterical and swiped the offending plant away from me. “You started it!”

      “You’re such a brat, Ash.” His hands on my waist drifted to my sides.

      “No, Connor.” I struggled to get free. “Don’t you dar⁠—”

      He tickled my sides just beneath my ribs, and I absolutely lost it.

      “Did you just snort?” The tickling paused.

      “No!” I tried to scramble away from him, but his arms wrapped around me like iron bands, my back locked against his broad chest.

      “Pretty sure you did.” His tone told me he was smirking.

      “Did not!” I totally did.

      “Awww,” he cooed. “Is the big, bad, merfolk spy mad?”

      “Yes!” I elbowed him in the ribs, but I was pretty sure I hurt myself more than him. Stupid muscly merfolk. “I’m mad at you!”

      “Hmm.” He repositioned me just enough that could I feel his hardness against my ass. Suddenly, I was feeling a lot less motivated to break free. “Well, I suppose it’s lucky for me that someone explained a surefire way to get out of this.” His lips brushed against my neck, and I bit back the gasp that almost escaped.

      “Not going to work,” I said, my husky tone undermining my declaration. “Still mad at you.”

      “I’ll just have to work harder then.” He nipped me just as one hand squeezed my breast, his thumb brushing over my hard nipple. This time, I couldn’t hold back the moan, and he chuckled. “Still mad?”

      “Outraged,” I breathed out.

      “Hmm.” His legs wrapped around mine, pulling them apart, and his hand that wasn’t toying with my breast painted a blazing hot trail down my stomach before dipping between my thighs. “Strange.” Two fingers slid through the hot slickness, and I groaned, my hips bucking up in response. “This doesn’t feel like outrage.”

      I whimpered. “Connor . . .”

      “Yes?”

      “I’ll forgive you if you put that princely cock of yours to good use.”

      I yelped as his hands gripped my waist, and he easily lifted me up until I straddled him, my back to his face. Before I could mouth off again, he raised me enough to slam his cock in, all the way to the hilt, one hand wrapping around my long, blue hair and yanking it, forcing me to arch my back.

      “Fuck,” I let out with a strangled moan.

      “You keep it up with the prince nonsense, and I’ll find something else to fill your mouth with,” he growled as he continued to pound into me.

      “Promises, promises.” I found his rhythm and started meeting him thrust for thrust. The fingers wrapped around my hair tightened as his other hand slipped around to toy with my clit.

      “Come for me,” he demanded.

      “No,” I panted. “I’m. Bored.”

      Water wrapped around my waist, yanking me off him, and my back gently landed on the sand, the watery strands shooting out to pin my hands above my head.

      I could have broken them, but what would be the fun in that?

      Connor grasped my legs and threw them over his shoulders before his cock slammed home in one thrust, tearing a scream from my throat.

      “Still bored, love?” He gave me a cocky smile that had my pussy clenching around him.

      “Sorry, are you”—a strangled moan slipped from my lips as he pulled back before burying himself even deeper inside me—“doing something?” I gasped.

      “Guess I’ll have to try harder.”

      A retort died on my lips as Connor’s fingers dug into my thighs, pulling me against him in time with his hips snapping forward.

      Some of the water pinning my wrists split off and raced down my body to circle my clit.

      “Eyes on me,” Connor demanded.

      My eyes flew open; I hadn’t even realized I’d closed them. Connor’s moonlight-pale eyes look down at me, and I couldn’t have looked away if I’d tried.

      “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” I writhed beneath him. The water swirling around around my clit glided over it and pushed down.

      I erupted and screamed up at the stars as the climax tore through me, followed by Connor’s deep grunt a second later.

      The water he’d been using sank into the sand. Connor gently lowered my legs and leaned over me, his broad chest poised over mine as he kissed my lips, his cock still buried inside me.

      “Less mad at you now.” The words came out a little breathy as I smirked up at him.

      “If I promise to use my creative and nefarious skills again later, will you forgive me?” He brushed another light kiss to my lips.

      “I suppose,” I said solemnly, my lips twitching as I tried to stop them from widening into a smile.

      “Pointy promise?” He held himself up with one arm so he could raise his other hand up, all his fingers except his pointer finger folded into a fist.

      My resolve broke, and I laughed at the sight. On one of our many nights floating amongst the waves, he’d asked me what I liked so much about humans. I told him it was many things, one of which was all their bizarre customs. Pinkie promises had been mentioned, which led us to a long conversation about why that particular finger was the one used for these promises and if others could be used instead. Thumbs were too awkward, so we settled on the pointer finger.

      I looped my finger with his. “Pointy promise.”

      His laughter joined mine, and after one final squeeze, we unlooped our fingers. Connor dropped his arm back to my side and leaned down to nuzzle my neck. “Soon, my father will be stepping down and someone new will take over. I’ll be free of any duties I have to the throne then, and we can do this all the time. It’ll be nice to have no ties to the throne for the first time in my life.”

      The warm feeling of contentment that had been coursing through my blood went ice-cold.

      “Yeah,” I said a little weakly. “No ties to the throne.”

      He nuzzled my neck one more time before pulling out of me so he could lie down and tuck me into his side.

      “Lokis arguing over a bet,” he declared and pointed up at a cluster of stars. I made a noise of agreement, even as my thoughts were elsewhere and my magic pulsed beneath my skin.

      It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fucking fair that he was my fate. He was my everything, but I had another fate as well, and that one was going to tear him away from me.
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      “I’m going to kill him.”

      “No,” I said again. “We’re putting a temporary pause on murder.”

      “Just to recap,” Connor said in a flat, annoyed tone. I heard that tone frequently these days. So different from the playful one he’d used around me—and only me—during those few blissful months we’d had. Before fate had forced my hand and I’d watched my world blow up in front of my face. “We managed to successfully sneak past all the guards,” he continued, and I nodded along. “You secured the information you need, and all that’s left is to snap the neck of this useless traitor?”

      Magic pulsed from the fae kneeling on the floor as he tried to break free from the bands of water encircling his body. Eachan may have been a low-ranking sidhe in the Seelie Court, but he still belonged to one of the ancient fae families known as the Tuatha Dé Danann. His magic was formidable, and he was particularly gifted with water.

      Unfortunately for him, I was the Merfolk Queen, and he was no match for me. If he were more clever, he would have tried to use fire against me. Alas, few sidhe liked to mess with the more volatile elements and therefore didn’t practice with them nearly as much as they should.

      “That’s correct.” I leafed through a few more documents on Eachan’s desk.

      “But I can’t kill him.” Not a question. An annoyed statement.

      My lips curled up as I straightened the mess I’d made of Eachan’s desk. Not because I particularly cared, but because I was curious if I could get actual steam to come out of Connor’s ears by continuing to mess about. “Correct.”

      “Ashling,” he growled. Eachan choked as Connor’s magic joined mine and tightened the band around his neck. The fae’s pale face gained a purple tint as he struggled to breathe.

      “Patience,” I soothed. “Just a few more minutes, then you can snap away. Honestly, you’re sounding more like Nemain these days with the growling and murder hard-on.”

      I laughed as Connor sent me such an icy look, I was genuinely surprised the water didn’t freeze.

      “My uncle will kill you for this,” Eachan ground out as Connor finally loosened his hold.

      Seconds ticked by as I waited for him to say something else. Maybe offer some kind of deal in exchange for his life. Expand on the horrible ways I would meet my end. Instead, Eachan pursed his lips together and merely gave me a cold stare.

      At barely one hundred years old, Eachan was young for a fae, only coming into his full power a few decades before. I could relate because I was only ninety-seven. Granted, nobody knew that. If the fae ever learned that their newly appointed Merfolk Queen wasn’t even a century old, they’d be scandalized. Luckily for me we were an arrogant species as a whole, therefore they’d never look too closely into my murky past—it would never have occurred to most fae that they could be so easily duped.

      I pondered Eachan as he continued to glower at me. Everything I’d learned about him over the previous few months implied he was a bit of a disappointment to his family and more interested in partying and bedding pretty fae females than serving in the Seelie Court.

      It was all a lie. Eachan had played a role in the slaughter of tens of thousands of humans.

      Unbeknownst to most people, the fae queens had quietly stolen humans from their realm over several centuries and relocated them to other realms. These backup human worlds provided extra magic, which the fae queens used to maintain the ward around the realm their brother—the exiled fae king, Balor—was locked away in.

      To keep humans safe, the queens had kept the realms a closely guarded secret. They didn’t have the numbers to send armies to guard all the realms, and even if they did, that would have drawn attention to their existence. Protection through obfuscation. It was actually a pretty smart plan and had worked for a long time until they’d trusted the wrong person. Now these backup human realms were being targeted, and the peaceful existence of those living in those realms had been replaced with terror . . . with no one to help them.

      There was no way the queens had told Eachan directly, but they’d told someone, and that person had whispered the damning words in Eachan’s ear.

      He hadn’t been the one to do the deed, but he’d known exactly what was going to happen. He’d known he’d signed the death warrant for all those living in the hidden human realms. As far as I was concerned, his hands were coated in blood.

      I was one of the few fae who liked humans. Some of them at least. They were so much less complicated than fae and found joy in the simplest of things. Most of them didn’t deserve to be caught up in the machinations of the fae queens’ war against their brother. But even if I didn’t have sympathy for humans, the fall of those backup realms put the ward securing Balor in jeopardy, so I would have fought to protect them regardless.

      My nose twitched as the memory of the vision I’d received when I’d been just five years old flitted through my mind. It was always there. A constant reminder of what was at stake. I rubbed my nose, trying to wipe away the scent of rotting corpses.

      Connor’s pale green eyes latched onto the movement, and I knew he was filing it away for later reference. He knew I’d been hiding something from him and he wavered between trying to figure it out and not caring. Meanwhile, I alternated between being terrified he would learn my secrets and being hurt when he switched to indifference.

      Murder was so much easier.

      A creak announced a door opening somewhere towards the front of the house. Eachan opened his mouth to scream, but Connor slammed a meaty fist into his jaw before slipping some water magic around the sidhe’s mouth as a makeshift gag. Blood poured from his busted lip, turning the stream of water a faint pink.

      Quietly, I turned to face the room’s entrance and slid a dagger free from the hidden holster on my lower back. My magic nudged me, so I moved two steps to the left.

      “Eachan?” a smooth, masculine voice called out from the hallway. “You better be ready. I’m not waiting on you if you’re drunk off your ass again.”

      A slender fae with long, golden blond hair stepped into the room.

      Hello, Darragh. How kind of you to join us.

      His dark brown eyes widened as they fell on Eachan kneeling next to Connor. I felt the moment his magic lashed out. A second after spotting them, he saw me, and his magic clamped down around my body, cutting off my airflow.

      Until the knife I’d thrown pierced his throat.

      I sucked in a gasp as the airlock Darragh had placed around me fell away.

      “Can I kill this one?” Connor stalked towards Darragh, who was kneeling, blood rushing out between his fingers as he clamped a hand to his throat. The wound was far from fatal, but it would take him a minute or two to fully heal from it. And it was hard to do magic when blood was pouring out of your throat.

      “Yes,” I rasped. Fuck, I hated air magic. Even more than fire magic. There was something so fucked up about being attacked by something I couldn’t see.

      Eachan struggled to get free as Connor swiped my dagger off the ground, where it had landed after Darragh had pulled it out. The blond sidhe gave up holding onto his throat and started scrambling back on the floor. I felt his attempts to wield his magic, but the blood loss was too great. Connor grabbed Darragh by the hair when he twisted and tried to surge to his feet, burying the dagger into the still-healing wound.

      With one strong pull, he yanked the blade all the way through Darragh’s neck, and the fae’s body fell to the side as Connor tossed the head a second later, watching as it rolled.

      Eachan did his best to scream through the water that still bound his mouth. I waved my hand in the air and a stream of water followed it before flattening into a disc. Then I flicked my fingers back, and it shot forward, sending another head rolling across the floor.

      “See?” I smirked. “I can do it too.”

      Connor just gave me an unimpressed look and walked towards me, stepping around the growing pools of blood. “If you could have done that, then why bother with this?” He held my dagger out, and I took it, wiping the blood off on my pants before tucking it back into the holster.

      “Darragh is—was—impossibly fast with those fucking airlocks of his.” I shrugged. “A dagger is faster, and the fae never expect them.”

      “Now who sounds like Nemain?” he grumbled.

      “You’re the one who doesn’t like her,” I pointed out. “Personally, I think an unhinged shifter with freaky magic and a lethal set of skills is a good person to know.”

      “I’ll remind you of that when she buries her claws into your gut and unleashes that fucked-up magic of hers.” He cocked his head at Eachan’s body before stalking back over to Darragh’s and rummaging through the dead fae’s clothes.

      “Nemain loves me,” I declared.

      Connor stopped his search to shoot me an incredulous look.

      “Okay, maybe not loves me.” My lips curled into another smirk. “But she is obsessively curious about me after all that shit that went down with the Olympians, and at the end of the day, she is a feline.”

      “And?” He resumed his search.

      “As long as I remain an oddity to her, I’m safe from her claws and freaky magic. Nemain is vicious, but I’ve already done her a favor and I have no interest in ever targeting anyone she cares about. So I’m good. You, on the other hand”—I pointed a finger at him—“are fucked. She hates you.”

      “Feeling’s mutual.” His fingers slipped under Darragh’s tunic, and he pulled a silver chain free. I tried to get a look at it, but he slid it into his pocket too quickly. “Also, Nemain doesn’t hate me, I hate her. She just dislikes me, and she would never seriously harm me because of Kaysea and—” His hand tightened into a fist at his side before he slowly unclenched his fingers. “Because of Kaysea.”

      And Myrna, I thought but had the sense not to say out loud. Nemain had been in love with Kaysea’s and Connor’s sister, who had loved her deeply in return. Nemain was also the reason the mermaid had died a brutal death. At least that’s what both she and Connor believed, and I supposed it was at least partially true. Sebastian had only targeted Myrna to punish Nemain.

      Wrong place, wrong time. I was quite familiar with how that worked, albeit for me, it was usually right place, right time.

      Even if Nemain weren’t best friends with Kaysea, she would never dishonor Myrna’s memory by hurting her brother. For a psychotic killer, she was oddly honorable sometimes.

      Connor shot one last disgusted look at Darragh’s corpse before striding back towards me. My eyes dropped to the pocket he’d tucked the necklace into, and I debated asking him about it, but if he’d wanted to discuss whatever he’d found, he would have. I could have ordered him to do it—I was the bloody Merfolk Queen—but I didn’t need the insight from my magic to tell me that wasn’t a good idea.

      I’d already pushed my luck by twisting events to my liking so Connor was indebted to me and, therefore, had to help me with this task of taking out the traitors. He would tell me when he was ready, and I almost certainly wouldn’t like it.

      “Let’s get out of here.” I swiped my bag full of the documents I’d stolen from Eachan’s desk and slung it over my shoulder. He’d done a good job of covering his tracks, but I was excellent at reading between the lines. I had no doubt there were more fae secretly working to ensure the exiled king’s return. Anyone with close business ties to Eachan was high on my suspect list.

      Connor trailed after me as we walked through the massive house. I could fault Eachan for a lot of things, but his taste in architecture and home decor wasn’t one of them. Skylights were installed throughout the house, and stars blinked down at us from a cloudless sky. Some type of vine was growing along the walls, and delicate, blue blossoms shaped like bells hung from the dark green stems.

      His home was beautiful and relaxing. Too bad it’d belonged to such an ugly person.

      Only our footsteps sounded as we turned down another hallway before passing through a large archway into a beautiful outdoor space. Like most sidhe houses, this one had been designed around the garden—the fae didn’t like to be far from nature—which turned out to be quite the boon for us. We’d been able to use the pool in the center to bypass the wards around the house entirely.

      I snuck glances at Connor as we made our way to the sparkling pool that lay in the center of the garden. His expression was closed off and his eyes were distant. Yep. A not-so-pleasant conversation was definitely in my future.

      With a sigh, I dropped my bag next to the edge of the water, startling the fish that had been swimming in slow, lazy circles. Connor’s frown deepened, as if a thought he didn’t particularly like had just occurred to him, and he opened his mouth to say something before snapping it shut.

      “Something the matter?” I slid the thin straps of my dress over my shoulders and let it fall to the ground before stepping out of it. When I looked up after tucking the dress into my bag, I found Connor’s heated gaze on me. My body instantly reacted, remembering what it felt like to have his hands tangled in my hair as his teeth grazed my nipple and the way his fingers dug into my hips as he thrust inside of me.

      The scent of lust filled the crisp night air, and my breathing quickened. Connor jerked his head to the side and yanked his clothes off, leaving them in a pile on the ground as he dove into the pool. As soon as he hit the water, he shifted, and I saw a flash of his green scales before he disappeared beneath the surface to the awaiting gateway.

      My blood that had been burning hot a second ago cooled, and I was left with a familiar hollow ache. I walked to where he’d hastily discarded his clothing and shoved it into my bag before activating the magic so everything stayed dry.

      Then I tilted my head back and looked up at the starlit sky. This was fun. Loved it. Absolutely loved having no friends because my entire past was a lie and letting people close was dangerous.

      Really loved that every person who made a pass at me was only doing so for the political advantages and that the few times I’d flirted with someone for no reason other than that I’d liked them, I’d seen the same wariness flash in their eyes as they’d wondered if I’d only been using them.

      But what I loved more than anything else was that I’d already met my mate and fallen in love with him. That him simply standing next to me soothed my soul in a way I hadn’t thought possible, and every time he left me, it felt like a piece of me went with him.

      Connor didn’t know any of that though, because in the six months we’d been together, I’d never told him.

      A coward wasn’t something I generally considered myself, but at least now he was a part of my life, even if I’d strong-armed him into it. Connor had made it very clear he didn’t want anything to do with me. If he learned we were fated mates, he’d run until a hundred realms separated us.

      “Yeah.” I slid the bag across my back and glanced up one last time at the stars that now seemed to mock me. “Love this life.”
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      The sigh I’d been holding back for the past hour rushed out as the dark red scaled tail slipped beneath the waves.

      “I thought he’d never leave.” Kaysea slumped in her chair, where she’d been perfectly posed during Galather’s tirade. Unlike me, Kaysea was used to all of this. She’d been born a princess and had grown up surrounded by fae politics. Unlike her brother, Kaysea seemed to really enjoy it. I’d asked her once why she hadn’t made a bid for the throne. Her parents would have supported her, and the merfolk families would have no doubt been thrilled about the idea.

      Not because they loved Kaysea and thought she was perfect for the throne, well, some of them did, but because they mistook her kindness for weakness and therefore thought she’d be easy to manipulate. The fact that she was absolutely stunning didn’t hurt either. I’d overheard countless schemes from the elite merfolk of the court about winning Kaysea’s hand or proposing an engagement between one of their children and her.

      Since her parents had stepped down and I had risen to the throne, Kaysea wasn’t technically a princess anymore. But she still had plenty of political power to wield as an honorary princess, especially since she’d stepped in as my top advisor. So the offers kept coming, and she kept politely dismissing them.

      Most of the time, the merfolk would let it go or try a different tactic, but some of the fools would push the matter, and then they’d find out that beneath that sweet exterior was someone with a will of iron and powerful magic.

      The smart ones would realize the error of their ways and give Kaysea the respect she deserved, but some of the idiots would complain about it. Loudly. And then the rumors would start about what they had done and what they planned to do about it.

      I was very good at always being in on rumors. Between my magic, snooping tendencies, and very well paid informants, there wasn’t much I didn’t know.

      Which is why I knew that over the past fifty years, Connor had killed three merfolk who had been planning on harming Kaysea after she had so thoroughly rebuffed them. They’d been the lucky ones, because it was Nemain who had found out about the other two.

      Connor loved his sister beyond reason and would kill for her in a heartbeat, but he wasn’t the type to play with his food. He’d killed them quickly and disposed of their corpses. No fuss, no muss. Nemain . . . she had a lot of aggression to work out, and who better to work it out on than males who didn’t understand the meaning of no?

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “Hmm?” I blinked rapidly, not realizing I’d zoned out a little, and looked back at Kaysea, whose light green eyes were laughing at me.

      “You live a lot in your own head, don’t you?”

      You have no idea.

      “I mean, after listening to that arrogant fuck prattle on, can you really blame me?” I gave her a knowing smirk. “And to answer your first question, I was thinking about how Nemain would react if we told how he leered at you throughout that meeting.”

      Kaysea scrunched her nose. “Let’s not tell her that. She’s a little more on edge lately, and Galather could still be useful, but he won’t be if Nemain cuts him into a dozen pieces and sets him on fire.”

      I thought about asking what exactly had Nemain more worked up than usual, but decided against it. Kaysea had started as my advisor, but we’d gradually drifted into friend territory. That was mostly her doing, but I wasn’t complaining. I’d never really had a friend before. Granted, Kaysea didn’t know the real me. Just this version of myself I had built up over the years.

      Which to be fair… was becoming the real me? If you lived a lie long enough… didn’t that make it the truth eventually?

      Ugh. I was too tired for philosophical bullshit. Being friends with Kaysea—built on on a lie or not—was strange, but in a good way.

      Still, I was under no illusions about where I stood with Kaysea compared to Nemain. The shifter was her best friend, and I didn’t want to put her in an awkward spot by asking questions about Nemain’s personal life. Though things had also changed between me and the newly minted Unseelie Knight.

      I snorted. Still wild to think that Nemain was the freaking Unseelie Knight. Even my magic hadn’t seen that one coming.

      More than once, Kaysea had dragged me to the Inferno to get drinks with her and Zareen, only for Nemain and her motley crew of psychopaths to show up. I wasn’t exactly in their little inner circle—yet—but I was…adjacent to it?

      I mean, I did go with them to a realm to kill a bunch of asshole gods. That’s quality bonding time right there. Maybe when I was done with the current crisis, I’d dig into what was going on with Nemain. See if there was something I could do to help.

      I was aware of the prophecy around Finn potentially ending all the realms and Nemain being the one to keep him off his dark path. I’d never had the privilege of having that particular vision myself, but plenty of others had. Kaysea’s had simply been the most recent.

      The queens had a hidden room full of documented visions. I’d perused it on more than one occasion—not to their knowledge, of course—just to make sure they didn’t know anything about me. So far, they were ignorant of my foresight magic and lineage, but I’d learned quite a few fun things during my breaking and entering visits.

      All of my attention was on preventing the future I had seen in my vision from coming to pass. I’d just have to hope that Nemain could keep her shit together enough for her role in all this. Although, even if she did manage to keep Finn from devolving into the stuff of nightmares . . . every other vision around that kid suggested there was nothing but chaos in his future.

      Gods. It would have been really nice if the realms could not be in jeopardy for a while. Maybe then, I could actually enjoy being queen, because to my surprise . . . I did enjoy it. A little less on days I had to deal with people like Galather, but the rest of it was fun.

      For the most part, the merfolk realm ran itself. Trade agreements with the other fae realms had been in place for thousands of years. They rarely changed.

      Dealing with the daemons was a little newer, but even then, most negotiations had been settled centuries ago.

      I didn’t spend my time on tedious arguments like the price of grain. Instead, I had to convince my people that, no, they could not slaughter an entire bloodline over a perceived slight. Some people might have found that exhausting to deal with, but I’d always enjoyed learning what made people tick . . . and then manipulating them with that knowledge.

      Well, I usually enjoyed it.

      “This feud between Galather and Elmon is getting tiresome.” I stretched as I rose from my throne. I’d crafted it myself from driftwood and adorned it with shells. It was a stunning design that I was quite proud of—but comfortable, it was not. Maybe I could hide some cushions in its design somehow. “Honestly, I don't know how your parents didn’t lose their minds dealing with it.”

      Kaysea chuckled and joined me where the waves were gently lapping at the shore. I had a larger, much more grandiose throne room deep beneath the waves in the most grand of our underwater cities, Naewynn. It was a beautiful space that rivaled that of the fae queens, but I preferred to conduct most of my affairs in this simple cove. The island was located in Mag Cíuin, which was technically an Unseelie realm, but this particular realm was mostly water, and I’d claimed the island for my own.

      “The only time I’ve ever seen my mother lose her temper was when she was dealing with him,” Kaysea admitted. My brows rose because Queen Fiodh was one of the kindest, most even-tempered individuals I’d ever met. Kaysea caught my expression and snickered. “She threatened to ban him from every ocean . . . and might have suggested she’d cut off body parts if he complained again. My father calmed her down, but Galather treaded carefully after that.” She released a long sigh. “He’s probably excited about a new queen because now
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