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      King Lionel of Danzari was running out of options. The blight on his land had dragged on for three long years. Despite his best efforts, the crops continued to wither and the animals continued to perish at an alarming rate. Their silk worm population was half of what it once was. The people were barely hanging on, hungry and angry. If he didn’t do something drastic, Danzari would cease to be the beautiful, thriving country it had always been. Consequently, he found himself bouncing in his carriage on a rash journey into the lush land of Kelkona to speak with the infamous Dark King.

      It had only been three years since Prince Drake was crowned King Kelkona, and already he had been given the dubious title of Dark King. This was due, in part, to the abrupt illness and deaths of the former King Kostis of Kelkona and his eldest son Crown Prince Conan, shortly after some festival. Many speculated that the Dark King had murdered them to ascend the throne.

      Lionel shivered. If it weren’t for his desperation, he would never have come. But Kelkona’s rich thriving land was legendary. Perhaps therein lay the answers to saving his own kingdom. He was determined to find out.

      Surely the rumors were unfounded.

      They had nearly reached the castle when he and his entourage were forced to stop at the edge of a moat. Lionel waited for half an hour in the muggy heat while his men tried to find some way across. More stories of the Dark King assailed his mind: a disappearing cousin and unnatural sorcery. His rational mind tried to convince him to turn around and go home. He pushed these thoughts away. They are just stories, he told himself. He needed to focus on what he had come here to do: heal his land.

      Startled exclamations erupted throughout the ranks of men as a dark stone archway abruptly appeared out of the mist. There was a groan as a bridge extended from a duplicate archway across the moat until it clicked into place. Men murmured in dissent, their ears still buzzing from the magic. Many refused to cross the unsettling bridge into the domain of the Dark King. Leaving them behind, Lionel’s carriage clanked across the bridge, accompanied by only his most loyal guards.

      Before long, he entered the gray stone castle and stood before the Dark King.

      King Kelkona seemed nothing like Lionel had hoped, and everything that rumor had claimed. The king’s dark form loomed above Lionel like a dragon watching its prey. Hooded brows accentuated dark, calculating eyes. A tall golden crown encrusted with silver branches, metallic leaves, and diamond flowers stood atop untamed curls. Light glinted off bronze skin revealing a ruthless expression that sent shivers down Lionel’s spine. He prayed that “dark” had more to do with the king’s overall appearance and less to do with his heart.

      As he waited for King Kelkona’s greeting, Lionel took in the room itself. While vast and extravagant, it seemed somehow… empty. Lionel shrugged off the feeling. Any place would seem quiet when not filled with his daughters.

      He refrained from fidgeting as the silence persisted—a skill developed over many years of sovereignty. A skill the younger King Kelkona had already mastered, his steely eyes assessing Lionel. No matter how uncomfortable the moment, Lionel would follow protocol and wait for King Kelkona to address him first.

      Time stretched as the two kings assessed one another. Finally, King Kelkona broke the oppressive silence. “Danzari, why are you here?”

      Lionel blinked, shocked at King Kelkona’s informal query. He had come to expect a certain amount of smooth talking and political niceties before discussing anything of importance. He certainly hadn’t expected King Kelkona to so tersely demand to know why he was here, while deliberately dropping his title.

      Determined to remain unruffled, he executed a brief bow, as expected between kings. “I have come seeking your illustrious advice.”

      King Kelkona’s brows shot up and he gave a dry, humorless laugh. “My advice? How could I advise you? I’d expect quite the opposite.”

      “Then, perhaps we can help each other.”

      King Kelkona scoffed and sank into his throne, leaving Lionel standing. “I doubt it, but do continue. I’m curious to know how I might be of any help too old, experienced Danzari.”

      Lionel flinched at being called old, even if it was disguised as a compliment. No matter how irritating King Kelkona was, he needed help with his land. “It is said that Kelkona has the most fertile land in all of Vilastoria.”

      King Kelkona raised his brows and tilted his head.

      Lionel continued, “I hope I might entice you to share with me something of the secret to keeping your land so fertile. I am afraid a magic blight has been upon Danzari for three long years, and I have been unable to rectify the situation.”

      King Kelkona fiddled nonchalantly with his signet ring. “Have you spoken to the nature dryads? They have a magical bond with the lands. Surely they are the ones to go to, not me.”

      “I have indeed consulted with a dryad. After surveying my lands, she informed me that the magic had quite run out. She then insisted that the solution to my problem lay in the riches of Kelkona. This, along with your notoriety as a great enchanter, convinced me that you were the one to come to for aid.”

      “I understand your problem. Unfortunately, I cannot give you what you need.”

      Lionel’s face paled. The dryads had been so certain that this was the only way. Kelkona had to help. Perhaps if he could only see what he had to gain by helping. “I am prepared to offer you fifteen thousand drachma.” He quoted the beginning sum he and his advisors had previously agreed upon. King Kelkona’s face gave nothing away. Lionel continued, “In addition, I would like to offer you first pick of our acclaimed silk.”

      King Kelkona drummed his fingers upon his throne. “I already told you, I cannot help you. At least not for another six mon—” He abruptly broke off as a lanky, silver-haired man—who Lionel had only just noticed by his side—approached.

      The man whispered in the king’s ear. King Kelkona’s expression shifted, the hard lines clearing. For the first time he looked at Lionel squarely. “Are you in possession of several daughters?”

      “Yes,” Lionel swallowed. “I have twelve daughters, Your Majesty.”

      King Kelkona nodded, his eyes dangerously bright. “And your eldest daughter is the beautiful and well-known Princess Faelynn. The people are quite taken with her.”

      “Yes. We are quite proud of Crown Princess Faelynn. However, her reputation has no bearing on this conversation.”

      “That, Danzari, is where you are wrong.”

      Lionel felt his mouth go dry.

      “We might indeed help each other.” Cold eyes met his. “In six months’ time, I will have what you need to heal your land. In exchange, I would like to marry the renowned Crown Princess Faelynn. Surely, with twelve daughters, you can part with one.”

      No. He had promised his wife, Damiya, that their daughters could have a say in whom they married, even if they couldn’t entirely choose. He simply could not agree to such an alliance, especially with the Dark King. Tension knotted Lionel’s stomach. He should have prepared for this turn of events. Such alliances were made all the time. How could he save his kingdom while still protecting his daughters?

      “I will, of course, require half the ten thousand drachma I hear her dowry consists of, plus the fifteen thousand for helping you.” King Kelkona fiddled casually with his ring once more, looking unconcerned.

      While a part of him was surprised that King Kelkona only asked for half her dowry, another part of him wanted to cut his losses and run. However, Lionel knew that King Kelkona held the key to saving his kingdom. Any other solution was more myth than reality.

      Desperate to avoid any sort of marriage alliance, Lionel countered with twenty-five thousand plus exclusive silk rights—much more than previously discussed with his advisors.

      King Kelkona would not be moved. “Keep your five thousand. I will accept your daughter plus the amount previously mentioned or there will be no deal.”

      Sweat trailed down Lionel’s forehead. Somehow, he had to save his land while still protecting his daughters. Knowing this would take some delicate maneuvering, he began carefully, “I will give you my consent to marry one of my daughters, but only if she accepts your suit. I have promised them that they may have a say in whom they marry. Only then will you receive the dowry as well as the money. In exchange, you will give me what I need to heal my land.”

      Dark eyes glinted. “That is agreeable. In six months, I will have what you seek. After I have married your daughter, then I will help heal Danzari. Besides, a union with Crown Princess Faelynn would merge our kingdoms.”

      “After… merge our kingdoms—!” Sputtering, Lionel snapped his jaw closed to keep his reaction contained. How could he possibly put Faelynn or any of his daughters in such a position? Besides, merging Danzari and Kelkona hadn’t once crossed his mind when he began this journey. He had hoped to gain help without any undue attachment to the Dark King and his infamous reputation.

      How had it come to this? He could not possibly tell his daughters that in order to heal Danzari, one of them, preferably Faelynn, must marry the Dark King. It was becoming abundantly clear that he could not hang all his hopes upon King Kelkona. Lionel resolved that King Kelkona would not be seeing a single gold piece unless he actually helped Danzari.

      There had to be some other way. He could not, however, discount King Kelkona entirely. Perhaps the rumors were untrue and one of his daughters would agree to such a marriage. He sent up a quick prayer to the Great Creator for help and guidance. Resolved upon his course, he nodded. “I would expect nothing less. You will, of course, be paid in full after such information is shared and Danzari has been helped.”

      King Kelkona’s lips twisted into what might pass for a smile. “I am glad we are of one accord. You can expect to see me within the next few weeks. I plan to claim the hand of your lovely daughter without delay.”

      Lionel signed the agreement, even as he prayed for some other answer to manifest itself. Just what had he gotten himself into, and how would his daughters react to such news?
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      Drake straightened the golden buttons of his crimson vest and fiddled nervously with his dark, unruly curls. His reflection glowered back at him as his stomach tied in knots. He knew he would never have the classic good looks of his brother—he was too large and intimidating with his crooked nose and brooding eyes—but it would have to suffice.

      He was on his way to get engaged.

      Her acceptance is practically guaranteed, he reassured himself. Everything will go perfectly. Perhaps if he repeated it enough, he would begin to believe it.

      His wayward thoughts traveled once more to his absent brother. This ought to be Conan, not me. He would have had the perfect words. He would have made all the correct alliances. Drake felt inadequate taking his place. His brother wouldn’t have somehow created such discord within the nation that his own people didn’t trust him, earning himself the title of Dark King.

      Drake scowled, remembering his cousin’s lies and subsequent banishment. He seemed to be the root of all Drake’s troubles. Conan likely would have found a more diplomatic way of doing things. However, he couldn’t think of one thing he would have done differently. Ormarr had deserved what he got.

      He shook his head. It was no use comparing himself to Conan. Conan was gone and had been for nearly three years, leaving Drake to fill his impossible shoes.

      Perhaps with this engagement he would finally begin to clear his name and repair the damage Ormarr had done.

      A throat cleared. Drake turned and looked at his manservant with raised brows.

      Joren bowed. “Your Majesty, your bags are packed and ready. Before I prepare the carriage, I was wondering if Your Majesty plans on having a royal procession as you depart.”

      Drake groaned and rubbed his brow. He hated making public appearances. Things would be so much simpler if he could perform his duties as king without the prying eyes of the whole kingdom. “I suppose that is what they will all be expecting.”

      Joren nodded. “Of course, Your Majesty. It is good of you to allow the people to see you making strong alliances benefiting all of Kelkona. I will be sure to speak to the captain of the guard about your departure. Is there anything else Your Majesty will be needing?”

      Drake sighed, resigned to his fate. “Retrieve my crown, Joren. A king’s ensemble is incomplete without it. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      “Yes, of course, Your Majesty. Which one would Your Majesty like?”

      Drake paused, debating.

      His eyes lingered upon his more prestigious golden crown, adorned with metallic leaves, and encrusted with diamond flowers for several moments before discarding the notion. “The circlet,” he stated.

      Perhaps if he wore the more modest crown, the people would feel less intimidated by him. Besides, it would be impolite to wear his ceremonial crown while visiting Danzarian royalty. He didn’t need a crown to increase his confidence. He was king, after all.

      Joren was just arranging the silver circlet atop his head so the golden leaves were centered, when there was a brief knock at his door. Mrs. Phebe, his housekeeper, bustled in looking quite harried. She bobbed a quick curtsy. “Pardon the intrusion, Your Majesty, but Lord Kyron is here demanding an audience.”

      Drake glowered. “Can’t you tell him I haven’t the time? I am about to depart for Danzari.”

      Mrs. Phebe, used to such glowers, remained unruffled. “Lord Kyron refuses to leave until he has seen Your Majesty, and I haven’t the time or the ability to force him out.”

      Joren coughed disapprovingly.

      Mrs. Phebe narrowed her eyes at him before turning back to Drake. “I’ve placed him in the blue drawing room with the understanding that I am not responsible for whether or not Your Majesty decides to grant him an audience.”

      Drake’s lips twitched. “Thank you, Mrs. Phebe. I shall deal with him appropriately.”

      She nodded briskly and swept out of the room, muttering about the lack of a butler and her inability to be in two places at once.

      “Ready my carriage, Joren, and speak to the guard if you must. We shall leave within the hour.”

      Joren nodded briefly and hastened to depart, happy to avoid the upcoming confrontation.

      

      Drake strode into the drawing room to find Lord Kyron lounging across the stiff blue sofa, causally munching on little sandwiches. Drake folded his arms and leaned against the doorway. “Cook went to entirely too much effort on your account.”

      “Drake, how kind of you to grace me with your presence.” A smirk danced upon Kyron’s bronze face as he held out the tray. “Care to have one? They are rather delicious. Besides, Cook went to all that effort.”

      “No, I don’t want one. Why are you here, Kyron? I am soon to depart and become engaged as you and Lord Hagan suggested. You should be happy.”

      Kyron arched a dark brow, putting the tray aside. “It’s not my happiness you should be worried about.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Drake huffed, moving to perch on the chair across from Kyron.

      “Do you think Crown Princess Faelynn will make you happy?”

      “Of course. She is beautiful and has an impeccable reputation. Marriage to her would merge our kingdoms, not to mention I will be saving Danzari. Besides, their silk is renowned throughout all of Vilastoria. I can’t imagine a more advantageous marriage.”

      Kyron grunted.

      “What? You’re the one who suggested marriage to fix my image,” Drake said, flinging his arms out. Kyron may have been one of his closest friends and a trusted advisor, but he could be quite infuriating at times.

      “Have you spoken to Princess Faelynn about this?”

      “Well, no. That’s why I’m off to Danzari, to properly propose.”

      Kyron rubbed his jaw. Light from the window shone upon his perfectly coifed hair. “It’s just… of course, you’re correct, marriage to Princess Faelynn is indeed ideal, but what of love and romance?”

      Drake scoffed and waved his hand. “Love will come in time, especially if she is as lovely as I remember.” The all too familiar fear of inadequacy plagued him. Pushing his doubts away, he narrowed his eyes at Kyron. “Is that why you’re here, then? To stop me from becoming engaged? If so, you’re wasting your time. I will not be moved. Too much is riding upon this alliance.”

      “I would never try to dissuade Your Majesty from anything.” Kyron’s eyes twinkled. After a brief pause, he leaned forward and tapped his knee. “It’s time to pick the metallic leaves. We need to plant them if you aren’t going to hold the festivals.”

      Drake groaned and rubbed his face, his fingers burrowing into his curls and jostling his forgotten circlet. He studied the swirls in the rug as if it held the answers to his mounting problems. “I don’t want to talk about the festivals. The time for the Metallic Festival is already over. Can’t we take care of this when I get back?”

      “It is still the fall equinox. The leaves must be taken care of now. As you know, I can’t both pick them and plant them; they must be given for the magic to work. You are king. Your love for the people will make the magic stronger. Besides, it shouldn’t take long. We can go to the forest now, pluck the necessary leaves—plus a few extra for that princess of yours—then be off to Danzari, planting them along the way. Perhaps Mrs. Phebe and Cora will help plant some to the north and to the west.”

      Drake’s head popped up at that. “We—go to Danzari? What do you mean we? I didn’t ask you to come along!”

      “Of course, you didn’t ask me to come along. That is why I’m offering. Who else will guard you as you go gallivanting across the country?” Kyron stretched his arms across the rigid sofa back, looking entirely too confident.

      “I’ve asked Joren to send for the captain of the guard.”

      “Mm-hm. A captain whose name you can’t even recall? Where is his loyalty? I can’t say I trust the man to keep you safe. Now, maybe, if you still had a trustworthy King’s Guard, I might feel differently, but considering you have none, and your staff is rather… slim, you’re stuck with me.”

      “It’s not my fault they all decided to leave after the deaths of my father and brother.” Drake folded his arms moodily, ignoring Kyron’s infuriating eyebrow. “Good riddance. The captain of the guard will have to do. It’s not like I really need much guarding anyway. The moat and protections around the castle keep me and the trees safe, and my… somewhat dubious reputation ought to scare people off while I travel. At least it’s good for something.”

      Kyron laughed loudly. “That’s the truth. Regardless, I’m coming with you. It will be a lark.”

      “No!” Drake folded his arms. “You’re…  my advisor and… a lord. Don’t you have more important matters to attend to?”

      “And miss all the fun? Never! Face it, you need me.”

      Drake growled. Just what have I gotten myself into? He never should have graced Kyron with his presence. It would have been far better for him to have fled while he could. Unfortunately, Kyron was correct. He did need to take care of the leaves to keep his land healthy. He could not escape Kyron’s unsolicited help. “Fine. Let’s get this taken care of before you come up with anymore insane ideas.”
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      “My dearest daughters, your mother and I have called you here to discuss important matters regarding all of you and the kingdom.”

      Rayna shifted uncomfortably as her father spoke. He glanced first at her then to each of her five sisters. Just what was so important that Papa needed to speak with his six eldest daughters so late at night?

      When his eyes met those of his wife, Queen Damiya, Rayna noticed her shake her head and purse her lips disapprovingly, as if acquitting herself of whatever Papa had to impart. Rayna’s heart twisted. Things must indeed be bad if Mama wanted no part in it.

      Papa cleared his throat before continuing. “As I am certain you are all aware, Danzari land has been faring poorly. We are producing merely half the silk we once were, and what’s more, the magic blight is killing our crops and animals. The people have become rather desperate. I’d like to commend Faelynn for her excellent work in serving the people and helping provide much-needed supplies. However, it isn’t enough. The land must be healed.”

      Rayna squeezed Faelynn’s hand reassuringly. She had gone with Faelynn on numerous occasions. Her sister’s innovation and love for the people was clear. Rayna knew she would make a good queen one day.

      “Therefore, I felt it was imperative to do something more. After consulting with a prominent nature dryad, I sought out King Kelkona.”

      Mira, the youngest of the triplets, gasped, speaking what they all felt. “But he is a known enchanter and said to be quite villainous!”

      Mama’s upturned nose and folded arms spoke of her disapproval. “I tried to dissuade your father from such actions, but did he listen? No. He went off anyway, thinking he knew what was best, and now look at the mess he has gotten us all into.”

      “Damiya, you and I both know that it was the last option available. Besides, I’m certain nothing will come of it.”

      Mama huffed.

      Marion spoke up from her place in the corner of Papa’s sitting room. “Just what exactly is this mess we seem to be a part of?”

      “It isn’t a mess,” Papa insisted. “Such an alliance would benefit Danzari in numerous ways. Most importantly, King Kelkona will give us the means to save our kingdom. In exchange, he has asked for Faelynn’s hand in marriage.”

      There was a collective gasp at this news, and several of the sisters began talking at once. Rayna felt cold, her eyes darting to Faelynn. Faelynn said nothing, her eyes glistening. Rayna wrapped a supportive arm about her sister. Surely Papa didn’t agree to such a thing! Faelynn must be devastated to be denied the chance to choose her own future; besides, he was known as the Dark King for a reason.

      Papa held his arms up. “Girls, girls, calm down. You can cease hurling your accusations.” He glanced Marion’s way. “I would not forcefully betroth any of you to a man you do not wish to marry. I informed King Kelkona that he may marry one of you, but only with your express consent. He has agreed.”

      “So, he is helping us then? With the idea that one of us might marry him?” Rayna clarified, speaking up for the first time.

      Papa hesitated, looked to Mama and then nodded. “Yes.”

      Rayna furrowed her brow. Just what was that hesitation about?

      “Meanwhile, I’ve decided to send Sir Edmond with a contingency of soldiers on a quest to find the alleged Golden Apples of Youth, as a secondary plan.”

      “The Apples of Youth? That’s a myth,” Marion stated.

      Faelynn’s fingers gripped Rayna’s, her knuckles turning white. “Sir Edmond?” Faelynn whispered incredulously. “Surely there’s someone else.” Rayna knew that for the past several months, Faelynn had not only been watching Sir Edmond train, but secretly meeting with him, falling a little more in love with him each day.

      Papa nodded his head. “Of course. You’ve spoken so highly of him, how could he not come to mind? He longs for promotion, and I thought this would be the perfect opportunity. Besides, your mother and I feel that sending him away might be for the best.”

      They all glanced to Mama for confirmation. She nodded, her jaw set. “Yes, dear. As the crown princess, it is important that you not become too… familiar with any one soldier. Showing favoritism could create problems.” She smiled her very queenly diplomatic smile.

      Faelynn nodded stoically, containing the pain she must be feeling. Rayna’s heart was breaking for her. She knew that Faelynn had been working up the courage to ask their parents to allow her to court Sir Edmond. Now, Sir Edmond had been deemed unworthy, not to mention this disaster with King Kelkona.

      “Exactly. King Kelkona is on his way now. When he arrives, we shall throw a ball, showing him all that Danzari has to offer.” Papa looked to Faelynn. “I’d like to stress that while he may offer for your hand, you are under no obligation to agree. It would be prudent, however, to consider such an offer. He has much to offer our kingdom both now and in the future.

      “He has given us six months. Over this time, he could court any one of you, although he has stated a preference for an alliance with Faelynn and an eventual merging of our kingdoms. With our land mass and Kelkona’s vibrance and riches, such a union would make us the largest and most powerful kingdom throughout all of Vilastoria.”

      Rayna looked at her sisters. Of course he had stated a preference for Faelynn. She was kind, beautiful, and intelligent, not to mention the crown princess. Marion was too fiery by far. It would take a special sort of man to marry her. Rayna knew she was easily forgotten with her nondescript hair and features. And the triplets were barely eighteen.

      “Your mother and I would also like to stress that you have time to make a decision. A decision, I trust, that will be made with the utmost consideration of what will also be best for the kingdom.” He looked at each one of them once more, with a last pointed look at Faelynn.

      Faelynn bit her lip and bobbed her assent, eyes wet.

      Rayna swallowed, holding tight to Faelynn. She understood Papa’s insinuation. He wanted Faelynn to seriously consider marriage to King Kelkona.

      Rayna prayed for Edmond to have both luck and speed. Surely he would find the Apples of Youth and they would no longer need King Kelkona. Thankfully, Papa had not told the Dark King that any of them would say yes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Drake certainly made an entrance.

      Conversation halted as his name was announced. The eyes of the Danzarian court bored into him as he descended the grand staircase. When he reached the bottom, the crowd parted. Nobles turned away from him and toward each other, avoiding eye contact with Drake. Whispered conversations began. He glared, ignoring them all while scanning the opulent room and finely dressed nobles for Princess Faelynn. Her opinion was the only one that mattered.

      Finally, he found her: a vision in blue. Her bright blonde hair was piled atop her head, accentuating her long neck and elfin features. Drake’s feet carried him toward the captivating princess. “Your Highness.” He bowed appropriately. “You look stunning tonight.”

      She curtsied prettily, her smile tight. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      “Would you do me the great honor of dancing the next set with me?”

      She glanced at his extended hand. There was an agonizing pause before she hesitantly reached out and placed her fingers in his. “Of course.”

      As if reading his mind, the musicians began playing a waltz. Perfect. Faelynn trembled as he placed a hand upon her waist and began to dance. Her movements were just as fluid and impeccable as he had imagined.

      He had first met the princess several years prior when she had come to visit his kingdom. However, he had only been the spare then, uncertain and living in the shadow of his brother. Now he was king. Free to ask her to dance. Free
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