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Content Warnings


This book contains strong physical violence and gore, on-page death (including by suicide), swearing, slurs (not toward any real racial or ethnic group/identity), alcohol use, knife violence, threat of sexual violence, abuse by a family member/guardian, blood-drinking, and strong on-page sex scenes (some with dubious consent). 




For those figuring out who they are and who they want to be going forward. 




Chapter 1

June 2022


I was born to be a king. 
Not that anybody knew it until I hit puberty. Before then, I was…not quite a disappointment. I was too well-bred for that, a coup of my grandmother’s House breeding program, strong with Aether even before I understood what the warm sparkle of magic skating through me was. 
But I wasn’t the girl Keithia had been hoping for. 
So, I was trained to fight as soon as I could hold a knife. Trained to control my magic and wield it with brutal efficiency. Trained to think strategically and hide my reactions and obey orders without hesitation.
Then I got older, the oyëoro came into my eyes, and I became a threat in the absence of a female heir for House Monteague.
Then everything went from neutral to hostile.
My father was already gone by then. Exiled. He’d bonded to my mother, or at least that’s what they told me when they made me watch him being tortured. 
“Don’t ever dare to think your heart or your body belong to you, boy,” Keithia had said. His blood was hot on my cheeks where she gripped my face and forced me to look at her rather than at the ruin she’d made of him. “I own them. I own you. If you don’t want me to cut your heart from your chest, you’ll never forget it. And you will never, ever cross me, Troy.”
I didn’t question what she’d said or what she’d done for years afterwards. 
At first, I was too busy dealing with the raw terror of it and my mother’s quiet, secretive heartbreak. 
Then with new training—bedroom diplomacy—when her second match gave her a girl who survived infancy and freed me up to be marriage bait. 
Then with the fallout from the assassination strike that killed Mom and Aunt Cosi and would have gotten me if not for Allegra.
But slowly, as the nightmares became old friends, that strategic training started asserting itself. I started looking at the inconsistencies between the law, my training, and my father’s punishment.
Normally, bonding would only result in the dissolution of the marriage. Sending the offending male away. Maybe a light punishment for not telling someone it was happening. But not ten days of torture followed by exile. 
There was more to my father’s story. There had to be. But while Keithia lived, I didn’t dare seek it out.
So I buried it.
It was easier that way.
Life was hard enough. The training. The beatings. The missions. The constant reminders that my vicious baby sister was heir but I was property.
The older I got, the stronger I got. The worse the reminders became. Especially after Mom died. 
She loved me. Even if I was a boy. I remember that much. 
Without her? Everything got worse.
And finally, I had enough.
Not that I’d realized it at the time. I was too busy being furious with Arden.
Arden.
The kestrel on the East Wind. Battling storms until she could soar above them. It was just a tattoo stretching across her back, but for a while I wondered if there was magic in it. For all that I’d fucked up and accidentally Aetherically bonded her, something about her sank talons deep into me from the start. Twice, I’d trapped her in an alley. Roughed her up. But despite the scent of terror coming off her in intoxicating waves, she’d never willingly given ground to me. Not without a fight.
I’d done everything wrong with her.
Tagged her instead of talking to her.
Drowned her instead of fighting beside her.
Saved her instead of Javier.
Made her a deal instead of taking her head.
Tried manipulating her instead of working with her.
Kept her at arm’s length rather than listening to the pull in my heart and soul.
Kissed her without her consent because I couldn’t figure out what the hell else to do with the feelings she’d sparked in me.
And then betrayed my family and my House to be with her.
Right and wrong in all that was subjective. Right to her, wrong to House Monteague. Wrong to the House, right to her. It still twisted me around sometimes.
Until I remembered there was only one right, one greater good: serving her. My bondmate. The living, breathing holder of my heart and soul.
I tried to follow that thread out of the tangle of memories. 
Didn’t work. A year with her filling my head, heart, and soul didn’t fix almost thirty without. It didn’t erase the nightmares or balance the elven social hormones that might have been irreversibly shifted or depleted by decades of abuse, followed by too long in solitude.
Need for Arden flooded me. Searing. Itching across my skin like fire ants. 
I closed my eyes. Leaned back in the deck chair. Went through my training. Tried to fight it off. I couldn’t use her to fix myself. I had to do this on my own. There would be times when we would be separated. Eventually. We couldn’t always be a few steps or a quick drive away from each other.
I hated the idea. I only wanted two things from life now: to build a life with Arden and to reform elven society so that nobody would go through what I had again, thinking they deserved it or that it was right and proper.
The itch worsened, seeping into my bones. I raised the walls in the bond, not wanting Arden to know. Handy thing, the bond. Except when it would expose how close to the edge I was. Which edge varied on any given day.
One day at a time. What’s one thing that’s better than before, no matter how small?
I latched onto the memory of Arden’s voice. Tried to focus on that question. I had to hold it together. Bad enough I’d had to start taking little nips of blood from her to stabilize myself. I couldn’t claim her with more full-on bites like the one she’d offered a few months ago. I certainly couldn’t monopolize her every time the same old thoughts started intruding.
I was King now.
And you’re part of a pair. So, what do you need?
Another of Arden’s questions.
Her. I needed her. 
A glance at the sun told me I’d been out here on the back deck for hours. Acknowledging it set my muscles to aching. I really couldn’t sit for this long. Not in the stillness that overtook me when the brooding did. The oyëoro made me even more of a hunter than most elves. I needed to move. And I needed my bondmate at my side.
I still hesitated to call her to me.
Then again, maybe I didn’t need to.
Arden’s presence drew nearer. The sliding door scraped open and shut. She came out on the deck, keeping her distance and closing her eyes as she stayed in profile. The bond tugged as she dropped her shields and let the wind speak to her. Doing her thing. Completely non-confrontational. Even opening herself as prey, given her apparent inattention. Letting me have space to keep brooding, if I wanted.
I didn’t. I was sick of it. 
But I couldn’t get out of the cloud. Usually, I could. Not this time.
“Come here.” I held out a hand when she opened her eyes and turned her head. My tone and the words would have gotten me a beating from Keithia. Nobody ordered a queen. Especially not in short words roughened with old fear and pain.
But Arden just came to me, brow pinched in concern.
I shuddered with relief. No punishment. There never was with her, but decades of example couldn’t be shaken in a year.
When she put her hand in mine, I pulled her closer. Then down into my lap, her back to my front, wrapping my arms around her and burying my nose against the corner of her jaw. Her mother might have been a djinni, but she’d been in elf form while carrying Arden. Arden’s glands didn’t produce quite as much pheromone as a high-blood’s would, but they made enough to snare me. 
Now, to ground me.
She didn’t say anything. Didn’t pick at me for brooding or for snarling at her or giving her orders. She just let me hold her. Surprisingly small, given her magical presence and what she’d accomplished. 
When she was focused, thinking, moving, she was a force. Larger than life. A fire tornado in a volcanic thunderstorm. Utterly unstoppable. Or she was when she stopped doubting herself. 
She should have terrified me from the start. I’d known I had the most powerful elemental in living history captive in my safehouse. It’d taken longer for me to realize her true nature: primordial. They were rumors. Myths. Not scared young women.
Fear just made Arden angry though. Brought out the hurricane.
But like this? Now? She fit against me. Entirely enveloped by me. Letting me feel like I controlled that hurricane simply by closing my arms around her.
Letting me feel strong.
It terrified me. How much I needed her. 
The searing itch of the bonding hormones subsided, but I kept my grip on her.
I’d spent my life cutting myself off. Alli and Dari were the only ones I trusted. Then came Darius’s unwilling betrayal and Allegra’s well-intentioned but hurtful picking at my claiming the kingship that was mine by rights and power. Trying to keep me safe but undermining me. Emotional barbs that drained me.
I didn’t know what I’d do without Arden. 
End it all, maybe. 
Not that I’d tell her. It wasn’t her burden to bear. But I was close, when I met her. When I was set to hunt her. The Captain called it surveillance, but I knew what was under it. I was supposed to have found a way to break my word, the agreement that spared her. Keithia had been livid, and the beating— 
“Come back,” Arden said. “Wherever you just went, come back. Stay with me.”
I inhaled sharply, taking another breath of her scent to anchor me here and now. Squeezed her tightly enough that she grunted.
“I’m not okay.” The truth tumbled out of me before I could stop it. My heart beat against my ribs. That admission could never have flown when Keithia was High Queen. I tried not to flinch.
Arden wouldn’t hurt me. She wouldn’t. Even if she was High Queen now.
“I know.” She wiggled. Not to get away but to tuck in closer. Her hand came up slowly, slipped gently up my neck and into my hair. Curled tight and tugged just a little. Enough to anchor. “But you’re allowed not to be okay.”
The words following “but” weren’t what I was expecting. They hit me like one of her lightning bolts. “What?”
“From the pieces you’ve told me, you lived through hell. If you were okay, you’d probably be a sociopath. Or dead.”
I stiffened at the echo of my earlier thoughts. Because she was right. That had been the only way I could think of to be okay. To escape.
Being dead. 
And then I met her. 
Watched her fight a death sentence. Watched her demand the treatment she was owed, from me and everyone else.
She twisted to give me a tentative kiss, her lips brushing mine. “I might have claimed you. But you get to claim yourself too. You get to have days where you’re not okay and just need to brood or have
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