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      Eighteen days.

      Creslyn Starstorm had been living in Brackroth for eighteen days. Not once had she seen the sun shine through the dense wall of gray clouds that seemed to shroud the entire city. Not once had she slept through the night—the shriek of dragons always woke her with a racing heart. And not once had Prince Drake Kalstrand, her betrothed, spoken a single word to her.

      But she knew he watched her.

      She sensed his presence between the shadows of the dreary halls of Castle Brackroth. His scent followed her, and the long stretches of darkness moved in perfect cadence with her as she walked. He kept her locked in a private wing with her own bedchambers, her own maids and servants, her own loneliness. She had yet to meet the king. Stars above, she hadn’t even been allowed to explore any other part of the castle. Creslyn was a prisoner in what was supposed to be her new home. She took her meals in silence, and it was a rare occasion if she could get more than a few words out of one of the servants. Though she supposed that had everything to do with the fact that she was fae and they were all humans. She imagined it must’ve been quite the shock for their beloved prince to return with a faerie for a bride instead of a mortal princess. Not that it was any excuse for them to act as though she didn’t exist. For the most part, she spent her days fuming in idle boredom, so much so that she’d taken to tracking the constellations in a journal. Hidden away from court affairs and any other possibilities of excitement, she remained exiled to her wing like she was nothing more than a bargaining chip from a deal gone sour.

      But she knew Prince Drake remained in the shifting darkness, patiently waiting for her to scream, to cry and weep, to beg him to return her to Aeramere. Where she belonged.

      Creslyn scowled.

      She would not give him the satisfaction.

      Freshly annoyed by her own downtrodden mood, she peeled herself up from the sumptuous bed and sighed.

      Her personal chambers were nothing to complain about. In fact, they were quite lovely, save for the lack of color. She would’ve preferred brilliant hues of gold, pink, lavender, and teal. Something reminiscent of the magic coursing through her veins. Yet nearly everything here was doused in shades of black, gray, and silver. Though the silver she didn’t mind at all because it reminded her of the stars.

      The walls were papered with black velvet roses, tipped with specks of glitter. The canopy of her four-poster bed was pale gray silk and the sheets were midnight satin. White fur rugs were spread across the ebony hardwood floors, and the hearth, with its glowing fire to ward off the constant chill, was lined with dark marble. Even the draperies hanging from the arching windows were a gossamer fabric that reminded her of a starless night.

      Creslyn swung her legs over the edge of the bed, bundling her rosy pink fur robe around her. At least her gowns and shoes weren’t as drab as everything else.

      Once Drake had deposited her in this room upon their arrival, her personal effects from House Celestine had been delivered a few hours later. She had no idea how he’d managed that, nor had she been given the opportunity to ask. The moment the trunks full of her belongings had shown up, he’d disappeared again without saying anything.

      The man was absolutely maddening.

      She raked her fingers through her mass of hair, untangling the strands of silver streaked with icy blue, soft pink, and pastel purple. The loose waves fell to nearly her waist and while her lady’s maid—a petite woman with plump cheeks and kind eyes—arranged her hair daily, by lunchtime Creslyn had already taken down her fine handiwork. It was useless to have her hair done so beautifully when there was no one around to see it.

      Standing, she padded across the soft rug, shivering when her bare feet touched the chilly hardwood floor. She pulled open the glass doors to her balcony, grateful the prince had not seen fit to lock those as well, and stepped out onto the ledge jutting high above all of Brackroth. A gust of brisk air cut through the fur of her robe, causing her skin to pebble with goosebumps. She shivered against the assault, wrapping her fingers around the ornate bronze railing to steel herself in the stiff breeze. Though it had been near the end of summer when she left Aeramere, she had no idea if the kingdom of Brackroth followed the same seasonal patterns, or if it had any change in weather at all. It was always damp and overcast with a steadfast bite in the air.

      Creslyn stared out over the vast city of spires and misshapen dwellings to where angry mountains slashed across the inky horizon. Only in the dead of night were the skies of Brackroth clear, and it was then she could see the hundreds of twinkling stars embellished like diamonds across a canvas of black satin. Here, the constellations were not the same as they were in Aeramere. They were scattered about, as though the Mother Goddess herself had flung them into the sky with haphazard care. Creslyn sought Vespira the Druid, the star sign she was born beneath, searched the skies for her radiant staff, but found nothing.

      Vespira could not be seen in Brackroth.

      The moon was barely a sliver in the sky, its illuminated crescent a small reminder of home. In the far-off distance, she could see the silhouettes of dragons soaring above the steep mountaintops.

      A shiver trekked down her spine.

      Cupping her hands together, Creslyn called to the magic flowing inside her. A tiny drop of sunlight formed in her palms, filled with dozens of iridescent rainbows. Her power wasn’t quite the same as that of her seven other siblings. Whereas each of them possessed some form of celestial magic, she controlled sunshine and rainbows, a pretty kind of magic that was hardly useful. Even her twin sister, Caelian, was blessed with the ability to create falling stars and grant wishes upon them, despite their souls mirroring one another. Creslyn always assumed it was a product of being the last child born into the Starstorm family line. Perhaps the gods and goddesses had simply run out of stellar powers to grant.

      She didn’t mind, though, not really.

      She loved being able to fashion showers of rainbows and beams of sunlight. Her magic suited her.

      Behind her, there was a shift in the air, like a weighted looming presence, and she couldn’t shake the sensation of being watched.

      Which could only mean one thing.

      Prince Drake was here.

      Snuffing out her magic completely, she spun on one heel and stalked back into her bedroom. She caught the scent of him first—frosted pine and cold mountains, the fragrance of the earth right before the first promise of snow. Her gaze slid around the space, focusing on the play of shadows against the far wall, how they seemed darker, more sinister, than the rest. The only light source came from the hearth, where orange flames wavered and sparked, as though they’d been recently stoked to life.

      Creslyn’s mouth pulled to the side in disdain.

      So, the mighty Prince of Brackroth wanted to ensure she was warm but didn’t have the decency to show his face. How thoughtful of him.

      “You know,” she drawled, closing the balcony doors behind her, “I don’t appreciate being made to feel like a captive. I’m quite certain Ariesian would be none too pleased to learn the truth of my current predicament. Especially considering the terms of your contract.”

      Her eldest brother, Ariesian, had negotiated for her to marry the prince in exchange for Brackroth’s protection. Though why House Celestine needed the promise of safeguarding from someone like Prince Drake was beyond her. Either way, she had been part of a carefully arranged deal. One that involved her becoming the wife to a prince, not his prisoner.

      “Still ignoring me, I see.” She curled her fingers around one of the bedposts, swinging casually. “And why is that, I wonder? Perhaps we should make a game of it…”

      Creslyn snapped her fingers, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “I’ll try to guess the reason why you keep me secluded in this wing of the castle. If I’m wrong, you can continue lurking in the darkness and acting as though I am nothing but a thorn in your side. However, if I am right, then you will show your face and explain exactly what is going on here.”

      Sensuous laughter, deep and rumbling, spilled from the far corner. The sound of it chilled her blood while sending a spear of heat straight through her. She’d never heard him laugh before, even if it was at her expense. To make matters worse, she enjoyed it.

      No matter, she was well-versed in the art of whittling away her opponent’s willpower until they caved and gave in to her demands. She had years of practice with her older siblings.

      She fiddled with the satin sash of her robe, running her fingers over the soft fabric. “Maybe it’s that you had no intention of taking a wife, and I’m nothing more than a significant means to an end.”

      Silence, but the shadows continued to lurk.

      “I take it I’m incorrect in that assumption?” Slowly she paced the length of her quarters, considering each word with care. She would get his attention, one way or another. “Very well. I suppose it’s possible that you intend to offer me up as some kind of sacrifice. Could it be that your dragon, Svartos, has a taste for magical blood?”

      Creslyn pinned the far corner of the wall with a pointed look. Again, he said nothing. But the shadows were crawling with tension, nearly pulsing with irritation.

      Good.

      She sauntered back toward her bed, then sat on the edge, crossing her legs so that her robe fell open neatly on both sides all the way to the top of her thighs. She couldn’t be certain, but she could have sworn a guttural noise came from the corner and it sounded much like a growl. Planting both hands behind her on the cushioned mattress, she leveled the pressing darkness with a glare of her own.

      “But I think the real reason you keep me hidden within these walls is because you’re ashamed of me. You wanted Novalise and you got me instead, the younger, spoiled sister who lacks any kind of social decorum and who doesn’t give a damn about being a lady.” The words hurt far worse when she said them out loud, but sometimes the truth was painful to hear. “Not only that, but it’s been terribly obvious since the moment I arrived that you’re disgusted by the fact that I’m fae and not a human. I’m sure your court is in an uproar with unpleasant jokes and vicious rumors.”

      The fire in the hearth fizzled, dying to nothing more than a few spitting sparks and burning embers. Already her bedchamber was drastically colder, as though all the warmth had been leached from her room. She fought against the urge to tremble and locked her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering. Without the glow of the flames from the hearth, the shadows devoured every wall, every window, every breath of space.

      Still, he did not show himself.

      Agitation clawed at Creslyn, and though she knew it was likely an awful idea to goad him further, she no longer cared. Rolling her eyes to the painted ceiling, she shoved up from the bed and stood.

      “Fine,” she ground out, yanking on her sash. “If you will not speak to me, then I am going to bed.”

      She dropped her shoulders, allowing her robe to fall to the ground in a pile of rosy fur at her feet, leaving her fully nude. She pointed to the door. “You can see yourself out.”

      Creslyn spun back toward her bed, but she wasn’t fast enough.

      The prince was on her in an instant.

      One minute she was reaching for the plush comforter, and in the next she was in the air, then flat on her back, pinned beneath him.

      A startled cry pealed from the back of her throat, but she swallowed it when his face came into her line of vision and all the shadows bled away. Dark hair tumbled forward, slanting across half of his face, falling lightly onto her forehead. She longed to reach up and tuck it behind his ear, just like she wanted nothing more than to trace his chiseled jawline with the tip of her finger. Unfortunately, he snared her arms above her head and held them in place with one hand.

      The feel of his palm against her skin was like ice, and this time she couldn’t stop herself from shuddering.

      His mouth curved at the corner. Slow and intentional. Those dark green eyes of his, with the mesmerizing gold rings around the outer edge, held her in place. “I rather like it when you shiver beneath me, wife.”

      The audacity.

      “I am not your wife.” Creslyn strained against him, then immediately regretted her actions. Her bare breasts scraped against the leather of his vest, causing the sensitive peaks of her nipples to ache.

      “Not yet.” Prince Drake’s mocking smirk remained in place. He adjusted himself above her, nestling one knee on the mattress directly between her thighs while the other pressed close to her hip.

      He bent forward, lower so that his nose almost touched her own. His lips were so close, if she angled her head to the right, she could kiss him. She imagined he tasted of dark winter nights, of forbidden desires, of everything she should never want. She dragged her gaze from his mouth back to his eyes, then tipped her head back, determined to remain defiant.

      “Not ever at this rate,” she snapped, and a tiny thrill of delight sent her cheeks flushing when those damning eyes of his followed the curve of her neck to the swell of her breasts.

      Her entire body ignited beneath the heat of his gaze.

      She knew she should fear him. After all, he was capable of killing her in less time than it took to breathe. He was the Shadowblade Assassin, lethal and cunning, a deliberate mastermind of death. He moved with shadows, had stolen more lives than she could count, and was beyond violent in nature. The prince lacked any morals, his soul long ago tainted by unknown demons, and yet she’d been selected to marry him. Of course, she’d never witnessed any such atrocities, but she had every reason to believe they were true.

      Despite being malicious and cruel, Prince Drake was also devastatingly handsome, which made it all the more difficult to resist him. That…and there was something about the darkness haunting him that enticed her. Something about the brutal monster skulking beneath his surface that called to the deepest, most secretive part of her soul.

      With his free hand, he gathered a few strands of her hair, his scarred knuckles just grazing the valley of her breasts.

      Creslyn’s blood hummed, and she held her breath.

      He twirled the pieces of her hair around his fingers, the starlit hues a harsh contrast to the tan of his skin. The sleeves of his black shirt were rolled, revealing muscled forearms that strained as he kept himself propped up above her with one hand, her wrists still tight in his grasp.

      “Tell me, solysa.” Drake’s thick Northernlands accent coasted over her, and she found it impossible to look anywhere else but into the depths of his intense gaze. “Do you often sleep naked?”

      She huffed. “Yes, Your Highness. Though you’ve watched me often enough, I would assume you already know the answer. I prefer sleeping in the nude to nightgowns as I find myself tangled up in the middle of the night. Though I don’t see what that has to do with⁠—”

      “I was merely curious.” He ran his thumb back and forth through the strands of her hair. Then he let them fall away and slid two fingers beneath her chin, his lips brushing along the corner of her mouth as he spoke. “Let me be clear on one thing.”

      Creslyn stilled, waiting for the reprimand.

      “Everything I do is for a reason. King Marius hates all that is more powerful than himself. And you, my pretty little faerie, are powerful. More so than a pathetic human king.” He slid his hand around her neck but applied no pressure. Instead, his thumb stroked lazy lines up and down her throat. “I will make you my wife, but only when I choose to do so, and not a moment sooner.”

      His mouth moved to her cheek, then hovered above her ear. “Do you understand?”

      A line of frustration pinched her brow. “So, you intend to keep me confined to this part of the castle for what? Weeks? Months?”

      He pulled back so she could once again see his face, and this time, shadows danced around him. “Are you so eager to bed your prince?”

      “I am eager to have a life.” Her scowl deepened. Of course, he would think so little of her. But she wasn’t accustomed to spending her days alone, wallowing in a state of tedium. She preferred to be outdoors or wandering through gardens, and she enjoyed parties and sharing bits of gossip. Stars above, she would accept being relegated to the library to read if it meant she didn’t have to sit in this room one more day.

      Creslyn peered up at him from beneath her lashes and sighed softly. “Please.”

      Prince Drake stared at her. His jaw clenched, but his grip on her neck remained easy as he continued his smooth caresses. Then suddenly, he released her completely. With his shadows swarming, he sat back on the bed. His voice was cold when he said, “Fine. But you will have an escort.”

      “Really?” Creslyn jolted upright and launched herself into his lap. She threw her arms around his neck, grateful that freedom was finally within her reach. Tomorrow, she would leave this godsforsaken wing and see as much of the castle and Brackroth as possible. “Thank you.”

      Icy cold fingers grabbed her waist, and she almost jumped out of her skin. It occurred to her, albeit belatedly, that she was fully nude while straddling him.

      “You tempt me with your graciousness, solysa,” he murmured into her hair before plucking her off his lap and depositing her back onto the bed. His stony gaze devoured every inch of her, lingering on each dip and curve. “I’ve yet to decide if you will be my destruction…or my salvation.”

      Creslyn shook her hair back and crawled beneath the heavy velvet comforter. Then she flashed him her most flirtatious smile. “Please, Your Highness. It will take more than a few flowery words to get me on my back.”

      He smirked, then stood and stepped into his mass of shadows. “I already have.”
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      Drake remained in the darkness, ever vigilant.

      He didn’t leave Creslyn’s room right away, choosing instead to melt into the shadows as she slept. He watched the steady rise and fall of her chest, the way she flung one arm out across the bed as though reaching for something just out of her grasp. She was an interesting creature when she slumbered—sometimes peaceful, sometimes fitful. Every so often she made these soft little noises, like a sigh of contentment. In some strange way, it was comforting to see her at ease, so Drake stayed in her room long after she went to bed, the same thing he’d done every night since he brought her to his castle.

      For him, sleep was a useless endeavor. He had no need for it and even if he did, he refused to do so. Not while Creslyn was constantly in a state of danger. He preferred to ensure she remained safe and protected, even if that meant rarely leaving her side.

      Though most of the time he never made his presence known to her.

      She wasn’t aware of the guards stationed along the entire perimeter of her wing, more specifically, dragon riders who were loyal to him and not their bastard king. She didn’t know the servants reported to him hourly, any time he was forced to leave her general vicinity. He’d taken every precaution necessary, but he was not a fool.

      Drake knew he wouldn’t be able to keep her locked in this wing forever.

      Eventually, Creslyn would become his princess, and then his queen. She would have to be introduced to Brackroth, welcomed and accepted. His main concern was the men that would undoubtedly leer at her with lascivious eyes and the waspish women who wielded words like daggers. But he had no problem cutting out the tongue of anyone who spoke ill of her.

      Despite his better judgment, he’d granted Creslyn a boon.

      He would allow her a shred of freedom to move about the castle, but only if she had an escort. Doing so meant entrusting her care to his general, Kjeld Holtstrom. Granted, Kjeld would much prefer to be training his soldiers and dragons than babysitting a faerie. But Kjeld was the only person Drake trusted with his life.

      A breath shuddered out of Creslyn, and Drake’s gaze was instantly drawn back to her.

      She rolled over, revealing a sliver of her smooth backside.

      Without warning, his mind drifted to images of her naked body when he’d had her pinned to the bed. It was the first time he’d seen her fully nude. He’d caught glimpses before and while his morals were often lacking, he’d had the decency to look away. But tonight, she’d disrobed in front of him…with purpose. He’d been overwhelmed by her, desperate for her. She possessed shoulders capable of a careless dismissal, a narrow waist and hips that swayed when she walked. Her long legs were positively flawless, and he knew without a doubt that her breasts would fit perfectly in his hands.

      She was all lush curves and satin skin, and he wanted to worship every inch of her.

      Whereas the touch of winter seemed to emanate from him, she was the kiss of summer’s breath. Warm and inviting.

      And when she’d leapt upon him, straddling him, it had taken the entirety of his self-control not to bury himself inside her right then.

      Drake’s cock thickened, and he swallowed a groan.

      He wanted to ruin her. Shatter her.

      He longed to see those sapphire eyes of hers glaze with lust, to witness her full lips part as she cried out his name over and over. Then maybe, if she was good, he’d kiss each one of the freckles that dotted her nose and cheeks like constellations.

      His shadows unfurled, straining for her, but he kept them in check.

      All in good time.

      Yet his desire for her did not subside.

      Damn it.

      He couldn’t very well find release while Creslyn was sleeping in her bed, barely a breath away. Knowing the sun would be up in less than an hour’s time, he retreated to his private quarters, moving like a wraith through the darkened corridors.

      Once inside his room, he removed his clothing and strode into the bathing suite. He’d lost track of the number of times he’d stood within the black opal enclosure beneath a spray of icy water and gripped his cock with an image of her in his mind. He’d wanted to fuck her from the moment he first saw her. It had only been some kind of terrible omen that her brother, Ariesian Starstorm, chose her to be his bride.

      Drake stepped into the glittering stall, pulling the glass door closed behind him. Frozen beads of water pounded his shoulders and back, but he didn’t care. He’d lost the ability to feel much of anything long ago. For him, there was only pleasure and death. Nothing else.

      Already his erection ached with anticipation.

      Today would be no different.

      Leaning against the shimmering black wall, he jerked his hand up and down the hardened length of his shaft, watching as shadows flared and coiled around his cock, pulsing and squeezing. A twisted smile curved at the corner of his mouth. He couldn’t wait to see Creslyn’s face when she saw him—all of him—when she realized she was not marrying a man, but a monster forged from the darkness. He closed his eyes, imagined himself spearing her into oblivion as she unraveled around him.

      Drake came hard and fast on a groan, gradually opening his eyes. He let his head fall back against the shower wall, then reached over and adjusted the handle so the hot water sluiced over his battered body. It soothed his numerous scars yet did little to ease the growing knot of tension forming at the base of his neck.

      The king had requested his presence at first light, which meant it was time to pay Marius a visit.
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      Drake stalked toward the throne room with purpose, his boots echoing loudly. Generally, he might be stealthy and discreet, but this time, he wanted to instill fear into the soul of every curious servant and insolent noble he passed. If they thought him to be furious, they would be more inclined to stay the hell out of his way and less likely to eavesdrop.

      Listening in on royal conversations was a crime in Brackroth, but that didn’t sway anyone from dispensing rumors.

      He shoved open the doors to the throne room with excessive force, so the ancient wood rattled on its hinges and the courtiers milling about the opulent space scattered like rats. They darted behind pillars of mirrored obsidian, their panicked gazes reflecting in the polished surface. He could hear the erratic beating of their terrified hearts, the noise sounded like a beating drum, reverberating up into the cavernous ceiling where oak beams stretched overhead. A few of the courtiers rushed to either side of the throne room, choosing instead to cower by the murky windows, where deep red curtains fell to the ground like a waterfall of blood.

      Sitting upon a throne of silver crafted to look like crawling vines decorated with thorns was King Marius Kalstrand.

      Over the years, he’d lost his hair, and his silver crown embellished with garnets was set atop his bald head. Half of his long, white beard had been braided, the rest of it hung loose in coarse, scraggly strands. Beady eyes were set beneath bushy dark brows streaked with silver. His nose was crooked from having been broken one too many times, and his lower jaw jutted outward so that he always looked like a snarling beast. He was a rotund man with gnarled knuckles, and his temper was shorter than his lacking stature.

      Drake strolled toward the throne, adjusted the cuffs of his black leather armor, and the spiked chains dangling from his shoulders softly clinked together.

      He stopped a few feet from the raised dais and tucked his hands behind his back.

      The hushed silence was almost deafening, save for the patter of rain against the windows and the low howl of the wind.

      Drake inclined his head. “You wished to see me?”

      Marius stroked one hand down his beard, but Drake didn’t miss the way his mangled knuckles whitened with barely contained rage. “I hear you brought a fucking fae into my castle.”

      “She is not a fucking fae.” Drake’s hands coiled into fists behind his back and his gaze sharpened on the king. “She is Lady Creslyn Starstorm of House Celestine, and she will soon be my wife.”

      Marius’s mottled cheeks flushed with anger, and he sat forward, damn near ready to combust. “You really intend to take a faerie as your future bride?”

      “I told you my intentions when I left for Aeramere, a land ruled by a fae queen, where all five noble houses are dominated by fae bloodlines.” Drake dipped his head, and a few pieces of dark hair tumbled into his face. He looked up at the king from beneath a narrowed brow. “I’m not sure I could have been any more clear on the matter.”

      “I won’t allow it!” Marius boomed, rising from his throne. He shook one knobby finger in the air. “Fae are wretched creatures. They’re filthy. Violent and ruthless.”

      Drake scoffed. “Not this one.”

      “She must’ve spelled you, then.” Marius paced the dais, his large stomach jiggling with each uneven step of his gait. Then he turned and pointed to Drake in accusation. “She lured you into her snares with her overly sexual nature.”

      An understatement, to say the least.

      “She’s using you,” he continued, shaking his head. “She’s charmed you into thinking she’s harmless. The witch did the same to me.” Marius’s wild eyes darted back and forth, and he gnawed at his bottom lip, a testament to the instability of his mind. “She’ll worm her way into your bed, then distort your mind until you’re promising her a crown and your kingdom.”

      Already done, Drake mused silently. “Hardly.”

      Marius hobbled down the obsidian steps of the dais. “The moment you let your guard down, she’ll kill you.”

      Drake offered the barest of smiles. “Nothing can kill me.”

      “Damn you!” he raged, his large body trembling with madness. With his own paranoia and fear. “This faerie will be a pestilence. A disease. A blight upon the entirety of Brackroth!”

      Drake spoke in low, clipped words. “Her name…is Creslyn.”

      “I don’t give a dragon’s left eye what her name is, do you hear me?” Marius ambled forward, stabbing his fucking finger into Drake’s chest. “You will keep her, and her foul, tainted magic, under control. If I so much as catch a glimpse of her power, if she so much as dares to use her godsforsaken magic within these walls, I will erase her very existence.”

      Drake caught the king’s wrist, squeezed until the frail bones nearly snapped. “Are you threatening my wife?”

      Marius’s tiny eyes bulged, but his mouth contorted into a sneer. “She is not your wife.”

      “Yet,” Drake growled, furious that he’d had to repeat the same words to both this wretch of a man and to Creslyn. He would need to remedy that. Quickly.

      He tossed the king’s arm aside. “Might I remind you of what I am, of what I’m capable of doing?”

      His shadows appeared then. But this was not a quiet summons. No, the tendrils of sinewy darkness exploded from him, absorbing every fiber of the light, drowning out all sound. They crawled and seethed like heathens of his own making.

      Marius paled, but then a slow smile stretched across his face. His lips peeled back, revealing uneven, yellowed teeth. “And might I remind you, Shadowblade Assassin, that I’m the one who hands you the names of those you’re forced to kill.”

      Drake didn’t flinch, he didn’t even blink. But the king’s words tarnished his already blackened soul. It was the one thread of control Marius held over him. It had been a mistake to give the king ten vials of his own blood in exchange for the Shadowblade. Whenever the king handed him a name in red ink, Drake was compelled to assassinate the person selected on Marius’s behalf. In the beginning, he’d delighted in the bloodlust. But now, each kill was becoming more senseless, as though Marius wanted him to end lives for the sheer and brutal joy of it.

      “Keep her in line,” Marius warned, “or it will be her name I hand to you next. Creslyn, was it?”

      “If you touch a single hair on her head, I will find a way to end your life. Slowly.” Drake would’ve killed the prick already if it wasn’t for one vicious little detail.

      If Marius died by Drake’s hand, then Drake would die as well, a regrettable oath he’d taken upon accepting the Shadowblade.

      The king chuckled, his sinister laugh grating like dragging rocks against glass. “You think you can threaten me?”

      “That is not a threat.” Drake inclined his head, checking his own wrath. “It’s a promise.”

      He turned on his heel, heading back for the doors of the throne room that were still thrown open. Then he paused, glancing over, ensuring the cruelty of his gaze met that of the king. “And I always stay true to my word.”

      He strode out into the hall, his fury seething, when a scrawny servant handed him a folded piece of parchment sealed in wax with the king’s crest.

      Drake ripped it open.

      Inside was a single name, scripted in his own blood.

      His next kill.

      The fucking bastard.
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      Creslyn stared out the door of her balcony as gray mist obscured the mountain peaks in the distance and droplets of rain slid down the glass like fallen tears. Today she was finally leaving the wing and had hoped to at least tour the castle grounds—with an escort—but going outside into the steady drizzle would ruin her gown.

      She glanced down, admiring the way soft, rosy pink chiffon shifted to gold when she moved. The bodice was low, revealing the constellation tattoo of Vespira’s staff across her heart, and was embellished with rows of tiny pearls around the waist. Sleeves of the same fine material draped off her shoulders then tapered at her wrists, and the voluminous skirt flowed around her like sheer, candy pink clouds.

      Again, she glared out the window.

      Still, it might be worth it.

      But the minutes continued to tick by and there was no sign of her apparent escort.

      Heaving a sigh of discontentment, she rummaged through her jewelry box, searching through the velvet-lined drawers, and decided on a pink sapphire choker with a pair of earrings that twinkled like roses covered in stardust. Adjusting the clasp of the necklace, her gaze landed on her unmade bed.

      For a brief moment, she considered the satin linens.

      Creslyn supposed if she really wanted to, she could tie the linens together into a makeshift rope and attempt her hand at a daring escape. Besides, it had worked for her eldest sister, Novalise.

      Originally, Ariesian had chosen Novalise to marry the Prince of Brackroth. It had been her name on the contract Ariesian signed in blood, but a mating bond had formed between Novalise and Lord Asher Firebane and nothing, not even the Shadowblade Assassin, could keep them apart. So, Creslyn’s hand had been offered instead.

      Second best.

      She wondered what it would be like to share a bond like that, where she could hear her mate’s thoughts if his mind was open to her, where she could sense his emotions, and perhaps always know if he was thinking of her. It must be quite wondrous to be so in love, to be completely infatuated with the other half of one’s heart.

      Creslyn snorted, a most unladylike noise.

      She held no such illusions with Prince Drake. He hardly seemed like the type to profess his undying devotion.

      She flopped onto the bed on her back, staring up at the canopy of gray silk that reminded her of a storm cloud. There was no way of knowing how long she would remain trapped in her quarters until she was allowed some semblance of freedom. If she wanted to pass the time, she could always attempt to draw, or try again at needlework. Both terrible hobbies had been forced down her throat by her mother. Not only that, but they were painfully dull, and she was far from proficient.

      A sudden knock sounded on the door, jarring her from her thoughts of melodramatic boredom.

      She jumped up off the bed and darted across the room, half expecting to find the prince standing on the other side. The moment she yanked the door open, she faltered, and a faint blade of panic wedged its way into her spine.

      There was most definitely a man on the other side of her door.

      But he was certainly not Prince Drake.

      He was dressed in rich brown leathers, the same ones she’d seen the prince wear when he rode atop his magnificent dragon, Svartos. Except this man didn’t wear gloves. His boots were polished yet scuffed from use and unusual runes were carved into his vest and the cuffs at his wrist. A strap lined with daggers was slung across his waist, and an ornate silver pin in the shape of a dragon was fastened to his chest. He wasn’t quite as tall as the prince, but he was obscenely muscular, and she had no doubt he was capable of crushing windpipes with his bare hands.

      The man towering above her had hair the color of rustic gold with half of it pulled back into a knot, while the rest of it fell down past his shoulders. His eyes were as blue as the summer skies in Aeramere and though his beard was well-trimmed, she could just make out a scar along his bottom lip, as though someone had attempted and likely failed at ripping open his mouth.

      “Can I help you?” Creslyn asked, wary.

      She hated the slight wobble of her voice.

      He bowed, tucking one arm in front of him and the other behind his back. “Kjeld Holtstrom, General of the Brackroth Dragon Legion. At your service, my lady.”

      She edged back a bit, preparing to slam the door in his face and lock it, though she sincerely doubted it would hold against him. “At my service for what, exactly?”

      “Your escort, my lady.” He arched a brow, eyeing her curiously with those cool blue eyes of his. “At the request of the prince.”

      Oh.

      She’d been expecting a female escort. Or a guard. Certainly not a general.

      “I see.” Creslyn rubbed her lips together, not quite ready to let down her defenses. Just in case. “So, General Holtstrom⁠—”

      “Kjeld, my lady,” he interrupted smoothly.

      “Kjeld,” she repeated, rolling his name off her tongue, mimicking his Northernlands accent. “Do I get to choose where we go today, or are you choosing with the intent to make me think it’s my idea?”

      The corner of his mouth lifted. “The latter, my lady.”

      Oh, that was going to get annoying rather quickly.

      “Very well.” She clasped her hands together and rolled her shoulders back. If she was eventually going to be a princess, she might as well start acting like one. “You may choose on one condition.”

      “And what’s that, my lady?”

      “That you stop calling me ‘my lady.’ I much prefer my given name.” She dropped into a practiced curtsy. “You may call me Creslyn.”

      Kjeld offered her his arm. “As you wish, Lady Creslyn.”

      She rolled her eyes to the door frame separating them. There would be no swaying him to change his mind.

      Creslyn accepted his arm and allowed him to guide her out into the hall and down the corridor. She glanced over at him, tucking some strands of her lavender and pale pink hair back behind her ear. “I take it you’re under strict orders to keep me out of trouble?”

      Another almost-grin. “More or less. I follow my prince’s instructions without hesitation or question.”

      Ah. So Prince Drake trusted his general.

      Creslyn filed that information away in case it became of some use for later. “Loyalty is an admirable quality, Kjeld. I hope to earn yours one day, without the prince demanding it.”

      Considering she was in a foreign realm and hundreds of miles away from her friends and family, she could use any alliance she could find.

      Kjeld inclined his head in acknowledgement. “You already have.”

      She smiled in return, not entirely sure if she believed him or not. But for now, she would allow herself to think she wasn’t completely alone anymore.

      “You know,” she continued as they reached the end of her wing, “you’re one of the only people who have spoken to me since my arrival.”

      There was a shift in his demeanor then, and his arm stiffened where her hand rested. “Again, Lady Creslyn, we follow the prince’s orders.”

      Her mouth fell open, and she stumbled to a halt. Tilting her head back, she glared up at the mountain of a general. “He told everyone to ignore me?”

      Kjeld ducked his head, reaching for the door. “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      “Can’t?” Creslyn asked, removing her hand from the crook of his elbow and crossing her arms like a scorned child. “Or won’t?”

      He flashed her a quick smile that illuminated the whole of his rugged face. “Both.”

      Was every man in Brackroth so infuriating?

      “Fine,” she snapped, huffing out a breath of annoyance. “Then what does my agenda consist of today? I’m assuming my time has already been scheduled according to the prince’s demands?”

      “It has indeed.” He yanked open the door, allowing her entry. “First, a tour of the castle.”
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      Castle Brackroth was…underwhelming.

      Creslyn wasn’t foolish enough to expect something lavish and glittering like the houses of Aeramere, but she had secretly hoped it wouldn’t be so drab. Most of the walls were made of stone and the long planks of hardwood creaked beneath her every step. It was well-lit with arching windows reflecting the dismal skies, all of them echoing the constant patter of rainfall. Kjeld showed her the dining hall, the throne room, and a library that was vastly larger than most of the other rooms. There were long corridors and some grand halls, including a ballroom which looked as though it hadn’t welcomed the rhythmic footfalls of dancers in far too long. Gilded chandeliers dropped from the ceiling, covered in a fine layer of dust, and a piano stood in the far corner of the ballroom, draped in a worn white cloth.

      Kjeld continued to guide her through the castle, and she listened to his stories intently, ever curious about the ways of a human land. Their warriors were chosen at a young age, taken from their families so long as their parents agreed, and then rigorously trained in the art of warfare. There were forges where weapons of steel were crafted—swords, axes, and daggers—the thought alone made her skin crawl with unease. She would have to be mindful to keep her distance from any sort of weaponry made of cold iron. Though steel would make her bleed, cold iron was lethal to all fae. The metal would dull her magic, confound her senses, and eventually…kill her.

      Kjeld told her how both men and women joined their ranks, how only the most elite were chosen to fly on the backs of dragons and mentioned some mystical world of the afterlife. He seemed rather intent on being destined to die a warrior’s death, if it meant he would be granted entrance into this otherworld of esteemed heroism. And while she enjoyed his story about the eternal resting place, all the while she couldn’t help but notice that he never once mentioned the late queen—Prince Drake’s mother. There were no portraits of her, nothing at all to commemorate her honor. It was as though she simply ceased to exist.

      A number of servants scurried by them as they passed, some of them plastering themselves against the wall to avoid being noticed. Not one of them dared look in her direction. As much as she imagined Prince Drake had warned them against it, she couldn’t help but wonder if the true reason for their avoidance was because she was fae.

      Nearly everyone was dressed in some monotonous shade of gray or brown, and Creslyn became acutely aware of the fact that she stood out among them like a glowing beacon. Her rosy pink gown that glinted like it had been kissed with gold swirled and swooshed around her as she walked. She was a Midsummer sunrise amidst the doom and gloom of Brackroth.

      Finally, Kjeld paused in front of a large set of bronze doors which looked as though they led outside. Two floor-to-ceiling windows were positioned on either side and though she couldn’t see out of them clearly, the distinctive gray hue of the outdoors beckoned her.

      Hope sparked deep within Creslyn, a tiny little flame waiting to combust. Perhaps she would get to see some of Brackroth after all. If not the city itself, then maybe even a glimpse of the gardens.

      Assuming they had gardens.

      She smiled up at him, excitement causing her magic to stir. All she wanted to do was send dozens of sunbursts and rainbows up into those dreary heavens. “Where to next, Kjeld?”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “Now it’s time for training.”

      “Training?” Creslyn gaped at him, as though he’d insulted her very birthright. “Do you mean training in etiquette? Because in case you have forgotten, General Holtstrom, I am a lady, albeit not a very good one. But I have been trained in the rules of decorum and proper manners since⁠—”

      “Not that kind of training, Lady Creslyn.” Kjeld shoved open the door. “Welcome to the Trench.”

      Creslyn gasped, clamping one hand over her mouth.

      She was going outside for certain, but it looked like she was walking right into a war zone. The Trench, as Kjeld called it, was filled with soldiers squaring off and battling one another. Men and women alike fought side by side with swords, bows and arrows, daggers, and an otherworldly number of weapons she couldn’t name. Their movements were precise and measured, the slick mud beneath their boots never hindered their stances. The clang of metal and the sound of painful grunts echoed in her ears as she took in the sopping field littered with soldiers whose rigor and accuracy caused her knees to tremble.

      Or perhaps it was simply the gust of cold wind blasting through the thin material of her skirts.

      Kjeld held out his hand. “Are you coming with me, Lady Creslyn?”

      Her gaze darted to his, but there was no mischief to be found in his eyes. They were steady. Keen.

      This was a test.

      Surely, it had to be some kind of test.

      “I…” She swallowed, slowly accepting his hand. “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do.”

      “Never mind about that.” Kjeld led her out into the Trench where walls of ancient stone rose around them. “I’ll teach you.”

      Icy rain pelted her skin, plastering her gown to her legs. She clamped her teeth together to keep them from chattering as the howling wind raised goosebumps across her flesh. With each step, her shoes sank an inch deep into the thick, mucky grass. She locked her fingers around his firm grasp, certain she’d already lost feeling in her toes as he led her further into the fray. Her entire body was trembling from the wet and cold, but she steeled her spine, refusing to cower from whatever it was she would be forced to endure.

      “But Kjeld, I’m not dressed like…” she hesitated, glancing around her. None of the soldiers spared her a glance. To them, she was a phantom. A brilliant wraith they couldn’t see. Invisible. “Everyone else.”

      “Brackroth can be dangerous at times. Not only the city itself but also within the castle walls.” He shoved some damp strands of fallen hair back from his face, and she caught sight of a series of rune tattoos crawling up the side of his neck. “When you learn to fight in a gown, it will be even easier for you in leathers.”

      Creslyn bobbed her head in understanding, but in truth, none of it made sense.

      This had to be the prince’s doing, if for no other reason than to simply humiliate her.

      She inhaled a deep, shaky breath, trying to catch the scent of him. But only the smell of fresh rain, wet grass, and lingering sweat clung to the air. Shivering, she focused on the tiny ball of heat, the rise of anger building inside of her. She was going to hate every minute of this, and as soon as she saw Prince Drake again, she was going to slap him across his face.

      Kjeld took her hand and curled it into a fist. “Oh, and one more thing, Lady Creslyn.”

      Creslyn blinked the raindrops from her lashes and squinted up at him, preparing for the worst. “Yes?”

      He winked. “No magic.”
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      Drake lounged against the wall of one of the darkened exterior corridors outlying the Trench with his arms crossed over his chest, watching Kjeld train Creslyn. He didn’t mind that his most trusted general was holding her hips, enforcing her proper stance, because Kjeld’s eyes reflected strict discipline. He would demand the very best from her and settle for nothing less. And Creslyn would give it, if for no other reason than her stubborn pride.

      Whereas if Drake was in his same position, he likely wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off of her. So, Kjeld would train her in the art of combat, while Drake would withhold his lessons for the bedroom…or anywhere else he deemed fitting.

      At first, he almost pitied her.

      She was too delicate, too demure.

      He’d seen her body, had memorized every perfect dip and curve. But she was without muscle and strength where it mattered. Her arms were weak, her core lacked definition, and her thighs could use some plumping. Especially if she ever wanted to ride a dragon. But that was discussion for another day, as she was nowhere near ready to venture down to the lair.

      When Kjeld coaxed Creslyn to throw her first punch, he dodged it easily. She threw her entire body into it and sailed past him, careening face-first into the muddy ground. And Kjeld had allowed her to fall, exactly as Drake had instructed. She would not be shown favoritism in the Trench, nor would she be given a shred of sympathy.

      After she pulled herself up from the muck, the slashing rain slowly washing some of the grime off her face, she glared at Kjeld. Fury radiated from her, and the sapphire in her eyes burned with the fire of a thousand suns. She was a quick learner, and Drake knew speed would certainly be in her favor, especially when she wasn’t wearing a dress that likely weighed an extra fifteen pounds when it was soaking wet.

      In retrospect, he would suggest she wear a slightly less revealing gown tomorrow.

      One of her sleeves had torn and she’d ripped it off completely, discarding the ribbon of fabric like it was an utter nuisance. Her water-logged beaded bodice sagged dangerously low, and she continually yanked it back up, huffing in annoyance as her breath misted before her. The rain had plastered her sheer skirts to her legs, the hem covered in mud as she slogged through Kjeld’s rigorous demands. Even with her hair drenched, clinging to her neck and shoulders, with smears of filth covering her cheeks, she made Drake positively ravenous.

      He scanned the Trench, eyeing the rest of his soldiers. More specifically, the men. Not a single one of them looked her way.

      Good.

      They were doing exactly as they’d been instructed to do as well. Though Drake had promised to gouge out the eyes of anyone who considered stealing a glance in her direction.

      Creslyn kicked off her shoes, apparently annoyed by the way they sunk into the sludge beneath her. Drake smirked when she tossed one at Kjeld’s chest in frustration. He caught it with one hand, and Drake didn’t miss the slight twitch of his general’s lips before she launched the second one in retaliation.

      Already she was improving. She was faster. Sharper.

      All because she was angry.

      He wanted her to channel that rage. To wield it like a weapon. If she wanted to survive in Brackroth, she would need to be able to defend herself in his absence.

      Kjeld said something, and Creslyn whirled around to face him. Drake couldn’t be sure, but he was almost positive she fired back with an enthusiastic “fuck you.” She reared back and swung upward, in damn near perfect form, landing a solid punch on the underside of Kjeld’s jaw. His head snapped back like he’d taken a hit from one of their best dragon riders. Creslyn’s eyes rounded, and she clamped both hands over her mouth. But Kjeld’s booming laughter exploded throughout the Trench, and he flashed her a blood-stained grin.

      He placed his thumb and forefinger at the corners of his mouth and loosed a loud, piercing whistle.

      At once, the soldiers ceased their training and stood at attention, their gazes homing in on their general and not on the mud-caked fae standing next to him.

      Kjeld offered Creslyn his arm. She scowled but accepted, gathering up her ruined skirts as she stomped out of the horrendous weather.

      Drake stepped back into his shadows. The cold surrounded him as he moved with stealth through the stretches of darkness, causing a shiver of fear to race down the spines of anyone he passed. His power was a vice, an addiction he craved. To most, it might be damning, but he thrived on inciting terror and panic—his cruelty knew no bounds. He enjoyed the way people whispered desperate prayers and pleas to their gods whenever he crossed their paths. He possessed no heart, no soul, both had been lost to him years ago. For Drake, there was only the thirst for more power.

      Except now there was Creslyn.

      And his desire for her was deeper and darker than even the most poignant sensation of bloodlust that coursed through his monstrous veins.

      He remained in the furthest corner of her bedchamber, slinking into his shadows, when the door flew open and she stormed inside.

      Creslyn slammed the door behind her, barreling toward the bathing suite without noticing him. A trail of muddy footprints followed in her wake. “Of all the foul, vulgar things.”

      She faced the long, mirrored wall, its onyx frame carved with whorls and painted with silver swirls. Shoving her damp, filthy hair back from her face, she gripped the edge of the wide white marble counter and screamed.

      Creslyn ripped off her gown, a torrent of obscenities erupting from her pretty mouth. Drake grinned, admiring the ferocity with which she tore at the bodice, her fingers clawing at the ruined fabric as she yanked the laces undone. Shreds of sodden pink cloth landed in a heap at her feet and when she stood in nothing but a scrap of triangular gold lace, his blood heated. Drake drifted closer to the bathing suite, withdrawing his shadows and morphing into his full form. He reached up, gripping the top of the door frame with both hands, his nails biting into the hardwood to keep himself from touching her.

      If she sensed him watching her, she made no show of it.

      Instead, she stalked toward the glass-enclosed shower and turned on the faucet, silent as ribbons of steam slowly fogged the room.

      “I swear to the stars,” she mumbled, fisting her hands at her side, “as soon as I see him again, I’ll⁠—”

      “You’ll what, kearsta?” he purred.

      Creslyn shrieked, spinning around so fast her bare feet slid out from under her. Drake moved like lightning, snaring her by the waist with one arm to keep her from falling.

      She righted herself and tried to shove him off, her palm smacking soundly against his chest.

      “How dare you?” she spat. “How could you possibly do such a thing? You threw me out into the Trench with no preparation. No warning!”

      He kept his hand firmly around her waist, his thumb running back and forth along the thin string of lace, strumming lightly. “I knew you’d refuse.”

      “You know nothing about me.” This time she swatted at his hand, but he refused to release her. “I am only a lady, Your Highness, not a warrior. And I am even quite terrible at that! You can’t expect me to fight. I’ll never be able to throw a dagger or carry a sword. I cannot be what I am not.”

      “Then you will learn.” Drake pulled her closer, tipping one finger beneath her chin so she looked up at him with piercing eyes full of stars and fire. “No wife of mine will be left defenseless.”

      She crossed her arms, her lips pursing in displeasure. “I suppose it was your idea to make me train in a gown?”

      “Yes. And you will continue to do so until I have you fitted for leathers.” He trailed his finger down her neck, hooking it beneath the collar of pink stones at her throat. Her pulse jumped at his touch and the corner of his mouth curved. “Do you enjoy sparkly things, solysa?”

      “You know very well that I do.” Creslyn jabbed him in the shoulder with her finger. “But you’re changing the subject.”

      He was indeed, with purpose.

      “Then perhaps I know something about you after all.” Drake bent his head low, letting his lips trail across her flesh, and whispered his next words along her neck, just to see. “Tell me what it is you desire most. Sapphires as blue as the ocean? Emeralds that glitter like the northern forests? Moonstones that shimmer like your pretty rainbows?”

      She shivered in his arms, goosebumps pebbling over every inch of her satin skin.

      He was getting closer to his answer.

      Pressing a faint kiss to her fluttering pulse, he moved to her ear. “Or perhaps you’d like me to please you with a strand of pearls between your thighs? Or devour you while diamonds drip from your ears, neck, and even your breasts?”

      The scent of her arousal slammed into him, and he swallowed a groan. Oh, yes. She would like that very much. His little faerie would take all he offered her. The hunger inside him roared to life, awakening his shadows. He clamped down on his urges, he couldn’t risk scaring her. Not yet, anyway.

      “My breasts?” she asked, a tremble in her voice. “How⁠—”

      “There are ways,” he murmured, easing back.

      “No.” Creslyn planted her hand on the solid wall of his chest, where his heart pounded with greed. “You’re doing it again. We are not discussing jewels, my breasts, or anything else. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to move, much less fight, in wet silk?”

      Just hearing her say the word wet almost snapped the last of his control.

      “No. But I must say.” He flicked his tongue along the tip of her ear. “You looked rather ravishing in it.”

      “It’s…” Her gaze narrowed and a scowl pulled her brows together. “I…you watched me?”

      Drake grinned. “The entire time, solysa.”

      “You bastard!”

      She raised her hand, and he caught her wrist right before her palm connected with the side of his face.

      “Have you learned nothing?” he growled, no longer caring if the truth of his nature reared its ugly head.

      But Creslyn didn’t shrink away from him.

      “Arrogant ass!”

      She moved so fast, he barely had time to react. In one fluid movement, she hoisted her knee high, preparing to make direct contact between his legs, forcing him to hunch over to avoid the blow. But then she twisted, raising her arm so her elbow struck him right in the throat. Sudden pain left him gasping until he felt the sting of her palm against his cheek.

      Drake coughed, choked, then laughed. He pounded his fist against his chest in a valiant effort to catch his breath. When he looked back over to her, she was enveloped in a cloak of steam and her lacy underthings were discarded on the floor. Creslyn stepped into the shower, shutting the glass door soundly behind her.

      As though she could ever dismiss him.

      He sauntered over, propping his shoulder against the wall, and watched in silence as she washed away the sweat and grime. She shampooed her hair and scrubbed her body, the rain scented bubbles gliding over her bare skin. Every so often she sent him an absolutely scathing look, but he was far too impressed with the pain ricocheting from his throat down
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