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For Patrick, my own perfect partner. I love you!
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1

In a palatial, centuries-old villa in the heart of Fiora, capital city of the Serafin Empire

Twenty-five years ago

Gerard de Moireul was eight years old when his grandmother summoned him to witness his parents’ execution.

He didn’t realize, at first, why the servants were bothering to wake him at all. It had been weeks since he’d been left at his grandmother’s villa, and in all that time, he had never met her nor been attended in his room by any of her household staff. After the first long day without any food, he’d finally found his own way to the kitchens, where a grim-faced older man had grudgingly served him a breakfast of plain, unbuttered toast and a small clay cup of well water.

Under the judgmental gazes of all the kitchen staff, Gerard hadn’t dared ask for any more, no matter how loudly his stomach rumbled. From then onwards, though, he’d made a shamefaced pilgrimage to the kitchen twice a day, eating his meager portions as swiftly as possible and trying to ignore the way the room went deafeningly silent every time he entered. He’d spent the rest of his hours wandering the long marble galleries, all of them lined with impressive busts and statues but devoid of human life.

He couldn’t even look out through the windows at passersby, as every single pane of glass in the villa had been covered and sealed by immovable black silk curtains before his arrival.

When hard, impatient hands shook his shoulder early one morning and harsh voices demanded that he wake, his first, desperate hope was that his parents were finally back from whatever urgent trip had taken them from him for the past two weeks. He didn’t argue when he was presented with bright white, ruffled clothes, the sort that might be worn for one of his mother’s famously luxuriant parties, where Imperial archdukes and the Emperor himself often mingled as guests with scandalous opera singers and heroic generals.

Curly hair tamed by a ruthless comb and unfamiliar clothes stiff against his skin, he scrambled thankfully into the grand carriage with curtained windows that waited inside the villa’s sheltered outer courtyard . . .

And then stumbled to a halt as he took in the apparition who waited for him there. Dark eyes glittered with fury in her pale, stretched-thin face. Giant ruby clips studded her white hair, and even more jewelry flashed on every patch of skin exposed by her low-cut, celebratory gown.

“This,” his grandmother hissed, “is the price of weakness and treason. Keep your eyes open, show no sorrow, and learn it well, or I will end this shameful family line forever.”

Gerard might not yet know about the scandal that had swept the continent for weeks—the bribes accepted, the secrets sold to enemies of the Empire, the soldiers’ lives lost in consequence—but even at eight years old, he could sense the deadly truth in his grandmother’s hissed warning.

So he kept his eyes open through everything that followed. As the Emperor’s own personal executioner read out the list of treasonous crimes that had been committed, the crowd bayed with ravenous hunger and rage, and his parents were beheaded in front of him.

Under his grandmother’s icy gaze, he didn’t dare shed a single tear.

By the time he returned with her to his new home, Gerard thought his head and heart were both completely numb. Then, the next day, he was woken once again— this time, to be sent away to a military academy where every student and teacher knew exactly who he was and what his parents had done.

Perhaps his grandmother hoped that his classmates would fulfil her own deepest wishes, so he would not survive to shame the family in his turn. But Gerard had listened and learned his lesson well.

He would never forget it.

He was twenty-two years of age when he found himself unexpectedly in charge of a full battalion. All three of his commanding officers had been shot, and he and his men were left boxed within a valley with no options for retreat. However, Gerard had spent years studying military history and strategy in the dusty academy library that had been his refuge when he was younger. He could see exactly how to turn this seeming trap into a bottleneck for their opponents—and the astonishing, turnaround victory achieved under his command was the first step in an inexorable progression.

By the time he was twenty-five years old, court gossips and newspaper reporters alike were calling him the Empire’s Golden Beacon. Breathless reports crossed the continent—both within and without the collected archduchies of the Serafin Empire— with news of his unstoppable triumphs in battle, paeans to the shining, golden hair that (according to one influential poet) symbolically lit his men’s way to victory, and his relentless, ascetic self-control in every aspect of his life. By twenty-six, he was a multi-awarded general; at thirty years of age, he became the youngest ever high general of the Serafin Empire. He was appointed to the post by Emperor Otto II, son of the very same emperor who had attended Gerard’s mother’s parties and then decreed her bloody execution.

Now, as the Imperial high priest serenely wafted an incense burner over Gerard’s head to signify the pantheon’s blessing upon him as the Empire’s chief defender and sword of justice, Gerard breathed in the heady scent and gazed across the packed audience of clapping royals, aristocrats, military officers, and newspaper journalists.

No matter how desperately they tried, none of those gathered reporters or court gossips had ever managed to attach a single scandal to his name.

They never would.

His grandmother was no longer alive to witness the event, but he could still hear the last words she had uttered when he’d attended her final bedside ten years earlier.

“It’s up to you now,” she’d rasped, her dark eyes as fierce and as furious as ever despite the physical agony wracking her body. “You’re all that’s left of our family line. Make it matter.”

He fully intended to . . . no matter how provoking, dangerous, and unsettling the nemesis who had chosen to plant herself in his path, doing her reckless best to ruin everything.
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In the archducal palace in the Archduchy of Savelberg, at a celebratory ball

Seven years ago

The first time Queen Lorelei of Balravia saw the Golden Beacon, it was across a glittering ballroom full of enemies.

Lorelei adored popping into her enemies’ parties, and she never bothered to wait for an invitation. After all, there would be no fun in being a scandalous fae queen, sung and gossiped about nonstop, if she didn’t make use of the fabulous portals at her fingertips to flout official borders and skip every invitation checker at the gates.

So she erupted into the ballroom in a shower of rainbow sparkles, wearing a gown of gauzy, shimmering scarlet chiffon and her most brilliant grin.

“My darlings!” she caroled as the string orchestra in the corner shrieked to a halt and every conversation broke off in shock. “We’ve finally arrived. Now the party can begin!”

Behind her, she could feel her favorite cousin’s smirk even though she couldn’t see it. “Let’s hope the wine here is better than at the last Imperial party you dragged us to,” Katrin drawled.

“It can’t be worse,” Lorelei’s second lady- in- waiting retorted. “I’d drink sprites’ spit before I tried that one again.”

“Oh, Ilse, that doesn’t count as an insult.” Katrin sighed wearily, still not yet reconciled to the lady-in-waiting who’d joined Lorelei during Katrin’s own time away, two years ago. “You drank sprites’ spit for fun both of the last two times we visited the fae realm. No one believes that that’s a burden for you anymore!”

“Hush, now.” Lorelei beamed ferociously at the wide-eyed, staring mortals all around them and clasped her dimpled hands beneath her chin. “I’m quite certain our hosts have assembled a fabulous feast for such a momentous celebration. What are we all celebrating, again? Oh, wait, now I remember.” She tilted her head, letting her gloriously unbound blonde curls cascade over her gleaming, bare right shoulder. “You just won a little skirmish, didn’t you? So impressive . . . especially when you consider that it was fought against a perfectly righteous group of dissidents in a separate kingdom, not even part of your empire to legally maintain.” Her upper lip curled with a fury she couldn’t quite hide.

As the ruler of one of the worryingly few kingdoms still clinging to independence on the fringes of their continent, she could not believe the stupidity of the neighboring king who had invited the Empire’s help in settling his own internal issues. Had he paid no attention to the shifting tides of politics? The elderly current emperor, after his own early expansion, had been content to leave the Empire’s borders where they were; his only son, soon to become Otto II, had far more dangerous aims in mind.

No independent kingdom would survive if they gave in to his schemes.

“Your Majesty.” The Archduke of Savelberg was still hanging back, gaping like a particularly unattractive fish, but his wife was clearly a stronger soul. The Archduchess stalked forward now in her bustled and brocaded gown, stiff white lace framing her high neckline and her expression rigid with dislike as she swept a tight, reluctant curtsey. “How kind of you to honor us with your attendance.”

“But of course. I knew you must have intended to invite me, even if you did somehow mislay my invitation.” Lorelei smiled sweetly and felt every human guest around her cringe at the sight. “How could my ladies and I possibly stay away? In fact . . .” She clapped her hands together in theatrical delight. “Why don’t we liven things up a bit with a party game? I seem to recall that, for some bizarre reason, your husband recently chose to expel every one of your fae citizens from Savelberg’s borders . . . so why don’t we make up for everything you’ve all been missing since then?”

Glancing over her shoulder, she sent a sparkling grin at her attendants. “Shall we, ladies?”

Katrin shrugged with the same easy grace that made her an excellent swordfighter. “It would make tonight more interesting . . .”

“. . . And I have been longing for another treat.” Feral gold flashed in Ilse’s green eyes, and her teeth sharpened in anticipation.

“Wait!” The Archduchess started forward, lifting one lace-bedecked arm as if she actually hoped to stop them.

She should have known better. Mere humans could never act as quickly as a powerful fae queen and her most trusted inner circle. It only took a single wrinkle of Lorelei’s nose and two high, eerie whistles from her attendants before the familiar spell was cast and vibrant green vegetation surged up from the floor of the ballroom. Bejeweled guests started back with cries of raw fear as tall trees and giant, poisonous blooms erupted between them and their companions. Even more greenery fell in long, trailing loops of ivy and carnivorous blossoms from the crystal chandeliers, while tiny sprites shot through the room, darting in and out of elegantly piled hairstyles with gleeful, tangling mischief and sneaking stolen sips of aristocrats’ champagne.

Shadows shifted and elongated in the corners, transforming into tall, spindly creatures made of branches and thorns, with drooping fingernails and sharp teeth that glistened wetly in the candlelight.

The wild, exhilarating scent of Faerie filled the air, and Lorelei smiled with perfect satisfaction.

“General de Moireul!” The Archduchess bleated the name like a prayer, spinning around and searching the vegetation-shielded crowd. Her voice rose above all the other panicked commotion in a screamed demand: “General de Moireul!”

. . . And there was the real reason Lorelei had chosen to grace this particular gathering with her presence. Her eyes narrowed as she prepared to finally meet the new enemy whose name had been popping up more and more often in worried whispers among the Empire’s neighbors:

The Golden Beacon.

Ever since Lorelei had first claimed the throne of Balravia, spiting her late father’s wishes and all of her male cousins’ hopes, new Imperial generals had been appointed again and again across the border, spilling like brainless salmon from the dreary military schools where would-be officers were sent from across all the Empire’s archduchies. They generally seemed interchangeable to her— but there was something different about the way she’d heard this one discussed.

As Lorelei had learned since her own ascension, there was a magical point where songs and stories tipped into legend and took on a whole new power of their own, overwhelming every detail of the tedious truth with their own irresistible, infectious appeal. Right now, “the Golden Beacon” was still only a name. All too soon, though, it could become a symbol and a rallying cry that spoke doom to every kingdom still clinging to freedom . . .

Unless someone clever, strategic, and full of magic stepped in just in time to tarnish that golden gleam.

Lorelei’s target stepped through the crowd of panicking aristocrats and greenery, and her smile deepened. Sylvana be praised, he looked like a mountain in a uniform! She couldn’t kill this man without making him a martyr and inspiring a bloody war of retribution— but corrupting him for the sake of her kingdom? That might not be the chore she’d expected, after all, but a genuine pleasure.

“General de Moireul.” The Archduchess sagged with relief as he joined her. “Thank the gods, you’re here to save us all.”

“I beg your pardon, Your Highness, but . . . from what, exactly, do you require rescue?” The man’s voice was deliciously deep and rumbling. Still, as he turned from the Archduchess to look at her, Lorelei’s chest tightened with sudden, instinctive warning.

Those wolf- like amber eyes were far too keen. They bored into her as if he could see all of her hidden secrets laid bare before him, through every layer of glamour and gossip that functioned as her shields—and his grave, unhurried question showed no hint of the alarm he should have felt.

“Well—but you can see— just look around you, man!” The Archduchess flung out one sweeping arm to indicate the feral, fae wildness that had overwhelmed her ballroom.

Clasping his hands behind his back, the Golden Beacon nodded thoughtfully. “As I understand it, bringing a gift—such as this decoration—to any festivity is a point of courtesy for the fae. They all follow the laws of hospitality without fail. Having publicly announced herself as your guest, I am quite certain that Queen Lorelei would never allow any actual harm to come to you or any of your guests this evening.”

Well . . . fuck. Lorelei’s smile didn’t lessen, but she purred her next words with sickly sweetness. “A soldier who’s paid attention to his studies! How marvelously unusual.” Sweeping forward, she closed one hand as far as she could around his absurdly over-large, muscular arm and fluttered her eyelashes at him. Colorful sparkles flew free at her command to dust possessively across his uniform coat and medals as she breathed in the pleasant combination of scents created by his soap, shaving cream, and sweat. “Your Highness, you must allow me to claim this man as my escort for tonight. I’m sure he’ll keep all of us wonderfully safe.”

“Oh, very well.” The Archduchess snapped out her fan and wielded it before her flushed cheeks. “I hope you and your ladies will all enjoy your evening as our guests!”

“How could we not?” Lorelei watched, still smiling, as the Archduchess turned with a sharp flick of her fan and marched into the crowd to attempt a belated reconquest of her party.

Lorelei couldn’t care less about that battle, nor about any of the aristocrats milling in a wide circle around her now, whispering excitedly and visibly debating the risks of swarming the infamous Fae Queen of Balravia while she stood within their midst.

She would leave Katrin and Ilse to find their own personal triumphs in that crowd. Tonight, she had a far more important battle to fight.

“So . . . the famous Golden Beacon.” She tipped her head back to meet his amber eyes. The impact of that piercing gaze was just as much a shock to her system this time as it had been moments before—but that was the effect of mere physical charisma, to which she’d learned bitter immunity years ago. “We meet at last.”

“Your Majesty.” He nodded respectfully, his features as impassive as if she weren’t casting the delicious scent of just-opening roses from her skin. He should have been leaning closer to subtly breathe it in by now, even if he didn’t want to shatter his dour affect by smiling—but he held his arm as stiffly within her clasp as if he were standing in a military parade. “Would you care to be escorted to the refreshments table?”

“Truly, I would prefer to dance with you.” She leaned in confidingly, adding the first breath of spring to her scent and allowing a gurgle of laughter to enter her voice, as if she were sharing secrets. “Perhaps I should have left a single open clearing in the ballroom, just big enough for the two of us to share.”

“Alas, I do not dance.” His features didn’t even twitch. “However, I would be happy to introduce you to any number of fine dancers in attendance.”

“No dancing at all? Ever?” She made a face, only half theatrically. “Don’t you allow yourself a single pleasure, General?”

“I enjoy serving my empire.”

Sylvana’s tears! Was any man truly so dreary? She tilted her head, lowering her voice into a husky drawl as she trailed one finger across his uniformed sleeve and let her magic tingle through that barrier to tease against his skin. “Perhaps I could teach you a few new pleasures tonight.”

“Your Majesty.” He kept his voice too low for any onlookers to overhear, but his words dropped like heavy stones into the air between them. “You are far too intelligent to waste any more of your time.”

“By spending it with you?” She blinked up at him with innocent, vacuous shock. “General, you must have heard at least some of the stories about me by now.” If nothing else, the latest play based on her scandals was being performed to a sold-out theatre in this very city tonight. “How better could I possibly entertain myself than by conversing with such a delicious military man? Everyone knows I care for nothing but my own selfish pleasures.”

“Forgive me my bluntness,” he said quietly, “but I know nothing of the sort— and regardless of the reason why you’ve sought me out tonight, you will not lure me into any indiscretions that might lessen my position, tonight or ever.” His amber eyes held hers with implacable conviction. “I will never falter in my duty to the Empire, no matter what the provocation. You will never turn me from my path.”

Oh, gods! Sudden insight flashed through Lorelei, and she sucked breath in through her teeth.

No wonder he’d seen through her so clearly.

She’d come prepared for yet another mortal general swept through life by natural charisma, noble birth, and a reasonably muscular build. But in this man’s eyes, she glimpsed the inexorable flames of divine fire that fueled epic, world-shifting victories in his future. In his voice, she heard the unmistakable echo of a destiny being written by the gods of the Imperial pantheon themselves.

Lorelei released his arm as if it had burned her like the magic-repelling iron rails currently being planned by Imperial engineers to crisscross the vast Empire—part of the mortal world’s endless, vicious fight to extinguish the life and color from every corner of the continent. Meanwhile, the god of war and justice who stood at the head of the Imperial pantheon, Divine Jovar, smiled in benevolence upon His chosen few . . .

Including the man who loomed before her now, certain and protected in his god-touched path of conquest.

Unfortunately for him, Lorelei had her own divine sponsor— and more than enough personal stubbornness to move mountains.

“General de Moireul.” She swept a curtsey so deep, it went beyond respect into the deepest and most blatant public insolence. Then she smiled up at his beautiful, impenetrable face with all of her own goddess-blessed ferocity and brilliance for once unhidden . . . and she had the satisfaction of seeing his eyes flare wide in sudden, startled acknowledgement. “I hereby accept that challenge.”
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In a darkened room, in an unknown location

The present

Even the most brutal of tortures could never force Gerard de Moireul to admit it, but it wasn’t unusual for him to dream of Balravia’s queen. After all, the woman had haunted his waking life for seven years.

She was an incorrigible menace.

The rest of the Empire might delight in salacious stories and songs of the countless lovers Queen Lorelei had publicly discarded—or executed—in the course of her scandalous reign, but he could only wish more of her time was spent that way. Instead, she seemed to take delight in tormenting him, specifically and untiringly, for no logical reason that he had ever been able to fathom . . . and not only when they met face-to-face, which happened far too often for his peace of mind.

If he marched his troops to a carefully planned battle only to find that the other side had somehow mysteriously vanished into thin air, he was certain to find her telltale rose-blossom fragrance taunting him from his pillowcase when he returned to his private quarters afterwards.

Whenever Emperor Otto II held a grand new ceremony to award him with another hard-won medal of achievement, rather than taking pride in the Imperial affirmation, Gerard found himself bracing and holding his breath throughout, just waiting for a new, impossible catastrophe to hit. Once, a sharp-thorned rosebush erupted beneath him just as he was lowering himself onto what had been a plain wooden chair only a moment before. On a different occasion, the sudden stench of rotten fruits overwhelmed his senses just as he was drawing a deep breath to deliver a meticulously crafted, diplomatic speech to an assembled audience of the Empire’s highest nobility. Only the most rigorous, lifelong training in self-control had saved him from collapsing into a sneezing, choking fit that would have made him the laughingstock of every newspaper report.

Of course, there was never any evidence left behind to prove the culprit to any outside observer, much less to provoke the kind of official Imperial reaction that could only too easily crush her small, impudent kingdom . . .

But most maddeningly of all, Queen Lorelei always made certain to leave a calling card just for him, whether she conveyed it through the lush scent of fresh roses or via a shimmer of dancing, rainbow-colored sparkles that melted as soon as he—and he alone—had spotted them.

What was she trying to provoke?

Obviously, it was a useless effort on her part. He knew his duty well, and his goals were set in stone. He would never allow such absurd and childish teasing to distract him. Still, he found himself turning the question of her motives over and over in his thoughts at night . . . and then dreaming horrifyingly intense, shocking scenarios where he pinned her down on his bed to force her to finally answer all of his questions, while she laughed shamelessly up at him and then . . .

No! He would not remember those dreams. Even Gerard couldn’t exert control over his own subconscious while he slept. He could only resist lingering over those reprehensible fantasies in the light of day.

So it wasn’t a surprise when he awoke in pitch darkness, aching with unforgivable heat once again. Damn it, why couldn’t he ever get her out of his mind for long? And why did his sleeping mind somehow turn her ceaseless, mocking torment into irrational temptation?

Only yesterday, he’d come face-to-face with the fae queen on a snowy battlefield where she’d stood, barefoot and reckless, allied with two other powerful, independent queens in open defiance of the Empire. It had taken all of Gerard’s diplomatic efforts, combined with those of Estarion’s surprisingly pacifistic Archduke and the icily calculating Queen of Nornne, to prevent a war that none of them actually wanted . . . and Lorelei’s impudent provocations had come dangerously close to evoking a personal reaction that Gerard couldn’t afford.

Perhaps he should have expected her to invade his dreams afterwards.

This time, mimicking real life, he’d dreamed that he was sleeping on the thin cot in the small, plain tent he always used for marching with his troops. When the decadent, unmistakable scent of her perfume had awakened his dream-self, he’d stiffened, his eyes snapping open . . . and found the notorious Siren of Balravia smiling mischievously down at him, lit in the darkness of his tent by a circle of golden fae lights that danced around them both, enclosing the two of them in a warm, intimate circle.

“Shh, darling.” She tipped one palm to scatter shimmering silver dust across the exposed skin of his face and throat before he could rise. “There’s no need for you to wake or worry now. I’m taking care of absolutely everything.”

Even his dream- self knew that was patently absurd. Between the troops he commanded, the dangerously narcissistic Emperor he served, the perilously shifting streams of politics, and the endless weight of his own family legacy, Gerard always had to worry. It was his responsibility and the choice he had made and . . . and . . .

And yet . . .

As the silver dust settled and melted into his skin, warm, irresistible lassitude overcame him, and he found his eyes falling inexorably shut. Lorelei’s small, soft fingertips stroked lightly across his cheek, leaving tingling trails of sensation in their wake, and despite everything, his rational objections sank too deep to be rediscovered.

It was only a dream, after all. No one could blame him for taking pleasure in a dream. Only a dream . . .

And he reminded himself of that, again and again, for several agonizing moments after he woke, spread-eagled and panting, his senses still full of that aggravating scent of roses and his body burning with a heat he utterly refused to identify.

Enough! His mind still fogged with sleep, Gerard set his teeth together and turned to roll out of bed for his usual, punishing round of morning calisthenics. They were designed specifically to expel all such distracting nonsense from his head . . .

But the moment he tried to move, he found himself tethered by strangely soft— yet implacable— chains that fastened across his chest, his arms, and his ankles to hold him firmly in place, splayed out across a wide, soft mattress.

Was he still dreaming after all? This wasn’t his thin, hard traveling cot. And how could the air feel so luxuriantly warm in the middle of a snowy mountain pass?

Gods above. He sucked in a sharp breath through his teeth as the outrageous truth finally hit him.

No wonder he could still smell roses!

“Queen Lorelei.” It was a snarl of disbelieving fury— and the most uncontrolled outburst he’d allowed himself in decades.

Rainbow sparkles erupted in the darkness before him as if he had uttered an invitation.

“Finally!” The Queen of Balravia burst out of one of her fiendishly unstoppable fae portals, clothed in a low-cut, gauzy, gold concoction and beaming triumphantly. As she emerged, the blanketing darkness lifted from the room around them to reveal a large, airy bedchamber wallpapered in shades of forest green and lit by midday sunlight. There must have been a window somewhere to allow in so much light, but the full force of Gerard’s attention was fixed on the fae queen’s deceptively lovely face. She clasped her hands as if with rapture under her pointed chin and regarded him from the floor beyond his prison-bed, her periwinkle-blue eyes glinting with mischief. “I thought you’d never wake up, sleepyhead. I’ve been waiting for ages!”

He could not allow himself to lose control and bellow, no matter what the provocation. But it took all of the willpower he’d learned across his lifetime to keep his voice steady and uninflected. “That, Your Majesty, would be because when you kidnapped me from my tent in the middle of a full Imperial army encampment, you laid an illicit sleeping spell upon me. The number of international laws you have just flagrantly broken—”

“Oh, that was just a tiny little enchantment, not a spell. Honestly!” Rolling her eyes, she flicked one dimpled hand in dismissal. “If that was all that was keeping you asleep, you would have woken up hours ago, as I’d expected. No, I think you must have been exhausted, poor thing. You do work yourself terribly hard, don’t you, running around every day, trying to satisfy all of Otto’s demands? Really, you ought to be thanking me right now for whisking you away on this lovely vacation.”

“Vacation,” Gerard repeated flatly. Incredulity mingled with righteous outrage—a reaction that had become intimately familiar across the past seven years of their acquaintance.

Was she actually trying to drive him into madness? Had that been her plan for him all along?

As she glided towards him, the shimmering golden fabric of her gown brushed softly against the sides of the bed, and he found himself intensely, unavoidably aware of his own position, splayed across the silken covers of the mattress and bound by impossible chains of flowers. He’d already felt their magical implacability; he wouldn’t humiliate himself by fighting against them now and failing under her delighted gaze.

Thank all the gods that it had been too cold in his tent last night to sleep unclothed. He was still missing his polished boots, vest, cravat, and uniform coat, but at least his chest and outstretched arms were fully covered by a long-sleeved, high-collared cotton shirt, and his legs were safely sheathed in woolen trousers.

There was no actual, practical possibility that he could feel the heat of her lingering gaze through those layers.

But there was one certain truth he’d understood about the Fae Queen of Balravia from the moment of their first meeting: She excelled at throwing her opponents off their guard. So Gerard used decades of experience to separate himself, now, from the weaker impulses of his body and gaze up at her with the unaffected demeanor he’d perfected long ago. “I wonder, Your Majesty: What do your good friends and allies, the Queens of Nornne and Kitvaria, think of this supposed vacation you’ve arranged without my permission? Did they agree to this political decision?”

Queen Lorelei didn’t flinch, of course. Her shields were far too polished for that—and despite what the rest of the continent might imagine, Gerard had understood for years that she was more dangerously clever and less emotionally driven than she wished any of her enemies to realize. He had been teaching himself her tells for years, though, so he savored the brief flicker of her sparkling eyelashes despite the condescending curl of her lips an instant later. “My dear general,” she purred, “I know you’re on vacation, but surely you haven’t already forgotten the rules of successful political alliances? We Queens of Villainy would hardly have chosen to band together in the first place if we couldn’t trust each other to keep the details of our private meetings private.”

Aha. “So you haven’t warned them what you’re up to.” He cocked a single eyebrow in rebuke. “I would have thought you owed them more loyalty than to leave them wrong- footed when the Empire responds— with force— to this direct attack upon its highest military leader. Both of your allies were witnessed at your side only yesterday by a multitude of reporters as well as my own troops. They will both share in the blame, and Emperor Otto’s response to all three nations, when he hears the news of my abduction at your hands— ”

“Why do you think I bothered to steal you in the first place, darling?” Her voice was light, but her eyes glittered with rare temper—another victory for him to mark on their personal battlefield. “You may have a terribly pretty face, but I hardly need to kidnap my playthings. They offer themselves to me on a regular basis without any effort on my part.”

That, he did not doubt—and there was no good reason for hot irritation to flare through him at the reminder. So he ignored his own irrational reaction to focus on the unlikely clue she’d tossed him. “You actually want the Empire to attack? You can’t possibly think Balravia would survive that invasion—not with both of its allies busy repelling simultaneous attacks on their own lands.” If she had any idea just how hard he’d been fighting to temper the Emperor’s increasingly disturbing ambitions in that direction . . .

“Not yet.” Her eyelashes lowered as a wicked smile played at her lips. “Don’t worry, darling, I’m not quite so careless as you seem to imagine. I can glamour your handwriting, you know— and set a very convincing scene. According to the note you left behind, you’re trusting your closest officers to maintain your privacy and allow no one else into your tent while you pursue a secret, urgent quest elsewhere for the sake of the Empire. By the time little Otto finally realizes you’re gone—much less who was bold enough to take you— it’ll be far too late.”

“Too late?” A wave of foreboding rolled through Gerard’s bound body as he looked up at that wicked grin. “For what, exactly?”

“Seven years ago,” said the fae queen, “you set me a challenge. By the end of our visit, General de Moireul, I plan to finally win it.”
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In the Queen of Balravia’s private hunting lodge, hidden deep within the darkest and most ancient woods in the heart of Balravia

Lorelei had always excelled at the dramatic art of timing her entrances and exits. Even as she spoke those final, taunting words, she was silently summoning a portal; she had the satisfaction of seeing the Golden Beacon’s mask of indifference crack with a single twitch of one eyelid as she offered him a jaunty wave and stepped away the victor in their conversation, leaving only sparkles behind to remind him exactly who was in control.

Then she landed in her pink-and-white morning room, on the other side of the lodge, and released the shriek of frustration that had been building within her all throughout their encounter. “Argh!”

“So the two of you had a pleasant catch-up?” Her cousin Katrin was practicing sword-play on the far side of the room, having pushed all of the couches out of the way and rolled up the long sleeves of her gown. She rose smoothly from a flowing lunge to aim a wry glance over one strong shoulder.

Lorelei said, “That man is the most hardheaded, arrogant, maddening—”

“He is rumored to be unstoppable,” Ilse mused. She sat curled up on a couch by the tall windows, reading the first of a pile of novels propped on the plush golden cushions beside her. “He is rather yummy looking, though, isn’t he? I wonder if the stories are true and he’s still a virgin. Is that even possible?”

“Don’t even think about it.” Lorelei’s eyes narrowed. “He certainly won’t be seducing anyone here to escape!”

“Oh, no,” Ilse said with perfect innocence, turning another page in her book. “I wasn’t saying that out of any interest for myself. I was only thinking of you, Your Majesty!”

At that, Katrin gave a muffled snort of disloyal laughter—but she was, at least, sensible enough to hide it in a cough and immediately resume her exercises. Lorelei swept a dangerously narrowed gaze from her cousin’s tall back to her second lady-in-waiting’s perfectly oblivious face.

She was glad that they had learned to get along so well over the years. She even wished them well in the promising new flirtation they’d been engaging in for the past few months when they thought she wasn’t paying attention.

Every so often, though, there was a downside to their new amity. Surely none of the other Queens of Villainy’s attendants felt so free to mercilessly tease their own queens.

“That eventuality,” she promised them both, “will never happen.” Once, a long time ago, Lorelei had allowed more than one handsome man to soften her wits, gain her trust, and then humiliate her—but she’d risen like a phoenix from the ashes of those all-too-public early lessons and taken control of the narrative forced upon her. Physical lovers, she took happily and often, but she would never again make the mistake of allowing any man, no matter how attractive, into her heart.

Seven years ago, when she’d chosen to proposition the Golden Beacon, she hadn’t known how dangerous he truly was; now that she knew him better, she would never dream of taking that risk.

. . . Even if he had looked like a fantasy plucked from her most decadent imaginings just now, spread out on that bed for her personal perusal. How in Sylvana’s name had he managed to lie there, helplessly bound by chains of her making, and still somehow project the impression of a patient host in full control of the room and their conversation?

“Queen Ailana’s been trying to get hold of you, by the way,” Katrin reported as she made a complicated, spinning move. “Her latest message said that it was extremely urgent.”

“Ugh.” Grimacing, Lorelei threw herself across an empty sofa. “She must have worked out he’s missing.” That was the problem with making friends and allies with the most successful spy-mistress on the continent: Ailana knew almost everything. Her official magic lay in the powers of ice and snow that came from her aelfar heritage, but as far as Lorelei was concerned, Ailana’s most terrifying power was her ability to coolly, calmly ferret out private information—and then turn her icy logic upon Lorelei’s wildest schemes like the most disappointed older sister in the world.

Lorelei had never believed in wasting time on regrets. If she had sat around weeping about her own mistakes ten years ago, she would have been dead within days! Still, her most recent brilliant plan—to unite all three independent queens on the continent against the threat of Imperial expansion—had come with side effects she had not anticipated.

Somehow, both of her fellow queens, different though they were, had chipped their ways into her guarded heart. Clever, strategic Ailana of Nornne and grumpy, blunt Saskia of Kitvaria had earned her respect and affection as well as her loyalty . . . so the regret that Lorelei had felt this past week after mistakenly harming Saskia’s lover had burned too badly to endure.

Felix, the softspoken Archduke of Estarion, was head over heels in love with Lorelei’s friend, not a sneaking threat to Saskia after all. Lorelei had seen for herself how he’d stood for all three queens on that battlefield yesterday when he’d ordered the Golden Beacon to remove all Imperial troops from Estarian land and call off the planned joint invasion of Saskia’s nation.

Even the Empire’s high general couldn’t refuse to follow that archducal order, with no higher authority present on the field to contradict it. However, the moment the Golden Beacon returned to Fiora to report that interaction to the Emperor, Otto II would react with murderous fury to the ruination of his plans. Whether he sent hired assassins, made up an act of Imperial treason to call for Felix’s public execution, or simply broke the constitution of the Empire to have his way on that longed-for expansion, his response would be immediate, punishing, and brutal.

Obviously, Lorelei had needed to do something to help and make up for the harm she’d already done to Saskia’s beloved . . .

But she knew exactly how Ailana would react to the path she’d chosen.

“Ugh,” she repeated and closed her eyes, drawing up chains of ivy from the ground beneath the floor to cover, surround, and shield her in a softly rustling, green cocoon of peace. “I need a nap before I can even think about that conversation.”

It was absurd that she hadn’t managed to sleep earlier, after so many days and nights spent wide awake, dealing with crises. By rights, she should have fallen into bed the moment she had the Golden Beacon safely in her clutches and then slept as peacefully as a dryad in winter. Instead, once her initial enchantment upon him had faded, she’d paced her lodge for hours with skin that prickled as if it were being poked by invisible needles, waiting for him to finally wake up.

No, worse: worrying about why he hadn’t.

Ugh!

Ailana didn’t know everything. She couldn’t. Even Lorelei didn’t understand the storm of feelings that had overcome her yesterday as she’d stood shoulder-to-shoulder with her closest allies and watched the godsblessed Golden Beacon, after seven full years of private sparring, victories, and defeats, calmly announce that he would be passing on every detail of their meeting to the Emperor Lorelei despised . . . and then following Otto’s selfish, greedy orders, however misguided they might be and regardless of his own personal feelings on the matter.

It was unbearable. That was all she had known, with a burning conviction that had overruled all logical objections. It was wrong to hear him say that. She owed her loyalty to her fellow queens, not to her enemy’s high general—but she still had to save him from his own misguided sense of duty, no matter what either of her allies thought of her methods. Even if her quest was irrational— impossible!—she had to try to turn him off that dark path in time, before he could do anything truly unforgivable . . .

. . . And even if she didn’t understand why she had to do it, she knew her instincts almost always led her in the right direction.

Unfortunately, when the buzzing swarm of worries and schemes in her head finally subsided enough to allow her to slide into sleep in the shelter of her private green cocoon, her dreaming mind transported her directly back to the moment when she had first discovered that her instincts couldn’t always be trusted.

[image: ]

If Lorelei’s instincts were always right, she would have known to hide when her father first arrived in the fae realm. But she had been raised in her mother’s court, the cossetted mortal daughter of Efaelen’s immortal fae queen, and at ten years of age, she hadn’t yet been included in any political councils.

It didn’t even occur to her that she might be in danger when she heard the leaves around her start whispering the news.

“The King of Balravia . . . the King of Balravia has come . . .”

This was wonderful news! Lorelei had always wanted to meet her father, who lived far away in the mortal realm, cut off by an aetheric veil from the neighboring fae realm where she and her mother lived. He had never been able to visit her before because mortals couldn’t cross through that veil on their own, but he must have finally found a friend to help him now—and she already knew that he would adore her when they met, just as her mother always had.

She would love him so much, too! She would show him all of her best magical skills, and he would look at her with pride and be thrilled to have such a remarkable daughter.

She danced her way to her mother’s private rooms, so wrapped up in her own delightful plans that she was barely even aware of the raised voices shouting beyond her mother’s door.

“If you think the nation will accept some flighty fae— ”

“You cannot alter the magical contract— ”

“Then I’ll deal with her myself!”

The last words were bellowed by an unfamiliar male voice. The door was locked, but that was no matter: Everyone said Lorelei’s skill at creating portals was truly remarkable for her age. She certainly couldn’t wait long enough to knock before her grand entrance!

She appeared in a shower of lovely silver sparkles an instant later, beaming with anticipation, before a tall, dark-haired and -bearded human man with eyes the same bright shade of blue as hers. Those almost-familiar eyes widened in recognition as he saw her . . . and then his face contorted into something ugly and unfamiliar as he lifted his gaze to look past her. “I’ll just take care of the matter now, shall I? And then we’ll see about your precious magical contract!”

Lorelei barely heard her mother’s wordless shout behind her as her father’s big, hard fingers closed around her throat and squeezed.

The next few moments were a nightmare of shock and pain and confusion. Alarms shrieked through the air, her mother’s ancient green magic lashed past her, and as Lorelei’s gaze blurred and then went black, every clawed and sharp-toothed guard in the court descended around them.

When she finally came to herself once more, she was lying cradled on her mother’s lap with her mother’s handmaidens gathered around them, every fae and dryad and hag murmuring unhappily over her.

“Mama?” Lorelei croaked.

Her throat hurt too much to say any more, but the single word was enough. Her mother’s face tipped forward, her fathomless green eyes burning with intensity
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