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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
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Captive Traitor King is a romantic fantasy written for adult readers. Within the story, readers will find mature language, violent imagery, and explicit romance. Additionally, situations involving past trauma and abuse (including sexual abuse) are mentioned—alongside themes of faith, trust, survival, and hope. Readers who are familiar with Asher’s past from Warrior Princess Assassin will find further details of what he endured, both through a nightmare he experiences and discussions of his traumatic past with Jory and Ky. Please read with care.
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Chapter One

THE WARRIOR
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Shadows cling to every corner of my bedchamber, dancing in time with the flickering flames in the hearth. They’re rarely more than embers by this time of night, but in the presence of my magic, fire tends to linger, as if awaiting my call. Along the back wall, my windows have been dark and inky black all night, reflecting the glow from the fireplace. Thick clouds obscure the moon and stars, which isn’t uncommon—though the rain rattling against my windowpanes is.

I can’t remember the last time we had rain in Incendar.

I lie in the dark for a long moment, reveling in the sound. I’ve been awake for hours anyway, even though I’m dead tired. Now that war looms on the horizon in two directions, I’ve been wrestling with choices I wish I didn’t have to make. Days of planning and talking and strategizing mean sleep should be easy to find.

But it’s not. And now that the weather has grabbed my focus, it won’t let go.

When I slip out of bed, the stone floor is so cold that it bites at my bare feet. Wind whips against the windows, lashing rain against the panes, and the double doors at the back of the room rattle.

In Astranza, to the north, this would likely be snow, though it’s not quite cold enough here for that. Incendar sits too far south for much snow unless you’re closer to the mountain peaks. When I was a boy, my father used to tell an old story from the Suross settlers, about how the ocean waves were really water demons chasing snow spirits up the mountainside. Here in my capital city of Lastalorre, we’d typically get sleet or freezing rain in the winter months, and there’s enough iron on the palace that we used to wake to ice encrusting the building. Servants and guards would be out trying to chip it away from the gates and doorways.

But that hasn’t happened in years. Right now, ice around the palace would be welcome.

I grab the handles and throw the doors wide, and despite the fact that I’ve been listening to the weather smacking against the windows for a good five minutes, I’m still shocked when I’m met with a face full of sleet and rain.

My chest grows tight. A few years ago, this weather would’ve meant misery: bitter and cold for any soldiers assigned to ride a patrol or sit sentry, frigid and bleak for any farmers trying to stay warm for the night. Citizens would’ve locked shutters and built roaring fires and grumbled about slippery cobblestones. If I were on the battlefield, I’d be muttering under my breath along with the rest of my soldiers. I wouldn’t be staring at the weather like a boy who’s seen magic for the first time.

But that’s how I feel.

Because we need rain. Desperately. Anyone stuck in this storm is probably rejoicing—and indeed, I think I hear a few far-off cries of glee somewhere out in the night. My own chest thrums with wonder.

Is this magic? Has King Theodore of Astranza sent rainfall to Incendar as he promised? Has he made good on the alliance between our countries? The thought sends my heart soaring for one fleeting second.

And then it crashes right to the ground.

The alliance with Astranza was a farce. Their entire royal family lied or hid their motives—including their princess, despite her willingness to work with me now. Dane, their crown prince, has already tried to kill me more than once. Their king, whose weather magic I so desperately need, is dying. They sent Princess Marjoriana here under the false premise of a marriage alliance, and they hired assassins to kill us both. Even her lady-in-waiting was secretly working against us, confessing her guilt on her deathbed. All along, Astranza has been working with Draegonis, my sworn enemy.

A country I believed to be their sworn enemy.

So this can’t be King Theodore’s magic. And it’s not Princess Marjoriana’s, either. Jory might be willing to forge a new alliance with me, but she can’t control the weather. She hasn’t discovered any magic of her own.

I step into the rain and put out a hand, letting the sleet trail between my fingers, icy and slick. My heart thrums again, almost giddy with relief.

This isn’t magic. This is sheer luck.

Then a shadow materializes out of the sky, and I’m tackled from above.

Well, fuck.

I had enough time to see it coming, but not to avoid the collision. The weight tells me it’s probably a man, especially when I hear the rush of his breath as he slams into me. The method of the attack tells me it’s probably an assassin from Astranza, because I’ve been attacked like this before.

I absorb the impact and roll, trying to throw my assailant, but he’s ready, twisting away before I can find a grip on his limbs. It’s too dark to get a good look at him, and the weather makes everything slippery.

I barely have a second to get my feet under me before he leaps onto my back. He’s got a dagger in one hand—and he’s going for my neck. My pulse pounds, but my breathing is steady and even. I’m no stranger to battle, and years of training means my body is responding without thought. I grab his wrist, locking my fingers into place and twisting hard. He grunts in pain, yielding, but only a little.

I wrench him sideways, flipping his weight off me, then slam the assassin into the ground. Before he can move, I pin him with a knee on his thigh and an arm across his throat. A hood falls against his cheek, obscuring most of his face, but he’s lost to the shadows. I’m already sketching a sigil to call fire, though it sizzles and dies in the sleet before the flame can fully form.

Fine. Blades work, too. I squeeze his wrist, and he drops that dagger beside his face. It clatters to the stone floor of my veranda.

“All right, all right,” he says, breathless. Compared to all the aggression, his tone is mild, and his voice is familiar. “You win.”

I grab the edge of the hood and yank it back from his face. With the cloud cover and heavy sleet, it’s still too dark to see him clearly, but I recognize the light hair, the tan skin, the blue eyes that look gray in the shadows. But what makes his identity clear are the seven inked lines on his left cheek, stretching from just below his eye to his jaw: punishment marks from the slavers who spent years tormenting him in Astranza.

“Asher!” I snap.

“Yeah.”

“Bleeding skies,” I mutter. I run a wet hand across my face. He’s lucky it’s raining or I could’ve burned him to cinders.

“You’re heavy,” he grunts.

“What are you doing?” I demand.

His eyes narrow. “It’s not obvious?”

“No.” He might be an assassin, but I’m pretty sure he’s not really trying to kill me. He’s Princess Jory’s closest friend. Possibly her only friend. Since we discovered Prince Dane’s deceit, Asher has been champing at the bit to return to Astranza to kill him, leaving the princess as the sole heir to the throne.

I agree with their plan. I just don’t fully agree with the method.

“Let me up,” Asher says. Rain gleams in his hair, and light from the room behind me sparks in his eyes.

“No. Tell me what you’re doing.”

He shifts a little, struggling, but I do outweigh him, and I’ve got leverage. He can’t dislodge me.

“Answer my question,” I say.

“Let me up,” he growls, his voice full of warning.

I don’t. Instead, I raise my eyebrows and wait. I’ve learned that Asher generally likes to push until someone pushes back.

His eyes narrow, true aggression settling in, and he jerks at my hold. It’s slick enough that he’s able to get an arm free, so I knock the knife away before he can grab it. For a minute, we tussle, and it’s a bit like wrestling a slippery wildcat, especially when he snarls at me. After a moment, we’re both breathing hard, but I eventually catch both wrists, gripping tight. I slam one to the ground and shift my weight so my hips trap his, and then he’s truly pinned.

His breath catches. Under my grip, his pulse is a hard beat against my skin, and every muscle on his frame goes as taut as a bowstring.

I can’t quite tell what changes in the air between us, just that something does. It’s a sudden stillness. An awareness. The rain beats down on us both, and he gives a little shiver, but I don’t think it’s the cold.

“Please,” he says, and I can barely hear him over the weather.

It’s just one word, and there’s no growl to his voice now. He’s not threatening, he’s pleading—and what’s worse, I can tell he doesn’t expect anyone to listen. A reminder that Asher’s history is dark and twisted, when being pinned to the ground wasn’t just the result of scuffling.

He’s not braced for a fight anymore. He’s braced for something worse.

I thought we’d moved a bit past this, but perhaps not.

I soften my grip, then slowly ease off him and put out a hand. “Come on,” I say easily. Like he didn’t just leap out of nowhere with a dagger, aiming for my throat. “Let’s get out of the rain. It’s freezing.”

Asher blinks at me, startled. But I wait, my hand extended. “Come on,” I say again.

For a moment, I don’t think he’ll take it, but he does. I pull him to his feet, but that’s as long as he allows the contact. He lets go to swipe wet hair from his face, then takes a step back to fetch his dagger from the ground, tucking it away in a hilt on his belt. With another step, he’s suddenly farther into the shadows, and I strongly suspect that if I make a sharp move, he’ll vanish up the wall or over the railing of my veranda or however he got up here.

And I still have no idea what he’s doing.

I haven’t known Asher very long, but every time he’s in my presence, he somehow makes me want to shake him, hug him, and protect him, all at the same time. He and the princess both do. They’re such a chaotic pairing I’m often shocked they haven’t gotten each other killed.

If anyone else had tackled me in the middle of the night with a weapon in hand, I’d never turn my back on them, but Asher isn’t quite like any man I’ve ever met. I head through the doors into my chambers without waiting to see if he follows. Just simple trust that he will.

And he does.

I point to the hearth. “Wait there,” I say. “I’ll get you some linens so you can dry off.”

He obeys, and when I return, any tension is gone. He’s just dripping on the stones like he wandered in to escape the weather. He’s shrugged out of the hooded jacket, leaving him in a sodden tunic that’s slicked to the lean muscles of his form, with his white-blond hair clinging to his forehead and cheeks. Now that he’s close to the fire, his eyes are vivid blue. He’s looking at me belligerently, but he also seems a bit bewildered.

I toss one of the linens at him. “Still not willing to talk?”

He has the grace to look chagrined. He scrubs the cloth over his face and through his hair. “You should let Jory in. She’s probably waiting.”

I was doing the same with my own linen, but I jerk it down in surprise. Then I give a ragged sigh. “Asher.”

“What?” he says flatly.

I give him a look, then head for the door. When I swing it wide, Princess Marjoriana is indeed waiting in the dim hallway, leaning against the opposite wall. Her dark hair is in a long braid over one shoulder, and she’s in a simple sleeping shift, with velvet slippers on her feet. Her arms are folded against her abdomen, and she gives a little shiver. At least she’s not soaking wet.

“Princess?” I say.

“Did it work?” she says boldly.

“Did what—” I cut myself off and run a hand down my face for the second time tonight. I don’t even know what they planned, but they clearly planned something.

I finally look toward the end of the hallway, where Roman, one of my senior officers, has been posted to stand guard. I don’t normally have my best men on guard duty in the palace, but since Dane seems to have made it his personal mission to eliminate us, I’m not taking any chances.

“Ro,” I say. “How long has she been out here?”

His eyes flare a little in surprise. “A minute or so.” He hesitates, his eyes flicking to the princess. “The princess said her presence was expected. That she was waiting for you.”

Jory smiles sweetly, her cheeks faintly pink. “Didn’t Asher tell you I was out here?”

“I did,” Asher says from behind me.

At the sound of his voice, Roman startles, and then his gaze darkens. He’s one of my most easygoing soldiers, but Roman does not like being tricked. He steps away from the wall. “How long has Stripes been here?”

I don’t know if it’s a good sign or a bad one that Roman is using the nickname they all adopted for Asher during our ride from Astranza. Either way, if he discovers that Asher attacked me while he was standing guard, he’ll be more than aggravated.

I lift a hand. “Hold your post.” I step back, holding the door for Jory. “After you, Princess.”

As she moves past me, her slippers whisper against the floor, and my eyes refuse to ignore the curves and slopes of her body. A few wisps of hair have escaped her braid to frame her face, and she shivers again, making her seem so delicate. I’m reminded of the day we met, how I assumed she was a guileless princess who’d been sheltered and abused by her overbearing brother and prideful father, how I believed her true strength had been locked away behind gilded walls and rich tapestries, how it seemed she simply needed someone to protect and uplift her so her bravery and spirit could flourish.

Most of that was true, of course, but it didn’t stop her from plotting with Asher to kidnap me right out from under my best soldiers. While I was disarming and vowing to keep her safe, she was preparing to help him steal me away from the palace.

Guileless, my ass.

I should hate it, but I don’t. I admire it. She might be inexperienced, but she’s proven more than once that she’s willing to act when others would falter.

Out in the hallway, Roman is watching me. He doesn’t say a word but he drags one finger down his cheek, then lifts his hands in front of his chest, bringing the knuckles of his right hand toward the palm of his left, like closing a distance. His eyebrows go up, in question.

Guard closer?

I hesitate, considering, then nod. I shouldn’t need a guard with Asher and Jory in my chambers, but then I shouldn’t have been attacked on the veranda, either. As usual, I never know what to expect from the two of them.

When I let the door fall closed, I don’t let it latch.

The princess has crossed the room to sit beside Asher on the hearth, leaving a few inches of space between them.

“Did it work?” she’s murmuring to him.

He shakes his head, then roughs the linen through his wet hair one last time. “No. Sorry, Jor.”

“Did what work?” I demand.

They both look at me, and in the flickering light from the hearth, I’m again struck by how beautiful they are. Both together and individually. The night before we discovered how deep the corruption in Astranza ran, we found a bit of unity among the three of us. Jory and Asher have loved each other for years, but somehow they forged a bond with me, almost by accident. Once truths were laid bare and our feelings were revealed, we shared a night that seemed to spark a new beginning for all three of us. Just the memory of it is making my trousers feel a bit snug.

But then her brother’s actions ripped it all apart, and nothing like that has happened in the week since. I need to make sure it stays that way. She wants to assassinate the crown prince of a rival nation, and our potential alliance is on shaky ground. Draegonis, as always, wants me dead—and now her as well. My own best soldiers are currently separated: Sevin Zale, the captain of my First Regiment, is still away with Nikko, collecting intel from the front lines of the war. I won’t make a move until I hear their reports. It’s the whole reason I’ve asked the princess to wait.

Everything is too fraught. Too tense. Too perilous. My kingdom is at risk—and so is hers.

But looking at Asher and Jory sitting in the firelight is already testing my willpower. I’ve spent days in the training arena or reading reports from my generals or making arrangements to ensure the palace is secure—and here fate saw fit to put them both in my bedchamber.

But then the princess douses all of my flames. Or maybe she stokes them. I can’t quite tell.

“We need to take action,” she says boldly. “Dane could send more Hunters at any time. I’m sure he already has.”

“That still doesn’t explain what you two are doing.”

“Of course it does. It’s been a week, and you seem to have forgotten what’s at stake.” She looks up at me with firelight gleaming in her eyes. “So I sent Asher to remind you.”




Chapter Two

THE PRINCESS

[image: ]

The king studies me, gazing down at both of us in the firelight. He’s as striking as the first day I saw him, his dark blond hair picking up hints of red and gold, a complete contrast to Asher’s pale strands. It’s not the only contrast, either: Asher is lean and agile, built like an acrobat, while Ky is a couple inches taller, bound by muscle befitting a man used to wearing heavy armor.

I know Asher intended to slip into the king’s quarters, but somehow they must have ended up in the rain, because they’re both drenched, their clothes slicked to their bodies. Without warning, my thoughts summon a memory of the one night we spent together, when we were in one of the low pools in the Hall of Stars. Asher and Ky both pressed against me, their hands finding paths along my body until my clothing felt like too much.

Later, the king left us both in his bed while he checked the palace. Asher pulled me close. He wants to make sure you feel safe.

All at once, the memories make me flushed and warm, and I have to clear my throat. None of those thoughts are welcome now. This is a time for political scheming. The king agreed that we would take action a week ago—and since then, he’s done nothing.

So I can’t be in here lusting after anyone. I need to be annoyed. I need to be mad.

“You sent Asher to kill me,” Ky says, and his usually honeyed accent is flat. He folds his arms and looks at the Hunter curled into a corner of the hearth. “And you agreed to this?”

Asher glances between us, but he says nothing. He’s drawn into the shadows now, watching us both. I can’t read anything from his expression.

The king sighs. “Forgive my ignorance, Princess, but I find myself needing to ask why.”

“You seemed doubtful about his abilities,” I say lightly. “I thought a reminder would be helpful.”

His eyes narrow. “I am not doubtful.”

“Are you sure?” I say. “It’s been days since he offered to solve our problems with Astranza, yet you seem reluctant to proceed.”

“Do you truly believe our problems would be solved with Dane’s death?”

If he said this with arrogance, I’d hate it. That’s how Dane himself would ask: full of patronizing condescension. But Ky asks every question like he genuinely wants an answer.

So I genuinely consider it.

There was a time when I would’ve said no, that my brother’s death wouldn’t solve anything. Honestly, the very thought of plotting against the crown prince never would have crossed my mind. It’s treason. Unthinkable.

But since the moment I left Astranza, I’ve learned too much about my country and the vicious darkness hidden behind its lush beauty and rich merits. I’ve learned far too much about the treachery my brother—and my father—have brought upon my people, starting with the slavers who tortured Asher for years, and ending with Dane’s betrayal over this alliance.

So I fold my arms and look at the king. “Most of them, yes.”

The king considers my answer, running a hand across his jaw. “Princess. As ever, you are so … bold.” He lets out a long breath, and a log snaps in the hearth, as if to emphasize the word. “But when it comes to matters of strategy and planning, I feel the need to mention that it may be more prudent for you to—”

Oh. Here comes the condescension.

“To what?” I demand. “Stay in my room? Embroider a pillow?” I surge off the hearth, standing to face him. “You said we would form an alliance together. You said we would take on Dane together. You said you would support my claim to my throne.”

“I do support your claim.”

I scoff. “None of your actions speak to support. You have done nothing. Especially since—”

“Princess.”

“—Asher could have left days ago! This could all be over! Dane could be dead! I could be—”

“Princess.”

“—on the throne! Our alliance could be sealed! Right now, we have the advantage! Why do you insist on waiting, which puts us both at risk, when Dane will surely send more Hunters? Do you intend to face him yourself? Do you intend to attack Astranza on your own? Are you assembling your armies while I wait? Am I to be your pawn now, instead of my brother’s?”

I break off, a little breathless, glaring at him.

He’s glaring right back at me, implacable. His golden eyes are gleaming.

“Say something!” I snap.

“Are you done?”

I inhale sharply, drawing myself up. “Don’t you dare—”

“Dare? I asked you a question.”

He says it so evenly, so matter-of-factly, though his voice has an intensity that always makes my heart skip a little. I can’t tell if he’s angry or annoyed or if he really is just waiting for an answer. It’s the middle of the night and he’s soaking wet, but he always has a level of composure that I envy, especially since I’ve only been in the room for two minutes and I feel like fire is surging through my veins. I have no idea how he manages to stir me up in so many directions at once. Asher always feels like comfort, but the king feels like power—and I crave them both.

“Yes,” I say. My chest feels tight, like I’ve run a race and my heart wasn’t ready. “I’m done.”

He studies me for the longest moment. “I do support your claim, Princess. And I do agree about your brother—though it’s clear we may need to come to terms about timing.” A line appears across his brow. “But you just gave me a tirade on my efforts. You know I have regiments to oversee—and soldiers to call back to Lastalorre if my plans with Astranza have changed. You know the palace requires guards and servants if we are to reside here for a time—and care must be taken to ensure Victoria is not unsettled.” His tone softens as he mentions his sister, but then it sharpens right back up. “At the risk of stating the obvious, I do have a kingdom to rule and protect. That requires organization and strategy, especially right now.” He pauses, his gaze darkening. “I had no idea that gave the impression of inaction.”

“Do not speak to me with contempt,” I say tightly.

He doesn’t back down, and tension crackles between us. “Do not speak to me with contempt.”

“Should I leave you two alone?” says Asher.

“No,” we both snap—but it’s only then that I realize we’re practically toe to toe.

I huff a breath. “I know you have obligations here,” I say. “But every day you delay, my people suffer under Dane’s corrupt governance. I also have a kingdom to protect.”

The king goes still. That line on his forehead deepens, until annoyance begins to shift away, leaving him looking truly puzzled. “I know you do. But if you had such concerns, why did you not simply … talk to me?” His eyes shift to Asher, and he folds his arms again. A hint of that contempt returns to his voice. “Rather than sending your Hunter after me.”

“When would you have listened?” I demand.

“Whenever you asked me to.”

I almost jerk back. He says it so plainly, and it stings like a dart.

Because until this moment, that option didn’t occur to me. Dane would never allow me to “simply talk to him.” Not about anything. Neither would my father. Once my mother was gone, if I wanted something from the king or the crown prince, I had to connive and collaborate with my ladies to earn an audience at all—and even then, I was rarely granted whatever I might have wanted.

Ky’s frown deepens as he regards me, and I wonder if he can read this sudden realization on my face. He knows a little of what my life was like in Perriden. The morning I was first due to meet him, I had to dress as a maid and hide my identity just to see him on my own terms. He thought I was plotting and scheming, when I was really just a young woman desperate to meet the man she was being forced to marry.

He figured it out then, and I watch the shift in his features as he figures it out now. Some of the tension between us loosens. His voice gentles, his accent turning the words to honey. “As I was about to say,” he murmurs, reaching out to tuck a lock of hair behind my ear, “when it comes to matters of strategy and planning, it may be more prudent for us to begin with a conversation.”

His fingers are warm, and my heart gives a traitorous little kick. I don’t know if I should scowl or apologize. I feel a bit like doing both.

“I wasn’t really sending Asher after you,” I say quietly.

“I know.” His gaze flicks to Asher again, who’s still curled up dark and saturnine in the corner of the hearth. “And you really didn’t need to. I meant what I said. I’ve seen Asher’s skills. I don’t doubt his abilities.”

My eyebrows go up. “Then what are we waiting for? We should let him go!”

“Not yet.”

“But why?”

“Because I will not take action against Dane until I have a full report from the Draeg border, and Sev and Nikko have not yet returned. I know you intend to protect Astranza, but you are not yet on the throne, and I have a country to protect here. I cannot leave without knowing my border is secure.”

“But—you don’t have to leave!” I exclaim in surprise. “Asher can go alone.”

His brow furrows again as if it’s his turn to be surprised. “You expect him to return to Astranza alone?” There’s no honey in his voice now. “Is that truly your order?”

“I’m not ordering him to do anything.”

“She doesn’t have to,” Asher says, his tone vicious. “I’m ready.”

His tone makes my heart flinch.

Maybe it shouldn’t. Asher has every right to hate my brother for what was done to him. He has every right to hate my father, too.

The king must hear it in his voice. “You have to be careful with vengeance, Princess. It makes people sloppy.”

Before I can say a word, Asher growls, “I’m not sloppy.”

Ky says nothing to that. His gaze is fixed on mine. “Tell me: What will you do if he fails?”

Asher rolls onto his knees. “I said, I’m not sloppy.”

He’s not—but my heart gives a little pulse of warning.

The king continues, unfazed. “What will you do if he’s captured? What will you do if he is returned to the slavers, miles away from Incendar, chained and indentured with no way to reach you?”

Asher has straightened, shifting away from the wall. “They won’t capture me.”

The king finally looks at him. “I just did.”

Asher falters, and a flicker of emotion crosses his face so quickly that I can’t quite make it out. He falls back to sit against the hearth, pulling into the shadows again. He draws a knee up to his chest and looks away.

“What happened?” I murmur.

“Nothing,” Asher snaps.

Wind whips against the windows, making me jump.

“What would you do?” Ky says again.

My chest is rising and falling more rapidly. I don’t know what happened between them in the rain, but I don’t like this line of questioning.

“I’d rescue him,” I say. “Wouldn’t you?”

“Oh, yes,” he says. “Of course I would.” A dangerous note in his voice reminds me why his soldiers are so loyal—and why he’s one of the most feared men on the continent. Asher may sound vicious when he craves vengeance, but it’s a gentle lullaby compared to Ky’s vow of retribution. “But how would you know he needed rescuing? What is your plan?”

I inhale to answer—then realize I have nothing to say.

I have no plan at all.

The king’s eyes hold mine, firelight flickering in their depths. “Would you leave him at their mercy for a matter of weeks, while you waited to learn his fate?”

Asher says nothing, but his shoulders have gone tight. A muscle in his jaw twitches.

I glance at him, then swallow.

“You speak of risks and advantages,” the king says. “But if Asher is captured—alone—not only have we lost precious time, we have lost any advantage. Prince Dane knows I took him to Incendar. He would surely torture him for information.”

“He wouldn’t get it,” Asher says.

“Even still,” Ky says. “He knows Asher’s devotion to you, Princess. Dane would suspect something. He must know we’ve evaded his Hunters so far—so he likely knows we’re working together. He could be prepared for another attempt on his life, so he’d be better guarded. Hell, if he caught an assassin, he could claim self-defense and turn the Astranzan military against me. I have an enviable army, Princess, but surely you are aware that even Incendrian soldiers would find it challenging to fight two wars at the same time.”

I let out a long, slow breath, and I can’t help the disappointment that swells in my chest. This is almost worse than condescension, because he’s right. I’m not prepared for war—and it’s obvious.

I’m not sloppy, Asher kept saying.

And maybe he’s not—but I was. I was being sloppy. I was rushing. I wanted vengeance against my brother. Dane didn’t just hurt my friend. He hurt me, too.

“So if the risk is too great,” I say, “then what are our other options?”

“Once Sev has returned,” Ky says, “and once I can assess the state of my border and my army, I will be prepared to take action against Astranza.” He pauses. “I did tell your father thirty days. Dane may send further Hunters, but as of right now, you are still here under the premise that we will marry to seal this alliance. We have not lost our advantage yet.”

Asher looks between us, and he rolls onto his knees again. “You’re not in charge of her,” he says, frustrated. “If Jory wants me to go, I’ll go.”

Ky’s eyebrows go up, and he looks back at me. “Do you want him to go?”

I hesitate. All of his warnings hang heavy in my heart now—right alongside the need for vengeance and retaliation he so acutely spotted.

In the space of my deliberation, Asher scowls. “Fine. Do whatever you want. I’ll just go myself.”

He says it like a challenge, all but daring us to stop him. The king turns to face him. “You’re not my prisoner, Asher. If you want to leave, I won’t stop you.” He pauses, his voice dropping. “But I’ll give you the vengeance you seek. I just ask that you let me help you do it safely.”

Asher gazes up at him, and for a moment, there’s a pulse of longing in his expression—an emotion I only ever used to see in his eyes for me. But when he looks at Ky, there’s a layer of need that’s altogether different. Not unlike my own, really.

Again, I’m reminded that they’re both in sodden clothes that are clinging to their bodies, their hair drying in tufts. I think of that night we all spent in the Hall of Stars and I swallow.

Then Asher says, “How?”

The king smiles. “With a plan.” He moves to the door and draws it open. Roman is now standing right across the hall.

The soldier’s eyes narrow a little when he spots Asher, but he only sighs. “I suppose we’ll have to put a guard on the veranda, too. Why are you both all …” His gaze shifts past us to the windows, where weather is beating against the panes. “Oh.” A note of wonder hangs in his voice. “It’s raining.”

“Yeah,” says the king, and that wonder is echoed in his. They exchange a meaningful glance that tugs at my heart. An hour ago, Asher and I were curled up in my bed listening to this same storm and I didn’t think twice about it. In Astranza, my father could make rain fall with a flick of his wrist.

I knew the alliance was important to the people here, but nothing drives it home quite like seeing the flicker of emotion between the king and his soldier over something as simple as rain. For men who are burdened by loss and hardened by the gruesome reality of battle, there’s something so innocent about it.

I don’t know many of Ky’s soldiers, but Roman was with us for the journey here. Some of the others would bicker and roughhouse, but Roman seemed more thoughtful, more analytical. When the soldiers rode in complicated lookout formations, he was always the one choosing the order and calling for changes. I remember thinking he must be something of a strategist for the king.

This is proven when Ky says, “Ro. When we were in Perriden, how much of the palace were you able to sketch out?”

That pulls the man’s attention off the rain-spattered windows. Roman casts his eyes up, thinking. “A fair bit. I believe I have the primary guard placements down, though not every shift change. I’ve worked out most of the main building, the stables, the royal suites, the guard stations, the training yard, the servant quarters—”

“So much!” I exclaim. But then my eyes narrow. “How? You were restricted to your own quarters.”

Roman gives a little shrug, then exchanges a glance with the king. “I pay attention, Your Highness. People are generally predictable. Servants go through one door, royalty goes through another. Guards and soldiers follow assigned patterns. Once you know what to look for, it all falls into place.”

Asher speaks from his corner. “How do you think I used to get in your room, Jor?”

At that, Roman’s focus centers on him, and his gaze turns more assessing. “How did you get in here?”

The question hangs in the air for a long, silent moment. Asher stays half curled in the corner, his expression locked down as if he’s ready for a fight.

But there’s no hostility from Roman. Just curiosity, as if he only sees a puzzle he wants to solve.

Maybe Asher can sense it, too, because the bracing tension in his form eases. He nods toward the rear door of the king’s room. “Your guards on the north side,” he says. “There’s one minute, maybe a little more, where their patrol takes them out of sight of the corner wall. Just past the stables.” He pauses. “It’s not a lot of time, but it’s an opportunity.”

“Thanks,” says Roman. “I’ll fix it.”

Asher feigns a salute, and the soldier grins. But then he looks back to the king. “What did you have planned for Perriden?”

“If I wanted to send in a man to take out Prince Dane, how many would you assign to the team?” says Ky.

If Roman is surprised by the question, it doesn’t show. “Who are you thinking? Sarassen? Lyrre? Or—”

“Asher,” I say.

Roman goes still, and his eyes move from me to the king, waiting for confirmation. His soldiers never take an order from me without checking with Ky first—and that’s proven when Ky nods.

Roman runs a hand across the back of his neck, considering again. I’m keenly aware of Asher’s focus now, and I know he’s wondering, as I am, how Roman will react to this.

But the soldier seems to take it in stride, as if it’s yet another puzzle to solve. “Including Stripes?” he finally says. “Six.”

“Six!” Asher exclaims. He scoffs and leans back against the wall. “No. I work alone.”

“Not anymore,” Ky says.

I lift a hand to forestall any arguing, keeping my eyes on Roman. “Why six?”

He ticks off numbers on his fingers. “One to help infiltrate and support at close range. Two to maintain a perimeter. Two for reserve, and to extract if necessary.”

“Extract?” I echo.

“Rescue,” says the king.

“Oh.” My voice has gone a little more quiet.

“No,” Asher says again.

Roman doesn’t argue with him. He just looks to the king—a loyal soldier, awaiting his next order.

Ky doesn’t argue, either. “Thank you, Ro.”

Roman gives him a nod, then returns to the hall.

Before the door has even fallen shut, Asher scowls. “I don’t need a team.”

“They would keep you alive,” Ky says.

“I can keep myself alive just fine.”

For the first time, a hint of annoyance flares in the king’s eyes, but he just sighs. “Princess,” he says, all but purring the word as he turns back to me. “Are you willing to wait so we can plan this together?”

Sometimes I wonder if there’s magic in his voice, because I’m ready to agree, just by the way every word makes me want to melt. But I remind myself of the anger that sparked in my veins when I first walked in here—and the reason I sent Asher after him at all.

“I will wait a week,” I say. “And then we will have another … discussion.”

When he smiles, it’s cunning, and it makes my heart skip. “I look forward to it.” He looks to Asher. “Are you willing to wait?”

Asher’s eyes flick between the two of us, and I’m ready for him to leap off the hearth and vanish into the night—the way he did so many times when we were back in Perriden. But his eyes finally land on me, and after a moment, he settles back against the corner. “I’ll go when Jory wants me to go.”

That’s not quite the same thing, and the smile slips off Ky’s face. A hint of challenge flickers in the air—or maybe it’s aggression. Whatever it is, the room pulses with anticipation. Asher is looking back at him now, his eyes daring again.

Roman raps at the door, slicing through the tension. “Ky. Convey.”

The king lets out a breath. “Wait here,” he says to us. Without waiting for a response, he steps through the door.

This has happened nearly every time we’ve been together over the last week—and just like all the other times, it’s clear we’re not meant to hear whatever is being discussed.

Unfortunately, I’m no stranger to being excluded. I begged to attend meetings with my brother and his advisers countless times, and I regularly asked to sit with Father when he visited with his generals. I was always met with refusal. And when it came to the negotiations for my own hand in marriage, they spent hours arranging an alliance that would require my participation—but apparently not my input.

This time, I move to stand against the door the instant it drifts closed. So does Asher, quicker than thought. He presses right up beside me. My heart flutters to feel him so close, especially when his little finger brushes mine.

But there’s nothing to hear—or whatever Roman had to say only took a moment. Ky opens the door and it nearly smacks right into us.

The king glares at us both, aggrieved.

We glare right back at him.

Ky sighs and pinches the bridge of his nose. “Sev sent a runner ahead. I need to hear his report.” He lets go of his face and looks at both of us in turn. “Stay here.”

“Does that mean Captain Zale has returned?” I say eagerly.

“It means he’s close. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Stay here.”

Again, he doesn’t wait for an answer. The perfect commander, always expecting obedience. He simply disappears through the door, leaving us behind.

I look at Asher. “Do you think he left Roman outside?” I whisper.

“Yeah.” He lifts one shoulder in an elegant shrug. “Or someone else.”

I let my eyes skip over his face, then down his form. “He said he captured you. Did he hurt—”

“No.” Asher turns away, putting distance between us. He slips back onto the hearth, pulling a knee up to his chest again. He’s always so fluid, slinking through the shadows like a jungle cat. When he glares at the door, he looks like a predator.

To anyone else, he might look frightening, but this is the Asher I know best. I join him, easing onto the warm stones. Tension crackled between me and the king—but I felt the flare of emotion between him and Asher, too. My voice drops. “Can I ask you a question?”

He doesn’t look away from the door, and I wonder what he’s thinking. “Anything, Jor.”

“Do you ever visit him at night?”

Asher startles, looking at me in surprise. “What? No.”

Warmth gathers on my cheeks, but I press on. “It would be all right if you did—”

“It would be all right if you did, too.” His sudden gaze is piercing. “Do you?”

“No!”

“Exactly.” He looks back at the darkness. Silence swells between us for a moment. “I wouldn’t keep that a secret from you,” he says quietly. “And I wouldn’t … I wouldn’t do that. He’s to be your husband.”

And I’m to be his wife.

The thought sends a little shiver through me. Before I met the king, I was terrified of being sent away with a brutal warlord—and losing Asher, the man I’ve loved since I was a girl. But Ky has proven himself to be different from anything I expected. He might be fierce and aggressive, but he’s also deeply protective. Endlessly loyal. Remarkably kind. His sister needs constant care, and I was shocked to discover the lengths he’s gone to, just to keep her safe. By the time we reached Incendar, I was surprised to find myself hoping for more than just a cold political alliance.

Especially since I can’t deny the flares of attraction among all three of us. Asher has always been a curl of smoke, elusive and difficult to catch—while Ky is like a spark, threatening to burn. The king wakes something very different in me—and I know he wakes something in Asher. When the three of us were together, it felt very … very right. Very settled, in a way.

And then Dane’s betrayal tore it all apart.

I glance at Asher again. “Do you think perhaps Ky believes that we … you and me …” My voice drops until it’s barely above a whisper. “That we’re being intimate?”

Asher grins. “Are there children present?”

I swat him on the arm. “You know what I mean. Do you think that’s why he’s kept his distance?”

“If I had to guess, I doubt he’s worried about us at all. He’s surrounded by soldiers all day. You heard him: he’s plotting and scheming and preparing for war.” Asher scoffs and nods at the door. “He’s probably doing it right now.”

That makes me frown. “He said I could talk to him—but why isn’t he talking to me?”

“Because he’s a soldier, and his whole world is in danger. You know what feels safe? Drawing his sword.”

My frown deepens, but Asher holds my gaze. After a moment, he shrugs knowingly.

Oh. That’s a little sad, but I hear the truth in it. Ky bears the scars of war. I’ve seen the proof.

But I’ve also seen how cold and calculated he can be. There were moments back in Perriden where the king used my trust and Asher’s trust against us. Is there a chance he’s doing the same thing again?

I can’t afford to be careless here.

“What do you think this report is about?” I say.

Asher glances at the rear doors to the king’s chambers, which lead to the veranda and the lashing sleet and rain. “I have no idea. He clearly doesn’t want us to know.”

So much for beginning with a conversation.

When Asher looks back at me, those beautiful eyes hold mine. “What do you want to do?”

My heart swells, because he’s not just asking what I want to do. He’s asking what I want him to do. He always does what I ask—or what I need. Even when it puts himself at risk. He did it in Astranza, and he did it tonight.

But I’m stuck on something the king said, and the piercing way he looked at Asher: And you agreed to this?

Asher didn’t answer him. That gives me pause.

I draw back, worried I’m making the wrong choice. But the king spoke of trust and communication—and then told us to stay here.

“Is there a way to find out?” I murmur.

Asher goes still, and I hold my breath. But then he leans forward to kiss me on the forehead—always chaste, always a gentleman, except for one simple night when he wasn’t. Just the memory of it makes my insides clench, and my belly grows warm.

I expect him to pull away, but instead, his mouth lingers. His breath whispers along my temple, and he winds a finger through my hair. He gives that strand a gentle tug, and I sigh.

“For you, lovely?” he says. “Always.”




Chapter Three

THE ASSASSIN

[image: ]

Most of my adult life has been spent doing night work. The brothels were always busiest after dark, so I rarely found sleep until dawn—and even then, that was only if my “companions” were tired enough to leave me in peace or drift off themselves. The few times I was sold into the fighting arenas kept me busy at night, too. People are always more willing to drink themselves silly and bet their last silver after the sun goes down. Either way, I’ve never been a stranger to the shadows. Once I became a Hunter, I learned to lose myself in them, sneaking and hiding and clinging to the darkness like it was my only friend.

Now that we’re in Ky’s palace in Lastalorre, in the center of Incendar, I’m free to live in the daylight again. I’m safe from the slavers here—and safe from the duties and double-dealings of the Hunter’s Guild, too. Ky gave me a very fine room that’s larger than any scrap of space I was ever able to rent in Perriden. The bed alone is so large and plush that I could sleep for weeks. Food is supposedly scarce here, but so far servants have appeared every morning with boiled eggs and warm rolls and pots of honey. There’s no reason to spend my nights creeping through narrow passages or climbing trellises to slip through windows.

But old habits are hard to break.

Some of it is sheer curiosity. Since the night we got here, I’ve found myself exploring. The king’s palace is new and different and fascinating, with stone and ironwork I’ve never seen before. He’s been gradually adding to the guards and staffing around the palace, so I’ve had to be watchful, but that’s nothing new. For the most part, it’s ridiculously easy to slip in and out of the palace itself. After the first two nights, I ventured farther, exploring the outbuildings: the stables, the armory, the mill. I’ve slipped into the city a few times, too, wandering darkened streets, learning which taverns offered a warm welcome and which ones hid trouble in the shadows. I’ve been surprised to discover more citizens from Astranza than I expected, which I find fascinating. The first time I heard a voice that didn’t have the honeyed Incendrian accent, I almost did a double take.

I visit Jory every night as well—though I’ve never taken her into the city. I think the king would lose his shit. Instead, we lie in her bed and whisper about the day. It’s the same as when she was in Perriden—yet also altogether different. I let her curl against me, even though it makes my heart stutter, every single time. She’d let me try for more, I know she would, but I don’t.

Do you think perhaps Ky believes we’re being … intimate?

Her innocence really is hilarious sometimes. Or maybe my lack of innocence is just so depressing by comparison.

It’s not a matter of desire. I’ve wanted Jory for as long as I’ve had hair on my chin. I don’t think the king would mind, either—and in fact he’s said as much—but it still doesn’t feel right. They’re to marry to secure an alliance. Regardless of what they say, I’m still an outsider. It’s the same reason I stay out of the king’s rooms as well.

Though … maybe my distance has nothing to do with any of that. Maybe it’s just me and all my own issues. Tonight, he pinned me in the rain, and my heart kept skipping, never sure where to settle. I don’t like being touched, but I dread being pinned, being trapped. I could feel the cloud of panic coming for my thoughts, the result of years at the hands of the slavers who’d let anyone do anything to me. One word choked out of me, almost against my will. Please.

I hated the way my voice sounded. Half-broken, half-afraid.

And then he just … let me go.

My stomach is still twisted up in knots over it. I almost wanted to call him back. Wait. Stop. Do it again.

I need to stop thinking about this. There’s something seriously wrong with me. And there can’t be anything between any of us. Not right now. They both need to focus on protecting their countries. I can help, but not the way Ky is planning. He wants to assemble a team of soldiers? It’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Why would his men want to work with me? Why would I trust them?

Beyond that, why would I need them? Roman thinks I’m going to “infiltrate” the Astranzan palace with six people? Maybe we should just lead a parade.

I’m not going anywhere anyway. If Jory wants to wait, I’ll wait. If she wants me to go, I’ll go.

Right now, she wants me to spy.

I had to climb the outer wall to get to the second floor, so I’m soaking wet again. If someone is agile and good at climbing, it’s easy to slip through the windows on the south wall, because Ky’s sister, Princess Victoria, never has visitors, and the rooms are mostly empty. The king keeps his sister very secluded, very safe—to the point that I wonder how many people even know she’s down here. Jory has asked to visit with the princess, but Ky always seems reluctant, claiming that too much deviation from her routine can upset Victoria.

I suspect it’s more than that, however. It’s obvious he doesn’t want any attention on this wing.

But this is the best way in and out of the palace when I want to sneak. No one ever comes down this way except her caretakers and Ky himself.

Well, and me. But no one knows that. Not even Jory.

I come in through the sitting room, which is empty and dark aside from the last glowing embers in the hearth. I have to wait a moment and catch my breath from the climb, which keeps taking me by surprise. It was never this hard to scale the palace walls back in Perriden.

Right now, Victoria and her governess are sleeping, so I ease into the hallway and creep past their rooms on the north side. My boots are wet, so I’m not completely silent, but I don’t need to be as cautious through here. Ky has barely even stationed a guard on this part of the palace. I wonder what Roman would have to say about that. The thought makes me smirk.

“What are you doing?”

The voice in the darkness makes me jump a mile, and I’ve got a blade in my hand before I even draw a breath. I land in a crouch against the wall, prepared to fight whatever guard or soldier has found me up here.

But it’s neither. It’s Ky’s sister.

I freeze in place, because I have no idea how to react. If she were a typical princess, I would attempt to lie or beg forgiveness or something. But I’ve only met Victoria once, and in that time, I learned that Ky’s sister may look like a typical young woman in her mid-twenties, but she’s not. Not at all.

Ky told us she was born too early, and that their mother died in childbirth. His father took him to the battlefield when he was four years old, while the infant was left with wet nurses, not expected to survive. But Victoria did. Somehow, her traumatic birth caused some damage, because she can’t be left unattended. I don’t fully understand the scope of her challenges, but Ky explained that she often seems to have the mind of a child—though not quite.

But that’s not what makes her dangerous. Victoria apparently shares the king’s talent for fire magic. We’ve heard that it can flare without warning when she’s stressed or angry. Ky keeps her down a stone hallway to limit the damage she can cause by accident. She has no control of it, and I know she’s wreaked havoc with her power.

I swallow, wondering if now is going to be one of those times.

But as I peer at her in the darkness, she doesn’t look panicked. She studies me in the shadows, though her eyes never quite meet mine. Her gaze pauses on my left cheek, and I wonder if she recognizes me.

“You are a friend,” she says. I can’t read anything from her voice. I don’t want to give the wrong answer.

But that’s how the king first introduced us, and if it keeps her from turning me into a charred corpse, I’m happy to agree. “Yes.” I slowly straighten to standing. “I am.”

“Did you come to see me?”

She says this like it’s the most natural thing in the world, as if I’m not soaking wet with a dagger in my hand. As if it’s not the middle of the night and pitch-dark in this hallway. As if I’m definitely supposed to be here.

Victoria still hasn’t met my eyes, and her gaze settles somewhere near my jaw. Her expression is open, her tone a little curious, a little hopeful.

Hopeful. That tugs at my heart, just a little. I’m standing here warily, worried she’s going to set me on fire, and she’s hoping I really am a friend who’s come to see her.

I wonder if she’s lonely. I wonder if the king knows.

Also, she might be dangerous, but she’s so vulnerable. A real Hunter could have killed her a dozen times over already.

I slip the dagger back into its hilt. “Just for a moment,” I say carefully. “I’m sure you’re supposed to be sleeping.”

“Sometimes I can’t sleep. Norla says I am allowed to walk in the hallway, but never past the washroom.”

Norla is her governess. The woman can’t be younger than seventy-five years old, and her skin is patchy with burn scars. I wonder how many times Victoria has had a temper tantrum that left the woman injured. It must be challenging to establish rules for a grown woman—a princess—to negotiate for her own safety. To say nothing of the safety of others.

“That sounds … ah, reasonable,” I offer.

“I want you to walk with me.”

I hesitate, because I really do want to find out what Ky is hearing from his soldier, but now that I’m here, I’m a little reluctant to leave her alone in the dark, wandering a hallway. It feels inappropriate.

Then again, it’s not like Ky would want me to be here with her.

Victoria hasn’t waited for a response, she’s simply started walking into the darkness. I leap to catch up. “Should I fetch Norla?” I say.

“No.”

So we walk. She says nothing, and I have no idea what to say to her. My thoughts are spinning, my heart ticking along at a rapid clip. Will she tell the king I was here? What will he do? He’s so protective of his sister. He didn’t seem to care that I leapt out of the sleet to tackle him in the rain—in fact, I’d almost say he enjoyed the challenge—but I don’t think he’d appreciate this as much.

As we move away from the windows, the hallway becomes truly dark, and a bit cold. I bite back a shiver. The rain keeps whipping against the panes behind us, and I remember the wonder in the king’s voice when he and Roman marveled over it. Jory and I were worried Ky was burying his worries in military strategy—and in fact, I still think he is—but I think we both forgot just how desperate this country is for rain.

Then my knee cracks right into a stone wall. “Fuck,” I snap, before I can help myself. I hop on my other foot automatically, and my cheek brushes the wall. It’s a miracle I don’t smash my face, too. I grunt and choke back a second round of profanity.

“It’s thirty-four steps from the washroom door,” Victoria says, as if I’m not keening over a busted kneecap. “You took thirty-five.”

“I’ll remember that,” I grind out.

She’s already heading back, presumably counting every step. I hustle to keep up with her, paying more attention to her steps. Luckily, there’s a little more light as we get back toward the windows. This time, when she stops short, I do the same, even though we’re nowhere close to a wall. There’s just enough light for me to see the frame of a doorway along the wall to our left. We must have reached the washroom.

“Your boundary?” I say quietly.

“Yes,” she says. “When Father returns, I will ask for a new boundary. Ky cannot disobey Father.”

That draws me up short. Their father is dead. Ky has been king for more than a decade.

Does Victoria not know? Or is it that she doesn’t understand?

That’s not a mystery for me to solve. Especially not in the middle of the night.

“I can’t stay,” I say gently. “I have something to do. Do you understand?”

“Of course. You have responsibilities.”

That makes me smile. “Yes.”

“Will you come back?”

The smile slips off my face, and I study her in the shadows. Her hair is long and loose down her back, a much lighter gold than her brother’s. She’s very pretty, with sharp features. The night Jory and I met Victoria, Ky said that he could present her at court for short periods, because she seemed aloof, not addled. Now that I’ve spent a few minutes with her, I see what he meant.

I can also understand his worries that someone would figure out how to use her against him. She doesn’t quite seem like a child. She’s not confused or immature. Just a little … different.

“I don’t think I can,” I say.

“Why not?”

“I don’t think your brother would allow it.”

“Ky?” she says in surprise. Her hands twist together, and her gaze locks on my neck. “Father has said I can have callers. Did Ky tell you differently?” Her voice grows in volume. “Did Father make a new rule?”

The last thing I need is for her to get upset. “You
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