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        A dark prince.

        A forced marriage.

        A dragon bond that could change everything.

      

      

      I never asked to be sold to the royal family—or to be married off in some bizarre, ancient ritual. My new husband, the Crown Prince, made it clear I wasn’t wanted. Fine. I didn’t want him either.

      But his older brother? The one they keep locked in the shadows? He’s the one I can’t stop thinking about.

      Xaren is all hard muscle, brutal scars, and growled warnings. He says his Drake is too dangerous—that I’m safer far away from him.

      Too bad the Queen has other plans…

      She orders me to his bed, demands I give the kingdom an heir—and soon.

      Now I’m trapped with a man who thinks he’s too broken to touch me… and too dangerous to want me.

      But every time we’re alone, I see the truth in his eyes.

      He burns for me…just as much as I burn for him.

      
        
        Bride of the Black Dragon is a spicy, slow-burn romantasy featuring a tortured, scarred alpha, a curvy heroine with forbidden magic, enemies-to-lovers heat, Dragon Shifters, dungeon shadows, royal politics, and a twist you won’t see coming.
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      “Well? You heard me girl—open your robe! Let us see your assets.”

      My future Mother-in-Law, Queen Virelda snaps her fingers at me—as though I am some kind of dancing bear she’s paid to amuse her. Beside her, my husband-to-be, Prince Dorian, stifles a yawn. His golden hair gleams in the rays of sun shining down from the arched window above. I wonder if he’s positioned himself there on purpose, just to achieve that effect.

      If he has, I wouldn’t be surprised.

      I haven’t been in the Royal Court for two days yet, and already I’m regretting that I have come. Not that I had much choice. My father sold me to the First Family, who had bought me because of our pure bloodlines.

      My silver-blonde hair and triple-ringed irises (lavender, green, and a thin ring of gold around the outside if you’re interested) mark me as one who can bear sons indwelled by Drakes. And since the might of the Kingdom lies in the ability of the Royal males to shift into those huge, fire-breathing monsters, keeping the bloodline going is extremely important.

      Coming to the Royal Citadel has been a rude awakening for me. I was raised in a small mountain town where my family are the only Nobles for miles around. Here in the Citadel, Nobles are everywhere, rustling in their rich robes and gowns, smelling of expensive, musky perfumes and wearing elaborate headdresses that show their rank. Most of them look down their noses at country bumpkins like me.

      But none of them has my bloodlines, so I am accorded at least a small measure of respect. Except from my husband-to-be and his family, who seem to actively despise me.

      “Come, girl.” Queen Virelda snaps her fingers again impatiently. “Let us see what we bought. My husband paid a ridiculous amount for you.”

      “But why do you need to see me naked?” I ask, stalling for time.

      I’ve just been through a very uncomfortable examination with the Court Physician—an elderly man with a long white beard and fingers like icicles. He determined that I am indeed “intact” and that no man had lain with me before—an important detail since virginity must be assured before a Drake prince can be conceived.

      Of course, he knows nothing about my brief flirtation with our stable boy back home. Roderick and I did things that weren’t strictly proper, but I was careful to save my virginity. I had no wish to be beaten and cast out in the street—which was what my father had threatened should I become “impure.”

      So I kept my past to myself while the old man poked around inside me, asking nosy questions and demanding to know if I was “chaste.” He has no need to know the details of my love life—fleeting as it has been.

      I breathed a sigh of relief when he finally allowed me to sit up and close my robe. I had thought that the internal exam would be the worst part of the process—I had no idea that my future Mother-in-Law and my husband-to-be would ambush me as I left the Court Physician’s rooms and demand that I show them my “assets.”

      “We need to see if you’re healthy,” the Queen says. “Now come—open your robe.”

      “But…but it isn’t proper for my husband to see me naked before our wedding night!” I protest. I’m not especially shy, but I don’t like people I barely know seeing me in the nude.

      However, Queen Virelda clearly isn’t in the mood to accept my excuses.

      “Insolent girl! I will be the judge of what’s proper. Open your robe now or I’ll call a servant to tear it off you!” she snarls. “And if I have to do that, I’ll have you beaten afterwards!”

      Feeling that I would rather undress myself than have someone else do it, I reluctantly untie the sash of the silk robe I am wearing and spread it open, baring myself for the both of them.

      I am wincing in embarrassment as I open the robe, worried how my husband-to-be, Prince Dorian, will react. I have only ever let the stable boy see me naked and that was only briefly. He got so excited that the bulge in his trousers grew enormous and I had to fend him off…which led to the end of our brief relationship.

      But my soon-to-be husband barely even glances at me. His pale blue eyes flicker over my naked body and then he yawns—as though I’m boring him—and looks away.

      Queen Virelda, on the other hand, is staring at me with narrow, judgmental eyes, scanning my naked body for flaws.

      “Well, you’ve certainly got child-bearing hips,” she remarks tartly, her thin upper lip curling in disgust. “And you’re definitely more on the chubby side—built like a peasant, I’d say. I’ll tell the servants to withhold your dessert until you slim down a bit.”

      Wait—dessert is my favorite part of any meal! And it isn’t like I’m huge—I’m just “big-boned” at least according to my mother. I prefer to think of myself as “curvy.” I have full breasts and full hips and thick thighs but that doesn’t make me ugly—I also have fine, silky skin without a single blemish on it. And as I said before, the sight of my naked body has driven at least one man into a frenzy of lust.

      But Prince Dorian is looking around as though he’d rather examine the dust motes floating in the air than look at his wife-to-be’s naked form. What a strange man! What male doesn’t want to see a nude woman? Maybe he’s used to the fine-boned, delicate courtesans who flit about the Noble class of the Citadel like colorful, overpriced butterflies. None of them is “built like a peasant” I must admit.

      Queen Virelda seems to notice her son’s inattention too. She digs him in the ribs with one bony elbow.

      “Dorian, look! See what you think—she’s going to be your wife!” she reminds him.

      “I saw her, Mother. I have no need to look again. Once is quite enough.” His full lips form a little moue of distaste. “Are we almost finished here? Henri and I have plans for this afternoon. He’s promised to help him choose a waistcoat for the banquet tonight.”

      Queen Virelda sighs, as though giving up a losing battle.

      “Oh, very well. You may be excused,” she says to him. Then she looks at me sharply. “Well? Cover yourself, girl! Don’t just stand there exposing your filthy bits to everyone!”

      I am only too glad to obey. I sweep the robe closed quickly and knot the sash at my side. My plan is to go directly to my room and put on some more substantial clothing. I don’t like wandering the halls of the huge, drafty Citadel with nothing but a silk robe between me and nudity.

      Queen Virelda stalks off, her towering crown of hair swaying with every step and Prince Dorian heads in the opposite direction, clearly eager to meet his friend, Henri.

      For myself, I head in a third direction, down the long stone hallway with its high, arching ceilings far above. There is a shortcut back to my rooms that my maid, Tanzy, showed me yesterday. So far she’s the only person I’ve met here in the Royal Citadel that I like. I’m grateful I have someone I can talk to here, though of course I’m being careful what I say until I get to know her more.

      I pass through the hallway, my slipper-clad feet noiseless on the vast flagstones. I feel like an ant crawling through the immense space but at last I come to the small doorway in the far wall I recognize from yesterday.

      Or I think I recognize it. Is it smaller and darker than I remembered? I’m not sure but I can’t hang around in the vast hallway all day. I need to get to my rooms and get dressed!

      I head into the small, dark doorway and begin climbing upwards on a set of narrow stone steps. The passageway is definitely smaller than I remember. I can’t even stretch both my arms out fully because the spiral stairway is so narrow. There’s hardly any light, either—I don’t remember it being this dark. Every once in a while there’s a flickering torch, kept alight by benign magic, but whoever cast the spell needs to come rework it because the flames are so low they give hardly any light at all.

      A chilly wind blows through the narrow stairway as I wind my way upwards. My thighs are beginning to ache from all the climbing and the ornate silk robe I’m wearing is too thin to keep me warm. I shiver and feel my nipples go tight under the fabric. I wish I had more clothes on! But I was ordered to wear nothing but the robe and slippers to my exam and, trying to be a dutiful new member of the Royal family, I obeyed.

      Next time I’m wearing some underclothes at least, I tell myself. Hopefully there won’t be a next time, though. I can’t think of anything I like less than feeling the icy fingers of the Court Physician probing inside me. Just thinking about it makes me want a hot bath. I hope Tanzy has time to draw me one before the banquet tonight. I just⁠—

      My thoughts dissolve to nothing as I see something that stops my heart. Up ahead there is a light that isn’t from the torches. It looks like golden flames coming towards me—what is it? Some kind of evil magic? A ghost trapped in this endless spiral?

      I freeze as it comes towards me and then a deep voice speaks.

      “Lost, are you, little dove?”

      Who is that? I don’t know the voice but whoever is speaking seems to know me. Though it’s rude of him to call me by a nickname a lover might use.

      “Who…who are you, Sir?” I wish my voice wouldn’t quaver so. I take a deep breath and try again. “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same.”

      The golden light comes closer and reveals the other Royal prince—Xaren. Rumor has it he is actually the older of the two brothers, but for some reason he has been passed over for the crown in favor of his younger brother.

      That’s really all I know about him—other than he’s as dark as Dorian is light and much taller. Not to mention a lot more frightening. He’s so huge he has to turn sideways so that his broad shoulders will fit in the narrow stairway. His black hair falls over the left side of his face, but it can’t hide the source of the golden light.

      It’s his eye. His left eye. It glows with Dragon Fire, as though the Drake inside him is trying to escape.

      I haven’t noticed that before—this is the first time I’ve been anywhere near “the Dark Prince,” as I’ve heard the denizens of the Citadel call him. He’s a shadowy figure who seems to be the black sheep of the Royal Family…

      And now I’m trapped in a narrow, spiral staircase with him.

      “I…you…” I’m not sure what to say.

      “What’s the matter, little dove. Can’t speak?” He comes closer, looming over me in the dimness lit only by his one, fiery eye.

      I stare up at him, heart pounding, frozen in place. This close I can smell him—a sharp, spicy scent unlike the sickly-sweet, musky perfumes the Nobles wear. He smells of fire and leather and some dark spice that must be the scent of his Drake. Is it close to coming out? Is that why his eye is glowing, or does it always glow?

      I don’t know—I’ve only seen him from afar and because he covers the left side of his face with his hair, I’ve never seen his glowing eye before. Maybe because I’ve only seen him in the daylight. It’s much more obvious in the dark of the stairwell.

      “Well?” he rumbles.

      Fear grips me as he looms over me. We’re alone in this stairwell—he could do anything he wanted to me. Hasn’t my mother always warned me about never being alone with a strange man? And the Dark Prince is by far the strangest man I’ve ever seen.

      “You…I…” The words are stuck in my throat. “Please let me pass, sir,” I finally get out. “I must get to my rooms to prepare for the banquet.”

      “Ah yes—the banquet. We’ll all be celebrating your marriage to my useless brother,” he remarks, and I hear bitterness in his deep voice.

      “Do you dislike him then? Your brother?” I don’t know what makes the words come out of my mouth, but my foolish lips keep moving. “You are perhaps…jealous? That he is Crown Prince and not you?”

      “Am I jealous of him?” He sounds genuinely surprised. “No. Or at least, not for the reason you think, little dove.” He laughs harshly.

      “Why do you keep calling me that?” I demand. Since we seem to have fallen into conversation, I find that my courage has returned. I’m even getting used to his glowing, fiery eye. “I look nothing like a dove,” I point out. It’s not like I’m fragile or delicate or anything.

      “Your hair.” He reaches out and takes a lock of my hair, letting it slide through his fingers. “The silver-white color reminds of a dove’s feathers. And your skin.” He brushes my cheek with his knuckles, and I feel a flush of heat go through me. “So pale…so fine and smooth and perfect.”

      I can feel my cheeks heating with a blush.

      “That is not a very proper thing to say to a woman who is soon to be your sister-in-law, Sir,” I say formally.

      “Fuck propriety,” he growls softly. “I care nothing for Court manners—they’re nothing but simpering coquetry and bullshit. I think less of anyone who lives their life by such false standards.”

      Now I truly have no idea what to say. But I have to admit…I kind of agree with him. Ever since I got to the Citadel, I’ve been dealing with people who are elaborately polite to my face and poisonously hateful behind my back. I know because I’ve heard the Nobles murmuring about me—about what a “country bumpkin” I am and how I’m good for nothing but breeding the next Drake heir. It seems that everyone here is two-faced.

      But not Xaren—the Dark Prince has but one face, only he hides it. I wonder what is behind that curtain of long, black hair besides his glowing left eye.

      “I must move past you, Sir,” I say formally, since I don’t know what else to do. “I must get to my rooms.”

      “Very well, little dove. I’ll stand aside.”

      He’s as good as his word, turning so that his back is flush against the curving wall of the spiral staircase. But the way is so narrow he’s still taking up most of the passage upwards.

      I take a step towards him…and hesitate. I’ll have to turn to my side as well to pass him. Should I face him? But then my breasts will doubtless brush his chest. Then should I turn the other way so that I pass him with my back to his front? But I have a rather large behind—I’m sure it will rub against his crotch which is unthinkable.

      Either way I go, I’m going to be pressed against him in a way that is most improper and unladylike.

      “Sir,” I say hesitantly. “Would you…could you not just go back up the stairs and I will follow? You could go back down once I reach the top.”

      He smirks at me, his dark face sardonic.

      “Afraid to touch me, little dove? Do you fear my ugliness will rub off and ruin your perfect beauty?”

      His words sting me. I am no coward!

      I lift my chin and stare at him.

      “Fine. If you’re not going to be a gentleman, I’ll get by the best way I can,” I snap.

      Keeping my eyes on his face, I shove past him, trying not to notice when my breasts, still bare under my robe, rub against the broad, muscular planes of his chest. Goddess of Mercy—how did he get all that muscle? His brother, Dorian, is as slender as a birch, as are almost all the Nobles here in the Citadel. Everyone is “skinny as sin” here, as my Granny would say. Everyone but me…and apparently Xaren.

      My nipples tingle as my breasts press against him. I wonder if he can feel the sharp little points as I squeeze past. I hope not—this really is most improper. But for some reason, it makes me tingle. Maybe it’s his sharp, spicy scent in my nose. Or the fact that even when I’m two steps above the one he’s standing on, he’s still taller than me.

      He stands there even after I pass him, looking up at me. And for my part, I can’t help looking over my shoulder. At last, he speaks.

      “I’ll see you at the banquet, little dove,” he rumbles.

      Then he turns and continues down the staircase. In half a moment, his broad back has disappeared into the gloom.

      I stand there for a moment, feeling shaken and weak in the knees…though I cannot say exactly why. It’s not like he grabbed me or tried to kiss me. But I can still feel the heat of his big body against my chest and my nipples feel tender and sensitive.

      I don’t understand why the brief meeting—and the even briefer contact—with Xaren has affected me so much. But I have no time to wonder. I must get back to my rooms and dress for the banquet, I remind myself. Tonight the whole Court will see me seated by the side of my husband-to-be for the first time and tomorrow we are to be married.

      But when I picture myself in the bridal gown and the groom lifting my veil, it is not the golden beauty of Prince Dorian I see in my mind’s eye. Instead, I see the Dark Prince towering over me, an unreadable expression on the right side of his face—the only side I can see.

      And though I try to push the vision away, it will not leave me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            ELAINA

          

        

      

    

    
      “All rise for the entrance of King Harrow and Queen Virelda, our wise and benevolent rulers!” the herald cries. The entire Court rises dutifully, including myself and both of the princes.

      The three of us are at the head table, up on a kind of stage so everyone can see the Royals dine. I have never felt more judged or exposed—it feels like every eye is on me and I see plenty of people pointing and talking behind their hands. Which is extremely rude, if you ask me. Only no one has asked.

      I would have thought that I would be seated by Prince Dorian, my husband-to-be. Instead, he is all the way over to my right, sitting at the right hand of his father, the King, while I am at the left hand of the Queen. For some reason, Dorian’s friend, Henri has been allowed to join the Royal table too. So the seating order goes as follows,—Henri, Dorian, King Harrow, Queen Virelda, me…and Prince Xaren, who is seated at my side.

      I felt uncomfortable at first, when the Steward sat me beside him, but the Dark Prince has mostly ignored me. He stares straight ahead, the left side of his face obscured, as always, by his black hair. He has said nothing to me but, “Don’t worry, little dove—I don’t bite,” when he first sat down. Other than that, he’s been ignoring me.

      I wish he was a less dour dinner companion. It would be nice to have someone to talk to during the banquet. My only other option is my soon-to-be Mother-in-law and that’s not a very pleasant prospect. Queen Virelda has made it clear she doesn’t think I’m good enough for her son and we really have nothing to say to each other.

      But just because she doesn’t speak to me, doesn’t mean she won’t interact. To my dismay, she’s decided that she gets to decide what I eat. When the first course arrives—a rich cream soup with little bits of vegetables and meat bobbing in it—she allows the server to fill her own bowl and then waves him away before he can fill mine.

      “None for the Princess-to-be,” she says firmly. “She’s a little too plump to be eating such a rich fare. Bring her plain broth instead.”

      Her words both mortify and enrage me. How dare she police what I eat? And what must everyone around us think? Queen Virelda has a high, sharp voice that carries easily. I can see the Nobles at the tables nearest the stage we’re sitting on tittering behind their hands and staring at me as the servant returns with a steaming bowl of plain, watery broth.

      I sip the broth with poor grace, taking only a few spoonfuls. When the servant whisks the bowl away and the next course comes out, I’m eager for it. A rich, fatty haunch of pork on a silver platter, surrounded by cooked vegetables is being carved. The smell of roasted meat tantalizes my nose and makes my mouth water.

      But when the servant tries to put a few slices of pork on my plate, Queen Virelda stops him.

      “I think not. Just a few vegetables for the bride-to-be. After all, we want her to be able to fit into her wedding dress tomorrow,” she says—loud enough for everyone to hear.

      I want to sink through the ground. I’ve never been publicly shamed for my weight before—maybe because the people I grew up with back home were all shaped more or less like me. We Northerners are hearty stock—not thin and spindly like the beanpoles here at the Citadel. But even if I lost fifty pounds, I still wouldn’t have the thin, waifish appearance that everyone seems to favor here. I’m simply not built to be slender.

      This goes on for the entire banquet. By the end, when the servants are coming around with huge serving platters of delicious-looking cream filled pastries, I’ve had nothing but two sips of broth, a few mushy bites of overcooked carrot, and a lean, dry piece of fowl breast with no gravy, because Queen Virelda decided it was “too rich” for me.

      The whole meal has passed and I’m still hungry! My stomach growls angrily as the servant passes by with the tray full of flaky pastries. Some are drizzled with chocolate and others with some kind of red berry syrup. How I wish I could have one! But I don’t even dare to try. I know what my Mother-in-Law to be would say.

      Will it be like this my entire marriage, I wonder dismally? Is she planning to starve me to death? Because I can’t live like this—I truly can’t.

      Then, to my surprise, Prince Xaren reaches out to stop the servant with the pastry tray. Just a moment ago, he’d refused dessert and the server was about to move on. I guess he’s changed his mind.

      Indeed he has because he points to the two plumpest pastries—one covered in chocolate and the other drizzled with the berry compote.

      “Those,” he says and the server nods and starts to put them on the clean plate in front of him. But the Dark Prince shakes his head. “There.” He points to my dessert plate, which I was sure would remain barren. “Those are for her—for the Princess,” he tells the servant shortly.

      The server shoots a nervous glance at Queen Virelda, but she’s turned away speaking to King Harrow about something.

      Xaren sees the look and takes the server by the wrist.

      “Ask yourself something,” he growls, low and menacing. “Who are you more afraid of—the Queen…or me?”

      The servant gulps, his Adam’s apple moving convulsively in his skinny throat. Then he quickly deposits the pastries Xaren chose for me on my plate and scurries away.

      I look down at the delicious treats, my mouth watering. But I don’t know if I dare to eat them. Queen Virelda⁠—

      “Let me worry about my mother,” Xaren murmurs. “You eat. She’s starved you enough for one meal.”

      At that point I’m asking myself the same question he asked the servant—who am I more afraid of? I decide that I’d rather not offend the Dark Prince. And besides, I’m really hungry.

      I pick up my fork and make short work of the first pastry—it’s heavenly. Flakey and sweet and the cream filling melts on my tongue—it’s like eating a cloud.

      I’m halfway into the second one when Queen Virelda turns and sees me. Her face goes dark, her nostrils flaring until two little white dents appear on either side of her nose.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she demands, glaring at me. “I gave orders that you were to be on a diet!”

      The bite I just swallowed seems to stick in my throat. But before I can say a word, Xaren speaks up.

      “I gave her the pastries,” he growls, glaring at his mother. “You can’t starve her into a fucking skeleton like the rest of the women at this Court. She’s built to be curvy—so leave her alone and let her eat!”

      I’m so surprised by his words—which echo my own earlier thoughts—I can’t speak. Queen Virelda seems surprised and angered too. I get the feeling that Xaren doesn’t often speak to her like this. Or maybe he just doesn’t speak to her at all. I know I wouldn’t, if she was my mother.

      “You…you…you cannot speak for the girl!” she exclaims at last. “You have no right to tell her what she can eat!”

      “Neither do you.” Xaren glares at her. “From now on, Elaina can eat what she fucking well chooses. You’re going to be her Mother-in-law—not her jailer.”

      It’s clear from the angry look on her face that the Queen would like to fight about this some more. But a glance at the Court shows that every Noble in the Citadel has fallen silent. All of them are staring with wide eyes, hanging on every word. They live for gossip and Royal intrigue and she and Xaren have just given them enough for a whole week’s worth of speculation.

      “Oh…very well,” she snarls at last. “Let her eat like a pig until she doesn’t fit into her wedding gown! Why should I care?”

      Once more, I feel humiliated. I put down my fork…but to my surprise, Xaren picks it up and puts it back in my hand.

      “Eat,” he murmurs, his voice pitched low for my ears only. Through the midnight hair covering the left side of his face, I see his left eye glowing golden flames. “Eat and don’t mind any of them,” he tells me. “They’re a bunch if shallow idiots.”

      I’ve honestly lost my appetite but his look is so intense, I take at least one more bite. Xaren watches me chew and nods approvingly.

      It occurs to me, now that I’m looking at him up close, that the right side of his face is quite handsome. He has thick black brows, a strong, straight nose, and his right eye is a deep, midnight blue that’s almost black. He also has surprisingly long lashes for a man. If it wasn’t for his broad shoulders and huge, muscular form, his face could almost be considered pretty.

      Not that I would ever dare to tell him that.

      It makes me think of what he said to me in the stairwell earlier—something about me being afraid that his ugliness would rub off on me. What was he talking about?

      What is he hiding behind that curtain of hair that covers the left side of his face?

      I know I shouldn’t be wondering such things about my brother-in-law, but I can’t help it. Xaren seems like such an enigma. He’s gruff and rude one minute and protective of me the next. At least he shows some interest in me, which is more than I can say for Prince Dorian, my husband-to-be. He’s been whispering with his friend, Henri, the entire meal. The two of them seem to be really good friends—I wonder if my soon-to-be husband will ever introduce me.

      The rest of the banquet passes quickly and as soon as I am able, I rise and excuse myself. No one says anything to me—not even Xaren. He’s gone back to looking bored and disinterested by everything. He doesn’t even look at me as I leave and go back to my room.

      I can’t help feeling that I’ll never understand the Dark Prince. But then, it’s not my job to try. I’m marrying his brother, not him. So Xaren and I will have nothing more to do with each other.

      Or so I think.
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      “Oh, my Lady! Are you excited for your wedding day tomorrow? Oh, just think how grand everything will be! The decorations and the flowers…the food and the music! Oh, I’ve always wanted to see a Royal Wedding!”

      Tanzy, my maid, flitters around the room as she draws my bath, chirping like an excited cricket. She’s a tiny, thin, quick girl a few years younger than me and I like her immensely.

      She’s real and genuine in a way the Nobles aren’t. True, she wears her feelings on her sleeve and blurts out everything she thinks, but she does it in such an adorable way, I can’t be mad or irritated.

      “Yes, well…I suppose it’s exciting,” I say, as I hand her my robe and lower myself into the steaming tub. The water is scented with rose petals—a nice touch. I love the subtle scent it leaves on my skin.

      “You suppose it’s exciting?” Tanzy’s eyes go wide. “Why, my Lady—tomorrow you’ll be a princess. A real-live princess! And then one day, since you’re marrying the Crown Prince, you’ll be the Queen.”

      “Yes, well…I doubt that will be any time soon,” I say dryly. Though King Harrow has white hair, his wife is much younger. I can’t see Queen Virelda giving up her place to a “Northern peasant” as I heard her calling me to one of her ladies-in-waiting, anytime soon.

      “Tanzy,” I say, as I relax in the bath. “Tell me about my brother-in-law to be. Tell me about Xaren. What happened to him? Why does he hide the left side of his face?”

      “Oh, you don’t know?” Her eyes go wide again. “Why, the Dark Prince was kidnapped and tortured when he was just a lad! They say his face is scarred so terribly it would make you sick to look at it—that’s why he hides it, don’t you know.”

      “Kidnapped and tortured?” It’s my turn to have wide eyes. “How awful! How could such a thing happen to a prince?”

      “I don’t know.” Tanzy shrugs. “I was just a baby when it happened but I grew up hearing people whisper about it. They say he’s been hard as a stone ever since and his Drake is barely kept in check.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “It’s a Black Drake, you know—the worst kind. Some say they’re cursed. But others just say they can’t be controlled.”

      “I…didn’t know there were different kinds of Drakes,” I say slowly.

      “Oh, yes, my Lady! Why the old King has a Gray Drake—they’re supposed to be extra wise, you know.”

      “What about Prince Dorian, my husband-to-be?” I ask. “What kind of Drake does he have?”

      “Oh, well…his is a Blue Drake. Light blue, you know. And it’s not very big, unfortunately.”

      “It’s not?” I frown. “How big is it, then?”

      “Oh, well…” Tanzy sucks her teeth for a moment, lost in thought. “I saw it during the last military parade—that’s when the Royals all Shift so we can see their Drakes, you know,” she adds. “And I’d say it was about the size of a small cottage.”

      Goddess of Mercy, a being as big as a cottage seems large enough to me! I wonder how big the King’s Drake is. And for that matter, how large is Xaren’s?

      Tanzy misinterprets my expression.

      “I know that’s not very big, but that’s just the way of it with Royals—some males change into really big Drakes…and some don’t.” She shrugs her thin shoulders. “I’m sure when you bear Prince Dorian heirs, your sons will shift into truly magnificent Drakes,” she adds, smiling brightly, as though to take my mind off my fiancé’s smaller than average Drake.

      “Thank you, Tanzy—that’s kind of you,” I say.

      “You’re welcome, my Lady. Now shift up a bit so I can scrub your back.” She draws a three-legged wooden stool up to the head of the deep, curving tub and then dunks a sponge in the water. “So are you interested in the Dark Prince because he took your part against the Queen tonight?” she asks conversationally.

      I jerk and splash water over the edge of the tub.

      “Tanzy! How do you know about that?” I exclaim.

      “Sorry, my Lady, but everyone in Court knew about it five minutes after it happened.” She shrugs. “That’s just how it is here—gossip travels fast.”

      “I guess it does,” I mutter. It’s not nice to know that the entire Citadel is probably talking about the altercation at dinner, but there’s nothing I can do about it now. I sigh. “I guess I’m just surprised that he would take my side, that’s all,” I tell her.

      “Oh, that doesn’t surprise me one bit!” Tanzy chirps, scrubbing industriously at my back with the sponge.

      “It doesn’t?” I turn my head to look at her. “Why not?”

      “Oh, why because it’s not the first time he’s taken up for a girl who was being harmed in some way,” she remarks. “There was that incident at the stables about a year ago…”

      “What incident?” I’m turned almost all the way around now, eager to hear.

      Tanzy tuts in mild annoyance.

      “Now how can I wash your back when you’re giving me your front? Turn around so I can keep scrubbing and I’ll tell you, my Lady,” she says.

      “All right.” I turn back around but I’m dying to know. Luckily, Tanzy likes to talk.

      “So around about a year ago, one of the milkmaids from the Royal Dairy went to the stables for some reason. I don’t know why—I think maybe the Dairy Master wanted her to bring a wheel of cheese to the Stable Master. Whatever the reason, some of the stable boys took after her. They decided they wanted to have her, I suppose—round the side of the stable.”

      “Have her?” Her words sink in and I feel my stomach roll. “Oh…that’s awful.”

      “So it is, my Lady,” she says matter-of-factly. “The Stable Master doesn’t care what his boys do, so the stables aren’t a safe place for a girl alone. You’d be fine of course,” she adds comfortingly. “They wouldn’t dare bother a Royal. But the common girls of the Citadel—the servants and servers and the like—we know well enough to avoid that place. Only the milkmaid couldn’t, since her Master sent her.”

      “What happened to her?” I ask, still feeling sick. “Did they…get to her?”

      “Oh, they tried right enough, but Prince Xaren heard her screaming. He’d been riding that big, black stallion of his, you know. He named him ‘Death’ and nobody but him can handle the big brute.”

      “Yes, but go on with the story—what happened?” I demand. I find I’m on the edge of my seat—well, not literally, since I’m in the bath—but you get the idea.

      “Well, as I said, the Dark Prince heard her screaming and he came round the side of the stables and saw what the stables boys were doing. Or trying to do, as it were,” she says. “So from what I heard, he hauled them off of her and beat them all bloody! Said he wouldn’t tolerate rape in his kingdom. Can you imagine? None of the other Nobles or Royals cares about such things—especially not when it’s just a lowly servant girl.”

      Actually, I can imagine. In my mind’s eye, it’s a vivid image—the huge figure of the Dark Prince grabbing the dirty stable boys and yanking them off the poor girl, helpless and screaming. I can almost see his fist plowing into their faces as his left eye burns with dragon fire and rage…

      I have no idea why this has captured my imagination so, but I confess that it has. I finish my bath and—at Tanzy’s urging—go to bed early. Because, as she chirps, “Tomorrow is a big day for you, my Lady! You must be well rested for the ceremony. And then afterwards…your wedding night.”

      I try very hard not to think about her words as I snuggle down in bed. Instead, I picture Xaren beating up the stable boys again and wonder why he did it. As Tanzy said, none of the other Nobles or Royals would care enough to stop a rape in progress.

      That’s true in my home too. A girl has to be careful where she goes and who she’s with. If she’s raped, she gets the blame. People will say she was “loose” or “asking for it.” That’s one reason my dalliance with our own stable boy was so foolish. I could have gotten myself pregnant if he’d pressed the issue harder and I hadn’t managed to get away from him in time. Then where would I be? Out on the streets instead of sleeping in the Royal Citadel, about to marry the Crown Prince—that’s where.

      I push the images and ideas out of my head. I don’t want to think about tomorrow… about getting married and what follows after. I just want to rest so I can get through the wedding ceremony.

      I’ll worry about the wedding night afterwards.
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      The ceremony passes in a blur.

      Prince Dorian and I stand side-by-side in the Royal Chapel, sun shining through its stained-glass windows, and the elderly priest presiding wears a tall blue hat sewn with golden symbols.

      Dorian looks splendid in his jeweled waistcoat and jacket, and his cravat is an elegant lace cloud beneath his chin. To his right, his best friend Henri acts as his best man. To be honest, the two of them seem more interested in whispering to each other than attending to what the old priest is saying in his slow, laborious way.

      I am swimming in my dress—yes, it fits, despite the two pastries of the night before. It looks like an enormous edible confection—made of layer upon layer of ruffled pink organza, cinched at the waist and cut to show my shoulders—which are the only part of me that doesn’t get overheated in the stuffy chapel. By the end of the vows—where I swear to obey Dorian and everyone in his lineage and to do my best to give the Royal family strong heirs—I feel almost ready to faint. If only the dress wasn’t so hot…and the chapel so crowded and close!

      I do manage to get through the entire ceremony…or so I thought. But then it turns out there’s a musical call and response section, which nobody warned me about!

      At this point, for some reason, Henri steps back and Xaren—who’s been standing behind us with the King and Queen this whole time—steps forward. He stands to Dorian’s left, which means he’s right beside me—so close I can smell his sharp, spicy scent—a nice change from the cloying cologne that his brother is wearing.

      I don’t have a bad voice, but I’ve never heard this music before. I have to sing back what the old priest sings to me in his cracked and quavering voice. The words aren’t even in a language I understand, either—I just have to do my best to quickly memorize what the priest sang and sing it back to him.

      Dorian and Xaren have to sing responses as well. The Crown Prince has a weak tenor and he doesn’t seem very interested in what he’s singing. Xaren, however, has a deep, chocolatey baritone which is surprisingly tuneful. I look at him from the corner of my eye as he sings his responses. His arm is pressed against mine and I can feel his deep tones vibrating my body.

      Or maybe I’m just imagining that. I feel like I’m running out of air—I wish my dress wasn’t so tight! I can’t get a deep enough breath to sing all the words the priest is giving me and it’s getting so hot in here as the sun climbs higher and the multicolored shafts of sunlight beat down through the stained-glass windows.

      At last, it seems to be coming to an end. The priest sings one more thing to me…but it ends on a long, high note. I have a rather low voice for a woman, but I do my best. Clutching the bouquet of Love Lilies I was given to hold, I force my voice into the upper register. But as I try to hold the note—urged on by the hand signals the priest is helpfully giving me—I feel myself getting light-headed. It’s too hot in here and I have no air in my lungs, I can’t breathe…can’t breathe…

      “Look out!” I hear the Queen say sharply. “The little fool is fainting!”

      “Catch her, Dorian!” the King exclaims. “Catch your bride!”

      But it isn’t the Crown Prince who stops my fall. Before I can hit my head on the unforgiving marble floor, long arms wrap around me and I’m being lifted and cradled against a broad chest.

      “You all right, little dove?” A concerned face peers down into mine. It’s Xaren, I realize—he’s holding me in the middle of the crowded chapel and looking at me like I matter more than all this pomp and circumstance—which is rather nice.

      “I’m…having a hard time…breathing,” I whisper. “So…so hot.”

      “We can fix that.” He looks up and raises his voice commandingly. “Water—someone bring me water now! And move back—all of you. The Princess needs air!”

      To my surprise, everyone obeys him. Even the King and Queen step back, though I can see they’re not happy about it. A servant rushes up with a crystal cup filled with cool water and helps me drink as the Dark Prince supports me.

      The water refreshes me—especially after Xaren dips his fingertips in what’s left at the bottom of the cup and flicks it over my face. The cool droplets feel wonderful against my flushed skin and I find myself reviving.

      “You’re looking a bit better now.” Xaren gives me an appraising look. “Are you ready to go on? Think you can manage the rest of the ceremony?”

      “How…” I lick my lips. “How much longer is it?”

      A faint smile touches the corners of his mouth.

      “Not long. We’ve done the talking and the singing. Now we just have to stand still while the priest blesses our union.”

      I wonder in passing why he said “our”—it seems strange. But then, everything here at the Citadel is strange. And he probably just misspoke.

      “I think I can manage,” I tell him. “Thank you for catching me.”

      “Well, Dorian wasn’t going to do it. Useless bastard,” he growls. “Come on—let’s get you on your feet.”

      He sets me down carefully and winds one long arm around my waist. Dorian—who has been off to one side whispering with Henri—comes forward to stand before the priest again and the ceremony resumes.
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