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  Chapter One


Tomas moved through the Ardell royal ballroom with practiced ease. Sliding effortlessly from group to group he worked his way through the crowd. 
Mingling. 
Charming.
And, most importantly, learning. 
The party may have been in honor of his brother's recent betrothal to Ardell's crown princess, but Tomas's purpose there was greater than mere celebrating and socializing. So he worked his way through the crowd of advisers, aristocrats, and powerbrokers. 
After hours of polite conversation and subtle probing, though, his throat ached, and his feet twinged from constant movement. Still holding the same half-full glass of wine he'd started the evening with, Tomas ducked into the shadows of a small alcove for a moment of respite.
Luminous candlelight reflected off gilded paneling with a warm glow, and vases overflowing with fragrant flower arrangements adorned every corner. Laughter, music, and exuberant voices filled the enormous ballroom with excitement and anticipation.
Despite the extravagant size, there was little room to move or breathe in the overwhelming crush of guests.
The sheer number of aristocrats and dignitaries who'd come from all over the continent to celebrate Baird and Riona's betrothal was unprecedented. 
But this unexpected pairing was so much more than a simple wedding. It was the coming together of two enemy states that had been at odds for centuries. 
The Dragon Wars had been over for nearly four hundred years. Yet the hostility between the Sea Clan dragons and Ardell remained a quiet threat that affected every other kingdom and clan on the continent.
As the third son of the Sea Clan's Chief, and Baird's older brother, Tomas understood exactly what was at stake. Especially since his appearance at the Royal Palace heralded the first official visit from a Sea Clan drake to the kingdom of Ardell in centuries. 
Tomas intended to make the most of it. 
For a millennia, the dragon shifters of the Sea Clan lived an isolated and insular existence. Settled on a cluster of islands in the Western Sea, they chose to have little interaction with the other kingdoms and dragon clans of the continent.
Then, a few hundred years ago, a group of dragon shifters, discontented with the seclusion, defected from the Sea Clan to settle in the human kingdom of Ardell. 
The Clan Chief of the era was unhappy about the desertion but allowed them to leave, with the understanding that they would not be welcome back into the Sea Clan's territory.
And that they would abide by the Accords laid down by the Elder Dragons.
For a century or so, the peace prevailed. Until rumors finally reached the Sea Clan that the drakes of Ardell were violating one of the oldest taboos. They were intermarrying with humans.
When they refused to give to the Sea Clan's demand that they stop the practice, it began a period of bad blood that ultimately led to the Dragon Wars. 
Battles raged for years, neither side able to hold the upper hand for long. Eventually, exhausted and weary, the two sides reluctantly agreed to end the fight and sat down at the negotiation table. 
The treaty was long and complicated, but two major points were prominent in the agreement. No Sea Clan drake would ever step foot in Ardell. And the Ardell monarch must always be a drake capable of calling a full dragon form.
That immutable condition of peace deepened and enhance the prestige of drake heritage among the nobility of Ardell, leading to the ridiculous tradition of wearing sigil to denote their ancestry. Tomas had spent a great deal of his evening hiding his amusement at how many of Ardell's elite proudly bore the ridiculous stones carved with the likeness of dragons like it was a badge of honor.
For four hundred years, the tenuous treaty kept the peace between the dragon shifters of the kingdom of Ardell and those of the Sea Clan.
Until earlier in the year, when a renegade Ardell drake secretly stole a magic mirror from the Sea Clan's hoard. Fortunately for the treaty, only Tomas's brother, Baird, had been witness to the crime.
Fearing the repercussions on both sides, Baird had risked his life, and the tenuous peace, to follow the strange drake back to Ardell. He'd intended to reclaim the mirror before the breach was exposed and provoked a war that no one truly wanted.
In the process, he'd met Princess Riona, who should have been the heir to the throne. But, unable to call a full form, she'd been relegated to finding a husband who could. 
During their adventures together, they discovered that the renegade drake, now known as Jelverck, was in league with Riona's Aunt Velia. 
And that Velia had used a corrupted magic artifact called a Siphon to steal Riona's dragon magic, and, along with it, her ability to transform.
Ultimately, Baird and Riona exposed Velia's treacherous plan to usurp the throne, returned Riona's dragon magic, and became engaged.
Which led to a detente of sorts between the Clan and Ardell. The full details of the events had been quiet, known only to a select few to maintain the dignity of both sovereignties.
Now, only a few weeks after Velia's defeat, Tomas was visiting the capital city of Calmoore to celebrate the upcoming wedding. He was also there to help ease centuries-old tension by negotiating a more amicable relationship between the drakes of the Sea Clan and the mix of dragon shifters and humans that made up the population of Ardell. 
He took a small sip from his glass to hide his grimace. 
While he was happy with the possibility of a more peaceful coexistence, his anger at his brother remained a burning frustration he was forced to bury beneath a polite smile. 
Baird had broken the treaty a dozen times over in his reckless quest. It still hadn't seemed to occur to him that his impulsiveness could just as easily have led to war rather than a wedding. 
As the youngest son, with no predetermined role within the Clan, Baird had never had to consider the repercussions of his actions. Never had to consider all the possible outcomes and permutations before taking a single step. 
Unlike Tomas, who'd begun training to take over as the lead diplomat and ambassador of the Sea Clan as soon as he'd achieved his first full form transformation. 
Now, as the youngest ambassador in Clan history, it was up to Tomas to work with Ardell's King Haden to find a way to overcome centuries of enmity and rewrite the treaty that had stood for four hundred years.
While diplomacy was his stated objective in Ardell, it wasn't his only mission. 
Just as ambassador was his official title, but not his most important duty. 
Unofficially, Tomas was also the spymaster of the Sea Clan. He quietly oversaw a small army of skilled drakes whose sole purpose was gathering information and arranging situations all over the continent to better protect the Clan.
Despite the number of talented men and women he had at his disposal, Tomas had set the most important task for himself. One he'd need all his wits, skill, and luck to pull off without getting caught. 
That was a job for later, however, when the cover of darkness was his most dependable ally. 
For now, he had to get through the interminable social whirl surrounding his brother's betrothal. Steeling himself to return to the crushing press of the crowd, Tomas scanned the nearby faces, looking for a fount of information or idle gossip that could prove useful in some future endeavor.
And was surprised to find Riona adeptly making her way toward him through the throng of revelry. Her pale ballgown accented her dark curls, and her determined eyes made her look every inch a future queen. Around her neck, a brand new ruby cabochon carved with the crest of the royal family glowed like crystalized fire.
Watching her cut through the crowd effortlessly, Tomas couldn't help a moment of grudging envy he felt for his brother.
Not that Tomas harbored any interest in Riona specifically. It was more that Baird had found someone so perfectly suited to him. Someone to build a life with. 
Tomas had figured out early on that a man in his position, someone who traded in the secrets of nations, couldn't afford to let anyone outside his family close. Trust was a premium for Tomas, and he couldn't afford to risk sharing it with the wrong person.
Even if he found someone whose loyalty he believed in, Tomas knew he couldn't justify making a target of someone he cared for. Anyone close to him would be a weakness his enemies could exploit.
So he faced a future alone as he meticulously worked to keep the Clan safe while Baird charged recklessly into calamity and found the perfect partner.
"You're not getting tired already, are you, Tomas?" Riona asked with a smile when she finally reached his side.
"Whatever gave you that idea?" He offered a carefully practiced smirk. 
"This is the first time I've noticed you standing still. You haven't stopped moving, chatting, and charming everyone in your path since you arrived. Until now." 
"Maybe I was just slowing down in hopes that you'd catch up with me." He let a hint of flirtatious charm warm his grin. "After all, I have it on good authority that many consider me an even better catch than my baby brother." 
Riona's lips curled in a wry half-smile of exasperation. "I'm pretty sure you are impossible to truly catch. You only allow people to think you've been tamed for as long as it suits your purpose."
Tomas raised his eyebrow, surprised by her shrewd assessment. "Tameness is really only a veneer, anyway. Even the most domesticated dog still has a bit of the wolf in him."
"Well, as long as you're pretending to be civilized for the moment, let me introduce you to a few more people."
Tomas swallowed a groan and followed her reluctantly through the crowd. Even before he spotted the small trio of eligible court ladies, he knew he would have to endure yet another attempt at well-meaning matchmaking. 
Tamping down on the urge to run away, Tomas kept his affable smile in place and tried to memorize names and faces as Riona introduced them one by one.
Lady Myrrin, petite and blond, giggled coquettishly as she gathered the lavender folds of her skirt to curtsy. Lady Valik, tall and blandly polite, was the only one of the three wearing a sigil. 
Then, there was Lady Alisandra, whose black hair and midnight eyes made a startling contrast to her pale cheeks. When he took her hand politely in turn, her wine-stained lips quirked into a mocking smile as she rolled her eyes at Riona's unsubtle attempt at matchmaking.
"They've all graciously traveled to court for exhausting pre-wedding festivities," Riona explained after the niceties were complete. "Which means they are now all unfortunate fellow captives of Lady Eleanor's reading circle." 
The variety of grimaces that appeared at the mere mention of the name piqued his curiosity. "Lady Eleanor? Is she some kind of ogre?"
All four women froze, glancing around uncomfortably. Even once certain no one was listening in, Alisandra was the only one to risk answering.
"She's a hereditary member of the Royal Council and considers it her duty to enlighten the younger generations of well-bred ladies on proper literature and poetry choices. Usually the most boring tomes she can find, read to us in complete monotone for hours on end. Missing a meeting means risking a humiliating dressing down in the most public venue she can arrange."
Alisandra kept her voice so low and soft that Tomas had to lean close to hear. 
Despite her caution, Alisandra's mouth quirked with mischief, clearly inviting him to share her amusement, and Tomas found himself wanting to stay closer to her than was entirely appropriate. Reluctantly, he forced himself to shift his weight back until a proper distance appeared between them.
Riona, of course, was much too observant, and her smile turned sly and knowing. "You know, Alisandra is another untamable, free spirit." 
"Indeed?" Tomas raised his eyebrow in surprise, intrigued in spite of himself. 
"The last time her father introduced a suitor, Alisandra formally declared that she'd rather marry the royal library than Viscount Hawthorn. That way, she could at least be sure to find intelligence and wit in her husband."
Alisandra blushed prettily, but her eyes sparked with hidden depths that made Tomas curious. 
"I'm fairly certain that the Viscount has an allergy to books," she explained with a shrug. "So the marriage would have had the extra benefit of assuring that he stayed far, far away." 
"It would only be worth it as long as the library wasn't solely populated with Lady Eleanor's favorites," Riona added, eliciting groans from the other ladies. 
"What about you, Lord Tomas?" Alisandra asked with a level gaze and quirked eyebrow. "Do you read?" 
"Every chance I get," he assured her with a teasing smile. "And everything that crosses my path. Books. People. Situations. I am a student of circumstance and experience." 
It was an unspoken necessity of his job. Tomas gathered information everywhere he went, analyzed everyone he met, and collated it all into mental files for future use. 
Alisandra tilted her head, eyes sharply considering though her tone remained bright and amused. "Something tells me you contain chapters no one has turned to yet."






  
  Chapter Two


"Something tells me you contain chapters no one has turned to yet." 
The playful teasing slipped out before Alisandra could think better of it. Instinct warned her that there was more to Tomas than a simple diplomat there for his brother's betrothal. 
She felt a bone deep certainty that he was someone to be wary of and Alisandra had more than enough reasons to avoid complications. 
And yet, she couldn't seem to help herself when faced with the handsome dragon shifter and his charming smile. 
Despite how much he looked like his younger brother, there was something extra, something indefinable that hooked her attention and refused to let go.
The first time Alisandra had been introduced to Riona's fiancé, she'd noted Baird was attractive in an abstract sort of way. The same way she'd noted his intelligence and his manners and the strength of his presence.
His brother, Tomas, possessed all those same qualities. 
They also shared the same broad shoulders, chestnut hair, and sea-deep blue eyes. 
In fact, he looked so much like Baird that they might be easily mistaken for one another.
Except for the preternatural vigilance that lurked behind the veneer of easygoing civility Tomas wore like a mask. Even as he focused his attention and charm on the quartet of women surrounding him, his awareness stretched out around them, watching and waiting. Like a predator patiently tracking his prey.
It should have been off-putting, but Alisandra found it intriguing. It made her want to dig deeper. To get closer and find out what other secrets burned beneath the surface. 
The uncharacteristic impulse left her slightly flustered. 
And incredibly wary. 
Especially considering what she knew about him. 
Officially, he was an ambassador. The third son of the Chief of the Sea Clan, there to support his brother, celebrate the pre-wedding festivities, and negotiate revisions to a centuries-old treaty. 
But Alisandra had her own sources. The kind of unexpected contacts a genteel minor noblewoman should not be associating with. Ones who'd warned her that Tomas was as much a spy as a diplomat. A man who manipulated events and people and information like they were tokens on a game board. 
Even before Riona had brought him over for introductions, Alisandra had spent a significant portion of the betrothal party observing Tomas. She'd been both fascinated and concerned about the way he watched, cataloged, and assessed everything around him while appearing to meander aimlessly through the crowd. 
The obvious skill and training only confirmed the rumors of his true vocation. 
It also made it clear that the mere presence of Tomas of the Sea Clan dragons in Ardell could impede Alisandra's own plans. 
But she had worked around difficult obstacles before. The oath she'd taken was one she fully intended to honor, no matter what. 
If it took going around, over, or through Tomas, she'd find a way to do it. 
"That's because there's been no one brave enough to turn those pages." Tomas arched an eyebrow in a silent dare. "Yet you don't strike me as the timid type."
"Timid? No." Alisandra shook her head in wholehearted agreement. "But foolish enough to test uncharted waters…"
She allowed the thought to trail off unfinished and lifted one shoulder in a nonchalant shrug. 
"Oh, you have definitely flung yourself into the deep end more than once," Tomas responded with a certainty that made her laugh in spite of herself. 
Lost in the delight of the kind of flirtatious banter she rarely indulged in, Alisandra forgot herself momentarily.
Until something changed.
Tomas remained relaxed, his smile easy and open. His shoulders tightened imperceptibly, however, and his posture stiffened fractionally. It was such a subtle movement that Alisandra doubted anyone else had noticed. 
But she was watching him more closely than most. 
A careful flicker of her eyes revealed what had stolen his attention.
Baird. 
Tomas's younger brother had his eyes locked on Riona and was moving toward their little group with alacrity. When Baird's eyes fell on Tomas, however, something shuttered in his gaze.
Clearly their relationship was strained, and Alisandra wondered what issues divided the brothers. And if she could use the discord between them as a distraction, should it become necessary to advance her own plans.
A twinge of guilt lodged itself under her breastbone, but Alisandra swiftly buried it beneath her determination and duty as Baird slipped into the space beside his brother. 
"Good evening, ladies." Baird offered her a distracted smile and quick bow. "I'm sorry to interrupt, but I need to borrow my brother for a quick word." 
"Of course," she murmured politely. Considering her concerns about Tomas's keen perceptions, Alisandra knew she should be relieved to escape before he suspected there was more to her than she appeared. 
Yet a pit of disappointment sank heavily in her stomach with unexpected regret. It surprised her how much she wanted to continue the conversation. How much she wanted to remain in his company.
Giving in to that impulse, however, would only lead to disaster.
Instead, Alisandra tilted her head to look up at Tomas, allowing a hint of her disappointment to show through. "It was… interesting meeting you, Lord Tomas." 
"Likewise, Lady Alisandra," Tomas assured her with a surprisingly genuine smile in return. One that offered a glimpse of his own disappointment.
Or maybe Alisandra was only reading into him what she wanted to see. 
Suppressing the unhelpful wistfulness, she watched the brothers walk away. And took note of the uncomfortable distance they kept from one another in spite of the press of bodies all around them. The stiff, uncomfortable body language only solidified her belief that some kind of rift was driving a wedge between the two men.
She was tempted to follow as they slipped out onto a secluded balcony. Half a dozen small terraces graced the outer wall of the ballroom. Carefully arranged trellises covered in cultivated greenery blocked the view between balconies but did little to muffle sounds. If she snuck onto the
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