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    This one has to be for my husband, Anthony, a true prince among men.
Ei de'il 'en, mes' har'th-de'in.
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Chapter One

The Winter Ball
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AA’REL PATIENTLY ENDURED the ministrations of her handmaidens as they arranged her hair high on her head to show off her elegant, long neck. Sapphire pins that matched the striking gown she’d be wearing were then inserted one by one into her hair in a pretty pattern around her tiara, and matching dangling earrings completed her radiant appearance. 

Excitement made her stomach flutter rather pleasantly. The Winter Ball was held every year in memory of her mother, Linora, who had started the tradition the same year she had been bound to her mate thirty-three years ago. After her mother’s passing, Aa’rel had taken over as hostess as soon as she’d turned eighteen; it was the highlight of her year and her greatest pride and joy compared to the other annual social events held at the palace—even the Summer Ball, which was usually a much smaller affair. Whereas the latter was only attended by the nobility on Verai, the Winter Ball was open to very important guests like kings and queens, and emperors and empresses from other Territories who had been invited by Korin Beloruuis personally at the advent of autumn. No one refused an invitation to Verai’s grand Winter Ball, especially single men and women of noble birth, as it was known to be the best event to find a life-mate of high standing. 

As the hostess, Aa’rel was the only one allowed to wear a dress of colour. Every guest was expected to attend dressed only in white head to foot; however, trimmings like ribbons, lace, and fine embroidery on collars, bodices, and sleeves, and also jewellery and other similar adornments, were the only items of colour permitted, and then only if they were either silver or gold. The rules had been set by Linora when she had held the very first Winter Ball as one of her many planned projects as Verai’s new queen and Aa’rel was determined that all her traditions remain in place. For the past two weeks she had personally overseen the preparations, like the food, live music, and other entertainment for her guests. The palace’s huge reception hall, its main passageways, and any of the rooms where her guests might gather had also been adorned with attractive and tasteful decorations that complemented the winter theme, and the truly magical aesthetics had filled every guest and resident in the palace with excitement and anticipation for the main event.

Linora Sarasar, her father, High Seat Jinel Sarasar, and her mother were the only surviving members of their line after a brutal civil war had wiped out most of their family and the majority of the leadership on the ruling planet in the Territory of Erthanis, which wasn’t that far from Theras in the south-eastern region of the Southern Sector. When the war had entered its third year and no end was in sight, Jinel had begged all the antagonists to call a truce for the sake of their people, and once they’d agreed they’d come together at a historic gathering that forever changed their Territory. It was decided between the king and the remaining leadership that Erthanis be ruled by a democratic government, meaning that the people of Erthanis should decide who ruled them. After the planet-wide elections Jinel had been ousted and the seven newly elected leaders—one for each of the seven continents—had given him a year to sort out his affairs before leaving the main planet and living on one of the smaller worlds in the Territory. But the most important task he had was finding a mate for his only child. (Linora’s three older brothers had died in the war and her mother, who had fallen into a deep depression, had died from a broken heart before the end of the war, leaving her mate and daughter to mourn their deaths and deal with losing everything.)

Because of the efforts of Solin, Korin’s father, to unite the entire galaxy and create the Confederation, Jinel had been introduced to the Verain king by a mutual friend years before the civil war on Erthanis and they had become good friends, so as soon as leadership in his Territory had changed hands, Jinel had turned to Solin for advice regarding his daughter’s welfare. Taking Linora with him, the once-king had flown to Verai where they’d been warmly welcomed by the Beloruuis family. At the time, Korin was twenty-two and Linora nineteen and the hopeful fathers had introduced them to each other at a lavish royal banquet. 

Solin understood the wishes of his friend: Linora needed to find a life-mate who could match her sharp wit, intelligence, and charming personality before he died. Long before the Erthanisians had arrived on Verai, Solin and his mate, Niera, had lost hope that their son would meet someone who could hold his interest. (Their adopted son, Briin, had already met Ahloren Vindor’hien by then.) The young prince was fussy and did not court the highborn ladies in the palace because, in his opinion, most of them were superficial, annoying, and couldn’t hold an intelligent conversation for more than two minutes. Solin had argued heatedly with his stubborn heir many times about choosing a mate and reminded Korin that it was unacceptable for a ruling monarch not to have a life-mate by his side. But Korin had refused to be moved by his father’s pleas; he wanted to fall in love and he would be bound for no other reason.

And so it was with great joy and relief that the two old friends had witnessed their heart’s desires come to pass. The moment Korin had met the graceful, beguiling Linora at the banquet he’d lost his heart forever and he’d danced with no one else for the entire evening. Linora was just as enamoured with the handsome, charming prince, and when she’d reciprocated his attentions, Korin’s heart had soared with joy and a sense of completeness that to this day he could not explain with mere words. 

Two years later Solin died from a rare heart condition and Korin was crowned king, and not long after his twenty-fifth Born Day he and Linora were bound. Linora was always gracious and kind-hearted with everyone and instantly brought new life and beauty into the palace, and two months later she threw the first Winter Ball, her first official event as the new queen. Of course, this delighted the royal court and earned her their deep respect and love. The Winter Ball had always been Linora’s way of remembering the night she’d fallen in love and her life had changed forever. 

This was the story Korin had told Aa’rel many times while she’d grown up, and looking at herself now in the full-length mirror, she admired the dark-blue, silk gown that very closely resembled the one her mother had worn that very night. With half-sleeves and an elegantly rounded low back, the gown fitted tight in her waist then spread out from her hips in a flowing, floor-length, full skirt, perfectly complementing her slim frame. The dresses in her mother’s time required more petticoats and wide hoops beneath the skirts, but these days the formal fashions were more streamlined. Aa’rel had no idea how the ladies of that time could move, never mind dance, in the voluptuous garments. 

“Your Highness,” Aa’rel’s head attendant said, “why the smile?”

Aa’rel blinked and realised she’d drifted off, the ministrations of her handmaidens quite hypnotic. “I was thinking about my mother. She started the Winter Ball you know.”

“Yes, Highness, we do. You have told us often,” Hanali said with a smile.

As always happened during her contemplations about her mother, Aa’rel felt melancholy touch her heart. Being so young at the time, she only vaguely remembered the day her mother had died from an infection in her lungs that had been brutal and relentless in its ferocity. The physicians, with all their vast knowledge and skills, had been left frustrated and shocked by what had seemed like a simple infection but had trumped their best efforts to defeat it before death had claimed their young queen within weeks. Aa’rel had not understood where her mother had gone, and Korin had been left with the devastating task of trying to explain to his little daughter and ten-year-old son that she would not be coming home. What Aa’rel remembered most was her big brother’s many tears and the great sadness that had settled over the palace for months after their mother’s senseless passing.

Hanali was old enough to remember the day the queen had died and her family had mourned with the royal family and the entire nation, so she understood what her charge was feeling. “Your mother was a woman of gentle heart and spirit and her legacy has not diminished even to this day, Your Highness. Neither has her kindness and beauty because we have the privilege of seeing it embodied in you every day.” 

Aa’rel dabbed at her eyes with a kerchief. Hanali was her oldest attendant and had chosen not to have a mate and children to better serve her princess and the royal family. At thirty, she was four years older than Aa’rel and her wisdom was beyond her years. “You are a treasure, dear Hanali,” she said. “That is the highest compliment you can ever give me.”

“It is the truth, Highness,” she said with a soft smile. “Now come, the guests await your entrance, and may I say that tonight you will cause many hearts to flutter and all the unbound men to lose their senses.” Her charge giggled as she stood and then spontaneously embraced Hanali. The princess very rarely displayed such abandon, so she took a moment to enjoy it. But then her discipline reasserted itself. “You’ll wrinkle your gown, Highness,” she admonished gently, and pulled away. Going to a tall closet, she took out a winter cloak of thick, dark-blue velvet that matched the princess’s dress and Hanali draped it over her shoulders before leading her to the door where a palace guard in full dress uniform waited outside to escort her to the ball according to tradition.

Aa’rel gave Hanali and her beaming handmaidens gathered behind her a smile of thanks before allowing the guard to lead her away. Tonight was her night. Tonight she made her mother and father proud, and tonight she made Braahn fall even more deeply in love with her than he already was.

In Keisi’s chambers Ana sighed again when her charge wriggled in her chair in front of the tall mirror. Keisi hated the fussiness and let it show without apology. Since her first Summer Ball just days after she and her mate and brother had arrived from Theras with the prince and princess, Ana had discovered how much Keisi hated dressing up and being gawked at in public. Honestly, Ana had never understood why. She was a beautiful woman who was meant to be seen and shown off as befitting her station, but in the last two and a half years she had done her best to avoid big gatherings and events at the palace. However, tonight she didn’t have a choice. The ball was attended by everyone of great importance, so no matter how much Keisi had begged to be excused, she was ignored by every member of her family, especially Aa’rel, who had looked quite hurt by her unwillingness to attend her special event.

Another strand of silky hair escaped a pin, and Ana spoke more sharply than intended. “My lady, please sit still. How can I do your hair if you won’t be still?”

Keisi immediately complied when she realised she was being childish. “I’m sorry, Ana, but you know all this fiddling annoys me.”

Ana smiled sympathetically. “I do, my lady. But perhaps consider that it is only one, maybe two nights a year that you have to endure it?”

Keisi pulled a face seen more often on a pouting child than on a queen or fierce warrior, but she forced herself to sit still for Ana’s sake and tried not to sigh too often. 

Ana had to keep reminding herself that the young woman beneath her hands was no pampered lady of the court (although she could whine like one when she had reason); she was a deadly warrior with skills very few could match. In truth, Ana took pride in keeping Keisi’s secrets, even when they weighed her down, but the fact that she was the Sword Bearer and the only one powerful enough to defeat Drakoor S’et removed all the weariness that resulted in keeping these secrets close to her heart.

Ana sighed, this time in relief for completing the task of pinning Keisi’s soft, freshly dyed and styled hair and adorning it with a generous scattering of clear crystal droplets, the latest hair fashions in court. Keisi’s dress was made entirely of pristine white satin and beaded so beautifully it shone like a star in the night sky, and Ana was sure that her mate was going to have a hard time thinking straight when he saw her. Traditionally, all the men gathered in the ballroom first and then the ladies had the honour and pleasure of making their entrances one by one at the top of the staircase to delight and enthral the men as they removed their cloaks and revealed the hard work they’d put themselves through for an entire day.

Keisi examined her hair when Ana showed her the back using a smaller mirror and she nodded in approval. “It’s lovely, Ana, thank you,” she said, giving her eternally patient handmaid a genuine smile of gratitude. Dangly earrings and a necklace she’d borrowed from her cousin, made with faceted, colourless gems Keisi had never seen before, were the last to go on.

“Stand and let me have a look at you,” Ana instructed. After Keisi had slipped on a pair of low-heeled, white satin shoes, Ana made her turn in a full circle, earning her another dark look. But she was used her charge’s moods by now so ignored it. “Perfect!” she announced. “You truly are beautiful, my lady.” 

Keisi critically examined herself and found to her surprise that she honestly liked what she saw. Her slim, toned body complemented the flowing, sleeveless gown that fitted her like a glove to her hips where it seamlessly flared out into a wider, full-length skirt. The back of the dress was completely open to her waist, revealing her scar-free skin, and her smile deepened. The horrible scars of her torture at Yanec’s hand could no longer be seen thanks to the marvel of medical technology.

It had been a month since Yanec’s arrival on Verai, and although he had remained on his warship in orbit most of the time, he had often been seen walking through the royal gardens under heavy guard, or in the city centre accompanied by one Verain lord or another. These particular provincial lords were the ones who most often spoke out against the king and his decisions for their Territory at the bi-annual planetary political conventions held in Catala, and they only had the courage to do so because at these conventions they were surrounded by their entourages and allies. 

Keisi had not been surprised that such cowardly men had taken to openly wooing the king’s enemy as though they were all for Korin handing over the Sword Bearer to save their fat arses. This naturally made them Keisi’s enemies, and that’s why Okassa had been delighted to cause a little havoc in each of their provinces. The harvests of their wealthiest farmers and the businesses of their wealthiest traders had been pillaged, their warehouses emptied, and their goods distributed amongst the poorer rural towns in their respective provinces. Talis had surprisingly gone along with her little acts of revenge and had taken as much pleasure in them as she had. The Raven had come in very handy for the thefts, thanks to its cloaking technology, so they were never seen or identified. The lords, therefore, had no proof of the thefts, making it impossible for Korin to assist them in finding the thieves or in recovering their goods. This made it a most satisfying romp for Keisi and her willing accomplice. 

Okassa and Talis had already visited Yanec on his warship to receive further orders regarding tinumin, which was even more in demand now that a major battle seemed to be on fast approach. True to Okassa’s character, Keisi had used the opportunity to mock Yanec for his uncharacteristic leniency towards the Confederation, and Yanec had given back as good as he’d gotten with the usual boring threats of torture and death if Okassa didn’t deliver. Adding stress to his situation was something she rather enjoyed because if he was off his game then he’d hopefully make mistakes and miss what Korin and the Confederation were planning. Thoughts of Yanec made her eyes darken, so when Ana draped the white fur cloak over her shoulders she asked what was wrong. 

“It’s the first time my uncle is allowing me to be seen by Yanec since he arrived and I’m not sure how I’m going to react if we happen to meet. Hiding behind a mask in his presence is much easier, Ana.”

When Ana had first heard about Keisi’s horrific torture she’d been severely disturbed for days afterwards and had wondered what mental and emotional damage had been incurred. Her young charge had given the impression of someone who was tough and in control, but as Ana got to know her better she’d soon realised that Keisi had erected walls around herself for protection. As her handmaid, Ana’s job was to serve and obey her wishes, and so she only offered advice or shared an opinion when Keisi either asked for it or Ana felt it was her duty to speak up. Because of what, or rather whom, she’d be facing tonight, her charge had revealed how vulnerable she was feeling and so Ana’s mothering instincts were telling her that it was now time to speak up again.

“My lady, your inner strength astounds me constantly,” she said with heartfelt sincerity. “You will know what to say and how to react when the moment arrives, believe me.”

Despite her nervousness, Keisi felt encouraged by her handmaid’s confidence in her. “On occasion, like now, you are the source of my strength, dear Ana,” she said, and turned and gave her a hug.  

Deeply moved, Ana eagerly reciprocated before Keisi disengaged, knowing how hard it was for her to show affection to anyone besides Ren and her family. She then moved ahead of Keisi and opened the door where a palace guard in dress uniform stood at attention in the reception room. He bowed low when he saw them. “Terand will be escorting you to the ballroom, my lady,” she said, then squeezed Keisi’s arm and smiled encouragingly. “Try to have some fun.”

Keisi snorted and rolled her eyes and Terand’s eyebrows rose at the unladylike sound coming from the glorious vision before him. He eagerly offered her his arm and led her out into the passage and Ana watched them go thinking how mature and queenly Keisi looked tonight. Her natural beauty and slim figure would undoubtedly be the envy of just about every woman attending the ball.

It took them about ten minutes to make their way to the main ballroom, which was the very last room on the ground level of the east wing, and after waiting her turn in the long line of nattering ladies standing outside—a few of whom she recognised and waved to—she and Terand finally reached the open double doors where the royal herald rapped his staff three times then announced Lady Keisi dei Pal’din’s arrival in a booming voice. Gritting her teeth and forcing a smile, she entered and stood at the top of a broad marble staircase and every eye turned to behold the first cousin of the king. The massive ballroom was simply breathtaking! Eight large, crystal chandeliers hung in a row that spanned the entire length of the high ceiling, and silver and gold ribbons and many other tasteful decorations had been draped between the chandeliers above the guests’ heads, turning the room into a faerytale world of wonder and delight. 

A page stepped forward and removed the fur cloak from around Keisi’s shoulders and she was surprised to hear a few intakes of breath above the soft music from those already in the room. Making her way slowly down the stairs, she held onto Terand’s arm and lifted her skirt so she wouldn’t trip and make a fool of herself, and she kept her gaze firmly on her shoes so she wouldn’t have to look at anyone. When she eventually did glance up about three steps from the bottom, she saw genuine admiration on a few faces. Keisi had never considered herself all that attractive. Pretty, yes, but not as beautiful and regal as her mae’im had been. She was saved from her discomfort by her heart-love, who suddenly appeared from behind a huddle of noblemen and broke with tradition by ascending the last few steps to take her hand and guide her down the rest of the way after giving Terand a nod of thanks. Ren’s golden-brown gaze ran down her body and back up again before finally finding rest in her eyes and Keisi grinned at the adoration and barely concealed hunger on his handsome face. It pleased her very much and made her shiver with pleasure. She couldn’t remember ever seeing him so dumbstruck.

When the herald announced the name of the next lady guest, Ren led Keisi away to a long table against the far wall that was bedecked with crystal glassware of every shape and size and drinks of every kind imaginable. “You look incredible,” he said huskily in her ear before kissing her neck and giving her goose pimples.

Ren looked every inch a prince in his formal wear and with his long hair tied back with white leather chord and decorated with white feathers in the traditions of his people. “Hai, if you don’t stop that right now we’ll have to leave before you ravish me right here and then Aa’rel would be most upset and we’d have to put up with her scathing glares for months.” She chuckled when he refused to listen and landed another kiss on her neck. “Ren, enough! We’re being watched.”

Ren sobered quickly and looked around, and sure enough an elegant elderly couple was watching them from a few metres away. They were both smiling at them, the lady almost wistfully as though remembering her youth. “They don’t seem to mind,” Ren said, and leaned in again. Kurrn above, she smells wonderful!

Keisi placed a hand on his chest and firmly held him at bay. “You can rip this dress off me later, lover, but right now we have to focus on getting through this evening, yei’?”

He made a frustrated noise in his throat. “As you wish,” he conceded. “But I will remember what you said, mes’ har’th-de’in.” He gave her a naughty grin, which she returned with a coy fluttering of her long eyelashes that set his blood on fire. “Kurrn above, I need a strong drink,” he mumbled, making her grin.

They placed their order with a server—fruit nectar laced with a hint of spirits for Keisi and a dry red wine for Ren, a drink he’d come to like since arriving on Verai because it reminded him of Abronis’s best vintages that his fah’ had kept in large supply in the palace’s cellars—then found a standing spot where they could observe the arrival of the ladies and quietly give a running commentary on their outfits. They giggled and snorted uncontrollably at some of the unfortunate choices, especially the exaggerated hair arrangements and garish accessories. Many of the dresses were covered in excessive bows and ribbons, making the women look quite comical and twice their size and more often than not reducing Keisi and Ren to tears. At events in the palace in Malkhyrin the fashions had always leaned towards simpler lines and minimal accessories; they were never this ostentatious or aesthetically disturbing to the eye. Some of the outfits reminded Keisi of fancy baked desserts and cakes piled high with puff pastry, glazed fruit, fluffy cream, and edible flowers.

The ballroom gradually grew crowded and noisier and the flow of arrivals soon trickled down to nothing. That meant there were only three people left to arrive. The herald rapped his staff one last time then announced the king, prince, and princess, and standing between Korin and Jae’el, Aa’rel appeared at the top of the staircase to much applause and cheering. Her cousin looked every inch a princess and Korin and Jae’el looked very handsome and regal beside her in their white and gold attire. Keisi was delighted to see Jae’el. He’d been away for months and she’d missed him terribly, especially at her twenty-second Birthing Day a week ago. She recognised the future king in him and it made her heart soar with pride. Braahn had come late because of training that afternoon and followed the trio down the stairs. He stood directly behind Aa’rel when the royals were waylaid by a group at the foot of the stairs and his green eyes were alight with wonder as he stared at the woman he adored, making Keisi smile. There were too many people pressing in around Aa’rel, so Ren and Keisi decided to wait until she was done with her greeting duties as hostess before speaking to her.

Aa’rel’s arrival officially signalled the start of the event and the musicians struck up a merry tune that filled the dance floor quickly. Keisi was famished and pulled Ren towards one of the food tables where they piled their plates with delicious savoury treats before returning to their previous spot to wait for their family to find them. Jae’el was the first to see Keisi and he pushed his way through the throng to scoop her up in his arms and give her a big hug. 

“I’ve missed you so much,” Keisi said, and gave him a kiss on his cheek.

Jae’el was struck by the maturity and beauty of his cousin. She had changed since he’d seen her last and tonight she was glowing. “Me too, K, very much so,” he said, and kissed the back of her hands. “I’ve finally have some time to spend at home so we can catch up.”

“I’d love that. I haven’t been riding for a while and I know you miss it, too. We can go tomorrow if you’re up for it.”

“Sounds perfect.”

“Drink?” Ren asked as he gripped arms with Jae’el.

“Absolutely.”

For the next two hours the ball took on a life of its own and the guests and royal family revelled in each other’s company and great fun was had by all. After much cajoling, Braahn eventually got his sister onto the dance floor and took her for a gentle turn, and then Ren, Jae’el, and even Korin got their chance. This delighted Aa’rel. It was wonderful seeing her cousin so content, despite the threat of Yanec hanging over her. The evening had indeed turned magical with her family all together again and Aa’rel couldn’t have been happier if she’d tried. 

She was just returning from the washroom after freshening up when Braahn suddenly appeared and bowed low before her. Because of her hosting duties she hadn’t had much time with him this evening and a thrill ran through her to behold the man she loved smiling at her adoringly with a mischievous glint in his eyes. He took her hand and led her onto the dance floor and made her dizzy with delight as he spun her around to the fast music, their eyes only for each other. Even though Braahn was careful to keep a respectful distance between them in the presence of their family and guests, all he really wanted to do was whisk away the most beautiful woman in the room and make love to her all night.

Laughter, music, good food, and delicious wine continued to flow freely throughout the evening, and at one point Keisi found her family and mate engaged in conversations with some of the guests. (Ren had been ambushed by some foppish lord and his half-drunk mate, and she had quickly but politely excused herself as the man had begun explaining the curious thefts of his crops by ‘invisible’ thieves.) Finding herself with no one of interest to talk to, she decided to escape the stuffy ballroom and go for a short stroll in the prettily lit royal gardens. Although it was chilly she didn’t feel like going back inside to fetch her cloak, so she used a little Sword-power to cover her body in a thin shield and immediately felt warmer. She meandered down the main path that intermittently branched off into many smaller footpaths that in turn led to little hideaways perfect for young lovers to escape to unseen. The evening was a great success and she was pleased for Aa’rel. Surprisingly, Keisi was enjoying herself. Ana would be so proud. 

Sighing contentedly, she continued to walk deeper into the gardens heading west. There were a few people also out for a stroll and they gave Keisi a friendly nod in greeting as she passed them by. She loved early winter in the royal gardens. The colours during the hazy afternoons were breathtaking with the leaves still bearing their attractive autumn colours—red, brown, yellow, and from the evergreens, dark-green—and the days were still warm enough to enjoy outdoor activities. She was looking forward to her ride with Jae’el tomorrow. This made her think of her recent Birthday Day he’d missed. She understood the need for her family to spoil her because of how happy it made them feel, and for that reason alone she allowed the celebrations each year. Her Birthing Days always reminded her of what she’d gone through on Theras before coming to Verai, especially the one she’d had soon after Malkhyrin had fallen and the Sword had been forced on her. But it would be unfair to force them to remember those dark days with her, so she made sure she reciprocated their love and attention and expressed her deep gratitude. 

The rest of her family’s Birthing Days—known as Born Days on Verai—were usually big affairs, especially the king’s, and she loved showering them with many gifts. Now, two and a half years on, Braahn and Ren were twenty-eight, Aa’rel twenty-six, and Jae’el thirty-one—the same as Khael, if he was still alive. More often than she wanted to she thought about her oldest brother with a mixture of anger and terrible longing and sadness and wondered if he had ever found Jarath. She thought it highly unlikely that her brothers were still alive, and sometimes tears, unwanted and scorned, accompanied her aching heart.

She heard laughter through the trees to her left, followed by no small amount of giggling. Ah, yes, this was an evening for lovers to sneak away for a stolen kiss. The revelry could go on until the early hours of the morning, but she hoped Ren would insist on leaving long before then.

Suddenly, the giggles turned into cries of alarm and all her senses became heightened. There was panic in that voice and she automatically turned towards it, moving quickly through the trees. Approaching one of the hidden gardens unnoticed, what she saw aroused her anger in an instant and she became intensely focused. 

Three men and two young girls Keisi recognised as the daughters of Lord Detaris of the Gorgianu Territory—Mianor and Prisia at seventeen and fifteen respectively—were occupying the secluded spot. Earlier inside the ballroom, the girls had been annoying her with their constant high-pitched laughter and flirting with anything that wore pants, including the servants (no doubt because they’d been sneaking wine while their fah’af had been otherwise occupied), so she wasn’t surprised to see them tucked away from prying eyes to have some fun with the opposite sex. Unfortunately, the men they’d chosen were hardly conducive to fun and so the girls’ exciting little tryst had predictably turned into something very nasty.

Commander Kola-rek, one of Yanec’s officers Keisi recognised from the throne room the day they’d arrived on Verai, had backed up Mianor against a tree and had her arms pinned above her head with one large hand while the other covered her mouth. Her hair was dishevelled, like she’d been manhandled, and her breath came out in short, panicked gasps beneath her captor’s hand. The second man was Commander Hjerit and he was holding Prisia around her waist with his hand firmly over her mouth to stop her muffled screams from escaping. She was wriggling fiercely and clawing and kicking out at him. At least she had some spunk. 

Adrenaline coursed through Keisi and she sucked in a deep breath and prepared to intervene. She would have to be quick and attract as little attention as possible, and that meant not involving the palace guards. A third man she didn’t recognise was standing to one side, clearly enjoying the moment, and even though she couldn’t see any weapons on them, she was sure they had knives hidden under their coats. They appeared to have dressed up for the ball. How quaint, she thought darkly. Yanec must have arrived while she had been out walking. 

At last night’s evening meal Korin had informed his family that he’d invited Yanec to attend the ball and Aa’rel had been none too pleased to hear it. But he had gone on to explain that it was purely a strategic move in order for Ren’s agents to get a better picture of which Verain lords were going to be drawn to Yanec. Because it was such a large event, the lords might think that with everyone busy having fun and socialising that they wouldn’t be noticed colluding with Yanec. It was a quick way to identify potential traitors, Korin had told Aa’rel, and it was ultimately for the protection of Keisi and the Confederation. Hearing this, Aa’rel had conceded. 

Keisi reached under her skirt for the knife strapped to her right thigh that she had put on in the washroom so Ana wouldn’t see. It was the one Jae’el had given her on her eighteenth Birthing Day while the family was fleeing across Theras. It was one of her most treasured possessions and she (and Okassa) never went anywhere without it. She concealed it by holding the hilt in her hand and pressing the blade flat against the back of her forearm then moved soundlessly through the trees to get closer to Kola-rek and Mianor before revealing herself. The men tensed when they saw her and instinctively went for their weapons, confirming her suspicions, but when they saw it was just another woman they relaxed and wariness was replaced by lustful smirks. The arrogant bastards saw no threat and Keisi hid a smile. It was going to make things a lot easier for her.

“Kola, look, another woman to pleasure us this evening. They’re just falling at our feet, aren’t they?” said the unidentified man, and all three laughed unpleasantly. 

Keisi gave them a calm smile and stood with her hands behind her back. “Gentlemen, is there anything you need assistance with this evening?” she asked sweetly. Then with heavy sarcasm and her eyes flashing, she said, “But perhaps not. I see that you have made yourselves quite at home already.” Kola-rek studied her with keen interest, his dark eyes slits, and with their big, tear-filled eyes, the girls implored her to help them. But for the moment she ignored them and focused on the three dangerous men. They were like vipers, capable of striking at any moment, just like their master. 

With a skew grin, Kola-rek grated, “You can join the party if you like. Tuvir, you take her. I’m still busy with this one.” The girl squeaked in fear and his porcine eyes burned with lust as he licked his lips and growled in anticipation of having his way her. It had been a long time since he’d had a sweet, untouched maiden. 

Kola-rek had moved away from Mianor a little while he’d spoken to Keisi and his friends, so she took the opportunity to slide into the narrow space between them. This forced him to let go of Mianor’s mouth and back up a bit more and his look of surprise was almost comical. Keisi’s face was inches from the vile man; his breath stank of drink and his body odour was rank, making her nose twitch involuntarily in disgust. He might have dressed for the occasion but he certainly hadn’t bathed before doing so. She stood on a big protruding tree root, giving the illusion she was as tall as him, and because her position made his grip on Mianor’s arms very awkward, he let her go. She was weeping and trying to leave, but Keisi kept her firmly pinned by leaning against her for balance. She didn’t want the fool girl distracting her now.

“Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?” Keisi asked him in the most flirtatious voice she had.

After Kola’s initial surprise at the woman’s brazenness, he smirked, causing the thick, moon-shaped scar on his right cheek to distort his deeply pockmarked face. He moved closer to her until their bodies touched. “Well, well, well, aren’t we the eager one,” he whispered huskily, followed by a leer. “You’re pretty good looking for a palace whore.” Pity Lucin had left before things got interesting. The coward never had the stomach for carousing and bedding loose women and Kola often wondered if the prick actually preferred men.

Keisi shrugged and kept her smile in place when he stroked her cheek. “Well, I’m still a lady, but life can get quite boring in the palace. That includes the men.” She ran a finger down his cheek and across his cracked lips. “I’ve been looking for some more excitement in my life, so imagine my surprise when I found you here.” She gave Mianor a disdainful glance over her shoulder. “This one is still a maiden. I’ve tried to get her to come with me to the taverns outside the city many times to gain some experience with real men but she’s been too scared. Maybe you can change her mind and show her a good time?” She shoved her groin into his to drive home her point and get him to lower his guard even more, and his sick grin nearly made her gag. 

Mianor whimpered and Hjerit and Tuvir’s laughter was ugly and hungry. This was more the kind of woman Kola had hoped to find tonight—classy but with a filthy mind. The other two can have the maidens, he decided; he had an idea this exceptionally beautiful, high-class hussy was going to bring him great pleasure. He licked his lips and grinned at her and she wet her own lips beguilingly.

Kola-rek responded exactly as hoped and proceeded to lift Keisi’s dress and slide his hand up her thigh, but a second later his expression went from desire to surprise when it came to rest on the empty sheath and that’s when Keisi moved with lightning-speed. Grabbing his hand, she twisted it so violently that she heard the bones in his wrist pop, making him scream. She continued the movement by twisting his entire arm and driving him to his knees and his shoulder joint almost dislocated in its socket; in this position his elbow was also locked so he no longer had the advantage of height or weight. She added pressure to the nerves around his thumb for good measure and he yelped in a most satisfying way. This was the very first move Riviian had taught her after he’d done the exact same thing to her on the very first day they’d met and she’d never forgotten it.

Reaching for his knife, Tuvir started towards them, but Keisi reacted first and threw hers before he could get it free of its sheath. The blade was embedded hilt-deep into his shoulder joint, effectively rendering his arm useless, and he fell to his knees with a cry of pain and disbelief. She’d noticed earlier that Kola-rek had a knife attached to his belt and with his coat unbuttoned she had easy access to it. Reaching for it to protect herself from Hjerit, she saw him throw Prisia to the ground then draw out a small handgun from inside his coat. It was against the rules of the ball to wear anything larger than a small knife or dagger, but it was so typical of a devious, bastard Drak to ignore all the rules but his own. He aimed it at her and she was about to haul Kola-rek to his feet to use as a shield when the gun was suddenly shot out of his hand. He cried out and cradled his damaged hand against his body and Prisia had the sense to take advantage of the chaos and get up and run away into the trees.

Keisi whipped her head to her right to see who had fired and Yanec came striding into the clearing with Sesar on his heels and gun in hand. A strange vibration suddenly assailed her entire body, but then a rush of anger, loathing, and a powerful need for revenge coursed through her like a river of fire and drowned it out. As Okassa, she’d never felt these emotions as keenly as she did now, facing her enemy without the protection of the mask, and armed only with a knife her vulnerability exacerbated the storm inside her. Yanec’s black, narrowed gaze studied her with great curiosity and surprise and she immediately recognised the danger if she lost control. Forcing deep breaths of cool air into her lungs, Keisi once again thanked Riviian for everything he’d taught her, and gradually her heart rate slowed and a cold serenity descended, clearing her head and anchoring her. Her face relaxed but her unwavering gaze remained hard. She stood dead still and kept Kola-rek completely immobile with tears of pain, mingled with sour sweat, running down his cheeks. He tried to look up at Yanec, but she twisted his arm a little more and he released another small yelp. 

“Go find your father and sister,” she hissed over her shoulder at Mianor. The girl didn’t need further encouragement and left at a run while wailing with the relief of escaping with her virtue and life intact.

Keisi saw Yanec check on Hjerit then curse and cuff him hard enough on the back of his head to send him sprawling onto the grass. The rest of his entourage arrived and two Drak soldiers went over to Tuvir and pulled out her knife. He cried out then promptly fainted and the bloodied weapon was handed to Yanec, who studied it with interest. All the Draks—eight in total, including Sesar and Yanec—now put all their attention on her and Kola-rek, some with their hands resting on weapons they weren’t supposed to have. For some strange reason Sesar looked like he’d seen a spirit with his dark eyes wide and his half-face pale.

It felt surreal seeing Draks this close as herself. She was feeling uncomfortably exposed and vastly outnumbered—usual odds for Okassa, but as the king’s niece she dared not let slip even the smallest hint of Okassa’s personality. So she kept taking deep breaths while holding Kola-rek’s knife casually at her side ready to throw if it came to it. She would make sure Yanec was on the receiving end before she was shot. Shisa! So much for not drawing attention to myself.

Yanec was amazed at the sight of this slim, stunning woman keeping one of his most brutal commanders at bay without so much as breaking a sweat, and it was clear she’d been the one to incapacitate the other idiot, Tuvir, as well. Only vaguely aware of his right arm tingling because the scene before him had captured all his attention, his gaze shifted to Kola-rek, who flinched visibly under the weight of it. Looking back at the woman, she returned his stare with her chin high and her contempt blazing and he felt oddly excited by it. He was very curious to know who she was; he definitely would have remembered seeing such a beauty before.

“My lady, it seems you have me at a severe disadvantage. Whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?” he asked in a friendly manner.

“It doesn’t matter who I am,” Keisi said curtly. “Your men stepped over a line and insulted the king and his guests.” She saw Sesar whisper something into Yanec’s ear and his eyes widened.

“My First tells me that you are Lady Keisi dei Pal’din, the king’s cousin. I have no idea why we have not yet been introduced, but I am most pleased to meet you. It’s just a pity it had to be under such . . . awkward circumstances.” He gave her a tight smile and a small, mocking bow.

Keisi increased the pressure on Kola-rek’s hand just enough to make him grunt and weep silent tears of misery, and she watched Yanec’s fake smile slip a fraction when she gave him an ice-cold smile in return.

“It does appear that my men have misbehaved, if the distressed young ladies I saw were anything to go by, and for that I apologise most sincerely, my lady. Now please let go of my commander’s hand. He appears to be under quite a bit of strain.” In truth, Yanec didn’t care about Kola-rek. The fascinating woman could slice off his hand and it wouldn’t faze him. He was arrogant and belligerent and constantly challenged Yanec, so if he lost an appendage to this lovely creature then it was no major loss and at least something would have provided him with entertainment at this boring affair.

Yanec’s entourage was not as controlled in their facial expressions as their master. Sesar was standing behind Yanec’s right shoulder looking directly at her with focused intensity, but his eyes didn’t have the cruelty in them that Yanec’s did and she could detect no animosity in his half-face. He didn’t even spare a glance for Kola-rek. Curious. Yanec handed Sesar her knife and he proceeded to study it. She was wondering what he was finding so fascinating about it when Yanec spoke again.

“My lady?” He gestured to Kola-rek with raised eyebrows, but still she did not relent, and this time he gave her a genuine smile, amused by her stubbornness. She intrigued him, for it was obvious she was no ordinary lady of the court. From the way she’d embedded her knife in Tuvir’s shoulder and held Kola effortlessly in place, she’d received serious training.

Keisi considered Yanec’s request for a moment longer out of spite, and then with a loud sigh decided, for the sake of her uncle and Aa’rel, to end the standoff and let go of the Drak. When she did, she gave him a good shove with her foot at the same time that sent him sprawling forward onto his stomach with a loud grunt. 

Kola stood unsteadily to his feet and cradled his fractured wrist to his chest. He was breathing hard and seething with fury and embarrassment at being bested by a mere girl. He hobbled over to stand with Hjerit and his comrades behind his lord and Sesar, both of whom gave him glares that promised more pain later, and he tried not to show fear. Being disciplined by Yanec was never a pleasant experience, and he should know because he’d had his share in the past. His fear and humiliation turned into cold rage as he glared at the singular cause of his predicament and prayed for an opportunity to one day return the favour to the little whore.  

Keisi stepped away from the tree and boldly faced the imposing Drak collective and their leader—a glittering figure of light standing before a wall of black-clad menace. They hadn’t even bothered to follow the dress code and their disrespect made her seethe. People were approaching through the trees, she noticed. The news had spread quickly that there had been an incident and in true upper-class style they’d rushed to come to see for themselves. Keisi had to work hard not to roll her eyes at their eagerness to witness the drama they would be talking about for weeks and even months to come.

“Is this the way you treat your hosts, Yanec, by allowing your bad-mannered, undisciplined thugs to run amuck?” she asked as she took a few casual steps towards him.

Yanec clenched his jaw, then replied bitingly, “It seems the young ladies were looking for some fun and found it.” 

Her glorious eyes turned dangerous and she suddenly flipped Kola-rek’s knife to hold it by the blade then threw it with such speed that Yanec didn’t have time to defend himself. A few of his men drew their weapons and the small crowd gasped when the knife struck the ground directly in front of his boots and he exercised all his willpower not to flinch. He quickly ordered his men to stand down and when he lifted his angry gaze to meet hers, she was smiling mockingly at him. It confirmed that he was not dealing with an ordinary woman, so he paid closer attention: She had the fearlessness of a seasoned warrior, not some fat lord’s mate, yet she was definitely highborn by her proud, elegant features and bearing and unwavering confidence; she had a slim physique and her toned, lean muscles suggested regular intense training, but it was the look in her eyes that convinced him she was so much more than what her feminine, alluring appearance suggested. Strangely, there was a nagging familiarity about her that he couldn’t identify. He often used slaves and other weak women who caught his eye to satisfy his base needs, but it never went beyond that; relationships dulled his senses and evoked too much unwanted emotion. So, what was it about this woman that fascinated him so? Finally, a challenge! He was getting rather bored in Catala and she was something fresh and new. Who knew what she would reveal once he’d had a chance to tame her?

Keisi recognised the mixture of curiosity and lust in Yanec’s eyes and she shivered inwardly. He most probably thought of her as simply another thing that needed to be conquered. But he was in for a nasty surprise. Stepping closer still, she bared her teeth like a she-wolf, then said, “I guess your men learned how to treat women so atrociously from their master.” 

A few in the crowd drew in sharp breaths as Keisi turned her back on him to leave. Her anger was growing, and although she was still in control of the storm, she needed to remove herself from the situation before she did or said something stupid and embarrassed Korin and Ren. It wouldn’t do if Yanec suddenly recognised her, either. So far, she had not seen any recognition in his eyes, which was a huge relief, so maybe Ren was right in that he wouldn’t be able to place her in these vastly different circumstances years later. She certainly hoped so, and she also hoped that she hadn’t made things difficult for Korin by having this little confrontation in public. However, she couldn’t resist throwing the knife to make her point (her lips twitched at the unintended pun); she just wished it had been embedded in his black heart instead.

“Are you not a bit young to be such a cynical, sarcastic hussy?” Yanec drawled. He couldn’t resist responding to her insult. He had a reputation to uphold, after all.

The crowd drew in another sharp breath in unison and then stared at Keisi as they eagerly awaited her reply. She knew he was trying to bait her but he didn’t know her very well, so with hardly a pause she looked at him over her shoulder and shot back with, “And are you not a bit young to be a soulless, mass-murdering demon-puppet?” She turned to face him and noticed that there was now a deathly silence in the clearing with only the faint sound of music flitting through the trees from the ballroom. The guests and Draks stood riveted, sensing the climax of the play approaching. Yanec’s face twisted into a sneer as Keisi slowly walked back to him and every warning bell in her head went off the closer she got. What are you doing? Do you want him to recognise you? “Do you want to know how vastly different you and I are? Oh my goodness, there are so many differences,” she said, throwing her hands up in the air and rolling her eyes like an overly dramatic actress. “But I do believe this one is the most noteworthy.” Standing only a foot away from him, she saw every cruel nuance in his chiselled face and believed that if she stared long enough, she’d get sucked into his black, lifeless orbs and be lost in their darkness forever. “Everyone here knows who I am and where they stand with me,” she said, gesturing around to the white-clad crowd. He stood as still as a statue calved out of black ice, his jaw clenching and unclenching, but instead of reacting with fury, he seemed distracted, as though he was trying to figure something out, and Keisi hoped it wasn’t where he’d seen her before. “But they don
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