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            Blue Eyes, Teddy Bear

          

          Destino

        

      

    

    
      My wife drools in her sleep. I don’t know why I find this hilarious, but I can’t stifle my snigger when I round the corner and see her with her arm extended across the table in the back corner of the library of the castle. Her lavender curls are sprawled out on the desktop, her plump lips open just enough for me to catch the glimmer of drool trailing down the corner of her mouth.

      “Did she fall asleep?” King Ronin asks as he comes to stand beside me, juggling three leather-bound books.

      Great-grandfather, not King Ronin. Because apparently, we’re all familial now, so maybe I don’t need to use his title. Maybe I’ll go with calling him just plain Ronin, like Lily’s been bold enough to do.

      My smile fades and my back straightens as I nod. It’s my hope I can convince us both that I’m a man fit for ruling someday, and not his goofball great-grandson who’s only good for making the nation laugh and swoon.

      I try not to let it matter that my great-grandfather is watching my wife sleep. There’s something too intimate about the way he watches her. I know that look. It’s almost the same one I wear when my eyes wander to Lily, as they often do. Great-grandfather and I could pass for brothers, maybe even twins, though he won’t leave his room unless the sharp edge of his jaw is cleanshaven, and I keep tight to my neatly groomed five o’clock shadow. Though King Ronin’s been frozen to look in his young thirties like me, he’s decades older than that, and should know better than to gaze at Lily like that. She’s my wife, not his.

      And soon she’ll be Alex’s wife, too. Sharing her affections with my best friend doesn’t bother me one bit. Anyone else, though, and I become a possessive wanker. It’s not a gracious color on me.

      Carefully as I can, I lift the hand that’s resting atop the book she’s fallen asleep on and curl her slender arm around my neck. Though I’m fluid with my movements, she startles when my arms tuck under her thighs and behind her back, lifting her from the hard-backed wooden chair. Her eyes open as she swipes at the corner of her mouth. “Oh! Did I… I did it again, didn’t I.”

      “Fell asleep studying? It’s the second time this week, but a vampire’s schedule isn’t easy to adopt. Up all night and sleeping during the day is a hard transition.”

      “I’m awake now. I can study some more.”

      She finds my smile, even when she’s not trying to. “The sun’s shining, so upstairs we go. Any morning I get to carry you to bed is a good one in my book.”

      “Mm. It’s quiet,” she comments as we make our way out of the library, leaving King Ronin and the entirety of my family’s collections of books behind us for a few hours.

      “The protesters have gone home. Probably because they finally adore you as much as I do now.”

      She doesn’t buy my white lie. “Ha, ha. They’ve only stopped shouting curses at me because the sun’s up and they have to go indoors. They’re refueling for tonight when they can start fresh. I do hope they find a better rhyme for my name, though. Silly? Filly? It’s like they’re not even trying. I think it’s because they secretly love me.”

      I love that she’s thick-skinned enough to make a joke of their hatred. If there’s anything that seals her as the one for me, it’s the fact that she can find cause to make light of even the most dire of circumstances.

      None of us assumed the news of our secret wedding would go over without a hitch. The vampire prince marrying a fae cast-out from Neutral Territory is unheard of. Still, I’d hoped the people would love me more than they hate her, and eventually they could grow to be tolerant of us. Perhaps a month’s time is too much to expect for total acceptance.

      Climbing stairs while carrying a woman is no small feat, but she’s just sleepy enough not to struggle out of my arms. I make sure not to grunt when I get halfway up the winding staircase. She smells like peaches and actual lilies, and though I’ve never been big into picking flowers, I can’t believe my good fortune that this one gets to be mine.

      Laying her down in my bed—our bed—is something that makes my chest expand. I’m not sure what the tipping point was that switched us from a marriage made to piss off the masses to actual affection. Maybe it was how gently she held me in the weeks following my father’s death, or how she stood by my side with Salem and Alex through the funeral, enduring the hatred of hundreds of thousands of vampires with a raised chin that scolded them all not to bother us with such things when I was clearly grieving. She never told me how to feel, or made me talk about the things that were too big to put words to.

      Lily makes me cookies. She calls them her ugly cookies, and the blobby lumps live up to the name. But they take away the nightmares I can’t otherwise escape. Over and over, I see Ronin stabbing my father with a silver blade, and then cuffing the back of his neck and hurling him over the balcony. Though father and I were never close, it’s a hard image to escape. I had my doubts that a simple cookie could lessen my pain, but Lily promised they would keep the nightmares away, and she was right.

      The ugly cookies are just the tip of her kindness. Lily looks after me when I’m not sure which way is up anymore. She calls my people “our people,” which is just about the most gracious thing she can say about a group that loathe the sight of her.

      So I keep the death threats away from her ears as much as I’m able, shielding her just as she’s stood in front of me when life proves it doesn’t know how to be gentle with the fragile parts of us.

      My own mum still hasn’t spoken to me—too angry that I’ve besmirched our family’s good name by marrying outside my race. I’m sure not many newlywed men are grateful to spend their time alone with their wife blubbering into her breasts, but laying in bed with Lily, I know that’s where my head belongs, and she’s never begrudged me the pleasure.

      I take off her shoes and socks, loving that she lets me do these simple things for her. I’ve been studying with King Ronin in a separate part of the library for hours, taking careful notes while he pours his decades of ruling knowledge into me. Lily’s still catching up on vampire history, insisting she needs to know how we got to this boiling point if she’s to understand how we’ll move forward towards a brighter future.

      Now that I’m near her and away from the duty of it all, I ache to be closer. My house has never felt so cold as it does when I know there’s finally a source of warmth inside, but it’s just out of reach.

      Her eyes are lidded when she gets off the bed, selects a pair of pajamas and slips into the bathroom to change. I take my time getting undressed, stretching out my neck, which is sore from so much reading. I never thought King Ronin would consider giving up the throne, and I really never assumed he would pick me. I always thought he hated me. I’m the laidback one, when he’s always so very cunning and calculating. Ever since he made the announcement that I will be next to rule after a year of instruction, he’s been adamant I learn every detail of how he wants things to be run after he steps down. I’m glad for the training, of course, but thirteen hours of constant study is a good recipe for a crick in my neck.

      Lily meanders out in a pink thermal t-shirt and gray flannel pants. The fae are known for their trickery, but there’s no guile in the simple clothing. In fact, her drawer is stocked with far racier sleepwear (I made sure of it). Being fae, she chills easily in our colder climate. She chooses practicality over appearance, and yet somehow still emerges with such appeal that I have to remind myself to behave.

      “Sorry, let me put on my pants.” I’m in my boxer briefs, but she gives a nonplussed shrug.

      “Sleep however you’re comfortable. We’re in this for the long haul, remember.”

      “Perfect woman, you are.”

      “Remember you said that when I can’t recall whole chunks of your Drexdenbergian history, and make myself look like an idiot in front of the territory.” She flops sideways onto the bed, spreading her arms out like a starfish as she stares at the ceiling. “I haven’t had to study anything since I was a little girl. I’m sorely out of practice.”

      “When do you imagine you’ll be quizzed publicly on something like that?”

      A yawn slips from her mouth, tilting her chin. She’s like a kitten, figuring out how best to fall asleep on the thick bedding.

      “Your feet are icy,” I comment, rubbing her toes to heat them. I’m acutely aware of how next-to-naked I am, and that this is perfectly fine with us both.

      She flips down the comforter. “Then come be my furnace.”

      A wicked smile curves my lips. “If you insist.” She doesn’t pull away when I climb in and lay next to her, my hands slipping under her shirt so they can slide up and down along her spine. Drexdenberg is cooler than what most fae can handle, though she never complains. We usually sleep with our heads on the pillows and her left hand on my chest, and I love it.

      I’ve never been one for keeping a woman in my bed for just plain sleep, but I’ve grown rapidly addicted to having my sheets smell like lilies. Sometimes we kiss once before we close our eyes, but today Lily has other plans. She snuggles into my arms, her stomach tight to my abdomen as her lips find mine in the windowless dark.

      I was so afraid she’d recoil at my fangs, but now her tongue teases the tips. I’d never bite her, never hurt her, and she trusts me enough to know that. Fae don’t normally touch vampires, yet this kitten practically purrs when she loops her leg over mine, bringing my thigh between hers. She’s usually tentative in her seduction, dipping her toe in before delving into a full-on makeout. Guess I’m just lucky today, so I don’t question it. Instead I roll her onto her back, kissing her so hard, her toes curl on the backs of my calves.

      I’m her first boyfriend. I have to remind myself of that fact over and over when I want to tear her clothes off and see just how far she’ll let me take this whole marriage thing. A few months ago, she’d never kissed a man, yet here we are, twisting in the sheets like teenagers. We’ve built something solid we can lean on when the world throws its stones, and in the dark, we remind each other of our bond that’s strong, but still so very new.

      “I love you in my bed,” I breathe between kisses.

      “I love you in my arms,” she replies, running her nails up my sides. She bunches them in my hair and gives a little tug, which she knows by now is a trigger for me. My whole body hums for her little touches and teases. So much of our life is hard, but this feels easy, and I love it. Though she’s new at kissing, she takes to the art like a pro, letting me guide her when she’s nervous.

      When she pulls back, her eyes meet mine with something she doesn’t let anyone else see. There it is, my little gift all wrapped up in the most unlikely package. Vulnerability. That’s what she gives only me. Even with Alex, she tries to play the role of a confident fae woman. With Salem, she can barely look at him without getting too anxious to speak. But she hands me her vulnerability because she knows I’ll be gentle with it. I’ll be gentle with her.

      So I slow our kiss without sacrificing any of the heat we both crave. My body sinks atop hers as I suck on her lower lip. I reach down and grip under her knee, pulling her leg to curve next to my hip. Though she’s fully clothed, her breath hitches when my palm slides with painstaking purpose up her thigh, thumbing the inner curve the entire way. I want her little mewls of pleasure, so I kiss her lips each time one escapes, trapping it in my teeth so I can keep it. Because it’s mine. She’s mine. And somewhere along the way, I became hers.

      It’s me who has to stop twenty minutes later, or I know I’ll take things farther than she’s comfortable. I roll off of her and talk myself down while I stare up at the dark wood slats of the ceiling. “You’re trouble, blue eyes. I was all set to go to bed a gentleman, but you seduced my shirt and pants right off of me.”

      She struggles to catch her breath through her giggle. “You know us tricky fae. Always up to something.” She straightens her shirt that I managed to twist up around her ribs. “Any word from Lexi?”

      You would think mention of my best friend right after a makeout that intense would be a mood killer, but I find it doesn’t bother me. Her hand crawls its way to my chest and she exhales, like her ring knows it belongs over my heart. Her pale flesh nearly glows in the dark, starkly contrasting my vampiric olive skin. “No word yet. But that’s not abnormal. It’s almost a week’s journey by carriage from my castle to his. Plus, it’s a lot of covert trickery he’s got to do, figuring out if we’re being shorted on blood shipments from the fae, who’s responsible, and how to handle it. Plus, I’m sure news of his engagement is causing all sorts of stir.”

      She exhales, her breath teasing the tuft of dark hair on my chest. There it is again, that vulnerability. I tuck my arm under her neck so she can rest her head on my shoulder, and I can hold her as close as possible. My touch unlocks her worries, which tumble out of her in a rush. “I’m not ready to leave. I like it here with you.”

      It’s not what I expect her to say, especially with the mob greeting us outside the castle grounds when we wake every night. “I like you here with me, too. Do you not want to marry Alex?”

      She keeps her mouth shut tight for a few seconds, and I can tell she’s weighing her words. “I do. There’s just a lot more to all of this than I realized. Plus, your people are incredible. Did you know that Edmund Waters saved a hundred and three people who were on the brink of starvation by slitting his own wrists in tiny cuts to feed his town? He bled himself dry for his people. That was during the siege of the Sanders Prairie. I can’t believe the shifters blocked off your borders like that for months, and the fae refused to send their regular shipments of filtered blood.”

      My brows furrow. “Doing a bit of light reading, I see?”

      “I don’t know how you all survived it. So horrible!”

      “Yes, well the shifters have a very different account of how all that went down. Apparently, we started it.”

      Her dainty nose scrunches. I like when it does that. “Huh? Your history book clearly says it was an unprovoked attack.”

      “You’ll have to ask Salem all about it. Or you can ask his brother.”

      “What’s his brother’s name again?”

      I chuckle. “Justice.”

      “But I’d like to actually know his full name. Give me the whole thing. Prince Justice Twinkletoes Butcher? Prince Justice Super-Nice-Guy Butcher?”

      “It’s something like fourteen names long. I’m too tired to get them all right now.”

      “And Prince Salem, what are all of his names?” Her voice is always timid when she talks about him. It’s cute.

      “Prince Salem Butcher. That’s it.”

      Again with the nose crinkle. It’s bloody adorable. “That hardly seems fair. Why should Prince Justice get all the fancy names but Prince Salem only gets the one?”

      “Imagine being in primary school, having to spell out all of those names. Salem got a lucky break, if you ask me. His father loved Justice more, and his mum loved them both equally. You’d think the two would’ve been enemies, but they get along brilliantly. Salem never cared about titles or prestige. He just wants the job done, to do right by his country.”

      “He’s noble. How about Prince Justice? Is he a good man?”

      I shrug. It doesn’t bother me to talk about Alex or Salem in bed with her, but Justice? I don’t want his mug swimming around in my head before I drift off. “Of course. You’ll be safe in Jacoba.”

      Her hand slips from my chest. “I can tell that’s not true.” It’s not a hostile accusation, but an observation as she shakes out her hand. “The ring practically bounced off your chest just now. It can tell when you’re lying.”

      I frown down at the white gold band and lavender stone. “Pesky bugger. I should’ve bought you a regular ring with no hints of magic. Then I could lie and tell you no one will ever come up against you. There are no wars. There is nothing that can hurt us.”

      “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me more.”

      “How about I tell you that it’s time to sleep, and conversations like these are only going to keep you awake.”

      Her hand migrates back to my chest, where it belongs. I grip her wrist so I can kiss her fingertips. Each kiss melts away a little of her unease as her body relaxes once more against mine. “You’re probably right.”

      “I usually am. Annoying habit of mine. Goodnight, blue eyes.”

      She pecks my cheek and says quietly, “Goodnight, teddy bear.”

      I hate the nickname, but I am completely and wholly in love with her.

      I can only hope that one day, my people won’t spend their time shouting for my wife’s swift death.
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            Waltz and Warning

          

          Lilya

        

      

    

    
      I hold up my hand to stave off Des’ forthcoming protest. “I’ve got fancy dresses packed in my suitcase. I’m not traveling in those. If someone aims an arrow at you, I don’t want to trip when I knock them out. Undermines the whole don’t-mess-with-my-man thing if I fall on my face.”

      Des sniggers, as if I’m trying to be funny or something. Jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt are the way to travel, plus my dagger with silver spikes ready to foist out from the hilt strapped to my thigh holster. “Alright, but the people are used to Mum when they see royalty. This might take them some getting used to.” He motions to his mother, who’s nursing her third cocktail in the past hour. Melinda looks meticulously put together in her red mid-calf dress, though on the edge of drunk, as she always looks.

      She scoffs in my direction, leaning against the far wall of the receiving room. “They would sooner accept a cow on the throne than that pale abomination.”

      I will myself not to think of all the ways I could retaliate. No one in Drexdenberg knows my magic is defunct; instead of the fruit trees and flowers every other fae can bloom, the only bits of nature I can conjure are poisonous plants. So I pretend I have no magical aptitude at all, that I’m stupid, and tuck away my urge to bloom a plant that could cause boils to sprout all over Melinda’s foul tongue.

      That would be bad.

      It sets Des’ teeth on edge whenever his mother takes a crack at me. I don’t care if she ever likes me, but I hate what it does to Des. I step closer to him, pleading with my eyes for him to let it go. Yesterday featured an hour-long fight over dinner between the two of them when she’d called me her son’s whore.

      I force a smile and pretend we’re only talking about the public, and not his own mother. “They’ll never get used to me. Best be myself.”

      “Wise words, indeed,” Ronin says, strolling through the opened door of the posh room I’ve only seen used for cocktails and subtle needling. He’s wearing pressed black pants, a pinstriped vest over a white dress shirt and a black suit coat with a flash of emerald silk lining I catch sight of as he adjusts his cufflinks. “She’ll be wearing a cloak anyway, Son.” Then to me he adds, “Destino is particular about your attire because he doesn’t want the people to assume you deserve less than any princess of Drexdenberg.”

      I try to keep my attitude in check, but it’s like every day with these people, trying to dress me up, as if that’s the thing that’ll change people’s minds. “Look, if the carriage gets highjacked, I highly doubt the sight of me in a dress will be the thing that gives them pause.”

      I don’t want to go. I’m stalling, and everyone knows it, but I don’t want to get in that carriage. It’ll take me to Faveda, where I don’t want to be. I wish I could keep Lexi without having to see my old homeland.

      Or my father, who thinks I’m dead because he tried to make it so and didn’t stick around to make sure the shifter that attacked me finished the job.

      Melinda saunters past me and pretends to trip, dumping her blood martini down the front of my shirt. “Oops! How clumsy of me.”

      It’s the third time she’s done something like this, and each time, I try not to hate her for it. My hate doesn’t do anyone a lick of good. I hated my father, and he still sits pretty in his position of political prestige. When I hate, it consumes only me, not the person who deserves it.

      I swallow my shriek and hold the hem of my shirt out so I don’t get blood stains on my jeans. “Good thinking, Mommy.” Yeah, she gets real steamed whenever I call her that. “This color clashes with the bags of money I’m stealing from your family. I’ll go change.”

      It’s all I can do to keep my fingers from trembling as I scamper up the steps, leaving behind the sounds of Des and his mother fighting over how she treats me. I feel terrible for Des, championing this losing battle of trying to get her to respect me in any way. The second I cross over into my bedroom and shut the door, I whip my shirt over my head, trying to keep the blood away from my hair. The few guards I passed on my way up here didn’t even raise an eyebrow at my blood-soaked form. It could’ve been a legit attack, and the crimson could’ve been from my own body, but they aren’t worried. I’m sure if I ended up dead, that would make their lives far easier. Benny, Ronin’s head of security, is the only one of them who treats me as if I’m a person worth guarding.

      I take my time dabbing off the wetness from my chest with a washcloth that I’ve sufficiently ruined. I change my bra because that’s a thing I can do now. Des ordered me one in every color, and some are too pretty to touch just yet. I put on a peach one that clashes a little with my hair, but makes me feel spectacular and busty.

      I’m not prepared for a visitor, much less one who doesn’t knock. When Ronin bursts through the bedroom door, I squeak and cross my arms over my chest.

      Ronin stumbles backward, his eyes shooting skyward as he flings the door shut with him on the wrong side of it. “Oh! I’m sorry, Lilya.”

      “Get out!”

      “Yes, I… Hold on. I’ll fix this.” He whirls around and opens the door, but slams it shut again. “Benny’s in the hallway. Here.” He slides off his suit jacket and vest, then unbuttons his shirt and flings it over his shoulder at me.

      “Des bought me some clothes, but thanks.”

      “Yes, but if Melinda sees you in my shirt, she’s less apt to ‘accidentally’ spill something on you again.”

      “Fair point.” I scoop it off the ground and shove my arms into it, buttoning it as quick as my quaking fingers will allow. “Okay, I’m decent.”

      He clears his throat three times before slowly turning, his hands in his pockets and his eyes still on the ceiling. “I do apologize. I assumed you’d be washing off in the bathroom still. I was worried you were upset, so I came up here to…” He shakes his head. “If you could not mention this particular blunder, that would be most helpful.”

      I can’t help my snigger at the pink in his cheeks. “Are you blushing? Well, that’s just about the cutest thing. You look like a boy.” Even his undershirt is pressed and perfect. Sheesh. I’ve never seen him like this, though. I could swear his pajamas are a fancy suit. His expensive pants and undershirt humanize him a little, making him look more like Des.

      “Yes, well, I’m the king, and should know better than to burst into people’s bedrooms unannounced.”

      “I’m dressed, you know. You can look at me.”

      It’s an effort, and the ruddiness in his cheeks only blooms more furiously when his eyes finally descend to land on me. I cross my eyes to break the tension, which serves to loosen his shoulders with an airy laugh. “Are you alright, then? I came up to make sure you were okay, but managed to give myself a heart attack.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. And I’m fine. Nothing I’m not used to. Melinda does something like this just about every day.”

      “Melinda was out of line. When you return to me, I’ll make sure she’s better behaved. I’ve been looking the other way because, well, I killed her husband, but it stops now.”

      I fiddle with the too-long sleeves. “She’ll always hate me because I’m fae. It’s fine. People used to spill their ales on me all the time in the bar. Hilarious.”

      His mouth draws to the side. “That seems like a waste of perfectly good ale.”

      “You forget I was the only fae in Neutral Territory. Not exactly winning any popularity contests. Melinda’s going to have to seriously up her game if she wants to take the prize for most humiliation she can dump out on me. I think I’m shock-proof by now.”

      My smile is flawlessly faked, but Ronin sees right through me. “Is that so?” He clears the gap between us and tugs at my sleeve, straightening it before rolling the cuff a few times so the shirt isn’t as cumbersome. “If I didn’t know better, I would think you’re terrified to go home.”

      “I’m not going home. Neutral Territory is my home. Here is my home. I’m going to Faveda to visit, is all. It’ll be fine.”

      He’s quiet while he does the same to my other sleeve, taking his time and standing close enough that my lies are too loud to slip by unnoticed. “Destino won’t tell me why you were kicked out of Faveda. Won’t tell me a thing about your upbringing. Not who your parents are, not what crimes you committed to be sent there. Nothing. Either he’s being a very good husband, or he doesn’t know.” His lower lip twitches, and I’m close enough to inhale the fancy cologne scent I love. There are notes of bergamot and fresh citrus in Ronin’s aftershave. “I’m not in the habit of not knowing things, yet it appears that I’m constantly wondering, now that you’re here.”

      I try to smile again, but it’s a bad job. “Well, get used to being all-knowing again, because I’ll be out of your hair in just a few minutes.”

      His mouth firms in a taut line as he folds the sleeve again. “Your education is lacking. Your handwriting is like that of a child. Who failed to raise you properly?”

      It’s not meant to be a dig, but it stings just the same. I was abandoned when I was eight years old. There aren’t exactly primary schools in Neutral Territory. Fiora cared more about what asset my poison-by-plant ability proved than writing lessons and arithmetic and things like that. Numbers only mattered when I was adding up someone’s tab, or measuring out ingredients for a charm. And who cares what a person’s handwriting looks like?

      Instead of letting my underbelly show, I roll my shoulders back and lift my chin. “We don’t need to have this conversation.” I try to jump away from that topic, keeping my tone breezy. “I made extra ugly cookies to hold you over while I’m gone. I know it’s not Des eating them all. Do you want to talk about your nightmares?”

      Ronin’s frown tightens. “Not even a little bit. And I’ll not let you change the subject. I was curious about your background before, but now you’ve got me concerned. How did you get kicked out of Faveda? I checked with the fae prison logs, but there is no Lilya Klein who was charged with a crime who might be your age now. You can’t have been kicked out of Faveda more than a couple years ago. You’re still so young. And they’ve never sent anyone to Neutral Territory that I know of.”

      I listen to him work through his puzzle with no urge to solve it for him. “Sounds like you want to know things that’re none of your business,” I comment without bite in my tone. I am none of his business, except how I conduct myself in his kingdom. I haven’t used my poison to kill anyone in Drexdenberg.

      I haven’t killed anyone that way in a while.

      He walks in a slow circle around me, sizing me up and making me nervous. “What do you know of Faveda as it is today? You’ve been gone from there for so long.”

      I shrug. “Fae are supposed to be perfect. Clean and always wearing spotless white clothes to show off how unaffected they are by work or anything hard. They smile and then snipe. Appearances are important; people are not.”

      “Yes, it seems nothing’s changed since you were there last. Do you know of the affliction they’ve come under in the past two years?”

      I shake my head. “There aren’t any Fae in Neutral Territory, aside from me. Not much news travels from there.”

      “It seems they’ve created something of a problem for themselves. It was supposed to be a monster born of their magic that could fight on their behalf, so they wouldn’t have to get their hands dirty. They call it Gorgonell—an enormous bull with impenetrable, scaly skin. I’m told it’s half the size of a house, and no one can get close enough to kill it.”

      I grimace. “What does it do, gore people to death?”

      Ronin’s eyes bore into mine as he comes full-circle to stand before me. “It turns to stone anyone who looks into its eyes.”

      A gasp flies from my lips. “That’s awful! How did they even go about making something so horrible?”

      “I would say to ask the creature’s creators, but they’ve been turned to stone. The fae have always been curious about pushing the limits of magic. The vampires call it poetic that the Gorgonell never made it out of their territory, but turned on its makers. I’m inclined to agree.”

      Compassion floods me, and I feel terrible for saying disparaging things about them. “How many have been affected?”

      “Dozens? Hundreds? I’m not sure. The Gorgonell comes out at dusk and doesn’t wander far from his cave. There haven’t been any incidents in months, but the fear is always there. Since the creature fears the light, I suspect they used vampire blood in its construction. You can imagine how I feel about that.”

      “I’m guessing you’re not thrilled.”

      “Indeed. When you go to Faveda, I want you to stay away from the Stone Graveyard. That’s the home they’ve given it to keep it far from the living. Promise me.”

      I nod. “Alright. I’m not exactly jonesing to go hang out with someone who can turn me to stone with a single glance. That would put a serious damper on our plans to unite the territories.”

      “That, it would. I want nothing but fun for you, wherever you travel, so stay away from anything that might take you away from me.”

      Ronin’s words are so to the point and grand that my breath stills in my chest. “I don’t know what to say to that. Thank you.”

      “A thank you suffices.” He smirks at the sight of me in his shirt and my jeans. “They’ll throw a grand ball for Prince Alexavier and his fiancée. Do you know how to dance?”

      Ronin takes my hand in his and holds it out to the side, his other touching down on the back of my hip. He starts out in a slow waltz, which I cannot believe I remember. It was so long ago that Lexi and I took lessons for his appearances at the grand balls. I still remember him stepping on my feet and swearing he’s going to outlaw dancing the moment he becomes king.

      Ronin’s face is pleasant as he hums a low tune, lightening the tension as only the sophisticated know how. He turns us in slow circles, though I can tell he’s still deep in thought.

      “Whataya know, I guess I can dance.” Surprise comes out in my tone, and if we weren’t tiptoeing on tenterhooks
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