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 Chapter
One

 


A faerie servant girl bustled around Dakota Lawson,
adjusting the bridal gown and veil the young dhampir woman wore. To
the untrained eye, she appeared human, and in Autumnland, species
identification pins weren’t required. On the Earth plane, she’d
worn the pin identifying her as a half-vampire. But the faerie
didn’t need to see a pin. Everyone in the kingdom knew who and what
her mistress was.

“You’re beautiful, my lady,” the servant
girl, three years younger than Dakota’s nineteen, said with a warm
smile.

“Thank you, Lysandra.” Dakota returned the
smile with one of her own, though hers held more tentativeness than
warmth. Even after a year-long engagement, she still found it
difficult to believe that she and faerie prince Culain Shiels would
wed.

She called up his handsome face in her mind’s
eye. Using visions of his sandy-blond hair and emerald eyes, she
anchored herself to reality and strove to forget the man she’d once
loved and had foolishly expected to marry. Someday, she’d look back
on the relationship with fondness. Her scribbles of Mrs. Dakota
Davis and Mr. and Mrs. Josh Davis in notebooks that
would turn to dust over the years would finally elicit nostalgia
rather than pain. Would it take decades to heal? Centuries? Either
way, Josh, as a human, would be dead, and she and her prince would
continue living out their long lives—hopefully happily.

Because I love Culain.

She honestly did. But loving him, marrying
him, came with a price that made her heart ache to pay it. It would
also, however, bring her closer to her ultimate goal: revenge. When
she held power—genuine power she could wield as a ruler of the
fae—she’d ensure those who’d robbed her of her previous life
paid.

Breath held, she turned and faced the mirror.
Her golden hair cascaded down her back in loose curls, and her skin
was pale and flawless. She wore a stunning emerald gown made from
the finest silk and adorned with intricate lace and sparkling
jewels. It’d surprised her to learn they expected her to wear
green, a color that symbolized fertility, life, and abundance. No
virgin white for the fae—though they’d demanded she remain a virgin
until her wedding. Symbols of fertility, growth, and prosperity
meant more to them than those of chastity for the woman who’d
become their queen.

The breath escaped in a rush. She skimmed her
fingers over the pearl necklace nestled against her throat with
hesitant fingertips: seven large pearls centered within a string of
tiny ones. She’d resisted when Culain presented her with the bauble
and asked her to wear it at the wedding.

“Pearls represent tears,” she’d said.
“They’re for funerals.”

She didn’t consider herself superstitious,
but her mother had raised her on this belief. They’d attended
enough funerals for her to internalize that pearls meant grief.

“You’re among the faeries now, my darling,”
he’d replied. “For us, they symbolize love and represent
Aphrodite.”

With a blush, he’d added that they also
symbolized purity and innocence, so they hadn’t excluded the
virginity piece of the transaction.

She’d accepted the necklace as well as the
myrtle wreath—another symbol of love, fertility, and chastity—for
her hair, to which Lysandra had attached a lacy white veil.

At her servant’s insistence, they applied
minimal makeup. The maid had the right of it. A touch of blush on
the bride’s cheeks, a hint of gloss on her lips, and one press with
the eyelash curler made her look fresh and dewy. Anything else
would’ve overpowered her delicate features.

Dakota turned to the faerie girl, who fussed
with the wedding dress’s bustle. Her voice shook with nerves as she
said, “You’ve done an amazing job.”

Lysandra smiled and curtsied. “’Twas my
pleasure, Your Highness.”

A knock at the door sent the servant girl
scurrying to open it. Muffled voices floated in from the hallway,
and then Lysandra replied, “Two minutes.”

She shut the door without another word, so
the guards must’ve simply wanted to fetch the bride for the
ceremony.

Heart fluttering, Dakota stepped forward,
only to pause and scan the room. “My shoes. Where are my
shoes?”

“Don’t fret, my lady. I know exactly where
they are.” The maid rushed around the bed and bent down. “Right
here, by the vanity.”

When she stood up again, she held low-heeled
emerald sandals adorned with bright white flowers and pearls to
match Dakota’s necklace and wreath.

Lysandra carried the shoes to her mistress
and helped her put them on. She then handed her long, emerald
gloves. The soft, cool silk against Dakota’s skin triggered a
sensation that her human half felt intensely. A vampire would’ve
noticed the touch but wouldn’t have appreciated the texture.
Softness, for them, was but a memory.

“Perfect, Your Highness,” the faerie girl
said as she stepped back to admire the view. “If you’re ready,
they’re waiting for you in the garden.”

Lysandra picked up a bouquet from the table
in the sitting area. She carried it to her mistress, who buried her
nose in lavender, roses, and carnations in varying shades of purple
and white. A white ribbon tied everything together, but a fall of
eucalyptus leaves obscured most of it. Dakota sucked in another
breath and slowly released it. She savored the floral scents that
were, again, more noticeable to her human side—as were the nerves
she experienced at the prospect of her upcoming nuptials. The
butterflies flitting in her stomach settled after another deep
inhale, and she smiled, this time with genuine warmth.

Culain.

Her pulse pounded. Tonight, they’d have their
wedding night. Their first time together as husband and wife. Her
first time—ever. That thought had her stomach fluttering again but
with excitement rather than fear. She’d yearned to make love with
Culain for so long, but the fae court was positively medieval in
its customs and traditions. Not even Culain dared break them, and
faerie society afforded men far more leniency in the
sex-before-marriage arena. Why, he behaved more prudishly than she
did, but she questioned how much of that was an act. Sometimes, she
wondered if he’d slept with someone else before they’d met, but she
never asked him. She was positive he’d remained faithful to her
once she’d entered his life, not only because custom demanded it
but because he truly wanted to.

This’ll be one hell of a wedding
night. Her smile, this time, was mischievous.

Lysandra led Dakota from the room and handed
her off to two official guards dressed in their finest livery of
reds and golds. They each carried a spear, point up, that was
taller than all of them. Dakota, at five-foot-ten, towered over
most humans, including many men, but among the fae, she was of
average height for a woman. The men were even taller than that.
Culain hit six-one.

The guards walked her through halls decked
out in ribbons and finery. The entire palace was decorated for the
royal wedding, and it’d taken three weeks to get everything just
right. She hadn’t had to do any of the work herself, and part of
her regretted it. They’d at least allowed her to make some of the
decisions that affected her personally, such as choosing her
wedding gown’s style, if not the color. “They” meant Culain’s
family, since Dakota’s family had no part to play in the wedding.
King Killian had banned her father from the faerie realm, and her
mother wanted nothing more to do with her. She had no one else on
her side. Culain’s brother, Colin, would escort her down the aisle
and give her away.

Give me away. An ironic term, considering
they bought me from my mother. She’d never learned how much
cash her mother had received in the transaction.

The guards’ bootsteps echoed down the
deserted hallway, drowning out the muted patter of Dakota’s
sandals. The empty corridors seemed eerie. Though typically
bustling with activity, the halls had emptied as the minutes to the
ceremony ticked down, the guests gathering in the massive garden.
Those working behind the scenes also left the bedchambers’
corridors, relocating to the kitchens, gardens, and banquet hall.
Even outside the palace, those without an invitation or who weren’t
members of the well-to-do gathered to celebrate. A fair was set up
on the fields beyond the castle’s drawbridge, and the celebrations
would carry on for the entire week.

The archway leading into the garden loomed
ahead, and Dakota’s steps involuntarily slowed. In consideration of
her vampire half, the gardens and the paths that led to them had
extra shade created with plants, trees, and strategically placed
umbrellas and canopies. The half-vampire in her shunned direct
sunlight, but her human half could tolerate it. Sunlight didn’t
burn her, but it prickled any exposed skin uncomfortably.

One guard gently placed a hand on her elbow,
and she allowed him to guide her outside into the courtyard and
onto the path that led to the ceremony. Bushes obscured the seating
area, but rustling and soft murmurs betrayed the presence of the
crowd awaiting her.

She didn’t know her three bridesmaids well,
but a young fae woman who’d befriended Dakota was her maid of
honor. Alina Lawrimore smiled encouragement. She looked beautiful
in the cream, strapless maid-of-honor dress the two friends had
selected. Her bouquet of dried lavender, baby’s breath flowers, and
eucalyptus, their stems wrapped in burlap with lace detail, added
color. Each bridesmaid wore a similar dress and carried a smaller,
though similarly adorned, bouquet. Three groomsmen and Culain’s
best man paired up with the women. The men wore traditional fae
garb with doublets and breeches rather than tuxedos, and each
carried a ceremonial sword at his side.

A rustling in the leaves beside Dakota pulled
her attention off the flowers. A hand touched her arm, and she
stared into green eyes so like Culain’s they startled her. But it
wasn’t her betrothed; it was his brother, here to walk her down the
aisle.

Give me away.

Colin’s lips quirked up. “You’re not nervous,
are you?”

The amusement in his voice placated her. He
always found the humor in every situation. Culain was always so
serious, but Colin made her laugh despite herself and her
circumstances.

“As a long-tailed cat in a room full of
rocking chairs.” She grinned. “But I feel much better now you’re
here. How’s Culain?” Was he as nervous and excited as she was? A
temptation to peek around the foliage and get a glimpse of him
overcame her. But she didn’t want anyone to see her until she
rounded the corner and walked to join him, so she suppressed the
urge.

“He’s happy.” Colin’s expression smoothed to
almost serious. “I’ve never seen him so happy.” He looked her up
and down. “When he sees you, he’ll be delirious.”

Embarrassingly, she blushed, a drawback of
her dhampir physiology. A true vampire didn’t have the ability.

She dipped her head, acknowledging the
compliment. “Thank you.”

“After today, you’ll be like a sister to me.”
He smiled again. “Which means I can tease you the way I do
Culain.”

She stifled a laugh. “I don’t think so. You
wouldn’t be that merciless.”

“Perhaps not. Perhaps sister isn’t quite
right.” He winked as he offered her his arm, and she slipped her
hand through the crook, wondering what that last remark meant.

The guard stepped from behind the bushes onto
the pathway, the signal to start the ceremony. A row of musicians
blanketed the garden with acoustic music. It had a sweet but moving
melody and sounded Celtic, but she knew such tunes originated from
the fae to the Celts. She let the melodies from lutes, violins,
cellos, and a harp wash over her.

The bridesmaids and groomsmen went next.

Salton Hoxworth, the best man, sidled up to
Alina, who took the arm the swarthy faerie from Southern Realm
offered her.

Alina whispered, “I’m off,” and the pair
vanished around the corner.

Colin waited a few seconds before he stepped
forward, Dakota matching his pace. His solidity kept any panic at
bay. He really would make a wonderful brother-in-law. The Shiels
boys—men—would also make outstanding leaders, and Culain, one day,
would be king. That, she reminded herself, was why, in the end,
she’d agreed to be sold into marriage like a slave.


 Chapter
Two

 


Culain wasn’t wearing a tuxedo. While some faerie
grooms these days wore clothing fashionable in the human world, the
fae prince adhered to tradition and wore his ceremonial garb—mostly
to please his father but also because Culain enjoyed following
tradition. Instead of a tuxedo jacket, he wore a red and green
doublet that brushed his hips. Gold-plated, intricately carved
buttons adorned it. Underneath this were loose-fitting linen
breeches held up by a jeweled belt. Soft brown calfskin boots
covered his hose. A ceremonial sword, with jeweled hilt and
scabbard, hung at his side. He’d avoided wearing a headdress of any
kind, preferring to leave his shoulder-length sandy-blond hair
uncovered. The last thing he wanted on his wedding night was hat
head, and he refused to wear a crown. He wasn’t king yet and
considered crowns the height of pomposity for anyone other than the
ruler.

As soon as the music started, his gaze flew
to the entrance where, under the vine-covered arch, stood the
guards who’d escorted Dakota, my bride, to the ceremony. The
guards stepped aside, and the bridesmaids and accompanying
groomsmen traipsed down the path. Alina followed with Salton at her
side. Slowly, they strode down the stone aisle, Alina’s gaze fixed
on the front of the room.

For a moment, Culain’s eyes locked with hers.
She’d become friends with Dakota over the months, but he suspected
Alina had never revealed to the dhampir girl her past relationship
with the two Shiels brothers. Culain had considered revealing all
to his fiancée, but in the end, he’d left it alone.

The past, as they say, is the past.

Why bring up an innocent childhood friendship
that evolved into harmless teenage hormone-fueled games and
introduced the three of them to sex play? They’d never quite
crossed that final line, so Alina’s virtue remained intact, but
both brothers had explored her erotic offerings on multiple
occasions.

While Culain hadn’t minded sharing Alina with
Colin, he had no intention of doing so with Dakota. Not that his
brother had broached the subject. They were men now, each expected
to marry and settle down. The older prince’s betrothal had taken
priority, but as second in line to the throne until Culain produced
an heir, Colin, too, was obligated to wed. Neither brother had been
permitted to marry Alina. While that had been fine with Culain,
Colin resented it. He cared for her in more than a
girl-who’s-a-friend way, but her family’s lack of prominence or
wealth made her an unsuitable mate for a prince. The irony didn’t
escape them that Dakota’s mother, from whom they’d purchased the
dhampir girl, had been dirt-poor. Genes, in this case, mattered
more than family wealth and prestige. Her vampire father was
wealthy, but that also had no bearing on the match. Dakota was a
perfect biological specimen for Culain, and dhampirs were more
fertile than faerie women. She’d give him a half-fae half-dhampir
child who’d survive to adulthood.

While Culain’s mother had been purebred fae,
as was his father, they hadn’t had problems conceiving, but of the
eight pregnancies she’d had, only Culain and Colin had survived to
full-term. The king didn’t want to take chances with his sons’
offspring. He demanded they marry dhampir.

Culain spotted Colin next; then his gaze
traveled to his brother’s side to take in Dakota in all her
splendor. He might’ve even gasped when he saw her.

She’s radiant. She’d never been more
beautiful. Of course, all brides glowed, much as all expectant
mothers did, but his bride ... a knot formed in his
throat.

How hokey. I’m not tearing up.
Ridiculous. His chest swelled with pride.

The guests had risen from their seats when
the music started, and all eyes now focused on his woman.

Culain shot a glance at his father, King
Killian Shiels. He stood on the stone dais next to the high priest
and also had his gaze riveted on the bride. The king’s neutral
expression betrayed nothing of what he was feeling. Were his
father’s thoughts on his own long-ago wedding day? As he had so
often since his mother’s death, Culain wished she’d lived. The
unfairness of losing her had never left him. Faeries were
long-lived but mortal. They didn’t die of old age or disease, but
weapons or poisons could kill them, and his mother had been
brutally slain.

The wedding party members arrived at their
places in the enormous garden. The groomsmen stood to Culain’s left
while the bridesmaids formed a mirror-image line opposite them.
Alina and Salton parted and joined their respective groups.

Dakota and Colin drew close, Culain’s brother
wearing a too serious expression.

He’s trying not to laugh, the bugger. If
he loses it, so will I. At least Colin was keeping it under
control. So far. Culain avoided meeting his brother’s gaze. It
wouldn’t do for the princes to burst into guffaws during this
solemn moment.

All thoughts of Colin and unbridled mirth
flew from Culain’s mind when his gaze landed on Dakota and reminded
him of the point of the whole day. His bride. The beautiful dhampir
woman he’d gotten to know over the last year of their engagement.
She’d already held his hopes when he’d chosen her from a catalog of
women, but she’d thoroughly captured his heart when he met her.

The mischief fled from Colin’s eyes as the
couple reached Culain.

Gently, Colin placed Dakota’s hand in
Culain’s and said, “I give you this woman to be your bride, my
brother. I place her in your trust and care.”

Her eyes narrowed at the words, but her
expression changed to warmth and affection when their hands met and
she stared into his eyes.

“Thank you, brother. I accept the gift you
offer and welcome her to my home and hearth.” Culain held his
breath, waiting for her response. He understood her reticence, her
opposition to subjugating herself to her husband. The faerie ways
seemed antiquated to a dhampir woman from the modern world, but
she’d promised him she’d play along, for his sake, for love of
him.

After what felt like an eternity, her lips
parted, and she spoke. “Thank you, my prince. I surrender to your
care.”

Grateful she sounded as if she meant it, he
led her to the place on the dais where the king and the high priest
waited.


 Chapter
Three

 


The ceremony passed in a flurry of vows, prayers,
readings, the exchange of the rings, and a jump over a broom. The
newlyweds also added their names to a large book that contained
only a small number of signatures. Dakota assumed the book was for
royalty only, and the rest of the faerie population entered their
marriages into a different one. Or maybe only royalty or
upper-class faeries married here. Then why bother to marry at
all? For legal reasons? To please the gods? Wouldn’t it
displease the gods that the prince married outside of his species?
She still had so much to learn about the culture she’d
embraced.

The high priest stood tall and, projecting to
the far corners of the garden, he said, “I present to you Your
Royal Highnesses Prince Culain and Princess Dakota Shiels.”

Princess Dakota Shiels. She was a
princess. She was a wife. The ceremony had ended, and her new life
would begin in earnest. How quickly it had all happened, and time
seemed to speed up even more the moment those words were
spoken.

Before she knew it, her new husband was
whisking her back down the path amid cheers and livelier Celtic
music. Irish uilleann pipes had replaced the more delicate
instruments. Her lips still tingled from Culain’s kiss. For a
blessed moment, for the length of that kiss, she’d shut out the
crowds and her new father-in-law and the high priest and lost
herself in her husband’s embrace. It didn’t last long, though, and
she swept along the current of excitement with him toward the
banquet hall.

The guards fell in around them as they left
the garden courtyard and strode into the castle’s side
entrance.

Thankful she wore low-heeled shoes, she
squeezed Culain’s hand and gave him a sideways glance. He smiled as
though to himself, and affection flooded her at the sight.

“A penny for your thoughts, husband.” She
loved the sound of the word. Husband. Her husband. I’m a married
woman! It didn’t seem real.

“A penny? My thoughts are worth more than
that, wife, and we don’t use human currency here.” His smile
broadened into a grin, and hers answered.

“What would you have me pay then?”

His brows rose suggestively. “You’ll see when
we retire to our bedchamber, which I hope will be sooner than later
but fear will be very late.”

Her body practically vibrated with
anticipation. If they could outrun the guests and lose the guards,
she’d gladly escape with him to his bedroom this second.

“Tell me now, and I’ll pay you later.” She
waggled her brows in what she hoped was a beguiling manner, but he
signaled her failure with a mirth-filled sputter.

“All right—and I’ll hold you to it. I was
thinking how badly I’d like to peer under that dress.”

Her breath caught, and she choked on the
retort she’d planned to make. His scent, so spicy and male, made
her head swim. His suggestive banter made her ache for him more
than ever.

She moaned. “You’re torturing me, my
prince.”

“It’ll be a long night,” he responded, “but I
promise you the wait will be worth it.” He paused at the banquet
hall’s main entrance doors, which stood propped open. The couple
were to lead the guests inside and take their places on the dais at
the head table, which overlooked the hall.

This was the main banquet hall, where the
kingdom held all major feasts and celebrations. Large mullioned
windows let in bright sunlight. If Dakota were a full vampire,
she’d have needed to cover up despite the glass the light traveled
through—the parts not covered in stained-glass pictures. As it was,
she preferred to stand in the shadows and looked forward to the
freedom of movement nightfall would bring.

She kept her eyes averted from the walls that
displayed exquisite tapestries depicting gorgeous fae in various
historical settings. The grimmest scenes illustrated events from
the Earth plane’s species wars, when the fae had first unmasqued
and tried to integrate into the human world. They’d made the
mistake then of allowing crossing between the worlds, and that had
cost them the life of their queen, Culain’s mother. Dakota always
avoided staring at the scene showing the queen pinned to a tree
with a huge spear through her chest and blood staining her white
gown. She’d asked Culain once why they’d want that displayed in the
banquet hall. He told her it was to remind them to never mix with
anyone in the Earth plane and to trust no one outside their own
kind.

“But you ... marry dhampirs.” She’d
almost said kidnap but stopped herself in time. She didn’t want the
discussion to digress into something unpleasant. This topic skirted
the line.

“Those dhampirs integrate into our society,”
he replied. “We don’t stray out into the mortal world. Well, not
often,” he added, referring to the fae custom of Running Loose,
extended to faeries once they turned eighteen. They were given
leave to venture into the physical plane to test the experience.
Most returned, vowing never to leave the faerie realm again.

“Not a mortal world anymore,” she said,
thinking about the other magickal creatures that had unveiled. No
one knew what had triggered the great unmasquing, but somehow, it
had happened simultaneously worldwide.

“Even so,” he’d said, “we keep to ourselves
and shun what isn’t like us. Dhampirs are the exception. It used to
be humans we’d take. I’m grateful for the unmasquing. It created
you, and now you’ll be mine.”

His explanation hadn’t satisfied her, but
she’d accepted it. Yet that meant every time she entered the hall,
she kept her gaze away from the tapestries. Instead, she focused on
the thick oak benches and tables in the dining area. Place settings
organized the seating, but none of the tables had numbers, and none
held seating lists or place cards. Most people sat at their usual
places, and if someone strayed, no one minded.

An enormous fireplace, carved into the middle
of one long wall, crackled with wood-burning flames, a throwback to
before the unmasquing. But the castle wasn’t completely medieval.
Giant chandeliers, electrically powered, hung from the high, ornate
ceiling.

A wide area in front of the rows of tables
served as the dance floor. Tables along the side of the dancing
space held urns for coffee, hot water for tea, and all the
associated condiments. Baskets of dinner rolls already sat on the
tables along with small dishes holding pats of sweet butter.

Culain escorted Dakota down the middle aisle
and up the steps to their table. King Killian Shiels would take the
center seat, Colin would sit on his left, Culain on his right, and
Dakota would sit next to Culain. This was their typical
arrangement. Their marriage hadn’t changed the hierarchy yet. How
would Culain inherit the crown if faeries didn’t get old and die?
She suspected King Killian planned to retire, but she couldn’t
guess how or when. He looked as spry as a thirty-year-old.

Culain waved away the guard who wanted to
pull Dakota’s chair out for her and did it himself. She smiled her
appreciation, sat down, and scanned the room.

The wedding party all took seats at the large
table, Alina sitting between Colin and Salton.

She must be in her glory. Alina had a
long-standing crush on Colin, but she also had an attraction to
Salton. Cattily, Dakota wondered who Alina didn’t have a crush on.
The fae woman kept her virtue—so to speak. She was no prude and
admitted to having had trysts with Culain when they were younger.
Dakota never let on that she knew his secret. She’d hoped Alina
could reveal all the women in his past, especially if he’d slept
with them, but as far as Alina knew, she’d been the only one he’d
experimented with.

“He takes his royal responsibilities
seriously,” she’d told Dakota over glasses of wine one night during
a sleepover in the dhampir woman’s bedchamber. “A prince isn’t
supposed to risk fathering bastards.”

“Are you sorry you two never slept together?”
She knew she risked an emotional upheaval asking, but she had to
know. What if Alina still pined for him?

“Not at all.” Alina sighed. “I liked Culain,
of course, and I’m not stupid. If he’d courted me, if he’d been
allowed to court me, I’d have married him in an instant. But my
heart favored Colin. He’s the one that got away.”

Dakota had masked her relief with sympathy
for Alina’s situation and a promise to help her friend find the man
of her dreams who would make her forget Colin and royal
dictates.

Culain prodded Dakota from her reminiscences.
“A penny for your thoughts, wife.”

Not about to tell him anything of her
thoughts, she said, “I thought you didn’t use human currency.” She
grinned and then leaned over and kissed him firmly on the mouth.
Public displays of affection were not only accepted at the wedding
feast, they were encouraged. The distraction worked. Amid cheers
and whistles from the guests, he kissed her back with toe-curling
passion, and the question remained unanswered.


 Chapter
Four

 


Late into the night, a crowd of wedding guests
followed Dakota and Culain from the banquet hall to their
bedchamber. It was tradition to escort the royal bride and groom to
their room. From this night forward, his bedroom would belong to
them both. While Dakota welcomed joining her new husband to live in
his quarters, she’d grown to love her private rooms. Curling up on
the couch in the sitting area before a roaring fire, a cup of tea
or cocoa—or bottle of blood—on the table beside her, had become one
of her favorite pastimes. Culain’s room had a similar setup, but
how often would she find herself alone in their bedroom?

Probably more than I think. What’s my
problem? Was it a problem? Nerves, she told herself.
Wedding-night jitters were finally catching up to her, and she was
creating problems that stoked anxiety.

Culain opened the door and ushered his bride
inside. He turned on no lights, but since Dakota could see in the
dark, she didn’t care. Besides, he’d had the servants build a fire
in the enormous stone fireplace. The soft orange glow provided
enough illumination for what the couple had planned, and the
shadows and gentle flickering gave the room a romantic ambience she
loved.

She kept her back to the door as he bid
everyone a bawdy goodnight, and they all responded with cheers,
leers, and lusty jeers. Rarely did they get to jest so with their
prince, which explained the crowd’s size. Even women had joined in
though not as loudly as their men and in far fewer numbers. Most of
the women’s faces were bright red with embarrassment. Dakota had
noted Alina’s presence and her lack of red-tinged cheeks.

The door thudded closed, and the lock snicked
into place. Dakota turned around then; only her husband watched her
now.

In silence, they stared at one another.
Culain swiped at his damp brow.

So he’s just as nervous.

He licked his lips, but it was another sign
of nerves rather than a demonstration of lasciviousness. Her
vampire half discerned the difference.

The dhampir part of her wanted to launch
herself at him and bite, an urge that slowly grew until it almost
overpowered her. She refused to start their marriage with her
vampire side controlling her, so she wrestled it down until she
could speak without growling.

“I’m a woman of my word, husband.” She smiled
coyly at him and placed a hand on the bodice of her dress. “Time to
pay the toll for your thoughts.” Only one problem existed: her
dress fastened in the back. She wanted to tease him as she slowly
undid her dress, but her attempt rapidly grew awkward. Giddy, she
giggled and turned her back to him again.

“You’ll have to help me.” She peered at him
over her shoulder.

His breath shallowed, and her dhampir sense
caught the quickening of his heart and the scent of his arousal. It
stimulated her own lust, and her fangs pushed their way through.
She hadn’t bitten him before. They’d agreed to save this for the
wedding night too.

“Dakota.” He choked the word out through
emotion-laden breath.

In response, she managed a hiss through
gritted teeth. “I want you. I need to bite you, but I want to savor
the moment.”

“Have you ...?”

She knew what he asked. Something he’d never
had the nerve to ask her before. Now that she was his wife, he
dared ask her anything.

“... bitten anyone else?” he
finished.

She rotated on her heel and faced him. Her
gaze locked on his eyes, holding him, drawing him in.

“No, never.” Not even Josh. They’d
kissed, caressed, fondled, but she’d feared unleashing her demon
vampire half. If she’d sampled his blood, things would’ve
escalated, and Culain’s family wouldn’t have found her a virgin.
Would they have rejected her then? Demanded their money back and
let her keep her life in the mortal world? She shoved that from her
mind. Time enough after to ponder those questions. It surprised her
that she’d never wondered this before—but then, of course, she’d
never come close to letting her inner vampire off its leash
before—not with a person; animals weren’t the same—they were
strictly food.

He approached her slowly but without
hesitation. When he reached her, she turned her back on him
again.

“My lord.” The words came out like a caress.
She backed close enough into his personal space that his energy
radiated onto her body. “Undo my dress. Slip it off.”

She ripped off the wreath and veil, mussing
her hair and scattering pins, and dropped them on the floor.

His hands gripped her shoulders and then slid
to where the lacings started at the top. He swept her hair out of
the way and started to unlace her bodice. His breath brushed her
nape, and then his lips pressed against the curve where neck met
shoulder. She let out a gasp but held still, letting him trace
kisses down her skin until his lips met cloth.

He groaned in frustration as he finished
unlacing the bodice but found a zipper underneath. “God in Heaven,
woman.” The bodice fell away, revealing the dress underneath. He
yanked the zipper down fiercely only to find a slip beneath the
dress. “How many layers are you wearing? Are women’s garments
deliberately designed to stymie a man?”

Delighted at his frustration, she peered over
her shoulder at him and winked. “Probably. No doubt one of your
faerie women designed it. What will you do if you find me wearing a
chastity belt?”

He shoved the dress off her body, leaving it
to pool at her feet. The slip quickly followed, and she caught the
slight sizzle of cloth tearing as he ripped it from her. Wearing
only a bra and panties, she turned to face him.

“Now you know,” she said.

He frowned in puzzlement. “Know?”

“You said my payment was to show you what’s
under my dress. Now you know.” She twirled around and then posed.
“A bra and panties. A thong, of course.” She turned her back on him
to prove it. “I do enjoy wearing human fashions.” Many fae women
did, but only the rich could afford to buy them. Having access to
money, to whatever she wanted, still felt surreal to her, but she
refused to become accustomed to it. What if it corrupted her? She
pushed those thoughts aside as well and focused on her husband.
Time enough to overthink her entire life in the morning. Tonight,
they would enjoy each other.

Dakota faced him again. The panties and bra
she could easily remove without help. She unhooked the bra and let
it drop.


 Chapter
Five

 


Her milky skin shimmered in the glow of the fire
crackling on the stone hearth. Culain held his breath as Dakota’s
fingers flicked to the waistband of her thong. A red thong, more
transparent lace than solid cloth. He gulped. Swallowed around a
lump in his throat. His breeches felt suddenly tight. He wanted to
tear them off but feared to move lest he break the moment’s
spell.

She held still after the panties joined the
rest of her garments on the floor, and he reveled in her nakedness,
in her soft curves and female perfection. He’d wanted this for so
long, had dreamed of it for months. He could have her now. The
thought was almost unbearable.

“Your turn,” she whispered. Her eyes sparkled
and reflected flame, hypnotizing him.

He’d removed half his clothes before he
realized he’d done as she’d asked. Part of him wrestled to take
back control, but another part of him wanted to surrender
completely and do whatever she desired.

Which would be more fun? He’d have the
rest of their lives to experiment and find out.

Culain continued to strip, his fingers
trembling with anticipation. He wanted to drop everything and leap
on her, but she’d done what he wanted without losing control; he
owed her the same. At last, he stood naked before her. Ready.

Her gaze roved over his body. Her lips
parted. Fangs appeared.

The sight of them didn’t frighten him. He
wanted her to sink her teeth into his soft flesh. Where would she
start? His skin tingled. Would she start at his neck? An arm,
perhaps.

He grew painfully hard.

She stepped forward and put her soft, cold
hand on him.

He almost fell to his knees.

Then she kneeled before him, and everything
became delicious pleasure. She started at his thigh.

 


***




Dakota sighed contentedly and rolled over so the
front of her body lined up with Culain’s. Sheets tangled around her
legs, but nothing separated their naked torsos. The bed was huge,
and they’d made use of every square inch of it throughout the
night. She’d expected to love sex with him, and he hadn’t
disappointed her. And, oh, his blood! She licked her lips, thinking
about his taste. His flavor. How he’d moaned and panted as she
feasted on him. Faerie blood tasted different from the donated
human plasma she usually drank. Definitely, it tasted better than
the animal blood she’d gorged on the few times she’d hunted. It
held sweetness and made her quiver with delight.

“Penny for your thoughts,” she said, smiling,
when he opened his eyes and met her gaze.

Lust flickered across his face. “You want to
do it again?”

“I’ll always want to do it again.” She
frowned as a thought crossed her mind. “Do you think I got
pregnant?” Her hand slid between them and pressed onto her
belly.

He touched a hand to her cheek and stroked
it. “Would you like that?”

She considered. “I would. Maybe not right
away.” She grinned suggestively. “I like the idea of having to work
at it.” She stretched and then pulled him to her. “Practice makes
perfect.”

As he rolled his body onto hers, she lost
herself in him and welcomed the oblivion.

 


***

 


 The castle was quiet. Too
quiet. Josh Davis strolled the grounds, scouting out the area
before entering the main building. He’d heard a wedding feast was
in progress, and it made him uneasy. Could it be Dakota’s wedding?
Was he too late?

He came across the courtyard where they’d
obviously held the ceremony. Chairs filled the main area. A dais,
decorated with vases and bouquets of flowers, stood in the center.
He stepped up onto it and sniffed.

Dakota. When he caught her scent, his
fangs threatened to break free. With effort, he kept them hidden.
She’s married. I’m too late. How could he have gotten it so
wrong? He was positive he’d calculated the time correctly and that
he’d catch her before she wed the prince whose family had stolen
her away.

His inner vampire exerting itself despite his
efforts to control it, he growled low in his throat. He quickly
scanned the area, verifying no one was around, no one who could’ve
heard him. While he’d disguised himself as a half-fae half-dhampir
upper-class citizen, he preferred to keep attention away from the
vampire half. Some might want to question him about it. So few
dhampirs lived among the fae that any who did were curiosities. He
could’ve disguised himself as all fae, but that would’ve required
more effort to maintain. If they caught him intruding on fae
territory, he risked not only his life but his mother’s and vampire
father’s as well.

What now? If Dakota and Culain were
indeed married, what the hell was Josh to do? His plan had been to
reveal himself as a vampire to her before her wedding and convince
her to run away with him. They would fake her death so no one would
search for her, and they’d disappear together. Time in the faerie
realm ran differently than time on the Earth plane. He’d thought
he’d mastered the calculations, but he’d obviously screwed up, and
he’d arrived too late. He’d have to change the plan.

But not all of it. He’d reveal himself to her
anyway and let her make her choice. Together, they could figure
something out. At least he knew where her private rooms were, but
if they’d married the day before, she wouldn’t be in them. He tried
not to think of where she’d spent the previous night.

When he arrived at the door to her room, he
listened with his vampire senses. He detected no heartbeat, no
sound of breathing or movement. He picked the lock with ease and
slipped inside, shutting and locking the door behind him.

As expected, the rooms were empty. The bed
was made, and everything was neat and clean. He saw no sign of the
preparations from the previous day, but her scent lingered in the
room. She’d stood there, beside the bed, just yesterday. He ached
with longing. Would she return, or was she done with this room?

He took a good look around.

Her books remained on the shelves—and she had
a lot. Were they hers to take with her? Whoever had stocked this
place for her, whoever had decorated it and made it comfortable for
her, surely intended to gift her everything. He opened her closets
and searched through her dressers, wardrobe, and vanity. All her
possessions remained as he’d seen them every time he’d broken in
here and snooped.

Her dhampir senses weren’t as acute as his
vampire ones, but they’d detect an intruder even after he’d left.
However, the room was filled with the scent of servants. He’d shown
himself to her while in his servant disguise so she’d grow familiar
with his scent. Anytime he visited her rooms when she wasn’t there,
she’d assume he’d come in to perform servantly duties. He never
took anything on those visits, except once when he’d taken a
hairpin—a minor trinket she’d never miss. When he came here, he
simply sat and reveled in her scent, basking in her aura and
touching the things she touched. This time, though, he had no
intention of letting her mistake him for anything other than who he
was.

She’ll be back. He removed a book from
the shelf and sat down to read while he waited.


 Chapter
Six

 


“It’s getting late.” Dakota stretched, arms above her
head, toes pointed. The sigh she gave emphasized her contentment
and satisfaction. She squeezed her eyes tight. “Ah, but I don’t
want to get out of bed.”

Facing her, Culain propped himself on an
elbow. “I’m more exhausted now than before we came to bed,” he
said, but his alert eyes and peppy tone belied his words. “I’m
surprised the servants have left us alone. I was certain my father
would’ve ordered them to roust us before this.”

“Maybe he’s hoping we’re in here making a
little Culain.”

“That’s my guess.” He smiled. “Or a little
Dakota,” he added. He tilted his head. “Do you feel different this
morning?”

She raised her brows. What a strange
question. “Different how?”

“Than you did before our marriage.”

She still didn’t understand. “Different how?
Why? Do you feel different?”

He lay down on his back and stared at the
ceiling.

She did the same but clasped his hand.

“I think I love you even more than I did
before.” He closed his eyes, his voice growing dreamier as he
talked. “I want to care for you. To have children with you.”

“You didn’t before?”

“Well, yes, but it was
all ... theoretical before.”

She started to laugh but stopped when she
realized she felt the same way. “I get it. It’s more real. Us.
Together.” She sat up and kissed his cheek. “I can move all my
things in.” She scanned the room. “Where will all my books go?” The
books were important to her. Whenever she was down or needed escape
or consoling, she turned to her books.

I can turn to Culain now, too. Over
the months, she’d found herself drawing comfort from his presence,
from talking with him, laughing with him. She still held some
things back from him, but she trusted him enough to relax around
him and confide in him. Little things only, sure, but they’d grown
closer than she’d ever been with anyone else—even Josh, and she’d
trusted him with her life.

Culain opened his eyes, and she gazed into
the deep, calming green of them.

“You can keep your quarters if you like.
Bring your clothes here, of course, and your toiletries and
cosmetics, but keep the books and use the rooms as a personal
space,” he said.

“You mean that?” She held her breath.

“Of course. I know how much your privacy
means to you. How often you escape there to read and relax.
Besides, where else would you and Alina have your sleepovers?”

She released the breath and giggled. “You
make it sound like we’re schoolgirls.”

His expression sobered, and it pained her to
see him flinch at her words. “I intended no offense.”

“Neither did I. My jest was in poor taste.”
She kissed him again, this time full on the lips. When she pulled
back, she said, “You understand me, and I’m grateful. I love
you.”

They made love again, because of course they
did, and then they got up to shower and dress when the servants
finally arrived. Someone had left an appropriate change of clothes
for her so she wouldn’t have to put her wedding attire back on.
Lysandra did Dakota’s hair first, sweeping it back on two sides and
fastening it with a white rose behind her head. The maid then
placed a circlet on Dakota’s forehead and a ribbon with tiny white
flowers along the side of her head. She then helped her out of her
dressing gown and into her garments. The butler helped Culain.
Dakota had never seen the young prince dress in the morning before.
Watching him prepare for the functions they’d have to attend felt
surreal, but she figured she’d get used to it eventually.

She met his gaze over the heads of the
servants, who fussed over them and ensured they looked presentable,
regal.

The wedding feasts would continue for another
six days, and the newlyweds would attend all the evening ones.
Breakfast, however, they were permitted to take in private. A
servant wheeled a cart in and set everything up for them in the
sitting area. Lunches they’d attend in the dining room with family
and close friends only.

In the main banquet hall, guests would come
and go, and food and drink would constantly flow. Wedding gifts
already accumulated in a corner of the hall, a pair of guards
watching over the stack. Dakota was curious to see what they’d get.
They had everything they needed, and a sense of guilt tempered the
excitement at the prospect of opening dozens, maybe hundreds, of
presents.

“We could donate some of our gifts to the
needy,” she said.

Culain stared at her. “Where’d that come
from?”

She shrugged as Lysandra zipped up the back
of Dakota’s flowing, off-the-shoulder gown, which was ivory with
gold trim decorated with gold and silver gems. “We have so much. We
should share it with those who don’t.”

He smiled. “It’s a generous thought, but we
risk offending those who gave them to us.”

“We have to keep everything?”

He contemplated a moment. “For a while.
Perhaps, in time, we could donate those items we don’t use or
need.”

“Doesn’t it bother you to live so
decadently?”

“Not at all. We’re rulers. The gods put me
here—us here. My family and I might’ve chosen you, but the gods put
you in our path. Together, you and I must rule, and we must also
accept the perks that come with the position.”

“The gods put me in your path.” Even she
heard the smirk in her voice.

“Did you think you came here
accidentally?”

She strode to his side and watched the butler
finish buttoning Culain’s vest. “No, I thought my greedy, grasping
mother sold me for money.”

“Consider all that had to fall into place for
you to end up here. Doesn’t that indicate a divine hand
intervened?”

“No. I think my mother, my father, however
unwittingly, and Frank Evans and his organization had a hand in it.
I think your family had a hand in it. You had a hand in it. But the
gods?” She shook her head. “If they exist, they don’t care what we
do. Why should they? I certainly had no hand in it.”

He waved the butler away and swept her into
his arms. “You had a choice, if you recall.”

“A forced choice isn’t really a choice,
Culain.” When he looked stricken, she added, “I don’t regret it.
You know I’ve grown to love you. I never expected to, and were we
both free, I’d choose you again. Gods had nothing to do with our
marriage, though.”

“You don’t believe in the gods?” His glance
shifted from Dakota to the two servants, and he lightened his tone.
“We should eat.” He met her gaze again and squeezed her hands.

She smiled reassuringly at him. “Of
course.”

He could talk all he wanted to about divine
intervention. Most people considered vampires cursed, soulless. Was
the hatred directed at them an act of the gods? Of the humans’ one
God? If He, or they, existed, she had no respect for any of
them.

Culain dismissed the maid and butler and,
holding Dakota
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