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      As I once again welcome you to the world of the Dragon Fey Saga, I, like the characters, find myself in a very unexpected place. I never thought I’d write something I felt warranted a warning before the story began, and yet, here I am. So, consider this fair warning, Dark Queen’s Gambit is unlike any other book I’ve written. There are dark themes running throughout the story including both physical and emotional manipulation. If you have any questions or specific concerns please reach out to me and I will do my best to answer them while keeping spoilers to a minimum.

       

      Now that we have that little bit of business done, welcome back. Normally this is where I would do a somewhat quick recap of what’s come before. Unfortunately, as I wrestled with this one, I came to the realization that it’s become unwieldy and far too long. So I think it’s time to say farewell to the recap. For my returning readers, welcome back, for my new readers welcome and I hope you all enjoy Dark Queen’s Gambit. 

      
        
        Michelle Rabe

        January 31st, 2026

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The assassin stood in a copse of trees watching his quarry. His target, Mathias, the Illedrian king, dismounted his horse, a skittish, unruly beast that danced and snorted. The assassin frowned; the animal could prove problematic. He drew back the bow string, muscles straining. He took aim. The horse snorted again, pawing the ground with its front hooves. The beast tossed its head, as if it sensed the danger its master was in. The assassin held, waiting for the horse to settle. She wanted a clean though not swift death.

      She wanted this monarch dead.

      She ordered that it be done with bow and arrow.

      She did not want him to be caught.

      The assassin readied his shot. The weight and balance of the long bow, familiar. It was different than the shorter ones his prey and the hunting party surrounding him carried, but it wouldn’t matter once the arrow struck.

      Movement to his right caught the assassin’s attention. Another man, with dark hair and dressed in fine clothing, stood beneath the canopy, a bow held at the ready, aimed at the king.

      She hadn’t mentioned anything about another killer sent to fell the target. She wouldn’t do that. She knew he would succeed. He couldn’t fail. The consequences of failure were severe. And she knew he couldn’t lie to her about anything.

      His lip lifted in a snarl as the assassin turned his attention back to the target. The king seemed to be waiting, his face turned up to the clear blue sky. His eyes were closed and though he hid it well, the assassin could smell death clinging to him.

      The assassin let his breath out in a long, slow exhalation, loosing the arrow at the end. He watched the projectile fly, even as his right hand moved, drawing a second arrow from the quiver at his back.

      The first in his heart. Her order rang out in his mind.

      He nocked the second arrow, drew back the string. Exhaled and let it fly. The second struck true.

      The second, in his gut. Be sure it will hurt but not give him the luxury of a swift death. The command echoed in his mind once more.

      He drew the final arrow in his quiver. Set it in position, aimed and fired.

      The final one in his knee. I want him to know how it feels to kneel before he dies.

      The assassin turned; even if the Illedrian king somehow managed to survive the wounds, the poison he’d dipped the arrowheads in would finish the job. He strode through the forest. His claws sliced through the bow’s string before he tossed it aside. Snapping the flexible wood in two took more effort, but once it was done, the assassin tossed one half left. Twenty steps later, the other half flew to his right. Thirteen steps after that, the empty quiver fell and finally the dark cloak after another twenty-seven paces. He wove his way through the trees, doubling back in time to slip into the crowd of nobles and their retinues as they knelt before the new king.

      A young man, the new king had dark hair and sharp blue eyes. The assassin knew he was married to one of her kind. The wind shifted, bringing the young monarch’s scent to him on the breeze. He froze, fighting to keep from snapping his head up to fully take in the young man. The other rumors were true. The new Illedrian king was bonded to the Dragon Fey Queen. He recognized the scent that entwined with the king’s, though it had been over a decade since he’d last encountered it.

      The assassin dug his clawed fingers into the earth as instinct warred with the orders she had given him. He tried to ground himself as a man locked deep in his memory had once taught him. He fought to get his emotions under control even as he didn’t understand them. There was no reason to feel anything other than satisfaction at carrying out her orders again. The man’s voice soothed away the rough edges of his emotions as chants of ‘long live the king’ rang out through the clearing. The assassin looked up while keeping his head bowed, studying the new Illedrian king, though he couldn’t explain why he felt the need.
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        * * *

      

      Katia Rhys’s heart pounded in her chest and her hands trembled as she fastened the cloak at her husband’s throat with a large pin. She adjusted the way the cloak fell, making sure it hid Killian’s bound hands. She noted that he would need to be cut free or loosened before long, his fingers having swollen and turned a shade of red. For now, she needed him alive and whole, if not well. She stared into his eyes, trying to read the emotions she found there. Hoping, needing to find some chink in his armor. Some weakness she could exploit.

      He met her gaze with his own, all burning hatred and grim determination. She frowned; this was a side of her husband she hadn’t seen before. She wasn’t certain she liked it. She was certain she didn’t know how to use it to her advantage—yet.

      Katia smiled and slid her right hand up his arm. Killian tensed under her touch as she moved her hand to cradle the back of his skull. She tried to pull him to her. Her fingers flexed, claw-like nails pressing into and breaking flesh as he resisted. A low threatening growl came from somewhere deep in his chest.

      The new Queen of Illedria giggled, a soft, girlish sound as she went up on the balls of her feet and used a hand in the center of her husband’s chest to balance. He glared at her, cobalt eyes burning with fire, but he was trapped. Had offered himself up to her in some misguided farce masquerading as honor and duty.

      “You really should have been a better husband,” she admonished before pressing a hard kiss to his lips, feeling the rough cloth gag cutting across his mouth. Though he remained silent and still, she saw disgust in his eyes. No matter. His reticence will fade. With time and proper motivation, she thought, pulling the hood of the cloak over his head and adjusting it so that it hid his face from view. The last thing she needed was anyone asking questions or getting ideas about staging a rescue of the yet-to-be-crowned king.

      She turned her attention to Roberts and smiled. “Get him out of my sight. A few days in the dungeon should help change his mind.”

      The captain of her personal guard bowed, taking a moment to rake her body up and down with his heated gaze. Without a word, he grabbed and pulled on the ropes binding Killian’s wrists. The smaller man stumbled, his surprised exclamation muffled by the gag as he regained his footing. Roberts shifted his hold to Killian’s elbow and marched the royal out of the Council Chamber.

      The door slammed behind the pair. Katia counted to ten. She’d been told many times that it would help calm her. It didn’t; her heart still pounded, and her still mind raced. She couldn’t stand it anymore. Katia screamed. The room was empty except for a few of her dogs standing close by for her protection. She tapped her toe on the floor in a quick cadence and twined her fingers together, twisting her wedding band as she did.

      This is not what the Elders had planned or wanted. I need time to think. She tapped the index finger of her right hand against her upper thigh. Why didn’t Killian give in? Why did he have to be so difficult? He was supposed to accept my offer. Supposed to want the crown. He’s always known his duty and has been prepared to sacrifice his own happiness to fulfill it. This must be the whore’s doing. She threw up her hands, not caring if any of her guards saw her. Now I am forced to adapt. To come up with another plan.

      She paused, chewing on the knuckle of her left forefinger. “He could die,” she muttered under her breath. “The Elders have the child. If Killian dies, I will have to convince the Council of Governors to give what they believe is an unborn child the throne with me acting as his regent.” She started pacing. “The idea has merit. The child is the key. The foolish humans think I am still pregnant.”

      She paused as another thought came to mind. “Now, should my husband die, I will have to contend with whatever retribution his whore rains down on me. She may die if they are, indeed, bonded. However, there is also his sister. She could lay claim to my throne.” Katia tapped her lower lip three times before she sucked in a breath through gritted teeth. “No. Unfortunately, I need him alive. What I need is for him to comply.”

      Frustrated, she exited the audience chamber, not noticing or caring if her dogs followed. She didn’t care which of the nobles saw her as she made her way through the palace, her palace. She’d worked too hard and too long only to lose her throne when it was so close.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Katheryn Michaels strode through the halls of the palace, a stony expression on her face. She knew the corridors so well that she could walk them blindfolded. Haven was her home, but now she was fleeing. To her left, Lieutenant Adeline Davies side-stepped as another member of the court called out and tried to halt their progress.

      “Is it true King Mathias was murdered and the prince accused of the deed?” demanded a puffed-up merchant from one of the far-flung regions of the kingdom she remembered meeting with  Killian a few days before. He tried to block her. Michaels ignored him, slamming her shoulder into his when he didn’t move, not slowing her pace.

      “Where is the prince?” a lady she didn’t recognize begged, clutching her throat as if she feared for Killian’s life. That one scampered back several steps to keep out of their way.

      “Where are you going?” General Waters planted himself in their path. At some silent agreement, the pair turned right before reaching him and went down a smaller corridor, picking up their pace. Their orders were from the new king; he outranked everyone else in the kingdom.

      “We should have used the passages, as the prince ordered,” Davies hissed.

      “Neither of us know them well enough,” Michaels replied.

      “Perhaps we should have mentioned that.”

      “The prince would not have listened. His mind was set,” Michaels answered. Each voice that called out made her heart pound in her chest, to the point where every beat hurt. She never wanted to take part in palace intrigues. She was a Royal Guard, trained to protect her charges. To defend them, even if that brought about her death. She wasn’t trained to carry covert messages. However, her new king, her longtime charge and perhaps friend, had ordered them to flee. Ordered them to take word of his imprisonment to his sister, the next in line for the throne.

      “What is he thinking?”

      “I know as much as you do.”

      “Why send us? They all have a Dragon Fey soothsayer.”

      “We can ask these questions later,” Michaels insisted as they crossed into the grand foyer. There’s something about the satchels the king gave us, something important that either protocol or law requires be set down in writing. She felt the blood drain from her face as she realized what was in the bag slung across her chest. Oh, dear Gods. Killian, what have you done? Her hand gripped the strap crossing her chest a little tighter, and she quickened her pace, even as more voices called out trying to stop them. “Gods,” she breathed.

      “What?”

      She looked at Davies. “We have to get to the crown princess.”

      Whatever the other woman saw on her face was enough. They crossed into the courtyard and, as if by some unspoken command, broke into a quick jog. The stables were near, and thus far, no alarm had been raised. Gods, please let our luck hold.
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        * * *

      

      Serena NicArryan, Queen of the Dragon Fey clans, scanned the rooms that made up the apartment once occupied by her traitorous brother, Kirin. Her toe tapped against the stone floor, and she tucked the strand of hair that had come free of her braid behind her ear again. Her whole being hummed with energy though she’d had a more strenuous than usual bout with Zanna as the queen had begun training in her suit of plate armor. She shook her head, trying to clear it of the dark thoughts that had been plaguing her all day and were chasing her into the evening.

      Why isn’t there news from Haven? Why hasn’t Lucca reported in? Did something happen on the hunt? Of course, something happened. I’m certain Killian had something planned though he refused to tell me, she thought while glancing out the window, the sun stubbornly refusing to sink below the horizon.

      “Your Majesty?” Jarreth’s gentle prodding question broke into her thoughts.

      Serena stilled her foot, unclenched her jaw, and tried to relax her shoulders. “Forgive me, Lord Jarreth. My mind is elsewhere.”

      “I understand. Would you like to return to your suite?”

      “No.” Ancestors no! I need something to at least somewhat distract me. She cleared her throat and forced her attention back to the room. Kirin’s belongings lay scattered around the spaces, as though waiting for their owner to return. A thick layer of dust and no fewer than fifteen cobwebs clung to the corners, candelabra, and furniture. Serena drifted further into the room and touched the back of the settee, a puff of dust exploding under her hand. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s been in here since my family…” Her voice trailed off.

      “I spoke with the former steward of your mother’s household. He ordered a few of his staff into the rooms while the warriors and spies were still searching for you. They placed most of his belongings in trunks and sealed it. To his knowledge and everyone else I spoke with, no one has been in here since.”

      She nodded; her past lurked like a specter just beyond her line of sight. A past that had nothing to do with the dread that swirled on the edges of her awareness. The fear that grew fat like a spider at the center of a web, waiting for its prey, for her, to stumble into its trap.

      The queen frowned. “If this was my brother’s suite, why isn’t it closer to mine?”

      “I don’t know, Majesty.”

      “What do you think?”

      “About the space or why your youngest brother chose to separate himself from the rest of your family?” her friend asked, not certain he wanted to answer either question but for very different reasons.

      “The space. I can ask around about Kirin, later.”

      “It used to be a royal apartment, so there’s more than enough space for the purpose,” Jarreth said, thoughtful as he stepped up to her right side. His presence helped to soothe the most jagged edges of her fears.

      “We can expand or move if we need more space in the future,” Serena responded before touching her mouth with the back of her left hand. She swallowed back something she couldn’t name and took a deep breath.

      “Are you well, Majesty?” Jarreth asked, a slight frown creasing the space between his brows.

      She smiled, though it felt and was…fake. “I’m fine.”

      “Liar,” he accused with gentle reproach.

      “Don’t you know it isn’t wise to accuse a queen of telling falsehoods?” she questioned with a note of teasing in her words.

      He chuckled. “I called my friend a liar, not my queen.”

      “When you asked, you used my honorific.” She bumped his shoulder with hers, mischief sparkling in her eyes.

      “But that was not when I accused you of being a liar, Majesty,” he countered. If she needed to play word games with him, he would oblige, not just for his monarch, but for his friend.

      “Yet you just did in conjunction with same accusation.” She let out a breath and swallowed hard, her brows drawing down in consternation.

      His laughter was warm, a soothing balm in the tumultuous world she called home. “I was hoping you’d miss that.”

      “I miss nothing, Lord Jarreth.”

      “Not even the date?”

      “Especially not the date.” There was no emotion in her words, and the hint of warmth and laughter fled her eyes. The pupils slipped, their shape changing as he watched. She blinked, and he felt her Dragon watching from within their green-gold depths.

      “Understood.” He offered her a half bow, keeping his head inclined for three seconds longer than he would have. He needed to proceed with caution. “Are you feeling well? Did you break your fast this morning? I know you pushed yourself against Zanna today.”

      “I am fine. I ate everything the sisters had the kitchen staff put in front of me, not only this morning, but at lunch and supper as well. I did push myself, but I needed to. My stomach is in knots and will remain so, at least until we hear from Lucca,” she explained.

      “Understood.” Jarreth nodded. “So, what do you think of the rooms?”

      She took another long look around and sighed. “I doubt any future members of whatever royal clans follow are going to want rooms once occupied by the traitor who not only orchestrated but participated in the slaughter of his,” there was a pause and a nod before she finished, “our family.” She drifted deeper into the space. Under the cobwebs and dust, the detritus of a life interrupted—not one intended to end. She wandered into the bedchamber, pushing a broken swaying cobweb out of her way. A dressing gown thrown over the foot of the mattress, waiting. A sharp chill swept over her, and Serena crossed her arms over her chest, rubbing up and down to try and fend off the sensation. She shook herself and turned back to Jarreth. “This is your project. One of your royal commissions. What are your thoughts?”

      “I am inclined to agree with your assessment, Majesty.”

      The queen squared her shoulders and nodded. “Very well, you have our permission to renovate the space, my lord.” She pivoted and began making her way back to the corridor, the strange chill haunting her steps.

      “What about his effects?” Jarreth lifted the lid of a trunk and frowned at what he found.

      “Have them brought to an empty storage room. I would like to sort through them at my pleasure.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “He was my brother. He betrayed my family. Murdered them. Tried to kill me. However, that doesn’t mean I don’t have fond memories from before that night.” She sighed; another lie. Kirin was the one member of her family who’d never appeared in her dreams and remained nothing more than a dark shadow in her nightmares and what memories remained. Serena shook herself again; she needed to focus. “Who knows, there might be clues as to why he did what he did.”

      “You don’t have to be the one to do it.”

      “This isn’t about the Dragon Fey.” She took a deep breath and let it out. “This is about family, and there is no one else.”

      They both froze; footfalls carried in from the corridor, fast as they slapped against the stone floor. Several people were running in their direction. They turned to face the sitting room, each gripping the hilt of their sword, wary.

      “Your Majesty! Serena!” Bryce shouted from the corridor.

      The queen was in motion and speaking before the last syllable left her chief advisor’s mouth. “What is it, Lord Bryce?” Dread slithered in from the edges of her awareness, dripping poison into her mind.

      Killian knelt on a platform, blood-soaked straw beneath his knees. Headless corpses Serena couldn’t identify lay in a cart to the left side of the platform. She saw the black of the Royal Guard uniform on more than one of them. The collar of her mate’s shirt was ripped open and left to hang low on his shoulders. His hands bound behind his back. Killian’s cobalt eyes darted left and right, searching the crowd for someone, for her, as an executioner’s sword swung in a perfect arc at his exposed neck.

      “Minerva! Word from Lucca!” Bryce was breathing hard as Serena and Jarreth came to a halt a few feet from him.

      “The Prince’s Hunt,” she whispered, her hand flying to the scars over her heart. They pulsed with unnatural cold, but she couldn’t interpret why. Could that explain the chill? she thought but pushed the concern from her mind. She didn’t have time to analyze it, yet.

      “Yes, Majesty.”

      Serena gave him a quick, critical once-over before she shook her head. “Keep pace, Lord Bryce.” Not waiting for a reply, or caring who followed, she started running.
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        * * *

      

      Katia stormed into her chambers and slammed the doors closed. Alone, the new Queen of Illedria huffed several times and stomped her foot. The shock sending a strange calming energy through her. She stalked into the study before stopping dead in her tracks halfway across the room.

      The center of her desk wasn’t empty. She knew she hadn’t left anything on top of it. There were too many people who would go through her belongings and sell the information they found to the highest bidder. Katia was very careful to leave nothing on top of the desk, or anywhere else in her rooms. She studied the square of parchment sealed with a blob of off-white wax and her name scrawled on it. The parchment leaned against a small crystal vial, the same off-white wax holding the stopper in. Red and black liquids swirled within, as though at war with one another. She stared, waiting for one to swallow the other, but it didn’t happen. Katia scanned the room, checking to see if anything had been moved or stolen. Everything was right where she’d left it. The only changes were the vial and the parchment leaning against it. Katia took five steps toward the desk, letting her glamour slip so she could focus on the strange delivery. She reached out with her magic to see if either object resonated.

      The parchment was nothing special. The vial, however, pulsed with some of the darkest, most twisted magic she’d seen. As the queen watched, dark magic swirled, warping and dragging crimson deep into its depths.

      “There are two types of magic at work here. Contained within the vial,” she muttered, satisfied that she was alone. Talking to herself helped her think, helped clear her mind of all extemporaneous thought. “Targeted to effect specific victims. The first type is like ours but not the same. Could it be Fey magic?” She knelt by the desk and leaned in, studying the threads that swirled through the potion. “There’s something else though. Perhaps it is Dragon? Could this be Dragon Fey magic? If so, who would leave it on my desk? Who got into my study? Someone will pay for this breech.”

      Katia reached out and snatched the folded parchment, knocking the vial to one side. She broke the hasty seal and unfolded the sheet. The letter was written in a bold flowing hand, using the Illedrian tongue.

      
        
        Your Highness,

        I represent a small faction of Dragon Fey nobles who have been named traitors by our so-called queen. As you can imagine, we have a vested interest in seeing the pretender weakened and ultimately pulled down. We know that she has formed an unnatural attachment to your husband. In the spirit of cooperation and a shared goal, we offer this bit of magic which we believe will help you.

        The vial on your desk is but a mere taste of what will be required. Unfortunately, the effect of this elixir is not permanent. Your wayward spouse will require additional doses. However, with time, it will separate him from the Dragon Fey whelp.

        If you are interested, mix the contents of this vial with an equal measure of his blood and administer it to him in his tea or directly. Be certain that you mix the brew and blood well. If it is not properly constituted, there are some rather alarming side effects. However, if mixed properly, we believe that the effects of this dose will last for a week.

        When the time is right, you will find another note with instructions for a meeting where we can discuss an ongoing mutually beneficial arrangement in further detail.

        Lord A.

      

      

      Katia frowned, tapping the parchment on one long claw-like fingernail. She dropped the note back on her desk and picked up the vial. The two different liquids swirled around one another in a strange dance, still not mixing as she tilted the vial first one way, then the other while studying it. “Will the addition of Killian’s blood change that?” She set the vial back on the desk and began pacing. She knew she should inform the Elders, to get their orders, but she didn’t want to. She feared what they would say about Killian, his life hanging in the balance. She didn’t love her husband, was not capable of the emotion the humans and Dragon Fey beasts called love, but he belonged to her. She’d worked hard to ensnare him. She intended to keep him.

      “Five days,” she mused. “The funeral rites must come before the coronation. Which is when I will need the most control.” She ran calculations in her head, searching for a way to turn it to her advantage. “We need three weeks to give dignitaries from neighboring kingdoms the chance to arrive.”

      She picked up the vial. “A taste.” She tapped the vial against a claw-tipped nail, tugging her lower lip with her teeth. Katia slid the vial into the pocket of her dress. A plan began forming in her mind; all she needed was time. She would have to test the potion on Killian before she needed him compliant. She nodded, decision made. “I can give Roberts a day or two to bring him to heel. If he can’t, I will see how this Lord A and his concoction fares.”

      A loud knock on the door snapped her out of her thoughts. “Come,” she called out, wondering what fresh complication was about to be dropped at her feet.

      “My queen,” Roberts said as he executed a smooth bow, staying bent at the waist, waiting on her pleasure.

      “Where is he?” She waved him to her with a quick distracted gesture.

      “The dungeon. Hands bound to the high cross bar. If he gets his feet under him, he’s going to have an uncomfortable night. If he doesn’t, it will be worse.” The big man chuckled.

      “Send one of your men to cut him down in one quarter of an hour.” She sighed at the look of indignation he gave her. “We need him alive. Without major visible damage.” There was a pause as she considered long term needs and desires. “For now.”

      Roberts bowed again, an answering sneer curling his lips. “It will be as you command, my queen.”

      “What of his personal guard?”

      “I have men watching them. Should I have a trap set along the road to Lakeshire?”

      “Yes. Excellent thinking. How many of them are abandoning their commissions?”

      Roberts rubbed the back of his neck and cleared his throat. “All of them, Your Majesty. However, they are following Commander Donnavon. My men report that the new captain and her lieutenant are missing. They haven’t been seen since before we took the prince into our care.”

      “They weren’t in the council chamber.” She paused, the ramifications turning over in her mind. “What of his valet?” she asked, knowing that the man was close to her husband.

      “None of my men have seen him since before the prince left his apartments for the last time.”

      “Elders!” Katia swore and swept from the room. The guards and the valet could cause problems, all of them. Why did I swear to my faithless husband that I would let his guards leave unscathed? As she rushed down the corridor, a few courtiers tried to catch her attention. She ignored them. More complications. I have more complications to deal with. Why didn’t I force his arrest or capitulation in the courtyard? Why did I give him time to prepare? To— Her thoughts stopped swirling as soon as she stepped into Killian’s suite. She stopped in the center of the sitting room and made a full turn, taking in the scene.

      Killian’s rooms were in a state of utter disarray. The trinkets he liked to have near were gone, dust voids marking their proper places. Looking through the open doors to his bedchamber, she saw clothing and boots strewn about without care. Three quick strides carried her into his study. She frowned. The study didn’t look much different than it always did. Stacks of books and parchment ringed the edges of his desk. Katia took three steps toward the desk, scanning the room for any changes. Again, his personal keepsakes are gone. I gave him too much time. What do those three know? How much damage can they do to my plans?

      “Roberts, send out your best men. As many as you dare. Make sure they are loyal. Bring the valet, lieutenant, and captain back. I need them alive. I must know what my insufferable husband has done.”

      “Yes, Majesty.” He gave a quick crisp bow and walked away, his heavy footfalls thumping through the room out to the corridor.
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        * * *

      

      Michaels and Davies crossed the courtyard at a quick jog. Michaels allowed herself a breath and dropped back to a fast walk as they passed into the cool shade of the barn. Mounts. We need mounts. Gods, why didn’t Killian tell us how to use the secret passages? He seemed to think of most everything else. Why not that? She came to a halt and scanned the barn. Horses lazed in their stalls, most of them belonging to the royal family or the royal messengers. Taking any of those horses was sure to draw suspicion. They could take their regular mounts. However, Davies’s horse was exhausted from the hunt. They would need time to prepare them for a journey of this length. Time they didn’t have. Indecision froze her. A shouted exclamation followed by the doubled two-beat clop-clop of a pair of trotting horses and a string of vehement curses filled the air. Michaels’s hand went to the hilt of her sword. Every muscle tensed. Nerves on high alert. She swallowed hard and took a deep breath to calm herself. And waited.

      Two large shapes emerged from the shadow of the long aisle between stalls. Shericort and Banidran tossed their heads and came to a halt right in front of them, the stable lad charged with their care, nowhere to be found. The mare nuzzled Davies’s pocket, seeking a hidden treat. The stallion turned his head to study Michaels with one dark brown eye. 

      “Captain! Lieutenant!” Sebastian, one of the few stable lads Lucca trusted with the Dragon Fey steeds, called out as he ran down the breezeway. Breathing hard, he skidded to a halt just outside the range of any well-placed kicks.

      “Yes, Sebastian?” Michaels answered, fighting the inexplicable torrent of laughter that threatened.

      “Lord Lucca ordered me to prepare both the prince’s steeds for a long journey and to wait.” He shrugged, giving the animals a sidelong glance. “These two had other ideas. Is the prince leaving the city?”

      “No, Sebastian.” Michaels hesitated for a second. “That is all you need to know. Go home, now. Then stay away from the palace for a few days.” The last was an order. She liked the boy and didn’t want him to take unnecessary risks.

      The pair of Royal Guards mounted. Shericort danced in place, chewing on her bit as Davies tried to keep her in check.

      “But how will I...” The question hung, unfinished.

      Sitting atop Banidran, Michaels interrupted the boy. “Sebastian, the palace is not safe. It may not be for some time.” She reached into her pocket and tossed a small leather pouch that clinked as he snatched it from the air. “Be safe and be smart.”

      The boy stared at the pouch, filled with more coins than he’d ever possessed at one time as the two guards tapped the horses’ sides with their heels. The Dragon Fey mounts both let out an indignant huffing snort and started into motion. Their high stepping gait held in check by their riders.

      Michaels sat back in her saddle, fighting to keep Banidran under control even as the horse tried to get hold of the bit and bolt, with or without his rider. To her left she saw Davies having the same trouble with Shericort.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Michaels saw people moving through the courtyard. Courtiers watched with expressions of strained confusion. They were no doubt observing the evolving situation and considering what moves they would make for the good of their positions within the court. Several lords and ladies glanced at them, naked curiosity in their eyes.

      There was a shout from the direction of the palace. Davies risked a glance over her shoulder. Six members of the Queen’s Guard, their black uniforms seeming to draw all light to them, a pall following in their wake, appeared at the top of the stairs. One of the wolves shouted something she couldn’t understand and pointed at them. “Michaels, wolves!”

      “Ride,” the captain called as she glanced over her shoulder.

      As if sensing the need or, perhaps, understanding their words, the horses leapt into motion. Michaels leaned forward, giving the stallion his head; she fisted her hands in his mane and held on.

      Banidran snorted as his hooves clattered against the cobblestones announcing their approach to anyone along their path. Steel shoes struck stone, sending up flurries of sparks into the air as they careened through the winding city streets. Trusting the intelligent, sure-footed animal, Michaels closed her eyes and offered up prayers to all the Gods she could think of that they made it out of the city and the kingdom safely and then a second prayer for Killian’s safety, though she feared that one would fall on deaf ears.
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        * * *

      

      Serena ran through the keep. Several sets of footfalls followed her through the corridors. Courtiers, servants, and tradespeople moved out of their way. Some of the nobles had the ill-grace to look affronted as their queen passed them. The Dragon Fey Queen didn’t care. The unease she’d felt all day coalesced into a knot of dread twisting around her heart. Now, she could name it. Something had gone wrong at the hunt. She should have pushed back against Killian. Demanded that he bring her into his confidence. Should have accepted the invitation. She knew the queen running through her home didn’t look good. In her head, she heard her advisors’ voices admonishing her.

      Queens don’t run through their own castles. Bronwynn’s gentle reproach echoed through her mind.

      Dragon Fey Queens do not show their people their true emotions. Altus’s sharp rebuke followed.

      Sometimes being a member of the nobility is about statesmanship, the rest of the time, it’s about…theater. Killian’s reminder hit her like a blow to the gut, stealing the breath from her lungs.

      She didn’t care about decorum.

      Didn’t care about what was proper.

      This was about her mate.

      This was about Killian.

      Something about his plan had gone terribly wrong.

      Propriety and decorum weren’t considerations. 

      The queen slowed her pace when the door to Mother Minerva’s rooms came into sight. She pushed it open and crossed the threshold without being announced. Zanna and Siobhan took up posts outside the door. Bryce followed her, his harsh breathing a compliment to her thundering heartbeat.

      I must see to getting him on to the practice field more often. He needs to be able to keep up, she thought, cursing herself for not thinking of it sooner. 

      Serena had felt this storm brewing since before she’d gotten the invitation to the Prince’s Hunt and the letter from Killian imploring her to refuse it. Begging her to stay away. Why did I listen to him? Why did I trust him? Why didn’t I insist on being there? Now the storm is breaking, its damage about to be wrought.

      She moved deeper into the ancient soothsayer’s rooms, but Bryce hung back just inside, closing the door. 

      The soothsayer’s rooms were lit by small clusters of candles placed around the perimeter. Each encased by glass to protect the scrolls lining the walls from floor to ceiling from the flames. A taller than normal table stood in the center of the room; she knew it was made for the crone to accommodate her height without necessitating bending over. The tools of Minerva’s art lay scattered across the top. A multicolored bowl filled with a swirling iridescent white liquid. Three bundles of herbs tied with different color thread smoldered on separate beaten metal discs set on the table at the points of a triangle, filling the room with fragrant smoke. Stones and crystals of various shades of red, blue, green, black, silver, and gold were arranged in patterns only soothsayers could divine on the dark purple cloth covering the table.

      The old woman on the far side didn’t react when Serena and Bryce stepped into the room. The queen stopped just short of the table and clasped her hands behind her back, falling back on her years of military training. The soothsayer would impart the message in her own time. If Serena interrupted her, it could jeopardize her connection with Lucca.

      After what felt like a lifetime, the crone straightened up, turning to her monarch. “Your Majesty. I have a report from Lord Lucca in Haven.” She paused as though expecting a response but continued when Serena remained silent. “Three arrows felled the Illedrian king, Mathias, while on the Prince’s Hunt.” She picked up a mug from a small ledge to her left and took a long drink. “Upon the hunting party’s return to Haven, Her Highness, Princess Katia, accused His Highness, Prince Killian, of regicide. She made the accusation in front of the members of the hunting party and many other courtiers. Lucca asked your mate if he had a message for you and reports that Killian wanted him to tell Your Majesty that he is sorry and that he loves you.”

      Serena’s heart dropped, its steady rhythm faltering before speeding up to an uncomfortable pace. Ancestors! Killian, what were you thinking? Unable to find her voice, the queen nodded to indicate that she’d heard what the soothsayer said.

      “While Lucca didn’t witness the confrontation, he reports that the palace is in an uproar. King Killian plans to fight his wife’s accusations through the Illedrian judicial system.”

      “And Katia likely has them on her side,” Serena whispered.

      “Lucca would like to know if you have any message for him to pass on to your mate.”

      “Thank Lord Lucca for his good work and timely information. I ask him to remind my mate that he does not have to do this. Killian has loyal friends and is not alone,” she stated, thankful that her voice didn’t give away her fear.

      Ancestors, please let him see sense. Bring him back to me. We can wrest his throne from the Dark Fey together. Why was he so reckless? Why didn’t I join that Gods’ cursed hunt? Because he begged me to stay away and I trusted him. He knew this was possible, if not probable. He didn’t want to put me in danger.

      “Lucca will convey the message. Do you have any further orders?” Minerva asked, breaking into Serena’s spiraling thoughts.

      Serena closed her eyes, fighting to think like a monarch, not a woman whose beloved had offered himself up to the enemy like a sacrifice. “Stay as close to Killian as possible, but be careful. Tell Lucca, I do not want him to take unnecessary risks. We need information, not heroics.”

      The crone inclined her head. “I will convey your orders, Your Majesty.”

      “Thank you, Minerva. Please keep us informed when you have more information from Lord Lucca.”

      “Of course.” The elderly woman turned back to the bowl, communicating her words to Lucca.

      Serena and Bryce stepped out of the room. He closed the door behind them, careful not to make too much noise. The queen took a few steps before she turned back to her guards. “Siobhan, please stand watch. Mother Minerva is not to be disturbed.” She ran a hand through her hair and took two steps before she paused. “We want to know immediately if she has any new information. We do not care what the hour is. The crown wants to know immediately.” She nodded and set off again. This time she made it five steps before she stopped, pivoted, and said, “We will send additional warriors to stand watch with you.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” Siobhan replied, moving to stand in the center of the door.

      Calling upon her warrior’s training, Serena focused on keeping her breathing even. The concentration required helping her think, not panic and act out of fear. She knew panicking would only serve the enemy’s purposes.

      “What do you intend to do, Majesty?” Bryce stepped up to Serena’s side, his folio out, ready to take notes on what the queen required.

      She struck out for her suite, the practice field, the council or audience chamber—she didn’t know. Didn’t know where she should be. Didn’t know what to do. Fear twisted in her gut. She couldn’t breathe. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she swiped them away before they could spill over. She twisted her hands together in front of her. A swarm of angry buzzing, stinging insects took up residence in her stomach and stayed. She knew she was breathing, but her lungs screamed that it wasn’t enough.

      The sword fell. Silent, it sliced through Killian’s neck. Cobalt eyes went wide. Lips parted. His head fell away from his shoulders. Serena cried out, covering her mouth with her hand, holding in the blood-curdling scream, the roar of rage and soul-deep agony.

      “Your Majesty!” Bryce sounded strange, like he was far away.

      “What?” The question fell from her lips before she could think it through. She blinked; the vision slipped away. She stood in the middle of a corridor in Dragon’s Rest. Her heart pounded in her chest, threatening to break free of her rib cage. She bent over, supporting herself with her hands on her thighs, gasping for air. It wasn’t real. It wasn’t real. It wasn’t real, she kept repeating to herself.

      Not yet, a voice she knew and loathed mocked. How long do you think he will live at my sufferance?

      Bryce put his hand on her shoulder and waited until she looked at him before he said, “I asked what you intend to do.”

      “Do?” she whispered. Her mind raced. Eyes darted around the corridor. Trying to find something that would answer the question.

      Bryce reached out and took her wrist in his hand. “Yes, Serena. Do you know what you intend to do?”

      “I don’t know yet, Bryce. I hope to have more information from Lucca soon.” The queen scrubbed the back of her neck. She started walking again; moving was better than standing still.

      Bryce followed, his folio at his side.

      She stopped again, her hands on the hilts of the sword and dagger at her waist. She frowned and pulled her lips between her teeth. “Can we begin preparations to travel to Haven? I expect there will be a funeral for Mathias before the coronation or trial, maybe both.” She stopped and clutched her throat with her left hand. “Ancestors, I don’t know.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty.” His quill scratched the parchment in quick sure bursts as he made note of her orders.

      She cleared her throat and squared her shoulders. “Thank you, Lord Bryce.”

      He nodded, not sure how to handle the situation. “May I make a suggestion?”

      She nodded and waved away any concerns he had. “Of course.”

      “I believe you should cancel your schedule for the rest of the evening.” When she didn’t dismiss his suggestion out of hand, he continued, “There isn’t much left, and I doubt you’ll be able to focus.”

      “So, I should hide in my rooms where I can wallow in fear, allowing my imagination to run rampant?” she snapped, hands clenching and opening before clenching again. Without waiting for his reply, she stalked off, heading in the direction of the formal audience room.

      Bryce sighed and jogged several steps to catch up with her. “I know it’s not ideal, but at least you can have some modicum of privacy without having to worry about the court and what they will say about their queen’s distraction.”

      She stopped in her tracks. “Oh Gods. Should I inform Ryan and Coleene?” Her breath caught in her throat. In one day, Coleene has lost the man she thought was her father. Then her only brother willingly delivered himself to his enemy. Ancestors, I am going to kill Killian if I ever get my hands on him, she thought, knowing full well she wouldn’t.

      Bryce nodded. “I think that would be wise. I will have a soothsayer sent to your suite. Perhaps you should speak with Lord Ryan and Lady Bronwynn first. I imagine the conversation with the princess will be more difficult.”

      “That’s a good idea. Thank you, Lord Bryce.” With a nod, the queen set out for her suite again.

      “I will also speak with Zanna about increasing your detail for the foreseeable future.”

      “Good.” They walked in tense silence through the corridors to her suite. “Thank you, Lord Bryce.”

      “Of course. I will begin preparations for an official visit to Haven. Have Zanna augment your personal guard. I will also send a soothsayer to you so they can contact Bronwynn and Ericka.” He reiterated the decisions they’d agreed upon so that she had the chance to make any final changes or additions to his tasks.

      “Excellent, thank you.” She opened the door and stepped into her personal sanctum. “Oh, Bryce?”

      “Yes, Majesty?”

      “When we travel to Haven, I don’t want to stay at the palace, or even in the city. I don’t think it is safe. I will try to convince Ryan and Coleene to do the same.”

      “Yes, Majesty.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered before stepping into her suite. She closed and leaned against the door.

      The world continued to spin out of control. She could feel herself breathing, but no matter what she did, it felt like she wasn’t getting enough air. Serena pushed away from the door, stumbling over the edge of the rug in front of the table where Bryce liked to sit as they worked.

      The sword fell. Katia laughed. The crowd roared with bloodlust-fueled approval. The blade sliced through his neck. His body slumped. The executioner cleaned his blade on the back of Killian’s coat, staining the blue material a macabre shade of purple. He sheathed the lethal blade. He picked up Killian’s head and held it high. The crowd jeered, mocking the failed prince. Some dipped their handkerchiefs in the prince’s blood as it pooled on the platform.

      She half stumbled, half fell into the chair to the left of her fireplace and curled in on herself. Gulping air as she fought to keep the little food she’d eaten down.

      It was as if her body couldn’t decide what it wanted to do. Her muscles wanted to move. Her mind wanted to plan. Her heart wanted to barricade herself in the consort’s suite. Wanted to curl up on his bed and sob. To weep until her whole body ached and her eyes burned. To mourn until sleep wrapped her in its claws and dragged her into oblivion for a few hours. She knew she couldn’t. She had too much to do. She needed to pull herself together before Bryce returned with the soothsayer. She had to inform Ryan and Coleene.
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        * * *

      

      Alone in Killian’s suite, Katia began a slow circuit of the rooms. She didn’t know what she was looking for. Her husband was known to be a skilled chess player, and she should have expected him to have contingency plans in place. However, she couldn’t figure out what they were. “What am I missing? What did you do? Why those three? Why send them away? Where did they go?” She walked over to his desk, the usual neat stacks of parchment, scrolls, and books sat atop it as though he would be right back. “Nothing seems to be missing from your desk. Was that by design, or is there some other reason?” Katia walked behind the desk and began opening drawers.

      The first was filled with more scraps of parchment, notes in her husband’s bold script that she couldn’t decipher. She riffled through the sheets and dropped them back into the drawer, closing it hard enough that one of the neat stacks slid to one side, teetering on the edge of the desk. Katia paused and breathed deep, trying to rein in her temper. Courtiers would begin asking uncomfortable questions if she lost control, no matter how satisfying it would seem in the moment.

      “What has my husband done? I can’t believe he planned all this and yet didn’t take whatever moves I might make into account.” She reached down, opened the second drawer, and riffled through it. More papers, more trinkets. She set them aside and frowned. There was a hidden compartment beneath the clutter. She snarled in frustration and pulled the bottom up, staring inside.

      Nothing. It was empty.

      She dropped the false bottom and slammed the drawer closed. All the papers, scrolls, and books on the desk shifted, several slipping too far as gravity pulled them down to the floor.

      “Couldn’t find anything?”

      “No,” she answered the deep-voiced question.

      “The missing valet and guards will be tracked down. They will not escape. Your husband’s contingency plans, whatever they are, will not come to fruition.” Roberts stepped up behind her and laid his hands over her shoulders. When she didn’t move away from his touch, he began kneading the tense muscles at the base of her neck.

      “I need to prepare. Need to be ready to change my plans, to adapt.”

      “Tomorrow, my queen. The princeling can rot in the cell he demanded overnight. He has been cut down. The three traitors will be run down. Tomorrow, we will discover his plans. For now, you need to rest.”

      “Rest?” she asked with a heavy sigh.

      “Yes.”

      “Very well. You will join me.”

      “As my dark queen commands,” he breathed against her neck before stepping back, waiting.

      Katia knew he was right. She needed to rest. To think. To plan her next moves. To bring her husband to heel. Knowing that Roberts would follow, she strolled out of Killian’s apartments and began making her way back to her own.
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        * * *

      

      Serena paced her bedchamber, the palace and surrounding clan camps quiet, the moon high in the sky, its mere presence and the fact that it kept moving through the night on its normal course an insult to her pain. Her eyes burned, head and throat ached, exhaustion suffused every inch of her body except her mind. That wouldn’t stop.

      I am sorry, Majesty. Princess Coleene is unable to respond right now. She is inconsolable. Erika’s words, relayed by another soothsayer, repeated in her mind. The words fading to background noise when she was otherwise occupied. But whenever she had a quiet moment, they washed over her again.

      What can we do? Bronwynn and Ryan had wanted to come to Dragon’s Rest as fast as their Dragon Fey steeds could carry them. It had taken her and Bryce over an hour to convince them to remain at the governor’s estate in Lakeshire.

      Then she’d had to convince Bryce she could be left alone. That she wasn’t going to sneak out and try to get to Haven. Serena didn’t know why, but she still hoped this was some sort of night terror.

      She lay down, closed her eyes, and tried to sleep. Knew she needed to sleep. Needed a clear head.

      The sword fell. The executioner raised his hand, fingers fisted in raven’s wing blue-black hair. Sightless cobalt eyes stared into the void, empty of emotion, devoid of life.

      She gasped, the tears coming again. Throwing the covers aside, Serena flung herself out of bed as if the mattress burned. She gulped in the cool night air, sobs tearing through her throat. The scars over her heart burned, throbbing in opposition with her heartbeat. She clutched one of Killian’s shirts to her chest as if holding it could keep him safe, could bring him home.

      “What were you thinking?” she demanded and waited, expecting the darkness to deliver his answer. “Ancestors, Killian. Are you alive? Are you safe? Where are you?” When there was no answer, she started walking again. She had to keep moving. The sword couldn’t fall if she kept busy. She paced into the consort’s suite. His scent lingered in the room, though it had been months since he’d left after her coronation. She hated that he spent even one night in that bed. He should have been with her the whole time he’d been at Dragon’s Rest. In their bed, in her arms. “You should be here now. Not in some cell Ancestors know where in Haven.”

      Her right hand drifted to the scars over her heart. The ones ringed by blue-black scales where Killian had marked her. He bore near identical scars over his heart, red-gold scales ringing where she’d marked him.

      “My beloved mate,” she whispered.

      Not knowing what else to do with herself, she walked over to his desk, her fingers running over the smooth surface. Pausing beside the perfect red rose bloom he’d left behind. The one that never withered or wilted. She moved behind the desk and opened the top drawer to her right. A neat stack of blank parchment waited. A black feathered quill on top. She smiled, picking up the quill and a single sheet of parchment. Serena rolled her lips between her teeth and stifled another sob as she picked up the bottle of ink from the left of the parchment. She knew where she’d find everything, a habit of his, one she’d teased him about more times than she cared to count.

      Serena took a deep breath and sat at the desk, laying his shirt over her lap. She flipped open the bottle of ink and dipped the nib. She held the quill, thinking, and tapped it against the edge of the bottle. She sat for several long moments, uncertain, before she started writing.

      
        
        My dearest Killian,

        I don’t know why I started this letter. I know, in my heart, it’s hopeless to think I can send it to Haven and in time, I’ll have your response. That in a few weeks I’ll see your strong sure hand on a reply. And when I do, my heart will race, and I will look forward to reading your words.

        Can I tell you a secret? Your letters have often driven me to distraction. How can something as simple as a note do that? I wondered what you wrote about. Would it be serious? Something playful? Perhaps something about birds and little dragons? Perhaps something more intimate? More personal? One of the notes that make me blush while reading them? The ones that make me want you in my arms and in our bed.

        Killian, my love, my heart, what have you done?

        Why haven’t we heard more from Lucca?

        What went wrong?

        Gods, Ancestors, whoever will listen. Please tell me. Will I ever get another letter from you? No matter if it’s personal or kingdom related. I think just seeing your handwriting would be enough.

        Would it be enough? Enough to know you’re still alive.

        If you die…

        Ancestors, just writing that was painful.

        If you die, will I sense it through our bond? Will I know when our bond breaks?

        Beloved, I think I know your handwriting better than I know my own; will I ever see it again?

        Will I ever see you again?

        I miss you.

        I love you, always.

        I am forever yours,

        Serena.

      

      

      Tears streaming down her cheeks, she sniffed and added the flourish under her signature. She folded the note and placed it in the bottom right-hand drawer, closing it. She closed the bottle of ink, used a clean cloth to wipe the quill’s nib before she placed them both back in the drawer with the rest of Killian’s writing supplies. Serena reached out and touched the edge of the perfect red rose bloom sitting near the edge of the desk. The one from the Royal Gardens in Haven, the one Killian placed over the spot he’d buried his mother’s betrothal ring and Serena’s first signet when he’d believed she was dead. The day he’d learned he was being forced to marry Katia. The one he’d gifted her when he’d given her his mother’s ring, the first time, and she’d placed on his desk in the consort’s suite.

      “I love you Killian,” she whispered, kissing the tips of her fingers and brushing them against the petals. “Stay alive. Come back to me.”

      Serena gathered the shirt from her lap and stood. She shuffled over to the bed and laid down, pulling the quilt over herself. She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing, counting to ten as she inhaled and exhaled. The queen didn’t expect to sleep, hoped she didn’t, couldn’t take the nightmares she felt lurking in the darkness.

      She wanted to rest, needed to rest. But couldn’t rest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The sunrise still painted the sky in shades of red and gold as Katia sat in the seat reserved for the monarch in the royal council chamber. She yawned, trying not to fall asleep while listening to the lords and ladies argue over what they believed she must do. She leaned her head on her left hand, rubbing the temple with her fingers. Her predawn visit to Killian had been pointless; the time would have been better spent sleeping longer. He remained set on his course. She closed her eyes, hoping that the semi darkness would help against the throbbing pain building in her head.

      She knew the council had no way of knowing she didn’t have time to listen to their petty problems. She had the late king’s funeral to plan. A coronation to coordinate. To disentangle the Dragon Fey whore from her husband and his mind to break. Finally, there was the matter of when to end the illusion of her pregnancy. She continued massaging her temple, trying to focus.

      “Your Highness?” Lord Danvers asked, trying to get her attention.

      Katia shook herself. “What did you say?”

      “We inquired about the timing of late king’s funeral.” He scowled.

      “We need to delay it,” she insisted. All of them looked at her, silent but expecting an answer. Katia cleared her throat. “As you may or may not know, my husband suffered grave injuries in the accident that killed his father.” She paused, seeking a plausible lie. “It has not even been a full day since the late king’s death, and Killian’s healers do not know when he will be well enough to resume his duties.”

      “There are a great many things that must be seen to before the funeral rites,” Danvers countered.

      She blinked; a quick glance around the table showed that none of the council seemed to be concerned about her story. “The late king’s body is with the Death’s Handmaidens.”

      “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but there is more to the funeral rites than the preparation of the body. There must be a public period of mourning followed by a service. The interment may be private or part of the public mourning. The new king must decide,” he said, pressing the issue.

      “The new king is fighting for his life.” She shook her head, wondering why these were her problems.

      “That may be true, however, with Princess Coleene away, you are the next in the line of succession. You are the one who must make these decisions in your husband’s stead.”

      “I can’t make decisions like that! My husband’s father is dead! Killian may soon follow!” she shouted, fighting to keep from ripping the stupid lord’s face off in front of the assembled members of the council. I am certain that would bring the others in line. Unfortunately, I would have to explain that away, too.

      “My deepest apologies, Your Highness. However, the fact remains, you are acting as your husband’s regent. With the new king injured, management of the kingdom falls to you.”

      “Yes, you must…” another one of the Lords, she didn’t know or care who, said.

      “It is your duty as a wife and…” a third Lord piped up from farther down the table. A portly little man who liked to hear himself talk.

      “We need to know what the crown wishes…” This, from one of the ladies.

      They started talking over one another. Their voices mingling until they became like the buzzing of a swarm of biting insects.

      “What?” Katia snapped. She hadn’t been paying attention to what they were saying. Their voices were little more than static in her ears. I hadn’t thought about that. Perhaps it would be better if Killian remained injured, unconscious. But what would the whore do? Surely with that disgusting unnatural bond, she would know something is amiss. How would she react? Can I risk her asking uncomfortable questions?

      The lord sighed and spoke again with feigned patience, as if he spoke to a young child who refused to understand. “With the new king injured, and unable to make these decisions, they fall to you. Until the prince can resume his duties.”

      She pulled herself together, a plan forming in her mind. If she could convince these lords and, by extension, the rest of the nobility that Killian was injured, she could buy time Roberts could use to bring the idiotic fool to heel. “I don’t know what to do. Making decisions for the kingdom? Isn’t that what you, my husband’s council, do?”

      “We assist. However, the crown has the ultimate authority. With King Mathias dead and Crown Prince Killian…” There was a pause, and Danvers cleared his throat but didn’t finish the thought. He twisted his hands together on the table and looked down as if he could divine an answer from the way his fingers intertwined.

      “With King Mathias dead and Crown Prince Killian gravely injured, you, as the Princess Consort, are the only member of the royal family at court.” Lady Hillman, the eldest member of the council, spoke from her seat to the left and three seats down. “Which means that for now, you are the rightful representative of the crown.”

      “Fine.” Katia closed her eyes and squared her shoulders, lifting her chin just a little. “What details must we decide upon first?”

      “When to hold the late king’s funeral rites and the timing of the coronation of the new king,” Bryant, Mathias’s private secretary, answered from the left side of the throne.

      “I can’t decide when to hold a coronation not knowing if my husband will survive!” she countered. Perhaps it would be better if I killed him. It would make succession difficult. His sister has the stronger claim until the humans believe my child is born. And there is the question of the Dragon Fey whore’s reaction. If only
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