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  The start of this journey is dedicated to the little child I used to be, who wrote stories that began ‘Once upon a time there was a princess…’ and never stopped. 








  
  1

  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




The Borderlands had a reputation. It wasn’t quite a bar, it wasn’t quite a club, it wasn’t quite a pub. It was… It was The Borderlands. It sat, as its name suggested, on the border where three lands joined—the Selkie Kingdom, the Dragon Kingdom, and Finland. The Borderlands was where people—human, selkie, dragon, fae, and all other types—went to be invisible. In The Borderlands, nobody had a title, nobody had a rank. They just had a drink order.


In The Borderlands, Mira could just be Mira. She wasn’t Their Royal Highness, Mira, Heir Regent of All Selkies. She knew—from experience and from rumor—that she and other nobles or ranking officers would simply pretend they never saw each other, pretend they never spoke, never danced, never drank together.


Everything that happened in The Borderlands was supposed to stay in The Borderlands.


Mira could tell that at least a few of her household staff knew she snuck out pretty regularly. Whether they knew it was to go The Borderlands, though, was a different story. She had a feeling that they wouldn’t be quite so willing to look the other way if they knew that the Heir Regent was sneaking out to one of the most notorious dive bars in all three countries.


“That was a lie, my friend.”


Mira peered around the few people in the line ahead of her, one eyebrow raised. The Borderlands always had a fae watching the door. The fae couldn’t lie or be lied to. Who was stupid enough to try?


“Do you know who I am?!”


Mira sighed. It wasn’t one of her people, at least. She could just watch the scene play out. The fae towered over the human in front of him, calmly gazing down at him.


“No,” he said simply.


The human opened and closed his mouth in shock. “I… You… You have to let me in!”


“You get one chance to answer the questions without lying.” The fae remained implacable. “You failed. You’re not getting in tonight.”


Mira watched as the human slumped dejectedly and walked away, pulling out his phone and sending a text, presumably to his friends already inside. Mira shuffled forward as the line progressed and more people were let in. When she got to the front of the line, she gave the giant fae in front of her a nod. If the fae recognized Mira as the Heir Regent of the Selkie Kingdom, then he didn’t show it.


“According to the laws of your country of legal residence,” the fae asked, “are you old enough to enter?”


“Yes,” Mira said simply.


“According to the laws of your country of legal residence,” the fae asked again, “is there anything stopping you from entering?”


“Just you.” Mira smiled wide and cheeky at the huge fae in front of her.


“Little shit.” The fae shook his head, a smile reluctantly turning up the corners of his mouth. “Get inside.”


The fae unclipped the rope barrier and let Mira pass. Mira headed straight for the bar, sliding onto a stool. She peered up at the specials on the chalkboard above the bartender’s head. She ordered the same thing every time, but it was always interesting to see what The Borderlands put together. Maybe one day she would change it up and give the bartenders something to gossip about, but not today.


She blinked in surprise when her usual was put in front of her. She hadn’t even lifted a hand for the bartender’s attention. The bartender—who she knew for a fact was a dragon, not a Seer—hadn’t even looked in her direction.


“I didn’t order…” she said mildly, keeping her voice careful and not touching the drink.


Even in The Borderlands, for all its anonymity, she was still the Heir Regent of All Selkies. And even though her mother was a peaceful Queen with no enemies to speak of, that didn’t mean there wasn’t anyone out there who would see an opportunity and take it.


The bartender gestured with her cocktail shaker. “Came from the blonde over there. One of the Dragon King’s Guard.”


Mira glanced in the direction the cocktail shaker was pointed. A tall, blonde dragon leaned against the bar, chatting to some others that Mira recognized from the Dragon King’s Guard, and some she recognized from her own Guard.


“You trust him?” she asked the bartender.


“Wouldn’t have put that drink in front of you if I didn’t.” She shrugged, expertly pouring the lurid green contents of her shaker into three glasses simultaneously.


Mira looked over again at the blonde, only to find him looking back this time. Ignoring the way her cheeks flushed lightly, Mira picked up her drink and saluted the dragon with it. She took a sip, holding the dragon’s eyes. The dragon pushed away from the bar, clapping a hand on the shoulder of the siren next to him, and disappeared into the crowd, reappearing again like magic near Mira’s shoulder.


“You’re welcome,” he said, his voice deeper than Mira expected. “I’m Lukas.”


“Mira.”


The tiny smile that Lukas gave her suggested that he knew exactly who Mira was. He just didn’t care—he was willing to shoot his shot anyway. And that, more than anything, made Mira pat the barstool next to her.


“Let me get you a drink,” she said. “It only seems fair.”


Mira tipped her chin up and held Lukas’ eyes, trying not to look away. It was difficult, she almost felt pinned by the pale blue gaze. Finally, Lukas nodded, smiling wider than before, and eased himself onto the barstool next to Mira. Mira signaled for the bartender, who glanced at her, then at Lukas, and nodded. She moved busily along the bar, opening bottles, shaking cocktails, and shoving cash into her apron. When she got to Mira and Lukas, she had a drink in her hand already. She slid it across the bar in front of Lukas.


“He’s a creature of habit,” she said to Mira, accepting her cash. “Just like you.”


Mira turned back to see a hint of pink across Lukas’ nose. She held up her own drink wryly. Lukas clinked their glasses together.


“To being creatures of habit, I suppose.”


Mira wasn’t the kind of person to believe in love at first sight. Mira found the idea sweet, but ultimately kind of ridiculous. She could, however, see where the idea of an instant connection with someone might happen. She had just met Lukas, but already they were talking about favorite books, their time in their respective countries’ Guards, their families.


Finally, reluctantly, Mira asked the question that had been at the edge of her thoughts all night. “You know who I am, don’t you?”


Lukas kept his voice low when he answered. “Of course I do. You’re the Heir Regent.”


“But you still…” Mira gestured to the drink.


“You’re the Heir Regent,” Lukas repeated, “but you were Mira first. Right?”


Mira took a sip of her drink, watching Lukas curiously for a long moment. There it was. The exact sentiment that she’d been trying to explain to her mother—the Queen—and all of her Royal Aides. She was the Heir Regent. She was proud to be the Heir Regent and to one day serve the Selkie Kingdom. But more than anything, first and foremost, she was Mira.


She nodded slowly, and downed the rest of her drink. “When I’m here, I’m just Mira.”


“Well,” Lukas said, “Just Mira. Would you like to dance?”


“I don’t know how to dance.” Mira shook her head.


“Come on. Dance with me, most noble Majestic One,” Lukas teased.


“Shut up.” Mira lightly shoved him, grinning widely at Lukas’ sly smile. “I don’t know how to dance.”


Lukas caught her hand instead and tugged Mira off balance, pulling her in close. Mira laughed, surprised, but steadied herself with a hand on Lukas’ hip. She played at being coy for a moment longer, raising an eyebrow and tipping her chin up in mock defiance when Lukas tugged on her hand. Lukas met the resistance with a careful nod and let go, moving to sit back down.


Mira thrilled a little at the display. Most of the people who had asked her to dance at The Borderlands would’ve pulled harder on her hand, would’ve cajoled and pleaded. She squeezed Lukas’ hand and nodded towards the dancing crowd of people. She let Lukas twine their fingers together and pull her off the barstool and out onto the dance floor. Mira shivered as Lukas’ free hand slid around to her lower back.


“You don’t have to know, Mira, you just have to do it.”


Lukas’ lips brushed against the shell of Mira’s ear to be heard over the music. Mira shuddered at the sensation and let go. She let Lukas splay his hand possessively over her back, let Lukas press in close, and let Lukas move them both to the beat. Mira just let go and let her head drop forward to rest against Lukas’ neck.


Then in a moment, something changed, everything changed. The possessive hand clenched into a fist against her spine. Lukas stopped moving and instead bent his head to Mira’s ear.


“Is your pelt at home?”


Mira’s head reared back sharply. “Excuse me?!”


Lukas wasn’t looking at her, though. He was scanning the crowd around him, eyes a jeweled green, keeping Mira pressed tight against him. Lukas had seen something, heard something… something that The Borderlands security hadn’t seen. Mira shook her head slowly and pulled Lukas’ hand down to her side, pressing his fingers just under the edge of her shirt until Lukas could feel the soft fur of her pelt.


She’d never done that before. Never had someone other than herself or her mother touch her pelt. But Lukas was trying to protect her. And there was something about Lukas that Mira needed to know more about. Mira craned her neck, trying to peer over her shoulder, over Lukas’ shoulder. Trying to see what she had missed, that Lukas hadn’t. She couldn’t get far, not with how tightly Lukas was holding her.


“Lukas, what—” Mira cut herself off when Lukas began to growl.


“Something you
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