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            READER ADVISORY FROM THE EDITOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Are you looking for a light, easy to read, romp-through-the-woods of a romance, where hilarity ensues, love conquers all and nothing really happens? If so, this is not the book you are looking for.

      While reading this romp-through-the-woods romance, you will laugh, definitely. You will probably also cry. You will also likely want to throw the book across the room at some point.

      But! This story—this story needs to be told. Things really happen in this story—and the things that happen validate the lived experience of millions of real people.

      As you read it, know that good will win—love will conquer all in the end.

      Oh, and look for a soft surface when you throw it.

      For those who need a specific content advisory:

      This book contains scenes that portray kidnapping, being coerced to do things at knife point and with magic, child abuse in the form of being locked in a confined, dark space, PTSD/panic attacks due to childhood trauma, sexual assault in the form of forced kissing and non-consensual physical contact, and forced abortion by being made to drink a potion.

      This book is a clean romance and does not contain any graphic violent or sexual content.

      

      Editor’s age recommendation for this book is 13+
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        King Lionel & Queen Damiya

      

        

      
        Crown Princess Faelynn—married to Edmond

        Marion

        Raynetta (Rayna)—married to King Drake of Kelkona

        Annora (Nora): triplet

        Arianna (Aria): triplet

        Amira (Mira): triplet—Engaged to Lord Rafe

        Lavinia

        Julianne

        Irene

        Diana

        Cassandra: twin

        Cecilia: twin
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        Familiar: An animal that collects magic and forms a connection with a mage to enhance and direct the mage’s magic and do the mage’s bidding.

      

      

      

      
        
        Wand/Staff: Item used by mages, especially magoi, crafted to direct their magic.

      

      

      

      
        
        Enchantment: Magic placed upon an item that changes the item and remains in place.

      

      

      

      
        
        Enchanted item/Charm: An item enchanted to do something specific—and oftentimes magical. Can be used by anyone: fae, mage, or human.

      

      

      

      
        
        Spell/Curse: Powerful magic cast upon a person or thing that will last for a specified time period or until broken, often meant to harm. It can be set up in advance or cast in the moment.

      

      

      

      
        
        Rune: A magical symbol drawn upon an object or sometimes a person that allows the mage to have intensified influence over someone. The intended target must touch the rune, and the mage must be close to activate it.

      

      

      

      
        
        Dark Magic: Magic created or done using unnatural means or using things how they were not intended. Often involves an evil or twisted act.
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        Mages: Humans born with magic

        Magoi: Lowest level mage, needs an object or a familiar in combination with words and gestures to direct magic 

        Seidr: Mid-level mage, needs both words and gestures to direct magic 

        Enchanter: Highest level mage, magic can be used with a mere gesture 

          

        Fae People 

        Fairies: Primarily use light magic 

        Nature Dryads: Primarily use plant magic 

        Wind Nymphs: Primarily use weather magic 

        Sirens: Primarily use water magic 

        Divgar: Primarily use earth magic
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      Another villager had gone missing yesterday, bringing the total up to seven. Seven more than should have ever gone missing. He leaned down and touched a partial footprint. The man’s essence seemed to leap at him, assurance that he was headed in the correct direction. If only this had been brought to his attention months ago. 

      A broken branch several feet ahead, a nearly invisible shimmer in the foliage, and a distinctive scent upon the air—leftover vestiges of the missing man, guided him deeper and deeper into the forest. He was determined to put a stop to this before any more lives were lost. 

      On his way here, a woman with a baby on her hip and another child leaning against her leg, had railed at him for not coming sooner. Both her husband and brother had been missing for weeks, along with five others, and nothing had been done. He had promised her that no more lives would be lost. There was little else he could do for the widowed mother, but he would do whatever it took to protect others from the same fate.

      As he followed the trail, he could feel a magical buzzing in his head and see traces of magic, indicating some kind of magical anomaly. The snapping of a branch startled a nearby deer. It loped directly into the anomaly and vanished with a flash. The forest stood silent, as if the deer had never been.

      Magic hung heavy in the air as he crept closer, cautious not to get too close to what he recognized as some kind of magical trap, drawing in people or animals who traveled too close. A transportation spell—powerful magic that would take an enchanter weeks to create—hidden in the middle of the forest. Just where did it lead?

      Closing his eyes, he concentrated on the magic particles. Once he had a clear sense of the specific magic, he looked hard until he could sense a faint trail. Magic always left a trail; he was determined to uncover it.

      He traced the magic through the woods until he came upon an enormous ruin. He gasped in amazement at just how well the surrounding vegetation had kept it hidden. Though covered in vines and crumbling from neglect, the tall, curved outer wall was sturdy, with no easy way to scale or enter.  Suddenly, a roar sounded from within, sending a chill down his spine. He must have found the monster responsible for the disappearances. 

      Hidden among the trees, he further surveyed the building, debating how best to penetrate the fortress and eliminate the monster within. His people were counting on him to succeed. Would he be strong enough, or would he meet the same fate as those who had gone before him?
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      Clank. The knife’s hilt clattered against the tree trunk. Princess Arianna took a step back, pulled out another knife, drew her arm back and released. Clank. With a huff, she adjusted her grip and threw with more force. Thunk. The satisfying sound as it sank deep into the bark of the tree brought a smile to her face. Finally. 

      When they were younger, her triplets, Annora and Amira—Nora and Mira for short—had joked that since she was always ready for a swashbuckling adventure, she should have her own weapon. This precipitated Aria ‘borrowing’ a few knives from the kitchen to practice knife throwing. Though it was more difficult than she anticipated, she was soon obsessed. For their sixteenth birthday, they had procured a set of small throwing knives for her. 

      What started out as a bit of a joke quickly turned into one of her favorite hobbies—one that her mother despised. However, despite her mother’s protests, she asked the captain of the guard to teach her when her parents were otherwise engaged. Though she often had a guard nearby for protection, one never knew when weapons might come in handy, especially as a royal. 

      Over the next several years, she took great satisfaction in practicing with the well-balanced knives and hitting her target—that is, when she actually managed to do so.

      Aria traipsed down her makeshift range to retrieve her knives. One was embedded nicely in the tree trunk while the other two lay among fallen leaves and sticks, under the green of new growth. As she moved back down the range and judged how far back she needed to be for the next throw, her mind wandered to her sister’s recent engagement. While it shouldn’t have come as any great surprise—Mira and Rafe had been nearly inseparable for months during the midnight dances—she still couldn’t quite believe that her triplet was getting married, that the three of them would become just two. She knew her sister wouldn’t be gone exactly, but things would never be the same. 

      Shaking those melancholy thoughts away, she drew her arm back, focused on her target and released the knife. Thunk. That was more like it. Thunk. The second knife made contact with the target. Mira’s teasing words about her being next to marry replayed in her mind. She would most definitely not be next. There was still so much she wanted to do, so much life to live. She ground her teeth and threw the knife. She refused to be bound by some man. 

      Clank. Blast!

      She moved to retrieve the knives. The pure happiness radiating from Mira’s face as she had agreed to Rafe’s proposal accosted Aria’s mind. Tugging the knives from the tree, she admitted to herself that she wanted that kind of love—for a man to look at her the way Rafe had looked at her sister—just not yet. 

      As she bent to pick up the last knife, a sound made her stop short—angry voices drifted on the wind. Just who would be out arguing in this part of the woods? 

      While she was still on castle grounds, she had traveled nearly to the border to avoid anyone who might inform her mother about her knife-throwing. However, only the royal family and the servants should ever be here. She drifted closer, curiosity getting the best of her. When she heard King Kelkona’s name, her breath caught. Just what was going on here? This was not the clandestine meeting of servants she had anticipated.

      Heart thumping, she left the path to edge closer, careful to remain hidden among the trees. She still couldn’t make out the speakers, but the words became clear.

      “I don’t care what it takes. I’ve waited too long. Just get the job done.” The man’s irritated voice made her stomach twist. “They should be returning to Kelkona soon. Can’t you get her then? She will be vulnerable on the journey, especially if you accompany them.”

      Aria was almost afraid to breathe as chill bumps made their way down her arms. Was she standing too close? Who were these men and what nefarious things were they planning?

      “Kelkona will be right by her side the entire time, there’s no way I can get to her without him knowing it was me.” The voice of the second man niggled at her mind. Hadn’t she heard it somewhere before? 

      “I happen to know that she is planning a trip into Hymir, the capital—to speak with the people soon. I can make certain the king is too busy to accompany her. Be patient a while longer. I’ll make sure it happens. You have waited this long.”

      Rayna! Aria bit her cheek to hold in a gasp. They were talking about her sister Rayna, who had married Drake, the king of Kelkona, just a few months prior. Her older sister and new brother-in-law had come to visit Danzari at the request of Lord Rafe to see his engagement to Mira. Now that the two were officially engaged, Rayna and Drake would be returning to Kelkona within the next few days.

      The first man grumbled again about being forced to wait, but seemed to concede to the new plan. 

      “Don’t worry,” the second man’s unctuous voice assured him, “I’ll get the queen for you soon. And the king won’t be able to resist rescuing his beloved bride.”

      The blood drained from Aria’s face, even as conviction filled her. No one was going to harm her sister. Not if she had any say in the matter.
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      After slowly backing away from the conniving men, Aria tore through the woods and back toward the castle, her blond hair whipping behind her. One clear thought rang in her mind—warn Drake and Rayna. Drake was a powerful enchanter; he would know what to do, especially if she was able to warn them before those dastardly men attacked.

      Shortly thereafter, she was tugging the castle door open, dashing past several startled servants, down the hallway, and up the grand staircase toward the family wing where Drake and Rayna had been staying now that they were married. Not even the scowl from the housekeeper could stop her mad dash—etiquette meant nothing when her sister’s life was in danger. The servants, used to odd behavior from Aria now and again, moved out of her way and went about their business. She rounded a corner and pounded on their door. 

      Silence. 

      She waited for several moments, her heartbeat racing and breath coming in heavy pants. Where were they? She knocked on the door more vigorously this time. She didn’t care if she was interrupting something, this was life and death. 

      Marion came round the corner while she was in the middle of another vigorous knock. “Aria, what’s with all of the banging? What has you in such a dither?”

      “Marion!” Aria gasped, rushing up to her older sister. “Have you seen Drake and Rayna? I need to speak to them immediately and no one seems to be in their room.”

      “Of course, not. They just left.”

      “Left!?” She pressed a hand to her heart. They couldn’t have left. It wasn’t safe! “Where did they go? They’ll be back soon, right?”

      “No. They went home, taking Lord Kyron with them, thankfully. I don’t understand why that man must go everywhere with them. Isn’t one advisor enough? Just the other day, he—” she paused her tirade about the man she loved to hate to peer more closely at her sister. “Aria, are you alright? You look quite pale.”

      Aria felt her body sway and grabbed onto the wall for support. “But, they were supposed to stay for a few more days. Rayna didn’t even say goodbye.” Her heart rate picked back up. Was she too late? She shook her head—that couldn’t be. She had heard the men less than half an hour ago. They couldn’t possibly have attacked before she had been able to warn them—could they? “Maybe I can catch them. Do you know when they left?”

      Marion shook her head, red curls dancing. “I’m sorry you missed them, but you are too late. They went through the portal a few hours ago. You must have been off on one of your adventures. Rayna wasn’t feeling well and Drake thought it best to take her home posthaste. You know how he can be.” She rolled her eyes. 

      Aria drew in a short breath and leaned against the wall, her attention only half on Marion. A frightening thought came to mind—what if there was a third man working with the men she’d overheard? Could they have already done something to make Rayna fall ill so suddenly? There was no question in her mind—she had to go to Kelkona without delay, make certain that Rayna was well, and warn them. 

      She thought briefly of telling Marion and alerting the whole castle, then swiftly rejected that idea. No one ever believed her as it was, and Marion had a particularly strong sense of skepticism. She’d want some kind of proof of the validity of Aria’s story before doing anything, causing too much of a delay. 

      “You said Lord Kyron went with them—did they take all of their servants then?”

      “No. As I said, they left in something of a hurry. Of course Drake took most of his soldiers back with him, but they left most of their things, so the servants will follow after with Lord Hagan.” Marion’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Why do you ask? You’re not thinking of going to Kelkona are you?”

      Aria clenched her hands in the folds of her skirt, not quite looking at her sister. “Of course not.” The more she thought about traveling with Drake’s servants, the more problematic that plan became. It occurred to her that the nefarious men she’d overheard were very likely among the guards and servants left behind. She would need to bring her own guards.

      Marion placed her hands on her hips. “I don’t trust you. You have that look. What exactly is going on? Why were you so frantic?”

      She didn’t have time for this. “I just wish I’d been able to say goodbye to Rayna. I thought maybe I could send a note along with one of her servants.” She shifted uncomfortably, hoping her explanation was good enough for Marion.

      “Alright, well don’t do anything stupid.”

      “Of course not,” she replied, then rushed toward her room to collect her things before Marion could think of another retort. 

      Thankfully, the portal Drake had permanently put in place as a wedding present for his wife would make her journey mere hours as opposed to days. 

      Receiving permission from her parents was out of the question. Too much time would be wasted getting Papa—King Danzari, to believe that this wasn’t one of her ‘impetuous schemes.’ 

      Mama, too, was sure to forbid her from going. But she had to go. The information must be relayed and she couldn’t send anyone in her place. Something may be missed or misunderstood if she wasn’t the one to give Rayna and Drake the message directly. 

      No. This was too important.

      Aria careened down the hallway toward her room, shivering as she remembered the insidious men and their conversation. She had to act fast. There wasn’t much time, especially if they had already poisoned Rayna. She would just have to convince Nora to tell their parents after she left and hope for the best. 

      The sooner these men were stopped, the better.

      

      Nora was in their bedroom quietly reading, as expected. She looked up from her book as Aria burst through the door. “What has you in such a rush? Is the stable on fire?” She smiled at her own joke, looking casually back down at her book.

      Aria caught her breath as she began digging through her things. It felt like she hadn’t breathed properly since she had first overheard the men. “Of course not, but there is a real problem. Rayna is in trouble. I have to go warn her.”

      “Hmm. If the problem is so dire, why did you come here? Rayna is just down the hallway.” Nora turned another page, probably thinking Aria was being melodramatic.

      “They left already, which is why I have to go after them.” Aria began tossing dresses helter-skelter into a bag she had procured from the depths of her closet. 

      Nora finally put her book down to look at her triplet, her eyes wide. “What happened exactly? How do you know Rayna’s in trouble? Drake is a powerful mage, if he can’t protect her, then no one can.”

      The story quickly spilled from Aria’s lips as she tried to recount every word the men had said. Nora stood abruptly, rubbing her arms, her book forgotten. “That’s horrible! I imagine you’re on your way to Kelkona then.” She indicated the bag that Aria had nearly finished filling.

      “Yes, of course,” she grunted, fighting to squish the last of her things into the bag and tie it shut.

      “What about Mama and Papa? What did you tell them?”

      Aria looked up at her sister, brows raised, head slightly tilted.

      Nora brought a hand to her face in frustration and moved in front of the door, arms folded. “You didn’t tell them, did you!? Aria, you can’t go rushing headlong into this. You don’t know who those men are! What if you get hurt?”

      “They aren’t after me, Nora, they are after Rayna. Besides, Mama and Papa won’t take me seriously. You hardly took me seriously until now. Plus you and I both know that Mama would never let me go if she did believe someone was in danger, and I can’t risk someone else muddling the message. What if there is something important that I forget to tell whoever they send? What if they don’t take it seriously enough? Or worse yet, what if the person we send with the message is one of the very men I just overheard? Don’t you see why I have to go now?” She turned beseeching eyes toward her sister. “Please, Nora.”

      Nora groaned. “Oh no! Don’t give me that look. I always have to clean up after your messes.”

      Aria clasped her hands together, trying to make her eyes look even larger as she batted her lashes “Please, Nora, you are always so good with words. If you tell Mama and Papa for me, they’ll be more understanding of the whole situation. No one ever takes me seriously, anyway. I’ll even write a letter so they know I’m okay.”

      “Aria. This is serious! It’s not one of your adventures.”

      “I know! That’s why I’m going to speak with the captain of the guard and bring some of our soldiers. I promise I won’t take any risks.”

      “Why am I always the one left covering for you?” Nora let out an exasperated breath. 

      Aria’s heart felt lighter. Nora would come through. She always did. 

      “Because you’re the best at it, and you love me.” She pulled her stiff sister in for a hug. 

      It wasn’t long before Nora melted into the hug and squeezed Aria back. “Fine. I’ll tell them, but only because it is a worthy cause and time is of the essence. Besides, we can’t risk the message getting into the wrong hands. Who knows who those men were.” Nora shivered.

      Aria let out a sigh of relief and squeezed her sister tighter. “You are right, of course. Did I tell you that you’re the best?” She kissed her cheek.

      Nora’s expression turned serious. “Now promise me you’ll be careful!”

      “Of course. I’m taking every precaution. I promise. I’m going to use the portal so it will only take me a few hours before I’m safe in Kelkona.”

      Nora chewed her lip, then pulled Aria in for one last hug. “Now hurry. I’m not waiting long before I tell Mama and Papa. I refuse to risk anyone’s safety due to irresponsibility.” She nudged her toward the door. “Don’t forget about the soldiers,” Nora called after her.

      Aria turned back and waved. “I won’t, I promise. Everything’s going to be fine. I just need to talk to Drake. He will know what to do to keep Rayna safe.” She only hoped her words proved true and that she wasn’t already too late.
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      “Your Highness! This is unexpected. Do please come in.” The usually unflappable butler looked flustered. “I’m afraid Her Majesty Queen Raynetta hasn’t been feeling well today, and it’s quite past visiting hours.”

      Aria pursed her lips. “I know it’s late but I have a rather urgent matter to discuss with both her and King Kelkona. I traveled a great distance to be here. Please inform him that I’m here and must speak with him immediately.” Though she’d only overheard the men earlier that evening, it seemed like an eternity had passed.

      “Of course, Highness.” He bowed low and led her into a sitting room while he informed Drake of her arrival. 

      Thankfully, she didn’t have long to wait. 

      “Princess Arianna.” he greeted her. She curtsied and he bowed as was proper for their stations, a formality that made Aria grind her teeth. She didn’t have time for decorum, too much time had passed already. Her only consolation was that she had most likely left before the mystery men—though with her sister’s all too convenient illness, she had begun to doubt that it had made a difference.

      “How is Rayna? Is she well? Marion said she was indisposed—?” she blurted, cutting the proper greetings short.

      He raised his brow, giving her one of the dark looks he was known for. “The healer is with her presently. She is in the best hands, but you can understand why I’m anxious to return to her side.” At his assurance, her shoulders relaxed marginally. But Drake’s tense posture was still cause for concern. “I must admit, seeing you is quite the surprise.” 

      Aria fidgeted. “Of course you are anxious about her. I’ve been anxious ever since I heard. I came as fast as I could. The thing is, I don’t think her illness is an accident.”

      Drake coughed, “Definitely not.”

      Aria paled, her hand against her mouth to cover a gasp as tears pricked at the corners of her eyes. “Oh no! I had hoped it was something else since it sounded as if her visit to Hymir would continue as planned. But there must be three of them, and the other man was too fast! It has to be poison, I can’t think what else could have acted so fast.” Her eyes widened as she gripped Drake’s arm in desperation, “You must let the healer know about the poison! Though I have no idea what kind. They never said anything about it, unless I missed that part. If only I’d heard them sooner, but I was too consumed with my own selfish thoughts.” She sank down onto the sofa, hand against her aching head. 

      This was worse than she had imagined. She felt so helpless. Though she knew it was irrational, she felt as though she had failed, that this whole thing was somehow her fault. She was always making a mess of everything. She couldn’t even warn her sister in time.

      Drake furrowed his brow, looking quite befuddled by his young sister-in-law. “I can assure you that Rayna was not poisoned.”

      “But you said⁠—”

      “How about you start from the beginning. I’m afraid I don’t understand what has you so concerned.”

      Wiping her eyes, Aria took a deep breath and told him everything, bemoaning not having heard more of their conversation. “So you see why I’m worried about Rayna. What if it was all a part of the plot I overheard to do something to her?”

      Drake narrowed his eyes, his expression rather fierce. “No one is hurting my wife.” His expression softened as he glanced back toward Aria. “However, you can rest assured that her illness has nothing to do with poison or any kind of dastardly plot. I’m afraid that it is more my fault than anything.” Aria blinked in confusion as his face turned a bit ashen. “If I’d have known it would cause her such pain, I’d have⁠—”

      “Don’t be ridiculous Drake.” When had Rayna entered the room? Aria turned in disbelief as her sister strode into the room in a silk nightdress, looking far more regal than she ought to in such attire. “I’ll be fine, it won’t last forever, and don’t you dare say you’d take it back!” She wagged her finger at her husband.

      “Rayna!” Aria popped up off of the sofa and rushed to embrace her sister. “Whatever are you talking about?” She eyed Drake suspiciously and lowered her voice. “If he’s hurt you⁠—”

      Rayna laughed and waved her hand dismissively. “Of course not! Drake is the most wonderful husband.” Her eyes shone as she gazed at him adoringly. “He obviously hasn’t told you, which is a relief since I made him promise that I’d be the one to tell you.”

      “Tell me what?” Aria furrowed her brow looking between them and feeling more confused than ever. “I don’t understand, I thought you were ill.”

      “After a manner of speaking. The healer recently confirmed my suspicions. I’ll be back to normal in about eight months.”

      “Eight months?!”

      Rayna grinned and laid a hand against her flat abdomen. Aria had just started to put the pieces together when Rayna announced. “I’m pregnant!”

      The sisters squealed delightedly together and hugged again. After gushing for several minutes about what it would be like to have a baby, Rayna brought the conversation back round to why Aria had come for her unexpected visit. Aria quickly explained about the overheard conversation and the nefarious plans.

      Rayna became more and more still as the story progressed, her hand placed firmly against her stomach. Drake moved to stand behind her and held his wife close. He kissed the side of her head. “No one is going to harm you. I’ll make sure of it. I’ve already decided to increase the security. Until we have identified the threat I refuse to leave your side.”

      Rayna seemed to melt against him. “Drake I can’t ask you to do that, you have too many things to do to never leave my side.”

      “I can think of nothing better to do with my time. Besides, you always make meetings better, you have such wonderful ideas.”

      Rayna giggled as he nuzzled his face against her neck.

      Aria looked uncomfortably away from the doting couple, her stomach clenching. She didn’t want another reminder of how her sisters were leaving her. She had done what she had come here to do. Perhaps she should leave for home soon, so she wouldn’t be in the way. Drake was a powerful enchanter, there was no real reason for her to stay and watch them make doe eyes at each other.

      Aria was about to slip out of the room and leave them to their cuddling when Drake suddenly addressed her. “Aria, we ought to inform your father of your safe arrival post haste. If you’ll pen a letter I’ll send it promptly.”

      “Of course.”

      “Also, did you bring your throwing knives with you?”

      “Yes…” she said hesitantly, a bit shocked that he knew about her affinity for throwing knives.

      “Good; after we have all gotten some rest, I’d like to cast an enchantment on them so they are a better protection for you, should you find yourself needing to use them for more than just entertainment.”

      “No one is after me.”

      “Not that we know of. But it won’t hurt to equip both of you with whatever will make you less vulnerable in case anything should happen.”

      “I hope you don’t expect me to start carrying around throwing knives,” Rayna teased.

      “Of course not. Just a protection charm.” Before she could protest he hurried to add, “I can apply it to your golden leaf pendant—you’ll hardly know it's there. Besides, it will be much more effective for you than throwing knives.”

      “I’m not sure if I should be more offended for myself or Aria.”

      “I only meant that they would be less effective since you don’t know how to use them. I wouldn’t want you to accidentally injure yourself.”

      Rayna gave him a mock glare and shook her head. 

      Aria snickered, “You should probably stop now before you dig yourself into a deeper hole.” Before her sister had married him, she never would have expected the Dark King to be so playful. He leaned in to tell Rayna what a wonderful woman she was before kissing her soundly.

      Aria rolled her eyes. “Do you need a little alone time? I’m sure I can find a room by myself, I’ve been here enough times.”

      Rayna giggled behind her. “I’m sorry Aria. It’s late, I’m sure you’re exhausted. Let’s find you a room now.”

      “Be ready with your knives in the morning.” Drake’s deep voice was reassuring, “I plan to get those protection spells completed as soon as possible.”

      

      Aria watched in fascination as the Dark King worked his magic. First, he placed a protection spell on his wife’s necklace to keep her safe from any adversary, using a blend of herbs and the power of a rune. Of course, he explained, the necklace was not a substitute for an actual person protecting her, since it could easily be removed if someone was close enough—though he doubted any assailant would be allowed to get that close, nor would they be likely to know its purpose.

      Once Rayna’s protection spell was complete, he turned to Aria’s knives. Working quickly, he blended a new batch of herbs and magic together before using it to draw another rune on the table. He had Aria place her throwing knives in the center of the rune, then requested three of her hairs and placed one on each knife. 

      As he had done with Rayna’s necklace, he drew invisible symbols in the air with his magic and dropped them down onto the knives. A haze filled the air around them, and Aria felt a loud humming that only magic could invoke. The haze and the herbs that had been used to create the rune seeped into the knives and vanished.

      “That should increase the speed and force of your blades should you need to use them against an assailant.” He carefully handed them back to her as he explained, “However, I didn’t want to give someone such a powerful weapon against you once you throw them. To negate that, I have coded them specifically to you; should they end up in your enemies hands, they will be significantly less potent. Indeed I’d be surprised if they worked very well at all.”

      Aria looked at her slender silver blades in awe. “You can do that?”

      Drake gave her a slight smile. “I just did.”

      A soft knock caused them all to look toward the door at a discomfited servant. He bowed deeply. “I’m sorry to disturb Your Majesties, but Miss Cora sent me. It seems that there is a problem with the rooms.”

      Drake scowled, his eyes full of fire. “What sort of problem?” His voice was almost a growl.

      Rayna took a step toward her husband and rested a hand against his arm. “Why don’t you come in, Hans, and tell us what seems to be the problem.”

      Hans tentatively stepped further into the room, but his trepidation didn’t abate. “There was a bit of an accident and a bottle of perfume spilt on Her Highness Princess Arianna’s linens. I’m afraid they are quite unusable.”

      “I see.” Rayna replied gently. “I’m sure Aria will be happy to use one of the other rooms in the family quarters.”

      Hans coughed and shifted, looking even more uncomfortable. “Of course Your Majesty, except… the maid, Mrs. Alice, decided that it would be best to wash the linen from all of the rooms in the family quarters and you see, Mrs. Alice is elderly and can’t smell much anymore and we didn’t realize what had happened until it was too late.”

      A knot began to form in Aria’s stomach. Could this be some plot to get to Rayna?

      “Too late for what, exactly?” Rayna asked. “I do hope my room hasn’t been affected, as I seem to be quite sensitive to smell right now.”

      “No, your Majesty. Thankfully, your sheets have been spared but the rest of the family wing… wasn’t quite so lucky.”

      “I see.” Rayna’s eyes filled with sympathy as she glanced at her sister. “Just how strong is the smell? Can’t you just switch out the linens?”

      “Well, that’s the crux of the problem. Mrs. Alice had been quite busy not only washing the linen but replacing them as well, and the smell has quite permeated all of the rooms. We have removed all the linens but the smell remains.”

      Drake growled, closing in on Hans. “I want to speak with the maid responsible, now!”

      Rayna gave his arm a gentle squeeze. “I’m sure it was an honest accident,” she said quietly.

      Not wanting to cause any more problems, Aria stepped forward. “It’s fine. I can stay in the guest wing—I assume those rooms were unaffected?”

      Hans seemed to relax marginally. “Yes, Highness. The rooms in the west wing have been left untouched by the rather strong… scent.”

      “See? All will be well. At least it is just perfume which is meant to smell nice.” 

      Rayna laughed. “That is true. Thank you for being so flexible, Aria. I do apologize for the inconvenience.”

      “It’s no problem at all. I’m sure the rooms will be aired out in no time. Hopefully, the smell won’t affect your room or the halls.”

      Rayna looked to Hans inquiringly. 

      “I assure you, Your Majesty, we have done everything we could to protect your rooms. The doors have all been closed to protect the hallway and the windows opened.”

      Drake’s voice was brusque. “I don’t like it. Make certain that all the windows are locked before bed. I want the castle secured. Additionally, please send word; I’ll want the guards tripled around my wife immediately. I’m not taking any chances.”

      Aria released a breath. If someone had been planning to use this incident to get to Rayna, they would soon find their plan foiled. Rayna was in good hands; she now had a protection spell and the extra guards. Aria was grateful that Drake had taken her seriously. No one messed with the Dark King.
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      A hand wrapped around Aria’s mouth, jolting her awake. Aria squeaked in surprise. 

      “Not a sound.” The perpetrator’s harsh voice tickled her ear, sending chills down her spine. Her sleep-fogged brain struggled to comprehend what was happening. Why was someone in her room? Why wouldn’t they let her go?! Those nefarious men were after Rayna, not her! 

      Yet she couldn’t deny the stifling grip and acrid smell around her.

      She struggled for one of the sheathed knives secured to her thigh, only to be shoved into her bed face down. A knee dug into her back and cold metal pressed against her neck. 

      She froze, her heart beating erratically. 

      “Enough of that, Princess, or I’ll slit your throat. While you are the most convenient, I’m certain one of your other sisters will do just as nicely. Now, if you wish for yourself and your sisters to be spared, you’ll remain silent.” 

      Aria’s voice felt stuck in her throat. She wasn’t entirely sure she could scream, even if she wanted to.

      The unknown assailant yanked her hands behind her back while her mind raced. One of her sisters? 

      Her body trembled, her breathing as loud and erratic as her pulse, thumping against the cold metal of the dagger still pressed uncomfortably against her neck. She didn’t understand—her bewildered brain just couldn’t let it go… She had thought that Rayna was the one in danger. 

      Fear for her sisters and for her own life kept her from struggling further as he finished tying her hands behind her back. 

      Next, he stuffed a piece of fabric in her mouth and tied it painfully behind her head, making her eyes water. 

      He yanked her into a sitting position, his face behind her and out of her view. “There, now; we can do this the easy way, where you come with me quietly and nobody gets hurt, or we can do this the hard way.” 

      He repositioned the dagger so the point bit into her skin. 

      Her breath hitched. 

      “You have quite a large family. I’m certain that Queen Raynetta will go after any one of your sisters. Especially one of the younger twins. The quiet one would be easy enough to entice away.”

      Her heart clenched. How she wished she could grab at her own knives and teach him a lesson! But, it turned out she was too weak. She had been unable to stop herself from being bound like a hog for the slaughter. 

      “I’d much prefer to use you. It would make things a lot easier and no one needs to get hurt.” 

      He continued in a callous voice that sounded much too familiar. “However, if you fail to cooperate, I’ll be forced to dispose of you and use one of your sisters instead. Your dead body would be incentive enough for the queen to spare any of her other sisters such a fate.”

      Aria’s vision blurred. 

      He was one of the men she had overheard, that much was clear, but why was his voice so familiar? Where else did she know him from? She couldn’t think.

      “Now that you understand the stakes, are you going to come with me quietly?” The hiss of his voice made her stomach roil in fear. A tear leaked down her cheek, wetting the fabric tied around her mouth—but Valhalla take it, she refused to allow this fate to befall any of her other sisters! 

      She moved her head slightly down in agreement.

      “Excellent.” The knife moved away from her neck and down to her back. “Now get up. It’s time to go.”

      Aria awkwardly kicked her legs off her bed and placed her bare feet on the stone floor before standing up. The man’s fingers bit into her arm as she stood. The knife pressed against her back.

      He led her out into a dark, deserted corridor, careful to stay behind her. Aria’s eyes scanned the hallway desperately. Where was everyone? Someone had to be awake. Drake had tripled the guard… on Rayna… in the family wing… Meanwhile, she was in the opposite wing of the house.

      “No one is going to save you,” the man whispered, confirming her worst fears. “I made certain. They are all off protecting your sister, leaving you rather vulnerable.” He sounded much too pleased with himself. “It’s your own fault, really, which makes this all quite poetic. Had you not rushed off to warn them, you would still be tucked safely away in your own bed. Though I still can’t sort out how you knew.” He clenched her arm painfully, “Unfortunately, your actions made it quite impossible to get to the queen, so I had to settle for the next best thing. It was easy enough to separate you from the king and his guards; all his energy was focused on his beloved wife, not his impulsive sister-in-law.”

      Aria cursed her own stupidity. She was always rushing headlong into things. Everyone warned her it would get her into trouble one day—and yet, she couldn’t regret coming. If nothing else, she had done the thing she had set out to do—protect her sister.

      They made their way through the castle and before long, he was shoving her out into the muggy summer’s night. The chirp of nighttime creatures gave a false sense of tranquility. 

      A slight breeze stirred her nightdress as they made their way around the side of the castle, where a small two person carriage and a single horse awaited. Aria’s stomach twisted as her breathing became more rapid. Walking through the castle where she had some hope of being found was one thing, but leaving in a carriage took things to a whole new level. 

      Where was he taking her? She was afraid she might never see her family again if she let him take her away. But he had said himself, he could simply kill her, then go after her sisters. There was no guarantee that anyone would be safe from him.

      The man paused just outside of the carriage. “Now remember my warning. If you wish for your sisters to be spared, you’ll come with me without a fuss.” 

      Her heart thrummed for a whole new reason. She needed to get away before it was too late. This man needed to be stopped. Surely there was a night watchman or someone nearby who could get help, and then—Drake would know what to do.

      “Good girl.” The man was saying, in approval of her apparent compliance “Now up you go into the carriage. The Prince rewards good behavior.” Prince? Who was this mysterious prince?

      Her captor lifted her up into the carriage, then released her to climb in himself.

      Now! 

      Aria threw herself in the opposite direction, and jumped out the other side of the carriage, making as much noise as she could, nearly startling the horse. Her landing was less than stellar in the darkness, with her hands bound behind her back. She fell to her knees. The man cursed and before she knew it, he was on top of her.

      She struggled. Would he follow through with his threat to kill her? Had she inadvertently endangered one of her sisters? Thinking of them made her fight all the harder. 

      He grunted as her knee found his side, but her fight didn’t last long. He quickly overcame her, his knife back at her throat. “I’m warning you, Princess.” His red face glowered down at her, his silver-gray hair wild. 

      Aria stilled. She blinked up at him in shock. 

      It couldn’t be! For the first time, she could see her kidnapper’s face. Lord Hagan—King Kelkona’s advisor. The last person she had suspected. She had thought he’d be a servant or maybe even a guard—but definitely not the staid advisor to the king—committing high treason.

      “Now Princess, remember, I don’t need you alive.” His breath was heavy, his voice coming out a growl, “but I’d be extremely annoyed if you force me to  involve another one of your sisters. They may not survive, either.” The knife pressed against her throat.

      Aria drew in a sharp breath as the knife bit into flesh, the gag muffling her cry of surprise and pain. 

      “Do we have an understanding?” The blade pulled back and she nodded as tears leaked down the side of her face, seeping into her gag and mingling with her hair.

      He pulled her up and pushed a more docile Aria into the carriage, keeping his knife toward her as he climbed in after her and grabbed the reins. With a flick of his wrist, the horses obediently trotted off, away from the castle. Away from everything she knew and understood.

      More tears dampened her cheeks. She was supposed to be the brave, adventurous one, who could throw daggers and leap over ravines. But as usual, she seemed to have made everything worse. Her petty skills did little in the face of real danger.
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      Aria awoke with a jolt as the carriage halted abruptly. After the events of the night, sleeping seemed far preferable to wakefulness; nevertheless, she squeezed the sleep out of her eyes. She couldn’t do anything to change her circumstances if she remained asleep. 

      She scoured the darkness for any familiar landmarks. They seemed to be in the middle of the forest, far from any civilization—though they couldn’t have been traveling for very long. She could tell by the color of the sky and the sounds of the frogs and crickets around her that it was still several hours before dawn. She hoped this stop would give everyone back at the castle time to wake up and realize she was missing, along with Drake’s advisor. It wouldn’t be long before they sorted out what had happened. She just needed to hold on until then. 

      “Here we are, Princess. This is where we part ways.”

      Part ways? He climbed out of the carriage, pulling her roughly down with him.

      Aria blinked as her heart gave a painful lurch. Was he going to kill her after all? She wondered if this was where her story ended—in a grisly death. Had everything she’d done been in vain? 

      She sent another prayer up to the Great Creator. Perhaps she would get lucky and he would abandon her here—which wouldn’t be the worst fate. Surely she could find her way back to Kelkona Castle or find someone to help her. Drake would be searching for her. He’d find her, of this she had no doubt. He was the Dark King, with a fearsome reputation and powerful magic on his side. 

      Lord Hagan glared at the forest surrounding them. The constant hum of the night time had stilled, making Aria even more uncomfortable. What were they waiting for? 

      A rustling came from the left, drawing Aria’s attention. A towering birch tree seemed to be moving toward them. Her gasp of shock was muffled by the gag. She wanted to back away as the towering tree began to transform into the figure of a man. Branches retracted into short, wild dark-green hair, dotted by a smattering of leaves. 

      His towering form continued to shrink until he stood before them—part man, part tree—a nature dryad. He was still quite tall, his skin as pale as the birch tree she had first seen, seeming to glow in the dark night, broken up by black markings which perfectly mimicked the tree bark.

      Sharp eyes assessed her, lingering momentarily upon her neck. She held her chin up high, refusing to let him intimidate her. 

      “You’re late.” He said to Lord Hagan, his voice lyrical and yet somehow rough like the trees. “She wasn’t supposed to be injured.” He reached out and touched her neck with a pale finger, making her shiver. 

      She tried to yank away, but Lord Hagan’s grip on her upper arm kept her firmly in place.

      “She decided to make things difficult. I had no choice.”

      The man made a sound of irritation before wrapping his hand around her arm. “I’ll take it from here.”

      Lord Hagan jerked her roughly from the nature dryad’s grip, making her stumble on the twigs and rocks of the forest floor. She winced as something sharp pierced her bare foot. “I’ll be needing my payment first. If you stole any of it, I’ll be telling the Prince.”

      The nature dryad pressed a black purse into his hands. “There. All of it as promised.”

      Hagan chuckled, his teeth glinting in the darkness, his attention completely diverted toward the purse. 

      The nature dryad grasped her arm once more, his touch somehow more gentle. She winced again as he led her away, her sore foot coming down on more rocks. He glanced at her bare feet. “No shoes?”

      She raised her brows and tilted her head, unable to make a snarky retort about how there hadn’t been time for silly things like shoes when she was being kidnapped. She settled for a patronizing glare.

      “Of course not,” he muttered, more to himself.

      He let out a huff, then shifted position, suddenly coming directly at her. She stiffened and barely had time to take in the thin, fierce black lines that slashed under his eyes and his pointed ears, before he grabbed her around the waist and tossed her over his shoulder. She released a muffled gasp as he carried her deeper into the woods, away from Lord Hagan and all she knew.
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      The nature dryad walked with Aria over his shoulder for what felt like hours, before abruptly setting her down upon her feet. She glanced around the dark woods in surprise. This did not look like a place to settle; they were still in the middle of the trees, and yet—by the light of the stars overhead, she began to perceive a rustic campsite. There was a fire pit at least, and a pack. The moon didn’t seem to have traveled far in the sky—she must have been carried for less time than she thought. Was this where she would spend the remainder of the night?

      While she looked around, the man plucked a vine and began wrapping it around his wrist. There was a gentle vibration in the air. Was he working magic? 

      Aria blinked. It didn’t feel the same as the magic she was used to, especially after experiencing Drake’s magic just yesterday. But fae magic was known to be different from human magic. 

      He muttered a few quiet words. It had to be magic. What sinister thing could he be doing?

      He looked up from his spell, his sharp eyes catching hers. Aria caught her breath at their intensity. “Your turn. Let’s get those bonds off of you.”

      He approached cautiously. She had no reason to run from him—yet. First, she would let him get these infernal restraints off, then she planned to reach for her newly spelled knives and defend
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