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      The portal spit me and Sophie out directly in front of our house. I landed on my hands and knees, and I didn’t bother to get up. Rocks dug into my palms, and the remnants of a recent rainstorm seeped through my jeans. But that discomfort was nothing compared to the anguish tearing my heart apart.

      I left him.

      The man I loved more than anything in the world.

      Jax. My cranky vampire. My lover.

      My soulmate.

      And I’d just walked away like he hadn’t meant a thing to me. What had I done? Would he ever recover from this? But I already knew the answer to that. Knowing he was now destined to be alone for eternity only made this whole thing so much worse. How could I have done this to him? I was a terrible person, undeserving of his love.

      “Oh, God,” I wailed.

      I shifted, my butt sinking onto the cold, wet ground. Hanging my head, I let my tears consume me. Sobs shook my body, and I was powerless to stop them. Truth be told, I didn’t want to. I wanted to feel every agonizing second of pain, to share in the heartache I’d caused.

      “Piper, honey, I know you’re hurting, but you need to pull yourself together.” Sophie crouched in front of me, eyes filled with compassion. “We have much bigger concerns at the moment.”

      “I can’t.” I shook my head.

      “If you don’t, all of us will die.” Her tone turned sharp.

      “That’s enough, Sophie.” Peyton gracefully strode toward me. “Leave us.”

      Sophie stood and squared her shoulders. “I do hope you’ll be able to talk some sense into your twin, because she’s refusing to listen to reason.” She spun on her heel and marched into the house, back ramrod straight.

      Without a word, Peyton lowered herself next to me and wrapped her arms around me in a comforting hug. She stroked my hair and hummed softly under her breath, exactly like she’d always done when we were kids and I’d wake from a nightmare.

      I buried my face against her shoulder. “It hurts so much.”

      “I know.” She continued to stroke my hair, the motion soothing some of my anxiety. “And it’s going to keep hurting, but that’s okay. Let it out.”

      Peyton was my fraternal twin sister, and despite her often quiet disinterest in almost everything, she was, without fail, always there when I needed her the most. Like now. She knew me better than anyone, including Sophie, who I tended to spend more time with.

      “I don’t know how I’m supposed to go through with this.” I eased back and wiped my eyes. My throat was raw, and my head pounded. “How can I fulfill my duty to my family, to the magical community, when my heart already belongs to someone else? What if Prince Gregory chooses me? How can I agree to that? What if he figures out my heart isn’t true to him?”

      “You listen to me, Piper Pendragon.” Peyton adjusted so she was on her knees in front of me. She clasped my hands in hers and peered into my eyes. “The four of us are the last of our kind, and we’re bound by the blood oath our father swore. We’re going to hold our heads high and do what’s necessary to continue our survival.”

      I nodded, but my bottom lip trembled with the threat of more tears.

      “As the oldest, it’s very likely Prince Gregory will choose me, and I will bear that burden so that the rest of you can be happy.” She squeezed my hands.

      “And if he doesn’t pick you?” I whispered.

      I’d overhead Jax tell his brother that Prince Gregory would more than likely choose me out of spite, because Jax’s father had been the root cause of everything that happened to destroy the once thriving and peaceful magical community. I was terrified Jax was right.

      “Then we’ll deal with it.” Peyton offered a sympathetic smile, but the gesture did nothing to calm me. “Now, pick yourself up, dust off, and let’s reclaim what’s rightfully ours.”

      Peyton stood and pulled me to my feet. My legs were shaky, and my entire body ached with longing. I wanted nothing more than to feel Jax’s arms around me, to hear his voice as he told me things would be fine, that he’d never let anything happen to me. I momentarily closed my eyes and blew out a long, steady breath.

      I needed to be strong. For him. For my sisters. For myself.

      “Sabella is already with the Draven Coven. She went ahead of us to reassure Prince Gregory that the rest of us would arrive as well. She’s waiting for us,” Peyton said.

      I nodded and wiped the lingering tears from my eyes. “If he doesn’t choose me, will I be able to return to Jax?”

      Peyton frowned, and she averted her gaze. “Maybe someday, but the magical community is in ruins, and restoring order and unity is going to take time. That duty falls on our shoulders, unfortunately.”

      Fresh pain sliced through my heart, and I placed my hand over my chest. “Why, Peyton? Why did you insist I go to him if you knew this was how things would end?”

      When Peyton had first suggested that I spend an extended period of time in Keene Valley so that I might get to know Jax better, I’d refused for this very reason. I knew I wouldn’t be able to stay with him, and the last thing I ever wanted to do was break his heart. But Peyton had been adamant, going so far as to demand I do as she said, and as our rightful leader, I couldn’t exactly disobey her.

      Peyton’s expression softened, and she smiled warmly. “Because he needed some motivation.”

      I tilted my head with confusion. “Motivation?”

      “Jax’s reputation is no secret, Piper. You know that. He’s rash and impulsive and quick to anger. But he’s also loyal to a fault, and he doesn’t take kindly to anyone taking what’s his.” She pinned me with a knowing look. “You two belong to one another. Jax loves you, and I’m counting on him to react exactly as he has in the past.”

      Unease built in my chest and spread throughout me. “What have you done, Peyton?” I clutched her arm, eyes wide with terror. “You’re not planning to betray Prince Gregory, are you?” Doing so would mean certain death for all of us.

      “Of course not.” She gently removed my hand from her arm. “I’m planning on Jax making a move.”

      My jaw dropped. If Jax attempted to make a move against Prince Gregory, or any members of the Draven Coven, they’d kill him. He wasn’t strong enough to stand against a royal coven. Even with his entire family at his side, Jax would never win this fight. Peyton had to know that. What had she been thinking?

      “You’ve signed his death warrant. You know that, right?” My voice rose with anger. As the full weight of Peyton’s deception hit me, rage boiled in my veins. “You used me.” I curled my hands into fists. Fire crackled from my fingertips. “You sent me there to manipulate Jax. To get him to love me so I could break his heart. You wanted him to be in pain.”

      “No.” Peyton shook her head forcefully. “I sent you there so you’d both get a taste of what it means to be with your soulmate. That kind of love is powerful, Piper. More powerful than anything I’ve ever witnessed, including us.”

      Hope sparked somewhere deep in me. Was Peyton right? Would Jax come for me? No… “I told Jax that leaving to fulfill my father’s blood oath would make me happy. He won’t come because he can’t. He won’t do something he knows will cause me pain or make me unhappy.” My shoulders sagged.

      “You underestimate him.” She frowned again, her disappoint in me evident in her expression. “Ivy Rose made that mistake, and look how that ended for her.”

      As badly as I wanted to believe Peyton, to hope that Jax would ignore my wishes, I knew he wouldn’t. He was too honorable for that. He cared too much about me and my feelings. I had to face the fact that the few days of pure happiness I’d found with Jax would be all I ever had. From this moment forward, my commitment was to my sisters and the magical community.

      “Now, come. We have to prepare for our meeting with Prince Gregory.” Peyton stood a little straighter and headed for the front door.

      Reluctantly, I followed, but my steps faltered when my foot landed on the first stair. I’d been standing in that very spot the first time I’d laid eyes on Jax. He’d been here with Abby, the two of them hunting for Isach. The way Jax had cared for Abby, protected her, stood up for her… that alone was enough to endear me to him.

      Then he’d met my gaze, and the emotions that had hit me… I swore I was going to combust. But that was nothing compared to how I’d felt the first time he smiled at me. Held my hand. Made love to me. Told me he loved me.

      Jaxon Halstead, cranky vampire extraordinaire, was my soulmate, and I loved him with my entire being.

      I refused to go down without a fight. A new determination surged through me. Maybe Peyton was right. Maybe Jax wouldn’t just give up like I’d asked him to. Right before I’d vanished, I had told him I was lighting his fuse. Of course, I’d said that to mean I wanted him to rage, to do what he needed to do in order to let his hurt out and eventually heal. But maybe, subconsciously, I’d been doing the same thing Peyton had—breaking him so he’d want to fight, so he’d do whatever was necessary to get me back.

      “Piper.” Brow raised, Peyton held the door open. “You coming?”

      Head held high, I stormed past my sister and into the house. This would be the last day I spent here, for once we left, we’d become guests at the Draven Coven castle until Prince Gregory announced his choice at the Royal Coven Ball—an event he was reviving after decades of it not existing. Then, my sisters and I would begin the process of reclaiming our rightful home—the Pendragon Palace.

      Personally, I’d give up all the castles and riches and power for a future with Jax. Then again, any sort of future wouldn’t exist if I didn’t uphold my part of the blood oath. As much as I hated this, I needed to fulfill my role so that I—and my sisters—would survive to fight another day. Because that’s what this was: a fight.

      For our lives. Our way of life. Our future. Our freedom.

      “I do hope you’ve come to your senses.” Sophie stood in the middle of the now empty living room, arms crossed. “We don’t have time for your dramatics.”

      “Shut up, Sophie,” Peyton snapped. “Just because you’ve never found anyone willing to put up with your ice cold personality doesn’t mean you can be a bitch to Piper. She’s hurting. Have a little compassion.” She made her way upstairs, probably to pack her things.

      “Well, she’s in a foul mood,” Sophie said.

      “Aren’t we all?” I asked. “You can’t honestly tell me you’re okay with what we’re about to do.”

      “Of course I’m not.” She shot me a dirty look. “But all of this was decided for us, and we can complain about it all we want. Doesn’t change the facts.”

      I studied Sophie for a long moment. She’d always blindly accepted our fate, never questioning it, never showing any real disdain for what we had to do, or the fact that we had absolutely no say in our own lives. Had I been wrong about her true feelings? Was she as angry and upset about this as the rest of us?

      “You’d better pack your things. Prince Gregory won’t continue to be patient.” Sophie nodded toward the stairs.

      Slowly, I walked upstairs. Each step felt like I was marching toward my death. In a way, I was. Life without Jax was no life at all. Naively, I thought leaving him would be easier than this. I hadn’t let him claim me, nor had I given him my kiss, though I’d wanted to. In those few seconds before I left, I’d considered doing just that—kissing him and sealing our bond. Then, there would be no way for Prince Gregory to choose me. But my own happiness didn’t matter, not when my sisters’ lives hung in the balance.

      I took comfort in the knowledge that Jax knew that, and even though he hated it as much as I did, he could respect my need to protect my family. He would’ve done the same thing. I was counting on him doing the same thing now, too. He said I was part of his family, but would he fight for me in the same way he fought for Chloe and his brothers and Abby?

      Only time would tell.

      Hopefully, I could stall Prince Gregory from making a choice, to give Jax time to do whatever he’d do. If he did anything at all. For all I knew, my hope was a fool’s wish. Regardless, if Jax showed up to save the day or not, I wasn’t going to just accept my fate. The Pendragons were the most powerful coven in the entire world, and if the four of us stood together and tapped into all of our power, we’d be unstoppable.
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      Upon arrival at the Draven Coven castle, we were greeted by two members of Prince Gregory’s guard—Vince and Victor Draven, the same two witches who’d followed us to Keene Valley and had seen me with Jax.

      The men were dressed in expensive tailored suits, exactly as they had been when I’d last seen them. Both had black hair that was slicked back, along with deep, brown eyes. Muscular and in perfect physical shape, they could pass as twins. Maybe they were. The only distinguishable difference between them was the scar that ran from below Victor’s ear, wound down across his throat, and disappeared beneath the collar of his shirt.

      “Ladies.” Victor bowed low, then extended his arm to motion for us to enter. On cue, the gigantic wrought iron gate creaked open. “Prince Gregory is eager for your arrival.”

      I glowered at the man, wishing I could kill him with nothing more than a look. If I tried hard enough, I might be able to do just that. Maybe if I just killed everyone in this godforsaken castle I could go back to Jax. But mass murder would break the blood oath, and I couldn’t do that to my sisters. Living without them would be nearly as painful as life without my soulmate.

      “We must insist on seeing our sister first.” Peyton’s voice was soft but packed full of authority.

      “I’m sorry, but our first stop will be to your quarters. Prince Gregory is adamant that—” Vince began but snapped his mouth shut when Peyton raised her hand to silence him.

      “I do not care what Prince Gregory is adamant about. We will do nothing until after we see our sister and ensure she is unharmed.” Peyton stood tall and proud, refusing to back down.

      I lowered my head to hide my smile. Let these jerks go head-to-head with her. She’d put them in their place so fast their heads would spin.

      “Of course.” Vince nodded, then sliced a look at Victor. “Do tell the prince the Pendragon sisters have arrived safely and on time. I’ll provide them with a brief visit with their sister before getting them settled into their quarters.”

      Victor didn’t acknowledge Vince’s instructions. Instead, Victor spun on his heel and marched toward the castle, his steps heavy and purposeful.

      “Follow me.” Vince walked ahead of us.

      I glanced at Peyton, then Sophie, and they both looked as nervous as I felt. Reluctantly, I followed Vince, my sisters on either side of me. An imposing structure reminiscent of the Middle Ages loomed in front of me—the Draven Coven castle. With a footbridge, towers on each corner, turrets, a guardhouse, a watchtower, and all the other accoutrements needed for war, I couldn’t help but wonder if this castle was built to keep people out or trap them in. I shuddered at the thought.

      I couldn’t believe I had to call this monstrosity home for the next several months, or however long Prince Gregory took to make his choice. My stomach sank at the sudden, sharp realization that I might have to live here for the rest of my life. I’d give anything to be back in Keene Valley at Trent and Chloe’s cozy little cabin. That place was a real home.

      My gaze flickered toward the castle once more, and my gut twisted. This was not the life I wanted. I didn’t want over-the-top castles, fancy dresses, elaborate balls. I wanted a simpler life, one that included Jax. My heart broke all over again, and I sucked in a sharp breath.

      Peyton nudged me and gave me a warning look. I straightened my shoulders. What I wanted no longer mattered. I needed to do what was best for my family and the rest of the magical community.

      Vince led us as if we were going straight into the front of the castle, but as soon as we entered the barbican, he veered to the right. The rounded walkway was only a few feet, and then Vince stopped in front of an ornately carved wooden door that had to be a solid ten feet tall.

      “These are the guest quarters, and this is where you’ll be staying. Your belongings have already been retrieved and placed inside.” Vince nodded at the door.

      “Our sister?” Peyton’s tone was sharp.

      “Just beyond that door.” Vince grabbed the handle and pulled the door open. His muscles strained with the effort.

      I narrowed my eyes. If he struggled to open that door, how would we manage to get it open? “If we’re guests, I assume that means we’re free to explore this beautiful castle as we wish, yes?” I kept my voice as sweet as sugar.

      “Certain areas are off-limits to anyone outside of the royal family, but yes. You are free to explore as you see fit.” Vince smiled. “An assistant will arrive shortly to give you a tour and answer all of your questions.”

      Peyton gave him a quick nods of thanks, then walked into the room. I scrambled to follow, not wanting to spend a single second alone with Vince. Something about him gave me the creeps. Sophie was right behind me.

      My jaw dropped when my eyes adjusted to the dim lighting. The “room” was huge, more like an oversized apartment, really. The sitting room contained modern, plush furnishings—a plump sofa with large cushions and matching throw pillows; black metal and glass tables, lamps, and fixtures; a brick fireplace with quite possibly the largest oval mirror hung above it; a television that looked better suited for a movie theater. Thick, maroon drapes hung from the tall windows, blocking out most of the natural sunlight.

      Directly beyond the sitting room was a kitchenette with sleek, stainless steel appliances. My thoughts flashed to Jax and how he’d taught me to cook pancakes, the way he’d been teasing yet patient. The way he’d guided my hand as he’d stood so closely behind me, his body strong and comforting. I blinked back tears.

      “Piper?” Peyton raised a brow. “You alright?”

      I nodded and forced a smile. For them, I had to be alright, but deep down, I wasn’t, and I never would be as long as I was separated from Jax. Right after we’d defeated Ivy Rose, I’d left New York to return home with my sisters, and Jax hadn’t tried to stop me. Those six months had been intolerable, but that was nothing compared to how I felt now. Back then, I knew I had the option of going back to see him if I wanted, but now… Now, I no longer had that option, and being away from him was physically painful.

      “Sabella?” Sophie shouted, causing me to jump.

      I placed my hand over my racing heart and tossed her a dirty look, but she was too preoccupied to notice.

      “About damn time you got here.” Sabella walked out from some other room we had yet to see, marched up to Sophie, and hugged her.

      As two sets of fraternal twins born at the same time, the four of us were close, but each of us was closest to our birth twin. I had a bond with Peyton that probably rivaled the soulmate bond I shared with Jax.

      “Have they been treating you well?” Peyton asked.

      Sabella released Sophie and nodded. “Like a potential queen.” She rolled her eyes, then moved to hug Peyton and finally me. “What about you guys?”

      “We just arrived, but Vince has been very accommodating,” Sophie said.

      “Lovely.” Sophie sighed.

      “Yeah, well, you’d better get used to Vince and Victor.” Sabella moved to sit on the arm of the couch. “Prince Gregory has put them in charge of our safety. They’re now our personal guards.”

      “Why do we need guards? Are we not safe here?” I asked as I wandered into the kitchenette and opened the refrigerator. Not that I was hungry, but I was curious as to what sort of provisions they provided for us.

      “We’re perfectly safe, but I did overhear those goons talking. Apparently, Prince Gregory wants to ensure we cooperate, and that no one attempts to interfere.” Sabella pinned me with an accusatory stare. “Vince sounded really worried that his head would be in the guillotine if anything went wrong.”

      So, that’s what this was about. Prince Gregory was worried Jax might try to kidnap me or somehow derail the plans. I rolled my eyes. Though, Prince Gregory was probably right to worry. As Peyton so eloquently pointed out earlier, Jax’s reputation is no secret within the supernatural world.

      “Wait,” I said. “They have an actual guillotine?”

      Sabella laughed. “Have you seen this place?” She waved her arms around. “They have an honest to God dungeon, and I don’t think it’s empty.”

      Unease swirled inside of me. A dungeon. A guillotine. What other medieval torture devices did they have around here? And if Jax did try to rescue me, what fate would he have to suffer? Now, part of me wanted him to stay away forever. I couldn’t bear the thought of anything bad happening to him.

      “Come. I’ll show you our room.” Sabella stood, then disappeared down a hallway.

      I went to go after her when Peyton clutched my arm, stopping me. “You need to be very careful what you say around here. We have no idea who is listening. And under no circumstances are you to discuss Jax with anyone but us.” Her warning was loud and clear.

      Clearing my throat, I nodded. “I know you’re worried, but I promise I won’t do or say anything that will cause any of us harm. I know what’s at stake, and I won’t risk your lives. You have my word.”

      With a warm smile, Peyton released her hold on me. I found Sophie and Sabella standing in the middle of yet another humungous room. This one was a bedroom, though. Singular. Four queen size beds were lined up against the far wall. Great. We didn’t even get our own rooms. At least the beds had four posters with canopies over each—that offered a smidge of privacy.

      “In addition to sharing a room, we also share a closet.” Sabella swung open a set of double doors to reveal a walk-in closet. “Our personal assistant was kind enough to stock it with various gowns in our sizes.”

      “That’s not weird at all,” I mumbled, which earned me a warning glance from Peyton.

      “Now that we’re all here, we’ll be dining with the royal family promptly at seven.” Sabella stepped aside so we could have a better view of the closet. “We’re expected to dress for dinner.”

      “Are we meant to parade around in gowns all the time now?” I snapped.

      “Piper,” Sophie warned. “Show some respect for our hosts.”

      I curled my hands into fists. Respect? We were forced to give up our home and our lives to come here and offer ourselves up to a man none of us had ever even met before. Where was the respect for us? For what we wanted?

      “Everyone just needs to calm down,” Peyton said. “We will all dress for dinner and be on our best behavior tonight. If we don’t, our stay here will be less than pleasant.”

      Thank God we’d been taught how to behave like proper ladies. Who knew that skill would come in handy? I refrained from scoffing. Peyton was already annoyed with me, and I didn’t need to poke at her. As our leader, the burden of ensuring her coven obeyed and behaved fell on her shoulders. I wasn’t going to make that responsibility any more difficult for her than it already was, especially when the stress of that leadership was written all over her face.

      “Whatever.” I strode across the room and flopped down on the bed nearest the window. “I’m sleeping here.” At least from here I could see outside to the lush green landscape and… “Where exactly are we?”

      “Wyoming,” Sabella said.

      “Wyoming?” I stood abruptly. “Are you kidding me?”

      Sabella shook her head.

      Defeated, I sank back down onto the bed. For some reason, I’d assumed the Draven Coven castle was located in New Orleans. But Wyoming? No way would Jax be able to find me here. Maybe that was the point. Covens existed all across the world, so reason would dictate that the royal covens would be spread out across the globe, too.

      “Why Wyoming?” Peyton asked.

      “Small population. Less people watching and wondering what’s going on.” Sabella shrugged. “Could you really explain a castle like this in the middle of somewhere like New York or New Orleans? It would raise too many questions.”

      So we were isolated out here. That was just perfect. I rubbed my hands over my face. Could this situation possibly get any worse?

      “I’d suggest you three get settled.” Sabella closed the closet doors. “Bathroom is the door on the left.”

      A silence fell over the room as the weight of our circumstances fully landed on each of us. Until Prince Gregory made his choice, we were at his beckon call. Dressing formally, attending dinners and God knew what else, being polite when all I wanted to do was scream about how unfair all of this was. Hopefully, he’d decide quickly so that I could get on with my life, whatever that would entail.

      If he didn’t pick me, I had to find a way back to Jax, if for no other reason than to let him know I wasn’t bound to anyone else. Not that I could commit myself to Jax, either, because I’d have a duty to rebuild the Pendragon Coven and restore order to the magical community. And as a member of the royal coven council, I wasn’t allowed to commit myself to a vampire.

      My life was no longer my own, and it never would be again.
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      Begrudgingly, I chose a dress from the closet—a floor length, dark green dress fit for royalty. The bodice was fitted and a tad too tight, causing my breasts to push up and out, but I guessed that was the point. For all I knew, Prince Gregory was some sort of pervert who got off on ogling women’s bodies.

      The skirt flared out at my waist in layers of silk and lace. The dress itself was gorgeous, but when everything inside of me was dead, no number of pretty dresses could cheer me up. Jax would love me in this dress, though.

      That thought brought a small smile to my lips. I could easily picture him devouring me with his heated gaze, his blue eyes darkening with hunger, his visual appreciation languid and seductive. He’d slowly stalk toward me, his intentions clear on his handsome, chiseled face, and my heart would race. Then he’d smile, and my entire body would flush. I momentarily closed my eyes, holding on to that image for a second longer.

      “Piper, are you ready?”

      At the sound of Sophie’s voice, my eyes snapped open. She stood in the doorway dressed in a silver gown that fit her small frame perfectly. Her hair was piled atop her head in a braided crown. Despite how messed up our situation was, Sophie always did enjoy getting dressed up and flaunting her royal status, and she was so good at it, too. A large part of me hoped Prince Gregory would choose her—she’d be an amazing queen. And, selfishly, if she were chosen, I’d be free to return to Jax someday. After I’d fulfilled my duty to the magical community.

      “You look beautiful, Sophie.” I smiled.

      “So do you.” Her tone was sincere if not a little sad. “Come on, or we’ll be late for dinner.”

      I wasn’t sure how I’d be able to eat with how nervous I was. Tonight wasn’t only the first time any of us would meet Prince Gregory, it was the rebirth of the royal covens. We’d officially reclaim our position within the magical community and begin the arduous process of restoring order.

      When I stepped into the sitting room, Peyton and Sabella were dressed similarly in floor length gowns. Peyton in a shade of blue that reminded me of Jax’s eyes, and Sabella in red. The four of us were a veritable rainbow of colors. I couldn’t stifle my giggle.

      Sabella tilted her head. “What’s so funny?”

      “Look at us.” I waved my arms around. “It’s the twenty-first century, and we’re dressed like ladies from medieval times. This is ridiculous.”

      Peyton cracked a smile. “I will admit, these dresses are a little over the top. But they’re very pretty.”

      I couldn’t argue with that—the dresses were gorgeous, and so were my sisters.

      A knock sounded on the door, and my heart lodged in my throat. Sophie shot me a warning look, then answered the door. Vince and Victor stood on the other side of the threshold, both dressed in tuxedos, complete with tails.

      “Ladies.” Victor bowed. “The royal Draven Coven requests your presence at dinner.” He stepped aside so that we could file out of the room.

      As soon as all four of us were in the hall, Vince took the lead, and we followed him down the corridor, around the walkway, and into a grand banquet hall. My jaw dropped at the sight before me.

      Chandeliers draped in twinkling diamonds hung from the ceiling, bathing the room in a sparkling glow. Flickering candles suspended in dark metal sconces lined every wall, and the scent of vanilla and fresh rain gave the room a cozy feel. In between the sconces, rich, colorful banners adorned the walls. Each banner represented one of the six royal covens, with the Draven Coven banner being the largest and most prominent.

      My gaze lingered on the Pendragon Coven banner, and tears pooled in my eyes at the image of our family crest so proudly displayed. We had such a long history in the magical community. Our father had worked so hard to ensure peace and unity—to ensure our survival and the continuation of our coven. No matter what happened, my sisters and I couldn’t turn our backs on his legacy. Our legacy.

      In the center of the room sat a twelve-foot long, hand-carved table surrounded by at least twenty high-back chairs, also hand-carved with the Draven Coven crest emblazoned on the back of each. Silver serving dishes littered the length of the table. Crystal goblets and gold rimmed plates and silverware sat in front of each seat. This was, quite literally, a feast fit for a king.

      Victor cleared his throat. “Your highness, may I present the Pendragon Coven.”

      A man who, for all outwardly appearances, looked fairly young approached us with an equally young-looking woman on his arm. He was bald, and there were stress lines beneath his eyes. To human eyes, he probably appeared no older than his mid-fifties, but in witch years, he had to be well past two hundred. Same with the woman standing beside him, though she had a head full of blonde hair that bordered on white.

      “What an honor to finally meet you.” The man stopped in front of us, his dark eyes twinkling. “I knew your father. He was a great man.”

      “Thank you, your highness,” Peyton said; then she gave a deep bow.

      Wait—this man was the king of the Draven Coven? Then that woman must be the queen. When this realization hit me, I straightened my posture and kept my head held high as I stood shoulder to shoulder with my sisters. My heart thumped hard in my chest.

      King and Queen Draven had quite the reputation themselves—mostly for being very old-fashioned and traditional in their views. If they had their way, supernatural species wouldn’t be allowed to love and mate, and witches would be the ultimate, superior beings, in charge of all magic in the world.

      The man chuckled. “Allow me to formally introduce myself. I’m King Harold Draven, and this lovely woman is my wife, Queen Lucy Draven.”

      Sophie bowed, so I did, too, and Sabella followed suit. At least our time spent in that boarding school had prepared us for this moment.

      “I’m Peyton, leader of the Pendragon Coven, and these are my sisters. Sophie, Piper, and Sabella.” She motioned to each of us in turn.

      “Well, we’re certainly pleased to have you join us this evening,” Queen Lucy said. “Our son is beyond excited to finally meet you.”

      I stiffened, and Sophie subtly elbowed me. I clenched my jaw so I wouldn’t glower at her, or say something rude.

      “As are we,” Peyton said, though I heard the underlying sarcasm in her tone.

      “Come.” King Harold smiled. “Tonight is a celebration. We’ll handle business after we eat.”

      Before we made our way to the table, the cavernous door eased open and a man in his late twenties strode into the room. Dressed in a black tuxedo with shiny cuff links that reflected off the diamond chandeliers, there was no mistaking his impressive physique. Strong, muscular arms stretched his jacket to capacity. His blond hair fell across his forehead in a soft wave.

      “And there he is.” Queen Lucy smiled and waved the man forward.

      He stepped up to her and placed a loving kiss to her cheek. “Looking lovely as ever, Mother.” He straightened and nodded at the king. “Father.”

      So, that was Prince Gregory. My stomach knotted, yet my heart raced. Part of me had hoped he’d be some wretched looking sleaze ball with gross warts or something so that I could justify trying to break our blood oath, but he wasn’t. In fact, he was rather handsome, though he was no Jax.

      “Son, I present to you the Pendragon Coven.” King Harold smiled in our direction.

      I felt like an animal on display at the zoo. Or better yet, a pig at auction, being thoroughly checked out to see if I was worthy of slaughter.

      “Wow.” Prince Gregory faced us, eyes wide as his gaze swept across each of us. “I’d heard the Pendragon sisters were lovely, but the rumors didn’t do you justice.”

      I had to refrain from rolling my eyes. I hoped to God he wouldn’t use cheesy lines like that to try to win our favor. He had to realize we were smarter than that—and not so easily flattered.

      He closed the distance between him and Peyton, took her hand in his, then kissed her knuckles. “And which one are you?” His voice was silky smooth, which only served to make my skin crawl.

      “Peyton.” She kept her voice soft and sweet. “The oldest and leader of the Pendragon Coven. It’s
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