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      Like the other men in Prince Kelvin’s line, only the love of another can free him from his family’s curse, but it’s hard finding the perfect woman able to love him despite all his flaws—and his tendency to transform into an animal during the spring. To survive and reclaim his humanity, he must find someone who would turn the world upside down for him, not because of fame, wealth, or power, but because he has earned her trust and love.

      

      When he develops an unhealthy case of infatuation for the huntress wanting him as her next trophy, his curse may be his salvation, if he can convince the wild woman of the woods to see him for who he is rather than the beast he has become.
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            Gail had loved the idea of marrying a prince.

          

        

      

    

    
      A long time ago, someone I wished I could’ve loved dubbed me Rose because I smelled too nice to be an onion. My closest friends and family still called me Rose to tease me, but they didn't know the truth.

      Gail had loved the idea of marrying a prince.

      She hadn't loved the prince.

      I would’ve given her the spring wedding she had desired. I would’ve given her everything.

      Had she loved me, my family’s curse wouldn’t have stolen my humanity on the first day of spring as always.

      I waited for summer deep in the forest, avoiding man and beast alike. I terrified other turkeys; at almost double their size, they had reason to fear me. The persistent hens had learned to run from me; I drove them away with warning pecks whenever they came too close. On rare occasion, I was forced to use my claws and spurs, which I always regretted.

      It wasn't their fault I was human. One day, I would find someone who loved me more than my rank. Until I did, the family curse would take hold every spring, proving once again I hadn't earned a woman's love.

      If I’d inherited my father's animal, I would've enjoyed spring at the castle.

      My father became a lynx.

      My grandfather became a lion.

      My great-grandpa became a bear, a mean old grizzly who refused to do us all a favor and die.

      My uncles turned into wolves, and all four of them loved harassing His Royal Majesty, the King of Illinois.

      I became a turkey, a white one with silver barring on my feathers, which meant my entire family, assorted cousins included, viewed me as dinner. If they ever learned what I became, I'd be grateful if they kept their teasing to calling me Rose.

      None of them knew what I became in the spring, and I meant to keep it that way. As the only prey species in a long line of proud predators and scavengers, I’d become the family shame the instant anyone learned the truth. My father would toy with me because he was a cat, and that’s what cats did. My great-grandpa would solve the shame problem by eating me and leaving the few bones he didn’t devour for my uncles. I had no idea who would inherit the throne; none of my sisters suffered from the family curse, eliminating them as possible heirs. None of the women in the family line had ever suffered from the family curse.

      Had my father been wise, he would’ve named Grégoire his successor instead of me.

      In a few days, the cycle would begin again, and I wondered if anything would change. Miracles could happen. One had when Montana’s king had found a queen. I gave it a few years before that woman ruled the world with an iron fist. She’d humanized the world’s most feared monarch. A woman like her existed for a man like him.

      She gave me hope someone existed for me, too. I just had to find her before I ended up a trophy on someone’s wall.

      No matter how I looked at it, I was doomed.
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      A huntress stalked me through the woods, leather-clad and armed with a bow. A pair of swords hung from her back, their hilts sticking up over her shoulders. If she moved the wrong way, they’d smack into the back of her head. I’d never seen someone like her before, and I’d risk life, limb, and feather for a chance to meet her while human.

      She glided through the forest, her steps quiet.

      Her confidence worried me. That the swords glowed a ghostly blue and fire-bright orange licked at the arrowhead transformed my worry into dread, especially since the bow was pointed in my direction.

      “Aren’t you a pretty one,” she drawled, exposing her as having come from somewhere in the south although she lacked the flair I associated with Texas and other south-eastern kingdoms.

      Great. I’d found a trophy hunter. My family would be expecting me to drag my ass home tomorrow, but I’d be decorating someone’s mantle.

      I gobbled my disgust.

      Running would earn me an arrow in the back. Not running would earn me an arrow in the chest. Of the two, I’d rather face death with dignity.

      An Averett fought to the bitter end.

      Most Averett men had flesh-rending claws and fangs.

      Fighting was a lot easier with claws and fangs. I’d have to make do with my wings, which could break bones if I landed a lucky hit. My beak could do damage. My claws weren’t a match for a real predator's, but I could draw blood with them if I worked at it.

      I’d give the huntress a fight she wouldn’t forget, and if my luck turned in the right direction for a change, I’d escape with my life. Shit odds annoyed me. Assuming I wasn’t killed by the huntress who’d dared to invade my forest dressed in an outfit I wanted to strip her out of, my sisters would cackle over my misfortune until I died from embarrassment.

      I blamed my family for my interest in women who looked like they could kick my ass if given an excuse and five minutes. My grizzly great-grandpa, in particular, held the most responsibility. The harder my great-grandmother beat him for his stubborn stupidity, the happier he got.

      It was no surprise, really, why I had so many relatives. My great-grandpa’s genes had corrupted my grandfather and father into loving feisty women. Unlike my great-grandpa, who’d limited the number of children to a reasonable number, the rest of my family bred like rabbits.

      Charging the woman and beating her with my wings was rude, especially when I didn’t bother with any of the warning signs natural animals offered before attacking. I needed to spare my breath for my run for the hills.

      The woman yelped, and the burning arrow left the bow with a twang. Heat seared across my side below my wing.

      I screamed because it hurt. I had no idea why she screamed; while I managed to smack her with a wing, I hadn’t hit her that hard.

      Since shooting me hadn’t been bad enough, she adjusted her grip on her bow and clubbed me with it. In good news, the bow’s string broke. In bad news, the murderous gleam in her eyes was familiar. When I’d been thirteen, someone had tried to kidnap me, and my grizzly of a great-grandpa had taken offense to that.

      The palace staff had used a mop and bucket to clean most of the mess up after my great-grandpa had finished working his temper out on the man.

      Averett men were often brave and stupid, but we weren’t suicidal. I ran like I meant it, and should my sisters ask, I’d tell them the truth: I’d pissed off a woman and valued my life.
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      My attack bought me enough time to get a head start, and years of living in the forest every spring gave me the knowledge I needed to make distance. Despite my pale feathers serving as a distinct disadvantage, there were many ways a white turkey could disappear without a trace.

      The waterfall where the river branched into two streams offered the ideal hiding place. The cascades ran white and mist rose from the stones surrounding a deep pool. Most never realized there were ledges behind the falls large enough for an industrious—or desperate—animal to hide. The water would beat me black and blue, but I’d become invisible.

      Best of all, the shores were of weathered stone, which would minimize my tracks and keep her from hunting me easily. A plunge through thickets too dense for her to pass through bought me enough time to clean my feet in the stream before running to the falls.

      Fortunately for me, she hadn’t found me far from the waterfall, and I hoped going around the thicket would slow her down enough for me to pull off my disappearing act. A ten-foot block of pale granite formed the foundation of the falls, and I dove into the spray, pressed against the rock, and waited.

      Within minutes of hiding, the gash across my side flared, reminding me I’d barely dodged becoming a trophy. The water helped numb the injury, plastered my feathers to me, and ensured I’d spend the first days of summer sick and miserable on top of bruised, battered, and bleeding. In the worst-case scenario, I’d have to wait until I involuntarily transformed to leave, resulting in a naked hike to my nearest stash of clothes several miles away. From the stash, I’d have another five-mile adventure to reach my wallet, phone, and its solar charger, which I’d use to either call a cab or contact the RPS for pickup.

      My family really hated when I called a cab for a lift home after an entire spring out in the woods.

      Maybe if I didn’t have to put up with new RPS agents every summer, I’d be more willing to call them. My spring disappearances drove my agents off each and every time. Runaway royals didn’t bother them—not usually.

      Runaway royals they couldn’t recover drove them to the brink of insanity. Most quit and found saner jobs. Others requested transfers to a different kingdom. A rare few stayed in Illinois, transferring to a different sector of the RPS.

      The day I found even a single agent capable of dealing with me, I’d do everything in my power to keep him—or her—from quitting my detail.

      None of it mattered if I didn’t evade the woman hunting me. I hunched in my spot, kept quiet, and mourned for the loss of my typically quiet turkey life, which involved foraging for food and convincing the local wildlife to leave me alone.

      I was in for a long, miserable wait, but it beat becoming a trophy on a huntress’s wall.
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      The woman found the waterfall, but judging from her cursing, she’d lost my trail. I’d seen plenty of temper tantrums from my sisters, but they’d done theirs in the prettiest fashion possible, as princesses couldn’t allow themselves to be anything other than picture perfect. I found that mentality ridiculous, but the first—and last—time I’d mentioned that, the entire lot of them had gone on a rampage aimed in my general direction.

      Had the women of my line been cursed, too, I would’ve had at least a quartet of grizzlies, a pair of wolves, and a lioness hot on my heels ready to separate my head from my shoulders. I’d earned my beating, accepting what they’d refused to believe since the day they’d learned to talk.

      My sisters weren’t very good at being princesses.

      The huntress spewing profanities along the shore wouldn’t make a very good princess, either. Maybe that’s what I liked about her. Few would accept her based on appearances alone. She didn’t need beauty; she wore leather like she’d been born in it, something I found too appealing for my good.

      Had I been wise, I wouldn’t have found her awe-inspiring or attractive. Her vocabulary alone would offend every elite in the kingdom, something I didn’t mind in the slightest. If I let her loose in the castle, I gave it a day before she’d turned the entire place upside down. The list of reasons why she wouldn’t fit in made me want to catch her, take her home with me, and release her to see what would happen. I’d give up my claim to the throne for a chance to be part of the chaos destined to unfold if she set foot in elite society.

      Such mayhem only happened once in a man’s lifetime.

      Had I known there’d been a woman like her in the world, I would’ve spent the past two years looking for her rather than attending charity auctions trying to prove I wasn’t stuck on Gail. The one in Texas had been the worst; everyone had gotten caught up in the wedding frenzy. The next year’s, in Maine, hadn’t been much different, although instead of a wedding frenzy, people had wanted babies instead.

      I’d hated the false sympathy, the sly looks, and the whispers behind my back when the gossipers thought I couldn’t hear them. It all boiled down to the same thing.

      They believed I’d been ruined. They believed the direct royal lineage in Illinois would end with me.

      I wasn’t ruined, but I’d learned an important lesson thanks to Gail: money couldn’t buy anything of value.

      More howled curses drew my attention back to the huntress. Had I said even one of her profanities, my mother would’ve washed my mouth out with soap. Hell, she would’ve done worse for just thinking them. My father would find the whole situation hilarious, my mother would take offense, and given a few hours, I’d be at risk of having yet another sibling.

      Averett men weren’t the brightest. I suspected the curse deducted at least twenty IQ points from those unfortunate enough to be saddled with it. There was no other explanation. Not only did we lose IQ points, it all came from the sections of our brain responsible for the development of common sense. Nothing good would come of my interest in a woman who viewed me as a trophy to be hunted and stuffed.

      I wanted to take her home with me. With a woman like her in my life, I’d never get bored. I had doubts I’d survive the experience, but it didn’t matter. Until she’d hunted me, spewing curses like a geyser when she’d lost my trail, I hadn’t known a woman like her could actually exist. I’d heard rumors of bounty hunters and game hunters, and some of the rumors even included women, but I hadn’t met any personally. Maybe I wasn’t a predator like the rest of my family, but in all other ways, I was just like them.

      We were stupid. We were brave, too—a part of what made us stupid.

      Instead of returning home and dealing with the drudgery that built up during my three months of living life as a turkey, I’d be working on a new mission, one I’d enjoy far more than the ins and outs of running a kingdom. After I gave her the slip and headed home, I’d do a little hunting of my own. It was only fair.

      She’d started it. It was my family’s fault. Living with a bunch of predators tended to skew reality. Maybe I had a turkey’s body a quarter of the year, but I had the same drive as the rest of the Averett men.

      We loved impossible challenges, and one perfect for me stomped along the shore, glorious in all her flaws, in her strong features incapable of traditional beauty, and her filthy mouth.

      She’d make the long, chilly wait huddled beneath a waterfall worth every scrape and bruise—and I’d pay her back for the gash across my side. How remained a mystery, but I’d enjoy solving it. My situation reminded me a lot about my father and his inability to resist a challenge.

      My father’s head of detail should’ve known better than to claim a lynx couldn’t take on four wolves at once. The resulting disaster had trashed an entire wing of the castle and landed me on the throne for a week while my father recovered from breaking his wrist and arm.

      My uncles had emerged relatively unscathed.

      It had taken my father three years to finally get the jump on all four of them at the same time. That stunt landed me into the unwanted position of throne warmer for another two weeks. I still wasn’t convinced my uncles had been the ones to try to beat sense into him.

      My great-grandpa remained my top suspect, but since no one was brave or stupid enough to accuse the grizzly, the source of my father’s concussion remained a mystery.

      If I brought the feisty huntress home with me, it would be beautiful chaos, mass destruction, and general confusion. I settled in to wait, spending the time plotting and scheming how to find the woman after I returned to my human form. Even facing a mountain of work and scrutiny, I had the feeling I’d enjoy my summer far more than I should.
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      Night fell, and the glow of the woman’s weapons betrayed her presence. Like a good predator, once she settled in and stopped cussing at everything, she had patience. I disliked her decision to remain, likely some gut instinct she listened to, wise considering I was right under her nose.

      Freezing my feathered ass off waiting for her to leave wasn’t my idea of a good time, but I had too many plans to ruin them becoming a mantle ornament. Shifting my weight from foot to foot did no good; once I emerged from hiding, I’d be limping—or flopping, incapable of walking until I warmed up.

      My father would be so happy when I showed up half-dead, plagued, and limping.

      I glared through the gaps in the water and haze, willing her to go away. Instead of obeying, she sat by the shore, removed her weapons, and lined them onto the rock beside her. She restrung her bow, gave it a few test pulls to confirm I hadn’t done more than break the string, and polished it. Then, to my bemusement, she unstrung it, rendering it useless if she discovered me. The weapon was still dangerous even unstrung, something I’d have to be careful to remember later. She’d club me with the damned thing again if I gave her a chance, which intrigued and annoyed me.

      Yep, I was definitely my father’s son.

      After she finished with her bow, she cleaned her swords, examining the blades before returning them to their sheaths. She kept the swords together, covered them with a blanket, set the bow aside, and stretched out on the ground, using the pile as a pillow.

      It took me a moment to realize she used a cloak as a blanket. Where the hell had she gotten a cloak?

      Within minutes, she slept on the cold, damp stones, and her snores drowned out even the waterfall. I’d have to do something about that snore if I took her home with me or she’d keep the entire castle awake all night.

      It would be a challenge, and I couldn’t resist a challenge.

      Under the cover of her thunderous snores, I limped out of my hiding place and headed downstream to rendezvous with my clothes and wait for the first day of summer.
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      Well aware I’d be hunted if I wasn’t careful, I ignored my hunger, crammed into the hollowed trunk of the tree I’d stashed my plastic-wrapped clothes within, and waited for the dawning of summer. As was often the case, I transformed while I slept, and the tree made a tight, uncomfortable hiding place. To my relief, I had enough room to check myself over, grimacing at the sluggishly bleeding gash across my side. Worse, an orange stain surrounded the wound, a promise of trouble in my near future. Until I figured out what the stain meant—or it went away on its own—I couldn’t afford to waste much time thinking about it.

      I had bigger things to worry about, including returning to my home and my inevitable demise courtesy of my parents. Grégoire could continue the family name probably better than I could.

      Whining about it wouldn’t do me any good. My sisters might indulge me if I moped enough, but I wasn’t going to hold my breath. I’d pass out long before they took mercy on me.

      I clacked my teeth together and got dressed, grimacing at the stiffness deep in my bones and the twinge of my bruises, which would hurt more later. They always did. Fortunately, most of the splotches were hidden beneath my clothes, but I wouldn’t dodge the royal physicians for long.

      A sneeze tore through me, a painful reminder my immune system would retire for a few weeks as it always did after so long trapped in a turkey’s body. While tempted to dodge the castle until the bruising faded, I resigned myself to my fate.

      Delaying would do me no good, so I began the long, painful hike to my wallet and phone.
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      A thunderstorm rolled in and hammered me with rain, and when the rain didn’t kill me, the sky opened fire and pelted me with hail. I’d welcome a tornado if the damned thing put me out of my misery. The cut across my side throbbed with each step, and spending the entire spring in a tree hadn’t done my clothes or shoes any favors. The first blisters made their presence known within a mile, promising I’d regret every choice I’d made in my life before I reached my phone.

      On the bright side, I could blame the hail for my bruises. By the time I reached the castle, no one would be able to tell what had caused them, and hail could tenderize anybody in a few minutes. Hiding the gash and orange stain on my skin would take more work, and I had no idea what excuse I’d make—if I needed to make an excuse at all.

      Falling on a rock and battering myself bloody wouldn’t work; what sort of rock would turn my skin orange? My family would lock on that like the predators they were, first to catch me in the lie, and second to discover if there were any rocks that could turn someone orange.

      They loved a good mystery almost as much as they loved driving me up the nearest wall.

      No, they’d annoy the truth out of me eventually, so my best defense was to stick to the truth and omit important details. They didn’t need to know a huntress had shot me with an arrow. I could claim it was a dispute with a woman I found attractive.

      My sisters might not buy it, but every last man in the family would. They all pissed off women, especially before they’d broken the curse and gained control over their shapeshifting abilities.

      No matter what, I couldn’t let them know I’d been shot. If they figured it out, I was confident they’d chain me in the castle next spring, ending a decade of secrecy and destroying what remained of my pride. After they laughed themselves sick, I’d have to rely on my sisters, mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother for protection against the rest of my family.

      Heaven help me, I’d discovered the truth about hell. It wasn’t a place after death, but the reality of a worry-wart family of predators discovering their favorite food might be a blood relative.

      The entire hike to my phone, which was punctuated with cracks of thunder, blinding flashes of lightning, wind-whipped rain, and hail with a few moments of respite tossed in, I questioned if I really needed to return home at all. My family had grown accustomed to wondering if I’d turn up each summer. As he did every year, my father would remind me every other Averett man ruled over the castle as a beast while seeking his perfect woman. Grégoire enjoyed his stints as a wolverine, teasing the castle staff whenever he visited. Maybe if I asked nicely, my father would make my cousin the heir.

      Grégoire would enjoy his hunt for his wife, whereas I’d given up the search after Gail had proven what I’d suspected all along.

      It would take a miracle to find someone who could look beyond the title to see the man. I still wasn’t sure how my father had won my mother, but from what I’d pieced together, she hadn’t known he was the heir until it was too late for her to run away. Sometimes she ran to rile him up, but she never meant it.

      She just wanted him to chase her.

      What should’ve been an uneventful albeit painful walk turned into a nightmare the instant the storm front passed. Out went the cold, in came the heat, and with the heat came the humidity, leaving me drenched in sweat before my clothes had a chance to dry. I blamed the family curse. Transforming screwed with my immune system, trashed my ability to cope with temperature fluctuations, and billed me for my general stupidity over the entire spring.

      Annoyed at myself for whining, I took aim at the nearest rock, borrowed a few of the huntress’s curses, and punted the damned thing. It bounced off a nearby trunk with a satisfying thump. My toes paid the price for my temper, and after a few deep breaths, I straightened and resumed my march.

      What should’ve taken me a couple of hours at most took the entire day. My wallet, phone, and solar charger were where I’d left them, hidden within the trunk of a dying tree near a granite outcropping of stone. Unless my phone had miraculously held some of its charge, I’d be stuck waiting for dawn. To my amazement, it turned on, and the battery indicator claimed I had a quarter charge to work with.

      I hadn’t thought enough sun would’ve been able to reach the spot, but I was pleased my precautions had born fruit.

      Of my options, calling my father would stir my family’s ire the most and send someone the fastest. I dialed his personal cell number and faced my impending demise with pride.

      “Well, well, well. It seems I still have a son,” my father answered.

      “Question—” I sneezed so hard I dropped my phone and scrambled to pick it up, checking the display to make sure I hadn’t broken it or hung up. “Sorry. You still have a son. His name’s Alan. Please tell me he’s grown a fur coat.”

      “I regret to inform—”

      Another sneeze tore through me, but I managed to keep my hold on my cell.

      “You caught another cold playing outside, I see.”

      “Yeah. Sorry. I could use a lift, as I’ve caught this cold from playing outside.” Why did my father insist on accusing me of playing outside rather than spending three months of my life avoiding predators and keeping persistent hens away?

      Oh, right. I hadn’t told him my species or my destination.

      “All right, kiddo. You’re always incapable of handling anything like a normal adult for a week after you turn up, so tell me where to fetch your lanky ass. While you’re at it, please tell me a cold is the only thing wrong with you this time.”

      “But you taught me I shouldn’t lie.”

      “Kel!”

      Lying through omission might save me—maybe. “I pissed a woman off. She won the dispute.”

      “You’re supposed to be convincing a woman to love you, not pissing her off.”

      “I was trying a new strategy,” I lied. Well, it wasn’t really a lie, was it? I’d never beaten a woman with my wings before attempting to get her attention.

      “If you want a beating, ask for one. We’d have to draw a lottery to see who got a chance at you first and then form a line.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “Where are you?”

      “My phone is on and has a quarter charge. Make the RPS figure it out.”

      “You have no idea where you’re at, do you?”

      I snorted. “I have a vague idea of my current location.”

      “Well, that woman couldn’t have beaten you too badly. Your awful sense of humor is still intact.”

      “Give me a sec.” I used my phone’s display for light and checked my side, which didn’t look any better since I’d shifted back to human. “A little cut, a lot bruised, and I’m suffering from a severely damaged ego to go with the plague.”

      My father sighed. “Do you need stitches?”

      “I’m unqualified to accurately answer that question.”

      “Kelvin.”

      “I’m not bleeding to death, Dad. It’s a cut, not a severed limb.”

      “Never can tell with you. Sometimes, I think you’re a grizzly just like my grandpa, so you lumber off to prevent the fights.”

      Me? A grizzly? I laughed so hard I hiccupped. “You’re being absurd.”

      “I’m in a good mood. You mother’s off to some movie premier with the rest of the pack, which means I get to go with the RPS without anyone annoying me about it. Christian’s already got a lock on your location, and they’re picking an SUV for some off-roading to get to you. I think they’re looking for a waveweaver and earthweaver to go with us so we don’t get stuck.”

      “It’s a bit muddy,” I admitted.

      “Of course. You’re ten miles deep in a park!” my father bellowed.

      “Huh. I’m impressed I have reception.”

      “Your phone’s in satellite mode, Kelvin.”

      “Oh.” I winced, as I’d been beaten over the head for years to keep the damned phone with me so I could be tracked. “Right. I forgot.”

      “It’ll be better in a few days. Try not to catch your death out there, all right? We can get to you in about two hours.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      “Good. Don’t wander.”

      “I won’t.”

      “And Kelvin?”

      “What?”

      “If you run into another woman, don’t piss her off.”

      My father hung up on me, and I rubbed my ear, already regretting my decision to call home.
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            I see you’re feeling lively.

          

        

      

    

    
      An entire spring living as prey contributed to my wariness and unwillingness to stay on the ground. I climbed the nearest suitable tree to wait. To kill the time, I used my phone to research the news, beginning with Montana. When something big happened in Montana, everyone talked about it, and I’d learned the hard way people expected me to know what was going on despite the three-month ‘vacation’ I took every year.

      Until I could control my talent, I didn’t view myself as a true contender for the throne despite being the heir.

      It made finding a woman my parents believed suitable difficult at best.

      My mother had her heart set on Gail despite everything, and my father went with what my mother wanted rather than listening to my repeated refusals to revive my relationship with my ex. I expected the growing rift between my mother and I would become a serious issue soon, another problem I didn’t want or need.

      Within twenty minutes, I came to the conclusion all was quiet in Montana, a miracle all things considered. A few news outlets speculated Her Royal Majesty was pregnant again, something that didn’t surprise me at all. She’d had a reputation for being the motherly type from the day she’d showed up in the Texan congress with her firstborn on her hip. His Royal Majesty seemed like the type happiest with babies underfoot.

      Anyone who was taken by surprised by the pair breeding like rabbits needed their head examined and a hefty dose of common sense administered. Then again, I came from a family prone to breeding like rabbits, too.

      I blamed the curse. I refused to admit I enjoyed having babies around; they brought cheerful mayhem wherever they went. I’d probably find them less appealing when I was the father losing sleep, although I had my doubts. I’d lost plenty of sleep during my life helping my parents with my younger siblings, and I hadn’t minded it at all.

      Under no circumstances could I let my parents know I’d lost count of the number of sisters I’d helped raise, the youngest of whom was a precocious five and spent a terrifying amount of time with my nieces.

      I had at least five nieces and a nephew between my four older sisters, the ones I believed would’ve been wolves if the curse had landed on them.

      Another realization dawned on me, one that changed nothing while changing everything: Gail wasn’t the motherly type, not like Her Royal Majesty of Montana was. She’d always been the kind to focus on herself first, backpedal when she realized she sounded selfish, and pretend to be the family type. With that in mind, she’d done me a favor when she’d chosen to sleep with another man while dating me.

      I could work with that. It’d also help me with my search, too.

      I wanted someone who wanted to be a mother as much as I wanted to be a father.

      Was the huntress the kind to like children? I worried for my sanity if she were. She’d never meet society’s standards for beauty, but that wasn’t a disadvantage to me. A pretty face wasn’t required to rule a kingdom. A steadfast heart, courage, and a certain amount of pride certainly were, and from the little I’d seen, she’d had those traits in plentiful supply.

      The real problem would be finding her. With that southern twang in her voice, I pegged her as a visitor to the kingdom—or the daughter of someone from the south. While I could recruit the RPS to help, I rejected the idea.

      When I found her, it’d be because of my efforts.

      Another thunderstorm and a couple of hours later, headlights in the darkness announced the arrival of my father and his RPS team. I identified my father in the darkness easily enough; he emerged from the SUV as a lynx. I rolled my eyes and considered throwing my phone at him.

      Screw it. I needed a new one anyway.

      To my satisfaction, my cell cracked into my father’s thick skull before plopping into the mud.

      Christian, the head of my father’s security detail, slid out from behind the wheel, shook his head, and said, “Good evening, Your Highness. I see you’re feeling lively.”

      “I don’t know what my father told you, but I probably only have a cold and I’m not bleeding to death. I have a cut, not a gaping gash or whatever other nightmare scenario he concocted on the way here.”

      “He’d worked his way up to probable dismemberment and was considering decapitation as a viable diagnosis.”

      “Please sedate him.”

      My father prowled closer, growling.

      “He was intending to track you with his nose, Your Highness. Was throwing your phone at him necessary?”

      “Considering I’ll have to deal with new RPS agents tomorrow? Yes, it was necessary.”

      “Very well. Is there a reason you’re in a tree?”

      I pointed at my father. “I didn’t want to be pounced by a lynx.”

      “Fair enough. Do you need help getting down?”

      “No, but I do need the lynx to become human so I’m not pounced. I don’t want to be pounced today, Christian.”

      For the next week or two, I expected my tolerance for being pounced by a bunch of overenthusiastic predators to be minimal at best until I worked the worst of my damned turkey’s instincts out of my system. With luck, my family wouldn’t press me too hard about it.

      It amazed me they hadn’t guessed I was a prey species from my general reactions to them in the early summer.

      “Your Majesty, please shift so we don’t have to fetch His Highness from a tree by force.”

      Not even my mother could get my father to do anything without a fuss, but Christian’s suggestion got him moving back to the SUV where he belonged. He jumped inside, and a few moments later, he growled, “Get your ass in the car, Kelvin.”

      I considered myself fortunate he hadn’t started calling me Rose yet. It hurt, but I eased out of the tree without crashing to the ground. Christian hovered nearby, shaking his head and clicking his tongue in blatant disapproval.

      “I want to say this isn’t my fault, but it is.”

      “It’s common enough knowledge your family’s talent creates difficult principals at best. You did exactly as you were supposed to. You survived. To be fair to you, the rest of the royal line is spoiled; they stayed comfortable and safe in the castle during their three-month stints each year. They’ve been worried. Your brother has developed a moderately strong lightningweaving talent, and we’re confident he won’t be shapeshifting.”

      “Not waveweaving?” I asked, my brows rising. Most who could wield lightning were a variant of waveweavers who called storms. In classes, they’d been referred to as stormweavers, a nicer name for the hell they could unleash. True lightningweavers were few and far between.

      “Pure lightning,” Christian confirmed. “He’ll be easily ranked as either a high elite or a royal in his own right with his talent. I thought it was wise to warn you: he currently has poor control.” I glared at the RPS agent for his choice of words, and the man held his hands up in surrender. “His words, not mine. Beat your brother later if you want. I think you’ve been injured enough for one week. This mysterious woman of yours gave you quite the beating. Were you aware you’ve got bruises all over your face?”

      “Most of that’s from the hail. That didn’t help.”

      “Of course not. I have convinced His Majesty you should have the choice of how to handle your care. Do you need to go to the hospital?”

      “No. I’m bruised and have a cold. I’m not dying.” I hesitated. “And the cut isn’t that bad.”

      “Very well. Be prepared for a heavy dose of fatherly affection.”

      “Are you sure I can’t steal you for my detail? Your first task would be to keep my father on his side of the SUV.”

      “I’m afraid not, Your Highness, but I have suggested you directly help with the recruitment of your future agents.”

      Would a woman like the huntress be interested in a job in the RPS? Hunting the hunters was something women like her might appreciate. It’d be more of a challenge than hunting a white turkey through the forest—and a great deal more frustrating. I smiled at the thought. “I think you need a raise, Christian.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness. The sentiment is appreciated.”

      Without a way to prevent or delay the inevitable, I strode to the SUV, climbed inside, and braced for the onslaught of fatherly concern.
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      Sometimes, I hated cats. As I’d been warned, my father clung to me, determined to invade my personal space. Turkeys didn’t have the intimidating warning growls the rest of my family enjoyed, so I borrowed from my great-grandpa.

      When growling didn’t work, I went for his throat.

      The resulting brawl required all four RPS agents to break up. Before they separated us, I managed to blacken my father’s eye and split his lip, taking advantage of his unwillingness to add to my collection of bruises.

      “Really, Your Majesty? Could you avoid provoking His Highness? I don’t want to explain to Her Majesty you found the limit of your son’s patience,” Christian complained, cramming between us to keep the fight from resuming. “Her Majesty should be arriving at the castle soon. Convincing her not to worry will be difficult enough. Once those bruises you’ve earned show, she’ll have a turn with all of us.”

      “But I didn’t do anything,” my father protested.

      “You annoyed him and invaded his personal space after he clearly stated he didn’t want to be pounced by a lynx. That’s you. Please remain on your side of the vehicle. Should you fail to comply, Your Majesty, you will be sedated.”

      “You didn’t bring any tranquilizers,” my father crowed triumphantly.

      “I was planning on using my fist to sedate you, Your Majesty.”

      When Christian issued threats, he meant them, and I had no doubt it would escalate into a lynx-vs-human battle to unconsciousness if I let them start a fight. Christian would win, my father would whine, and I’d have to deal with them both annoying me for weeks. “Please stop.”

      “It’s your choice. If you stay on your side of the vehicle, we won’t have to fight, Your Majesty.”

      “Fine.” My father crossed his arms and grunted. “Be that way.”

      “Thank you. Please leave His Highness alone until he takes a nap. As long as you don’t wake him, I don’t care what you do.”

      “Thanks, Christian,” I muttered, worried what my father would do if I made the mistake of closing my eyes.

      “I recommend against falling asleep, Your Highness.”

      I sighed. “Please just get us to the castle without any accidents, Christian. Please. I’ve had enough excitement for one day.”
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      I clung to consciousness, determined to avoid more of my father’s affection. When I wasn’t coughing or sneezing, I mimicked his growls, which did a good job of destroying my voice. I could still speak, but I sounded like I’d done significant damage to my throat as a result.

      “I’m impressed,” my father announced. “We haven’t even made it home yet and your voice is gone. Just go to sleep already.”

      I shook my head.

      “You’re going to be stubborn about this, aren’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “Please leave him alone, Your Majesty,” Christian grumbled. “Do not make me pull over and deal with you.”

      “He was supposed to take a nap!”

      “Your Majesty, he’s no longer an infant. He’s not going to take a nap.”

      “Infants don’t nap really, either,” my father admitted. “It’s a trap—they’re just waiting for the adults to nap to carry out their ruthless schemes.”

      “Your Majesty, will you please relax? He’s obviously doing fine. He comes home with a cold every year. You should be grateful he called instead of hitchhiking back to the castle again.”

      “I am grateful.”

      “Then act like it. Give him the next thirty minutes of quiet before he’s mobbed.”

      “Fine.”

      My father lasted almost ten minutes before asking, “Did you get that woman’s number before she beat you?”

      “No, Dad,” I croaked. “Please shut up.”

      “But it’s a matter of utmost importance. She could be your one and only.”

      “Your Majesty, would you please leave him alone?”

      “If he wanted me to leave him alone, he wouldn’t have left home!” my father howled.

      Screw it. I wound up, stole Christian’s idea, and sedated Illinois’s king with my fist. If I was executed, I’d consider it a mercy. My father slumped, his belt preventing him from falling off the seat. I shook out my hand and grunted my satisfaction.

      The RPS agents gawked at me, and Christian pulled over so he could join in. “What the hell have you been doing all spring to learn how to punch like that?”

      I hated my life sometimes. Instead of answering, I glared at him.

      Christian held his hands up. “I tried to stop him.”

      I sighed. “Please take us home before he wakes up, Christian.”

      Much to my surprise, the RPS agent obeyed.
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      My great-grandpa waited at the front doors of the castle, a hulking brute of a man who enjoyed tricking the world into believing he was an old teddy bear. I knew better, but I valued my life so never said anything.

      “Kiddo,” he growled, opening my door. Stopping, he peered inside, his gaze focusing on my unconscious father. “I’m sure there’s a reason for that.”

      I nodded.

      “What is the reason?”

      “Please forgive His Highness, sir. His throat’s bothering him, and he’s pretty hoarse from arguing with His Majesty, who insisted on being annoying.”

      “Well, he is a cat. Continue.”

      “His Highness sedated His Majesty with his fist. Good, single hit. I’m sure he’ll be fine, but I can take him to the royal physician if you’d like.”

      “Leave the brat, he deserved it. I’ll drag him to his wife and let her knock some more sense into him. Good job, kiddo. What’s wrong with you this year beyond your usual cold?”

      “He got beaten by a woman,” Christian announced.

      “That sounds promising. Where is she now?”

      “He refuses to tell us anything about her, sir.”

      “Harass him until he does, bring her here, and we’ll lock them in the dungeon together for a while. We haven’t tried that tactic yet.”

      I wished I could get away with sedating my grizzly of a great-grandpa, but he’d laugh at my attempts and toss me into the nearest stream until I cooled my temper.

      “I have the feeling he’s making plans of his own, sir. I’ve never heard His Highness sound so offended over anything before. Perhaps we should let him try his new method before we interfere.”

      My great-grandpa patted my head. “Good kiddo. You run on in and go to your room. Get cleaned up. I told your mother and the rest of the family to give you some space. If you’re not feeling well enough to drag yourself home, you don’t need to deal with unnecessary fussing tonight.”

      “Who are you and what have you done with my great-grandpa?” I demanded.

      “I’ve been doing some thinking, and I had an idea about how to help you find your perfect woman.”

      I should’ve known. “Maybe I’ve already found her.”

      “And she beat you up?”

      I shrugged.

      “You’re the damndest stubborn kiddo this castle’s ever seen. March to your room and get some rest. I had someone take some soup up for you. Try not to throw it up.”

      As arguing would earn me more bruises, I replied, “Yes, sir.”

      Obeying the cranky grizzly didn’t count as running away, although I had to fight my initial instinct to hurry to get out of his reach. The trick to dealing with predators involved avoiding acting like prey. I could do that. In the wild, few sane predators toyed with an overgrown turkey. It didn’t take them long to figure out I liked to aim for the eyes and used every dirty trick in the book to survive.

      Too bad my tricks didn’t work on my family.
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      After a spring of living outdoors, nothing beat soaking in my tub while sipping chicken noodle soup from a mug. I cranked the jets to maximum power, not caring if they added to my bruises. The warm water eased my bone-deep aches, which helped me see the bright side of things. Even better, the cut from the huntress’s arrow had stopped bleeding, and if any of the orange stain remained, I couldn’t tell due to the bruising beginning to show. I’d annoy the royal physicians with my current state, but as long as the bruises continued to darken, I’d be able to avoid unwanted scrutiny.

      It was one thing for me to earn a beating from a woman, but it was another entirely if her talents were brought into the picture. The protective side of my family of hard-headed predators came out when they felt I couldn’t defend myself. As I had no confirmed talents outside of the family curse, when it came to magic, I was a liability.

      Since I’d first shifted during a family camping trip and developed a reputation for running off and doing exactly what I wanted unsupervised, it’d been trivial to keep my secret a secret. I’d shifted while taking a nap in a tree, which made it easy to flap to freedom, leaving my clothes for my family to find.

      I’d spent most of my first spring in the wild attempting to come to terms with my new shape. My first summer officially cursed, I’d sulked whenever I thought no one had been watching.

      My first shift had sealed my fate as the heir of Illinois, and my family had been thrilled.

      Every year since, they’d searched for me, and I’d evaded them because they looked for a predator’s scent marker when they needed to search for prey instead. As a turkey, my scent changed so much I couldn’t be identified, but I hadn’t understood that for a few years until my human nose had grown more sensitive.

      Now I could scent my family members before they otherwise made their presence known, a useful trait for someone who didn’t want found.

      Someone knocked at my bathroom door, and I muttered a curse over my loss of privacy. “What is it?”

      My voice sounded worse than terrible, and I hoped it dissuaded my visitor from bothering me.

      “You all right?” my mother asked.

      Nope, nothing on Earth would dissuade my mother, so giving in to the inevitable would save me a headache. Hopefully, she’d lose interest and leave sooner than later. I doubted it. “I’m enjoying my bath. Everything’s fine.”

      “You’re not dying?”

      I was related to unforgivably lovable idiots. “No, Mother. I’m not dying.”

      “Are you taking a bubble bath so I can come in?”

      I was the fool for hoping there’d be any privacy or restraint in my family of predators who often lost their clothes when they shifted. My mother had seen so many naked men in her life she’d become desensitized to nudity. Unlike my father, uncles, and every other Averett male, I refused to start flashing unsuspecting castle employees post-shift. Groaning, I reached for my bottle of shampoo and dumped some in. “Are you going to bring me more soup?”

      “I can.”

      Soup would make her invasion worthwhile, and bubbles would defend my modesty sufficiently against the saner of my parents. I figured she’d put up with fourteen hours of labor to bring me into the world, so if she wanted to see my bruised chest, I could deal with it. “You bring me soup, I’ll make bubbles, but you’re the only one allowed in.”

      “Your grandma—”

      “No.”

      “But—”

      “No.”

      My mother huffed. “Fine. She’ll see you in the morning, then.”

      “I can work with in the morning.”

      “I’ll be back soon with your soup.”

      Knowing my mother, she’d probably stolen a slow cooker from the kitchen and had set it up in my bedroom so I’d have a ready supply. If she hadn’t, she’d yell at the poor cooks until she was confident I wouldn’t starve. After she conquered the kitchen, I pitied the physician she’d corner. Every sneeze would trigger a wave of parental concern until I contemplated asking someone to dose my mother with something to calm her down.

      Several minutes later, she knocked, let herself in, and set a steaming mug on the ledge beside me. I marveled at how such a tiny woman could handle a man like my father—or have children at all. According to her, I’d just about killed her with my big, egotistical head.

      I’d never figured out how a newborn could be egotistical, but I’d learned not to question my mother about such things.

      She narrowed her eyes, her attention fixed on my shoulders and upper chest. “You look like you were on the losing end of a bad brawl.”

      “True enough,” I acknowledged. “No matter what any idiots tell you, I fully intend on dealing with the woman responsible personally.”

      “Dare I ask?”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Are you going to do something I’m going to regret?”

      “Not intentionally.”

      My mother grunted and sat on the tub’s ledge. “Very well. How was your spring?”

      Most of my favored words to describe my spring would result in my mouth being washed out with soap, so I replied, “Annoying.”

      “I’m sorry, baby. Are all those bruises from this woman you tangoed with?”

      “Not all of them. The hail contributed.”

      “I see.”

      “I’m surprised Great-Grandpa let you in here.” One day, I would sock the traitor grizzly in the nose for selling me out so soon.

      “I drew the short straw to give you the latest news, and I refused to tell you if I had to wait until tomorrow. I won. It’s about Gail.”

      I scowled at the mention of my ex. “What about her?”

      “She’s cancelled her wedding and is telling everyone leaving you was the worst mistake she’s made in her life. She wants to make things right with you, and she’s not shy about working the court to get you. To be fair, she’s also cancelling her wedding because she learned her new man was cheating on her with her sister.”

      After several years of freedom from my ex, she was still haunting me. I questioned why I’d returned home. “No. Just no. I don’t want to deal with Gail. No, no, no.”

      “You’re fond of that word tonight.”

      “I thought ‘over my dead body’ was a little rude as an opener.”

      “I take it I’m correct to assume that you’re against any ideas involving her visiting you?”

      “I’m going to drink my soup and hope you poisoned it. That would be preferred.”

      My mother arched a brow at me. “Some believe she’d be a good queen.”

      My mother was one of those some, and I believed she needed a trip to the royal physician more than I did to have her head examined. I took a sip of soup. Unfortunately, my soup seemed free of poison, and I survived several sips without incident. “Pass.”

      “Are you sure?”

      What did I need to do to convince the world I wanted nothing to do with Gail? “Mother, my brother and sisters call me Rose because I was too complicated for Gail, and the only good news is I don’t stink. I don’t care what people think. The answer is no. I don’t love her, I won’t love her, and frankly, I’m completely unsurprised Donald cheated on her. She would’ve seen the writing on that wall if she’d ever paid attention to any of the court gossip floating around. I lost count of the number of women Donald cheated on before he had graduated from high school. Why would anyone believe he’d change after graduation?”

      “Are you sure? You might fall in love with her.”

      “I’m moving to the next phase of this conversation. Over my dead body, Mom. She left me because of grass is greener syndrome. Anyway, our family’s talent is not one she’ll ever approve of. I’m not stupid. I’ll never love her because I’ll never be able to trust her.”

      “Drink your soup and rest your voice, Kelvin. I’ll tell your brother and sisters they’ll face the mean old grizzly if they keep calling you Rose. If you’re not interested in Gail, you’re not interested. Since we’ve gotten that out of the way, let’s start going over what you’ve missed.”

      My mother was definitely up to something, and it involved Gail. Arguing with her wouldn’t do any good, so I drank my soup as ordered and waited.

      “You’ve been invited to New York to meet with a princess.”

      Somehow, I’d returned home to hell. “Please, no,” I whispered.

      My mother chuckled. “It’s not what you think. Princess Abigail of North Dakota is touring the Royal States, and she expressed interest in visiting potentially, but she wanted to meet with you first. I told her you’re always sick this time of year due to complications with the family talent, but she was welcome to come stay with us for a while. As such, she’ll be in residence for the next two months, and she’ll be arriving next week. As you seem to have no interest in your former girlfriend, I thought it might be entertaining if Gail served as lady-in-waiting to Princess Abigail. Princess Abigail isn’t looking for a husband right now, not after the troubles her family has faced, but she is looking for alliances and friends. You do friends with other royalty quite well. You liked Princess Abigail growing up, too.”

      “Could you not invite Gail to the castle, Mother? I have no objection to Princess Abigail staying here, but my ex? You may as well bring me a gallon of turpentine. Or arsenic. All her being here will do is spread more rumors that I’m stuck on her. I’m not.” My throat itched with the need to cough, and I drank more of my soup to suppress it.

      “You used to tolerate her.”

      “I’ll never love her. As such, there’s zero point in keeping her around and pretending something is going to happen when something isn’t going to happen.”

      “Your father used to hate me. I changed his mind.”

      “You’re a crazy cat lady who figured out you could have your own on-demand lynx. First, he didn’t hate you. He was playing hard to get to entice you, the crazy cat lady, to pick him, the cat. That’s what cats do.”

      “Close enough.”

      “Moving on. What real news do you have for me?”

      “Princess Abigail visiting is real news.”

      I glared at my mother. “Mom.”

      “Fine, fine. Congress is getting edgy because you’re not married yet. They’re going to be pushing you hard this year. By pushing you hard, I mean they’ve made a long list of eligible ladies they hope will interest you. There was even an hour-long debate about dumping you on an island with a few candidates.”

      “I refuse to be marooned with a bunch of women.”

      “I thought it was a good idea.”

      “There will be some new rules. One: if Congress—or anyone—throws Gail or Princess Abigail at me, I’m abdicating in favor of Grégoire. Two: if anyone maroons me on an island with a bunch of women, I’m abdicating. Three: if uninvited women show up in my room, I’m abdicating and possibly murdering my parents along with the entirety of Congress.”

      “I’ll let them know you’re uninterested. Wait. Are you interested in someone and haven’t told your dear old mother yet?”

      “I’m definitely not interested in Gail.”

      “Fine. I’ll find someone else to be Princess Abigail’s lady-in-waiting.”

      How would the huntress who’d tried to shoot me full of arrows handle a princess? The thought of it was enough to make me grin. If I could find her, could I entice her into accepting a position at the castle? The first half of my battle would be luring her close. The second would be netting her and turning the tables on her.

      Success came in so many forms, and I could readily pick one job she’d thrive at: security.

      “I’m not sure I like that expression, Kelvin. That expression’s trouble. What are you scheming?”

      I smiled. “I have an idea. Why not let me pick a lady-in-waiting for Princess Abigail?”

      “There’s no way this is going to end well, but fine. Try not to shame the poor woman. She’s had a rough enough time of it lately.”

      I wouldn’t tell my mother picking my ex counted as the worst shame of all. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll make certain she knows she’s welcome here in Illinois without any pressure from me.”

      “You’re definitely scheming something.”

      I nodded, maintaining my sweetest smile.

      “All right. You win this time. Finish your soup and get to bed. Heaven knows you’ll be a mess in the morning. And don’t think I didn’t notice you trying not to cough.”

      “You’re the one who invaded my bathroom. If you hadn’t invaded my bathroom, I could’ve coughed in peace.”

      “True enough, but I would’ve heard you through the door anyway. Get out and get some rest. No woman except your poor mother’s going to fall in love with you when you’re looking like the victim of a bad beating.”

      “The hail won.”

      “I’m sure it did. Now that you’ve been warned of the trouble on the horizon, you get some sleep. The rest can wait until morning.”
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      Catching up on the news ultimately waited for four days, which was how long it took me to kick the worst of my cold and recover from my beating. The bruises took longer to heal than I liked, but the real problem was the cut. The injury was all but gone, but a bright orange stain in the shape of a stylized flame betrayed where the huntress had scored her hit. Most would believe I’d gotten a rather nice tattoo.

      As it often did, the truth grated on my nerves.

      My foul-mouthed devil of a huntress wasn’t just a flameweaver. She had a strong illumination talent, one that would let her track me at her leisure. Most called it a brand, and hers was prettier than others I’d seen, too.

      She’d spent a great deal of time honing her skills, and I’d have a hell of a time ditching her unless I had it removed. Had I wanted to ditch her, I’d consider it a problem. As I wanted her to come straight to me, the brand was the best lure I could hope for. After I learned who she was, I’d have it removed—if removing it served my needs.

      I’d have to do some research. As far as I could recall, if either one of us had a leeching talent, the brand could become permanent.

      Being a stereotypical Averett man, I had no problem with the brand leading to something more permanent. I could make a relationship with a foul-mouthed huntress work. Hell, half the fun would be the chase, and I bet she’d start running the instant she realized she’d almost skewered a prince.

      Then again, she could be a bounty hunter. Talented trackers made excellent bounty hunters. They didn’t lose their prey. If that was the case, no wonder she’d lost her temper. She would’ve known I’d been nearby but hadn’t been able to find me. One of the first safety rules I’d had shoved down my throat was to have any brands immediately removed.

      I regarded my side with my mouth twitching, wondering how long I’d be able to hide the truth. Until I had a dedicated RPS detail, I might escape scrutiny, but once I had a security team breathing down my neck, I’d be sunk. Someone would notice, Christian would find out, and he’d use brute force if necessary to ensure my cooperation.

      I needed to lure her somewhere public and safe for me, find out who she was, start tracking her, and only then get her brand removed.

      I frowned and poked at the tender skin, considering my options. Would makeup cover it? I didn’t resort to makeup often, but everyone in the royal family had some for public appearances. I suspected the magic would show through, but it might buy me time to turn the tables on her—or at least learn her name before I got taken down by my father’s RPS detail and stripped of her magic.

      A wiser man would’ve had the brand removed without taking any risks. It wasn’t unheard of for bounties to be placed on royals, resulting in someone being tagged for relocation. I hadn’t been successfully taken, but my family never got tired of reminding me about my father and the time the South Dakota royal family had invited him for an unexpected visit. Unbeknownst to us, it’d been a planned joint venture performed by the RPS of both kingdoms to test the effectiveness of the tactic.

      I hadn’t been born yet but was grateful he’d been tagged and bagged, as the trip resulted in my mother and father marrying. My father swore he’d murder anyone who involved him in any relocation scenarios in the future, but we ignored him.

      Christian made sure he was tagged and bagged once a year because he could, and we loved it. The bagger was usually my mother, which ensured no one was actually murdered.

      It was only a matter of time before the RPS started toying with me, too. If my mother got a say in it, she’d probably start repeating history and sending me to other kingdoms during scenarios to see if I found someone like my father had.

      I was in so much trouble, and I didn’t even know how to begin digging myself out

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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