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      I didn’t often have the urge to punch someone in the face, but I gave myself a pass this time.

      At first glance, Blaise didn’t look like an idiot. He was in his early thirties and kept his hair cut short and neat. His even featured face was the kind that didn’t really leave an impression one way or another. Most people would describe his looks as pleasant.

      I wasn’t feeling so charitable at the moment, so I was thinking he resembled plain oatmeal: bland, kind of mushy, and something I wanted to push away from my plate.

      That didn’t mean he looked like an idiot.

      Looks could be deceiving.

      “You can’t just make an announcement like that remotely,” I repeated, feeling the urge to rip out my hair as my frustration rose. I couldn’t give in. If I pulled out my hair every time Blaise frustrated me, I’d have to start investing in wigs. “You need to have an in-person meeting with them and⁠—”

      “You are being unreasonable,” Blaise butted in, using that condescending yet reasonable tone that made me want to punch something. Maybe something like a bowl of oatmeal. “Sven has made it beyond clear that Emberich’s policies will no longer be supported or implemented. I simply clarified what that would mean to… specific flocks.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to get a hold of my emotions.

      I wasn’t used to working with somebody else. At least, not like this. But since I was tethered to the capital, and more often than not the palace itself since I didn’t particularly like traipsing through the city with a group of guards, someone needed to take over at least the traveling aspects of my job.

      Internal Liaison to the Crown was not a sedentary desk job.

      Blaise had poached the position quickly enough while I’d been… out of commission. Maybe he would have thought twice if he’d known it would have meant working with me.

      We weren’t exactly each other’s favorite person. I knew got on his last nerve just as effectively as he got on mine. Too bad he couldn’t have known that I would literally come back from the dead.

      I couldn’t blame him for shortsightedness. When it came to descendants of the Original Bloodline, rising from the ashes wasn’t just a metaphor.

      But that was neither here nor their in the current situation.

      Once I was mostly sure my words weren’t going to come out at a decibel level that wouldn’t be productive no matter how good it would no doubt feel, I spoke. “Maybe some of those flocks will simply tow the line, not make waves,” I said. “But do you think all of those flocks, all of those Chieftains that have been enjoying more power than they should have for decades are going to just let all of it go so easily?”

      Blaise rolled his eyes.

      I didn’t let it deter me. “They need to be spoken to face to face. They have to know that we mean what we’re saying, that the Crown won’t look the other way,” I said. As someone who came from a flock that hadn’t been so favored by Emberich and had experience with those that did, I didn’t have a lot of faith that things would be so easy as to simply make an announcement.

      I would rather be ahead of the issue than trying to react to it after something had already happened. An in-person meeting might cut down on some of the repercussions, show that we were willing to put our money where our mouth was.

      “I will consider it after the scheduled trips this week are finished,” Blaise responded, his tone still saying he thought I was being overly-dramatic.

      I wanted to keep pushing until he saw things my way, but this might be all the concession I was going to get from him. So I refrained from antagonizing him further, even when what I really wanted to do was slap him across the face.

      Maybe that was an improvement from wanting to punch him?

      Internally, I sighed. He really didn’t understand.

      Blaise hadn’t seen firsthand how entitled some of those in Emberich’s pockets had become, not from the side of the flocks that felt the brunt of the superiority complex they’d cultivated.

      “The sooner the better,” I said, settling on underlining the urgency of it but not pushing any more.

      He nodded, raising a brow as he stood. “I will keep it in mind,” he said politely.

      I think I liked his previous undisguised animosity more than this veneer of politeness he’d begun to wear around me ever since I’d become Sven’s Consort.

      It was odd to even think about the fact that I had what amounted to a royal title now. Even odder than the title was the way people treated me differently because of it.

      “My King,” Blaise murmured on the way out, catching my attention.

      I looked up to see Sven nodding at Blaise as he strode into the room that was now my office.

      I’d moved into a room closer to the private wing of the palace since Blaise had wasted no time taking over the room I once used for my office. I felt my eye twitch. Maybe I should think of something else.

      Hey, look! Here was a distraction, striding directly at me. How convenient.

      Tall and broad shouldered, his frame covered in lean muscle, the Phoenix King was a welcome diversion. Currently, that hard body was clad in a t-shirt and jeans, since he’d had some business with the humans.

      Many of them might fear us, but that didn’t mean they didn’t see that working with us was good for their bottom lines. Money was usually at the root of many decisions humans made.

      Sven’s bright blond hair caught the light as it fell to his shoulders, emphasizing them and framing his handsome, intelligent face with its clean jawline and arresting dark eyes. Eyes that watched me with sympathy as he reached my desk.

      “I could fire him for you,” he offered quietly, low enough that I knew nobody in the hall would hear. Though it was probably just my guards out there at this time of day, most of the palace staff were winding down as the end of the work day neared.

      For a moment, I was really tempted to take him up on his offer. Very tempted.

      But I couldn’t.

      “No,” I answered regretfully. “I can handle him. At least he really wants the job. And I don’t doubt that he wants what’s best for the flocks.”

      It was true. I didn’t doubt those two things about him, which were pretty damn important things. Plus, I didn’t want people to be afraid to deal with me, afraid that I would simply bring Sven into any issue I had and force it to go my way. That would be the message I’d be sending by having Sven fire Blaise.

      I was an independent person. The idea of having someone step in and solve every problem I had was not appealing. What’s more, I needed to work with someone; it might as well be someone who wanted the position. That desire for the position wasn’t so easy to find. The job came with a lot of headaches, traveling, and long hours. Not to mention that one might have to make decisions that didn’t exactly leave people in love with you at all times.

      I really wished I could have just continued to do my job like I always did, but I wasn’t stupid. I had a giant target on my back since everyone found out about my ancestry. Changes had to be made if I wanted to be safe.

      Had it just been about me, I might have taken more risks, but it wasn’t.

      I had Sven to consider now too.

      “Are you sure?” Sven asked, mock seriously. “Just give me the word and…”

      I laughed. “That’s really sweet. But no.”

      He shook his head, circling around the desk so he could lean his hips against it in front of me. “Well, if you’re not going to let me fix this for you...” He reached down and pulled me to my feet, bringing me up against his front. “I can at least offer you a good distraction to keep your mind off of it.”

      “A distraction, huh?” I said, settling in against the front of his hard body. “Whatever could you have in mind?” I wrapped my arms around his neck.

      And realized all over again how lucky I was to have a second chance at life. A life with Sven. It was a gift, one that I wasn’t going to take for granted.

      “Well… I thought maybe we could have pizza for dinner,” he said, his eyes glittering with humor.

      “Pizza?” I rolled my eyes. “I don’t think that’s going to be such a great dist⁠—”

      I had to shut up then, because his mouth was on mine, kissing me slowly the way he liked to when he wanted to take his time with things.

      “Mmm.” I leaned into him, into the kiss. His hands slid down my back, finding my butt without a problem.

      I was the one who broke the kiss. “You left the door open behind you,” I complained in a low voice, glancing over at the offending door-shaped hole that I shouldn’t have been able to see.

      “That’s because I wanted you to come back to our bedroom with me,” he said with a smile. “You’ve been working too hard.”

      “You’re working harder than I am,” I pointed out, even as I let him lead me out of the office.

      “Then we’ve both been working too hard,” he conceded. He looked over his shoulder and grinned at me, that grin that always managed to make my heart go pitter-patter like a teenager with raging hormones. “Time for a break.”

      A break sounded perfect.

      Amna and Reelin, my bodyguards, kept the neutral expressions that lived on their faces all day. ‘Professional’ would be how I would describe both of the guards assigned to me, though at least I’d seen Amna crack a smile a couple of times. Reelin was a tougher audience.

      They were both very competent at their jobs, though, which was why Igna had chosen them to be my babysitters. Er, guards. Though I really did think of them as my babysitters since I had to take them with me everywhere.

      It wasn’t an ideal situation, but life wasn’t ideal. So I was trying to adjust – not just to them, but to life in the palace, being in a public relationship with Sven.

      It was… a lot. But so worth it if it meant I could be with him.

      Sven led us into the private wing, where it was just us and the guards now. And then straight to the bedchamber.

      The guards didn’t follow us in.

      “Where’s Igna?” I asked as he closed the door behind us.

      “He left as soon as I was inside your office,” he said wryly. “Even he couldn’t argue that two guards inside the palace wasn’t enough.”

      I snorted out a laugh. Igna could take paranoia to new heights. However, considering that an assassination attempt against Sven had already nearly succeeded once and had killed me in the process, he was allowed to be a little paranoid judging by any standard.

      “Besides, I don’t want you to be thinking of anything but us right now,” he said, reaching out to pull my shirt over my head.

      That sounded like an excellent idea to me, so I helped him take off my pants and underwear too. To help me concentrate. Then I helped him with his clothes, though maybe it would have been faster if I hadn’t been so eagerly smoothing my hands over every inch of skin that revealed itself.

      Not that Sven complained.

      When I got to his boxer briefs, sliding my hands down his hips on either side of his erection as I pushed the underwear down, he finally lost it. Growling, he pushed me back gently until I fell onto the bed, coming down top of me.

      “Tease,” he accused, nipping my chin.

      I laughed, wrapping my legs around his slim hips. “What are you going to do about it?” I rubbed myself against his throbbing erection. Mmm, that was nice.

      He narrowed his eyes at me. Then he proceeded to touch and kiss and suck every inch of me, except between my legs, until I was a sweaty, frustrated mess, my fingernails leaving pink marks on his skin as I tried to urge him where I wanted it.

      “You’ve made your point!” I cried out, half laughing. I hated—and loved—when he did this.

      Sven bit down gently on the nipple he’d been sucking on until my legs were scissoring helplessly on the bed. He raised his head with a smirk, but I could see the desire stamped on his own face, in the glittering of his eyes, the flush in his cheeks.

      “Thank God,” he muttered, his smile turning rueful. Then he gave me a hard kiss and started pushing into me.

      I cried out, my arms and legs wrapping around his body as he pushed his erection inside me, using controlled thrusts to make room for himself, his jaw clenched tight. We both moaned as he sank in to the hilt, the fit perfect and familiar.

      He kissed the side of my face, my ear, my jaw. “I love you, Adara,” he whispered against my lips.

      My hold on him tightened, my heart aching with how much I loved him. “I love you too,” I murmured, my lips moving against his, still barely touching mine.

      His eyes were all I could see. I drowned in the love, the desire in them as he pushed in and out of me, careful to keep me at an angle that he knew always drove me wild. He knew every inch of me, just like I knew every inch of him, knew the touches he liked, the pressure, the placement.

      When I felt like he wasn’t going fast enough, I nuzzled the side of his neck and bit down where his neck met his shoulder. Not hard, just enough so he could feel the edge of my teeth.

      He moaned, his next thrust harder, less controlled. I squeezed down on his length inside me.

      That did it.

      “Adara,” he groaned, his thrusts going harder, faster.

      I urged him on, my hands sliding down his slick back to close over his clenching ass.

      Then I wasn’t thinking anything anymore, my body fighting to reach orgasm.

      It hit us almost at the same time, a hot, rippling wave of pleasure that wiped away all of my worries, all of the stress, leaving just him and me.

      I reveled in that perfect moment, sighing as my body finally went limp under Sven’s still tense one, his eyes shut tightly as he jerked one last time inside me, his body shuddering, the muscles in his arms standing out in high relief.

      I rubbed the back of his thigh with my foot as he came down, his eyes opening at the touch. He smiled at me, leaning down to kiss the tip of my nose, his heart in his eyes.

      Suddenly, I remembered all over again why I was willing to jump through all these hoops.

      Sven.

      He was beyond worth it and more.
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      When I sat down at my desk the next day, it was with buoyed spirits. The distraction had definitely done its job. The pizza after hadn’t hurt, either.

      I was smiling to myself, right up until I started opening my emails and taking phone calls. My mood started to dip.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t like the work or didn’t like helping ease our race into this new era, one that we hoped would improve our society and fix the problems that had been created and allowed to fester under Emberich’s iron fist.

      No, it wasn’t the work. It was that I hated being shackled like this.

      No matter how much I tried to focus on the positive—that I could still do some things despite everything, that I still had a full plate in terms of work, that I had actual regular hours for once, that I got to spend more time with Sven than I otherwise would have been able to—I couldn’t help but feel trapped with the restrictions placed on my movement.

      Part of it was literally the loss of freedom, a loss I felt was mostly out of my control due to the circumstances. Maybe if I’d felt like I had more of a choice in the matter, it wouldn’t have felt so limiting.

      But theoreticals didn’t really matter, did they? I had to deal with what was actually happening. Even apart from feeling grounded and restricted, I felt like I was… tucked away in a bubble.

      Yes, I could deal with complaints or issues that cropped up in my email, like a flock needing more help with provisions, or more man power, or simply fielding complaints about how things were progressing. That and more was to be expected when we not only had a change of power but also had to rebuild after the devastation of the civil war that had rocked us so hard, left so many dead, and destroyed so many of our cities.

      I was ready and willing to deal with all of that.

      But...

      It was so damn frustrating not being in the thick of things, where I could gauge the overall mood, see problems with my own eyes. There were some tasks that just couldn’t be done from behind a desk.

      Things that I didn’t trust Blaise to do, not well.

      His heart was in the right place, and nobody could argue that he was organized, that he dotted his i’s and crossed his t’s. But when you were dealing with people, being competent on paper wasn’t enough. You needed to have a certain level of people skills, for lack of a better phrase.

      Blaise was many things, but likable just wasn’t one of them.

      He could be grating on the nerves even when he wasn’t trying to be. On top of that, as if the physical distance wasn’t enough, I could feel how the flock Chieftains and many of my contacts in general had started treating me differently since I became Sven’s Consort. I could hear it in the careful tones over the phone. Heck, I could see it in emails that read like they’d been gone over with a fine toothed comb even when the subject was as basic as an update on the flock population for our records.

      The ring of the telephone interrupted my negative train of thought.

      I accepted the incoming call, trying to curb my grumpiness. It was Ruth. “Hi, Ruth,” I greeted, trying not to let my mood seep into my tone.

      “Hello, Adara,” she said. Her voice grew quieter. “Just calling to give you an update on those rumblings against the Crown.”

      Geo and a couple of others from her flock had been involved in the assassination attempt on Sven that had resulted in my death. My subsequent public reemergence after my spectacular demise was the reason why I wasn’t visiting flocks anymore. Ruth’s Chieftain wasn’t my biggest fan.

      There were multiple flocks like this one, where I got most of my information from people who knew the goings on but weren’t necessarily in charge. Another reason why this job required a certain amount of finesse.

      I hadn’t given Blaise any of my contacts, though I had passed information on to him that had made him question my source more than once. But giving my list over would be an almost surefire way kill news sources I had spent years cultivating.

      “Great,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “What do you have?”

      She told me. “Geo and the original conspirators are dead.”

      I understood the need for such severe measures in this case. If Sven was harsh about this first attempt, it would make others think more than twice before they tried anything. In the end, their deaths were likely to save more lives.

      I knew all of that. But it still left a pit in my stomach when I thought about those lives wasted when we’d already endured so much loss.

      “The sympathizers are lying low, but I did hear some… not so flattering things about the King.” She hesitated.

      “You can tell me,” I said, trying to hold back my exasperation at the care she’d never shown before when relaying information. “I’m still the same person and I still need to do my job.”

      Ruth sighed. “I know that. I just also know that I wouldn’t be thrilled hearing this kind of talk about my Joel,” she explained.

      Then she let me have it.

      Most of it wasn’t something I hadn’t heard before. How Sven wasn’t any better than Emberich, judging by how he’d killed his would-be murderers. Never mind the fact that he’d left sympathizers alone, deliberately avoiding the kind of wholesale scorched earth policy Emberich had liked to employ. And, of course, there were also those who held the opposite opinion, that Sven hadn’t been harsh enough, that he should have taken care of all of them. That he was weak to not kill more of his subjects.

      And more of the same, often conflicting opinions.

      Sometimes you couldn’t win for losing.

      I was glad that anti-Sven sentiment was apparently lower than it had initially been when he first took the throne. Baby steps. I’d take progress.

      Ruth hesitated again.

      “What else, Ruth?” I prodded. “I can take it.”

      She sighed. “Just don’t let this get under your skin,” she warned.

      “Nothing does anymore,” I assured her.

      Maybe that wasn’t entirely true. But it was the image of me I wanted to project. Any sign of weakness was one people would just continue to poke and prod at. The added barrier of having to hear things secondhand did have the perk of taking the sting out of a lot of the comments, at least.

      “There are also rumors… that the only reason the King made you his Consort was because he wanted sole access to your blood. That he wanted his children to have the Original Bloodline coursing through their veins as well. That he saw an opportunity to increase his power while simultaneously robbing his enemies of it and… he took it.”

      Oh.

      This wasn’t something I’d heard before. I felt the sting of the words sink in.

      It wasn’t true. Sven didn’t know of my genetic history in the beginning. But he knew before I became his Consort...

      No.

      No, I wasn’t going down this path. I knew Sven. Knew him better than any of these rumor mills did.

      “I see,” I said after a pause that was just a touch too long. “Thank you for letting me know. It’s always good to hear what’s floating out there.”

      Ruth sighed. “Sometimes people… don’t want to see others doing well,” she said gently. “Reflects more on them than you.”

      I didn’t want to dwell on this, so I quickly changed the subject and moved on to other things.

      Being the subject of so much gossip would take time to absorb.

      Not that I hadn’t expected it. Being with Sven was enough. So was being the only known living descendant of the Original Bloodline. Both together? There were bound to be ridiculous stories floating around. I’d have to make a concerted effort to develop an even thicker skin.

      I finished that call somehow feeling even more out of sorts than before. Not what I usually expected after speaking with Ruth. It was disconcerting that even Ruth, someone I’d known for most of my life, now saw me as somewhat of an extension of the Crown.

      Not that that view was entirely false. I did have an emotional connection to the King now, after all. Maybe it was asking too much to be seen as a completely separate entity.

      I was contemplating that depressing thought when I got another message, this one marked URGENT.

      I frowned as I saw it was from Aaden, the Chieftain of my flock. The one I grew up in, anyway.

      I opened it and felt my stomach drop as I skimmed the message. Chieftain Aaden was never one to mince words, and today was no exception.

      
      Adara,

      
      A small group just returned to the flock with two people seriously injured.

      They reported they were attacked by Eli’s flock when out in neutral territory, completely unprovoked.

      How shall we proceed?

      
      -Aaden

      
      This was exactly why I’d been worried about Blaise’s “announcement-only” approach regarding some of the changes we were implementing. The people in Eli’s flock were used to being high up in the pecking order and receiving preferential treatment in exchange for their unwavering support for Emberich. Aaden hadn’t given much detail on the matter, but I was guessing something about the new way of things wasn’t sitting well with them. Since my flock had tended to bear much of the burden of allowing Eli’s flock that special treatment, I was guessing this had something to do with that.

      No matter what the real reason was, I knew one thing for sure—Blaise was not qualified to handle something like this. Not by himself.

      I stared at the email.

      I needed to go myself for this.

      That wasn’t just the emotional part of me speaking. Yes, I wanted to protect my flock even if many had turned their backs on me when I’d taken this position as Liaison. It didn’t matter. I still cared about them.

      I could even understand their trepidation. I had originally been working for Emberich. Technically. I had tried my best to find ways to help the flocks, including my own.

      Even from a practical standpoint, we needed to deal with this situation well. If we bungled this, it might send the wrong message to anyone else who thought they could simply pick fights with other flocks if they weren’t happy with how things were going.

      Moreover, we needed to try not to alienate either of the flocks involved in the process.

      I didn’t know if that was possible, but it was definitely what we needed to aim for.

      Blaise just wasn’t experienced enough, didn’t have quite the right temperament, to pull something like that off. I didn’t even know if I could, honestly.

      I needed to speak with Sven.

      I got up and left the office. Amna and Reelin glanced at each other, surprised at the change in routine even as they settled into step just behind me. I didn’t fill them in as I headed over to the small audience chamber, where I knew Sven would be at this time of day.

      Igna frowned when he saw me coming, glancing up at the guards behind me. Apparently, they weren’t
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