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Will the ice queen keep her royal station, or will the fight for the throne end in a bloody battle?

Elsa must marry before midnight of her twenty-fifth year or lose her kingdom. The only problem is that no man in Bryggen can be near her without getting frostbite.

Kyle Bryggen, the founder of the kingdom Elsa rules, has been in hibernation for two hundred years, and now he is awake and wants his kingdom back.

They could be a match carved in ice, except every time they meet, they want to kill each other.

When a diabolical senator manipulates the law to his own purpose, Elsa must choose between the lesser of two nightmares.

One will lead to the ruin of her kingdom, and the other will lead to her death.
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Chapter 1
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I stood on the balcony of my castle overlooking Bryggen and the ocean beyond, my heart heavy with my responsibility. The fall air, chilly and refreshing, did nothing for my mood. I sighed. This was the year I had to find my soulmate, or otherwise my kingdom would be lost.

My sister, Anna, found her true love many years ago, and she and Kris had been together ever since. They even had a horde of children running around the castle, making it a lively place to be. While I got to play the doting aunt, it also served as a reminder that the clock was ticking away.

If I didn’t find someone soon, my ability to produce an heir to the throne would be nullified, and with it, our family’s reign would end. While Anna was my sister, and her children my kin, the senate had made it clear that the offspring of a woodsman were not to be named king.

It was such a silly rule, but one I had no power to overturn. Because the senate was so divided on the issue, they’d put it to a public vote. While this lovely kingdom of Bryggen professed their love of my sister any chance they got, they revealed their true prejudices.

I almost froze the entire kingdom on the spot when the senate announced the results, but Anna assured me she did not want her children to take the throne. I still didn’t know if she truly felt that way, or if she’d said what she had to quell my fury.

Either way, the bitter pill I’d had to swallow still tainted the back of my throat.

So, the burden of a successor lay with me, or otherwise the head of the senate, Aaron Brax, would take the throne, He was neither just nor compassionate, and I would hate to see him become the ruler over Bryggen.

The senate gave me five years to find a man suitable to be the father of the kingdom’s heir. They expected me to step down either way and to start being “attentive to womanly responsibilities,” as Senator Brax had put it so eloquently when they’d announced the directive.

Since my parents passed, and I took the throne, Brax had been volleying for my demise.

This was the last year I had to choose a king. If I was not betrothed by the last toll of the bell on New Year’s Eve, Senator Brax would become king.

“What are you thinking about?” Anna’s singsong voice pierced my thoughts as she stepped beside me.

I glanced at my sister with her dark hair and bright green eyes, a polar opposite to my light locks and blue eyes. Happiness radiated from her the way the cold emitted from me. Having her so near tempered the darkness in my soul.

“I was thinking this year would be the year I find someone able to bear with me.” I smiled, softening the words so my aggravation didn’t bleed into them.

Anna slung her arms around me and gave me a tight hug along with a peck on my cheek. “That would be divine!”

I chuckled and turned away from the town below. “I think the fresh air of the mountains is just the thing I need today.” I headed inside with the purpose of escaping my thoughts, and this town for a little while.

“I’ll go with you.” Anna trailed behind me.

“I need some alone time.” I glanced back at her. “I have to figure out what to do in the event I can’t find someone to put up with me.”

Her smile faltered, but she nodded, halting in the hallway as I headed for the back door. She knew where I was headed.

My ice castle still sat at the top of the snowcapped mountain. The freezing temperatures offered me solace and comfort when I couldn’t find inner peace in the kingdom below. My escape beckoned.
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Chapter 2
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The glistening ice welcomed me, and I sighed, climbing the clear steps cascading over a deep chasm. My footing didn’t falter on the slick stairs, but I knew well enough that the abyss below had claimed many careless trespassers. Only those familiar with the ice dance seemed to scale the hazard without issue.

The door to my sanctuary stood ajar. I blinked at the breach, and a shiver captured me as if a spirit had walked across my grave. I pushed the door all the way open and paused. I strained to hear anything that would give me an indication of who the intruder was. No sounds drifted my way, so I slipped inside as quietly as possible, ready to blast anything that moved. Fortunately, there was no motion. Not in the grand foyer that shimmered with silver icicles. The simple beauty always took my breath away.

On light feet, I crossed to the heart of the castle, where I used to spend most of my time standing in front of an ice fire of my own making. The hearth sat barren, but the white fur ball in the far corner made my heart skip. I gasped at the sight of the enormous polar bear.

His massive head lifted, and blue eyes peered at me from across the room. They widened and then the beast was on his feet, rearing up to ten feet tall with a roar.

“Don't be growling at me. This is my home. You're the squatter,” I yelled with my fingers splayed at the ready, cocking my head to make my point.

The beast dropped to all fours with a grunt and circled around me.

The closer he came, the more nervous I got, but he hadn't done anything to raise my hackles enough to blast him with ice. Yet.

As he passed behind me, I turned my head to catch him rounding again, but he wasn't there. A low chuckle came from right behind me. I spun, almost letting ice fly. At the last second, I curled my hands into fists, stopping whatever damage I was about to inflict on the handsome man standing where the bear should have been.

His hair was as white as the polar bear's fur, and the same blue eyes peered down at me through wayward bangs as he towered over my tall frame. He was just as formidable in human form as he had been as a bear.

“So, this is your place?” He waved at the ice surrounding us.

I started at him, still stunned by the transformation. I had heard stories of the man-beasts when I was young, but never had the pleasure of meeting one. The fables of old said they were terrifying, dangerous killers who were to be avoided at all costs. A thrilling chill tickled my spine.

“Yes,” I said after my full inspection of him.

“And you are?”

I laughed at him, and when he raised a single eyebrow, I said, “I am the queen of Bryggen.”

Both his eyebrows rose in response. “I am king of the Hanseatic League.”

I cocked my head. There was only one man who had ever declared himself king of the Hanseatic League, and Bryggen was named after him. But he had perished centuries ago. Kyle Bryggen was said to be ruthless in his quest for power, handsome as the devil, and he ruled the trade routes with an iron hand until the day he’d disappeared.

“There is no such thing,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him. I relaxed my hands just in case I needed my icy will.

He smiled at me. “There used to be,” he said and continued his circular study of me. “You enjoy the cold, queen of Bryggen?”

I kept quiet, watching him, wondering if he knew anything about me or my powers.

“Hmm?” He stopped pacing and leaned forward a little, his gaze piercing and inquisitive at the same time.

“What is your name?” I demanded, straightening my back.

“I think you already know what my name is. Just like I know exactly who you are. Elsa Glasere.” 

His voice dripped with vitriol as he said my name, like I had done something that warranted such dislike.

I took a step back, and a chill built in my palms. “Kyle?” I swallowed. “Kyle Bryggen?”

He nodded. “You woke me from my long slumber, young lady.” He stepped closer, crowding me as a growl crept into his voice.

His dagger-like eyes pierced right through my soul and I moved back, right into the wall. He placed his hands on either side of my head. His sharp nails dug into the ice as he leaned close to my face. “I don't like being woken up.”

I placed my palms on his chest and pushed with more than my physical strength. I blasted him across the room with an arctic wind. “I don't like being cornered.” I flipped a strand of hair out of my face and lifted my chin.

He hopped to his feet. His cocky anger was now replaced with wariness.

“I am the queen of Bryggen, and you will show me some respect.”

“And if I don't?”

“I will put you in a deep freeze that will last another two hundred years.”

His head tilted to the side like a lost puppy. 

“If you know who I am, you must know what I can do.” 

“You melted the ice that blanketed this area. That is what woke me from the dead and left me ravenous enough to attack anything that happened my way. It has taken me years to find restraint again.”

I didn't have the heart to tell him that it was my sister's love that had cracked through the ice and let me reign in the frozen tundra. I had been surprised my ice castle still remained, especially with the green hills and flower-filled valleys surrounding it. This haven, this snowy landscape only encompassed the highest peak in the region. Halfway down the mountain face, the snowy landscape ceased.

Frustration clouded his gaze, and he took a step towards me.

I closed my eyes and concentrated. The same powerful storm that pushed him across the room brewed under my skin. I let it seep from my palms, controlling the gale into a graceful swirl of a breeze. When the first frigid flake touched my cheek, I opened my eyes. Snow gently fell in the space between us, and he stared at it with his mouth ajar.

“I brought the ice to Bryggen. I only meant to pull back what I had created.” I closed my hands, and the snow stopped.

“Why did you pull back any of it?”

“Because, while you and I seem to be unbothered by the cold, the people within Bryggen don't have the same resilience.” I studied his creased brow as he stared at the snow on the floor. “I am the ice queen.”

His gaze snapped up to mine, and he crossed the distance between us in a less predatory manner then stopped with enough distance to not encroach on my space.

“I made this palace you have decided to... invade.” I waved at our glistening surroundings.

“You should learn to lock your doors.”

I laughed. “The steps are deterrent enough.”

For the first time since I’d laid eyes on him, dimples appeared and the briefest of smiles flashed. He gave me what I thought was a nod before he glanced up at the structure.

“Such attention to detail,” he said and this time his voice was not full of mockery or malice. “I think I’ll keep it.” His full smile appeared, but his eyes held the challenge his voice didn’t carry.

I scoffed at him. “The hell you will.”

“Who are you to stop me?” His hands found his hips.

His cocked eyebrow fueled my growing frustration. I raised my hands to show him, and within a blink his oversized bear paws slammed against my palms, pinning me to the wall, blocking whatever assault I was about to launch. He had shifted so quickly I didn’t have time to process the transformation.

He growled in my face, his sharp teeth close enough to tear out my throat. Instead of the fear any rightful person would feel, fury welled up, and I kneed the bastard with everything I had.

His eyes widened, and he grunted, dropping to his knees. The transition to human form was as immediate as his shift to bear had been. Pain webbed through his features as he cradled his balls.

I leaned close. “I expect you to be gone when I return.” I stormed out and down the stairs, marching back to town with anger pounding in my veins.

Each audacious act of his flashed pure venom through me, and by the time I got back to my room in the palace proper, I could feel the ice radiating off my skin, matching my malignant rage.
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A tentative knock interrupted my agitated pacing. There was only one person who would ever dare to approach me when I was in this kind of mood. I closed my eyes and sighed when the door cracked open.

Anna’s worried gaze peered around the door, reminding me of when she was a child. Her wide eyes diffused whatever leftover anger still pulsed at my temples. “The footman said you were on a tear.”

The last time I was on a so-called tear, I had frozen the land. I laughed at the terminology and shook my head. “I just met someone that infuriated me. He basically has taken over my ice castle.”

Her eyebrows rose, and her mouth popped open. She was probably the only one in this kingdom who knew what my ice castle meant to me.

“Someone is living there?”

Someone, something. I didn’t quite know how to categorize Kyle Bryggen. Especially since he, by all rights, should be a pile of bones in a grave.

“Yes. And I told him he needs to be gone when I come back.”

She blinked. “He?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yes. He.” A broad smile broke out on Anna's face, and my eye-roll turned to a glare. “Don't even suggest it. He is way too...” I snapped my lips closed, trying to find the right word. “Infuriating.”

Anna chuckled. “What does he look like?”

“A polar bear,” I said. Shock registered on my sister’s face, and it was my turn to laugh. “Yes, he is one of those things.”

She gasped. “A man-beast?”

“Yes. And a royal pain in my ass,” I mumbled as I turned away from her. I had to admit, in human form, he was quite pleasing to the eyes, and the white hair didn't detract from his rugged good looks. In fact, he looked only about ten years my senior at best. Being a man-beast certainly hadn't aged him, and he looked damn good for someone close to two hundred years old.

“If he was a bear, how do you know he was a man-beast?”

“Because he shifted.” Sometimes Anna’s brain didn’t quite catch up, and I had to be patient while she connected the dots.

She chewed on her bottom lip. “So, what did he look like as a man?”

“Hair as white as a polar bear, eyes blue and icy, and the type of body that rivaled his polar bear form.” Just describing him out loud sparked irritation. For as hot as the man was, he was an epic jerk. “But he had no manners.”

“What did he do?”

“He decided that the ice castle was his for the taking.”

She raised her eyebrows. 

“He's lucky I didn't turn him into a giant ice cube.”

“Did he try to take anything else?” Dread filled both her voice and her eyes.

I laughed and shook my head. “If he had, he would be an icicle. I stared out the window at the mountain. “I will go back tomorrow to make sure he heeded my orders.”

“You can't go alone,” Anna said.

I turned back to her. “Have you met me?”

Anna crossed her arms, and the glare she leveled made my skin prickle.

“He is too dangerous to bring anyone up there with me.”

“All the more reason for you to take a dozen guards with you.”

“The guards will slip off those stairs. You've seen it before. Besides I can handle him.” We both had witnessed the perils of those ice steps. I didn't want to be responsible for sending anyone to their death, either by falling into that endless chasm, or at the hands of Kyle Bryggen. I had no doubt that heathen would kill on sight.

“Then I will go with you.”

“Oh, hell no.” There was no way I was letting her near the ice palace again. The last time she had been there, she almost died as a result. “Not after the last time you went. Besides, Kris would never forgive me if anything happened to you.”

She pressed her lips into a thin line.

“If you make a big deal of this, I’ll just give the man the palace.”

Her arms slowly fell to her side and her eyes widened. She knew how much that place meant to me. I’d created it out of thin air, so the idea of giving it up to protect my little sister wasn’t taken lightly.

“You aren’t just saying that to make me back off, are you?” she asked once she seemed to recover from the shock.

“No. I can handle myself where the man-beast is concerned. But I can’t handle him while I’m trying to protect someone else. We both know how bad I am at multitasking like that.”

My gentle reminder set all her fight on pause. She gave me a nod and turned to leave. “Just promise you will be careful,” she said from the doorway.

“I will.” As soon as the door closed, I collapsed on the couch. I needed to go through the papers the senate had delivered this morning, but I wasn’t in the mood to get more aggravated.

I closed my eyes. His face appeared on the back of my eyelids, and I growled, shooting to my feet. I needed to shake this fixation. I stomped over to my desk, took a seat, and started shuffling through the mundane paperwork.

The senate wanted to restrict where people emptied their chamber pots. I scribbled my name on that new law without delving into the pages of facts that accompanied the cover page. I could get on board with cleaning up the streets. It might be a pain to dig a hole for the waste, but it certainly was better than the free-flowing rivers of sludge that carved canals on each side of the road.

The next one perplexed me. They wanted to put a law in place that stated that the males of Bryggen starting at the age of sixteen must go out and pillage nearby countries every five years. That one I read at least three times before I tore the paper in two. I would not condone that sort of act under my rule.

The last rule actually pulled a snorting laugh from my nose. They wanted me to sign a law that if a man challenges another to a fist fight to the death, he must accept or pay a penalty of four deer to the challenger. I sighed and closed my eyes. This was what men came up with when closed in a room for twelve hours at a clip. But at least this one gave the person challenged a way out of a fight to the death. I scrawled my name on the paper and set that aside.

The rest of the papers were updates on population statistics, tax collection values, and kingdom budget shortfalls and excesses. I scoured over each one. When I leaned back and rubbed my eyes, I felt more focused than when I’d started.

Unfortunately, he was still there gnawing at the back of my mind.

My gaze pulled to the window and the snowy peak beyond.

“Damn it,” I muttered and finished my daily sovereign duties.
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The next morning, I woke before the sun rose and snuck from the palace. If I had waited until the sun broke the horizon, Anna would have been tailing me despite our conversation yesterday. I quickly slipped from the kingdom without notice from any of the dozing guards.

My journey to the mountain peak was quicker than it had been the other day, my purpose two-fold. I climbed the steps, but instead of entering the ice palace, I turned and stared over the valley just as the sun poked from the horizon, dousing the land in its honey-colored hue. With the beauty of the sunrise tempering my aggravation, I turned and marched into my ice castle.

The white fur in the corner set off another tirade of irritation.

“I thought I told you to be gone by the time I returned.” My voice echoed, vibrating on the ice.

The bear gave me a cursory glance before turning away with a huff.

I took a step towards him.

“Don’t.”

The voice came from the stairwell, not the direction of the bear. I stopped short and turned. Kyle stood with bloody bandages in his hands. My eyes widened, and I scanned his form for the source of the wound.

“A hunter shot him,” he said, nodding toward the bear in the corner.

A million questions fluttered in my head, and I blinked, turning back toward the bear. Was he one of them? Had he been here yesterday? Was he as good-looking as Kyle? The last question riled my feathers. I glanced back at the man who put the sizzle in my blood.

“Before you get that pretty little mind of yours in a tizzy at someone else squatting in your castle, he is injured and confused and will likely take off your head if you get any closer.”

“Is he one of you?” I nearly spat out the words.

Kyle laughed. “No. I’m the only one left like me. No others survived.” Bitterness crept into his voice. He turned and continued up the stairs with the bloodied bandages.

I stared at the bear and then scurried up the steps to find Kyle in my bedroom, where he stepped out onto the balcony and dropped the bloodied rags into the ravine. He turned, and his eyes narrowed at me.

“Are you here to make another sad attempt to kick me out?” He crossed his arms, smearing blood on his shirt.

I tore my eyes away from those crimson swaths and met his gaze. “I told you to be gone by the time I returned.” I adopted the same stance as him, jutting my chin out with authority.

He crossed the distance and glared down his nose at me.

When he cocked his eyebrow, I opened my palms with the intention of blasting him into the ravine. Before I had a chance to let my power loose, he had my wrists plastered to the wall far enough away from me that nothing I conjured would hit him. His body pressed against mine in a way that didn’t afford me the opportunity to use my knee like I had yesterday.

He stared down at me, and the corner of his lip turned up. Fire blazed in his gaze.

“I see you have not come to terms with the arrangement.” His voice was soft, and yet it held an edge that sent a shiver down my spine.

“I built this palace,” I snarled up at him.

“You are quite the engineer. But it is mine now.”

I let out a guttural roar and tried to break his grip on me. He pressed his full weight against me.

“Are you trying to summon the bear?” A growl crept into his voice.

I continued struggling against his iron grip.

He leaned close to my ear. “I would heed my warning. The bear is hungry, and once he comes forth, I will not be able to stop him from ripping out your tender throat.”

I stilled, wondering whether he was just saying that to get me to calm down or if he really was straining to hold the beast inside him.

He pulled away from my ear, meeting my gaze. His eyes were on the verge of wild and his jaw clenched as he held me in place. The pressure of his chest on mine increased with each deep breath of his.

His form molded to mine in a way that brought heat to my cheeks, as well as other places. I tried to shift under his weight to still the pounding in my chest. My heartbeat had traveled into the frenzied zone, and I wasn’t sure if it was just from the anger biting at my skin.

I shook my head to get rid of the unwanted thoughts, and dimples appeared in his cheeks, despite the clench of his jaw.

“Have you gotten control over the mangy beast yet?” I asked.

His eyes narrowed, and his dimples disappeared. “What if I said I just like being this close to you?”

He had the audacity to press his hips closer, making me hyperaware of his body. The hardness of it felt divine against me and made me wonder what it would be like to have him inside me instead of trapping me against a wall.

I clenched my teeth and forced my wrists to bend far enough to send a blast of ice towards his head. I missed, but just the action made his face turn red and his lips press into a line that made them nonexistent.

His chest rumbled with a growl and before my eyes, he shifted. The polar bear’s weight pressed the air from my lungs, and his paws nearly crushed my wrists. I couldn’t air the scream trapped in my lungs until he leaned back enough to aim his fanged mouth at my throat.

The bear bellowed and spun away from me. I crumpled to the ground, gasping for breath, and stared at the arrow sticking out from the creature’s backside as he charged towards the bedroom door.

A glimpse of a figure with long brown hair dodging him set my heart back into overdrive. Without thinking, I shot my palms at the bear and captured him in a wall of ice.

Anna stood just beyond him with a bow, trying to thread the arrow into it with hands that shook too much. If I hadn’t made Kyle into an icicle, she would be dead. She ran to me, dropping the bow and arrow on the floor before throwing her arms around my neck.

The crack of ice caused me to push Anna behind me. Kyle shattered the cube and roared at us.

I aimed my palms at him again. “I will knock you clear into the ravine if you so much as take a step in this direction.” With Anna here, my voice sounded just as fierce as the bear’s roar had.

He must have seen my intent reflected in my eyes because he huffed and shifted back into a man.

“That wench shot me,” he snarled and reached behind him, grasping at the arrow embedded in his ass.

“She is most certainly not a wench,” I growled back.

His face contorted into a grimace as he tried to pull the arrow out. He didn’t have the dexterity to do it without causing more harm. It was like watching a puppy chase his own tail.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” I said, curling my hands into tight fists. I marched behind him, slapped his hand away, and yanked the arrow out.

He howled and spun on me.

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Perhaps if you hadn’t acted like such an ass, you wouldn’t have been shot in your backside.” I turned away and nodded for Anna to join me at the door.

I glanced over my shoulder in time to see Kyle rip his shirt off and press it into the bloody wound on his well-formed butt cheek.

I blinked at the sight of his marred skin, slowing to a stop. His body had whip marks traversed across his back and arms as if someone had taken a belt to him and hadn’t stopped until he was within inches of his life.

My stomach plummeted at the thought.

Anna tugged my arm. “Elsa,” she whispered.

I turned away from Kyle, conflicted.

I stepped onto the landing and glanced down the stairs at the fur ball in the corner. The steady rise and fall of its back told me what I needed. The bear on the first floor was asleep.

“Don’t wake the bear downstairs on your way out,” I whispered.

She balked and waved her hand in Kyle’s direction.

“I promise I will be okay,” I said. “I will be along as soon as I help him tend to his wound.”

She pressed her lips together, and I shooed her away.

As soon as she was out the front door, I turned back to Kyle. His back was to me, and he held the shirt in place with his head dipped low. I studied the patterns on his back, and they tugged at my heartstrings. This was a man who knew nothing about mercy or kindness.

“Let me help,” I said when Anna was at a safe distance from the palace.

He stiffened and glanced over his shoulder. “I thought you and that wench had left.”

I crossed my arms. “You knew I was still here.”

His lips pressed together in a smirk and he shrugged. “You know, if she was aiming for my heart, she’s a terrible shot,” he muttered and turned towards me.

“She wasn’t aiming to kill. Anna doesn’t have that in her.” I crossed and took the shirt from him, studying the amount of blood on the fabric before folding it over. I pressed it back in place.

“But you do.” He eyed me warily.

I nodded. “Just as you do,” I replied, meeting his stare. I pulled the fabric away a second time. There was a new patch of fresh blood soaking into the fabric. “I think you may need me to stitch you up.”

“I’m fine,” he said. “With the arrow out, I can just shift, and the bear will take care of the healing.”

“Then why don’t you?”

He was quiet as he glanced down at me with a crooked smile. “It’s been a while since a woman held my ass.”

“Oh, for the love of...” I threw his shirt at him and stormed out of the room, leaving him to deal with his wound himself.
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By the time I got back to the castle, I was ready to give Anna a piece of my mind. Her running up there was just too dangerous, especially since she had two children to tend to.

I stepped into my chambers to find Anna sitting on my couch, waiting for me to come back.

“What were you thinking?” I snarled.

“I was thinking about saving you. That bear was ready to tear your head off.”

“He is all roar,” I said, but even I heard the absence of truth in my statement.

She leveled a look at me that always made me fidget. It was the same one I had given her in the past and gotten the same results. It was the ‘you are so full of bullshit and you know it’ gaze.

“He wouldn’t have killed me,” I said. Maimed me for sure, but I’d like to think he would have stopped short of draining my life away, especially with that mischievous grin he’d given me just before I left.

“Who are you trying to fool? That bear was seconds away from attacking, and you know it.” Anna’s anger filled the room and echoed in her voice.

Heat filled my cheeks, and I glanced away. I hadn’t heeded his words of warning. I poked the bear and nearly lost my head in the process. Anna was right. I wasn’t trying to convince her. I was trying to convince myself.

I crossed to the window and glanced up at the snowy peak. The ice glinted in the sun, and my mind clouded over with the feel of him pressing against me. If only he wasn’t such a genuine ass. I sighed and turned back to Anna.

Her eyes narrowed. “You have a thing for that heathen.” She waved towards the window.

I opened my mouth to disagree.

“Don’t even try to deny it. I can see it in the color of your cheeks and that dreamy look you get whenever you look in that direction.”

My eyebrows rose. “What dreamy look?”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s the same look you’ve given me grief over when Kris is working in the yard and I’m watching him. I happened to catch a glance in the mirror once and you were right. It is the goofiest expression.”

I pressed my lips against the smile. “Maybe I’m just dreaming of having my ice castle back,” I said to defer the conversation. But she had struck a hidden nerve. It was as if I was compelled to look his way, and that bloomed the heat of aggravation under the surface of my skin.

My stomach growled, reminding me that I hadn’t had anything to eat. Anna’s features softened at the grumbling.

“You haven’t eaten anything, either?” she asked.

“No. And I better eat soon, or otherwise my trip to the senate will be a different kind of mess.” I crossed to my desk and stuffed the papers I’d signed yesterday into my satchel, resigned to an afternoon of boredom within the senate today.

But not before Anna and I raided the kitchen. The castle cook, Buster to all who wandered these dark hallways, was more than willing to serve us up scrumptious delights. He glowed as radiant as his white chef hat when we raved about the delectable selections he offered.

Neither Anna nor I had cornered him in the kitchen since our parents died, so this was a rare occasion for all of us. We reminisced about our younger years with Buster, laughing as he continued to recount our fearless feats.

It was well past the time of the opening of the senate floor by the time I took my leave, but I had signed bills to deliver and a warning to issue regarding the plunder law they’d thrown together. As I walked through the door, I heard voices arguing from the senate floor. I stopped to listen to the lively conversation on poaching. It wasn’t until a smooth baritone voice rose above the others that a chill ran down my spine.

I threw the door open and stepped inside before the knight guards could announce that the queen had arrived. From across the floor, our eyes met.

A blaze of anger flushed through me, and I clenched my fists.

He broke my gaze first. “Ah, the voice of reason has arrived.” He waved towards where I stood, silencing the senate. Then he turned and took a knee in a bow so formal that I nearly laughed.

Kyle Bryggen was quite the actor. If the senate knew he was one of the bear shifters of old, they would be quaking in their boots.

“And what is it that I am deemed so reasonable about?” I said, projecting my voice as I made my way down the steps to the floor. Keeping my distance, I crossed the floor and handed the secretary the papers I’d signed yesterday. When I finally returned my attention to Kyle, he was back on his feet with his hands clasped behind his back.

“Poaching,” he said. “Shooting bears for their fur.”

I crossed my arms. “A bear hide is especially warm when winter falls, Mr...” I rolled my hand to make him finish my sentence.

“Bergeron.” His eyes blazed.

I narrowed my gaze. He used an alias in the senate house, and I wondered why, especially since he had been so full of piss and vinegar up in the ice castle.

“Well, Mr. Bergeron. What is your beef with Bryggen’s hunters?”

“I think it is a sick practice and should be stopped immediately. Especially since I was walking in the woods and was nearly clipped in the ass with an arrow.”

I cocked my eyebrow. So that’s what he was going with. “Well, sir, you were probably somewhere where you shouldn’t be.”

His face reddened.

I turned towards Arron Brax. “Senator Brax, what do you think of Mr. Bergeron’s proposal?”

Senator Brax was studying the dynamics between Kyle and me with a sharp eye. “I’m not so sure I’m against this man’s proposal. He is talking about hunting for sport as opposed to hunting for survival.”

I actually laughed. “And you sanctioned a law that directs our young men to go out and plunder nearby countries?”

Kyle raised an eyebrow.

“That was the only law that passed my desk that I ripped to shreds. I happen to agree that hunting or plundering for sport is wrong, as well,” I said and leveled my best challenging stare at the good senator.

He shifted in his seat.

I turned towards Kyle. “I will see to it that this is voted on today, sir.”

The edge of his lip curved up and he gave me another deep bow. “Thank you, My Queen.”

I waited until he left the floor and the chamber closed for deliberation before I turned to Senator Brax. “It seems we are in agreement for once.” I glanced around. “And the lands have not frozen over.” I grinned at him and then turned my attention to the house. “If you so choose to write up a law protecting wild animals from being hunted for sport, I will sign it on the spot as long as the language used is specific to hunting for sport. We all know that having an unclear bill signed into law has unintended consequences, so be careful with the message.”

I let my gaze pass over each of the men, and they nodded. We had had something similar happen with a poorly worded bill about abolishing drinking. After my father signed it into law, the senate realized they had abolished all forms of drinking, even having a glass of wine with dinner, which was the farthest thing from their original intent of cleaning up the drunks in the street. The law was recanted and refined to abolish drunken and disorderly acts in public places. Many of those senators still remained as acting law makers in this audience.

“I will be expecting the new bills on my desk by nightfall,” I said and bid my leave. It was time to chase down Mr. Kyle Bryggen and find out just what he was up to.
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The warm sunshine made my eyes squint as I stepped outside. I didn’t get more than two paces away from the senate building when a shadow stepped to my side. I glanced at Kyle as he kept pace with me, his hands still clasped behind his back and his eyes roaming the kingdom with curiosity.

I took a moment to take a closer look at him as he walked beside me. He had donned a blue tunic with gold trim that brought out the color of his eyes, and his boots shined like new. He looked freshly bathed and smelled like a clean breeze through a pine forest.

I narrowed my gaze. “Did you steal those clothes?”

“No.”

He didn’t seem bothered by the accusation in my voice or by the skeptical eye I gave him. He continued to scan our surroundings, and the corners of his lips tilted in a smile that would have melted my heart had he not tried to kill me earlier that morning.

“I’m not sure whether I like your ice castle or this place better.”

Any thoughts of how handsome he was evaporated with this statement. I spun towards him. “Bryggen is my kingdom. Not yours.” I poked my finger into his chest.

“And yet it carries my name.” He cocked an eyebrow at me in that silent challenge that made my blood boil.

“It most certainly does not, Mr. Bergeron.” His alias spat from my lips, and I glared up at his impossibly handsome face. “Do I need to put another arrow in that ass of yours?”

“You did not put the first one in my ass.”

“I’m a much better shot than my sister. I wouldn’t just leave you with a flesh wound.”

“You certainly are a feisty one.” His eyes sparkled in the sunshine.

“I am the queen and you should show some respect.” I turned and marched off.

Or so I thought.

When I got to the castle gate, he reached beyond me and opened the door for me. “Like this?” he asked, almost too quietly for me to hear over my pounding heart.

I glared up at his dancing blue eyes. The memory of the beast ready to tear my head off kept me from swooning at his natural charisma. I gave him a curt nod and entered.

He stepped inside with me.

“I did not invite you into my home.”

He just grinned at me and looked at the grand entry. “It lacks your special touch,” he said after his inspection.

I huffed. “And yet, you are still standing here.”

“It would seem so.” He slid his hands into his pockets and stared down at me.

“What do you want?” I shifted under his intense stare.

His nose flared, and he glanced around again. When his gaze landed back on me, a shiver slid up my spine.

“What do I want?” He stepped closer and his voice carried a dangerous growl. “I want everything I lost.”

I blinked at him, not understanding what his point was.

He crowded me against the nearest wall. “I thought I just wanted your ice castle tucked away from civilization. But being here, eating my fill at the local pub, and seeing what my city has become, I decided I want it back.”

“You can not have it back.” I straightened my spine, glaring up at him.

His finger hooked under my chin, jerking it upwards. “You are the only thing standing in my way.”

His mouth crushed down on mine. My brain stalled for a moment despite the unwanted kiss. It was demanding and took my breath away. I placed my palms on his chest, and before I could relish the sensation of his warm lips, I blasted him with the frustration filling me, sending him crashing into the opposite wall.

The fury of his advances and his words mixed together into a dangerous cocktail filling my veins. I advanced on him before he could scramble to his feet.

His blue eyes were wide, and for a moment, I drank in his fear.

“You have the audacity to think you can just take what you want?” My hands tingled as my voice echoed in the great hall. Ice glazed the floor around me, spiraling out with the release of my anger.

“You were the unwise one that woke me from centuries of sleep.” His face transformed into an angry mask. “And I have every right to take back what was once mine.”

“Leave now and do not return, or otherwise I will make you an icicle.” The walls surrounding us had already coated in frost.

“And how did that work for you the last time you tried to do that?” He crossed, towering over me again. “I am not afraid of a little ice.” He growled down at me, and his teeth elongated. “But you should be deathly afraid of an angry bear.”

“Get out!” I pointed at the door as the first threads of fear weaved through the anger.

He laughed and stepped back. With a sweeping bow, he turned and sauntered out of the castle, leaving me stewing. And through all this shaking rage, the feel of his lips on mine sparked a heat deep within me.

I let out a guttural roar and stomped to my room, leaving a trail of ice in my wake.
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It took hours for the pounding in my temple to abate. Every time I thought I had control over the spell of rage, I would glance out the window and see him sitting at the pub across the way, having a grand time in my kingdom. That shifty bastard.

The senate secretary came by with the stack of papers for me to review and sign, but every time I tried to read a paragraph, the feel of his lips on mine interrupted my focus. In a matter of a few days, that man had gotten under my skin in a way no other had.

I glanced up at my ice castle. Even if I wanted to retreat to the cool calmness I always found there, I would never get past him without notice. And the animal would probably follow me.

That thought brought on a surprising thrill, and I blinked, startled by the urge to tempt destruction. Kyle Bryggen was not a man to trifle with. Neither was his alter ego, and yet, I was truly entertaining the idea.

With papers strewn about my desk and none holding any of my attention, I stood, stretching. It was time to occupy my mind. I cut through the castle and across the inner ward to the modest home I’d had built for Anna. I needed the diversion that only children could bring.

I knocked on the door, because as much as my sister chided, I did not want to just waltz in as if I owned the place. She deserved the same respect she had always shown me. She opened the door with my nephew on her hip, flour smudges on her cheeks, and her hair out of place. The instant her eyes fell on me, that harried look on her face transformed to a smile.

Without a word, she handed me Dennis and waved me in as she scurried back to her kitchen where her other two children sat patiently waiting for their mother to finish baking. The sweet smell of cookies hung on the air, and I smiled at the dough rolled out on the table with painstakingly carved shapes molded into the confection awaiting the next cookie tray.

Reindeer, bears, trees, and even snowmen graced the table all decorated with sugars and fruits. My mouth watered just looking at it.

Anna pulled a tray from the oven and set it in the only spot not littered with waiting cutouts. When Sara reached for them, Anna knocked her hand away.

“It’s too hot,” she said to her daughter.

Sara turned to me and raised an eyebrow.

“Oh no,” Anna said when I started laughing.

“The last time I cooled down your mother’s cookies, I broke her cookie sheet, remember?” Even though I was turning down her silent question, I eyed the confections, tempted. I remained patient, though, and once the rest of the dough carvings were placed on the sheet and put in the oven, I leaned over and blew a small, cool stream over the hot cookies, cooling them down enough for all of us to sample.

I reached out and plucked one from the mix, handing it to Dennis before I took one for myself. Both Sara and Kristoff grabbed a cookie as well before Anna even turned from closing the oven.

“Elsa,” she sighed and glanced at the cookie carnage occurring as the four of us devoured the snacks we held in hand before reaching for seconds. She joined the foray and closed her eyes after she took her first bite.

I took a bite, and the sweet confection melted in my mouth with a burst of nuts and cinnamon. “You always make these just like Mom’s,” I said as I put Dennis on the ground to finish his cookie.

A blush filled Anna’s cheeks. “You have the recipe, too.”

I laughed. I had tried my hand at cooking, but I couldn’t seem to get the batter right. Either it was too doughy or too hard. It never melted in my mouth the way Anna’s did.

“You are a much better cook than I could ever hope to be.”

Anna wiped her hands on a cloth, and after shooing the children away from the kitchen to go play, she started piling the cookies in her cookie box. I helped her stack them gently between pieces of parchment paper.

By the time we were finished and had the counter cleaned up, the second batch was ready. Once the hot cookies were laid out on the shelf and Anna’s coveted cookie sheet out of range, I cooled the sweet treats down, and we continued packing them away.

“What brings you by in the middle of the day?” Anna asked.

I pressed my lips together and sighed. “He came down from the mountain.”

Anna’s jaw tightened, and her eyes narrowed. “What did he want?”

“Bryggen,” I said. I hadn’t told Anna exactly who the beast-man was and for some reason, it stuck in my mouth. “He doesn’t want to destroy Bryggen. He wants to rule it,” I clarified, but my words didn’t alleviate the growing fear in Anna’s widening eyes.

“He can’t possibly...”

I held up my hand. “No, he can’t. At least not right now.”

She cocked her head.

“I have until the end of the year to find a suitable husband.” My voice carried my distaste just as clearly as Anna’s frown displayed hers.

“I really hope you find someone.” Anna sighed. “Because I don’t know who would be worse, that beast or Senator Brax.”

I huffed a laugh. Senator Brax would be much worse, at least for anyone of the female persuasion. He would like to see all of us relegated back to a man’s property. Although I wasn’t sure exactly what Kyle’s thoughts were. He just seemed to want to conquer as opposed to rule.

Neither choice was good, so I just had to find Mr. Right in a sea of wrongs. It wasn’t not like I hadn’t dated since I’d thawed the land, but none of the men who attempted to woo me could stand being near me for long. The chill I apparently emitted was just too much for them.

And the only kiss I ever had where a man didn’t wince was with Kyle.

I blinked and returned my attention to Anna now that her head was cocked, studying me. I shifted self consciously and tried on a smile. I succeeded as Anna’s head straightened and her lips curved into that cheery disposition I was accustomed to.

“Don’t worry. I will find someone suitable.” I wasn’t so sure with the meager pickings in Bryggen, but the words seemed to help both of us shake off whatever dark cloud had rolled into the room. “I better get back and finish going through the papers that were delivered earlier. I just needed a pleasant distraction.”

Anna smiled, and as we crossed to the door, she handed me a box of the cookies we had packed. “I know you have a sweet tooth, and instead of bothering Buster at odd hours tonight, you can have these.”

“Thanks, sis.” I gave her a hug and left.

The sun had dipped to the horizon during the time I’d spent with Anna and the kids, and my heart felt lighter.
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The moment I stepped into my office, my lightheartedness disappeared.

Senator Brax stood at the window with his back to me, studying the town below. I cleared my throat and he turned. His face pinched in irritation.

“I was beginning to think you would never attend to your duties.” He waved at my paper-laden desk.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” I asked, ignoring his dig. I was in no mood for his games.

“The senate had some qualms about your behavior today.” He glared at me. If it were up to this asshat, women would be slaves to the community, bending over backwards based on any man’s whim. After all, he condoned a law that would celebrate rape and pillaging.

I crossed my arms. “I have every right to speak my peace. I am the queen of Bryggen.”

He stepped to my desk and picked up the papers on the top, shoving them in my direction. “Not for long.”

I kept my face neutral and yanked the papers from him. Even the name of the unanimous decree left my skin colder than normal. Modified Marriage Decree. My heart pounded with each word I read, dropping lower until it cramped my stomach and made me flash a glare at the senator.

I turned my back to read the rest. I did not want this criminal to see my reaction. I swallowed the bile in my throat.

“This is insane,” I said, waving the papers. “What you and the senate are demanding is ludicrous.”

He stepped close, crowding me against the desk. His sharp stare made my skin crawl. “Regardless. It was a unanimous decision. We don’t feel you are fit to continue to rule over Bryggen.”

“I am far more fit than you are.”

His hand shot out and clasped my throat, pulling me even closer to the vile stench drifting from his mouth.

I clenched my hands. Senator Brax made sure there was a clause protecting him in the decree. If anything unnatural befell him, I would hang for treason. It was spelled out ad nauseam in the decree. The only out I had was finding a suitable man to rule by my side. Otherwise, I would be forced to marry the senator, and he would take the throne.

“I am willing to forgo frostbite to produce a royal heir. How many men can say that,” he purred in my face.

I tore myself from his grip. “I still have until the passing of the next full moon.” My voice cracked as I shook the papers at him. The proclamation was not one I could just rip up like an ordinary bill. It was a unanimous decision by the senate.

Senator Brax laughed. “There isn’t a man in town who would be willing to take a stand against me.”

He was right. No one in this kingdom would stand against the senate, and Senator Brax was the senate.

I pressed my lips together in disgust, and he crowded me again. This time his salacious grin nearly made me gag.

He reached out and wiped the corner of my lip. “Besides, the senate has to approve your chosen suitor in a unanimous vote.”

I stared at him, dumbfounded.

“I can count at least one dissenting vote.”

“You bastard.”

His fingers ran down my arm. “I gave you enough time to get used to the idea. If you choose to disobey, I can always start harming those closest to you.”

The thought of him touching me closed my throat, but the thought of him harming Anna or her children left me sick to my stomach. My gaze dropped to the papers and then moved back to his salacious grin.

“Get out of my office,” I hissed once my brain jumpstarted again.

He smiled and stepped closer. “Get used to the idea, or be willing to see your sister pay the price.” He turned and left me gripping the edge of the desk with the sweet confections roiling in my stomach, threatening to spill onto the wood floor.
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As the last of the light bled from the sky, I stared out over the mountain with the papers still clutched in my hand. I still couldn’t fathom what had driven the senate to make such a choice. They were sentencing this kingdom to doom.

My mind stalled at the sight of Kyle weaving his way up the hillside carrying a satchel over his shoulder. To my surprise, he stumbled, but caught himself before carrying on towards my ice castle.

I actually laughed out loud at his drunken meanderings, but my laughter was short-lived. A shadow trailed him. I followed its movement, wondering if it was man or beast. Soon the shadow doubled, and as they darted from one tree to the next, it became clear that at least two men were following Kyle.

Could Senator Brax have caught wind that the stranger from the senate floor had escorted me back to the castle?

I stared at the papers as things started adding up. It wasn’t my behavior on the senate floor that caused this debacle. It was something either the senator saw or heard that led him to force this on the kingdom. If he were that heinous, perhaps he would try to take out what he perceived as a threat.

I growled under my breath. Anger heated my skin, creating a dangerous sizzle on the air. I shoved the papers into my pocket and grabbed the cookie box on my way out.

I had to warn Kyle.

I slid on one of the staff’s hooded coats and slipped out the gate unnoticed, then scurried as fast and silently as I could to catch up to the shadows following Kyle. I flanked the woods on the right opposite from where I had seen the men. My coat blended with the woods almost as fully as theirs did.

Kyle was singing as he weaved towards home. His voice carried on the wind, deep and rich, and it twisted my gut in a way that I didn’t understand. For all the asinine things he had done, I couldn’t fathom why I was trying to save his ass.

I stared at the said body part and sighed. He was wonderous to look at, but in his condition, I wasn’t sure whether the shadows following him or the icy steps to the palace would prove to be the thing that killed him.

This vile and very drunk creature might be my only hope.

I nearly choked on a laugh, pressing my lips together at the wild card I had suddenly pinned my freedom on.

Before I could fully digest what my mind had conjured, movement across the open field caught my attention. Two men stepped out of the woods. One with a bow and arrow and the second with his sword at the ready. When the archer strung his bow, my gaze shot to Kyle, cluelessly drunk and still weaving a path up the mountainside.

If he had any idea that an attack was underway, the polar bear would come out, and these men would be torn in two. At least that was what I hoped for, but as the shot was lined up, I knew this would end with Kyle’s murder if I didn’t stop it.

I clenched my hands into fists, and when the archer let the arrow fly, I shot an icicle at the weapon, knocking it off course. It whizzed by Kyle.

Kyle stopped, staring after it before he turned. The tense set of his body told me enough. He was going to shift, and I couldn’t have that this close to the kingdom. That would get him hunted like a rabid dog.

Before the archer could get another arrow threaded, I blasted both him and the man with the sword, killing them almost as surely as Kyle would have. My stomach roiled at the sudden knowledge that I had taken human lives. This wasn’t self-defense like in the past; this was a calculated move to save another being. I nearly choked on the bile lining my throat.

I swallowed, shaking the sudden wave of nausea away. I would have a hell of a lot to explain in the morning when the hunters found them, but I would deal with that then. I would rather face a firing squad than be married to Senator Brax.

Kyle’s head whipped in my direction, and his jaw fell open. I crossed the distance until I was within earshot.

“You can’t shift within sight of the kingdom.” I picked up the bag he’d dropped. “And you can’t climb those stairs alone.” I trudged in front of him, then stopped when I realized he wasn’t following.

I turned, and he still stood staring at the icicles I had made of the men.

“Kyle,” I snapped, and he spun toward me. “Chop, chop.” This time I didn’t wait for him. I continued until I got to the ice stairs.

The snow crunched behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder at him. He still listed back and forth, but it wasn’t as pronounced as when I first saw him leave the kingdom.

“Do you need help so you don’t fall off the stairs?”

He came close to me and stared down into my upturned face with a crease between his eyes. “Why?”

I sighed. “I saw them following you.”

He looked up at the ice castle far removed from the kingdom below. “I am a threat to your reign. Why would you save my life?”

I didn’t want to get into the lesser of two evils with him. Instead, I offered him my arm and nodded toward the stairs.

He kicked off his boots and trudged up the steps with his bare feet without my help. When he got to the landing, he glanced over his shoulder. “Are you coming in or not?”

I hesitated and shoved my hands in my pockets. The paper sliced my finger. I yanked my hand out and pressed the cut to my lips. I stared up at him.

“I won’t bite. I promise,” he said, and his face remained stoic. Not even a hint of a smile appeared.

I picked up his discarded boots and climbed the stairs, wondering if I was trading one bad situation for a worse one. As I passed him holding the door open for me, I decided this might just be the easier pill to swallow.

When I dropped his boots in the castle, he put his finger to his lips and pointed towards the bear in the corner. “I’ll be up in a moment,” he whispered and took the sack from my hand.

I climbed the stairs to the bedchamber and stopped to watch him below.

Kyle laid out food for the sleeping polar bear with such care that my heart warmed. His gaze turned up and met mine. He paused and wiped his hands on his pants as he straightened. An intensity burned in his eyes, and my breath locked in my throat.

He climbed the stairs, and when he passed me, my skin tingled. The moment I stepped into the bedroom, he closed the door behind me. Before I could blink, he had me against the wall, his mouth on mine.

I opened my mouth to protest, and his tongue slipped between my lips, teasing in a way that made my knees weak. Despite the dizzying bliss he created, I pushed on his chest, breaking the kiss, but this time without blasting him across the room.

He pulled away, and his gaze dropped to my hands splayed on his chest. “Why do you deny the desire I see in your eyes?”

“Whatever you see in my eyes does not give you the right to just take what you want.”

“I’m not.”

I raised my eyebrow. “What do you call kissing me without permission?”

He stepped away and narrowed his eyes. “If you are not here to follow through on this...this thing between us, then why did you come? Why did you save me from those men?”

“There is nothing between us.” The words twisted my stomach. The kiss had been divine, and I could see myself falling into his arms and getting lost in his touch. But I didn’t have the luxury of finding out if he truly was the one for me or if he was just playing me for the position I held.

He pressed his lips together. “I disagree. There is enough hostility breeding between us to cause an explosion.”

“Hostility?”

His lips formed a smile and his cheeks reddened before he shrugged one shoulder. “What would you call it?”

Heat filled my cheeks, and I glanced at the floor before meeting his gaze. We could discuss this burning sensation caressing my skin, or I could divert the conversation to the more critical issue at hand. I leaned on the cool ice behind me and sighed, reaching into my pocket. I brought the senate’s decree from my pocket and held it out to him.

Kyle pulled the papers from my hand, but instead of glancing at them, he focused on my finger, studying the blood running from my cut. He brought my finger to his mouth and covered the cut with his lips, his eyes locked on mine.

My heart thundered, and my mouth suddenly went dry.

He smiled against my skin. “Now I understand why the bear wants to eat you. You taste like honey.”

He let go of my hand and turned, crossing to the lamp next to the bed. After lighting it, he took a seat and studied the papers. He took so long reading each page, that I thought maybe he wasn’t educated enough to read.

But then he glanced at me. “You’re betrothed to that ancient senator?”

“Hell no.” I shook my head.

He waved the papers in the air. “According to these papers, it seems unless you have a proper approved-of suitor, then you are betrothed.”

I glanced out the window at the kingdom and shuddered. “God help Bryggen. Senator Brax will ruin this kingdom.”

He stood and crossed to stand before me. “Why did you bring this to me?”

“I need a proper suitor. One with royal blood.” I stared into his blue eyes.

Kyle pointed at his chest. “You think I have royal blood running through these veins?” He laughed. “Besides, who’s to say I won’t ruin Bryggen?”

I bit my lower lip. “You are the king of the Hanseatic League.”

“Just because I ruled the trade routes doesn’t make me of royal blood.” He stepped closer. “Besides, according to these, the senate has to unanimously approve your choice.” He rolled his eyes. “And without revealing my true lineage, there is no way that group of men will cast their votes for someone who seemed to care for wildlife more than their precious trophies.”

“Still...” I whispered. “I have to try.”

He cocked his head. “Again, why me?”

“Because you are the only man I have ever met that doesn’t flinch when he touches me. Despite this open hostility between us, I would rather spend my time with someone who can be in the same room without turning blue or shivering so much they chip a tooth. Even if you are a supreme ass.”

Color clouded his features. “I want to rule.”

“You want to conquer.”

He inhaled, making his nostrils flare. “A beast by nature conquers.” He stared at me and blinked as if the conversation had just settled in his mind. “You would be my... wife?”

“That is what I am proposing. But I will not be relegated to the background. I will serve no man.”

“But you expect that of me?”

I licked my lips. I didn’t know what I expected.

The papers dropped from his hand, and he closed the distance, towering over me. His gaze sharpened. “I will not be ruled,” he growled.

“Then be my equal.” The words tumbled out unbidden.

“Prove that you are my equal.”

I reached out and grabbed his shirt, pulling him to me, then snaked my hand into his hair and yanked him to my lips. His eyes widened before they closed, and our mouths parted. Tongues intertwined in a slow dance that left me breathless. His hands threaded through my hair, holding me in place as the kiss deepened.

Hostility.

He had used that word more than once, but it was more a fiery, sexual tension between us. One that when he pulled me against his body made me shiver in his grasp. His warmth surrounded me, nearly suffocating both of us.

He was the first to break the kiss. That cocky smile surfaced.

I pushed away from him. The balcony beckoned, and I ignored his salacious grin, crossing and stepping out into the chill of the evening. Kyle’s hands descended on my shoulders moments later.

“Do you honestly believe the senate will deem me fit to be a suitable candidate for king?”

I snorted a laugh. “Senator Brax already sees you as a threat.”

Kyle stepped into my view with his head cocked.

“The papers. The attempt on your life. Somehow your interaction with me got back to the senator, and he acted in his own best interest.”

The slow smile that spread on his lips thrilled me. “The good senator could be attacked by a vicious bear.”

“And then I would be executed.”

Kyle shrugged. “Then I wouldn’t have to share the throne with anyone.”

“You really are an opportunistic bastard.”

“I never pretended to be otherwise.” He reached out and pulled me against him. “Besides, you have not yet accepted your fate.” His gaze drifted inside to the bed and then back to me. “You have not proven yourself to me.”

“And you think me fucking you will do that?”

“Such a dirty mouth,” he whispered and traced my lips with his fingers. “But fucking me isn’t the point. Now, fucking the bear and surviving...” He cocked an eyebrow.

“I will do no such thing.” I went to step away.

His arm wrapped around my waist, yanking me against his hard body. His other hand drifted from my lips, down my throat to the V between my breasts. He traced the line of my gown, and my skin turned into a relief map of bumps. “I cannot imagine that Senator Brax will be quite as...” He stared into my eyes. “Exciting to bed than I would be.”

His touch nearly boiled my blood. Hostility flashed into desire, and each sweep of his fingers brought heat to the surface until steam rose from my skin. Damn him. I did want everything he was insinuating, and it burned as badly as his hands did.

He began to unbutton my dress, slowly. With each button freed, his gaze became hungrier, his hand more demanding. He moved me back into the bedroom, steering me with purpose. “If you are to be my queen, you must make this sacrifice,” he whispered.

I grabbed his wrist, stopping him in place. Doubt peppered my mind. His intensity overwhelmed me, and his intent scared me more than the bear ever had. But I was the queen, and he needed to bow to my whims.

“If you are to be my king...”

His mouth crushed mine, and the tearing of fabric followed. I didn’t know who was more violent—me tearing his shirt in two or him slicing through my dress. But the moment ended with me pinned under him on the soft bedding.

His hands explored, as did his mouth. He drank me in like I never imagined a man could. Biting, nipping, licking his way down my body. Steam rose where his palms met my flesh, sizzling and drawing a wanton growl from both our lips.

When his mouth clamped down between my legs, I thought my world would explode. The expertise in his tongue pulled a howl of pleasure from me. He continued until I thought I would lose my mind. I arched into him, wanting more than just his tongue. More than just his playful fingers. I wanted him to take me, to own me, to make me his.

Instead of obeying my pleas, he pulled away, leaving me gasping and desperate. When he straddled me, his manhood stood at attention in full view.

He smiled. “Quid pro quo, My Queen.”

I blinked up at him and then looked at his hard shaft, the object I wanted inside me despite its ample length and girth. He took my hand and guided it along his length, purring as I stroked him in my loose grip.

“Get that mouth dirty,” he whispered in a commanding tone as he stared down at me. The challenge of his statement reflected in his eyes. “Only then will I give you what you were begging for.”

“Or I could freeze it and break it off and satisfy myself.” I smiled and squeezed a fraction tighter.

He burst into laughter, full and engaging like I hadn’t just threatened his manhood. His fingers found the sensitive nub between my legs. He slowly circled, bringing the fire back low in my belly. His playful smile remained.

“That wouldn’t be quite as fun,” he said as we continued to stroke each other.

I lifted onto my elbow with my brain in a fog. The manipulation by his fingers was as delicious as his tongue had been. His free hand threaded into my hair, and he guided me towards him. Nerves bit at the back of my mind. I had never done any of this. Before today, the most I ever indulged in was a kiss.

“It will come naturally,” he said.

I glanced up at his soft reassuring smile. “And if I bite?”

“Then you will need to deal with the bear.”

A thrilling fear filled me, and his smile faltered.

“Please don’t bite.” His thumb caressed my cheek. Need like I never thought possible flashed across his eyes. He closed them, drowning in the intensity of the moment.

I opened my mouth and slid it over his hard tip. The rumble that filled his chest satiated the curiosity of what would happen if I chose to bite. This was so much more satisfying. I watched the dominance in him melt as if he were made of one of my sister’s cookies.

I went as far down his shaft as my mouth would allow, but when I started to slide back, his grip on my hair tightened and his hips pushed his length farther into my throat. His fingers increased their manipulation of my bud, and I moaned around him.

He groaned and slid deeper, tilting my head farther back. His veins pulsed against my tongue, and the ecstasy etched into his face thrilled me. I had him under my control. I pushed forward, swallowing more of him despite the gag in the back of my throat. His hips met my mouth, and he groaned, tilting his head back.

Unable to contain the heat between my thighs, I cried out with the strength of my release, but it was muted by his length. He groaned, his grip tightened, and I could no longer draw a breath. I bucked, and he released the hold he had on me. I pulled away enough to draw air into my burning lungs, concentrating on sucking his tip until I caught my breath.

His eyes opened, filled with want as they took me in. He continued playing with me while I slid my mouth from his tip to stern and back, relishing the glaze over his eyes and the rumble of contentment in his chest.

His breath quickened, and the glaze over his eyes sparked into a fiery frenzy, matching that of the faster thrust of his hips. Each one drilled deeper into my mouth while his fingers continued their frenzied pitch on my bud. Veins stood out on his temples, and his jaw clenched right before he plunged into the back of my throat with a groan that bowed his body. Salty seed filled my throat, bubbling into my mouth with the force. I swallowed, taking more of him in than I’d thought possible.

I arched with the strength of my release. A rush of hot liquid coated the inside of my thighs, and his fingers slowed, dipping inside the warm wetness as he pulled from my mouth.

“Elsa,” he whispered and pulled away, falling on his back next to me.

I swallowed again, gasping for breath and trying to get my bearings. I wiped my face. As out of breath as I was, I was not ready for this bliss to end. I rolled on top of him, straddling him with my hips to his, his member trapped beneath me.

He stared up at me, his eyebrows arching.

“We are not finished here.”

His lips twitched into a smile, and he clasped his hands behind his head. “At your service, My Queen,” he said in a sinuous tone that flushed my skin.

I twirled my hips slowly, circling and staring down into his bright blue eyes. Mischief and lust danced in his irises.

“Does this mean we are betrothed?” he asked.

“I have yet to make up my mind.” I twirled my hips, and he jumped back to life beneath me.

“Liar,” he whispered with a grin.

I smiled down at him. I adored this game he played. The dominant and submissive all in the same breath. It was as paramount as the fight between the man and the beast within. “You have yet to prove yourself.”

His eyebrow cocked, and he grabbed my waist, picking me up and slamming me down the length of him.

I gasped, my eyes widening at the sudden girth filling me. The sudden pain of my innocence shattering was immediately replaced by a tingle that started at the tip of my head and spread to my toes.

He stilled beneath me, his eyes as wide as mine, but not with lust. No, his gaze was painted with alarm. His fingernails dug into my flesh, creating webs of agony through me.

I slowly circled my hips, hoping that it would change his expression.

He closed his eyes and tilted his head back. “Virgin blood,” he whispered, and his breath quickened. “Jesus, why didn’t you tell me?” His voice shook. With need, with something else. I couldn’t tell, but his body responded, swiveling with me in a lover’s dance.

Neither of us stopped our languid motions. His eyes snapped open and the fire within his blue irises blazed inside me. His teeth elongated, and his gaze fell on my throat. His hands tightened.

I cried out and grabbed his wrists, trying to dislodge his grip.

His hands grabbed mine and he flipped us, pinning me under him. His wild eyes were on mine, both horror and lust fighting on his features. His hips drove into mine faster, like it was a race against time.

I met each thrust with force of my own, the pleasure radiated from my belly all the way to my fingers and toes. He nuzzled my neck, growling as his teeth scratched my skin. I knew I should be afraid, but a morbid curiosity gripped me, along with the ethereal bliss his body was creating inside me.

His teeth sank into my shoulder, and I cried out. Pain overshadowed the pleasure. I wrapped my legs around his hips, arching into the tornado of sensations.

I took a handful of hair and yanked his head back. He hadn’t transitioned, hadn’t shifted yet. I pulled him to my mouth, tasting my own blood on his tongue. I sucked his bottom lip between my teeth and bit. His blood flowed, comingling with mine, and he yelped before he smashed our lips harder together.

His tongue danced with mine in a fervor that matched our hips. Both our grips tightened, and we both let out a growling groan that I was sure echoed across the lands.

My body shuddered beneath his, adding to the tremors filling his form. He rolled off me, his chest rising and falling at an alarming rate.

“Run,” he whispered. “Now.”

I was in no condition to run, but as the shift took hold of him, he bellowed, losing himself to the beast. I rolled off the bed and grabbed my torn dress, heading for the door.

The bear slid in front of my path, blocking my escape route. I put my hands out, the dress in one and my other splayed as I backed up. My shoulder ached where he had bitten through the skin.

The bear’s gaze was wild, like just the smell of me was pushing him over the edge. Kyle was nowhere in that gaze. There was no humanity left. The growling fury radiating from the beast clued me in on his intent. If I didn’t think fast, the beast would kill me.

My gaze landed on the dress and snapped back to him as I brought it close, patting it down until I found the pocket I was looking for. I didn’t know if it would work, but I pulled the box of cookies out of my pocket and opened it. Then I pulled one out just as my back hit the wall. With a shaking hand, I offered the cookie to the bear, hoping to stop whatever single-minded obsession was going through his head.

He roared at me.

“It’s the best cookie you will ever taste,” I said, forcing my voice to remain steady and calm, even though I was so far removed from those emotions. Calm was in another stratosphere.

The bear looked at the offering and then at me. He sniffed my sister’s confection, and then he stepped forward, sniffing me. Down there. I wanted to push his snout away, but something inside warned me not to move, to remain still and continue offering the sugary confection.

I didn’t dare breathe.

His nose moved to the blood running down my arm. He licked it off. Still, I didn’t move. I sucked my lower lip between my teeth, and the iron taste of drying blood filled my mouth. I would rather have my sister’s cookie right now. I hoped the bear felt the same.

His snout moved back to the cookie, and he took it between his teeth, narrowly missing my fingers. His gaze softened, and he turned away and sat on his haunches. The shift back to man happened quickly, and Kyle dropped to his knees. He looked at his hands, turning them over twice before he looked around the room.

His reaction was so odd that I remained still against the wall.

“What are you looking for?” I asked.

He jerked and spun to his feet. His eyes widened as he stared at me. He wiped his mouth and stared at the crumbs littered on his hand, along with blood from his lip.

“What the...”

“I gave the bear a cookie,” I said, holding the box.

He blinked and stared at my shoulder. “What happened after I said virgin blood?” he bellowed. His entire form shook, and a shadow passed over his face.

I narrowed my gaze and reached down, swiping the discarded dress off the floor. “You don’t have to look so horrified.” I covered my chest. “You were the one who bit me first.” I nodded towards my shoulder.

He closed his eyes and took a deep inhalation, then slowly exhaled before he opened his eyes again. Kyle reached for his pants and slipped them on, then focused on me. “Did we finish what you started?”

I glared at him. “What kind of game are you playing here?”

“Just answer the damn question,” he growled.

“Yes. And then you told me to run, but apparently, I didn’t run fast enough, so I offered the angry bear a damn cookie.”

He stumbled back against the bed with his jaw askew. His stare penetrated right through me, and his gaze was so far from the arrogance he so comfortably wore that my breath locked in my chest.

His mouth snapped closed, and he sucked in his lower lip dropping his gaze to the floor. A crease appeared between his eyes. “You... you should be dead.”

“Why?”

“Because, the bear kills those who lose their virginity to me. It never fails. At least it never did until today. The moment I break their innocence, the bear wakes and takes over completely. I come to with the walls painted with their blood and their bones picked clean and no memory of what happened. Just the sinking feeling that I killed for the fun of it and not out of necessity.” He crossed to the balcony and leaned on the door jamb with his back to me. “My father warned me, but I didn’t listen.” He became silent again. “After the first time, we had to run. Once we found a safe province to settle in, he beat the holy hell out of me.” His hand rubbed the scars on the back of his shoulder.

I stared at the rest of the scars on his back. Knowing where they came from and why didn’t lessen the ache in my chest.

He chuckled in a cold way that sent a shiver down my back.

“But once the beast gets the taste for blood, it is always on the prowl. Hunters learned this, and they tracked their virgins closely. My next transgression cost my father his life.” He sighed. “It seems my alter ego’s favorite delicacy is broken virginity.”

“I guess my sister’s cookies are now his favorite.”

He turned towards me. I shifted, still holding the torn dress up over my chest and privates, uncomfortable with his candid stare. When his gaze dropped to the box in my hand, he crossed the distance and plucked it from my hand.

He took one out and sampled it. “As good as this is, I doubt it was the cookie that saved you.” He smiled. “You fucked the bear and survived. That, My Queen, is uniquely yours, and yours alone.”

* * * *
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KYLE FOUND ME A SHIRT that I could wear since my dress was a total loss. I used one of his belts to fasten a waistline, and then I stepped back into the bedroom. Kyle sat at the small table in the corner of the bedroom studying Senator Brax’s vile decree.

He glanced up when I entered, and his gaze lingered on my shoulder. Blood had already seeped through the fabric.

He dropped the papers and stood. “I need to patch your wounds.” He crossed, grabbed my good arm, and nearly dragged me into the dressing room.

“I am fine,” I said as he started unbuttoning the shirt. When I knocked his hands away, he grabbed mine.

“You are bleeding,” he said, staring me down.

I couldn’t argue with him, because he was right. The fabric on my shoulder was already tacky. He sat me in the chair and then turned, rummaging through the shelves and grabbing gauze and other items before dumping them next to me. After he took a seat across from me, he raised his eyebrows.

“I can’t very well patch you up through the shirt.”

I rolled my eyes and carefully pulled my arm out of the sleeve, trying to poke my shoulder out of the shirt opening.

“Just take it off,” he said, exasperated.

I was more self-conscious now than when we were ripping each other’s clothing off. I unbuttoned the shirt the rest of the way and slid it off my injured shoulder. Heat filled my cheeks and I glanced at the floor.

“Elsa,” he said softly.

I forced myself to meet his gaze.

“You are beautiful with or without clothes. Even blood-smeared as you are, you are beautiful,” he said. The softness in his voice reflected in his eyes for a brief instant. He shook his head as if to clear his own mind, and then focused on my wounds.

When he poured alcohol on my shoulder, I bit my lip to keep from wincing. His cleaning of the cuts was gentle enough for me to wonder why I thought he was such an ass. When my shoulder was bandaged properly, he handed me a different shirt and left me to get myself put together.

“Did you read the fine print?” he asked when I came in, the question clipped. His lips pressed thin and the fire had returned to his gaze.

“What fine print?”

With a laugh, he looked at the paper again. “Senator Brax has this written so that his vote counts when approving a suitor. That old shit certainly covered all his tracks. Basically, he made sure you would have to marry him. There isn’t even an option for you to concede the throne to him as a more palatable choice.” He dropped the paper onto the table and reached for the box of cookies. He tossed the empty box back on the table, his face a mask of disgust.

“You ate all the cookies?” I asked, staring at the empty box.

“Is that really what you should be focusing on?”

His tone reminded me exactly why I thought he was a jerk, and I glared at him. “My sister made those for me.”

He pointed at me. “You are going to need to learn to share.”

I huffed and waved at our surroundings. “What do you call this?”

His lips twitched into a smile. “You didn’t share this castle willingly.”

I crossed my arms.

He laughed and turned the chair towards me. “If you’re hungry, I have something you can eat.” His eyebrow rose suggestively, and he pointed to his lap.

“You really are an ass.” I headed for the door.

“Thank you for the cookies,” he called after me as I descended the stairs.

When I reached the snow at the bottom of the outside steps, I glanced back at the glistening castle.

He leaned on the balcony, smiling down at me. “When is the wedding?”

I stopped and stared up at him. “Tomorrow at dusk.”

“I’ll be there.”

I turned away. “You better be,” I muttered under my breath.
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Chapter 10
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It was well past midnight by the time I caught sight of the town. It almost looked like daylight in the town square. I racked my brain, trying to figure out what event I was missing, but my mind came up empty. I hurried towards the gates which now had guards that were awake and on alert.

They eyed my strange attire, but remained quiet as they opened the gates for me.

The moment I stepped across the threshold to my kingdom, I was seized. My hands were covered quicker than I could react and then bound behind my back with a harsh yank.

“Unhand me. I am the queen!”

“Murderess,” one of the guards snarled as they dragged me to the town square.

Almost every citizen of Bryggen was present holding a torch, which explained the lights. Even Anna and Kris were in the crowd, but instead of the angry masks the rest of the crowd wore, their faces reflected horror.

The crowd parted for the guards dragging me, and in the center of the town square stood the frozen bodies of the men I had killed with my ice blast.

“Queen Elsa, please tell us you have a valid explanation for the murder of these innocent men,” Senator Brax bellowed over the din from his perch on the gallows.

I straightened my back. “They were far from innocent. They attempted to kill the man I have chosen to stand by me as my husband.” I stared the senator down as a hush fell over the kingdom.

The senator’s eyes narrowed. The flush grew in his cheeks. The bastard didn’t expect my response. He studied me, his gaze lingering on my clothing, and his head cocked to the side.

“Where is this man?” he asked, looking around at the crowd and then back at me, challenging my station.

“He is not here.”

“Does he have a name?” he asked.

“Kyle.”

“Kyle from what house?”

“From the house of Bryggen.”

Silence fell over the kingdom. Shocked stares fell on me. I wasn’t the only one who studied the kingdom’s heritage. It was taught in every home and in every school across the land. Murmurs started in the crowd, like a hissing whisper that grew.

“Are we supposed to believe the long-dead king of the Hanseatic League is your betrothed?” He laughed and opened the pillory next to him on the podium. “Until you impart the truth, you will remain in the stocks, and if you haven’t confessed your sins by the time the sun breaks the horizon, the people will decide your fate.”

The guards dragged me on stage and forced my neck into the space just before the top of the pillory came down with a bang, locking my head between the wood. My hands were still covered and bound behind me, leaving me helpless.

I blinked, wondering what the hell had just happened.

“Let me out!” I snarled, and cloth was shoved between my teeth, gagging me.

Senator Brax crouched in front of me. “You should have accepted your fate,” he whispered and then looked behind me at the gallows. “Because now you are facing death instead of a comfortable existence by my side.”

I glared at him as he walked away, leaving me bent over with my hands bound behind my back. “You bastard,” I muttered into the rag.

He produced a knife, and my heart jumped into my throat. The last person relegated to the stocks had been stripped and humiliated before his sentence was passed. It seemed the good senator was going to follow the stockade rule book, despite the fact I was still reigning queen.

I struggled to free my hands as the belt I was wearing was yanked from my waist. The fabric of my shirt fell next, leaving me in boots and the gauze covering my shoulder. My only companions were the dead, propped close enough in proximity for the stench of decay to fill my nostrils.

Senator Brax grabbed my shoulder, squeezing the wounds Kyle had stitched up. Pain radiated down my arm, but I refused to cry out. I would not give the senator the satisfaction, no matter what he had in mind.

I looked beyond the dead to meet my sister’s horrified gaze in the back of the crowd.

She struggled in Kris’s arms, her cries drowned by the hostile crowd’s vile cat calls. I slowly shook my head at her. I didn’t want her to become collateral damage of Senator Brax’s grand plan. She needed to calm down. Hell, she needed to go get my one and only chance for survival.

I flicked my gaze towards the hills where my ice castle hid and then back to her. Her struggles slowed as I willed her to understand my meaning.

I needed the man-beast. I needed Kyle to stand witness for me, and I needed the bear to tear Senator Brax’s head clean off.

Senator Brax stepped into my sight again and waved a metal pear for all the crowd to see. I cringed at the thought of where he intended to put that thing. The crowd went wild. Their blood-lust was as palpable as the senator’s.

Anna stilled, and her eyes widened before she turned into Kris’s chest. Even from this distance, I could see her shoulders shaking. Her husband held her with his lips pressed into a thin line. I didn’t think I had ever seen a look of pure murder on my brother-in-law before, but it was there now, as clear as the hatred brewing in my own heart.

Kris tilted his head so his ear was closer to Anna. He blinked and glanced down at her before returning his gaze to mine. He turned with her, escorting her back towards the castle and their quarters beyond the interior gates so she did not have to witness my torture.

“Maybe this will draw a confession out of you.” The Senator smirked and disappeared behind me.

I hoped Anna got my message, because if word didn’t get to Kyle, I wouldn’t survive to see tomorrow’s sunset.

“She is still the queen,” someone behind me snarled.

“Step aside or you will be exiled once she has been sentenced for her crimes,” Senator Brax said.

“My family will gladly leave this kingdom far behind if you dare to harm my sister in any way. Until judgement has been rendered, she is still the queen, and you will treat her as such. Torture is reserved for common criminals and spies, not royalty. The humiliation of being locked in the stocks until morning is enough until her trial commences.” Kris’s voice boomed.

Kris had somehow managed to get onto the podium before that bastard had a chance to skewer me with that torture contraption. And in doing so, created the perfect diversion that would allow my sister to slip out of the kingdom.

“She is not your sister,” Senator Brax hissed.

“She is family, and you are treading on dangerous ground,” Kris spat back.

Kris was a large man and usually as docile as a puppy. But the edge in his voice must have matched that of his stance because the senator paused.

“This isn’t over,” the senator said, then stomped off to the edge of the platform and sent a searing glare my way.

I presumed Kris blocked access to me as no one else attempted to dole out their own justice as so many had in past situations like this. I was so thankful someone stood up for what was left of my honor, because if the senator had his way, I would be as close to dead as possible when they slipped the rope over my head to steal my last breath.

I glanced towards the mountains and prayed Kyle wouldn’t hurt Anna. I prayed they would return to Bryggen before the sun crested the horizon.

Otherwise, my betrothed would find me dangling from a hangman’s noose.
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Chapter 11
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My entire form ached from being in this position for the last three hours. I couldn’t put pressure on my neck without squeezing my windpipe and if my legs gave out, I would surely break my neck. Senator Brax had taken a seat and leaned against one of the posts, his eyelids dipping closed every so often.

A rumble began as a pounding in the ground as if dozens of horses were storming the gates. At first, I wrote it off as exhaustion, but when those that remained keeping vigil started exchanging glances, I knew it wasn’t just my imagination. Panic filled their faces as the whispers of an earthquake found my ears.

It had been years since the earth shook in Bryggen, but the memory of that was as strong and horrifying as my freezing the kingdom. At first all eyes fell on me in that accusatory way I was used to, until the gates crashed open and white fur flew towards the center of the courtyard.

It took me a second to focus on what I was seeing. Kyle and Anna rode on the back of the massive polar bear that had been relegated to the corner of the first floor of the ice castle.

The rest of the crowd froze in place at the spectacle. Kyle hopped off the bear and helped Anna down before turning to me. The bear hovered over them in a protective stance, his massive claws ready to strike at anyone who threatened Kyle.

But that was the least of the shock waves permeating the kingdom.

Kyle wore his coat of arms.

The Bryggen coat of arms.

The white polar bear behind the black and gray boat was one we all studied in school. It was the crest that the king of the Hanseatic League wore over two hundred years before. It was said when he donned his family crest, he was out for blood.

The glare in his eyes confirmed that legend.

Senator Brax’s mouth hung open, just like everyone else’s.

He hopped up on the platform and ripped the pillory in two, freeing me. The top that had held me in place flew at least ten feet and then clattered onto the wood. Kyle cut the ropes holding my hands together, freeing me from my painful binds. I took a shaky step towards him and collapsed.

Kyle caught me, sweeping me into his arms. He said nothing as he carried me from the podium.

When he whistled, the bear followed. Both Anna and Kris fell in step as well. Kyle marched us into the castle, and no one dared to stop the bizarre procession.

Kyle set me down. As he secured the gate, Anna threw her cape around me, and the bear curled up in the corner and promptly fell asleep. The transformation from angry guardian to docile house pet was disconcerting.

When Kyle turned back to us, his blue eyes pierced mine. Fiery anger filled them, and he crossed to stand in front of me.

“Did he harm you?” he asked, his voice a growl that carried his possessiveness.

My hand traveled to the bandage on my shoulder, but I shook my head. Squeezing a wound and what he’d been about to do to me were different, and I didn’t want to send Kyle into a murder spree of his own.

“Kris wouldn’t allow him to.” I waved to my brother-in-law by my side.

His hard gaze moved to Kris and he gave him a nod before looking at me. “I don’t know whether your sister is brave or just foolish. Rushing into a bear’s den is usually a death sentence.” His gaze flicked to her. “But I am glad I didn’t immediately snap her neck. She also promised me cookies if I saved you.” His eyebrows rose expectantly at her.

I pulled the cape tighter around my body as Anna scurried off to get him his reward. 

Kris stood guard over me, his expression unreadable as he sized up the stranger in our midst.

“Go take care of Anna and the children,” I said.

He glanced at me. “I’m not sure which is more dangerous—the senator, or this man,” he said and crossed his arms.

I inhaled and glanced between the man trying to save my honor and the one who had already taken it. “Kyle is much more dangerous than the senator, so it is a good thing he seems to be on our side.”

“I will not harm my betrothed.” Kyle stood tall, but hostility still radiated from him the way the cold radiated from me. “But I will exact inexplicable harm on those that falsely accused her of murder.” His eyes narrowed in a way that sent a shiver up my back.

Kris’s arms relaxed and fell by his side as Anna came running back into the castle from her quarters carrying one of the large boxes of cookies.

“Thank you for taking the time to listen to me, and for saving my sister from that twisted bastard,” she said breathlessly and rubbed her throat. A bruise in the shape of a handprint stood out against her pale neck.

Kris noticed it too and his hands clenched into fists. He glared, his nostrils flared, and his face reddened.

Both Anna and I stepped in between Kris and Kyle.

I faced Kris with my hands splayed in front of me. “Don’t.”

Anna echoed my words, her hands pressed against her husband’s chest. “I shot him with an arrow the last time I saw him, so he had a right to be... skeptical of my intentions.”

“He hurt you,” Kris snapped.

Anna glanced over her shoulder and shrugged. “He scared me,” she admitted. “But he came through in the end.”

“I don’t like him,” Kris said, and Anna laughed.

“Join the club,” she said. “Let’s go make sure the children are okay.” She yanked on his arm.

Kris followed her but glared over his shoulder several times before they disappeared out of sight.

I turned to Kyle. He already had a cookie from the box and was nibbling on it.

“When they come to their senses, they will storm this castle.” I waved to the bolted gate.

“Don’t you command the armed forces?” he asked around the cookie.

I stripped my gloves, then stretched my fingers and rubbed my wrists. “I share that with the senate. Ever since I froze the land, they wanted some sort of balance. A unanimous vote to oust me from the throne would require the army to be at the senate’s direction.”

I took a moment to appreciate him in full uniform. He was formidable, and the crest did create a certain thrill of fear. His stark blue eyes regarded me, and hunger lay beyond the blue. He smiled.

“I need clothing.” I turned and headed to my quarters. It wasn’t until the door closed behind me that I realized Kyle had followed.

“Your sister mentioned the senator had threatened the pear.”

I glanced back at him and let the cloak fall to the floor. “Was it truly my honor that you came back to save, or just your station as the future king?” I turned towards him, giving him a full view of my naked self.

He put the box of cookies on the table and licked his fingers as he slowly crossed the distance. “I can’t have my queen mutilated and her chances of bearing my children ruined because of some selfish, self-serving senator.” He stopped in front of me. “Had I smelled fresh blood when I approached you, I would have torn his head off on the spot.”

“You or the bear?”

He smiled and reached out, then turned my head to the side. “Your bandages need changing.”

I yanked my head out of his grip. “Is that all you are interested in? Me as a harvester of your offspring?” I crossed my arms, covering my chest.

He raised an eyebrow. “I am fully aware of you, Elsa. And in case you hadn’t noticed, I have formally announced my lineage to this kingdom. That wasn’t something I had intended on doing. At least not until I was in a position of power.”

“Your power was threatened, and that’s why you came out of the shadows.”

“No. You were threatened. That is why I came out.” His lips formed a smile. “Well, that and cookies.” He hooked his thumb over his shoulder towards the box of sweet confections on the table.

I slapped his chest, and he caught my hand, holding it in place.

“The bear in me wanted to paint that square with the blood of those celebrating your torture.” His gaze turned serious. “I’m not so sure I like whatever this is. It makes me reckless.” He stared down at my hand splayed on the fabric of his tunic and pulled me closer to him. “But it also makes me feel alive.” He met my gaze and dipped down, taking the opportunity to press the softest of kisses on my lips.

My skin tingled in anticipation. He pulled away, leaving me wanting more.

“Now get dressed in finery suited for court.”

I tilted my head.

“Summon the priest. We are getting married now, and then I am taking the throne back. The senate is compromised, and we will deal with them as a single unified force of nature.”

His sureness in our victory gave me pause. If the senate had taken over the army, innocents would die in the exchange. Besides, if Senator Brax was to meet his fate, I would be tried for treason.

“Did you read that document?”

He smiled and unfurled it from his pocket. “This is the senate’s downfall.” He tucked it away. “Now go get some clothes on before I do something inappropriate again.”

I was not used to being ordered around, and I didn’t necessarily agree on disbanding the senate, but he did have a point. If they unanimously voted to put Senator Brax in as king, they were not doing what was best for this kingdom. And if he snowed them into the vote, well then, he was far more nefarious than I gave him credit for.
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I stepped out of the dressing room in a fine silk dress that was as blue as Kyle’s eyes. The silver flares of snowflakes embroidered into the fabric sparkled as I crossed the room. I opened the cabinet that contained my diamonds and decorated my neck with them before I set my ornate crown on my head.

With all the grace that a queen should encompass, I climbed down the stairs into the entry, where Kyle stood, waiting. The crown perched on his head made my eyes widen. The last man to wear the crown of Bryggen had been my father, so to see anyone else wear it with the same command stalled my heart.

He held his arm out to me.

“You can’t possibly marry him.”

I turned to see Anna at the far side of the room near the castle courtyard. Behind her in the yard, her three children played with sticks, pretending to sword fight.

“Anna...” I started.

“He will spit you out and leave you for dead the moment he is officially king.”

“No. Kyle will not kill me. He had the chance yesterday and he didn’t. Just like he had the chance to kill you, but he didn’t.”

Kyle remained stoic at my side, almost aloof as if this conversation didn’t matter to him.

“Will you harm my sister?” she asked, addressing him directly.

He cocked his head and narrowed his eyes, tapping his lip for longer than was polite. I elbowed him in the side.

“As long as she keeps things interesting, I am inclined to keep her around,” he said, giving me a sideways glare.

I slid my arm out of his, and he snatched it back.

“I trust the priest is in the chapel?” he asked Anna.

Anna crossed her arms and glanced over her shoulder. She sighed without answering him, but I knew just by her stance that the priest was there. This was her way of making sure I was safe. This was her interference to give me an out if I needed it.

“Will you make her happy?” she asked, staring him down as if she could will him to say yes.

He laughed. “I’m not sure happy would be satisfying to either of us.” He glanced at me. “Do you want to be happy?” The way he asked the question, it was as if happy were a dirty word.

I tried to hide a smirk. “I rather like the hostility that exists between us.”

Anna stared at the two of us. Her gaze bounced back and forth as she tried to digest this little conversation. Anna was happy with Kris, and obviously they had a connection. Otherwise they wouldn’t have sired three beautiful children. He doted on her in a way that was endearing and repulsive at the same time. And this was what she defined as happy.

She didn’t get it.

Happy felt complacent to me. Happy wasn’t what I strived for. 

I wanted the sparring conversations, the challenging of ideas, and the mad spark that existed between Kyle and me.

Sometime during the night, I came to the realization that I really did want him, even though I did think he was a royal ass at times. What we had done was not out of hostility. It was borne out of a sexual tension that burned the air between us. We had a strange and undeniable connection.

I didn’t want what my sister had. I wanted a whole other level of intensity, and Kyle delivered.

“If he crosses the line, I’ll turn him into a block of ice again.”

“Like that really taught me a lesson,” he said and rolled his eyes. “The priest is waiting,” he added and tugged me along.

I smiled as we passed my flustered sister and crossed the courtyard to the chapel. The priest’s hair was matted on one side and wild on the other, evidence that he had been pulled from bed. He hadn’t been in the town square when Senator Brax had accused me of murder or humiliated me. He hadn’t been in the square when Kyle made his grand entrance either.

“Father Kelly, this is Kyle Bryggen. My betrothed,” I said, and his eyes went wider. “Please proceed with the marriage.”

He blinked and licked his lips, looking around for any sort of diversion that would help him come to terms with my orders. We waited patiently while he wiped his face.

“I apologize. I must not be awake.” He glanced at the two of us. “Did you say Kyle Bryggen, as in the founder of Bryggen?”

Kyle smiled. “Yes, Father, she did. And as impossible as it seems, I am indeed real and standing here waiting for you to bless this union.”

Father Kelly’s mouth opened and closed a couple of times. He smoothed out his hair and positioned himself in front of us. He cleared his throat and looked at Kyle, expectantly.

Kyle turned to me and took a deep breath before his words echoed in the small chamber. “You cannot possess me, for I belong to myself, just as you belong to yourself. But while we both wish it, I give you that which is mine to give. You cannot command me, for I am a free man. But I shall serve you in those ways you require. I pledge to you that yours will be the only name I cry aloud in the night. The first bite of my meat and the first drink from my cup belongs to you. I pledge to you my living and my dying, each equally in your care. I shall be a shield for your back and you for mine. I shall honor you above all others. This is a marriage of equals. This is my wedding vow to you.”

I stared up into his intense eyes, captivated by his voice, and his choice of words. Their meaning left me breathless. When the priest cleared his throat, I sucked my lower lip in between my teeth before I recited my vows, taking his as my guide. “While we both wish it, I give you that which is mine to give. You cannot command nor possess me, for I am a free woman. But I shall serve you in the ways you require. I pledge to you that yours will be the only name I cry aloud in the night. The first bite of my meat and the first drink from my cup belongs to you. I pledge to you my living and my dying, each equally in your care. I shall be a shield for your back and you for mine. I shall honor you above all others. This is indeed a marriage of equals. This is my wedding vow to you.”

“Show me the palms of the hands closest to me,” the priest said.

I offered my right hand to the priest, and Kyle put his left out. Our eyes never left each other even when the sharp pain of the blade sliced into my skin. The priest pressed our bloodied palms together, and Kyle intertwined his fingers through mine.

As our blood mingled, my palm stung, sending varying waves of hot and cold through my veins. His eyes flashed, and his hand squeezed mine tighter. His lips formed a small smile, like he felt the same wild sensations that flowed through my form.

“With the passing of blood, and the pledging of vows, you are now one in the eyes of God.” The priest wrapped a sash around our hands, binding them together. “May God be with you and bless you. May you see your children’s children. May you be poor in misfortune and rich in blessings. May you know nothing but happiness from this day forward.” He made the sign of the cross. “In the name of the father, the son, and the holy spirit.”

“Amen,” both Kyle and I said.

“You may kiss your bride,” the priest said.

Kyle glanced at him. “Ring the wedding bells,” he ordered and then pulled me to his lips.

An animalistic fervor took hold of me, as if his kiss ignited the part of me that had lay dormant for all these years. Even our wild lovemaking earlier did not compare to the fire lighting my soul at this moment.

Clapping from the chapel entrance pulled us out of the trance, and we both glanced towards my niece and nephews who were clapping wildly. Anna leaned against the doorframe with her arms crossed, but there was a smirk on her lips, like perhaps she could tolerate Kyle in the end.

Heat filled my cheeks, and the chapel bells started to chime just as a ruckus breached the courtyard.

We turned with our hands still clasped. Beyond Anna, I could see a bear charging.

“Get inside!” I cried out and pointed to the side of the chapel that was fortified with stone.

Anna corralled the kids into the corner with her. The army flooded into the courtyard, hurling arrows at Kyle’s bear. With our hands still clasped, the burn of his anger mingled in my blood. The beast roared as another arrow pierced his hide. Kyle squeezed my hand and then loosened his grip. Before he could unclasp his palm from mine, I raised my left hand, willing a wall between the bear and those who wanted to harm him.

A shroud of ice formed between the center of the courtyard and the chapel, safeguarding the bear as well as those of us in the sanctuary. The giant polar bear stumbled and fell short of the opening. A dozen arrows peppered his back, and blood seeped from his mouth.

Kyle let go of my hand and charged to the beast. He placed his bloodied hand on the bear’s head in a sign of solidarity. The polar bear’s gaze lifted to him, and then his last breath wheezed out. The massive beast’s chest slowed and then stopped.

Kyle glared through the glass-like ice, his gaze as hard as the barrier itself. That low growl that signified the start of his shift permeated the space.

“Kyle,” I snapped, and he shot a glare in my direction. “My King,” I added, softening my voice.

He stared at me, his fists tight enough for blood to drip out of his left hand where the priest had cut him. The other was completely white. I imagined the welts in his palms and took a step closer.

Movement on the other side of the ice caught my attention. I gasped.

Senator Brax stood next to a guard who had a knife to Kris’s throat.

“Daddy!”

The cry came from behind me, and I walled Anna and the children into the chapel and out of any sort of danger that may be coming forth. I stepped close to Kyle and took his hand in mine. He slowly unclenched and wrapped his hand around mine.

I swiped my hand in the air, and the ice evaporated. All the arrows that had embedded in my wall fell to the ground in gentle whispers.

“Let my brother-in-law go,” I said and stood at the ready, my hand splayed in the direction of the danger.

“You violated the law,” Senator Brax said. “And you must face the repercussions.”

“She was protecting me from the assassins you sent,” Kyle said. “Arrest him.” He pointed at the senator. When no one moved, Kyle continued. “Do you understand what those bells signify? Your queen has married. Which makes me king. And if I recall Bryggen law correctly, as king, the guard works for me. Not you, Senator Brax.” He pulled the papers out of his pocket. “You who had the most to lose if this moment came to fruition.” He let the wind take the papers.

The guard holding Kris started to pull the knife away.

“The law states the senate must approve her choice of suitor prior to marriage. She has broken yet another law. Besides, any man who would dare don the house of Bryggen crest is not stable enough to become royalty.”

“Stability has never been my strong suit,” Kyle said. “But I assure you, I am of royal blood. I am the house of Bryggen. And I am ruler of this kingdom.” He pulled his hand out of mine. “And if you do not unhand my brother-in-law, I will personally take your head off.” He stepped around the bear and stood tall, staring the guard down.

No one moved.

“If you move that knife away from his throat, you will be joining them on the hanging block,” Senator Brax threatened the soldier holding the knife to Kris’s neck. “Surrender or he dies.”

The number of arrows pointed at us chilled my soul. I could tell Kyle wanted to jump into battle, but the collateral damage was too great.

I slowly closed my hand. “Stand down,” I whispered low enough for just Kyle to hear me.

Kyle glared at me, the fury visible in his gaze as well as the muscles taut across his back. I shook my head and dropped my arms to my side.

“Seize them and take them to the dungeons while the senate decides their fate.”

For the second time in less than twelve hours, my hands were covered and bound behind my back. 

“Let him go,” I said as the guards dragged me past Kris.

“He will be standing trial for his treasonous acts as well.”

“You bastard,” I screamed and kicked out, catching nothing but air.

Anna and the kids cried out from behind the ice as the three of us were led to the dungeon cages for sentencing. Whatever the senator had planned for us, it would not be pretty.

The moment the arrows and knives were not threatening those I loved, then all hell would break loose.
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We were all separated in the dungeon. Guards marched me into a room that had a nasty-looking iron hook dangling from the ceiling. It was thicker than a man’s fist, and the point glistened with deadly intent. Three equally sharp barbs cascaded down the inside of the hook. It looked like the type of tool used to catch a whale, but I knew better.

It wasn’t used for fishing. It was used for killing in the most heinous of ways.

Three guards surrounded me while doors closed, and keys jangled in the hallway. It wasn’t until the other cells were secure that Senator Brax stepped into the room holding the king’s crown in his hand. He swung the door behind him, but it never latched. The guards moved back, giving him some room.

He set the bedazzled circle on his head. While Kyle looked regal with the crown adorning his white hair, the senator looked like a child trying on a paper crown. He looked ridiculous. He walked over to the iron hook and took it in his grip, studying it before glancing at me.

“This will do much better than the pear,” he said, caressing the sharp point. He crossed to stand in front of me.

He nodded towards the guards and one grabbed me around the waist. The other two tore a slit in my dress and each grabbed a leg.

I slammed my head back into the face of the guard who held me, smashing his nose. He stumbled back, but his grip, as well as the two holding my legs didn’t loosen. I screamed as the senator lined up the hook. The minute the metal touched me I froze in place at his frightening intent.

He was going to make sure I never conceived. The size of that hook would more than likely kill me. I couldn’t catch my breath.

“Or you could just agree to marry me and attend to my needs,” he said.

I blinked at him. The only way that would ever happen is if he had Kyle and my entire family killed, because Anna and Kris would never stand by and let this nutcase make me his slave. I licked my lips and opened my mouth to speak. When nothing came out, he leaned closer.

I slammed my forehead into his face. A satisfying crack filled the room, and I bellowed, “Never!”

He stumbled and fell. The hook caught on the fabric of my dress, dangling in place as the senator cried out in pain from the floor. His nose gushed blood and his face turned a shade of red I had never seen.

One of the guards holding a leg reached for the hook.

“That is mine to fuck her with,” Senator Brax snarled through the flow of blood.

The guard pulled his hand back as if a snake had bitten it.

Wiping his bloody hands on his pants, Senator Brax climbed to his feet. He stepped towards me, reaching for the metal when the ground rumbled, and the loudest snarl echoed through the dungeon.

The door was nearly yanked off its hinges, and the feral bear charged.

Senator Brax never knew what hit him. One minute, his mouth was hanging open, and the next, a headless body crumpled to the ground. The crown that had been on his head spun through the air and landed on the bear.

The guards dropped me, scrambling for their swords, but none of them were fast enough. The three men met the same fate as the senator.

Blood painted the walls, and the crowned bear lumbered over to where I sat, stunned by the violent justice he’d delivered. He nuzzled me with his nose, and I stared into his deep blue eyes. My gaze went to the crown on his head and I smiled.

“I wasn’t sure you would make an appearance or not.”

He transitioned, squatting between my outstretched legs. “I will always have your back. It just took a little longer to pick the lock than I thought it would.” He glanced up at the dangling hook, and a dark shadow crossed his face. “Almost too long, it would seem.” Kyle glanced over his shoulder at the dismembered head of the senator, stood, and kicked it into the corner. “Sick bastard,” he mumbled under his breath.

When he turned back to me, he offered one of his gore-ridden hands. I stared at it for a moment. My hands were still bound behind me and I leaned forward, holding them high enough for him to see. He shook most of the flesh off before a sharp claw extended and sliced through the binds holding my wrists together. He offered his hand again, and I accepted his help, despite the roil of disgust that clenched my stomach. As soon as I was on my feet, he reached behind me and picked up my crown. It must have tumbled off with one of my head butts.

He grabbed the keys off one of the bodies and led me out of the room. He unlocked the cell next to mine and swung the door open. He stepped back into the cell we had vacated and picked up the senator’s head while Kris stepped into the empty hallway.

“What happened?” Kris asked, his gaze dropping to Kyle’s bloody quarry.

“They were going to irreparably harm my wife.” He waved towards the cell I had been captive in, but Kris’s gaze jumped from the twisted door hanging on the room I had been in, to the bloodbath inside, and then the senator’s head in Kyle’s grip.

“I thought...” he started.

“Kyle is a man-beast,” I said.

Kris’s eyes widened, and he paled. “The new king is a... shifter?” His voice cracked.

“I like that description much better than man-beast,” Kyle said and led us out of the dungeon.

We stepped into the bright morning sunshine, and Kyle crossed to the castle proper, toward the town square.

Anna and the kids were held in cages, and the Bryggen army had assembled around them. On the platform, the guillotine has been rolled out. I guessed the good senator had already passed judgement without input from the rest of the senate or the townspeople.

Kyle led me up the stairs quietly as Kris crossed towards Anna. Guards stopped him.

“Let him pass,” Kyle said, his voice booming.

Faces turned towards us and eyes widened.

“My wife, your queen, has been accused of murdering those men.” He pointed at the dead men still propped up at the corner of the podium. “They shot an arrow at my back. That is the act of a coward.” His gaze pierced the crowd, traveling over the guards and the gathering townspeople.

“Where is Senator Brax?” one of the guards asked. He looked as if he were going to vomit.

Kyle tossed the senator’s head in the middle of the townspeople. They parted as the head came to a stop. A gasp fell over the crowd, and a different guard started to unsheathe his sword.

“Would you like the same fate?” Kyle asked, his voice feral enough for the guard to pause. “Since Elsa is now my wife, I am your king. I expect you to kneel and show some respect.”

No one moved.

“Now!”

Even I jumped at the volume of his command.

Kris was the first to drop to a knee and bow his head in respect. I never insisted the kingdom kneel before me. It was a strange feeling to see the slow progression of familiar faces dropping down.

When everyone was on their knees, Kyle continued. “It seems the senate has been compromised by greed and power. Therefore, they are immediately relieved of duty.”

Shocked faces shot up to stare at the new king with open mouths.

“Elsa and I will discuss how to go about replacing the value the senate provided, but in its current form, it was only interested in serving itself and not this kingdom, as evidenced by the last decree that called for a ruse that would have made Senator Brax king.”

Silence descended on the square as people exchanged confused glances. Even some of the former senators looked stunned by Kyle’s announcement.

“This kingdom has made poor choices with the senate at the helm. It will not continue.”

“Why should we accept you as king?” one man yelled out. He had been a Brax loyalist, fighting every forward step I tried to make for the people of Bryggen.

“Because he is my choice to stand by my side. And he is worthy of the station,” I said.

“Why should we accept a stranger as king?” a man in the audience yelled out, crossing his arms.

“I am not a stranger to Bryggen. This kingdom wouldn’t exist if I hadn’t created it and oversaw the trade routes in and around this isolated cove.” He waved at his soiled tunic. “Do you not recognize this crest?”

The man looked at Kyle’s shirt and dropped his gaze. “Impossible,” he challenged.

“It is just as impossible as someone freezing the region in a fit of anger,” I said, and more heads jerked up. Before I lost my cool and laid frozen waste to this kingdom, no one believed this power pounding through my veins existed. I was impossible incarnate.

“Did he force you to marry him?” a woman in the back asked.

“No. This was my choice.” Heat filled my cheeks, and I glanced up at him. I did not voice that this was expedited due to Senator Brax’s latest decree. “He can be a bit of an ass at times, though.”

Eyes widened. I smirked up at him and raised an eyebrow. His lips toyed with a smile, and then he wiped it away, ignoring my public dig. But now almost every woman in the crowd, as well as a handful of the men, suppressed a smirk.

Kyle rolled his eyes and focused on the soldiers. “Let my sister-in-law and her children out of those cages.”

They traded panicked glances with each other. Anna met my gaze and then turned her body so I could see what was behind her in an adjoining cage. Three hungry cougars paced in the tight space.

My heart plummeted. The complete annihilation of my family had been planned. And no one in the crowd looked as if they would have stopped it. A burn rose, heating my skin. I clenched my jaw as the fury of what could have been raced through me.

Murmurs began in the crowd, and Kyle squeezed my hand.

The podium we stood on had blistered with frost. Waves of cold air seeped from my skin.

“You would have allowed this?” I hissed, waving at the plans put in place by the man whose head lay in the dirt.

Gazes dropped to the ground, and faces reddened with shame.

“This will never happen under my reign.” Kyle released my hand and hopped down to the ground.

The crowd parted, giving him a wide berth.

“Help my family,” Kris said, still on his knees and looking up at Kyle with both fear and sadness reflected in his face.

Kyle crossed to the cage. The snarl that came from his lips made the wild cats cower as equally as it did Anna and the kids. Those surrounding him flinched back, their features traced with fear.

Kyle reached his hand through the bar and ruffled Sara’s hair. “Do not worry, little one. That growl was not meant for you.”

“That is the only way out,” Anna said, pointing at the gate separating the two cages. It was the one intended to be opened at some point during the senator’s killing spree.

Kyle chuckled. “No, sweet sister-in-law. That is not the only way out of this cage.” He wrapped his hands around two of the four bars in front of her. Metal groaned as he reshaped the straight rods into bows as easily as she shaped cookie dough. The two center bars were next, and when they were as wide as the outer bows, he stopped.

He reached in and plucked Sara out of the cage, setting her on the ground next to her father. Kristoff was next, followed by Dennis. And then he offered Anna his hand. He helped her out, then reshaped the bars and growled at the cats once more.

When he turned and met my gaze, I thought my knees would give out. His display of raw strength affected me as much as his touch had, and all I wanted to do was consummate our marriage.

His stride was sure when he returned and helped me down from the stage. “Now, if you will excuse me, I have a wife to satisfy.” With his arm around my waist, he led me back to the castle.
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“A bit of an ass?” he asked as the door closed behind us. “I should punish you for that comment.” He towered over me with a cross of displeasure and lust written in his gaze.

“Yes, you can be a supreme ass.”

He grabbed my waist and yanked me against his hard body.

I glanced down at our blood-streaked skin. “As much as I want to explore the hostility sparking in the room, I think we need to rid ourselves of that bastard’s blood first.”

“The bear doesn’t mind the blood,” he said and pressed his lips to mine.

I pushed away. “But I do. I do not want any part of that insidious evil spawn to be involved in the consummation of my marriage.”

Kyle blinked as if my words were a physical slap, recoiling from me. The idea I’d planted raked disgust over his features and he nodded.

I grabbed his hand and led him to a small room that overlooked the sea. Robes hung from posts on the walls, and the inner room was brightly lit with the sun’s rays. I removed my clothes, and Kyle followed suit, folding his tunic and placing it on a clear bench. I led him to a spot in the center of the room.

“Where is the tub?” he asked, his brow creased in confusion.

I smiled and moved him a few paces to the right. “Just stand here.”

I crossed to a lever and turned it. A circle in the ceiling opened, cascading water warmed by the sun down over Kyle. He tilted his head into the fine spray and sighed.

I paused, watching the man who I had struck a marriage deal with, and I realized there was something deeper there. Something that moved me and indeed made me feel alive. He wasn’t what he pretended to be. He wasn’t a self-serving bastard who just took what he wanted. He had heart and passion and was one of the handsomest men I had ever laid eyes on.

He glanced at me and smiled, cranking his finger towards him in that come hither silent command. I cranked the knob as far as it would go and obeyed his request. As I passed the shelf full of soaps and oils, I grabbed a bar of one of my favorite sweet scents and joined my husband under the waterfall.

“What is this?” He pointed to the ceiling.

“A shower.” I handed him soap. “I designed and helped build it.”

“It is a slice of heaven,” he said and laughed, taking the soap from my outstretched hand. “Just like you are, my little engineer.” He tapped my nose and focused on scrubbing the senator’s blood off his skin.

When he finished, he turned his focus on me. He peeled away the bandage on my shoulder and washed me from head to toe with a gentleness that belied his glistening muscles. The care he took flushed my skin more than the water did, and when he stood before me, meeting my gaze, the hunger reflected in his eyes as bright as the sun.

The soap dropped from his hands, and he picked me up in his arms, planting the kind of kiss that made every inch of my skin burn. Before I knew it, he had me against the marble wall, pressing into me. His intensity pulled a gasp from me, and I wrapped my legs around him, pulling him closer. His hardness entered me with such force, I cried out, arching into him with the same frantic need reflected in his ravenous kisses.

We clung to each other, riding a wave of fury and lust and everything in between. His power and possessiveness brought forth my own appetite, and by the time we finished, my back ached. We both panted, trying to regain our breath. I was sure if the wall wasn’t holding us in place, we would have collapsed onto the floor from sheer satisfaction.

On shaking legs, Kyle carried me back under the water, still coupled and kissing. The cool stream slowed our breath and chilled the steam rising between us. He pulled away and tilted his face into the water, looking every bit like a god.

I wasn’t sure this electric bliss between us would continue, or how we would be at ruling this kingdom together, but for a brief moment, being in Kyle’s arms felt like all I would ever need in this world.

His blue gaze dropped to take me in and he smiled. “Happy isn’t so bad,” he whispered, and captured my mouth in another kiss.

The End
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In addition to being co-owner of Novel Concept Publishing (www.novelconceptpublishing.com), Ms. Taylor also moonlights as a Senior Editor of Allegory (www.allegoryezine.com), an online venue for Science Fiction, Fantasy and Horror.

She lives in Connecticut with her husband and two children and during the summer months enjoys her weekends on the shore in southern Maine.

Visit her at www.jetaylor75.com and sign up for her newsletter for early previews of her upcoming books, release announcements, and special opportunities for free swag!

Sign up for Ms. Taylor’s newsletter at:

https://app.mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/y2z2x6




You might also enjoy other Paranormal Romance and Urban Fantasy novels from J.E. Taylor’s backlist:

NIGHT HAWK TRILOGY

[image: Night Hawk 3D-1000]

Damian Andreas is an ancient vampire tasked with keeping the archangel bloodlines safe. Blinded by his hatred for Lucifer, he snatches Naomi Hawk from the devil to claim her as his own. The moment his teeth sink into her neck, he realizes he has just broken his own vows.

When Naomi bites him back, his blood transform her into an immortal shadow, and puts Damian on a collision path with an angry archangel.

Single titles in this series:

NIGHT HAWK (Book 1)

TIGRESS (Book 2):

TRINITY RISING (Book 3):




THE RYAN CHRONICLES

[image: TheRyanChroniclesSeries3D_Small.jpg]

Tom and CJ Ryan harbor the power of the Gods. Refusing to stand with Lucifer puts both of them, and everyone they love, on the devil’s hit list.

There are only so many ways you can break a man before his wrath changes the status quo. Rekindled by family, by love, by home and memories, the ruthless son of Ty Ryan steps into the shoes left under the family tree by his dad, and this time he’s out of mercy.

The series includes these single titles:

CJ’s Story:

ANGEL GRACE - Book 1

ANGEL HEART - Book 2

ANGEL WRATH – Book 3

Tom’s Story:

ANGEL BLOOD - Book 4

ANGEL FIRE - Book 5

ANGEL FURY – Book 6




MAGICK TRILOGY
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Paige Turner’s magick skills are rusty, but she needs to refine her spells or her determination to save a very special soul will prove to be disastrous.

Single titles in this series:

MAGICK

BLACK MAGICK

PRACTICAL MAGICK




THE PARADOX FILES

[image: SilencingtheSiren_Medium.jpg][image: WakingtheSiren_Medium.jpg][image: HuntingtheSiren_Medium.jpg]

A protector. A lost soul. A siren looking for salvation.

Kylee Paradox never expected to be a protector of humankind, but when hell’s portals open and let loose the creatures of the underworld, she can’t see any other way.

Armed with an ultimatum, Kylee has no choice but to embrace her new position as bounty hunter of the damned. Sending these monsters back to purgatory becomes her life’s mission.

The only glitches in an otherwise noble pursuit are those who hold her fate in their hands. They forbid her from using her deadly siren song to lure the beasts back to the pit.

If she harms even a single innocent soul in her quest, Kylee herself will become one of the hunted.

SILENCING THE SIREN – Book One

WAKING THE SIREN – Book Two

HUNTING THE SIREN – Book Three




FRACTURED FAIRY TALES

2018
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RED

CINDER

BRAVE

TANGLED

FROZEN

SNOW

SPINDLE

BELLE

ROBYN

Look for more information about these titles and all of Ms. Taylor’s books on her website!

Sign up for Ms. Taylor’s newsletter HERE.
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