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        This book is dedicated to my mom, for always being there through thick and thin.

        I love you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Final Countdown

          

        

      

    

    
      Without the benefit of tea or one of Nan’s freshly baked scones, the vampire host Mira Kinney ushered us into the palace’s chilly library. She closed the door as Dae, Joely, and I stumbled to our seats. The three of us were the remaining contestants in reality dating competition called The Realm: The Bachelor King. The show was almost over; only one challenge remained. At the end of the competition the werewolf Bachelor King himself, King Rhys, would choose one of us as his bride.

      We’d been woken before the sun had risen, which was quite uncivilized. I was not at all prepared for a meeting. Yesterday had been a long day. Then I’d had a long night with the werewolf king in my bed…

      Mira smiled at us. “Good morning.”

      I’d known the vampire host for ages, but her outfits never failed to surprise me. She was dressed formally for such an early hour. Her long-sleeved hot-pink satin jumpsuit was pressed to perfection, and her white-blond hair brushed her shoulders in calculatedly loose waves.

      The vampire peered at us. “You don’t look like you’re awake.”

      “That’s because we’re not.” Dae yawned. She was dressed in a cute black frock, her long dark hair was pulled into a high ponytail, and her makeup was expertly applied, but my friend still looked like she was half asleep. “The sun isn’t up yet, Mira. What’s so important? Is Rhys feeling be—”

      “We are not speaking of that topic.” Mira fake-smiled so hard, it looked as though her face hurt. “Let’s keep it to the contest, please!”

      The king, Rhys, had been ambushed by vampires and was wounded. He was out of danger, but the attack was still fresh in all of our minds. But apparently, Mira refused to discuss it. “What’s important, darlings,” she continued, “is that His Highness is announcing the order of the overnight dates today. We are back in business! This is the homestretch, ladies. Once we’ve filmed the overnights, the king will make his final choice. He will tell no one, of course, until we host the final ball. He will propose to his choice at the ball, and then the rest will be history. One of you will be a bride, then queen, and then live happily ever after!” She clapped her hands together.

      “It’s an awful lot to take in before we’ve even had our tea.” Joely shivered in her ivory muslin gown. Her auburn hair was pulled back into an elegant bun, and her makeup was tasteful and dewy, making her pale complexion glow. “I’m not sure I’m ready for the contest to be over. I feel like it’s gone too fast, and so much has happened.”

      Dae nodded. “We’re still getting to know His Highness, but I don’t feel as though I’ve had the opportunity to spend enough time alone with him.”

      Joely sighed. “Me either.”

      I didn’t say a word. Even though it was expressly forbidden by the contest rules, His Highness had slept in my chambers last night. I didn’t have a lot of room to complain.

      “When exactly will the king announce the order of the overnight dates?” Dae asked.

      My cheeks heated. The idea of spending another evening alone with the werewolf king was intriguing. Just last night, I’d slept with my head on his massive, warm chest, listening to his heartbeat. The other girls murmured beside me, and Mira continued to talk, but I didn’t pay attention. I kept thinking about Rhys’s chest…

      “Tamara?” Mira snapped her fingers. “Earth to Tamara. Did you hear me?”

      My cheeks blazed. “No. I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      Mira tilted her head and inspected me with her ice-blue eyes. “I said that King Rhys will make the announcement after breakfast.”

      I nodded. “And what exactly will these dates consist of?” We’d never done overnight dates on The Pageant, the dating competition filmed in the settlements that I’d previously starred in. I had no idea what the expectations or parameters were.

      “That’s up to each of you—and His Highness, of course.” Mira paced the front of the room. “You will have dinner and perhaps take a walk with the king or play a game. Or maybe you will enjoy a digestif by the fire. It all depends on what you’re in the mood for.”

      “What about the other part?” Joely asked. “The overnight part?”

      “The cameras will film every moment of your evening for the audiences at home. We’ve taken a poll, and the overnight dates are what the audience is most excited about. They cannot wait to see you spend the night with His Highness!”

      Dae furrowed her brow. “Um…”

      Joely frowned. “Er…”

      “Isn’t that sort of inappropriate?” I asked.

      Mira ignored us. “What’s lovely about this, and different from what we’ve done before, is that there’s no time limit on your evening. The production staff has prepared a special, romantic luxury suite just for this occasion. You will spend the night there with the king. Every second will be filmed, of course, and edited for the family audience at home.”

      “But what does that mean?” Joely cried. “Are you suggesting that we have relations with His Highness? Is that what needs to be edited out? Are you seriously asking us to do this before we’re married? Before we even know if he’s going to choose us?” She looked so scandalized, I thought she might fall out of her seat.

      “Not at all,” Mira said quickly. “Please do not feel pressured to do anything that makes you uncomfortable. The point of these special dates is to allow you more time than you would normally have—time to spend with the king and really get to know him better. That’s the only point.”

      Dae’s cheeks were bright pink. “But there will be a special suite, like you said. A romantic one. There’s only one bed, I assume?”

      “Yes. But you can end the date whenever you choose. You can also ask His Highness to sleep on the couch.” Mira smiled at us. “There’s no pressure to do anything, except exactly what you want to do and what makes you feel comfortable. I can speak for His Highness when I say that he isn’t interested in making you uneasy, and he certainly wouldn’t want you to do something that contradicts your beliefs. So rest assured, there’s no hidden agenda. And there won’t be any penalty for your choices. He only wants to spend time with you.”

      Dae nodded. “Thank you. That makes me feel better.”

      “As it should.” Mira put her hands on her hips. “But I’m not going to lie to you—there is a salacious element to these dates. The episode’s going to be great for ratings! The viewers at home will be dying to see whether you kiss the king, and what else might happen. It’s all everyone’s been talking about, of course.”

      Joely’s eyes were huge in her face. “It is quite salacious. That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      “You don’t have to spend the night,” Mira assured her. “It’s only if you want to.”

      It was Joely’s cheeks that flushed then. “Yeah, right. Dae and Tamara will both sleep over, and I’ll be left in the dust.”

      “You need to calm down.” I patted Joely’s hand. “You just won the Contestant’s Challenge, remember? You’re the front-runner. You don’t need to worry about being left in the dust or anywhere else.”

      Joely had recently been announced the winner of the Contestant’s Challenge, a portion of the competition designed personally by King Rhys. She’d proposed a children’s center for the Realm, the first of its kind. The king had been thrilled with her presentation. His men were about to break ground on the new building, and her vision would be realized.

      “It’s true, Jo.” Dae smiled at her. “Don’t worry about a thing. Do what’s in your heart. That’s worked pretty well for you so far, hasn’t it?”

      “I suppose so.” Joely sniffed. “It’s just that we’re down to the wire, and it’s so much pressure. I don’t want to say goodbye to the king. I don’t want the time to pass so quickly, but there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      “The end of the competition can get emotional,” Mira said. “It’s completely normal to feel things on a deeper level, and there is a lot of pressure. But what we don’t want is for any of you to do things that are out of character. That serves no one. The king must make his choice, and it must be based on the truth of who you are. He can only have one queen. It’s imperative that he chooses the right woman. Be true to yourself, and his choice will become clear. Now, off to breakfast with you. You need energy to tackle the day and the rest of the week. It won’t be long now.”

      Dae raised her hand. “No offense, Mira, but isn’t this a bit rushed? I thought that we’d have several more weeks, at least.”

      Mira’s cheerful mask didn’t slip an inch. “We’re doing everything right on time. Now go and see Nan in the kitchen! She’s making frittatas, or so I’m told.”

      Dae and Joely filed out into the hall before me, and Mira leaned in to whisper in my ear. “We need to wrap the competition up, and soon. Please help me encourage the other girls and assure them that everything’s completely normal.”

      “But is it?” I asked. There’d been problems with King Black, with the rebels, and with errant vampires roaming the countryside, not to mention the fact that King Rhys had been attacked only yesterday.

      Mira shook her head. “Of course not. Just do your best and don’t say a word.”

      I went and joined my friends in the hall.

      “What was that about?” Joely asked.

      “It was nothing exciting, I can assure you.” I linked arms with both of them as we headed to the kitchen. “Mira just wants me to encourage you two and assure you that everything’s going to be okay. I remember at the end of The Pageant, we were all about to lose it. It’s very stressful, of course, not knowing what the future holds. But all we have is today, ladies. So let’s enjoy ourselves, shall we? I could do with a frittata to start my day off right.”

      Dae looked around the hall before she spoke. “How do we think the king is this morning? I can’t believe Mira didn’t mention anything.”

      “Giuliana told me he was much improved,” I lied. I’d seen Rhys that morning in my warm bed. Werewolves recovered much more quickly than humans from illness and injury. His wounds had mostly healed, and he’d seemed to be back in his normal good humor. “And Mira didn’t talk about it because she probably can’t. We should follow her lead, don’t you think?”

      Joely stopped walking then motioned for us to follow her into a small study. She closed the door before she spoke. “I’m troubled by all this. Rhys was injured so badly, and now we’re moving at warp speed to finish the contest. I don’t like it. Something doesn’t feel right.”

      Dae nodded. “I got wrapped up in the conversation we were having about the overnight dates, but Joely’s right. Why the rush? Especially after His Highness was injured…”

      “Maybe they don’t want to put it off any longer because he got hurt. Perhaps they believe that wrapping the show sooner rather than later is, I don’t know, safer for all of us.”

      Joely looked at me sharply. “Safer how?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. But Rhys was attacked. That’s the thing we need to remember.”

      Dae took a step closer to me. “But we know who did it. Rhys has taken the vampire prisoner, so we should all be safe.”

      “The vampire is in custody.” I nodded, even though that wasn’t exactly the whole truth. We did have a vampire in the dungeon. It just wasn’t the vampire—or rather, vampires—who had attacked Rhys. Those vampires were still at large, perhaps roaming the countryside neighboring the Realm.

      Rhys thought the vampires were working with the rebels on behalf of King Black. I hadn’t quite wrapped my head around his theory, mostly because I couldn’t bear to think the ramifications through without the benefit of a strong cup of tea.

      I wanted to tell my friends what I knew, but I also wanted to keep them safe. “I think this vampire attack, along with the rebel activity, is enough of a reason to finish the show as soon as possible. Less room for error, you know?”

      Joely and Dae nodded, but I could tell they knew I was hiding something.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dashing

          

        

      

    

    
      The frittatas were fantastic. The tea warmed my insides and gave me strength. Dae and Joely were kind enough not to badger me with more questions during our meal, and instead we discussed the new children’s center and made plans to visit the construction site later that afternoon.

      We were instructed to go and freshen up before the king’s announcement. I was lost in my thoughts as I left my friends, mulling the state of affairs in the Realm. What was it Rhys had said? His words came back to me as I climbed the stairs to my room.

      “The king loves himself more than anything. He loves himself more than he hates them. And if the rebels were able to conquer the Realm, it would take their focus off the settlements. They might not get their country back, but they’d get a country. And then King Black could go back to rule the settlements and not have to worry about the rebels and a bunch of pesky werewolves who’ve gotten too big for their britches.”

      I cared neither for this explanation nor the logic behind it—it made too much sense. Rhys believed that King Black had betrayed him. He believed that he’d been given a country by the vampires, only to have it snatched away and offered to the rebels who still haunted the settlements. The rebels would never get their country back. The vampire royals were too strong. The werewolves had fought beside them for years, helping the vampires keep the human rebels at bay. The mortals were no match for the supernaturals.

      But what if it were true that King Black had sent vampires to help the rebels? The wolves would have a real fight on their hands then.

      “There you are!” My pretty young vampire maid, Giuliana, pounced on me as I walked through the door. “They’re making the announcement about the overnight dates soon. We need to get you ready!” She plunked me down in a chair and started working on my eyebrows before I could protest.

      “I already did my makeup,” I mumbled as she groomed me.

      “I know, but you need a full face for the cameras. I can’t wait to hear more about the dates,” Giuliana chirped. “By the way, Elsa was whining a bit earlier. She seems to have gone back to sleep, but I thought you’d like to know.”

      I glimpsed my pet gnome asleep on her satin bed on the floor. “She misses Beast terribly, of course.” Beast was her gnome-BFF, and he was staying with my friend Blake at the Northern castle. “I’ll take her over to see him later this morning.”

      Giuliana nodded as she worked on my brows. “I’ll see if the kitchen staff has any treats for her, poor thing.”

      “Thank you, and thank you for looking out for her. I’m surprised at how tolerant everyone’s been of the gnomes.” Historically, vampires and gnomes did not get along. I’d heard tales of gnomes attacking vampires, although I couldn’t quite picture my small, adorable, furry pets doing anything of the sort.

      “Well, you know, isn’t it something? I’ve never been around them before, but they’re quite sweet. Growing up, I was taught to kick them if I saw them out in the gardens because they were thought to be pests. I never did, of course. That seemed a bit brutal. Now that I live with one, I think they’re lovely.”

      I nodded. I used to think werewolves were pests—one werewolf in particular.  But things had changed. What was it I’d said to him last night? My words suddenly came back to me: Yes, I love you. And yes, even if you love someone else or simply don’t love me back, I still love you.

      Oh dear. I’d gone and done it. I’d told the werewolf the truth about my feelings. As a result, I wasn’t sure if I should laugh or cry.

      “What’s the matter, miss?” Giuliana peered at me. “You’ve got a funny expression on your face.”

      “Oh, nothing.” I forced a smile. “I’m just getting ready for the announcement.”

      “I can’t wait for you to have your overnight date. It’s going to be ah-mazing. I just know it!”

      “It’ll be something, all right.” I glanced at my bed, which only an hour ago, had been warmed by King Rhys’s big body. Giuliana had made it neatly, and there was no evidence that the werewolf had slept over. I longed to crawl back in bed with him, to have the hours reverse themselves…

      In the light of day, the facts were harsh. Despite everything that was going on—the vampire attack, the rebel activity, King Black’s nebulous and possibly dangerous position toward the werewolves—only one thing threatened to undo me. The contest. It was still a very real possibility that I would be sent home by the end of the week. I glanced at the neatly made bed again, vowing to keep my head on straight. There wasn’t much I could do about my heart—it officially belonged to someone else.
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      Joely, Dae, and I waited in the formal salon for His Highness to join us. The camera crew was set up around the room, already filming. “Ugh, my palms are sweating.” Joely wiped her hands on her skirt. “You’d think I’d be used to all this by now, but my nerves are shot. There’s been too much excitement.”

      Dae nodded. “I agree. I don’t want the contest to end, but at the same time, I sort of can’t wait for it to be over. The suspense is killing me!”

      I blew out a deep breath. “These past few weeks have flown. I can’t believe there’re only three of us left. Speaking of that, has anyone heard from Thalia?” Thalia Atkins was one of the original five contestants and a good friend of ours. I didn’t bother asking about Maya Briones, the other eliminated contestant. I’d heard from her recently; she was most assuredly on my bad list.

      “No mail can get through because of the lockdown,” Joely reminded me. “I miss Thalia a lot. Not to be mean, but I can’t exactly say the same thing about Maya.”

      Dae wrinkled her nose. “Me either.”

      “I hope Thalia is well.” I decided to leave it at that.

      Maya Briones was another matter. She was inadvertently responsible for King Rhys’s recent bloody encounter with the vampires. She’d sent a vampire messenger to sneak into the Realm and tell me lies. When Rhys had gone out to search for the intruder, he’d been attacked by the other group of vampires.

      Rhys had promised to punish Maya for sending the vampire girl to trick me. At first, I’d been wary, but as more time passed, the better the idea seemed. Maya needed justice. She’d sent the vampire to the Realm specifically to get me to believe that Rhys was under orders to choose me as the winner of the competition. She’d gone so far as to say that he didn’t have feelings for me at all. Maya had disguised the message as being from my dear friend Shaye, knowing that it was more likely that I would believe the message from a friend. Maya held a grudge toward me. She hoped that ultimately, I would leave the contest, leaving one of the other girls as victor. Maya’s lies and meddling behavior weren’t crimes punishable by law, but they were wrong, nonetheless. At some point, people needed to be held accountable for their actions.

      Not that I was one-hundred-percent innocent. I was hiding things from my fellow contestants, and I’d allowed Rhys to sleep in my bed, which was expressly forbidden by the contest rules. If Mira found out about it, I would be cut from the show and banished from the Realm. So call me a hypocrite. I wasn’t perfect, but some crimes were worse than others… I hoped.

      Rhys strode in, wearing a tight-fitting black tunic and tall, shiny black boots. His long hair was pulled back into a sleek bun. After one look at his broad shoulders and massive chest, I didn’t care if I was a hypocrite—I loved the wolf. It was that simple. I glanced at Joely and Dae. They were both staring at the king with worshipful expressions on their faces. They love him, too.

      It was that simple, and it was also that complicated.

      Rhys smiled at us. “Good morning, ladies.” There was no trace of the wounds that had covered his neck, and he looked fully rested and rejuvenated, which was remarkable considering how injured he’d been. “It’s lovely to see you again.”

      “Thank you,” we said in unison.

      He favored us with another smile. “It’s my pleasure to make a few announcements.”

      Mira nodded at him from her place on the sidelines, and he continued.

      “First of all, we’ve begun work on the children’s center. I’m so impressed by what my men have already completed. Mira shared that the three of you will visit the site later, and I can’t wait to hear your thoughts. Lady Raine”—he sought out Joely then grinned at her—“congratulations once again on winning the Contestant’s Challenge. Seeing your vision realized has warmed my heart. I cannot wait for the day that my heirs, and the heirs of my men, are happily playing and learning in the center. Thank you again.” He bowed his head, and Joely’s eyes sparkled.

      “Now that the Contestant’s Challenge is complete and the ball and revelry have ended, we’ve more work to do in the contest. Our last round of the competition consists of the overnight dates portion.” He cleared his throat. “Please join me in being both excited and mortified at the prospect of such a thing being filmed.”

      We laughed, but an awkward silence followed. Rhys’s expression turned serious. “I would like to state for the record that these dates were organized by the producers. I agreed to them on one condition: that none of the contestants feel pressured to spend the night with me. Please know that if you choose to, your virtue is of the utmost importance to me. You do not need to be afraid that any advantage will be taken. I intend to be a perfect gentleman.”

      Dae and Joely sighed in relief, but I caught the flash of a frown on Mira’s expression. Rhys must’ve seen it, too, because he chuckled and said, “As much of a gentleman as you want me to be, of course.”

      I resisted the urge to fan myself. My virtue was intact, and I planned to keep it that way until my wedding night. Still, the idea of being alone with the king in a luxury suite…

      “Any questions?” the king asked, interrupting my reverie.

      The three of us shook our heads. What on earth could we say?

      “Without further ado, I will announce the order of the final dates. I picked your names out of a hat, ladies. This was a random selection. The first date will be Lady Layne. The next, Lady Phillips. Lady Raine will have the final date. Mira”—he turned to the vampire hostess—“do you have anything to add to this?”

      “Yes, thank you.” She smoothed her pantsuit and joined him at the front of the room. “As I’ve shared with the contestants, every minute of these overnight dates will be filmed. The audience will be able to share each moment with the king and his date. I can’t wait for you to see the luxury suite we’ve prepared—I’ve never seen anything so romantic in my life. Now, everyone can be dismissed. Lady Layne, your date with the king is in two days. Make sure you get plenty of rest before that.” To my horror, she winked at me. “That’s it, ladies. Dismissed!”

      In a flash of hot-pink satin, Mira took Rhys by the elbow and led him from the room. Dae, Joely, and I were left staring at each other.

      “Get plenty of rest, will you?” Joely asked me. Her cheeks blazed. “You know that Mira is talking out of both sides of her mouth. On the one hand, no need to do anything we’re uncomfortable with. On the other, rest up. Hmph.” She shook her head. “It’s a mixed message if I ever heard one.”

      I shrugged. “Everything Mira does, she does for the ratings. She wants the audience to tune in—that’s all she wants. So she’s making it sound as though there’s a chance something might happen between one of us and the king.” “She’s not pressing us, not as I see it. She’s just trying to put a little scandal on the show.”

      “Well, it’s working. I’m scandalized,” Joely said.

      Dae nodded. “I’m right behind you.”

      “I should think things might get a lot more…heated…before the end of the show.” I smiled at my friends. “We’ll most likely need liquid courage in order to survive. Does a team meeting tonight that involves wine sound like a good idea?”

      Joely nodded with vigor. “Yes.”

      “Absolutely,” Dae agreed.

      “We should make it a recurring event for the rest of our time here.” I smiled at my friends. “We don’t have long.”

      Another thing I was worried about? Saying goodbye to them. Both Joely and Dae had become true friends of mine.

      The contest suddenly seemed much harder. I wanted it to be over, but whatever the outcome, it seemed I had a lot to lose.
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      Rhys was waiting in the hall when I went to fetch Elsa.

      “Why are you lurking out here?” I asked.

      He came closer, a glimmer in his eyes. “I’m not lurking, my lady.”

      “I beg to differ. You’re dawdling in the shadows outside my door. What can I do for you, Your Highness?”

      “I have many ideas, so many.” He leaned up against the wall and gave me a lazy smile. “For starters, would you like to invite me in again?”

      “Shh.” I looked around, making sure no one was near. “Don’t say such things. You’re going to get me disqualified!”

      “Aw, I’m only teasing.” His grin widened. “Unless you fancy a nap, of course. A plus-one nap.”

      My cheeks burned, and fire lit my belly, but I forced myself to frown at him. “You don’t mean a nap. You mean a snog-fest. And no, I certainly don’t fancy any such thing.”

      “You’re a lying liar, and I can tell.” The smug tone in his voice got my hackles up. He reached for my gown and tugged me closer. “You want me in your bed, my lady. You enjoyed it just as much as I did.”

      I didn’t want to admit to the physical pull I felt toward him or the fact that he was one-hundred-percent correct. “Even if I did,” I said in a halted voice, “it doesn’t matter. We have enough trouble at the moment. I don’t think asking for more is the next best move.”

      He tugged me closer still, and the familiar heat unfurled between us. “I’m not worried about any trouble. I’m worried that your mouth looks lonely without mine next to it. It’s been too long.”

      “It’s been two hours.”

      “Two hours too long.” He inched his face closer to mine. “Tell me you don’t want me to kiss you, and I’ll listen, my lady. Your wish is my command.”

      I wanted nothing more in all the world than to press my lips against his and run my hands down his powerful chest. But if I continued to give in to my urges, I could be cut from the contest. Then I might never see the werewolf king again. “W-We can’t.”

      “You know, this whole being sensible thing is bullocks.” He sighed and released me. “And although I don’t enjoy the fact that you’re often right, I have come to rely on it.”

      “Ha!” That cheered me, even as the warmth between us was replaced by a chill as he retreated. “I promise to remind you of this, again and again.”

      Rhys chuckled. “That I have no doubt of. I’ll see you later, my lady. I will wait to hold you in my arms and properly kiss you until the cameras are around, when we have zero privacy, which seems a damn shame. I don’t know how much longer I can keep my hands off of you.” He eyed the abandoned hallway. “We could make good use of this stone floor as far as I’m concerned.”

      I swallowed hard as he turned and swept back down the stairs. I had no answer for that.
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        * * *

      

      My dapper werewolf bodyguard, Roger, accompanied Elsa and I on our visit through the forest to the North. He stayed a few lengths behind, listening to every twig crack and leaf rustle. Both the Realm and the North were on high alert because of the recent vampire attacks and anticipated threats from the rebels. Roger had been assigned to protect me. Most of the time, he was so silent, I forgot he was even there.

      A quick visit to the Northern castle was all I had time for, which I tried to explain to Elsa. “You may see Beast and play with him for a little while, but we have to be back at the palace before dark. I have to work.”

      She growled as she zipped through the trees.

      “Now, now, mind your manners. Don’t talk to your mother like that!”

      She growled again.

      I stopped walking and put my hands on my hips. “Elsa Layne, you come and see Mommy this instant.”

      The football-sized gray tuft of fur whizzed back toward me and stopped. She panted, her tongue lolling out.

      “I know you’re upset about being separated from Beast, but you must understand—Blake is his mother, and she’s missed him terribly.”

      Elsa blinked twice, which I took as a sign of disapproval.

      “I need you to be on your best behavior at the castle. Promise me.” She whined, and I sighed. “Go on, then. But please be a good girl. No fussing.”

      I followed as she shot forward through the trees. I hadn’t seen my friends, Lady Eve and Princess Blake, since my attempt to keep King Black away from Rhys while he healed. We had a lot to catch up on, but I wouldn’t be able to share all my fears with them.

      The thing was, I’d already told them about my visit from the vampire girl. They knew about her. King Black did not. The true order of events was this: the vampire girl lured me out to the grounds and lied to me. I told Eve and Blake about it. The next night, Rhys went out to look for the girl, but he was attacked by a group of foreign vampires who escaped and left him in the woods. The vampire girl was taken prisoner, and Rhys told King Black she was the one responsible for his attack.

      As far as I knew, Eve and Blake hadn’t breathed a word about the vampire to anyone. The last time I’d spoken freely to my friends had been at the ball after the Contestant’s Challenge. I’d told them everything about the night the vampire girl had lured me out onto the grounds, telling me she was Shaye’s messenger and filling my head with lies. I’d confessed to both Eve and Blake that I was worried she’d told me the truth—that Rhys didn’t love me but that he would choose me as queen because that was what King Black wanted.

      So Eve and Blake already knew that a stray vampire had infiltrated the grounds of the Realm. I hoped they would believe that the messenger had been the same vampire to attack Rhys because that was the story we’d told King Black.

      I didn’t want to hide anything from my friends, but our circumstances were complicated. Blake was married to Prince Austin Black, ruler of the North, son of King Black. I couldn’t tell her that Rhys was worried that her father-in-law was stirring up trouble with the rebels. I also couldn’t tell her that Rhys feared King Black may have enlisted vampires to attack him.

      What if Rhys was wrong? What if he was right?

      I stopped in my tracks, considering. I didn’t hide things from my friends, but Rhys had sworn me to secrecy. I made a silent vow that I would keep his secret until I no longer felt like it was safe. Sunlight was the best disinfectant. If King Black was rotten to the point of turning on the werewolves, who’d always been loyal to him, the truth was the only thing that could shine a light onto that decay.

      But I didn’t know what the truth was, not yet.

      I reached the edge of the forest, and the majestic Northern castle rose before me. Elsa waited for me at the stairs, and I went and scooped her up. Roger was close on our heels. I didn’t even have a chance to knock before Eve threw the door open.

      She stalked out in her leather tunic, with her arms crossed against her chest. Her aqua eyes blazed with supernatural intensity. Eve had chin-length white-blond curls and the face of an angel, but that face was scowling at me. “It’s about time you showed up!” she roared.

      “Um… Hi, Eve. Sorry it’s taken me a little while to visit.”

      “A little while? We’ve been worried sick. A vampire attack on the Realm’s grounds? I’ve told Austin I’m going out there, and if there are others, I’m going to show them what it feels like for a vampire to enjoy a nice stake—”

      “Whoa, okay.” I hustled past her into the castle. “Where’s Blake? We need to talk, and Elsa can’t wait another minute to see Beast.”

      At the mention of his name, the brown gnome whizzed into the grand foyer. He shook with excitement when he reached us. Elsa immediately rolled out of my arms, and the two of them sped off together, obviously thrilled to be reunited. Their chatter, singsong gibberish, echoed off the castle walls. They acted as if they’d been separated for months rather than days.

      Eve huffed. “See? You should’ve come sooner. Beast has been beside himself without his friend. Come, let’s find Blake. Roger, would you like to visit the kitchen? I promise you, Lady Tamara will be safe with me. We’ll send word when she’s ready to leave.”

      Roger swiftly excused himself, and Eve led me down the hall. “You’ve got a lot of explaining to do.”

      I looked around, making sure no one could overhear us. “It isn’t as if I haven’t wanted to come, but things have been a bit…hectic.”

      Eve dragged me into the library and closed the door behind us. “If ‘a bit hectic’ means that the werewolf king was mortally wounded by a vampire—and they’re keeping her prisoner without publicly staking her—well, I have an opinion or two about that.” She paced the room. “Is it the same girl who called you out to the grounds? The one who said she had a message from Shaye?”

      I didn’t answer her. I only shrugged.

      “It doesn’t make sense that there would be more than one of them running about, but I have questions. King Black didn’t tell us much, of course. He’s never very forthcoming. But from what I’ve pieced together, a newly turned vampire is the one who attacked Rhys. Is it the same girl who called to you or not?”

      I stood frozen in place. Coming for a visit had been a dumb idea. I cursed Elsa and her nonstop whining.

      Eve narrowed her blazing eyes. “Answer me, Tamara. This is a matter of national security. The king may be clueless about the connection, but that doesn’t mean I intend to be. Is the vampire who gave you the message the same one who attacked Rhys?”

      “Y-Yes.” No. It was a pack of vampires, and we think King Black might have something to do with it.

      “Go on, then.” Eve put her hands on her hips. “Tell me everything.”

      I hated myself for lying to her. I tried to stay as close to the real story as possible. “After I told you what happened at the ball, I also shared with one of Rhys’s werewolf advisors—Duncan—about the vampire girl. He promised to keep my secret, but he did tell Rhys that there was a strange vampire wandering the forest. Rhys was upset that I hadn’t told him first. He went into the woods to look for her, and that’s when he was attacked.” So far, that was the truth.

      “Tell me what you know about this vampire,” Eve commanded.

      “She’s young, newly turned, and apparently whoever made her a vampire abandoned her. She wasn’t taught the basics.” This was where the truth ended and the lies began. “She didn’t know about drinking from a werewolf, I guess. She was starving when she found Rhys, so she attacked him. She kept biting him, feeling sick, and then trying again.”

      Eve stopped pacing. Her eyes blazed. “Do you know what a load of rubbish that sounds like?”

      “No.”

      “To a vampire, werewolves smell terrible, bloody awful. A newly turned vampire is most sensitive to all the sights and smells that assault them once they’ve awoken. I have a hard time believing she didn’t become violently ill immediately upon drinking from him. How did she overpower Rhys in the first place? He’s a strapping wolf and an excellent fighter. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I don’t know.” King Black hadn’t mentioned anything of the sort when we’d explained the incident to him. “King Black didn’t seem to question it.”

      “That’s because he’s a weenie who’s never fought a werewolf in his life.” Eve sneered. “I’ve killed a werewolf, so I know drinking from one makes you vomit buckets of blood. You have to hold them down and drain them, and it isn’t easy to keep drinking from them. It’s disgusting. You can’t just be taking sips as if you’re a mosquito.” She turned and faced the fire. “Something is very off about this story. I want to know the truth. I’ll have to go and see Rhys.”

      “He’s busy.” When she shot me a look, I nodded. “But perhaps you should talk to him.” Maybe he would take Eve into his confidence, and then I could, too.

      Blake burst through the door and swept me into a hug. “Tamara!” I was enveloped by her long arms and surrounded by cascades of her blond hair as she hugged me tighter. “You must’ve been worried sick. I can’t believe Rhys was hurt like that!” She pulled back and regarded me with wide eyes. “How on earth did another stray vampire get onto the grounds—or was it the same one who visited you? Is His Highness better? Austin and I would like to come and see him, but Mira sent word that you’re too busy with the show.”

      I didn’t know where to start answering her questions. “Yes, it was the same vampire—she must’ve hidden herself in the woods and escaped detection. And Rhys healed incredibly fast. He’s back to his old self.”

      Blake’s brow furrowed. “What about the contest? Mira said that they’re filming quickly, so as to wrap the show up. What’s the rush?”

      Eve leaned forward, all the better to hear my answer.

      “I think Mira is concerned that with this recent attack and the talk of the rebels, it’s best to quit while we’re ahead.” At least that was the truth. “She doesn’t want the broadcast to be compromised in any way. We’re already doing everything ourselves because of the lockdown—all of the production and editing—I think she’s ready for the contest to be over.”

      “And you?” Blake peered at my face. “Last time we talked, you were upset by what this vampire had told you. Then the next thing I know, you’re hear with Joely and Dae, talking the king’s ear off all night. Then you ran back to the Realm, and Rhys was injured. What’s really going on? I feel as if I have a bit of whiplash.” She dropped down onto the couch and looked at me expectantly.

      “I… Um…” I wrung my hands together. “I can’t tell you everything.”

      Eve stepped forward. “We’re your best friends. Of course you can.”

      I looked miserably from Eve to Blake. “I can’t right now. I made a promise, and I can’t break it. Just like if I made a vow to either of you, I would keep it no matter what.”

      Eve arched an eyebrow. “And just who is this promise to?”

      I took a deep breath. “To Rhys.”

      “Ah.” Blake’s eyes sparkled. “The truth at last—one of them anyway.”

      “What truth is that?” I asked.

      “You love the werewolf king,” Blake said knowingly. “Eve said you did, and she was right.”

      “I…” My cheeks were burning. “Well…”

      Eve looked triumphant. “Told you so.”

      Blake nodded. “That’s the only reason you’re stammering, and it’s the only reason you’d keep a secret from your best friends. And it’s the only reason we’ll let you, at least for now. If things get too dangerous, all bets are off, love or no love. Do you understand?”

      I opened my mouth then closed it. I nodded, grateful to be let, at least somewhat, off the hook.

      Eve looked smug. Blake looked curious. I felt mortified.

      It was lovely that my friends knew me…at least most of the time.
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      Elsa wouldn’t look at me for the rest of the afternoon.

      “Mommy said she was sorry that Beast couldn’t come, too. But Blake said we’ll get you together again in the next day or two!”

      That explanation made no improvement on the gnome’s mood. She refused to eat her dinner and went to bed without begging for her normal evening walk.

      I went downstairs with a heavy heart and joined Joely and Dae in the library. Dae poured me a glass of wine, and I settled onto the couch.

      “What’s the matter?” Joely asked. “You look sour.”

      “It’s Elsa. She won’t eat, and she won’t look at me. She’s got terrible separation anxiety from Beast. She saw him this afternoon, and now she’s even worse.”

      “You should let her have a sleepover with him,” Dae suggested. “That would cheer her up.”

      “That’s a good idea. I thought about leaving her with Blake, but I was worried she wouldn’t want to come home with me tomorrow.” I sipped my wine. “I feel terrible.”

      Duncan poked his head in. “What about that pestilent ball of fur?” His pale hair was tucked behind his ears. Duncan was one of Rhys’s closest advisors. We’d gotten off to a rocky start, and he’d bluntly told me he thought I was too “fancy” for the king, but things had improved between us. At least I thought they had.

      “Please do not refer to my pet has a ‘pestilent ball of fur.’” I frowned at the werewolf. “Why are you eavesdropping on us anyway?”

      “I wasn’t eavesdropping—I was coming to fetch you. It’s time for you to visit the children’s center. Put down your wine, ladies. You’re on the clock.”

      “I’m going to fetch Elsa and bring her with us. You owe me at least that, with your inappropriate and insensitive comment.” I didn’t wait for him to answer. I ran up the stairs and tucked a listless Elsa into my tote. “C’mon, then. More fresh air will cheer you.”

      She whined in response.

      I met Duncan and the others in the foyer. We put on our cloaks and gloves and headed down the front steps of the castle. The square glowed as the sun set.

      Joely chattered excitedly. “I can’t wait to see what they’ve done with the construction so far. Are the cameras there?”

      “Of course they are.” Duncan sneered. “What else would we be doing mucking about? If it’s not being filmed, it’s not happening.” His gaze flicked to me. We both knew that wasn’t the case—a lot was happening behind the scenes, and none of it was good.

      We passed the fountain with the tree in its center. The water bubbled up gently around the golden roots. Elsa peeked out from my tote, and I set her on the ground. She rolled silently alongside us.

      “Elsa seems okay.” Dae nodded encouragingly. “A brisk walk ought to do the trick.”

      I frowned. “I hope so.”

      “Hold up now. Who is this?” Rhys and several other wolves stepped out from one of the paths between the square’s stone buildings.

      “It’s me, and your ladies-in-waiting.” Duncan didn’t sound very happy about it.

      The king grinned as he got closer to our little group. His spirits seemed high. His cheeks were ruddy, and his eyes were bright. He looked as though he’d been outside for several hours, which would explain his buoyant mood. “This is the best-looking field trip I’ve ever seen! Where are you headed?”

      Duncan pursed his lips. “While you all were off hunting, I’m stuck babysitting your groupies. We’re going to the children’s center.”

      “Ah, Duncan, don’t be sore.” Rhys clapped him on the shoulder. “There’s not a finer group of women to spend time with.”

      “Easy for you to say now that you’ve had a chance to hunt and stretch your legs.” Duncan snorted. “I’ve been dealing with the intricate woes of a depressed gnome and how to make it feel better.”

      “What’s that, now?” Rhys peered down at Elsa, and she whined. “You having a bad day, furball?”

      Elsa whined again, and Rhys grinned. “I’ve got just the thing, little buddy.” He held up a cloth bag then pulled out a dead squirrel by the tail. “Here you go! Nice little treat.” He tossed it at her feet.

      The gnome quivered then rolled behind my legs.

      I grimaced as Elsa quaked behind me. “Um, Your Highness…”

      “What?” He looked perplexed. “It doesn’t like meat?”

      “‘It’ is a ‘she,’ and yes, she likes meat. She just doesn’t like a bloody squirrel carcass tossed at her.” When the werewolf still looked confused, I added, “She’s a bit more refined than that.”

      Duncan snorted again. “See what I’ve been dealing with, Your Highness?”

      Rhys ignored Duncan and reached for the squirrel. “Well then, I’ll just clean this up.” He stuffed it back into the bag and peered at Elsa. “Sorry, mate.”

      “You shouldn’t be sorry.” Joely fluttered her eyelashes at him. “You’re so kind, trying to help the animal like that.”

      Duncan made a gagging noise.

      Not to be left behind, Dae stepped forward. Am I imagining it, or is she thrusting her chest out a bit? “It was kind, Your Highness.” She beamed at the werewolf king. “Not that I’d expect anything less.”

      Rhys grinned at both of them then turned to find me scowling. “What about you, Lady Layne? Would you like to sing my praises?”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and fake-smiled instead. “Of course, Your Highness. Thank you for your careful attention to my gnome, even though after all these weeks you didn’t know she was a girl. And you’ve never paid attention to the fact that she prefers to eat small, dignified, fully cooked treats from the kitchen.” I turned my fake smile on Joely and Dae too. “But please, all of you keep congratulating each other.”

      I reached down and scooped up a quivering Elsa. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, we have a children’s center to visit.” I stuck my nose in the air and stalked past Rhys.

      Duncan let out a low whistle as he caught up to me. “You’re playing hard to get, Missus. I admire your willingness to take a risk.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Me? If a suitor ever tosses another dead rodent at my feet, they’re the one taking a risk. And if you ever refer to Elsa as a pestilent ball of fur again, I’ll make a coat out of your hide. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a contest to win.”
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        * * *

      

      The werewolves had accomplished an amazing amount of work on the children’s center. They’d cleared two acres, laid a foundation, and begun the flooring. The supernaturals were fastidious and extremely quick with construction. They completed in days what humans could only accomplish in weeks.

      We gaped at the large structure before us and the open space surrounding it. The center would be enormous when completed, a huge contribution to the Realm’s infrastructure.

      “Well done, Joely,” I told my friend at the end of our tour. “Your idea has made an incredible impact on the community. This will be where so many of the citizens spend happy times and provide for their families. It’s amazing, really.”

      Joely’s eyes shone. “I can’t believe that they’re making it happen so quickly. It makes it seem like the future of the Realm, one with loving families and children, isn’t that far off, you know?”

      I swallowed over a sudden lump in my throat. “I agree. Happily ever after is closer than it seems.” I stared at the center one final time. Rhys had dedicated many resources to Joely’s project, so what did that mean about his intentions toward my friend? I had an uneasy feeling in my stomach, one I’d hoped to have left behind. But it appeared that I was still susceptible to the envy that curled inside me, as green as a snake.

      I forced myself to smile at my friend. “Well done.” And although I meant it, the words tasted bitter on my tongue.
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      I tossed and turned that night. I couldn’t shake the fear that things had gotten out of control. But it wasn’t fear, not really—it was the truth. We had a vampire prisoner in the basement, I’d lied to my friends, Joely was about to run a victory lap because of the massive children’s center, Rhys had been attacked by vampires possibly sympathetic to the rebels, and he’d tossed a dead squirrel to my gnome. And I was in love—all-consuming, wrenching, desperate love—with the werewolf king. And I’d told him as much. And I might lose him by the end of the week in this little contest we were all playing. Or I could lose him after that if he died or was taken prisoner while battling the vampire king for sovereignty of the Realm.

      The tossing and turning continued.

      A few hours from dawn, I was about to give up on sleep. I considered getting dressed and sneaking downstairs for tea when my door creaked open. “Roger?” I asked.

      “I’d hope that Roger would have the decency to knock, unlike me.” Rhys closed the door gently behind him and crept into my room. “May I?” He motioned toward the bed.

      “No.” My voice was haughty.

      He sighed. “For the love of all things holy, Tamara, I am sorry about the squirrel. Forgive me for not paying attention to your pet’s dietary preferences. I have been trying to run a country and heal from a massive vampire attack in case you don’t remember.”

      “You’re bringing up the attack just to make me feel bad.”

      He leaned closer, and I could see the hopeful look on his face. “Is it working?”

      “Oh, get in.” I pulled back the comforter for him.

      He climbed into bed and opened up his arms. “Only come here if you want to.”

      Life was short, so I didn’t hesitate. I pressed my face against his T-shirt, and he wrapped his big arms around me, enveloping me in his warmth.

      “There you are.” He inhaled the scent of my hair. “And I worried you’d tossed me aside, all because of a rodent carcass.”

      “I thought about it,” I mumbled against his chest.

      “Well, I’m glad that you’ve come to your senses.”

      I stayed pressed against him. I had a million questions that I didn’t dare ask. We were quiet for a moment, until he said, “What did you think of the children’s center?”

      “It was bigger than I expected,” I admitted. “And I was surprised a bit, I guess, by how much effort you’ve already put into it. It seems like the Realm’s flagship structure.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “It means that it’s an important building, that it’s the most important building next to the palace.” I wanted to ask if by extension that meant Joely was the most important, but I held back. “What do you think of it?”

      “I’m pleased with the construction. I believe it’s going to be a masterpiece, and I agree—it’s a very important building in the Realm. That’s where the children will be taught. That’s where they’ll play when their parents are protecting their lands.”

      I sat up straight. “Are you still very focused on that? On fighting?”

      When Rhys had shared his suspicions that King Black was colluding with the rebels, he’d said he would wage a war against the vampire king.

      He pulled me back down. “I said protecting.”

      I stared at him in the brightening room. “You meant fighting.”

      Rhys shrugged. “You say ‘squirrel carcass.’ I say ‘snack.’”

      I couldn’t help it—I laughed. “You drive me crazy.”

      “Ah. I know, my lady. And you wouldn’t have it any other way.” He nuzzled my ear.

      I wriggled out from under him, even though I didn’t want to. “I thought we were saving physical affection for the cameras.”

      Rhys scrubbed a hand across his face. “Lady Layne, I’m afraid you’re a bit of a buzzkill.”

      I rolled over to my side of the bed. “I’ll take that as a compliment. Now tell me, what plans do you have to protect the Realm? What’s happening?”

      “Nothing yet.” Rhys’s tone turned serious. “When I saw you earlier, I was coming back from tracking in the woods. We found the scent of the vampires who attacked me, but they’ve gone. They left for the southern forests. I have my guards checking to see if they’re doubling back. If they come to the Realm again, we’ll be ready for them.”

      I blew out a deep breath. “Any sign of the rebels?”

      “Nothing yet. But I’ve told you my suspicions about the king. Nothing has changed on that front. In fact, his response to my injuries only strengthened my unease. He seemed relieved that I had been hurt. He wants me weak—I know it. All the better to bait and switch for the rebels, to let them have the Realm when they’ve been fighting for the Settlements these last years.”

      “But you don’t know for sure. You don’t have proof.”

      Rhys stared straight ahead. “No, but I have a gut feeling. And my instinct has rarely failed me in the past.”

      “You can’t start a war based on a feeling.”

      “I’m not starting anything. Not yet.” He turned toward me. “I have other news, my lady. I’ve made arrangements to have Maya Briones brought here. She won’t know it’s because she’s being punished—she thinks it’s an invitation to come back on the show.”

      I winced. “Maya’s no favorite of mine, but that seems cruel.”

      “She only has herself to thank for her predicament. I have to smuggle her into the Realm because of the lockdown. Don’t tell anyone about it, please. But I wanted you to know. She’ll be locked up in the dungeon next to her little messenger friend, and she’ll pay for her crimes.”

      “No. Rhys, stop. Think about it.” I sat up again. “What Maya did was a nasty trick, nothing more. She shouldn’t be dragged back up here and locked in a cell because she was jealous of me. That’s not justice.”

      Rhys sat up, too. “She’s the reason I went out into the woods and got attacked.”

      “Then you should thank her because at least now you know what you’re up against.”

      He didn’t say anything for a minute.

      “Can you agree with me about that?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. It seems to me that you, as a human, have a different take on crime and punishment than I do. I don’t see doing wrong as having a lot of nuance. Maybe that’s the wolf instinct in me—once someone or something crosses you, you never trust it again. You never forget. That’s survival.”

      “I appreciate that, but in this instance, the someone who crossed us is out of the country.” I shook my head. “We neither have to trust Maya nor worry about her. She doesn’t matter.”

      “But she went to the trouble to trick you once she’d left the show. That means that she’s vindictive.” Rhys frowned. “People who have an axe to grind are dangerous. She’s jealous. I’ve seen it happen time and time again—jealousy eats at people. It influences their decisions, their demeanor, their beliefs. She thinks you’re getting something that you don’t deserve. She has tried to tear you down, and she’ll do it again.”

      He looked me in the eye. “I don’t trust people who cross me. I don’t give second chances. As a king and a pack leader, I will do anything to protect you and to protect those I call my own. When someone puts one of mine in danger, they will have danger returned to them.”

      I sighed. “I think you’re making more out of this than you should.”

      Rhys brushed the hair back from my face. “And I think that leaving your enemy unattended is folly.”

      “Okay, okay. Bring her here if you must, but remember that Maya didn’t actually put me in danger.” I patted his hand in an attempt to calm him down. “She only tried to separate us.”

      Rhys stared at our hands. “I see that as dangerous, my lady. And I won’t forgive or forget it.”
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      He left before the sun came up. I went back to tossing and turning.

      His word echoed in my head. When someone puts one of mine in danger, they will have danger returned to them. I might not care about Maya as a friend, but she didn’t deserve to be locked in the dungeon for the rest of her life. Rhys would have to listen to me. I would make him see my point of view.

      Unfortunately, there were bigger things to worry about. Rhys believed that King Black was aligning himself with the rebels in an attempt to sacrifice the Realm. If there was evidence of that alliance, Rhys wouldn’t hesitate to fight him.

      That much I knew, and the idea petrified me.

      But King Black was a dangerous opponent, and our relationship to him was complicated. He was an ancient, powerful vampire and was married to Queen Serena, who was also ancient, powerful, and quite scary in her own right. King Black was the father of our dear friends Prince Dallas Black and Prince Austin Black. Their wives, Princess Blake and Princess Gwyneth, were two of my best friends. King Black ruled the settlements as well as the Black Guard, which Eve and Balkyn served. Then there was the fact that all my friends and family were settlers living under the rule of the supernatural being that Rhys was contemplating waging war against.

      I stared at the ceiling, lost in my thoughts. If I won the competition, I would become queen of the Realm. What if King Black was conspiring with the rebels to take down the werewolf leadership? That meant they would be coming for all of us—me, my husband, and my home. There was much more at stake than just a silly dating competition. There was a future, one that seemed quite dangerous.

      There was no way I could know what would happen. To some extent, the details didn’t matter. In and of itself, marrying a king was dangerous. A leader such as Rhys, who was also a soldier, would always be at risk. He would fight for his people and his lands, and he would always choose to be in the front lines. That was who he was: fierce, reliable, and loyal.

      If it wasn’t a war against King Black, it could be a war against the rebels. If it wasn’t the rebels, it could be some new enemy—someone who wanted to come for our lands, our wealth, and our people. If I married Rhys, I would always be worried. That came with the territory of becoming a royal, especially if I were the wife of someone such as Rhys.

      I’d always pictured myself in a position of importance. Since becoming a Goodwill Ambassador, I’d come to enjoy working in the political arena. When I’d let my fantasies take over and imagined being queen of the Realm, I’d pictured myself running the country alongside my husband. Nothing in me had shied away from the idea of that massive responsibility. I wasn’t afraid of fighting for what was mine or defending the people who relied on me to protect them.

      Thoughts of those responsibilities and dangerous rivalries were necessary and pragmatic, but they were secondary. I saw the future with new eyes. I had to face the truth—I loved Rhys so much, I couldn’t bear to think of being parted from him.

      I could lose him in the contest. Or I could lose him for good on the battlefield.

      I tossed and turned some more for good measure. Sleep eluded me, as did answers. There was no relief in sight.
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      Giuliana hummed to herself as she packed my overnight bag.

      “You seem very cheerful about this whole thing.” I eyed her warily as she folded a short silky nightgown and added it to my suitcase. “You don’t need to pack so much. I might not spend the night.”

      She clucked her tongue. “Of course you will. No use arguing about it—you and the king are in love. You’re meant to be. And I’ve heard that the overnight suite is to die for.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “That’s saying something, coming from an immortal.”

      “Ha ha.” She packed another flimsy negligee, and I decided to stop watching. “All I’m saying is, you won’t want to leave His Highness’s side, and for once, you won’t have to. I bet he’s beside himself about your date. I’ve heard Nan is cooking up a feast!”

      “That’s lovely.” I wanted to be excited about the overnight date, but I just couldn’t rouse myself. Lack of sleep and worry about what was to come had toned down my excitement, turning the energy mostly to nerves.

      I wrung my hands together, and Giuliana noticed. “Are you nervous?”

      “Of course.” Just not for the reason you might think. I needed to change the subject. “Tell me, what is the chatter about the children’s center?”

      Giuliana’s smile dropped. “Lady Raine’s maids are making it out to be a bigger deal than they should. I’m barely speaking to them at the moment. They’re going on and on, making fools of themselves when everyone knows you’re the front-runner.”

      “What are her maids saying?”

      “That the children’s center is a massive success.” She rolled her eyes and continued. “And that King Rhys is going to all sorts of trouble to make it spectacular because he’s trying to win Joely’s heart. Which is rubbish, as far as I’m concerned. He needs to make the center great because it belongs to the Realm and it’s important. But it’s got nothing to do with that redhead.” She sniffed in disapproval.

      “Ah, Gi. Your loyalty warms my heart.” I smiled at her. “But I think we both need to face the fact that the king is making a very large commitment to the center—and maybe also to the woman who masterminded it.”

      “My lady—”

      “Now, now, I’m not saying this to upset you. It’s just that you should be prepared for anything, including His Highness choosing one of the other girls.” I kept my tone light. “The facilities for the center are huge, and the land around it is expansive. They’re making a playground, of course. It’s going to be charming.” For some reason, thinking about the playground made me sad. What if there was a war, and none of the wolves ever got to marry and have families? What if someday it were Joely’s children playing on the swings, not mine?

      “Please, my lady, don’t become maudlin.” Giuliana straightened her spine. “No matter what her maids say, the rest of the staff and I know the truth. His Highness loves you, and he will choose you.”

      I put a smile back on my face. “Thank you. That means a lot. The good news is, it won’t be long now. He’ll choose the winner soon. Then all the guessing will be over.”

      Giuliana nodded and went back to packing. Elsa roused herself from bed and whined.

      “Is she feeling all right?” Gi peered at her. “She’s not her rambunctious self.”

      I sighed then knelt by the gnome bed and scratched Elsa’s head. “Would you like to go and stay with Beast tonight?”

      Suddenly, she was a quivering mass of fur, her tongue lolling out. She whizzed around the room in excited circles, making Giuliana jump out of the way, laughing.

      I laughed too. “I guess that’s a yes! Gi, will you see to it that Roger takes her over to the Northern castle? I’ll write a quick note to Blake.” I didn’t want to part ways with my pet, but it hardly seemed fair to make her stay home if I was going to spend the night with the king.

      I quickly wrote a note to Blake, explaining that I had my date and that Elsa sorely missed Beast. Don’t try and keep her, please, I wrote. And you know I don’t often beg! Blake would understand, of course. But just as I had enjoyed having both gnomes with me, she would have fun with them, too.

      “Let’s just put the final touches on your makeup, my lady.” Giuliana beamed at me. “It’s almost time.”
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        * * *

      

      Gi had to redo my lip gloss three times because I kept kissing Elsa goodbye, but finally, I was ready. I descended the steps with my overnight case in my hands. Mira Kinney had sent express instructions: dress in a fine gown and carry my case. She wanted me filmed coming down the stairs, prepared and nervous for my night with the king.

      I was both. Truth be told, although Rhys had already spent more than one night in my bed, this seemed different. Not only would we be filmed, but there had been so much talk about the romantic overnight suite. My heart thudded as my heels clicked down the stairs. Mira was taking a risk with these dates. Twelve whole hours alone with the werewolf king stretched out in front of me. Joely was right—the whole thing felt rather scandalous.

      “Here she is. Ladies and gentlemen, here is our contestant, Goodwill Ambassador Lady Tamara Layne. As you know, Lady Layne hails all the way from Settlement Eleven.” Mira beamed at me as I reached the bottom of the stairs. “You’ve come a long way, Lady Layne, and not just in distance.”

      My television persona kicked in immediately. I grinned and tossed my hair over my shoulders. “I expect I haven’t reached the end of the line just yet.”

      “How are you feeling about entering the final stretch of the competition?” Mira asked.

      “First of all, I hope it isn’t the final stretch for me. I’ve become quite accustomed to blessing the Realm, not to mention His Highness, with my presence.” I grinned wickedly. I didn’t know how much longer I would be in front of the cameras. I should have some fun with it.

      “Ah, Tamara.” Mira chuckled as she air-kissed me on each cheek. “You always put a smile on my face.”

      I didn’t know if I was imagining it, but I thought the vampire television host looked paler than usual beneath her makeup. “I’m happy to hear that, Mira. You know I’ve enjoyed our time together. Joking aside, I hope it isn’t over too soon. I’m not ready to say goodbye.”

      “It’s not over until it’s over, darling. And your evening has only just begun.” Mira’s eyes sparkled. I knew her well enough to know that something was troubling her, but she would never break down in front of the cameras. “I’m pleased to share that His Highness has prepared a very special night for you. From dinner to the incredible overnight suite, every detail has been attended to. I assure you that you’ll be very well taken care of.”

      “That’s lovely, Mira. His Highness has shown me every kindness since I’ve come to the Realm. I’m sure that tonight will be no exception.”

      “Are you surprised to hear that the other contestants will be watching the live feed of your date tonight?” Mira shoved the microphone beneath my nose.

      I knew she was only doing her job, but I had to resist the urge to groan. If Dae and Joely were being forced to watch my date, it meant that my turn to be tortured was next. “I didn’t know that. I’m sure it will be, um, an experience. And I’ll have the pleasure of seeing them on their respective dates later this week. You sure know how to keep us on our toes, Mira!” I winked at her.

      She seemed relieved at my humor and laughed. “We just want to keep the audience in the loop.” She turned back toward the cameras. “Every minute of tonight’s date will be filmed, and all the best parts will be shared with you. Also, you’ll be able to watch the other contestants’ reactions to Lady Layne and King Rhys’s date. You won’t miss a thing—and trust me, you won’t want to! Without further ado, let’s bring out His Highness, King Rhys. I know he’s eager to begin his evening with the lovely and enchanting Lady Layne.”

      Right on cue, Rhys strode out. He wore a tight-fitting black leather tunic molded to his sculpted chest, and his hair was back in a sleek bun. His muscles bulged beneath his uniform, and his eyes were clear and bright. I resisted the urge to fan myself when he got closer and swept into a bow. “Mira, Lady Layne.” His eyes glittered as he smiled at us. “I’m looking forward to tonight. Thank you for this opportunity.”

      He took my case and handed it to a nearby sentinel. “Please put this in the overnight suite.”

      I shivered. There was a lot of mention of this suite, and it had me on edge. Rhys held out his hand for me, and I took it. As we started out of the room, Mira yelled, “Cut! Let’s get set up in the dining room.”

      “Excuse me for one moment.” I squeezed Rhys’s hand before releasing it and ducking back to see the vampire host. She was neatly wrapping up her microphone wire as I approached. “Mira, is anything wrong? You seem as though you’ve got something on your mind.” I made sure to keep my voice low.

      “You’ve obviously been working with me too long. Any small chink in my armor, and you’re onto me.” She chuckled, but I caught another flash of emotion beneath her makeup.

      “You can tell me, you know.”

      “But you already know, Tamara. You’re well aware of the danger we’re facing. I just want the show to go on, and I want it to end well. These shows are my babies.” She raised her gaze to meet mine. “So enjoy your date tonight—you’re doing a good job of entertaining the audience. Please keep it up. The higher the ratings, the safer we all are.”

      “Yes, Mira.”

      Before I returned to Rhys, I fluffed my hair, smoothed my dress, and raised my chin. Not only must the show go on, but we needed to make it flawless.

      Our lives might very well depend on it.
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      Rhys laced his fingers through mine as we traveled down the corridor to the dining room. I was reminded of our last formal dinner date, which had started off as a disaster. In front of the cameras, both the werewolf and I had been as stiff as boards. Mira’d had to stop filming and make the crew leave. She’d locked us in the dining room until we found a way to relax around each other.

      We’d figured it out pretty quick—as soon as we were alone, the werewolf had kissed me. Rhys’s lips against mine had made us quite chummy indeed. By the time the camera crew had returned, the werewolf king and I were practically best friends.

      My cheeks heated at the memory. I wondered how much longer I would have to wait to kiss him and if, in fact, we would be up kissing all night.

      Rhys glanced at me, and as if he’d read my mind, he said, “I’m not talking much or trying to kiss you because I’m saving it for the cameras. I don’t want to get into trouble before our date even officially starts.”

      “Staying out of trouble sounds like a great idea. Let’s just have fun tonight.” Mira’s warning rang in my head: The higher the ratings, the safer we all are.

      Rhys and I waited in the hall as the camera crew hustled in and set up. I stayed close to the king’s side as Mira swept past us without a word. After a minute, one of the production assistants came out, followed by one of the mobile camera crews. The PA briefly checked us over and nodded. “Are you ready?”

      Rhys gripped my hand. “Yes.”

      “Let’s do this,” I said.

      She raised three fingers. “We’re ready for you in three, two, one.”

      The lights blared over us, and the camera focused in on our faces. Rhys smiled at me. I smiled at him. Then he bowed deeply as he motioned to the room. “Are you ready for dinner, my lady?”

      “Yes.” I grinned at him. “I’m starving.”

      “As am I.” He looked me up and down. “Shall we?”

      “Absolutely.” I wasn’t exactly sure what I was agreeing to, but I felt giddy with excitement as Rhys held me close and we headed into the dining room together. All my worries—about what was troubling Mira, about King Black, about the other candidates, not to mention how much fun Elsa would have at her sleepover—somehow melted away for a moment. Being arm in arm with Rhys, so close to the warmth of his big body, reassured me in a way that little else could.

      The formal dining room, always elegant, had been utterly transformed for our special evening. The chandelier was lit with hundreds of flickering candles, and more candles and bouquets of flowers decorated the room. An enormous fire roared in the fireplace, and the table was set with sumptuous linens and fine china. Rhys beamed as I moved about the room, sniffing the floral arrangements and smiling because the lovely setting cheered me.

      His dark gaze searched me. “I hope that you find this dinner fit for a queen.”

      “You spoil me, Your Highness.” My heart skipped a beat. “I could get quite used to this, you know.”

      “Ah.” His face relaxed into a smile. “Good. So could I. I imagine that dining with you every night would be a real pleasure.”

      My heart continued to beat a bit wildly, but I smiled back. I wanted to ask him if he meant that, but I stopped myself. Patience, Tamara. “That would be lovely, wouldn’t it? We could discuss politics and manners and the nuances of what Elsa likes to eat,” I chided.

      “Did I say pleasure?” He chuckled. “I meant pain, I think.”

      “Ha-ha.” I accepted a goblet from a passing server. I was relieved to taste red wine rather than that blasted punch Mira had been serving recently. “This pinot is delicious.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Tonight is about you, my lady. I want you to be happy.” Rhys held his glass toward mine. “Cheers, Lady Layne. To us.”

      “To us.” I wasn’t sure I could trust that he meant forever, so I vowed to live in the moment. The king often said things that made me believe that, in the end, he would choose me. But I wouldn’t know for sure until the bitter end.

      I drank deeply from my goblet. To us, indeed. Every second counted. I wasn’t sure how many I had left.
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        * * *

      

      Nan absolutely outdid herself with the meal. She’d prepared a plump roast turkey, complete with cornbread stuffing, roasted brussels sprouts, and fresh cranberry relish. For dessert, the servers brought out carrot cake with cream cheese frosting. I moaned as I put down my fork. “I can’t eat another bite.”

      “This is the best meal I’ve ever had.” Rhys raised his goblet, and a nearby server refilled it. “Nan needs some sort of award. I didn’t even know food could taste this good.”

      I wanted to chide him about his werewolf diet and roasting squirrels over an open flame, but I couldn’t because we were being filmed. In some ways, I was afraid of the contest coming to an end, but in other ways, it would be a relief. Free speech was a beautiful thing. I hadn’t missed it until I had to mind my every word.

      Rhys drained his glass and set it down. “Lady Layne, would you like to take a walk with me?”

      I rose, grinning at him. “I’d love to. Although I’m not sure if I’ll be able to move after such a feast.”

      “You can lean on me.” Rhys wrapped his arm around my shoulders and kissed the top of my head. “Would you like anything else before we go, my lady?”

      I grinned. “I can only think of one thing, Your Highness.”

      “Ah.” His eyes glittered as he pulled me closer. “There is something I would like as well.”

      I put my hands on his chest. The problem with caring so deeply for him was that I could never truly know if Rhys felt the same as me. That made me feel vulnerable, something I despised. But sometimes I had to take a risk. I gathered my courage. “I’m so glad to be here with you.”

      He brushed the hair back from my face, and his gaze locked with mine. “As am I, my lady. More than I can say.”

      Warmth swelled inside me as Rhys lowered his lips to mine. First he kissed me gently, then with more insistence. His lips parted mine slowly, and I ran my hands over his powerful chest. The king sank his hands into my hair, pulling me closer, and I had the odd sensation that he was trying to pull me through him.

      Duncan burst through the door. “Your Highness!” His cheeks were flushed as though he’d just run some distance. “I need to speak with you at once.”

      “Cut,” Mira Kinney yelled. “Cut!” The crew quickly stopped filming, and she threw her hands up in the air. “What on earth are you doing, Duncan? Besides ruining my broadcast? I’ll have your hide for this!”

      “Apologies, Mira, but I need to speak with the king.” His gaze sought Rhys’s. “In private.”

      Rhys’s expression turned stormy. “Excuse me, my lady.” He immediately released me and followed his advisor out into the hall. I ran after them but stopped when I reached the edge of the dark corridor.

      Duncan paced before the king. “We’re not off to a good start, Your Highness. She’s like a wildcat, I tell you. I had to gag her, but she still wouldn’t stop screaming. We need to do something, and fast.”

      Rhys scrubbed a hand across his face. “I don’t want you to hurt her—not yet at least.”

      Duncan stopped pacing and scoffed. “She’s a trader. We don’t exactly need to mind our manners!”

      “Just hold on a moment.” I picked up the skirt of my gown as I ran so that I could reach them faster. “Are you talking about Maya?”

      Duncan threw his hands up in the air. “This is official royal business. It’s not for you to get all in a huff about, Missus. The lady is my prisoner, and I’ll do with her as I see fit.”

      “No, you won’t.” Rhys stepped forward. “She’s my prisoner, and you’ll do with her as I command you.”

      I nodded at Rhys. “Thank you.”

      He stared straight ahead, his jaw taut. “You shouldn’t be here, Tamara. I don’t want you to be exposed to this. It’s not your problem to worry about.”

      I frowned. “It’s absolutely my problem to worry about. Maya’s one of us. She’s a contestant, and she’s here because of me.”

      “I disagree with that summary, my lady. This prisoner isn’t your concern. Now please go. That’s an order.”

      My jaw gaped as I headed back toward the dining room. He did not just say that. But he had—he’d ordered me away. Anger flooded me, hot and boiling, as I heard him giving Duncan directions. “You may not hurt her, but keep the gag on. We can’t have her screaming her head off, calling all sorts of attention to the dungeon. We’ve got enough to worry about at the moment.”

      “Yes, Your Highness,” Duncan said.

      Rhys’s steps thundered behind me. “Tamara, hold on.”

      I didn’t stop. I stalked straight past the dining room and headed for the stairs. “I don’t actually take orders from you, Your Highness.”

      “We’re on a date,” he hissed. “The production crew’s waiting for us.”

      “So command them to sod off.” I didn’t look back. “I’ve got better things to do.”

      “My lady, stop right there.” When I didn’t, he sprinted down the hall after me and took me by the elbow.

      “Let go of me!” I wrenched away from him.

      He took a step back and held his hands up, as if in surrender. “My lady, please.”

      I scowled at him. “Don’t ‘my lady’ me.”

      “Fine.” His nostrils flared. “As King of the Realm, I command you to return to our date. And don’t be mad at me—that’s an order, too.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “As a member of the royal court, I command you to stop ordering me around. If I’m mad at you, that’s my right. And if I refuse to return to our evening, that’s also my choice.”

      He took a deep breath, and I had the impression that he was perhaps counting backward from ten before he spoke again. “Tamara, don’t be ridiculous.”

      I lifted my chin. “Calling me ‘ridiculous’ is most likely the worst choice of action you could undertake, Your Highness. You might want to check your judgment, as it seems a bit off-kilter this evening.”

      The muscle in his jaw jumped. “I am trying to deal with all manner of things, including keeping both you and my kingdom safe.” Rhys lowered his voice. “Now please, return with me to the dining room so that we might continue our date.”

      “I don’t want to.” I stared up at him. “You need to understand something, Your Highness. If we’re to be in a relationship together—or heaven forbid, a marriage—I will only accept treatment as an equal. I might make for exceptional arm candy, but I refuse to be limited to such a ridiculous role. You may be ruler of the Realm, but I am standing right next to you. I have advice and an opinion on most things, including the fate of the girl you’ve dragged up here and taken prisoner allegedly on my behalf. I will not stand by as your puppet or your mannequin.”

      “No one, especially me, has asked you to be a puppet. What I have asked you to do is stand down when I’m giving an order to my advisor, particularly when I haven’t shared with him that you’re aware of the situation. Is that at least sensible to you on some level?”

      “You could’ve told him I knew. You could have simply spoken up.”

      Rhys sighed. “We happen to be under significant time constraints—and by that, I mean the date that we need to get back to before Mira goes on the warpath. Do you understand?”

      I jutted my chin. “Of course I understand, but I still don’t like it. We aren’t talking about just one incident either. We’re talking about a lifestyle choice.”

      Rhys’s brow furrowed. “I might’ve had too much wine, my lady, but I can’t make you out. What are you talking about?”

      “I am talking about the fact that by the end of the week, you’re going to propose to one of us.” I started to pace. “How can I hope to be the winner if there’s a chance you might exclude me from important decisions for the rest of my life? What if you order me about like you did a moment ago? Am I supposed to be excited about that as my future? Life as the Realm’s queen sounds quite grim at the moment. In between worrying that you’re going to get shot full of silver on the battlefield, I’ll be relegated to a life on the sidelines as your placeholder of a wife. But then again, perhaps it doesn’t matter. I’ve got the contest to worry about. You might go ahead and choose Joely instead of me, and then all this will be moot.”

      Rhys gaped at me. “You’ve got quite a lot going on underneath all that hair of yours. I don’t even know where to start.”

      I stopped pacing and glared at him. “The feeling’s mutual.”

      Rhys held out his hand. “Walk with me, my lady. I will try to make this better, at least in part.”

      I considered escaping to my room but hesitated. “The show must go on, I suppose.”

      His expression softened. “I suppose it must.”

      I begrudgingly accepted his hand, and we went back toward the dining room.

      Mira waited outside, tapping her foot and wearing a scowl on her face. “Are you ready to get back to work?”

      “The lady and I need a few more minutes.” Rhys nodded at her. “We’ll be right back. I promise. And I also promise that we’ll make the episode lively. Won’t we, my lady?” He nudged me with his big shoulder.

      “S-Sure.” As I was still quite mad, it was the best I could come up with.

      Mira’s lips pursed into a thin line as Rhys hustled me down the hall. “Please don’t make me wait much longer,” she called after us. “I might get into the wine.”

      “Go ahead. You deserve some.” Rhys didn’t turn around. “We’ll be back soon!”
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      I followed Rhys into the entryway of the castle then down the stairs to the lower level. It was pitch-black in the bowels of the building, with only the occasional torch giving off some brightness. “You might want to add some lighting down here. Humans can’t see as well as supernaturals, you know.”

      Rhys nodded. “I’ll take care of it. But I hope you won’t have to visit the dungeon often. It’s only meant to be used in emergencies.”

      “Hopefully having prisoners will be a rare occurrence for the Realm.” I was quiet for a minute as we crept down the hall. “What did you tell her?” He knew who I meant.

      “The messenger said that she was being invited back to the contest. Maya believed it easily. She didn’t hesitate to return. It was only once she got here and Duncan told her that she was going to be punished that she started to act up.”

      I stopped walking. “Well, I don’t blame her. That was a nasty trick, Rhys.”

      He sighed. “I know it was. But I didn’t see that I had many options. What was I supposed to have him say? ‘Hello, Maya. Please come to the Realm with me so that we can throw your lying behind into the dungeon. You’ll be right next to your little vampire friend.’ I don’t think that would’ve seemed like an attractive offer. Do you?”

      “She shouldn’t be here. This feels wrong, Your Highness.” We started walking again, and my stomach filled with dread. “Her crime doesn’t rise to this level.”

      “As I’ve told you before, we can agree to disagree about that.” Rhys’s voice was firm.

      “What if word of her kidnapping spreads? What will you say?” Terrible scenarios took over my thoughts. If King Black found out that Rhys had acted against one of his constituents without consulting him, he would be enraged. Because of her participation in the show, Maya was well-known in the settlements. This was dangerous territory, worse than I’d considered.

      We reached the dungeon before I was ready. “Here we are.” Rhys took the keys out. “You might want to stay in the hall.”

      “N-No.” My mouth had suddenly gone dry. “I need to speak with Maya. Hiding would be cowardly.” I braced myself as Rhys unlocked the door and we entered the small antechamber. Thankfully, the castle was new enough that even the cellar and its prison were relatively clean and dry. But that was the only good news. Once we’d gone in, we heard crying—a muffled, ugly sound—from inside one of the cells.

      “Who’s there?” The vampire girl, the one who’d lured me out onto the grounds in the middle of the night, banged on the inside of her door. “I can smell you! Who goes there?”

      “It’s Rhys.” The werewolf king’s voice was composed. “We are not here to speak with you, Jenny. We’re here for someone else.”

      “I know it’s Maya next door to me! I heard them bring her in!” Jenny yelled. “And I can smell that other human with you—Tamara. Tamara, please! Let us out of here! Maya’s one of you. I don’t know what they’re going to do with us!”

      “It’s okay.” As soon as I spoke, the wailing from the cell next to Jenny’s ceased. “Everything’s going to be okay. Maya, are you in there?”

      A moan reverberated inside her room.

      “She can’t talk, you see,” Jenny babbled. “That other wolf bound and gagged her. It’s not safe. She probably can’t breathe properly! He kept yelling, and he sounded as though he was being quite rough. You must check on her.”

      “Open the door at once,” I commanded Rhys.

      He shook his head. “Tamara, I don’t think this is a good idea. She’s fine. Duncan didn’t hurt her.”

      Maya moaned again, and Jenny yelled, “I wouldn’t be so sure about that!”

      Rhys cursed. He paused as he gripped the keys. “I think you should go wait outside.”

      “And I think you should know that I’m not the sort of person who hides from hard things. Open the door, Your Highness.”

      Without another word, he swung the cell door wide. Inside was a sorry sight indeed. Maya’s camel-colored traveling gown was dirty and heavily creased. Her long hair was mussed and knotty, and her dark mascara was streaked across her cheeks. Her hands and feet were bound together, and her mouth was covered with a tightly fitted gag.

      I had no love for Maya, but seeing her in such a state made me feel ill. “Get the bindings off of her.”

      Rhys did as I asked. As he worked to free her, Maya looked at him with sad eyes. When he took the gag off, she moved her mouth for a moment, opening and closing it as though her jaw hurt. Her skin was pale beneath her smudged makeup. Finally, she asked in a gravelly voice, “What have I done to deserve this, Your Highness? I thought that we were at least friends.”

      “We were, my lady.” His big shoulders sank as he loosened the binds around her ankles. “But I’m afraid you’ve done some things that a friend would not do. That’s why you’re here.”

      “This has got her mark all over it.” Her eyes filled with tears, and her gaze flicked up to me. “You’ve always hated me. This was your doing, Tamara.”

      “That’s not true. Just because we weren’t close doesn’t mean I have any ill will toward you. I’m quite sorry to see you like this.”

      “Oh, of course.” She laughed hollowly as her tears spilled over. “I’m sure you absolutely hate seeing me in a rumpled dress, my reputation ruined, and the man I love disgusted with me.”

      Rhys looked up at her. “I’m not disgusted with you, my lady. Not at all. I’m merely disappointed.”

      “Disappointed why?” Her shoulders shook as she sobbed. “Tell me what I’ve done wrong, and I’ll fix it!”

      Rhys handed her a handkerchief then gently sank down onto the floor, facing her. He sat with his arms around his knees. “It’s come to my attention, by way of the vampire, Jenny, next door, that you’ve tried to ruin the contest. It’s not something I can take lightly, I’m afraid.”

      “I didn’t tell them anything. I held out as long as I could,” Jenny called from next door. It sounded as though she were crying too. “I didn’t talk until I had to, Maya. I swear.”

      Maya didn’t answer her. Instead, she looked pleadingly at the werewolf king. “Whatever Jenny told you, it’s a lie. She’s a traitor and a thief.”

      Rhys smiled patiently. “A traitor and a thief hired by you. You paid her to come to the Realm and spread lies to Lady Layne.”

      “No.” She shook her head vehemently. “Please believe me—I’m innocent. My whole life, people have been doing terrible things to me because they’re jealous. Jealous of my beauty, jealous of my popularity. This is no different. I would never do anything to hurt you, Your Highness. I love you. All I want is to be your queen. I’ve been heartbroken since you sent me home. When your messenger came to me, I was so relieved. I thought you’d finally come to your senses.”

      Rhys took a deep breath. “I am so sorry that you’re disappointed in the way the contest turned out.”

      Maya stared at him imploringly. “It’s not too late for us.”

      “I’m sorry, but it is,” he said gently. “I don’t care much for hurting people’s feelings. I never meant to hurt yours, but I had to send people home. Those are the rules.”

      “You didn’t hurt my feelings.” Maya’s voice sounded hopeful. “I saw it for what it was—you were misled. You made the wrong choice and let me go because people have been lying to you.”

      I resisted the urge to speak up and instead let Rhys handle her. In a calm voice, he asked, “What do you mean?”

      Maya’s gaze flicked to me and quickly skittered away. “Perhaps we could talk in private.”

      “Lady Layne’s directly involved with this.” Rhys nodded. “Whatever you have to say, you can say it in front of her.”

      “She’s in cahoots with the king, Your Highness. She’s not here for you—she’s here for him. She’s his little puppet, you see. I saw her with Princess Blake and Lady Eve all the time, always conspiring in their exclusive group. She’ll never belong to the Realm. She’s a member of the royal court, an outsider. If you choose me, I would be loyal to you and only you. Just please, give me another chance.”

      Rhys paused for a moment, but when he spoke, his voice was calm. “You know, this story sounds somewhat familiar. But when you had Jenny spin the tale to Tamara, I believe I was the one with the loyalty issue. You said I was going to choose her because the king had ordered me to. Isn’t that right?” Rhys was still being gentle, but it was clear he wasn’t falling for her tricks.

      Maya earnestly shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Rhys rose to his feet. “Just give me a moment.” He left the cell and opened Jenny’s door. Maya didn’t look at me while he was gone.

      Rhys brought Jenny in. “Here we are.”

      The young vampire looked frail. Her braids were still pulled into a high ponytail, and her eyes still glowed with their unusual iridescence, but she appeared even thinner than before. She shivered beneath her cheap coat.

      Maya glared up at her. “I don’t know what this vampire told you, but like I said, she’s a liar. She stole from my family.”

      “Maya.” Jenny shook her head. “I already told them the truth—you paid me to come up here and deliver a message to Tamara. They put silver on me. I couldn’t help myself from talking. But you shouldn’t pretend anymore, and you shouldn’t continue to lie. It’s only going to make it worse.”

      “Make what worse?” Gone was the hopeful, pleading expression from Maya’s face. She turned to me in anger. “It can’t get any worse than this. He’s going to marry this rich hypocrite. She’s taking what’s mine. The whole time I was here, she acted like he was beneath her. And look at her now: little miss frontrunner. She already has everything, but she has to take him too. She doesn’t need a castle or a crown. She doesn’t need anything, but she’s a greedy, scheming, stuck-up little wh—”

      “Maya.” I stepped forward. “I am not taking anything from you, including any more of your abuse. It’s time you face the facts.”

      She glared at me. “And which facts are those?”

      “King Rhys sent you home because he didn’t feel like you were a match for him. You didn’t want to deal with it then, and it appears that you don’t want to face the truth now. But we told you—even Mira told you—that how you conducted yourself during the contest was unbecoming. You cannot blame me for your own actions. You also cannot blame me for sending Jenny up here to risk life and limb in order to spread lies for you. She could’ve been killed. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      “I’m not ashamed of anything, except that I participated in this farce of a contest. It isn’t fair—none of this is.” Maya put her face in her hands. “So just go and leave me be. I’ll rot here in my cell while you and His Highness skip off into the sunset.”

      I looked at Rhys. “A word, Your Highness.”

      He brought Jenny back to her cell and locked her inside. Once we were outside in the hallway and out of earshot, I said, “We cannot leave them down here forever. Jenny’s only crime was that she was poor and needed money. She didn’t actually break the law.”

      Rhys frowned. “She trespassed.”

      “So what? She needs blood, and she needs warmth. She looks frail.”

      Rhys nodded, but he didn’t say anything.

      “And Maya shouldn’t be locked up. She made a mistake of judgment, Your Highness. You cannot punish her for a character flaw. She’ll never last down here, and it’s not as though she’s about to apologize anytime soon.”

      “What would you have me do?” he asked. “I brought her here so that she could see the error of her ways, which after talking with her, I don’t believe is possible. She won’t admit to any fault.”

      “Then perhaps you should let her go—let them both go.”

      “I can’t just release them, Tamara. If Maya was a potential enemy before, she’s a sure one now. And I’m holding Jenny because the king thinks that she’s the vampire who attacked me. If I set her loose, he’s going to have questions. I can’t risk letting either of them go.”

      I sighed. He was right, but keeping them both in the dungeon seemed wrong. “Can we at least find them more comfortable accommodations?”

      The werewolf gave me a long look. “Is that what you wish, my lady?”

      “Yes. Assign guards to them but have them brought upstairs someplace private.” My voice was firm. Maya might hate me, but I couldn’t let her be ruined because of it. “Let’s go and see if someone can get donated blood for Jenny, and perhaps Nan can make a meal for Maya.”

      Rhys bowed to me. “As you wish, my lady. I will see to it at once.” Without argument, he grabbed my hand and led me down the hall.

      “Really?” I asked. “That’s it? Aren’t you going to fight me about this?”

      He smiled in the torchlight. “No, Lady Layne, I am not. For as uncivilized as you sometimes accuse me of being, I have learned a few things.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as sometimes you’re right. And when you are, I should stand down.”

      I gave him a quick look to make sure he wasn’t joking. “That’s rather evolved of you, Werewolf.”

      His laughter echoed off the walls. “I know. And no one’s more surprised than me.”
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      Before we returned to the cameras, we stopped and met with Duncan. He looked sour at his instructions to immediately bring the prisoners up from the dungeon, but to his credit, he didn’t say a word. I had a feeling he was saving his words, including some colorful ones, for me later.

      Mira also looked sour upon our arrival. But unlike Duncan, she let us have it as she paced the dining room. “I’ve told you that we need to wrap this production up as soon as possible, and still, you try and thwart me. Have you not noticed that we’re on the same side? Have you not noticed that I am trying to protect you, Your Highness, and save the show?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “I’m the one holding the pieces together. I’m making sure the show goes on. It doesn’t even register with you two that my team’s doing everything up here now because of the lockdown—the editing, the soundtrack, trailers, digital production. You name it, we’re doing it.”

      Rhys stepped forward. “Mira.”

      “We’re doing it all, and rather well I might add, but is there credit where credit is due? Is there any ‘Thank you, Mira. We’d be in a terrible spot without you. By the way, you have all my gratitude and loyalty. I’ll recommend you to anyone who wants to do a show because you’re simply the best. Yes, and I’m not afraid to say it—you’re a superior host and producer, and I love all your brilliant ideas, not to mention your wardrobe—’”

      “Mira.”

      The blond vampire stopped pacing and blinked at us. “What?”

      “We’re ready to continue our date. Thank you, my friend. Not only for letting us have a moment earlier, but for everything that you’ve done for me up until this point. Your service, your brilliance, your wardrobe”—Rhys grinned—“none of this will be forgotten. But can we get back to filming now? It’s already been a long day. My human counterpart will need to sleep at some point, and I’d like to get some footage before that if possible.”

      She seemed to calm down a bit. “Ah. Okay.”

      The werewolf’s eyes glittered. “I’m here and ready to serve. I am but your humble puppet. So, shall we?”

      Mira chuckled. “You know you can be quite charming for a werewolf. Who would have thought?”

      “I knew I’d win you over all along,” Rhys said.

      “Ah, Rhys, I do hope the end of this contest finds you well,” she said. “You might’ve kept me waiting tonight, but you should know that I’m rooting for you. We all are.”

      Mira turned to her team. “You heard the king—they’re ready. Let’s get a move on!”

      In under a minute, the crew had fluffed my hair, powdered my nose, and reapplied my lip gloss. Then they asked us for a do-over of the kiss that Duncan had interrupted.

      “No problem,” Rhys said at once.

      “Absolutely,” I said at the same time.

      When the werewolf king loomed over me again, I didn’t hesitate. I didn’t question my feelings or his. I simply threw my arms around him.

      “Ah, my lady, that’s better.” Rhys’s hands roamed down my back. “Where were we? I think I can remember…” He put his lips against mine, and I melted against him. When we finally broke apart, his chest was heaving ,and I pressed my face against it, not wanting to let go. “Tamara.” He kissed the top of my head. “Come with me, my lady. Let us go to the suite that has everyone gossiping. We can have some more wine and relax by the fire.”

      A fire all its own lit me up inside. Still nestled against his chest, I looked up at him. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” I teased.

      “Ha. Yes.” But he scrubbed a hand over his face, and for a moment, I wondered if he was nervous.

      I reached for his hand. “Let us see this suite, and don’t worry. I am capable of a great many things, but I can promise you I don’t bite.” I winked at him, and he seemed to relax. That made one of us. Still, I plastered on a smile for both the king and the cameras. “Shall we?”

      He pulled me close to his side, and the cameras followed us down the hall. Mira and one set of cameras were in front, Rhys and I were in the middle, and the larger camera crew trailed us, dangling a microphone over our heads.

      “We should get your cloak, my lady,” Rhys said. “The temperature’s dropping quickly.”

      “All right.” I stayed close to his side. “You’re quite warm, but my cloak would be lovely.”

      We stopped in the grand foyer to collect it. In the entrance to the hallway nearest me, I caught a flash of something—camel muslin. Maya. The hem of her skirt quickly disappeared around the corner. Duncan whispered lowly, “Not one word, or I’ll chop off those long locks of yours.”

      He’d followed Rhys’s orders quickly, but he didn’t seem very happy about it.

      As I was closest to them, I hoped I was the only one who’d overheard. But supernaturals had an annoying ability to pick up even the smallest sound, and Rhys was close enough to hear Duncan, as was Mira. She paused her directions to the crew long enough to listen, though Duncan didn’t say more. Then she inhaled through her nose deeply. A funny look crossed the vampire’s face, and she turned to Rhys.

      He wisely ignored her, making a big show in front of the cameras as he secured the cloak over my shoulders and kissed each of my cheeks. The production crew surrounded us as I stared up at him, batting my eyelashes and eye-snogging him for all I was worth. Finally, Mira’s attention returned to us as I pulled Rhys in for a long, lingering kiss.

      As much as I wanted to kiss the werewolf, I wanted to distract Mira more. If she discovered that we’d taken Maya prisoner, she would have an absolute fit. I trusted Mira with my life, but she would take Maya’s internment to heart. Maya had been a contestant, one who’d stirred up controversy on the show. She was quite famous in the settlements. News of her capture could reflect poorly on the production. If contestants were being kidnapped, no one would want to participate in another dating show. We needed to tell Mira about the situation when the time was right—not that the time would ever be right.

      As an added distraction, I pulled back from Rhys and stared up at him flirtatiously. “I am wondering, my lord, what exactly you have planned for me this evening.”

      “Ah.” He fastened my cloak together and leaned down until his cheek was next to mine. “You shall have to find out, my lady.” Mira still had an unpleasant look on her face, so Rhys kissed me. Then he kissed me again. In fact, he kept kissing me until I couldn’t help myself—I moaned and pressed my chest against his. “Let’s go, my lady.” His words had an urgency that made me flush.

      “O-Okay.” It seemed crazy that, despite everything going on, I had a desire to run, not walk, to the blasted overnight suite.

      At least Mira’s expression had softened somewhat—all the kissing had to be good for ratings. Without a word, she motioned for the cameras to follow us out onto the dark grounds. A waning moon and a blanket of stars awaited in the inky night sky. The crew’s klieg lights only ruined the ambience a little. The Realm was so peaceful and quiet. The sky stretched over us as far as the eye could see.

      The beauty and stillness was a far cry from the scene in the dungeon, with Maya’s soiled traveling dress and poor Jenny’s frail frame. I tried to focus on the moment and leave my swirling thoughts behind. Our performance for the show was important; best to keep my eye on the werewolf.

      Rhys linked his fingers through mine and led me down the castle’s front steps, to the Realm’s square, and past the fountain of the golden tree that stood in the middle. The fountain was lit prettily, different colors taking turns brightening the bubbling waters that surrounded the roots of the tree. I held Rhys’s hand firmly as we traveled the road toward the children’s center then veered off to the right, toward the dark forest.

      We hadn’t gone far when Rhys stopped. “Here we are,” he said.

      I looked around, but it was pitch-black beneath the trees. “Here we are is where, exactly?”

      “Look up, my lady.” He chuckled as I craned my neck.

      I gazed into the dark firs that rose above us and stretched toward the night sky. Lights illuminated one of the trees. And… “Is that a tree house?”

      “It is, indeed.”

      One of the crew members stepped forward and turned more lights on. A bright circle emanated from the trunk of the tree, and fairy lights climbed the sturdy-looking ladder that led up to what looked like an enormous tree…mansion. That was no fort cobbled together from twigs. The base of the suite spanned several of the trees, joining them together in one level of high-altitude living space. The intricacies of the structure’s engineering eluded me, but even in the semidarkness, my untrained eyes could recognize that the architecture was of the highest caliber.

      Rhys grinned. “Shall we?”

      If I wasn’t afraid of vampires and werewolves, I had no business being afraid of heights. Still, my heart rate kicked up as I stepped forward and grabbed the rungs of the ladder. The production crew set up a perfect angle. “Yes, Your Highness. One question—are there more cameras up there?”

      “Of course.” Rhys chuckled. “You think they’d let us have a moment’s peace?”

      I peered up at the structure. “How big is the suite?”

      “That’s two questions, my lady. But it’s big enough for the both of us as well as a full crew. Trust me, we’ll have plenty of space. My men have been very busy, indeed.”

      “Well then, onwards and upwards.” I took a deep breath and started to climb.
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      Good thing I maintained a strict cardio regimen, otherwise I would’ve been quite winded by my climb up the ladder. Once I reached the landing, I glanced back down. The ground was much farther away than I’d expected. My heart lurched, and for a moment, I felt dizzy, as though I might tumble, but I held on to the railing and took a step back. The moment passed, and I felt the steadiness return to my feet. Still, I vowed to stay away from the edge of the platform for the rest of the night.

      I spied a camera crew set up, in what looked like the crow’s nest of a ship, in a neighboring tree. One camera was trained on me, and one on the ladder. I wondered how many more of the crew lurked inside our lover’s suite.

      Rhys climbed up next. Unlike me, he fearlessly stood at the edge and gazed out at the forest, the square, and the castle beyond. “I’ll never get tired of looking at this. I can’t believe my kingdom’s so beautiful.”

      I didn’t step any closer to the edge, but I did smile out at the view. “It’s amazing, Rhys. The castle looks so elegant and impressive from up here.”

      He turned to me, grinning. “It does.” When he saw me gripping the railing, he came closer. “My lady, are you afraid of heights?”

      I continued to hold on for dear life. “I didn’t think so.”

      “Ah, marvelous. I love it up here.” Mira surprised me when her head appeared over the edge of the platform. “I needed to work my upper body today.” She easily pulled herself up and smiled at us. Then she accepted the microphone one of the crew offered her and turned to the cameras. “We’re finally here at the overnight suite. One of the many surprises is that this special place is located up inside the tree line. Wait until you see the inside, settlers! It’s fantastic and completely unique. Once the king chooses his bride, they will be able to come here for absolute, unabridged privacy. Tonight, of course, His Highness and Lady Layne have company in the form of me and the rest of the filming crew.” She turned and winked at us, all in view of the cameras. “I’ll try to give you as much privacy as possible.”

      “Thank you, Mira.” Rhys beamed at her. “If it’s all right with you, I’d like to give Lady Layne a tour of the suite.”

      “Absolutely.” Mira stepped aside as Rhys led me into the tree house. Another camera crew was set up inside, already filming. Mira and her team also followed us inside, silently setting up and checking filming angles. I’d gotten so used to them, I was mostly able to forget their presence.

      Everyone had been gushing about the suite for so long, I’d had my expectations built up. I was certain I would be underwhelmed. But that was hardly an issue. As soon as we crossed the threshold, I was transported to another world. I only glanced at the interior of the room, but it was exquisite. Hardwood floors gleamed, a wrought-iron chandelier blazed with candles, and white couches and chairs gave the space a pristine, luxurious ambience. But the showstopper was the floor-to-ceiling windows. We were high in the sky, but we had a clear view of the Realm’s square and the gorgeous castle beyond. Its pale-gray spires jutted up into the midnight sky. From our vantage point, the kingdom looked like a fairytale village, with its twinkling lights and the bubbling fountain surrounded by multicolored water. I clapped my hands together. “It’s so beautiful!”

      Rhys couldn’t stop smiling. “It’s spectacular from up here, isn’t it?”

      I grinned back at the king. The difference in his life—and in mine—since I’d met him was also spectacular. I remembered the first time I’d seen the werewolf—he’d worn no shirt, no shoes, and his hair had been loose, flowing, and most likely caked with dirt from the forest. I loved him that way, but I also loved how he was tonight: refined and handsome in his black ceremonial tunic, with his hair swept back into a sleek bun. “You’ve come a long way, Your Highness.”

      He put his arm around me as we contemplated the view. “As have you, my lady. I must admit that I’m honored you deigned to stay in the contest for so long. I was worried the Realm would be too remote for you, too uncivilized. But here you are, one of the finalists. I have to tell you that I’m impressed. For a socialite, you’ve managed here quite nicely.”

      “Well, I am quite competitive, so there’s that.” I moved closer to him. “But I’ve had a more compelling reason to want to stay.”

      “Really?” His voice grew husky. “And what’s that?”

      I tossed my hair and turned to him. “I thought you were giving me a tour, Your Highness, and serving me delicious wine. Where’s the chivalry?” I didn’t want to play games, but the show must go on. I wanted to throw myself into Rhys’s arms and kiss him until we were both half senseless, but we were there for the cameras, for the audience. Mira needed ratings, so I would tease the viewers a bit and give them a reason to watch until the end.

      Rhys chuckled and shook his head. “Of course. Silly me. I should’ve known you’ll make me work for it.”

      “For what?” I asked innocently.

      “For everything, my lady, for everything.” He snapped his fingers, and a tuxedo-clad server appeared from nowhere and brought us two glasses of wine. I peered behind the server, wondering where he’d sprung from and exactly how big the tree house was.

      “Nice work snapping your fingers,” I teased. “I can tell you’re really going all out.”

      Rhys laughed as he raised his glass. “To Lady Tamara. May you always maintain your sense of entitlement, as well as your sense of humor.”

      “Ha ha.” I clinked my glass against his.

      “Come with me. Let me show you what my men have done for us.”

      I took his hand as he led me into the living space. “As you can see, this is the salon. Next is the kitchen.”

      “There’s a kitchen?”

      He shrugged. “It’s more of a prep space, I’m told. But if we ever chose to stay here for longer than one night, there would be plenty of provisions.”

      I certainly hadn’t expected the suite, let alone the tree-house suite, to have more than one room, but so it did. We passed through a doorway, followed by the camera crew, and into a small but elegant kitchen space. A floor-to-ceiling wine rack adorned the area, and on the counter were cakes, pies, and other treats prepared by Nan and her staff.

      “If nothing else, we’ll have wine and chocolate for days,” I noted. “Not too shabby.”

      Rhys grabbed a bottle of wine and led me to the next room. “And here is the master suite,” he said quietly, as if he was worried he might frighten me.

      “Oh my goodness.” The first thing I spied was my overnight case, which had been placed next to the wardrobe. There was an enormous bed, complete with a pristine white comforter and white pillows. It took up most of the room. A small fire burned in a freestanding fireplace, and floor-to-ceiling windows looked out at the dark night and the blanket of twinkling stars. There was no view of the village or castle from the bedroom. It was completely private, sealed off from everyone and everything.

      Everyone and everything, that is, except for Mira and her crew. They’d given us our space but were still filming. I looked at Rhys, then the bed, then Mira. How on earth is this supposed to work?

      “I have an announcement.” Mira cleared her throat and held up her microphone. “In an attempt to give the king and Lady Layne as much privacy as possible—so that they may enjoy their evening and so that the viewers at home may enjoy theirs—we’ve set up cameras around the room. We will leave you, Your Highness and Lady Layne. Please enjoy yourselves as you see fit. But be advised that the cameras will record your every move, and your entire evening will be broadcast. We’ll just go and leave you to it.” Mira smiled at us as she left, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. She knows. She must have heard Duncan and smelled Maya. Rhys and I would have a lot of explaining to do after our date ended.

      Once they’d gone and closed the door behind them, Rhys and I just looked at each other. We stood in awkward silence for a few moments, then we both burst out laughing.

      “This is the craziest setup I’ve ever been in.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Here you go, you two. Here’s a room with a giant bed, and oh, by the way, here are nine thousand bottles of wine. We’re locking you in for the night. Enjoy yourselves, but remember, we’re filming all of it.”

      I took a healthy sip of wine as he sank down on the edge of the bed. “Dating shows are inherently unwieldy, Your Highness. They’re asking the contestants to fall in love with you, and for you to fall in love with us, but you can only choose one. I suppose these overnight dates are designed to give you a taste of what…intimacy…might be like with each of us.”

      He looked up at me. “Then I suppose we should get busy. Come here, my pet.”

      I nearly spit out my wine.  “I beg your pardon?”

      His big shoulders shook with silent laughter. “I’m only kidding.”

      “I should hope so.” But secretly, I wished the cameras weren’t there. I longed to run my hands down the king’s broad chest and tell him how I really felt. Well, I supposed I could do some of that. The viewers at home might like it. I knew I would.

      I approached the bed and sat down gingerly beside the werewolf. “The overnight suite is lovely, Your Highness. Your men have outdone themselves with the construction.”

      “I’m so glad you like it. I had it designed with you in mind.”

      “You did?” I was touched.

      He reached for my hand and brought it to his lips. “Of course I did. I figured if it could meet your high standards, the rest of us should like it just fine.”

      “Ha ha.” But the feeling between us quickly changed from teasing to something more as Rhys’s kisses trailed up my arm. “Come here, my lady. If you’d like, of course.”

      I was also touched that he remembered my lesson about consent. “I’d like to.” I curved against him as he slid me onto his lap. “It’s quite comfortable here.”

      “I’m glad you like it.” He nuzzled his face into my neck and deeply inhaled the scent of my hair. “I am very happy to be here with you and to be close to you.”

      “And I’m very happy to be here with you…and to be close.”

      “We are almost to the point where I have to make my decision and choose my queen.” He pulled back and gazed deep into my eyes. “Tell me, my lady. Could you see yourself staying here with me in my kingdom? Do you see a future for yourself here?”

      The gravity of his questions, not to mention his searching eyes, caught me off guard. We’d gone from lighthearted to cuddling to dead serious in under a minute. “I… Um…”

      “I know it’s difficult under these circumstances, but I had to ask you.” He smiled. “Mira told me I must pose these questions to each of the remaining contestants. And I am genuinely curious to hear your answer.” He waited, and I didn’t feel his chest rise and fall for a moment—he was holding his breath.

      I hadn’t planned on putting all my cards on the table for the whole world to see, but there we were. He was asking me a question, and I needed to give him an answer.

      “Yes, Your Highness.” The words came out quickly, all in a rush. “I see a future in the Realm. With you.” I buried my face in his chest, surprised and alarmed at my own frankness. Now the whole world knew I was all in, that I was sincere in my affection for the king. Everyone knew my heart—I love Rhys. I wanted to be his queen.

      “Tamara.” Rhys tapped me on the chin, and I raised my gaze to meet his. “I am glad to hear your answer. I’m afraid things would be quite boring around here without you.”

      I wanted to ask if he meant that he would choose me, if that in his heart he’d already chosen me, but I couldn’t. Instead, I accepted his hungry kisses, answering them with my own.

      I’d told him the truth. I intended to show him that I meant it.
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      We kissed, and then we kissed some more, until Rhys and I finally broke apart. We were both breathless. He looked a bit dazed. I scooted off his lap, and he stood then scrubbed a hand across his face. “That was…”

      I cleared my throat. “Intense.” The king and I had kissed plenty of times, but perhaps the ambience of the room was affecting us, or maybe our declarations to each other had done it. My skin was hot, and my heart was thundering. “We should talk a while.”

      He chucked me under the chin. “It’s late. We should actually get some rest.”

      “But it’s an overnight date. Aren’t we supposed to stay up until sunrise, telling each other our secrets and kissing?” I eyed the bed warily. Quite frankly, I wasn’t sure if I could stay up all night with the werewolf king. If he kept kissing me like that until the sun came up, I might very well lose my mind.

      “I prefer to keep the secrets and the nonstop kissing for another, more private time.” He smiled broadly. “If you meant what you said, that you see a future for yourself here, then we should have plenty of time for that.”

      I opened my mouth then closed it. Does that mean… Is he saying what I think he’s saying?

      “Come, let’s get some sleep.” The king unbuttoned his tunic to reveal a white cotton tank top. The muscles on his chest and arms rippled, and I clutched my hands together, fighting the urge to fan myself.

      “Do you have pajamas? The bathroom’s just over here.” He motioned to another room.

      I had no idea how they’d managed to construct plumbing up in the trees, but I was glad for it. I grabbed my case and retreated to the cool bathroom, happy to have some privacy for a moment. I splashed water on my face, wiped off my eye makeup, and brushed my teeth. Then I pawed through my clothes, cursing Giuliana for the myriad of silk nighties she’d packed. If Rhys was wearing pants and a shirt to bed, so was I. I was more than a little relieved when I found some workout clothes tucked in the bottom of the case—a cozy pair of leggings and a loose-fitting T-shirt. Perfect. I might not fire Gi after all.

      When I came out with a fresh-scrubbed face, my hair pulled back into a messy bun, and wearing my makeshift pajamas, Rhys’s face split into a grin.

      I felt a bit self-conscious. “What?”

      “You are always beautiful, but this is perhaps how I like you best.”

      I looked down at myself. “Are you serious?”

      “Quite. No one but me—and perhaps your gnome—gets the benefit of seeing you without your armor of gowns, flowing locks, and lipstick.” Rhys smiled at me. “Seeing your natural beauty feels private. No one but me gets this privilege, and that’s how I like it. I feel quite honored, my lady. Now come and lie down. The bed is cold without you.”

      “Liar.” Everyone knew—except for the settlers watching the show—that werewolves ran hot. “You just miss me, is all.”

      “True.” Rhys patted the bed, and I climbed underneath the cool covers. He reached for me, and I didn’t hesitate. I rested my head against his massive, warm chest and wrapped my arms around him.

      He kissed the top of my head. “This is quite tame for an overnight date, I expect. We didn’t even get into the nine thousand bottles of wine.”

      “It’s perfect. I’m so happy we get to spend the night together. You’re quite comfortable, Your Highness.” I yawned, suddenly sleepy. The coziness of the sumptuous bed, coupled with the warmth of the king, made me feel secure. My worries slipped away—Maya, King Black, what the future held. I knew that, in Rhys’s arms, I was safe no matter what.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      “I love you, too.”
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      When I awoke the next morning, Rhys was gone. I sat up, frowning. “Mira?” I called, unsure if I’d been left alone and abandoned in the tree house.

      “Yes, darling.” She popped into the room immediately, sporting a new outfit and a fresh mask of flawless makeup.

      “Is the date over?” I felt a bit groggy, as though I’d slept too long.

      “Sadly, yes. His Highness had urgent matters to attend to.”

      I sat straight up in bed. “Is everything all right?” I looked around the room. “Are you filming me?”

      “No. We turned the cameras off.” She patted my hand. “And everything’s all right for the most part.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Mira took a deep breath. “It came to my attention that one of our contestants has returned to the Realm. There’s been a lot to deal with this morning.”

      That secret hadn’t lasted long. “Is everything all right?”

      “Barely.” She gave me a long look. “Maya was very upset, to say the least. So we’re working with her. That’s where Rhys is—he’s addressing the situation. We need Maya settled before Joely and Dae discover that she’s back, or anyone else for that matter.”

      “So what are we doing?”

      “We, as in you, are doing nothing. You’re to pretend to be ignorant of the situation, even though I know you’re not.” She pursed her lips. “In order to make this okay, I’ve advised His Highness make Maya an offer she can’t refuse.”

      “Why?” I asked. “She was brought here because she’d caused trouble. I didn’t think she should be held prisoner, but she certainly shouldn’t be rewarded for her bad behavior.”

      “Maya shouldn’t be in the Realm period—it’s dangerous under the circumstances.” Mira lowered her voice. “If King Black finds out the truth about her involvement with the vampire messenger, we could be in over our heads. As I told you last night, our position is quite precarious. So since she’s here, we need to keep her happy… But quiet.”

      I shook my head. “I asked that she be freed from the dungeon and kept in more pleasant accommodations. That was all.”

      “I appreciate that, but the cat’s out of the bag now, so to speak.” Mira adjusted her bangles. “You need to understand that my kind, and also the wolves, can sense a human’s presence almost immediately. Particularly a young girl, a virgin like Maya—we can smell her. There’s no getting around it; everyone will know that she’s back.”

      “Would she be better off back in the cell, then?” I asked.

      “Probably, but I appreciate your point. There’s no reason to keep her down there. No crime was committed, only her envy and her poor choices stemming from it. We can’t very well lock someone up for that, or we’ll become what the rebels have always thought us—monsters. And Maya was a contestant. We need to treat her with some deference and respect. Otherwise her displeasure could have unwelcome reverberations.”

      I nodded. “Hopefully it will all work out with as little drama as possible.”

      Mira arched an eyebrow. “This is Maya Briones we’re talking about. There will be at least some drama.”

      “Speaking of drama… What did you think of our overnight date? I imagine it wasn’t as scandalous as you’d hoped.”

      She straightened her shoulders. “It was plenty scandalous.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that you two said the L word. I had to give His Highness quite a lecture this morning!”

      “Has he not said that to the other girls?” I tried to keep my voice nonchalant.

      Mira scowled. “Drop the act, Tamara. You know very well that he hasn’t declared himself to the other girls the way he has with you.”

      I shrugged. “Well, I can’t help it if he has good taste.”

      “They saw it, you know.”

      “Who?” But my stomach dropped.

      “Joely and Dae. They were watching the live feed.”

      “Oh. I forgot about that.” Because I’d only been thinking of myself and the handsome king. My friends would be gutted by his words. I tried to find the silver lining. “But isn’t it better if they know what they’re dealing with? I mean, he has to pick one of us by the end of the week. They should know if he’s leaning toward one of us.”

      Mira arched an eyebrow. “Just remember that you will be watching the other two overnight dates. So be careful what you wish for. His Highness is going to have to make those dates just as exciting and illuminating as yours was, otherwise our ratings will plummet. Are we clear?”

      I pulled the blanket up to my chin. “Are you saying that you’re going to force him to be equally affectionate to the other girls?”

      “I’m saying that he will have to give each of them a fair chance to win his heart. Both Joely and Dae have proven their loyalty and affection over these past weeks. They’re good women. They both love him, I believe.”

      “I know that. And they’re my friends. I love them both.” That didn’t mean I wanted to lose to them, though.

      “I know it’s a difficult position to be in, competing against your friends for the same man. You’ve done well, Tamara. But as you know from starring in The Pageant, it’s not over until it’s over. You should prepare yourself for anything to happen. Now get dressed and come back to the castle soon. It’s going to be another busy day.” She patted my hand and exited the room.

      Alone in the big bed, I stared out at the tops of the fir trees. Mira’s words threatened to rub the shine from my happy glow, leaving it tarnished. He told you he loves you, I reminded myself. I permitted a small smile to grace my lips as I wrapped my arms around my chest. He had said it, and it hadn’t been the first time. The contest might still be underway, and the other girls would have their chance to shine, but in the quiet of the bedroom, I let myself have a moment.

      I let myself believe.
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      I gave myself the luxury of having breakfast in the tree house. I enjoyed some tea and a plump croissant while staring out at the Realm’s square and the castle beyond. My thoughts meandered. They returned again and again to the previous night—right before I’d fallen asleep with my head on Rhys’s chest.

      I love you.

      I love you, too.

      After leaving the overnight suite, I headed to the village square.  I stopped at the fountain and watched the water bubble over the golden roots of the tree. I wasn’t in any hurry to face Dae and Joely, not to mention whatever was happening with Maya.

      “Why do I always see you here?” Duncan called. He was loping from the castle through the square, probably en route to the construction at the children’s center. He stopped and sneered. “I’m glad Rhys isn’t here. I have something to say to you, and it needs to be uncensored.”

      “Ah, and it involves your lip curling. I knew you were upset, so go on. Let’s hear it.” I knew it was about moving Maya upstairs.

      He tucked a pale-blond lock behind his ear. “I’m not happy with you, Missus. You’re making decisions outside your authority.”

      I looked around to make sure no one else was near. “Because of Maya? I couldn’t in good conscience just let her rot in the dungeon!”

      “Why not? She’s the one who sent that little vampire up here, the one whose lies started all sorts of trouble.” He frowned and shook his head. “You humans never learn—that’s why you die so easy. When someone crosses you, you must cross them back. You must show them you’re their master. If you don’t, they’ll never fear you, and that’s dangerous indeed.”

      “I don’t think we need to look at it in such a black-and-white manner. Maya’s not a threat. She’s merely a nuisance.”

      He jerked his thumb in the direction of the castle. “She’s all made up and flouncing around in there. She’s making quite a scene. You mark my words, she’s dangerous.”

      “What do you mean, flouncing around?”

      “Rhys made a deal with her.” Duncan sneered. “She’s back on the show, and she’s shoving it in everyone’s face.”

      “She’s what?”

      “Go on and see for yourself. And then come and find me when it gets out of hand so I can say my four favorite words: I told you so.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “You know, you were starting to grow on me, but now I can see it was like a fungus.”

      “Ha! Well then, that makes two of us.” He started walking away. “At first, I thought you were a sophisticate, then I thought perhaps you might be all right, but now I see the truth—you’re a bleeding heart. Bleeding hearts bleed out, Missus.”

      “Good morning to you too, wolf.”

      He turned and gave me a mock salute then loped away.

      I waited until he was out of sight and could no longer see me, then I ran for the castle.

      Once inside, I was confronted with a bustle of activity. The camera crews were busy setting up, and I could see the hair and makeup team working on Joely and Dae inside the salon. I hurried to them. “What’s going on?”

      Joely frowned when I entered the room, and Dae screwed her face up. Neither one of them looked at me.

      “Did you hear something, Jo?” Dae asked.

      “Definitely not. If I did, it was only the buzzing of an annoying gnat.” Joely’s voice was hoarse, and there were telltale signs of mascara smudged underneath her eyes. The makeup artist gently wiped at them then applied a thick coating of concealer.

      “You guys.” I sighed. “I’m right here, so stop pretending. I’m sorry about my date. You each get one—Dae’s is tonight. I expect it’s my mascara that’ll be running next.”

      “I doubt that.” Dae’s sounded sour. “Your date was a triumph. I don’t even know why we’re going through the motions of finishing the contest. It’s a mockery.”

      My skin grew hot. “That’s not fair.”

      “You didn’t have to say it.” Joely’s eyes filled with tears. “You didn’t have to say you loved him.”

      “You’ve said it,” I reminded her gently. “You’ve been very forthcoming about your feelings and the fact that you want to live happily ever after with the king.”

      “Th-That’s because I mean it.” Joely’s shoulders started shaking. “That’s because I do l-love him.”

      “I know you do,” I said. “But I do, too.”

      The makeup artist sighed. “Lady Raine, I thought we agreed: no more crying.”

      “But I’m going to lose the contest.” Joely’s tears spilled over, and she shooed the makeup artist away. “I’m going to lose because he loves Tamara, and they spent the night holding each other in the tree house of love.”

      I went and sat by my friend then gently took her hand. “The contest isn’t over yet. Dae has her date tonight, and then it’s your turn. Please don’t cry. Two of us are going to lose. We’ve known this was coming all along. No matter what happens, I hope that we can all be friends.”

      “That’s because you’re the frontrunner.” Dae snorted as a hairstylist secured a braid to her crown. “It’s easy to be chummy when you’re convinced you’ll be wearing an engagement ring by the end of the week.”

      “I’m not convinced of anything. Not yet.” The happy security of the previous night slipped away and was replaced by competitiveness, guilt, and nerves. “Can we agree to call a truce? Please? We don’t have much time left together. I don’t want to spend these last days angry with each other. I’m not sorry that my date went well, but I am sorry that you had to watch it. But that’s not my fault, remember? It’s reality TV. It’s designed to make us uncomfortable, to squeeze our feelings for the masses.”

      “You’re right. It’s not your fault.” Joely patted my hand and nodded. “I agree to a truce. I’m sorry I called you a gnat.”

      I laughed. “I forgive you. What about you, Dae? Are you game for a reconciliation?”

      She opened one eye as the stylist continued to work on her hair. “I can’t very well be the only one holding a grudge, now can I? I forgive you for your blasted perfect date. Hopefully mine will go as well, and then you two can be angry at me tomorrow. Deal?”

      “Deal,” Joely and I said.

      “Now, what’s going on?” I asked. “What are we filming? There’s quite a bit of activity this morning. I don’t remember having anything scheduled.”

      “Ugh, you haven’t heard yet.” Joely dried her eyes so that her concealer could be reapplied. “Maya’s back. Mira brought her back. Can you believe it? She’s going to be a guest commentator or something. It’s quite unexpected.”

      Mira and Rhys had moved quickly this morning.

      “Why they invited Maya to return and not Thalia is a mystery to me.” Dae held still as her stylist worked on another braid. “We saw her a few minutes ago. She’s being an absolute cow.  She’s bragging about how important she is and how she’s getting the VIP treatment, blah blah blah.”

      “So she seems…happy?” I wasn’t sure what I’d expected.

      “She’s acting like she’s God’s gift.” Joely frowned as her mascara was applied. “It’s as if she doesn’t remember being kicked off the show at all. In fact, I saw her cozying up to His Highness. He wasn’t having any of it, of course. But she’s got nerve—that’s all I’ll say.”

      “You’re right about that,” I agreed. The fact that she’d been brought back to the Realm under one very extreme set of circumstances, and that her fortune had seemed to change so quickly, was one thing. The fact that she’d grabbed the reins so forcefully shouldn’t surprise me, but it still did. The previous night, she’d been a prisoner. That morning, she was already back to bragging.

      One of the makeup artists approached me with his massive crate, and I obediently tilted my head back. “Here’s hoping she brings good ratings to the show if nothing else.”

      Dae snorted. “She’ll bring something, all right. Most likely a headache.”

      We laughed and chatted while the artists worked on our hair and makeup, and I felt as though the tension between us had settled down a bit.

      “So what’s next?” I asked.

      “A press conference about Maya’s return, and then we’re prepping for Dae’s date,” Joely said.

      “Ah.” It sounded as though it would be a day filled with discomfort, but I vowed to behave myself. Things would never be the same after that week. I needed to make the most of it, whatever the outcome.
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      Joely, Dae, and I were seated at the end of a long conference table, with Maya in the middle. We faced the cameras and crew. It was a legitimate press conference, complete with klieg lights and camera flashes popping. The subject was Lady Briones and her return to the broadcast.

      Maya had been restored to her normal good looks. Gone were the mascara streaks and the sullied traveling gown. Her skin was smooth, her hair was shiny, and her bosom was heaving beneath her formfitting ivory gown. She beamed at Mira and the cameras like a triumphant cat who’d been invited back to join the canary.

      “Lady Briones, what does it feel like to return to the Realm and be reunited with your former fellow contestants?” Mira asked. “Are you sad that you’re no longer competing for King Rhys’s affection?”

      “Ah, it’s lovely to be back. I never wanted to go home, of course.” Her pretty face twisted for a moment, then she resumed her composure. “But it was lovely to receive the invitation from the king.”

      “It must feel very validating for you,” Mira said.

      Maya preened. “Yes, exactly. He didn’t forget me, not for a minute.”

      “But you haven’t been brought back as a contestant.” Mira’s voice was gentle. “You’re here in a different sort of role. Can you tell us about it?”

      “I’m here as a celebrity commentator,” Maya boasted. “I was offered a very generous stipend for my return, and also the opportunity to help host future productions. I’ve found my home—on television.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder then turned to gloat at me and the others. “It doesn’t matter that I was voted off the show. I have a career now, a future. Two of you won’t be able to say that by the end of the week.”

      “Yes. Hmm.” Mira cleared her throat and gave Maya a threatening look. “Ladies, how do you feel about your former rival’s new position?”

      Joely spoke first. “I think it’s lovely for Maya that she was offered this opportunity. Once again, King Rhys proves what a superior leader and true gentleman he is.”

      “I agree,” Dae said, not missing the opportunity to talk up the werewolf king. “Maya and His Highness didn’t part on the best of terms, but it really speaks to his character that he’s able to see past that. He’s offering her the opportunity of a lifetime, and I think he’s wonderful for it.”

      Mira turned to me with a tight smile on her face. “Tamara? How do you feel about Maya’s return? You two often were at odds during the competition.”

      “Well, I always viewed Lady Briones as very stiff competition indeed.” I bowed my head toward Maya. “And to follow up on what Lady Raine and Lady Phillips said, I think it’s admirable that His Highness has extended her this courtesy. I would add that Lady Briones is making a fresh start, and I commend her for it. The past is in the past, and so it should be. Any disappointments should be forgotten, as obviously she was meant to walk this path. With a future as bright as hers, why look back?”

      Maya’s mouth formed an O, and she appeared a bit shocked. I smiled at her to emphasize the goodwill behind my words. The past is in the past, Maya. I hoped that she could let it be. It would be safer for all of us if she buried the axe she had to grind.

      Mira had a few more questions for us, then the conference ended. Maya jumped up immediately. “Ladies, I’d love to stay and catch up, but I must go to my VIP suite and rest. I’m commentating on the overnight date tonight. I must look my best!” In a flourish of ivory silk, she hustled from the room.

      Dae and Joely stared after her, shaking their heads. “Do you see what I mean?” Dae asked. “She’s insufferable.”

      “She’s a bit…much,” Joely agreed.

      “I’m happy for her. She’s gotten a second chance.”

      My friends gaped at me.

      “I didn’t say that she deserved it, but she has it. And I hope she makes the best of it. Now we must go and get Dae ready for her date. C’mon, ladies. We have bigger and better things to worry about than Maya Briones.” I hoped that I was right.

      I briefly left the others to go and return my cloak to my chambers. I reached the top of the stairs and was surprised to find Maya standing in the door of her “VIP suite,” scowling at me.

      I stopped. “I thought you were resting.”

      “I was wondering if we might have a word.” She motioned me into her room and closed the door.

      “Yes?”

      She paced in front of me, her long gown trailing out behind her. “I just wanted you to know that I understand you’re trying to take credit for having me released, but I see through you: I always have.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      Maya stopped pacing and glared at me. “King Rhys told me that you’d asked to have me moved out of the dungeon. He also said that you were against my imprisonment in the first place. He believes it, of course. I feel so sorry for him—he doesn’t realize you’re playing him for a fool.”

      “I’m doing no such thing.”

      “Ah, of course.” Maya flicked the long layers of her hair off her face. “You’re such an actress. Generous, forgiving Tamara, who would never harm a flea. But we both know that you’re just making yourself look good. You would’ve shot me out of here from a cannon during the contest if you could’ve gotten away with it. But now he’s brought me back and you just can’t stand it, can you? So you’re trying to make yourself look good by sticking up for me.”

      I took a deep breath. “Is that all?”

      Maya raised herself to her full height. “Almost. You should be aware that while I’m here, I’ll do everything in my power to win Rhys back. This is the second chance I was praying for. So if you think I’m forgiving or forgetting what you’ve done to me, think again.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know what it is you think I’ve done to you, Maya. I haven’t ever given you much thought, to be honest.”

      “Ha, of course. You wouldn’t be bothered with someone so beneath you. And you wouldn’t think twice about taking what isn’t yours, because you’re a selfish, spoiled heiress who probably doesn’t understand the word ‘no.’”

      “In this scenario, what is it that I’m supposedly taking that isn’t mine?”

      “His Highness.” Her nostrils flared. “He deserves better than you, Tamara.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, Lady Briones.” I curtsied to her, then hustled for the door. “Enjoy your VIP suite. Although I’m not sure what you think is so special about it—it’s rather dull, if you ask me.”

      I closed the door behind me, immediately regretting my meanness. But Maya brought out my bad side. I’d have to try harder to stay away from her, lest I say something else I’d live to regret.
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      After spending some more time with my friends, I returned to my chambers. There was no word from Blake. That probably meant she was having a ball with Elsa and Beast and wanted me to leave them alone for a while. I missed the gnomes terribly. But I knew that Elsa must be happy with her friend, so I decided to let her stay another night.

      I paced my room. Giuliana was busy helping in the kitchen. Without Gi or Elsa to talk to, I found myself at a loss. We had hours before the screening of Dae’s date, and the empty afternoon stretched before me. Clouds had gathered, and a light rain fell, so a walk was ill-advised. In contrast to the previous night’s romantic treetop adventure with the king, I felt caged in and a bit dull.

      I decided to go and check on Jenny, the little vampire girl, to make sure she’d been fed and had some warmer clothes. I wasn’t sure what room she was in, so I made my way down the back stairs. I would ask the kitchen staff what they’d heard. Nan and her workers always seemed to know everything first.

      I went into the kitchen at the same moment Rhys was about to enter the stairwell. We practically collided with each other.

      “Oh!” I staggered backward.

      “Ha.” He caught my wrist. “I was just coming to see you.”

      Mindful that not only Nan, but Giuliana and three other staff members were watching us with interest, I gently removed myself from his grasp. “Were you? What can I do for you, Your Highness?”

      The corners of his mouth twitched up into a grin. “Shall I answer that honestly?”

      “No, you should not. Absolutely not.” I shook my head quickly. “It was merely a figure of speech. What were you coming to see me about?”

      He held out his hand and gestured toward the back door. “Walk with me.”

      “But it’s raining, Your Highness.”

      “It’s stopped for a moment. A bit of fresh air and privacy”—he turned toward the staff, who immediately pretended to be busy—“is just what we need.”

      Outside, the temperature had warmed up a little, but the air was balmy and damp. I shivered, and Rhys put his arm around my shoulder. “I shouldn’t be touching you, but I need you to hear me out about something—a couple of things, actually.”

      “Okay…”

      “First of all, the matter of Lady Briones. Having her return as a ‘guest’ was Mira Kinney’s idea. I don’t like it, as I think Maya’s being rewarded for her bad behavior.”

      “Maya is already being a cow.” I sighed. “I don’t suppose there’s much you can do about it.”

      “That’s true—she’s already been announced, the damage is done. And I am doing what Mira suggests because I’m trying to get back into her good graces, and it’s an uphill battle.”

      I nodded, waiting for him to continue.

      He sighed. “Mira was very upset that I told you how I felt about you last night. She encouraged me, or rather bullied me, into agreeing to make my dates with Lady Raine and Lady Phillips just as intense.”

      “She told me. And I understand her position, at least from a ratings perspective.” I was in agreement with the scheme, even though I didn’t like it. “We have to keep the audience guessing. It’s like a game.”

      “Fair enough.” The werewolf king bowed his head. “Still, I had to come and see you first. Hear me out, my lady.”

      “I’m listening.” I hoped I could hear him over the pounding in my head. He was suddenly making me quite nervous.

      “I meant what I said last night.” He put his hands on my shoulders and looked deep into my eyes. “I love you, Tamara. I want to be with you. If you would have me, too, I would stop the bloody contest right now.”

      “We can’t do that.” The temptation was great, though. All I wanted was to throw myself into his arms and never be apart from him, but that would mean death to the show and a whole lot of bad will from King Black. “We can’t risk a bold move like that. It’s not safe. And Rhys, it’s only three days more. We’ll be fine.”

      His gaze didn’t break from mine. “I don’t like lying or pretending. It’s not in my nature to be anything other than true to myself. I fear that I will hurt these other girls or, worse, hurt you.”

      I reached up and stroked his face. “You won’t. You have told me your feelings, and I have confessed mine. I love you, too. We will be fine, Your Highness. There are plenty of storms coming our way to weather. We will survive them all.”

      He took my hands and brought them to his lips. “Do you promise me, my lady, that you’re mine no matter what?”

      My heart felt as though it might burst. I squeezed his hands and looked him square in the eye. “I promise you that I am yours. No matter what.”

      A look of triumphant joy lit his face. It was like the sun coming out. “You have brought me great joy, my lady. I am honored and forever in your debt.”

      “And I’m honored and forever in yours.” I leaned up and kissed him quickly, too quickly, on the lips. “Now you must go. If Mira catches us out here together, we’ll never hear the end of it.”

      Rhys gave me one final chaste kiss. Then with a glint in his eyes, he bowed before disappearing back into the castle. All signs of him were gone before I was ready.

      A light rain began to fall. I raised my face to it and grinned at the cloudy sky above. It was true. It was real. My happiness was within reach. By the end of the week, I could begin planning my wedding.

      I, Tamara Layne, was going to marry the werewolf king.
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      After Giuliana asked me for every single detail of my encounter with the king, and I refused, Nan directed me to where Jenny was being kept. Her room was at the end of a quiet wing of the castle, one that hadn’t been put to much use yet. I crept down the hall, not wanting to call attention to myself. I wasn’t doing anything wrong exactly. But a human contestant in The Realm: The Bachelor King didn’t exactly have much business sneaking around the palace, looking for a vampire prisoner. I would have a lot of explaining to do if I was discovered.

      Luckily, no one patrolled the wing where Jenny was being kept. Perhaps she wasn’t viewed as a threat, or maybe Rhys hadn’t shared the location of her new quarters with many of his men. In any event, I passed no one as I stole down the long, silent hallway. It was as quiet as a tomb.

      Nan had directed me to the last room on the left. I knocked softly, but no one answered. I knocked again, and a faint voice called, “Who is it? Please come in. I’ve been alone for hours!”

      I opened the door to find Jenny shackled to the posts of an enormous bed. Her face was still drawn, but at least her normal coloring had returned, and she was wearing warmer clothes. “It’s you.” She looked as though she might burst into tears. “Have you come to save me?”

      “I came to visit, to see if there’s anything else you might need. Are you okay?”

      “No, I am not okay. I’m no longer in the bowels of the castle, but otherwise my circumstances have certainly not improved. I know they’re blaming me for the attack on the werewolf king, but I’m innocent. You know I am!” She struggled against her restraints. “Am I crazy, or are they never going to let me out of here? Are they going to make an example out of me and stake me? Is that it?”

      “Shh, there now. You’re very upset.” I patted her hand. “Have you had any blood?”

      She nodded. “They’ve been a bit nicer to me, which actually makes me nervous. Like it’s my last supper, you know? But at least I think the wolves know that Maya’s the one who’s trouble. Still, I keep asking when I’ll be released, and no one will give me an answer. They won’t even look at me when I ask. It makes me feel sick to my stomach.”

      “I’ll speak with King Rhys when I can, and I’ll let you know as soon as possible. Don’t worry. I won’t forget about you.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that.” But she frowned. “I don’t understand why Maya’s had the red carpet rolled out for her. She came in here earlier today and taunted me. You know—letting me see her fine dress, bragging about all the money that King Rhys was going to give her.”

      I sighed. “I saw her earlier, too. It’s true that she’s gloating.”

      “Yes, and she was going on and on about the werewolf king. She said he made her all sorts of promises. It’s quite scandalous if you ask me.”

      “What’s so scandalous?”

      “Are you in love with him?” she asked.

      I was taken aback by the question, but I still answered truthfully. “Yes, I am.”

      Jenny’s brow furrowed. “Maya said she’s to become his mistress.”

      Ugh. Maybe I didn’t regret being mean to her, after all. “But you know she’s a liar,” I reminded her—and myself. “This is just another one of her schemes.”

      “Yes, of course. But to see her like this is cruel. She was brought here as a prisoner, and now look at her! And I’m still being punished for her crimes!”

      “I’ll speak with the king about it.” The situation didn’t sit well with me either. “Is there anything I can get for you, Jenny?”

      “More blood.” She shrugged. “And a better turn of luck if you can manage it.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” I fluffed up her pillows and helped to position her as comfortably as I could with her shackles. Then with a promise to come back as soon as I could, I left the eastern hall. I met no one until I was just about to cross the threshold to the main castle. Then I had the misfortune of running into none other than Duncan.

      “What are you doing over here, Missus?” He frowned, as though he’d already guessed the answer.

      I straightened my shoulders. “I was just checking on Jenny. I feel responsible for her. She needs more nourishment, by the way. And I don’t think it’s necessary for her to be shackled. She’s too frail to run for it, and even if she did, she wouldn’t make it far.”

      “I appreciate that you are concerned about the prisoner.” His voice held no malice.

      I blinked at him. “You are?”

      “Yes. It’s more evidence of that unfortunate bleeding heart of yours, but minding your captives is the mark of a good leader.” Duncan took a deep breath. “But unfortunately, you aren’t to be minding little Jenny anymore.”

      “Why not? Please don’t tell me you’re going to hurt her.”

      “I’m not going to tell you anything because I’ve been ordered not to.” Duncan pressed his lips into a thin line.

      “What do you mean?”

      “His Highness has told us that you’re to be kept away from the prisoner and that neither her care nor her fate is any of your concern.”

      “Rhys told you this?” I shook my head. “I just saw him. He didn’t mention a word about it.”

      “Probably because he didn’t want you to throw a temper tantrum. You have a tendency to do that.”

      “I do not. A child has a temper tantrum, Duncan. A lady has a well-stated, passionately articulated position. Just because a man can’t handle it doesn’t make it an outburst.”

      He laughed. “When you say it like that, you almost convince me.”

      “Never mind about that.” I crossed my arms against my chest. “Tell me why His Highness has given you such an order.”

      Duncan blew out a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling. “Why, by the gods, am I put in this position?”

      “What position? Speak now, wolf.”

      He brought his gaze level to mine. “His Highness is concerned that the prisoner’s position is…sensitive. He doesn’t want King Black aware of her whereabouts or hearing any more mention of her. It’s easier said than done, of course.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      “We might need to use Jenny in the near future. She’s a placeholder for Rhys’s attackers, and we might need to make use of that.”

      “But you can’t punish her for a crime she didn’t commit!”

      “As I said Missus, you’re not to be involved. This is exactly why. He wants you as far away from trouble as possible,” Duncan said flatly.

      “I’m already involved.”

      The werewolf shook his head. “Not anymore, you’re not. Now scurry off. You’ve got a wretched date to watch, don’t you?”

      “Not so fast. Jenny just told me that Maya’s been making all sorts of claims—saying that Rhys has bribed her and that she’s going to be his mistress or some bloody thing. We need to keep an eye on her.”

      “Ah.” A small smile curved Duncan’s lips. “That happened faster than I’d hoped. T-r-o-u-b-l-e. I told you so, my lady. The wench is all about the drama. She’ll flounce until she can’t flounce anymore and bring danger to all of us.”

      “Great,” I said.

      Duncan’s smile slid from his face. “Not really. And as much as I enjoy being right about things, I enjoy my freedom much more.”

      “What is it exactly that you’re worried about?”

      He shrugged and started loping down the hall. “Remember what I told you about your enemies. Once you give them an inch, that’s when you really need to watch your back—they’ll take their mile, they will. So watch your back, Missus, and I’ll watch mine.”

      “I hope we have a more uplifting conversation the next time I see you, wolf,” I called.

      “At least we can agree on something,” he called back.
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      Joely and I had the unfortunate opportunity to sit together and watch the live feed of Dae’s overnight date with the king. It was worse than I’d anticipated. Maya was on duty and her commentary was horrible; Dae and Rhys hadn’t kept their hands off each other all night. Despite Rhys’s reassurance to me earlier, I was practically in the throes of despair.

      The only upside was the wine, which was excellent. I poured Joely and I each another glass. We grimly clinked our chalices together as we watched Dae and His Highness tour the tree house, their arms wrapped tightly around each other.

      Maya was gathered with some of the crew, watching from the production center. She’d been miked into the livestream in order to provide running commentary. Joely and I had to suffer through her grueling dissection of the date, which she littered with insults. In the first five minutes, her observations had managed to offend me to the point that my jaw was gaping open. Some of the highlights were stuck in my head:

      •“I can’t believe the gown Dae chose. She’s supposed to be known for her edgy fashion, but this one’s just about to push me over the edge. The color makes her skin look quite drab. And don’t you think it makes her behind look huge? What on earth are her maids thinking, sending her out in that thing?”

      •“You know, I’m no body-language expert, but do you see the way the king’s looking at her? He’s tuning out. He’s just not that into her, and I don’t blame him. She’s pretty, but she’s sort of a chore. ”

      •“Who wants to be questioned like that? ‘What do you think about this, Your Highness? What do you think about that?’ Ugh! She’s a bit of a cipher, if you ask me.”

      •“He needs a woman who knows her own mind, and also one who knows how to dress properly. I’m not saying that it should be me, but if that’s what you’re all thinking, I’m not going to argue.”

      Joely chugged her wine. “Please tell me they aren’t going to air this with her nonstop insults. It’s terrible.”

      “I’m going to give Mira a piece of my mind about this,” I hissed.

      “Can you get the crew to shut off her feed so we at least don’t have to hear it? Watching the overnight date is bad enough.”

      I hopped to my feet. “I’ll go and ask Rose. At least it’ll give me a break from the torture for a moment.” I nodded toward the screen, where Dae was looking adoringly up at Rhys.

      I headed down the hall to one of the salons. The production crew was set up inside. Mira and the film crews were busy on location in the tree house with Rhys and Dae, but the rest of the team was working on sound, editing, and all the other jobs that took place behind the scenes of the production.

      I burst into the room, and Maya said into her microphone, “Well, well, well, look what the cat dragged in. Just another disgruntled contestant—and her cheeks are flushed as though she’s gotten into the wine a bit. What’s the matter, Lady Layne? Is this date too taxing for you? I believe you’re quite proficient in dishing it out, but not so great at taking it.”

      I ignored her. Instead, I went to Rose. “Please turn Maya’s sound off,” I whispered. “She’s ruining the broadcast with her mean-spirited comments. I know you have to let her talk, but I beg you to give Joely and I reprieve from listening. It’s toxic. She’s giving us quite the headache.”

      Rose looked grim. She pushed her glasses up on her nose. “I’ll do it,” she said, keeping her voice low. “Quite frankly, I’d like to come and watch with you instead. She won’t shut up, not even for a second.”

      “Thank you, Rose.” I made a show of standing up straight and tossing my hair as I left the room. “Enjoy your evening, Lady Briones.”

      “Oh, I am.” She still had that gloating tone in her voice. “Much more so than you are, I’m sure.”

      I waved goodbye in answer. There wasn’t much I could say when she was being such a cow.

      Joely and I watched the show for another two hours. Rhys and Dae toured the tree house, kissed each other for what seemed like forever, and opened yet another bottle of wine. They went into the master bedroom, and Dae sat uncomfortably close to Rhys.

      “This is like déjà vu.” Joely took a large sip of wine. “Although between you and me, he seemed much more attentive last night with you.”

      “Thank you.” I hoped that was true. Watching him with my friend was torture.

      Dae continued to stare up at him worshipfully, and after a moment, he asked her the same questions he’d asked me the night before. “Lady Phillips, I have important things to ask you. Could you see yourself staying here with me in my kingdom? Do you see a future for yourself here?”

      Dae sat back and watched his face. “I know you have to ask me these questions, Your Highness.”

      He nodded. “I do.”

      “Then I must ask you—do you truly care about my answers? Or are you just going through the motions?”

      He gently took her hands. “I truly care about your answers, as I truly care about you.”

      “But you do not love me, Your Highness.”

      Joely gasped. “I can’t believe she just said that!”

      “Shh.” I gently elbowed her. “We need to hear this.”

      Rhys looked pained. “I care for you deeply.”

      Dae moved away from him. Her eyes were wide. “I’m afraid that’s not enough for me to declare myself to you. You must understand that I know my heart, and I do love you. So my answers to your questions are yes, I see myself staying with you in the Realm, and yes, I see a future for myself here. But these answers are conditional. I could not stay and love you, Your Highness, unless you loved me too. Unless it was your heart’s greatest desire.”

      He took a deep breath. “I will never lie to you, Lady Phillips. I do have feelings for you, strong ones, that I believe could turn to love someday. But we’ve not gotten to know each other enough that I could say the words to you tonight.”

      Her back stiffened. “But you can say them to Lady Layne.”

      “I have known her longer, and she has been very brave with me.”

      Dae’s jaw clenched. “It’s easy to be brave when you know your feelings are reciprocated.”

      “True. And you have been brave as well, Dae. It’s not easy to leave your country and your home and put yourself out there. You’ve put your heart on the line, and you’ve been vulnerable to me. That makes you strong. You would be an excellent queen, you know.”

      Tears shone in Dae’s eyes. “I do know that, Your Highness. I would rule by your side with patience, loyalty, and fearlessness. But it appears that you’ve given your heart to someone else. That place is already occupied, I’m afraid.”

      Rhys’s shoulders sagged, and Dae stood. “I’d like to leave now, Mira. I don’t want to spend the night.”

      “Dae, darling, please give it a moment.” The sound went off, and we could see Mira and Dae huddled together. Dae was crying—I didn’t need sound to ascertain that.

      I rose. “I can’t watch this anymore.”

      “But we’re supposed to.” Joely looked at me imploringly. “Dae and I stayed up and watched until you two fell asleep.”

      I shook my head. “I feel so bad for Dae. I don’t want to see anymore. I feel like I’m seeing something that’s not meant for my eyes.”

      “Isn’t that what reality television is?” Joely asked. “Consuming something that’s meant to be private. We’re voyeurs, all of us.”

      “My voyeuring is done for the evening. Good night, Joely. Try and get some rest.” I felt terrible for Dae. As much as I wanted to be cheered by the fact that Rhys had once again voiced his preference for me, I hated to see my friend in pain.

      As I hustled from the room, Roger, my bodyguard, stepped out of the shadows and followed me up the stairs. “Is it me, Roger, or have you only been watching me part-time? I never know when you’re going to pop up.”

      He gave me a gallant smile. “Sometimes His Highness needs me for other matters, and sometimes, like tonight because he is away, he has asked me to make sure that you’re safe.”

      “Ah, that’s very kind of him.” But after I said goodnight to Roger and sat alone in my room, I wondered if “kind” was really the correct term. After what Duncan had told me that afternoon, what did I know? I could accept that Rhys was trying to shield me from danger, but it felt as though he were deciding for me what I was capable of dealing with.

      I liked to make my own decisions. I was a grown woman, and a member of the royal court at that. As I’d told Rhys before, I had opinions. And I was not of the opinion that Jenny was a threat. She shouldn’t be made an example of because she’d done nothing truly wrong.

      We were living in fear of King Black finding out that she wasn’t the one who’d attacked Rhys. But if we kept cowering before the vampire king, the Realm would never really be free.

      I couldn’t hear Roger outside in the hall, but I knew he was still there. He would stay until dawn. It made me wonder if the werewolf king was locking me in or locking me out. It seemed to be a bit of both, which left me with an uneasy feeling as I prepared for bed.
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      In contrast to my peaceful night’s rest in the tree house, I slept fitfully. Different words and images chased me. I feared I was feverish. First, my dreams brought me Rhys, who told me he loved me. Then they brought me Jenny, who looked small and frail, shackled to her prison of a bed. Next, there was Duncan, who seemed to slither toward me, talking out of two sides of his mouth. At first, he told me that he still found me too fancy for his king. Then in the next breath, he complained that Rhys was holding me back. Worse still was when Maya appeared, wearing a white lace frock and a veil. She was talking too loudly into a microphone, saying that she should’ve been chosen as the bride all along and that she would show us all.

      I woke with a start, my heart thudding. It was still dark. Rain pounded on my windows, and my heart sank. The sun wasn’t even up yet, and it already seemed as though it would be a long day.

      There was a knock on my door, and I made out Rhys’s outline in the semidarkness. He walked in, shoulders slumped.

      “What on earth are you doing here? You’re supposed to be with Dae!”

      He sat on the edge of my bed and put his face in his hands. “I’m afraid our date ended early, and it didn’t end well. Mira’s not very happy with me, not to mention Lady Phillips.”

      “Then you should retape your evening with her,” I said. “It hasn’t been broadcast yet, so there’s still time. You can make it right.”

      “I don’t think Dae would be too agreeable about that idea. The last thing she said to me was that she wanted to go home.”

      “Oh, Rhys. I’m sorry.”

      He lay back on the bed on top of the covers. “Were you watching? Did you see what happened?”

      “Yes. You were just being honest. I’m sure that wasn’t the answer she was hoping for, but it’s better to tell the truth. It might not be best for the ratings, though.”

      He put his hands behind his head and looked up at the ceiling. “That’s what Mira said. She said I need to play the game. She thinks the episode will be too depressing for the audience.”

      I sighed. “It was a bit depressing. What was worse was Maya’s running commentary, though. She was vicious.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that.”

      I rolled over and looked at him. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, Maya’s commentary is not an issue. The crew told me she was being abominable. Mira has given her this role to appease her, but it means nothing to me. Maya can think she’s important, but she’s not. I sent her home the first time because I found her tiresome. I brought her back because she’s a liar who crossed me. The only reason she’s allowed out and about is because I made a deal with Mira. As far as I’m concerned, I owe Maya nothing. And once the show wraps, I might very well toss her back in the dungeon.”

      “Rhys. We talked about this—she didn’t commit a crime. She’s just annoying! But if she finds out that you don’t plan on honoring your agreement, you’re going to have a bigger problem on your hands.”

      “It doesn’t matter. She doesn’t need to know until it’s too late for her to do anything about it.”

      I wanted to argue further about the matter, but we had other pressing things to discuss. “I have something else I need to talk with you about.”

      “Can it wait, Tamara?” Rhys’s voice was flat. “It’s been rather a long day.”

      “It’s about Jenny.”

      He opened one eye and peered at me. “What about her?”

      “Duncan said you didn’t want me involved with what’s happening to her anymore.”

      He closed his eye. “That’s right.”

      I sat up and looked at him. “I care about what happens to her.”

      “And I care about what happens to you. Stay away from the vampire, Tamara. Nothing but trouble surrounds her.”

      I blew out a deep breath. “But she didn’t do anything wrong. You and I both know that.”

      Rhys opened the one eye again. “I also know that I love you, and that I will protect you from harm in all its forms.”

      “What if I don’t need your protection?”

      “What if you do?” He closed his eyes. “Good night, my lady. We can argue more about this some other time, when I’m not about to fall asleep. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” The werewolf began breathing deeply, his chest rising and falling rhythmically. It seemed the conversation was finished, but really, I was just getting started…

      I fell back asleep for what felt like only a moment, but when I awoke, Rhys was gone. I went to the window and saw that it was still raining. I glimpsed a large black wolf and a lean silver one disappearing into the forest from the edge of the grounds. I couldn’t be sure, but it looked like Rhys and one of his advisors, possibly Philip. Perhaps hunting would clear His Highness’s head. I certainly hoped so, because I needed him to hear me out.

      I was nowhere near done arguing.
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      Before Giuliana could bustle in, humming and talking of wedding plans, I had to get out of my room. I missed Elsa terribly. I also missed Eve and Blake. I vowed to sneak out and visit the Northern castle even though Mira Kinney had ordered us to stay put for the final days of filming. But if I saw Maya that morning, I might scream. I also knew that poor Dae was hurting and seeing me might make her even more upset. A quick visit to my friends in the North was what I needed to lift my spirits. I grabbed boots, heavy trousers, and a thick cloak. I pulled up the hood. I didn’t want anyone to see me, particularly anyone from the show. With the dark circles under my eyes and a rat’s nest of a hairdo, I looked as wretched as I felt. I definitely needed a change of scenery.

      Thankfully, Roger was nowhere in sight. I snuck down the stairs and outside without encountering anyone except for some staff who paid me no mind. But the werewolves who stood guard at the edge of the grounds were a different story. They glared from where they stood under the fir trees that somewhat shielded them from the steady rain.

      “Where do you think you’re going, Lady Layne?” one of them asked.

      I kept my cloak wrapped tightly around me. “I need to visit the Northern castle to retrieve my pet.”

      “Was this visit approved by His Highness?” the guard asked.

      I wanted to say that I had approved the visit and that was all they needed to know, but I hesitated.

      Duncan suddenly loped across the lawn and joined us. “I’m not sure if His Highness has had time to speak with Lady Layne this morning. He’s out doing surveillance. But I’ll accompany the lady to the North. She’s quite a mess without her pet, as you can see from her outfit.”

      I scowled at him. “Gee, thanks.”

      He scowled back. “Gee, you’re welcome.”

      “Have her back on the grounds soon,” the guard said. “Mira Kinney told us none of the contestants are to leave the grounds. But as I don’t take orders from vampires, I’ll let this one pass, so long as you’ll vouch for her. But don’t get us all into trouble, Duncan.”

      Duncan bowed his head to the soldier then shooed me toward the woods. “Let’s go. If we stay out in this rain too long, I expect you’ll melt.”

      I pulled my hood up higher as we started into the forest. “That was awfully nice of you,” I told the werewolf. “Which makes me think you have an ulterior motive. What’s in this for you?”

      “Where is the trust, Lady Layne? I thought we’d become friends.”

      I sighed. “I’m not in the mood for playing games, Duncan. Why are you helping me get my gnome?”

      “I’m not helping you. I’m helping myself. The king has ordered me to be your bodyguard. He doesn’t take kindly to his instructions being ignored.”

      “What about Roger?” I liked my handsome, quiet, well-dressed bodyguard—emphasis on quiet—which Duncan most certainly was not.

      “Roger’s busy. And he’s not me.”

      “So?”

      Duncan shrugged his bony shoulders. “So His Highness wants you to have the best, and I’m the best. So there.”

      “Is His Highness particularly worried about my security today in particular for some reason?” I thought of what Rhys had said to me last night, his talk of needing protection.

      “Mmm, let’s just say that His Highness has his hackles up, so to speak.”

      I stopped walking. “What’s happened?”

      Duncan didn’t stop. “It’s classified, my lady. But we found something out in the woods yesterday, and let’s just say we aren’t taking any chances. He went out again this morning to see if he could find more tracks.”

      “Was it more vampires?” I whispered.

      “What part of ‘classified’ did you not understand, Missus?” He gave me a pointed look. “King Rhys does not want you involved in these matters, and you’re going to have to accept it. If His Highness wants to tell you something, that’s his business. My business is following orders, which right now means getting you your stupid furball back and returning you both to the castle in one piece. Yay me. A lifetime of service, and I’m babysitting socialites and gnomes. There’s no justice, I tell you.”

      He continued to mutter his aggrievements, but I tuned him out. Instead, I wondered what was happening in the forest. If they’d found traces of the vampire group, that meant the rebels could be close—that is, if these rogue vampires were in fact working with the rebels. Vampires on the grounds again, sneaking about the forest. I shivered. This news was not good.

      “Duncan.” I said, interrupting his grumblings. “King Black has been keeping a rather low profile since Rhys was attacked.” Now that I thought of it, I hadn’t seen the vampire king or any of his guards in days. “Does King Black know the truth, do you think? Does he already know that a group of vampires attacked Rhys? That it wasn’t Jenny? Do you think he’s just pretending to accept it as an explanation as he waits us out?”

      “You are asking me, I believe, whether or not King Black is playing a game with us.”

      “Yes. That’s what I’m wondering.”

      “I don’t know, Missus.” Duncan looked around and moved closer to me. He was careful to keep his voice low. “I also don’t know what, if any, involvement he may have had with the vampire attacks, but I have my suspicions. Rhys will have my head if he finds out I’ve been talking to you about this. Now don’t say another word—there are Northern guards up ahead.”

      I obediently shut my mouth, but my mind swirled. The whole situation was too tangential for me to sort at the moment. I would think it through later when I could pace alone in the safety of my room. But I couldn’t say anything about my fears to Eve. And I couldn’t confide in Blake… Could I?

      I’d been looking forward to visiting my friends, but my heart turned heavy as we left the forest behind us and trudged across the lush grounds of the North. The rain made the lawn soggy, and my boots squished in the thick grass. I saw Blake through the windows of the castle. She waved to me, but I thought I saw a flash of a frown cross my pretty friend’s face.

      She threw open the door. “Tamara.” Any evidence of the frown had vanished. “I’m so glad to see you!” She kissed both my cheeks and pulled Duncan and me inside. “You’ll catch pneumonia out there on a day like this!”

      We stood, smiling at each other, as Duncan and I dripped puddles into the entryway. Blake continued to smile, but she stood directly in the center of the foyer, blocking our entry inside the castle. I peered around her. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes, of course.” She smiled brightly, her dazzling beauty lighting up the room. “Whatever could be the matter?”

      Duncan and I looked at each other. “Aren’t you going to invite us in?”

      “Ah, yes, silly me. Of course!” She stepped aside smoothly, but I caught a glimmer of something cross her face again. It was gone before I could be sure, but I thought it looked suspiciously like panic. “Eve and Balkyn are in the salon, along with Austin. They’ll be thrilled to see you.”

      “Go ahead, Duncan. I’ll just be a minute with my boots.” Duncan loped forward, and I bent down to undo my buckles. Once I was alone with Blake, I looked up at my friend. “You’re acting funny. Is this about the gnomes? Are you mad because I want Elsa back?”

      Blake surprised me by laughing. “Ha, no. They’ve been inseparable, though. They’ve been side by side every minute. Thank you for letting her stay with me. It means so much. Beast has been in heaven.”

      Once I removed my boots, I faced my friend. She frowned again, her pretty face twisting.

      “Aw, Blake, what’s the matter?” I asked. “You don’t seem at all like yourself.”

      She glanced toward the salon then back at me, her long blond hair swinging. “That’s because I’m not. I’m just worried, you see.” She lowered her voice. “King Black’s been locked in his war room these last few days, and Austin’s very upset. He even called Dallas and asked him to come.”

      Worry threaded through me. “What’s going on?”

      “I… I don’t know for sure. Only that King Black’s gone off about the rebels, and he’s planning something. He won’t include Austin in his meetings. It’s all been very tense.” Blake looked around nervously. “Will you come with me a minute? I don’t want to talk here.”

      I followed her down the hall, curious and filled with dread.
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      Blake pulled me into a small study and locked the door behind us.

      “When did all of this start?” I asked. “When did King Black start isolating himself?”

      “It’s been a few days.”  Blake shook her head. “I’m so sorry we still haven’t been to see Rhys. I feel terrible. But Austin forbade me from leaving the castle.”

      “Why?”

      Her brow furrowed, and she rested her hand on her stomach. “He’s worried about me, and he wants to keep me close. But that’s not the only reason.”

      I suspiciously looked at her hand, which didn’t move from her flat belly. “Why’s he worried about you?”

      “Well, we might have some news.” Blake bit back a smile, and her eyes filled with tears. “I’m not one-hundred-percent sure, but…”

      “Blake!” I very gently but very firmly wrapped my friend in a giant hug. “You’re going to have a baby?”

      “I-I think so.” Her cheeks were crimson as she pulled back and smiled at me. “It’s a bit different for vampires, or so I’m told. It’s in the very, very early stages, and Austin is so overprotective. We’re not supposed to tell anyone yet, okay?” Her gaze turned serious and searched mine. “Only Eve knows. We haven’t even told the king and queen and don’t plan to for several weeks, not until we’re sure. Can you keep it a secret?”

      “You have my word.”

      “Now I must give you my word about something. I’m only telling you this because you’re my dear friend and I’m very worried. Although I’m fully aware that I’m committing treason—”

      I shook my head. “You don’t have to tell me. Your safety’s the most important thing.”

      “My safety’s in jeopardy either way.” Blake took my hand and squeezed it. “Austin does not know for sure, but he’s concerned that his father has gone and made a terrible alliance. That’s the other reason he won’t let me leave the castle. He’s worried that it’s dangerous both here and in the Realm.”

      “What sort of alliance?”

      Blake started to pace. “It can’t be true, of course. But it seems that King Black has gone and done some dealings with the rebels. He’s made a bargain, we think, to save the settlements.”

      I swallowed hard. “And what does Queen Serena say about all of this? I haven’t seen or heard much from her lately.” Queen Serena was an ancient and traditional vampire. Honor and loyalty were of the utmost importance to her. She was very close to her husband and ruled alongside him, often guiding decisions and policy.

      “Haven’t you heard? She’s gone back.” Blake shook her head. “Austin said that she and his father had a disagreement and that she left for the settlements the next morning. It’s quite a big deal, and Austin fears that without her guidance, King Black will continue chasing folly.”

      I took a deep breath. “What exactly do you think he’s up to?”

      Blake was about to answer when there was a hard knock on the door.

      “It’s Eve. Let me in.” Our friend came in and threw up her hands. “Are you having a team meeting without me? How dare you!”

      “Hi. Don’t be mad. We were just catching up.” I pulled her in for a quick hug. When we parted, Eve and Blake exchanged a look. “And don’t do that. Why are you doing that?”

      Eve’s eyes glowed as she looked at Blake. “Did you tell her?”

      Blake looked confused. “Which thing?”

      “About…you know.” Eve chucked her chin in Blake’s direction, and Blake grinned.

      “Of course I told her. You’re my best friends.”

      Eve put her hands on her hips. “What else have you shared?”

      “Um… I might’ve mentioned something about the king.”

      “Good. She should know the truth, but it’s not my position to speak out of turn. Only a princess, one who’s carrying the royal bloodline, has the right to do that.” Eve turned to me. “She told you our suspicions about the king, and I have something to add. I’ve been doing some investigating of my own.”

      “Do you think this is the best time?” Blake asked. “Tamara’s about to finish the contest.”

      Eve’s eyes blazed brighter. “That makes it the perfect time.”

      I looked from one of them to the other. “What on earth are you two talking about?”

      “I tracked a group of vampires out in the forest,” Eve said. “They’ve been back and forth several times, hiding out in the far reaches of the Realm’s firs.”

      I nodded.

      “You knew about this, did you?”

      I bit my lip but didn’t answer her. I’d sworn an oath to Rhys, and I had to honor it.

      “So this was the secret you were keeping for your wolf. I see.” Eve nodded and paced the room. “These vampires are the ones that attacked him, of that I’m sure. From what I could tell of their scents, they are much older than that vampire girl you’ve taken prisoner, the newly turned one. It would make sense that older vampires would have the self-control and focus to repeatedly drink from a vile-smelling werewolf. And the fact that it was a group also makes sense. One vampire alone could not have drunk that much werewolf blood without becoming violently ill.”

      I exhaled shakily. “Okay, you’ve pieced it together. I am not violating any pacts by telling you that you’re correct. But what’s next? How does this all fit together? What can we do?”

      Eve and Blake looked at each other again. I was about to scold them when Blake asked, “Has Rhys spoken to you about these vampires?”

      I took a deep breath. “Not recently, but he told me what happened when he was attacked.”

      “Did he tell you he’s been meeting with them?” Eve asked.

      “What?” Confused, I shook my head. “What do you mean?”

      “I tracked their scent again first thing this morning,” Eve said. “From what I can tell, they met with Rhys and one of the other wolves when they were in werewolf form. There was no sign of a struggle. I found something similar a few days ago, but I didn’t know what to make of it until Blake here shared her theory about what was going on with King Black.”

      Blake spoke softly. “We believe he’s been working with the rebels, perhaps in an attempt to help them overtake the Realm.”

      I let out a deep breath. “That’s what Rhys thinks, too.”

      Blake hesitated then asked, “Has Rhys told you that he’s working with these vampires to double-cross the king?”

      “N-No.” I shook my head. Was that what Rhys had been doing out in the woods? Was he meeting with the vampires in an attempt to trick King Black? “I think he would’ve told me if that was his plan. At least I hope he would’ve told me.”

      “I don’t know whether the werewolf would share such sensitive information with you.” Eve jutted her chin as she gave me a long look. “What I do know is that it seems we are about to be at war with each other—the Realm and the North—and no one wants it.”

      I sank down into a nearby chair. “I can’t believe it’s true. The coronation, the show—King Black’s imprimatur has been on all of it. He gave Rhys the kingdom as a reward for the werewolves’ loyalty. And now he’ll steal it out from under them and spill their blood?” I shook my head. “Is King Black really so desperate? If he strikes against the pack, he’ll be undoing an alliance that’s lasted hundreds of years.”

      “I don’t think he expected that this new show would incite the rebels the way that it has. They’re very upset, you see,” Blake said. “They view the supernaturals as getting special treatment, as taking over the world. They’ve sent death threats to the king and queen, vowing to destroy them for giving a kingdom to werewolves when the human rebels feel they’ve been evicted from their own lands. They’ll never give up—that’s what Austin says.”

      “King Black’s tired of fighting them off all the time. He’s gone soft if you ask me.” Eve’s nostrils flared. “So he’s decided to make a sacrifice. And it’s not himself, of course. It’s the wolves.”

      “So it’s true, then.” I stared at the floor. “He sent these rogue vampires to help the rebel cause, and they attacked Rhys. He sent them as a warning. But why would he warn the wolves and not just take them by surprise? That doesn’t make sense.”

      Eve stepped forward. “I thought about that, too, and I have a theory. I don’t think King Black has been ready to commit fully to an alliance with the rebels for a number of reasons, not the least of which is the fact that he has no support from his family for such a move. I think he’s playing the fence. If he scares the wolves, maybe he gains the upper hand with them, reinvigorates his ultimate leadership. All the while, he’s stringing the rebels along and making them think they might have a chance at a new kingdom.”

      “But what’s with this talk of double-crossing?” I asked. “Rhys hasn’t said one word about negotiating with the vampires. How on earth could he expect to win them over? What sort of deal could he make with them that would cause them to part ways with King Black?”

      Eve’s jaw became taut. “We’re not sure, but perhaps he’s made them promises he can’t keep. But I don’t know for certain.”

      I frowned. “He doesn’t have anything to give them. Only his kingdom…”

      Blake raised her chin. “And perhaps mine.”

      “He wouldn’t do that, Blake. He’s loyal to Austin—they’re like brothers.”

      She nodded. “In my heart, I believe that. But he must’ve offered them something. There’s got to be a reason they didn’t drain him dry. I just don’t know what it is.”

      I jumped to my feet. “I should go and speak with him.”

      Blake looked at me imploringly. “That’s not a good idea, Tamara. If it gets back to King Black that I’ve shared my fears with you, it could be dangerous for my family.”

      “Blake, I promise you, as I live and breathe, I will keep your confidence completely.” I bowed to her. “To be honest, the things you’re telling me were what Rhys has expected anyway—he doesn’t need to know that you’ve confirmed our fears. But I must speak with him about what he’s doing, negotiating with these vampires.” For some reason, I felt as though I might burst into tears.

      “I can tell you’re troubled by this,” Blake said. “Can you say why?”

      I took a deep breath. “It’s the end of the contest. In two days’ time, Rhys could propose to me.”

      “Isn’t that what you want?” Blake asked.

      “Yes, of course it is.” I went to the window and looked outside at the steady rain.

      “Well, go on,” Eve said. “Don’t sit there and blubber—tell us what’s going on.”

      “I’m not blubbering.” I frowned at the rain. “But if I’m to be married to him, I don’t want him keeping secrets from me.”

      “That’s fair,” Blake said gently, “but this is pretty dangerous information.”

      “True, but he’s ordered me out of some of his other business because he doesn’t want me involved. He said he wants to keep me safe, but it feels like he’s shutting me out.”

      “I’m sure he does want to keep you safe.” Blake had the annoying habit of always seeing the best in people. “These maneuverings are dangerous, and I’m sure he wants you shielded from as much of it as possible. That’s not a bad thing. That’s because he cares about you.”

      “Yes, but”—I turned back to my friends—“I’ve made it very clear that if I am to accept a proposal from him, it’s because I want to be his partner, not his plaything. If I’m to be queen, I intend to rule at his side.”

      “That’s fair.” Eve nodded. “You’re a skilled politician, and you’ve much more experience in standard government than Rhys has. He’d be lucky to have you.”

      “I know. And he has shown deference to my opinion on several occasions, which I appreciate. But now that things are becoming more intense, he has chosen to keep things a secret from me, like these meetings with the vampires. A person shows their true colors in times of trouble.”

      “You should give him a chance to explain himself,” Blake said gently.

      “I will—I owe him that much, and vice versa. I should go and see him now. Thank you both. It’s good to talk it through.” I went and hugged Blake then Eve. “I should be getting back. We must meet again soon. And Blake, I’m so thrilled for you.”

      Unsure of what lay ahead on many fronts, I left the comfort of my friends.
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      “Elsa, there’s a good girl. I forgot my tote, so I’ll have to carry you.” I went to pick the gnome up, but she whined and rolled away from me.

      Duncan stood in the entryway, arms crossed against his chest. “I guess she didn’t miss you as much as you missed her.” He looked unimpressed as Elsa trembled when I went closer to her.

      “There you go, good girl. Mommy missed you so much.” But every time I took a step forward, she rolled farther away.

      “We don’t have time for you two to keep playing with each other.” Duncan crouched down and faced Elsa. “Come here, you bag of fur. We’re going home. Give me any more trouble, and I’ll make an ottoman out of you.”

      “Duncan. Do not speak to her like that!”

      Beast whizzed around the corner and, upon seeing Elsa, went right to her side. Elsa trembled while Beast spoke in singsong gibberish to her. I didn’t speak gnome, but it sounded as though he was comforting her.

      “That’s a good boy, Beast. You’re the best friend a girl gnome could ask for.”

      “Best friend? Have you gone mad, Missus?” Duncan looked at me as if I had three heads. “Those gnomes aren’t friends—they’re in love. Why do you think she’s crying like that? She doesn’t want to leave her mate.”

      “What?” First, I gaped at Duncan, then I gaped at Elsa and Beast, who were cowering together. “Is it true?”

      In answer, they blinked up at me with their big eyes.

      “Well then. This…changes things, I suppose.” I rose. “I wish you would’ve shared this with me, but I suppose we have a bit of a language barrier… Elsa, if you would like to stay here with Beast for now, you have Mommy’s permission. I understand how you feel.”

      Duncan rolled his eyes.

      “Mommy will ask Blake if we can share custody—one week at the Northern castle, one week at the Realm. Would that be agreeable to you two?”

      Elsa whined and rolled up to me, her tongue lolling, and Beast followed suit. I crouched back down before them. “I’m not angry, not at all. I’m happy for you. You two should enjoy your time together—it’s not natural to be apart. I’ll miss you, of course. But remember, I’m just a roll through the forest. Okay?”

      I scratched both of their heads and stood to go. Elsa whined again, but I shushed her. “Really, I’m fine. I’ll be busy with the contest these next few days anyway. Mommy will come back to see you soon!” Without looking at Duncan, I pulled on my cloak and headed outside.

      I was grateful for the rain. It would mask the tears on my cheeks.

      Duncan strode down the steps and immediately started across the grounds toward the forest. “You can’t possibly be sniveling about those two. All they’re fit for is punting.”

      “Duncan, please.” I felt emotionally drained; I was worried about Rhys, a brewing war, and leaving my precious gnomes behind. “I didn’t know, is all. I didn’t know they couldn’t bear to be away from each other because they’re in love. I feel terrible that I kept them apart.”

      Duncan shrugged, his expression softening as we moved through the trees. “You can’t beat yourself up for it. It’s not as if anyone had prepared a Gnome Dating Institute for you.”

      “Ha. I suppose not.” But my spirits only lifted for a moment. “Do you think you could bring me to the king? I need to speak with him.”

      Duncan watched me warily. “About…”

      “About something private—it’s between me and him.” I wasn’t even sure what I was going to say to Rhys or how I was going to say it. I only knew I had to see him.

      “Well then.” He tipped his head. “I’ll learn from your good example: far be it from me to stand in the way of true love. I’ll bring you to him directly.”
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t bother to change out of my soaking clothes once we returned to the castle. Instead, I had Duncan immediately bring me to the library where Rhys was meeting with some of his advisors.

      The werewolf king did a double take as Duncan led me inside. I wasn’t sure if it was my sudden presence in his meeting or if it was because of my soggy appearance.

      “Lady Layne?” Rhys rose to his feet. “Is everything all right?”

      I smoothed the damp hair back from my face. “May we have a word, Your Highness?”

      “Yes, of course.” He nodded at the group of advisors at the table. “Give me a moment, please.”

      They filed out, along with Duncan, leaving the two of us alone. Rhys came closer and helped me out of my soaking cloak. “Why were you out in this weather?” He peered at my face. “And what’s the matter?”

      “I went to fetch Elsa, but it appears that she and Beast are in love. Did you know that? Did you know that gnomes fell in love?”

      He arched an eyebrow. “I know they are mammals and that they propagate. I did not know they had particular attachments.”

      “Well, they do.”

      He hung my coat in the corner and eyed me warily. “Why do I feel as though there’s some sort of accusation behind this?”

      “Let me ask you this: do you think Elsa and Beast consult with each other about things?”

      “I think they follow each other into the gardens and get dizzy whizzing about together. Is that what you mean?”

      “No, it is not.” I plopped down into a leather chair, plastering my wet trousers uncomfortably against me. “Relationships are quite a bit more than that, Your Highness. I thought you were aware of their complexities, but perhaps I was mistaken. At the moment, all I know for sure is that you’re a mammal and that you propagate.”

      “What have I done wrong? Why are you saying these things to me?”

      I raised my eyes to his face. “Did you meet with the vampires who attacked you, Your Highness?”

      Rhys’s eyes widened for a moment, but he quickly composed himself. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, my lady.”

      “I believe you do, so I’ll give you another chance to answer.” I asked my question again, slowly and carefully. “Did you meet with the vampires who attacked you?”

      “Of course I met with them. How else do you think they made a pincushion out of me?” He sat down across from me.

      “I mean have you met with them again? Out in the woods, in secret? Without telling me about it?”

      The smile slid from his face, and his back stiffened. “Who have you been talking to this morning, my lady? Duncan? No, he wouldn’t dare.” He was quiet for a moment, staring off into space, seemingly lost in his thoughts. He suddenly jerked his head toward me. “One of your Northern friends—is that who filled your head about this?”

      “Absolutely not. I saw you, my lord. I saw you in wolf form, heading out into the woods.”

      Rhys gave me a pointed look. “That doesn’t explain how you heard about my meeting, and you know it.”

      “So you did have a meeting.”

      He hopped to his feet. “I didn’t say that!”

      “Yes, you did.” It didn’t make me feel any better that I’d caught him in a lie.

      “Tamara.” He raked his hands through his hair, loosening tendrils from his neat bun. “I cannot tell you about these dealings. I won’t involve you. I can’t—I love you too much to risk you. I don’t know how you heard about it, but if word’s gotten out, this is terrible news indeed.”

      “Word hasn’t gotten out.” I stood and faced him. “Duncan told me you’d detected vampire tracks in the woods. I put the rest together myself.”

      “That doesn’t follow; there’s too many missing pieces.” He locked eyes with me. “Someone must’ve said something to you. I must know who at once—we could be in terrible danger.”

      I opened my mouth and closed it. I’d talked myself into a corner, and there was no way to proceed without implicating my friends. “Let’s just say that a little bird told me something.”

      His expression was stormy as he waited for me to go on.

      “This bird found your scent—twice—comingled with the scent of the rogue vampires. No one knows about it but me, Your Highness.”

      “Your little bird knows, and anyone else she’s taken into her confidence.”

      I shook my head. “She won’t tell anyone, Your Highness. Your secret is safe for now. But I must ask—why are you keeping such a thing from me?”

      “Because it’s a matter of security, Tamara. It’s dangerous. Deadly, even.” He lowered his voice. “I asked the vampire traitors to become traitors yet again, to betray their own king. This is not the sort of thing I would ever involve you with. No, my lady. I will protect you at all costs, always. How could I put you at such risk?”

      “How could you hide the fact that you were taking such a risk?” I wrung my hands together. “What if something happened to you out in the woods while you were bargaining with them? They’ve already attacked you once—who’s to say they wouldn’t do it again?”

      His expression briefly softened. “I am here, my lady, standing right in front of you. Worrying about what hasn’t happened is useless if you ask me.”

      “But it’s not useless.” I stepped closer. “What if you’d been hurt out there? What would happen to the rest of us? When it was time to plan our next move, I wouldn’t know which way to turn because you’ve been making deals I know nothing about.”

      His gaze turned dark. “I understand, but I can’t apologize for protecting you. I’ll do so until my last breath.”

      “I have told you that you have my loyalty,” I said. “But how can I give it to you unconditionally if I don’t even know what you’re planning?”

      But the werewolf didn’t appear to be listening to me anymore. He stared blankly across the room, his expression grim.

      “Rhys? Did you hear me?”

      “I’m afraid we can’t talk about this further. No, if this news has gotten out… This is quite a blow.” He shook his head. “My hand has been forced. I am going to have to do something, and it must be done quickly.” Without another word, the werewolf king stormed from the library.

      There was nothing I could do but chase after him.
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      I flew out the door after him. “Rhys, wait!”

      “I can’t, Tamara.”

      He didn’t say another word as he marched down one hall and then another. I followed as closely as I could. We flew past Maya on the way, and she gaped at me. I must have been quite a sight with my wet hair and soaked trousers as I took off in hot pursuit of the werewolf king. I ran past her, not even pausing to give the wench a side-eye.

      When Rhys reached Duncan and several of his other advisors, he turned and looked back at me. “Please leave us, Lady Layne.”

      “You need to talk to me, Your Highness. I am not some gnat to be brushed off!”

      He held up a finger to me as if I were a child about to be punished. “Duncan, please see Lady Layne to her chambers. The rest of you, I have an urgent errand. We have a problem that must be dealt with directly.”

      Duncan gave a low whistle as he took me by the arm and led me up the stairs, away from Rhys and the others. “That was quick. Your clothes haven’t even dried yet, and yet you’ve managed to get yourself into quite a mess, Missus.”

      “I have not.” I glanced back over my shoulder, taking one last look at Rhys talking to his men. “What’s the errand he’s having them do? What’s going on?”

      “Well, I don’t know now, do I? I’m too busy taking the soggy heiress to her room for a time-out.”

      I wrenched my arm free and didn’t say another word until he deposited me at my room. Once inside, I stripped off my clothes and took a hot bath. I scrubbed my skin, vigorously washed my hair, and fumed about how I was being completely left in the dark. We were either going to have a final ceremony culminating in a proposal, or we were going to have a war.

      And there I was, stuck in the bath.
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        * * *

      

      After I dried my hair, I got dressed and went down for lunch. The day had already seemed one-thousand hours long. The façade of the contest would continue, but my thoughts were a million miles away.

      My inner politician forced me into action. There were details to attend to, roles to play. I wasn’t even sure if Dae was still in the contest, but I needed to make sure she was okay. I should also see Joely before her overnight date and wish her luck—it was the decent thing to do. Then there was Mira to consider. She’d worked so hard on the show, and she’d done so many things to help me both in front of the camera and behind the scenes. I should attempt to finish the contest with grace and dignity for her sake if nothing else.

      There was so little time left, but I dreaded it. The reality show seemed superfluous to me now, designed to make me endure frivolities and pageantry while I fretted about real-world consequences.

      Giuliana had left out a deep-purple gown. I chose emerald teardrop earrings to complete the look. I might have felt like hell, but perhaps I could be somewhat cheered by my reflection. Still, I found no solace as I finished my makeup and fluffed my hair. All I wanted was Rhys. I was desperate to know what he’d planned, and whether or not he was in danger.

      I headed down to the kitchen, unsure of the state of the contest. I found Dae and Joely at the kitchen table. To my surprise, they were laughing and chatting. Dae had an enormous ice cream sundae in front of her, while Joely had an untouched salad.

      “Ah, there you are.” Dae stood and hugged me. “I was worried I wasn’t going to get to say goodbye.”

      “Oh, Dae. Please tell me you’re not leaving just yet.”

      “Ugh, now you sound like Mira.” She arched an eyebrow as she plopped back down in her seat. “Come now, no time to be dour. Let’s play a game. Guess our moods based on our plates.”

      “Ha!” I pointed at Dae’s. “Yours is easy: despair, coupled with relief that you’re quitting the show and don’t have to worry about what you eat anymore. Not that you ever needed to worry, of course.”

      Dae laughed. “Ding ding ding!” In contrast to her demeanor on the previous night’s show, she seemed relaxed and happy.

      I pointed at Joely’s plate as she forked a crouton then set it back down untouched. “My dear Joely, you’re nervous as all get out and wondering what’s going to happen on your date. You’re also being careful of not overeating so that you can share a meal with His Highness and be good company. Am I right?”

      Joely laughed and clapped her hands. “You’re the winner, Tamara!”

      “Okay, now guess my mood.” I heaped my plate with a grilled cheese made on thick slices of homemade bread. I added chips then grabbed another plate and filled it with a chocolate biscuit and a vanilla-frosted cupcake.

      Dae laughed. “PMS?”

      “No, but close.” I took a bite of the grilled cheese, which was luscious. “Just a gold-old case of stress. We’re so close to the end…” I wanted to tell them the whole truth, but it would only put them in danger. I turned to Dae, hoping to change the subject. “Are you feeling all right after last night?”

      She nodded. “You know, it’s a bit of a relief, knowing the truth. If he doesn’t love me, I’d rather know now. Of course, I’ve guessed he felt that way for a while. But it feels better to have it out in the open. It’s like they say: ‘the truth shall set you free.’”

      Joely put down her fork. Her coloring had turned a bit green. “I don’t know why I’m even bothering to go on this blasted date. If the king’s already chosen Tamara, tonight will only be an exercise in futility. An embarrassing one at that.”

      “The king hasn’t chosen me, Jo. The contest isn’t over—not yet. Dae drew her line in the sand. She told the king she loved him, and when he didn’t say it back, she was done. You’re a different story. You don’t know how he feels about you.”

      Dae patted Joely’s hand. “You have a much stronger connection to the king than I do. You two are very close. If you truly want to be queen, don’t give up yet. You don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      “It’s true.” I smiled at my auburn-haired friend. “And as awkward as it is—and it is awkward, for we both have feelings for the king—I am still somehow rooting for you.”

      Joely tilted her chin at me. “I’m rooting for you, too, but not to win.”

      “Ha! I didn’t say I wanted you to win. I merely want you to be happy and to look good.”

      The three of us chuckled and continued chatting until Mira came in, her face pale and pinched. “Good afternoon, ladies.” She forced a smile at Joely and me then turned up her nose at Dae. “Lady Phillips, I’m surprised to see you—I thought you’d have already packed your bags and fled. I would’ve thought that since you showed so little respect for the contest last night, the lockdown would be of no consequence to you, either.”

      Dae put down her spoon and groaned. “Aw, bloody hell, Mira. Please don’t keep holding a grudge against me.”

      “I’m not.” Mira surprised me by going to the counter, pouring herself a large glass of wine, and holding it up. “Cheers, ladies. To the end of the show and the end of my career.”

      Dae’s shoulders slumped. “I told you I’d retape it if you want me to. I’ll climb up into the blasted tree house and make eyes at His Highness then be a doormat for him. I told you I’d do it, and I would. So don’t be so dramatic!”

      “Joely’s ready for her date tonight,” I said, hoping to cheer the sour expression off Mira’s face. “And you know Rhys and Joely always have incredible chemistry on-screen. Don’t say the show’s over just yet. You know the rule: it’s not over ’til it’s over.”

      “I actually think the fans will appreciate the king’s honesty during Dae’s date,” Joely said earnestly. “That episode was riveting—it was so intense. I was entranced by it. At least I was after they turned Maya’s commentary off. It was terrible, Mira. She’s so vicious.”

      Mira waved her hand. “Don’t worry about her. From what His Highness has said, her commentary won’t be an issue for the broadcast.”

      “What does that mean?” Joely asked.

      Mira shrugged her bony shoulders. “I think he’ll have her edited out. The whole production staff complained to him about her performance last night. They said all she did was whine and talk herself up. The king’s not impressed by her so far, not at all.”

      “Is that so?” Maya stepped into the kitchen from the bottom of the stairwell, where she’d obviously been eavesdropping. “If that’s the truth, it’s the first I’m hearing of it.”

      Mira cursed under her breath. “I’m sorry, Maya. That wasn’t meant for your ears.”

      Maya wore a fancy one-shouldered seaweed-green gown and a deep, wicked scowl. “That’s obvious.”

      Joely and Dae attempted to smile at Maya, but I didn’t bother. “Maya, be reasonable. I’m sorry about what you overheard, but think about it. Maybe if you weren’t so cruel with your commentary, the crew and the king would have a different opinion of it. But all you did was say negative things. It was quite toxic, actually.”

      “Oh was it toxic, actually?” Maya put her hands on her hips. “How about when I saw you chasing His Highness all around the castle this morning? Was that toxic? He couldn’t get away from you fast enough.”

      Mira and the others looked at me, and I shrugged. “I had to ask him a question, but he was rather busy.”

      “You’re not supposed to be talking to him off camera,” Mira reminded me.

      I smiled brightly. “Then I didn’t break the rules. There was no talking, as he didn’t have time for a word to me.” I turned back to Maya. “Enough deflecting. You were given a second chance, but all you’re doing is squandering it.”

      A mean smile twisted her pretty face. “You’re high and mighty now, but we’ll see what happens at the end of the contest. Joely’s the better woman, superior to you in every way. You pass judgment, but your time is coming. Mark my words, heiress—every dog has its day. So enjoy it while it lasts; I expect that yours is just about over.” With an exaggerated toss of her hair, she left us.

      “Well, that went well. Don’t you think?” Dae asked.

      We all laughed, but a little voice in my head worried that Maya heard us laughing, too. She was no friend of mine, but I didn’t want to make her feel even worse.

      “Excuse me for a moment. I’ll be back.” I had mixed feelings about it, but I went in search of the former contestant. I knew what Maya was capable of when she felt bitter.

      It was best to get to her, and to try and make peace, while the getting was still good.
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      I searched the entire first floor of the castle, but there was no sign of Maya or her seaweed-green gown. I wasn’t sure where she’d disappeared to so quickly, but it left me with an uneasy feeling.

      My unease deepened when I heard voices coming from the eastern hall.

      “Please, tell me where we’re going!” cried a female voice.

      “It’s no concern of yours.” I recognized Duncan’s voice at once. “Just keep your mouth shut and move it, vampire.”

      He must be with Jenny. I stole down the hall toward the sound of their voices, but they turned a corner before I reached them. I stood still, listening, until I heard the echoes of their footsteps down the hall to my right. I hustled after them and was about to call out to Duncan when I heard Rhys say, “Bring her to the others. They’ve prepared the barn. She’ll be kept there until sentencing.”

      “Wh-What sentencing?” Jenny asked. “I haven’t done anything wrong. I thought you were going to let me go!”

      “Our plans have changed, I’m afraid.” Rhys didn’t sound happy about it. “It’s out of my control.”

      I rounded the corner and found myself in a wing I’d never visited before. At the end of the hall was a glass door that led to the castle’s rear grounds. Rhys and the others were at the end of it, and I ran toward them. “Rhys! Where are you taking her? What’s going on?”

      The werewolf king didn’t answer me. Instead, he said, “Duncan, please take the prisoner out now.”

      Duncan didn’t look at me as he hustled Jenny away, but she turned back. Her eyes were large, and her mouth was twisted. All the color had drained from her face.

      I waved my arms. “Jenny!”

      She gave me one last terrified look as Duncan threw open the door and took her outside.

      “I’ll come and find you. I promise,” I called after her.

      Rhys stepped in front of me, blocking the exit. “That’s not a promise you can make, my lady.”

      “I beg your pardon, but it absolutely is.”

      “I told you before, I don’t want you involved in the matter. It’s not safe.” His expression was dark, and his voice had an edge to it.

      “And I told you that I don’t take kindly to sitting on the sidelines.” I drew myself up to my full height. “Now please tell me what’s going on. What’re you doing with Jenny? What sentencing were you talking about? What’s she got to do with all this? I don’t understand. I can’t make you out.”

      “That’s because I wasn’t talking to you.”

      “Rhys.” I reached out and grabbed his hand, but it was cold beneath mine. “Please help me understand. Tell me what’s going on!”

      “I need you to trust me, Tamara,” he said. “Can you do that?”

      “Not unless you tell me what’s happening. We just had this discussion, Your Highness. I cannot agree to things when I don’t know what I’m agreeing to.”

      He sighed. “I’m making an example of the vampire. She’ll be sentenced in a public hearing tomorrow morning for attacking me. I’d deal with it right now, but I have to go on that blasted overnight date. The show must go on and all.” His laugh sounded hollow.

      “Rhys, no.” I shook my head. “You can’t punish her for a crime she didn’t commit.”

      He raised his gaze to meet mine. “In order to protect my kingdom and my people, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

      I looked around, making completely certain the hallway was empty. “Do you think King Black will be fooled by such a mock trial?”

      “I don’t know, Tamara. But I bloody hope so. The clock is about to run out on me. There’s no other viable move I can make at the moment.”

      “I disagree, Your Highness. You have not thought it through.”

      “Oh, really?” He arched an eyebrow. “Tell me how I can navigate the circumstances that ensnare me now and threaten to squeeze me—and those I love—in a stranglehold. I assure you I am out of options, my lady.”

      “But how do you expect this to help?” I cried.

      “If King Black believes that I am at least making an effort to keep the peace, it will buy us some time. If I’m sticking to my story—that Jenny was the one who attacked me—it follows that I’m not making the truth public.”

      “The truth about the king, you mean.”

      He nodded. “And a dangerous truth it is—that King Black organized a small band of vampires against me, to show the rebels they have his sympathy. Because if they take the Realm, they might be satisfied enough to leave the settlements alone.”

      King Black’s offer could be attractive to the rebels. The Black Guard continued to easily beat back the human rebels. The vampires had taken the settlements and had continued to win every subsequent battle. But years of war had taken its toll even on the supernaturals. The continued attacks by the rebels might only be a nuisance, but it was still a nuisance that drained resources and lent to the air of instability in the settlements. King Black wanted to rule free and clear. The rebels were a lingering reminder that the settlements had fought to keep the vampires out, and that fear and mistrust still sat heavy in the hearts of many of the humans.

      The muscle in Rhys’s jaw was taut. He stared straight ahead as he said, “I must make a sacrifice on King Black’s altar. If I don’t and if he hears about these meetings with the rogue vampires, I’m afraid he’s going to start a war that I’ll have to finish. And although I have no problem taking on the king if he comes for what’s mine, I can’t fight Austin. I can’t fight Dallas. I can’t fight my brothers and sisters who are aligned against me merely because they are vampires and I’m a werewolf.”

      Gone was the cocky werewolf who had lain in my bed, vowing to battle King Black. “I thought I would be ready to fight him, but now that war is on my doorstep…” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “This is a fresh start for my pack. We’ve waited for so long to have lands of our own. To spill blood on them so soon seems heresy. I should be triumphant—I’m about to choose my bride and start my true life as king. I do not wish to put my men, after all their struggle and loyalty, at such risk. And I can’t do that to you, Tamara. I won’t.”

      “Okay then—I agree with you. Significant time and thought must be put into executing any strike against King Black, with careful attention paid to keeping your men safe.” I took his hands and looked him in the eye. “But you don’t have to do this with Jenny, not right now. We still have the contest going. King Black won’t attack us while the show’s being aired. He wants everything to appear perfect to his citizens, no hint of trouble or war. You know that.”

      “He already had the rogue vampires ambush me. The rebels may have pressed him to act.” His shoulders sagged. “And now, the fact that others know I’ve met with these vampires changes everything. Such news is like a virus. Sometimes it travels unexpectedly, no matter what precautions you take. If the king hears of it, he will shoot me full of silver. Compared to treason, the show doesn’t matter. He would find a way to spin my assassination for the cameras, making himself out to be the protector of the Realm and settlements and every other blasted thing.”

      “But still—sentencing Jenny and carrying out that sentence will not save us.” They would stake her, for certain, and it might very well be in vain.

      “It won’t save us, but it will buy us some time. I promise I won’t do anything I don’t have to do. Again, my lady, I ask for your trust.”

      “And again, I ask you to listen to me!”

      His eyes flashed. “I am. I have.”

      “I can’t have you making all these decisions—important ones about people’s lives—without me.” I stared up at him. “I implore you to take my counsel. I thought you knew who I was: someone who doesn’t shy away from hard things. But you continue to hide them from me.”

      “I continue to shield you from them.”

      “That’s semantics, Your Highness.”

      “I don’t know what that word means, my lady. I only know that I have made my decision and you continue to doubt me—and that your doubts wound me.” A wounded look crossed his face, but it was gone so quickly, I might’ve imagined it. “You can’t control everything, Tamara.”

      “Why not? I’m excellent at it. Sitting on the sidelines has never been my thing, my lord.”

      “But sometimes you must sit it out,” Rhys said. “And that’s when it’s imperative to trust your teammates to finish strong. Now if you will excuse me, I must go. I have to prepare for my final date.”

      “Of course.” But as my anger drained away, I became cold. I shivered as he left me alone in the hallway. The echo of his footsteps was my only company besides my swirling thoughts. I knew I’d made him upset. I wondered if he understood that he’d done the same to me.

      “Tamara, darling, there you are.” Mira Kinney clicked down the hall toward me. “I’ve been looking everywhere. Did you find Maya?”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Hmm, I could’ve sworn I caught her scent around here. Too bad I didn’t catch it in the kitchen before I opened my big mouth.” Mira peered around, as if to look for Maya, but then waved her hand. “She’s a slippery little thing, isn’t she? In any event, we need to get you to hair and makeup. We’re going to start the date early. Everyone seems anxious and ready to go. Dae has agreed to be taped this afternoon, too, so we’ll do an interview with each of you. How does that sound? Tamara, are you listening to me?”

      “Huh? Oh, yes, of course. Hair and makeup—I’m ready. I can’t believe it’s so close to the end.” I felt jittery as I followed her down the hall.

      “Ah, my dear, neither can I.” Mira linked her arm through mine. “But the sooner, the better. There’s trouble afoot—lots of it. We need to finish the contest so that we can deal with the real world, even though I vastly prefer my pretty television show.”

      I took a deep breath and tried to calm my swirling thoughts. “I’m worried, Mira. I’m worried about the Realm.”

      She nodded. “I am as well. But Rhys is a strong leader, and an even stronger werewolf. He won’t let his new kingdom go without a fight.”

      My heart sank. “That’s exactly what I’m worried about.”

      She squeezed my arm. “Me too, darling, me too.”
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      Mira marched me down the hall, intent on getting her footage. I would have to go and see about Jenny later. The only comfort I had was that Rhys, too, was otherwise occupied. Nothing could happen to the vampire girl while he was busy having his last date with Joely. That meant I had until the morning.

      As we headed toward the salon, I caught glimpses of the outside world through the windows. The rain had blown out, but gusts of wind howled in the early winter sky. I wondered what Rhys was thinking. Your doubts wound me. I’d gone and done it—I’d argued with him, and now… Well, now he had an overnight date with Joely.

      On top of that, Jenny was being prepared for sentencing. I again felt like a helpless spectator. I tried to push all my troubles from my thoughts as Mira Kinney left me with Dae to endure another round of hair and makeup. Although worry bubbled in my chest, I still found comfort sitting next to my friend as the estheticians went to work on us. I was glad she’d decided to stay.

      While Dae was getting a fresh manicure, she said, “Mira’s giving me the opportunity to answer questions for the audience, and I think it’s a good idea. They deserve to know the truth—that the king is a good man and that I do care for him deeply. But I’ve told him my feelings. He knows my heart. He just doesn’t feel the same way, and I wasn’t comfortable playing some game.”

      “How do you feel about the way your date ended now?” I asked.

      “I guess I’m relieved, which I wasn’t expecting, and it’s not just because this is one of the last times I’ll have to be plucked and blown-out.” Dae was quiet for a moment, considering her position. “I don’t think he’s the man for me. I wish that he was because not only is he strapping and kind and a king, but because then it would be easy: he was right in front of me. But now that’s no longer an option, and I don’t know what I’ll do next, or who I’ll meet.”

      “I understand.” I nodded. “Your future was within reach. There’s comfort in that.”

      “True, but that’s not enough—not when you’re talking about getting married.” Dae searched my face. “What about your future, Tamara?”

      “I have to wait and see what happens.” I put on a brave smile that masked my anxiety—at least, I hoped it did.

      The estheticians finished their final touches. Mira set us up at a conference table in front of the production crew, and the interview started. I vaguely noted that Maya was nowhere in sight. Perhaps she was off somewhere in her seaweed-colored gown, still fuming.

      I struggled to be attentive during the interview. Ninety-nine percent of the questions were for Dae. I smiled, nodded, and added encouragement when appropriate. But even though I was sitting at the table, smiling for the cameras, my thoughts were miles away. They continued to circle Rhys, wondering what he was doing, what he was thinking, what would happen next…

      Soon enough, the interview ended. Mira left to join Rhys and Joely in the formal dining room to film their date. Dae and I were sent to watch the show from the library. It was still early, but we agreed that wine would be necessary to get through the broadcast. I poured us each a healthy glass. The sun had set, and the last of its brightness waned as we settled in on the couch. The wind grew stronger, rattling the windows.

      The show started. Joely and Rhys were seated in the exquisitely decorated formal dining room, talking over their dinners. The candlelight lit Joely’s creamy skin beautifully, but I couldn’t pay attention to what she was saying. I searched Rhys’s handsome face. He seemed completely at ease, as if nothing had happened that afternoon, as if he weren’t severely worried about what was going to happen to his country. He smiled at Joely as they chatted. I had to give him credit—he’d gotten very good at playing his part for the cameras.

      “Joely looks beautiful, huh?” I asked.

      Dae smiled. “She really does. D’you think she seems nervous, though?”

      “Maybe a little.” I watched for another minute, then something occurred to me. “Hey—Maya’s commentary isn’t on here! I wondered what happened?”

      Dae raised her glass in a toast. “I don’t know, but thank heavens.”

      I was relieved that Maya’s annoying voice wasn’t piped in, ruining every scene, but it made me nervous that she still hadn’t surfaced. “I’m just going to go and check in with Rose about it. Be right back.” I left Dae for a moment and went to inquire about Maya at the production center.

      Rose frowned. “We haven’t seen her today—she never checked in. Perhaps she’s taken ill?”

      “Thanks, Rose.” But I felt troubled as I went back and rejoined Dae. Maya had disappeared soon after she’d overheard us that morning. I didn’t know what she was doing, but I felt certain that she was still angry.

      The show continued. Once again, Rhys brought his date to the luxurious tree house. Our evening there seemed many moons ago, though it had only been a few days. I tried to pay attention as Rhys gave Joely a tour and she oohed and aahed, but my mind kept wandering. I thought about Jenny. As far as I knew, she was out in the barn, locked away. She’d seemed so petrified when I saw her, and I didn’t blame her in the least. She was out in the barn, probably terrified, awaiting her sentencing in the morning…

      “What do you think of the episode so far?” Dae asked me.

      I shrugged. “Joely looks lovely, of course. And His Highness seems taken with her, as always. But I don’t know. Maybe because it’s the third one, but it seems a bit boring.” Onscreen, Rhys and Joely held hands and stared out at the view from the treehouse. I was too worried about everything else to even feel properly jealous, a small blessing.

      An idea struck me. Rhys was busy with his date until morning. Which meant this was the perfect opportunity to go and see about Jenny, to make sure she was at least okay for the moment, with enough nourishment and warmth. I’d promised her that I’d go and find her—I wasn’t keen to go back on my word.

      “I agree,” Dae said, interrupting my reverie. “But maybe it seems dull because there’s no longer the element of surprise. Joely already knew all about the tree house, and everybody knows they’re just going to get to the kissing part soon.”

      She poured us each some more wine, but I yawned. “I’m exhausted.”

      Dae looked at me, brow furrowed. “D’you feel okay?”

      I felt my forehead. “Maybe I’m a little hot. Would you mind terribly if I went to bed? I hate to leave you here to watch this by yourself, but…”

      “I hope you’re not coming down with anything.” Dae arched an eyebrow. “Or is the show too much for you?”

      “Of course I don’t want to see them together.” That was the truth—they looked awfully happy. After my conversation with the werewolf, I feared his easy camaraderie with Joely would seem far preferable to the tension between us. I didn’t want to see Rhys kiss my friend, but that wasn’t my only motivation for sneaking away. The idea of checking on Jenny gripped me, and I knew this might likely be my best chance.

      I put down my wine. “Really, I’m just exhausted. If anyone from the production crew gets upset, just tell them I’m not feeling well and I’ve gone to bed. See you in the morning, okay?”

      I was relieved that neither Roger nor Duncan sprang out of the shadows to accompany me from the room. Without a bodyguard, I could do as I pleased—but I had to act fast. I went and took a heavy cloak from the front closet. Then I drew it closed around me and pulled the hood up so it practically covered my eyes. I didn’t dare go through the kitchen to the grounds. If Nan caught me, I would be sent to my room for sure.

      I snuck out the front door and down the steps. The light was fading, but it wasn’t full darkness yet. I wasn’t sure how many guards patrolled the grounds at the moment, so I moved quickly. I circumvented the gardens and headed for the forest, hoping to avoid detection by staying close to the firs. For a minute, I saw no one and heard nothing except for the wind whipping the trees. But then a werewolf guard stepped out of the forest, scaring me half to death. “Lady Layne, what are you doing out at this hour?”

      “Oh! You frightened me.” I pulled my cloak closer. “Have you seen Elsa, my gnome? I’m afraid she’s gotten out.”

      “I haven’t seen her, my lady, but I can assure you she’ll be fine. Gnomes are used to living outdoors.”

      “I know, but she’s gotten spoiled, I’m afraid. She’s used to sleeping on her bed in the warm castle. She even uses a blanket! Will you help me look for her? I’d be so grateful.”

      The guard nodded. “Of course, my lady. I’m sure you don’t want her out all night in this wind.”

      “Thank you so much. If you could check the gardens for me, I’ll be in your debt. That’s where she likes to hide. As your vision is so much better than mine, I’ve no doubt you’ll find her.”

      I waited until he disappeared into the nearest garden, and then I ran for it. I didn’t have a plan, exactly, and I also didn’t have much time. But I didn’t let that stop me as I sprinted for the barn. That was where Rhys had told Duncan to bring Jenny. I only hoped that she was still there. I hesitated when I reached the door, trying to listen as the wind gusted around me. All I heard was a faint whimper. Someone inside was crying.

      I slid the door open and was momentarily stunned by the sight inside. The barn was typically used for parties and other festivities. In fact, we’d had the Coronation Ball there. But in contrast to the fairy lights and centerpieces that normally filled the space, it was desolate and gloomy. The fireplace was empty and cold. Small candles flickered throughout the room, and it was by their light that I saw the terrible state poor Jenny was in.
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      Jenny was slumped on her feet, suspended in the middle of the room. They’d hung shackles from the rafters, and the restraints must’ve been made from silver. Smoke rose from her wrists. Her mouth was covered with a gag, but she still whimpered beneath it.

      “Oh, Jenny!”

      She jerked her head up, shocked. But at the same time, Duncan stepped out of the shadows, his arms crossed against his chest. “Why am I not surprised to see you here, Missus?”

      “I expect it’s because you’ve gotten to know me a bit.” I went to the prisoner and loosened the gag around her mouth, pulling it down so she could breathe properly.

      “Th-Thank you.” Tears streamed down Jenny’s cheeks. “Please help me. They’re going to stake me in the morning.”

      “I’m not going to let that happen.” I checked the cuffs around her wrists. They cut into her, and through the haze of smoke, I could see her charring flesh. “Take these off of her, Duncan. Please.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      I glared at him. “I am ordering you. You can’t say no unless you want to be accused of treason.”

      Duncan shook his head. “As you’re using your authority as member of the royal court, and my kingdom’s relationship with said court is currently tangential at best, I respectfully disagree.”

      “Duncan, stop using such big words. They don’t suit you.”

      “Fair enough,” Duncan said. His shoulders slumped. “But Missus, I cannot let her go. Her wounds are evidence.”

      “Evidence of what?” I cried. “Your barbarism?”

      “Our intent.” He looked at Jenny then quickly looked away. “Rhys sent a messenger to King Black earlier, letting him know that we would be sentencing Jenny in the morning. King Black immediately dispatched a sentinel to confirm that this was true.”

      I shook my head. “King Black does not seem to have much faith.”

      “That’s exactly the point,” Duncan said. “The messenger seemed satisfied with the prisoner’s appearance, but King Black could send another representative at any time. We have to keep her here. She’s our gesture.”

      “She’s a living thing, not a formality.”

      “Remember what I said about your bleeding heart? It’s going to get you into trouble.” Duncan shook his head. “I don’t like it any more than you do, Missus. This doesn’t sit well with me. But I understand Rhys’s position. Even if I didn’t, he’s my king—I still have to accept it.”

      “Well, I don’t, so give me the keys. I’ll free her myself.” I stepped toward him, but the werewolf stepped back.

      “I told you I can’t. Please don’t put me in this position—”

      “Help! Please, help!” a woman’s voice cried from outside the barn.

      There was pounding on the door, and Duncan moved closer. “Who’s there?”

      “It’s Maya! Let me in before those beasts drag me into the forest!”

      Duncan only opened the door a crack, but Maya pushed all the way in and collapsed onto the floor. Her seaweed-green dress was dirty and torn, and her hair was loose and wild. Duncan locked the door and eyed her warily. “What happened to you? Who’s out there?”

      “Oh, it’s terrible!” she cried. “There’s a band of strange vampires in the woods. I went out for a walk, and they chased me! They’ll come for all of us. I know it. You must stop them before they attack!”

      More pounding erupted on the door. “Duncan, mate, are you in there?” a man’s voice asked. “I’ve lost Lady Layne. She had me looking for her gnome, and now I can’t find either of them.”

      Duncan opened the door, and the soldier I’d tricked minutes before came in. He looked around the room, confused. “There you are, my lady. I was worried about you.” His gaze skittered from Jenny to Maya, who was lying on the floor, crying. “What’s going on?”

      “Have you caught any scents around the perimeter?” Duncan asked.

      “None,” the soldier said.

      “Not the vampires?”

      The guard shook his head. “Not since His Highness went out there yesterday.”

      Duncan jerked his thumb at Maya. “She said they chased her. They could be starting an attack. We need to go and find them—now. Phase with me, Jim.”

      The guard nodded then started shaking violently, already heeding the command.

      “Missus, here.” Duncan tossed me a set of keys as his whole body quivered. “Get yourself and the other ladies inside the castle. Go and find Rhys immediately. Tell him what’s happening.”

      Both Duncan and the other guard shook violently, moving so fast their bodies looked blurry. It seemed to last forever, but then their transformations happened all at once: flesh became fur. Duncan’s tall, lithe human body phased into a shaggy pale wolf. The guard next to him turned into a smaller wolf with russet fur the color of his human hair. They tore out of the room and into the windy night.

      I went to Maya, offered her my hand, and pulled her up from the floor. “Are you all right? Tell me everything that happened. But first we’ve got to get Jenny out of these shackles. She’s in so much pain.”

      “Yes, of course.” Maya winced as she stood. “Oh dear, I’m feeling a bit faint.”

      “Here, let me help you.” I put my arms around her and led her to a chair then gently deposited her there. “Put your head between your knees. That might help.”

      “Thank you.”

      I wouldn’t help her if I were you, said a female voice inside my head.

      I whipped my head at Jenny, but she seemed only semiconscious. “Jenny?”

      Guess again.

      The barn door creaked open a bit further, and five spindly fingers slid through. They drummed on the door, as if waiting for an answer.

      I looked from the hand to Maya. “Maya, what is that? Who followed you here?” My voice came out hoarse. “What did you do?”

      Maya lifted her head from between her knees, and from a closer vantage point, I could see that though her gown and hair were mussed and dirty, her makeup was still intact. Her lashes were thick, heavy with mascara. There was no trace of a tear in sight. She smiled up at me, but it was not a nice smile. “I merely asked for help.”

      I glanced at the door again, at the pale hand. Whoever it belonged to seemed to be waiting. “You made a deal with the devil.”

      “I think it was worth it. I heard you and Rhys talking about the vampires out in the woods, and I wondered if they might be in need of a human. So I made a bargain with them. They agreed to take you off my hands, and I agreed to pay them a handsome sum.” She grinned. “Ah, that’s a phrase I’ve never had the pleasure of saying before: a handsome sum. I imagine it doesn’t grow old, the taste of those words.”

      The arm reached in farther. The spindly fingers were attached to a slender wrist, and then a bare arm with pale skin became visible. No longer waiting, the creature threw the door open and finally stepped inside. I was only certain she was a vampire because of her glowing eyes and because she had most certainly been the one talking inside my head. The creature was thin, almost translucently pale, and bony beneath her gauzy gray robe. Brown curls brushed her hollow cheeks, and a ghastly smile finished her haunting face. She looked more like a devil than a vampire.

      I had to look away. “What do you want?” I asked the creature.

      You are to come with me now. You’ve been gifted to me.

      “And if I refuse?” I was only stalling for time. I knew there was no declining the creature, as it would drag me out into the woods or merely drain me dry right there.

      She laughed out loud, a rattling sound. Then she motioned for me to come, her spindly fingers beckoning me.

      Chills crawled down my spine, and my skin broke out in gooseflesh. I did not want to go with the creature—I was petrified of it. I felt certain that following the vampire would lead me to my end. Rhys. Oh, Rhys… The fact that we’d left things on bad terms seemed folly to me now. I might never see him again.

      Jenny roused in her shackles. “What did you do, Maya?” Her voice was hoarse and weak.

      “Shut up, you little plebe.” Maya shook her head. “One more word, and I’ll wrap a silver chain right around that scrawny neck of yours and pull it tight.”

      The creature still beckoned to me, but I hesitated. “Why are you doing this to me?” I asked Maya.

      “Ah, I knew you’d ask that. I even have a little speech prepared.” Maya sat up straight in her seat. “In theory you helped me out of my jail cell, but you were the reason I was dragged up here in the first place. So I do not owe you anything, Lady Layne.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, even though none of this was fair. “But there’s quite a difference between not owing me anything and sending me off with this devil.” I quickly looked at the creature. “No offense, of course.”

      Maya lifted her nose higher in the air. “I’ve heard that His Highness has already declared himself to you—and that’s not fair, just like this contest hasn’t been fair from the start. Everything was in your favor. You were already part of their little club: you, Princess Blake, Lady Eve. You’re a member of the royal court, and you already had King Black’s ear and attention. Rhys never had a choice in the matter. If he chose any of the rest of us, it would be at his folly. He had to choose you; I never had a fair chance. You don’t deserve a happy ending because you stole mine.”

      I shook my head. “You could look at things that way, or you might consider that you had some role in your own fortune. When Rhys dismissed you, it had nothing to do with me: it had to do with you and how you chose to conduct yourself while you were here. ”

      “Oh, of course—blame the victim. Isn’t that what your kind always does?” Maya scoffed. “But it was fate that I overheard you with His Highness this afternoon. We must both have our justice. I’m so relieved I’ve finally found a way to deliver your judgment. You’re a vampire-lover, loyal to King Black. Now the vamps will have you at the end.”

      “For what good?” I cried.

      Maya’s eyes were bright with conviction. “Once you’ve gone, His Highness will finally be able to see clearly. The spell that your pedigree and position have cast over him will be broken, and he will see things—me—with fresh eyes.”

      “Haven’t you learned anything, Maya?” Jenny wheezed. “You ruined that other girl’s life back home because you wanted her boyfriend. Where’s that bloke at? He left you if I remember correctly. You can’t make people want what they don’t want. If the werewolf loves her, it doesn’t follow that killing her will make him love you. There’s no logic there, only delusions.”

      Maya tilted her head and smiled. “Ah Jenny, even when you’re half-dead you never cease to be a pain. I am going to enjoy watching you char.”

      “She’s got a point, Maya.” I remembered the story Jenny had told me. “Sending me off into the woods to die is quite a bit worse than vandalizing a school. You’ll go to jail for life for this, or worse.”

      Maya’s smile remained intact. “I don’t think that’s going to happen. I’ve taken every precaution to protect my good name, haven’t I, vampire?”

      The creature by the door nodded.

      “But I appreciate the concern.” Maya snapped her fingers. “Please take Lady Layne out of my sight. I might also toss this vampire’s carcass out for you later. I don’t need another lecture from either of them ever again. Your payment is forthcoming, of course.”

      The creature headed toward me, and I said, “I will come with you willingly. But please, you don’t need to harm me or these other women.”

      Maya jumped up as I went to the door. “Do not fall for her tricks,” she told the creature. “She’s a very clever girl. Remember the bargain we made. If you follow your part, you’ll be rewarded, indeed.”

      With gathering dread, I followed the strange vampire out into the dark night. As the wind howled around us, I wondered exactly what sort of bargain Maya had struck.

      Then I wondered if I would even live long enough to find out.
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      I followed the creature out into the wild night. She beckoned for me to walk behind her into the forest, and I obeyed. I had little choice. It was too windy for me to talk or ask her questions, but I half-hoped she would speak inside my head again. I didn’t know where she was taking me or why. Any little hint could be helpful.

      I wracked my brain, trying to think of some way I could either outwit or escape her. If I tried to run, she would catch me. If I screamed, she would attack. There wasn’t much I could do besides try and keep my wits about me. But icy fear needled my spine as I followed her hunched form. I prayed that Duncan and Jim were somewhere close by, still in wolf form. They would catch our scent and come for me. But we encountered no one as we traveled deeper into the dark forest. The vampire moved easily ahead of me, but I had to watch my footing. I kept stumbling over the roots.

      Not much farther now, she thought into my head.

      “Th-Thank you. I’m freezing.” I hoped that would spark some sort of conversation, but she said nothing further.

      After another few minutes, we came upon a clearing. There was an encampment there, a series of makeshift seats and blankets strewn about. I couldn’t see well in the dark, but it seemed dirty and squalid to me. I wanted nothing more than to run back to the castle and the safety of my room, light a fire in the fireplace, and watch Elsa and Beast snoring peacefully in their little beds. But that wasn’t to be, maybe not ever again.

      Sit. Wait, the vampire thought at me.

      “What are we waiting for?” I croaked.

      The creature’s eyes flashed. Not another word.

      I took a seat. I didn’t say another word.

      The creature stalked the perimeter of the camp, watching the forest. She was obviously waiting for something. I wondered why she looked so ghoulish. As a rule, vampires were unusually attractive, but her sunken face, twisted mouth, and blazing eyes were repellant. As she stood there, tilting her head and listening, she reminded me of something from a nightmare, something that couldn’t be but absolutely was, a being sprung from an imagination much older and greater than mine.

      I guessed that she was one of the rogue vampires I’d heard so much about, the ones that King Black had sent to support the rebels. I wondered what she owed him or what he’d promised her in order to engage her support for the rebel cause.

      She’d agreed to fight for King Black, but then she’d been in talks with Rhys to change allegiances. And then she’d struck a bargain with Maya. It occurred to me that this vampire and her group were mercenaries. They had an alliance with no one but themselves. I shivered. A vampire with nothing to lose was a dangerous vampire indeed.

      I watched her, but she only stared off into the forest.

      My mind wandered away from the present moment as the night continued to darken. I looked up at the sky. The stars occasionally peeked through as the treetops swayed above me. If this was my last night, I should wish upon a star. I should think about things that made me happy.

      I wrapped my cloak around me, shivering, and wondered what Rhys was doing. Was he still with Joely? Were they warm, asleep together in that big bed in the tree house, their arms wrapped around each other?

      That thought didn’t make me happy, but it all seemed so silly now—the contest, the balls, the jealousy between us contestants. I’d been green with envy when Rhys had played croquet with Joely and kissed Dae in the gardens, but now I wanted to laugh. What a fool I’d been! What silly things to fret about!

      When the vampires had hurt him, I’d wept at his side because I’d been afraid of losing him. I’d known then that I loved him, just as I loved him now. He’d told me that he loved me, over and over. Yet I’d continued to doubt him. I’d squandered my last precious moments with the werewolf king by arguing, and now I would pay the ultimate price: regret that would follow me to the grave. I glimpsed a star above and quickly wished on it. Please let me tell him I’m sorry.

      But chances of that seemed grim. The vampire paced behind me as she continued to guard the perimeter of the clearing. I wished I knew who was coming and when. Panic squeezed my throat. If this creature was a preview of coming attractions, I was in no way prepared for the main show.

      I took a deep breath and tried to refocus on brighter thoughts. If I were safe in the castle, and none of this had happened, I would likely be worrying about Rhys’s final decision. I would be fretting about what I would do if he decided to pick Joely instead of me. But what I realized at that dark hour was that it didn’t matter—I would love him just the same. My love for him had little to do with circumstances; it simply was.

      As I sat looking up at the branches swaying wildly above me, I couldn’t imagine a future in which we didn’t end up together. I couldn’t imagine him going to bed with another woman every night, holding her and telling her that he loved her. But what if he did? What would my destiny look like? I racked my brain, trying to imagine a future that didn’t include my werewolf. I would probably move back to the settlements. I would have a very important cabinet position, or perhaps I would create some sort of local government office for myself…

      But I couldn’t picture it. I couldn’t imagine living alone somewhere, coming home after a long day of work to a quiet house. I’d been spoiled by the warmth and affection of my big werewolf. Squirrel carcasses and his rather large ego aside, life would be so dull without him. No, I couldn’t envision a future anywhere except for the Realm, surrounded by our friends, and I couldn’t picture it with anyone other than Rhys.

      I looked up at the sky again, but I couldn’t see the stars.

      My happy thoughts were well and good, but they weren’t going to get me out of there. Neither was wishing on a star. I sat up a little, scanning the shabby encampment for some sign of a weapon. These bloody supernaturals were lucky they could use their fangs and claws to thwart their enemies. I needed something else—a gun, a stake, something. The nearest item was a flimsy twig. It wouldn’t suffice to scratch the vampire, let alone stake her.

      The wind whipped around me, and I pulled my cloak closer. Then I heard something in the trees behind me: a thump and then a muffled curse.

      I’m coming, said a voice in my head. And I’m sorry that I won’t be much help.
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      The vampire turned suddenly and looked past me into the trees. “Who’s there?”

      I froze in my seat, waiting.

      “I can smell you, you fool.” The vampire crossed the camp quickly. She grabbed me by the arm and jerked me to my feet. “If you try to attack me, I’m going to drain the bait. I’ll pop her like she’s a water balloon.”

      “P-Please don’t do that.” Jenny stepped out from between the trees. In the semidarkness, I could see that she was gravely injured. Her wrists were gashed deeply, and she was unsteady on her feet. “Maya told me to ask you not to hurt her. She’s changed her mind. She knows she’s made a mistake.”

      “Well, of course she did. Only a fool makes a deal with the devil.” The vampire pursed her lips. “But tell her I accept. I will not hurt this one.”

      “Ah, thank you.” Jenny held out her hands for me. “Now if you’ll let her go…”

      “Oh, but I won’t do that. I agreed not to kill her. Returning her is not part of the bargain.” The vampire’s tone indicated that was nonnegotiable.

      “M-Maya said you can keep the money, just like she promised. It’s a lot—it’s her whole stipend from the show.”

      “Stop babbling, child. I never cared about the money. I’m only interested in what this girl”—she squeezed my arm so hard that it hurt—“can bring me in terms of a bargain. I would’ve simply taken that other fool captive, but I figured no one would want her back.”

      “What sort of bargain are you looking for?” I asked.

      The vampire’s blazing eyes regarded me. “Did someone speak to you?”

      “N-No.”

      “Then not another word, or you’ll be punished.”

      “But Tamara has connections, you see.” Jenny was definitely still babbling. “She’s about to be engaged to the werewolf king, and she’s a member of the royal court.”

      The creature’s lips curved into a ghastly smile. “Are you, now?”

      I didn’t say a word. I didn’t dare.

      “Ah, so obedient. Go ahead and speak, pet. You have my permission.”

      “Yes, I am.” I raised my chin, trying to mask my terror with what remained of my dignity. “I’m to marry the werewolf king, and I am also a Goodwill Ambassador, a member of King Black’s royal court.”

      “So you are playing for both teams. Well now, this is welcome news. We shall have the opportunity to choose our reward.” The vampire shoved me back into my seat and stepped closer to Jenny. “Now child, I will spare you if you go and fetch me that other one. I can hear her breathing back there, hiding behind the trees, the coward. I will drain her, and you can be free.”

      “Y-Yes, of course.” Jenny turned and ran back into the forest. I’m sorry, she thought inside my head, but she’s too strong for me to fight. I’ll go find Rhys. I’ll send help!

      She disappeared through the trees, and I heard Maya yell, “Jenny! Come back here.” But Jenny didn’t answer.

      “Ah, she ran for it and left that wretch to rot. Not surprising. Don’t worry, pet.” The creature turned toward me. “You still have me.”

      I half-hoped the vampire would leave me alone in order to chase Jenny or collect Maya, but she didn’t move. I understood I was the bigger prize. Never in my life had that seemed less fortunate.

      “M-May I speak?” I asked haltingly.

      “Only if you have something pertinent to say. The older I get, the more it seems you humans talk and talk but say nothing.”

      “Very well.” I fought to stay calm. “I will try to focus on how I can help you. King Rhys will surely offer a reward if you return me unharmed. If I’m hurt, I imagine there will be a very different outcome—one most likely involving a sharpened stake.”

      “Are you really his fiancé—the winner of that ridiculous contest?” the creature asked, looking me over. “I suppose you’re better than that other girl, but then again, that’s not saying much.”

      Before I could answer, a loud snarl erupted from the trees behind us, and the brush shook violently. It happened all at once: the vampire whirled as a werewolf shot out of the forest and launched itself at her. The wolf landed on her chest and knocked her off-balance.

      “You’re making a mistake,” the vampire shrieked. “We’re on your side!”

      The werewolf continued to snarl and bite, and another wolf leapt from the trees. This wolf was pale and lithe, and larger than the other one. “Duncan!” I yelled, recognizing him at once. “Be careful!”

      But careful was out of the question. Duncan joined the fight, biting and snapping at the vampire. The three supernatural creatures struggled, rolling around on the ground. The smaller wolf had the vampire pinned, but she thrashed violently beneath him. Her spindly arms got free and she wrapped them around him—he cried out as the vampire’s grip tightened. She bared her fangs then sank them into the wolf’s flesh.

      The werewolf’s wail pierced the forest.

      Duncan went for her throat, his own teeth bared as he attempted to rip her husk of a neck apart. But the vampire seemed to be stronger than both of the wolves. Even though Duncan was biting her, she didn’t stop drinking from the smaller wolf. After only a moment, the werewolf stopped flailing and lay still in her arms. Duncan growled then grabbed the dead wolf’s body between his teeth and tried to drag it away. But strangely, the vampire clung to it even as she convulsed and began to gurgle.

      I didn’t understand what was happening until dark, foul-smelling blood erupted from her mouth like a geyser. A shower of hot, sticky blood rained all over the encampment. I wretched, but as the vampire’s throat gurgled again, I rolled out of the way and shielded myself beneath a tree.

      Even though she was ill, the vampire fought Duncan off. He grabbed the dead wolf’s body again and shook it with all of his might, trying to wrench it free. But she still clung to it, even as she vomited again. They were engaged in a gruesome tug of war. I didn’t understand until Duncan finally wrestled the body off of her. He immediately attacked, viciously tearing open her chest. She tried to beat him back, screaming and gurgling, but Duncan was ferociously intent. He tore apart her chest until he ripped something out—her heart?

      He raised it up in the air and bit down. The vampire’s heart exploded everywhere.

      “Gah!” I screamed as thick chunks of blood and gore rained down on the encampment.

      After a moment, Duncan came and checked on me. I could only make out his eyes because his fur was matted with black-looking blood. “Are you hurt?” I asked.

      He shook his head no.

      “But the other wolf…”

      Duncan shook his head again.

      Another werewolf joined us in the encampment, and then another. They all pricked their ears, listening to something my human hearing couldn’t detect.

      Duncan gave one quick “woof” and then shot off into the forest. “Wait!” I called, but he was already gone, chasing something. Two of the other werewolves followed him, and two stayed behind with me. “There’s another girl nearby,” I told them. “Maya Briones. She’s that way, in the trees.”

      One of the wolves left to check on her while the other stayed behind with me. I tried to wipe the blood from my face with my cloak, but it was saturated. The wolf came closer and sat, still and silent, beside me. I noticed it had dark, neat fur, and puffed its chest out in a way that was almost refined.

      “Roger?” I whispered.

      The wolf bowed his head.

      “Ah, I’m very happy to see you—even if it is through all this muck.” I wiped at my face again. “What do you know of His Highness? Is he safe?”

      Roger woofed.

      “I’m sorry, but is that a yes?”

      He was silent, and my heart dropped. “Is that a no?”

      He woofed again and I shot to my feet. “C’mon. If the king is in trouble, we must help him. I know I’ll slow you down, but will you take me to Rhys?”

      Roger came closer and put his muzzle against my hand.

      “Thank you, Roger. Now let’s make haste.” We set off into the dark forest. I prayed that we encountered neither rebels nor rogue vampires, but I had a bad feeling that the forest was crawling with both.

      I wiped the blood from my face again and followed the wolf. There was nothing to be done, except to try and be brave.

      I owed the Realm at least that much.
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      Roger led me through the woods and I did my best to keep up. I stumbled over tree roots twice, scraping my palms and tearing my gown. I didn’t have any idea where we were in the dark forest, but I had the sense that he was bringing me back toward the castle.

      Roger had indicated that Rhys was in trouble—but last I knew, the werewolf king had been in the treehouse with Joely. Maybe he was still there, safe and warm? Or perhaps Jenny had found him and told him what had happened with the rogue vampire, and he was on his way to help. No matter where he was, I prayed that my werewolf was safe.

      The forest was silent except for the sound of my breath as I struggled to keep up with Roger. But then there was a commotion up ahead—shouting. Roger stopped and whined.

      “Should we take a look?” I whispered. “I’ll be as quiet as I can.”

      The wolf nodded his head.

      “Go on, then. I’ll follow you.” I watched his sleek form steal through the trees toward the sound of the voices. I also crept closer, trying to make out what the yelling was about—even though I knew it couldn’t be good.

      In the dim light, I glimpsed Roger a few feet ahead of me. He crouched behind a tree. We’d made it to the edge of the forest; a sliver of moonlight lit the grounds beyond. I stared at the clearing as my eyes adjusted. Two groups of people faced each other: on the one side, there were several Black Guard; on the other, a handful of werewolf sentinels.

      “Again, I ask you to explain yourself,” one of the Black Guards said. “I was told that the prisoner would be sentenced in the morning, but now she’s gone. Where is she, wolf?”

      One of the werewolves stepped forward—I recognized Phillip. He raised himself to his considerable height. “And I was told that the Realm were our lands, and that we’d be able to govern them ourselves. So I’m not quite sure what you and your men are doing here at this late hour, checking up on us and asking for explanations yet again. She’s our prisoner, not yours.”

      The vampire didn’t back down. “Where is the prisoner, wolf? I demand an answer.”

      “I don’t know where she is—I already told you that. If she’s been removed from the barn, it’s likely that they took her in because she was ill or needed sustenance. If you and your men can wait a minute, I’ll go and check.”

      “We need an answer. King Black is awaiting our report.” The vampire smiled at him, but it was not a nice smile. “So go and fetch your master, that’s a good boy!”

      Philip’s shoulders sagged. “Why would you speak to me that way?”

      The vampire’s eyes glinted in the darkness. “Because as far as I’m concerned, you’re little more than a pet. So run along, canine.”

      Philip took a step closer to the vampire. “My pack has been loyal to King Black and the Black Guard for longer than I care to remember. But now that we’ve got our lands, I’ve seen more malice from your kind than ever before. Why is that, soldier?”

      The vampire shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe it’s because ever since you’ve got your kingdom, you’re all walking around as if you’re something special. You’re still a werewolf. You still come when I call. You might think you’re on equal footing, but I assure you, the king’s got other ideas about your kind.”

      “What’s this bloody nonsense?” A figure burst into the clearing—he went and stood between the two groups, looking back and forth between them. Prince Austin. I’d never been more relieved to see the handsome royal’s face.

      The vampire prince glared at his sentinel. “What was that rubbish you were just spouting?”

      “My lord.” The guard bowed. “It was nothing, I assure you—”

      “It’s not nothing to treat our werewolf brothers as though they’re common dogs.” Austin looked the man squarely in the face. “Only fools say such garbage, and no fool is fit to serve in my army. Guards, take this man back to the castle and put him in the stocks. I’ll deal with him later.”

      When the other men hesitated, Austin said, “I understand my father may have given you a different set of directives. But I assure you, you will all find yourselves in the dungeon, or worse, if you choose to cross me.”

      Two guards dragged the other one off. He muttered and cursed as they led him from the clearing.

      Austin turned so that he again faced both groups. “Now tell me—what’s going on here?”

      Philip bowed to the prince, then said, “Your Highness, as you’re aware, we have a vampire prisoner who is supposed to be sentenced in the morning. The Black Guard was coming to ascertain her whereabouts again, even though they’d checked on her several hours ago.”

      One of the remaining vampires stepped forward. “But she’s gone, Prince Austin. And the wolves don’t know where she is.”

      “That isn’t true.” Philip shook his head. “You haven’t given us a chance to go and look for her. You’ve only made time for shouting and insults.”

      Austin nodded. “Go and see what word you have on the prisoner, Philip. We’ll wait here.” Philip left and Austin turned back to his men. “Is there anything you want to share with me?”

      The same vampire guard said, “Your Highness, King Black asked us to continue to check on the prisoner’s status throughout the night, merely to remind the wolves of our presence. We didn’t mean any harm.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you didn’t.” Austin’s tone was laced with sarcasm. “It’s just that one of the Northern guards came and found me, concerned that yet another group was coming to the Realm to investigate. It seems like more than just a reminder. This vampire is King Rhys’s prisoner, after all. She’s not our concern.”

      The vampire guard titled his head. “Your father is concerned with her, though.”

      “My father needs to learn when to butt out, if you ask me.”

      The guard looked shocked into silence.

      Austin took a deep breath. “If we don’t mind our ways, we are going to have a battle on our hands.”

      Roger crept back toward me; he whined softly when he reached my side. “There now,” I whispered, “we must go and find the king.”

      Roger nodded, and I followed him back into the trees. We moved more quickly this time. I was no wolf, but I sensed an urgency from Roger; he seemed to be tracking something through the woods. We hustled for a while, then he must’ve sensed something nearby—Roger shot out of the forest just as we reached the edge of the gardens. He barked once and the tall, frost-covered stalks shook violently, then two figures appeared.

      One was Jenny. One was a giant black-and-gray werewolf.

      “Rhys!” I ran toward the garden and collapsed before him, wrapping my arms around his powerful shoulders and burying my face in his thick fur. The werewolf grunted, which I took as a greeting.

      “I wasn’t sure if I was ever going to see you again.” My tears were absorbed by his luxurious coat. “I’m so sorry, Your Highness.”

      He grunted again, an encouraging sound, and I continued, “I went out to the barn to check on Jenny, but then one of the rogue vampires abducted me. Duncan and one of your other men saved me, but that poor guard got killed.”

      The magnitude of what had happened settled on me, and I wept harder, clinging to my wolf. “And now the Black Guard’s about to fight with our men—Austin’s back there, but it’s all a mess, a terrible mess.”

      Rhys grunted again and buried his muzzle in my hair. Then he loosened himself from my grip. He moved back several paces on his haunches, and then began to quiver.

      “Look out,” Jenny called. She moved away. “He’s phasing!”

      The werewolf king shook violently, moving so fast that I couldn’t fully see him. He lengthened, growing taller, as fur became flesh. Rhys stood before me, gloriously alive, human…and naked.

      “Your Highness!” I took one quick peek before I bowed my head. “Are you all right?”

      “I am now that I see for myself that you’re still alive.” His voice was tender as he came and knelt before me. He gently took my hands. “Although I’m none too pleased you’re covered in such gore, Lady Layne. That’s vampire and wolf blood. Are you hurt?”

      “No, not at all.” I started to cry again. “But I didn’t mean for this to happen. Your soldier, he was trying to rescue me… The vampire got him. It’s my fault.”

      “It’s all right, my lady,” Rhys’s kissed the top of my head, a brave act indeed given the gore. “I’ve more questions, but one moment—Roger. Go find Duncan and the others. Have them meet me on the grounds behind the castle at once.”

      Roger shot off and Rhys returned his focus to me. “We must speak quickly—are you sure you’re not hurt?”

      “I’m fine. But I tricked that soldier, and it was folly for him. He was trying to rescue me from the vampire that Maya sold me to, but she was too strong.”

      Rhys’s grip on my hands tightened. “Jenny told me what happened with Maya.”

      “The vampire who took me is dead—Duncan detonated her heart.”

      Rhys coughed. “So I smell.”

      “I believe your guards saved Maya, too, but I don’t know where they went. And I never saw any of the other rogue vampires, just the one, so they’re still out in the forest. And now the Black Guard’s here again, and they’re looking for Jenny. Austin sent one of his father’s soldiers back to the North to be put in the stocks. I’m afraid they’re all about to fight.”

      “And I’m afraid you’re right. Not to mention that some of the rebel troops have returned. Not all of them, but enough to try and attack.” Rhys pulled me against his smooth chest, and I tried to ignore the fact that he was naked not only because I was covered in vampire and werewolf gore, but because Jenny was standing two feet away.

      Rhys didn’t seem to mind my appearance; he kissed the top of my head again. “I need you to do something for me.”

      I looked up at him. “Anything, my lord.”

      He chucked me under the chin. “I need you to sit on the sidelines, Tamara.”

      I frowned. “Can I qualify my answer to ‘anything but that?’”

      “No you may not, and that’s an order.” When I started to object he gave me a stern look. “Remember what I said about you not controlling everything? This is one of those times. Let me do my job—let your teammate finish the game.”

      “But I’m very attached to my teammate,” I argued, “and I don’t want him to get hurt!”

      “I can handle myself.” He gazed into my eyes. “Take Jenny and go to the castle. I will send word for you if I need to, but now I must go and join my men. We might very well have a fight on our hands tonight.”

      “Can’t you and Austin stop it?”

      “I don’t know if it’s too late. Things have come to a head. The rogue vampires are making moves, the rebels are out there, King Black is harassing us, Austin’s gotten into the mix now… There’s nothing left to do but take a stand. You were right, if that’s any comfort: sentencing Jenny was never going to help. It just riled everyone up. I will remember to listen to you in the future, my lady. Will you do the same for me?”

      “Yes. But I beg you to live long enough so that we may actually have a future.”

      Rhys’s eyes glittered. “I do love it when you beg, Tamara.”

      I was about to argue when he gave me a quick kiss. “I must go.”

      I shot to my feet. “Rhys—”

      “Yes?”

      I put my hands against his broad chest. “Do not die. That’s an order.”

      “Ah, ordering me about until the end.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes. “Don’t say it’s the end!”

      “Another command.” He chuckled. “I love you, Tamara.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “Remember what I said.” He backed up few paces, his body already quivering. “Sideline. I’ll see you soon, my love.”
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      As soon as he phased, Rhys shot off toward the grounds, taking my heart with him.

      I went to Jenny, who looked weaker than ever. Her skin was pale and her arms hung limply at her sides. I gently touched her back. “We must make a run for the castle,” I said. “Can you make it?”

      She nodded. “I’m weak, but I’ll be all right.”

      We set off past the garden, heading toward the palace. Jenny dragged next to me; running wasn’t possible in her weakened condition. The rear entrance of the palace seemed far away as we slowed our pace.

      “Thank you for coming to find me in the forest,” I said, keeping my voice low. “How did you convince Maya to set you free?”

      “I warned her that Rhys would surely have her head if something happened to you. Then I convinced her that he might find favor with her if she was the one responsible for your safe return.”

      “And she agreed?” I frowned. “She seemed rather keen to have me drained as soon as possible.”

      Jenny shook her head. “As soon as you left, I could tell that she knew she’d done something terrible. As rotten as she is, I don’t think it goes all the way to her core.”

      “That’s generous of you.”

      “Not really. I got rather gruesome in my descriptions of what the wolves might do to her if you were harmed.” Jenny shrugged. “She might not be wholly rotten, but she was persuaded by self interest. It’s just lucky that I know her well enough that I could scare her into doing the right thing. She didn’t want her entrails used in a werewolf tug-of-war, and she still wants a chance with His Highness, as loony as that is.”

      “I am no fan of hers, but I still hope they were able to bring her back safely.”

      “I know you do.” Jenny nodded. “You’ll make a good queen, my lady.”

      If I live long enough…and if there’s anything left to govern. “Thank you, Jenny.”

      Our conversation was interrupted by more shouting coming from the grounds. We moved as fast as we could, finally making it to the rear entrance of the castle.

      But I could see the grounds from our vantage point. I stopped, frozen to the spot.

      Eve, Balkyn, and a small army of Northern sentinels had joined Austin. They stood in one group.

      More of the Black Guard had come to the Realm. They stood in a separate assembly.

      Rhys had phased back into his human form. One of his soldiers must have given him some trousers, but that was all he wore. His hair was loose and wild around his bare back. With him he had a dozen wolves, including Roger and Duncan, and a large group of his soldiers also in human form. They comprised the third group.

      The separate factions faced each other.

      I moved closer. Jenny whispered, “Remember what your king said! We’re to go into the castle!”

      I shook my head. “You go inside—I must see what happens.”

      Jenny cursed and then came and crouched beside me. We crept closer and hid behind a rock, peering over the top. I stilled my breathing so that I could listen.

      “King Rhys,” Prince Austin said, “I’ve asked my Northern sentinels to join me here because I have some security concerns.”

      Rhys nodded. “That is why I’ve gathered my men as well, Your Highness. We’re very concerned.”

      The lead Black Guardsman stepped forward. “That is also why King Black has sent us—because of his concerns. Where is your prisoner, King Rhys? She seems to have gone missing.”

      “This is exactly my concern—your King’s pressing need to know what I’ve done with my prisoner,” Rhys said. “It doesn’t sit well with me.”

      His choice of words wasn’t lost on me: your King. Rhys was declaring himself; he would no longer serve King Black.

      I held my breath as Austin bowed his head. When he raised it, he looked first to Rhys, and then to the Black Guardsmen. “It doesn’t sit well with me either. I have voiced my concerns to my father, but he will not take counsel from me.”

      The Black Guardsman’s jaw dropped. “Are you here in opposition to King Black?”

      Austin put his hand on the handle of his sword, and Eve, Balkyn and the others followed suit. “I’m afraid that if you’re here to attack our friends in the Realm, that’s exactly what I’m doing.”

      “We’re not here to attack,” the guard said. “We’re merely ensuring that order is preserved.”

      “But that’s exactly the problem.” Rhys took a step forward, and the wolves growled behind him. “I am the King of the Realm. It’s my duty to see to it that not only order is preserved, but also to determine that order. I made the mistake of accusing my vampire prisoner of attacking me. But it wasn’t the girl—it was a group of rogue vampires that have been roaming the forest for weeks. I believe these vampires were under orders from King Black to ambush me.”

      The wolves growled again, and the vampires looked uneasy. Austin’s jaw was taut; the Black Guard glanced at each other. This was the first time Rhys had publicly acknowledged what had really happened to him.

      “I made an example of the girl, but I know now that I was wrong to do it,” Rhys said. “There’s no appeasing King Black. I’m sorry Austin, because we’ve been friends since we were children. But I’m afraid your father has made an alliance against me. I can no longer pledge myself to him.”

      Austin turned to Rhys and bowed his head. When he straightened himself, he said, “I will not fight you, brother. The Realm is yours to govern; you have the deeded rights per royal decree. I have not forgotten, nor will I ever forget, your loyalty and the loyalty of your pack. These lands are yours—I will not fight you for them.”

      The prince glanced at the Black Guard. “I have to wish to raise arms against my father and his army. But I won’t join him in his quest to appease the rebels. I’m sure he’s tired of war in the settlements, but it does not follow that he should make a sacrifice of our wolf brothers. Where is King Black?” he asked the lead guard.

      The guard hesitated. “He’s preparing for a return to the settlements, Your Highness.”

      Eve cursed, then pretended she was coughing. Austin ignored her. “Then you’re to follow my orders. Return to the Northern castle at once. Your duties here are discharged. Are you clear on that, soldier?”

      “I-I’m sorry, Your Highness,” the guard stammered, “but I’m under direct orders to—”

      A canine cry ripped through the night. One of the wolves behind Rhys was thrown to the ground by some invisible force. But then I heard shots coming from the forest. “They’re firing silver,” Rhys hollered, “everyone get down!” Rhys’s body began to violently shake. His guards in human form followed his lead. All of them phased and crouched low to the ground. Then they followed Rhys toward the forest, directly to where the shots had been fired. They disappeared in an instant. Howls and human screams emanated from the forest as the wolves crashed through the brush.

      I shot to my feet. “Rhys, no!”

      Frail as she was, Jenny yanked me back to safety. “Remember what he said! Sideline. Stay down.”

      I was about to argue with her, but more commotion broke out on the grounds.

      “Ah, all of our friends in one place—how marvelous!” Someone cackled, and then four new vampires joined the group. These vampires resembled the one who’d taken me into the woods. They were strangely dressed, each wearing flimsy robes that were dirty and torn. They too were ghoulish and unattractive, looking more like demons than vampires.

      Austin’s army and the Black Guard turned on the newcomers. “What are you devils doing here?” the Black Guardsman asked.

      “Is that any way to treat an old friend?” the vampire asked, her voice coquettish.

      The guard put his hand on his sword. “You’re no friend of mine.”

      “Your king would order you to say differently.” She looked at Austin. “How fares your father, young prince?”

      Austin shook his head. “My father’s no concern of yours.”

      “Ah, I beg to differ,” the vampire answered. “I’m here because he asked us to come to his aid. Then the werewolf king got involved, of course. We were happily playing both sides until one of the wolves killed our sister tonight. So we’ve decided: we’re all yours. The rebels are shooting the wolves full of silver as we speak. Want to go and help finish them off, once and for all?”

      “The only thing I’ll be finishing tonight is your miserable existence.” Austin pulled a small sword from his belt—a stake. “Eve, Balkyn—go and help the wolves. Everyone else, with me!” He roared, then rushed the vampires as Eve and Balkyn tore off toward the woods.

      Everything happened at once. There were more cries, both human and wolf, from the forest. Austin and his army attacked the rogue vampires while the Black Guard stood and watched.  But when two of the vampires had Prince Austin between them, the Black Guard joined the attack. They pulled the vampires off of the prince and staked them both. The two remaining demons fought for their life, but they were outnumbered. Austin staked one of them in the heart; the lead Guardsman staked the other. The grounds were littered with bodies: the four rogue vampires and at least ten vampire soldiers.

      There was a loud howl from the depths of the forest. It was joined by other wolves’ voices, all raised in a cry. I wished that I could recognize Rhys’s cry. “Does that mean it’s over?” I asked Jenny.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. But we should stay hidden until we’re sure.”

      We crouched behind the rock as Austin went through and checked the bodies. He knelt by his fallen soldiers, saying words of prayer over each of them. Together with the Black Guard, they laid the bodies out in a row. They took the four vampire corpses and put them in a pile; from what I knew of vampires, they would burn the bodies shortly.

      I shivered, waiting for the wolves to reappear.

      Both the grounds and the forest were unnaturally quiet. As the eerie silence settled over us the light began to change; the night was ending and dawn was coming soon. The gruesome scene below was even more clear. Many lives had been lost, too many.

      After a moment Eve appeared, then Balkyn. Between them they dragged a human body. Some of the wolves appeared, dragging wolf carcasses. A few of the wolves had phased back and they also dragged human corpses to the field: dead rebels.

      “How many were there?” Austin called.

      Eve shook her head. “Not many, but they’re all dead. A fool’s errand, if you ask me.” She and Balkyn deposited the body and went back to the forest for more.

      Tears streamed down my face as I watched more wolves and guards come out of the woods, all bearing the dead. “Rhys, where are you?” I cried. I felt as though I might collapse. But my wolf came out next. He and a lithe, pale-haired wolf dragged the body of one of their own: a dark, sleek-looking werewolf. Roger.

      Jenny held me as I wept.

      The wolves laid out their dead as well. Eight wolves had died, including my kind, loyal bodyguard. They put the humans near the rogue vampires: fifteen human rebels had lost their lives in the brief battle.

      Eve was right. It was a fool’s errand, indeed.

      “My father should be here to see this.” Austin nodded toward the group of vampire and rebel corpses. “But coward that he is, he prepares to leave for the settlements.”

      “It’s heresy for you to say that,” the lead Black Guard said.

      “It’s heresy to lose all these lives. And for what?” Austin scrubbed a hand over his face. “A flimsy promise from my father. He might’ve bargained with these vampires, and made promises to the rebels, but King Black is loyal to no one but himself. He’ll be pleased that the wolves fought his battle for him: now he doesn’t have to deal with the nasty work of disentangling himself from these wretches.”

      Austin turned to Rhys. “I am sorry for your losses tonight, brother. More than that, I am sorry that you had to deal with disloyalty from my father. I won’t stand for it, Rhys. You have my word that my family will make my father see the error of his ways. I don’t know if he’s fit to govern anymore.”

      Rhys bowed his head to the vampire prince. Prince Austin bowed his head to the werewolf king.

      And I prayed that somehow, we would all find a way forward. Together.
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      Although it was early morning, it had been a long day—the longest day. But even as the funeral pyres smoked outside, Mira insisted that we film the final episode.

      She paced the kitchen, pushing a large golden cuff up on her wrist. “I understand that we’re in mourning for those we’ve lost,” she said. “But we have to finish the show. We owe it to the audience at home to give them a satisfactory ending. We’ve come so far—I fear if we don’t do this now, we might not get another opportunity. We don’t know what’s going to happen with the current state of things…”

      She didn’t dare mention King Black. Austin had gone back to speak with him, but we’d received word that the king had already fled for the settlements.

      Rhys bowed to Mira. “Then we will film the final episode. I agree, we owe the audience that much.”

      I blinked at them both, then down at my blood-soaked ensemble. “Right now?”

      “Maybe we should.” Rhys eyed himself, then me. His pants were torn and his hair was wild. “We’re quite a pair, aren’t we?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Mira sniffed in my general direction. “Good lord Tamara, I’ve never smelled anything so vile. Did that vampire have to vomit all that werewolf’s blood on you?”

      I shuddered. “Yes, and I suppose I still have chunks of her heart on my cloak as well.”

      Mira scowled then pointed up the back stairs. “Both of you, to the bath. I expect you back here in one hour—I’ll have the other girls prepare their gowns, and my crew will be ready to film. You understand that we have to shoot the final ceremony and then a ball, of course. I have my men working on the barn, cleaning it up.”

      “A ball?” I croaked, then lifted up the edges of my disgusting cloak. “Really Mira? After the night we’ve had?”

      “I don’t care if everyone’s drunk as a skunk by ten a.m..” The vampire hostess’s nostrils flared. “We’ve promised the viewers at home a ball, and a ball we shall have. Is that understood?”

      “Yes Mira.”

      Even Rhys bowed his head. “In this instance you’re the boss, Mira. But I’m only agreeing to it because I’m more than ready to be done with this blasted show. You and your crew are welcome to remain in the Realm for as long as you like, but no more filming after today.”

      Mira’s brow furrowed. “What about the royal wedding? May I please film the royal wedding?”

      Rhys blinked at her. “Something tells me that even if I say no, there’ll still be a bloody camera around here somewhere. But that’s it, Mira. I’m retiring from my acting career after the wedding.”

      “Ah, that’s a shame, Your Highness.” The normal glimmer returned to Mira’s eyes. “You were born to be a star.”

      “I was born to be a werewolf, Mira, and it’s time I stopped constricting this chest of mine beneath all these bloody clothes.”

      I nodded in agreement. “I’m afraid there isn’t any wine, but if there was, I’d drink to that.”

      “We’ll toast later.” Rhys winked at me. “Now off to the bath with you, my love. Even I can’t tolerate that smell much longer.”
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      Giuliana went absolutely wild over my appearance. “Oh, my goodness!” She clapped a hand over her heart. “Quick, you must be scrubbed clean. The ceremony’s in one measly hour!”

      For once, my vampire maid was silent as she washed my hair. As I scrubbed the stains from my skin, I thought about everything that had happened over the course of one night. I felt as though I’d lived a hundred years in twelve hours.

      I wanted to weep over both the werewolf guard and Roger, but it would have to wait until later. I felt responsible for the guard’s death—if I hadn’t tricked him into looking for Elsa, he might never have found himself face-to-face with the rogue vampire. I sent up a silent prayer to him, and one for Roger, and one for everyone that had died in the battle.

      Then I said another prayer for those of us that remained.

      What would happen with King Black? Austin had seemed steely in his resolve to take power from his father. But what would Blake make of that, not to mention Dallas and Gwyneth? Then there was the matter of Queen Serena. Would she ever agree to let her husband be sidelined in such a manner? There was no way to know the answers to these questions, not yet. But I hoped that the Realm had been spared for good. With Austin’s promise of loyalty to Rhys, the future seemed much more secure.

      I scrubbed the filth from beneath my fingertips as Gi dried my hair. “There, now, that’s better. You smell much more like a queen now.”

      I glanced up at her. “I’m not queen just yet.”

      Gi tsked. “But of course you will be.”

      I took a deep breath. “It will all be over soon. No more need for guessing.” My smile masked a twinge in my heart. It’s not over ‘till it’s over. Even though the rogue vampire hadn’t killed me, the suspense just might.

      “Just relax and enjoy yourself,” Gi said as she started on my eyebrows. “It’s been a long road.”

      I opened one eye and looked at her. “You can say that again.”

      The dress Gi chose for me was exquisite—black tulle with a lace bodice and a full skirt. She finished my makeup and fluffed my hair over my shoulders. To my surprise, I actually looked human.

      I hugged her. “Thank you for everything, Giuliana. You’ve been a wonderful friend to me.”

      She sniffed and blotted her eyes when I released her. “It’s been an honor, my lady.”

      I took a deep breath as I left my chambers and stood at the top of the stairs. I could see klieg lights below. The hum of the production crew rose from the grand lobby. I suddenly felt very, very tired. Giuliana was right: it had been a long road.

      But I lifted my chin as I descended. This was the end, and I intended to finish strong.

      “Ah, here she is.” Mira Kinney beamed for the cameras. She’d changed into a floor-length crimson ballgown; diamond chandelier earrings flashed at her ears. “A huge welcome to Lady Tamara Layne, one of our two remaining finalists. Lady Layne, how are you feeling about the competition?”

      She shoved the microphone under my nose and I forced myself to smile. “I am very glad for it to be over, but at the same time, I’m sad that it’s done. Does that make sense?”

      “Yes of course, darling.” Mira watched me closely. “You’ve made great friends during the contest.”

      “Yes, I have.” I scanned the room for Joely and Dae. They stood huddled together, both resplendent in their finest gowns. Dae wore violet, and Joely wore pale-green. “Come here, my friends.”

      They joined me beneath the cameras and I hugged them both. All three of us had tears in our eyes when we broke apart. I didn’t even know how Joely’s final date had gone, and my friends had no idea what an ordeal I’d been through the night before. But it didn’t matter: over the past few weeks, they’d become two of my dearest friends.

      “Ah, I love to see how close you’ve become,” Mira gushed. “I agree with Lady Layne, though—it will be hard to say goodbye.”

      “Yes it will.” Joely blotted her eyes.

      “Agreed.” Dae looked as though she might burst into tears.

      “Can we stop talking about it?” I asked over a lump in my throat.

      “We should bring the king in, and let him make his final choice.” Even Mira’s eyes shone. “And then we’ll have a ball, and we can all drink punch and cry as much as we like.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” Dae said.

      “And so we shall.” Mira flashed us a brilliant smile. “But now, let’s bring out His Highness, shall we?”

      A hush fell over the room as the werewolf king strode in, followed closely by Duncan and Philip. His appearance was much improved. He wore a dark ceremonial tunic, fitted to his muscular chest, tight-fitting dark pants, and tall boots polished to a lustrous shine. His hair was pulled back neatly. The only indication of the battle he’d fought was a certain look around his eyes: I could see more lines there, evidence of pain and regret for those he’d lost.

      Still, the king smiled and bowed as he reached us. “Ladies, I am so glad to be with you again. I cannot thank you enough for your loyalty to this process, and for the sacrifices you’ve made to be here with us in the Realm. You will forever have my gratitude.”

      “And one of them will forever have your heart,” Mira said. “Your Highness, will you call each young woman forward? I understand you have some words for each of them. And then afterwards—after you’ve chosen your bride—we shall have a ball to end all balls. Does that sound acceptable to you?”

      He flashed a smile at Mira. “A ball to celebrate our new beginning sounds wonderful to me, Mira. And of course, I want to honor each of these incredible women. Including my fiancé…that is, if she says yes.”

      My heart lurched at his words. Mira handed him the microphone and the cameras swarmed the king, catching every angle, every expression as he issued his final choice in the contest. The room was dead silent, as if everyone was holding their breath.

      Rhys took a deep breath before he spoke. “My ladies, each of you have brought dignity, honor, and joy to both the Realm and to me. I cannot underestimate how much you three have taught me. I am a better man, a better ruler, for the time I’ve spent with you. I am sorry to have to say goodbye to two of you today—but if you hear me out, perhaps there’s a way we can stay close. Lady Phillips, I know that you’ve recused yourself from the contest, and for that you have my utmost respect. But I would like to ask something of you. Will you come forward?”

      Dae stepped forward to the king.

      “Lady Phillips, you’ve impressed me from the time I met you for your poise, your conviction, and your honesty. I value both you and your talents. I would like to ask if you would consider accepting an Advisor position within my cabinet. My men will be needing assistance with our growing community, and I believe you’d be an incredible asset.” He smiled at her hopefully. “Lady Phillips, would you accept an appointment as Advisor to the Realm?”

      She grinned at him. “I’d be honored, Your Highness.” She curtsied and then stepped off to the side, where a production assistant was waiting.

      Rhys took another deep breath. “Lady Phillips, I have enjoyed every second of our time together. You are as kind, gentle, and generous a person as I may ever hope to meet. Thank you for coming here, and for spending time with me. I have cherished every moment.”

      My heart skittered in my chest.

      “I was also greatly impressed by the Children’s Center you designed,” Rhys continued. “I know you would be a great asset to my kingdom. So I must ask you, would you also accept an appointment as Advisor to the Realm? You would have special duties concerning the development of the Center, of course. There’s no one more qualified.” He looked at Joely hopefully.

      She took several wobbly steps forward. There were tears in her eyes as she said, “Your Highness, I am humbled by the offer. I wholeheartedly accept. I would also like to say, if I may… Congratulations, Your Highness.” She swept into a bow and joined Dae.

      “Thank you, Lady Phillips,” the werewolf king said, then turned to me. “That leaves me with one more position that I need to fill. Lady Layne, you have challenged me these last few weeks with your strong will, questionable choice of pets, and desire to control things around you—including me. But I have to say, these are the very qualifications that would make you an incredible leader—a strong conviction, a strong will, and a strong belief in yourself. I have gotten to know you quite well. I believe that you are loyal, honest, fair, and will stand up to fight for your convictions. That is why I must ask you, my lady: will you stay in the Realm and accept an appointment as Queen?”

      I stepped forward. “W-What are you asking me exactly, Your Highness?”

      “I am asking if you will marry me, Tamara, and be my queen.” Rhys smiled at me—a smile filled with hope. “Will you rule the Realm at my side?”

      I went and knelt before my werewolf. Rhys was my king, my best friend, my whole world. There was only one answer in my heart. I looked up at him and smiled—a smile filled with hope.

      “Yes, Your Highness. My answer is yes.”
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      The sun shone brightly in the gardens; it was the perfect morning for the ceremony. But we needed to be quick about it: today was a very busy day.

      I sighed as Blake bent over the gnomes once again, adjusting their accessories. “Quickly, Blake! If Rhys and Austin catch us out here we’re never going to hear the end of it.”

      Blake shot me a look. “I don’t care if they tease us—I want our babies to look perfect! It’s their special day, too!”

      With a final tweak of his bowtie, Blake released Beast. The gnome’s tongue lolled out at he panted happily. Blake beamed at her pet. “There we are, that’s a good boy! Mommy loves you so much!”

      Not to be outdone, I adjusted the mini-tiara on Elsa’s head. “You look lovely,” I cooed. “Mommy’s very proud of you. I can’t wait for your happily ever after!”

      There was snorting behind me and I whirled to glare at Duncan. “That’s enough out of you, wolf. I told you that if you couldn’t behave, you couldn’t attend!”

      “There now, calm down.” He gave me a glare, then slyly cocked his head in the direction of Shaye. She’d returned for the ceremony—my ceremony, not the gnome ceremony. Ever since she’d been back, Duncan couldn’t keep his eyes off of my friend. He probably didn’t want Shaye to see him in a bad light—Shaye loved all creatures, great and small.

      “Fine, but behave.” I cleared my throat. “Are all the witnesses ready?”

      “Yes, bloody yes.” Eve grabbed two flutes of champagne from a nearby server and handed one to Balkyn. “Let get this show on the road, shall we?”

      I gave my friend side-eye before counting the other witnesses. In addition to Duncan, Shaye, Eve and Balkyn, there was Dae, Joely, Thalia, Jenny, and of course my dearest Gwyneth. I beamed at them and they grinned back.

      I cleared my throat. “I’m so glad that you could join us this morning for a very special ceremony. Elsa and Beast are best friends and are in love. I owe Duncan a debt of gratitude for pointing that out.”

      Duncan bowed in response. He was going to need all the help he could get if he wanted Shaye to notice him.

      I wished Rhys was there, but I was being very strict about following superstitions. I wouldn’t let him see me until our ceremony, which was scheduled for later that morning. In fact, Rhys, Dallas and Austin were busy getting everything prepared. It was for the best; this way, they couldn’t make fun of us.

      The officiant appeared at the entrance to the garden. “Ah, here we are. Our lovely gnome couple is ready for their special day.” Blake and I had carefully interviewed several candidates to make sure the person who performed the ceremony wasn’t biased in any way toward gnomes. We’d found someone enthusiastic about the union.

      The smiling officiant joined us, then crouched down before Elsa and Beast. “Hello there. Are you ready?” he asked.

      Both Elsa and Beast looked at him with their big eyes.

      “I think that’s a yes.” He smiled at them warmly, then stood.

      “Welcome, welcome. We are gathered here today to honor the union between these two great friends. We have Elsa and Beast, two gnomes who have chosen each other as life partners. It’s not widely known, but when a gnome does take a mate, it is a lifetime commitment. So today we honor these two, and their commitment to each other.”

      Blake and I clutched each other’s hands while the officiant bent back down to get closer to the gnomes.

      “Now Beast, do you take Elsa as your mate for life? Will you honor her and protect her, and care for her in sickness and in health?”

      Beast quivered with excitement and spoke in singsong gibberish.

      “Excellent,” the officiant said. He turned to Elsa. “And do you Elsa take Beast as your mate for life? Will you honor and protect him, and care for him in sickness and in health?”

      Elsa cooed a bit and moved right next to Beast.

      “Ah, then it’s my honor to announce the following: in the power vested in me as an officiant of the Realm, I now pronounce you gnome and gnome, mates for life. Many blessings to you.”

      Everyone—even Eve—cheered.
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      As an heiress, a socialite, and a member of the royal court, I had certainly thought of my wedding day before. Everything would be perfect: the flowers, the guest list, my dress, the menu. Back when I was a girl, I’d planned the event down to the last detail.

      But the funny thing about my actual wedding day? I didn’t give a fig about any of those things.

      I’d chosen the perfect dress. It was ivory silk with a form-fitting bodice and a full skirt with a long train. Giuliana had done my hair in loose waves and my makeup was tasteful and beautiful. The ceremony was to take place outside in the town square. I’d meet Rhys at the fountain with the tree in the middle, the water bubbling at its roots.

      Everything was perfect, and everyone was in attendance: my bridesmaids Eve, Blake, Gwyneth, Shaye, Joely, and Dae. Thalia, Giuliana, Nan, Jenny and even Maya were also guests. So were my parents and several of my childhood friends from Eleven. Mira Kinney, Rose and the rest of the crew were also present, filming every last second.

      Neither Jenny nor Rhys could believe I’d invited Maya. “Why not?” I’d asked. “It’s the perfect punishment!” I truly felt her attendance at our wedding was better than any prison sentence. Rhys had tried to veto me, but in the end, I won. Of course I did!

      In the spirit of keeping friends close and enemies even closer, I’d also urged Rhys to invite King and Queen Black. Austin had gone to see his father after the attack. Although King Black admitted to no wrongdoing, he balked when Austin told him that there was talk of secession for the North, as well as the Realm. Austin also told his father that Blake was pregnant. With an heir on the way, the royal family’s dynamics were changing. King Black had sworn to his son that he would leave the North and the Realm alone. We knew better than to trust him, but we also knew he didn’t want to go to war with his sons. With the support of the settlers clearly with Dallas and Austin, it was a war he couldn’t win.

      Things were still tense with His Highness, but his attendance at the wedding was an attempt at atonement. For the moment, everyone was on their best behavior. Rhys, Austin and Dallas were in talks about how to move forward with the king. I had my opinions, and of course I was letting Rhys know each and every one of them.

      If nothing else, King and Queen Black would appear in the final episode of The Realm: The Bachelor King. It gave us all the patina of harmony and getting along, even though that was quite far from the truth.

      Issues aside, the day was perfect, the sun was shining, and beautiful harp music floated toward me as I stepped onto the red carpet that would bring me to the fountain. But I cared about none of it, and I barely noticed how the sunlight reflected on my dress, or the smiling faces of the guests who’d come to wish us well.

      There was only one thing I cared about. He waited for me at the end of the carpet.

      My heart leapt when he came into view, and it was all I could do to keep from running down the aisle. Rhys. My werewolf king smiled at me, tears in his eyes. He looked handsome as ever in a ceremonial tunic, his hair back in a sleek bun.

      He reached for my hands as soon as I reached him. “My Tamara. You’re breathtaking.”

      I grinned at him. “I’m so happy, Your Highness.”

      The officiant—the same nice fellow who had married the gnomes—smiled broadly at us. “This is indeed a happy day.”

      He read us our vows, and we each repeated them faithfully. We both pledged to care for each other in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer, for better or for worse.

      The officiant pronounced us husband and wife.

      Before he kissed me, I clutched Rhys’s hands. “I consider this an honor, Your Highness.”

      A smile of true happiness lit his face. “As do I, my lady. And I can’t wait to throw you over my shoulder and carry you up to the treehouse.”

      My face burned. “That sounds rather…amazing.”

      My werewolf chuckled as he bent and kissed me, softly, tenderly. He stroked my cheek when he pulled back. “And to think Tamara, this is only the beginning.”

      “The beginning of what?”

      “Us.” He grinned. “The beginning of us.”
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      Thank you so much for reading this book! It means everything to me!

      If you enjoyed The Crown, please consider leaving a review here: Amazon-The Crown. Short or long, reviews help other readers find books they’ll enjoy. This is a brand-new series, so your review means a lot!

      I’m working on my next book now. You can subscribe to my newsletter for new-release notifications:

      https://www.leighwalkerbooks.com/subscribe.

      Thank you again. It is THRILLING for me to have you read my book. Please sign up for my newsletter and come along for more exciting adventures!

      xxoo

      Leigh Walker
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