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      Dear reader,

      

      Once upon a time I wrote a couple of serials under a pseudonym. It was fun, and the pen name was something I thought necessary due to the reverse harem genre. Then my fantastic readers embraced them and I decided it was time to republish under my name.

      For those of you who’ve already read my Harlow Thomas books, this is the first two books in the Shadow Court Harem. No changes, just a pretty new cover and me claiming my work. The second part will be released in early 2019.

      For those who are new to me, thanks for taking a chance on a steamy reverse harem story. Enjoy Maeve and her men.

      xoxo,

      Kim
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      The Lost Princess

      Jensen

      My stomach churns with nerves as I lead my army back to the circle of stones that will return us to the fae world. I’m thankful we will soon be back at the Shadow Court, there is too much at risk with the majority of our warriors being here, ready to fight for the Night Court’s vampire queen.

      “We shouldn’t have come. Something is wrong, I can feel it in the stones.” Finn, my second in command, my best friend, mutters his displeasure by my side.

      Shaking my head, I turn my gaze to his. “King Soren did what he thought was right and sent us to aid Felicity and her consorts. This is what he does. He collects debts from other kingdoms so when he calls, they come. Because one day, they will need to come.”

      Finn’s not happy. His lips press into a thin line, but he doesn’t push the issue. This is a big part of why he’s invaluable to me. He knows when it’s worthwhile to argue. Now is not the time.

      As soon as we’re through the portal and back in our own land, I know he was right. Something is wrong. My gut curls and a cold sweat breaks out across my skin at the acrid scent in the air. Smoke billows from the palace and the world around us is filled with the taste of dark magic. “Ready your arrows!” I call back. “The castle is under attack.”

      The slide of wood against their bows lets me know the warriors are ready to defend our kingdom to the death.

      Calling my own magic to my hands, I pull as much strength from the air around me as possible. It burns through my veins and sends the scent of lightning curling in my nose. That’s not supposed to happen. My magic never causes me pain. Crouching, I creep through the brush, trying to maintain quiet and cover. The screams of wounded fae stab through my heart. I wasn’t here. I left to protect a different kingdom and now my people are dying. Finn was right. We shouldn’t have gone to aid the vampire queen.

      “What is this?” Finn asks, tension thick in his voice.

      “Rebellion.”

      His hand goes to the blade he has at his hip. “The queen. We have to get to her.”

      Nodding, I stare at him, hoping he’ll understand the urgency of my request. “Keep the soldiers back. Surround the entry points, prepare to fight.”

      He gives a curt jut of his chin toward the castle. “And when do we file in? Do you plan to just take down any adversary on your own?”

      He’s right. Again. “Bring them after I pass the gates.”

      I stand, holding my magic at the ready. It’s not far to the palace walls, and in a few short minutes, I’m there. My stomach turns to stone at the sight of the once majestic gates. Now their magic is broken, the protective barrier wide open, and mangled. What could have done this? Blood runs between cobblestones mixing with the earth under my feet.

      With everything I have, I rush inside and all I see is carnage. Dead members of court litter the ground, people I’ve known my whole life. Their wounds are tinged with black poison which can only be caused by iron. I glance around, trying to find some evidence of the rebels, or possibly survivors. But the screams I heard earlier are silent now. Everything is still and quiet.

      Why would the rebels leave? It makes no sense for them to take the castle only to leave it undefended.

      “Oh, God! Someone help!” The words echo off the walls around me, and I know that voice. Queen Astrid calls to me.

      My army files in, looks of pure horror on their faces as they see the demise of everything we’ve known, but I run. I run faster than I thought possible to get to my Queen. She screams in agony, a piercing, guttural sound.

      As I dash up the stairs, past more bodies of the fallen, a blinding pain slices across my thigh, cutting me down. A courtier stands with his hand pressed against the hallway wall, his other holding an iron blade.

      “You were supposed to die at the hands of the vampires.” His voice is roughened by pain and when he lunges for me, I see blood coating his shirt. The wound in his belly is mortal, but he’s already gotten a strike in on me. I can’t let him get another if I want to survive and save my queen.

      “Victor, you traitor. Fight me like a man.” I push my magic at him, the force of the energy sending him to the floor. Then, without ceremony, I pull an iron tipped arrow from my quiver and take aim.

      “You’re too late, warrior. They’ve won, we’ve taken the throne.”

      Letting loose the arrow, I watch him jerk as it sinks deep into his chest. In mere moments his eyes go glassy and he breathes his last.

      My leg throbs and gives out as the pain overtakes me. A bloodcurdling scream careens down the hall from the door to the queen’s chambers. Groaning, I force myself to my feet at the sound of the queen’s pain. I fight through the burn in my blood as I limp down the hall, my heart in my throat at the sight of the queen’s two sisters laying in front of the door to her chambers. They’re covered in blood, their eyes closed as though in sleep. Relief courses through me when I see them both breathing in shallow pants. They’re alive. For now.

      After carefully moving them, I shove the door hard with my shoulder, but something is blocking my way. My thigh throbs and I feel ill from the effects of the poison in my blood. But Queen Astrid needs me. I push harder, until the door gives way and I stumble into the room. Looking down at my feet, my heart breaks at the sight of my king, his eyes staring vacantly and his throat cut.

      The queen screams from her place on the bed, blood covering the sheets. “Help me, Jensen.”

      She gasps for breath, tears streaming down her cheeks and I see the wound in her side. Despair grips me. She’s barely holding on.

      A high, reedy cry pierces the air and Queen Astrid pulls her newborn babe to her chest.

      “A girl. I have a daughter. She will be our next queen.”

      Glancing around at the scene before us, I hesitate to tell her that the kingdom is lost. “Your majesty—“

      “Jensen, you must take her. She can’t be here when they come for her. They will kill her, just like they’ve done to all of us. Take her to the white lady. Tell her to save her.” The queen’s voice is soft and weak, but I can’t see a wound that would lead to her deterioration.

      “My lady, you will care for her.”

      She hands me the babe before gripping a blanket and thrusting it at me. “She must not return until it is safe…”

      Wrapping the child in the blanket, I stare down at the woman I’ve sworn fealty to as she fades away and dies while I am powerless to help.
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        * * *

      

      Finn

      When Jensen emerges from the castle, I know all is lost. My heart hurts with the gravity of our situation. Rebellion isn’t a word any soldier wants to hear.

      “Jensen, where is the king?” I ask.

      All he does is shake his head. “Hold the castle!” he cries, tucking a blanket under his arm. Is he wounded? Blood soaks his thigh and I quickly realize that our leader is gravely injured. If he doesn’t get help soon he’ll succumb to his poisoning.

      Half of the warriors abandoned us after finding their families slaughtered. Cowards. But the rebels are no where to be found and I can’t fathom why.

      “I need to get to the white lady, but I’m wounded. Can you help me?” Jensen’s face is lined with pain.

      “Of course. Where are you hurt?”

      “My leg. It’s deep. I’ll need a horse, and…” he sways on his feet. “Fuck, I need you to carry her.”

      Her? Who? “What are you talking about?”

      He shoves the blanket into my hands and a soft cry comes from the bundle. “Our queen.”

      My chest tightens when I look down at the face of the newborn. She is our future. “What can the white lady do?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t know, but this is what Queen Astrid has asked of me and I’ll give my last breath to see this child safe.”

      Nodding, I cradle the baby to my chest and let Jensen sling his arm around my shoulders. He leans against me as we make our way to the stables, only stopping when we see a group of archers manning the gate.

      “Send Torren to lead the troops. The rebels may return to take the throne. But Saskia and Imogen still live. They need tending, but from what I saw, they weren’t mortally wounded. The king and queen may be dead, but their line is not. Protect the queen’s sisters at all cost and don’t let the rebels take the castle. There’s still a chance they can hold them off,” Jensen orders, his words laced with tension.

      The archers nod simultaneously and head for Torren, who has already rallied the remaining army. “We’ll hold them,” Torren says. “We have to. The Shadow Court will not fall.”

      I help Jensen get astride his horse and manage my own mount with the little queen sleeping soundly cradled in my arm. It’s half a day’s ride to the white lady’s temple, and honestly, I don’t know if we will make it that long. The baby will need to eat, Jensen needs to be seen by a healer, and the rebels are out here somewhere. Surely they’ll be on the look out for us.

      “Jensen, are you sure this is what we should do? Shouldn’t the queen’s sisters be the ones to care for the baby?”

      He grunts and shakes his head. “I serve Queen Astrid and she said to take the baby to the white lady for a reason.”

      I don’t argue. The queen was not a woman known for mincing words. She was always honest and thoughtful. Jensen is right. If the queen bade him to do this, it was with purpose.

      Hours later we come to a stop outside a winding path blocked by vines. The white lady’s temple is sacred. No one who wishes to do her harm may enter, and the living vines see to that. One ill thought about the blessed faerie woman and the winding things claim their next meal in the form of the creature who threatens their mistress.

      “Why do you come to me?” a disembodied voice whispers on the wind, making me fight a shiver.

      “The king and queen of the Shadow Court are dead. Murdered in cold blood.”

      “But you hold the royal bloodline in your hands,” the voice says.

      I suppress a protective growl. “Their daughter. Born only hours earlier.”

      “And you come to me for help?”

      Dismounting, we both stand before her temple. Jensen’s brow is beaded with sweat, his face etched with pain. He sighs before sitting heavily on a large stone. “Queen Astrid gave instructions that we take her to you. She said to tell you to save her.”

      The vines part, rustling and moving like snakes slithering away from us. My breath catches as the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen walks toward us. Her hair is snow white but her skin is dark as ink.

      “Hand me the babe,” she says.

      I don’t want to give the child up. I have to keep her safe. This witch is a deadly and dangerous savior.

      “Finn, give her the baby,” Jensen says.

      Reluctantly, I hand over the little queen and when the white lady gazes down at her, she offers a smile. “Hello little lamb. I’ve spoken many times to your mother.”

      My brows furrow at her words. “The Queen kept your acquaintance?”

      Blazing irises lock onto mine and make my skin crawl. “Do you think she was so above one such as me? The Queen feared for her daughter’s safety. We’ve planned for this since before she was conceived. Maeve will be protected. She will be sent somewhere and kept safe until her time to rule arrives.”

      Maeve. The name hits me in the chest. As though giving the baby a moniker makes her more real. “When will that be?” I ask.

      “In twenty-one years, when she comes of age. Until then, you will help protect the realm, but when she returns, it is you who will be hers.” Her eyes turn an opaque white, lids fluttering. “You two and one other who is not yet in our realm.” She closes her eyes and warmth spreads through me, a slight burning taking hold over my skin. Jensen must feel it as well because he sucks in a sharp breath.

      “What did you just do to us?” My voice is filled with trepidation. I’ve heard of the white lady’s magic being strong and sometimes terrible.

      “If you’re to be hers, you must be healthy and strong. I’ve healed your wound, Jensen. From now until she takes her place you will not age, but take care not to risk yourselves. You are still vulnerable to mortal wounds.”

      “So, we’re going to be her guardians?” Jensen asks.

      “No. She will be a changeling, living as a human. But when she returns, be ready to serve her. She is your queen and you are hers.”

      “Hers?” I ask.

      The white lady nods. “It is fated.” Then, she is covered in a fine mist and the vines begin to return to their place. We couldn’t get to her now if we wanted to. And a big part of me wants to. If the little queen is mine and I am hers, there should be nothing stopping me from protecting her.

      “Wait! My lady!” I call after her.

      The vines stop closing in and the lady steps forward. “Yes?”

      “If she’s in the human world, shouldn’t one of us go with her? How can we keep her safe if we’re not there?”

      She frowns. “I will watch over her from afar.”

      “No. I can’t guarantee she’ll be safe if you’re only watching. Send me with her.”

      Cocking an eyebrow, she smiles. “Already so willing to sacrifice for her. I won’t send you now, but when the time comes, I will call upon you. But, brave warrior, when you’re sent to the human world you will have little of your fae abilities.”

      I nod my understanding.

      “Then it is settled. I will send you when the time is right and you will aid in bringing the queen of the Shadow Court back to her rightful throne.”

      “If he goes, I go,” Jensen says, cutting me a look of concern.

      She sighs.  “As you wish. But I must warn you, do not give in to your desires while you are in the human world. You must not act on your feelings for the queen or risk breaking the spell and showing yourself for what you truly are and putting her at risk. There will be many who wish to find and destroy her before she can make her return to the Shadow Court.”

      “She is just a child. I only have feelings of loyalty.”

      My sentiments echo his but before I can add my thoughts, the lady speaks.

      “For now.”

      Before I can say another word, she closes the vines and she and the infant queen are gone. Leaving us in silence.

      “What did she mean by that?” I ask.

      “I don’t know, but I fear if we don’t return to the castle soon, there won’t be a Shadow Court for our queen to rule.”

      With one glance back at the wall of vines, I walk away from the temple of the white lady with nothing but a glimmer of hope that we did the right thing by sending the child away.
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        * * *

      

      Jensen

      Twenty years later

      I wake in the middle of the night, my body covered in a cold sweat and the scar on my thigh burning. Rubbing at the raised line across my skin, I frown and wince when the burn intensifies. What is happening to me? This hasn’t hurt since the white lady healed me twenty years ago.

      My gut churns and a strange tug in my chest has me out of bed and pulling on clothes before I can stop myself. The air smells of lightning and magic. It’s then I realize what I need to do. The white lady calls to me. I am needed. My queen needs me. Stumbling out into the night air, I look around at the quiet village, falling into ruin without a proper queen to rule and provide. It’s almost time for her to return.

      I ready my horse and ride at breakneck speed toward the temple. My skin sings with excitement and a small amount of terror. How will I handle the human world? My thoughts go to Finn and I wonder if he’s on his way as well. Since the attack, Queen Astrid’s sisters took up her duties. They blamed us, the soldiers, for leaving the castle unprotected. We were cast out and replaced within a week of returning.

      Shaking my head to clear the angry memories, I focus on this moment. This is what I’ve spent my life anticipating. I will finally be needed. I will have a purpose again.

      “Jensen!” Finn calls out to me before I see him. When my steed rounds the corner of the path, I find my former comrade standing in the same place he stood all those years ago.

      I jump down from the horse and stride toward Finn. The man smiles, but I can see the nervous energy in his eyes. “You look the same,” I say.

      “So do you. Where have you been hiding yourself?”

      I run a hand over my hair and take a deep breath. “Saskia had offered me a…position with her, but I turned her down. She didn’t take the rejection well.”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “What kind of position?”

      “You know exactly what kind. I’m not willing to be one of her harem.”

      “She invited you?”

      “She tried. I have no interest.”

      Crossing his arms over his chest, he laughs. “So, it’s true what they said about you.”

      “What did they say?”

      “That you favor…men.”

      That makes my chest burn. I’ve shared my bed with women. I even enjoyed it. Until I saw the atrocities committed twenty years ago and lost all desire for anything other than to protect our little queen. “I favor doing my duty. I don’t need to fuck anyone. If I’m distracted by a willing woman, that means my guard is down and our kingdom is at risk.”

      He opens his mouth to speak, but the ground begins to shake and the vines in front of us move. “She’s coming,” he whispers.

      The white lady appears, and this time, instead of remaining in the safety of her temple, she steps over the vines at her feet and approaches.

      “Finn, Jensen. It is time.” She touches us, one hand on each of our shoulders and my breath leaves me in a whoosh. The world spins and swims, my vision going hazy and then righting itself.

      When I finally focus, I see a strange house, roads paved in dark stone, tree lined paths, and…humans everywhere.

      “The human world,” I breathe.

      “Your Maeve is in need of you.” She hands each of us a ring, her face stern. “Wear these at all times. They will allow you to use your magic unseen by those who serve as spies for your enemies. You must befriend her, keep her from using the powers which have begun manifesting, and above all, keep her safe. Maeve must be returned to take her place in one year. But her abilities will get her killed if you don’t intervene.”

      “Can’t we just bring her back now?” Finn asks.

      “No. It’s too soon, and too dangerous. She will face many foes when she takes her crown. She has to be at full power before that happens.”

      “How will we live here?” I ask.

      She presses a brass key into my palm, the icy cold of her hand jarring. “This house is yours while you are here. You’ll attend university with her, build a connection, get her to trust you.”

      “How will we find her?” Finn’s voice is rough and tight and I wonder what he’s so worried about.

      The lady smiles. “It’s taken care of.”

      I’m about to ask more of her, but she fades away to nothing before my eyes. Glancing at Finn, I take in his bewildered expression and turn toward the front door of the house. “I suppose we should go inside. We have a lot to adjust to before we find our queen.”

      He nods and follows me up the three steps to the wide porch that wraps around the house. Putting the key into the lock, I take a deep breath and open the door. As soon as we set foot inside, I see this isn’t so vastly different from the homes in the Shadow Court’s villages. There’s a living area, a dining room, each furnished in similar fashions to what I’m used to. This will serve us just fine while we protect Maeve. We can plan in private, take care of what needs to be done. But then I see the long, tanned legs stretched out along the couch. They lead to the sleeping form of a beautiful girl with a heart shaped face and full lips. Her long blond hair has me aching to run my fingers through the strands. My heart nearly stops when she opens her emerald green eyes and smiles.

      Finn lets out a low, “Shit,” before she swings those legs around and gets to her feet.

      “Hi! I’m Maeve.” She holds out her hand and I swear she can hear my heart’s erratic beating when our skin touches. “I’m your roommate.”
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            Maeve

          

        

      

    

    
      My heart races when I hear the front door open, pulling me from my half-asleep state. I haven’t been here long, having just moved my stuff into this house a week ago, but I’ve gotten used to being here alone. The heavy footfalls stop a few feet from where I’m sprawled across the couch and I open my eyes, knowing this must be one of my roommates. My breath catches when I see him. Broad shoulders, dark hair and penetrating stare are complements to his chiseled jaw and full lips. But his eyes are beauty personified. They are a deep hazel, framed by thick lashes that seem wasted on a man. He’s rugged, a little older than I’d expected, and gorgeous.

      An involuntary smile spreads across my face as we size each other up, but my attention is called away from him when the other guy standing behind him mutters, “Shit.”

      God, he’s hot too. Thick, tawny hair, eyes the color of moss, and olive toned skin that speaks of someone who has spent his life on the beach. Is this what my life is going to be now? Sandwiched between two Greek gods? I’ll take it. Whoever said three’s a crowd must not have known these two.

      Swinging my legs off the couch, I stand and pull myself together. I’m officially a junior in college. On my own after transferring to Central Washington University, hundreds of miles away from my parents, and ready to begin my life as an adult. But the fear in my belly has me ready to gnaw my fingernails until they bleed. I don’t know a single person here. I need to make a good impression on my new roommates.

      I thrust my hand out to the hazel-eyed god. “Hi, I’m Maeve. I’m your roommate.”

      His face goes stony at my touch, but he says, “Jensen. This is Finn.”

      Finn smiles wide and so sexy. Surprising me, he comes around and pulls me into his arms for a hug. God, he smells good. But the fact of the matter is, I just met the guy. He shouldn’t be hugging me. But…I’m not going to stop him just yet.

      Jensen clears his throat and mutters, “Back off.”

      Curiously, Finn does what he’s told. He steps back, a charming blush on his cheeks and juts his chin out at me before offering a slight smile. “I’ll just…find my room.”

      I wonder where they’re each from, what brought them here. They each hold a hint of an English accent and it only adds to their appeal.

      “Oh, I took the master bedroom, but there are two more upstairs. They’re both laid out exactly the same.” I’m a little embarrassed that I took the biggest room without asking, but then again, I was here first.

      Finn frowns and heads up the stairs while Jensen just glares at me. It’s like I did something to upset him but I have no clue what that could be.

      “Are you—“ I start, but he walks away without letting me finish.

      Great. My roommates are hot but one’s an asshole. This is going to be the worst year if I can't win these guys over.

      The next morning I wake up early, needing to smooth things over with Jensen, make them see we'll have a much better experience if we’re friends. I put in my earbuds and turn on my latest favorite album. In no time I’m dancing around the kitchen while I mix up pancake batter and fry up some bacon. My mom always said the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. Maybe that works for roommates too.

      I leave the batter to sit for a few minutes while I gather plates, utensils, and grab my coffee beans. After starting the coffee I can barely wait for it to brew. I need my caffeine if I’m going to make it through today. I barely slept last night knowing these beautiful men were just across the hall. My brain was busy fantasizing and objectifying. Heat floods my cheeks at the memory of the things I let them do to me in my dreams.

      Shaking it off, I return to my task and spoon some batter onto the griddle. As I watch the bubbles form in the cooking pancake, I wait until a few have popped before I slide the spatula under it and flip the cake. Repeating this over and over, I start to get into a rhythm, and decide to try my hand at flipping the flapjack high in the air like my dad used to do. Unfortunately the damn thing lands half on and half off the griddle. Instinctively I reach out and grab the pancake, burning myself on the edge of the hot pan.

      “Ouch, shit!” I shout, hopping from foot to foot as I pop my finger into my mouth.

      A warm hand grips my wrist, tugging me to the sink. Jensen has me in his grasp and all thought of the pain in my finger flees me at his touch. He turns on the cold water and shoves my burned hand under the stream.

      “What were you doing?” he grumbles.

      “Making you guys breakfast.” I wiggle my finger under the water and marvel that the burning never returned after he touched me. It must not have been as bad as I’d thought. He’s still holding my wrist, his big body close enough to mine that I can feel his breath on my neck. An involuntary shiver runs down my spine that has nothing to do with being cold and everything to do with the sexual tension suddenly awake between us.

      He shakes his head and blinks hard before stepping away quickly. Leaning against the counter he crosses his arms over his chest. “You don’t have to do that. We’re not your responsibility.”

      Rolling my eyes, I sigh and turn off the water. I have to work to tamp down the arousal coursing through me, but I manage. “I want to do it. We’re all living here together. I’d rather us be friends than walk on eggshells around each other.”

      “We don’t need to be friends.”

      Ouch. This guy is a tough nut to crack. “Fine. I’m going to make pancakes and after I eat them, I’m leaving for the day. If you want some, they’ll be on the counter. I hope you don’t choke on them, because I won’t be around to give you the Heimlich if you do.”

      He smirks. “You’re a fiery little thing, aren’t you?”

      “You have no idea.”

      Finn walks into the kitchen at that precise moment, his hair rumpled from sleep and his chest gloriously bare. Oh, God. There I go again, lusting after these men I barely know. “What does he have no idea about?”

      “Me,” I say, adding another pancake to the plate and pouring the last of the batter onto the griddle.

      Finn grabs a pancake and takes a bite, grinning at me while he chews. “He doesn’t have an idea about women in general.”

      It seems like Finn is warming up and I realize perhaps I’d been too quick to judge last night. “So, where did you guys transfer from?”

      Finn flicks a glance at Jensen who gives a slight shrug. “Abroad.”

      “Abroad? Like, the UK?”

      Nodding, Finn grabs a mug and fills it with coffee. “Yeah, sure.”

      “Why’d you come here?”

      “Work,” Jensen says. “We’re here because of our jobs.”

      “Oh, so you’re not college students?”

      They both look a little surprised, but Finn clears his throat and says, “Both. We’re finishing up our degrees while working part-time.”

      That’s weird. But, I’m not going to push the issue. The truth is, I’m getting a deal on my room in this house, and I don’t want to go back to living in a dorm. “I’m majoring in political science.”

      They stare at me without responding. The reaction sends a wave of embarrassment through me. “It’s not as boring as it sounds.”

      Jensen runs a hand over his jaw. “I didn’t say it was. In fact, I think that’s perfect for you.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “Oh, because you know me so well?”

      “Better than you think,” he murmurs before grabbing a pancake and walking away. “Come on, Finn. We’ve got work to do.”

      “You’re welcome!” I yell, the sarcasm dripping from my voice.

      Finn gives me a wink and follows after Jensen, leaving me with a view of his strong back. With that one gesture, I can’t help but wonder what it would feel like to be on the receiving end of attraction from them rather than this…weird blend of playful and tense.

      What would it feel like to have Finn kiss me, or Jensen run his large hands over my body? Or, better yet, have them in my bed? That thought makes my stomach flutter. One of them. I want it from one of them. I just haven’t figured out which one that is.
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      I’ve been trying to avoid being alone with Maeve since we moved in a few weeks ago. So far, I’ve done a good job of it, but it’s getting more difficult. She’s sweet, charming, and desperate for our friendship. I want to give it to her. In fact, I want to give her much more than I should. I’m her guard, not her lover. It needs to stay that way.

      “Have you seen Maeve?” Finn asks, popping his head through the open door to my room. “I can’t find her anywhere in the house.”

      My heart lurches. He was supposed to be on her detail today until she came home from her classes. “You were supposed to keep her in your sight at all times. Can’t you manage even one simple task?”

      His brow pulls together. “Don’t be an ass. She must’ve slipped out while I was using the toilet.”

      “Slipped out? She could be anywhere. What if something happens and she gets taken? You know there are rebels here searching for her.” I rake my hand through my hair and try to control the rage and panic mixing in my blood. “If they find her…they’ll do terrible things to her, Finn. They’ll do anything to keep her from returning to faerie and taking her crown.”

      Guilt crosses his features. “Fine, fine. I’ll go out and search.”

      “As will I.” Glancing out the window, I see her car is still in the driveway. She can’t be far. But the sound of the front door opening and shutting catches my attention. “Maeve?” I call, rushing to the mouth of the stairs.

      She stands at the bottom, confusion written in her expression. “Yeah?”

      “I, um, I hadn’t realized you’d gone. I thought someone might be breaking in.” I sound like an idiot, but I know the level of concern in my voice wouldn’t match any other reasoning.

      “Nope, just me. I’m going to a Halloween party tonight. Forgot my faerie wings.” I really look at her then. Her eyelids and cheeks glimmer with some sort of shining makeup and her blond hair is braided and decorated with multicolored butterflies. But the thing that nearly has me speechless is her thin gown of gauzy light pink fabric. It flows around her as she moves and accents each glorious curve of her body.

      “Hello…” Finn says, drawing out the word as he takes her in. “You look like a faerie princess.”

      She grins and drops a slight curtsey. “Thank you. That’s what I was going for, but I forgot my wings in my room.”

      “Faeries don’t have wings.” Finn’s clipped tone makes me suck in a sharp breath. He shouldn't have said that.

      Amusement shines in her eyes as she ascends the stairs. “How do you know? Do you have close personal friends who are faeries?”

      Oh, if she only knew. She has two of the strongest fae warriors of her kingdom’s army living with her, protecting her. “Finn has a thing for faeries.”

      “Oh. You mean he’s gay?”

      Finn’s eyes widen. “What? No. I assure you, I like women. I love them, in fact.”

      She grins, shaking her head and laughing. “Makes sense. I never see either of you with any girls.” Her eyes twinkle with mischief as she teases him. “Are you two a thing?”

      “Definitely not,” I say.

      Finn clears his throat and gives her an appreciative glance. “So, this party you’re headed to…”

      “Want to come?”

      Finn cuts me a look and I nod. It certainly beats using our magic to hide while we watch her like stalkers. “We don’t have costumes,” I say.

      “That’s okay. You can be the handsome humans under my spell.”

      I can’t deny hearing her call us handsome gets to me. It stirs something inside my chest that I don’t want to feel. Shoving my hands in my pockets, I push past her and head down the stairs. “I’m ready when you are.”

      It’s a short walk from our house to the party. Loud music filters through the windows and from the look of things we’re in for a wild night. Maeve surprises me by grabbing my hand and tugging me toward the entrance.

      “I know it’s hard to have fun, but do me a favor and lighten up, okay?” Her bright green eyes meet mine sending a rush of want through me. God, I have to get away from her before I do everything I’m not supposed to and kiss her right here and now. The draw to her is stronger every damn day.

      Jerking my hand away, I avert my gaze. “I’ll take it under advisement.”

      She doesn’t push, but I can feel her frustration. Without giving me another glance, she strides into the house and leaves Finn and I behind.

      “Do you have to be such a jerk all the time?” Finn asks, annoyance coloring his tone.

      “We aren’t here to be her friends.”

      “She doesn’t need to know that. How is she supposed to trust us if she thinks we hate her?”

      I walk inside and scan the room for her, but all I see are costumed college students in various stages of drunkenness. “Shit, where’d she go?”

      “Well, we’d know if you hadn’t treated her like the scum on the bottom of your boot.”

      Shaking my head, I resist the urge to give in and offer a retort. I don’t want him to know he’s pissed me off. We both move through the house, chatting and pretending to care about the party while looking for Maeve. When I catch sight of her iridescent wings and long flowing hair, I smile. She’s dancing and laughing, looking truly happy as she talks to another girl. Settling myself on a barstool, I stay where I am, out of her line of sight, but close enough to get to her if I need to.

      “You found her, I see?” Finn says, handing me a red plastic cup and tapping his own to mine. “At least pretend to be enjoying yourself, unless you want to use magic to hide.”

      I bring the cup to my lips and take a pull of the watery beer. I miss the strong ale of our world, the smells of clean earth, the feel of magic in the air. Finn seems to have taken to the human world, but I long for Faerie.

      Finn and I both go ramrod straight when a tall man wraps his arm around Maeve’s waist and pulls her against him. She laughs and pushes on his chest, playfully telling him she’s not interested as she shakes her head. But the asshole continues touching her, leaning in to kiss her, fucking groping her ass. Before I know what’s happening, I’m behind her, gripping his wrist so tightly I can feel the bones rub together. He lets out a strangled cry and backs away.

      “What the fuck, man?” he asks.

      “You don’t put your hands on someone who doesn’t want it. Women deserve more than your unwanted attention. You earn their approval.”

      Maeve meets my gaze with gratefulness in her eyes. I don’t give her the opportunity to waste her breath on this guy. Taking her by the elbow, I lean down and murmur, “Let’s go home.”

      She nods and walks with me into the night. The adoration in her gaze and the feel of her skin against mine sears into my memory where I can relive this moment as often as I need to. Because this is all I have.
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      I don’t know how this is going to work for much longer. We’ve been living with Maeve, pretending to be college students for months now, but I think she suspects something. She’s cagey around us. Jumpy and awkward, as though she fears at any moment one of us might turn on her. It’s my fault. I’m too worried about my growing attraction to her. Jensen guards her from afar. He’s determined to keep himself at a distance but I know he struggles with his feelings for her. She’s too beautiful, too kind and caring, too everything to ignore. I don’t know how he manages to ignore his need. I can’t handle Maeve thinking I want anyone but her. The last thing I want is to make her uncomfortable. In fact, I want to make her smile—at me.

      I find her sitting at the dining room table, a carton of Chinese take-out and her laptop in front of her.

      “Hey,” she says, smiling up at me. My heart leaps at the sight. That’s what I wanted, the one thing she could give me, and she gave it.

      “Hi.”

      She pushes the white carton of food in my direction. “Want some? It’s cashew chicken.”

      Shaking my head, I take a seat next to her. “What are you working on?”

      A heavy sigh falls from her. “Statistics.” She rests her chin in her palm and pouts. “I shouldn’t have waited so long to take this damn class. I’ve been dreading it.”

      “You need help?” I could easily use some of my magic and give her the knowledge she needs to ace the homework. Hell, I could give her what she needs to ace the whole class.

      “I need alcohol.”

      I cock an eyebrow, knowing the rules of this world. “Are you trying to get me to buy you beer?”

      “Ugh, I can’t wait until I don't have to rely on hot guys to get my alcohol for me.”

      My stomach clenches with unwanted desire at her words. Hot. She thinks I’m hot. Standing, I walk to the kitchen and open the refrigerator. “I’m pretty sure we have some back here.” We don’t, but I’m not above calling some into being for her.

      “We don’t. Besides, I don’t really like beer anyway.” She stands and stretches, her light shirt riding up and showing off a line of perfect skin. “I need to take a break. Want to watch a movie?”

      I can’t speak, I’m too busy pretending I wasn’t just staring at her and thinking of how much I want to feel that skin under my fingers. Nodding, I clear my throat. “Sure. What do you feel like?”

      She shrugs. “Let’s take our chances and channel surf.”

      We settle onto the couch, her body only separate from mine by a few inches. She smells so good. Like vanilla. She flips through the channels but I don’t pay attention to the screen. I just want to be near her. Finally, she settles on some historic show about Scotland. There’s lots of skin and sex, and I’m embarrassingly aroused being so close to her and watching this show.

      “I think this was a book,” she says.

      “What?” Honestly, I was too busy trying to calm my body to hear her.

      “A book. I’m pretty sure it was a book.”

      Turning to face her, I swallow hard against the lump in my throat and offer a smile. “Sexy book.”

      “Yeah. Maybe I should read it.” She leans close, her brilliant eyes searing my soul. Thick, dark lashes frame the intensely green pools. My gaze drops to her mouth as her tongue darts out to wet the fullness of her lower lip. I need to kiss her. But I can’t. I’m here in service of her, my queen, our queen.

      Our bodies are so close I can feel her heat mix with mine and the softness of her breaths brush my lips. If I close the distance I’ll be able to see if her mouth is really as soft and warm as it looks, if she tastes as good as she smells. I want to. I want it so bad. Sliding my fingers across her shoulder, I trail them up the length of her neck until they’re tangled in her hair.

      “Finn,” she whispers, closing her eyes and leaning toward me.

      God, yes. I have to give in. There’s a visceral need driving me and stealing away all rational thought. I lean forward and nearly let our mouths connect but at the last moment, my brain takes control and I turn my face, kissing her cheek instead. Even that slight bit of intimacy makes my blood hum with desire.

      Fuck. We’d almost done something we could never take back. I’d lost track of what was most important. Our goal. Keep her safe until she is returned to the Shadow Court. I can’t fall in love with her.
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      A persistent buzzing from my bedside table has me rolling to my side and frowning at the clock. Reaching blindly for my phone, I blink rapidly and sigh before answering.

      “Hello?”

      “Did I wake you, hon?” My mom’s voice is apologetic on the other end of the line.

      Glancing at the warm glow of morning light that is spilling through my partially opened curtains, I sit up and yawn. “Yeah, but I needed to get up anyway.”

      “I just…I wanted to tell you happy birthday.”

      “My birthday lasts all day, you didn’t have to call at sunrise,” I tease.

      “I wanted to make sure we talked before you…are too busy.”

      “Mom, I—“

      “No, don’t tell me you’re sorry you decided to transfer to Central. I know it was right for you. We couldn’t keep you forever. No matter how much we wanted to.”

      My heart breaks a little at the sadness in her tone. “I’ll be back in a few weeks for summer break. Why do you sound so sad?”

      She sniffles and clears her throat. “No, it’s nothing. We just miss you. I’m so proud of you, honey.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “I should let you go. Have a wonderful day. And, honey?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Be happy.”

      I smile and get out of bed. “I will.”

      When we hang up, I can’t help but feel a sense of loss. My birthday has always been special in my family. I’m the only child and my parents had tried for kids for ten years before I was born. To say they doted would be an understatement.

      After pulling on my CWU sweatshirt, I pad downstairs with one goal. Coffee. The house is quiet, and for a moment, I think my roommates must already be gone for the day. Things have crossed over to true friendship between the three of us over the last few months. I’d hoped for more with Finn, but our near-kiss seemed to drive him away rather than closer. It doesn’t matter that I know he wanted it as much as I had. Something is keeping us apart, keeping him from crossing the line.

      “You’re up early,” Jensen’s deep voice catches me off guard and makes me flinch. He’s sitting in the armchair in the corner of our living room, a book in one hand and a mug of coffee in the other.

      “My mom called and woke me up.”

      Concern flits over his face. “Everything okay?”

      I grin. “Yeah, she just wanted to wish me happy birthday.”

      Jensen’s gaze locks on something over my shoulder and I’m warmed by the sight of a sleepy, shirtless Finn with tousled hair and a sexy smile. “It’s your birthday?” Finn asks.

      “Yeah.” God, I think I’m blushing. My cheeks are on fire.

      “What are your plans?”

      “I wasn’t really planning to do anything.” I sound pathetic. Like a loser with no friends.

      “But it’s your twenty-first, right?” Finn runs a hand through his hair. “Isn’t that some kind of rite of passage here?”

      Here? Oh, right, he’s British, where they can drink before their twenties. “Yeah, I guess. It just seems like such a cliché. The obligatory twenty-one-run. Stumbling drunk, possible one-night-stand, definite hangover the next day.”

      Jensen cracks a rare smile. “You’re right. Stay here. Then you won’t have to worry about the one-night-stand.”

      “I was planning to get a bottle of wine and bask in the glow of true adulthood.”

      Finn smirks. “You know what? I think we can do better than that. We’ve been more trouble than we’re worth since we all moved in together. Let us take you out for dinner and drinks tonight. Our way of saying thanks for putting up with us.”

      My stomach flips at the thought of them taking the time to care for me. “Okay, I guess.”

      Jensen opens his mouth as if to protest, but Finn shakes his head. “Don’t start. You’re only twenty-one once in your life.”

      Jensen mutters something that sounds kind of like, “Speak for yourself.”

      “Thanks, guys. I wasn’t expecting this, but it’ll be nice to ring in my birthday with you. Honestly, the idea of celebrating without my family had me just wanting to gloss it over.”

      Finn surprises me by wrapping me in his arms. “You’re ours now.” He releases me and steps back, making me miss him instantly. “We’ll always be here for you.”

      If he only knew how much I wished that were true. How hard I’ve fallen for him.

      Maybe tonight, I’ll tell him.
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      Hours later, I’m standing in the bathroom with a curling wand in one hand and hairspray in the other. I’ve been at this for close to an hour, carefully sculpting my long hair into pretty waves and making sure I look perfect. I want to look nice for them. After the last lock of my blonde hair is done, I run my fingers through the mass of curls and separate them until I’ve got what my cousin Sara would call, sex hair. I’m not going to lie, it looks amazing. I can’t wait for the guys to see me. Excitement curls in my chest as I apply a thin layer of red lip-gloss and spritz a bit of perfume into the air before walking through it. I’m ready for them.

      Walking to the top of the stairs, I pause and can’t contain my smile at the scene that greets me. Finn’s standing at the bottom of the stairs with a grin on his face and a wrapped present in his hands.

      “There she is,” he says, as he approaches and holds out a hand.

      Letting him help me the rest of the way down, I bask in the feeling of his hand touching mine. “You clean up nice,” I offer. It’s the truth. The man has on dark jeans and a deep blue button down shirt and his tawny hair is combed away from his face, accenting those gorgeous cheekbones of his.

      His gaze rakes over my form, momentarily making me self-conscious. I tug at the neckline of my low cut shirt and try to hide the cleavage I’d originally wanted to display.

      “Don’t hide yourself. You’re beautiful.”

      My cheeks warm at the compliment, and I can’t tear my eyes away from his. “Thanks. So are you.” The words leave my mouth before I can stop them.

      Releasing my hand, he steps back and smiles. “Jensen will be ready soon. In the meantime, I wanted to give you this.” He hands me the gift he’d been holding. “It’s just a small token.”

      I slip my finger under the paper and carefully open the package. My heartbeat picks up a notch at the sight of the small box with the logo of my favorite jewelry boutique embossed on the top. “Finn? You didn’t have to do this.”

      His cheeks go charmingly pink. “I wanted to. Just open it.”

      My breath catches when I lift the top and find a beautiful silver necklace. There’s a heart in the center with a crown resting atop it and two hands holding either side of the heart. Running my fingers over it, I blink back tears, suddenly overwhelmed.

      “It’s a claddagh. The hands signify friendship, the crown loyalty, and the heart—“

      “Ready to go?” Jensen says, interrupting our tender moment.

      I nod but hold up the silver chain and hand it to Finn. “Put it on me?”

      “Of course,” he says.

      The pendant settles on my chest and for the first time, I feel like I really mean something to him.

      “Let’s go.” Taking Finn’s hand, I tug him toward the door, Jensen following behind us.

      Hours later, I sway and swerve between my two men, happily drunk and surrounded by these two.

      “Best birthday. And now I get to be a Maeve sandwich. You know, I had fantasies about this.” My words are slurred and it takes a few beats before my brain catches up to my mouth. “Oh shit, did I just say that out loud?”

      Finn chuckles. “Don’t worry. You won’t remember in the morning.”

      Jensen tenses beside me. “Everything will be different in the morning.” He unlocks the front door and swings it open, letting me inside first.

      My knees give out as I attempt to climb the stairs but Finn is there, catching me up in his arms. I nuzzle my face into his neck and take a long breath, loving his scent. “Mm, you smell so good. Why do you always smell good?”

      “I shower.”

      A giggle escapes me and I drop light kisses on his neck. “Thank you for your…consideration.”

      When we reach the end of the hall, Finn sets me on my feet but I don’t let go of him. Instead, I place my hand on the doorknob to the room closest to us. I don’t want him to go. I don't plan to end this night alone. “Finn…” I begin, but trail off, not really knowing what to say.

      “Maeve.” His eyes blaze as he steps toward me. I can’t help but breathe him in. He’s so close.

      Threading my fingers with his, I take a moment to gather my courage and open the door. “Come inside?”

      He hesitates for a beat, but I tug him with me until we’re both standing inside the four walls of my bedroom. The connection between us is undeniable, a power that can’t be stopped. I want nothing more than for the door to be closed and him to be kissing me. As if on cue, a breeze blows the door shut, and all that’s left is for his lips to touch mine.

      “How did that happen?” I ask, looking around for an open window.

      His eyes flare with anxiousness. “These houses are drafty.”

      Nodding, I work to reclaim the moment we lost. “Finn, I don’t understand why things went backward with us.”

      He averts his gaze, running a hand through his tawny hair. “It’s not that I don’t want—“

      “I just…I’ve never felt this way before. And I feel something from you too. I’m usually really good at judging other people’s feelings. Tell me I’m wrong.”

      He bites his lower lip and I think he’s going to leave, until he steps closer. “I can’t.”

      He can’t what? Can’t tell me I’m wrong? Can’t be with me? God, he’s frustrating. I reach out and run my palm over his cheek. “You can.”

      “God, Maeve. You don’t understand.”

      “You’re right. I don’t.”

      Our gazes are so fierce, I fear we’ll combust. I see it the moment he decides to leave, and I take my opportunity before it’s gone. I wrap my arms around him and hold on tight. His hands grip my waist, tension radiating through him until he sighs and pulls me closer.

      “Oh, what the hell. We’re only a few hours away,” he murmurs before pulling away and sliding his hand up my back.

      I tilt my face and lock eyes with him again, and then his mouth is on mine, fire sparking between us. I’ll give him everything if he wants it. I know it in this moment. I love him, I have for a long time.

      He deepens the kiss, his tongue delving into my mouth and the taste of him sends my head spinning from the overwhelming sensations. A strange weightlessness covers me, buckling my knees. I would’ve fallen to the floor if Finn hadn’t held me close.

      “Shit, Maeve,” he cries, scooping me into his arms and carrying me to the bed.

      I want nothing more than to stay with him, but everything goes dark and my last thought before unconsciousness takes me is that he is mine.
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      I wake blanketed by inky darkness and a damp chill covers my skin. A shiver courses through my body and I instinctively reach for my quilt. My eyes pop open as I find the spongy texture of moss rather than fabric.

      What the hell? I can make out the silhouettes of trees around me and as I sit up, trying to get my bearings. Have I been sleepwalking again?

      “She wakes. Lady Saskia, she wakes.” An unfamiliar, disembodied voice pulls me completely from the haze of sleep.

      Oh, crap. I’ve been kidnapped. Who would want to kidnap me? Idiots maybe? I’m the kid of a hardware store owner and librarian. They won’t get any money for me. My fight or flight instincts kick in and I clamber to my feet, trying to control the shaking of my limbs. If I can just figure out where I am, maybe I can get away and back to the house. My chest tightens and I move to make a break for it. I can’t see anyone around me, so it’s pretty clear that whoever just spoke isn’t close enough to catch me.

      Even in the dim light, I can make out the circle of waist high stones surrounding me. I start toward one of the open spaces between two stones, determined to get away but freeze as a golden glow rises from my feet. The ball of light continues up until it hangs like a spotlight above me. Before I can take another step, a tall, gorgeous woman steps into the circle with me. Her hair flows behind her like she’s submerged in water, defying the laws of gravity. The same golden hued light that floated from my feet emanates from her body. I can’t speak. My heart is hammering against my chest and I honestly think I might pass out.

      “Do not fear me, young one. I will not harm you.” Her voice is heavy, soothing, and I want to believe her.

      “What … who are you?” I manage to push through the lump in my throat and feel the fear ebb out of me.

      “I am Saskia, the lady of air and water.”

      My mind whirls. Lady of air and water? What is that supposed to mean?

      “Are you a … ghost?” I feel stupid as soon as the words leave my mouth. Her answering smile makes me sure I’m right to feel this way.

      “No, child. I am of the fair folk. I am a faerie. As are you.”

      Me? This lady is crazy. Without warning, she grasps my hand and a light envelops me. I shut my eyes as an intense tickling sensation takes hold in my belly.

      “Open your eyes. We have arrived.”

      Cautiously, I open my eyes. This just gets weirder and weirder. I’m standing in the middle of what can only be described as a throne room. Four grand chairs sit at the head of the room, all with the same intricate carvings on them.

      “I’ve seen these before,” I say, reaching out to run my fingers along the wood. “I dreamed them.”

      Saskia smiles and strokes a pale hand over my hair. “This is home, Maeve. This is where you belong.”

      My stomach clenches. “No. I belong with my parents.”

      She shakes her head, a pitying look on her face. “Child, your true parents are long dead. You are a child of the fae. A changeling, meant to live in the human world until your time came. The time is now.”

      My breaths come fast as I begin to come to grips with the fact that I am not dreaming. “You’re insane. Faeries aren’t real.”

      Her lips pull down into a frown, but only for a moment. “It’s proof you need, and proof you’ll get.” Closing her eyes, she exhales and flicks a hand at me.

      That same tickling takes hold in my belly but this time, I am covered in a haze of gold dust that swirls the movement of her hands. As the dust settles, I see a deep green gown in place of the jeans and top I’d been wearing. The heavy fabric rustles under my fingers.

      “How?” I ask.

      “I will teach you. Welcome home, niece. Our people have been waiting for their queen to return these last twenty-one years.”
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      I vaguely recall the overwhelming feeling of my knees buckling and the sound of my heavy skirt as it crumpled along with my body to the floor. My head feels foggy, like I’m stuck in an old movie, everything slightly hazy around the edges.

      Where am I? Everything smells of earth and something … else. Something faintly, other.

      A warm hand grips mine as I shift and move to sit up, making me tense.

      “There she is. Did you know you snore?” My heart jumps into my throat at the sound of Finn’s voice. I must be dreaming, hallucinating. There’s no way Finn could be here. “Come on, wake up.”

      His voice soothes me and I hold on to the hope that this whole thing has been a dream. Finally, I pry my eyes open, sure he will be gone when I let go of the dream. Instead, I see his familiar face, tawny hair, bronzed skin, impossibly bright green eyes. For a moment I forget everything Saskia told me. I forget I’m some kind of faerie queen, that I’ve been taken from the only home I knew, that my parents aren’t my parents. I forget, until I look around the room.

      Everything is illuminated somehow, although I see no light fixtures, no candles, nothing that would cast the golden glow around the room. I stare at the four walls surrounding me. Only an enormous gilt door adorns the room, no tapestries, pictures, paintings, decorate the room. Honestly, it doesn’t need decoration. The walls are made of tree roots, moss, and stone, a beautiful combination of shades of brown, gray, and green. No wonder it smells like this in here.

      Finn coughs lightly and smiles at me, bringing my attention back to him. I’m not alone in this strange place. With a crushing weight, the gravity of his presence hits me. If he’s here, that means he’s been kidnapped too.

      “Oh, God, Finn. They got you, too?”

      A curious smile flits across his face. “It’s all right, Maeve. No one got me. You finally came home, so now we can, too.”

      I stare at him, waiting for him to start laughing, tell me what a gullible sucker I am, anything to make things normal. When he just keeps staring at me with that gentle smile, I start to panic.

      “Finn? Why are you so calm? We’ve been kidnapped by a crazy witch who thinks she’s my aunt. She is delusional. She thinks I’m a … a faerie.”

      He nods. As I watch, his skin takes on a faint golden hue… no, not a hue, a glow. “You are a faerie. So am I.”

      I close my eyes and start trying to slow my erratically beating heart. “What?” I manage to ask as I open my eyes again. He’s still glowing.

      “I was assigned the position of your royal guard.”

      My eyebrows pull together in the frown mom always said would give me wrinkles. “You’re not old enough to have known me when I was born.”

      He lets out a small chuckle and shakes his head. “I’m the same physical age I was when we gave you to the white lady.”

      I don’t understand what he’s saying. How can that be true? “You’re lying.”

      Shaking his head, he takes my hand and that same spark that’s always been there between us reignites. “I was twenty-three human years old when Jensen and I took you to her. She stopped our age progression to ensure we’d stay strong and sharp.”

      My stomach turns to stone and I pull away. “Wait. You and Jensen. You knew about this and didn't tell me?”

      His gaze drops to the floor and I know I’m right. “She sent us to you when your powers started to…manifest in the human world.”

      Jensen. My handsome protector. I’m drawn to him even though he keeps himself at a distance. But now I understand why. He was doing what he does best. Protecting me—protecting my heart.

      This is too much. Finn is a glowing faerie who is actually twenty-three years older than me. Looking at him now, I see the faint lines, the maturity in his eyes, the broadness of his shoulders which is only cultivated by a man growing into his frame. He’s lost all traces of boyishness. This Finn is all man. Desire curls in me at the thought, but I push it away. He’s been my friend and nothing more for the last year—until last night.

      “Maeve, please. You have to understand. Jensen and I…we weren’t allowed to share any of this with you. It would have put you at risk.”

      “At risk? I’ve been kidnapped by faeries. I think this is a pretty big risk right here. I have no idea what I am, what I can do. God, Finn. I thought I was in love with you and instead, you were forced to be with me for the last year.”

      My words hang in the air between us. Finn slides his fingers over mine and leans in. “You’re in love with me?”

      Closing my eyes, I sigh. “I thought I was. There’s a big difference. You lied to me for a year. How can I be in love with someone who lied about who he was?”

      “Technically I didn’t lie. I omitted.”

      “Same difference.”

      “But we’re the same. You, me, Jensen. You’ll never find another more devoted than I am.”

      “Because you have to be.”

      He threads our fingers again. “Because I want to be. Because I’m supposed to be.”

      Our eyes lock and I see the man I’d fallen for, the man I’d been willing to give my virginity to just hours earlier. “Finn—“

      He stops me, closing his mouth over mine and sending a wave of need crashing into me. I can hold on to this. Right now, Finn is the one thing tethering me to my old life, he’s the man I’ve fallen for, my trusted friend, and apparently, my royal guard. He won’t let anything happen to me. His fingers slide over my arms and up into my hair, tangling in the mass of waves before he scoots closer and presses me back until I’m lying against the mattress.

      “I’ve wanted you for too long, my queen.” His voice is husky and dark. A sexy rasp that sends tingles over my entire body.

      “You could’ve had me. All you had to do was ask.” Cupping his jaw, I take in his features and all the love I’d been saving comes rushing to the surface.

      With a roll of his hips, he shows me exactly how he feels. His hard length rubs between my legs and makes me gasp. God, he’s large. Not that I have anything to compare it to. “Can I have you, Queen Maeve? Can I be yours?”

      My heart flutters at the thought.

      Yes.

      He can be mine.

      He is mine.
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      I can’t believe after a year of wanting her, of waiting, I finally have Maeve in my arms. My cock is heavy and aching with desire, but I know she’s a virgin. I can’t take her like this, not on a day like today. Brushing my lips over hers, I turn my face until I’m kissing her cheek, her chin, her neck. When she moans and bucks her hips against mine, I have to back away. Now is not the time.

      “My queen, we can’t. Not yet. Not now. There is so much more for you to learn.”

      She grins. “I’m sure you can teach me.”

      “If I teach you what I want, we’ll never leave this bed.”

      The flare in her eyes makes me bite back a groan. Damn me and my oath to get her to the throne. I could be inside her right now if I were a more selfish man. “I’m ready for you. I don’t want to wait. I don’t know what’s going to happen after I walk through the door to this room and face my future, but I do know I want to have been with a man before that happens.”

      My mouth runs dry. “I…” I have no words. How can I tell her no? I’m not fit for the queen, not until she’s had the chance to find love with someone of royal blood. Queens marry kings. They love their own kind. Not warriors sent to protect and serve.

      Her hand runs down my chest and stomach until she reaches the fastening of my pants. My eyes roll back in my head at the sensation and the promise of what’s to come. Until the door bursts open with a loud crash and her gaze darts behind me.

      “Jensen!” she cries, sending shame covering me like a weighted blanket.

      Fuck.

      I scramble backward, putting as much space between the queen and myself as possible without leaving her side. “Commander,” I say, avoiding his eyes.

      “Commander?” Maeve’s voice is soft and laced with disbelief.

      “He’s the leader of your army.”

      Jensen scoffs. “Not anymore. Saskia and Imogen saw to that after the rebellion attack. Why would you think I’d be reinstated after we brought the queen back?”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Because the white lady appointed us as her protectors. She said we were the queen’s. It seems only natural that we’d be given back our duties.”

      His focus is turned to me, not Maeve, and from the dark look in his eyes, I know he’s disappointed in me. I don’t give a damn. Not about what he wants. The last thing I want to do is hurt Maeve, and if she desires me, maybe that’s what I should give her.

      “Finn.” Jensen says. “I need to talk to you in the hall.”

      Sighing, I get to my feet. I can’t ignore this problem. It won’t go away. Jensen won’t let it.

      I take Maeve’s hand and bring it to my lips. Just a brush of warm skin against warm skin, but I see her shiver. “I’ll be back soon.” Jensen lets out an annoyed sound behind me.

      As soon as we’re out of her range of hearing, Jensen rounds on me.

      “What the hell was that? You can’t keep your hands to yourself, can you?”

      I cross my arms over my chest and fight the urge to argue. “What’s the harm? She’s here, she knows the truth. I’ve wanted her for close to a year.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can just take her. She’s meant for more than a warrior. If I thought there was any chance she could love someone like you…or me, don’t you think I’d have thrown my favor into the contest?”

      “You’ve never given her reason to consider you.”

      He runs a hand over his hair and sighs. “That’s because she’s destined for more. We’re here to see her safe, to keep her that way. Just as we tried and failed to do for Queen Astrid. You didn’t see me fucking her.”

      “I wasn’t fucking Maeve.”

      “Queen Maeve. You’d do well to remember that. She’s our queen, not your lover, not mine, not anyone’s.”

      Anger burns in my heart at his words, but I know he’s right. I can’t claim her as mine. “Fine.”

      “She needs us to help her through this. It’ll just confuse her more if she thinks she’s in love with you.”

      “And what if she is?”

      He scoffs. “She won’t be for much longer. Especially not if presented with a handsome prince, or possibly a king in the near future. Her aunts will want her to make a strong match with another court.”

      The thought of her choosing to marry another man makes my blood run cold. “Not already.”

      “I’m sure of it. Those two are desperate to secure the court. It has already deteriorated drastically in the year we’ve been gone.”

      “She’s not ready for something so…serious. Maeve will balk at the idea. You know that as well as I do.”

      “That’s up to her.”

      A look colored by hope flashes across his face. He wants her too. He’s always wanted her. Damn. Who’s to say he’s not just telling me to back off so he can swoop in and claim her heart? “I’ll only be what my queen wants. Nothing more, but nothing less either.”

      Nodding, he claps his hand on my shoulder. “Get her settled. We’ll figure out the next step.”

      “All right. But I need you to know I’ll do anything and everything to keep her happy and safe.”

      “As will I.”
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      Finn has been outside with Jensen for way longer than I’d like. I don’t want to be alone here, especially not when Finn and I had been so close to finally crossing the friend barrier and diving headlong into the category of lovers.

      The door opens to reveal Finn, his broad shoulders held strong and straight, like a soldier. I’m immediately hit with a current of longing for the moment we’d shared before Jensen interrupted us.

      “Everything okay?” I ask through a throat tight with desire.

      He nods but doesn’t lock eyes with me. “Fine. We just had a few things to get straight between us.”

      My stomach rumbles, and a wave of embarrassment rushes through me. Here I’ve just learned my life is a lie, I’m basically the Superman of faeries, oh yeah, and I’m a freaking faerie. But I’m still hungry.

      He grins and waves a hand. A bowl of fruit, ripe and delicious looking, appears on the bed in front of me. I reach for a pear, licking my lips, and bring it to my mouth. Before I take a bite, I remember the stories my dad used to tell me.

      “Beware the offerings of the fae. Once accepted, you are theirs forever.”

      “Will I be trapped here forever if I eat this?” I ask.

      Finn laughs out loud. “You are the queen and a full blooded fae besides. You’re free to come and go as you please.”

      I cast a dubious glance at the fruit in my hand and take a small bite. My mouth waters as soon as the sweet tang of the pear hits my tongue. “This is the best pear I’ve ever tasted.”

      A look of pride fills his handsome face. “Thank you, my queen.”

      Okay, that was just weird.

      “Yeah, let’s stop all of this my queen business. Can we just go back to being Maeve and Finn?”

      A guarded look crosses his face and my heart sinks.

      “I … I can’t do that. I am your guard. I’m sworn to you. Now that you know the truth, we can’t be the way we were. I shouldn’t have let things go so far earlier. No matter how much I wanted it.”

      His whole demeanor has changed and it makes me angry. I don’t want him to be sworn to protect me. I want my friend. I want him to be more.

      “That’s bullshit. If you’re sworn to me, then you need to do what I say. I say I want us to be Finn and Maeve. I want my friend. Protect me if you need to, but be my friend again, too.”

      I can hear the tears in my voice and at any other time I’d be mad at myself for being so emotional.

      He closes his eyes and takes a long, slow breath. “Lady Saskia won’t like it.”

      “Too bad.” I kick my legs over the side of the bed and get to my feet, smiling. “I’m assuming you know your way around this…” I search for the word I want but come up empty.

      “It’s the palace of the Shadow Court,” he answers for me.

      “Right. This palace. Show me around?” I ask, as he opens the heavy door.

      He nods, still holding onto a frustrating layer of formality.

      I look up at him, his features still the same devastatingly handsome ones I’d held an unrequited love for. “So, you glow now?”

      He laughs, eyes crinkling at the corners. “I’ve always been like this, you just couldn’t see it.”

      “Is there a reason?”

      “I’m an earth fae. My powers come from the ground. When I use them, my aura changes…becomes more visible.”

      “Ah, so, that’s why the fruit?”

      He stiffens when I link my fingers with his but doesn’t shrink away.

      “Yes. I’m good with things that grow. And, other things.”

      We walk through a long corridor in silence, only the echoes of our footsteps cutting through the quiet. The walls are the same stone and moss as in the room I’d woken in, except the tree roots which grew here were thick, twining together to create large, evenly spaced columns. Dead vines cover the stones of the walls making a woven pattern along each side of the hall.

      I’ve never seen anything like it, and can’t stop myself from brushing my fingers along the roots as we walk. It’s as if I can feel the trees they are connected to. A rush of energy races up my arm and sends a jolt through me. I feel like I just chugged an energy drink.

      “What was that?” I breathe.

      Finn stares behind me, his eyes wide. “Shit,” he whispers.

      I follow his gaze and gasp as I see the entire left wall is covered in blooming flowers, beginning at the point I touched the roots and back as far as I can see.

      “Did I do that?”

      He grips my hand tighter. “No one has been able to bring the hall to life in two decades.”

      “I just touched it. I’ve never done anything like that before.”

      His eyes lock on mine and I am staggered by the fierce intensity in them. “You weren’t awakened yet. Your powers are only going to grow.”

      “So, that’s an earth power right? Am I an earth faerie like you?”

      He shrugs. “In a manner of speaking.”

      “Oh, no, no. Am I going to glow, too? No offense, it works on you, but I’m not sure I want to glow.”

      Shaking his head, he pulls me away from the wall and farther down the hallway.

      “I’m serious. Am I going to glow?”

      The large doors at the end of the corridor burst open and the hall fills with a cold wind. I shiver as I’m blinded by a bright, silver light. As the light fades, a tall woman steps forward, her expression uninterested and slightly annoyed. I stare at her in awe. Her skin shines like Saskia’s, but instead of a golden hue, she radiates cold silver. Her hair tumbles down her back, all the way to her waist in shades of lilac and gray, glinting in the light.

      “Of course you won’t glow, you stupid child. Finn, haven’t you told her anything?” The woman holds her pale hand out to me in a gesture of unearned familiarity. “Come now, Maeve. You’ve already met my sister. Show your aunt some respect.”

      I look at Finn, hoping for some sort of help. His face remains steely.

      “Um, who are you exactly?” I ask, trying to keep the shaking from my voice.

      She tosses her hair over one shoulder and lets out a bell-like laugh. “Oh that Saskia. Always leaving me out.” With a sweeping curtsey, she smiles at me. “I am Imogen, lady of earth and fire. Your mother’s second sister. And we have all been waiting to find you.”
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      “Find me? I haven’t been lost. As far as I know, Finn has known where I was since we…well, since last year.” My words come out a little harsher than I’d planned, but honestly, she makes it sound like I was hiding from them. Shirking my duties.

      “Actually—“ Finn begins, and Imogen’s gaze drops to our linked hands a frown furrowing her brow. “I was hidden from their sight as well.” He drops my hand and bows to Imogen before continuing. “Once our queen’s powers began to show themselves, I was sent by the white lady to guide and protect her until she came of age. I lived as human for the past year.”

      She sneers as though the thought disgusts her. “We are grateful for your sacrifice, warrior. But, you have delivered the queen to us. Your service is no longer required. Return to wherever you came from.”

      My heart clenches. I can’t let Finn go now. He’s the only person I know. “No. I…I’m appointing him as my royal guard. Jensen too. They will never leave my side.” I look at him, begging for his assistance. “I can do that, right? I’m the queen.”

      Imogen rolls her eyes and sighs. “Technically you aren’t queen until you’ve had your coronation.” Then she frowns at Finn again. “I suppose you shouldn’t be without protection. There are still those who wish to take control of the Shadow Court. The best way would be to kill the heir to the throne.”

      My stomach turns as her words wash over me. “They want to kill me?”

      “Oh yes, child. They tried to kill you the night you were born. I predict they would have succeeded if it hadn’t been for the bravery of Jensen. He saved you. Spirited you away to the white lady before the rebels could find you and kill you.”

      Finn’s shoulders stiffen and I can feel the animosity rolling off him in waves. He suddenly doesn’t like Jensen. Why? From the way Imogen speaks of him, the man is my savior. And during the year we all spent together they seemed to have a strong friendship.

      “So, if I’ve been gone, who has been ruling in my place?”

      “My sister and I have shared that burden.” Imogen’s stern expression gives me a moment’s pause. If they’ve been ruling, why would they be so happy for me to take their power?

      “And you have no problem with me taking the throne from you?”

      She tosses her head back and a peal of laughter fills the hall. “Oh, goodness, no. We’ve only been keeping things…in order until you came back. The rebels are few and far between now. They are so stupid to try and kill the entire royal bloodline.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because, without the queen to rule the court, our magic dwindles year by year. They are all lesser fae, and by now, basically powerless. You, the child they’d hoped to kill, will end up being their saving grace. But they don’t believe that’s true.”

      “They won’t see it,” Finn mutters. “Misguided fools.”

      “But I have no clue how to use my power.” My chest is tight with worry. They’re pinning all their hopes on me. What if I fail them?

      Finn’s green gaze finds mine and my breath catches. “You will. I’ll help you.”

      Imogen snorts. “What are you going to be able to teach her that I can’t?”

      “She can’t learn from someone she doesn’t trust.” He threads his fingers with mine before turning to face me. “I’m still the same Finn you’ve known the last year. I just have some special…qualities. You do trust me, don’t you, Maeve?” Finn asks.

      I want to trust him. Because he’s right. I don’t trust anyone else. Instead of answering, I offer a slight nod.

      Imogen’s hands ball into fists. She’s not happy with this development, but aside from her telling me she’s my aunt, I know nothing about the woman. I’ve spent countless hours with Finn, talking about life, our hopes, our goals. Although, how much of that was all an act for him?

      My aunt huffs. “Have it your way. Maeve, I’ll be needing you to attend me in my chambers soon. There’s much for you to learn about this life.” Without giving me the opportunity to answer, she turns on her heels, heading back the way she came in, a cloud of gauzy fabric trailing behind her like a current.

      I pull my fingers free of his grasp and step away. “You know, I think I’m going to go back to my room for now. I’m a little overwhelmed, what with the whole faerie queen, magic powers, and glowing.” He nods and turns as though he’s coming with me, but I shake my head. “I want to be alone.”

      “Maeve—“ he begins, but I raise my hand.

      “Stop. I just need some quiet.”

      “Fine. But I can’t leave you completely alone. Make a compromise with me?”

      God, I can’t tell this man no. “What did you have in mind?”

      “You let me stay in the living quarters. I’ll draw you a hot bath and you can soak while enjoying a glass of wine.”

      He knows that’s my favorite way to unwind. Damn him and his observation skills. “It’s tempting.”

      “I promise I’ll steer clear. You won’t even know I’m in the next room, but if anything were to happen, I’d feel better being close.”

      Part of me wants to ask him to get in with me. We’d been so close to crossing the line we’d drawn. But I’ve still got too much to process and I’m glad we stopped when we did. It was the right choice. The smart choice.. No matter the intense pull I feel toward him.

      Taking a steadying breath, I nod and start back toward my room. He doesn’t let me get far before his warm palm is on the small of my back, the slight pressure of his fingers making me fight a shiver of want. Damn him.

      “I…I need you to stop touching me,” I say. My voice is breathy even to my own ears.

      “Maeve, please…” He doesn’t finish his thought because as we round the corner we both see Jensen standing at my door. The handsome man’s arms are crossed over his chest and his mouth is pressed in a grim line. Finn stiffens, but doesn’t remove his hand from my back, instead choosing to slide it around my waist. “Jensen, what are you doing here?”

      Jensen leans against the wall and an amused light fills his eyes. “Thought you were going to get to keep her all to yourself a little while longer?”

      Finn’s fingers tighten just enough for me to notice. He’s possessive. But Jensen doesn’t want me. He shut that idea down early on in our friendship.

      “I didn’t realize Lady Imogen would send you so soon.” Finn’s words are tight making me wonder about the earlier conversation the two men had in the hall.

      Putting my palm on Finn’s chest, I turn toward him. “I’m going inside. Either you two can stand out here and growl at each other all night, or you can come in. I’ve got a bubble bath and a glass of wine waiting for me.”

      Releasing me from his hold, Finn nods and moves to open the door for me, but Jensen has already taken the handle. I swear these two are going to be the death of me. Sighing, I cross my arms over my chest and glare at them.

      “Seriously? Do you want me to get you a ruler?”

      They both frown in confusion and their unasked question of why hangs in the air.

      Another sigh falls from me before I say, “So you can measure your dicks to see whose is bigger? This is ridiculous.”

      Finn’s eyes widen and Jensen releases his hold on the doorknob. Pushing past them, I open the door myself and stride inside. I won’t look back at either of them. I don’t want to see anything that might make them appear attractive in this moment because I’m annoyed. I’m going to hold onto that feeling until I figure out exactly what the hell is going on with these two.

      Glancing around the room, I fight my frustration when I don’t see anything resembling a door that might take me to a bathroom. There are beautiful tapestries, windows that overlook lush green gardens, candles and a set of French doors that lead to a balcony, but no bathroom.

      “Where is the bathroom?” I ask, finally giving in and looking at the men.

      Finn smirks. “You just have to will it into view. See those doors?” He gestures toward the French doors to my right. “They will open to any room you require in these chambers.”

      Casting him a dubious glance, I offer a light laugh. “So…faerie magic. That’s the answer to everything here?”

      He chuckles and reaches out to tuck a lock of hair behind my ear. “Pretty much. There are limits to what you can do, but you’re the queen. This palace is here for you.”

      “He’s right,” Jensen says. “It hasn’t served the true queen since your mother died, but everything you need should be at your fingertips.”

      Walking past them and toward the doors, I can feel the hum of energy coming from the panes of glass. Behind this barrier I still see a balcony overlooking gardens.

      “Put your hand on the door and picture what you want.” Jensen’s deep rumble is close enough that I can feel his breath on my ear. A wave of desire hits me unexpectedly. His fresh, clean scent takes hold of my senses and I nearly lean back into him.

      Instead, I take a moment to steady myself and close my eyes, reaching out to grasp the gilt handle. The hum in the glass becomes stronger and the doorknob warms at my touch. Focusing, I think of a spa-like bathroom, calm and serene.

      “Open your eyes and go inside.” Again, Jensen’s voice sends need slicing through me, but I do as he says and when I cross the threshold, there it is, the place I’d envisioned.

      Everything is light and beauty around me, from the egg shaped tub big enough for four people, to the plush towels. There’s a walk-in shower made of glittering white stone, a round tufted bench in the middle of the large room, and the water is already running in the tub. I can’t help but suck in a shocked gasp at the sight.

      “Does it look like this for everyone or just me?” I ask.

      Jensen laughs but the sound isn’t nearly as close as it was moments ago. Turning, I see him standing in the doorway, his face lit up with amusement rather than lined in concern. My heart leaps at the sight. He’s beautiful like this.

      Finn stands to the side, his own smile not reaching his eyes. “You just changed every bathroom in the castle. They’ll all be to your liking as long as you’re queen.”

      My eyebrows rise in question. “What? Shit. Did I just screw up and piss everyone off?”

      He shakes his head. “Not by the looks of this room.” He gestures into the bathroom. “If anything, this is a major upgrade. We’ll leave you in peace. Just call out if you need anything.”

      I nod and smile at them both before Jensen closes the door. Steam curls from the water in the tub and the bubbles fill the air with the enticing scent of honeysuckle. I am so ready to relax and let the hot water take away my stress, if only for a moment. Moving toward the tub, I tug at the bodice of my gown, my hands searching for a zipper. All I find is satin ribbon crisscrossing in the back out of reach of my hands.

      “Damn,” I mutter. I can conjure up the most beautiful bathroom in existence but I can’t manage to take off my own dress. Cracking open the door, I peek my head out and see the two men set to guard me sitting across from each other in deep conversation.

      They both look my way at the same time, the sudden silence in the room stifling. Jensen clears his throat. “Something wrong?”

      My cheeks heat, but I’m not going to let a little embarrassment keep me from getting my bath. “I can’t get out of my dress.”

      I’m waiting for a smirk from Finn. Instead I end up getting a heated gaze that makes my nipples harden and I’m thankful for the thicker fabric of this tight corset top. He rises and comes to me. My focus flits to Jensen, still seated, but his fingers are digging into the tops of his thighs with so much strength his knuckles are white.

      “Turn around,” Finn murmurs as he closes the distance between us.

      Doing as he says, I face the bathroom and fight the urge to sigh at the feel of his fingers brushing the exposed skin of my shoulders before he trails them down to the laces in the back of the dress. The sound of satin brushing against satin has an erotic edge to it in this tense room. As though every pull brings us closer to something forbidden. Then, my gown is loose around my torso, requiring me to hold it up in order to keep my breasts covered. Finn’s hands part the dress, exposing the line of my back. A shiver runs through me at the same time his hands run along my sides.

      “You’re all set,” he says, his voice tight.

      I don’t feel set. I feel worked up. Right now, the last thing I want is to leave him—leave them. Glancing over my shoulder I look past Finn, who still has his hands on my body, and stare into Jensen’s eyes. There’s fire and desperate need in those hazel depths. Jaw tense, posture rigid, Jensen is barely holding back.

      “Maybe I don’t need a bath after all.”
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      Jensen swallows hard against my statement, his foot tapping a staccato rhythm on the floor. “My queen…” he begins, but tapers off when Finn slips his hands around to the inside of my gown and runs them up until he’s cupping my breasts.

      I moan and release my hold on the fabric, letting the green satin fall to the floor in a heap. Finn’s lips find my nape, burning kisses blaze a trail over my shoulder, up my throat, to my jaw. I should be concerned that we have an audience in Jensen, but the thought of him watching, of him possibly being turned on, makes this even more powerful.

      “Finn,” I whisper, needing more from him.

      “Anything, my queen. I’ll give you anything.”

      His teeth nip my earlobe while I thread my fingers in his hair. “I just want you.”

      Spinning me around, he tugs me against his body and claims my lips with his. There’s nothing gentle in this kiss, it’s all pent up desire and unresolved feeling. I melt into him, letting his taste and scent overtake me. But I can’t keep myself from wondering about our silent observer. Opening my eyes I stare at Jensen, expecting to see anger or frustration. Instead, I find lust. He bites his lower lip and slides his hand from his knee to the obvious bulge in his pants.

      Breaking the kiss, I don’t take my eyes off Jensen as I run my hands over Finn’s broad back. My stoic bodyguard likes to watch. I never took him for a kinky guy, but there’s obviously a lot I don’t know about him.

      My whole body feels like it’s on fire. Heat races over me, collecting in my hands and building with every touch from Finn and each harsh breath from Jensen. God, I can’t take it. There’s so much burning through me, I think I might actually combust.

      “Fuck,” Finn shouts, jumping back and tearing his shirt over his head.

      The scent of smoke fills the room and I stare in shock at the scorched fabric of his shirt on the floor. “What just happened?” I ask.

      Finn turns toward Jensen and I cringe when I see the hand-shaped burns on his back. “Did she really just do that?” he asks, Jensen.

      With a solemn nod, Jensen stands. “Are you okay? Your back took the brunt of her fire.”

      My fire? I have fire? “Wait, someone needs to tell me what the fuck I just did to Finn.”

      Gathering my gown, I cover myself and walk to the bed. The burns on Finn’s back are already healed, now only faint pink marks show any evidence of injury.

      “I’m fine, Maeve.” Finn settles next to me but he doesn’t take my hands. “I should’ve known better than to get you so worked up while your powers are growing.”

      “I…I burned you.”

      “You can harness the elements. As the queen, you hold some combination of the powers of earth, air, fire, and water. The rest of us only have one.”

      Jensen crosses his arms over his chest. “Except Imogen and Saskia. They each hold two. It’s how they’ve been able to keep the Shadow Court from falling into total oblivion.”

      Staring down at my hands, I ball them into fists and shake my head. “I could’ve killed you.”

      Finn places a soft kiss on my shoulder before pulling me close. “No. Things were a little…heated, there for a moment, but it takes iron to kill the fae.”

      Jensen gives him a look that tells me Finn isn’t being completely honest, but I don’t push. I run my gaze over Finn’s back again, needing assurance that he’s okay. Now his beautiful bronzed skin is free of any marks. It’s as though nothing had happened. Tentatively, I reach out to touch him, but my hand trembles as fear grips me and I stop. What if it happens again?

      He leans closer until my palm rests on his back. “You won’t hurt me.”

      “My queen,” Jensen says, pulling my attention from the electric charge running through my hand at the contact with Finn. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a few pressing things to take care of.”

      Finn snorts. “Running?”

      When Jensen won’t meet my eyes, I know Finn got it right. “Please don’t leave us,” I say. “I need you both here with me tonight. So much has happened and I don’t feel as grounded when you’re not here.”

      “You have Finn.”

      I pat the space next to me. “I need both of you.”

      Something loosens inside him, I see it the moment his tension eases just slightly. “All right. I suppose you’re safer if we’re here than in the hall.”

      Standing, I walk toward the French doors and close them. With a pulse of power, I call up a closet and walk inside. In moments I’m dressed in my go-to pajamas. Shorts and a tank.

      “If you were hoping I sleep naked, you’ll be disappointed.” Walking back into the room, I see them both stretched out on the bed, still fully clothed. Consider me the disappointed one.

      “It’s best for none of us to be naked together,” Jensen says. “Neither of us are the one you’ll get to keep.”

      Finn tenses, but smiles when I crawl in between them and snuggle under the blankets. I’m between the two men I care for most, and right now, that’s the only thing I’m going to focus on. Right now, I’m not a faerie queen able to burn things with my hands. I’m just Maeve and these two men are everything I need.
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            Finn

          

        

      

    

    
      The edges of consciousness tickle my brain at the feel of slender fingers trailing down my chest and abs pulling me from sleep. Everything is warm and soft around me, the surroundings cocooning me in comfort. I’m exactly where I want to be, and the more awake I become, the more right everything feels.

      “Finn,” Maeve murmurs, her hand snaking lower until she finds the top of my pants.

      My cock jerks at the thought of her hands touching it, stroking, gripping. Her lips press against my shoulder and I groan at the slight scrape of teeth. Fuck. It’s been far too long since I’ve had a woman. Twenty-one years too long. Rolling over, I cup the back of her head and pull her to me for a kiss. I need her under me. I need to be inside her. God, I need everything from her.

      Breaking the kiss, I roll her onto her back and fit myself between her thighs. I give a brief thought to Jensen who fell asleep with us, but when I glance across the bed, I see he’s gone. Of course. He won’t allow himself to give in to his desire for her. He’s too disciplined. A soldier through and through.

      “Where’s Jensen?” I ask.

      “He left a few minutes ago. It’s what woke me up.”

      Nodding, I glance at the door and wonder if he’ll come back. I don’t want him to catch us in the act. The last thing I need is a lecture from him. I’ve been in love with this woman longer than I even realized. I think from the moment I knew we were destined to be hers, I reserved my heart for when she would be ready.

      “You two are everything I have. I wish he wasn’t so closed off.” Her words make my chest ache. She wants me, but she wants him too.

      Staring down into her beautiful heart shaped face, I wonder if there’s a way for me to solidify my place in her heart. I know she’ll have to marry and provide an heir to the Shadow Court, but maybe she can give her love to me even while she gives her hand to another.

      I run my lips across her collarbone and up her throat, loving the softness of her skin. “Finn, that feels amazing.” Her voice is breathy and sends tingles down my spine.

      Palming her breast, I grin when she arches into me, begging for more without using words. She didn’t put on a bra and all that separates my hand from her is the thin tank top she’s wearing.

      “Take off your shirt,” I growl, needing less clothing and more skin.

      She arches an eyebrow. “Is that how you talk to your queen?”

      “When I’m between her legs, yes.”

      Scooting back, she sits up and pulls the thin cotton over her head, baring her gorgeously supple body to me. “Okay, then.”

      I lean close and take one nipple into my mouth, sucking on the pert bud and relishing her moan. Running my hand down her belly until I reach the top of her little shorts, I hesitate for only a second. I want to make her remember what I can do for her. That I can serve my queen with more than just loyalty. My fingers slip under the fabric and she cries out in surprise. But she doesn't move to stop me. A bolt of lust shoots straight to my erection when I find her bare under the shorts. She’s slick and hot and perfect.

      “Oh, Finn. No one has ever…I mean…I haven’t—“

      I silence her with my mouth on her lips as I rub slow circles around her swollen clit with my thumb and press a finger deep inside her. She cries out against my mouth and bucks into my hand. My own arousal burns through my body, but this is about Maeve. I’m going to bring her to climax in every way I can before I get my own release.

      She grips my hair and pulls as she kisses me like her life depends on my lips. And then I feel it, she goes stiff and begins trembling as her orgasm crashes over her. Wetness coats my fingers and her walls clench around me. I tear my lips away from hers because I have to watch her face as she rides out her pleasure. I gave her this. I want to remember what she looks like so when I lose her, I can look back to this moment. No one can take it from me.

      “Oh, my God, Finn.” Her breaths are fast and shallow as she works to control herself. “I didn’t know that’s how it felt.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “An orgasm. I’ve never had one.” The red in her cheeks makes me love her even more.

      “You’ve never given yourself one?”

      Her cheeks go a shade darker and she averts her gaze. “I’ve tried, but never…finished.”

      Pride swells in my chest. Fierce and primal. “I’m glad to be of service, your majesty.”

      Her fingers toy with the waistband of my pants and I have to bite my lip to keep from groaning. I want her so badly it hurts, but guilt covers me like the rushing tide, unstoppable and undeniable. She’s not ready, even if she thinks she is. Maeve deserves to love the man she gives her virginity to. Jensen’s right. Neither of us are that man.

      “Isn’t it your turn?” she asks, her voice husky.

      Backing away, I shake my head. “Not yet.”

      “But—“

      “I want you to be sure before you give me that part of you. I want more than just your body. I want your love.”

      She bites her lower lip and blinks a few times before wrapping her arms around me. “I thought I loved you before the truth about my past brought me here. But, Finn, I feel like I only know part of you. I can’t love someone I don’t know.”

      My heart cracks. I knew this was part of the risk we’d be taking when Jensen and I agreed to protect her, but I hadn’t planned on falling in love with her. “I understand. And that’s why we can’t keep doing this.”

      The sadness in her eyes nearly breaks me. I have to leave this room right now if I don’t want to make a fool of myself. I’m seconds away from begging her to love me.

      “Finn—“

      Shaking my head, I climb off the bed and run my hands through my hair. “It’s fine. I need to shower and change. I’ve got work to do.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Home. I don’t live with you anymore.” I don’t look back as I head for the door. I can’t. It doesn’t matter that I’m shirtless, hard as a fucking rock, and in desperate need of her. If I go back, I’ll hurt us both. The Shadow Court deserves more than me. She deserves more.
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      Finn left me a confused mess. I don’t understand why he wouldn’t want to have some relief after what we just did. I certainly wasn’t done with him. Getting out of the bed, I stride to the French doors and open them. I need a long, hot shower. Honestly, I need Finn.

      The water cascades over my skin, but it’s not hot enough. At the thought, the spray heats easing some of my tension. Being queen has its perks, and this magic room is one of them. I try to distract myself by thinking about all the different types of rooms I can turn this into on my whim, but the memory of what Finn did to me keeps taking hold of my mind. Everything is falling apart now that I’m here. All I want is to go home where I was just a human.

      After showering and dressing in some jeans and a soft pullover sweatshirt, I pull my damp hair into a ponytail and slip on some pink Converse sneakers. I have to admit, being able to call anything I want into being is pretty amazing. I’ll never have to go shopping again.

      A sharp knock on the door to my chamber makes my heart leap. Maybe Finn has come back. “Yes?” I call.

      The door opens, revealing both of my very intimidating aunts. They are so beautiful, icy and stern, like runway models, cursed with permanently blank expressions.

      “Lady Saskia, Lady Imogen,” I say.

      Saskia wrinkles her nose and gestures to my clothes. “What are you wearing?” She closes her eyes and my stomach dips as, once again, a swirl of glowing light surrounds me and my clothes are replaced by a glamorous gown, this time of shimmering gold fabric.

      “Her hair, too, Saskia,” Imogen says.

      In moments my ponytail is gone and long curls hang down my back. I can feel them brushing my bare shoulders. “I was comfortable.” I know I’m whining, but if I’m the damn queen, I should be able to wear what I want.

      Imogen laughs. “You weren’t anywhere close to prepared to be seen by members of court. Come now, it’s time you begin your lessons.”

      “Lessons?”

      Saskia rolls her eyes. “You didn’t think we’d just let you take the crown and destroy everything with your unchecked power, did you?”

      She’s right. Just the mention of my power makes me think of the burns I’d left on Finn. “I do need help. I hurt Finn last night.”

      She raises one eyebrow. “He’s been spending his nights with you?”

      “No. Not like that. But we’re close. I was…hugging him and my hands burned his back.” It’s a lie, but I can’t risk telling her the truth, not after her questioning tone.

      “Fire,” Imogen whispers.

      “Have you used any other power? Made it rain? Caused the wind to blow? We’ve already seen you call the plants in the hall back to life.”

      I think back to my door slamming shut just before Finn kissed me. “Maybe. I might have used the wind to close my door. And I changed the temperature of the shower with my thoughts.”

      “You really control all four.”

      “All four what?” Annoyance is seeping through my tone.

      “Courts, elements, powers. Saskia holds the powers of both air and water. I hold fire and earth. You, dear niece, hold all four. Not even your mother held all four. She only had air, water, and fire.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Saskia sighs. “It means…you’ll be the one to unite all the courts of the fae. Shadow, Sea, Ember, and Stone.”

      “How can I do that?”

      She laughs. “You’ll be put through trials before you claim the crown.”

      “What if I fail?”

      “You’ll die, and so will all of us. But don’t worry, your prince will be by your side. Lending you his aid.”

      “What? What prince?”

      “Your betrothed. A prince of the Shadow Court.”

      “I don’t have a betrothed. This is ridiculous.”

      “It is not. Especially if it’s what you must do to save our power.”

      Panic takes hold. I don’t want to marry a man just because he’s a prince. Then a thought occurs to me. “I can’t marry a prince from the Shadow Court. There are none.”

      A smirk tugs at the corner of her mouth. “There is. He’s on his way to you now. He’ll be here tonight.”

      Heart beating entirely to quickly, I sit heavily on the nearest chair. “I can’t get married to someone I don’t even know.”

      “You’ll do what is necessary to save us. Just as your mother would have,” Imogen spits.

      “But—“

      She holds up a hand. “Enough. You must have your lesson today before you accidentally kill someone.”

      “Finn said only iron kills the fae.”

      “He’s never seen a fae like you. You can kill with a simple flick of your power once you know how to properly use it.” She grips my elbow and tugs gently. “Now come along. We have work to do before your betrothed arrives.”
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            Jensen

          

        

      

    

    
      I hold tight to the reins and steer my stallion through the narrow path between the trees as I patrol the grounds. I can’t bear to be around Finn and our queen, not after spending the night with her body pressed to mine. Finn allows himself to give in to his desire, heedless of the pain he’ll cause her when she has to leave us. Because he’s weak. I am not. I’ll sacrifice my happiness for hers.

      A flash of gold fabric catches my eye on the horizon making my heart lurch. It only takes me a moment to recognize the woman who is riding her horse at a gallop, eyes closed and head thrown back as the wind flows through her long blond hair. Maeve. I wait for a beat, two, three, expecting to see Finn behind her. But no one appears. My queen is out here, unguarded.

      “Hya,” I dig in my heels and urge my mount toward her at breakneck speed.

      Slowing my steed as I bring him up next to her mare. She turns to me, eyes wide and red-rimmed. “Jensen, you startled me.”

      “What are you doing out here alone, my queen?”

      She doesn’t answer me, instead guiding her mare down the hill before us and toward the empty meadow at the bottom. I follow, unwilling to leave her alone. She is far too precious.

      “I’ll ask again, what are you doing out here? Where’s Finn? You should have a guard with you at all times.”

      Bringing her horse to a stop, she dismounts and strides to the center of the barren field. I follow suit, needing to get an answer from her. Obviously something is wrong. “Your majesty—“

      “Stop it. Damn it, Jensen. I’m Maeve. Stop treating me like I’m any different from the girl you didn’t care about a year ago.”

      “You think I didn’t care?” I stride toward her and grip her by the elbow, forgetting myself for just a moment. Stepping back, I release her and work to control my warring emotions. “I stayed away to protect you. It was my duty. Keep you safe, see you return home. I am yours until my dying day. It has been this way since your birth.”

      “Mine? You mean my guard?”

      “I want…it doesn’t matter what I want.”

      The wind begins to blow in from all sides and dark clouds blossom from out of nowhere in the sky. Her hair whips around as the clouds open and warm raindrops fall, heavy and plentiful. “Maeve? Are you doing this?”

      “Didn't you know? I can control all the elements. I’m destined to bring all the courts together.” She holds out a fist and closes her eyes before spreading her fingers and revealing the ball of flame in her palm. “Air, water, fire…” Then she kneels and presses her free hand to the dry grass. Color returns across the meadow, flowers bursting from the ground and filling the entire space with color and life. “Earth.”

      Crouching, I take her by the shoulders and pull her to stand with me. Her lip trembles as she closes her fist and extinguishes her fire, the wind dies down, and the rain turns to a slight mist in the air. “You are so special.”

      She blinks and fat tears fall down her cheeks. “If I fail. Jensen, if I fail everyone dies.”

      “You won’t.” I can’t help myself. I run my thumb over her damp cheek and catch the tears that glisten there. “I promise.” Then, in the middle of the meadow she just brought back to life, I do what I’d vowed never to allow myself. I lean in and press my lips to hers.

      The world around us falls away and everything feels like it’s finally fit into place. I’ve known it all along. I am hers in every way, mind, body, soul. I will die for her, but not just because she’s my queen. I will die for her because I love her.

      Breaking our kiss, she steps back and stares at me. “I thought…”

      “I’m sorry. I tried to stay away.”

      Rushing into my arms, she claims my mouth and moans against me, “Jensen.”

      I tangle my hands in her hair and crush her to me. After nearly a lifetime of denying myself, I can’t stop. The rain begins falling again, and as we hold each other in the storm, I know this is impossible.

      “I have to go,” she whispers against my lips. “They’re expecting me.”

      “Who?”

      “My aunts and my betrothed.”

      Everything in me turns cold at the mention of a betrothal. I knew this was coming, but it still makes my chest ache. I should have stayed at arm’s length, but I didn’t, and now I have to let her go.

      I drop my hands from where they’d drifted to her shoulders. “You’re to be married?”

      Breath hitching, she nods. “Some prince. I don’t know how to tell my aunts I’m not marrying him.”

      My chest lurches. “You have to.”

      “What?” The incredulity in her voice makes it clear that’s the last thing she thought I’d say.

      “If they’ve forged an alliance, you can’t break it without risking everything.”

      A laugh falls from her. It’s bitter and colors the air with disdain. “You just had your tongue down my throat and now you think I should marry someone who isn’t you?”

      Honestly, that thought makes my stomach churn. I want her to spend her days with me and her nights in my bed. “Yes. I do.”

      She pulls away and I don’t stop her. The look in her eyes tells me that choice has done irreparable damage to the fledgling connection between us. Lightning strikes around her as she walks away, scorching the grass and making the hair stand up on the back of my neck.

      With one last glance over her shoulder, she mounts her horse and rides away, long blond waves flowing behind her. All I’m left with is the memory of her lips on mine and the taste of her on my tongue. But it’s more than I could have ever hoped for. I’ll serve her until my dying day even if I never get to have her as my own.
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      My lips still burn from Jensen’s kiss, even as I walk down the stone corridor that leads to my aunt’s chambers and toward the prince I’m supposed to marry. Out of the corner of my eye I catch sight of Finn standing at the end of the hall. He’s leaning against the wall, watching, and my heart lurches with a mixture of excitement and guilt. Mostly guilt. I’d been ready to give myself to him. I would’ve let him have everything. But after he denied me, I turned around and basically threw myself into Jensen’s embrace. Now, I’m about to meet my future husband. I’m a mess. There’s no way I can be a wife, certainly not a queen.

      “I can’t…” I begin, but trail off, unable to finish as my gaze flicks to the ornately carved door. He must see the fear on my face because he pushes off the wall and strides toward me, taking me in his arms and crushing his lips to mine. His tantalizing scent of cedar and leather makes me weak in the knees. I never want him to stop kissing me, but then Jensen flashes in my memory and a fresh wave of guilt hits me.

      Pulling away, I stare deep into his eyes and all I see behind them is hurt. “Finn, I’m not going to do this.”

      “You have to. It’ll be fine, Maeve.” His voice is tight and he won’t look me directly in the eyes any longer.

      Any other time his avoidance would sting, but now I’m thankful. I don’t want to face his scrutiny. He’ll know I let Jensen kiss me. I’ve never been good at lying and I don’t think I could even if I wanted to. “Finn—“

      “Don’t. You’ll go in there and do what you have to. Jensen and I both knew this was how it was going to be. Only he did a better job at keeping his distance. I should’ve listened to him.” He runs a hand through his hair, glancing up at the ceiling and sighing. “Fuck. I wanted you to choose me.”

      He won’t after he finds out I was just making out with Jensen in the meadow. “I…Finn, I want you too. But there’s something—“

      The door between us opens and Imogen offers me a saccharine smile. “Am I interrupting a tender moment?” She shoots Finn a glare and my pulse picks up speed at the thought of him being in trouble for his relationship with me. “Finn, you are dismissed. Queen Maeve is safe here with us and her betrothed.”

      Closing his eyes, Finn clenches his jaw and nods. He takes a harsh breath before offering a bow and walking away. I don’t want him to go, to leave me here with this man I don’t know.

      Imogen clicks her tongue in disapproval as she surveys me. “What have you done to yourself? You look like a drowned rat.”

      My cheeks heat. “I went riding. There was a storm.”

      She rolls her eyes and flicks her wrist. Looking down my dress I watch as the water spots on the silk disappear, leaving the fabric vibrant once again. I’m sure my hair and makeup are fixed as well thanks to her. “There,” she mutters, dusting off her hands. “You’re perfect for Prince Christian.”

      “Prince Christian?” I ask.

      “Yes, child. The prince you’ll marry tonight.”

      My stomach drops. “Wait. Tonight? I can’t get married tonight.”

      She lets out a high, bell-like laugh. “Of course you can. Don’t be ridiculous.”

      I’m the one being ridiculous? I don’t think so. “Look, marriage is a big deal where I come from. We don’t typically just rush into arranged marriages and expect success.”

      Putting her hands on her hips, she stares me down. “You are the queen of the Shadow Court. Things are different for royalty. And, in case you forgot, you don’t come from the human world. This is your home. This is where you come from.” She takes my hand gently between both of hers.  “It’s perfectly acceptable for royalty to have their marriages arranged from birth. The white lady foresaw this union on the day Christian was born.”

      “She foresaw this?”

      “Yes. And she’s never wrong. You have to take him as your husband. Do what you want after your wedding night. You can choose to never see him again after consummation, but the union between you and he will forge a bond with the Night Court. One we sorely need to protect our kingdom.”

      “The Night Court. I thought you said there were only four fae courts.”

      “There are. The Night Court is ruled by vampires.”

      My stomach twists. I’m marrying a vampire? “He’s a…vampire?” I whisper the word, it sounds so ridiculous coming from my lips as a serious question.

      Imogen does not seem amused. “Technically. He’s mostly fae. His father was of our court until he was turned. His mother…” She takes a moment to swallow back what I can only imagine to be revulsion. “She is the queen of the Night Court. A vampire.”

      “Obviously you don’t like her. Why would you want me to marry this guy?”

      “It’s not about what’s best for you. This will align us with the most powerful court outside of our realm. The vampires’ curse is broken, they can walk in the sun. Don’t you realize what a benefit having them on our side will be?”

      I shake my head. “Not really. You’ve barely told me anything besides the fact that faeries control the elements and rebels killed my parents when I was born. As far as I can tell, you haven’t spent the last twenty-one years fending off rebel attacks. Seems to me these rebels gave up after they realized killing my parents wouldn’t get them the crown.”

      Imogen’s eyes spark with anger, sending a cold wash of fear through me. “Listen to me and listen well. You may have spent your life a pampered little human, but you are destined for more. You can choose to avoid your responsibilities, but know this, if you do, you sacrifice all of us.” She sighs and closes her eyes, gathering her composure. “Your mother married your father out of obligation, but she was lucky enough to find love as well. There’s no telling what will happen with Prince Christian. But he’s handsome and strong, and he will solidify a good match between our courts.”

      I don’t care if he’s handsome. All I can think about is Jensen’s kiss and Finn’s desperate words. Where will they end up in all of this? “And my guards? Will they stay with me still? I don’t trust Prince Christian as far as I can throw him.”

      She cocks her head and frowns in confusion. “What?”

      “I don’t know him enough to trust him with my life. I want Jensen and Finn to remain at my side.”

      A heavy sigh falls from her but she nods. “Fine. Now come along. He’s waiting for you.”
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      It physically hurt to walk away from Maeve knowing the next time I see her she’ll be married. Married. While that notion might not hold the same weight of commitment to the fae, it means everything to someone like Maeve. She was raised by two loving human parents who had core values that very clearly included monogamy and devotion. To think the kiss I gave her before I walked away was truly our last makes my stomach ache.

      When I walk into the small pub about a mile from the castle, I’m tempted to turn around and leave immediately. Jensen sits at a table, nursing a mug of ale with a brooding scowl on his face.

      “You know, you keep making that face and eventually it’ll stick,” I tell him.

      He turns his gaze up to meet mine and shakes his head before raising a hand and signaling the barkeep. The buxom woman bustles over to us, a smile on her face and a glimmer of lust in her gaze.

      “Will you be needing a pint, warrior?” she asks, sizing me up.

      “Thank you. Keep them coming, love.” I offer her a wink and a smile, but my heart’s not in it. It hasn’t been since the night we took Maeve to the white lady. Now that I’ve kissed her, I understand why.

      “She’s getting married,” I tell Jensen.

      He doesn’t look up from his ale, instead choosing to bring the glass to his lips and down the contents.

      “He’s the prince of the Night Court,” I offer.

      Jensen splutters and coughs before slamming the empty pint glass on the table. “What?”

      “He’s Queen Felicity and Thomas’ son.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “I overheard Lady Imogen telling Maeve.”

      He lets out a harsh breath before sitting up straighter. “Did she tell her the whole story?”

      The barmaid reappears, sliding a glass filled to the brim with dark ale across the table to each of us. When she continues to stand there, I raise my gaze to her but Jensen speaks first. “What are you standing over us for?”

      Her cheeks go pink and she turns on her heel.

      I fight a smirk, thankful for the break in serious conversation. “You certainly have a way with women.”

      “Finish your drink, we need to leave.”

      And the light moment is over. Damn. I just wanted to come in here and have a good wallow. But Jensen, ever the protector, is right, as usual. He pulls some money out of his pocket and drops it on the table before slinging his coat over one shoulder.

      “Come on, Finn. Who knows what he’s done to her. We have to keep her away from that vampire.”

      My blood runs cold as I follow him out the door and into the cool evening air. “He’s fae. There’s no danger to her.”

      “We don’t know that. His father was turned, his mother is the vampire queen. Our blood is like a drug to them. If he needs to feed, he’ll likely kill her. Whoever arranged this had plans to kill Maeve.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      “Finn, there has been someone out to get her every day of her life. Now she’s suddenly safe because she’s here? That makes no sense.” He picks up his pace as we make our way to the castle gates. “It’s the perfect set up. If the Night Court’s prince murders our queen, war will be imminent. Then those who feel the Night Court responsible for the deaths of our king and queen all those years ago will have exactly what they want.”

      A sinking feeling takes hold in my gut. He’s right. One word flashes in my mind.

      Vengeance.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Maeve

          

        

      

    

    
      My heart is beating too fast. The rush of adrenaline is making my head spin and my ears ring with every step toward my betrothed. Imogen’s chambers are large and spacious, smelling of fresh cut flowers and the earth after it rains. Her gown trails behind her, a moving blanket of vibrant blossoms as she leads the way to the adjoining room.

      “You’ll be married before the sun sets and our worlds will be joined. Believe me, niece, this is a wise move politically.” She throws me a glance over her shoulder. “And he’s quite handsome.”

      My stomach churns. I don’t care if he’s handsome. He isn’t Finn…or Jensen. How can I add another man into the mix when I’ve already got two I’m conflicted about? “It doesn’t matter.”

      She sighs. “Sullen. I forget how young you are.”

      I want to offer a cutting remark, but she pushes open the doors and steps aside. Everything changes when I see him. Prince Christian rises from the wingback chair he’d been seated in and my heart nearly stops. There’s an instant pull between us, a sense of destiny fulfilled and absolute certainty that he’s meant for me.

      I wonder for a moment whether I’ve been caught in a spell of some kind. This feeling isn’t unfamiliar, however. It’s the same way I felt when I met Finn and Jensen, though I didn’t understand it at the time. I’d pushed it aside and labeled it attraction. Now that I’m experiencing it again, with a new perspective on my life, I know beyond all doubt they stirred the same reaction in me.

      He’s dressed in dark trousers and a charcoal gray sweater, strange for a royal. In my limited experience anyone who is of noble birth dresses extravagantly. Why else would my aunts constantly be changing my clothes to their liking? Running his hands through his thick, dark hair he locks gazes with me and smiles. My breath catches. The expression makes his emerald green eyes brighten with genuine pleasure and, if possible, he becomes even more staggeringly handsome.

      “Your Highness,” he offers, his voice warm and comforting as he gives a bow and I close the distance between us.

      “Prince Christian.” I have to clear my throat before I can get his name out. I’m a mess of nerves and attraction.

      He takes my hand and presses a gentle kiss to my knuckles before returning to standing. “Please, just call me Christian. I’ve never held to royal titles in my home.”

      I nod and mourn his touch a little when he releases my hand. “You can call me Maeve.”

      “Enough chit-chat. You two can get to know each other for the rest of your lives.” Imogen strides past us and makes her way to a table in the center of the room. On it is a piece of parchment and an honest-to-god quill and inkpot. “Come along. The high priest will be here any moment to perform the marriage rite.”

      Christian must see the fear reflected in my expression because he takes my hand. “It’ll be all right, Maeve.” Then he leans in and whispers, “I won’t bite unless you ask me to.”

      A thrill runs through me. I’d forgotten that he was a vampire. A freaking vampire. “I’m not sure, Christian,” I say. My knees are shaking and I can’t seem to stop them.

      Christian slides his hand to the small of my back and guides me with him to the table. “It will only take a moment, then we can figure out how things will be between us. I know it’s not ideal. My father used to be human.”

      “I thought he was fae.”

      He grins. “He has fae blood. Lots of humans do. But he was raised in the human world. He understands it.”

      “So he told you this isn’t normal. Arranged marriages aren’t common anymore.”

      “I’m aware. All I know is, the white lady foretold our union when I was still a child. The Shadow Court called, I came.”

      The door opens and Saskia enters with a man who seems too young to be a high priest. But he’s wearing a strange stole that reminds me of one I’d seen a Catholic priest wear years ago, although this one holds no familiar religious symbols.

      “Are we ready to begin?” he asks.

      “Yes,” my aunts say in tandem.

      I glance at Christian, needing his confidence to help me get through this. He nods and pushes me forward with a gentle hand. “I promise,” he whispers. “It will be fine.”

      “How do you know?” I whisper back.

      He shrugs. Shrugs. “I have faith.”

      Panic claws at my throat and I touch the Claddagh necklace Finn gave me for my birthday. I have faith in Finn and Jensen but here I am, marrying another man. Stepping away from Christian, I shake my head.

      “I can’t do this.”

      His eyebrows rise before furrowing in a frown. “Maeve—“

      “No. It doesn’t have anything to do with you. I just…I can’t marry someone I don’t know. I’m not ready for this. I’ve only been here a few days. God, I just found out I’m a faerie queen. I need some time.”

      Imogen closes her eyes and huffs. “We don’t have time.”

      Christian shoots her a sharp look. “You said she was ready. I can’t force her into this.”

      “She doesn’t have a choice in the matter. This is what her kingdom requires of her.”

      He rakes a hand through his hair and stares at the ceiling. “Give me strength,” he mutters before turning his gaze to me. “Maeve, I know this is difficult for you. There’s so much neither one of us truly understands, but I promise you, I will not make you do something you don’t want.”

      Relief floods me making my shoulders relax instantly. “Thank you.”

      When his fingers trail up my arm, I shiver with longing. “Will you consider an alternative to turning me away completely?”

      I don’t understand what he’s trying to say. “What do you mean?”

      “Time together. You and I. We leave in the morning just as we would have for our honeymoon, only now we go, not as newlyweds, but as two people who may end up together.” Imogen opens her mouth, obviously ready to protest, but Christian silences her with a cool stare. “Maeve? Would that be agreeable?”

      Finn and Jensen flash in my mind. What will they say? “I…I’ll need to bring my guards.”

      Christian nods. “Easily done.”

      “And we sleep in separate bedrooms.”

      Another nod, this time accompanied by a smirk. “As you wish.”

      “And you can’t…” I can barely bring myself to say it. “You can’t bite me.”

      This time he laughs. The sound is full and warm and beautiful. “I’ve already told you, not unless you ask me to.”

      “And after this not-honeymoon? What then?”

      “You make your decision. We can marry, or I return to the Night Court.”

      “Okay,” I croak.

      He leans close and brushes his lips over my cheek. “Thank you, beautiful Maeve. I promise you won’t regret giving me the chance to earn you.”

      My heart is like a hummingbird against my ribs. I have to get out of here. “I’m tired from such a long day. If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to go to my room now and prepare for our trip.”

      Bowing, he keeps his emerald eyes trained on mine. “Until morning.”

      I make my way to the door and refuse to let myself make eye contact with either of my aunts. I can feel the anger coming off both of them in waves though. They want me to be their little puppet. That much is clear from this stunt. That’s not going to happen. I am in charge of my destiny. I am the fucking queen here. And until I’m sure, I won't be marrying anyone.
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      Maeve is more striking than I’d thought possible. And her blood. Fuck, her blood is like a siren’s song. I want it more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. My fangs tingle in my mouth, desperate to break free so I can finally feed for the first time. No one prepared me to want her this much.

      If all goes well, I’ll have her in every way possible by the end of our trip.

      Mind. Body. Soul.

      She will be mine.
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      The sight of Maeve rushing down the hall, desperation on her face, makes my chest tight. She shouldn’t be alone in this castle, or anywhere for that matter. Why isn’t she with her new husband?

      “My queen,” I call, trying to stop the memory of her body pressed against mine in the meadow.

      She looks at me, the relief crashing over her so obvious it’s almost palpable. “Jensen,” she cries, throwing herself into my arms. “I couldn’t do it.”

      No. She can’t be saying what I think she’s saying. “What do you mean?”

      “I just can’t marry him.”

      Elation sings in my blood. She denied the prince and sought comfort in my arms. “Maeve, I don’t know what to say.”

      Burying her face in my chest, she takes a deep breath and holds me tight. I shouldn’t allow myself to enjoy the feel of her, to recall the meadow. I definitely shouldn’t remember the numerous times I’d dreamed of her doing exactly this during my year in the human world with her. I’d wake with desire raging through my body followed immediately by shame for my weakness.

      “Will you come back to my chambers? I…I think we need to talk.”

      I can’t speak. If I do, she’ll hear the emotion I’m trying so hard to quell. Instead I offer her a curt nod and step back, arms at my sides. After I conquer the swell of ridiculous hope in my chest I clear my throat and manage to say, “Lead the way.”

      Following behind her is no easier than having her in my arms. Her flaxen hair shines in the glow of the soft lights hanging from the high ceiling of the hall. I want to run my fingers through the strands, or better yet, wrap them around my fist and tug as I claim her in a kiss that puts the one we had in the meadow to shame.

      I have to put an end to this. It’s no good for either of us.

      She stops in her tracks when she rounds the corner and I nearly crash into her. Glancing over her shoulder I see what stopped her. Finn. He’s standing guard, his posture tense, jaw set. He looks more like a stoic soldier than I’ve ever seen him. The man has always been quick to smile and laugh. Now, he’s a shell of himself.

      His gaze meets mine. The despair in his eyes is clear as day, because I feel the same thing.

      “Finn,” Maeve breathes.

      He offers a bow. “My queen.”

      I see it the instant he utters the words. Maeve stiffens as though hurt. But, brave as she is, she straightens her shoulders and lifts her chin. “I need you to come inside. Both of you.”

      Finn nods and opens the door, allowing her to enter. He sends me a searching look, but I just shake my head. I don’t know anything other than the fact that she hasn’t married the prince as of yet.

      Gesturing to the chairs in the corner, she says, “Please, have a seat. This isn’t an easy thing to say.”

      My stomach churns with worry at the distress on her beautiful face. “My…Maeve,” I start, catching myself before I call her my queen again. That’s not what she needs now. “What is this about?”

      She frowns and turns away, heading to the French doors on her left. With a pulse of power from her hands on the wood, the doors illuminate and after the light fades, she opens them. Walking inside, she returns with a tray laden with a decanter of amber liquid and three crystal glasses.

      Damn. Whatever this is, it’s not good.

      Setting the tray on the side table, she pours generous servings for each of us and hands out glasses before taking her own. She doesn’t wait for us. The woman downs her drink in two long swallows and pours a second.

      Finn catches my eye and raises his brows. My nerves are running on high alert, as she drinks half of her second glass before joining us.

      “Maeve,” I say again. “Please calm down. What’s wrong?”

      “I didn’t marry him.”

      This I already know, but Finn’s relief is obvious as his shoulders sag and his eyes soften.

      “But, I’m going away with him tomorrow. For what was supposed to be our honeymoon.”

      I down the contents of my own drink at that revelation. I don’t want her anywhere alone with the vampire.

      She continues, staring down at the alcohol in her hands. “I need you to come with me. As my guard. But I have a confession to make, and I don’t think either of you will like it.”
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      My tongue feels like lead in my mouth. I don’t want to tell them. Particularly Finn. Jensen already knows to a degree, he’s watched Finn and I together, but Finn, he’s sweet and tender. I fear if I break his heart it won’t ever be repaired.

      After a deep breath, I close my eyes and gather my words, only allowing myself to look at the men once I have my plan in place. “I have…feelings for you.” They frown, then Finn smiles and my heart squeezes. “Both of you,” I finish.

      Finn is across the room and on his knees before me in seconds. His fingers twine with mine as he looks into my eyes. “Maeve, I don't think I’m wrong when I say that Jensen and I have both had feelings for you since the first day we arrived in the human world. We’ve known we were yours from the beginning.”

      I tear my gaze from his and look at Jensen. He’s guarded, as is typical. “Is this true?”

      He nods. “I said as much in the meadow.”

      Confusion swirls in my head as I try to remember him confessing feelings. “No. You kissed me, you said you’d protect me until your dying day, but you never said you have feelings.”

      Finn lets go of my hand. “The meadow?”

      Jensen ignores Finn and stares into my eyes. “I said I’d be yours. Yours in every sense of the word. You have my heart, my protection, my loyalty. You have for twenty-one years.”

      Finn stands and runs a hand through his hair. “Wait. You kissed her? You damn bastard. Were you just waiting for a weak moment? I let her go because you convinced me I was being selfish and then you swoop in and make your move?”

      I hate this. I hate to see them fighting—hurting. “Finn—“

      Jensen interrupts me, standing and stepping close to Finn, not intimidated by his friend in the least. “It was a mistake. It won’t happen again.”

      My stomach turns to stone. There it is, the truth. A mistake. I’m a fucking mistake. Tears burn in my eyes causing me to fight the rising sob. I stand and push past them. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, trying desperately to keep from crying. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just needed to be honest. The truth is…it can’t happen again with either of you. After this trip with Christian, I have to make the choice to marry him or risk the Shadow Court.” A stray tear escapes, but I brush it away quickly, hoping they won’t notice. “You’ll be with us as my guards and nothing more. I needed you to know that before we leave.”

      The air in the room begins to swirl and the flower arrangement on the table withers until it crumbles to dust. Is this me? Am I doing this? Balling my hands into fists, I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths as my aunts taught me. I pull my energy inward and absorb it all before I hurt someone. When I open my eyes I stare down at my hands and gasp at the silver glow surrounding my exposed skin.

      “Maeve—“ Finn starts, moving toward me, but I hold up a hand.

      “No. From now on, I’m your queen. Nothing more.” I can’t look at him. If I do, I’ll lose my grip on my control. “Leave me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He flinches as though I’ve slapped him, and then immediately shuts down. With a bow, he turns on his heels and leaves, followed by a silent Jensen.

      I’m alone. I know I asked for them to leave, but it hurts all the same. I’ve been spiraling into love with both of them since we met, even if I tried to ignore the signs. Reaching behind me, I try to work the laces on the bodice of my gown, needing this confining garment off my body. I need to be free of everything that might remind me of my obligations, of Christian, of my aunts. Desperation swells in my chest, making traitorous tears threaten to fall. Raindrops begin to mist the air around me and I have to fight a scream of frustration. The last thing I want to deal with is a rainstorm in my bedroom.

      Closing my eyes, I will the power back into my chest and hands, the flow of the magic warming my skin. Then, I focus all my energy on my goal of removing this damn dress. Heat blossoms across my body and the smell of smoke fills the air. I gasp and open my eyes, heart hammering with fear. Did I just set myself on fire? I don’t hurt anywhere. Glancing down my frame I see nothing but bare, unmarked skin and a pile of ash at my feet.

      “Holy shit,” I whisper to the empty room.

      I take another deep breath before I step over the remains of my gown and head for the sanctuary of my bathroom. All I want right now is a hot bath. That always makes everything better…at least in the moment. I’ll deal with my feelings when I get out of the water.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            Maeve

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting up in bed, I turn around and punch my pillow until it’s fluffed just right. I don’t know why I bother. I’ve been tossing and turning all night. I added lavender oil to my bath, drank a cup of soothing chamomile tea, even read a book from the library I’d called into being. Nothing worked. Every time I close my eyes I see Finn’s hurt, I hear Jensen’s harsh admission that I’d been a mistake.

      I let out an annoyed breath and throw the blankets off my legs before getting out of bed. Grabbing a silk robe the color of champagne, I tie the belt and slide my feet into some matching slippers. I need to get out of here, get some perspective without my attraction to Jensen and Finn clouding my judgment.

      Hand on the doorknob, I hesitate. They’re probably sitting outside right now, guarding my room. I take a long breath to steady my fluttering stomach and turn the knob. The heavy wood door creaks as it swings open, making me wince. At any moment one or both of them will appear in front of me, offering a stern look or a scolding I’m sure. But nothing happens. I step out into the hall and glance around to find no one guarding me. My heart sinks at their absence and confusion swirls in my head. Do I want them or not? Even I don’t know.

      The halls are silent, only the sound of my soft footfalls disturbing the quiet. I’m thankful for this respite from my royal requirements, from my title and the weight my new realm holds over me. I’ll wander, explore, and maybe work out the torrent of conflicting emotions swirling through me.

      “Maeve.” Christian’s smooth, deep voice hits my ears like a caress, causing me to turn.

      He’s standing behind me, his hand on the door to the room he must’ve just come from. God, he’s gorgeous.

      “Christian. What are you doing up? It’s the middle of the night.”

      He grins and strides toward me. “Couldn’t sleep.”

      I sigh. “Me too.”

      Offering his hand, he cocks his head. “Come on. I was trying to find the kitchen in search of a midnight snack.”

      “Well, I’m not going to be any help. I’ve barely seen this place aside from the hallways and a few rooms.”

      He threads our fingers together and gently rubs his thumb across my palm. Tingles race through me, followed by a momentary flash of guilt for Jensen and Finn. “We can get lost together.”

      Nodding, I work to push down the swell of desire for this man. I don’t know him, but something tells me I can trust in him.

      We manage to find the kitchen, empty with the exception of an old dog who is curled up by the hearth. A large stone island sits in the center of the room, but there’s not anything typical about this space. For one, there’s no refrigerator, no pantry filled with food. All I see are glass cupboards with delicate plates and cups.

      Christian frowns as he pulls open each one. “There’s no food. What kind of kitchen is this?”

      Heaving a sigh, I place my palms flat on the cold marble island. “It doesn’t look like any kitchen I’ve ever seen. I’m sorry. I wish I knew how this whole faerie queen thing worked.”

      I close my eyes and picture what I really want. Hot cocoa with whipped cream and a couple of my mom’s homemade chocolate chip cookies. Just the thought brings the scent of rich chocolate to my nose. A wave of longing and sadness hits me as I remember her face, a face I’ll never see again.

      “Shit,” Christian breathes.

      Alarm shoots through me. What have I done now? Opening my eyes, I immediately lock onto his face, searching for some kind of injury or danger to him. His eyes are wide and twinkle with amusement.

      “I think I figured out why there’s no food,” he says, gesturing to me.

      I laugh. “What are you—“ I start, but my words vanish when I look in front of me and see everything I’d just been wishing for. “Holy shit.”

      “Think you can magic some of that up for me too?”

      Giddy laughter bubbles up in my chest as I nod. “I’ll try.” Closing my eyes again, I picture what I want and, sure enough, an identical serving is in front of Christian when I train my gaze on him.

      “I think I’m going to like being yours, Maeve.”

      His words make heat creep up my cheeks. The idea of being his isn’t as scary as it had been hours ago. Every moment we spend together eases some of that fear. Instead of answering, I take a sip of my cocoa and savor the rich taste.

      “So, tell me, how did it feel to grow up as the lost princess of the Shadow Court?”

      The question catches me off guard. “The lost princess?”

      “Everyone with knowledge of the fae knows this story. You’re famous.”

      “Technically, I’m a queen,” I say, stalling for time. I didn’t realize there was more than just the Shadow Court involved in this. “I didn’t know I was a princess. Not until I woke up here and my scary aunt told me.”

      “I’m aware. But what I’m asking…badly, is for you to tell me about yourself. What was it like to grow up as a human?”

      I take another drink and stare down at my cookie. “I don't know. Normal, I guess.” I don’t want to think about my old life, the parents who raised me, the last conversation I’d had with my mom—the fear they must be feeling knowing I’m missing. “I was very sheltered. My mom homeschooled me until I forced her to let me go to public high school. Even then, I didn’t really have a lot of friends. Not until Jensen and Finn moved in.”

      “Those are your guards? The ones sent to protect you until your return?”

      “They’re more to me than just guards.” The words hurt as they leave my lips. “They were the first people I trusted implicitly. It was weird at first, Jensen was so standoffish, and I thought he hated me, but after we got to know each other, my perspective changed. I never feel like I’m in danger when he’s around. And Finn became my best friend within a few weeks.”

      He shifts in his seat and wraps his hands around his mug. “Is there anything going on with them?”

      My heart lurches. But, Jensen said it already—it was a mistake. “No.” My answer is strong and resolute. I laid out the rules and stated how it was going to be from now on. Telling Christian there’s nothing between us isn’t a lie. Not anymore.

      He slides his fingers across the counter until they touch mine. “Good.”

      “Why is that good?”

      The air in the room nearly crackles with tension as he stands and cups my face between his palms. “Because I don’t want you thinking of anyone else when I do this.” His lips part before he kisses me with a degree of tenderness I hadn’t expected.

      The kiss deepens, taking my breath with it and I moan against his mouth. All at once everything is Christian, his taste, his scent, and the beat of his heart. I lie to myself, thinking I might be able to bear the loss of my two protectors if I have Christian.

      He breaks the kiss and stares into my eyes, warmth and kindness shining in his emerald gaze. But a flame of dark desire burns in his eyes as well. One that speaks of things done in the dark, under the cover of sheets, accented by soft moans and the slide of skin against skin. That thought makes my breath catch and my body respond.

      “Maeve—“ he begins, but I step back.

      I’m not ready to move this fast, not with my pain from Jensen’s dismissal so fresh, and the way I react to Christian scares me. “I should get back to my room. We have a busy day tomorrow.”

      Offering a gentle smile, he nods and takes my hand, placing it in the crook of his arm. “I understand.”

      He walks me to my chambers. Anxiety builds in my belly as we approach the doorway. Finn and Jensen aren’t outside. Will they be waiting behind the door? How will I explain this to them?

      “No guards?” Christian asks.

      “I’m sure they’re inside.”

      Cupping my face, he presses a soft kiss to my lips before stepping back. “Until tomorrow,” he murmurs.

      My heart flutters and I nod, one hand on the door. “Until tomorrow.”
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      I can still taste Maeve on my lips as I walk away from her. Strawberries and sugar. Now, for the rest of my life I’ll think of her when I see one of those delectable red berries. My nerves hum with arousal at the memory of her moan against my lips, and I have to adjust myself in order to hide my body’s reaction to her. If she hadn’t stopped me, I would likely have laid her out across the marble in the kitchen and taken her then and there. I’d have taken her body and her blood.

      An edge of panic takes root in my gut at the thought of feeding. And the persistent ache in my gums has me running my tongue along my top teeth. Is this what it feels like to truly be a vampire? More importantly, will I be able to stop if my fangs do finally break free?

      A scream fills the hall behind me, the sound coming from Maeve’s room. On instinct, I bolt for her. In less than a second I’ve broken down the door and stand in her chambers, gaze sweeping across the room in search of her.

      She’s huddled in the corner, white as a fucking sheet with blood running down her leg. My vision fades as I focus on the lines of red until I shake my head and bring my attention back to where it needs to be.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      She points to the bed where the charred remains of what looks like a serpent lie in a twisted heap. “I…it was in my bed.” Her trembling voice sends a wave of rage through me. Someone tried to kill her. “I burned it with my hands.”

      “Where are your guards?”

      Shaking her head, she fights the wobbling of her chin. “I don’t know.”

      I go to her, needing to see her safe and hold her in my arms. As I wrap my body around her, I tense at the fierce trembling of her body. She’s in shock.

      “Did it bite you?”

      She nods, but is shivering so hard she can’t speak. Fuck. Fae blood can handle a lot, but from the look of that serpent’s carcass, it was a Draconian asp. They’ve been used for their venom for centuries, able to take out even the strongest of magical creatures with the exception of vampires.

      “Maeve, I’ll need to pull the venom from you.”

      “Am…am I g-going to d-die?”

      I hope to hell not. “I’m going to take everything I can. I promise I’ll keep you safe.”

      Laying her back, I assess the shallow bite on her thigh. That’s a good sign. My heart hammers at the thought of tasting her blood, even if it’s to save her life. And then I do it. I seal my lips over her wound and suck, tasting the bitter venom. I pull it out until her blood is clean. Her sweetness flows over me and my vampire side comes roaring to the surface. Fangs I never thought I’d have descend and pierce her flesh, adding my own mark on her. I can’t stop. Just as I’d feared.

      She moans and clutches my hair, her arousal obvious from the pheromones filling the air. “Oh, God, Christian. What’s happening?”

      My cock aches, pressing against the fly of my trousers, and every time she moves her bare foot brushes the straining length of me. I could come from this alone.

      “Get the fuck off her,” an enraged male voice shouts as large hands grip my shoulder in an attempt to pull me from my Maeve.

      I won’t be moved. She’s panting and moaning, and I want more.

      A harsh blast of hurricane force wind hits me, sending me across the room and not letting up. I’m pinned to the wall and finally catch sight of the two men who must be her guards. The one holding his hand out toward me must be controlling the air, keeping me away from what’s mine.

      “Stop,” Maeve says, her voice soft and tired. “He wasn’t hurting me.”

      The taller, blond man turns a shocked gaze to her. “Maeve, he was feeding from you. He might’ve killed you.”

      She stands and puts both hands on her hips. “No, Finn. He was saving me. There was a snake hidden in my bed. I killed it, but not before it got its fangs in me.”

      The man holding me captive drops his hand and I can move again. “What?” he asks, anger and disbelief coloring his tone.

      “Christian pulled the venom from the bite. Then things…progressed.” She blushes and I have to close my eyes against the need to taste her blood again. She doesn’t know how close I came to draining her.

      “Is this true?” he asks me.

      I nod. “It was a Draconian asp. If I hadn’t been so near her room, she’d be gone.” Anger burns in my chest. “She told me she had guards, loyal and faithful. Apparently, she was wrong.”

      Finn pulls her into his arms and I bristle. She said there wasn’t anything between them, but that is a lover’s touch. Then my Maeve shrugs out of his grasp, leaving him crestfallen.

      “I’m fine.” Her words are clipped. “Christian is right. Where were you? I would have died if he hadn’t been here.”

      “My queen, you told us to leave you. Then we were reassigned. We only returned because we saw the two guards given our posts had left you unattended.” Jensen’s gruff tone betrays nothing but a stoic demeanor, but the way he averts his gaze says volumes. He doesn’t want to face her.

      “I never reassigned you.” Her lower lip trembles. “You’re the only ones I trust.”

      “Maeve,” Finn begins. “My queen, if we’d known you were unprotected there is no way in hell we’d have left.”

      Unease churns in my belly. She lied when she said there was nothing between them. Finn is clearly in love with her. It’s coming off him in waves. “The point is, someone tried to assassinate the queen tonight. We need to get her out of here before it happens again. The palace isn’t safe.”

      “I agree,” Jensen says. He strides across the room and opens the large French doors. “Your Highness, you need to gather your things. Finn will ready our horses and meet us at the stables.”

      Finn cocks an eyebrow. “I will?”

      “Yes.” He shoots the man a dangerous look before returning his gaze to Maeve. “Please don’t argue with me on this. We can’t risk you. You’re too important to us.”

      The tightness of his posture makes me wonder if the us in question is the Shadow Court, or him and Finn. Crossing the floor, I gingerly place my hand on the small of Maeve’s back. I don’t know how she feels about me feeding from her now that the pleasure has worn off. A wash of relief hits me when she doesn’t move away.

      “I’ll help you if you tell me what you need,” I say, applying a light amount of pressure to her back.

      She locks eyes with me and shakes her head. “I don’t need help. I just don’t want to be alone.”

      “Allow me to accompany you, then.”

      Jensen clears his throat and we both turn to look at him. “Keep your fangs to yourself, vampire.”

      I have a distinct feeling these two guards are going to be a problem.
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      Jensen insists I ride with him and I don’t have the energy to argue. Honestly, the feel of him so close, his delicious scent, his warmth, all make me feel a little better—safer. I know nothing will happen to me with Jensen holding me close while Finn and Christian each ride ahead, searching for danger. We travel under the cover of darkness and the thick fog Jensen created. He’s an air fae, something he neglected to share with me. Among other things.

      My thoughts drift to a simpler time when all I had to worry about were my fantasies of the two men I’d thought were only my gorgeous roommates. I long for the nights spent watching bad television and sharing a bowl of popcorn, Finn next to me on the couch, usually sharing a blanket, my feet draped across his lap. Jensen never sat close to me, and now I understand why. But he’d stare at the two of us, his jaw clenched and tension radiating off him the whole time. I don’t think he ever knew I saw him. His stern expression, eyes darkened with desire, and brow furrowed haunted my dreams. I’d wake up with my heart racing and thoughts of Jensen and Finn making love to me running through my mind.

      “If you need to sleep, lie back against me. I won’t let you fall.” Jensen’s voice rumbles along my back sending shivers of want through me.

      “I’m fine,” I lie. I’m so tired. My limbs ache and at the same time, they itch to move. “When will we arrive?”

      “Are you eager to spend more time with your prince?”

      Annoyance fills me. He’s the one who pushed me away, who said I had to do what was right for the Shadow Court. “You can’t be angry about this. You told me to go. You said I was a mistake.”

      His arms tighten around me, just slightly, but I notice it. “That was before.”

      “Before what?”

      “Before I saw you with him.”

      Shock makes me sit up straighter. “You can’t be serious.”

      “You almost died today because I chose to ignore my devotion for you. I’ve tried to be the soldier, the guard, the protector. I can’t. Not if I’m not honest with you. I can’t trust you if you don’t trust me.”

      “So…me being a mistake—“

      “The only mistake I made was waiting so long to kiss you. I’ll spend my life reliving our moment in the meadow if that’s all I have of you, but I can’t let you go with him without telling you I want you too.”

      Heart racing, I lean back against him just enough to hear his breath catch. “I don’t know how to do this.”

      He drops a light kiss on the shell of my ear and whispers, “Neither do I.”
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      The house they've taken me to is nestled into the side of a mountain and truthfully, I’d rather live here than in a palace any day. It reminds me of one of the chalets I’d seen on travel shows. Sloped roof, views overlooking the rolling hills, and beautiful planter boxes filled with flowers at each window.

      “What is this place?” I ask as Finn helps me down from the horse before Jensen can.

      “It’s the queen’s cottage.” His gentle smile warms my soul. This Finn is the one I want to see.

      “But won’t they know to find me here?”

      He shakes his head. “You’re supposed to be visiting the Night Court, meeting your husband’s family, and having a honeymoon away. No one will think to look here, likely because they’ll expect you to be murdered on your wedding night.”

      My heart lurches. “What?”

      Christian’s posture stiffens and he crosses his arms over his chest. “Why would you say that?”

      “I’m sorry, Christian, but it’s the only explanation for Maeve to be betrothed to a vampire.”

      “I’m fae as well.”

      “And what power do you wield?”

      Christian doesn’t answer for a long moment. “None.”

      “As I said. Fae blood is like a drug to vampires. It’s dangerous for them to be around us, and we saw firsthand how difficult it was for you to stop feeding. We think it’s likely you were an unwitting weapon sent to kill our queen.”

      Christian’s wide eyes and stiff posture make me nervous. “But…he wasn’t hurting me,” I protest.

      My vampire prince runs a hand through his hair and sighs. “I almost killed you, Maeve.”

      “No. It felt…good. You were gentle.”

      “If they hadn’t gotten me away from you, I would’ve taken every last drop of your blood and sent you to your death on the wings of pleasure.”

      Stomach turning, I let his words sink in. My savior almost became my angel of death and I’d had no clue. “Is that why I’m so exhausted?”

      He nods. “I took too much. I’ve never fed before. I haven’t needed to. Until you. Your blood hit my lips and, for the first time, my fangs descended.”

      A shiver runs down my spine. “Are you sure you wouldn’t have stopped?”

      “I have no way of knowing, but I didn’t want to stop. You taste so sweet.”

      Finn pulls me close and this time, I don’t resist. “I don’t think we should have brought him with us, Jensen.”

      A small part of me thinks Finn is right, but the rest of my heart is screaming that I can’t be separated from any of them. “No. He needs to be here. You all do. Can’t you feel it? There’s magic in the air when we’re all together.”

      “You don’t even know him,” Jensen grumbles. “He could be here to seduce and kill you.”

      “If he were going to kill me he could have. Christian could have torn my throat out, or let the snake’s venom do its damage. He saved me. Yes, he got carried away and fed on me, but, Jensen, I know he won’t hurt me.”

      “How?” Finn interjects, voice sounding desperate and broken. “How do you know that? We almost lost you tonight.”

      “I need you to trust me. I feel the same sense of connection to him as I do to you. There has never been a time when I’m with you or Jensen where I’ve felt unsafe. You two have been my anchors since we met.”

      “I don’t want you to be alone with him. Can you at least do that for me?”

      I look him straight in the eyes. “Christian promised me he wouldn’t take my blood without my permission. I gave him that when I said he could take the poison from the snakebite. He never would have fed if I hadn’t.”

      “That’s true,” Christian offers. “My father taught me the importance of respecting women, particularly the one I’m sharing my life with.”

      Jensen snorts and rolls his eyes. “You’re not sharing anything with her right now. She’s not yours.”

      Annoyance tickles my brain, making me lose any hold of my self-control. “Can we stop this? I want to go inside and go to bed. I was attacked by a snake, a vampire fed on me, and I’ve been riding a damn horse for hours. I don’t have time to watch you three fight over who I like more. I like you all. End of story.”

      Silence falls between us as they stare at me. But Jensen dips his chin and strides toward the front door. “Let me do a sweep of the interior before you go inside.”

      After a few minutes, he returns and gives the all-clear. We file in, me first, the rest of them close behind. Trudging up the stairs, I feel their eyes on me. I don’t allow myself to give in to my desire to have one or more of the men in my bed, holding me close. I just want the oblivion of unconsciousness. My limbs ache for sleep and as soon as my head hits the pillow, I’m out.

      My dreams are filled with the three men in my life. Hands, lips, tongues, all over my body, soft words of affection embed themselves in my heart and I wake with need careening through me. Taking a deep breath, I get out of bed and find a robe hanging off the hook in the bathroom. I wonder if this house works the same way the castle does. Can I change things to my liking? Assessing the spacious, yet cozy room, I smile. There’s nothing in here I don’t like. The bed is soft and the fireplace adds a warm glow to the space. A bookshelf sits nestled into the corner along with a tufted chair and fluffy throw blanket, and best of all, I’m just Maeve here. No crown, no aunts trying to marry me off, no one trying to kill me.

      Just me, Jensen, Finn, and Christian. No, I wouldn’t change a thing.
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      My eyes snap open at the sound of metal scraping ceramic. What is that? Heart racing, I jump from my bed and tug on some boxers before running down the stairs. Pulling all my power into my hands, I ready myself to defend Maeve from whoever is here attempting to harm her. Instead, I’m greeted with a sight I thought I’d never be gifted with again. Maeve, standing in the kitchen in a short robe, her hair piled on top of her head as she hums to herself and makes pancakes. My chest burns. Fucking pancakes are breaking my heart.

      “You’re cooking?” I ask, making her jump and drop her spatula.

      “Shit, Finn. You scared me.”

      “I heard a noise. I was worried someone had gotten in.” I’ve still got power coiled in my hands and instead of reabsorbing it into myself, I touch the large ceramic bowl on the kitchen island and conjure fresh, ripe strawberries into being.

      “Thanks,” she says, nodding at the bright red fruit. “Those look good.”

      “You know you don’t have to cook. All you have to do is think of the food you want.”

      Her soft smile tells me she knows. “How do you think I got the ingredients?”

      “Can I help you?” I fight the tightness in my throat and bring myself closer to her. “ I can fry some eggs, make coffee. Whatever you need.”

      She closes her eyes and for a moment appears every inch the regal queen she is supposed to be. “Coffee sounds good.”

      We work in silence, her ladling batter onto the hot griddle, me scooping freshly ground coffee into the French press. It’s so…domestic. This is what life could have been like if we’d really been humans. I could have loved her without endangering either of us. Instead, I’m here. I’m standing in the kitchen, trying not to beg her to run away with me.

      “Finn,” she says, turning to face me. Her eyes are filled with despair and trepidation.

      “Maeve?”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      My spine stiffens at her apology. “For what?”

      Cheeks blazing pink, she looks down at her sock covered feet. “Kissing Jensen.”

      Shaking my head, I step closer to her, unable to control my need to touch her. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for. As queen you have the right to many consorts. You’ll marry a royal and sate your lust with your consorts. If you so desire.”

      Her brow furrows. “What?”

      “There hasn’t been a queen to take a harem in hundreds of years, but your aunts both have multiple men. They use them to serve a purpose without the pitfalls of…love.” I can’t bring myself to lock gazes with her on the last word.

      She shakes her head. “I could never do that.”

      “I understand. As I said, it’s not for everyone.”

      “It’s not that. I just…don’t think I could use men to sate my lust. I need to trust and love anyone I’m sleeping with.”

      My heart gives a pained squeeze. That word. That damned word. “If you marry Christian, you’ll have to consummate. You’ll be giving him your body.”

      She nods, brow furrowing as she toys with the sash of her robe. “I know that.”

      “And you can’t tell me you love him.”

      I brush my knuckles across her cheek, but she doesn’t answer.

      “But you’ll do your duty?”

      Again, she nods but doesn’t speak.

      “I don’t want you to give him your body. Your first time shouldn’t be out of obligation. You should be cherished.” My skin is on fire at the thought of being the one to show her what making love should be.

      “And you think you should be the one to do that?”

      I swallow past the lump in my throat. “I think you should choose the man who makes you feel that way.” My hand slides into her hair, cupping the back of her head. “And if I’m that man, then yes. I should be the one.”

      She pulls back, her eyes going hard. “So this is just about sex. You want to be the first to get in my pants.”

      “No,” I tell her. Not allowing her accusation to get to me. “This is about love.” I run the fingers of my free hand over the necklace I’d given her. “Friendship, loyalty, and love.”

      “Love?”

      “I tried so hard not to fall for you, Maeve. But it was inevitable. You stole my heart the first day I met you. I know we said we have feelings for each other, but mine are so much more than that. I am in love with you.” I hate the way my voice breaks on the words, but I have to tell her. “And I think you love me too. You said you thought the same until you found out the truth. But something like that just doesn’t go away.”

      Her eyes search mine, confusion swirling in their depths. “I…I feel so much for you. But I have to be honest. I feel the same for Jensen, and I think, given time, I’d feel it for Christian too. How can I love you if I feel this way for them?”
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      I stare at this beautiful man and wish I had the right answer for him. I know every time I choose not to tell Finn I love him, I hurt him. But I can’t lie either.

      “It’s possible. I’ve seen it.” Christian’s voice startles us apart and a hot flush creeps up my cheeks.

      “Christian!” I’m mortified. I’d told him there was nothing between me and Finn or Jensen. But here I am, in Finn’s arms, declaring my feelings.

      “It’s okay, Maeve,” he says. “I know you lied. I knew it the moment I saw the three of you together.”

      My heart hurts for the fact that I broke his trust.

      “No,” Finn says, standing in front of me. “She didn’t lie. She told us nothing could happen because you deserved for her to be true to you.”

      Christian runs a hand through his tousled hair and sighs. “Her heart already belongs to the two of you. Even if she stopped being with you, she’d still love you. But, maybe there’s room in your heart for me as well, Maeve.”

      What? I step away from Finn’s strong frame. “Christian, you can’t be serious.”

      His striking eyes lock onto mine and I feel it, the connection we have. “I’ve never wanted to share my woman. It’s not something I said I’d ever do. But I know it’s possible. I know you can love more than one person and make a life together.”

      “How?” That doesn’t sound anything like the harem situation Finn told me about.

      “My mother isn’t just married to my father. She’s got three other princes. They’ve been happy and in love for over twenty years.”

      “You’re serious?”

      He chuckles and casually strides to the French press before pouring himself a mug of coffee. “It isn’t commonly done, but there’s no denying they were meant for each other.”

      My gaze darts from Christian to Finn and I’m not certain what to feel. Finn’s expression is impassive, as though he’s trying to contain any glimmer of persuasion in order to let me come to my own decision. “But…that’s cheating. It—“

      “It’s not if all parties involved understand and agree. My mother loves them all, and they love her. Though, I’m sure it isn’t without challenges.”

      “So, are you suggesting Maeve doesn’t have to choose between us?” Finn asks.

      “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting. I’m meant for her. The white lady told my parents when I was small. I’ve known this day would come, and I’m not walking away because she’s in love with two others.” Christian takes my hands in his and pulls them to his lips before tugging me into his arms. “I’ll devote myself to you, Queen Maeve, because it’s the only thing my heart will allow. But I need to know you’ll be open to letting me into your heart as well. I need to have equal footing to the two warriors who’ve already been blessed with a year of your love.”

      My mind swims with possibility. Can I really be considering loving them all? “I don’t know. It’s so strange. I’m not ready to make that kind of choice.” The smell of burning catches my attention and I spin around to find my pancakes have turned to charred discs better used as Frisbees. “Damn it,” I grumble. “You can’t start declaring your love and devotion while I’m cooking.”

      Finn grabs the skillet and tosses it aside. “I don’t give two shits about breakfast. Christian is right. You shouldn’t have to choose. When Jensen saved you, took you from your dying mother’s arms and we made the journey to the white lady, she told us there would be three. That we were yours. I didn’t realize she meant we would love you, but that’s exactly what happened. I’m in love with you. I want your love in return and if that means you love all three of us, I’ll take it.”

      Tears burn in my eyes and panic clutches at my chest. These two gorgeous men have me between them, both expecting me to make a choice. I do want them all, but I’m not convinced that will work. Besides that, Jensen hasn’t been part of this discussion and I think he should be here if we’re making decisions that involve him. What if he isn’t willing to share?

      “Maeve?” Finn asks.

      He wants me to say I’ll be with them all. I can see it in his earnest expression. But I’m not sure. I can’t get past the fear that jealousy will ruin us. Taking a long breath, I close my eyes and wait for the pounding of my heart to lessen. “I need some time. I need to think.” Finn’s warm fingers thread with mine and he pulls my knuckles to his lips, but I don’t give in. I tug free and offer an apologetic glance. “Time, Finn. I’m not saying no, but I need to process this idea. It might be normal for our world, but I wasn’t raised to think this way.”

      I leave my breakfast, coffee, and men all in the kitchen and head upstairs to do what I do best. Hide. I can’t handle them both staring and waiting for my decision. As soon as my door is shut, I lean against the wood and take a few deep breaths. I just need some silence and a moment to think.

      My stomach aches with hunger and there’s a headache building behind my eyes. Striding across the soft carpet, I pull my robe tighter and stop when I reach the window seat. The view reminds me of a picture I would have seen in a fairytale storybook. The sun beams in gold lines through the leaves of wide trees, casting everything in a gentle glow.

      I sit on the thick cushioned seat and close my eyes, calling up a plate with a fresh croissant and cup of rich coffee. I should have just done this in the first place. Then I wouldn’t be trying to decide if I can truly love more than one man at a time.

      “Well, haven’t you grown to be quite the beauty?” A smooth, melodic voice from behind me nearly makes me drop my coffee in my lap.

      I scramble to my feet, ready to scream for help, and hoping desperately to have time to defend myself with my power. The woman standing in my sitting room is eerily beautiful with her long, white hair and skin as dark as night. “Who the hell are you and how did you get in here?”

      She smiles and steps toward me. I’m not willing to let her get anywhere near me. Calling the power of the air, I send a burst of wind into her, but it doesn’t phase her. She continues forward without even a rustle of her gown from my attack.

      “Be at ease, child. I’m not here to hurt you. In fact, I’m not truly here at all.”

      “What?”

      She reaches out and tries to grab me, but her hand passes through my arm, leaving nothing but a cold tingle in its wake. “I am the white lady. But you may call me Tovah.” She offers a slight nod of her head. “I was well acquainted with your mother.”

      “You’re the one who sent me away.”

      “Protected you,” she corrects.

      “And my mother wanted this?”

      She nods. “She knew you would be in terrible danger until you had your powers and claimed your fated loves.”

      My heart lurches. “Fated loves?”

      “Yes. The men destined to help you take your crown.”

      “That’s different from being fated loves.”

      Low throaty laughter falls from her. “No. How else are they supposed to help you? Their love will be the key to unlocking the power inside you. Don’t deny them your heart. It’s written in the stars that our Shadow Queen will unite all fae realms. Without them, it will be much harder.”

      “I thought I had to marry a prince.”

      She shakes her head. “It’s you who will give them their titles. Princes of Sea, Stone, Ember, and Shadow.”

      That doesn’t sound right. Finn is an earth fae, so that makes him Stone. Jensen holds the power of air, but Christian is already titled as the Shadow Prince. Fear grips me at the idea of losing Jensen to some prophecy. “If Christian’s the Prince of the Shadow Court, where does that leave Jensen?” Are these men even the ones meant for me? What if she’s wrong and I’ve fallen for three men I can’t keep?

      A sharp knock on the door has me turning away from her, fear in my heart. Any of my men will be on the defensive if they see a strange woman in my room. “Just a minute!” I call, but when I turn back to Tovah, she’s gone.

      “My queen,” Jensen says as he bursts through the doorway, his large frame imposing and gorgeous. “I heard voices. Is someone here?”

      Shaking my head, I walk to him. “Not anymore. I just had a visit from the white lady.”

      His eyes widen. “She came here?”

      Glancing at him, ready to protect me to the death, I understand what Tovah meant about not denying them my heart. Jensen has to be one of mine. My chest aches at the idea of life without him. “She told me you three are my fated loves. That we were written in the stars. All four of us.”

      Jensen swallows hard and takes a shuddering breath. “You want us all?”

      “I do. I’ve been in love with you and Finn for months. Our connection is undeniable. And I think I’ve been trying to rationalize this instead of embracing the truth. The four of us as a unit is the only way anything feels right. Please be patient with me as I navigate this. I’ve never loved anyone up until now, and certainly not with more than one man.”

      Jensen kneels at my feet and takes my hands. “You have my love and devotion for the rest of my days, Maeve.”

      “I don’t know how this is going to work, but I can’t ignore what my heart wants any longer.” My voice trembles, but not from the threat of tears. I’m scared and excited, butterflies dancing in my belly and heart racing.

      He rises and takes me into his arms, claiming my mouth with a searing kiss before pulling away. “Allow me to give your heart what it wants.”
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      Jensen’s lips take my breath away with every pass over my skin as he trails kisses down my neck and collar. He pulls the tie out of my hair and I let my head fall back, my long tresses trailing down past my shoulders. For a moment, I just let myself feel him. His fingers slide inside the opening of my robe before he pulls the fabric off my body and leaves me standing in only a thin silk nightie that barely brushes the tops of my thighs.

      “Maeve, you’re so beautiful. You should always be in silk,” he groans before palming my breast over the gown.

      Skin burning with desire, I let out a soft gasp as my nightie turns to ash in a flash of bright light. Jensen jumps back with alarm in his eyes and he glances at his hand, which had been on my clothing as it went up in flames. Fear shoots through me, dulling the arousal that weakened my control.

      “Oh my God, Jensen. Are you all right? I’m so sorry. I just wanted my clothes to be gone.”

      He frowns at his palm before locking gazes with me. “I’m fine. It just got a little warm, but there’s not a mark on me.”

      “But I burned Finn. Last time, his shirt, his back. How did you get away unscathed?”

      “You’re coming into your power. Perhaps you were able to control the effects.” His gaze travels over my naked body and desire blazes in his eyes. “You said you wanted to get rid of your clothes. You succeeded.”

      “But you’re still dressed. Do you want me to try my power on you?”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “No. I’ll take care of that. But first, lie back on the bed. I need to taste you.”

      Everything south of my waist clenches at the rough tone and his demanding words. I don’t argue, though. I want him. I’m hyperaware of the feel of the soft fabric of my quilt as it brushes over my bare skin of my back. My entire being is focused on this moment with Jensen.

      “Close your eyes,” he says. “Can you feel the power in this room?”

      I do. The air is heavy with magic. “Yes.”

      “That’s you. Your power is calling to me. No doubt everyone in this house can feel it right now. Thank you for letting me be the one to love you like this.” Long fingers slide up my inner thighs and over my bare pussy, the feel of them making me squirm. Jensen chuckles. “No running away, my little queen.” He presses a palm over my lower belly, stilling my hips. “I don’t want your first time to hurt, and the only way to ensure that is to get you ready.”

      He runs his fingers across my swollen clitoris before running them back down and into the slick arousal between my legs. I cry out and buck at the overwhelming sensations, but I don’t open my eyes. Then his lips press along my hip and move closer and closer to the place I want him to kiss me most. I hold my moans until I feel his breath against my clit. Then I can’t stop myself.

      “Fuck, Jensen,” I cry.

      He has to hold me down as he licks and sucks before delving his fingers deep inside me. My fierce protector brings me over the edge twice before backing away.

      “Open your eyes, Maeve,” he orders, tone rough and heavy with need.

      I do as he says and gasp at the sight of him. He’s shirtless, his firmly muscled chest heaving with the force of his breaths, but it’s the flames of lust in his eyes that catch me. Instead of his usual hazel, they glow like embers.

      “The magic is so strong.” He runs a hand over his hair and down his torso until reaching his belt. “I can feel it in my veins. God, I need to take you now.”

      I nod. I can’t speak because I’m in such awe of this magnificent man before me. Holding my hands out to him, I bite my lower lip and watch as he shucks his pants and crawls across the bed to cover me with his warmth.

      “Slowly,” I say, trying not to tense at the feel of his erection pressing against my thigh. I know he said he didn’t want to hurt me, and I believe him, but there’s no way I’m getting out of this without a little pain. He’s too big.

      “Wrap your arms around me.”

      I slide both hands over his wide shoulders and cling to him, bracing for him to take my virginity. Instead, he grips my hips and rolls us until I’m sitting astride him. “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “This is how a queen takes her lover. Guide me inside you, give yourself pleasure.”

      Oh God, this man. For all his stoicism, I’m quickly realizing he’s the most romantic of all three. His palms encircle my waist, the heat from them causing my nerves to ease my slight trembling. Then, I take his heavy cock into my hands and stroke once, twice, a third time, paying special attention to the sensitive tip.

      “Fuck,” he hisses, hips bucking under me.

      Rising up on my knees, I position him at my entrance and brace my hands on his chest, ready to give him my virtue. A pained moan escapes him as I begin to slowly take him into my body. It doesn’t hurt, which surprises me, until I feel him pressing against my barrier.

      “It will hurt more if you go slow.” His voice is tight and laced with need. “Let me help you break your maidenhead.”

      I nod and he grips my hips forcefully, pulling me down onto him as he thrusts up. A sharp pinch and incredible feeling of fullness takes me by surprise, but then he moves just enough and pleasure takes the place of discomfort. Threading our fingers together, he pulls me down to rest on his chest as I rock over him. Everything around us takes on an ethereal glow as we move. Then, he releases my hands and tangles his fingers in my hair while I kiss him. Something beautiful is building between us, powerful and ancient.

      “Maeve, you’re bringing me to the edge.”

      I know he’s saying he’s about to climax, but so am I. I need this release more than my next breath. Sitting up, I throw my head back and grab my breasts as I ride him. Eyes open, I stare at the ceiling and marvel at the gorgeous vines with blossoms of lush white flowers covering them. When did those get here? I only have a moment for that fleeting thought before Jensen cries my name and stiffens under me. His release fills me, triggering my own and stars burst in my vision.

      The bed is on fire around us as we come down from our joined orgasms. I laugh to myself until I realize…our bed is on fire. “Shit!” I cry, calling forward a rainstorm in the room and dousing the flames.

      “What the fuck was that?” Jensen asks.

      “I’m so sorry. I guess I really don’t have any control.”

      He shakes his head. “No. I don’t think that was you. I could feel the fire in my palms.”

      Glancing down at his hands, which had been gripping the sheets, I realize there’s nothing left but charred remains. The white lady’s words echo in my mind and elation builds in my heart. “Jensen, you hold fire.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            26

          

          

      

    

    







            Jensen

          

        

      

    

    
      My whole body hums with power. Maeve’s words register but I don’t comprehend them, not fully. I can’t. There’s too much magic running through me. Magic I need to get rid of before it burns through me.

      “Maeve,” I say, my voice a rough groan.

      She touches me tenderly, her slender fingers gliding over my face as she hovers over me. “What is it? Are you hurt?”

      God, everything hurts. Is this how Maeve feels having so much fae magic in her blood? My skin stings and feels too tight. “Take my magic,” I bite out.  “Oh, God, I need you to take it from me.”

      Panic fills her eyes as she stares down at me. “I don't know what to do.” Her voice is small and terrified.

      I don’t know either. All I know is I can’t handle this level of power. I wasn’t made for this like she was. There’s a reason most fae only have one element. This is it.

      Pain radiates through me, making me arch off the bed. Fire builds in my belly and spreads across my limbs until I’m holding a ball of flame in each palm. I don’t know what to do with it other than try and reabsorb the power. The flames disappear but add to the agony inside me.

      “Finn! Christian!” Maeve screams.

      I want to be the strong man she needs, but right now everything is fading to black. Maybe this is where our story ends.
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      Jensen’s eyes close and his body is still but his skin is so hot it feels like he’s got a fever. My hands flutter uselessly over him, as though I can pull the danger out with sheer force of will.

      The door bursts open, revealing Finn and Christian, both ready for combat. Finn holds a ball of silver power in one hand and a sword in the other. Christian has no weapon, but his eyes are the pitch black of a raging vampire.

      “What’s happened?” Finn asks, his gaze sweeping over the room. It’s then I realize Jensen and I are both still naked. But neither Finn, nor Christian take the time to let their focus linger.

      Grabbing my discarded robe, I cover myself before pulling a blanket over Jensen. “He set the bed on fire.”

      “Why the hell would he do that?” Finn’s brow furrows in confusion.

      “He didn’t mean to. I think he can hold fire. Like me.”

      “He’s a Shadow fae. Jensen has never been able to do things Ember fae can do.”

      “Well, he did it. He set the bed on fire after…” I trail off. I can’t bring myself to finish.

      “He had you. Maeve, you must’ve awoken something in him, or transferred your power.

      Christian’s eyes widen. “Does that happen? Do the fae just develop new magic?”

      Finn shakes his head. “Not usually, but as we know, Maeve is special.”

      “He’s hurting. He kept telling me to take it. I don’t know how.” My voice is panicked as I look at the handsome man in my bed.

      “It’s going to be fine. I can help you with this,” Finn says, his tone soothing. His palm rubs gentle circles between my shoulder blades bringing me a small bit of comfort.

      “What do I need to do?”

      “Sit astride him. Press both palms to his chest and focus on pulling his power into you.”

      How does he know this? Jensen is eerily still and the heat radiating off him is terrifying. If he were a human, I’d be calling an ambulance. Doing as Finn has instructed, I place myself over Jensen’s thighs and press my hands against either side of his chest. His skin is slick with sweat and my palms tingle with discomfort from his temperature.

      “Just focus,” Finn says.

      Closing my eyes, I picture a glow the color of burning coals around Jensen. I will the power into me, pulling with each of my inhalations. I can do this. I can help him.

      My chest aches from the pressure of the magic. It rushes over me like a tidal wave, causing me to gasp for breath, but I’m not going to let up until I know he’s safe. If I did this to him, I will be the one to fix it. My vision blurs and I lose my hold on his essence, but strong hands hold me up and keep me going.

      “Jensen,” I whisper. “Please.”

      The color around him changes, a faint silver shadow threaded with gold rather than the bright and bold red. I can’t take any more. Dull throbbing in my head turns to a sharp stabbing.

      “Maeve, stop. You have to stop.” Christian’s voice barely registers against the ringing in my ears. But he’s right. I break my connection to Jensen and collapse onto my side next to him.

      I take long breaths, eyes still closed as the headache recedes and the buzzing in my limbs lessens. Soft strokes of gentle fingers along my cheek bring me back to the moment, causing me to open my eyes. Jensen stares at me, his face filled with wonder.

      “Are you all right?” he murmurs. “I can’t believe you took it.”

      Nodding, I reach out and mirror his actions by running my fingers over his face. “Are you?”

      “I feel…different, but not bad.”

      The worry clawing at my chest eases. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—“

      “No. Don’t be sorry. I still feel it. Ember. It’s here.” He holds his hand up and it glows with a small flame in the center of his palm.

      “But I took it from you.”

      “Not all of it. You can’t take what I was born with.”

      Sitting up, I frown at him. “What?”

      He follows me, propping himself up on his elbows. “I must’ve had Ember in me because it feels like when you transferred your power, you unlocked something. I wasn't supposed to have so much, but this…the remainder feels natural.”

      I swing my feet to the side of the bed and stand. I don’t understand most of what’s going on, but if Jensen is okay then I’m much more at ease. “Are you sure you feel right?”

      He stands with the blanket wrapped around his waist. “I’m more than right. I’m fucking amazing.” His eyes blaze with love and adoration.

      It’s then the weight of what we did hits me. I gave him my virginity without talking to Finn or Christian first, without taking their feelings into account. Turning my gaze to them, I fight the worry in my chest. “Obviously, something happened with Jensen and me.”

      Finn offers a slight smirk. “Obviously.”

      “It just happened. I didn’t come up here planning on seducing him.”

      Finn holds up a hand. “Maeve, you don’t have to justify your choice. Just tell me one thing. Do you want only him, or do you want us all?”

      The three of them look at me with such devotion, I want to cry with relief. “I want you all.”

      “Then you’ll have us,” Finn says, crossing the floor and kissing me without allowing any other words to fall from my lips.

      Yes. I’ll have them and they’ll have me. These brave men are mine and I won’t ever let go.
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      The storm surrounding the castle of the Shadow Court rages on sending sheets of rain and wind to beat against the stone, threatening to bring the protective walls crumbling to the ground. Lady Saskia paces the floor of her chambers, desperate to find the young queen and return her to the palace, where she’s needed.

      “These men of hers are nothing but a distraction. Why would they take her? What good will kidnapping her do?” Frustration fills her tone as she speaks to what she thinks to be an empty room. “The Night Court will offer no alliance if she shuns their prince.”

      The unseen presence watches from the corner, shrouded in a glamor that keeps it from being noticed. The queen’s aunts have no idea they’ve been being watched for the last twenty-one years, but now that she’s returned, they have a reckoning coming. The two escaped death during the attack that had killed Queen Astrid and King Soren, but a day of judgment is almost upon them. Justice will be served and the Shadow Court will never be the same.

      With a flare of power, the presence moves through the castle, searching for the right place to set the next trap. It will allow nothing to interfere with the plan.

      One goal runs through its mind as it opens the door to the healer’s chambers. The woman stares in shock at the empty space where her guest should be standing, then gasps as an invisible vice grips her heart, crushing it in one firm squeeze. Dropping the spell, the presence takes on the healer’s appearance and begins work on a potion. Something to stop the cycle of events.

      Queen Maeve mustn’t be crowned.

      

      To be continued in Their Shadow Queen: The Shadow Court Harem #2
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      Haven’t read about the princess of the Night Court and her harem? Keep reading for the first chapter of Their Vampire Princess.
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      I wake in the dark, the same as I have every night of my existence. But tonight is different. Tonight I’ve been alive for twenty-three years. The significance of this is not lost on me. As the vampire princess of the Night Court, this is the night I begin my ascension and take my place as heir to the throne. Nerves curl in my stomach as every word of my mother’s stories replay in my mind.

      Once upon a time, there was a beautiful princess. She grew from a lovely child to the most stunning woman in the court. She knew her destiny was to one day rule the Night Court and bring harmony between the humans and vampires, protecting the humans from the dangers of our world until the next generation rises. The night of her twenty-third birthday the princess was dressed in her finest gown, and her mother, the queen, gave her a special gift. It was a handmade box, which held the crown the princess would give to her chosen prince. One lord from each of the four villages who swear fealty to our kingdom were sent as an offering to the princess. She knew her choice would be difficult, but that she could not ascend until her mate had been crowned and the future of the Court sealed.

      The story had gone on, but much of the details varied as my mother had given me visions of the man I would choose. This fairy tale was my future, her past, the past of every generation before us. But now? Now it is real. I rise from my bed knowing this is the last time I’ll see these chambers. My place is no longer here. In a matter of hours, I’ll be shipped off, unable to return until I have my future husband by my side. Once we return, I’ll live in a different part of the manor, share a bed with the man I’ve taken, and leave my life as princess for one as queen. I am not ready for any of this, no matter how many times my mother has told me to expect it. I know she went through the same thing when she was my age, but she’s a formidable woman, a force to be reckoned with.

      A soft knock on my door has me whirling around, blond hair flying in my face.

      My mother’s disapproving gaze travels over my form. “Felicity! You’re not even dressed. We have to leave.”

      My heart leaps. I’m not ready.

      She shakes her head and pulls a gown from my wardrobe. Giving it a stern look, she frowns and tosses the gauzy fabric on my bed. “This won’t do. Where is the gown I had made for you?”

      “I’m sure it’s there somewhere. The maid might have laid it out somewhere special to keep it safe.”

      “You need to be in the royal blue silk. It’s the perfect color for your hair and skin tone.”

      I roll my eyes. “Why does it matter? These men have no choice in this. The one I choose will come with me to gain protection for his village for his lifetime. Isn’t that how the story goes?” The disdain in my voice is hard to disguise. I have no desire to marry a man who doesn’t want me.

      “And he’ll be lucky to be yours.”

      Will he? His sacrifice, his willingness to become my consort will only stem from the desire to save his home, not out of love or loyalty to me.

      “Here it is!” my mother exclaims from the depths of the ornate piece of furniture that houses my clothing. She produces the gorgeous silk gown and offers a brilliant smile. “Stunning. You’re going to be stunning. As it should be.”

      Crossing the room, I take the offered dress and let the soft, cool material brush along my skin. It matches my eyes. I’m sure she had the silk dyed this way on purpose. My mother doesn’t believe in coincidences.

      “Get dressed and be downstairs in ten minutes, Felicity. We have to leave within the hour. Your suitors will be delivered shortly.”

      There’s that familiar clenching in my gut again. “But…I need more time. Can’t we postpone?”

      “Child, what are you talking about? The ceremony starts at the hour of your birth. You have one hour until the rest of your life begins.”

      She runs a hand over my long hair and a wistful look crosses her face before she turns and practically glides out of the room, leaving me alone once more.

      In less than twenty minutes, I’m dressed and ready to go. I’ve had my bag packed for the last three days in anticipation of this trip. Two weeks away, maybe longer if need be, but I can’t help but harbor an ember of excitement at the change I’m about to experience. I’ve never been away from this estate, from my household filled with servants and advisors, and my mother the queen. Soon I will be on my own with only my potential consorts as company. My every move won’t be watched and judged, but more importantly, I won’t be treated like a child any longer.

      As I descend the wide staircase, I realize my mother was right. The rest of my life is about to begin.

      Their Vampire Princess
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