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        Beira, the Mother of Gods and Queen of Winter, has grown tired and lonely. After millennia of living on her own, she decides it's time to create the perfect lover. But while Colan might look like the man of her dreams, he's not falling in love with her as she'd planned. Can she change his mind or has it all been for nothing?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Emma and Darwin, who have snuggled their way into this story and into my heart.
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        Winter Princess

        Winter Heiress

        Winter Queen

        Winter Goddess

      

        

      
        >> Box set

      

        

      
        Mother of Gods (prequel)

        Demon’s Revenge (spin-off)

        Samhain Goddess (sequel)

      

        

      
        Set in the same world:

        Guardians of Winter
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      Beira is the English name for the Cailleach Bhéara, the personification of winter and the mother of all the Gods and Goddesses in Scottish mythology.

      Beira is the spirit of winter. She grows older and fiercer as the weeks go past, until by spring her strength is spent. Then she renews her youth, so that she may live through the summer and autumn and begin her reign once again.

      According to some tales, Beira is a one-eyed giantess with white hair, dark blue skin, and rust-coloured teeth. She built the mountains of Scotland using a magic hammer, and Loch Ness was created when Beira transformed her negligent maid Nessa into a river, which broke loose and made the loch.

      In some stories, Beira is said to be the guardian of the life force. In this role, she would find and nourish the seeds buried in the earth, bringing them to life during the spring. Thus, Beira is also regarded as a Goddess of death and rebirth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      BEIRA

      
        
        25 years ago

      

      

      Thor was having a bad day.

      Little storm clouds are hovering over his head, and I know that nothing I can say would lift his mood. When Thor gets angry, the weather gets angry, too.

      I lift my hand and one of my humans comes running with an umbrella. He opens his mouth to say something, but I snap my fingers and his lips press together, his voice gone. I’m busy and don’t need a human interrupt me. He shoots me a scared look, then shuffles off, leaving me alone with the God of Thunder.

      Luckily, we're sitting outside on my veranda; I'd hate there to be water on my precious rugs. The first raindrops fall from the clouds circling Thor, but they turn into snowflakes before they reach the ground. He shoots me an annoyed look and I hold up my hands in mock apology.

      "I can't help it. Besides, you still haven't told me what this is all about."

      "Lucifer," he growls and I sigh, waving for one of my attendants. It will take a lot of ice wine to get me through this conversation.

      "What has he done now?" I ask, trying to keep the annoyance out of my voice. Thor is one of my closest allies and I need to keep it that way. War is coming and people are starting to take sides. I have no doubt that I will be victorious, but it can't hurt to be prepared.

      "Invited me to his wedding."

      I suppress a laugh at the horror that's written all over Thor's face. Maybe I won't need that much wine after all.

      "Shouldn't you feel honoured?" I ask innocently. "He's not invited me."

      "Yes, he wouldn't dare invite you. But me... he has no respect for me. He must feel we're on the same level, even though he's far beneath me. Weddings, bah." A little lightning bolt breaks through the clouds and shatters one of the marble tiles behind him.

      I swallow my anger at him destroying my palace and smile sweetly. "Who are you going to take with you?"

      “Nobody. I’m not going.”

      I sigh at the sight of this large, muscly god behaving like a moody teenager. Why does it always fall to me to deal with him? Couldn’t his wife do something? But then I remember how his wife was more interested in Earth and playing with the mortals, and my mood softens.

      “Lucifer hasn’t taken sides yet. If he’s planning to join Angus, we need to know before it happens. Luce may not be the strongest of us, but he’s got a large following.” I smile at Thor, putting some icy sparkle into my eyes. “Please go to his wedding. You can even take one of my ladies with you, if you wish.”

      I send a thought to Tamara, telling her to send some of my prettiest female Guardians. Thor has always had a soft spot for blonde, long-legged beauties.

      He shakes his head. “No, I won’t. He’s not worth the trouble of travelling into the Fire Realm. It’s so hot in there.” He shivers, which I think may not be the right response. But then, what do I know about fire. I’ve never felt it before. Fire snuffs out when it comes close to me, and even if the flames manage to touch me, I don’t feel them. It’s been a mystery to me for millennia, but despite being the most powerful Goddess in existence, I’m not sure I’m ever going to unravel it.

      My world is permanently cold, just how I like it. My humans complain when they first arrive, but they soon learn that it’s not healthy to do so. Compared to other Gods, I treat my humans well, but being too nice to them is not beneficial. They work better if you apply some pressure to them.

      “Beira…” Thor says softly, the clouds above his head disappearing in a gentle breeze. “Would you like to accompany me to this wedding?”

      Finally. I thought I’d have to leave even more breadcrumbs for him to get the message. Being the Mother of Gods has a lot of advantages, but it also means that I never get invited to anything. People are scared of me – as they should, but still… sometimes I’d like to be one of them.

      At least for a day. And right now, that is exactly what Thor is offering me.
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        * * *

      

      Travelling with me has its advantages. For one, I don’t need Gates to transport me between Realms. I built this world; its physical laws have to bend to my will. And two, I am infinitely entertaining. Thor seems to think so too, until he puts his arm around my waist and I am forced to send some icy magic into it. He quickly pulls back and has the decency to look downtrodden. Granted, my dress hugs my thin waist in a way that invites looks and touches, but that is the fun about the whole thing. Usually, I’d not go through the trouble of putting on a dress like this unless it’s for one of my own court functions, but as long as we don’t know who Lucifer supports, I’m going to use every tool at my disposal.

      We stride through the crowd and it parts in front of us; hurriedly making way for me and Thor. He’s one of the older Gods, and that gives him a certain air of importance. Nothing compared to the reverence pouring towards me, of course. I don’t often leave my Realm, and even there I keep my public appearances to a minimum. The assassination attempts have increased in recent decades and it’s unwise to stay outside for too long. I might get blood on my dress.

      I scan the crowd for any of Angus’ lackeys. Most of the Gods in attendance are minor, and the few that are higher in the ranks have sworn allegiance to me.

      “Brother,” Thor suddenly says and clasps arms with Loki, who has approached us from the side. They are the spitting image of each other, except that Thor has rather more facial hair. I wink at Loki and he blushes, probably remembering the nights we spent together about a century ago, when he was one of my favourites. I try to remember why that ended, but nothing comes. It can’t have been important. I change my lovers frequently, every decade or so, to keep life exciting. In recent times, none of them has been remotely satisfactory though. I’m tempted to create a new god simply to warm my bed, but creation is not as easy as it used to be. Unbound magic has become scarce at the same time as the Realms have become saturated with Gods, and nature protests with each new one I call into existence. There are some laws even I must follow.

      I leave Thor with his brother and mingle. It would be much easier if people weren’t shrinking back to make way for me. Am I really this fearsome? I suppose I am.

      “My Queen, it’s an honour,” someone calls and I search the crowd. With a puff of smoke, Lucifer appears in front of me. He’s as good looking as I remember. His black hair is pulled back, his dark eyes burn like smouldering coals, promising nights of steam and heat, his mouth a kissable invitation. His lean body is wrapped in a black cloak, but underneath he wears his trademark human-style suit. I can’t remember if it was Angus or myself who created him. I hope it was the Summer King; sleeping with my own creations sometimes makes me feel a little icky.

      I give him a cold smile. “Why wasn’t I invited?”

      He bows deep. “My Queen, I meant no insult. I simply didn’t think you’d grace me with your presence, and to avoid the disappointment, I decided heavy-heartedly not to send you an invitation. Forgive me, Great Beira.”

      I smile inside. He’s always been a charmer. And even though I know it’s all empty words, he does flatter me.
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