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            The Pink and Black Club

          

        

      

    

    
      “You can pay me back whenever,” Catla announced graciously.

      Sitting across from Catla in the back of her father’s LuxeCraft (or…one of them), Gayliliel and I could do nothing but stare at our friend in shock.

      I should have expected something like this the minute Cat started pressing for a night out.

      She’d couched it in the whole “I know what happened to you was awful, but you can’t hide away from life forever” routine.

      However expected something like this was, this particular something was very un-Cat-like.

      That being, spring it on us at the definition of the last minute and think we’d pay for it.

      On this thought, the cab filled with Gayle’s fae energy, which meant I had no choice.

      I had to take control of this burgeoning situation and speak first.

      “Cat, entry into the Black Room is very expensive.”

      I communicated this in as reasonable a tone as I could muster, considering everyone knew entry into the hyper-exclusive, VIP Black Room of the ridiculously famous and trendy Pink and Black Club wasn’t expensive. It was cripplingly steep. Cat knew it most of all, since she’d paid for it.

      Gayle’s family had wealth, like Cat’s. Not as much, but she came from money.

      That said, Gayle made her own way like most human children did when the time came, and considering her father was human (it was Gayle’s mom who was fae), that was the expectation.

      Regardless, Gayle would have struck out on her own anyway. It was just who she was. Case in point, Gayle had started working at age fifteen, intent to get a head start. As such, now, she didn’t do too badly.

      But she couldn’t afford the Black Room of the P&B Club.

      Very few could.

      This unlike Cat, whose mother was human, but her father was demon, and they were loaded. They not only had money, they had status. So much, they even hobnobbed with royalty.

      Demons did things differently, especially for their daughters. Although Catla worked, she also received an additional allowance (a hefty one) from her family, which afforded her the opportunity to live the high life and dress to impress.

      Not to mention, a monthly line of credit that was more than I’d ever made in an entire year.

      My family, straight shifters on both sides, came from modest means.

      Even if we didn’t, I’d escaped their dysfunction years ago. There had been no support from that quarter since, well…

      I was born.

      They’d kept me clothed and fed with a roof over my head, I’d give them that.

      However, I’d gone no contact the minute I could. That being at seventeen, the age of majority for a shifter. But even before, I was as no contact as I could get still living in the same house with them.

      “And we didn’t agree to it,” Gayle cut in, not speaking reasonably but instead, heatedly.

      “And it’s really not in my budget,” I continued. Ever, I did not say.

      “You can pay me back in installments or something,” Cat allowed.

      I could feel Gayliliel bristling, not a good thing for a dark fae, and before I could intervene, she asked, “So, if you go out and buy me a pair of Eduardo Navasco shoes I don’t want and can’t afford, and give them to me, you’d expect me to pay you back for them?” Gayle asked.

      “That’s hardly the same.” Cat flicked out an elegant hand. “You’re here, aren’t you? No one forced this on you.”

      “Yes, I’m here because I thought we were going to the Pink Room,” Gayle shot back. “Or, at most, the Blue Room.”

      The Pink Room was where everyone could get in, if you were chosen by the doorman. The cover charge was more expensive than most, but it wasn’t outlandish.

      The Blue Room was one room deeper into the club. It required a charge that was not nominal. As such, although I’d been to the Pink Room, I’d never been in there.

      The Black Room required a charge that, as noted, was astronomical. It also required connections. But since Cat’s people, the Truelocks, were The Truelocks, all she undoubtedly had to do was say her name, give her credit code, and we were in.

      Cat crinkled her adorable snub nose at the very idea of mingling in the Pink Room, and when Gayle mentioned Blue, she didn’t look any happier.

      Gayle didn’t miss it, nor did she like it.

      “The little people can be fun. You should know,”—she flapped a hand between herself and me—“since you hang out with us.”

      She wasn’t the “little people.”

      But I was.

      “No demon would be caught dead in the Pink Room,” Cat retorted.

      She was very correct. When I’d been there before, I’d gone with Gayle, or one of our other friends, Monique. Never Cat.

      And there it was.

      Recently, Catla had been husband hunting at the decree of her father.

      And Cat was hunting for a demon, or at least a half one, also at the decree of her father.

      Demon females married early, in their twenties, or the upper crust did, with the Truelocks occupying the uppermost part of the upper crust that wasn’t titled aristocracy.

      Cat was turning thirty-one on her next birthday, a day that was only two months away. But since she’d passed the thirty mark, Mr. Truelock had been becoming increasingly displeased with his daughter’s live-life-have-fun-and-spend-money-until-you-drop lifestyle.

      “I cannot believe you did this,” Gayliliel said quietly but in a razor-sharp tone. “Especially tonight.”

      I tensed at the deterioration of her voice.

      Cat didn’t miss the edge either, and I could feel her demon rearing, which meant, if the situation didn’t shift, things were about to get ugly.

      “Did what?” she demanded.

      “You making it all about you the first time Laura goes out after—” Gayle abruptly stopped speaking.

      At that, things shifted.

      They very much did.

      This shift for me meant I had the familiar sensation of my chest compressing at the reminder of what that “after” Gayle was referring to meant.

      At least it wasn’t so bad anymore. I could still breathe. Three months ago, when it happened, it felt like I couldn’t.

      Cat glared at Gayle.

      Gayle appeared contrite and avoided my eyes.

      I sighed.

      “You can say it,” I whispered into the loaded silence of the car. “It happened. I can’t pretend it didn’t.”

      Even if I wished I could.

      But I lived with it every day.

      Or more to the point, without it.

      It took everything I had not to fall into the habit I’d acquired and lift my hand to rub my chest like I could soothe the beast who wasn’t there anymore.

      Or she was, but she was still gone.

      Annnnnnd…

      Yeah.

      Remembering the enormity of my loss, I felt like I couldn’t breathe.

      I forced air into my lungs.

      I was so busy trying to get oxygen, I didn’t hide the fact I couldn’t, thus neither of my friends missed it.

      “Well done,” Cat sniped at Gayle.

      “You started it with this ridiculous Black Room business,” Gayle sniped back.

      “Girls—” I tried to intervene.

      It was always a crapshoot if my attempts at intervention would work, but this time when I rolled the dice, I failed.

      “Not everyone is husband hunting. Fae have mates. So do shifters,” Gayle pointed out. “We don’t have to go on the prowl.”

      “Lucky you,” Cat snapped. “As you know, it’s not so easy for us demons.”

      “Not lucky or easy,” Gayle slapped back. “My mate could live in Land’s End, and I’ll never meet him.”

      This was true.

      Same for shifters.

      In your everyday life, if you weren’t lucky enough to run across the one who was meant for you, something that rarely happened, eventually, you had to quest.

      Which meant, unlike what Gayle just asserted, we did have to go on the prowl in order to meet our mate, and it was much more of a thing than what Cat had to do.

      In fact, many fae and shifters took a year from work (this was, fortunately, legally mandated for employers to allow us to do), if not longer, in order to travel the Four Realms in hopes of running across the one who was meant to be ours.

      You could, of course, contract a witch to narrow down the search area for you, but witches who could successfully track mates were few and far between, and that meant they were insanely expensive. That said, witches who scammed desperate fae and shifters were a dime a dozen.

      And if you didn’t find him or her, you’d just have to make do, something no one wanted, because living without your true mate was like living without a limb. You could do it, but it would suck.

      “But you can take your time, make a holiday of it,” Cat stated. “I have to make a connection or Dad’s going to⁠—”

      Now it was Cat cutting herself off.

      “Your dad’s going to what?” I asked.

      She turned her head to look out the window, the long, copper waves of her hair floating over the alabaster skin of her bare shoulder.

      “Oh shit,” Gayle mumbled, watching Cat closely.

      She turned to me (by the by, the waves of her gorgeous chestnut hair also floated enchantingly over her bare shoulders).

      I stretched my lips at her. She bugged out her moss-green eyes at me.

      “You two can stop pulling faces,” Catla said into our exchange.

      We both looked to her to see her attention on us.

      “Okay, so I messed up,” Cat went on to explain, and her gaze moved to me. “I wanted to make a big thing of it, us finally talking you into going out after…what happened to you.”

      I was attacked. Randomly. Viciously. And when I was, my beast was murdered inside me. She’s still inside me, part of my soul, there but gone forever. I’m alive, but I’m still only one half of a whole. That’s what happened to me.

      But I could see how they couldn’t say it.

      I remembered their faces when I woke up in the hospital. They’d had the news before I did. I remembered the weeks after. The concern. The care. The sadness. The powerlessness.

      I remembered all of it.

      It was like what was done to me was done to everyone I loved, even if they weren’t shifters and couldn’t really understand.

      They were my friends, and any friend feels the pain another friend is experiencing.

      “And it was going to be my gift, you know, like a celebration, the three of us going out again. You going out with Gayle and me again,” Cat continued.

      Aw. She was so sweet.

      “So you got us into the Black Room to make a thing of it, and then your dad got the credit notice,” Gayle deduced.

      Oh dang.

      Part of Mr. Truelock’s displeasure was manifesting in him tightening the reins on Cat’s spending. He’d already decreased her allowance. Now it looked like he was aiming at her credit line.

      “Did you tell him you were taking Laura out?” Gayle asked.

      At the question, abruptly, Cat lost it.

      “You know, I shouldn’t have to explain myself,” she bit off. “That money, Truelock money, our money, he didn’t toil and break his back to earn it. We’re a First Family, for the gods’ sakes. Yes, Dad works, but the vast majority of Truelock wealth was inherited. It’s always inherited.”

      She was not wrong.

      She was also not done ranting.

      “And he didn’t have to rush out and make a connection. He has a penis. Therefore, he could decide when he’d find his mate and he could wait until he was a hundred and twenty if he felt like it. I mean, he didn’t even get married to Mom until he was forty-two.” She shook her head and those coppery locks I envied slid gloriously against the pale skin I also envied. “This whole thing is bullshit. Demon patriarchal bullshit. I mean, it’s not like we’re driving around in cars anymore. We’ve progressed! At least the humans, fae and shifters have. But oh no. Not us demons.”

      Gayliliel and I exchanged a glance, because we both agreed this was very true.

      Shifters had their patriarchal bullshit as well, and it could get extreme, even more extreme than the demon kind.

      But fortunately, they didn’t push a female to wed before her thirties like she couldn’t get on with her life without a mate attached to her. And more fortune (at least for me), I’d cut ties with my patriarch, so I didn’t have to worry about it.

      Fae and humans, they tended not to get mired in all of that crap.

      “You know what?” Cat asked, and she didn’t wait for our answer. She told us what. “Screw it. Dad adores Laura. If he knew what tonight was about, he wouldn’t have jumped my shit about it. So I’ll tell him and he’ll back off. And then I’ll tell him I’ll find my mate when I find my mate and he can just live with it.”

      Gayle gasped at this proclamation.

      Knowing Mr. Truelock, I got worried and instantly reached forward to grab Cat’s hand. “Don’t do anything rash,” I advised.

      “He’ll totally cut you off,” Gayle put in.

      He totally would.

      Cat pulled her hand from mine and waved it in front of her face angrily. “Screw that too. If he does, he does. I have a job. I’ll get by.”

      “You can’t even afford your flat without his⁠—”

      I kicked the side of Gayle’s foot with my own, and she shut up.

      Cat turned to gaze out the window again, muttering, “Rena’s a mess.”

      Oh boy.

      It was all coming out now.

      Rena was Cat’s cousin. Rena married less than a year ago. Rena’s husband was a dick. And Rena had gotten the same strongarm tactics from her father to find a connection as Cat was now getting.

      Cat continued muttering. “She pretty much hates Dagon.”

      We all pretty much hated Dagon, though I knew between the three of us, “pretty much” wasn’t part of what we felt for him. He was arrogant, self-absorbed and condescending.

      Though, he was gorgeous.

      Their wedding had been an exercise in awkwardness with liberal mix-ins of embarrassment and moments of pure outrage.

      The traditional wedding cake at a demon wedding had black frosting over a blood red cake. And during the cutting, Dagon rubbed his slice all over Rena’s face, neck, chest, and even got some in her hair. When he was done, she looked like she got in a bar fight while the bar was burning down around her. And she lost.

      Enough said.

      “The seal is broken now,” I remarked. “So I’m all in to be your wingman to help you find your connection. A good one.”

      I wasn’t. I didn’t even want to be out tonight.

      But I was sure Cat didn’t want to sleep on my couch for the week after I got home from the hospital following my attack. Only for her to go home for a week when Gayle took over. Then Cat came back. They did this for six weeks, and probably would still be doing it if I hadn’t put my foot down that they had to get on with their lives, and I did too.

      They got on with their lives.

      I returned to work (much of which I could do at home, at least when we weren’t on set, so that wasn’t a big deal) but didn’t really get on with mine.

      Hence, our night out.

      Although, even before, I was more of a homebody. That said, Cat had been right when she insisted it was time to leave my couch. I was in danger of becoming my couch, I was spending so much time on it.

      “Me too,” Gayle put in. “Though, I can’t be hitting the Black Room every Saturday.”

      “You don’t have to,” Cat said in a small voice that broke my heart. “We’ll figure it out so Dad will lay off and it won’t cost a fortune for us to go out. And just to say, you guys are the best.”

      “You’re better than the best,” I replied. “So tell your dad that I’m over it.” I wasn’t, but fake it ’til you make it, right? “And now that I am, we are so totally on the case.”

      “We so totally are,” Gayle agreed.

      For a second, it looked like Cat might start crying, something that freaked me out. Demons rarely cried, and for the vast majority of halves, the demon was dominant.

      Though humans did.

      Of course, she got a lock on it, and she managed this by sweeping me from my pink high-heeled sandals that had straps that crisscrossed up my calves to my frothy, girlie-pink, short cocktail dress.

      “Shut up,” I said before she could give me stick for wearing pink.

      “You shut up,” she returned, her lips tipping up.

      “Dudes like pink,” Gayliliel chimed in. “It’s all feminine and girlish and goofy and makes you seem vulnerable, like someone they need to protect. They get into that shit.”

      “It’s not goofy,” I declared.

      Gayle ignored me and advised Cat, “You should try wearing it. Maybe you’ll run into an alpha demon whose protection gene activates seeing you all pink and defenseless.”

      Cat instantly looked nauseous.

      I burst out laughing, not at Cat’s expression (okay, maybe a little at her expression), but at the idea of her wearing pink.

      One could definitely say pink was not a demon color (case in point, she was wearing a slinky black number right now).

      Fae, definitely. It was just that Gayle was not a pink kind of female (case for that point, Gayle was in a barely-there, deep violet number).

      I totally was all about pink.

      In fact, my beast had been…

      “Gods, no. My skin would catch fire,” Cat decreed, horror dripping from each word, fortunately taking me from my train of thought.

      That was when Gayle started laughing, and I felt relief.

      Drama averted; we were back.

      Again, Cat’s attention turned out the window. “Do you think the prince will be there?”

      I felt my heart skip at the possibility.

      This was one of the reasons why the Black Room was so expensive and exclusive. The True Heir of Night’s Fall, Prince Aleksei, went there on occasion. In fact, it was rumored he owned the Pink and Black Club, among many of his other financial ventures.

      If he was there and I got one shot at looking at him, live and in person, I’d take a second job to pay Cat back for the opportunity.

      “I think he’s probably lying low,” Gayle said. “You know, after that whole Princess Anna debacle.”

      “Their engagement was totally ludicrous,” I groused, and my grousing was only part to do with my lifelong crush on the handsome heir apparent of the Starknight Dynasty, and how devastated I was when it was announced Aleksei was to wed the glorious Anna, Princess Royal of Dawn’s Break. I was this regardless of how preposterous it was that I’d feel that devasted, since I had no shot and never would.

      It was mostly due to my affront that he was a shifter, and she was not.

      It wasn’t like shifters didn’t mingle breeds, we did. Even the royal family had non-shifters in their lineage.

      It was the fact that I was a shifter, or I had been (I was one in ancestry only now), and that made me feel somehow connected to him. It felt almost like a personal affront when they got engaged. And yeah, I know, that was ridiculous too.

      Nevertheless, that was how I felt.

      The only bright light in the months since my attack was when it was announced the engagement was off.

      I wasn’t the only one who celebrated this event. It was a surprise a spontaneous parade didn’t happen, so many females in Night’s Fall were beyond delighted the prince was a free agent again. Even if none of us had that first chance in any ever after.

      “I wonder what happened with those two,” Cat mused. “Everyone says she’s all that and a bag of chips.”

      “Did you just say ‘all that and a bag of chips?’” Gayle teased.

      “Well, how would you put it?’ Cat asked.

      “She’s sweetness and light and peace and ethereality, and on top of that, painfully beautiful, so, yeah. It’s a real mystery why that didn’t work.”

      “Hardly,” Cat scoffed. “Can you imagine how boring she’d be?”

      Gayle snorted. “I hear you. That has to be it. She was fine to look at, but have a couple of dinners with her floating around being an earthbound angel and constantly exuding utter perfection, and it’d be an endless snoozefest. A shifter needs some fire. A shifter like Aleksei needs an inferno.”

      And with that, not that I ever had a chance, I was out.

      I was quiet. In certain situations, I could be shy. I was mostly an introvert, unless I was around people I knew, but even then, I was more of a listener than a talker. I didn’t like attention. And I preferred cooking at home, snuggling in to watch some display, reading a book or taking a hot bath and drinking a glass of wine to being out on the town or off on an adventure.

      Even when I went on holiday, I found a cottage or cabin somewhere and did all the stuff I preferred to do at home. I just did it without it having to be interrupted by work.

      I wasn’t ethereality and utter perfection.

      I also wasn’t fire.

      I was just…me.

      “She’s probably been crying in her meditation studio or isolation aquarium for the past month,” Catla surmised gleefully, as a female was wont to do when another female, especially one born with more than you had, was brought down a peg.

      I couldn’t say Princess Anna was more attractive than Cat. Their looks were very different.

      But she was Princess Royal of a peaceful, affluent realm. She had magic (seeing as she was a witch) and natural beauty, nothing enhanced. She was rolling in family money. And she was, well…ethereality and utter perfection.

      Hard not to hold some jealousy for a chick like that.

      “Wouldn’t you be, if you lost all the lusciousness that is Prince Aleksei?” Gayliliel asked.

      “She was picced cavorting with Dolph Windstalker on the beach on Tyball’s Gate. I saw the images on the social tapes this morning,” I told them. I then added, “Oh, and she decided against donning the top of her bikini. And yes, her breasts are as perfect as everything else about her.”

      “She…what?” Cat was aghast.

      “I’d say she isn’t utter perfection, considering how richly petty that is,” I declared, loyal, as ever, to the prince. “Aleksei has barely been seen in public since the break. And she’s topless, on the beach on a party island off Land’s End with a hunky screen star who usually dates shifters who are barely majority. Blech.”

      Cat’s eyes narrowed on me. “Have you met Windstalker?”

      Like I wouldn’t tell her if I met Dolph Windstalker while working one of my gigs.

      I shook my head. “Never. But I haven’t heard good things.”

      “Men that handsome tend not to promote people hearing good things about them,” Cat muttered.

      “Well, if Anna ever thought they’d make up, she killed that fantasy,” Gayle noted. “Not that Aleksei’s the kind of guy to change his mind. Outside realizing the female he asked to marry him wasn’t the female for him, that is.”

      “That was so out of character,” Cat put in. “I think I was more surprised he changed his mind at all, much less that he changed it about her.”

      “Seems he dodged a bullet,” Gayle remarked.

      “He totally did,” I declared. “It’s obvious, as he got to know her, as it came closer to the wedding actually happening and her hooks were sinking deeper into him, she thought he couldn’t get away, or at least not change his mind, since that’s not his style. And both realms would want to avoid the scandal. Maybe because of all that, she let the mask drop. Maybe who she pretended to be was all about the Starknight and Dayrise houses unifying, and once that seemed a foregone conclusion, he got a sense of the real her and wanted nothing to do with it. You should have seen the comments on those pics with Windstalker. She was not faring well,” I shared.

      “That’s pretty out of character too,” Gayle mumbled.

      “Or maybe it’s not,” I stated.

      “Well, Aleksei isn’t a waffler,” Cat said. “This is a PR fiasco for Anna, and it was before those pics were put on the tapes. This means the stupidity of the Windstalker move is undeniable. Everyone was already speculating it was something about her or something she did that made Aleksei beg off. Now, they’ll be certain of it.”

      “It’s always the female’s fault,” Gayle griped.

      “Yeah, so I either champion her for saying, ‘fuck it, instead of licking my wounds, I’m gonna lick this hot wolf shifter,’ or I think she’s an idiot, for the same reason,” Cat replied.

      The craft stopped, and we all turned our heads to peer out the window.

      What we saw was the glistening black façade, including the equally glistening black double doors, and a line of people down the pavement, queued along a black velvet rope attached to shiny black posts.

      No sign.

      None needed.

      Such was the allure of the Pink and Black Club.

      “We’re here,” Cat whispered with excitement.

      The instant she did, my stomach performed an odd, and profound, drop. I blinked at the strength of the sensation but put it down to breaking the seal of going out and being in the world for the first time since my attack. The first time after my beast was murdered. The first time since the nightmare any shifter feared the worst happened to me.

      I drew in a deep breath and let it out, much preferring the idea of simply gliding on and continuing to gab with my gals, perhaps going through a flyby to get something fried and awful for us while we did it.

      But I told myself it wasn’t going to be that bad. A few drinks. More girl talk. Once they started flirting, I could start people watching.

      Then I could be at home with my cats, wearing my pajamas, with a tub of stem ginger frozen custard, a cup of tea, and maybe a Dolph Windstalker flick (he was a terrible actor, and possibly a terrible person, but he wasn’t hard on the eyes).

      A couple of hours.

      Maybe three.

      And then I could be out of these uncomfortable shoes, and equally uncomfortable dress, and this would be over.

      I could do it.

      Cat’s dad’s pilot opened the door, and that sensation in my stomach happened again, this time deeper, almost painful, but also curiously, maybe even impossibly…pleasurable.

      What in the realms was that?

      Cat got out. Gayle got out.

      I sat in the craft.

      They turned to look in at me.

      Dang.

      I guess I had no choice.

      Time to do it.

      I got out too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Phantom

          

        

      

    

    
      If the stomach thing was weird, the minute I put my stiletto-heeled sandal to the pavement was weirder.

      I felt flush all over.

      Right, this wasn’t good.

      Was I having some sort of panic attack?

      Before I could decide, Gayle encouragingly tucked her arm through mine, pulled me fully from the craft and forward while Cat waved something on her Palm unit at one of the doormales.

      He jutted his chin to another doormale, who broke off and guided us down the pavement.

      We followed, and as for my part, I did it deep breathing and concentrating on the chill autumn-is-right-around-the-corner air to help combat that weird flush.

      Thankfully, this worked.

      He stopped well down the pavement, standing against the glossy black exterior of the skyscraper where the Pink and Black Club took most of the lower floor (save the lobby). It was also rumored Prince Aleksei not only owned the building but had a penthouse at the top of it.

      “First time?” the doormale queried.

      Before Catla could pretend we were regulars (something she would do), Gayliliel piped up, “Yes.”

      He nodded. “You’ll go in. To the left, check your units with the bot on duty. You’ll walk through a scanning tube. Any weapons, send, receive or recording units will be identified in the tube, so check them before you enter. If you don’t, you’ll be ejected from the club and banned from returning.”

      We all nodded, unsurprised that rich people protected their safety and privacy at all costs.

      He put his palm to the shiny black façade of the building and an until-then invisible panel shifted inward before it slid to the side.

      Nifty.

      “Enjoy your evenings, ladies,” he murmured as we trooped in.

      I noticed, as Gayle moved at my side, he had his eyes aimed at her behind. This meant I further noticed he was fae, and he was hot.

      Hmm.

      The door sealed behind us in a manner that was mildly alarming, but Cat was already handing over her Palm to a bot standing behind a counter in an alcove to the side. I dug mine out of my shimmery pink evening bag, surprised that the bot on duty was not one of the more expensive humanoid ones.

      Then again, the polished black metal that made up the body of the machine couldn’t be on theme if it looked like a human.

      It took our Palms, scanning our left retinas for pickup purposes, then we headed into the tube, the blue and green lighting circling the five or so feet of it being the only lighting in the narrow space.

      “One at a time,” the bot’s mechanical voice came at us as we moved as a group to the tube.

      Cat, as ever, went first.

      Gayle pushed me in next.

      I lifted an already achy foot (these shoes were fabulous, but they were also torture devices) to step into the tube.

      And I froze.

      I did because a feeling made itself known in my chest. Like a feather fluttering. Almost imperceptible. But I felt it.

      I felt it.

      And I knew what that feeling was.

      Longing and melancholy assailed me.

      Gods.

      After I got home from the hospital, I’d looked it up and learned there could be phantom sensations of your beast, even after it was gone. There’d also been reports of a beast communicating with you, when that could no longer happen. This occurred especially if you elected not to have its essence surgically removed after death, which I absolutely elected not to do.

      She was lost to me, but I couldn’t let her go. Even after the staff at the hospital, regardless of my fragile state of mind, pressed very strongly for me to make the opposite decision, I refused.

      Very few shifters made this choice, so truly, I was surprised how hard my doctor and nurse pushed it.

      “Laura?” Gayle asked, concern in her voice.

      Okay, I was freaking about being out in the world. I’d successfully avoided this by having food delivered and avoiding the Subterra and Monorails, instead springing for private crafts to take me when I hung out with Cat, Gayle, Monique (or any combo of the three).

      Sometimes I’d have to hit a work meeting, but since the current gig I was on hadn’t started production yet, and wouldn’t for at least a few more weeks, I hadn’t had to worry too much about that.

      I’d hit the corner shop, of course, but Mr. Tanugu was more of a father to me than my own, so that didn’t seem like a big adventure or any threat, but instead like going to my pop’s, having a gab at the same time buying bananas.

      Therefore, this reaction was not a shocker. I should have planned for it. The last time I was out in the world, truly out in the world, I’d been brutally assaulted. So brutally, defying my control, my beast had torn out to defend me.

      And she had died for me.

      So of course, this wouldn’t be easy.

      “You all right?” Catla inquired.

      “Do not walk back through the tube,” the bot ordered. “Forward only, into the club.”

      “Just go,” I whispered to Catla. “I’ve got this.”

      Cat scanned my face. Then, wearing a worried expression, she glanced over my shoulder at Gayle.

      “Go. Let’s get her a drink,” Gayle urged.

      Cat nodded, and with one last study of me, she turned and moved through the tube.

      I stepped into it and slowly did the same, that feather-flutter coming back, and getting stronger.

      I loved it and hated it because I missed it with all that was me, but I knew it wasn’t back. It was just panic and an illusion.

      By Lilith, this was torture.

      The flush had also returned to my skin, and by the time I made the end of the tube, I felt short of breath.

      Right.

      What was wrong with me?

      I was stronger than this, surely.

      Yes, I was.

      I squared my shoulders.

      The club lay before me, and I wanted to take it in, but instinctively, I stepped aside so Gayliliel could join us, and my eyes went directly to a half-circle booth, the one dead center of a line of them that covered the back wall.

      The lighting was dim, but I noted five people sitting in that booth. The ones around the edges of the group were illuminated (two females, two males). But the being at the back, I could only make out he was male (not to mention the well-cut suit on his obviously well-honed body), but I couldn’t make out his face. He was obscured by shadow.

      I strained to see him, I just couldn’t.

      However, I could make out the fact that his head was turned in my direction, and I could swear he was looking at me.

      Actually, it felt like we’d locked eyes, and he couldn’t only see me, he could see inside me.

      That was when every inch of my body started tingling.

      By the gods, I was totally losing it.

      I had to pull myself together.

      With effort I wrenched my attention from that booth in order to scan the club.

      This section of the P&B couldn’t be more different than the loud, lively, energetic vibe of the Pink Room.

      In Pink, there was always a crush of people. There was a dance floor that was constantly heaving. The music was deafening and physical, thumping into your skin with each beat. Drinks were expensive and mostly came in lurid colors and deadly concoctions.

      Here, the music was a vague, sensual throb. Everything was black. The elegant but comfortable furniture that made up the many seating areas in the center space, like it was one gigantic living room; the bar stools that lined the bar; even the shelves of booze and mirrors behind the bottles of liquor. Small, onyx-shaded lamp drones hovered over tables and above thoroughfares, genius in their placement and illumination. Just enough to see, not enough to expose.

      Most every seat was filled, the hum of conversation subdued, as if the entirety of the company was talking in whispers, but it wasn’t crowded.

      It was elegant, refined, minimal yet sumptuous.

      For a person with my disposition, it was so much better than the Pink Club, it was startling. If it didn’t cost a fortune, I’d happily be here on the regular, chatting with my chicks, drinking fun drinks, and hoping Cat ran into someone she could love with all her heart, who loved her that way in return.

      “I spy a couple of stools, let’s hit it,” Cat said, and forged along the plush soot carpeting under our feet, her trajectory: the bar.

      I tried not to look to the booths as we moved, which probably cost more to reserve, which meant there were likely very rich, very famous, very aristocratic or (maybe!) very royal people sitting in them.

      I was an avid people watcher and had a job where I was frequently around celebrities, so I’d honed my skills to such a point I’d take it as a personal fail if it came off as gawking.

      Mostly, the sensation I felt when entering the club, more precisely from seeing that male at the back of it, had unnerved me, and I didn’t think it was a good idea to revisit that feeling.

      Therefore, I focused on the fact that there were really no other shoes I could wear with this dress, but I still lamented wearing them. I’d barely been standing for fifteen minutes, and I wanted to unstrap them and donate them to the nearest resale pane.

      Thus, when we hit the two open barstools, I eyed there being only two with a very unsisterlike intensity, because neither Cat nor Gayle were wearing footwear that was comfortable, and at that point, I might engage in physical combat to claim one.

      “Take mine,” a deep voice said as a male slid off the stool next to one of the empty ones.

      I looked up at an exceptionally handsome black-haired, black-eyed demon.

      He smiled at me, and that was exceptionally handsome too.

      On this thought, my stomach twisted so brutally, I nearly bent double with the pain.

      “Lord of hellfire, you okay?” the male demon asked me, bending from his tall height to look into my face and reaching out, possibly to guide me to the stool he vacated, but before his hand even touched me, he murmured, “Shit, the heat coming off you is mately.”

      The pain had subsided, so I looked at him, bemused at his words. “Sorry?”

      “Is your mate here?” he asked while glancing around.

      My attention immediately went to the booth, now directly across from where I was standing. I vaguely noticed the people in it were sliding out, all but that one male who was sitting dead center at the back.

      I still couldn’t see his face in the shadows, but I could see the breadth of his shoulders, which were astonishingly wide, and considering my vocation, I noted again the cut of his suit, which was superb.

      I could also feel his pull.

      Whoever he was, he was somebody. Somebody important. Somebody magnetic.

      Gods, maybe he was even the prince.

      The prince was tall. He had very wide shoulders. He’d have reason, even in an exclusive club, to hide himself in the shadows.

      And he always wore impeccably tailored suits.

      “She doesn’t have a mate,” Gayle said, helping me hike my rear on the stool.

      Once settled, I gazed up at the demon, who’d had a fae friend, with thick, leonine hair and lilac eyes, join him to stand in front of us. “Just to make you being kind enough to give me your seat even more awkward, I haven’t been out in a while because of some…life stuff. And I’m not really a going-out type of person anyway. So I think my body’s just having some difficulty getting into the swing of things again. That’s some TMI when I don’t even know your name, but I’d rather TMI than you thinking I’m weird.”

      Okay, so, maybe I’d rather him think I was weird than blurting semi-personal stuff two minutes into not quite meeting the guy.

      Ugly side effect of being shy number one: you often blathered stupid things that made you seem weird.

      Side effect of blathering stupid things that made you seem weird: in order not to put yourself in this excruciating position, you became a homebody.

      He grinned again, my stomach reacted with a pinch again, but fortunately not as strong this time, and he said, “Honesty is never too much. And we’ll rectify part of that. I’m Bash.” He gestured to his friend. “This is Tay.”

      Cat inserted herself into the conversation, thank the gods.

      “That’s Laura, this is Gayle, and I’m Cat.”

      “Ladies,” Tay’s deep voice rumbled over us.

      “Drinks?” a bartender asked.

      We all twisted to order, and of course I asked for my one of my usuals, a pink fizz.

      “On my line,” Bash said to the bartender, putting our drinks on his credit line.

      “That was kind, but not necessary,” I said softly.

      “I disagree,” Bash replied, matching my tone.

      Right, this male seemed kinda lovely.

      “So what do you all do?” Tay asked.

      I wasn’t in the zone for a hookup, and Bash seemed nice, and he was very easy to look at, so I announced, “Cat manages the Tempera Gallery downtown.”

      Both Bash and Tay turned right to her.

      “Seriously?” Tay asked.

      Cat executed a move that was something else in her repertoire I envied, preening without looking like she was preening.

      “Yeah,” she confirmed.

      “So you’re the one who cornered Terrinton for the first-ever showing he’s attended that’s happening next week,” Bash noted, not hiding his interest.

      Cat shrugged with faux humility. “Guilty.”

      “Impressive,” Tay said.

      Cat sent him a dazzling smile (in case you’re keeping track, yup, I was also covetous of her dazzling smile).

      I watched under my lashes to see if Bash was dazzled.

      It was as if he felt my gaze, and he looked right at me.

      “And what do you do?” he queried.

      Damn, not dazzled by Cat.

      But maybe, against all that was right in the world, dazzled by me.

      I struggled for words that would make what I did sound a lot less interesting than it was, when Gayle, having a different goal entirely, answered for me.

      “Have you seen Sheets or The Sunny Glade or Rumors and Tremors?” Gayle asked him.

      “All three,” Bash answered her while watching me.

      Gayle hooked a thumb my way. “Laura was the lead costume designer of all those vids. She also did all four seasons of Rain and Pavements. Got nominated for an award for that. And she got another nod for The Sunny Glade.”

      “I lost,” I said swiftly. “Both times.” I then leaned forward to look around Gayle, who was sitting next to me, to Cat. “It seems these guys are interested, so maybe you have a couple more invites for the Terrinton showing?”

      “We have room. I can certainly add a few names,” Cat purred.

      “That’d be fantastic,” Tay said.

      “Are you going?” Bash asked me.

      “Actually,”—shit!—“yes.”

      Tay seemed into Cat, when Bash needed to be into Cat, and Tay should be into Gayle, not because they were both fae, but because, clearly, I could barely handle a night out at a club. I didn’t need to be flirting or fielding requests for dates or actually making dates.

      If I couldn’t walk into a bar without nearly fainting, what would happen if I had to go out to dinner with a male?

      I’d been looking forward to the Terrinton exhibit. His art was wild, but I loved it. As such, my personal goal in coming out tonight had been an attempt at cutting my teeth so next week I wouldn’t do something foolish, like bow out of the hottest ticket in town (outside the Midnight Masque at the Palace that was, which I would never get an invitation to, though Cat was going), vomit on a hot male’s shoes or pass out at the feet of the great and mysterious Terrinton.

      “Digi-post?” Bash called to the bartender.

      The bartender slid a digital memo card on the bar between Gayle and me. Apparently, without being allowed our ’tronics, that was how you shared deets when you met someone you wanted to meet again outside the club. A nice little bonus, since those cards didn’t come cheap.

      Bash reached for it, and as he did, his fingers brushed my upper arm.

      I jumped when he jerked his hand back, hissed sinisterly, and his black eyes glowed red.

      “Are you okay?” I whispered.

      His eyes remained red as he scowled at me and accused, “You’ve got a mate.”

      Was he crazy? Why on earth would he say that?

      “I—” I began to deny it.

      “I don’t know what game you’re playing, but it isn’t fucking cool,” he growled.

      “I—” I started again.

      I got no further that time because we heard an officious, “Gentlemales. Ladies.”

      Tay and Bash stepped aside, and a human male with dark, thinning hair, a slim mustache across his upper lip, a slightly shorter than average stature, and a barrel chest, wearing a splendidly cut suit locked his attention on me.

      “You are Laura Makepeace, shifter,” he declared, like I didn’t know that.

      “Yes,” I confirmed.

      “The prince requests your presence at his table.”

      Ummmmmmmm…

      Every molecule in my body stopped moving and my throat got tight, both of these things good as, because of the first, my gaze didn’t dart to the booth at the back, and the second, I didn’t release a scream.

      After a very long, very heavy moment of pure shock, I had to force the word “What?” out.

      “Prince Aleksei requests your presence at his table.” He paused, glanced through my company, and came back to me. “Now.”

      “Go,” Gayle wheezed, clearly having the same difficulty I did with this stunning turn of events.

      She added shoving me off the stool.

      Bash swiftly sidestepped me touching him in any way, but I noted this only distractedly as the barrel-chested man had begun sauntering through the seating area toward the booths, doing this like he owned the place.

      Precisely—yep, you guessed it—he was heading for the center booth where now only one male sat, his wide shoulders seeming impossibly wider, his attention, even if his face was still hidden in shadow, I knew was on me.

      There was no feathery flutter in my chest as I moved behind the human.

      No.

      Instead, it felt like my beast was there, alive, real, tugging me forward like a happy puppy on a leash, yearning to tear out of my chest and gallop across the space to the prince.

      Okay.

      Okay.

      Okay.

      What was happening?
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      The booths were elevated from the rest of the club by three steps, the better to look down on the little people, who were big people to the other 99% of the population.

      I navigated these steps like my life depended on it, even as I battled with everything that was going on in my brain and body.

      Feet hurting. Phantom beast rearing her head for the first time since I lost her. Dream come true of meeting Prince Aleksei and doing it in a posh club when I was in a pretty frock with sexy shoes and really good hair.

      I mean, how was this even real?

      The human stopped just to the side of the low table sitting before the prince, and I stopped right in front of it. I barely caught myself from crying out, “I did it!” when I made it there with no incident.

      I then stared at the long, powerful body folded into the plush booth, his face still in shadows, and I did this thinking it was good I couldn’t see his face, for after besting the effort of appearing before him without incident, I didn’t want to pass out at witnessing his sheer male beauty, live and in person.

      I said nothing.

      He said nothing.

      The human said nothing.

      I said more nothing.

      The prince remained silent.

      The human made an annoyed noise, got close, and hissed, “It’s customary to curtsy.”

      Such was my surprise at his statement, my head jerked to the side (and slightly down) to take in the human. “What?”

      “This is the True Heir of the realm. You curtsy,” he snapped imperiously.

      He could not be serious.

      “In a club?” I asked.

      “Anywhere,” he spat.

      Holy Beelzebub.

      I turned back to the prince, and it was then I felt a chill sluice over my skin, the phantom in my chest subsided as my stomach curled into itself.

      I felt this because he was sitting there, silent, expecting me to curtsy.

      By the gods, it was the Year of the Dragon 2118. I’d seen people genuflecting to Aleksei, his father, King Fillion, his mother, Queen Calisa, brothers, Princes Timothee and Errol, and his sister, Aleece, but this was at ceremonial events where the royals were wearing crowns or troll skins or royal battle armor.

      Not out at a (very elegant, but nevertheless just a…) bar.

      I’d never curtsied. I didn’t really know how.

      What I knew was I could feel the attention of everyone in the club, they were expecting me to do something, and I feared what they were expecting me to do was curtsy.

      So I did.

      It was awkward. It was frightening due to having to balance all my weight on a slender heel in an unnatural way that made me worry I’d fall face first into the table in front of the prince. It was terrifying considering I knew I had attention, and that always made me uncomfortable, but the fact I had everyone’s was excruciating.

      And last, it was humiliating.

      “Rise and then you can sit to his highness’s right side,” the human ordered.

      I rose and moved to sit as told, doing this stiltedly, and that had nothing to do with the ache in my feet. I sat primly in the curve to his side, not close to him, thighs, knees and calves pressed together, and I tucked my handbag in my lap with the fingers of both hands curled tightly around it.

      “Drink, madam?” the human asked.

      My eyes jolted to him, and I told him something he knew, but I did it with a purpose.

      I wasn’t “madam.”

      I lived in the real world.

      I was Laura.

      “My name is Laura.”

      His head bowed, but his attention shifted to the prince, so mine did too.

      Almost imperceptibly, his face still in shadow, the prince nodded.

      “May I bring you a drink, Mistress Laura?” the human queried.

      Mistress Laura was even worse.

      I opened my mouth.

      “Champagne,” the prince drawled.

      I closed my mouth.

      Ah, so it was all coming clear.

      I was summoned and expected to appear…now. I didn’t get to sit without genuflecting. I didn’t get an introduction, even if I knew who he was, he didn’t know who I was, and truly, neither of us knew each other at all outside of names. And I didn’t get to order my own drink.

      I liked champagne (who didn’t?).

      But I liked more ordering the beverage I would myself be consuming.

      Since I could string two thoughts together as a wee child, I’d thought Prince Aleksei was everything a boy, then a man, then a prince who would be king should be.

      He was exquisitely beautiful even when he was far younger, and it only grew bolder with age. He didn’t court the limelight. He didn’t do stupid stuff (like both his younger brothers did, and on occasion, his baby sister).

      Sure, when he came of age, he was often seen out with a very beautiful female on his arm, and they had an alarming tendency to cycle in and out of that position frequently.

      But it was known widely he had a head for business, and he spent a goodly amount of time amassing a vast fortune to coincide with the colossal fortune the Starknight Dynasty already owned. It was also known he gave freely to charitable endeavors. However, in doing so, he didn’t put himself front and center. He just gave funds that they were so grateful to have, they were vocal about him giving them.

      He wasn’t picced on a horse playing polo or participating in a laser joust (like Timothee). He wasn’t snapped frolicking on a sky yacht, or a sea one either (like Timothee…and Errol). He wasn’t caught on digital drunkenly lurching out of an ice casino in Sky’s Edge after losing a veritable mint at a gaming table (again, like Errol).

      In fact, I didn’t know what he did as hobbies or in his downtime, outside date gorgeous females and any private activities my active imagination speculated might come with that.

      I had built him up in my mind as being so unattainable, and so extraordinary, I’d never even bothered to dream about what meeting him might be like.

      However, if I had, this would not be it.

      Further to this not being it, I’d had all these many thoughts, sitting stiffly in his presence, his whatever that human was to him off to get me a drink, and he’d not said a word. Not even hello. And I didn’t know if I was allowed to do so without his permission.

      I did know he was watching me, his head turned my way, and there was something I didn’t like about that either, since the way the booth was illuminated, I knew he could see all of me, but I couldn’t see his face, and as such, his expression.

      This went on so long, unusually for a quiet person like me, I couldn’t take it any longer.

      “Am I allowed to speak?” I asked.

      “Why would you not be?” he asked in return.

      I’d heard his voice. He made speeches every once in a while. He spoke for the Dynasty, and occasionally, for the king. He was a succinct speaker and had a smooth, deep, delicious voice.

      Live and in person, the deep, rich, posh silk of it was staggering.

      And for some reason, it made me mad.

      I pried my fingers off my bag to flick a hand to where I’d curtsied. “Obviously, I’m unaware of royal protocol.”

      “Obviously,” he replied.

      “I feel like I need to apologize for that,” I said, not sounding apologetic at all.

      “Accepted,” he said, sounding scrumptiously, but infuriatingly haughty and like he deserved the apology he very well knew I didn’t want to give him.

      And this, for reasons that didn’t escape me, made me even madder.

      “For future reference, considering I’m stunned to my absolute core that I’m privileged enough to be in your presence, say, if I ran into you at Captain Jacques’s Fish and Chips, and you were incognito, enjoying a tri-filet boat, should I curtsy to you then?”

      There was droll amusement that I couldn’t be sure wasn’t aimed at me, rather than shared with me, when his remarkable voice queried, “I’ve never had a tri-filet boat at Captain Jacques’s. Is that the meal you suggest?”

      Of course he hadn’t eaten at Captain Jacques’s fast food fish emporium.

      “No. Totally go for the chicken schooner. Less greasy,” I advised.

      “I’ll file that for future reference,” he murmured, even though we both knew he’d never be caught dead in a Captain Jacques’s.

      And mm-hmm.

      I was amusing him, and not in a good way, or at least, not in a good way for me.

      Was it the pink dress?

      Everyone was wearing dark. Sleek. Sophisticated.

      It wasn’t that mine was gauche, or even inexpensive. I was a costume designer. I didn’t do gauche (though, I did inexpensive, but that had more to do with budget than choice). I’d designed period pieces and curated elaborate contemporary wardrobes. I knew clothes down to the last stitch over the last three hundred decades (this was not an exaggeration). Some of my dearest friends were well-known artists in the fashion world (this why my current frock was not inexpensive, friends gave discounts).

      But my dress was light and airy. It was soft and girlie.

      It was me.

      Was it so boring being a prince that you had to call over a strange woman and get your kicks by making fun of her?

      I noticed his long, attractive fingers were wrapped around a squat glass filled with amber liquid. He had this resting on the knee of his very long crossed leg. And I noticed it because he lifted it to his lips.

      This movement brought him into the evasive light, and for the first time, close up and personal, I saw in profile the sublime beauty of Prince Aleksei, the True Heir of Night’s Fall.

      The elegance of his brow, the enticing hollow under his high cheekbone, the strength of his square jaw, the allure of his full lips, the shine to his thick black hair.

      I watched him sip the amber liquid, a sensation I’d never felt when she was alive happening in my chest, like my beast had turned over to her back and exposed her belly, and yeah.

      Oh yeah.

      I got even angrier.

      Fortunately, before I said anything that might send me to the guillotine (not that we had a guillotine, it’d been retired a couple hundred years before, but I’d gone sarcastic with the Captain Jacques’s business, and that was already pushing it with a male who expected you to curtsy to him in a bar, so I figured I’d best be on good behavior from here on out), the human returned with my champagne.

      I took the coupé glass he offered with a murmured, “Thank you,” and brought it to my mouth.

      Even before I tasted it, I knew it was liquid heaven by the delicate, flirtatious way the bubbles teased the tip of my nose, the heady fragrance I scented, but when it exploded across my tongue with graceful flavor, I had to press my thighs more tightly together, because I had a sexual response to it.

      And considering how unexpected that was, once I swallowed, I gaped at the human and said, “Holy wow.”

      He dipped his chin.

      “Chateau LeBrand,” the prince put in.

      I turned my head and blinked at him back in his shadow.

      Chateau LeBrand?

      The Chateau LeBrand?

      I’d never had it (obviously), primarily because I knew the glass in my hand cost over two thousand marks. An entire bottle would be considered a bargain at twelve.

      “You have good taste,” the prince decreed.

      “I—”

      “I’ve seen dukes sip that, set it aside, and get themselves a beer,” he went on.

      I made a face.

      “Precisely,” he drawled.

      I lifted the glass his way. “Well, thank you for allowing me to experience it.”

      “My pleasure,” he murmured.

      Okay, that murmur and him saying the word “pleasure” made me press my thighs more tightly together again.

      I never in my life thought I’d think this, but now that I’d met him, I needed to know how fast I could get away from him.

      “Are you here for a celebration?” he inquired.

      Of course he would assume I wasn’t a regular and this was a special night out.

      Then again, it would be easy for him to assume if he was and had never seen me there.

      “Of a sort,” I mumbled and took another sip of the amazing champagne.

      “What are you celebrating?” he asked.

      I couldn’t tell him I was celebrating releasing myself from the confines of my own home where I’d barred myself due to loss, fear and grieving. I’d gone the TMI route that night already, and anyway, it wasn’t any of his business.

      “My friend finding a male to love,” I replied.

      “Which friend would that be, and which of those males is she falling in love with?”

      I turned my head to look across to the bar.

      Bash and Tay had changed positions, thank goodness, with Bash talking to Cat, and Tay to Gayle.

      However, both my gals were not paying a lick of attention to the handsome males chatting them up. They were failing miserably at surreptitiously watching the prince and me.

      I needed to give them lessons.

      “Catla, I hope,” I said, and took another sip of champagne.

      “And she’s the half demon, or the half fae?”

      “Demon,” I said shortly.

      “She looks familiar. She also looks to have Truelock blood.”

      “That’s because she’s Mammon Truelock’s daughter,” I told the table in front of me.

      “I know Mammon well, I’ve yet to meet his daughter.”

      “I could arrange that pretty easily,” I offered the table.

      “I could as well.”

      “I’m sure,” I muttered and took another sip.

      “Is there a reason you’re avoiding looking at me?” he asked.

      I turned to him. “Not really. Though, even if I did, I can’t actually see you.”

      He shifted so he was turned more fully toward me, and his entire magnificent face, not just the profile, was exposed to me.

      At being confronted with it, I tried not to gasp and ended up making a mew I was pretty sure he heard, seeing as, unlike me, he did still have his beast, and they helped you do things like that.

      What made me surer was the way his full, perfect lips tipped up in a sexy, smirky smile.

      “Better?” he asked smugly, and he was smug because he knew it so much was, and absolutely was not.

      “Yes, thank you,” I answered prudishly.

      “I never answered you,” he stated.

      “Answered me?”

      “About curtsying to me at Captain Jacques’s.”

      I didn’t catch my lip curling fast enough, which made his smug, smirky, sexy smile come back.

      “Yes,” he carried on. “It’s in public, and any time you’re in public, you must adhere to protocol.”

      “I see.”

      “However,” he purred, his voice going low and changing from silk to velvet, “say you were walking into my bedroom, and it was just you and me, it would be entirely unnecessary.”

      Hang on…

      What?

      Oh.

      My.

      Gods.

      I was wishing for the shadows back when I watched his eyes make their lazy way down my body to my shoes before he said, “In fact, it’s highly likely I’d find myself bowing to you.”

      My nipples peaked and I was pretty sure I made another mew.

      He gaze locked on mine when he finished, “Though, we’ll have to see.”

      Again…

      What was happening?

      He leaned toward me.

      I didn’t know what to do, throw myself at him, recoil, or run.

      But by heaven and hellfire, seeing him even closer, he was downright poetic.

      “Laura, when I rise, you rise,” he said softly.

      “Oh-okay.”

      “Allain will arrange for your protocol instruction.”

      “I…my…” I started blinking again. “Wait, what?”

      His eyes moved over my face, and the way the light and shadows played with them, I couldn’t see their famous color.

      “You aren’t what I expected,” he murmured musingly.

      Before I could ask after that, he stood.

      I’d learned my lesson, so I instantly set my glass to the table and stood with him.

      Once I gained my feet, he swept up my hand and brushed my knuckles with his lips in a move so old-fashioned and gallant, mine parted. I stared at his glorious head bent over my hand, my phantom beast nestled and cooed, and my legs threatened to cease holding me up.

      Then without another word, or even a scant glance, Prince Aleksei dropped my hand and walked away.
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        She had the male in her maw, shaking him viciously before she tossed him to the side, his body breaking grotesquely against the bricks of the wall of the alley.

        She whipped her head toward the other one.

        While she’d been dealing with the first, he’d produced a weapon.

        It was aimed at her.

        She went to attack…

        No.

        To defend.

        To defend me.

        I saw the look in his eye.

        He wasn’t afraid.

        He wasn’t fleeing.

        The other one was a sacrifice.

        This one…

        He was here to do just this.

        “No!” I shrieked, tucked protectively in her broad breast, powerless to stop her.

        The weapon fired.

        And all turned black.

      

      

      I jerked awake, feeling hot, sweaty, scared.

      All familiar.

      Too familiar.

      My bedroom was not dark. With the half-wall, continuous slant of windows that connected to the roof allowing the city lights to drift in, it was never dark, unless I activated the privacy shields.

      I didn’t like to do that.

      Not anymore.

      The alley they’d dragged me in had been dark. Dank. Reeking.

      I used to set privacy at sixty percent when I slept, so I’d have the city, but I’d still have that cocoon of night.

      Not after the incident.

      Not after she was gone.

      I needed the light.

      I fell to my back and rubbed my chest with my hand.

      The phantom wasn’t there with me. It hadn’t made itself known since we left the club.

      As bittersweet as it was, alone in the dark of night with memories assaulting me, I could use her.

      The nightmares came too often. I was beginning to worry it wasn’t healthy.

      My gals were worried too.

      Gayliliel had suggested I speak to a counselor.

      Catla had suggested a visit to a clinic for a memory scrub and went so far as to talk to Mr. Truelock about it, whereupon he agreed to pay for it (he really did like me…and Gayle).

      I couldn’t scrub that memory though. As hideous as it was, it was the last moment we had together.

      It was her doing what she did for me.

      It was her taking care of me.

      To her dying breath.

      My own breath hitched, and I sent three cats flying as I pulled the covers off me.

      I shuffled out of my bedroom into the living area.

      My place was the top floor of a Pre-Unification warehouse. Spacious, with the whole back wall being that slant of windows that started at about four feet up. Occupying the entire floor under it was my studio. The floor under that, the one at ground level, was divided into two. It housed a pizzeria and a mystic sanctum run by a witch named Alchemy, who I suspected was just a human, but I didn’t think she was a scammer. Instead, she wanted to have magic so much she convinced herself she did and was able to convince other people of the same.

      Bottom line with Alchemy, her sanctum rocked. There might not be any actual mystical healing happening, but I’d used her before, and she gave great vibe.

      Maybe it was time for another visit.

      I went to the open kitchen and got myself a glass of water.

      I stood at the counter looking out the windows, where, across the road there was a broken block that contained a row of six Pre-Unification, three-story brownstones, and next to those, a Post-Crash, personality-less, five-story cube filled with micro-flats.

      Over the last few years, my neighborhood had begun shifting.

      Island living off the coast had almost always been out of everyone’s but the elite of the elite’s price range, this being the reason it was populated by castles, villas, mansions and a gamut of really exclusive (but excellent) shopping and eateries.

      Now uptown was becoming too expensive for most as well.

      So downtown they went, buying up old brownstones or blocks of micro-flats and renovating them.

      I didn’t pay attention, but I suspected, instead of fifty units in that cube, there were now maybe ten, because there were always noisy construction crafts and rubbish tips lining the road, workers inside undoubtedly tearing down walls and making micro, macro.

      Human, fae, demon, witch, conjurer, we seemed to always be searching for more space.

      As I sipped my water, it wasn’t hard to turn my attention from the nightmare to the night.

      I rested a hip against the counter and glanced behind me at the seating area where I’d left the two empty bottles of wine and three glasses, the detritus of Gayle, Cat and I dissecting and re-dissecting every second I spent with Prince Aleksei (and incidentally, not coming up with any answers to his and my short, bizarre tête-à-tête).

      We’d left the club almost immediately after Prince Aleksei left me because we had a ton of dissecting to do, and we didn’t want anyone to hear it.

      Although we came up with no answers, I did learn from Cat that royal etiquette was expected to be observed, no matter where you were.

      “King Fillion, but more, Queen Calisa are really into that shit,” she said.

      She would know. She’d actually met King Fillion and had been presented to Queen Calisa and served two seasons at court in her seventeenth and eighteenth years. She’d also been at a weekend house party at Capice Point with Princess Aleece and had been propositioned by Prince Timothee in an ante-tent during a laser joust (she had declined, but only because he was more than mildly inebriated at the time, and if she went there with him, she wanted him to remember it).

      I still thought all of that protocol nonsense was archaic.

      Yes, I (along with everyone else) had seen Prince Aleksei’s beast soaring over the midnight waters around Celestial Palace, and his beast was as handsome, huge and powerful as Prince Aleksei, with his gleaming blue-black scales, purple-hued webbed wings and abundance of cruel spikes.

      Anyone with an imagination could hark back centuries and see that beast laying claim to Night’s Fall in a manner no one would challenge him, and if they did, they’d be reduced to ash in purple fire.

      But it wasn’t that way anymore.

      Constant war, death, intrigue, broken accords and treachery had given way to the establishment of the Four Realms, the slender strip of a neutral Center and diplomacy.

      So sure, sometimes that diplomacy was tenuous and other times heated.

      But there had been peace among the realms for decades.

      And at this juncture, each realm had stood solid under their royal claims for centuries.

      The Center, where nearly everyone who lived there was involved in governance and inter-realm relations, was where ambassadors debated, trade deals were forged, and compromises were sought for grievances. Onward from that, each realm had its own government, both realm-wide and locally.

      On the other hand, in the lands of Night’s Fall, Dawn’s Break, Sky’s Edge and Land’s End, kings and queens held state dinners, hosted elaborate balls and provided pomp, circumstance and militantly guarded tradition.

      Not in generations had anyone in the Celestial Palace shed blood or sacrificed anything for the glory of Night’s Fall. And although the king, all three princes and the princess were delegates to the Center, and the king’s word held great weight, each province, parish or county of each realm had an elected official at the Center, so the royal family was not our only representation.

      No.

      They were merely born royals; they hadn’t done anything to earn their status or the respect they thought it demanded.

      I didn’t argue this with Catla. She was a royalist, through to the bone.

      Gayliliel didn’t really care one way or the other, but if forced to lean in a direction, I knew she’d lean toward the royals because she adored pageantry…and gossip.

      I would have done the same, until I was forced to curtsy to a male who was just a male, doing this with the attention of a room full of rich people, and then made to feel like a fool by him.

      A shadowy streak jumped up to the counter from the floor, and my flame-point Comet asked, “Meow?”

      “No, it’s not time for breakfast.”

      “Meow,” he disagreed.

      “I think you’ve well learned these last few months, just because I’m awake, it doesn’t mean you get food.”

      “Meow!”

      I set the glass aside and took hold of my cat, tucking him under my arm.

      Comet wasn’t a fan of being held (because usually, me carting his heft around induced me to telling him he was too chonky), and therefore his next, “Meow!” was filled with insult.

      As usual, I ignored it, and we went to bed. The minute we were ensconced, he shared he was still nursing his affront by jumping away.

      Nova, my cuddle muffin, took his place, already purring.

      I rolled into her, stroking.

      She made biscuits on the duvet.

      I sighed and forced my eyes closed.

      I had Gayle. Cat. Monique. Lancet (the designer who’d made my pink dress). Other friends. Comet and Nova and their brother, Jupiter.

      I was not alone.

      And yet, I so very much was in a way I always would be.

      Forever.

      At the pain of that thought, I opened my eyes, Nova’s affectionate drone humming in my ears.

      “Just tonight, baby,” I whispered to my cat. “But this is the last time. I can feel sorry for myself tonight. Tomorrow will be the day after I met the True Heir to the realm. Sure, it had been annoying, and weird, but he’s even better looking in person than in digital, and it’s a story I can tell for the rest of my life. And tomorrow will be the day after I pulled myself together and got back out into the world, which meant I had the opportunity to meet the True Heir, even if it was in an annoying and weird way.”

      I cuddled Nova closer, and my voice dipped lower.

      “They took her, they didn’t take me,” I mumbled. “She made it so I’m still here. I owe it to her to be here, not back there, when she sacrificed herself for me.”

      Nova head butted my chin.

      “Yeah,” I murmured. “We miss her. But we’re here.” I drew in a breath to steady my emotions and repeated, “We’re here.”

      Nova continued to knead and purr.

      I continued to feel sorry for myself and listen to her.

      Eventually I fell asleep.

      It wouldn’t be long before someone woke me up.
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      My space might have been Pre-Uni, but it had still been modernized.

      There was a welcome kiosk in the vestibule. And someone was in it, ringing up to my flat.

      I turned to the bed display on my nightstand and saw it was before seven in the morning.

      Okay.

      I could see one of my friends hearing about my chat with Prince Aleksei and showing up to get all the hot deets, but I wished they’d waited another five hours…or just sent an excited text comm.

      Not wanting to give whoever it was a visual of me lying in bed, I didn’t answer the ring on my nightstand display.

      I shoved the covers aside, feeling foggy and vaguely nauseous from lack of sleep.

      I shambled to the door, calling, “Okay, okay, I’m coming!” even though another part of the warehouse’s modernization had been sound and scent proofing, and whoever was visiting was two floors down. I waved a hand in front of the display beside the door, and ordered, “Activate camera.”

      The blank window shifted to a digital of Allain, the prince’s whatever he was.

      I stared at the display.

      “Meow!” Comet demanded his breakfast.

      Allain moved and the ringer went again.

      Through stiff lips, I ordered, “Engage welcome.” I then said, “Can I help you?”

      Allain tipped his head back so I received his full face in the camera.

      “I come at behest of the prince.”

      Behest?

      Who talked like that?

      Yeesh. This dude was a trip.

      “It’s early. I’m in my pajamas,” I told him.

      “It’s seven in the morning, most of the Realm is either at school, at work or on their way to work.”

      “Lucky me, I work from home and make my own hours.”

      Sometimes.

      “We can carry on this conversation with me in the vestibule, or you can allow me up,” he parried. “Your apparel is of no consequence to me. However, the prince does wish for me to leave you with something.” A pause before, “I won’t be long.”

      Could I get out of this?

      If I refused him entry, would royal guards come storming in to force me to talk to this guy and accept whatever the prince wanted to leave me?

      I didn’t suspect they’d go that far.

      No, what I said next was all about my infernal curiosity.

      “Allow entry.” I watched Allain move into the stairway after my command gave him access. “Open door,” I finished.

      The locks could be heard disengaging and my door slid into its side panel.

      Not long later, Allain marched in, his gaze moving swiftly, taking in his surroundings, before he turned to me.

      “Mistress Laura,” he greeted.

      Not that crap again.

      “Really, you can call me⁠—”

      While I spoke, even if I hadn’t had the opportunity to say many words, he opened the leather satchel that rested against his hip and pulled out a tablet.

      And he interrupted me when he shoved it toward me.

      Automatically, my hands moved to take it, but I nearly bobbled it, for the instant my hands were close, he let go, so I had to catch it.

      I stared, knowing it was DY5000XX, the most expensive tablet on the market and one I’d been wanting to buy, even if I knew I could never afford it.

      The resolution of the display was second to none. The computing was warp speed. The memory capacity was astronomical. Every design I drew could be stored on one of those tablets, even in 3-D and with motion simulation, regardless of how memory-heavy they were, without slowing its processing.

      It also had send, receive, pic, vid, magnifying, telescopic, holo, tracing and tracking capabilities.

      Yes, I said holo capabilities!

      “The password for that tablet is ‘pink,’” Allain informed me. “You can change it to what you wish after you gain entry. Your schedule is in the calendar. It took some doing, but you’ll be with Madam Garwah for training. She’s by far the best, knows centuries of royal etiquette, and she trained Queen Calisa herself.”

      I said nothing, just stood in my jammies staring at him.

      He continued speaking.

      “Considering you have employment, classes will be in the evenings. They will, of course, be interrupted by any engagements made with you by His Royal Highness.”

      I felt my brows wing up, but I still could find no words.

      Allain pulled out another tablet. It wasn’t a DY5000XX, but it wasn’t shabby either (if you’re curious, it was a DS3500Pro).

      “Now, I have a few things that need to be sorted,” he declared.

      I opened my mouth, to say what, I had no idea, but it would be something regarding asking after what the heck he was on about.

      He got there before me.

      “It’s established you have no dealings with your parents.”

      My middle swayed back like I’d been hit by a wave.

      How did he know that?

      He looked from his tablet to me. “However, you haven’t officially filed for no contact. Do you wish to do so?”

      I didn’t even have a chance to open my mouth (not that I would, I was still stunned), before he went on.

      “And before you answer, it’s recommended by the Palace that you do. Your sires have no offences on record, outside your father being flagged by His Majesty’s Revenue Department for underpayment of taxes. Your father fought this. He lost. He filed his official displeasure, which is, obviously, on record, but he was refused reevaluation. He then missed the three initial payments, until incarceration was threatened, and then he began paying. This isn’t good, but it isn’t dire. However, we’re operating under the assumption that, since you have not logged time with them, and they have also not logged time with you, there’s some issue that’s lasted at least thirteen years. Rather than there being an attempt at reconciliation, considering what’s to come, which makes you vulnerable to emotional manipulation due to lofty connections, we recommend an official filing.”

      Logged time?

      Boy, I was seeing I might need to message my province rep to share my displeasure about the Trace and Log Law which allowed the government to collect data on where your crafts went, as well as any Palm, tablet and portable comp units registered to you, because really…it was none of their danged business.

      Sure, when the whole thing went down, they’d said they’d only use this data during criminal investigations, and then only after a magistrate provided a warrant after receiving probable cause.

      But obviously, that was not the case.

      Allain turned his tablet toward me and carried on. “You can do that by signing here, and it will be filed, retroactive to the date of your seventeenth birthday, so they, or anyone who might dredge up the order, can be under no mistaken impression about how you regard them.”

      “What’s going on?” I finally asked.

      His dark brows formed a heavy V between his eyes, and he repeated, “What’s going on?”

      “Yes. Why are you here? Why are you invading my privacy, physically and otherwise?”

      The V got even heavier, but it was added to an expression on his face that did not hide he thought I was a moron.

      “Why? Obviously because the prince intends to court you.”

      What?

      Whoa!

      My mouth dropped open, and such was my shock, I didn’t close it.

      “Naturally, as that’s the case, you’d be vetted,” Allain continued.

      The words were squeaky when I asked, “The prince intends to court me?”

      Allain crossed his arms on his broad chest, still holding the tablet, and declared, “He made that clear last night.”

      “He did not.”

      “He most certainly did.”

      “When?”

      Now he appeared like he didn’t think I was a moron, but instead, maybe touched.

      “The moment you walked into the club.”

      Oh my gods.

      Prince Aleksei had been staring at me from the moment I walked in.

      Shit, the heat coming off you is mately.

      And he’d marked me!

      I hadn’t even met the male and he’d marked me!

      My voice sounded choked when I noted, “He’s very decisive.”

      Allain uncrossed his arms from his chest and proffered his tablet to me again, muttering, “Get used to that.”

      “I will assert the fact he did not make it clear he intended to court me,” I stated.

      “He did.”

      “Did not.”

      “He very much did.”

      “No, he did not!” I snapped.

      Definitely he thought I was touched with the way he was regarding me, and the manner in which he asked, “Do you…not want him to court you?”

      Of course I did. It had been my heart’s desire from when I was six years old. By all the levels of hell, it was every girl’s heart’s desire.

      And…I didn’t know.

      He was arrogant and elitist.

      And what could come of it?

      Not much.

      Though, the champagne was pretty awesome.

      And, of course, the small fact the prince was ludicrously gorgeous.

      “Well?” Allain prompted impatiently.

      I threw up my hands. “I don’t know. It never occurred to me this was in the cards. Our conversation was strange, at best.”

      Though, the bedroom comment was not at all veiled.

      I just thought he was playing games with me.

      “It was short,” I went on. “And then it was over very abruptly.”

      Allain sniffed. “He does not relay his innermost thoughts and feelings to me, but one can assume he did not expect to meet you last night, and he had other plans he couldn’t avoid. So he made his intentions known, and now I’m here to move things forward.”

      What an astronomical trip, sending your lackey to “move things forward” with a female you intended to court.

      “What if I don’t want things to move forward?” I queried.

      He gaped at me.

      Honestly?

      I could see that reaction.

      I drew breath into my nose and straightened my spine. “I can’t make this decision on the fly. I need time to think about it.”

      He dropped his gaze blankly down to his tablet, mumbling, “We have other things to go over.”

      “You can share all about how you invaded my privacy when I’ve made my decision,” I announced.

      His attention returned to me, and his eyes narrowed. “You do know I’m talking about Prince Aleksei, don’t you?”

      “Of course I know that,” I replied curtly.

      “This makes an odd kind of sense,” he said like he was talking to himself. “It would, of course, be an unusual female.”

      “I’m not an unusual female,” I retorted. “I’m actually a very usual one. I’m just not used to people digging into my life, waking me up in the wee hours of the morning for unexpected visits and telling me what to do. Nor am I used to princes of any realm sending their…no offense, but whatever you are to share with me they want to court me.” I decided to drive one of my points home. “Again, in the wee hours of the morning.”

      All of a sudden, his demeanor changed from churlish and perplexed to the dawn of understanding, a light twinkling in his eyes.

      “I will inform the prince that you need time to consider his suit. When shall I tell him he’ll have his response? Twenty-four hours? Forty-eight?”

      I shook my head.

      I wasn’t even sure I was fully awake. I definitely hadn’t had enough sleep.

      And I absolutely was in no state to make a decision like this.

      Seriously, me and the gals would need a lot more than two bottles of wine to get through this mess.

      Though, truthfully, I knew their answers.

      Catla, an unqualified YES!

      Gayliliel, a less loud, but still unqualified yes.

      Monique, a definitive, yes, with the addition of, why in all the realms did you take even a second to answer affirmatively?

      But, with regard to the pursuit of Prince Aleksei—I never thought I’d think this, and if I did, I would expect when I thought it my brain would catch fire—I wasn’t so sure.

      “I’ll know when I know,” I replied. “Is there some way to get word to you?”

      “My contact information is on your tablet.”

      “Great.”

      “As is His Royal Highness’s. Direct access, office and Palm. His assistant’s information is also provided, and if you can’t get to him directly, she’ll get him for you. Her name is Muriel.”

      She’ll get him for you.

      Like, I was important.

      Like, all I had to do was reach out, and he’d drop everything and take my comm.

      The tablet in my hand suddenly felt like it was too hot to hold.

      “Really?” I breathed.

      “You will need to talk to get to know one another,” he remarked.

      My gaze drifted down to the tech in my hand.

      Allain tucked his tablet back into his satchel and made his way to the door.

      Woodenly, I shifted to watch him go.

      He stopped at the still open door and turned back to me. “One warning. Prince Aleksei is not a man to wait on anyone’s whim.”

      I wondered if Princess Anna found that out the hard way.

      I nodded.

      “This is most interesting,” he murmured.

      He could say that again.

      With that, he disappeared.
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      I sat on my couch surrounded by fabric swatches and five old-world paper sketchpads (they didn’t come cheap, but they were how I preferred to start with preliminary designs), three of which were being used as post-breakfast nap beds by one flame-point, one cream-point and one blue-point ball of fluff (though, Comet’s ball was a lot bigger than the other two).

      It was lunchtime, and I was debating whether or not to use the gals’ lunch hours for a conference comm to discuss Allain’s visit.

      However, as much as I needed to hash this out (and I needed that badly), I didn’t want to interrupt them at work.

      With the showing coming up fast, Cat would be super busy. Gayle was up to her neck in an upcoming rollout of a huge ad campaign her company had dumped a ton of money into. And Monique, one of the top aestheticians in the city of Nocturn, was on a mission to do some renovations to her flat (this being why she wasn’t with us last night—she had a late client and then would be “In my bath pod for two hours” (her words)), and as such, would be covered in clients.

      No, it was better to do the conference comm after work when we had plenty of time to suss it all out.

      Though, it was killing me to wait.

      I sipped coffee (my fourth cup, I’d decided hyper-caffeination was the best way to go after my sleepless night and inexplicable morning) and tipped my head down to the new tablet sitting nestled on the crossed legs of my lap.

      “Screen engage,” I murmured.

      The screen came up to where I left it (obviously, I’d set up voice acknowledgement, but for some reason, I hadn’t changed the password).

      It was the contact list.

      At the top, it said HRH Prince Aleksei, and then there were two sequences, one labeled Office, one labeled Palm, with a subcategory of Muriel, Personal Assistant to HRH Prince Aleksei and again with Office and Palm. Under that was Allain, Royal Aide to HRH Prince Aleksei (so that was what he was). And he had three sequences: Office, Palm and Urgent.

      I couldn’t imagine what would ever be urgent, but I was sensing that Allain was a thorough kind of human.

      “Holo conference,” I mumbled my decision about what to do with the girls that evening, moving to reach to my Palm so I could sync it with the tablet, which, among other things, would enter my friends’ sequences. Then, I could send them a text comm to set it up.

      While doing this, my ringer from the vestibule went again.

      Ugh!

      Well, that twenty-four to forty-eight hours didn’t last long.

      It didn’t surprise me that Prince Aleksei might be impatient (or even insulted), and he’d send his aide to speed things up (or tell me off).

      But it did annoy me.

      I set the tablet aside, snatched up my Palm and snapped, “Engage vestibule,” then immediately continued, “Forty-eight hours isn’t what it used…”

      I trailed off.

      Because on the screen I saw HRH Prince Aleksei himself standing in the vestibule, staring right at the camera.

      And if that wasn’t enough to strike me mute, the silken cords of his voice drifted around me as he stated, “I was hoping to convince you only to take five.”

      By the gods.

      The True Heir was in my vestibule.

      The prince was here.

      “I—”

      The one syllable came out strangled, so it was fortunate he interrupted me by commanding, “Laura, let me in.”

      “Allow entry,” I pushed out.

      He disappeared off camera and I sat frozen.

      Then I leaped off the couch, sending three cats flying, and raced to the bathroom.

      I looked in the mirror.

      My blonde hair was pulled back in a haphazard ponytail, the haphazard part being tendrils falling around my face and neck.

      I tried to tell myself it looked sexy-messy-cute, but I wasn’t quite able to convince myself of that.

      I also didn’t have that first swipe of cosmetics on.

      I was one of those gals who swung both ways.

      I could go cosmetics-free (say, if I was nipping out to get a croissant and coffee from Mr. Tanugu), or I could go hog wild (I’d splurged on one of the best cosme-masks on the market, but I also had the brushes, sponges, pots, bottles and palettes, because sometimes, I liked to paint my own face).

      Thus, a clean face didn’t bother me (much).

      I still would prefer to be made up for a visit from the prince.

      And I was wearing an ivory lounge outfit with a cropped, heavy-knit top that wasn’t much to look at from the front but had peekaboo overlapping panels at the back that made it kind of sexy. On my bottom half were drawstring joggers in matching material that were just not much (though I liked to think they did nice things for my behind).

      The outfit had been a gift from Ernesta Transcendica after I’d used several pieces of hers in Rain and Pavements (and put her on the map, if I did say so myself, but whoever said it, it would be true, Princess Aleece herself (oh, and Princess Anna too) had attended Ernesta’s last three runway shows, so there was that). In other words, it was a great set.

      But it wasn’t what you’d want to entertain a prince in.

      I didn’t have time to slap on my cosme-mask, even on a setting of “natural, casual, at home,” which only took five minutes. I definitely didn’t have time to don my mane-mate to do something with my hair.

      The door ringer sounded.

      Shit, I forgot to open the door.

      Okay, okay, okay.

      I would have to do this as just me.

      I raced out of the bathroom, calling, “Open door.”

      It did its thing, and Prince Aleksei sauntered in.

      I rocked to a halt, having no choice but to allow my brain and body to respond to his presence in my space. It did this by bolting through me, sparking a myriad of pleasant, terrifying and stunned embers that burned, shook and soothed every inch of me.

      His suit was black, his shirt blue-black, both attractive, both clearly tailored for him, both in material I might weep if I ever had the opportunity to work with it.

      His thick black hair was brushing his collar and curving around his ear in a way my finger itched to trace that delectable lock.

      No. It wasn’t an itch.

      It was a longing.

      His head turned my way, and my breath caught.

      It was the first time I’d truly seen his famous eyes, no shadow obscuring their direct hit, which was what it felt like.

      Like I’d been struck by a laser stream.

      They were what identified him as the first True Heir of the realm in two centuries.

      I remembered when the change had happened for him (he’d been thirteen, so I’d been nine). I also remembered the exhilarated announcement from the Palace. And I remembered the week of celebrations it had brought on for the entire realm.

      Right now, they were a cloudy sky-blue.

      The exact color of the sky outside.

      They would change to whatever the color of the sky was, that being the magic that denoted a True Heir.

      The current color seemed stark in his tanned face, and by Beelzebub, it was astonishing.

      That was laser hit one.

      Laser hit two was his sheer size.

      I knew he was tall and built, you couldn’t miss it in his public appearances, how he often dwarfed anyone around him.

      But last night, I’d been so muddled by all that was happening, it hadn’t struck me just how much of him there was.

      And how delicious was every inch.

      It was then, the smell permeated the tumbles of my brain.

      My gaze jolted down to his hands.

      In one, his fingers were wrapped around the handle of a drink carrier that held two beverages.

      In the other was a bag printed in well-known blue and yellow stripes.

      He lifted the bag, turning it my way, exposing the illustration on the broad side of the peg-legged, wild-haired, patch-eyed, maniacally grinning Captain Jacques of Captain Jacques’s Fish and Chips.

      As my stupefied gaze took in Captain Jacques, Prince Aleksei’s silk wove around me. “I thought we’d share lunch.”

      I forced my eyes to his. “You…you bought me Captain Jacques’s?”

      “You piqued my curiosity.”

      Right.

      Well.

      Dang.

      That was…

      Holy Lilith.

      It was sweet, and…and…

      Actually cute.

      Uh…

      Wow.

      Prince Aleksei could be cute.

      He glanced around my space, and more embers sparked, these tense and anxious.

      My loft was large, seeing as it took up the whole floor.

      And it was every inch me.

      What it was not, was elegant or palatial.

      Along the left side of the loft was my bathroom, which had doors to the main space and to my closet, something that separated it from my bedroom.

      In front of that wall was my dining room table, an oval of glass over curved lines of wood slashing in various ways to support it. It hosted eight comfortable, upholstered chairs, those also a study of curves, in cream. Over this, three crystal-covered lamp drones hovered, currently unlit.

      To the back was a long bar with four mismatched stools on the outside, a variety of cookware hanging from a rack above it. Opposite, there was a long counter and the uninterrupted slant of windows (which I now saw, with a sinking stomach, needed to be cleaned, inside and out). All of this made up my kitchen.

      The middle of the space was taken up with my wide, deep couch and four armchairs arranged around a circular table.

      At the corner back right, facing the kitchen (and the windows) was a big, old-fashioned drafting desk for use when I wanted to sit at one and work, but not go down to my studio. The wings to its sides and the trays stationed under it were cluttered with a disorganized rainbow of colored pencils and pens.

      At the corner right front windows, there was a chaise longue that had an elaborate gold hook lamp drone drifting above it, a colorful silk, tasseled shawl thrown over it, and an antique, tri-legged table at its side.

      There were various rugs of differing sizes and styles under these furniture arrangements or simply scattered about willy-nilly, these covering the wood-planked floors.

      And the right-side wall had its entire lower half covered in built-in shelves, where I stored my small (but growing, and very precious) collection of real books (the ones made of paper), along with bits and pieces I’d found that intrigued me or I thought were pretty.

      Sitting on top of these, between the windows, were two large shadowboxes, one displaying the famous, slinky dress the character Reeva wore in Rain and Pavements, a garment of my own design that had become iconic to that show. The other held the vintage-inspired undergarments the character Porcelain wore in the famous sex scene in Sheets (something I’d also designed).

      Across from this, adorning the wall by the dining room table, also in a shadow box, was the massive gown I’d created for The Sunny Glade. The intricate embroidery, tiny lace ruffles, satin bows, delicate piping, slender velvet belt with its oval diamanté fastener and extraordinary seam work, draping and ruching were what earned my first award nomination.

      This dress, in the colors of a peach, from fresh to ripe, was displayed with the intricate, creamy-peach gossamer bow that had been tied around the actress’s neck pinned above it, and the blushing-peach satin and grosgrain tri-cornered cap with its bruised-peach feather situated in the frame at the top.

      Mr. Truelock called it a work of art, and I tended to agree. I was super proud of it.

      But it wasn’t a sculpture by LeMond or a watercolor by Arrivi.

      “Considering the content of our repast, shall we adjourn to the couch?” Prince Aleksei suggested.

      Fabulous.

      I wore no cosmetics, my hair was in a ponytail, my outfit was on the lower scale of cute (until you saw the back, which he had not) and I was being a bad hostess.

      Well, at least he didn’t seem put off by my eclectic space.

      “Of course,” I replied, swinging an arm toward the couch in a belated invitation.

      He moved that way and sat, saying, “I didn’t know your preference, so I called the club and requested the manager ask the bartender who served you. He said you ordered a pink fizz. So I deduced you enjoyed sweet and tart, and brought you a grape sparkle.”

      Grape sparkle sodas were my favorite.

      And the effort he put behind that wasn’t cute, it was just sweet.

      But…wait.

      “You went yourself to Captain Jacques’s?” I asked.

      “I hovered through their flyby,” he murmured, pulling one of the beverages out and setting it on the table in front of the empty side of the couch, all while I tried to wrap my mind around the idea of Prince Aleksei piloting his craft through a fast-food flyby.

      He then started to unearth the food.

      So, of course, Comet joined him.

      And by joining him, I meant that Comet hefted his great cat weight up, perched all four paws on the prince’s thigh and aimed his meddlesome, sunken nose toward the food.

      “Who’s this creature?” the prince asked, his attention on Comet, as it would of course be. When Comet didn’t want to be ignored, he wasn’t.

      I headed toward the couch, offering, “You can push him off. He won’t like it. But he’ll eventually get over it.”

      He turned to me. “That’s not an answer to my question.”

      Well then.

      I sat and shared, “He’s Comet. And no, as you can tell, I do not starve him, no matter what he says. And he’s not allowed treats, or Dr. T will yell at us again during his annual. He’s had his morning kibble. Later, he’ll laze on his back while Nova and Jupiter play with the kitty-light drone, instead of joining in and getting his doctor-mandated exercise. As such, I fear I’ll go into the annals of Bad Cat Moms when he gets arthritis at age four.”

      I was sitting as far from him as I could get, but I was close enough to see clearly as the prince wrapped his long fingers around the back of Comet’s neck, and I noted through the thick, creamy fur, his thumb stroking.

      Watching this, I got a melty feeling in two places. One, around the left side of my chest. The other, parts south.

      Comet looked from the bag of food to the prince and stated, “Meow.”

      “That’s not what your mother says,” Prince Aleksei replied.

      Terrific.

      He spoke Comet.

      “Meow!” Comet dissented.

      “I would give you fried chicken formed in logs. But it isn’t my choice. You need to talk to your mother.”

      Totally spoke Comet.

      Comet’s baby-blue eyes glared at him, then he moved them to me.

      Prince Aleksei curved his hand under Comet’s belly, lifted him and gently dropped him to his golden paws on the floor.

      Comet tipped his grouchy face toward the prince and griped, “Meow!”

      “Sorry, buddy,” the prince mumbled.

      Okay.

      Um.

      Who was this guy?

      Comet decided to circle the prince’s ankles in a last-ditch attempt at changing his mind while Nova decided to say hi, jumping into the space between us and peering up at him with her trusting round blue eyes and adorable scrunchy face.

      “Hello there,” Prince Aleksei greeted her.

      It took her a second, but she was female, so that wasn’t a very long second before she placed one paw on his thigh as her invitation to show some love.

      He accepted and stroked her spine while he asked, “How many of these do you have?”

      “Three, but don’t worry. Jupiter is timid. He barely comes out even for me.”

      The sky of his eyes came to mine, and I felt a lazy lurch in my chest.

      Oh my. Was my phantom beast back?

      “Do you intend to get number four?” he inquired.

      “I’d absolutely get another kitty.” Or two. “But I worry Comet would eat them.”

      A deep, velvety chuckle rolled from his chest, and no, the phantom wasn’t back. Because that lurched in my belly (okay, no, not there…full disclosure: it throbbed in regions south).

      He stopped stroking Nova (who didn’t mind, she never did, but then again, she was a cat and could curl into a ball and lick her paw at his hip, which was what she decided to do next). The food was exhumed, one blue-and-yellow-striped parcel for me, the other he set aside before upending the bag and a variety of sauces rained on the table.

      “I didn’t know what you liked, so I told them to give us two of everything,” he explained.

      Seriously.

      He could have saved me and my gals a lot of intense dissection last night if he’d been even slightly like this guy at the club.

      I tore my attention from him and looked to the sauces. Spoiled for choice, I was my usual indecisive.

      But who was I kidding?

      For Captain Jacques’s chicken oars, it was always herbed cream sauce, and for the fries, it was garlic aioli.

      I grabbed my packets, split them open, perched them in my schooner and nabbed an oar.

      I was munching when the prince queried, “The fish is greasier than this?”

      My gaze flew to his face to see his handsome features fixed in a picture of sheer disbelief.

      I wanted to laugh, but I was horrified.

      I mean, he probably frequently ate foie gras (diabolical), which wasn’t that healthy.

      But if he had a hankering for strawberries, they’d jet them in supersonic, fresh from Land’s End.

      “I could…”

      I faltered as my mind mentally scanned the contents of my integrated Chill-Cupboard/Cook-Companion as to what I could program up for him.

      When was the last time I’d sent in a food supply order?

      “Calm, Laura,” Prince Aleksei said in a low, soothing voice. “They’re very good, as food like this tends to be. But they’re also greasy.”

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      His eyes dropped to my mouth (and yep, more sensation in those regions south).

      Fortunately, his attention slid over the seating area, and before he took another bite of his oar, he noted, “You’re working.”

      “Yes,” I said, though I wasn’t working as such. I was trying to work. But he’d long since interrupted me before he even showed up.

      He chewed, swallowed, I watched his corded throat introduce the food into his stomach, I worried his beast’s sense of smell would share precisely what was happening in my regions south, and he asked, “Did I interrupt you?”

      I shook my head, shaking some sense into it (I hoped) while I did.

      This was just a male.

      A rich one. A handsome one. And recent evidence suggested possibly even a sweet and thoughtful one.

      But just a male.

      “No, I’m kind of stymied.”

      “Not that I can help, but I’m interested. How are you stymied?”

      I squinted my eyes at him. “I take it you know I’m a costume designer.”

      He nodded once, his gaze sharp, and I knew he was studying me closely, missing nothing. “Yes. I’ve had a limited brief on you.”

      Mm-hmm.

      I decided to set that aside, for now.

      “Well, I’m doing a period piece. It’s early days, so I have time. A lot of pre-production stuff is going on. But part of that pre-production stuff is me giving them ideas of where I’d like to head with the design so they can sign off, and then I can get stuck in designing. And I’m not sure where to take it.”

      “What’s the period?”

      “The Troll Invasion.”

      He nodded again, this time more than once, “Year of the Dragon, thirteen twenty-four. Art was interesting then, most of it rough, due to the rudimentary implements and materials they had to use. I never noticed it, but I can imagine the artists didn’t tend to spend a good deal of time documenting what people were wearing.”

      “No, I can get a sense of that,” I told him. “It’s the troll skin that’s throwing me.”

      As my work had wont to do, and since we were talking about it, I got into it. I set my schooner on the table and reached for some swatches I’d been trying, and failing to make work.

      I fanned out the leathery, scaly, spiky pieces in my fingers and flapped them at him.

      “I’ve seen you and your brothers wearing the troll skins, but only in pics. The hero appears in one in the final scene, the big climax that shares he was victorious, and he has the skin to prove it. Not to mention, the SFX people need a direction to go with building the creatures. I want to get it right, but I can’t get the feel of it. I just know none of these are it.”

      I tossed the swatches onto the table and kept blathering.

      “Troll skin is so valuable, none of it’s on display. I’ve been to the Musée de Vêtements I don’t know how many times. Millions?” I asked with maybe a slight exaggeration, but I didn’t expect him to answer.

      I was on a roll.

      “They have garments from the thirteen hundreds, even before. I’m a member, and friend of a few of the curators. They allow me to get close, touch, examine, look at the stitching, the fabric weaving, the fastenings, etcetera. But the limited troll skin they have is kept under lock and key. They never take it out. I’ve magnified some of the pics of you and your brothers wearing them, but, it might sound weird, I need to see it up close. Feel it, not only to feel the design I’m going to make, but how I’m going to create the textile to make it.”

      “Laura.”

      My name was not only human, but old-fashioned. I’d never really liked it. I thought it was feminine, but plain.

      Sliding along Prince Aleksei’s silk to my ears, it was the most beautiful name I ever heard.

      I looked from the swatches to him.

      He said nothing.

      I said nothing.

      He tipped his head to the side, but still said nothing.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I know someone who could not only allow you access to a troll skin, but also allow you to touch it.”

      Was he…?

      Holy Hecate!

      “Would you…you would do that?”

      His beautiful full lips curved upward. “Of course.”

      “That would be…it’d be…I can’t…” Pull yourself together, Laura! “That would be amazing, your, uh…highness. I would sign something if you need me to. I won’t take pics, obviously. I would never do anything to harm⁠—”

      “Aleksei.”

      “Sorry?”

      “My name is Aleksei, Laura.”

      Why was he telling me that?

      “I know.”

      “You called me your highness.”

      “Yes, because you’re that too.”

      “We’re alone, in your home. There are no formalities here, so that isn’t necessary.”

      “Oh. Right,” I mumbled.

      Now, his full lips twitched. “Like, you didn’t curtsy to me when I walked in.”

      Whoops!

      “That was more about me being surprised you were here,” I explained.

      “The element of surprise is often a useful tool.”

      I’d never used it, but his recent use of it certainly worked for him.

      “I understand,” he said softly, so softly, his silk became velvet again and lured me in so completely, I was riveted to everything about him.

      “You understand what?” I whispered for fear I’d break his spell.

      “You’re frightened.”

      I was?

      “Obviously, I don’t understand from a place of actual understanding, since it’s all I’ve ever known, but instead, from a place of empathy,” he clarified. “I garner a great deal of attention. It’s rare I can go anywhere without it being digitized within instants in all Four Realms. And myself, or anyone I’m with, is scrutinized and commented on with alacrity and swift judgement. This alone would give any female with even a modicum of sense, pause. One with a good deal of it would need time to consider if she wants it to be a part of her life. Along with that, there have been…”—he dipped his head to the side with a self-deprecating slant to his lips—“numerous females before you. Not to mention, I ended a highly publicized engagement not long ago.”
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