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        In these trouble times.

        Take the time to look after yourself.

        If you do not look after you — who is going to do it?

        Be kind to yourself.

        Be the best you can.

        Remember — tomorrow is another day.

        As for today, we are living it.

        Keep safe.

        Keep your distance.

        Wash your hands.

        Wear a face covering.

        Speak with your family and friends, to make sure they are okay — the internet and phone are a fabulous inventions.

        Big hugs everyone.

        We will make it through it.

        Just one day at a time.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For my Family always!

      

      

      
        
        To my boys, thank you for allowing me to type and create, including driving you all mad with the world of Alexia and Drake, all things in the world of romance — love you guys.

        P.S — Heads up. Sorry, there will always be more.

      

        

      
        Your little typist with a wicked imagination of fiction paranormal fantasy romance.

      

      

      
        
        — M. L. Tompsett.
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        She’s betrothed to one soulmate. But her heart belongs to another.

      

      

      Fate has a way of rewriting even the most carefully laid plans.

      From birth, I was destined to be the next Queen of Darshia—Princess Alley Smithlyn. But there’s a catch: I’m betrothed to a Dark One prince from a rival kingdom. If I don’t find my true soulmate by my twenty-fifth birthday, I’ll be forced to marry him to prevent a war that could destroy everything I love.

      At the Paranormal Games, I thought I had found not one—but two—soulmates. Then assassins struck, hunting paranormals of royal blood. I barely escaped with my life, returning to Darshia forever changed.

      Now, with a small child to protect and my betrothed arriving for our engagement party, hope seems all but lost—until a ghost from my past appears.

      Can a man I once loved with all my heart save me? Or am I doomed to live a life of lies with the wrong man?

      The life of a princess is never easy... but if I’m to claim the throne of Silver, I must fight to protect both my daughter—and my heart.

      For fans of Kim Harrison and Charlaine Harris, this is a paranormal journey you won’t want to miss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        ‘Each day comes and goes but not one will I repeat.

        I love with all my heart until I can no longer love.

        To trust the ones you love, might be the biggest mistake of all.

        You must decide which step to take and which action to fulfil your future.

      
        Only you know what you want, be wise and careful with your decision.’

        M. L. TOMPSETT

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          WOLF KING AND ALPHA

        

      

    

    
      My breath hitches. Again. Like some lovesick pup watching his mate bathe in moonlight. Pathetic. But here I am — Alpha of the strongest pack in the realm, Wolf King of the North — and I’m hiding behind a pine tree like a hormonal teenager spying on his crush.

      Alley steps through the waterfall, naked, radiant, and completely unaware that I’m losing my damn mind. Sunlight kisses her skin, turning droplets into diamonds. My soul aches. My body trembles. She’s everything I want — and everything I’m not allowed to have. Because apparently, loving a non-shifter is still considered treason in some circles. Charming.

      “My Alpha, please. We must go,” Jacobson whispers behind me, voice tight with urgency. Translation: Stop drooling and start moving.

      I exhale slowly, dragging myself back from the edge of longing. If only my pack weren’t stuck in the Stone Age. If only they could see what I see — her strength, her fire, her belly where our child grows. But no. They want bloodlines and tradition. I want her.

      I shift my weight, angling for a better view. The pine digs into my shoulder, grounding me. Or mocking me. Hard to tell. Her scent hits me — sweet, wild, intoxicating. My wolf stirs, ears perked, tail twitching. Great. Now he’s awake and horny. Fantastic timing.

      Water glides down her body, and I swear I feel every drop like a personal betrayal. I want to be those droplets. I want to touch her, hold her, feel our child kick beneath her skin. But no. I get bark, shadows, and a front-row seat to my own heartbreak.

      My wolf thrashes inside me, growling, demanding release. He wants her. I want her. We are unraveling — splintering under the weight of separation. Since the day we escaped our captors, I’ve longed to hold her again. Instead, I portal here like some stalker ex-boyfriend with a hero complex.

      My wolf whines. Low. Mournful. He hates this plan. This will be our last visit. I can’t keep risking her life. I live in danger. I breathe it. If harm comes to her because of me, I’ll never forgive myself. And trust me, I’m excellent at holding grudges.

      My hands twitch, desperate to touch her. Gods, I need her. I burn her image into my memory — every curve, every breath. It’s time to leave. I cannot stay another moment.

      “We need to leave — now, Lucas. Come on, man, before someone discovers us,” Jacobson urges, scanning the perimeter like the overachieving scout he is.

      I nod once. Signal given. We retreat into the shadows. Silent. Swift.

      And then — footsteps. Soft. Too close. Too late.

      I curse myself. I stopped watching. I let my guard down. Rookie mistake. I’ve failed my men. Worse — I’ve left my mate vulnerable.

      Weapons raised. We crouch low. Something approaches. Alone. Powerful.

      
        
        ‘Stand down, Lucas. I know exactly who you are. You do not need to fear me.’

      

      

      Her voice slides into my mind like silk dipped in steel. Gentle. Commanding. My senses spike. She breaches my shields like they’re made of paper. How?

      In a heartbeat, I know. She’s stronger than I ever imagined.

      I wrestle control back, forcing my wolf to retreat. I lift my hand. Signal: Stand down. I push the command through our bond. My men hesitate. Agitation ripples through them. They smell danger. They want blood.

      But I trust her. Because Alley trusts her.

      
        
        ‘Thank you, Lucas. This must be a shock to you. Come. It is time you moved away from here. My daughter will sense you if you remain, and we both know that would be a deadly mistake.’

      

      

      She steps from the shadows — dark clothing, sharp features, eyes that mirror my mate’s. Queen Alexia. The woman who raised Alley. The woman who could probably kill me with a thought.

      She’s right. The longer I stay, the more danger I bring. Alley’s life matters more than mine. I will protect her until my last breath.

      
        
        ‘Forgive me, Queen Alexia. I’m usually more aware of my surroundings.’

      

      

      
        
        ‘I understand, Lucas. I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes. Follow me. Quietly.’

      

      

      
        
        ‘Where are you taking me?’

      

      

      
        
        She glances at my men, then back at me. ‘Inform them. You’ll meet later. For now, only you are granted passage.’

      

      

      Her chin lifts. Brow arched. A challenge. A test.

      
        
        ‘We have little time… The choice is yours, Lucas.’

      

      

      Then she melts into the shadows like a damn ghost.

      I hesitate. One breath. One heartbeat.

      Then I follow.

      Because love makes fools of wolf kings and alphas. And I’m already halfway there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          WOLF KING AND ALPHA

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know if this is a trap. But I take the risk, anyway.

      One silent command. That’s all it takes. My men vanish through the portal like shadows on command. My gut twists — because let’s be honest, trusting anyone outside my pack is a gamble. But if Queen Alexia wanted me dead, I’d already be a smear of ash decorating the forest floor. So, yeah. I’m betting on survival.

      The bond between me and my enforcers buzzes with resistance. Warnings. Protests. They don’t like this. I don’t blame them. But they obey. All except one.

      “My Alpha,” Jacobson murmurs, voice low and laced with concern, “should I wait here for you?”

      I grit my teeth. Irritation flares like wildfire. “No. Go back. Tell Jackson I want extra patrols on the east side. I don’t trust Alpha Peterson or his mangy pack sniffing around our borders.”

      Jacobson nods, but his eyes narrow. Suspicion. Judgment. “Watch your back, Lucas. I don’t know if I’d trust a Dark One.”

      My brow lifts. That tone. That phrasing. Nine words — and every one of them sets off alarms in my head. The kind that scream, “This idiot’s about to say something stupid.”

      I step closer, voice sharp enough to cut bone. “Jacobson, listen carefully. If Queen Alexia wanted us dead, she could’ve slaughtered all of us with a flick of her wrist. Be grateful she’s on our side.”

      His eyes widen, then twist into something uglier — disgust, maybe. Or fear. Or just plain ignorance. “She’s really that dangerous?” he mutters. “Because she looks all woman to me… if you know what I mean.”

      Oh, I know what he means. And I’m two seconds from rearranging his face.

      My hackles rise. Fury simmers beneath my skin. Idiot.

      No wonder he’s still a fourth. “Jacobson,” I growl, low and lethal, “that’s why I’m the Alpha. Never underestimate anyone. Especially not a Queen who could crush your spine without blinking.”

      His grin falters. Good. Maybe now he’ll stop thinking with his pants and start using the brain I hope he still has.

      I make a mental note — Jacobson needs watching. There’s something off. Something I’ve ignored for too long. And I don’t ignore things for long.

      He salutes, stiff and awkward, then glances around one last time before stepping through the portal. The light swallows him whole, and the forest falls silent.

      Finally.

      I’m alone now. Just me and Queen Alexia. The woman who could end me with a thought — and the mother of the woman I love.

      The shadows press in. My wolf stirs, restless. The air hums with tension, thick and electric. Every instinct screams that the next step I take will change everything.

      But I don’t hesitate.

      I move forward.

      Because that’s what kings alphas do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I follow Queen Alexia through the shadows like a good little wolf, leaping over fallen trees and ducking under branches like this is some twisted version of forest parkour. The trail narrows, bushes claw at my clothes, and I’m starting to wonder if this woman’s idea of a castle entrance is a prank.

      Then we stop. A fallen tree leans against a rock wall, and behind it — surprise, surprise — a secret entrance. Of course. Because why use a front door when you can crawl through a glorified rabbit hole?

      Alexia lifts a finger to her lips. Silent queen orders. Got it. I nod and follow her into the dark like a moth to a flame — or a wolf to a trap. Jury’s still out.

      My shifter senses kick in, guiding me through the winding underground corridors. The air is thick, damp, and smells like wet socks and regret. Every few metres, a faint glow pulses from the ground, just enough to keep me from face-planting into a wall.

      Then it hits me. Something’s messing with my head. My heart stutters, breath shortens, and I swear I’m walking through a minefield of protective wards. My senses are bombarded — like being attacked and buried alive at the same time. Fun.

      My wolf is losing it. He hates the wards. Hates the smell. Hates everything. He claws at my mental barriers, desperate to shift and bolt back to fresh air. But I’m an Alpha. I hold the line. Barely.

      We climb a steel staircase, and finally, the dampness fades. My wolf settles. Slightly. I’m still on edge, but at least I’m not about to shift and tear through the walls.

      We reach two heavy security doors. Alexia opens the one on the left just enough to peek through. I scan the space — no threats. I follow her in.

      Then she drops the bomb.

      “Lucas, I know who and what you are. I know you are my daughter’s other soulmate and the father of her unborn child.”

      I blink. Shake my head. Scrunch my forehead like that’ll help. “How do you know who I am?” I dodge the baby part like a pro.

      She smiles. Winks. Winks. “Oh Lucas, never underestimate a royal woman of Darshia. Especially one of us Smithlyn girls.”

      Right. Mental note: never play poker with this woman.

      I glance at her curves as she walks ahead. If I weren’t already mated, I’d be jealous of her husband. Clearly, Alley inherited the good genes. I shake my head and focus on not tripping over my own feet.

      “Queen Alexia, I’ll ask again. Where are we going?”

      My wolf stirs. He’s picking up a trace. Faint. Familiar. Mate.

      “Lucas, we will have afternoon tea after your generous donation. Also, we will have a crucial meeting.”

      Donation? Afternoon tea? Meeting? Is she serious?

      “A meeting? About what, may I ask?”

      We turn a corner, step through a doorway, and stop. I scan the room. Apprehension spikes.

      What the hell?

      Is this a medical facility?

      “Take a seat, Lucas, and roll up your sleeves.”

      Before I can protest, my knees buckle. I crash into a cushioned chair, arms locked into place. I try to move. Nope. Nada. I’m stuck.

      I glare at her. “Now wait a minute, Queen Alexia.” My mind races. What is she up to?

      My wolf paces. He hates being restrained. So do I. If I lose control, he’ll shift and tear through this place like a wrecking ball.

      “Lucas. You are about to have your blood bagged, ready for consumption by your mate and growing unborn child. This is something you are going to continue doing for the next few months.”

      I open my mouth. “Now hang on⁠—”

      Her eyes flash. “No, Lucas. I am not about to place my daughter’s life in danger again. I’ve had enough from Philip, her pathetic, contracted husband. Now relax. The doctor will begin shortly.”

      I inhale sharply, nostrils flaring. Frustrated doesn’t even begin to cover it.

      “If you weren’t my soulmate’s mother, I would never have followed you in here. Alley is my mate and wife. The woman I love with all my heart and soul, and soon to be the mother of my child. I would do anything for her.”

      I force myself to relax into the chair. It’s ridiculous. Wide armrests, weird angles. Probably enchanted. Probably cursed.

      “See. Now that wasn’t very hard, was it?” she sighs. “So…my son-in-law, we have much to discuss and not much time to find a solution.”

      Solution? What solution?

      “Lucas, you are the King and Alpha of your pack. We need to find a way for you to remain in my daughter’s life without anyone finding out.”

      Of course I want to stay in Alley’s life. She’s my mate. My everything. “What are you suggesting, Queen Alexia?”

      “Lucas, you are going to learn how to enter my castle undetected and meet in secret with my daughter.”

      I shake my head. “No offence, but are you crazy? I need to keep my distance. It’s for her safety.”

      She nods. Paces. Then turns, eyes sharp. “Lucas, one day, you will become King of your own Dark One kingdom.” She pauses. “Not mine. This is my realm. I speak of your birthright — your birth father’s royal kingdom of Dark Ones.”

      Wait. What?

      I’m so focused on her words, I forget about the doctor until a sharp sting hits my arm. I flinch. My teeth grind. The antiseptic smell makes me gag. I try to move. Nothing. My blood flows through a clear hose like I’m a damn juice box.

      I glance at Queen Alexia. Confused. Annoyed. Suspicious.

      She’s got the wrong guy. I’m no prince. I’m no heir.

      I’m the King and Alpha of my wolf pack.

      And I’m starting to think this rabbit hole goes deeper than I ever imagined.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          ALLEY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven Years Earlier

      

      

      

      I’ve heard whispers — rumors, really — that some lucky bastards actually find their soulmate at these events. Ha! If only I were that lucky. I mean, come on, what are the odds? Hundreds of Dark Ones, Vampires, Shifters, and every other flavor of Entity crammed into one stone-walled dining hall like it’s the paranormal version of Coachella. And me? I’m pressed against a wall that’s trying to carve a new spine into my back. Charming.

      We’re all here for the ten-day bloodbath — I mean, competition. Martial arts, shooting, fighting… basically, the Entity Olympics minus the medals and plus the bruises. And maybe a few orgasms if you’re into that sort of thing. Apparently, most of them are.

      Then it hits me. That tingle. The one that starts at the nape of my neck and shoots down like lightning, turning my nipples into traitors and my thighs into a friction factory. Great. Just what I need — an arousal ambush in the middle of dinner.

      I squeeze my thighs together, trying to play it cool while my body screams, “Mate alert!” Moisture pools, heat builds, and I swear if I rub any harder, I’ll start a fire. Someone’s watching me. I feel it. Their stare slices through the crowd and lands right on me, like a sniper with a lust scope.

      First thought: What the hell do I do?

      Second thought: Sex.

      Third thought: I can taste him. Literally. On the tip of my tongue. Dark One with a side of something else… Shifter, maybe? Or some exotic blend that makes my mouth water and my soul sing like it’s auditioning for Entity Idol.

      I press my legs tighter, praying no one nearby has a nose sensitive enough to sniff out my arousal. With my luck, I’ll attract some sleazy Troll with a foot fetish. Fabulous.

      I told my parents I wanted to attend this event solo. No royal titles, no guards, no drama. Just me — Alley. Not Princess Alley of Darshia. Not the future bride of some Dark One douche named Philip Silverman. Just me, trying to figure out who I am before I’m shackled to a political marriage that could start a war if I say “no thanks.”

      Yeah, I overheard that little gem eight days ago. My parents, whispering about my betrothal like it’s a surprise party. Spoiler alert: it’s not. It’s a nightmare wrapped in tradition and tied with a bloody bow. If I refuse, kingdoms burn. If I accept, I lose my freedom. Yay, me.

      I scan the room, trying to spot the mystery man who just turned my body into a furnace. Entities everywhere — laughing, eating, flirting, probably planning their next hookup. This place is less “sporting event” and more “supernatural speed dating.”

      Then I see him. Two men head toward the exit, but it’s the second one who grabs my attention and yanks it into a chokehold. Tall, dark, and denim-clad deliciousness. His ass is a masterpiece. Sculpted. Biteable. I want to frame it and hang it in my bedroom.

      He turns. Our eyes lock. Boom. My soul does a backflip and my heart gallops like it’s racing for gold. I can’t breathe. I want to run to him, touch him, claim him. But before I can even whisper “Who the hell are you?”—he’s gone. Pulled through the door and swallowed by the night.

      I rub my chest, trying to soothe the ache. It’s like he took a piece of me with him. My eyes mist up, and I fight the tears like they’re enemy combatants. Was he my mate? Did I just lose him before I even knew his name?

      I keep scanning the crowd, but he’s gone. The ache settles in, heavy and hollow. And then — ugh — the itch starts. Lower back. Lust-filled eyes zero in on me like I’m the last steak at a werewolf barbecue. Gross. I want to peel off my skin and run screaming.

      I need to leave. Now. Room. Training. Anywhere but here.

      Just as I step away from the wall, I feel a familiar presence press against my mind shields. Oh, great. Wayland. My undercover bodyguard. Because nothing says “independent woman” like a babysitter in leather armour.

      He slides up beside me, voice low and smug. “Hmm. Now that was interesting. I wonder what he’s doing here. And where he’s going?”

      I turn to him, paste on my best fake smile, and think, If you don’t have answers, Wayland, I swear I’ll make you spar with me blindfolded.

      Because whoever that guy was… I’m not done with him. Not even close.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          ALLEY

        

      

    

    
      I glance at the side door — the one Mr. Denim Delicious disappeared through — and then back at Wayland, who’s still staring like it owes him money. What is he even talking about? Does he know those two walking wet dreams? Because if he does and hasn’t introduced me, I swear I’ll revoke his guard privileges.

      Wayland catches me watching him and shrugs. “Thought I saw someone I met last month. Exit the door.” He shakes his head like he’s trying to rattle loose a thought, then flashes me that Clooney-lite smile.

      “Prinny, are you okay? You seem… distracted?”

      Prinny. Ugh. That nickname makes me want to punch a wall. Just because I’m the first-born princess doesn’t mean I need a nickname that sounds like a glittery pony. I am not a My Little Dark One.

      Wayland’s face is all chiselled jaw and twinkling eyes — like someone ordered George Clooney from a supernatural catalogue and forgot to check the “non-creepy” box. Normally, that look would stir something warm and fuzzy low in my belly. But tonight? Nada. Zip. Zilch. My libido has officially filed a restraining order.

      Maybe it’s because he keeps scanning my body like I’m a buffet and he’s starving. Cue involuntary shudder. I know exactly what he’s after — my V-card. Because apparently, bedding a virgin princess earns you a lifetime supply of bragging rights and testosterone-fueled fist bumps in the palace guard locker room.

      Since my mother took over as queen, the staff are no longer required to warm her bed. Progress! But Wayland clearly missed the memo that his “extra services” are not needed. Time for a reminder.

      I step closer. Then closer still. Now I’m practically chest-to-chest with his furnace of a body. The heat radiating off him could roast marshmallows. His smile widens — sleazy alert level: orange.

      My nose twitches. I smell his arousal. Fantastic. Bile rises. I swallow it down like the bitter cocktail of regret and disgust it is.

      I lean in, lips brushing his ear. “If you call me that name once more, I will remove your balls in your sleep. Do we have an understanding?”

      Steel in my voice. Ice in my eyes. And just like that, his smile dies a swift and painful death. He gulps, steps back, and nods. “Yes. Loud and clear, Theá. It won’t happen again.”

      Ah, Theá. My undercover name. Glad to see he remembers something besides my bra size.

      No one here knows I’m a Dark One. Or that I’m the daughter of the Queen of Darshia. I fought tooth and fang to attend these games under a pseudonym. I want to compete as me — not as some royal trophy wrapped in silk and expectations.

      So far, I’ve crushed five out of five heats. Tomorrow? The real fun begins. I’ll be up against women who’ve been full Dark Ones longer than I’ve been alive. No pressure.

      I lean back against the wall. A pulse of heat flares on my lower back — my protection rune is active. Someone’s trying to breach my shields. Oh, joy.

      Thank the goddess for Alex, my magical little sister. She inked that rune herself. It hides my identity and reinforces my mental shields. I owe her a hug. And maybe a pony. A demonic one.

      To everyone here, I’m just a human with paranormal skills. And that’s exactly how I like it. I get to observe, learn, and kick ass without the royal baggage.

      The warmth on my back intensifies. Someone’s gaze is burning through me like a laser. I scan the room, determined to find the eyes that triggered my rune. Whoever they are, they’re either curious, horny, or homicidal. Possibly all three.

      “Theá, are you ready to go back to your room?” Wayland’s voice breaks my concentration. “I can escort you now if you like.”

      I huff. Of course he wants to escort me. Heaven forbid I meet someone who doesn’t want to bed me for bragging rights.

      I take two steps away from the wall. My senses flare. Uh-oh. Something’s wrong. Wayland moves closer. Great. Cue another round of unsolicited commentary.

      He murmurs near my ear, “Theá, I think you should be made aware. There’s talk of rebels trying to infiltrate the event. They’re searching for competitors of royal blood. Stay alert.”

      He pauses, eyes locked on the double exit doors. His expression shifts — wide-eyed and tense.

      I follow his gaze. A crowd is swarming toward us, faces twisted in panic. Oh, mustard balls. This is bad.

      Then — BOOM.

      A deafening blast rocks the room. Competitors fly through the air like rag dolls. The floor shakes. Dust and debris rain down. I force my legs to stay upright, channeling every ounce of Dark One strength.

      Screams. Blood. Chaos. My brain short-circuits. My heart races. This is not a drill.

      Wayland grabs my arm, dragging me through the stampede. We dodge the main exits — smart move. Obvious exits are death traps.

      He shoves open a small side door and presses something cold into my hand. A weapon. Oh hell. If Wayland’s handing me his gun, things are officially apocalyptic.

      His voice is tight with fear. “Theá, keep your head down. Shoot to kill if anyone targets you.”

      I grab his arm. “Wayland, wait — what’s happening?”

      His face says it all. Disbelief. Fear. Regret.

      “Isn’t it obvious, Theá? We’re under attack. I need to find my partner. He should’ve been here. Something’s… wrong.”

      He yanks my hand off his arm. “Watch your back. Hide. Find the tunnels. Notify your mother. Don’t come looking for me. Stay safe.”

      Then he shoves me into the room and slams the door shut.

      Darkness swallows me.

      Two thoughts hit me like a freight train.

      One: What the actual hell?

      Two: Why would Wayland leave me alone when I’m his top priority?

      Unless… I’m not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          ALLEY

        

      

    

    
      Well, this is just peachy. Abandoned in a pitch-black room while chaos rages outside like it’s the apocalypse and someone forgot to send me the memo. I mean, sure, I’ve trained for this kind of thing — assassins, ambushes, dramatic betrayals — but I always imagined I’d be wearing something a little more flattering and maybe have a snack first.

      Thank the goddess for my Dark One night vision. At least I can see the furniture I’m about to trip over while I try not to die.

      My heart’s doing its best impression of a war drum, and the muffled sounds of screaming and gunfire outside the door are not helping. I press deeper into the room, trying to ignore the fact that I’m alone, under attack, and my phone — my one lifeline to the outside world — is currently having a nap on its charger like the useless piece of tech it is.

      I think of my family. My mother would be out there, dual-wielding pistols and shouting orders like a queen on a mission. My father would be right behind her, probably throwing someone through a wall. Meanwhile, I’m crouched behind a suspiciously lumpy armchair, trying not to hyperventilate.

      Then — bam. Light floods the room. I drop like a stone and press myself against the wall, gun raised, heart in my throat, and dignity somewhere back in the hallway.

      The door slams shut again. Darkness returns. But now there are voices. Whispering. Great. Company. Just what I needed. Because nothing says “stealth” like a bunch of panicked strangers whisper-yelling in a locked room.

      “Stay here, Hil. I’ll try to steer any attackers away from this door. Protect yourself and shoot to kill. I’ll be back soon.”

      Oh, fabulous. A hero. I peek over the furniture just in time to see the door open again — and instantly regret it. Blood. Screams. Gunfire. The unmistakable sound of someone’s insides becoming their outsides.

      I slap a hand over my mouth to stop the scream clawing its way up my throat. That guy? Yeah, he’s not coming back. Ever.

      Oh, my goddess. Oh, my goddess. Oh, my — MUSTARD BALLS. Okay. Panic. Just a little. A quick, efficient freak-out. Then we regroup.

      I reach for my phone. Nope. Still not there. Bugger. Still charging like a diva backstage, or in this case back in my room. I slide down to the floor, cold stone biting into my butt, and try to breathe. Focus, Alley. You’ve trained for this. You’ve survived worse. You’ve worn heels for twelve hours straight. You can do this.

      My eyes adjust again, and I spot a silhouette by the door. Of course. Of course he’s standing right there like a glowing “shoot me” sign. I swear, if this guy gets me killed, I’m haunting him.

      “Hello,” I whisper.

      “Ah, shit. Who’s there?” he whisper-yells back.

      Oh, good. He’s loud and stupid. My favorite combo.

      “Hello, can you move away from the door before you notify the bad guys?”

      “What? What are you doing in here?” he asks, voice deep and sexy enough to make my ovaries do a double take.

      No. Nope. Not the time. Focus, Alley. Focus.

      “Look, bud, move away from the door. Keep your voice down, and get your weapon off me.”

      He hesitates. I can see the outline of his body, and yep — he’s pointing a weapon at me. Mustard balls. Please don’t be the shoot-first type.

      “Where bouts are you?”

      Oh, goddess. He’s an idiot. A sexy-voiced, armed idiot.

      I take a deep breath and channel my inner kindergarten teacher. “Look… What did you say your name is?”

      “Ahh. I don’t think I said it?”

      Progress. Maybe he’s not a complete moron.

      “Whatever your name is, move away from the door and focus. Otherwise, the bad guys will know we’re in here. Can you do that for me?”

      A few seconds later, he moves. Finally. I guide him toward the wall, and once he’s close enough, I rise to my feet and tuck my gun into the back of my jeans. Hopefully, he doesn’t notice. Or try to take it. Or faint.

      I reach out and touch his arm — and holy hell.

      Zap.

      A spark shoots through my fingers like I just licked a lightning bolt. I yank my hand back, shaking it like that’ll help. What the actual mustard balls was that?

      I try again. Touch his arm. Pretend I don’t feel the electric buzz dancing between us like we’re in some supernatural rom-com. His arm is solid. Muscled. Definitely not the body of a coward. And then it hits me.

      He’s a full Dark One.

      Either he’s pretending to be clueless because he thinks I’m human… or he really is that clueless.

      The energy between us is wild. Raw. Familiar. My body hums with recognition, and I suddenly wonder — was he the one watching me earlier? The one who made my soul sing and my thighs do the cha-cha?

      If so… goddess help me.

      I’m trapped in a dark room.

      With a sexy, armed idiot.

      And I think he might be my mate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

          ALLEY

        

      

    

    
      “Hey,” I whisper, voice low but firm, “we need to keep moving. This room won’t stay quiet for long.”

      The stranger shifts in the dark, his silhouette tense. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

      Oh, good. He’s got questions. Because clearly, I look like I’m here for a spa day.

      “You can call me Theá,” I say, keeping my tone calm. “I’m one of the competitors. I was shoved in here right after the explosion. You know, the one that turned the dining hall into a blood-splattered horror show?”

      I slide sideways, fingers trailing along the cold stone wall, searching for seams, grooves — anything that screams “secret escape route.” This place is riddled with hidden passageways. I’ve already found two, and Wayland — my personal pain in the royal backside — showed me another near my room. If I survive this, I’m adding “Dungeon Cartographer” to my résumé.

      “I’m Hil,” the stranger says, voice deeper now, steadier. “I’m competing too. Got separated from my team when the blast hit.”

      His voice vibrates through me — aristocratic, rich, and annoyingly attractive. My girly parts hum like they’ve just discovered jazz. I mentally slap myself. Focus, Alley. Not the time.

      I nod toward him, not bothering to look. My fingers skim over a raised edge — different texture. Jackpot. I press it. A soft hiss of air escapes, and a narrow door slides open.

      “Yes,” I whisper, grinning. “Found one. Come on, Hil. Time to move.”

      He hesitates. “I should wait for my friend…”

      I spin toward him, frustration flaring. “Hil, move your aristocratic arse right now. We’re sitting ducks in here. I will not be anyone’s target today — just like your friend was. Got it?”

      He still hesitates. So I do what any rational Dark One princess would do — I grab his arm, yank hard, and trip him forward. He hits the ground with an oomph, rolls just in time as I slam the secret door shut behind us.

      “What the—” he starts to yell.

      I slap my hand over his mouth. “Shhh,” I hiss. “Someone just barged into the other room. Listen.”

      We freeze. Voices echo through the wall — sharp, angry, and way too close.

      “I swear I saw two people come in here. One left. The other stayed. Tall guy. Might’ve been someone important.”

      “Well… Bizz, there’s no one in here now.”

      “But I swear⁠—”

      “Shut up or I’ll waste a bullet in your head.”

      “Please don’t! I’ve been helping you all day. You have to believe⁠—”

      Bang.

      I flinch. Hil stiffens beneath my hand. Silence falls.

      Bizz is officially no longer part of the conversation. He should’ve listened. Rule number one in a crisis: don’t argue with the guy holding the gun.

      I press my ear to the wall, heart pounding like a war drum. The thud of my pulse feels loud enough to give us away. Hil’s hand touches mine — warm, grounding. I realise I’m still covering his mouth. Oops.

      
        
        ‘Sorry,’ I think, and pull my hand away.

      

      

      
        
        ‘It’s okay,’ he replies, ‘We’d better stay still.’

      

      

      Wait. What?

      We just mind-spoke.

      Hil and I just had a telepathic chat like it’s the most normal thing in the world. Except it’s not. Dark Ones don’t just randomly sync up like Bluetooth devices. Something’s off. Or magical. Or fate-level ridiculous.

      More voices. Gruff. Dangerous.

      “Come on. No one’s in here. We’re wasting time. The prince is here, competing under a false name. We need to find him and finish the job.”

      Prince? What prince? Why do I feel like the gruff voice belongs to the assassin-in-chief?

      Then another voice — sharp, cruel. “I saw the princess earlier. She might’ve gone back to her room before the explosion.”

      “Oh, I’d love to see Queen Alexia’s face when she finds her precious daughter among the dead.”

      My blood runs cold. They’re talking about me. And my mother.

      “Remember, the kid’s not dead — yet. We’ll find her.”

      And then I hear it. The voice I trusted. The voice Wayland left me to go find.

      Travous.

      My missing guard. My supposed protector. My traitor.

      Oh, he’s in trouble. If I survive this, I’m going to personally introduce him to a world of pain. And maybe a few magical curses. The itchy kind.

      I glance at Hil. He’s pale, tense, and definitely not as dumb as he was five minutes ago.

      “Hil,” I whisper, “if you’ve got any magic tricks up your sleeve, now’s the time.”

      Because I’m done hiding.

      And someone’s about to learn what happens when you mess with a Dark One princess who’s armed, pissed off, and very, very sarcastic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

          ALLEY

        

      

    

    
      I suck in a long, deep breath, forcing my lungs to behave like they weren’t just trying to escape my chest. The tension from the other room finally fades. No footsteps. No voices. Just the echo of my heartbeat doing a drum solo against my ribs.

      What the hell is going on?

      Assassins. Explosions. Secret rooms. And now they’re hunting me and some mystery prince? I replay the words in my head like a bad soap opera recap. A prince competing under a false name. I glance sideways at Hil.

      Nope. Not buying it. He’s too awkward. Too naive. Too… Hil. Definitely not prince material. Unless the royal family started recruiting from the “clueless but cute” department.

      I keep my distance. That electric zap between us earlier? Yeah, still not unpacking that. I’ve got enough emotional baggage without adding “mysterious magical connection with a stranger” to the pile. But here’s the kicker — this zap feels different. Not the same soul-splitting, thigh-tingling, nipple-hardening sensation I had in the great hall. That guy — whoever he was — was a walking furnace of lust and danger. Dark One, yes, but there was something else. Shifter, maybe? His energy was wild, primal, like moonlight wrapped in claws. Hil, on the other hand, is full Dark. Refined. Controlled. Sexy in a “reads poetry and drinks blood from crystal” kind of way. So, unless my mating instincts are having a full-blown identity crisis, there are two soulmate pulls tonight. Two. Which means either the universe is drunk… or I’m in serious trouble.

      Thank the goddess I wore my leather jacket and cargo pants tonight. All those extra pockets? Finally earning their keep. I pat my side, praying for my phone. Nothing. Of course. It’s back in my room, charging like a diva. And the signal in this building? Absolute garbage. I learned that on day one, when I had to sneak outside just to call home and tell my mother I hadn’t accidentally started a war. Yet.

      My fingers brush over a hard lump in one of the side pockets. Relief floods me. Yes. The necklace. The one Alex gave me with her usual dramatic flair: “A necklace to light your way.” Honestly, I thought she was being poetic. Turns out, she was being literal.

      I pull it free and whisper the activation phrase she drilled into me like a magical mantra. Within seconds, the gemstone glows, casting soft light across the room like a supernatural flashlight with style.

      “Yes,” I whisper, grinning. “Now let there be light.”

      Hil whistles behind me. “Wow. That’s good. What other tricks can you do? Are you a witch or something?”

      I keep my tone casual. “Or something.” Translation: none of your business, spark-boy.

      I turn my back on him and let the glow guide me as I scan the room for another exit. Minutes tick by. I pace the walls, run my hands over stone and bookshelves, searching for seams, grooves, anything that screams “secret escape route.”

      Hil’s voice breaks my concentration. Again. “Have you come across another secret room, Theá?”

      “Yes,” I reply, not looking at him. “Two, actually. But I don’t know if we should try either.”

      “What do you mean? Why not?”

      I sigh, irritation bubbling like a cauldron. “Because we don’t know where they lead. No peepholes. No clues. We could walk straight into a trap, and I’m not willing to take that chance.”

      “So we’re stuck here until you what… sense a safe option? Is that it?” he snaps.

      I whirl around, eyes narrowing. “Yes, Hil. You can stand there and keep quiet, or you can help. When I feel it’s safe, we move. Until then, shut up.”

      My pulse roars in my ears. I shove his voice out of my mind and focus. I channel my Dark One energy, letting it seep into the wall like magical sonar. I probe the space beyond. Empty. No Entities. No movement. Just blessed silence.

      I press my palm against the panel. A soft click. The wall shifts, revealing a narrow doorway.

      I lift the glowing necklace, casting light into the chamber. It’s dark, but safe. For now.

      “Come on,” I say, voice low. “We better move.”

      Hil nods — finally — and follows me through.

      The new room is a medium-sized office. Desk. Filing cabinet. Bookshelves. Three chairs. Two internal doors I immediately label “do not touch unless you want to die.” I don’t trust them. They look too obvious. Too… trap-y.

      We search in silence. Minutes later, I find another hidden panel. I test the space behind it — again, no Entities. I trigger the release, and the door opens.

      I step through first, pendant raised like a magical torch. Hil follows.

      I close the door behind us and freeze.

      Strange markings cover the back of the door. I lift the light again, scanning the symbols. My eyes catch a small cluster of holes — peepholes. Good. I didn’t see them from the other side. That’s comforting. Sort of.

      I press my fingers to the markings, tracing their edges. They’re old. Protective. Possibly royal.

      And suddenly, I wonder…

      What kind of room have we just stepped into?

      Because if this is another trap, I swear on my last bottle of blood wine — I’m setting something on fire.
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      With the door sealed behind us, I press my eye to the peephole and immediately marvel at the night vision enchantment. The clarity is eerie — every movement in the other room sharp and defined like a high-def horror movie I didn’t ask to star in.

      “Hil, come here. These peepholes have night vision. You need to see this,” I whisper, waving him over.

      He leans in, breath brushing my cheek, and I scan the small lounge area behind us, praying to the goddess for another exit. Just as I’m about to speak, Hil lifts two fingers to his lips — silent signal. His other hand finds mine — warm, grounding — and pressure builds against my mind shields.

      
        
        ‘Theá, shhh. Someone just walked into the other room.’

      

      

      My breath catches. He’s inside my mind again. How is he doing that? I didn’t exactly send him an invite. And someone’s in the next room. Oh, mustard balls. Please let this chamber be as secret as it claims to be.

      I shove the glowing necklace back into my pocket, plunging us into darkness. I lean forward, peering through the peephole again — and my stomach twists.

      Travous.

      The traitor.

      Hil must’ve activated a listening rune because now I can hear their voices — clear, sharp, and full of betrayal.

      “I don’t know where the Princess is,” Travous says. “Either she’s dead or hiding. I found the other Darshia guard.”

      The assassin’s voice turns cold. “Did you get anything useful before killing him?”

      “I’m not stupid. He said he hid her in that room. The one where you shot Bizz. She should’ve been there.”

      “Where did she go? Did he say anything else?”

      “No. That was all. He became useless after that, so I dusted him. The idiot was more worried about finding me than protecting the Princess.”

      Remorse stabs through me — for Wayland. Maybe he wasn’t as useless as I thought. Maybe he sensed something off about Travous. Maybe he was trying to protect me in his own way.

      “The silly little Princess enjoys mischief. She could be anywhere.”

      “Does she know about the secret rooms?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. Wayland never said anything. Ha. So much for protection when the guard doesn’t even know his own terrain.”

      I step back from the peephole, bile rising in my throat. I’ve seen enough. Heard enough. My thoughts swirl — Wayland might’ve been trying to warn me. And Travous? He’s going to regret every word.

      Hil presses gently against my mind shields. I let him in.

      
        
        ‘Theá, do you know who they’re talking about? The Princess and her guard?’

      

      

      
        
        I nod. ‘Her guard approached me earlier. Wanted to meet in my room. I turned him down. Thought he should be protecting the Princess instead.’









OEBPS/images/hearts-x5.jpg
AL\






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/its-you-eb-17032022-zon.jpg
IT'S i

M. L. Tompsett >





OEBPS/images/girl-vamp-2write.jpg
Tompsett Publishing

MLT





