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      Brie

      

      I can’t get out of this gown fast enough.

      I lean against the door of my bedroom to close it, praying the butter-white walls give me some sense of peace, but my heart is absolutely racing.

      I rip at my bodice, cursing under my breath as the satin fabric snags and squeals instead of just–of just coming off. I can’t breathe. I can’t force a breath past the painful squeezing sensation echoing through my lungs.

      I gasp, tugging at the fabric until the bodice finally gives way. I grip my knees, gulping down air. The room spins for several more seconds before slowing, but I feel…

      Totally, completely overcome.

      “This isn’t happening,” I rasp, rising up and leaning my weight against the door. “This isn’t happening.” I close my eyes against the view of the mountains peeking through the white curtains currently dancing in the warm breeze.

      Only when I find it easier to breathe do I move from the door, stepping out of my dress until I’m in nothing but the tight shape-wear I stuffed myself in beneath. I wad the dress into a ball and thrust it into the very back of my closet, kicking shoes and old pairs of jeans over it, then strip out of my undergarments and hastily pull on my usual outfit–a pair of loose fitting cream colored trousers and a white, flowy button-down top, rolling up the cuffs. I secure the pants with a belt and stomp back into my bedroom, looking around like the man is going to be standing here, waiting for me. Waiting to claim me, to take me as his mate.

      But I’m alone.

      I sink in front of my vanity and make my hands busy pulling pins from my thick, chestnut brown hair. It falls in bouncy, heat-manipulated curls against my shoulders, rolling down my mid-back. I brush it thoroughly, ignoring the tightness plaguing my chest, until it shines and feels like silk between my fingers. I don a headband and scrub my face with makeup wipes until my freckles come out to play, and the dark circles under my eyes stare back at me through the mirror.

      I sniffle, shaking my head as I roughly open and shut drawers and spread an assortment of lotions, serums, and salves on the vanity, then I begin to piece myself back together.

      But my hands shake. My fingers tremble as I brush blush over my cheekbones. My skin pebbles against a sudden chill I can’t find a reason for other than the strange, overwhelming sensation of feeling utterly, completely empty.

      This isn’t what it’s supposed to feel like, is it? People talk about finding their mates all the time. Hell, there are reality TV shows about it playing on an endless loop. How do they describe it? Tasting color. Feeling like you’ve never once felt whole until you see them for the first time?

      I feel… terror. Dread. Worry. All bad things that tangle and yank at my chest until I find myself breathless once again.

      This wasn’t the plan. I’m supposed to find an Alpha–someone with a large, influential pack. Someone with power and sway that can stand at my side and pledge loyalty to my family, and my sister, when she ascends the throne, because she’ll need all the support she can get when that time comes.

      Not a… not a warrior.

      I start to panic, clapping a hand over my chest to try to steady my thundering heart as the room starts to tilt to the side, spinning off its axis.

      But the door to my room creeps open on a phantom wind.

      “Go–go away, please,” I murmur, swallowing back my feelings and burying them deep.

      The faint clicking of a bell and tiny, soft footsteps trot in my direction. I glance at the pure white, exceedingly fluffy cat easing into the room, its sea-green eyes bright and swirling with magic. It wears a silver collar with a large moonstone around its neck, like usual.

      I watch its reflection in the mirror as it prances across the room and hops on my bed without a care in the world and makes a show of getting comfortable.

      “Please leave. I don’t want company.”

      I fumble with a bottle of lotion and drop it on the ground. The cat yawns widely and rolls over onto its back, all four legs splayed in the air. I curse under my breath, bending down to fetch the bottle that has now rolled under the vanity, and when I sit up, the cat has been replaced by my sister, dressed in hot-pink pajamas made of velvet with her gorgeous dark hair pulled into a bun on the top of her head.

      She toys with her collar–now a necklace–while smirking at my reflection.

      “You don’t get free rein of my room whenever you feel like it,” I hiss.

      “Don’t get all pissy with me,” she snorts, rolling her eyes as she flips to her stomach and props her chin on her fist. “You’re the one who stormed out of that lovely little luncheon and got mom all in a tizzy. She called for a healer, you know, thinking you were having an aneurysm or something.”

      “I–I wasn’t. It’s just a migraine.”

      “Sure, sis,” she sighs, kicking her legs. “What are you doing now?”

      “I have a meeting this evening with the Beta’s wife about the charity ball next month,” I mumble, leaning toward the mirror to adjust my eyeliner.

      “Well, I don’t care about that–”

      “Obviously–”

      “Why are you up here picking at yourself instead of downstairs with Dad and Aris? You’ve been an absolute menace the past few days about how late they were returning, and now you’ve ghosted them completely.”

      “I needed a minute alone.”

      “Well, you missed Mom chewing out Captain Atrayis. Thankfully, his minions had already gotten their plates and went out on the veranda to enjoy the sun and their lunches–”

      “Who?” I cut in, looking at her over her shoulder.

      “Captain Atrayis,” she sighs, her voice dripping with boredom. “I’m shocked you didn’t recognize him, but I guess it has been years since–”

      “Who are you talking about?”

      “Logan, duh. The tall brute of a man that you took one look at and nearly fainted? Or was I just imagining that?”

      It all comes back to me in a rush that leaves me breathless. She’s right. I hadn’t recognized him at first. He’s no longer the gangly, incredibly serious and standoff-ish teenager who used to steer clear of us whenever we visited Silverhide when I was young.

      He’s sometimes referred to us as a cousin, but in reality, that couldn’t be further from the truth. He’s never made an effort to be a part of the family.

      “Logan,” I echo, swallowing hard. My chest aches again, worse than before, like my heart is trying to pull me from the room. “Why did Mom–why did she chew him out?”

      “Why do you think?” she asks, shaking her head as I absently reach for my comb just to do something with my hands. “He’s on leave for two weeks I guess and spending it here instead of visiting Aviva and Ryan in Silverhide. She told him he keeps breaking Aviva’s heart and then turned to Dad and asked why he keeps Logan out in the field so often, knowing how Ryan and Aviva feel about it, and Dad told her to lay off, that they’d just returned from a six-week stint in Tarsian–” Maeve’s words start to blur together as I needlessly comb my hair, unable to think past that… look he’d given me.

      The way his pupils expanded at the same moment my entire body lurched in his direction against my will?

      There’s no way around this. There’s nothing I can say to convince myself what I felt–what I’m feeling–wasn’t the mate bond.

      “And he just stood there and took it. He reminds me a lot of Dad, you know. Just… unfazeable.”

      “Mhmm.” My comb clatters to the floor. I knock over several nail polish bottles in my haste to retrieve it.

      “What is up with you?” Maeve laughs. “You’re acting so weird–”

      “I’m just–”

      “It was that Alpha thing, wasn’t it? That fucking prick–”

      “Maeve–”

      “He basically said he’s not interested, and that his son wouldn’t be interested, because you don’t have powers. That’s fucked up. Like, could they do better?”

      I wince even though Maeve is in my corner. She doesn’t understand. How could she?

      “I mean, look at you!” She slides off the bed with cat-like grace, sauntering over to me. She runs her fingers through my hair, twisting the curls back in place before leaning down to rest her chin on the top of my head, staring at me through the mirror. “You’re a fucking bombshell.”

      “You don’t need to butter me up.”

      She sighs, frowning. “You know, you have the best rack in Eastonia. I wish you got more credit for that.”

      “Maeve!”

      I swat her away, but now she’s turning pink and giggling, “What? You know it’s true. People journey to Crescent Falls to go under the knife for breasts like yours. I’m willing to bet people cut your pictures out of magazines and take them to the surgeons, saying, ‘That's what I want!’”

      “You’re making my headache worse,” I cut in, trying to glare, but my mouth ticks up into a smile.

      “Meanwhile,” she says dramatically, turning side to side in the mirror, “I have the body of a praying mantis.”

      “You’re just very tall–”

      “Anyway,” she huffs, flopping back onto the bed. “Fuck these Alphas and their sons, and nephews, and uncles or whatever. I think you should just quit.”

      “You know I can’t.”

      “Uh, yeah, you can. You’re coming to Moonrise with me to serve as my second when the time comes, and when I’m queen, we won’t need men. We’ll… rule together–and eat chocolate and drink wine from sunup to sun down.”

      “You’ll be very busy running a kingdom.”

      “Like it’s hard?” She snorts a laugh, closing her eyes.

      I watch her take a deep breath, smiling to myself. She has no idea I’m doing this for her. For all of them, actually.

      It’s just impossible to articulate why.

      That horrible, twisting feeling of guilt settles in my belly, nearly erasing the pesky, throbbing ache in my chest. I feel suddenly torn in two different directions. My lips part as I slowly swivel in my stool to… tell her what happened, what I felt, how I found my mate but…

      “Oh!” She yawns, stretching her arms above her head as she slumps into the mattress. “Dad wanted to talk to you.”

      “When?”

      “Like, ten minutes ago. That’s why I came up here.”

      “Ugh, Maeve,” I grumble, rising and smoothing the wrinkles from my shirt. “Tell me these things, first, okay?” I hurry out of the room, skipping steps on my way down the winding stairs leading away from my bedroom in one of the many towers. I chose the room long ago, when I was a little girl and no longer afraid of the often dark hallways and the spooky spirit inhabiting our home. I have a view of the entire territory from up here. I get to watch the sun rise from one window and the sunset from another.

      It’s my own personal haven… when Maeve leaves me alone–which is rare.

      Dad isn’t in his office. I hurry through the hallways branching off the grand foyer, skidding to a halt when I notice a few of his Ghost warriors leaving through the front doors. They don’t see me scanning their group, but my heart skips several beats before settling, and a feeling of relief washes over me.

      Logan isn’t here.

      I should feel good about that, right?

      I gather myself and race to my parents’ dedicated wing of the castle, climbing another set of stairs, then another, until my legs burn, and my breath starts coming in short rasps.

      I finally find Dad in a sitting room painted in dark blues, pouring himself a drink and running his fingers through his normally short cropped blond hair.

      “You wanted to see me?” I gasp, bracing myself on the doorway.

      He turns to me, scanning my face while furrowing his brow. “Did you run here?”

      “Maeve failed to tell me you wanted to talk.”

      “It’s not that serious.” He motions to an armchair.

      I hesitate, choosing to stay fixed to the doorframe. “What is it, then?”

      “You haven’t seen me in six weeks, and this is the welcome I get?” There’s a teasing glint to his words, but his eyes remain serious.

      I’ve always been close to Dad. He understands me. I’m drawn to his quiet, serious nature. It’s a far cry from the drama of emotions in the castle when me, my sister, and my mom are left together without him as a buffer.

      “What is it, Dad?”

      “You’re done with this… arranged marriage scheme you have going on.”

      I straighten, stealing my expression. “I’m not–It’s not a scheme or an arrangement. No one’s forcing me to do it. I need to find a husband–”

      He shakes his head. “You don’t.”

      “I do–”

      “You’re giving your mother heart palpitations, Brie. She won’t admit it, but she’s going insane trying to support you in this, and I can’t take it anymore. I wasn’t thrilled to begin with.”

      “I’m turning twenty-three this year.”

      “Does that matter?”

      “I’m a princess and–”

      “And a historian,” he cuts in. “With a second degree in law–”

      “To help Maeve–”

      “You’re smart and talented and have a future ahead of you–”

      “I don’t have powers,” I cry out, then clasp my hand over my mouth.

      It’s rare for me to have emotional outbursts. I’m normally very good at keeping those feelings contained, but today has been anything but normal or routine. I feel completely out of it, like my brain has fallen from my skull and left the building with no plans to return.

      Dad sighs heavily, looking at me with so much pity it makes me feel sick to my stomach.

      “You’re done, Brie. No more meetings with Alphas. No more sending your mom and grandma on escapades to match-make for you. In fact… I think you need a break.”

      “I already told Mom I’m not going to Crescent Falls this summer.”

      “You’re right. You’re not. You’re going to Maatua, instead. A few weeks with your great-aunt Maddy will do you some good, I think. It’s already been arranged. And,” he says, sinking into a chair. “You’ll have an escort to the island.”

      I grip the doorframe. Please, Goddess, no… “Who?”
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            A NEW ASSIGNMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan

      

      I stare down at the words covering a single piece of pure-white paper. It’s my evening ritual these days, especially when I’m closeted away in this room, in these barracks, instead of in a tent or curled up in a ball in my wolf form somewhere in the rural Roguelands or desert of Tarsian. I glance at the two other letters beside the paper, both neatly folded, Lexa and Nora’s names written clearly, cleanly, just like Aviva expects.

      She taught me how to read and write in the language of Eastonia and Crescent Falls. She was strict about it, forcing me to spend hours working on my penmanship, drilling the translations into my skull until I began to think and even dream in the language of my new home.

      Even at nearly thirty, I still feel an obligation to check my work, to ensure the letters I send back to Silverhide are flawless, because Aviva still cares.

      She’s always cared about me.

      I’ve failed her in so many ways.

      I fold up the letter I intend to send out through the post to Silverhide for Aviva, with a few lines for Ryan added toward the end, and put it in the stack.

      The golden light of sunset filters through the blinds, casting shadows across my desk, across my fingers as I tap them on its surface.

      I’ve spent my entire adult life training myself not to feel. Being a Ghost came naturally. I was made to do this–to be a warrior–to be merciless. But becoming a captain of this specialized army wasn’t my intention.

      I didn’t mean to stay here this long.

      I especially didn’t intend to be here long enough to find my mate.

      “Fuck,” I murmur under my breath, running a down over my face. I scratch the stubble on my jaw, not used to it being there for this long. Three days of travel on patrol from Moonrise to Veiled Valley meant being in my wolf form for days on end, and stopping to keep myself groomed wasn’t part of the plan.

      Even Evander didn’t care. We’d been in Tarsian for a month and a half, helping the Alpha King of Oasia deal with a rogue criminal enterprise that we believe has its fingers all over Eastonia.

      I shouldn’t be spending my days dealing with thieves. I should have gone back by now, to Emberfyll, if there’s anything left of my homeland.

      I grab the duffle bag that contains my entire life in its depths off the floor and toss it on the bed, reaching inside to find a change of clothes, when a knock sounds on the door.

      “Come in,” I grind out.

      The door creaks as it opens, spilling fluorescent light across the worn, gray wood floorboards. Nothing about the barracks is luxurious, by any means. The rooms here are all the same. A bed, a dresser, a desk. Captains get better rooms. I have my own bathroom and don’t have to sleep in a bunk bed, which is a blessing, I guess.

      “Boss,” Helion says with a smirk as he steps into the room.

      “You’re on leave,” I remind him dryly. “You can drop the formalities.”

      Helion leans against the doorframe with his arms crossed over his white tank top. He’s one of the young ones–twenty-five–full of spite and fire. I was like him once. Ready to burn the world at the slightest inconvenience.

      That type of man is actually the kind of warrior I want in my ranks. They’re the hardest to break but the best in situations that require immediate action, when the body must separate from the rational mind.

      What kind of monster have I become?

      “You doin’ anything on your leave?” he asks.

      I glance at him over my shoulder. “It’s only two weeks. Didn’t have much in mind.”

      “Not going to the Deadlands, then? I had it in mind to go with you, if so.”

      “Yeah, well… it would take four days to get there by car. Doesn’t seem worth it.” I walk to the closet and pull a towel off the shelf, draping it over my shoulder.

      “I mean, let me know if you change your mind.”

      “What do you have to do in the Deadlands, Helion?” I ask, not necessarily curious. I’m willing to bet he’s trying to go see some girl, like usual.

      He purses his lips, his cheeks going a bit rosy. His dark brown hair and bright blue eyes make him look like some wealthy, privately educated Alpha or Beta’s son from Crescent Falls… which is exactly what he is. His Wellington University sweatpants catch the light of the sunset as he props his thigh on the doorframe, smiling to himself. “Uh, there’s a girl I’ve been trying to see.”

      I knew it. I smirk, shaking my head. “Good luck with that.”

      “I need more than luck on my side for this one. Her Dad’s a patriarch. I doubt I’ll be able to get within a mile of her.”

      “Bring him a gift,” I offer.

      “What? Why?”

      “Bring the man something valuable. He’ll give you his daughter in return.”

      “Is that true?”

      I smile to myself as I gather a change of clothes and my towel, and step past him through the door. “Yeah. It’s how the Alpha King of the Deadlands ended up with his queen.”

      “Commander Aviva was given to him?”

      “So the story goes.”

      I turn out of my room and walk steadily down the hallway toward the indoor gym, looking forward to a few hours of quiet where my mind will be focused on lifting weights instead of dragging me back to the luncheon a few hours ago.

      Brie. I’ve known her since we were kids. I haven’t seen her in many years, however. Of course, the family gathers once a year in Maatua for the Solstice, but I never went with Ryan, Aviva, and the girls. I kept everyone at arm’s length, refusing to let myself get close. I loved them–still do. Ryan and Aviva are the closest thing I have to parents… and the thought of losing them like I lost my own flesh and blood family has made it impossible to give in.

      Aviva inadvertently helped me find my purpose in life. Become a warrior. Learn to fight. Learn the history of this land. Make connections, climb the ranks.

      Get a fucking boat and go home to take back what was stolen from my father.

      I focus on that through deadlifts and squats, through bicep curls and intervals around the track. But when I sink to the floor two hours later, sweaty and exhausted, I catch my reflection in a mirror nearby and find my mind rushing back to the luncheon–and her.

      Brie is not a little girl anymore. My memories of her from childhood are fractured and hazy. The full-bodied goddess in that satin dress that fit her so perfectly it could have been painted on was a stranger. Her thick, light brown hair and round, dark eyes drew me in, turning me inside out.

      And when she looked at me, I felt it. That unearthly pull. That yanking of the threads binding us against my will.

      The burying of roots to this kingdom, this continent, that I didn’t need, nor want, to have.

      She looked just as horrified as I felt.

      I hang my head, panting as I try to catch my breath.

      A few warriors come in and out of the gym. Life moves on around me as the sunset bleeds into full night. I eventually drag myself back to my room to shower. I ready a razor to shave my face but look at my reflection, deciding against it for some reason.

      I’m sitting in the cafeteria finishing a late dinner when the main door to the room flies open, and everyone sitting nearby stands abruptly, all conversations coming to a screeching halt.

      Evander walks in, alone, wearing a casual button up shirt and slacks. It’s strange seeing our leader like this. Normally, he’s dressed in all black with a sour, stern look on his face. Everyone stands at attention until he motions for them to sit, to relax, but no one is ever relaxed in his presence.

      He walks in my direction. I sit, eyeing him wearily as he takes the seat across from mine and folds his hands on the table.

      “Commander,” I say, and I’m almost relieved he’s here. Something must have happened. He must be sending me and my men out into the field again, thank the Goddess. I need the distraction. I need to put miles upon miles of distance between myself and Brie, his daughter.

      The thought that he’s here about the mate bond strikes me. I curl my hands into fists under the table, preparing for the worst.

      “I understand you’re on much needed leave,” he says. “But I need your help with something. It’s minor, but it will eat up the next two weeks of your time off.”

      “What is it?” I ask, relieved he didn’t just ask if I’d given any thought to the upcoming wedding.

      “My eldest daughter, Brie, is going to Maatua for a month. She can’t handle the jump. It makes her violently ill and that would completely defeat the purpose of her vacation. So, she needs an escort, a guard, and I’d like you to be the one to take her there.”

      Fuck.

      “Can I speak freely, sir?” I begin.

      He searches my face, then nods.

      “That's not a job for a captain.”

      “You’re saying it’s above your pay grade?” he jokes, which I’m not used to.

      “I have two weeks to prepare my men for whatever field placement we have next.”

      “That can be taken care of otherwise, but right now, you’re the only one I trust to get my daughter to Maatua safely, without incident.”

      “How?”

      “Boat. A yacht, actually. She’ll be the only guest, but it’s manned by a crew of roughly twelve.” He sighs, but his shoulders remain rigid. “As you know, this… rogue theft ring nonsense is all over Eastonia. We’re no closer to finding the ringleader, and there have been a few incidents of wealthy young women being taken hostage for payment. I’m not dumb enough to think no one would try to do that to someone from our family.”

      Our family. He meant it, too. I’m part of this family, a fringe member, aren’t I?

      “You’ll be paid handsomely, of course, on top of your salary as captain. And, you’ll have another chance for leave when you return.”

      “You know I don’t care about the leave aspect.”

      “Well, Aviva and Ryan do.”

      I drag my hands down my thighs. “When would she be leaving?”

      “Tomorrow morning, before dawn. She’ll need to be driven down to the river port. It’s a day’s travel up river to the oceanic port in Avalone where the yacht is waiting. It should be ready to disembark immediately once the two of you arrive.”

      I have no choice but to nod and accept the mission. But… “Is there any other reason you’re asking me, personally, to do this?”

      Evander purses his lips, thinking about it for a moment before replying, “Yes, actually. I could easily put a lower ranking warrior on this and not bat an eyelash, but Brie is… she’s a little different. She needs a firmer hand.”

      A firmer hand to… what?

      I don’t ask aloud, but the comment sticks in my brain like glue for the rest of the night. I find myself staring out the window at the valley below, my gaze occasionally creeping toward the castle that hangs from the opposite mountainside, shimmering in the light of a full moon.

      Spending a week at sea in a confined space with my mate was not in the cards.

      This can’t go on. I have to end it. For her sake–and mine.

      I can’t be tied down. Not now that I’m as close as ever to returning to Emberfyll to take back what was stolen from my father.

      My title as Alpha King. My lands. My people.

      But I can’t force her away from hers.
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      Brie

      

      I like to think I’m a faithful believer in the Moon Goddess. I never skip church. I celebrate Her holidays, say Her prayers, and dedicated at least ten years of my schooling to Her lore and scripture.

      I squint at the sky through my window in the tower, frowning at the moon. She’s up there laughing at me, isn’t She? Is She entertained by my predicament? The mate bond She ordained to ruin my plans?

      I sink onto the bench under the window and rest my arms on the windowsill, watching the clear, brilliant night sky slowly rotate over Veiled Valley. The buildings and bridges glisten in the moonlight, but across the lush, green valley, lights twinkle against a sea of emerald.

      The Fortress, as my siblings and I have called it since we got a grasp on vocal vocabulary, is nothing more than a big, square, gray block built out of the far mountainside. I’m sure it was a foreboding, albeit lovely, sight to look at way back in the day, millennia ago, when it was built, but now I’m glaring at its twinkling lights and cursing the wolves who built it.

      Within those gray walls rest the royal warriors of Veiled Valley–those who are too young to have mates and family homes for themselves. Single men, mostly, I’m sure. I’ve never been inside.

      But I know for a fact that Dad’s little Ghost minions who don’t go to visit family wherever they’re from are being housed there this week while they’re on leave.

      That includes Logan.

      I press my forehead against my arm and squeeze my eyes shut… but only for a moment. I’m pulled back to the view, taking it in, trying to force myself not to look at the barracks and ponder what room my stupid, unwanted mate is sleeping in tonight.

      This is wildly unfair, in my humble opinion. Ever since I was a little girl, I’ve understood my true purpose in this family. I am here for Maeve. She is my purpose. Everything I’ve ever done is to make her ascension to her rightful throne easier on everyone.

      I have a reputation to maintain, and that’s grown harder over the past year with the tabloids running wild now that all of the royal cousins and siblings in my generation are coming of age.

      I groan as I look down at the magazine on the far side of the bench. A picture of Blake, wearing sunglasses and a finely tailored button-up shirt, stares back at me. It’s a paparazzi photo, of course. He was spotted leaving some exclusive nightclub with a random girl on his arm. He’s the It Boy in Crescent Falls, every girl's celebrity crush.

      I’m in the magazine, too, unfortunately. A picture of me in a sparkling gown last year at a gala held by my aunt Sarah, the Queen of Crescent Falls, takes up a corner section of a gossip article about what we’re all up to–and with whom.

      Maeve had raged when she brought it home, slamming it on the table so hard my lunch plate rattled as she furiously explained what had been written about me.

      But I’m beyond being shocked. Having someone write that the dress was doing nothing for my exceedingly curvy body isn’t anything new.

      What was shocking, however, was the line about how it was rumored I’d been hunting for a husband, followed by a rumor that the crown princess of Veiled Valley was powerless, seemingly a plant to win public favor.

      I tried to act unfazed, but the words stung.

      It wasn’t the writer’s fault. Only a select few know I’m adopted. My parents and extended family want to keep it that way for my own sake… and this is why.

      The older I get, the more my differences stand out when surrounded by powerful, magical family members.

      I look up as the curtains swing closed on their own accord, followed by the soft squeal of the windows rolling shut. When I don’t get up right away, the spirit of the castle gives me a little nudge by ripping the pillow I’ve been leaning against out from under me while simultaneously folding down the sheets and duvet on my bed, patting an imprint on my perfectly fluffed pillow.

      “I’m not tired,” I argue, but the magazine zips off the bench and roughly lands in the trash can next to my vanity. I smirk, rubbing my tired eyes. “I’ll miss you, you know that? Maybe you should finally break free of these walls and come to Maatua with me. I think we both could use a vacation.”

      A soft rustling of air echoes around the room like a laugh.

      I don’t fall asleep until the early hours of morning, and even with only an hour of fitful, broken sleep, I’m up before the sun.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s only a month,” Mom says, twirling one of the curls falling around my face around her finger. “You’ll get a suntan and drink fruity drinks all day. Maddy has a wonderful library with all the books you could ever want. You’ll come home feeling refreshed, and Maeve and I already have plans to come visit in two weeks.”

      I nod, giving my mom a smile I hope conveys excitement, but my entire body is starting to thrum to life. My cheeks heat, turning a bright red. Mom frowns, pressing her fingers beneath my chin and tilting my face upward.

      “Brie, are you all right? You’re warm to the touch–”

      “I’m fine,” I whisper, sniffing indignantly while stepping out of her way before she can lay a hand over my forehead, which I’m certain is on fire.

      “Are you sure? You look flushed. Are you running a fever? I can fix that–”

      “Just nervous for the journey is all.” I grip the handle of my suitcase until my knuckles turn white. “You know I hate traveling.”

      Mom nods, relaxing a bit, but grips my shoulder and pulls me in for a hug.

      I hug her back, but my eyes are locked on figures speaking just beyond the grand entrance of the castle where a black SUV is parked and idling in the warm, early morning air.

      All I know is that Dad tasked Logan with escorting me to Maatua. I can’t spirit like my family members can. I get incredibly sick when I do, something even the herbs Mom gives Dad can’t help. My body simply rejects the magic. I nearly died the last time I tried.

      So, I have to travel on foot… or by car or boat.

      Which means I’ll be on a boat with Logan for a week, at least.

      He nods at something Dad says. I watch the way his shoulders stretch in his tight, long-sleeved Henley shirt–a very casual choice considering the Ghost armor I’d seen him in yesterday morning. He looks suddenly familiar again, his rough, brutal features bleeding back into the farm boy from Silverhide I remember from my childhood. He looks over his shoulder, his eyes meeting mine in the haze of morning sunlight. Green-hued hazel, like polished serpentinite. I remember that about him from a memory so distant it’s hard to conjure the details.

      I was… a child. He’d saved Maeve from that rogue witch. He’d kept her safe.

      He holds my gaze while Mom continues to squeeze me. Only when she pulls away, murmuring assurances about my journey, does he turn his gaze back to Dad.

      “You can return with the boat, and Ryatt has already signed off on three months of leave,” Dad tells Logan as they step off the porch.

      I follow with my suitcase, craning to hear the conversation.

      “I don’t need three months of leave.”

      “You take a month every summer to help Silverhide with their harvest. You have an extra two months now to spend with family while you’re at it.”

      I watch Logan’s eyes for any sliver of emotion I can find, but he’s… cold. Utterly serious. His sharp jaw clenches, but that brief flicker of muscle could have easily been the sunlight playing over his dark stubble.

      He didn’t shave this morning, that’s obvious. He looks slightly unkempt and tired as he nods, forgoing arguing against my dad’s orders.

      I tear my eyes from Logan at the last second before Dad could catch me staring. He braces his hand on my shoulder, looking down at me with a secret smile he only uses around his family. “Remember what we talked about.”

      “How could I forget?” I sigh, rolling my eyes. “You’ll regret this,” I tell him then turn to Mom. “Now Maeve has you all to herself. How do you think that’s going to go?”

      “That’s why we’re coming to visit you,” Mom says with a knowing smile. “I love you, Brie.”

      Dad presses a kiss to my forehead before turning me toward the car.

      Logan walks over, takes my suitcase, and puts it in the trunk. I slide into the passenger seat, inhaling rapidly through my nose to try to catch my breath without my parents noticing my obvious distress. I look out the tinted window as Logan talks with my parents for another moment before he turns to the car. His shoulders fall just a touch as he scans the passenger side. He can’t see my pained expression through the tinted glass, thank the Goddess, but judging by his expression, I’m wondering if he shares in my misery over our situation.

      My chest feels impossible tight. Prickles of misplaced anticipation fizzle through my body, threatening to ignite a fire in my blood as he climbs into the driver’s seat.

      He takes up most of the front seat. His elbow brushes my arm as he settles, gripping the steering wheel.

      I don’t even blink until he’s driven away from the castle and past the gates. When the gates close behind us, I close my eyes, my lips parting to tell him what needs to happen now… but he beats me to it.

      “You need to reject me,” he says.

      Relief momentarily blinds me before dissipating as quickly as it came. Thank the Goddess he feels the same way, and I wasn’t going completely insane. “Will it hurt?”

      “I’ve heard it will. It’ll hurt less for you, I assume, if you initiate it.”

      I look out the window at the city blurring by as he drives us down into the depths of the valley, where a small river port will take us to an even larger port on the sea where a yacht from our family fleet is waiting for me. Apprehension coils through my veins like a snake, twisting and writhing. “What happens once we reject each other?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I notice the way his hands tighten on the steering wheel. He exhales, his gaze firmly fixed on the road ahead. “I assume nothing.”

      “We’d be breaking a bond destined by the Goddess.”

      “She probably has bigger things to worry about.” His hazel eyes briefly flicker to mine. The only way I can describe the look he gives me is… smug disdain. “Plus, I’m not an Alpha, Princess.”

      I look out the window, biting down hard on my lower lip to stop from lashing out. Embarrassment creeps through my body like a heat wave, burning to life in the form of a deep blush. So, he’s heard, hasn’t he? That the Princess of Veiled Valley is on the prowl?

      I’m not shocked. “Well, my desperation and repeated failures are obviously the talk of the town.”

      He says nothing as we reach the river port, which is nothing more than a row of bait and tackle shops, a ticket station, and a dock with a dozen or so boats the size of large SUVs. A ferry bobs in the water nearby, however, and the ticket station is teeming with passengers waiting for the ferry to make its early morning arrival.

      Half an hour from now, I’ll be sitting on the deck of that boat, far, far away from Logan. I sigh in relief.

      “We share a family,” he amends, roughly putting the car in park, but he doesn’t make any moves to get out. In fact, he swiftly locks the car at the very second I yank on the handle. I whirl to throw him a glare, but his eyes… they’re searching mine, going a shade darker than his usual polished, imperfect jade. “I only meant I’ve heard how they feel about it.”

      “That’s a bold thing to say,” I snap, pulling on the handle, “given that you’ve refused Ryan and Aviva’s love at every turn.”

      Now, that struck a nerve.

      Logan exhales deeply, nostrils flaring, before shifting his weight and turning to face me. His proximity is… too close. Far too close. His arm brushes my midsection as he reaches past me to physically uncoil my fingers from around the door handle. “I had no intention of ever settling down and having a mate. You had no intention of being mated to anyone lower than an Alpha. We’re not suited. You don’t want this, that was clear from the moment we saw each other again yesterday. We’re going to reject each other, Princess Brie. It’s what we both want.”

      He’s so close that the words drift over my skin, igniting that fire driven by the bond that's practically begging me to change his mind.

      But I’m not in my right mind. He’s right. Neither of us want this.

      Maybe it’s easier to swallow knowing he doesn’t want this, and I’m not going to break his heart… not that it mattered to me… right?

      He doesn’t pull away. He remains close, his chin only an inch from my forehead as he looks through the tinted passenger window, his eyes scanning the dock.

      I can hear his heart beating. A gentle, thump, thump, thump. He’s calm, totally unaffected by the conversation we just had. He smells like cedar and the salty breeze coming off a cold sea.

      “I reject you as my mate,” I rasp, and he looks down.

      “I accept your rejection,” he whispers, but he’s still so close and I’m… I’m wondering if… maybe I haven’t thought this through–

      A snapping sensation erupts in my chest, stealing my breath. I arch against the seat, squeezing my eyes shut. Pain like I’ve never felt before surges through my body, turning to a dull ache that throbs and echoes through every muscle and bone.

      I open my watering eyes when I hear the doors unlock and feel Logan moving away. I look at him, breathless, and notice the bright red mark on his wrist where I’d grabbed him, sinking my nails into his skin. I don’t remember doing that.

      He closes the door before I can say anything further.
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            THIS IS PERFECTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Brie

      

      I’m not sure if I’m experiencing sea sickness for the first time or if this horrible ache in my stomach is from the mutual rejection I just experienced. I should have been more prepared for this feeling, actually. I curse at myself while settled on a plastic bench, watching the startling green valley on either side of the wide river sprint by. Smaller towns and villages hug the river bank, everything nestled under the umbrella of control of Veiled Valley, forever protected by my family. One day, Aris will rule all of this. He’s the new Shadowsynger of the family–the one with those creepy shadow powers passed down by my grandfather, Ryatt, and my mother.

      I look down at my normal, powerless hands and curl them into fists, closing my eyes against the rolling nausea threatening to pull me to my hands and knees.

      I didn’t eat breakfast. I didn’t have the stomach for it, knowing I’d be thrust into a week-long journey with Logan, my mate.

      Not anymore.

      I slouch on the bench, leaning my head against the window while fiddling with the flowy cotton pants and matching shirt I choose for the day. The pale gray does nothing for my warm tones, but again, I didn’t have it in me this morning to dress up. In fact, my normally perfect hair is tossed in a lopsided ponytail now falling out of its scrunchy, and my normally made up face is bare, freckles on full display.

      It’s not like I have anyone to impress.

      I glance at Logan, who’s seated on the opposite side of the indoor upper deck with his neck bent as he looks down at the heavy-duty laptop resting on his thighs. He’s wearing glasses with a dark rim that make him look… sophisticated.

      He blends in with the crowd of passengers milling about with paper cups of coffee and tea, but we’re the only two people not dropping into conversation with anyone. I continue watching him, watching the light of his laptop reflect off his glasses. I can’t stop. To think I’ve known this man since I was a child but know nothing about him other than he’s one of my dad’s captains in the Ghost army.

      That’s a high ranking position. It takes years of dedicated service to reach the level of captain. Years of training and missions, in fact.

      I briefly wonder what he’s seen in the field, what he’s gone through, and whether those experiences turned him cold and emotionally void, or if that’s just who he’s always been.

      But then his eyes meet mine and hold.

      I blink, then turn to the window.

      Eventually I get up to move around and search for a snack. The coffee is stale and weak, but I welcome the rush of caffeine that unthaws my rejection-addled head. I wander the lean, unimpressive ferry, taking in the signs plastered on the wall that prohibit shifting, smiling at the irony as I notice several men grumbling on the outdoor deck, all of them itching to stretch their wolf legs the second we reach land again.

      Hours pass like this–with me wandering, sometimes sitting, sometimes leaning against the railing and watching the water go by. I ignore the buzz of notifications coming from my purse, knowing it’s likely Maeve blowing up my phone now that we’re out of range to use the mind-link.

      As the hours drift into late afternoon, we reach the mouth of the river, having ridden against its current for several hours, and the valley fades away behind us, replaced by mist that robs the air of the warmth of the sun.

      Only then do I go inside.

      But Logan isn’t on his bench. I feel slightly relieved, but right as I sit down, he passes from behind me and settles back on the gray plastic surface of his old spot, legs splayed in a very male position.

      I stare at him, my cheeks heating. He just… looks back at me, expressionless.

      “Have you been following me around all day?” I ask, and not kindly.

      No one nearby looks in our direction, but he leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His dark jeans fit him like a glove, much to my dismay. Thick, muscled thighs ripple underneath as he shifts his weight, glancing toward the inner sanctum of the ferry before meeting my eyes again. “I’m your bodyguard, remember?”

      “I fear that’s far below your rank, Captain.”

      He smirks, and I feel my stomach twist. Goddess, he’s nice to look at. The stubble on his jaw has only grown darker during the course of the day, and his normally brushed back dark hair is loose and curling wildly in the sudden surge of humidity brought on by the mist now hugging the boat.

      He could be in the movies. He could be a contestant on one of those stupid reality dating shows Maeve’s particularly obsessed with.

      He would never be interested in someone like me, mate bond or not.

      I reach up to pull out my scrunchy so I can fiddle with it, needing something to do with my hands. My hair bounces over my shoulders, and I make the mistake of glancing in his direction again.

      His pupils are blown wide, watching my natural, unruly waves settle against my chest… my breasts.

      I find it impossible to swallow past the lump in my throat. I toy with my scrunchy, winding it around my fingers.

      “I–I don’t need a bodyguard,” I stammer.

      “No one needs a bodyguard until they’re in a situation where they actually do, in fact, need a bodyguard.”

      I frown, refusing to look at him. “The odds of me being assaulted on a private yacht owned by my parents is slim–”

      “But not zero.”

      I chance throwing him a glare. He’s still seated nearby but hasn’t adjusted his position. He’s entirely relaxed with the ghost of a smirk on his wide, full mouth.

      “Are you messing with me?” I ask.

      “No.”

      “Then why are they looking at me like that?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You’re–you’re smirking at me.”

      “This is just my face, Princess–”

      “Brie,” I correct, swallowing hard. “Brie is fine. There’s no need for formalities at this point.”

      I hear him sigh through the murmur of unrelated conversations whispering between us.

      “Brie–”

      The captain of the ferry’s voice blares from the speakers, alerting everyone onboard that we’ve reached the port city of Avalone, otherwise known as the Gem of the Sea. It’s a beautiful city, if anyone could see it through the mist. It’s the second largest city in all of Veiled Valley, second to the capital, my home, of course.

      I rise and shrug my purse over my shoulder. My luggage is locked away downstairs with the rest of the cargo. I start heading in that direction, sandwiched between passengers who don’t recognize me or don’t care that they’re in the presence of one of their princesses.

      It doesn't surprise me. I’m often overlooked, and I’m fine with that, honestly. The stares and whispers Maeve has to endure every time she leaves the castle…

      I jump when I feel someone touching my lower back and turn my head, finding myself staring directly at Logan’s chest.

      He looks straight ahead, giving me a little nudge to keep moving through the narrow passageway leading to the stairs to the cargo hold.

      When we reach the bottom of the stairs, he gently grabs me, his fingers wrapping fully around my soft upper arm and steers me in the direction of the luggage lockers. He lets me go to fetch my suitcase and the trunk I brought, and directs me with a nod of his head to move with the crowd now getting into vehicles or walking off the ramp onto the dock.

      I can’t see much through the fog hugging the massive commercial port. Trade ships and cruise liners surround the dock, which is full of local workers and tourists either leaving Eastonia to explore Crescent Falls and the northern territories or coming to Eastonia for the adventure of their lives.

      I breathe in the coastal air, closing my eyes for a moment as I fill my lungs, but I’m rudely interrupted by the scraping of the trunk being dragged across the concrete floor of the ferry.

      “The yacht is in bay six,” Logan says to me, I think. He’s not looking at me as he scans the crowded dock, narrowing his eyes. He’s not wearing his glasses anymore and looks like himself again–the Logan I know. The warrior. The ruthless jerk in a tight Henley.

      “I can carry my suitcase–”

      “No,” he says matter-of-factly, tilting his head in a motion to get a move on.

      I hug my purse to my chest and step off the ramp, moving slowly through the crowd while Logan stays within three steps of me, occasionally tapping me on the waist to move me in one direction or the other. He has his hands full with my trunk and suitcase but carries them effortlessly while also silently bossing me around.

      When I pause to stare longingly at a cafe settled on the outskirts of the dock, he gives me another nudge.

      Past the cruise ships and cargo boats, a private area of the port comes into view. Yachts bob in the calm water, and I feel my shoulders slumping with relief when the sleek, black yacht owned by my parents comes into view through the fog.

      It’s not the biggest, but it’s high-tech and totally, completely sea worthy, which is all that matters.

      “Princess Brie!” Captain Louis beams, meeting me on the ramp. He bows, smiling broadly, his wide smile making his eyes crease. His silver hair is full and swept back over his head as he offers me his hand.

      A few other crew members I don’t recognize hurry to take the luggage from Logan while Captain Louis explains that we’re fogged in and won’t be leaving until later tonight but that my suite is ready for me.

      Behind me, I hear Logan tell one of the crew members he’ll be back in twenty minutes, and when I turn my head, he’s gone.

      Maybe he’ll stay gone and leave me in peace.

      Wishful thinking, of course. I have a feeling he’s going to be watching my every move for the next week on the water.

      The captain personally shows me to the main suite, normally inhabited by my parents when we take this exact route to Maatua. Now, the spacious room is mine. The modern finishes, the giant bathroom with a walk-in shower, the windows that overlook the water…

      The quiet, nothingness when he closes the door.

      I sink to the edge of the king-sized bed with a groan, hanging my head in my hands. A voice over the intercom tells me dinner will be served on the upper deck in two hours before shutting off, leaving me in silence once more.

      I rise and take a long, hot shower. Hunger tightens my belly, reminding me I’ve only had half a dry bagel and three or four cups of weak ferry coffee today. Dressed in a robe with my hair gathered in a towel, I pad back into the bedroom to fetch a new pair of clothes when I notice the drink tray on my bed.

      An iced vanilla latte sweats in the soft, warm light of the crystal chandelier above my head. Beside it, a small cardboard box rests on the sheets, cinnamon and chocolate spicing the air.

      I stare at the latte. It’s my order, exactly. I open the box and find a warm, double chocolate muffin and a flaky, buttery croissant stuffed with cinnamon cream.

      It’s from the cafe I saw. The same cafe Logan refused to stop at as he escorted me through the crowded port.

      I swallow past the knot in my throat, plucking the drink from the tray, and sip.

      It’s perfect.
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      Logan

      

      Captain Louis watches me as I lean against the wall in the cockpit, looking through the manifest I picked up from the port master. I scan the document, memorizing every ship scheduled to leave the port tonight along with this yacht.

      The captain chuckles, turning back to the helm where he sits and begins pushing buttons that light up his control station. The second officer, Charlie, arrives, saying, “The crew’s been briefed. We’re just waiting for the green light from the port master.”

      “I doubt we’ll be moving anytime soon in this fog. It’ll be a long night.” Louis swivels back to me, arching a brow. “Commander Evander said you have some naval experience.”

      I look up from the manifest. “A bit.”

      “I was told you served for a few years under the Alpha King of Oasia in Serpentia, captaining a naval cruiser along their coast.”

      I run my tongue along my lower lip and tuck the manifest under my arm. “That’s correct.”

      Louis smirks, shaking his head as he turns to the controls again. “A man of few words, huh? Doesn’t surprise me that you left the royal navy to become a Ghost.”

      Charlie eyes me for a moment before grabbing a few pieces of paper from the printer, scanning them instead of my face.

      “I need a list of everyone on board, down to the deckhands and ETOs,” I tell the men.

      “Do you want their home addresses, too?” Charlie asks in a sarcastic tone that immediately grates on my nerves.

      Louis sighs, punching a few more buttons. “That I can do, Captain,” he says to me over the hum of the printer. “But I can assure you, we’ve been escorting the royal family, including the princess, back and forth from Veiled Valley to Maatua for decades. The princess is perfectly safe here.”

      “I have orders to ensure that safety,” I reply sternly, and Charlie hands me the list of crew members aboard.

      “We’ve got a few new faces this trip,” Charlie says. “Just deckhands. Four of ‘em.”

      I scan their names, but nothing feels familiar when checked against my mental list of criminals at large I’ve been hunting as a Ghost. I tuck the paper with the manifest and leave the cockpit, making my way down past the rooms dedicated to the captain and his second officer and into the private, luxurious lodgings now inhabited by Brie.

      I pass a stewardess with fiery red hair and a face plastered with makeup. She gives me a sly smile but disappears around a corner.

      Brie’s soft voice drifts toward me as I move toward the outer deck. The smell of food and a hint of wine hits me as she comes into view, sitting at a long table while a second stewardess pours her a glass of red wine.

      “Just the salad, please,” Brie says. She doesn’t notice I’m walking toward the table until the stewardess leaves. Brie has her wine glass pressed to her full, plush lower lip, and her cheeks go a rosy pink when I close in on her, looking down at the sparse spread of food she hasn’t touched.

      I’ve spent the day getting to know her at arm’s length. She’s quiet but not shy. Her brain is constantly whirling, taking in little details most people miss. It’s like a light is always on upstairs, so to speak.

      In fact, she would have made a brilliant warrior if she hadn’t been destined to become a princess instead–the kind of soldier that rises up the ranks. The kind that not only commands in the field but strategizes, making moves that determine who lives and who dies.

      She’s self-conscious, however. That became startlingly clear as I followed her around the ferry today, watching her stare longingly at the meager food spread and checking her reflection in every mirror or shiny service she passed.

      She moves like prey, always scanning her surroundings before getting comfortable. She turns away from conversation and rarely looks anyone in the eyes if she doesn’t know them.

      Right now, however, she’s looking right at me.

      She lowers her glass, her dark brown eyes wide and concerned as I come to a stop a few feet from where she’s sitting.

      “We’re not leaving port for another few hours. There’s a delay because of the fog, and we’re behind several cargo ships with priority on the manifest.”

      “Oh,” she says under her breath, reaching for her wine glass again.

      “After you finish eating, you need to return to your room immediately for the night. No wandering around.”

      She furrows her brows. “Excuse me?”

      The stewardess returns, placing a plate of nothing but dark greens in front of her and hurries away again.

      “No wandering,” I repeat, but I frown at the plate of what looks like plain spinach. “Is that all you’re eating? Spinach?”

      She bristles, rolling her eyes to her plate, and mumbles, “Are you here to criticize what I eat now, too? Or just to boss me around and tell me I can’t use the facilities of my family’s private yacht?”

      I grip the top of a chair. “You need to eat more than that.”

      “I don’t,” she snaps, her cheeks going from a rosy pink to a crimson red. “In fact, someone left two pastries in my room this afternoon. I’m not particularly hungry this evening.”

      I scan her face, unable to tell if she took that as an affront or not. I saw her eyeing the cafe like someone who hadn’t eaten in weeks, and while I picked up the manifest, I made a stop. “That was a snack. You need protein. Carbohydrates–”

      “Are you my personal trainer now, too?” She grips her fork until her knuckles turn white.

      Brie is the definition of rigid, classical elegance. She looks like she walked out of one of the ancient murals that sweep across the ceilings of the dozens of Firestone castles littered across Eastonia. Beneath that pale blue, satin sundress, I know her figure is full and supple, that her fair skin is soft to the touch. Even when glaring at me, she’s beautiful.

      I honestly doubt she realizes it.

      Watching her take her hair down today on the ferry had filled me with a momentary sense of regret that we’d rejected each other–but I beat that feeling into submission within seconds. She is, unfortunately, exactly my type. Softly beautiful. Elegant. Her hair and dark brown eyes the color of polished mahogany draw me in and spit me out–and those lips?

      I sink into the seat opposite hers, pressing my elbows against the surface of the table.

      She stares at me for what feels like an eternity but might have been only a few seconds before the stewardess, who was probably lingering in the hallway nearby, sweeps in with a dinner menu.

      “Steak, rare, with the potatoes,” I tell her, keeping my eyes locked on Brie’s face as she goes even more red in the cheeks. I lean back in the chair, adding, “A basket of bread, as well. With butter.”

      “Do you want anything to drink?”

      “Scotch.”

      “Dinner salad?”

      “I’ll be finishing hers.” I motion to the plate of spinach.

      The stewardess leaves again, and all around us the yacht rocks gently against the dock, the entire skyline alive with lights blinking through the mist.

      “What do you want from me?” she asks testily, setting her fork down and reaching for her wine, sipping deeply. “I didn’t invite you to dine with me.”

      “I didn’t need an invitation.”

      “You’re a prick.”

      “I’ve been called much, much worse.”

      The tension between us crackles.

      She takes another drink of wine without breaking her gaze. “Just because we were mates–key word were–doesn’t mean you need to follow me around or feel obligated to give me any kind of attention.”

      “I’m not following you around.”

      “You’re here, aren’t you? Interrupting my dinner?”

      “I wouldn’t consider a plate of greens dinner unless you’re some type of forest dwelling rodent.”

      She scoffs. I smirk.

      “I do not want you here, Logan. I have no use for your bodyguard services at the present. Go. Away. Go… lift weights or stare at yourself in the mirror, whatever men like you do in your free time.”

      “I’ll leave once I’ve eaten dinner.”

      She picks up her plate and wine and moves to the far end of the table, sitting down with a huff.

      I expect that to be the end of the conversation and consider it a win, but she says, “I’m going to be on the upper deck using the hot tub tonight whether you like it or not.”

      I turn toward her as the stewardess practically tosses my glass of scotch on the table and hurries out, likely sensing the tension. I murmur my thanks while Brie stabs at her spinach.

      “You’re not going to be using the hot tub,” I counter, sipping deeply. “You’re going to be in your room with the door locked until we’re in open water.”

      She mumbles a rather colorful curse under her breath, shaking her head. “I could have you fired, you know. I could have you strung up on the gates outside the castle in Moonrise if I really felt like it.”

      “I have a feeling your father and grandfather are familiar with your games, Princess.”

      She shoots daggers with her eyes as she glares at me. “My games?”

      “Your insistence to bend everyone to your will,” I amend.

      “I’m not bending you to my will. I’m telling you how it’s going to be. You might have been tasked by my father to keep me safe, but controlling what I do and where I go–”

      “There’s a ring of criminals operating in Eastonia,” I cut in, swirling my drink. “Thieves. Gamblers. Murderers.” She pales, but I continue, “Men who’ve only known hard times but refused to dig themselves out of the debts they owe to a man named Hannibal Arachnis, otherwise known as the Spider, for obvious reasons.”

      She drains her wine. The name apparently rings a bell.

      “You’ve likely heard about the murders across the packlands, both in Eastonia and Crescent Falls. Even a few Alphas have fallen to his assassin.”

      “Who is his assassin?”

      “We have no idea,” I answer honestly, smoothing my finger over the rim of my glass. “But the Ghosts have been tasked by the Allied Kings to track these men down and deal with them, hoping one of them leads us back to Hannibal himself.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      I lean forward, watching her from across the table. “You are a princess. A granddaughter of the Queen of Eastonia and the Alpha King of the Roguelands. What makes you think, if those criminals were desperate enough, they wouldn't see this journey as an opportunity to take you and hurt you in some way? Perhaps using you as ransom to pay their debts? It’s happened before. Recently, too.”

      Her eyes lock on mine, heavy with sudden emotion. “No one wants me, Captain Logan. I think you forget which princess you’re referring to. I’m… nobody in their eyes.” She rises, abandoning her salad, and tries to hurry away.

      I catch her wrist, pulling her to a stop. “I don’t like this either, Princess Brie.” I don’t mean the thought of criminals trying to take her and ruin her vacation. I mean the cruel twist of fate that thrust us together as unwilling mates now trapped in close quarters for a week straight.

      She exhales deeply, looking down at me but not making any moves to run off. “I understand why you were tasked with escorting me to Maatua. I know that you couldn’t say no. I also understand quite clearly that you didn’t want a mate, and honestly, it was a relief, because neither did I.”

      I let go of her wrist. She remains standing by the table but crosses her arms over her midsection like she’s trying to hide herself.

      I hate that.

      “But I don’t expect you to be at my beck and call. I am safe. If thieves wanted something from my father, they could easily go after Maeve. She’d probably go with them willingly just for the sake of an adventure. In fact, I’m shocked she hasn’t been hired by the Ghosts to be willingly used as bait. It would be a great training exercise for her powers, I’m sure.”

      I blink up at her, watching a myriad of emotions wash over her face like a rogue wave.

      My food is delivered and laid out on the table by both stewardesses, and the red-haired one makes a point of throwing me another sly smile that Brie definitely notices. She frowns at the woman as the duo disappears around the corner again but doesn’t make any moves to leave the table yet.

      “Will you sit down and eat something?” I ask.

      “Why does it matter?”

      “Because you had four cups of coffee and half a bagel today. That’s not enough.”

      “I had the pastries you bought,” she argues, meeting my eyes.

      I hold her gaze while I kick the chair opposite mine out from under the table, tilting my head in that direction. She sits down in surrender. I rise, reaching toward the far end of the table for her useless salad and drag it toward us, then begin divvying up the steak.

      “Are you really from an island somewhere?” she asks after several minutes of silence.

      I hesitate. It’s been so incredibly long since I’ve talked to anyone about Emberfyll. I’m not even sure how to begin.

      “Yes,” I tell her, pushing a plate in her direction piled with meat, bread, and potatoes. “And it’s a very long story.”
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