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      To my B, I don’t think I could survive in a world without you.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

          RYVEN

        

      

    

    
      There she was.

      Juniper in all of her magical glory. I could hardly believe my eyes as the magic rushed forth from her fingertips and coated the dirt floors beneath our feet. There was a collective gasp around the arena as the vines wrapped a protective cage around our future queen. When the thought entered my mind to push her to her breaking point, I never in a million years thought it would bring forth magic. I was merely doing it to get her out of my head, to push her away. I didn’t think it would do something like this.

      Leo rushed forward with his sword but one of the thorned vines snapped forward and batted him away. He dropped his sword to the dirt and pouted at the snaking plant wrapping around Juniper. I knew better than to try to break through it, it was her magic protecting her from me. I didn’t know if I should’ve felt ashamed or proud that I brought out such a reaction to manifest her magic, but there was no taking it back now. All I could do was explain myself or pretend this had been my plan from the beginning.

      I ran my hands down my face and sighed. The three women who deemed themselves Juniper’s family were going to have a field day with this. They hadn’t been here when Juniper bested Leo, the giant, and now they were really going to be furious that they missed her power manifesting. But to be honest, would they have ever let me push her this hard? They would’ve interrupted and stopped my berating. They would have never let me push her to her breaking point. So, maybe this wasn’t such a bad thing. I had dealt with worse in the past. I could certainly handle The Three, which was the nickname they’d started calling themselves once they fled the fraud empire. I hadn’t realized it was their doing until that day in the apothecary. They started rumors about a ferocious band of men that were writing the wrongs of the Ender Kingdom. They’d defended peasants and women on their journey to the keep for the first time. The rumors went wild until people were wondering if the men would eventually join the rebel’s cause.

      Reva never confirmed or denied the rumor she started but I could see the satisfaction shining in Grove’s eyes and it gave it all away. Ash pretty much admitted that they played heroes when they went above ground. No one was the wiser and it worked perfectly to use the name as a threat when they were in a bind. People were either terrified of the Three or worshiped the ground they walked on, unaware that the Three were actually women. Incredibly powerful women, but women all the same. I knew why they said the Three were men, what person would quake in their boots over the thought of three ladies coming to rescue someone? Not many.

      Leo stared at me expectantly like I was supposed to fight the vicious thorns around the queen. I didn’t know what to do. I wasn’t going to try to cut her out and I wasn’t going to fight them.

      He waved one of his big hands. “Do something!”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose as I got closer to the brambles wrapped around Juniper. As I got closer, the vines got smaller until they revealed an exhausted beauty. Her chest rose and fell slowly and her silver hair was a tangle around her face. Her cheeks were still flushed from all the drills and training I put her through. Guilt shot straight through my chest and caused me to stumble. I couldn’t believe I had been so harsh and hard on her. But now as I looked upon her sleeping form, I knew it was for a reason. Whatever thought that entered my head to do such a thing could have come from the magic. It wanted Juniper on a specific path, it was the only way to explain it.

      “I told you she was our Queen,” Leo whispered over my shoulder and I groaned. He was right and I’d been too blind to see it. Her magic had been waiting for the right moment to protect her and while I’d done the right thing… I’d also done the wrong thing. She must have truly feared me for it to react this way. I frowned.

      But then why was it letting me get to her now? Carefully, I reached forward and pulled her body from the magical bramble nest. As soon as she was lifted from the soil, the magic slipped back into the ground as if it had never existed. A collective roar went out around me and a new fear lit up in my gut. It would be even harder to protect her now. Now that the entire keep knew exactly who she was. It was easier before, everyone waited with bated breath for what would happen next. They didn’t need to now.

      I closed my eyes briefly before I carried her from the arena, Leo on my heels. He knew as much as I did what this meant, even though he’d never doubted Juniper for a single second. When I asked him about it, he shrugged, “I just knew. She has a queen look to her.” I brushed it off, but as I spent time around her it was no surprise why the magic sought her out. Her kindness knew no bounds and I hadn’t seen nearly as much as others. I carried her to the room she was still staying at within my home and Leo locked it up tight.

      Her brow puckered as she dreamt and I had to fight myself to put her down. My heart didn’t want to let her go but my brain forced me. Just as I tucked the blankets under her chin, her brow smoothed out and I was able to leave. Leo waited for me in the kitchen as I thought over everything I would need to do now.

      “What has your panties in a wad?” Leo grumbled as he dug through my food. He found my stash of brownies and grinned as he shoveled two of them into his mouth.

      “I don’t know how I’m going to protect her, there is no telling how her magic will drain her… How it will take to her. She could be completely at the mercy of those around her either during or after her magic use.”

      Leo chewed as a thoughtful expression passed over his face. “Or maybe, she finishes the warrior program and goes to the forge.”

      Once upon a time I told Juniper about the forge, I’d seen the hope in her eyes. But now everything was different. If she went to the forge then that meant she was ready to kill. That meant she was ready for patrols. How could I let her go that route knowing how it would strip her bare? All of the soft, innocent parts of her would be gone. She would be hardened and different. There was a chance she would end up like all the other monarchies that came before her. How could I let that happen?

      As if he could read my thoughts, he shook his head. “She is different from your past. She is not the Fraud Queen. She is not General Nova. She will not try to hurt you with her power like they did.” He sighed as he scooped up another brownie. “You have to trust her and you also need to let her make that decision for herself.”

      He was right but… “She is almost done with the program. She was much more advanced in her training than I thought.” Leo fought a grin and I narrowed my eyes at him. “What do you know?” He stuffed as many brownies as he could get into his mouth to keep from answering me. A few crumbs rolled down his chin and got stuck in his beard.

      I tried to steady my anger through my breathing. I took a deep breath and then exhaled slowly before I faced him again. “As your commander, you need to tell me what you know.”

      The twitch at the corners of Leo’s eyes told me I crossed a line but I didn’t like being out of the loop and I knew in my soul I needed to know this. What was I missing?

      “You are no spy,” Leo laughed and sprayed bits of brownie everywhere. He didn’t have the decency to even look embarrassed. “I’m surprised you didn’t figure it out when she slipped into the trunk and onto your journey unnoticed.”

      I raked both of my hands through my hair and then tugged on the ends. “What is it I’m missing? Just spit it out!”

      “She’s been watching from the caverns, learning all of our moves and everything we do in the arena. That cave collapsing? It caved in on her.”

      I blinked at the man across from me. Was I really that stupid? Was I really that dense that I hadn’t noticed the changes in her and realized what she was up to? How dumb could I be? Honestly…

      Leo shrugged. “She bested me. Eventually, she will best you and when she does, you will bring her to the forge and let it determine her future. If you don’t, I will do it and you will not be able to stop me. She is made for greatness and you will not stand in her way.”

      “You sound like Alric,” I chuckled. My friends loved her, the people loved her when she went around them. She tried. She wanted to be worth something to someone, I could see it burning in her eyes. She wanted—no needed—a purpose.

      Leo puffed up his chest with pride. “That’s because Alric told me to get your head out of your ass for you.”

      Pressing my lips together, I rolled my eyes. “Of course he did.”

      “You can’t let your past interfere with your future,” Leo leaned against the wall as he eyed my little table. He would crush one of my chairs, hells he’d already done it once before. The poor giant had splinters in his ass cheeks for weeks.

      “My past is complicated,” I swiped my hands down my jaw. Leo knew it all. Leo was the reason I was still alive. I owed him everything, as well as Alric. I took a deep breath. “You know this.”

      “You more than anyone should want the Mage Queen on the throne then,” Leo’s brows tented in the middle of his forehead as concern swirled in his eyes. “She will avenge everything that happened to you.”

      “The only way she can avenge me is if she kills me,” my whisper took us both by surprise.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I could tell that even he didn’t believe his words. He tried to make it better by his next words. “It was a long time ago.”

      I closed my eyes and let out a breath. “It has consumed my life. The guilt has eaten away at me. I killed them, it was my fault. Every death rests on my shoulders. I should have never told Malya Ender where the rebels were. It’s my fault my parents are dead.”

      “You were a young and dumb teenager in love, I’ve known many teenagers that have done stupid things.”

      I closed my eyes and pictured each of my family members’ faces. I joined the Fraud Queen’s army to spy and in turn, fell in love with the one woman I was supposed to target. I thought she was different. I thought the rebel’s cause was silly when I fell in love with the woman I wanted her to be. I was blinded by beauty and lies. I thought for sure I could change things. I thought love could change things, how wrong I was.

      “Teenagers don’t have their entire families killed for treason.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          JUNIPER

        

      

    

    
      Spying was something I hadn’t learned and didn’t think I could do until I pressed myself against the wall and listened to Ryven’s heartbreaking tale except he stopped talking and I knew my time of listening was up. I don’t know what force had me pressed against the hall wall listening to him bare his soul to the man that already knew the story but as soon as he was done speaking, I unglued myself from the rocky wall and rushed back to my room. I yanked the blankets back over my body and evened out my breathing even with my heart rate going ninety to nothing. So many questions swirled around in my head as I waited for him to come find me and realize I listened in on something I had no business hearing.

      Ryven had been in love with the Fraud Queen. I didn’t know what to think or feel. I thought for sure the only one that went into the fraud empire to spy was Alric. Even more things seemed like a lie now. But of course, they’d hidden it all. When Ryven didn’t open my door and come check on me, I took a deep breath, opened my eyes and slid from the bed. It was time to make my consciousness known.

      In a way, I was thankful for the conversation Leo and Ryven had. It took my mind off of what happened in the arena. I clenched my jaw as I briefly closed my eyes. I couldn’t believe Ryven treated me the way he did. What happened in the arena after my magic though? I didn’t feel any different. I flexed my fingers out in front of me and wondered how I could do it again. In Ryven’s home, I was too afraid to unleash anything like that again. But was I even capable of doing magic again?

      Ryven had asked for it though… would it really be that horrible to give him another taste of his own medicine? Was it so horrible to show him I wasn’t this weak little thing? That I wasn’t fragile.

      I ran my hands down over my training leathers and grinned to myself. I looked like I belonged here. I looked like Reva, Ash, and Grove. I wished they had been there to see me unleash my power or to at least see Ryven’s face when it all happened.

      I slipped from the bed and padded quietly down the hall. I didn’t think I would get lucky to overhear such information again, but I would take what I could get. The home was silent as I entered the kitchen. Leo was gone and Ryven’s face was buried in his hands. I’d never seen him in such a state before. I cleared my throat and he immediately jumped from the table. He smoothed all the emotions from his face and placed his hands behind his back as if he were standing to attention. He blinked a few times before he got down on one knee. His hair fell forward as he bowed to me and I was too stunned to speak.

      “My past is riddled with heartache and death. I have made far too many mistakes with you for you to keep me in your employ but I will not lie. I am the best you have. If you are going to go against the fraud empire, I am the only one that can help you win. I am the only one that will get you the crown and your throne.”

      

      I took a deep breath as I watched him. I still didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t spoken about his mistakes with me so I couldn’t bring any of that up or he would know I’d spied on him. Somehow I felt horrible for it even though I deserved to know, especially if he was going to be my commander. Dizziness overtook me and I had to grip the side of the wall to remain standing.

      My commander.

      My army.

      My kingdom.

      I blinked and blinked some more as it all came crashing down around me. I was the queen. I was the Mage Queen.

      Ryven unfolded himself from the floor and rushed to my side. He gripped my elbow as he led me to his table and chairs. What did this all mean? When would I have to march to battle? How would I march to battle? I had a whole army at my disposal, but how could I ask them to pretty much forfeit their lives for me? For me?

      “Are you okay? Is there anything I can get for you?”

      I could hardly hear his words over the rush of blood in my ears. He was to be my dutiful servant now. No longer would we share heated glances. No longer would the tension be there when we each walked into the bathing chamber. Everything that I hoped for with the man before me was stolen. Gone. Stolen so quickly and I didn’t know how to comprehend it all. All the possibilities were taken from me because of my magic. Why couldn’t it have waited just a little while longer? Why couldn’t I have gotten to experience more with him? My heart ached within my chest for everything I would never have known. But it also soared with the possibility of my purpose. I was no longer useless. I no longer needed to float around and find something to do with myself. I was someone. I was a queen.

      “Juniper?” Ryven’s voice cut through my thoughts. “Do you need anything?” He frowned. “I’m sorry, I guess I should get used to calling you your proper title. Your Highness.”

      No. I didn’t like that. Not at all. Not with Ryven. Not like this. I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “In public, I must.” His voice sounded so empty of all emotion and I found myself fighting tears. He made me so angry. He pushed me past my limits but whatever he did to my body… to my heart… I needed to figure it out. We couldn’t be stuck in this limbo. We couldn’t just stop. Right?

      I nodded my head as my emotions got the best of me and I could no longer be in the same room with him. On wooden legs, I rose from the table and walked to the bathing chamber. He was right on my heels but not for the reasons I so desperately wanted— and needed.

      He cleared his throat as he passed me in the doorway. “I must ensure it’s safe.” It only took him a few minutes and he was back to my side. “I will wait for you out here, if you need anything please yell.”

      A frown tugged at the corners of my lips. I wanted to yell and scream. I wanted to tell him no. I wanted to beg the gods to take it back, that I hadn’t had enough time yet to figure out who I was.

      “When you come out we will go visit Sita and have you fitted again for some new clothes.”

      All I could do was nod before I disappeared into the steam.

      

      Sita wasted no time to bow to me as I walked through the curtains into her shop. “I know greatness when I see it.”

      I shook my head. “None of that. You aren’t allowed to act this way. You helped me sneak into a trunk and disappear into the night. We are well past these formalities.”

      She chuckled. “I suppose you’re right.” She eyed Ryven in the corner of the tent with one of his hands poised over the sword hanging from his hip. I wondered if he still had the two swords at his back or if he didn’t care to carry both around the keep. “Will he be staying for your fitting?”

      I swallowed back the emotions ready to choke me at any moment. I nodded my head, too afraid of what I would give away with my words. Out of all of this, Ryven was the hardest part I would have to get used to. I didn’t want to have to go through this with him. It hurt even more that he turned into a statue.

      “Commander,” Sita addressed Ryven. “You may look over my entire shop if you wish before we go in for a fitting but I will not permit you to come back here while she undresses.”

      Ryven’s eyes didn’t even flicker. He merely nodded and my nose burned with more suppressed emotions as he breezed by me and checked every darkened corner in Sita’s shop before he resumed his position by the door to her tent.

      As soon as we were alone she turned on me. “What happened on the journey? You haven’t come to visit since you returned. I see the storm brewing in your gaze. What happened between the two of you?”

      So as quickly and as quietly as I could I replayed the entire journey. Even the stuff I left out from Livia. The heated touches, almost kisses, and each time I woke up with his hand splayed across my naked abdomen. Her eyes widened as I divulged everything. “He’s practically a statue now.”

      I nodded as a tear slipped down from the corner of my eye. By all means, I should have been angry with him, but now all I felt was sadness. I preferred the ass version of him over this. I even preferred the mean version over this. Anything but emotionless.

      Sita flicked her dark hair over her shoulder before she stared me down in the mirror. “I know exactly what needs to be done to break through that stone-cold exterior. If he had feelings for you before, they’re still there. We just need to bring them out again. You’ll have to play dirty.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know if I want his attention after the way he spoke to me.”

      Her mischievous grin only continued to grow. “You’ll make him grovel, don’t you worry.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          RYVEN

        

      

    

    
      Just a few short days later, Alric came home. He paced the length of my living room as I told him of Juniper’s magic. I may have left out how it came to be but I had no doubts that Juniper would fill him in on that. Until then I could prepare myself for his anger.

      “How are you holding up?” Alric finally asked when my tale was over.

      I frowned. “What do you mean, how am I holding up? Aren’t you going to rush to Juniper’s room to ask her all about her magic and how she’s doing?” I could hardly believe what I was hearing.

      His lips curled slightly in amusement. “I will later but you’re my friend and I know what happened to you before.”

      “You mean how you saved me,” More guilt ate away at me as I thought about his tirade on what he’d given up for the Fraud Queen. How he’d been stripped of everything to be a spymaster because I was going to be killed. I was on the chopping block waiting on my execution when he came to my rescue. He was the only reason I stood here today.

      “I think we saved each other,” Alric said softly as he patted my shoulder. “The fraud empire took everything from the both of us. All we have to do now is take it back. We march into battle behind the woman who is kind but has no reason to be. We follow the true queen and we teach her everything we know on the way. If anyone deserves the crown it’s Juniper.”

      But that didn’t change how I felt about her. How I yearned from her. How badly I wanted her. Nothing changed except I couldn’t act upon it. I could no longer get drunk and go after her. If anyone had to be on the top of their game, it was me. Possibly Alric too but I couldn’t ask that of him. As long as Juniper was in his care or with him, I could take a break but I could never know the freedom I had before. Juniper’s life came first. The queen’s life trumped everything else.

      “Has she tried to use her magic again?” Alric asked as he looked toward her room.

      I shrugged. “I have no idea. We don’t exactly speak.”

      “You are not a machine. You can speak to her and interact with her.”

      I shook my head. “No, I can’t because my body doesn’t know how to act right in her presence.”

      Alric chewed on his lip and changed the subject. “Are we going to celebrate the winter solstice?”

      I wanted to, I really did. But I didn’t know how I was going to put that together. Anya hadn’t been caught. There were no traces of her above ground. Alric left the three women up there for longer just in case she did turn up, though I could see he was regretting it now that Juniper received her magic. They would have his ass when they found out. The priests were potential murderers. Juniper now had her magic and there was no telling how predictable it was, as I hadn’t seen her even try to conjure it again. Though I didn’t exactly blame her for that. I ran my hands down my face. “I don’t know how to plan a celebration with all this shit exploding around me.”

      Alric waggled his brows at me and I fought a grin. Of course, he had a plan. “Leave it all to me. We need this. We need celebration and laughter. At least for a little bit before we march forward. If we don’t deserve it, Juniper does. Get her a gift, take a break for a little bit, I’ll stay here if I need to and you get your head on straight. Go on patrols if you need to. I’m back and you can rely on me.” He cocked his head to the side as he considered me. “You need to kill something.”

      “You’re promising to an awful lot. You’re gonna watch over the queen, keep her safe, plan a Winter Solstice celebration, keep up with training, and take care of yourself?”

      He licked his bottom lip as his face went serious. “I’m worried sick about those three, or rather a particular redhead that wants nothing more than to see my head on a spike, and I really need something to keep my mind busy. If anyone deserves a break, it’s you. You need to be on top of your game for what’s to come.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

          JUNIPER

        

      

    

    
      This whole spying thing was starting to make me feel icky but the more I did it, the more I couldn’t stop. The information I was learning was too valuable to give it up. I had to know more about Ryven. I needed more. When Ryven left me with Alric, I grinned as the door clicked closed behind him and then whirled on my friend.

      “We are going to have a Winter Solstice celebration?”

      “I thought I heard a mouse breathing too hard in the hallway,” Alric smirked. “I see you’ve thought about what I asked of you before I left.”

      I rolled my eyes. I would neither confirm nor deny his suspicions especially since I didn’t want him to tell Ryven when he got back. He had no proof that I was sleuthing again. What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. I couldn’t risk him taking away my little freedom and I couldn’t risk him trying to lock me up. There was only so much I could take within these walls especially with Ryven acting like a statue. Especially after all the hurtful things he said to me. I was still processing that. “Do we get to dress up?”

      Immediately, I thought of the dress Sita was starting for me. It was like starlight and magic. The fabric slid through my fingers and caused a shiver to go up my spine. It would be magnificent when she was finished with it.

      Alric nodded. “I plan to completely transform the entire training arena for it. I want everyone to forget their troubles for the night. It will also be the celebration we announce your magic. Has your mark come in again?”

      I shook my head and then shrugged. I didn’t think so but I couldn’t exactly see my entire back either.

      “I’ll have one of the girls check it when they get back. It’s not that big of a deal but I am curious.”

      “You aren’t going to check it?” He’d seen my bare back before.

      He folded my hand within his. “That was fine before, but now we must keep you and your virtue taken care of. Nothing else matters.”

      “What about what I want?” I frowned this time. There went what little control I thought I would have.

      “I don’t want rumors to circulate about us again, especially since I’ve been seen with Reva and pining so hard for her. Our courtship is over to the public I don’t want them to speculate anything especially with your magic coming in like this.”

      I hadn’t tried my magic again, too scared of it and what would happen but I could feel it buzzing and writhing under my skin. It wanted out. It wanted freedom just as much as I did. I shrugged again.

      “Have you used your magic since it erupted that day during training?”

      “No,” I pouted. “And I haven’t been back to train either.”

      I hated it. I was being treated like a child that kept misbehaving. “We need to get your magic under control, find Anya, and sniff out the ones that aren’t loyal to you before you go out in the open like that again. Why don’t you wait till after the celebration? Many people are waiting for a formal announcement.”

      “What about your father and the other priests?” I hadn’t gotten much time to speak to them. They merely stared at me. I figured a proper introduction was in order, right? Didn’t they want to at least speak to me?

      Alric openly winced before he tried to cover it up. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

      I cocked a brow at him. “Why not?”

      He pursed his lips as he chewed on the inside of his lip. “I don’t think this is something we should be talking about.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I could command you.”

      He blinked long and slow. “Oh, could you?”

      My shoulders slumped in defeat. “Probably not but only because you’re my friend. But what if I run into one of them?”

      It was Alric’s turn to roll his eyes. “You think you’ll be facing one of them alone? No chance. Either I or Ryven will be with you at all times.”

      I pouted. That was the problem. I would never know freedom.

      “And if I decide I want to be a spy and take that up as a new hobby?”

      His lips thinned out in displeasure. “I shouldn’t have offered that to you prematurely, but yes, if you’d like to take that on… I will not stop you.” He sighed. “Though we do need to get your magic in check. How are you feeling?”

      I shrugged. “How am I supposed to feel?”

      “Can you feel the magic?”

      My gaze flicked down to my hands. I hadn’t had much practice and I was too afraid to see what I was capable of.

      Alric patted my shoulder. “I know it’s probably frightening but the world needs you. This keep needs you. The crops are dying. Food will not last us through winter and though this isn’t something I wanted to worry about, it’s something I need to. Whenever you’re ready we can start in the fields and gardens.”

      No pressure.

      

      Alric’s words didn’t leave my mind. They seemed to echo on repeat no matter what I did. I couldn’t escape the pressure that was now my life. Though I was elated that I had a purpose and that my life and torture weren't exactly in vain, it was hard to breathe with this new weight pressing on my shoulders. What if I couldn’t do it? What if I was still a fraud? Just like the queen currently sitting on the throne. Yes, the magic whispered promises to me and the others but that didn’t mean I would do good. That didn’t mean I would change the world for the better. Who was to say I was the better choice?

      I stared down at my trembling fingers through the steam in the bathing chamber. This seemed like the only place I could find alone time these days. But no matter how much I wished to be alone, Alric’s words followed me. I buried my face in my palms and took a deep breath. The humidity seemed to drown instead of comfort as of late. I pushed my hands away from my defeated form and held my palms outward. With a deep breath, I focused on the small tingles that could be found beneath the surface of my skin. It was there, I could feel it, but it was almost afraid to come out again. I wasn’t exactly in danger like I felt before with Ryven.

      “Come on,” I whispered to myself and my magic. “We can do this.”

      Before I knew what was happening, the ground beneath my feet trembled and a few pebbles rained down from the ceiling. Grass sprouted between my toes and around my feet. In an instant, there was a thick carpet of green coating the floor of the bathing chamber. I curled my hands into fists before I sunk down to my knees. Would it disappear like the vines before or was this here to stay? A giggle escaped me as I ran my fingers through the thick blades of grass. There wouldn’t be a worry about slipping on the floor now. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to try my hand in the fields.

      I smiled as I fought back a yawn and everything went black once more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          JUNIPER

        

      

    

    
      “I told you we needed you in the fields, not in your bathing chamber,” Alric muttered beside me. I took a deep breath as I fought to get conscious and found the air still thick with steam and condensation. Excitement shot through me as I realized there was still thick grass beneath me. My magic healed the ground within the chamber but it almost drained me at the same time. Healing the fields would have to wait.

      Alric’s eyes roamed the room where my magic touched. “You did all of this?”

      I nodded against the ground. “I needed to practice. I didn’t know if I had it in me to go to the fields.” I covered my face with my hands. “I didn’t want to embarrass myself out there.”

      He smiled down at me. “We would go after nightfall when the keep sleeps. Your magic hasn’t been announced, there is no point in getting people excited or worked up. Not yet. Especially when your magic takes from you as it gives. You will be vulnerable. Both Ryven and I will need to be there when you use your magic again.”

      If Ryven ever came back, he’d been gone for days doing whatever he needed to do to get me out of his system. As much as it bothered me and got under my skin, it still gave me hope that my plan with Sita would work whenever he came back. I fought to keep the smile off of my face as Alric helped me from the green foliage.

      

      “What in the seven hells happened to my bathing chamber?”

      “Ya know, I think it really adds character to the space. It was starting to look a little plain and the last thing we would want is the queen to have a drab space,” Alric replied to the growling voice.

      I kept my eyes closed from where I was lying and tried to listen to the rest of the conversation like I was known to do lately. I hadn’t expected Ryven to come back so soon.

      “You’re back early,” Alric tried to interject.

      “I can’t just shirk my duties like you and everyone else suggests. There are things to be done, parties to be planned, a queen that needs to be protected.”

      Alric’s scoff sounded offended. “Do you honestly think I can’t handle all of that?”

      I could practically see Ryven rolling his bright green eyes in my mind. “I can hardly handle one of those things.”

      “That’s because you’re more worried about what’s going on between her-”

      “Finish that sentence and you’ll regret it,” the growl in Ryven’s voice only intensified.

      Alric merely chuckled as if nothing could bother him. “Fine, but you know I’m right.”

      Ryven said something under his breath and Aric’s laugh turned into a booming sound.

      “You need to loosen up,” Alric prodded.

      “What happened to my bathing chamber? You can keep trying to change the subject but my mind is in working order.”

      “Juniper may or may not have been trying out her magic a little.”

      “A little? The entire cave is covered in grass. How is that a little?”

      I rolled my lips to keep myself from laughing. Had the greenery continued to spread after I left? Was it still growing?

      “You should be proud. She did it all on her own.”

      “Proud? I should be proud? What if it was too much for her?”

      Snooping and eavesdropping was doing me no good any longer. They were speaking about me as if I was in another home, not in the other room. I shoved my hair away from my face and sat up. I had been lying flat on my back in Ryven’s living room with tons of different colored and shaped pillows piled beneath me. They looked like nothing that Ryven kept in his home and after peering a bit closer, I could see that they came from mine. One of them was slightly deflated from  Leo. I didn’t remember falling asleep here, but then again, since my magic had come in my memory had a few gaps in it.

      Footsteps echoed down the hall as my friend and my slight friend made their way back into Ryven’s home. Alric was grinning and Ryven’s shoulders were slumped in defeat.

      “You’re back early,” my voice came out gravely and foreign to my ears.

      Ryven’s eyes flashed with something I couldn’t decipher and Alric’s grin continued to stretch across his face.

      “Glad to see you’re awake, how was your rest?” Alric leaned down to kiss my forehead before retrieving a glass of water from the counter in the kitchen.

      I shrugged my shoulders as I drained the glass and handed it back. “I feel fine.”

      Alric’s eyebrows twitched on his forehead. “Our commander has returned.”

      I hummed as we watched each other. He hadn’t shaved his face in a few days and there was a few drops of smeared blood under his chin. Was it his own or had he finally done the killing that everyone thought he needed? His green eyes were darker than usual and his hair was pulled back into a messy bun. His swords were nowhere to be seen, but I knew better.

      “Can I start training again?”

      Ryven rubbed the back of his neck as his eyes flicked to Alric. “Do you honestly think that’s a good idea?”

      “Do you honestly think keeping me prisoner is the answer?”

      A crease formed between his dark brows. “I don’t have all the answers, Your Highness.”

      I let out a very unladylike groan and shook my head. “Of course not.” I ran my hands down the front of my clothes, trying to smooth out the wrinkles that weren’t there. Anything to keep my hands busy at this point. “Have you heard from Reva, Ash, or Grove?”

      Alric nodded slowly. “Yes, they will be home soon. Everything seems quiet up there. No unrest, not much crime. Everyone is too focused on preparing for a bitter winter to care about much else.”

      “You said something about me helping in the fields?” I piped up.

      “You did what?” Ryven’s composure quickly dissolved as a vein bulged in his neck.

      “We need help with the crops,” Alric’s voice was smooth but I could almost pinpoint the worry beneath his tone.

      “And if I can help, then I want to. I should be able to. These are my people, are they not? They have suffered enough. Maybe it’s time I give them something to look forward to. A life not stuck under here, a life worth living.”

      Ryven’s gaze bounced between us before he shook his head. “I see you both have everything figured out. What do you need me for?”

      “You need a break,” Alric took a step toward the brooding man but Ryven held his hand up in dismissal.

      “I need no such thing, I was completely capable before and I am more than capable now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

          RYVEN

        

      

    

    
      Blood spotted my new shirt. I should have known better than to go hunting in new gear but I had been too ruffled to actually look through the things I was shoving into my leather bag.

      The leather bag that still smelled like Juniper. I hung my head forward and let out a deep breath. What was I doing? I was being a giant child was what I was doing and I needed to get all these festering emotions under control. I leaned forward as I wiped off my soiled blades and rolled my head on my shoulders. I was making a mess out of everything. Killing hadn’t changed much. It gave me an adrenaline rush. It helped me feel alive for a moment, but then everything that was crushing my shoulders came right back. I had to be better and I had to do better or I would get her killed. I couldn’t continue to make the same mistakes.

      Maybe I hadn’t killed enough. There were more than enough monsters out there to be slain but if I was being honest with myself—which I definitely wasn’t— I needed to vanquish another foe. One that had been tormenting my nightmares for entirely too long. Revenge wasn’t exactly the word I would use for it either. It was a need to right my wrongs. A craving to give the people the justice they deserved. A lot of this that was happening out in the world was my fault. I was close enough to the Fraud Queen at one point, I could have taken her out. I should have done what I needed to. But I was young and dumb and here we were.

      I yanked my now-soiled shirt over my head and stared down at the new foliage coating the bathing chamber. Once again, I was entirely too close to Juniper. I didn’t know if it was her magic in the air or the small fact that she was just a few feet on the other side of the wall but I could smell her. She took over everything that I was.

      Gritting my teeth, I cupped steaming water between my hands and splashed my face. The water came back with little flakes of brown and red. I thought for sure I had gotten all of it when I washed up in the stream outside of the keep. There was no point in bringing carnage back into the Keep. The people didn’t deserve that, they’d been through enough already. At least they would have something to look forward to when the ball came around. I didn’t know how I felt about it just yet. I knew it was necessary and needed to keep morale up. We hadn’t done anything fun in as long as I could remember besides the music in the square or seeing others in the pub. But both of those things didn’t give the people something to look forward to, not like this would. I pinched the bridge of my nose as I imagined my role in all of this. I would have to put on a brave face and a bright smile. This was going to be interesting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

          JUNIPER

        

      

    

    
      Alric was making arrangements for the solstice, which meant I was back in Ryven’s very capable hands. Though I had to do myself a huge favor and not think about everything those hands were capable of or I would never recover. I simply had to keep myself busy or I would somehow find myself thrown into his arms. Which I couldn’t let happen, not if my plan was going to work and this plan was a long game one. Plus I didn’t exactly want to get rejected either. Even though I had a feeling what he said in the arena wasn’t exactly true, I could risk my poor heart just yet either. There were definitely feelings there, they’d been brewing for a while. I just needed to make sure I went about it in the right way or I’d potentially push him away for good.

      Sita wanted me to come by her shop for another dress fitting and Ryven was on my heels like normal. His face was passive but I could see the tension in his shoulders and his gaze. He was still worried about Anya and the priests—rightfully so. The tent flapped open as Sita shoved her way out into the street. She grinned as her gaze perused Ryven sinfully.

      “I see your shadow has returned. Has he done naughty shadow things yet?”

      My cheeks flamed as I prayed Ryven didn’t hear what she said, but based on his flared nostrils and burning gaze, there was no such luck. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Sita’s look turned absolutely feral. As quickly as I could, I slammed my hand over her mouth. “Nothing. She meant nothing.”

      Sita remained quiet as I removed my hand but that didn’t stop her from waggling her eyebrows in a suggestive manner at the poor man. Gods help the man or woman that caught her eye one day. I shoved the vivacious woman through the tent flap and shook my head at her.

      “I can’t believe you!” I whisper-shouted.

      She shrugged up one shoulder like she had no care in the world. “It’s the long game and we are playing it in the right direction. He won’t be able to stop thinking about what I was insinuating and if it had something to do with him.”

      I pressed my hands into my heated face. “I’m pretty sure he knew you were speaking about him.”

      She giggled as she pulled iridescent material out of a leather trunk in the corner. “Good, it’ll keep him up tonight and I know the perfect thing to help.”

      

      The black box tied off with a ribbon felt like a bomb between my hands. Ryven insisted on carrying it for me but there was no way I could allow that, not with what was inside of it. I couldn’t believe I agreed to this crazy, harebrained scheme but here we were. I didn’t exactly have to go through with the insane plan but I knew I would. If I didn’t, I would always wonder and I needed to know if following through with the rest of the plan was silly. It was the long game but I needed to drop lots of breadcrumbs and have him following me like a lovesick puppy. I didn’t know how on earth I was going to make that a thing but I knew the way he looked at me when he didn’t think I was watching. The way his eyes followed my body in the arena.
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