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      Once upon a time, in a not terribly far-off kingdom, there lived a king and his daughter who had been so fortunate in all their undertakings that the kingdom was enormously rich. The king and his daughter had everything they fancied and did not find their lives bore much burden at all. But the king stood against an unjust foe—an evil fae queen intent on stealing the kingdom—and soon misfortune befell him, one ill lot after another. And all the splendid furniture, books, and precious goods could not save the kingdom from danger. The king had suddenly lost everything by dint of accident, illness, and disaster. His courtiers betrayed him. His wheat stores turned foul.

      The princess tried to stand brave and cheerful in the face of such wretchedness. But both she and the king knew it was not simply a run of bad luck. The evil queen was gathering power. With every kingdom she conquered, their defenses dashed like ships in a storm-tossed sea, her magic grew. Norcliffe was meant to be her next accession, and it was clear Princess Mireille specifically had become her prey. Norcliffe could not be protected by might alone and the king loved his daughter dearly, but the evil queen had to be stopped. Soon she would grow too powerful to be beaten.

      When a fae queen was trying to have one murdered, it was usually quick work. So nothing was left for the princess but to take her departure with haste, to escape to a place outside the neighboring kingdom of Westrende where the secrets of fae magic were rooted deep. As the servants could no longer be trusted, she’d brought only her childhood friend Thomas, known to the kingdom as Lord Holden, skilled historian and seasoned bachelor.

      One might think that a woman of such desperate fortune must be in want of a well-positioned ally, or at least of refuge. One would be right. But sometimes all that was available was an adversary in the form of a husband. Which was why Princess Mireille of Norcliffe stood in the midst of a dark forest that seemed to be the most dismal place on the face of the earth.

      “Are you certain you’d not rather flee to the sea?” Thomas asked from beside her.

      Mireille’s chuckle was grim. “Would that we could, Thomas. Would that we could.”

      Before them rose a facade of the wall that marked the Rive—the ancient boundary separating the human kingdom of Westrende from the land of the fae. Beneath its carved stone glamour rested a skeleton of fine filigree metal, iron to be precise, binding the magic of the wilds and meant to keep conflict at bay. The marshal of Westrende stood at the edge of the trees with a company of kingsmen, all watching from a distance to ensure Mireille’s safety—at least until she’d made it across.

      Law prevented Westrende officials from going any farther, and though the council governing the kingdom was firmly against anything fae, they could not stop Mireille. She was first and foremost a princess of Norcliffe, after all. They had no say in the deal she was about to strike, despite that the fae prince wanted nothing more than to destroy the wall and Westrende’s safety, and held kingdom officials ransom in his fight to do so.

      The fae had been trapped within the boundary for so long that citizens of Westrende had begun to believe their existence nothing more than tales, that the warnings to never speak their name were only superstition. But the kingdom officials did not want to stop Mireille, not entirely, because the threat of the fae queen was much more dangerous than any human kingdom could face alone.

      Which meant an empire of fae kingdoms was the only thing they could fathom that might be worse than the fae lands the princess was about to step into.

      Mireille glanced at Thomas. “What about you? Last chance to sprint for freedom. I would not begrudge you any attempt at escape.”

      His smile was wry. “You’ll not be rid of me so easily, Highness. You know how I adore adventure.”

      Thomas did not adore adventure. But he was loyal, and Mireille knew he wasn’t about to let her walk into this mess alone. She turned to face him, brushing a hand over the skirt of her traveling gown. “Very well, no sense in putting it off any longer. How do I look?”

      “As if you’ve trekked through a sinister forest. What about me?”

      “As if you could slay a flock of maidens with just a wink.”

      “That bad?” He frowned. “A lord does generally wish to win hearts without bothering to make eye contact first.”

      She lifted a shoulder. “They’re maidens of very high willpower. I don’t make the rules.”

      Thomas watched her patiently. In truth, the man had always won hearts with less than a glance. He was handsome, fair-haired, square-jawed, and finely dressed, with the sort of smile that felt at once intimate and playful. To Mireille, he had been both courtier and confidant. He was her truest friend, and he knew her well enough to guess that she was delaying.

      He tapped the hilt of his sword. “Would you like me to say it for you? I’ve never called on a fae prince before. It would be a novelty to summon one. You know how I adore novelty.”

      Thomas did not adore novelty. Mireille flexed her hands and shook out her fingers, then moved to stand beside him. She was about to seal her bargain with a fae—creatures so powerful, so dangerous, that the ancients had long ago built a wall to keep their kind in. She’d be a fool for what she was doing, if not for the not doing it being a greater danger still.

      She drew her shoulders back and spoke the true name of the fae prince of Rivenwilde. The magic that constrained the prince would force his appearance, but he was not its instrument. He would twist the situation to his advantage. Mireille had no intention of letting him use her for anything besides overcoming the fae queen.

      He was there in an instant, stealing into view as if shifting from shadow, donned in black from head to toe, expression cold and magic prickling awareness over Mireille’s skin. The tines of his crown rose majestic and feral, his dress impeccable right down to the embroidered waistcoat and finely tied cravat. Too late for Mireille to swallow the words back and flee, she stood firm beneath his scrutiny.

      The prince could not possibly be unaware of the kingsmen watching, given the way his jaw ticked, but he pointedly did not look toward their spot near the trees. He had known Mireille was coming, and that was all that truly mattered. He straightened to an impressive height, then dipped into a generous bow. “Your Highness.”

      “Mireille,” she said automatically.

      His dark eyes lifted, staying on hers as he rose. His voice was rich and steady, and, most unsettlingly, the forest around them seemed to hold its breath. “Mireille.”

      She waited for him to return the courtesy, allowing her expectation of it to stand plainly between them.

      The edge of his mouth seemed tempted to frown, but evidently he was not above caving to societal pressure. “You may call me Alder.”

      It was a small win but she would take it. “May I introduce Lord Holden?”

      The prince inclined his head, and Thomas said, “Thomas, please.”

      Thomas only received a brusque nod, no invitation to familiarity.

      Prince Alder returned his attention to Mireille. It felt like a great deal of attention, given that he was only one man, but she remained steady. Their agreement had already been settled—Mireille would never have made the trek to the greenwood otherwise—but he evidently thought she needed a reminder of the terms before the bargain was officially sealed, because he said, “Once you cross the boundary, you will be tied by bargain. You will not be released. You will not be allowed to return home.”

      “I understand.”

      He was incredibly tall, his dark hair confined by the crown of tangled bone-like spikes. There was a lean elegance about him and despite the crispness of his manner, he did not seem entirely discourteous. He held himself like that of a person of immense power. But there were many kinds of power, and his was the sort that could fell the surrounding trees with the flick of a wrist. An entire kingdom of fae were beneath his rule. Mireille understood that and more.

      He said, “If you come at all, you must come willingly.”

      “I do come willingly.” A strange sensation of magic seemed to shift in the soil beneath her feet. She did not look away from the prince, though, in truth, Mireille’s willingness was dependent on circumstance. She would not be so inclined without sufficient duress in the form of one very unpleasant fae queen. But the threats to her life and kingdom were more than sufficient, so the words had not been a lie. Even if she had not told the prince of her reasoning.

      The prince’s attention never wavered. “You will be given one month at my palace under the laws of hospitality. By the next moon, if you mean to stay under my protection, it will be as my bride.”

      “And if I do not? What then?” What if she did not say the vows that would bind them by law. What if she did not uphold her word.

      Bearing unchanged, he said, “Those who have offered themselves under bargain may not be released.”

      Thomas leaned forward to put in, “Unless they pay the price to break that bargain before time is up.”

      His statement was roundly ignored. Near the trees, one of the Westrende kingsmen coughed.

      For Mireille’s part, she had not even asked the price to break their bargain. The due for bargain-breaking was always more than a person could satisfy, and never a matter of petty wealth but one of unthinkable sacrifice. Whatever it was, she would not be able to pay it. The fae did not allow humans into their realm only to let them return to their homeland freely. She asked, “What happens if we are not wed at the turn of the moon? I will no longer be protected by the laws of hospitality. I will not be treated as a guest. But should I go through with the marriage or not…”

      The prince’s manner seemed to darken. A chill breeze swept the clearing. He said, “Either way, you will belong to me.”

      His queen or as his captive, that was her choice. Mireille wet her lips. She’d heard many tales regarding how prisoners of the fae were kept. She would be deciding between that uncertain fate or becoming a member of the Riven Court. It may have seemed like an obvious course, but the fae court held dangers of its own. Dangers that might make a person beg for the discomforts of a small, dark cell. And should she marry the prince of Rivenwilde, she could no longer be heir to Norcliffe, not when the entire reason she left was to keep it safe from the fae.

      Neither situation would be as unpleasant as the fate that awaited her outside of his protection, though. If she did not find a way to defeat the queen, Norcliffe and everyone Mireille loved would be destroyed. The month she’d been gifted as his guest needed to be enough. Whether she was confined by walls or by vows, Mireille had to get close enough to the prince to discover the secrets of fae magic, but not close enough to risk him discovering her own.

      She gave a quick, decisive nod. “I accept your terms. Let us away.”

      The prince’s gaze held a hint of wariness as it flicked toward Thomas, then returned to lock on Mireille’s. “Very well.” Mireille thought it telling that he would have suspicion of the agreement at all, but he said, “It is agreed.” The power beneath her feet swelled, and the prince, the clearing, and Mireille’s future all seemed to shift by unknowable degrees.

      It was done. Her fate was sealed. Mireille moved to take the prince’s arm, and there was a moment of awareness between them that he had not yet offered. More hesitation, it seemed, despite that their bargain was settled. It was a solid reminder that the arrangement was bigger than just the two of them. Mireille gave a farewell glance toward the Westrende marshal, who returned a firm nod. It was unclear whether Westrende had any faith she might succeed.

      Head inclined slightly, the prince finally lifted his arm, Mireille slid her hand through, and they walked together toward the wall.

      “Thomas,” she reminded the prince.

      He blinked at her, then, evidently understanding, cleared his throat. “One does not have to be touching a fae to pass through once the gateway is open.”

      “Oh.” She did not let go. “Well, at least, do not forget him.”

      Behind them, Thomas muffled a chuckle. He was carrying a single small bag, the entirety of both their possessions since their departure from Norcliffe had been executed with as much stealth as possible, and he was the only bit of security and sense of home that Mireille had left. It was calming to hear the hint of levity from him and to know that her friend was at her back.

      The prince’s jaw flexed but not, it seemed, with shared humor. He did not seem to be having a great deal of fun stealing away a human princess under the watchful gaze of his sworn Westrende enemies, truth be told. But before another breath, they were walking through the wall, its filigree wires uncurling to surround and gather the prince, its magic parting in a manner that Mireille was not quite able to make sense of, even as she was drawn inside the boundary with him. She could see through the wall’s glamour to the cage beneath and feel the magic around her, in a way that felt as if it could not be denied, no matter how much power one might possess. It was an insistent pressure not only against her skin but every part of her being, as if gravity, like diving from the cliffs of her home into the icy waters of the sea. Not that a princess would do such a thing. But if she had—very similar.

      They came through the other side and the prince pointedly did not glance at her, heaving in breath and clinging to his arm as she was, or at Thomas, who Mireille was grateful to find had made it through and was again at her side. Thomas was a little green and looked as if he might be regretting not taking that last chance to flee but when he met her gaze, he gave a halfhearted nod.

      They had made it.

      Through the wall, only. The easiest step. Mireille wasn’t even certain it counted as a step in her plans. She should have made a list so that she might check off getting to the forest and finding the wall, lest that was all they would manage. It was always good to feel accomplished.

      “Shall we pause for a moment?”

      The prince’s words brought a huff of helpless laughter from Mireille’s chest. “No,” she said finally. “That was quite an experience, but I believe Thomas and I have our land legs once more. Do carry on.”

      His brow pinched. “I thought it best to walk through our domain but that was inconsiderate after the journey you’ve already made. I shall bring us closer at once.”

      Mireille opened her mouth to protest but before a word was out, the three of them were transported to a different path entirely. The objection died in her throat. They stood suddenly between an avenue of trees, leaves overhead shifting in the warm afternoon breeze and laying patchy shade over the path. The avenue ended at a splendid palace, but she could not take her eyes off the canopy, made up of orange trees and covered with flowers and fruit.

      The prince seemed to notice her gaping, so she explained, “I’ve only ever seen them in illustrations.”

      He paused, his gaze flicking between her eyes with something that was not quite so distant before he released her from his arm. He crossed to a low branch at the edge of the path then reached up, and his long, graceful fingers pinched off one of the delicate blossoms. When he returned to offer it to Mireille, their bare skin brushed, and she felt a flutter of his magic once more.

      She turned the blossom in her fingers before lifting it to her nose. It smelled sweet and bright over a hint of something bitter, with a trace of other, more familiar fragrances. She quite liked it.

      The prince was watching her from where he stood, rather close, Thomas unmistakably looking away from them both.

      Mireille tucked the blossom into the collar of her jacket then glanced up at the prince. “Thank you.”

      His eyes held a strange hint of warmth in the dappled light as they rose from the blossom to trail over her face, the stillness in his form giving Mireille the impression that he was uncertain how to respond. She took hold of his arm once more so that he didn’t have to.

      The three approached the palace under the distrustful gazes of onlookers who appeared to consist of palace staff and members of court, all of them fae. Mireille held her chin high, eyes forward, and wished she’d chosen a slightly richer gown. She had been unsure what to expect but the opulence of the fae court was impressive, even to one who’d seen a fair share of fine and fancy places.

      The lawn was lovely, lush with greenery and blooming flowers, alive with birdsong, and formed in such a way as to create a natural path toward the agate steps leading to the imposing palace. In the distance, trees rose impossibly high, their boughs no doubt obscuring the many dwellings of Rivenwilde’s fae. Mireille could not be certain of what lay beyond, though, because illustrations of the kingdom had not been available to anyone outside the wall, and what few sketches Thomas had been able to find were clearly only those of fancy. Fae were secretive, and Rivenwilde fae most of all.

      As they reached the top of the steps, the prince’s chest rose in a deep breath, and the sensation of magic seemed to rise with it, like the swell of the sea. His gaze stayed forward as they strode through the door, his arm steady beneath hers.

      A massive archway opened into the entrance hall, where they were met by a smartly dressed fae man who appeared to be near the prince’s age. His skin was the same dark olive as Mireille’s, but where her hair was long and light chestnut, his was in short, neat waves of dark mahogany.

      “Mireille,” the prince said, as if it pained him to speak her name so casually, “may I introduce Noal?”

      The man fell into a deep bow.

      “Noal will be at your service for any need. You will have all the food and care you want for, at any hour.”

      “Because of the laws of hospitality,” Mireille said.

      The prince’s jaw flexed. Again, not with humor. “Not because you are a guest of the prince of Rivenwilde. Because you are his betrothed.”

      She met his gaze. Mireille might not be able to find maps of Rivenwilde, but she knew the laws of hospitality would protect his guests, and until she was thrown into a fae prison for breaking their agreement or thrown into the fae court once she’d followed through, she possessed a title that was equal to his own. A princess would require the highest of care or he would be breaking one of the oldest fae tenets.

      He said, “You are under my protection.”

      “And what of Thomas?” Mireille asked.

      “My protection extends to Lord Holden as well.” The prince’s voice was level. “While you are both within these walls.”

      “So if we were to leave…”

      “Do not leave these walls.”

      The words felt sharper than Mireille might have expected, and she glanced at Noal to determine if the man seemed to think the reaction out of the ordinary. Noal, however, was staring wide-eyed at the orange blossom tucked into the collar of Mireille’s jacket. His gaze slid accusingly toward the prince.

      An unspoken message passed between Noal and his sovereign.

      “What’s this?” Thomas said, edging closer as he gestured between the two. “What’s happening there?”

      “I do not know what you mean,” Noal said, just as the prince said, “Nothing.”

      The prince did not flick an annoyed glance at his man, but it was clear he wished to. He said, “I must take my leave now.”

      Mireille asked, “Why?”

      The prince froze mid-bow. “I must attend to…”

      She suspected he might have been about to answer something like important prince concerns when his words dried up.

      Instead, he said, “I should allow you to get settled in. You have had a long journey.”

      She glanced down at her gown, the hem damp and stuck with briars. “Yes, I suppose that’s so. I shall dress for our first dinner together, and resume your company then.”

      When she glanced back up, he was already halfway to the door. He stopped at her words. A moment later, he turned back to face her. “Dinner?”

      “We must have dinner together.”

      “I am… Quite a bit occupies my time.”

      “Very busy,” Noal added helpfully. “Barely an hour free for meals.”

      The prince shot him a look that promised violence.

      “You must have dinner with me,” Mireille said. “Every night.”

      He stared at her, aghast.

      “I’ve only a month to come to know you, to understand what becoming a part of your world will mean.” A mere month to uncover his secrets, to safeguard Norcliffe by whatever means necessary to prevent the villainous… villainess from folding it into her malevolent empire. “If you prefer, I could accompany you with whatever you’re about. It would be no trouble at all, as I’m to be idle here every moment of every day, unable to leave the palace and unable to plan visits from my friends. A guest must be entertained, after all.”

      His eyes narrowed infinitesimally. Mireille gave him her most winsome smile. “Alder,” she started, and something seemed to roll through him at the word.

      He held up a hand, as if to forestall her speaking it again. “Dinner. When it is feasible.”

      “Every night.”

      Thomas and Noal stood rapt, no attempt at hiding the looks they were darting between their prince and princess.

      The prince’s mouth shifted, leaving no doubt he understood her challenge. “As you wish, Mireille. We will dine together, every night. Until the turn of the moon.”
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      Mireille and Thomas were led to their rooms, Mireille’s lovely and spacious with his smaller suite adjoining hers. Had she any doubt about the faithfulness of the prince to the laws of hospitality, they would have been thoroughly quashed. Even their wardrobes and chests had been filled with the finest garments, fine gowns for her and a variety of jackets for Thomas. She had a full sitting room, a sewing room, a bathing chamber, and a bed so wide she’d be hard pressed to find the edge of it when she woke in the dark.

      There was one other door, which Noal discreetly explained could only be opened by magic, and never would, for it belonged to the prince. Essentials covered, Noal said, “I trust all is to your satisfaction. Should you find yourself wanting, you are only to call.”

      “I am most appreciative. Thomas and I will try not to be much of a bother,” Mireille said.

      Noal inclined his head. “After you’ve rested, I would be pleased to take you on a tour of the palace.”

      “No.” She pressed her lips. “Of course it is generous of you to offer, but I would prefer to be shown by the prince.”

      “The prince is⁠—”

      “Very busy, I know.” Her finger slid over the gilt edge of a fine porcelain bowl. “Perhaps while the prince and I are occupied at dinner you could show Thomas the grounds. He will certainly want to find the lay of the land.”

      Perhaps the pair of them could be kept busy while Mireille tried to make headway with the prince. Perhaps Thomas could gain information from the staff that Mireille could not from their sovereign. Thomas was, after all, an expert in securing delicate—and concealed—information. Despite that he betrayed not a tap of the finger, he was surely itching to discover as much as possible as soon as possible about the palace they’d found their way into.

      “As you wish,” said Noal. “I will leave you to prepare for dinner.”

      The moment the man was gone, Thomas and Mireille scoured the room, searching for any traps or trickery, checking beneath the bedclothes, testing the door locks, and peering beneath the rugs.

      “I don’t see anything,” Mireille said, cheek pressed to the plaster as she gave a one-eyed survey of the wall behind a painting. “What if he doesn’t want to trick us at all? What if the prince truly is committed to their rules about guests?”

      “Alder,” Thomas reminded her. “You need to get used to calling him by his name. You know the fae cannot tolerate that sort of thing. Did you see him all but twitch when you said it in the hall?”

      It was true. But it was not the magic she had used in the forest. Summoning a prince by name only worked outside of his palace. While she was a guest in his home, she could not expect more than what hospitality required. He would not simply materialize with a word. He was not at her beck and call. “I think he hates it when I say his name.”

      Thomas chuckled darkly where he was bent over examining the underside of a settee. “I think he does not know what to make of you. And what was with that look that passed between the pair of them regarding the orange blossom?”

      Mireille shrugged. “Perhaps it was considered a gift? I know much less about fae traditions than I would like. We will have to find the library soon.”

      “Before we unintentionally break any laws, you mean.”

      “Unintentional or not, I prefer to be prepared. See if Noal will show you the dungeon.”

      He glanced up at her from where he inspected the bowl of fruit resting on the small table near the settee. “You think there’s a dungeon beneath the palace?”

      “Or cells, at least. It would keep the prince from having to set protections against his secrets. Should the prisoners be released, the laws of hospitality would prevent them from speaking of what they witnessed while under his roof.”

      Thomas held her gaze. “Prisoners of the fae are not released.”

      “On occasion. In exchange for someone else, sometimes.”  Her lips drew down. “It happens.”

      He shifted his weight to one leg, the lordly equivalent of a disapproving finger-wag. “And a dungeon is not exactly hospitable.”

      “There’s food and a bed. It counts. We both know we’re only in a suite because of my station. We are fortunate he’s not decided to twist the terms in order to stick us somewhere less pleasant, traps or no.” She shook out her hands. “Regardless. We’re here now and there doesn’t seem to be any immediate risk. Best prepare for dinner. Who knows what time the fae eat meals?”

      “Right. You get a bath and I’ll lay out your dress.”

      “You? Pick my wardrobe?”

      His nose scrunched. “Are you truly questioning whether I’m the right person for the task? That I would not know the best gown to display a woman’s figure?”

      “Not my figure.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’m your friend, not your brother.”

      “Thomas!”

      “What? I’ve noticed. As has every other lord who’s attended a ball with you, even if their attention is only surreptitious. Trust that I know which gowns brought out the most lecherous leers.”

      “You think the prince a lecher?”

      “Not at all. But I think him a man. I think he has eyes. We will use every tool we might to your advantage.”

      She crossed her arms. “This may be the single most offensive conversation we’ve had, Thomas. I think you should know that.”

      “Highness, if this conversation offends you, you’re in no way prepared for fae court.” He glanced back at her after he opened the wardrobe door. “Or the cut of their gowns.”
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      Thomas had been right, Mireille was not prepared for the cut of the provided gown. Deep, shimmering blue with a low-cut square bodice and a thin, slim fitting skirt, the gown left little to the imagination. Worse, Thomas had draped her in jewels, making certain that the candlelight would catch on the bare skin above the gown. She’d been given no gloves, no shawl, and no sense of how, exactly, their dinner was meant to go.

      When Noal arrived to her suite, he only gave a vague gesture of approval before conducting her from the room.

      A few fae moved silently past them, with no more than the whisper of cloth trailing behind. Noal took Mireille through many long corridors, each so unlike the ones she’d grown up surrounded by in her castle home. Instead of tapestry and portraiture over block, the palace walls were as smooth as polished marble, featuring carved scenes that seemed as alive as the vines that grew at every corner and column. It was nonsensical, as if a courtyard garden had been brought indoors. Mireille adored it.

      A dozen questions populated in her mind, impatient for the moment it would be socially acceptable for her to pester Noal for information. His pace slowed as he led her past a music room, then he paused before a pair of finely carved doors, not quite near enough to imply he meant to open them.

      Through the narrow gap between wood and stone, the prince’s voice carried. It was muffled, but his tone was plainly angry, his words clipped. “...I will not be told how to manage my own affairs.”

      A feminine voice replied, the sound smooth with fury, though Mireille could not quite make out the words. Clear enough was that it was an argument.

      Mireille was no fool. Eavesdropping on royalty was a trespass she was not about to commit in front of a witness. She moved to tug her arm free of Noal’s but he stepped forward, as if he’d only paused to release her and open the doors all along. She wasn’t fooled by that, either.

      At the sound of Noal’s entry, the heated confrontation inside the room broke off. Noal released the lever, drawing himself straight as his gloved hands crossed at the wrists. “Her Highness, Princess Mireille,” he said.

      Mireille stepped forward and the room’s two occupants snapped their focus to her. The prince stood near a tall woman with warm skin and bright, tipped-up eyes. She wore a fine silk gown with sleeves to the knuckle and an embroidered train, but there appeared to be several broken twigs stuck through the fabric of the hem. The woman stared at Mireille in an introspective sort of way, while the prince’s eyes were narrowed menacingly. It was not entirely surprising that the prince’s gaze revealed displeasure, given that he’d done so from the start, but the way it aimed at first her, then Noal in a more accusatory way, did not bode well for the night’s event.

      Alder crossed the room, his suit no less black than the one in which she’d first encountered him, but certainly more formal. Noal remained steady, shoulders back and hands crossed precisely in the manner of a member of staff, not a hint of the man who’d been impertinent within Mireille’s earshot a half dozen times so far.

      The prince ended his approach just in front of Mireille and when he leaned forward, taking her hand to bow low over it, she caught the faint scent of bergamot and something more warm and musky. Her hand was bare, as was much of her arm and chest.

      His gaze rose. “Highness. So generous of you to grace us with your company.”

      Though custom demanded no deference, Mireille returned his gesture with a small curtsy. The prince kept hold of her hand, placing it on his arm to lead her farther into the room. He paused before the woman he’d been speaking with. “My sister.”

      Mireille inclined her head. The woman’s lips pursed. Her dark hair was braided through with a delicate jeweled band and, perhaps not intentionally, a thick thorny leaf.

      “Nisha is the spare,” the prince explained. “You’ll find she attends every gathering to protect the throne by preventing threats against my person.” There was a brief pause before he added meaningfully, “Lest she have to take my place.”

      Nisha’s mouth twisted in a wry smile as she held his gaze, some unspoken message passing between them, and then the woman glanced purposefully at Mireille, seeming to note her bare hand where it was tucked into Alder’s arm. “And what of this one? Does she have claws? Is she a threat against your person?”

      The prince gave his sister a quelling look. “This one, as you so ineloquently put, is under my protection. You will leave her alone.”

      He drew his arm—and Mireille’s hand with it—closer to his side, then led her from the room. Nisha chuckled as she followed behind them.

      When the prince and Mireille stepped through a wide set of doors to the chamber outside the dining hall, two dozen pairs of eyes turned toward them. Fae courtiers stood in their finery, jewels tucked into neatly tied tresses, delicate embroidery trimming dinner jackets, and boots polished to within an inch of their lives. They had clearly been waiting on their prince and, perhaps, on Mireille.

      Mireille had no way of knowing to whom the prince had revealed their betrothal, but the gathered fae certainly did not disguise their interest in the pair, paying particular notice to her hand where it was tucked against his arm.

      As they walked past the other attendees, the prince not sparing the crowd a glance, Mireille realized none of the others present were wearing a gown cut in the style of her own. In fact, the woman standing nearest wore a garment with extravagant lace shaped so high on the neck that it tipped into a point near her slender ears. Another had a bare throat but full-length gloves and a fur-trimmed drape. The styles were not entirely dissimilar to other royal functions Mireille had attended, but while her wardrobe cabinet had been stocked with sheer gowns and daring cuts, the fae were dressed in sturdier fabrics trimmed with designs resembling vines and branches, their appeal the fine make, not the figure beneath. They seemed not to judge her for it, but as she’d yet to see another human in the palace or on its grounds, they may have simply been distracted by her appearance at all.

      The gathered fae stared on, but the prince moved past the lot of them without introduction.

      Dinner with the prince, it turned out, was not the private affair Mireille had anticipated. The dining hall was large and elegant, candelabra lining the walls and dozens of serving staff standing in attendance. At the foot of the table, a tall man uniformed in black drew out a finely carved chair, and as Mireille sat, her fingers slid from the prince’s arm. He crossed to the opposite end of the exceedingly long table, past an array of fine dishes, and took his seat in an even grander chair at the table’s head. The others came in, filling the long row of seats at either side. Nisha settled two chairs down from the prince, and began conversation with a tall, thin man at her side. Nisha did not particularly favor the prince, but Mireille understood that succession in the fae court was not a mirror of her own court. In fact, she suspected very little of their respective traditions overlapped. She would need to remember that.

      The service began without a pause or address, indicating a level of informality. To Mireille’s right sat a petite fae with copper hair. When the server leaned forward to place a dish of roast vegetables, a comment passed that caused a smile to split the woman’s face and drew a quiet chuckle from the man beside her. To Mireille’s left, a stout man with dark hair and deep-set eyes poured amber liquid into Mireille’s glass, then gave her a friendly nod while the couple beyond him took candied fruit from a long platter. Aside from their unnatural elegance and grace, and the occasional tell of their magic or strength, the fae around her appeared much like any other royal court. But nothing could have been further from the truth.

      A bit of dread swam in Mireille’s stomach. She had hoped to meet the prince alone. She was not prepared for whatever rules of propriety his court held, even if the dinner did seem less formal. Her gaze lifted to the opposite end of the table, past serving dishes and ornate candelabra, where the prince leaned forward, his head inclined toward a stately, silver-haired woman to his right but his eyes on Mireille. In the high-backed chair among the group of courtiers, it would not take a crown to recognize who held rule. But the crown was there, a stark reminder of just what Mireille had gotten herself into.

      She was too deeply in the situation to do anything but see herself through. She lifted her glass toward the prince, then took a cautious sip of a sweet, fruity cordial. His gaze tracked the motion, staying on her until a server leaned forward and blocked him from view.

      “Have you toured the gardens?”

      The voice of the man at Mireille’s side snapped her attention back to her immediate surroundings. She pasted on a pleasant expression. “I have not. We only just arrived this afternoon. Do you recommend them?”

      “Without reservation. The lilies alone…” He sighed wistfully. “Would you agree to let me show them to you? It would only require a bit of your time.”

      “That sounds lovely⁠—”
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