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For the souls forged from the darkness that broke them.










Chapter 1


Tullia


His warning burrowed inside me to thread into my weary bones.


I’ve a wife to punish.


My knees quaked. As did my heart when I finally drew a rattling breath. My eyes swam over the thicker growth at Florian’s jaw to his throat. A throat I’d once kissed—adored with my lips and tongue and teeth.


Desperate hunger pulsed.


My mouth dried, the need to feed nearly erasing all rationality.


The tickle of the blade broke through the cloud. Reality returned as the steel left my skin to lift some of my blood-caked hair.


Florian’s voice dropped, deepened as he lowered my soiled white-blonde locks. “I see meeting the beloved father went well.”


The knife in my own hand was thin and far too light. My arm still shook as I raised it to that lovely throat. But before I could warn him not to touch me, for all the good it would do, his nostrils flared.


The sack he’d brought with him hit the floor with an odd thud.


“What has he done to you?” When I didn’t answer, he barked, “Gane.”


I flinched from the volume. From the dark force of his gaze, which refused to leave my face though I had yet to meet those blue eyes. I knew once I did, with him standing so close I was overwhelmed by his scent, I would be done for.


The goblin hurried back from wherever he’d been hiding, presumably in the kitchenette.


I gazed at Florian’s clenched jaw, awaiting this punishment. My breathing shortened. Skies, I half hoped he’d just kill me so the torment of my injuries would be no more.


The blanket slipped down my shoulder, exposing it as the raised knife wavered from the increasing tremors in my limbs. The tip grazed his skin. He didn’t seem to notice.


“I smell iron.” The rough words were almost a question.


My arm fell, the weapon I was too weak to hold let alone use completely ignored. Finally, I surrendered and let my eyes climb to his.


But Florian stared down at my unveiled shoulder.


I supposed his murderous intent hadn’t allowed room for assessing what I’d been up to since escaping his would-be assassins.


Until now.


The winter king took one step back. His features creased as his brows lowered with his eyes over my half-hidden body. “You’re naked.”


As soon as those murmured words left his mouth, his blade met the floor with a startling clatter. The lone ruby in the hilt caught the final rays of daylight floating through the tall rectangular windows of Crustle’s mostly ignored library.


“Butterfly,” he said, low and rasped. “Why the fuck are you naked?”


I blinked down at his dagger, swaying slightly. My mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. Even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t have answered him.


“Gane,” he said, his gaze pressing harder upon me. “Get a cloak or coat from the apartment.”


I glanced at the goblin who stood a few feet behind Florian. His spectacles bounced with his vehement nod. “Right away, sire.”


Confused, I watched as he hurried to the door I’d fallen through. He’d closed it since my arrival, and he did so again after crawling onto the landing of the stairwell beyond to do as Hellebore’s king had commanded.


It was then I saw it.


A head.


Fellan’s head had rolled from the sack near Florian’s boots. Eyes darkened with hatred were now forever frozen with fear. A glimpse of long brown hair revealed another head inside.


Two more heads, I knew.


I clutched the blanket tighter, unwilling to believe it. Not expecting to have the ability to be sickened after all that’d transpired. A coppery taste corroded over my tongue. Bile climbed my throat.


I pushed it down and looked at Florian. “Why are you so familiar with Gane?”


He was so still, I failed to see his chest rise while I frowned at him, waiting. His jaw appeared to tick in tandem with each slow beat of my heart. His eyes remained clasped to my exposed shoulder.


When he finally spoke, he did so too softly and through his teeth. “Turn around, Tullia.”


My laughter was breathy and sour. “I won’t take orders from you again.” Still holding the knife, I lifted it. “I’d rather you kill me than face more torment and lies.” I was proud that, despite my struggle to stay standing, my voice was steady. Softer than I’d have liked, but steady nonetheless.


Florian didn’t smirk or so much as blink. I would’ve assumed he hadn’t heard me at all until his gaze met mine.


He studied my eyes as if they’d changed, as if trying to read every bloodstained memory I’d carry forever if I somehow survived him.


Then he moved to my side.


I stepped back, unable to trap a cry when I trod on a fallen book.


Blistering pain shot up my back. I curled at the waist, tripping on more rotting books as I tried in vain to get away from yet another monster.


But the monster crouched before me.


I froze, hunched over and breathing between gnashed teeth like the wounded animal I was. Unbalanced and dizzied, the knife was easily taken from my fingers. It was tossed aside with a clang that made me tense.


My muscles spasmed, and I swallowed a whimper.


Florian noticed. His lips pressed together before he clipped, “Sit.” When I merely continued to glare, his jaw loosened. “Tullia, sit down.”


The gentler cadence had my knees lowering to the wood floor before my brain could order my heart to stay out of this. “I’m not your pet, Florian,” I said, close to pleading. “Just leave me alone.”


“I cannot do that.”


My eyes snapped to his, tears blurring my vision.


Carefully, he shifted bloodstained strands from my cheek and tucked them behind my ear.


It took all the remaining strength I had to keep from recoiling and curling closer. “What do you want?” I croaked. “If you wish to finally kill me, then here’s your chance. I’m hardly in a position to fight.”


Foolish words to say, but all I wanted was to crumple to the floor and sink into oblivion. I needed the pain to end—all of it to just end.


Florian’s fingers stilled, then fell. His features seemed to pale.


Gane returned, the small door creaking closed and his footsteps approaching from behind. “She needs a healer, sire. Desperately.”


Florian took the cloak from him, his gaze never leaving mine. He draped the rippling violet velvet that was once Rolina’s around me, the blanket long stuck to the wounds on my back.


“A witch might even be able to remove it if we hurry.”


There was no removing any of what had happened. The eerie calm to Florian’s tense energy and his voice said he knew it. “That will be all, Gane.”


I recognized that calm. It was the type that warned the beast beneath his skin was about to climb free to tear limbs from frozen bodies.


Florian stood, taking my hand with him.


But I couldn’t do it. Not because of who he was and what he’d done and all he might yet do, but because the thought of moving an inch had lodged a spear of fear into my heart.


Realizing, Florian bent low and warned, “This will hurt, but we must go.”


Before I could protest, I was seized. I groaned, my teeth sinking into the neckline of his silken shirt when he lifted me from the library floor.


He held me beneath my rear, and I clutched his shoulders as he said, “Hold on.”


“She’s been marked, sire. He brutalized his own . . .” The goblin cleared his throat, as if given a look I couldn’t see from the king. “What else can I do?”


My eyes closed. My teeth tore through Florian’s shirt as the world grew dark and snow flurries danced. There was no escaping him now, and I hadn’t enough fight left within me to even care that I hadn’t tried.


Florian murmured with that same menace he’d carried earlier, “Your orders remain the same.”


The journey into the rifts threatened to fracture every bleating bone. Florian’s hold tightened, a hand moving to the back of my head. We materialized with a jolt that made me moan and bite his shirt so hard, my teeth pierced his skin.


The taste of him was an explosion. A remedy I never wanted to need.


I swallowed him down without hesitation, then immediately sucked more of his essence into my mouth. Disgusted with myself, I tried to stop after swallowing again. This male had intended to murder me. It was entirely possible he still would.


But he gently pushed my head. “Drink, butterfly.”


And so I did, even as my eyes fluttered open and I absorbed Florian’s bedchamber. Dying flames in the hearth and the drapes covering the balcony doors both comforted and alarmed.


“Majesty?”


Olin.


My legs clamped around Florian’s waist as he lowered to his bed, and I braced for the pain to intensify. It didn’t. With the hand at my rear, he lifted me slightly, then set me down over his lap as I continued to feed.


My frenzied sucking slowed when he ran his fingers over my head and ordered gruffly, “Have Fume fetch Darva.”


There was a pause before Olin spoke. “You mean to have her come here?”


Florian must have dealt the steward a glare that said he did not wish to repeat himself. Olin muttered, “I’ll send for the general right away,” and then the doors closed with his exit.


A storm trapped within stone.


The male holding me broiled with tension and emanated a fury I didn’t dare cease drinking to touch at. His insistence that I feed from him, and his careful embrace, sent my clouded thoughts into chaos.


If he did mean to kill me, perhaps he wanted me in better health to use me some more first. Perhaps he was merely furious that his pet had been tampered with. Sullied. Irreversibly branded.


No good to him now.


I didn’t know. All I knew was the cooling of the blood in my veins as I drank him down with lazy greed. All I felt was the tightness leaving my limbs and a spreading warmth that dulled some of the misery I’d feared might never end.


Exhaustion dragged and lured.


I fought it, wanting more of this magic and hoping it would fix everything—all the while knowing it wouldn’t. As fear for my fate increased the tempo of my heart, I pushed against the heaviness of my eyelids.


Sensing it, this king who’d planned to destroy me stroked my hair. “You’re safe,” he vowed with a softness that sliced at my chest. “Sleep.”


It would be a mistake to believe anything he said, and I’d made far too many of those already.


What I believed didn’t matter. Caged within the arms of a king with frost for a heart, I was given the sole option he gave everyone.


Complete surrender.


 


Consciousness came in waves of blood-numbed fire and tepid relief.


Florian hadn’t moved from the side of his bed.


With the exception of caressing my matted hair, he’d remained unmoving. Murmured words of encouragement greeted me whenever I returned to the world with my tongue immediately lapping at the mess I’d made of his neck.


I woke for what I feared might be the final time, ready to sink my teeth into Florian’s flesh, when hideous and breath-robbing pain swept across my raw back. Attempting to turn to snarl at the presence behind me, I faltered at hearing the feminine voice.


It was gentle but strong, like the morning call of a bird. “We just need to remove the blanket.”


I clung to the sound, ignoring Florian’s tighter hold and his gruff request to settle.


“Don’t,” I said, scratchy. “Don’t touch me.”


Her voice again. “The fabric is stuck to your wounds, Your Majesty.”


I pushed away from Florian’s chest, feeling stronger yet still so unbearably broken. “Don’t call me that.” My head spun and spun. The fire burning in the hearth was a blur I tried to focus on until my vision cleared.


Florian’s shoulders were stiff beneath my braced hands. My arms shook when I pushed to gain leverage to leave his lap.


He tensed even more, and the heat of the female’s nearness at my back retreated. “Tullia.” Gently, he seized my arms when I again tried to leave. “Look at me.”


The room began to twirl. Panic hitched my heartbeat.


My voice was strained, unfamiliar to my own ears. “Release me.” My chest heaved. “Let go.” Breath wouldn’t come, rendering my order desperate and wheezed. “Let me go, Florian.”


His hands dropped to the bed.


But I didn’t move.


I collected new breath while staring at him. My blurred vision made his blue gaze appear watery. I closed my eyes and willed my breathing to calm. I willed this endless nightmare to disappear. To leave me the fuck alone.


It wouldn’t. It couldn’t because it wasn’t over.


Clarity nudged. Just enough for me to understand that whoever this stranger was, she was here to help me.


Florian confirmed as much. “Darva is a witch, butterfly, and a trusted healer. She means you no harm.”


“I know, but . . .” My head shook. “It hurts too much.”


Florian exhaled, the heavy sound trembling his frame beneath me. I opened my eyes to find his had closed. I stared at his long and near-black lashes, and the tight press of his lips. When he finally looked at me, his hand shifted over the bed as if he wished to touch me.


He didn’t. He swallowed thickly. “She doesn’t intend to hurt you, but in order to help you, it’s unavoidable.”


I searched his eyes, my bloodstained lips between my teeth.


After a moment, I acquiesced with a nod.


“Feed again,” he urged, his gaze narrowed. Within that gaze lurked a sea of darkness veiling emotions I could only guess at. Fury and anxiety seemed to be the most telling, as his need to speak, to perhaps pepper me with questions, continuously parted and sealed his lips.


I wouldn’t fall into the trap those eyes had ensnared me in before, but there was no denying his genuine desire to help me. And although I had no idea how this witch would do that when I didn’t believe anything could, I still pulled Florian’s ruined shirt aside and lowered my head to his neck.


As I felt him nod once, I braced.


No amount of bracing or feeding mattered.


Florian’s arms came around me, tight and more unbreakable than any gilded cage or iron chains, as the blanket was ripped away in one quick and skin-stealing tug.


I screamed as agony lanced across my back in an unending torrent of flames.


Panted breaths left me in sobs.


Words were whispered into my ear. Words I’d never expected to hear. Not from him. “I’m sorry.”


I had a feeling he wasn’t merely referring to the witch’s ministrations, yet those words did nothing to soothe me. Nothing could as the witch doused my back with a liquid that singed and sizzled before she smeared it over the ruined skin.


Florian’s hold endured my writhing.


“There’s no removing it,” she said when her touch mercifully left my body, her tone gentle but matter of fact. “Not without risking her life.”


“Don’t,” I gritted. I wouldn’t survive the mere thought of what that might entail. “Just leave it.”


Florian and the witch said nothing for long moments. The pain soon dulled to a restless warmth I’d never felt before.


“The numbing is taking effect,” the witch eventually said. “But looking at this . . . I don’t think it’s enough. I think it’s best she not feel it at all.”


Florian nodded again. The sound of pouring and mixing followed. A minute later, his hold loosened. “Drink,” he said.


He did not mean his blood, but a concoction that spread a milky aroma throughout the room. I pushed up from his chest and looked with bleary eyes to the small thimble of fluid.


“If you wish to keep your abilities, we must remove the iron before it settles too deep,” he explained. I stared at the steam rising from the concoction as he added, “You’re better off sleeping for the extraction.”


“No.” Terror forced the words free. “I need to know . . .” I stopped, unable to voice it properly. Not wanting to try.


The crackling flames snapped in the silence.


“You want to be aware of what is happening to you,” Florian surmised, and when I didn’t answer, I noted the tiny tremble of the liquid in his hand. “Darva will tend only to your wounds. No one will enter these rooms.” The whisper was rough. “And I’ll remain until she is done.”


I continued to stare at the drink, tempted. One sip and I would be taken away from all of this. But it wouldn’t keep me from returning to skies only knew what.


“Time is of the essence, Majesty,” Darva said, “if we are to remove most of the iron.”


As unimpressive as my abilities seemed to some, they had saved me numerous times now. I didn’t want them hindered or, worse, lost for good. Regardless, a life—whatever life awaited me—lived with iron forever trapped within my skin . . .


I snatched and tossed the liquid straight down my throat, barely tasting the acidic milk.


Florian took the thimble from me. Carefully, he rose and set me upon the bed. “Lie down, sweet creature.”


I was beyond caring that the witch would see me naked. Too many people had, including this confusing and malicious king. Gingerly, I stretched out across the familiar gray bedding and let my heavy head drop to the pillow.


My eyes closed before the sleeping draught took hold, the comfort of familiarity and his scent a dangerous trap.


Steps sounded. The bedding whispered and the mattress dipped as Florian’s iced energy invaded. I opened my eyes to find him lying next to me.


My limbs grew warm. My racing heart slowed. My swollen eyes became weighted with each blink as I studied the increased amount of facial hair over that goddess-carved jaw and the tautness of those luscious lips.


My eyes met deep-ocean blue when he brushed my hair from my face. His hand retreated to fold over mine upon the bed between us. “Close your eyes, butterfly.”


The rasped words and the heat of his reassuring touch jarred.


Before I could pull my hand free, everything went dark.










Chapter 2


Florian


The fire raged, then blew out in a spray of ash across the floor as I stormed into the study.


Tullia’s screams and sobs were all I could hear. An altered soul within those once-glowing dark eyes all I could fucking see. And her body . . .


With a roared curse, I swiped the pile of documents I’d neglected from my desk. They fluttered throughout the room upon the iced breeze I’d brought with me while I paced.


For days that had seemed to never end, I’d interrogated and tortured. I’d tried to discover how the fuck my wife had managed to slip free of my grasp.


There’d been no easily provided answers.


The guards I’d captured spun tale after careful tale about Tullia’s daring escape from their escort to reach her father.


An escape that was utter bullshit because how could someone share all of what we had and then suddenly decide to flee? After spending her entire life without the ability to materialize unless she’d felt threatened?


I’d begged to fucking differ.


The tracks leading across the mountain rather than down it, and the disturbed foliage coupled with drops of Tullia’s blood upon the dirt road were discovered by me and my most trusted. That, and Henron’s report of a carriage horse being too spooked to remain in his stall, had prompted me to question the guards further.


The defiance in Fellan’s eyes, the clipped words he’d used regarding my mate, were enough to confirm they’d indeed done something to her. Something that had made her so terrified, she’d materialized in order to escape them during what should have been a trip to the city.


But we’d trained our warriors too well.


Not one of them surrendered the truth during days and nights of torture that typically never failed to make even the most stoic fold. I hadn’t needed their confessions—hadn’t even needed them alive to learn the truth.


I’d merely wanted them to bleed.


For every day she was gone, something was taken from them.


It ceased only when I’d received confirmation of Tullia’s whereabouts. When I’d received word that Molkan was preparing a ball to present his long-lost daughter to his insufferable court. I knew he’d hurt Tullia in ways I couldn’t save her from, but I’d foolishly thought he’d give her back before that happened.


That he’d use her as leverage to stop me, and he would give her back.


He hadn’t. He’d known.


Somehow, he’d fucking known that the only way to finally succeed in hurting me was to hurt her.


Fume arrived and waited in the chair while I paced—while I struggled to remember why I shouldn’t just materialize to Baneberry and kill every asshole within that putrid palace. The wards were a problem not even an entire coven of witches could break, but I failed to care.


I was ready to climb that wall and take my chances.


I shouldn’t have made the request for Tullia’s return. It was so moronically out of character that it must have been what gave me away. And I shouldn’t have made it more obvious by giving our warriors orders to march. I should have dug up my fucking patience from beneath the mountains of fear and desperation and formed a better plan.


I shouldn’t have made it known she was my wife—Hellebore’s queen. Not while he had her.


“Talk,” I clipped, unable to stand still but impatient to learn what had been discovered.


Fume had something. He knew better than to disturb me this past week unless he had to—and he knew better than to drag me from my rooms now that Tullia had returned.


“One of our own has a contact who was at the ball. The contact sold the information to him for safety and three pouches of coin.”


Frustrated, I stopped and growled, “Say it.”


“The ball was hastily planned.” His bright eyes stared beyond my desk to the fireplace. “But it was well attended. Tullia was asleep when he saw her.” He cleared his throat. “He said she was in a tall cage upon a dais. When she woke, and he and his wife saw what was unfolding, they thought it wise to leave.”


My entire body froze.


Ice crusted each breath and curled over my clenched fingers.


“Tullia was naked and tormented,” Fume said, infuriatingly matter of fact. “That is all he knows.”


“Tormented?” I repeated, loathing the direction my mind traveled.


Fume nodded once. “Some attempted to touch her through the bars. Most laughed and hurled food and insults.”


My eyes closed, though there was no controlling it.


My father’s overused words haunted yet again. To remain in the dark archives of the heart is to ignite grave consequence. If you cannot find the balance, then you must feel nothing at all.


I’d never been able to do as he had.


Remembering the shell of a male he’d become in the years before he’d ended his life, I didn’t want to. Rage was better than nothing. Rage kept the blood flowing and the soul hungering.


Nothing gave purpose quite like revenge.


Frost climbed the windows beyond the desk.


The scratching creak of ice over glass echoed in the silence as I didn’t so much as try to keep winter from prevailing. There was little point. After discovering my changeling’s blood upon that dirt road, it had swept across the land days ago in blizzards.


I opened my eyes. “And that is all he witnessed.”


“That is all,” Fume confirmed.


Before I could snatch the lapels of his coat and demand he tell me more—demand he bring me this attendee so I could personally wring every detail of this sordid ball from his body—sickness roiled and stole my breath.


Let me go, Florian.


Not much was capable of turning my blood colder than it perpetually was. Nothing fucking shocked me anymore.


Don’t touch me.


I pinched the bridge of my nose and leaned against my desk.


“How is she?” Fume asked with restraint. “The staff are talking, murmurs about a brand—”


“Then go shut them up,” I bit between my teeth.


He rose from the chair, and I straightened from the desk to head back upstairs, unsure how I was supposed to handle this. Not entirely sure I had the strength to keep from handling this the only way I knew how—by spilling blood.


By destroying every rodent who’d so much as blinked at my wife.


And Molkan . . .


“I want that palace reduced to nothing but rocks. I want his remains unrecognizable and the stain of his existence eradicated from this entire fucking continent. I want . . .” My shoulders heaved with a violent exhale, my thoughts unraveling into blood and smoke and fury as I struggled to inhale.


I’d thought I’d known what it was to be angry. I’d thought I’d known what it was to have my heart robbed from me forevermore. After all, that had been the reason for all of this. For every single thing I’d done for twenty years.


I’d thought wrong.


My inhale seared as I seethed, “I want every fucking soul who attended that ball—”


Fume interrupted. “Flor, we’ll reconvene with a proper strategy—”


I held up a hand when my spine locked.


The energy within the room quaked then stilled with a trace of bergamot. “Oh good, you’re here.” Shole materialized into the study. “Wasn’t about to risk your stormy wrath by appearing in your chambers.”


He stalked to the armchairs and took the vacant one beside Fume, who slowly lowered into his own again.


Shole reclined and crossed his legs, stating without a shred of caution, “Heard she’s back.” A quick appraisal of me, and he smacked his lips together. “Right.” He rubbed his near-bald head and sighed. “I have news about that.”


Fume spoke before I could unleash my aching fists upon the mercenary’s face. “So share it already.”


“Well . . .” Shole clasped his hands over his stomach. “Your changeling was branded, as you now know, then escorted beyond the palace gates and forced to walk naked over the bridge into the city.”


I couldn’t speak.


Didn’t fucking breathe.


Shole went on. “My sources aren’t yet sure how all of this came about, as there are rumors that Tullia spent some days within the palace unharmed and even roaming the grounds with her incredibly loving father.” He lifted his shoulders. “I suspect things changed when you revealed your secret little marriage to Molkan by requesting the return of your wife.”


Regret pummeled me anew.


Shole ensured I felt every blow. “The mobilization of our military probably didn’t help, though something tells me that could very well be the reason she was released at all.”


Fume cursed. He was one of the slim few who’d known about the marriage, and he wisely said nothing.


“Molkan’s reaction to such news almost confirms that Tullia failed to mention that you weren’t merely her cold and cunning captor.” Shole made a sound of contemplation. “Therefore, given the traitor mark, perhaps she also failed to tell Father dearest much of anything from her time here at the manor.”


“She knew nothing,” I said, the words barely audible.


He scratched his cheek. “Be that as it may, there is still intel to be gleaned from your day to day routines. Staff, interests, meals . . .” He set his hand in his lap again. “You get the gist. My other source, who I must admit”—he let out a rough laugh—“is not always trustworthy, claims whoever escorted our tortured queen to the gates did not lock her shackles.”


Leaving her free to remove them and materialize to the middle lands.


“Again,” Shole said. “He’s not my best source, but according to my other source, Tullia did indeed disappear mere minutes after stepping off that palace bridge.”


Fume frowned. “They could have simply been negligent in restraining her properly after branding her.”


I licked my teeth behind my closed lips, then clenched them.


Shole snorted. “Ever the comedian, you are.”


“It’s worth considering,” Fume argued.


“Molkan is many things, but careless in the minimal actions he has taken after years of us tormenting him?” Shole huffed. “I think fucking not.”


“Then why release her at all?” Fume questioned, his gaze upon the carpet beneath his mud-spattered boots. “For once, he had the upper hand, regardless of our advancing forces.”


Silence descended.


I looked at the maps along the wall. The places we’d targeted and the wax decoys of those we planned to target next.


Had planned to target next.


The gale outside screamed louder. I rubbed my temples. “For the same reason he didn’t kill her when she was a babe.”


Fume shook his head. “Goddess-fearing idiot.”


“He’s murdered before,” Shole said dryly.


As the memory of that swept forward to meet with the present, I gazed longingly toward the door. “Saving his soul doesn’t count.” Especially when he’d claimed my sister was sent from the pits of Nowhere solely to damn him. “Anything more?” I asked with no intention of waiting for a response.


There were none.


I had to leave. To lay eyes on her before what I’d been informed tore into my mind and chest with claws sharp enough to create another colossal mistake. Mistakes were for the weak and the desperate and the vulnerable.


Since Tullia’s arrival in Folkyn, I’d lost count of how many times I’d been all three.


A cry, faint yet felt within the marrow of my quaking bones, broke through the study’s privacy spell.


Fume cursed as I left the warriors in the rapidly chilling room and hurried into the hall.


“Still asleep.” Olin met me upon the stairs. “I took a peek as soon as I heard the first whimpers.”


“The first?” I looked up the second flight of stairs to the open doors of my rooms, tempted to snarl at him for not alerting me sooner. He’d been on his way to do just that, so I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted copper.


Olin’s forced smile eased his tight features only a fraction. “Just a bad dream, it seems.”


I blinked.


The burn in my chest threatened to spread as I continued up the stairs.










Chapter 3


Tullia


Darkness unfolded into ribbons of growing light over the surface of water.


As the light drew close enough to touch, my eyes opened.


My eyelids were heavy, gritty, and the room slow to swim into focus. Daytime slashed across the room between the gaps in the closed drapes covering the balcony. A weight was pressed against my legs.


I peered down the bed to find white fur and staring dark eyes.


Snow.


The wolf lifted her head and yawned. For what might have been the first time in days, I smiled. Some of the weight in my chest dissolved as the beast who’d grown even more in my absence shifted closer to my extended hand.


She sniffed it, perhaps curious about where I’d been. Then she nudged it with her wet nose until I petted her snout.


Safe. For now, I was safe.


But never for too long.


The reason for both slept upon the chaise. What looked to be an ice sculpture melted in Florian’s hand. A dagger lay in his lap. One leg stretched over the chair, the other bent at the knee with his booted foot firmly upon the floor.


His neck was tilted at an uncomfortable angle, exposing the bruising from my teeth and mouth. A fresh silk shirt adorned his frame. Judging by his appearance and the half-melted ice, he hadn’t intended to fall asleep.


The sculpture had melted too much to know what he’d made.


I forced my eyes from his heart-pinching form.


A small woven basket of medicinal supplies sat upon the drawers. Other than that, everything seemed unchanged. I looked back at Snow and realized I was wrong. Too much had changed.


Blood.


It marked the bedding in so many patches, it almost resembled an intentional pattern. My body appeared to have been cleansed, but blood still remained beneath my nails. Still crusted strands of my hair.


As though the sight of it erased whatever magic the witch had used on me, the ache in my torso flared into a bubbling throb.


Snow nudged my hand, as if sensing it. I stroked her head reassuringly. “So big now,” I whispered.


The volume of my voice didn’t matter.


Florian woke with a curse and immediately straightened. He blinked wide, then settled as a rough exhale shook his broad shoulders. He scraped his fingers through his hair and surveyed me from my head to my covered toes. My back remained exposed to the fire, the stained bedding scrunched before my breasts.


His eyes met mine. His lips parted, then closed. He said nothing. He just stared at me.


I stared back.


And as each passing second warmed the frosted air, I lost the strength to endure it—the foreign darkness that had overtaken those eyes. The way it softened his sharp features.


Rolling over to face the fire was out of the question when the throbbing intensified with every breath. Instead, I gave my attention to Snow. “You should’ve left me in the middle lands.” Though my voice was brittle, the emotion rang clear.


“I know.”


For some stupid reason, those words hurt more than discovering his deceptions. Hurt more than discovering we were not engaged but married.


Husband.


This male who’d lied to me, who’d manipulated me to wreak more of his beloved vengeance, and who’d sought to eradicate any future I’d envisioned was my husband. But that wasn’t all he was.


He was also my goddess-gifted mate.


“Mythayla might just be crueler than you,” I murmured dryly as I traced Snow’s ears.


Olin’s familiar tapping sounded before Florian responded. Though I knew, even if given the chance, he wouldn’t have.


This king refused to acknowledge that empty space within his chest that once contained a beating heart.


Florian rose and dragged a hand through his hair again, shaking the sculpture’s remains from the other. Ice fell to the floor in clinks to melt into tiny puddles.


“I know I should’ve let you be,” he said as he reached the doors. His back faced me, stiff and his shirt uncharacteristically crumpled. “But although I do find myself regretting numerous things, I cannot regret that I didn’t.”


He was gone before I could demand he tell me what that meant.


I didn’t need to know, and I didn’t need to remember that he once said he held no capacity for remorse. I just needed to heal.


Then, regardless of what plans he now had for me, I would leave him and Folkyn behind.


 


Florian returned within the hour.


The click of the latching doors opened my eyes, but I hadn’t been sleeping. Now that whatever the witch had given me had faded, I was reluctant to. Too afraid to return to the nightmares of the previous days.


He placed a tray containing fruit, bread, and a carafe of water upon the nightstand.


Pouring me a glass, he stated, “Darva left remedies. Bath salts that aid in healing, and a lotion to soothe.” He set the water down and stalked into the bathing room before I could tell him I didn’t wish for either.


I couldn’t imagine anything touching my battered body as I attempted to reach for the glass and winced.


As the giant bathing pool filled, Florian returned, wiping his damp hands on his shirt. His hair was still free and unkempt. His gaze hardened with his jaw when he looked from me to the tray of food and water.


He cursed, as if inwardly admonishing himself.


Stunned, I watched with too much fascination as his features momentarily rearranged into clear annoyance before returning to indifference. Yet he was no longer as indifferent as I’d once believed. His facade had cracked.


Not daring to touch on why, I said, “I’m fine,” when he offered the glass of water.


He didn’t move, and neither did I.


The first hint of a smirk lit his dark blue gaze. He set the glass down, and before I could read his intent, he carefully seized me under the arms. “Put your elbow beneath you,” he said, and I did so instinctively.


He waited while I breathed through the bite of pain between my teeth, then handed me the water. I took it, swallowing every drop and refusing to meet his pleased eyes.


Seeming to want to irritate me further, he crooned, “Good, butterfly.” He poured me another glass, which I begrudgingly yet greedily drank, and then he placed it on the tray. “Time to get you clean.”


“That will never happen,” I muttered without thinking.


Florian turned to stone beside the bed. His desire to demand I explain what I’d meant by that singed like the threat of a new wound.


I wouldn’t tell him. Not merely because of all he’d done, but because I just . . .


I couldn’t.


There was little point in telling anyone when word of it would soon spread. If it hadn’t already.


I pushed up higher on my elbow. I’d rather bathe in the medicinal salts than endure another interrogation of any kind ever again. But sweat immediately dotted my nape and forehead as every inch of my body protested the movement.


Snow leaped from the bed a second before Florian removed the bedding. She sat by the doors as the air blistered with the type of cold the fire in the hearth couldn’t battle. “I can do it,” I said, feebly as Florian gently slipped his arm beneath my legs.


“Put your arms around my neck.”


Without looking at him, I said, “I’d rather not.”


“I think you’re lying.”


“I think you’d just like to think that.”


His jaw firmed once more, ice hardening his features. But he bent low, and I knew arguing was futile. I couldn’t deny that washing the remnants of what my father had put me through was also far too appealing to resist.


So I placed my arms around his neck.


I knew it would hurt. What I wasn’t prepared for was how much worse it would feel—being in his arms now that the terror and adrenaline was gone and all that remained was us.


Now that all that remained was a different type of torment that no witch could heal.


His steps to the bathing room seemed careful. Then he warned, “Better to just get it over with,” before doing exactly that.


I was set upon the stone step within the bathing pool, my back clear of the rim and the water rising to lick at my wounded flesh. A breath hissed between my teeth, my legs trembling. My arms felt embarrassingly weak when I attempted to cover my breasts, though I wasn’t sure why I bothered.


He’d seen them before. He’d seen all of me before.


Many people had now seen all of me.


Regret and sorrow and shame crawled into my chest to increase my heartbeat.


The sound of clothing hitting the stone floor interrupted my spiral. Florian stepped into the pool at the other end, wearing nothing. The sight was nearly enough to distract me from the frothing salts washing over my back. Nearly.


I swallowed and averted my gaze.


Pointless.


He walked straight to me. The pool was still filling, the water barely covering his cock. He wasn’t erect.


Foolishly, I couldn’t keep from wondering if that were because he knew. Even as the rational part of my mind tried to remind me that he had no good reason to be aroused since I was in no state to fuck. I was in pain and covered in remnants of blood and vomit.


“Look at me,” Florian said.


The familiar words sank into my heart and tugged. A command my eyes didn’t wish to disobey.


He stood right before my knees while I shook and gritted my teeth against the sting of the healing salts. He studied my eyes, my mouth, and when his gaze dropped lower, it paused upon the mark at my throat. The forming scar left by his guards.


Guards who were now dead.


He looked away with a clearing of his throat. “May I clean you?”


“Would it matter if I said no?”


His gaze snapped to mine, displeasure furrowing his dark brows. “You may do so yourself, of course, though it will pain me to watch you struggle.”


“Right.” I forced a laugh that lacked humor. My teeth chattered. “Wouldn’t want to keep you from more pressing tasks of maiming and plotting to ruin more lives.”


Something flashed across his face, brief and slackening his lips.


I couldn’t decide what it was, and as regret I shouldn’t feel took hold, I decided I didn’t want to know. “Fine,” I said, thick and unable to meet his eyes. “You may.”


Though he continued to stare at me, I stared at the window stretching the length of the bathing pool. With each passing second, I became more tense. I felt more shame, and I hated it. I hated him, and I had every reason beneath the skies to.


But I didn’t hate him enough.


I certainly didn’t fear him as much as I should have, especially given all I’d endured.


Perhaps I no longer had it in me. The ability to care. The room to fear much of anything when everything already hurt beyond words—within and without.


Apathy couldn’t stop my body from warming and ignoring the pain when Florian took the brush from the basket behind me and began to scrub the blood from beneath my nails. He did so diligently and gently, his eyes focused and his silence burning.


He then reached over me to return the brush. He sank back into the water with a cloth, comb, and a small tin cup. They were set beside us at the edge of the pool. “Are you able to turn around?”


I sensed his desire to help me as I turned, his hands hovering.


But he waited, then carefully gathered my long hair. “Tilt your head back for me.”


I did, and he scooped water into the cup. He lifted the heavy strands, ensuring he’d thoroughly wet my hair before reaching for a bar of soap.


His fingers were too talented, rubbing my scalp with an expertise that relaxed and eased some of the lingering tension. Ever the calculated king, he chose then to interrogate me. “You don’t wish to talk.”


“What is there to say?”


“Too much, perhaps,” he said, almost tauntingly.


It was true, but it didn’t matter. I had all the truth I’d ever need and all the answers I’d foolishly craved. All I desired now was a quiet life away from what I’d found, and to escape him before he made that impossible.


Alas, I was once again stuck with this male who was more enemy than mate. So I decided to humor him and my own curiosity. “Who is Darva?”


“No one I am permitted to discuss.”


Of course, I thought snidely.


At my scoff, he explained, “Not because I have anything more to hide, but because it is by her own request that no one knows how to find her.”


“But you found her.”


“Fume did,” he corrected. Then a touch more firmly, he added, “He is the only one in this court who knows how to reach her. It must remain that way.”


The witch had done me a great service, and it seemed it had been a risk for her to do so. I could surrender that much. “Okay.”


Florian said nothing else as he rinsed the soap from my hair. I didn’t dare look at the water, which was probably filthy.


I didn’t wish to speak. Certainly not to him. But I was here being tended to for a reason. I still breathed for a reason, and I couldn’t allow myself to believe it was merely because the goddess had forced the mating bond upon us.


“You want to know what Molkan’s plans are,” I said, a whisper as drowsiness overcame. “How many guards stand watch in those towers and roam the grounds—”


“I don’t need to know, Tullia. Nor do I care.”


“Liar,” I said, but it was weak. I was so fucking weak. “You want me to talk.”


It would have been wise to keep my mouth shut. To keep him from getting what he needed from me before I was healed enough to escape him.


“I do.” He combed my hair, careful not to touch the ruined skin of my back. “But you misunderstand what I wish to talk about.” My chest clenched when he added with a quiet murmur, “Perhaps intentionally.”


There was no use in avoiding the truth that haunted. No good reason to suppress the desire to hear it from him. I had to. I needed his reaction. I needed to know what to expect while I was yet again at his mercy.


Including how much time I might have before someone attempted to snuff my existence or harmed me again.


“You will kill me, Florian,” I whispered. “You were supposed to kill me.”


His fingers stilled but only momentarily. “I’ve just cleaned blood and goddess knows what else from your hair, sweet creature. Is that how a male treats someone he wishes to kill?”


I ignored the increased patter in my chest. “Yes, actually. A predator who enjoys grooming their food before eating it.”


He chuckled, and the low and unexpected sound sliced through the storm inside me. “I fully intend to eat you.” His mouth dropped to the edge of my shoulder, brushing my skin with his words. “When you decide you will have me.”


Return to your wretched husband. Not even he will have you now.


I closed my eyes against the burn of tears and the rising heat. I couldn’t afford to care if he spoke true, even if I felt it. Even if I stupidly wanted to believe it. “I want to know, Florian.”


I needed to know.


He ceased detangling my hair. A moment later, my chin was clasped.


He turned my head and waited until I dragged my gaze from his mouth to his eyes. “The moment I laid eyes on you was the moment I knew I could never end your life.”


My heart thrashed.


“So you did plan to.” I hadn’t doubted it since learning of it—yet I’d wanted to. Even now, I so desperately wanted to.


“I was always supposed to kill you, butterfly.” His dark lashes dipped, his thumb glossing my lower lip. “But now, I will bring you the remains of anyone who tries.”


I waited for the alarm. For that deep wound caused by his betrayals to rip open and bleed anew. I waited and stared, absorbing the earnest conviction punctuated by his unwavering gaze, but nothing happened.


His fingers left as I turned without thought. My wounds bleated. He scowled when I winced and gazed up at him. “The severed heads.”


“A gift.” His face was untouched by the water, but his expression was clean—startlingly open and almost hopeful. “Though I understand that you do not care a thing for those right now.”


He was right.


He was also wrong.


The demise of Zayla, Fellan, and the driver should have evoked guilt. Instead, I felt relieved and a tad irritated. Angered that I hadn’t witnessed the same fear they’d bestowed upon me before their lives were taken.


I pushed the violent thought away when Florian left the bathing pool and wrapped a towel around his taut waist.


Shamelessly, I watched water slide down his broad back as he retrieved two more towels and exited the chamber. He returned seconds later and offered his hand.


Muscle and bone protested as I took it and rose to my feet. My arms curled around his neck when he collected me behind the knees. His forearm supported my rear, and his hand the back of my head.


A towel was spread over the stone before the fire. He lowered me to it, then folded another around my chest and shoulders.


Gingerly, I held it there and stared at the flames. “Why didn’t he just kill me?”


Florian’s departing steps halted. “For the same reason he loathes bloodfeeders.” The silence trailing his response held the emotion his words had lacked.


It confirmed my belief. Molkan hadn’t killed me for the very same reason he had killed his mate—his addiction—to protect his soul from being claimed by the pits of Nowhere.


Offspring were a blessing gifted by the goddess of creation.


And I’d now learned that being considered as such did not guarantee any form of love.


After tending to the bathing pool, Florian placed the food tray in front of me. “It’s likely too soon for the lotion. Your skin is still too raw.”


A relief, as I couldn’t fathom having something else touch it.


“Eat,” he said. “Or would you like me to feed you?”


Though his tone had been teasing, I knew he had no qualms about having me entirely at his mercy in every conceivable way.


“I’m not hungry.”


He stood by the door to the balcony, his gaze warmer than the fire. I continued watching the flames with heavy eyelids.


“Some more water, then,” he murmured.


I shook my head, and he exhaled roughly. Another knock broke the growing tension, this one different from Olin’s tapping.


Florian crouched beside me, his fingers reaching for my cheek. I closed my eyes as they made contact. His knuckles skimmed, then he shifted my wet hair to my shoulder. “Try to eat something. I’ll return shortly.”


“There’s no need,” I rasped, even as my chest tightened.


“I disagree, my lovely liar,” the king whispered.


He rose, still wearing only a towel, and exited his rooms.


It was strange to both loathe and crave his presence, and to both loathe and crave being alone.


Unable to tear my eyes from the fire, and afraid of how much it would hurt to return to bed, I didn’t move until condensation speckled the carafe upon the tray of untouched food. I trapped a groan behind my teeth as I climbed onto my hands and knees to crawl to the bed.


Florian returned scant minutes after I’d managed to pull myself onto it.


Though my eyes were closed, he knew I was awake. He said nothing, and I listened as he lowered to the chaise. The warmth of his attention was unfaltering. A comfort that shouldn’t be.


He didn’t leave.


He watched as sleep came and went in fitful bursts of blue eyes and spring skies and blood dripping upon the toes of boots.










Chapter 4


Tullia


Days blurred together in a collection of differing pains.


If the cause had merely been my wounds, then maybe it would have been easier to bear.


Dreams were no longer dreams but nightmares. Always nightmares. They followed me into the waking hours, and those few hours were spent revisiting them.


Revisiting everything.


Distance didn’t matter. A different realm couldn’t stop Molkan from reaching me. The torture was a constant I’d come to expect with silent terror.


As were the king’s visits to his rooms.


If he slept, it was not in his bed—of which I hadn’t the energy nor inclination to leave for the rooms he’d once given me. The times I had caught him sleeping had been upon the chaise and with the black hilted dagger in his grasp or never far from it.


Morning light squeezed through the gaps in the drapes.


The king remained in shadow upon the chaise, awake and sipping tea as he read a document. His towering form was bent forward, the parchment between his knees and his forearms leaning on his thighs.


For the first time since I’d returned to the manor, his hair was tidied and tied at his nape. It allowed too much view of his perfect profile, that jaw he rocked ever so slightly while he frowned at something he’d read.


“Tea?” Florian asked without removing his gaze from the parchment.


I pushed up onto my elbows. Movement was easier yet everything was still too tender. Still sore and far too fragile. I loathed it. Maybe when the aching ceased, the nightmares and stalking memories might follow suit.


“No, thank you,” I said, a little breathless as I reached for the glass of water.


It was always filled. Something fresh to eat always sat beside it, though I’d eaten little.


I was tempted to ask what he was reading. I assumed it was kingly business, and I couldn’t allow myself to do that. To forget who he was and what he might do if I let my guard down as low as it once had been.


Freeing my limbs from the bedding, I quickly swung my legs to the side of the bed. My teeth clenched as I then pushed to my feet.


Florian did not offer to help. Not after I’d told him not to in the days following his capture of me. He did watch, though, as I traipsed to the bathing room.


He always fucking watched.


I closed the door, knowing it would make him bristle.


After relieving myself and splashing water onto my face, I braced my hands against the wash basin to catch my breath. To remind myself that I was okay, and that the silver gilded mirror housing my reflection was just a glimpse of who I was right now.


Not permanent.


My eyes rose from the scar at my throat to the smaller one on my cheek from a ring-bedecked hand that had reached through that cage to hit me.


My finger shook as I pressed the tiny spot of raised skin.


Laughter echoed like a faraway chime on the wind. A stalking song gaining volume.


My breath came faster, harder. My lungs tightened, the ginormous bathing room now suddenly far too small, too enclosed—


The door opened.


Florian leaned against the wooden frame. His features were calm, still, but his throat dipped harshly when he swallowed. He studied my reflection, and I wondered if he saw the same thing I did. Wondered if he could see the point in keeping something too tampered with to tame.


“Come outside with me, butterfly.” It wasn’t a request. Rather, a soft command.


Fresh air. Open space.


He knew I needed it. Could sense it, perhaps.


Fear stopped my hands from relinquishing their unyielding grip on the basin. Fear of more prying and probing eyes. Fear of more unknown and unexpected foes lying in wait.


Fear of forgetting that no one in these damned lands could be trusted.


My grip on the porcelain tightened, my fingers protesting. I didn’t speak, wasn’t sure I could, as I tore my eyes from his reflection in the mirror and stared down at the remaining beads of water.


Finally, I shook my head, assuming he would leave.


He didn’t.


His nearing iced heat spread along my back, a blanket and a noose. He stopped there and reached around me. As he ran the water, his arm brushed my hip. It became even harder to breathe. He was too close. He was too much.


He was the reason I’d been torn into pieces I could only hope time might fix.


But I couldn’t hope. Hope had hurt me the most. Perhaps more than the creatures who’d robbed me of my ability to believe in it.


Gently, my fingers were pried from the edge of the wash basin. I jolted, and he hushed me. “Here,” he whispered, gathering my hands. Still standing behind me, he held them beneath the water. “Feel it.”


“Cold,” I said, stupidly and without meaning to.


Florian hummed, the sleeves of his shirt soaking wet. He didn’t seem to mind. He turned my hands, allowing the water to trickle over each palm.


Gradually, my heartbeat slowed. As did my breathing.


He pressed his mouth to my bare shoulder. I dared another peek into the mirror to find his eyes had closed, even as his thumbs stroked my wet hands beneath the water. His scent was headier, the earthy notes stronger.


If regret had a fragrance, then perhaps he wore it.


Yet I couldn’t believe he was capable when he’d shown no empathy or remorse during the time I’d known him.


“What do you intend to do with me, Florian?” I couldn’t understand him, and trying to hadn’t served me well thus far.


It never would, I knew, as his eyes opened to meet mine in the mirror. “Whatever you allow.”


Only when all I could feel was him, all I could see were those midnight eyes, and all I could hear were those words, did he seem to force himself to leave.


When I returned to the bedchamber, Florian was walking out. “I know clothing may still be uncomfortable, but I suggest covering up,” he said, rolling his wet sleeves. “You have a visitor who’s been pestering me for days to see you.”


The doors closed before I could tell him I didn’t want a visitor.


But he knew I didn’t.


Irritated and uneasy, I climbed back onto the king’s bed and under the bedding.


There was no use in wondering who wished to see me. I hadn’t thought anyone would. So when Gane was granted entry by Florian a few minutes later, I almost sat up in shock.


The king said to the goblin, “Remember what I told you.”


Gane bowed, and after eyeing me for a moment, Florian stepped out and closed the doors.


Out of all the questions I had, I found myself asking first, “What did he tell you?”


Seemingly stupefied by his surroundings, Crustle’s town librarian gripped the suspenders crinkling his plaid shirt. He turned this way and that, absorbing the lavish bedchamber with large almond eyes.


I supposed he would be stunned.


He stood in the private chambers of a king.


Finally, he shook his head and shuffled closer to the bed. His hairy features creased with what looked a lot like concern as he gave me a quick inspection. “Flea, my skies. I cannot begin to express how—”


“What did he tell you?” I asked again.


Gane scowled. It eased when he studied my face. “Not to stay long nor cause you any upset.”


I huffed, but as I looked upon the creature who’d been my only friend, my annoyance ebbed. Apathy returned as I began to realize this was not a visit at all. “He’s sent you to spy for him again, hasn’t he?”


He tugged at his suspenders, indignant. “His Majesty has asked me no such thing.”


“Did His Majesty even need to?” I said, tempted to look away from his dark eyes and to the ceiling.


“Flea.” Gane sighed and clasped his gnarled hands before him. “The king is simply concerned. As am I. What you’ve been through—”


“How long?” I asked, tired of dancing around unearthed truths.


He knew what I meant, so he said nothing.


“Did you ever truly care?” I knew the question was redundant. I knew I was lashing out. Gane cared, though the possibility that I’d been entirely alone in the middle lands for all those years without knowing . . .


It held the power to erase the last patch of color the darkness of this world had yet to touch.


“Don’t be absurd, Flea.” His voice roughened. “That you would even ask me such a horrid thing only makes the king’s grave concern understandable.”


“The king you’ve served for years, all the while feigning eviction from Folkyn.” I paused intentionally, then added, “That king?”


Gane appeared poised to grumble or growl at me as if I were a youngling making a mess of his library again. His nose twitched, and he resituated his spectacles. “I was given permission to leave.”


“As long as you remained loyal to your king.”


“Smoldering skies, Flea.” He stomped his foot.
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