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			CHAPTER ONE

			Tem had never been fucked against a tree before.

			They were alone in the forest, but it didn’t matter—­Tem would’ve let Caspen fuck her with a crowd present. His hands gripped her hips, her legs wrapped around his torso. The stars above them, the grass below them—­it was all the same. Basilisk and human, predator and prey. The soft lines of Tem’s body blended with Caspen’s until they were one being rather than two. She was immeasurably full: of desire, of want, of cock. They were almost there, climbing the perennial slope of pleasure she’d come to know so well. Caspen’s mind intertwined with hers. Smoke rose from his shoulders.

			Let me see it, Tem.

			She wanted him to see it.

			Show me.

			She would show him.

			Caspen’s entire body was pressed against hers, the great expanse of his chest anchoring her to the tree. There was no escape, and Tem didn’t want to anyway. Her orgasm slammed into her so sharply that her vision went black. By the time it returned, Caspen had finished too.

			They lay on the forest floor afterward, panting, their bodies soaked with sweat. Despite the frigid night air, Tem felt as if she were burning up inside.

			“What’s happening to me?” She gasped when they finally drew apart.

			“You are adjusting.” Caspen was equally out of breath. Tem had never seen him so winded.

			“But why now? It was never like this before.”

			“Now that you have transitioned, your basilisk side has awoken.”

			“Awoken?”

			He shrugged, and a drop of sweat rolled down his shoulder. “I do not know another word to describe it.”

			After a moment of thought, Tem found the word actually worked quite well. But she found herself wondering if she would ever feel fully adjusted. It had been a week since they’d gotten married, and she felt no closer to mastering her basilisk side than she’d been when she first transitioned at the lake. Instead she felt completely out of control, her body an open flame.

			

			“If that’s the case, why can’t I transition the way you can?” Tem asked as they walked back to the caves. They’d been hunting in the forest for hours, and she hadn’t been able to turn at all; she’d only managed to transition once since her first time, and even then, she’d only been able to do so with Caspen’s guidance in her mind. He’d practically pulled her into her true form, his assistance barely enough. Transitioning felt just out of reach.

			“You are new to this, Tem. It will take time.”

			“But I’ve done it before. And you do it so easily.”

			“I have been doing it for a very, very long time. You will get there.”

			“I hate being weak.”

			“Weak is the last thing you are.”

			Tem tried to believe him. But it was difficult when there was evidence indicating otherwise. She was a Hybreed. She was supposed to be a powerful creature, and instead she could barely transition. The flow she’d found just a week ago was now nowhere to be found, and she was beginning to think that the first few times were flukes. Now she was relegated to the sidelines, like a child who had played too hard and needed to rest. It was pathetic.

			“I should be getting better, not worse.”

			“You will get better, Tem. You will master it. You need only learn how.”

			By the time they returned to their chambers, Tem was almost convinced. But any thought of transitioning disappeared the moment she saw the letter on their bed. Caspen read it first, his expression indecipherable as he handed it to Tem. Her throat went dry at the three neat lines of script:

			Temperance Verus,

			The king requests your presence at the castle this evening.

			A carriage will be sent for you. Come alone.

			Tem turned the paper over, half expecting to see an additional note. There was none.

			“Come alone,” she whispered.

			Caspen took the letter and tossed it into the fire. She knew he was merely disposing of it, but somehow the act felt significant.

			“It should not surprise you,” he said.

			“What shouldn’t?”

			“That he wants you to come alone.”

			“Oh,” Tem said again. “Right.”

			It didn’t surprise her, exactly. But it made her nervous. Tem hadn’t seen Leo since the wedding. Surely, he had found Evelyn by now. Surely, they were together. The thought made her sick. She looked up at Caspen.

			

			“Doesn’t it bother you that I’m going to see him?”

			Caspen raised an eyebrow. “No. It does not.”

			She couldn’t understand his apathy. How could this pivotal event be of no concern to him? “But how?”

			Caspen shrugged. “You chose me,” he said simply.

			She stared at him. That was technically true; Tem had chosen Caspen. But it wasn’t because she didn’t love Leo. It was because she wanted more for Leo. And in doing so, she had accepted less for herself.

			“Tem,” Caspen murmured. “You do not have to go.”

			Of course he would say that—­closure with Leo was of no importance to Caspen. What was her love for the human prince—­now king—­in comparison to her blood bond with the basilisk? To Caspen, his marriage to Tem was the only legitimate union. But not to her. Besides, Tem wanted to go. She needed to see that she’d made the right choice—­that Leo had found Evelyn, that he was happy now.

			“I have to go,” she said carefully. “He and I are technically still married.”

			Tem did not voice the rest of her thought, which was that Leo could not marry Evelyn if he was still married to Tem.

			Caspen shrugged again. “Then you shall go.”

			This entire affair was of little interest to Caspen. Basilisks didn’t have paperwork; they didn’t concern themselves with human legalities. But Caspen understood human customs, and if there was anything he supported, it was Tem closing this chapter of her life.

			Tem looked down at her naked body. “And just what am I supposed to wear?”

			The corner of Caspen’s mouth twitched. “We will find you something.”

			“Something” turned out to be rather difficult to find. The dresses Caspen had given her during the training were custom made, Tem learned, and it would take days to make another. Basilisks were always naked. Hours of searching led them to a single floor-­length silk robe. When tied with a braided tassel, it marginally resembled a dress. Its plunging neckline was hardly appropriate, but Tem didn’t care. The outfit was the least of her worries.

			Caspen walked her to the cave entrance but didn’t follow her to the path. Instead he kissed her, and Tem felt the tendrils of his mind brush against hers. His grip tightened. Perhaps his earlier nonchalance had been feigned; perhaps he wasn’t as unbothered by this process as he led her to believe. But Tem could do nothing about that now. The only way for Caspen to have her all to himself was to let her go to Leo and end their relationship.

			

			A moment later, he released her. Then he disappeared back into the caves.

			Tem waited alone for the carriage, which arrived just as darkness fell. She didn’t recognize the stable boy; it wasn’t Henry or Peter, which disappointed her. It would have been nice to see a familiar face. Instead, she resigned herself to staring out the window. It was nearly winter; autumn had flown by in a heartbeat, and there was a sharpness to the air that made her shudder with anticipation. Winters were long and dark in the village. She wondered whether they would feel different beneath the mountain. It would be her first winter away from the farm, away from the chickens, away from her mother.

			But Tem didn’t mind. She wanted nothing more than to assimilate into basilisk society, to finally feel like she was truly home. Caspen wanted that too. She could sense it every time his eyes met hers. He was always watching her, gauging how well she was adjusting, checking to make sure she still belonged to him. Sometimes Tem wasn’t sure if she did.

			Her thoughts turned to what was to come. She had no idea what to expect tonight, but it was imperative that the evening go well. There was far more than just her marriage with Caspen at stake. In the aftermath of the violence at her and Leo’s wedding, tensions between the humans and the basilisks had never been higher. If they couldn’t find a peaceful way to coexist, things would only get worse.

			But the thought of just coexisting with Leo was impossible. One week ago they’d been in love. They were still in love—­at least, Tem was. The ache in her chest was evidence enough of that. But was Leo? He had agreed to share her. That was what Tem wanted. But then the wedding happened, and something had changed within her—­some thread of selflessness had tugged on her heart when she’d looked in Leo’s eyes after she’d crested him. It wasn’t fair for him to have to share her. Not when he wanted all of her. He’d told her that himself once: “I want all of you. Or I don’t want you at all.”

			Tem sighed, leaning back against the seat. The memory of their wedding plagued her—­the way Leo had looked at her as she ascended the stage, the way they’d kissed when she’d crested him. It was a memory she cherished, a moment she thought of in the dark hours of the night when Caspen was asleep beside her. She remembered other things too, from the night they’d spent in his bed: the way he tasted like honey, the way he’d worshipped between her legs, the way he’d murmured her name while his cock was inside her.

			The carriage seemed suddenly too small. Tem was unquestionably turned on. Ever since she’d transitioned for the first time, the line between simply existing and arousal had become desperately thin. All it took was the mere thought of sex to make her wet. And when she thought about Leo, it took even less. Something in her body craved him beyond explanation. It was different from the way she craved Caspen. With Caspen, her desire was primal and raw, visceral, consuming her like a hungry animal. With Leo, it was slower—­a glowing coal that smoldered deep within her chest. She could not rid herself of it. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to. Just the thought of being close to Leo was sending her into a frenzy. Tem leaned forward, cradling her head in her hands. She had to get it together.

			

			“Miss?” The footman’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “We’ve arrived.”

			The carriage door opened, and Tem accepted the hand offered to her. The stars were bright overhead, the last sliver of the harvest moon glowing beneath the freckled sky. She stared up at the castle’s foreboding turrets, dreading what came next. No part of her wanted to walk inside those doors. This was no longer her home.

			Now it was Evelyn’s.

			Tem paused before the entrance, her hand on the doorknob. Was Leo on the other side? Was Evelyn? He’d told her to come alone—­did that mean he would be alone too? When she opened the door, however, Leo was not on the other side. Instead, Lord Chamberlain greeted her with a subdued smile.

			“Temperance,” he said calmly. “How are you this evening?”

			“Oh,” she said, clearing her throat. “I’m fine.”

			He nodded. “Please, follow me.”

			Tem did so, following him through the foyer and into the parlor, where Lord Chamberlain gave her a curt nod and bowed as he left the room. Tem wondered about the formality. Did her status as queen of the basilisks give her some respect in the royal castle? Or did he merely pity her for what was to come?

			Tem needed a drink.

			She scanned the room for alcohol, her eyes landing on a golden tray holding a faceted crystal bottle filled with whiskey. She crossed to it immediately, pouring herself a healthy dose and downing the entire thing. The liquor settled her nerves, but just barely. The parlor was hot; suddenly the stupid robe was too tight.

			Tem looked up at the paintings on the walls. Dozens of faces stared back at her—­all royals, all long dead. It was clear that Leo’s icy-­blond hair had been passed down through generations. Even when his male ancestors had married brunette women, the children somehow ended up blond. Her eyes traveled over the sea of angular faces, seeing Leo in every single one. One man had Leo’s slate-­gray eyes, another his thin, elegant fingers. Finally, she spotted Maximus.

			Tem crossed to his portrait, still clutching her whiskey glass. The former king was standing in what looked like the library the Frisky Sixty ceremony had taken place in. A thick golden cuff glinted on his wrist. Tem wondered where Maximus was now, whether Leo had allowed him to roam free or imprisoned him for his crimes. Before she could follow that thought, someone cleared their throat. Tem whipped around at the sound.

			

			There, in the doorway, stood Leo.

			He looked just the same. Tall, slender, wearing an impeccably tailored velvet suit. His hair was just as she remembered it, white blond and slicked back. For some reason, Tem had expected him to look different—­older, somehow. But the only thing that had changed was his eyes. They were hooded, as if he hadn’t been sleeping properly. Tem didn’t want to think about what could be keeping him up at night. He was wearing a wedding ring, and she wondered suddenly whether it was the same one he’d married her with. Tem still wore hers—­she hadn’t taken it off since their wedding. Surely, he would ask for it back. The thought killed her.

			“Tem.”

			Just her name, but something inside her awoke at the sound of his voice—­something impossible to ignore.

			“Leo.”

			Just his in return.

			Tem remembered Caspen holding her and Leo’s heads together, sealing their bond with a kiss. She wanted to kiss him again now. Tem immediately suppressed the thought. Leo was not hers anymore. Not only did he belong to someone else, but Tem herself had told him to go. She didn’t feel as though she was allowed to miss him when she was the one who had sent him away in the first place.

			Leo’s eyes traveled over her, lingering on the diabolically low neckline of her robe.

			Tem set her whiskey down, afraid she might drop it.

			“Thank you for coming.” His tone was oddly formal. She couldn’t stand it. “I wasn’t sure if you would.”

			Tem frowned. “Why?”

			He tilted his head. “Because you’re…with him.”

			Tem didn’t know how to respond to that. Just because she was with Caspen didn’t mean she was going to ignore Leo’s existence. She was the one who’d made him promise they would see each other again.

			“I’ll always come when you call,” she said quietly.

			He didn’t reply. Tem rather wished she’d had more to drink, but perhaps it was better this way. There was no telling what she would do if she was drunk. Even without the influence of alcohol, she felt uncommonly warm. And every time she looked at Leo, she only felt warmer.

			“Are you…?” Leo began but stopped.

			“Am I what?” she prompted.

			“Happy?”

			It was an impossible question. How to answer? Of course she was happy with Caspen—­she always had been. But part of her yearned for Leo—­ached for him. It was a part as real and as prominent as the part that loved Caspen. She couldn’t help it, couldn’t control it. It simply was. Rather than answer, Tem decided to ask him the same question in return:

			

			“Are you?”

			Leo’s gaze was unwavering. The intense eye contact was beginning to test her. She wanted to cross to him, to cup his chin in her hand, and pull his face to hers. She balled her hands into fists, resisting the urge.

			“Happiness is an indulgence,” he whispered.

			Tem had no idea what to make of that answer. Was he saying that he wasn’t happy? Or that he was, but it had cost him something to become so? She didn’t know, and she couldn’t fathom asking. Instead, she asked the thing she’d come here to find out: “Did you find her?”

			Tem expected an immediate response, but none came. It was a simple question. She already knew the answer. Still, she needed to know for sure—­needed to hear him say it.

			“Yes.” His voice was tight when he said it.

			Tem nodded. She could think of nothing else to do. On the one hand, she was glad Leo had found Evelyn. That’s what she’d ordered him to do, after all. On the other hand, she felt a wave of jealousy so severe, it nearly ripped her breath from her chest. A thousand terrible images flashed through her mind: Leo touching Evelyn, kissing her, saying her name instead of Tem’s. It was revolting.

			There was only one more thing she wanted to say to Leo—­one thing that weighed heavily on her heart. Tem knew she shouldn’t say it—­had no right to say it. But she needed him to know it anyway. “I miss you.”

			Leo’s eyes narrowed. There was no mistaking the desire in them—­pure, animalistic craving that matched the craving in her. But pain flashed across his face, and Tem immediately regretted her words. She hadn’t wanted to hurt him.

			Leo opened his mouth, then closed it. Not for the first time, Tem wished she could read his mind the way she read Caspen’s. Instead she could do nothing but wait—­and pray. She was helpless, as she always was with Leo.

			It seemed like an hour went by before he said, “That will pass.”

			Something inside Tem wilted. This was a version of Leo that she wasn’t used to—­a version that was distant and cold. She understood it. But she hated it.

			Leo crossed his arms, cutting himself off from her. “So, shall we get on with it?”

			“Get on with…?”

			“The annulment.”

			So that was why she was here. Tem should have expected this, should have known that after Leo found Evelyn, the next logical step would be to marry her. But she couldn’t bring herself to speak. So she simply nodded.

			

			Leo cleared his throat and gestured at the door. “After you.”

			Every step toward him felt like it was taken underwater. Tem moved as if in slow motion, sensing every rise and fall of his chest—­every twitch of his pulse. She could hear his heart rate speed up as she got closer, her basilisk side wide-­awake and wanting. The moment she smelled his cologne, her nostrils flared, and she stopped. He smelled like summer—­like a warm breeze over an open field. But there was another scent mixed with his. Sickly sweet, like vanilla. The whiskey turned in her stomach. It was her. Tem was sure of it.

			She was still frozen in place.

			Leo stared at her, his posture stiff and guarded. “Tem…?”

			At the sound of her name, she looked up into his slate-­gray eyes. He was so close. They were breathing the same air, their faces inches apart. Was she imagining it? Was he leaning in?

			“Your Majesty? Are you ready?” Lord Chamberlain stood in the doorway.

			Leo snapped immediately out of it, shaking his head as he turned toward his uncle. “Yes. We’re ready.”

			Tem resented his use of the word we.

			“The annulment must be administered by the former king, as he was the one who married you.” Lord Chamberlain gestured with his hand. “If you will both follow me.”

			Tem’s steps synched with Leo’s as they descended the stairs to the dungeon.

			She stared straight ahead, her eyes locked on the back of Lord Chamberlain’s head, acutely aware of Leo beside her. His hand was almost brushing hers. Should she touch him? Better not. If she touched him, she wouldn’t be able to stop.

			By the time they reached the door to the dungeon, Tem was stiff with cold. It was freezing down here—­far colder than she remembered. Everything in her wanted to shift closer to Leo, to drape herself against him and feel his warmth. It was a carnal need, one that took all her strength to resist. Lord Chamberlain was fiddling with the door; it appeared to be stuck. Tem tried desperately to concentrate on anything other than the heat emanating from Leo’s body, but it was impossible. Her basilisk side clawed for dominance, forcing her to listen to her instincts. It was no use. She had to touch him.

			Against all logic and will, Tem extended her hand toward Leo’s. Her mind screamed at her to stop. But her body moved of its own accord, brushing just the tip of her pinkie finger against Leo’s. The moment their skin touched, Leo froze. Electricity exploded across her skin. A barrage of memories flooded her mind so forcefully that she bit her lip to keep from crying out.

			

			They were in his bed, naked, the night before their wedding.

			“Be still.”

			She would be anything for him.

			“Say it. Say you want my cock.”

			She would say anything for him.

			“You were made for me.”

			Nothing could be more true.

			Was Leo remembering it too? Was he seeing what Tem was seeing—­the two of them together, the way they were supposed to be? Tem expected him to pull away, but he didn’t. Instead, after a debilitating pause, his finger moved too. It trailed along the length of hers, brushing all the way up to her knuckle. Tem savored the vibration that coursed up her arm at the contact.

			Something inside her called to him. Something predatory and instinctual and undeniably inhuman. Tem had to have him; she needed to kiss him and taste him and press her skin against his until she—­

			“After you,” Lord Chamberlain said.

			They both jumped at the same time, yanking their hands apart. The dungeon door was open, its gaping darkness beckoning.

			Tem’s heart was pounding so fast, she found it difficult to breathe. It was as if she’d just exchanged something vitally important with Leo—­as if some element of his body had transferred itself to hers, and vice versa.

			She didn’t dare look at him. Instead she stared straight ahead as they entered the dungeon, stepping into the darkness together. It was just as she’d remembered it: dimly lit and brutally cold. But this time, it wasn’t her father in the cell at the end of the row. It was Leo’s.

			Maximus was slumped against the stone wall, his blond hair tangled, his eyes closed. He looked nothing like the proud king she’d come to know during the courting contest, and Tem found she enjoyed the sight. He was right where he belonged, reaping the consequences of his actions in the place where he had caused others so much pain. Seeing him in the same cell her own father had once occupied was an incredible victory and one she knew she owed to Leo. Tem wondered how soon after the wedding he’d put his father here. She could only imagine how that must have felt for him.

			“Father,” Leo barked. “Wake up.”

			Maximus’s eyes opened slowly. They traveled first over Leo before settling on Tem. He let out a low, humorless laugh that cut into her like a blade.

			“Not who I expected,” he said, his voice hoarse.

			“We need you to witness our annulment,” Leo continued as if he hadn’t spoken.

			

			Maximus laughed again. This time it descended into a tortured cough. “Pathetic,” he said, his eyes locked on Leo’s. “Even for you.”

			“Enough, Father.”

			Tem looked at Leo. It wasn’t his usual sharp comeback—­he sounded tired. She wanted to reach for him again.

			Maximus shrugged, and it was then that Tem noticed he was manacled to the cell floor. It seemed a particularly cruel way to keep him—­he couldn’t stand, and his shoulders were permanently hunched. It was a personal touch; there was no need to restrain him within his own cell, and Tem knew Leo must have ordered him to be kept that way. She wasn’t sure how to feel about this revelation. She knew Leo was capable of cruelty—­all men were. But it wasn’t his instinct, and it certainly wasn’t his preference. Had his experience at the wedding hardened him? Was he no longer the twenty-­year-­old boy she knew?

			There was no time to wonder about this. Lord Chamberlain produced a piece of paper from his jacket pocket, and in the dim light of the dungeon, Tem caught the words dissolution of marriage. She felt the sudden urge to fight back tears. This is what would unbind her from Leo? It seemed so stupid, so worthless. Tem stared at the piece of paper. It was so simple—­nothing more than ink on a page. Signing this would do nothing to change the way she felt. It wouldn’t soothe the fiery need that threatened to drown her whenever he came close. Nothing could soothe that—­love demanded to be felt.

			“Ladies first,” Lord Chamberlain said as he brandished the paper at Tem.

			Numbly, Tem took the quill and signed her name. She took specific care not to touch Leo’s skin when she handed the paper to him. Then he signed his name too. Lord Chamberlain passed the paper and the quill through the bars, into Maximus’s outstretched hands. He took his time signing it, first reading every word as if he were savoring the experience. Tem couldn’t exactly blame him. Surely, this was the highlight of his day. When he was done signing, Lord Chamberlain retrieved the paper and tucked it away into his jacket. The moment it disappeared, Tem felt even colder.

			They were just about to leave when Maximus said, “Well, Thelonius? Has it been hard?”

			Leo stopped in his tracks. Tem stopped too.

			“Has what been hard?” he whispered.

			“Knowing the truth.”

			Leo’s fists clenched at his sides. Tem looked from him to Maximus, wondering what was going on. She was missing something—­clearly there had been a previous conversation between father and son.

			Leo’s answer was a single word: “Yes.”

			

			Then he turned on his heel and left.

			The journey back up to ground level was silent. It wasn’t until they were once more in the foyer and Lord Chamberlain had bowed away that Leo finally turned to face her.

			“Tem,” he said quietly.

			She paused, her hand already on the front door. Was he going to address the way they’d touched earlier—­the electricity that had passed between them? Or was it entirely one-­sided?

			Before she could spiral, Leo continued: “I wish for us to have dinners.”

			Tem blinked. “Dinners…plural?”

			“Yes,” Leo said, a shadow of a smile twitching his lips. “Dinners, plural.”

			“What sort of dinners?”

			“Every Sunday night, you and Caspen will come to the castle and dine with me and Evelyn.”

			A chill ran down Tem’s spine at the sound of her name. It was the first time she’d heard him say it. She wondered once again whether Evelyn was here, just upstairs, perhaps in Leo’s bedroom. Her presence permeated the walls.

			“But…why?”

			Leo rolled his shoulders as if they pained him. “Because we need an avenue in which to discuss how our two kingdoms can coexist. I thought dinner might be pleasant.”

			Tem was still having trouble grasping the concept. Her and Caspen? Here? It was absurd. Dinner with Leo and Evelyn would be anything but pleasant. She couldn’t imagine a worse way to spend a Sunday evening.

			“Leo—­” she began.

			“We have to work together, Tem. Otherwise this will all fall apart.”

			She sighed. She knew he was right. They were attempting to break a centuries-­old pattern of strife between their kingdoms. It was necessary work. But the thought of sitting so closely with him and Evelyn was abhorrent. She didn’t want to see them together, didn’t want to observe how Leo looked at her the way he used to look at Tem. That was a special kind of torture—­one that not even Tem deserved. When she didn’t answer, Leo leaned in.

			“There will be excellent food,” he said quietly. “And ample dessert.”

			The smallest of smiles broke her face. The memory of feeding him the chocolate soufflé in front of his father sprang immediately to mind. “In that case, we’ll be there.”

			Pure joy flitted across his face, so quickly Tem almost missed it. A moment later, it disappeared, smoothed over by a careful mask of indifference.

			Leo nodded. “Very well,” he said. “I shall send a carriage.”

			Tem nodded too. It was all she could do.

			

			There was a silence as they looked at each other, and Tem remembered all the conversations they’d had in this very foyer. The one after their first date: “I’m not going to kiss you. Instead I’m going to picture everything I want to do to you without that dress on. And I’m going to pretend that someday you’ll let me do it.”

			The one where she’d asked for his trust before taking him down to the dungeon:

			“You can’t tell him I’m showing you this.”

			“I will not tell him. You have my word.”

			Tem would take either of those conversations over the one they were having now. She no longer wanted to be in this castle—­it hurt her to stand here among all the gold. But there was one more thing she needed to ask him.

			She held out the hand with her wedding ring. “Do you want this back?”

			Leo’s eyes flicked to her fingers—­to the slim silver band that had belonged to his mother. Tem expected him to answer immediately, but he didn’t. Instead, he stared at her raised hand, his jaw tight, his own hands behind his back. Then, he said simply, “No.”

			Then he turned and left her.

			Tem stood in shock as Leo ascended the steps to where she knew his bedroom was. Was Evelyn waiting for him? She wanted to vomit at the thought. How different this interaction had been from her previous nights at the castle, during the competition to see who would be his bride. Back then, Leo had constantly pursued her, his sole goal to marry her. Now that marriage was annulled.

			Tem looked down at the marble floors, staring blankly at the tiles laced with gold. The whole castle felt poisonous to her now, as if the walls themselves were trying to strangle her. She should leave. But somehow, standing here, she still felt close to Leo. She wished she could run up those stairs after him. It didn’t matter that Evelyn was there—­it didn’t matter that there were a hundred reasons why she shouldn’t. Tem wanted to fall into Leo’s arms and never leave him again. But she couldn’t do that.

			She may have won the competition for Leo’s hand in marriage, but she’d barely had any time as his wife. None at all, really. It would have been a good marriage, of that much she was sure. Leo would have taken care of her, ensured she never wanted for anything.

			And yet.

			A life in the castle with Leo would have been a life without Caspen. A life without the addictive rush of danger and lust that only a basilisk could provide. Tem remembered the heat from the dream the night before she went into the caves for the first time. Caspen’s heat. She didn’t know much, but she knew she would die without that heat. Tem had duties now—­obligations and promises to people other than herself. She belonged to Caspen and her quiver and every single basilisk beneath the mountain. She was their queen. She would not let them down; she would not let it all fall apart. Even if it meant missing Leo—­even if it meant feeling incomplete every day for the rest of her life. Her future was decided.

			

			It was time to return to her husband.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER TWO

			The ride back to the mountain was long and cold, but Tem barely felt it.

			When she finally returned to their chambers, Caspen was in their bed. He sat up immediately when she entered. “How did it go?”

			In reply, she kissed him.

			She was desperate, somehow, as if she needed to prove to herself that what she had with Caspen was enough. And of course it was. It was as easy as breathing with him. His hands slipped to her waist, ripping off her robe before pulling her on top of him. But instead of setting her on his cock, his hands gripped her thighs, guiding her so she was straddling his face, his mouth between her legs.

			Tem gasped as his tongue found her center.

			They’d never done it like this before—­him on his back, her thighs clamped over his shoulders, bracketing his jaw. His tongue was on her clitoris, teasing it before he gave it the gentle pressure of his teeth. Tem had no idea how Caspen didn’t suffocate beneath her. Every time she tried to lift herself, he yanked her right back down, his fingers digging deep into her hips as he held her against him. His moans were guttural; he drew just as much pleasure from this as she did. Tem couldn’t believe the ferocity with which he devoured her, as if he were tasting her for the very first time.

			His head tilted back, coaxing her forward. Tem angled herself so there was no more space between them—­nothing stopping the orgasm that bore down on her like an avalanche. Undeniable power surged through Tem as she rode his face the same way she rode his cock, knowing that as soon as she was done, she would ride that too. Her fingers threaded into his hair, holding him against her, seeking salvation.

			Come for me, Tem. Come on my tongue.

			Gone were the days when such a plea would have scared her. Now Tem knew there was nothing Caspen wanted more than to taste the part of her she never imagined could bring another person pleasure. Now she knew he needed that part of her just as she needed every part of him.

			His hands squeezed her ass hard. Tem was losing her mind on top of him. The very last of her inhibitions abandoned her as she threw her head back in surrender, allowing him to take her where she so dearly needed to go. Caspen didn’t relinquish his grip as her climax spread. Instead his fingers tightened on her ass, holding her against him as he drank down every last drop of her. When at last he pulled away, he trailed his tongue over her clitoris. Tem was so sensitive that she gasped, then leaned down to kiss him, tasting herself on his lips.

			

			Now turn around.

			Tem did so without question. Caspen moved behind her, centering himself between her legs and pushing them open with his thighs. Strong hands grasped her, lifting her hips and exposing her even further. Then he gave her is cock.

			Caspen was less gentle than he used to be. And Tem liked it.

			Every thrust was merciless, filling her completely. She was split open—­a raw nerve. Smoke twisted in her hair, pulling it back and arching her neck. A hiss filled the cave as Tem cried out shamelessly, her moans an endless intonation of pleasure just for Caspen.

			It was simple like this. It was right. Caspen took what he wanted from her and gave her what she wanted in return. There was no explanation, no rationalization. They were beyond words, and Tem had never been so happy to be speechless. The sound of his cock sliding in and out of her was the only thing she cared to listen to. The feel of his breath on her back was the only thing she cared to feel. She wanted only to give and take and be enraptured as she deserved.

			Beautiful, Tem. So beautiful.

			Tem barely heard him. The air was unbearably warm; sweat coated her chest.

			Look what happens when you do as I say.

			He showed her with every thrust. It was her reward—­the prize she won for compliance. But she wouldn’t let him take charge that easily. It was her turn now.

			Tem pulled suddenly forward, sliding herself up his cock so he was barely inside her. She moved her hips tentatively, testing the distance. When she was nearly empty, she paused. Caspen gasped as she slid herself back down his cock, taking all of him in one go. Tem held still, snug at the base, before moving again.

			Up. Down. Then back up again.

			She went slowly—­so slowly—­to make sure he would see it. The visual would be incomparable for Caspen. Tem knew from his presence in her mind that he was captivated by this, watching every single inch of his cock disappear into her before coming back out again. She arched her back, accentuating the angle, working herself all the way up to the tip.

			She stayed there—­just on the head—­using tightly controlled movements until she knew she was dripping all over him. With a strained groan, Caspen yanked her all the way down his cock and held her there.

			

			Enough.

			Tem smirked. She’d won their little exchange, and she knew it. If Caspen thought he was in control, he was wrong. Tem had always been able to push him to his limits, to force him to recognize her power. That would not change no matter how many orders he gave her.

			For a moment, they were both still. The air was sweltering; smoke swirled along the edges of her vision. Caspen slid his palms slowly over her hips and up her back, squeezing the curve of her waist until he reached her breasts. Then he squeezed those too. His fingers twisted in her hair, pushing her into the mattress. His body pressed against her with immovable weight. Just when it became too much, he pulled them both upright so she was on his lap, her back against his chest. Tem turned her head to look into his black eyes. Scales were crawling steadily up his neck, turning his skin to armor. Then he began to thrust.

			They were building toward it now, each of their bodies acting of their own accord. Tem moved her hips to match his rhythm, taking his cock as deep as she could while his fingers found her clitoris. The combination of sensations took her straight to the edge. But just before she came, Tem did something she’d never done before.

			In her moment of climax, she shielded her mind from Caspen, closing herself off so they were no longer connected. Tem wasn’t even sure why she did it—­pure instinct, pure intuition. If Caspen noticed, he didn’t say anything. Possibly because he was too busy having an orgasm.

			As soon as he pulled out, she pulled him back in.

			“Again,” Tem said.

			It was never enough.

			She had him over and over until they were both soaked with sweat and out of breath. Tem had once thought that Caspen’s sexual appetite was unmatched. But now hers was just as insatiable, if not more so. The thought of going a night without sex legitimately scared her.

			You never have to go without sex, Tem.

			He was still inside her.

			What do you mean?

			I mean you are free to sleep with other basilisks if that is what you wish.

			She looked up at him. He pulled out slowly, trailing kisses down her throat as he did it.

			Won’t that bother you?

			It will not.

			At the incredulous look on her face, he laughed.

			“I have told you before, Tem. You are mine. Whether you give your body to another does not change that.”

			

			“You say that now, but…”

			“But what, Tem?”

			She pictured Leo—­his blond hair, his dexterous fingers. Caspen had only mentioned sleeping with other basilisks, and the specificity was not lost on her. “Do you really mean it?”

			“Of course.” He said it calmly, as if it were an irrefutable fact.

			Tem nodded, although she couldn’t fathom sleeping with anyone else—­except for Leo. The moment she thought it, she glanced at Caspen to see if he had heard. Her mind was still shielded, but he continued: “You may find that your basilisk side demands it eventually.”

			That Tem could fathom. Basilisks lived in a permanent state of arousal, always being tempted and teased. Tem had had more sex in the past week than she’d had in her entire life, even during her training sessions in the cave. Caspen was always right there. Tem needed only to look at him and he would grow hard for her, needed only to take a step in his direction in order to mount him.

			Caspen loved it. The spark of pride in his eyes was unmistakable every time Tem reached for him. She knew basilisks respected this—­understood it and encouraged it. Basilisks belonged to each other in a way humans could never comprehend. Still, Tem couldn’t believe how often they had sex. She woke up wanting it. She fell asleep still wanting it. She was completely feral, like a wild animal. Even Caspen could barely keep up with her. She was constantly, untenably, desperate for more.

			Perhaps Caspen was right. Perhaps, given the right basilisk, Tem would be tempted. There were many things about her body that she no longer understood. Sometimes it felt as if someone else were controlling her. The hunger that burned within her was an unquenchable thirst. Tem would do anything to slake it.

			“Is that what you want?” she asked. “To see me with someone else?”

			A small smirk twisted his lips. “Only if that is what you want.”

			She sat up, looking him right in the eye. “But is it what you want?”

			The smirk deepened. “I would not mind it.”

			“You wouldn’t mind it?”

			He laughed outright. “I am a basilisk, Tem.”

			It was all he said, but Tem understood. Caspen was not like the human boys she’d grown up with, the ones who were raised to enter into monogamous relationships with their wives. Caspen was something else entirely—­wild and free, beholden to the customs of his people just as Tem was beholden to hers. The fact that he wanted her to sleep with other basilisks may be baffling to her, but it was far from baffling to him. For Caspen, it was the norm. For Tem, it was incomprehensible.

			

			“How can it not matter to you?” she insisted. “How can you not be jealous?”

			His fingers trailed gently down her stomach, raising goose bumps on her skin. “I would only be jealous if you slept with someone you loved.”

			Guilt prodded her. There was someone she loved. “I would be jealous if you slept with anyone else,” she whispered.

			Caspen smiled. “I know you would. And that is understandable, given that you are part human. But I told you, Tem, there is no one else I want.”

			He said the rest gently into her mind: My body and my heart belong to you.

			She kissed him, and he kissed her back. When they drew apart, he said:

			“I care only that you are loyal with your heart.”

			Tem stared at the silver ring on her finger. Caspen hadn’t asked about it. Possibly it didn’t matter to him—­basilisks wore no rings, and their matching gold claw necklaces were evidence enough of their love. But it mattered to Tem. And she couldn’t bear to remove it.

			Tem leaned against his chest.

			For a long moment, they simply lay there. Eventually, she asked: “What’s your favorite thing about me?”

			Caspen smiled, and she saw the barest trace of his fangs. “That is easy: your mouth.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Be serious.”

			He laughed. “I am always serious.” He traced her bottom lip with his finger. “Your words are sharp.” He looked her in the eye. “Your opinions even sharper.”

			Before Tem could roll her eyes again, he asked, “What is your favorite thing about me?”

			She considered her answer, thinking of all the things she loved about Caspen. She also loved his mouth, although it certainly wasn’t because of his opinions. She loved how sure he was: how steadfast and solid. But most of all she loved the way he loved her: unconditionally.

			“Your devotion.”

			Caspen smiled. “It is easy,” he whispered, “to worship you.”

			Then he kissed her. His tongue moved against hers, tracing the mouth he loved so much. When they were done kissing, they simply lay there, watching each other, until their eyes began to close. Eventually, Caspen’s breathing slowed.

			Tem watched the great plane of his chest rise and fall rhythmically as he slept. She had always drawn comfort from Caspen. He was her protector; he would never let harm befall her. He was perfect in every single way. But Leo had ensnared her in a way she hadn’t expected, and Tem was having great difficulty shaking him.

			She’d tried to do the right thing, tried to give him what he deserved. But in doing so, something had broken within her. A tiny piece of herself had walked off that stage right alongside Leo, and that piece had called to her ever since, no matter what she did to distract herself. It felt as real as a physical sensation, compressing her chest, making it difficult to breathe. Tem would never forget the way her mind exploded with sensation when her pinkie brushed against his. Was it an aftereffect of the crest? Tem knew nothing of such magic and, quite frankly, was too afraid to ask Caspen. She couldn’t even bring herself to mention the Sunday-­night dinners for fear of what he might say. But that was a problem for another time.

			

			Besides, Tem was not the only one keeping secrets.

			The night after the wedding, the basilisks that had been kept at the castle for bloodletting had returned to the caves. Tem didn’t know whether Leo had freed them or if they had come of their own accord. The basilisks were all directed toward Adelaide.

			“Why are they going to her?” Tem had asked.

			“She is exceptional at healing,” Caspen had explained. It was a shorter response than the ones he usually gave. He had been distracted, his eyes searching the weary line of basilisks as they staggered into the caves, their hands cradled against their chests.

			“Are you expecting someone?” Tem had asked.

			Caspen’s gaze had flicked to hers, his expression returning immediately to neutral. “No.”

			Too late, Tem had realized she should have asked a different question. Had she asked Are you hoping to see someone? she might have gotten a different answer. Part of Tem wanted to follow up, to insist that Caspen tell her who he was searching for. But the other part feared what he might say. Could she really blame him for having a past when it was Tem’s present that threatened to undo them? Her husband had lived a long life. He was the Serpent King, and he had earned that title. There was no point in holding his past against him. She hoped he would offer the same grace to her.

			Eventually, Tem burrowed herself against Caspen and slept.

			The next day they headed to breakfast together. Meals were held in the banquet hall, an enormous room where hundreds of basilisks gathered throughout the day. Basilisks ate at any time they pleased, whenever they were hungry. The lack of schedule was disorienting for Tem. Even their sleeping schedules were completely random—­Tem only just now realized that Caspen had been catering to hers. If anything, basilisks tended to be nocturnal.

			The food was different too. Basilisks primarily ate fish and wild game, which they caught while hunting in their true forms. Meals eaten under the mountain were similar to the dinners Caspen had served her during the training process—­cured meats and cheeses, nuts and dried fruits, the occasional loaf of bread. Basilisks were partial to chocolate, she learned quickly.

			

			“It is bitter,” Caspen said. “But also sweet.”

			“You could describe a basilisk that way.”

			“Yes,” he said. “You could.”

			At first, Tem had assumed that the banquet hall would be the one place where she wouldn’t witness any sex. But she’d been utterly wrong. Not only did basilisks have sex at mealtimes, they incorporated anything and everything on the table within arm’s reach. Chocolate was spread on and licked off various body parts. Utensils were used to stimulate all manner of erogenous zones. When it became too much, Tem simply closed her eyes.

			We do not have to eat here, Caspen’s voice came to her, amused. It is not required.

			I’m fine.

			You look as if you might faint.

			I won’t.

			Your eyes are closed.

			I’m just resting.

			At the dining table?

			Yes.

			A rather odd place to rest, my love.

			Maybe for you. For me, it’s necessary.

			It is all the same to us, Tem: eating and sex. There is no difference. Both are basic needs. Both must be met.

			Do they have to be met right now?

			We do not believe in delaying our gratification.

			Tem thought back to last night, when she’d made Caspen wait for it.

			You do.

			She felt another wave of his amusement.

			Only when it comes to you.

			And why am I so special?

			Because with you, the reward is worth the wait.

			Tem opened her eyes just so she could roll them. But she was no coward; this was her life now, and she had better get used to it.

			The woman beside her was pleasuring her partner. Tem watched them for a while, observing the way they both moaned in unison. Eventually, the woman mounted the man. But to Tem’s surprise, she did not begin to ride him. Tem turned to Caspen.

			What are they doing?

			The woman was sitting on the man’s lap. They were clearly involved, but her body was completely still. He didn’t thrust, and she didn’t move.

			

			They are simply experiencing each other.

			But what’s the point?

			Pleasure.

			Of course. That was the point of everything here.

			Caspen’s voice came to her again: Do you wish to try?

			Tem hesitated. She didn’t know why she hesitated, but she did. They were surrounded by basilisks here. They were in public. Even though she’d been through the ritual, which was just as public as this, somehow that was different; even when the basilisks had lined up to touch her, they’d retreated right after. But here, they were seated on a bench with basilisks on either side of them. Tem couldn’t imagine touching Caspen in such proximity to others. But larger than her doubt was her curiosity, and it was that, as always, that won out in the end.

			She didn’t need to say a word.

			Caspen was already lifting her onto his lap, pushing her legs open so they rested on either side of his. Her back was against his chest, his cock already hard and ready for her. He eased Tem onto it slowly, working himself inside one inch at a time. When he was fully inserted, he squeezed her hips.

			Now what?

			Now you sit. And you do not move.

			It was a curious thing to simply sit there. Tem was used to variance—­to the incessant retreat and advance of Caspen’s cock in her center. But this was an entirely different sensation. She wasn’t used to holding his full length inside her for any extended period of time. Barely a minute had passed, and she already wanted more. Tem moved her hips instinctually, desperate to feel that addictive rhythm. She wanted to ride him, to slide up and down his cock and relieve herself of the gnawing wave of heat that was clawing its way up her back. The moment she tried, Caspen gripped her waist, holding her in place.

			I said you do not move.

			Tem squirmed. Moving was all she wanted to do. It was impossible just to sit here—­she had no idea how the other woman was accomplishing it. How could she be expected not to grind on him, to move her hips and take them both to climax?

			It is an exercise in restraint, Tem.

			But Tem had never been good at restraint. Caspen was the one who had endless patience, and he was demonstrating it now. He held her still, his body unbearably warm, his chest pressed against her back. Tem didn’t often consider the size difference between them, but now, perched on his lap, she felt just how big he was behind her. Caspen was carved from stone—­his body hard and sturdy and immovable. The heat from his skin seeped directly into hers, and Tem felt a single bead of sweat form between her breasts. Caspen trailed a finger up her stomach, brushing it through the drop and lifting it to his lips. Fire erupted in Tem. All she wanted to do was move—­to apply friction, to feel his cock pump inside her. The thought of it alone made her even wetter than she already was. She could feel it dripping onto the bench beneath them.

			

			Patience, Tem.

			This is ridiculous. And a waste of time.

			That is your opinion. I am rather enjoying myself.

			Tem squirmed again, and this time Caspen’s hand went to her throat. He held her face to his, pressing a kiss to her lips. His tongue teased hers. Still, Tem wanted to move. Still, Caspen held her in place.

			I can’t believe people do this.

			Do what?

			Just sit here. I’m so…

			Needy?

			She blushed. Yes.

			I like when you are needy, Tem. It is one of your finer qualities.

			Tem rolled her eyes. Caspen’s fingers traced her jaw, then her neck. He brushed along her collarbones, touching one and then the other. Tem wasn’t used to him being so reserved during sex. But were they having sex, really? Tem didn’t know what to call what they were currently doing. She was just…sitting there. While he was inside her. It made her feel deeply connected to him, like they were joined at their most fundamental point, not two beings but one.

			You feel so good, Caspen.

			As do you.

			You feel so good it almost feels…bad.

			Caspen skimmed his palms up her body, cupping her breasts and squeezing. He rubbed her nipples between his fingers until they were hard, tender points. It was almost beyond what Tem could handle. He was molding and forming her body into whatever he wanted. His lips brushed her neck, and she felt his teeth nip her skin.

			More, she begged.

			No.

			Please.

			Good things come to those who wait.

			His fingers resumed their slow, sensual teasing on her nipples. Tem strained against his touch, arching her back and pushing her breasts into his hands. At her desperation, Caspen’s amusement only increased.

			

			Sit still, Tem.

			Tem did as she was told.

			The moment she sat still, Caspen rewarded her with one single, hard thrust. Tem yelped at the sudden change, crying out in surprise and pleasure, aching immediately for more. But he didn’t let her have it. Instead one hand moved from her breast to her clitoris, rubbing in a steady rhythm. Tem was lulled into a trance by the motion, content finally to let Caspen take control.

			He didn’t thrust into her again, but his other hand reached forward, dipping into a jar of honey on the table. Caspen swirled his fingers slowly through the honey before bringing them to Tem’s lips. She opened her mouth, lapping the honey with her tongue, turning her head so he could see her doing it. When the honey was gone, Tem sucked gently on his fingers before taking them all the way down her throat until he said:

			Kora.

			If this was a game, Tem knew she could beat him at it.

			She moved her hips an infinitesimal amount, shifting barely an inch at first. The great expanse of his chest was behind her, keeping her upright, preventing her from doing anything sudden. But Tem went slowly, teasing him just as he had teased her, arching her back in order to take him deeper. It was just like what they did last night, only this time they were not alone. Tem knew people were watching, knew everyone could see where she was sitting. A low thrum of approval vibrated over the table. It was one thing for basilisks to have sex in public—­it was another to watch their king and queen do it. They were their leaders; they set the standard. It was an honor to do so and not one Tem took lightly. She knew they looked to her for guidance, that she held a position some thought she had not earned. She strove to be worthy of it now, with Caspen inside her, for everyone to see. Tem understood this was a way to prove herself, that those who doubted her ability to thrive would have no choice but to accept her if they saw how good she was at this.

			Her body moved in earnest now. Tem grabbed the edge of the table, holding on for stability as she took herself there. Her palms were sweaty; she could barely keep her grip. Caspen’s hands were on her hips, jerking her forward, his entire body rigid beneath hers. Her orgasm came like a lightning bolt, sudden and bright, taking the air from her lungs. Caspen came too, his teeth pressed against her neck. Tem was breathless. Caspen’s chest rose and fell with hers, in sync even as their heart rates slowed. Caspen kissed her on the cheek.

			You did well, my love.

			Tem smiled. Then she kissed him back.

			

			It wasn’t until they left the banquet hall that Tem found she could think clearly again. When they passed through the courtyard, it was bustling with activity. Basilisks congregated around the fountain, arranging an elaborate tower of goblets.

			“What’s going on?” Tem asked Caspen.

			“They are preparing.”

			“For what?”

			“For mating season.”

			“Mating season?”

			“Yes.” Caspen smiled. “It is a time when anyone who is not partnered will seek a mate. It happens every winter.”

			Tem took a moment to process this. Basilisks were already amorous on a regular day—­look what had just happened at breakfast. She couldn’t imagine how they would act during a time when their sole purpose was to find a mate. “And what exactly does mating season entail?”

			“There will be a series of events to celebrate.”

			“Such as?”

			“They are rather difficult to explain.”

			Tem sighed. It didn’t matter whether Caspen told her; she would find out soon enough. “When will the first event be?”

			“Tomorrow.”

			So soon. Tem had barely begun to adjust to basilisk culture, and now there was an entire event to consider.

			As if on cue, Caspen said: “You can always tell me when it becomes too much for you.”

			Tem frowned. She didn’t like his wording—­when instead of if, implying that it was only a matter of time before it became too much for her. The last thing she wanted was Caspen thinking she was incapable of adjusting to his world. “It’s not too much. It’s just a lot. There’s a difference.”

			And there was so much more. Tem had barely begun to scratch the surface of basilisk culture. There were a thousand unanswered questions, and never enough time to ask them. “When will I learn how to petrify?”

			To her surprise, Caspen frowned. “You will not learn to petrify.”

			“Why not?” Insecurity cut through her. “Don’t you think I can do it?”

			“Of course you can do it.”

			“Then why won’t you teach me?”

			They reached their chambers and sat on the bed.

			When Caspen didn’t answer, Tem insisted, “I want to learn.”

			

			He shook his head. “You will not learn from me.”

			“But why?”

			“Tem.” He looked her in the eye. “It is a terrible thing to take a life.”

			“But you do it all the time.”

			Darkness flashed over Caspen’s face, and Tem knew immediately that she’d struck a nerve. He looked away. “I do it only when necessary,” he said quietly.

			She reached for him. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

			Caspen placed his hand over hers. “I am not offended. It is true that I have had more than my fair share of kills. But you must know I do not relish it. I regret most of them, and I do not want the same for you.” He paused, staring into the fire before whispering, “I would not have you become a monster.”

			Tem’s grip on him tightened. “You’re not a monster.”

			A grim smile twisted his lips. “Perhaps not to you.”

			The fire crackled. Neither of them spoke.

			Tem tried to see where he was coming from. She supposed it made sense that Caspen wouldn’t want her to feel the same regret he did. He wanted her to retain this last strand of morality. But it was not his decision to make. And it didn’t change the fact that she wanted to learn how to do it. It was a part of her that was still undiscovered—­something all other basilisks knew how to do. Tem didn’t want to be the last to know. Not again.

			She waited an appropriate amount of time before asking, “Can’t you teach me how to do it on an animal?”

			Caspen shook his head. “Petrification is not effective on animals. They are our peers. It is only for—­”

			“Humans. Right. Of course.” Tem sighed. She should have known that would be the case.

			Caspen brushed a curl from her face. “I did not mean that as an insult, love.”

			Tem sighed again. “I’m just tired,” she whispered. “One minute I’m doing just fine, and then the next…”

			Caspen watched her patiently, his eyes softly holding hers.

			“I just feel like I’m splitting in half,” she finished quietly. “It’s overwhelming.”

			He leaned in, pressing his lips gently to her cheek. “Of course it is overwhelming. You are going through something of great significance. Anyone would feel as you do.”

			Tem gave him a sad half smile.

			“Perhaps you should visit your parents,” he murmured.

			Whenever life beneath the mountain became too much for Tem, Caspen insisted she visit her parents. Kronos and her mother lived on the outskirts of the village, in a small cottage with a beautiful backyard, without a chicken in sight. It was quiet there—­specifically, it was quiet in her mind when she was there. Caspen always left Tem alone when she went there, as if he could sense she needed a full break from basilisk life. Her human side craved solitude after hearing all the voices in her head and feeling too many bodies around her. Tem was grateful to Caspen for insisting she have it.

			

			“You’re right,” she said. “Perhaps I should.”

			 

			That afternoon, she found her mother in the garden tending to the vegetables and Kronos seated at the kitchen table.

			“Temperance,” he said, as she walked in, his face breaking into a slow smile. “What brings you here?”

			Tem had only visited a few times, and she was still getting to know her father. He always spoke deliberately, his words flowing like a slow-­moving river.

			“I needed a break,” she said simply.

			He nodded knowingly. “Yes, I can only imagine.”

			Pride stiffened Tem’s spine. “I wanted a break,” she rephrased.

			“Of course. There is no shame in wanting a break.”

			Shame was all she felt.

			“The mountain can stifle even the strongest basilisk, Temperance. It has a mind of its own. I would never subject your mother to it.”

			Tem could understand that. A human probably wouldn’t survive it.

			“But don’t you miss your people?”

			Her father raised his shoulder. “Occasionally. But I spent many years alone. That is what I am used to now. Were I to return, I do not think it would ever feel the same.”

			Tem nodded. She could understand that. Still, it seemed like an inevitability that her father would miss his old life.

			As if he’d read her mind, he said, “Daphne is my life now.”

			Tem looked out the window to the garden, where her mother was pulling weeds. She thought about her parents’ union and how much it took for them to be together. “Would you have made her do the ritual?” she asked.

			To her surprise, her father laughed.

			“What’s so funny?”

			“I could not have made your mother do anything,” he said. “Back then or now. You are just like her in that way.”

			

			Tem allowed herself to laugh too. It was a blessing to see herself in her mother and an honor for her father to equate them that way. “You know what I mean,” she insisted. “Did you want her to do it?”

			Kronos sighed. “I wanted her. And if that meant she had to do the ritual, then yes. I would have requested it of her.”

			“Would she have done it?”

			His mouth twitched. “I doubt it.”

			Tem wondered what it said about her that she had.

			“The ritual is ancient,” her father continued. “It is considered standard practice for any human who wishes to marry one of us. But your mother did not adhere to our traditions.”

			Tem couldn’t blame her.

			“Why did you do it?” Kronos asked quietly.

			A beat passed. The birds twittered.

			Tem thought back to her decision to participate in the ritual—­how she’d decided to do it after seeing Leo mobbed onstage. She remembered the fear that clenched her heart at the sight of him throwing his hands up to protect himself from the advancing villagers, how scared she’d been until Maximus had pulled his son from the stage.

			“I did it for Leo.”

			At the look of surprise on her father’s face, she elaborated.

			“Caspen had just broken the truce, and the villagers were revolting. I thought if I was accepted in basilisk society, I would have some power to keep Leo safe.”

			Another silence. Tem knew her father was processing her answer.

			“Do you not find it odd?” he asked carefully.

			“Find what odd?”

			“That the man you did the ritual for was not the man you are now married to?”

			Tem had never thought about it that way. She shrugged. “I would do anything for Leo.”

			“And for Caspenon?”

			“For him too.”

			“Are you certain?”

			His question stopped her cold.

			Tem couldn’t ignore what her father had just pointed out: that on a basic level, Caspen’s request hadn’t been enough of a reason for her to do the ritual. It had taken Leo’s life being in danger for her to finally decide to do it. It wasn’t something Tem had considered until now. The thought made her bristle. “Why would you ask me that?”

			Kronos raised a gentle hand in surrender. “I am merely wondering.”

			

			But now, Tem’s brain was turning. She wondered if perhaps that was the point of his question. It felt like he was warning her. “Why would you ask me that?” Tem said again, firmly this time.

			A pause. Then: “The heart is a curious thing, Temperance,” Kronos said carefully. “It cannot be reasoned with.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“We cannot choose who we love. Our hearts choose for us.”

			“I love Caspen.”

			“I know you do. But you also love Leo.”

			Tem closed her eyes.

			“Temperance. You must be careful. Basilisks are free with their bodies but not with their hearts. It is a dangerous thing to love two people. You need to prepare yourself.”

			Tem didn’t want to hear how it was wrong to love two people. It was her reality, and it wasn’t going to change anytime soon. They’d agreed to share her. Was that a lie? Had Caspen merely said that to get Leo to stop the bloodletting? Leo had seemed genuine in his promise, but was Caspen? Supposedly he couldn’t lie, but he could certainly bend the truth to suit his needs. She’d seen him do it many times before.

			A sliver of doubt pierced her chest.

			Had Caspen really agreed to share her? They’d never had to contend with their arrangement since Tem had ordered Leo to find Evelyn. If she hadn’t sent him away, the three of them would be in a very different circumstance right now.

			“Tem?” Her father interrupted her thoughts. “What is it?”

			“I don’t know,” she whispered.

			“Talk to me, child.”

			There were a thousand things she could say. But for some reason, only one gnawed at her heart. “I think I made a mistake,” she whispered.

			She couldn’t say any more. Not when she wasn’t even able to face it herself.

			Kronos placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “It does not matter what you did wrong, Temperance. It is how you choose to fix it that defines who you are.”

			She’d tried to fix it by sending Leo away. That had been her solution, and it had been a terrible one. It was merely an attempt to avoid dealing with the real issue. Her love for Leo wasn’t going away. She should have known it wouldn’t fade even if he went away. Tem wanted to confide in her father, to tell him that it hurt to think about Evelyn with Leo, that resisting the draw of their bond was painful for her, if not downright impossible.

			Her next words slipped out before she could stop them. “Do you think Leo still loves me?”

			

			Kronos sighed. A moment later, his hand touched her chin. “How could he not? You are easy to love.”

			Caspen was the first person to make her feel as if that statement were true. Caspen was her first love. And yet she could not shake Leo. No matter what Tem did, no matter how many times she had sex in the caves, Leo was always there, in the back of her mind, calling to her.

			“Sometimes it doesn’t feel that way,” Tem whispered.

			Sympathy softened Kronos’s face. “The ones who love you need no coercion to do so.”

			For some reason, tears threatened to fall. Her father leaned closer.

			“Look around you, child. You are not alone.”

			Just then, her mother entered the kitchen. “Tem, are you staying for dinner?” she asked, her hands covered in dirt from the garden.

			“No.” Tem shook her head.

			There was someone she needed to see.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER THREE

			The Horseman was nearly empty, and that was just fine with Tem. Gabriel was in their favorite booth, surrounded by empty beer glasses. The moment she saw him, a part of her relaxed.

			“My dearest Tem.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek as she slid into the booth. “How are you this fine evening?”

			“Can’t complain.”

			“I can. They’re charging me for drinks again.”

			“They’re supposed to do that.”

			“Not if you’re cute. It should be a rule that you drink for free if you’re cute.”

			Tem smiled. His good mood was contagious, lightening the darkness that was plaguing her heart. They hadn’t discussed anything of substance since the wedding. Tem knew he was waiting until she was ready to talk about it, respecting her boundaries as only a best friend could. But they both knew Tem owed him an explanation. She’d rehearsed her speech a thousand times: how to explain that she was a Hybreed, how to tell him what she’d done to Leo, how to reveal the most vulnerable parts of her. She’d avoided it out of fear—­or possibly shame. But her father’s words ran through her mind, and Tem knew she did not need to weather this storm alone. Gabriel had always loved her, and he deserved to know the truth.

			“Gabriel,” she said quietly. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

			He threw his arm around her. “Well, let’s hear it, then.”

			Tem bit her lip. Was she really about to do this? If she was to confide in him—­to reveal this deepest, most essential part of herself—­it could change their relationship forever. But Tem would rather it change than continue living a lie.

			She told Gabriel everything.

			Every secret she had harbored for so long, every sin she had kept close. Everything that had happened over the past few weeks came spilling out of her in a torrent, landing at Gabriel’s feet. He listened silently, his eyebrows slightly furrowed, his hand loosely curled around his beer glass. When Tem was finally done, night had fallen and the Horseman was beginning to fill. Gabriel looked her in the eye. He smiled.

			

			“What’s that for?” Tem asked in bewilderment. Rather than react with horror—­or, at a bare minimum, shock—­Gabriel was grinning widely at her. He was almost on the verge of laughter.

			“I always knew you had it in you.”

			“Had what in me?”

			“The gall.”

			“But aren’t you…surprised?”

			“No, dearest. I’m not surprised.”

			Tem stared at him blankly. “You’re not surprised that I’m half-­basilisk?”

			“No.”

			“Or that I did the ritual?”

			Gabriel’s grin widened. “No. Although I’m a little jealous you got to fuck Caspen’s father.”

			She smacked his arm. “Be serious, Gabriel.”

			“I am, Tem. I can only imagine the gene pool of that family.”

			That earned him another smack. Gabriel simply chuckled into his beer.

			“Aren’t you…” Words failed her. “Disgusted? Or at least…worried?”

			“Disgusted?” Gabriel let out a deep, mirthful laugh. “Tem, dearest.” He pulled her closer, pressing his lips to her cheek. “I was beginning to think that you were entirely boring. That would disgust me far more than what you just told me.”

			With one simple sentence, her soul unfurled. Of course Gabriel accepted her; of course Gabriel still loved her. There was nothing that could come between them—­he was not so easily deterred. He required no coercion to love her.

			“As for being worried,” he continued. “Should I be?”

			Tem bit her lip. “I don’t know,” she said honestly.

			“Hmm.” He considered her, his head tilted. “Something tells me you’ll be fine.”

			“And why do you think that?”

			“Because you are far more capable than you think you are. You always have been.”

			Tem considered this. She wasn’t sure if it was a compliment or not.

			“What does surprise me,” Gabriel said quietly, his expression sobering, “is that you waited until now to tell me.”

			Tem sighed. She remembered the night not so long ago, in this very booth, when she’d been about to tell Gabriel everything. Then Leo had shown up, and things had taken an unexpected turn. Now she wished things had turned out differently. What would have happened if Tem had confided in her best friend that night? It would have made everything that came next so much easier. If she’d had someone to talk to, she wouldn’t have had to face so many decisions on her own.

			

			“I waited because I was afraid,” she said honestly.

			“Of what?”

			“Of what you would think of me.” Sometimes Tem didn’t even know something was true until she spoke it out loud, and the moment she said it, she realized how deep that fear truly ran.

			“Tem.” Gabriel leaned in. “You’re my best friend. Nothing could ever make me think any less of you.”

			Tears were imminent. “But I’ve done bad things, Gabriel. Really bad things.”

			“You did your best with the circumstances you were given.” He clasped his warm hands over hers. “That’s all anyone can hope to do.”

			Tem just shook her head. She didn’t deserve his patience and understanding. Not after everything she’d kept from him. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

			“I know.”

			For a moment, they simply looked at each other. Tem studied the face she knew so well, marveling at how beautiful Gabriel had become. The gangly awkwardness of childhood was long gone. He was a man now, and somehow she’d missed it.

			There was one more thing she had to tell him. “Being friends with me is risky, Gabriel. I…don’t want you to get hurt.”

			To her surprise, his mouth quirked into a smile. “How dangerous are we talking?”

			She gave him a half-­hearted shove. “I’m serious. You know basilisks can petrify humans.”

			“Pishposh.”

			“And they’re constantly…”

			Gabriel raised an eyebrow. “Constantly what, Tem?”

			Tem blushed, remembering the banquet hall that very morning. “They’re constantly having sex.”

			Gabriel’s face lit up with glee. “Are they, now? Do tell me more.”

			“They do it all the time. It’s how they gain power and how they determine who ranks highest in their society.”

			“Sounds like my kind of society.”

			“Shut up. It’s…obscene. It’s all they do.”

			“In that case”—­his face brightened even more—­“you should set me up with one.”

			“Absolutely not.”

			“Oh, come on, Tem. I could finally find someone who matches my stamina. Stable boys just aren’t cutting it these days.”

			“This isn’t a joke, Gabriel. My world isn’t safe for humans. I don’t want you anywhere near it.”

			

			Despite her warning, Gabriel was still smiling. “I think it’s rather unfair that you get to attend sex parties all day while I waste away washing dishes in the castle. You should let me come to one.”

			“That’s not happening.”

			“Tem, you’ve got to take me.”

			“To the caves?”

			“Yes. Immediately, if possible.”

			“No, Gabriel.”

			“Why not? If there are snake sex parties happening, I take it as a personal insult that I’m not invited.”

			“There are no snake sex parties,” she hissed.

			“Pah.” He flicked his fingers dismissively.

			“Gabriel.” Tem put her hands on his shoulders. “I’m not attending any sex parties, and you wouldn’t be safe at them even if I were. I mean it. It’s dangerous under the mountain. I would never put you in that position.”

			A sly smile curled his lips. “I’ve been in all sorts of positions, Tem. And I especially enjoyed the dangerous ones.”

			Tem rolled her eyes at that.

			“Fine,” he said finally, tapping the tip of her nose. “We’ll put a pin in that for now. But promise me this: no more secrets between us.” Gabriel looped his pinky finger around hers and kissed it. Tem did the same. “From now on, we tell each other everything.”

			Tem smiled. For once, it was a promise she wanted to keep. “No secrets,” she agreed. “From now on.”

			It was nearly morning by the time they left the Horseman. Gabriel disappeared with a jaunty wave, crooning a church hymn as he rounded the corner to his cottage. On the way back to the caves, Tem thought about what her father had told her: how basilisks were free with their bodies but not with their hearts. Guilt clenched her stomach. Only Tem knew the truth—­that her heart did not fully belong to Caspen. Her feelings for Leo would not go away. With time or otherwise. She couldn’t do this forever. She couldn’t lie.

			She thought about what Gabriel had said as well, how he wasn’t surprised that any of this had happened to her. How could that be true? Tem couldn’t fathom a world in which anyone was unfazed by such news. But if nothing else, it spoke to Gabriel’s perception of her. He thought she was worthy of the life she was now living. So perhaps she was.

			When she reached their chambers, Caspen was by the fire. She crossed to him, touching his shoulder gently. It wasn’t time to bare her entire heart to him. But confiding in Gabriel had given her the courage to at least broach the subject that was most urgent.

			

			“Leo wants us to come to the castle every Sunday night for dinner.”

			The words were so quick, she almost wondered if he heard her. Tem closed her eyes as she said them, bracing for impact. A long pause followed.

			“Why would he want us to do that?” Caspen sounded calm. But just barely.

			“He wants us to try to get along. It will give us a chance to figure out how to run our kingdoms together.”

			Silence. Tem opened her eyes.

			Caspen was staring purposefully into the fire, the flickering flames reflected in his pupils. “He is naive.”

			The words were sharp. Tem touched the tips of her fingers gently to Caspen’s chin, pulling his face back to hers. “Maybe so. But he’s also hopeful. And so am I.”

			His expression was unreadable. He seemed to be holding back.

			Tem soldiered on anyway. “He abolished the bloodletting, Caspen. And he wants to include the basilisks in discussions moving forward. That’s more than Maximus was willing to do.”

			Caspen held her eye contact for a long moment. He blinked, slow and reptilian. Then he said, “It is still not enough.”

			Tem knew it wasn’t enough. At a minimum, reparations should be made for the pain the humans had caused the basilisks over the centuries. Dinners did nothing to fix the problem on a granular level. A weekly meal was the bare minimum Leo could offer them. But he was offering nonetheless.

			“He’s trying, Caspen,” Tem whispered. She was keenly aware of the thoughts she was harboring in the back of her mind—­of the wedding ring still on her finger.

			Caspen’s reply was short: “I will decide later.”

			Tem sighed. It wasn’t the answer she’d hoped for. But there was no arguing with him when he took that tone; he was as immovable as the mountain itself. She had no other choice but to wait until he was ready.

			“Come,” Caspen said, cutting off any other thoughts. “It is time for mating season.”

			Tem had completely forgotten about the event today. She still had no idea what it was, and she was still too afraid to ask. But she followed Caspen out into the passageway, joining the stream of basilisks to the courtyard. By the time they arrived, the courtyard was already full. The large circular room was packed; it was the most basilisks Tem had ever seen in one place. The last time she’d seen such a crowd was during the ritual, and that had only been the Drakon quiver.

			Tem was still getting used to the presence of so many nude bodies. Not to mention being constantly naked herself. More than once, she found herself instinctually reaching for her sleeves or her collar, only to remember there was nothing there.

			

			She stayed by Caspen’s side as they entered the crowd, dodging throngs of basilisks engaged in conversation and…other activities. The clamor of overlapping voices reminded her that basilisks lived in constant community. Even Tem’s mind was no longer a refuge. There was no privacy here, no isolation. No matter where she turned, Caspen was in her head.

			I do not have to be.

			She smiled, knowing he had heard her. I like having you in my head.

			That is nice to hear. But should you ever need solitude, you need only ask for it.

			Caspen’s voice was not the only one in Tem’s head. Snippets of other basilisks’ conversations flashed through her mind as they crossed the courtyard—­arguments, declarations of love, words conveyed in the heat of pleasure. The latter occurred more times than Tem could count. She was just about to close her eyes to get a reprieve when suddenly, a male basilisk approached them.

			He looked vaguely familiar, but before Tem had a chance to place him, he leaned in to kiss her. She yelped audibly, lurching backward in surprise. The basilisk halted immediately, looking questioningly up at Caspen.

			“She is not used to our customs yet,” he said. “She means no harm. Let her adjust.”

			The man bowed and walked away.

			“What was that all about?” Tem asked, staring after him.

			“There is no cause for alarm. He was merely greeting you.”

			“Greeting me?”

			“A kiss on the lips is the proper way to greet the queen. It is a way to honor your position.”

			Tem frowned. “If that’s the case, then why hasn’t anyone else tried to kiss me?”

			Caspen laughed. “It is only when a fellow member of the council wishes to address you directly. It is like a handshake to us.”

			Considering what happened at council meetings, Tem wasn’t at all surprised that a kiss on the lips was on par with a handshake. Now the man’s familiarity made sense. Tem had seen him before…when his head had been between her legs. The memory made her blush.

			Thankfully no one else tried to kiss her as they continued their lap of the courtyard. Everywhere they went, people parted for them, sometimes bowing, other times simply staring. More than once, basilisks fell to their feet before them, having sex right in the middle of their path. It was becoming somewhat of an obstacle; every time it happened, they had to step around.

			“What are they doing?” Tem asked after the third couple fucked in front of them.

			“They are hoping you will join them.”

			

			“What? Why would they want that?”

			“Because it would be an honor.”

			Tem looked up at him. “An honor?”

			Caspen’s hand, which had been resting on the small of her back, brushed up her spine. “You are the highest-­ranking woman in our society. It is a revered position.”

			Tem wrinkled her nose. She hardly felt worthy of that position.

			As usual, Caspen read her mind. “You survived the ritual, Tem. The king gave you his blessing, as did my quiver. You have earned your place. If you wish to join them, you are free to do so.”

			Tem couldn’t believe that.

			“You are the queen, my love. You are entitled to anyone you want, at any time.”

			Her eyebrows shot upward. “Entitled?”

			“Yes.”

			“That’s ridiculous.”

			Caspen let out a small sound of amusement. “You are reacting like a human.”

			“I am a human.”

			“You are part human, Tem. You must remember that basilisks do not share the same customs.”

			“What customs?”

			Caspen’s head tilted slightly to the side, as if considering what to say. Finally, he settled on “Consent.”

			Tem looked at him in disbelief. He let out a soft laugh.

			“I know what you are thinking. And it is not what I am saying.”

			“Then what are you saying?”

			“I am saying that it is normal for us to touch one another without asking permission first. Consent is assumed unless stated otherwise.”

			It was the exact opposite of how humans navigated sex. She knew basilisks were different—­that their culture revolved around sex in a way she was still getting used to—­but assumed consent was a foreign concept to her.

			“So is everyone going to assume that I want to…”

			“No.” Caspen shook his head. “You are the queen. It is different for you. And for me.”

			“How so?”

			“Our status means we are expected to initiate. We are allowed anyone we want, at any time. We need only make our desires known, and they will be fulfilled.”

			“But that’s unbelievable.”

			“Perhaps to you. But to us, it is natural, and it is the way things have always been done.”

			

			“Are you telling me your father just walked around and…slept with anyone he wanted?”

			“Yes.”

			“And that was just…allowed?”

			“Not only was it allowed, it was considered an honor to be chosen by him.”

			Tem crossed her arms. “And is that what you’re going to do?”

			Caspen smiled. “No. I am not.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I am very sure.”

			Tem frowned. While her human side didn’t like the idea of Caspen sleeping with anyone else, the last thing she wanted was to prevent him from participating in his own culture. If she stood in the way of such customs, she ran the risk of him resenting her.

			Caspen took her hand in his. “I have told you before, Tem. There is no one else I want.”

			She shook her head. “You say that now, but you might want someone else eventually. I don’t think I can—­”

			He pressed his lips to hers. I will not want anyone else. Now or eventually.

			The words were exactly what Tem needed to hear. But they were hard to believe, especially after what he’d just told her about how basilisks viewed sex.

			If you don’t want anyone else, why wouldn’t you expect the same from me?

			The kiss deepened. Because you are new to my world, Tem. I wish for you to experience all that is available to you.

			But if you—­

			I have already experienced everything there is to experience, Tem. No one else compares to you.

			You’ve experienced…everything?

			A smile tilted his lips. Everything.

			Tem pictured Caspen with a man. It turned her on. Caspen smiled, and Tem wondered why the thought of Caspen with a man turned her on yet the thought of him with a woman was terrifying. In her heart, she knew it was because she was afraid he would compare her to another woman. But he himself had told her that no one else compared. Perhaps it was time she started believing him.

			They continued their walk.

			Most of the basilisks mingled joyfully in the middle of the courtyard, but several stayed along the perimeter, their arms crossed, clearly displeased. One group of men stared at Tem with such vitriol that she recoiled, pressing herself against Caspen.

			“Who are they?” she whispered.

			

			Caspen followed her gaze. His jaw tightened. “They are Senecas.”

			“Why are they looking at me like that?”

			“Because you are married to a Drakon.”

			Tem understood how her father’s quiver—­her quiver—­might disapprove of her marriage. Surely, they expected her to marry a Seneca. Still, some solidarity would have been nice. Tem already felt out of place here; it was difficult to face rejection from her own quiver.

			“Many of the Senecas chose to leave with Rowe,” Caspen continued. “Those that remained are still wary of our union.”

			“Where did they go?”

			“The sea,” he said. “Basilisks originated there.”

			Something fell suddenly into place. You smell like the sea.

			Caspen told her that long ago. Tem had thought nothing of it, never considered that it might have any sort of significance. Was that why she was so drawn to the salt spray on her mother’s dresser? Had it reminded her of her true home—­not the cottage where she was raised but where her family originated? And how did her mother acquire the salt spray? Had she been to the place where basilisks originated? Tem wanted dearly to explore that train of thought, but they’d reached the center of the courtyard, and something else distracted her. An enormous tiered fountain stood before them, made of off-white marble. Snow-­white liquid spouted from the top before cascading down the tiers in shimmering waves. Even from here, Tem could sense the richness of the substance as it poured from the fountain. It looked like white gold.

			“What’s that?” she asked.

			Before Caspen could answer, a man approached the fountain. He was fully erect and—­Tem realized with a jolt—­touching himself. She watched in shock as he leaned over the edge, still stroking his cock. He finished a moment later with an anguished groan, releasing his cum into the base of the fountain. It joined the rest of the liquid in a great swirling pool.

			“Oh,” she said simply.

			Caspen laughed. “It is an elixir made from our essence.”

			Tem’s eyes fell to the tower of goblets stacked next to the fountain. The man who had just ejaculated in the fountain reached for one before holding it under the highest tier. He filled it to the brim before downing the entire thing in one gulp. Tem was too shocked to react—­too shocked to even blink. The man filled the goblet again before turning and disappearing into the crowd.

			“The fountain itself serves a purpose,” Caspen continued as if nothing remotely out of the ordinary had just happened. “It transforms our essence into an intoxicating substance.”

			

			“Intoxicating?”

			“Yes.”

			Tem frowned, trying to understand. “So…you drink it to get drunk?”

			By now they had reached the fountain, and Caspen lifted a goblet from the tower beside it. “Yes, Tem. We drink it to get drunk.”

			“But…” She tried to find the words to express her astonishment, but there were none. She settled on “I swallow yours all the time and I’ve never gotten drunk.”

			A possessive smile split Caspen’s face. “That is different. What you swallow is my essence in its rawest, purest form. This”—­he dipped the goblet into the flowing stream, filling it—­“has been transformed by the fountain.”

			Tem realized that for all the times she’d drank wine with Caspen, she’d never seen him get drunk—­the alcohol didn’t affect him the way it affected humans. It made sense, Tem supposed, that basilisks needed such a substance to get drunk. They drew their power from sex, after all. A direct infusion of cum in its purest form was probably the only thing strong enough to do the trick.

			Caspen raised the goblet to his lips and drank.

			Tem watched as his pupils widened and smoke curled over his shoulders. She thought about the bloodletting—­how through alchemy, basilisk blood became something else entirely. Was this magical fountain really so different from the magic Caspen had used to create the claw? Merely a process, nothing more. A transformation.

			“I want to try it,” Tem said.

			Caspen’s eyes slid to hers. He hesitated.

			“It is strong. You do not have the tolerance for it yet. Even I must pace myself.”

			But Tem would not be so easily dissuaded. Clearly this was an essential part of basilisk culture, and she was trying to assimilate. She was never going to fit in unless she did the things all other basilisks did.

			“I want to try it,” she repeated.

			To her surprise, Caspen smiled. “So stubborn.”

			In response, Tem held out her hand. Caspen handed her the goblet, and she raised it to her lips. The elixir had no smell whatsoever. A single mouthful lingered in the bottom of the goblet, and without a moment’s hesitation, Tem tilted it back and poured it down her throat.

			“Tem?” Caspen said. “How do you feel?”

			Tem could barely hear him; it was as if he were talking to her through a wall. For all the times she’d gotten drunk at the Horseman with Gabriel, this was ten times stronger. Her head spun, her vision blurred. She was already warm, but the elixir made her hot—­her cheeks flushed immediately as her center ached. Without touching herself, she knew she was wet.

			

			“Caspen,” Tem gasped, her hand darting out to touch him. He stepped closer.

			“What is it?”

			“Now.”

			A heartbeat passed. Then he was inside her.

			The moment Caspen slid his cock between her legs, Tem felt peace. It was truly that simple between them—­it always had been. Nothing was better than this; nothing brought her more clarity. Caspen sat on the edge of the fountain, holding her on top of him. Basilisks were watching, but Tem ignored them. The only thing that mattered was enjoying this moment with Caspen. She gave him her full attention, expecting the same in return. Tem moved her hips, grinding on his cock at exactly the pace she needed. Her wetness was spreading; it was all over their legs. Caspen slid his fingers up her thighs, pressing them against her clitoris. Tem moaned as he did it.

			The elixir was unlike any alcohol she’d ever drank; there was no comparison whatsoever. She was stimulated and sensual and free, as if all her inhibitions had been removed at the exact same time.

			Caspen. Look at me.

			She wanted him to pay attention—­to crave her so deeply, he could think of nothing else. He looked at her, his eyes endless black pools.

			Tem.

			He was completely entranced; she was all he could smell, all he could feel. Tem reached behind him, extending her fingers so they dipped into the waterfall of elixir. The liquid was warm; she knew instinctively that it was the exact same temperature as her body. When she pulled her fingers away, they were dripping. Her other hand wrapped around Caspen’s neck, pulling his face up to hers. Tem brushed her fingertips over his mouth, spreading the elixir onto his lips. Caspen’s eyes were wide, focused on nothing else but her. He ran his tongue over her fingers, tasting the essence of his people.

			Tem kissed him so she could taste it too.

			Their tongues slid against one another, matching the pace she set with her hips. Tem drove herself down on his cock as quickly as she could, desperate to get what she knew she could take from him.

			Deadly little viper.

			Tem was very close now.

			She rode him faster, to the point of panic. Caspen’s hands were all over her—­gripping her skin and tangling in her hair. All she wanted was more: more touch, more words, more Caspen. There could never be enough of him—­not in this lifetime or the next.

			

			You have me, Tem. You—­

			Tem squeezed his neck. Without another word, he came.

			She came too, throwing her head back in ecstasy, soaking up everything Caspen’s body had to offer her. By the time he lifted her off his cock, Tem was breathless. Wetness ran down her legs, and she didn’t bother cleaning it up. It was all the same here, and she knew before the evening was over, she’d probably have sex again. There was no point in removing the evidence of her last congress when the next one was right around the corner.

			They stood together, still dripping with each other’s sweat.

			“Impressive,” a voice said. “But rather swift. Are you losing your stamina, Caspenon?”

			Tem turned to see a man approaching them. He was nearly as tall as Caspen and just as imposing. Beside her, Caspen shifted so he was between them.

			“Tem,” he said. “My brother. Apollo.”

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER FOUR

			Tem saw the resemblance now—­Apollo had the same dark hair, the same strong jaw. He looked even more like Bastian than Caspen did. He had his father’s cock: impossibly thick at the base. Tem flushed at the sight.

			“Nice to meet you,” she said.

			Apollo took her hand in his, raising it to his lips and kissing the back of her wrist. He lingered for far too long, murmuring his next words against her skin. “The pleasure is entirely mine, Temperance.” His voice was smooth, like caramel. He dropped her hand, glancing at Caspen. “She is beautiful,” he said. “You did well.”

			“Her beauty is none of my doing.”

			Tem blinked. She knew that tone—­it was the same one he used with Leo.

			Apollo’s handsome face slid into a cunning smile. “Of course,” he said easily, turning back to Tem. “I meant no offense. Your beauty is your own. And what beauty it is.”

			Tem nodded because she didn’t know what else to do.

			Silence fell, and none of them broke it. Instead, Tem watched as Caspen and Apollo stared at each other, clearly having a conversation in their minds. She tried to hear what they were saying but couldn’t. Caspen was blocking her. That wouldn’t do at all. Tem said the first thing that popped into her mind:

			“Do you seek a mate?”

			The brothers finally broke eye contact, both turning to look at her.

			“Why would I do that?” Apollo asked back.

			“Caspen told me that’s what mating season is for.”

			A slow, sultry smile slid over Apollo’s lips. “I do not seek a mate.”

			“Why not?”

			“I do not desire one.”

			“Then what do you desire?”

			Somehow, the question felt significant. Tem had meant in general, but something about the way Apollo’s smile deepened made her feel like she’d asked something else entirely.

			“Pleasure,” he said simply.

			

			Another silence. Beside her, Caspen shifted but didn’t say anything. She got the impression he was watching their interaction to see how it would pan out. Tem wasn’t sure what he expected. Apollo made her feel…precarious. As if at any moment, she might tumble.

			“If you don’t want a mate, then why are you here?”

			“I am here because mating season is an opportunity to experience everything my people have to offer. Surely Caspenon told you that.”

			Tem could read between the lines: Apollo was saying he was here to have as much sex as possible. “That seems wrong.”

			Apollo raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

			“What if someone develops feelings for you?”

			He tilted his head. “Then I will let them down easy.”

			“What if you develop feelings for someone?”

			To her surprise, Caspen laughed. She looked up at him in bewilderment. “What’s so funny?”

			“My brother is incapable of developing feelings. He is only capable of deceit. He manipulates, and he lies.”

			“I thought basilisks couldn’t lie.”

			Caspen’s lip curled into a sneer. “My brother finds a way.”

			There was such vitriol in his words that Tem nearly recoiled. Clearly there was a history here, one she did not understand. And if she knew Caspen, he was never going to tell her.

			“Lies are deception,” Apollo said smoothly. “And I think you will find I am always truthful.” His gaze slid to Caspen’s. “Some might say to a fault.”

			Tem had no idea what to make of that. The conversation had quickly gotten beyond her, and she was quite ready for it to be over. Before she could express this, Apollo gave her one last lingering look before turning and leaving without saying goodbye. Tem glanced up at Caspen, who was staring after his brother with his eyebrows furrowed.

			“What was that about?”

			“I do not know what you mean.”

			“I mean, what’s with you two? Are you…on good terms?”

			Caspen rolled his shoulders. “We are not on bad terms.”

			“That’s not what I asked.”

			“We are not on bad terms,” Caspen said again, harsher this time.

			Tem gave him a look. She didn’t believe that for a second. Another question was on the tip of her tongue: “Was he flirting with me?”

			Caspen sighed. In that sigh Tem heard the burden of brotherhood and the weight of their past together. “He was.”

			

			“He shouldn’t be doing that.”

			“He has every right to flirt with you, Tem.”

			“Well. I’m not going to flirt back.”

			Caspen finally looked at her. “I cannot stand in your way if you did.”

			Tem frowned. “Seriously?”

			He nodded. “Yes. My brother has first rights to you.”

			“And what are those, exactly?”

			“They are an ancient basilisk custom.”

			Tem rolled her eyes. The last thing she needed was another ancient basilisk custom. “But what does that mean?”

			“It means if I were to die, Apollo would be given the option to court you first, before anyone else. He would be expected to marry you in my stead.”

			Tem blinked in disbelief. “That seems like it shouldn’t be allowed.”

			Caspen gave her a small smile.

			“Everything is allowed here, Tem.”

			It was then that Tem remembered the ritual. Did she really expect siblings to respect one another’s relationships when she had slept with Caspen’s father to prove her worth to his quiver?

			“I would never marry your brother.”

			“That is your choice. But you should know he will expect you to sleep with him.”

			“Why?”

			Caspen’s lips twitched into a smile. “To ensure your compatibility in the event that I die and he has to exercise his first rights.”

			“Well. You’re not allowed to die.”

			The smile widened. “I shall endeavor not to.”

			“And I won’t be sleeping with your brother.”

			“It is not mandatory, Tem. I am simply telling you that he will expect it.”

			“He can expect nothing from me.”

			The smile widened. “That is your choice,” he said again. Then he kissed her on the forehead. “But he will pursue you unless you tell him not to.”

			Tem shook her head. “Can’t you just tell him for me?”

			“It would have to come from you. That is the only way he will respect it. Otherwise he will think I am trying to keep you from him.”

			“But you are trying to keep me from him.”

			“No.” Caspen shook his head. “I am not. You say you do not want him now, but you may change your mind in the future. And if you do, I cannot stand in your way.”

			Tem turned his words over in her mind. She knew that Caspen liked it when she adhered to basilisk traditions. But she was having a very difficult time wrapping her head around how it could possibly make no difference to Caspen were she to sleep with his brother. The concept of first rights was completely foreign to her. It was almost as if siblings were considered interchangeable.

			

			“Tem,” Caspen said gently. “Do not let this overwhelm you. You have many things to learn.”

			His words only made her feel worse. Because he was right. There was so much to learn—­so much that Tem was bound to get wrong. She lived in a constant state of terror, afraid that she was going to offend someone or insult Caspen by refusing to do something. It was like learning an entirely new language in just a few days. Her brain hurt from trying to process so much information, and she was tired of feeling out of step in her own body.

			Do you wish to return to our chambers?

			Tem looked up at Caspen, who was looking down at her with his brow furrowed. He was worried about her. He wanted her to adjust, and she wasn’t adjusting quickly enough. Even Caspen, with his seemingly endless patience, would surely grow weary of playing teacher.

			I do not mind teaching you, Tem. It is not a burden to me.

			Of course he would say that. But even if it was, he wouldn’t tell her. And Tem would always wonder whether he would secretly tire of her. There were a thousand things to remember and no hope of remembering them all. Tem was overwhelmed, and she was tired. But she was also determined.

			“Do you wish to return?” he asked again, this time murmuring the words against her cheek.

			“No,” she said firmly. “I want to stay.”

			She recognized the flash of pride in his eyes. “Good.”

			They kissed. This, at least, she did not need to be taught.

			“Caspenon,” a voice bloomed beside them. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your wife? Or is that honor reserved only for Apollo?”

			They pulled apart to see a man watching them. Unlike most of the other male basilisks Tem had seen, who were built like warriors, this one was slim and wiry. He was also tall, his height only accentuating his thinness, as if he had been stretched.

			“Tem,” Caspen said. “My youngest brother, Damon.”

			Tem raised her eyebrows. She couldn’t believe she was meeting so many members of Caspen’s family tonight.

			“Oh,” she said. “Nice to meet you.”

			Damon took her hand and kissed it. Unlike Apollo, his lips didn’t linger.

			

			“Nice indeed.” He tilted his head at Caspen. “She is beautiful.”

			Tem almost laughed. Did these brothers know any other compliments? “You’re beautiful too,” she said without thinking.

			Damon raised his eyebrows in delight. “Am I? How kind of you to say.”

			It was true; Damon was stunning. Tem decided right then that she liked him. She could tell this interaction pleased Caspen too; he was almost smiling.

			“Has my brother given you any trouble tonight?” Damon asked.

			Tem looked up at Caspen. “No. Not yet.”

			“I do not mean Caspenon,” Damon said with a wink. “I mean the one who is likely to give you trouble.”

			Clearly Apollo’s reputation preceded him.

			“No,” she said again. “I can handle him.”

			“Can you, now?” Damon clapped Caspen on the shoulder. “You picked a strong one.”

			Caspen looked down at Tem, his eyes full of pride. “I did indeed.”

			With that, Damon swept away. He was the second basilisk to leave without saying goodbye. Apparently farewells were not part of their ancient customs.

			As soon as he was gone, Caspen pressed his lips once more to Tem’s. The kiss was just beginning to deepen when Caspen pulled suddenly away, glancing over his shoulder as if he had heard something. Several male basilisks were gathered in a group, staring in their direction, clearly discussing something.

			“Caspen? What is it?”

			He was still looking at them when he answered, “Dissent.” Before Tem could ask what he meant by that, Caspen turned back to her and said, “I must address this. It will not take long. Can you manage on your own?”

			Anxiety closed Tem’s throat. She was all alone here; Caspen was her only lifeline. But she couldn’t cling to him forever. There was no future for her under the mountain unless she could manage on her own. So she said, “Yes.”

			Caspen pressed a quick kiss to her forehead before turning and heading for the group of men.

			Tem scanned the room, prepared to find someone—­anyone—­to talk to. Not even five seconds passed before someone appeared in front of her.

			“Temperance,” the woman said.

			“Hello,” said Tem because she didn’t know what else to say.

			The woman sneered. “Hello? Is that all you have to say to me?”

			So they were skipping the small talk. Lovely. “What else am I supposed to say to you?”

			

			“You could start by apologizing.”

			“For what?”

			“For being here.”

			Tem crossed her arms. “I have just as much of a right to be here as anyone else.”

			“Do not make the mistake of thinking you are special,” the woman snapped. “Caspenon has had every woman under the mountain, including me.”

			A blush rose on Tem’s cheeks. Her first instinct was to be embarrassed or even angry. But she’d already known that Caspen had slept with nearly everyone in this room. If this woman thought that information would hurt her, she was wrong. A part of Tem actually reveled in it. Caspen had been with everyone and he still chose her. It was an honor—­an accolade to add to Tem’s list of accomplishments. She took pride in her status, and she would not be talked down to by this woman or anyone else.

			“None of those women mattered to him,” Tem said. “Including you.”

			“You should abdicate,” the woman hissed.

			“Abdicate?” It was a ludicrous idea. Tem was insulted she’d even suggested it. It was true she was new to the throne and new to basilisk culture. But she had earned her place. Caspen had said so himself. “The day I abdicate is the day I die.”

			The woman leaned in. “Then let us hope you are not destined for a long life.”

			“Enough, Evangeline.”

			The voice belonged to Adelaide. She emerged from the crowd with her arms crossed, looking as perfect as ever. Sharp fury flashed over the woman’s face before being replaced quickly by disbelief.

			“Have you lost your mind, Sister?”

			The moment she said it, Tem realized how unnervingly similar the two women looked. They had the same regal shoulders, the same flawless hair. It was a wonder she hadn’t noticed it before.

			“Temperance is here, and she is our queen,” Adelaide continued. “We owe her our allegiance.”

			Evangeline scoffed. “You are the rightful queen. We owe her nothing.”

			“Enough,” Adelaide said again. This time Evangeline simply turned on her heel and disappeared. Adelaide looked at Tem, her expression sympathetic. “My sister is angry. I apologize for her actions.”

			“It’s fine.”

			“Temperance.” She touched her shoulder gently. “I mean it. I am sorry.”

			Tem was struck by her sincerity and also by the physical contact. Adelaide knew better than anyone what it meant to be with Caspen. She’d been engaged to him before Tem, after all. Her apology meant a lot, even if Tem wasn’t in the space to hear it.

			

			“Thanks,” she said quietly.

			Adelaide dropped her hand. “You may find she is not the only one with opinions about your queenship.”

			Tem glanced at the group of men, some of whom were still looking at her. “What about them?” she asked. “What do they think of me?”

			Adelaide followed her gaze. “They would not have any woman in charge.”

			Something occurred to Tem, and she asked it before she lost her nerve: “Have there ever been two queens?”

			“Yes.”

			“And two kings?”

			“Yes, although not as often.”

			“Why not?”

			Adelaide gave her a small smile. “Men do not share.”

			Tem almost smiled too. That was certainly true. Women were raised to share their time, their attention, their love. Men kept everything for themselves.

			“Are you enjoying yourself tonight?” Adelaide asked presently.

			What a question. This night was already bizarre and it had barely begun. Tem had no idea whether any part of it had been remotely enjoyable. “It’s…a lot.”

			“A lot?”

			Tem shrugged. “So much happens here. I feel like I can’t keep up.”

			“You will adjust,” Adelaide said. “It may take time.”

			The same thing Caspen had said to her. But was it true? “Is every night like this?” Tem gestured out over the courtyard at the piles of copulating bodies.

			Adelaide smiled. “Not quite. This is mating season. Everyone is especially…ferocious right now. You chose a particularly volatile time to join our society.”

			Tem sighed. She hadn’t chosen the timing at all. “So they’re not usually like this?”

			“No,” Adelaide said. “They are not.”

			That made her feel slightly better. Adelaide shifted closer.

			“Temperance,” she said quietly. “I can imagine that your time here has not been simple.”

			Tem snorted. That was putting it lightly.

			“Should you ever need guidance…or a friend…I am available.”

			Tem raised her eyebrows. A friend? Adelaide was the last person she thought would offer something of that sort. Friendship wasn’t something Tem had expected to find in basilisk society and certainly not from Adelaide. But who better, really, to understand what she was going through? Adelaide was once engaged to Caspen. Adelaide was a Seneca, and she deeply understood her quiver’s plight. There were stranger things, certainly, than a friendship with her. Tem was smart enough to recognize when she was being offered an olive branch and was brave enough to take it. She’d considered Adelaide an enemy at first. But perhaps that wasn’t true at all. Perhaps they were allies.

			

			“Thank you,” Tem said, suddenly self-­conscious. It was difficult for her to accept help, especially from someone like Adelaide. But she found she was deeply grateful for it. Basilisks did not often extend graces. If Adelaide was choosing to be kind, Tem was glad to receive it.

			“Of course,” Adelaide said.

			A silence followed, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Instead, the two women stood together, watching the revelry taking place. Nearly everyone was having sex. Mostly in pairs, but sometimes in groups. For the first time, Tem saw a full range of basilisks, particularly older ones. Tem realized she had never seen a baby basilisk and had no idea how they were born.

			“Are there any children here?” Tem asked.

			Adelaide smiled. “There are not.”

			“Why not?”

			“We do not raise them here. It is unsuitable for the young.”

			Tem stared at the writhing naked bodies before her. Unsuitable indeed. “Then where do you raise them?”

			“Out in nature. They are born as basilisks and transition into humans when they come of age. Once they are able to assimilate, it is safe to bring them near the villagers without worry they will lose control and violate the truce.”

			This was fascinating to Tem and answered most of her questions. But she found she had one more: “When do basilisks come of age?”

			“One hundred.”

			Tem blinked. She’d always known Caspen was ancient, but she hadn’t realized that a century was the starting point. Surely, he was far beyond childhood by now. Her eyes slid to Adelaide, who was watching her with a smile, as if she could already predict her next question.

			“How old is Caspen?”

			“Perhaps you might ask him that.”

			“Perhaps I might not,” Tem muttered.

			“We are not shy about our age, Temperance,” she laughed, touching her shoulder again softly. “But I know Caspenon, and he would want to tell you himself.”

			Tem sighed. It was hard to wrap her head around the fact that everyone here was over one hundred years old. They all looked so…youthful. Even the basilisks who were clearly older—­who had hardened faces and traces of gray at their temples—­were beautiful. Humans wilted as they aged. Basilisks seemed to do the opposite.

			

			They watched the crowd some more. Every once in a while, someone walked over to release themselves into the fountain. Tem spotted Apollo, entangled in a web of women. The moment he made eye contact, she blushed and looked away.

			“Do you know Apollo?” Tem asked. “Caspen’s brother?”

			Adelaide shifted, glancing down at her. “Of course. Why do you ask?”

			“Caspen said he’ll try to sleep with me.”

			The basilisk smiled elegantly. “That is likely true.”

			“Well. I don’t want that.”

			Adelaide’s smile only widened. “It is not such a bad thing, Temperance,” she murmured. “To have two men fall at your feet.”

			Tem had no idea what to say to that, so she said nothing. Eventually, the silence lingered, and Tem felt the need to break it. “Do you have anyone falling at your feet?”

			Adelaide gave her a devious look. “Always.”

			Tem perked up immediately. If Adelaide had been engaged to Caspen, the son of the king, who was a suitable match after someone of such high ranking? “Who?”

			Adelaide leaned in. “Can you keep a secret?”

			Tem raised her eyebrows. “Yes.”

			She leaned even closer, and Tem felt the thrill that only gossip could bring forth.

			“Cypress has been in my bed the past seven nights.”

			Adelaide pointed across the room. Tem followed her gaze to see Caspen’s sister. They had the same dark hair, the same regal stature. She was a stunning woman and a fitting complement to Adelaide. Tem could imagine they looked beautiful together.

			“Why is that a secret? I thought everything was allowed here.”

			Adelaide shrugged, straightening. “Men are curious creatures, Temperance. They are petty, and they are stupid.”

			Tem snorted.

			“It is true, is it not?”

			“It’s completely true.”

			Adelaide laughed too, far more elegantly than Tem. “Caspenon is protective of his sister, as he should be.”

			Tem frowned. “Sister? I thought he had two.”

			“Agnes is dead.”

			Adelaide said it so bluntly that Tem had no idea how to respond. It didn’t feel like the right moment to press the topic, so she didn’t. Instead, she waited until Adelaide spoke again:

			

			“Besides, he does not fully trust me.”

			Tem looked up at her. “Why not? He was going to marry you.”

			Adelaide shrugged. “A marriage does not guarantee trust. I am a Seneca. He is a Drakon. We are on opposing sides. He was right to be wary.”
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