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  Chapter 1
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Bronwyn


The best day of her sister’s life was one of the worst of Bronwyn’s. 
Her cheeks ached from the smile plastered across her face. The fancy, pointy-heeled shoes she wore rubbed blisters on her feet. But worst of all, the last vestiges of her icy heart might finally have been crushed into dust, smothered by the joy around her.
Bronwyn plucked a champagne saucer from a plate carried by a liveried footman—one of many strolling through the boisterous crowd of nobles and elites dressed in their finest silks and lace. She recognized few of the smiling faces who’d come to celebrate her sister, Ceridwen, and her new husband, King Tristram Ithael, or Drystan, as she had come to know him before he ascended the throne.
A nearby gaggle of women shot curious glances Bronwyn’s way. Their ornate lace fans hid their mouths as they whispered to one another, but she could imagine the words easily enough. “There goes Bronwyn Kinsley, sister of the new queen. Such an odd woman, with her foul mouth and paint-stained hands, trying to be one of us.”
Except Bronwyn had no desire to be like them. Not a one. She’d had more than enough of ostentatious hairdos, wide skirts, derisive smirks, and pleasant words so false she wasn’t sure how they didn’t choke on them. Or laugh in someone’s face. She had a few times, much to her family’s horror. 
Life had been hard after Mother died and Father lost the family’s money to poor investments. Harder still when they moved into an old house that crumbled around them as they scraped by, clinging to the bottom rung of society. All the wealth and privilege that her sister’s new position afforded the family should be making their lives easy. It was a blessing in so many ways, for Ceridwen, for all of them.
But for Bronwyn? This life was a new kind of hell, one she endured for the love of her family even if it chipped away at her soul a little more each day. She was sure there would soon be nothing left of the woman she’d been before, who loved to sit and paint or stroll outdoors in blissful silence.
“Care for a dance, my lady?” A courageous young man bowed before her. His grinning companions stood behind him, nudging one another.
Her nose wrinkled at the oddly tinged musk wafting off him. That she could smell it over the riot of perfumes and towering flower arrangements dotting the room spoke volumes. “No, thank you.”
The man gaped, blinking his surprise away as she strode past.
Saying yes would only have grown his ego and increased the gossip about her. She could do without both.
Trumpets blared. Dancers halted as the music died. Conversations ceased. 
The crowd parted. Ceridwen’s dress of sky blue and silver sparkled like sunlight off shallow water. Small stones woven into the lace-covered satin caught the light and sent it back in a cascade of glitter. A silver crown inlaid with sapphires glittered atop her elaborate blond up-do. Bronwyn’s ethereal sister had always been her light opposite, fair and twinkling to her dark and dour. Ceridwen’s husband matched her finery. The limp that had plagued him since he claimed the crown did nothing to dampen his imposing presence. It was the look in his eyes that made the women sigh—the bright love he poured out to Ceridwen and the way he looked at her as if she were the only woman present. 
Such ridiculous, foolish love.
It had almost gotten the two of them killed, not to mention their brother Adair and Bronwyn herself. They’d helped plan the trap that had caused the former king to confess to the crimes he’d blamed on Drystan, his own nephew, after tempting him to use the dark magic that made him become a literal monster. Drystan had killed his uncle, but they’d helped. In that way, Bronwyn might as well have stabbed the King Rhion in the heart herself.
Not that she paid any mind to the blood on her hands. 
The bastard had deserved it. 
At first, she’d reveled in her part—fleetingly—to be the center of attention after a lifetime on the fringes of society. But her relish had soon faded, even when rumors and stories did not. Women wanted her to attend their tea parties to discuss that horrid day and to prod her with questions about Ceridwen; men wanted her as a prize, a conquest to brag about to their friends. No one truly wanted her, a simple woman from the edge of the kingdom of Castamar. 
Though, once, she’d thought someone did... 
Bronwyn’s attention slid across the room, finding him with ease where he lounged surrounded by laughing ladies in all their finery. Malik, Drystan’s cousin, or, rather, Alastair Malikant Ithael, Prince of Castamar, as he was known to everyone else. Drystan had insisted he retain the title and his place as heir until Ceridwen produced one, and the prince seemed more than happy to fill the role in which he’d grown so comfortable. 
He reclined in a plush, high-backed chair like the royal he was. Crimson threads accented his fitted gray coat from lapel to wrist to match the waistcoat beneath; others of gold reflected the light. The corner of Malik’s mouth quirked as a woman in violet whispered in his ear, so close his dark locks brushed her cheek—on purpose, no doubt. He tipped his head back in a laugh echoed by those around him.
Bronwyn pressed her lips thin. Vain. Arrogant. How could she ever have thought anything else?
The prince reined in his laughter, and his gaze slid across the crowd before halting on her. His grin dropped for the briefest moment. The sparkling mirth fled his too-perfect green eyes. His smirk returned as he replied to something the woman said, but his attention never left Bronwyn. In that moment, she could almost delude herself into believing he cared, that his smiles and words had meant something— 
She clutched the crystal glass tightly.
Wretched flirt. She downed her drink in one gulp, willing the sweet, bubbly vintage to calm her nerves lest she throw the saucer at him. 
When she lowered the glass, he was still watching her, even as the dark-skinned woman on his right draped her gloved hand on his embroidered jacket. 
Bronwyn turned away, nearly tripping over the outrageous skirts of her dress. Ceridwen insisted she look like a princess, silk dress and emeralds included, even though she wasn’t royalty. Not by blood, anyway.
She caught the eye of a wandering footman carrying more filled cups. He took her empty glass as she snatched a new one from his tray.
An officer of the castle guard, sporting a purple and gold sash over his crisp crimson jacket—a uniform similar to the one her brother, Adair, now wore in his position as head of the guard—wove through the throng of noble toward her. 
“My lady,” he said with a bow. “Her Majesty, Queen Ceridwen, requests your presence."
But Bronwyn wasn’t a lady. Not really. The topic of raising her rank had been discussed, but she didn’t want it. That wasn’t her. It never would be. “Tell Her Majesty that I will attend her shortly.” 
She’d taken no more than a handful of steps when the guard moved to block her advance. “She’s this way, my lady.” He motioned behind him.
“I know,” she replied flatly. 
“But—”
“I will attend her shortly,” Bronwyn repeated, brushing past the man on her way to the balcony. She needed air. Quickly. Despite its massive size, the ballroom closed in around her. Heavy perfume and laughter threatened to choke the air from her lungs. 
She’d never favored these events—though she appreciated the occasion to wear a new dress or sample delightful fare. In her youth, when they’d lived in the countryside, she was only forced to attend a handful of parties. After they moved to Teneboure, a promise to Father had forced her out into society in that backwater city, but at least the gentry there were tolerable and numbered much fewer than in the capital, where they lived now.
Her heels clacked against the wide, stone balcony as she stepped into the night air. The lingering warmth ensured no one forgot it was summer, not to mention the lush plant-life and blossoming flowers in the courtyard below. 
She filled her lungs with a deep, calming breath. Finally, blessedly, she was alone. Sort of. Noise and music flooded in waves from the double glass doors at her back, but it was quieter here. Almost peaceful, if such a thing as peace could ever be found within the high castle of Castamar.
Bronwyn longed for the home of her youth: sweeping countryside, forests, quiet, and most of all, no neighbors—especially no Malik. She set her saucer on the parapet before she could crush the crystal in her palm. The possible rumors taunted her already: Queen’s sister injured during the royal wedding.
She frowned. Did no one have anything better to do than gossip?
Ceridwen was married now. She didn’t need Bronwyn around anymore, not that she’d needed her before. Besides, she had Father, Adair, her husband, and many others. She never really needed her older sister anyway, but Bronwyn had promised to stay until the wedding, to help her plan and adjust. That was done. She had no reason to stay anymore.
The glow of the castle lights muted the stars as Bronwyn glanced toward the night sky. “Mother, what would you think of all this?”
Behind her, someone cleared their throat.
She jumped and whirled, nearly knocking her glass from its perch. Someone had joined her on the balcony. Though light spilling from the ballroom cloaked the figure in shadow, they were obviously male.
“I’m sorry to bother you, my lady.” He dipped a shallow bow.
Her lips thinned. Another guard? She sighed. “I said I’d be there in just a moment, I—”
“What?” 
His form came into view. Rather than the crimson and gray worn by the guards, green stitched with brown and gold adorned him. Auburn hair framed an angular face unfamiliar to her.
An uncommon flush raced to her cheeks. “I thought you were someone else.”
“Sorry to disappoint you.” His smile dimpled his cheeks. “Lord Griffith, at your service.” He swept into a courtly bow, demonstrating manners as refined as his perfectly tailored attire. The swirling designs on his jacket and the hint of a checked pattern on his waistcoat spoke of a man of fashion and artistic taste.
“My apologies, Lord Griffith.” Bronwyn gave a small curtsey, lifting the hem of her heavy skirts off the marble tiles. It was the least she could do—even if he had interrupted her.
“It’s no trouble. I see I’m not the only one who needed a moment of fresh air.” He crossed the balcony and leaned on the parapet. Casual, relaxed. A light breeze ruffled the ends of his hair as he took in the courtyard garden. “I find it overwhelming being around so many people. Small groups are so much more—” He waved a hand through the air.
“Comfortable,” she supplied. 
The corner of his mouth quirked up. “Exactly.” 
The coil of the tension within her eased just a bit. Finally, someone in this monstrous place that thought like her. What she wouldn’t give to return to county life, away from the arrogant nobles of the capital who swarmed around her family like bees. 
“I’m afraid I haven’t gotten your name. Lady…?”
Someone who hadn’t sought her out for her relationship to the new queen? For the first time that night, the smile that touched her lips wasn’t forced. “I’m not a lady. Miss Kinsley will suffice.”
He tilted his head. “Not missus?” He glanced at her hands where they rested on the parapet, near her drink. 
“No, I’m not married.” That kind of love was foolish. It had almost gotten Ceridwen killed, not to mention the way their father had fallen apart after Mother died. No, she didn’t want that. But still, it was nice to be the object of warm attention rather than curiosity.
His features froze, eyes widening ever so slightly before his expression smoothed out with practiced ease. “By chance are you Miss Bronwyn Kinsley?”
Bronwyn swallowed her sigh. She slipped her hands from the parapet before clasping them behind her back to still her nerves. “I am.”
And there it went. In a moment, he’d pry for information on her sister or the king. She’d be an object of curiosity for her relations rather than herself. 
“Well, I am honored.” He dripped a small bow. “And so glad to find a like-minded, bright heart among this nonsense”—he swept his hand toward the ballroom—"if you don’t mind my company.”
“That…” She straightened her back, prepared to tell him no, but the refusal would have been dishonest. Her body relaxed as her arms fell to her sides. In that moment, he earned her second genuine smile of the evening. “I wouldn’t mind that.”






  
  Chapter 2

[image: image-placeholder]
Malik


Malik hated weddings. Especially ones where, rather than slip away the moment the ceremony ended, he was forced to linger and pretend to have the best of times. He couldn’t even afford the luxury of getting lost in his cups and waking up in a strange place the next morning with little memory of the night before or how he’d ended up there. 
Instead, he had to be pleasant. Likeable. The playful, carefree prince he’d pretended to be for so many years. It had become so easy, so natural, to smile and laugh with people whose names he hardly remembered and faces he yearned to forget that, if it weren’t for the hollow hole in his chest, he could almost convince himself it was real. 
Oh, he was happy for Drystan. Of all people, his cousin had earned some joy in life, and he’d doubtless found it in his new wife. Ceridwen was a gift from the Goddess come to life, considering she’d tamed Drystan’s monstrous side and quite literally saved them all from the darkness Malik’s father had planned to wreak upon the world.
But every now and then—or rather often, of late—he wished he could show the crowd his true self and tell them all to go to hell. Just like a certain brunette lingering alone like a storm cloud a few feet away.
She hadn’t noticed him yet. Or pretended not to. He wasn’t sure. It could be either with Bronwyn Kinsley. 
Malik sipped at his drink, fighting the urge to down it all and lose himself. A young woman reeking of rose-scented perfume had all but planted herself on the arm of his chair and was insistent upon regaling him with meaningless gossip. Nothing useful, unfortunately. Not tidbits he could apply toward his goals. The information flowed in one ear and out the other just like her name had. He knew the important things about her, of course—which family she belonged to, their apparent disinterest for which king ruled—but her name was as forgettable as the rest. She was another woman who wanted his crown, his title. Or perhaps her family wanted it for her and had shoved her in his direction. It didn’t much matter. After all these years, he’d become numb to such advances; he’d learned exactly how much attention to give to not be seen as rude. After all, if her gossip shifted to something of note … well, then it would be worth learning her name and whatever else she could tell him.
The woman leaned in, nearly choking him with her perfume, and whispered something in his ear that he supposed was meant to be funny. Malik tilted his head back in a roar of laughter, and those around him joined in, though it was doubtful they’d heard what the woman said over music and conversation flooding the room.
He reined in his false humor and panned his gaze across the crowd, searching, as always, for that same face. It didn’t matter that his focus should be elsewhere. She drew him like a beacon, and he was helpless not to look for her. 
When he found her this time, Bronwyn stared directly at him. She was a still island amid the throng of jovial guests just off to the side of the dance floor. The way she looked down at him even from a lower vantage point stripped the grin right off his face. 
Goddess above, she hated him now. His fault. All of it. 
But he had a goal yet to accomplish. A duty to uphold. With her by his side, it would be impossible. Worse, it would put her in even more danger than she was in now. Simply being associated with the new monarchs placed a target squarely on her chest. He wasn’t about to add another.
Drystan may have slain King Rhion, Malik’s father, but his followers—his so-called dragons—lingered still, with one arrogant, misguided fool even calling themself the Dragon. These cultists had been responsible for the threatening letters the crown had received, most after an accident or promising a new one. Whether this “Dragon” was truly their leader or a name for the collective, he couldn’t be sure, but his instincts said the former. Rather unoriginal, in Malik’s opinion. He’d tracked down and ended some of the known dragons, Drystan a few others, but most had scattered like snakes into the grass. Rooting them out and finding who led them was a painful, time-consuming task. Yet, an urgent one. 
If only he could tell Bronwyn. Then she might not look at him as she did now, curling her lip in disgust before tipping back her glass and draining it. Like he was a pile of spoiled meat. And that—her regard for him, or lack thereof—was armor he needed in his quest, even if it made him ill.
Another woman near him, the more demure Lady Siân Yarwood, draped her gloved hand on his arm. Quite bold for her. She was the sister of a certain noble he hoped to learn more about, a Mr. Rees Yarwood. That was why he lingered, pretending to bask in the attention of these young women. Too bad she hadn’t been as forward as the woman with the rose perfume. Until now, anyway. 
“I’ve heard you’re a fan of the arts. Is it true?” Lady Siân asked.
“I am.” It was a truthful answer, one he didn’t even need to think about. Little in life gave him as much joy as art in all its various forms. 
It would be so easy to dismiss her. And, oh, how he wanted to, if only so Bronwyn would realize it wasn’t these women he was after, but then his work this evening would be for naught. He tore his gaze away from Bronwyn, focusing on Lady Siân. 
“The opening of the new exhibit at the Talia Gallery is coming up soon. Perhaps you’d be so kind as to accompany me and my brother?” Siân asked.
“Why, Lady Siân, I would love to.” He sealed his acceptance with a kiss on the back of her hand. 
Her apparent goal achieved, Lady Siân gave a dramatic curtsey and drifted away into the crowd. The woman with the rose perfume huffed, clearly tired of being ignored, but that only made Malik more determined to take his time, sipping his drink and scanning the crowd once more.
This time, however, he couldn’t find the face he sought. A sigh tried to slip out as his shoulders slumped. Her disappearance from his line of sight was likely for the best, but that did nothing to soothe his disappointment. 
The woman lingering on the arm of his chair tried to garner his attention once more, but thankfully, an officer of the castle guard appeared, looking a bit ruffled. He made a beeline for the prince. Malik waved for the woman to be quiet and focused his attention on the guard, who stopped a few feet in front of him and bowed. “Your Highness.” 
“Owen, wasn’t it?” Malik asked.
The man stood a little straighter, and he knew he’d remembered correctly.
“How can I help you?” he continued.
“Their Majesties have requested your presence, Your Highness,” he replied. “I believe it’s almost time for the toast.”
Thank the Goddess for that. Malik all but sprang from his chair, much to the dismay of the woman vying for his attention, who let out a very unladylike groan of displeasure. 
“Excellent timing. Take me to them.” Malik passed right by Owen in his effort to get away from his company. The guard followed after him, hurrying to catch up. 
“There is one other matter, Your Highness.”
“Oh?” Malik glanced over his shoulder. “Perhaps that my drink is empty?” He passed Owen his glass and winced when the poor fellow nearly dropped it. What a mess that would be.
“Y-Yes, of course,” Owen replied. “But also, I was instructed to fetch Miss Kinsley as well.”
Malik skidded to a stop. The guard nearly bumped into him at the abrupt change and took a healthy step backward. 
“And?” Malik asked when Owen did not immediately continue.
“And she ignored the summons, as it were.” He wrang his gloved hands around the stem of glass. “I’d prefer not to tell Their Majesties that she rejected their request.”
“Ah, I see.” Couldn’t blame him for not wanting to relay such news, especially during the royal wedding festivities. Odd, too, that Bronwyn would deny a request made on behalf of her sister. After all, she’d risked her safety, her reputation, and her very life to aid Ceridwen in the past, and he had no doubt she would do so again if necessary. “And where is Miss Kinsley now?”
A nearby burst of laughter drowned out Owen’s response.
Malik scowled in the offending party’s direction, not that they noticed. 
“That is to say,” the guard continued, gaze darting with nervousness, “I believe she headed toward the balcony.”
Of course she’d head outside. Hopefully, she hadn’t gone too far. “Thank you,” Malik replied crisply. “Tell Their Majesties we will both be along shortly.”
Malik could almost see Owen’s sigh of relief. His gratitude still hung in the air as Malik turned and wove through the crowd toward the balcony. Multiple times, people tried to snare his attention, a few so bold as to touch him, but each time he diverted their requests with a quick word or grin. Smiles had such power. One twitch of his lips and he could make someone’s evening, acknowledge, and dismiss them all at once.
Blessedly, the crowds thinned near the balcony doors. No one tried to snare his attention as he crossed the threshold to stand in the puddle of light streaming from inside. He stopped short at the sight beyond. Two figures lingered by the parapet with only a narrow distance between them. They gave the impression of lovers, or close friends, seeking each other’s confidence away from the maddening crowds. 
The sight wrenched his heart in a tight fist. It wasn’t just any woman standing there but Bronwyn. His—
No, she was never his. The bitter truth of it soured his tongue as the most beautiful sound spilled from her into the night.
She laughed.
He hadn’t seen her do that in … too long. 
Malik blinked slowly, convinced she was an illusion. But no, that was Bronwyn, standing with Lord Griffith, a fledgling lord of little consequence. He received the smiles Malik longed for, the easy words. 
The man was nice enough, the social, pleasant sort. Malik had attended several of his parties in an effort to get to know him better, especially given that his father, the late Lord Griffith, had been a supporter of Malik’s father at one time. The late Griffith had disappointed the corrupt king and was summarily executed, though rumors said he died from a quick and mysterious illness. For a time, Malik had wondered if the newly raised lordling followed in his father’s footsteps and supported the dark ways, but the bright young man showed little inclination toward much other than a good time. 
Too bad Malik was about to ruin this one.
“I’ve heard you are quite fond of art.” Lord Griffith leaned closer to Bronwyn on the parapet.
She didn’t seem to notice how near the other man got as she replied, “Indeed, I—”
“Bronwyn?”
She startled and stepped back, turning to look at him. Damned if it didn’t please him that she did not reach for her companion or shelter toward him. 
Where words seem to fail her, Lord Griffith had no such issue. “Your Highness.” He bowed at the waist. “This is a pleasure.”
Lord Griffith beamed at him with a smile bright as his red hair. Bronwyn, on the other hand, seemed to hug the shadows to her, to become a storm cloud given human form. It didn’t escape him the way she gripped the skirts of her dress or that her curtsey was stiffer than stone. But it was her gaze that struck the hardest blow, the fury-filled stare that painted him as the worst of villains. “Your Highness.”
If he hadn’t been so practiced, the bitterness in her tone might have wounded him, but he covered that weakness with a smirk, as he always did, and addressed the other man on the balcony. “Lord Griffith.” He closed the distance between them. “How nice to see you again. I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”
He was, of course, but the other man knew well enough to keep his manners. “Of course, it’s no bother at all, Your Highness.”
Appeased, Malik looked toward his real target, absorbing her fury. If that was all he could get, he’d take it. “Queen Ceridwen is asking for you.” He extended an elbow, inviting her to loop her arm through his.
How he craved her touch, even one so formal and reluctantly given. His arm nearly shook in anticipation. Bronwyn sighed and looked at Lord Griffith. Malik held his breath. If she rejected him…
“My apologies, Lord Griffith. I have enjoyed our conversation.”
“Not at all, miss. The pleasure was entirely mine.” His smile brightened. He reached for Bronwyn’s hand, but Malik was quicker, looping her arm through his before the other man could dare to place a gentlemanly kiss on the back of her hand.
“We are needed quite urgently.” Malik forced his smile wider as Bronwyn stared up at him, her mouth parted in shock. To Lord Griffith, he said, “I look forward to attending one of your gatherings again soon.” 
“Of course,” the man said, seeming to swell with pride. “It would be an honor, Your Highness.”
Malik led Bronwyn back to the party, and thank the Goddess she followed without protest. 
“Why were you out here alone?” he whispered as they neared the open double doors, the bright light inside making him blink.
“Is that a crime?” The retort was sour like early grapes.
Something about seeing her flustered, at ease enough to speak her mind, smoothed out some of the tension held between his shoulder blades. “It’s unseemly for a young woman to—”
She groaned. He fought back a chuckle.
“There were guards in the courtyard,” Bronwyn said. “We weren’t truly alone. Nothing unseemly happened, or would have. He was a gentleman.”
His arm tightened, drawing her closer. “It’s not just that. With all the threats recently—” He cut himself off as they passed near a cluster of people suddenly paying them too much attention. “If anything happened to you…”
Malik led her to a less crowded area on the edge of the ballroom. When he looked down at her, her features had changed. Gone was the pinch of her brow and the thinning of her lips. Some of the fire in her brown eyes had softened into the soothing warmth he’d grown accustomed to during the past winter. For a moment, he saw the woman who hadn’t wanted to be near him just because he was a prince. Who had taken his playful barbs and turned even more pointed ones back at him in a way that heated his blood with warring emotions. But mostly, he remembered her steadfast loyalty—to her sister and to him. When he’d been injured in battle, she’d braved danger to stay at his side. She cared. Somewhere beneath the armor she wore, she felt something for him.
“If anything happened to me…?” She blinked up at him.
Goddess help him, he would rip the world apart to avenge her. There was a carefully guarded, fiery light within her that he was determined to bask in again. 
One day.
But not this day. 
Malik swallowed thickly. “Our new queen would never forgive me.”
Oh. 
He could almost hear her reply as she glanced silently at the polished floor. Damn it. Whatever happy illusion he’d seen in her gaze moments ago flitted away faster than the bubbles in the fizzy drinks being served. And he was to blame. As always.
“Come. We shouldn’t keep her waiting any longer.” 






  
  Chapter 3
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Bronwyn


For a moment, Malik had been the man she remembered from winter. The soft sparkle in his green eyes, the way his dark locks framed his face, how each layer and fold of cotton and silk accentuated the strong body beneath. Each detail brought memories that she’d tried hard to bury rushing back to the surface. 
Being near him was insufferable. 
If only she could drag him into the shadows and berate him for leading her on only to go back to his spoiled, princely ways. Perhaps smack him across the face, let him feel a little bit of the hurt she did. 
Not tonight, though. And probably not ever, if her lack of action these last few months was any indication. Better to simply forget him, as impossible as he made that. At least Lord Griffith had helped her forget, if only for a few minutes. She glanced around quickly but didn’t spot him anywhere nearby. Perhaps she could speak with him again later, though, if only to avoid the crowds. And Malik.
A minute later, they ascended the wide stairs to the slightly raised section of the ballroom where the royal couple awaited. 
Ceridwen hurried toward Bronwyn, her smile as radiant as her attire. She was truly glorious today, beaming with an inner light that spilled from every pore and added shine to the tiny crystals sewn like glittering snowfall across her voluminous white gown. Her golden locks were pulled up, pinned, and woven with even more glittering stones. 
Truth was, she could be wed in a burlap sack and still look magical. Funny how love brightened her sister where it only seemed to cause Bronwyn pain.  
“Bronwyn!” Ceridwen beamed as she beheld her sister. Malik released Bronwyn in time for her sister to wrap her in a tender hug. “We’re just about to do the toast.” She took Bronwyn’s hand and led her toward the others who had gathered.
Tradition required family members to pour a drink for the new couple. Indeed, their small family already swarmed around them. Father, who finally walked without his cane thanks to his returning health. Her brother, Adair, with his likely soon-to-be-fiancée Lydia on his arm. Jaina and Gerard, who’d served their family since childhood and were practically surrogate parents. And lastly, Bronwyn. For Drystan, only Malik was present to represent his family—though several of his trusted staff from Teneboure were present to share their well wishes. 
Bronwyn forced a smile for her sister’s benefit, making sure she showed it to the rest of her family as well. “Of course, I wouldn’t miss it.” Not the way she already missed her sister. They’d been inseparable all their lives until Drystan had requested Ceridwen’s services as a live-in musician at the manor in Teneboure. Ceridwen had fallen in love. Moved on. She didn’t need her older sister around anymore. 
Ceridwen’s gloved hand slid into Bronwyn’s, giving it a squeeze. “I’m so glad.”
Bronwyn’s cheeks ached, but she wouldn’t let the smile drop. 
Lydia and Adair went first, happy to be the center of attention for once this evening. They’d have gossip to tell their friends about for days. Lydia still lived with her parents in Teneboure, but she and her parents had rented a home in the capital to come and stay a while specifically for this event. Her mother, Lady Elspeth Ainsworth, had always been kind to Bronwyn and Ceridwen, inviting them to her teas and gatherings. Even so, her sideways glances and comments whispered just out of earshot made it clear that Bronwyn didn’t conform to her idea of a proper lady. Her words were too blunt, her actions not refined. Ceridwen, on the other hand, fit her ideal much better. In fact, Lydia, with her blond curls and frilly, pale pink dress, resembled a queen’s sister more than she did. Even now, Lydia poured a perfect toast, lifting the glass to exactly the right level and commanding the attention of the surrounding nobles, who followed suit.
Soon, Ceridwen would have a new sister, one all too happy to spend her time attending events and socializing with nobility—tasks Bronwyn hated.
“Would you like to go next?” Malik peered down at her. Bubbles floated up within the saucers of sparkling liquid he held in each hand. He offered one to her. “I could join you if you’d prefer not to toast alone.”
A hint of something comforting—his scent—tickled her nose. She’d envisioned that once, toasting at Ceridwen’s wedding with Malik at her side the way Adair was at Lydia’s. She’d thought they had a future, one together. But that happy illusion had lasted no more than a week after Drystan took the crown. Then Malik had returned to his old self, not the man she knew but the one she’d heard of, the flirty prince who spent all his time at parties. In fact, she rarely saw him in the castle these days. 
Bronwyn should have known not to bet on love. If it didn’t lead a person to ruin as it had Father, it consumed them whole as it had Ceridwen. 
Her attention flicked between the prince and the rest of the family a few paces away. “I believe I can give a fitting toast by myself, thank you.”
Bronwyn notched her chin higher as she walked to the center of the open circle. The room quieted, awaiting her words. She swallowed her apprehension as the memorized speech floated to the surface of her mind. Ceridwen and Drystan had eyes only for one another; they wouldn’t notice if she messed it up. But she would not mess up. Speaking before a room full of people was somehow easier than having a casual chat with one or two.
Bronwyn raised her glass high in the air. “To my dear sister and her charming husband. May you—”
A loud crack sounded overhead, pulling everyone’s attention. The grand chandelier, bearing multiple rings of sparkling crystal and lit oil lamps, swung. The elaborate glasswork clinked and chimed as gasps filled the room.
“It’s going to fall!” 
Bronwyn’s body locked up as she stared in horror at the unfolding sight. People screamed. Some ran. Drystan pulled Ceridwen into his arms. 
The chandelier swung her way. Groaning wood joined clinking glass as pieces of the ceiling rained down on the crowd. Her legs shook, but she couldn’t look away. Couldn’t move. Time seemed to slow as the chandelier swung, gliding lower—
Someone bowled into her, knocking the air from her lungs and the glass from her hand as they careened toward the ground. Her eyes slammed shut as she braced for the jarring impact with the stone floor, but—
The warm, comforting scents of sweet musk and spice surrounded her. The hard smack of marble against her head never came. A deep groan rang in her ears as the man who’d grabbed her took the brunt of the fall, cradling her against his chest. 
Ear-shattering screams and the crash of glass and wood echoed through her bones. Bronwyn burrowed into the solid body wrapped around hers. Blood rushed through her ears, drowning out the chaos with the rapid thump of her pulse—or his. 
Sobs and groans mingled with the screams as the world returned.
“Bronwyn, are you hurt?” Malik’s urgent tone freed her from the prison of shock.
Aches made themselves known along her ribs and hip, but they were minor. A small cut along Malik’s cheek left a thin streak of blood. He’d taken the brunt of the fall … for her. “I’m all right.”
Malik helped her sit up as chaos reigned around them. Shattered glass littered the floor; some small fragments sparkled on Malik’s jacket. The injured cried out and bled upon the ground. 
“Father. Ceridwen!” Bronwyn’s heart clenched as she scanned the room.
Not far away, Ceridwen clung to Drystan, who cast about wildly, calling for his guards. Adair had drawn the sword he wore at all times as Drystan’s captain of the guard. He, too, snapped orders, keeping Lydia, Father, and the rest of the family behind him.
Safe. 
Bronwyn breathed deeply. Thank the Goddess, they were safe. 
Smoke filled her lungs, sending her into a coughing fit. Malik pulled her to her feet and away from the gray cloud drifting around them. But the smoke didn’t come from the burning oil of the fallen chandelier—it seeped from the wreckage in dark billows. It was no ordinary smoke, not like that of a fire. It had form as it rose. Substance.
“Magic,” Malik said, a dark edge to his voice. He threw out his arm, ushering her behind him.
Her skin turned clammy. Magic. A power few possessed, and if they wielded it here, it could not be a spell of the light. No practitioner of light would dare disrupt Drystan’s wedding, not after all he’d done to defeat King Rhion, a wielder of dark magic.
The smoke folded in on itself, tightening and taking the shape of a winged lizard that coiled below the high, arced ceiling. Some guests froze in terror, staring up at the magic flowing before them. Others screamed and continued their hasty exit. Guards rushed in only to skid to a stop, gaping at the sight.
A dragon. Symbol of the old king’s followers. King Rhion Ithael had fed Drystan’s addiction to dark magic and used him as a tool to kill any would who oppose them. Under the magic’s thrall, Drystan had been forced to attack even his own parents, and Rhion had convinced him he was solely responsible for their deaths.
The evil king was dead. His reign had ended. But some of his followers still lived in the shadows, challenging Drystan’s rule and seeking the twisted freedoms they’d once held to steal the blood of the living and use it to increase their power. 
“False king.” The smoke dragon’s voice hissed like steam, setting Bronwyn’s teeth on edge. “Abdicate the throne you stole by force or face our wrath.” The dragon shifted, almost as if it turned to take in the rest of the room, and spoke once more. “He’s a monster. One who’ll devour our country whole.”
“Drystan!” Ceridwen tugged at his arm. 
Drystan’s teeth were bared, the canines slightly longer than normal. His eyes flashed a dangerous shade of red. He’d used dark magic for so long under his uncle’s influence that, even now, his craving troubled him. Light and dark magic should never mix, Drystan had said. When they did, the wielder could lose control and be overcome. It had been months since he’d fully transformed into the monster that lingered beneath his skin, but anger and aggression brought it to the surface. Only Ceridwen was able to calm him and keep the beast contained. 
“You’ve been warned.” With its final eerie note, the dragon dissipated. 
If Drystan didn’t rule, who would? Without a monarch, the country would fall into chaos. Drystan’s only heir, Malik, peered down at her, his brow wrinkled and lips pressed thin. 
“You—” Bronwyn started.
No. He couldn’t be a dragon, could he? He’d helped them take down his father and his followers. He’d placed the crown on Drystan’s head himself. Bronwyn bit her lip, holding in the accusation she yearned to fling his way.
“Bronwyn.” He touched her upper arm. Gentle. Searching.
“You protected me,” she stammered, covering her almost-accusation. 
“Of course, I—”
“Prince Alastair.” Guards swarmed them, addressing Malik by his official name. “Lady Bronwyn.” 
Malik dropped his hand as if she’d burned him. As he stepped away, the trace of worry on his features vanished into unusual stiffness. “I’m glad you’re all right. It would be unfortunate for the king and queen if you were injured.”
But not for you? She didn’t mask the hurt that had her standing a little straighter. “Inconvenient, more like,” she replied, letting the bite of his indifference filter into her words. 
His lips twitched once before he turned away.
“Bronwyn!” Adair filled the space in front of her, looking her up and down, brushing dust from her arms. “You’re all right?”
“I’m fine,” she promised. 
“Let’s get you out of here.” Her brother turned her toward the rest of the family and the guards surrounding them. Ceridwen clung to Drystan and he to her. The eerie light had gone from his eyes. Bronwyn breathed a small sigh of relief. At least his monster was back under control … for the moment.
Bronwyn glanced back over her shoulder, searching for the man who, in the middle of chaos, had likely saved her life. She could not find him.






  
  Chapter 4
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Malik


Drystan paced the room. He had run his hands through his hair so many times that it stood on end. His formal wedding coat was long forgotten, the starched shirt beneath partially unbuttoned and rolled up past his elbows. “Over a dozen people injured. At my wedding feast!” he growled for at least the fourth time. 
It was the late hours of the evening—or early hours of the morning, depending on one’s perspective—but the happy couple had found no rest, or at least Drystan hadn’t. Consequently, since he’d been pulled into his cousin’s confidence to discuss this latest fiasco, neither had Malik. 
“They’re desperate,” Malik said, keeping his voice calm and even. Anything to help relieve Drystan’s temper. Not that it worked. “This must be some last-gasp effort to try to unsettle you. They know their numbers are dwindling and their influence fading even faster. If anything, this will only turn the people’s sympathies toward you, not away.”
Drystan halted and turned. “Oh, really? Being called out as a monster in front of much of the nobility is supposed to aid our cause?”
Malik took a sip of his whiskey, savoring the burn before responding. “It may, depending on your response. The dragons are trying to get under your skin. They are trying to get you to act foolishly and do something that could damage your reputation. The best thing to do is not to let them.”
“And you propose we just hope they go away?” He ran his hand through his hair again. “Continue to pluck them out here and there when they’re foolish enough to reveal themselves and pray to the Goddess they don’t harm more innocents?”
Malik’s heavy-cut crystal glass made a thunk as he set it aside. “As opposed to?”
Drystan stared at him for a heartbeat, two, before letting out a groan and resuming his pacing. That was the problem. What else was one to do? Arresting innocents on the chance they could be guilty wouldn’t do them any favors. Neither would cowering in the castle and keeping the world out. That would only show weakness, which they could not afford. 
Their current plan was slow, careful. Frustratingly so, at times. It could take years to stifle the dragons enough that they were not a constant thorn in the crown’s side. Years before Malik could look over his shoulder without waiting for someone to stick a dagger in his back. It had to be worse for Drystan. Each dragon they captured was interrogated, but most had little information, and none could say for sure who led them, almost like the person was a ghost. Ridiculous that so many would give their lives to a cause without knowing exactly whose cause it was. Hate ran deep and lust for power even deeper, it seemed. 
Most of the time, Malik was content with the slow play. After all, it wasn’t the first time he’d seen a long con through to its end. It had taken many years to discover Drystan’s true intentions and ally with him to remove Rhion. 
Tonight’s attack, however, irked him more than most of the threats the dragons made, or even the little accidents they’d caused in the capital over the past months. This was beyond blatant. And worse, it could have so easily ended the life of the woman he wanted to protect most.
Every time he closed his eyes, he saw it again. Time had seemed to slow as the chandelier swayed above the ballroom, as the chain holding it groaned, as plaster cracked and fell. His heart had nearly stopped when his gaze drifted from the impending disaster to the woman standing frozen beneath it.   
All thoughts had fled. All worries. All cares. Everything except saving her. 
He hadn’t thought. There had been no time for it—no time to cry out for her attention. Instead, he’d run and leapt, wrapping her in his arms and sliding them both to safety. 
Malik rubbed at his cheek, at the cut starting to scab over. It was just one of a half-dozen he’d acquired when the glass shattered not far from where they’d fallen. So close. If he hadn’t been there at that exact moment, if he hadn’t knocked her out of the way—
He shook his head. He couldn’t think on it. That would send him down a dark path he dared not follow.
Instead, he asked Drystan, “What does your wife say you should do?” If there was ever a way to get through to his cousin, it was through Ceridwen.
Drystan sighed and sat heavily in the chair next to Malik’s. The gas lamp on the table illuminated his profile in sharp lines and angles. “To show resilience. To thank the citizens for their prayers and concern and carry on as if there isn’t an enemy in our midst begging for my death.” He poured himself another whiskey and took a long sip.
If Malik were lucky enough to have a wife he loved, he’d be damned if he left her alone after a threat on their lives … or on their wedding night, but certainly not both. “And don’t you think you should be with her this evening? Surely, she needs comforting after what happened.”
“Less than me, perhaps.” Drystan stared at his glass, watching the amber liquid move as he swirled it lightly. “She was asleep when I came to find you.”
Ah, well, at least that explained some things. 
Unlike the queen, Malik had been wide awake. Sleep wouldn’t find him this evening, not with the events of the night replaying over and over in his mind. Apparently, his cousin was the same.
“You investigated the chandelier?” Drystan asked. “The guards wouldn’t let me near,” he grumbled.
At least the guards had retained their sense of duty amid the chaos, unlike when Drystan and Ceridwen had slain Rhion. They’d been all but useless then, an error that the new captain of the guard had clearly set about rectifying.
“I did.” Malik reached for his glass once more. Holding the drink gave him a strange sense of comfort. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “There were traces of dark magic where someone had placed the message on the chandelier itself. When they did it, I couldn’t say. But the spell was complex. To have such shape, and to be ignited by the disaster…” He shook his head. That fact alone made him ill at ease. Most of the dragons’ work thus far had been sloppy or used simple magic. But this… 
Malik took another sip of his drink. Someone among their number was powerful and skilled, likely an apprentice of the former king himself. Probably whatever bastard called themself the Dragon in the threats they’d received.
Drystan leaned forward, mirroring Malik’s pose. “But how would a spell have gotten there? It couldn’t have been a servant, could it?”
“Not unless there are some running around with powerful magic that we don’t know about.” A highly doubtful outcome. Magic ran in few of the noble and royal lines, and those bloodlines were careful about guarding their secrets. Sure, there could be bastards among the commoners, ones blessed with magic from their sires, but to have honed it to such proficiency while keeping it a secret and working in the castle? Unlikely. 
Though, the more Malik thought about it, the more the thought grew on him. It wouldn’t surprise him to learn he had a half sibling somewhere. Could his father have found a long-lost heir and brought them up right under their noses?
“I know that look,” Drystan said. 
Malik smirked. “You know when I’m considering possible bastard siblings?”
“It’s plausible, but I didn’t know of any.” Somehow, that didn’t make Malik feel any better. “The known supporters of the king were already taken care of, so perhaps it’s a secret the king kept hidden from me as well?”
“Former king,” Malik remarked. “Though if my father had another child that was talented with magic, I wouldn’t have put it past him to rub that in my face, especially near the end.” His father had spent plenty of time comparing Malik to Drystan and pointing out all the ways in which his nephew succeeded and Malik failed. It had almost been enough to make him fully embrace dark magic—almost. 
Thankfully, Malik’s mother’s influence was stronger … until her death. Another sin to add to his father’s long list. May he burn in the darkest of hells. 
Drystan leaned back in his chair with a sigh. “There must be something we are missing. Someone with enough hate to want to destroy me.”
“Or lust for power,” Malik agreed, though they were unlikely to find such a person by drinking in Drystan’s study in the dead of night. “Lady Siân invited me to join her and her brother at the opening of a new exhibit at the Talia Gallery in a few days’ time. Perhaps I will learn something then.”
Drystan glanced over. “You still think the Yarwoods might be involved?”
Malik shrugged. “It’s a hunch. But they are a strong magical family, and they are interested enough in the throne if Lady Siân’s attentions are any indication.”
“Aren’t they some relation of your mother’s?”
“Their father was mother’s second cousin. He’s been plagued with illness and is unable to walk these days, or so I hear, but that’s never been an inhibitor of ambition, especially if it’s for his children and not himself.” Though some might frown at such a familial connection, it was common for noble families to intermarry, especially to maintain a tight grip on magical bloodlines. After a while, the branches of family trees crossed more closely than most would prefer to admit. 
“Hmm.” Drystan seemed to consider. “Well, you should go.”
Of course he should. Malik nearly sighed. Isn’t that what he did just about every day now? Cavort with the nobility? Attempt to gain their secrets and discover who led the remaining dragons? He knew enough of the dragons’ codes, secret handshakes, and other such nonsense to make the identification, but only if the other party trusted him enough to reveal their allegiance, however subtle that revelation often was. Couldn’t blame someone for being hesitant to reveal themselves as a traitor, but when they thought the other person might be, too? Well, support in numbers and all that.
A few had even proven themselves innocent by taking word of Malik’s acts straight to Drystan. Lucky for them, they’d saved themselves—and lucky for Malik that Drystan didn’t believe such reports. 
But the longer it took to find the dragons hidden amongst the nobility, the more Malik worried that one error, one slip-up, might cost him everything. He needed to finish this. Only then could he shed his guise and hopefully earn back the trust and respect of the one person who truly mattered. 
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Bronwyn


Alovely young couple danced across the poster, their fingers nearly grazing as they stood en pointe, facing one another. Bronwyn added the last touches of green to the foliage accenting the title of the upcoming ballet. The hint of a smile touched her lips—the first in days—as she took in the nearly finished work. 
The door opened, causing her to stiffen and whirl around on her stool. When she recognized the woman who entered the opera house work room, she sighed, her shoulders dropping.
“Oh, look at it!” Wynnifred practically bounced as she crossed the room, managing to fill the space with her presence alone. “I knew you’d do fabulously. And that tutu! It really looks like a flower, doesn’t it?” 
Bronwyn smiled as the opera house owner cooed over her work. For so long, she’d hid her art away from the world. For years, her pieces had gathered dust in their home, and when Father did sell them, he didn’t share the name of the artist. Somehow, Wynnifred had learned of her love—probably from Ceridwen—and asked Bronwyn to paint for her. It was Bronwyn’s one escape within the capital. The back rooms of the opera house were the one place she could be fully herself and at peace. Well, as much at peace as she could be, given the dragons threatening the monarchy and, by extension, her. 
“I took some liberties with accents on the title and the male lead’s outfit, since it isn’t quite finished.”
Wynnifred Prosser, or Wynni as her friends called her, flicked open the lacy fan she always carried. “It’s better than half the ideas my costumers have. Perhaps I should hire you for that, too.”
Wynni ran the popular Grand Opera, which attracted talent and audience members from all over Castamar. When Bronwyn and Ceridwen had first come to the capital during winter, she’d changed her entire schedule to allow Ceridwen to play on the main stage. Without her help, they never would have caught King Rhion’s attention or developed their plan to overthrow him; he might still reign, and Drystan might have travelled to the Goddess’s hallowed halls instead. 
The older woman sat heavily on the pink chaise lounge nearby. An odd color for furniture, but one she clearly enjoyed considering how much of it populated the backstage rooms of the opera house. Her dress was several shades darker, almost garnet. It accented the wig of voluminous blond curls she almost always wore. 
“I still can’t believe how the wedding turned out.” She fanned herself. “I nearly fainted when that chandelier fell. And you were so close!”
Bronwyn’s heart dropped. “It was awful,” she said. Poor Ceridwen. She set aside her brush, the desire to paint extinguished. The wedding day her sister had longed for, spoiled at the end by such an act. “At least no one died.” Though several had suffered injuries, two of them quite severe. 
Wynni gave a dramatic shiver.
“You haven’t heard anything about who may be behind it?” Bronwyn asked. Malik had asked Wynni to listen for any gossip that might help them, or so Wynni said. Bronwyn had yet to see him since that night.
The fan snapped closed. “Not a thing. I’ve had some of my trusted staff keeping an ear out as well, listening in on the nobles’ private boxes and such.”
It was hard not to sigh. They’d found nothing of use. The dragons were skilled at covering their tracks. Drystan had known some of them before his self-imposed exile to Teneboure, but anyone known to him had already fled, died, or been arrested. Finding the rest was harder than selecting one snowflake from a blizzard.
Bronwyn had once asked Drystan why they were called dragons. It seemed silly given the monsters that users of dark magic could become looked more like mangy wolves than the winged and scaled beasts of legend. Drystan wasn’t sure exactly. Dragons were thought to be noble creatures. Powerful. Perhaps that was how King Rhion saw himself, despite the monster he truly was. Drystan also reasoned it might have been a little too telling to call them wolves, since people who witnessed them and lived were likely to make the connection. Dragons evoked fear, mystery, power—exactly the message the former king wanted to send. His remaining followers, too, it seemed. 
“Chin up.” Wynni made a motion with her fan. “The nobility love to gossip. Goddess knows I’m more than familiar with that. Someone will slip up and reveal themselves eventually.”
“You’re right, of course.” Bronwyn pasted on a fake smile, one she’d used too often recently.
Wynni had been raised amongst the nobility, though her family did not have the power to wield magic as some did. From an early age, she’d had a great love of theater and music, two things her family found below their noble standing, especially for their heir apparent. As soon as she was able, she’d struck out on her own to follow her heart in more ways than one, changing her gender and shucking her family name to pursue the arts. She’d confided it was the scandal of the season—actually, two seasons—among the nobility, but she had used their gossip to make a name for herself. What was meant to harm her, she’d turned to good. 
“Speaking of gossip.” A sly grin crossed her painted lips. “I saw you at the wedding with a certain handsome prince.”
Bronwyn’s cheeks flamed. “Obligation only, I assure you.”
“Are you sure?” 
“Completely.”
She sighed. “It’s too bad. You two look lovely together. I thought our dear Malik had finally found a woman worthy of him.”
Laughter bubbled out before Bronwyn could stop it. “He has no trouble finding women. Surely, you know that. They were practically sitting in his lap during the wedding.”
“He cares for you, you know.” All humor had fled from her features; even her voice was solemn.
“Wynni…”
She huffed. “I know. I know. We’ve had this conversation before. But you can’t take everything that one does for what it looks like on its surface.”
Bronwyn’s nose twitched. “Can’t I? Every lady who received his smile certainly did. There was no lack of attention from the men, either. If he cared for me, he’d have said something by now. He’s had the opportunity. Several of them. I haven’t even seen him since the wedding.”
“He came here asking about you the next day.” 
That revelation had her rocking back on the stool.
Wynni’s gaze turned thoughtful. “And the next.”
Bronwyn’s throat went dry. “No one mentioned…”
She shrugged. “He only asked if you were in, which you were not. I assumed he found you, since he didn’t return after that. In fact”—Wynni tapped her fan against her chin—“he hasn’t attended one of my performances in weeks. I may have to demote him from favorite patron. I might have promoted my former assistant, as she has given me the most brilliant story ideas, but note I said former.” She tsked, shaking her head. “Off and left me. Gone to visit some dear friends out of the country and doesn’t know when she’ll be back.”
When they’d arrived in winter, Wynni had a most interesting assistant. Between her teal hair and way she looked at people—as if she could see into their very souls—Chesa had been unique. A perfect fit for the Grand Opera, really. 
“It is a shame she left,” Bronwyn said. She’d almost liked the woman despite her quirks. She was a curiosity, someone who didn’t conform to society, and Bronwyn found a kinship in that. 
“I know. Leave me,” Wynni sighed. “Can you imagine? A foolish decision. Hopefully, she’ll miss me so much she’ll return with all haste. This newest opera is her idea, you know. Couldn’t even stay for its opening. I’m going to need more of her ideas for future seasons. We have a reputation to maintain, after all.”
The teasing notes in her voice had Bronwyn’s lips quirking up despite the sudden ache in her heart. Wynni, always thinking about her business. Speaking of… “I’ll come back tomorrow to finish this up.” She waved at the poster. “I’ll do a simpler one, too, for distribution.”
“You really should let me pay you.”
Bronwyn shook her head. “I’m happy just to have my work appreciated.” Drystan had gifted her family more money than they needed before he’d returned to the capital to claim his throne. And now, as an extension of the royal family, she didn’t have to worry about coin to support herself or those she loved. It felt wrong to take anything from Wynni, who could use it to further her business. 
Wynni gave a dramatic sigh. “Well, sign your name larger this time. I’m determined for people to see the work and know it’s yours. Which reminds me. I might have done a little something I hope you’ll forgive.” Her face glowed with mischievous excitement. 
Bronwyn’s stomach sank. She grabbed hold of the stool beneath her for fear she might fall right off it. “You didn’t. Please tell me you didn’t.” 
“Oh, but I did.” Wynni beamed. “Those pieces you did were too gorgeous to sit in storage, unseen and unappreciated. Now all of Castamar can enjoy them as part of the new collection opening at the Talia Gallery. Isn’t that grand?” She cackled, clearly pleased with herself.
Bronwyn, however, felt like she might vomit on her shoes. Her artwork, displayed like masterpieces for all to see? It was supposed to be her dream, so why did it feel so horrifying?
“Oh, gracious, darling, don’t look so worried. I have no doubt they’ll sell. You can thank me when you’re famous.”
“Sell?” Bronwyn nearly choked on the word.
“Oh, yes.” Wynni waved her fan. “They may keep a few for their permanent collection, but this exhibit is meant to feature the artists and help them gain notoriety among the elites. Why, everyone who is anyone in society will be there.”
A fragile laugh slipped from Bronwyn’s lips. Everyone. Great. What if people hated them? What if not one painting sold? They hadn’t been meant for commercial success—just simple set pieces that she’d expected Wynni to use and discard after the spring show. 
“Now, don’t you worry about a thing. I’ll make sure you get the money from any sales. I won’t even take a cut. And I’ll let you know if there are any inquiries about more of your work.”
“I … I don’t need the money.” It was the first thing she could think of.
“Nonsense.” Wynni whacked her on the shoulder with her fan, and Bronwyn flinched back at the sudden reprimand. “It’s good for a woman to have some money of her own. And I like to see a woman, an artist no less, become successful at her trade.” She leaned in and winked. “Consider it payback for not letting me pay you. And who knows, maybe you’ll find some gentleman admirers, too? I can think of at least one who will probably be there.” 






  
  Chapter 6
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Bronwyn


Waiting by the carriage outside the opera house were Bronwyn’s bodyguards—or her entourage, as Wynni called the men Drystan had assigned to follow her every footstep after the wedding. Initially, he’d forbidden her to leave at all out of fear for her safety, but Ceridwen had convinced him otherwise. Good thing, since the castle already felt more like a prison than a home. Before that horrid day, one or two guards might accompany her when she ventured out on her own. It was only proper for the sister of the future queen, after all. But now they constituted a small procession through the streets of the capital. 
More gossip. More whispers. At least she didn’t have to hear the words people spoke to one another as her carriage passed by. 
Thoughts of the countryside filled her with longing. A life far from all this nonsense. Soon, very soon, she’d tell Ceridwen her plans to leave. After their wedding moon … if she could finally convince them to set their worries aside and go on one. Yes, then she could leave.
As they passed through the castle’s main gate and entered the bailey, the entourage broke off. It was safer in the castle, relatively. There were already guards on regular patrols in the halls, ones partially overseen by Adair. The massive entry hall may well have been a cell for the way it closed in around Bronwyn, though she had to admit it was a beautiful prison. Famous works of art hung in gilt frames; lush carpets painted stripes over decorated tile. If she could be alone, without the swarm of servants and guards, she might enjoy it. 
“Miss Bronwyn.”
Reluctantly, she tore her gaze from the painted ceiling. The stiffness that gripped her at the sound of her name eased as she recognized the owner of the voice. “Jackoby.” 
The demeanor of Drystan’s butler was as stiff and starched as his flawless attire, but she’d seen the heart he hid deep beneath. He had served Drystan in Teneboure when so many had abandoned him, and he’d followed his master to the capital after he claimed the throne.
The barest hint of a smile touched Jackoby’s lips. “Queen Ceridwen is having tea in the gardens. I thought you might wish to join her.”
A sigh stole the stiffness from her. “Tea would be lovely.” 
“Very good.” He nodded. “Also, you received a letter while you were out.” He held it out, the unbroken wax seal face up. 
“Oh?” Her stomach sank as she took it. The thick cream paper hinted at wealth, the neat yet artful calligraphy of her name across the front at someone of status. An invitation from a noble lady, most likely, one she’d have to find a way to refuse. There had been a flood of them at first, though Bronwyn made excuses for most, only attending events when Ceridwen either forced her to or begged for a companion. The invitations had dwindled since, but they still managed to trickle in like a light rain that just wouldn’t cease.
“May I make a suggestion, my lady?” 
“Hm?” She blinked at Jackoby, holding the letter by its corner like a soiled rag.
“If you’d prefer not to receive correspondence”—he glanced at the letter for emphasis—“I could read them and send any regrets on your behalf. Only if it would aid you, of course.”
Her chest swelled with gratitude. The man’s kindness really knew no bounds, but she couldn’t add to his already heavy burden. “I appreciate the offer, but you have more than enough to do without worrying about such unimportant things.” She waved the letter back and forth.
“Perhaps a maid could assist you, then?” He raised one careful brow.
Bronwyn shook her head. “I can address my own mail.” However loathsome the task, she did have the time for it, whereas many others were already far too busy. 
“The offer stands if you change your mind,” Jackoby said. “Shall I escort you to tea?”
The courtyard was full of life—of the non-human variety, anyway. Verdant trees dotted the grounds, a few of them heavy with fruit. Neat beds of flowers stood in full bloom. The bushes were trimmed into artful designs, and a fountain gurgled at the intersection of the stone pathways. Normally, it was bustling with people, too, but this afternoon, it was serene and peaceful as the countryside. A few guards monitored the doors and perimeter, watching after their charge, who sat at a shaded table. 
Ceridwen looked up as Bronwyn approached, her pinched brow smoothing, a blinding smile taking shape on her mouth. “Bronwyn! I’m so glad you could make it. Thank you for bringing her, Jackoby.”
The butler gave a bow and retreated, most likely off to attend some other, far more important matter. Drawings on draft paper were spread across much of Ceridwen’s table. A tiered tray of pastries and small sandwiches clung dangerously close to one edge, the steaming teapot and cups off to the other side. Two open chairs lingered, and Bronwyn claimed the nearest of them.
“No footmen available to serve today?” Bronwyn teased, eyeing the teapot. 
Ceridwen rolled her eyes and gave a little sigh. “I quite prefer pouring my own tea, and I know you do as well.”
“I’m glad some things never change.” Bronwyn set her letter on the edge of the table and went about pouring herself a cup. 
“Me, too,” Ceridwen agreed. They’d learned early on that the previous monarchs had appreciated being waited on hand and foot. But some habits were hard to break, and both sisters were determined to cling to some measure of their independence, and themselves, no matter how the staff balked at first. 
“What are you working on today?” A sip of the still-steaming tea revealed pleasant fruity notes, perfect for the bountiful season. Her sister had already focused back on the papers in front of her, architectural drawings by the look of them. 
“Some different options for the new children’s home we’re building in the market district.” She looked up, beaming with pride. “There are two I favor, and I’d love to get your opinion.”
A warmth that had little to do with the tea spread through Bronwyn’s chest. Ceridwen really was a blessing from the Goddess herself. Already, she worked to improve life for the citizens of Castamar, particularly those most in need. Why the dragons would want to disrupt that, Bronwyn couldn’t understand. Didn’t they see how much her sister cared? Drystan, too? 
“Of course, I’m happy to help.”
Ceridwen passed one of the designs over and leaned in, finger pointing at a section of the design as if she were about to explain it. Instead, her gaze dropped to the letter Bronwyn received. “Oh, a new invitation?”
Damn. Maybe she should have taken Jackoby up on his offer after all. 
Ceridwen’s eyes sparkled with mischief as she sat back in her seat, plans seemingly forgotten. “Who from?”
Bronwyn hugged her cup tighter. “I don’t know yet.” 
“You haven’t opened it? What if it’s for something soon?”
Then I definitely don’t want to go. She sipped at her tea to avoid saying so aloud.
“You should at least read it,” Ceridwen continued. “We promised Father we’d make an effort.”
“And we have.” She set down her cup with a small clatter. “You far more successfully than Father ever dreamed. More than enough for both of us, don’t you agree?”
“Bronwyn…” One heavy sigh and her sister’s whole body seemed to droop. 
“Oh, fine.” When Ceridwen became set on something, there was no arguing with her. Bronwyn grabbed the letter and broke the seal with a pop. With any luck, it’d be something unimportant and far in the future.
She pulled out the thick paper, unfolded it, and read. 
It was worse than she thought. A flush crept up her neck, growing with each line until she may as well have burst into flame under the afternoon sun. 
Hastily, she folded up the letter.
“Well?” Ceridwen asked, leaning forward on the table in an entirely unqueenly manner. 
Every convincing lie fled Bronwyn’s mind, and she found herself telling the truth. “Lord Griffith has invited me to attend the opening of the new exhibits at the Talia Gallery with him.”
“Lord Griffith?” Her sister’s countenance grew bright. “Why, he’s one of the major donors for the children’s home!”
“He is?” Bronwyn shifted in her seat. She had to admit that he was pleasant and curious, two things hard enough to find even among the nobility. And generous, too? An odd fluttering stirred in her center. 
“Indeed. We’re naming the main hall after him as a sign of gratitude. But I didn’t know you two were acquainted.”
“We met at your wedding party.” Bronwyn winced at the mention of that event given how it ended. “We talked for a short time, though I admit I wouldn’t have minded speaking with him more.” 
“Mmm, talked about…?” Ceridwen gave a sly grin.
“It’s really nothing.” Bronwyn waved a hand and reached for her tea.
“But perhaps it could be something.”
She frowned. “I don’t—”
“I know, I know. But it never hurts to try? One evening can’t be so bad. Plus, you like art. And it’s a reason to wear one of your new dresses. I know you love them, even if you won’t admit it.”
Wearing a nice dress was her favorite part of any outing. Somehow, it made her feel stronger and prettier than she really was.
Ceridwen’s brow pinched. “I wonder if it’s too late to inquire about displaying some of your art there. I really should have considered that sooner.” She tapped a finger on her lips.
“There’s no need.”
“Why not? Your work is incredible. It should be shown and appreciated.”
Bronwyn stared at the tiered tray of pastries. She’d heard that one before. And recently. “Because Wynni already beat you to it. She gave them some of the set pieces I designed for her.”
“Wynni!” Ceridwen grinned. “I owe her. Again. Actually, I really do need to speak to her about scheduling the performance she requested…” Her attention drifted before snapping back to Bronwyn. “But that decides it. You have to go. How can you not when your artwork will be on display?”
“Because people may hate it.” And there it was—the fear she so diligently tried to avoid. 
“Nonsense.” Ceridwen looked personally offended by the idea. But then, she was her sister, the one person who supported and encouraged her no matter what. Even when others scoffed or frowned at her art, Ceridwen never did. That was the exact reason her conclusion was unreliable. Of course Ceridwen wouldn’t think others would frown at her art, but compared to some of the masters who would have work displayed? How could they not find hers a disappointment?
“Besides, now might not be the best time.” Bronwyn gave her sister a hard look, willing her to understand everything that she wasn’t saying. 
Ceridwen frowned. “Now you sound like Drystan. I actually think it’s the perfect time. The more we’re seen out in society acting like nothing is wrong, the more people will believe it. Lord Griffith is a respectable man, and you yourself already said you enjoyed speaking with him, right?”
“That evening, yes, but—”
“Go. For me?” Ceridwen blinked at her, waiting in silence. 
Bronwyn cut her gaze toward a few birds pecking at the grass nearby. She would enjoy seeing the gallery… “Fine.”
“Perfect.” Ceridwen beamed. “Don’t forgot to respond and let him know. Now”—she smoothed out the papers in front of her—“let’s talk about these designs.”
Bronwyn shook her head, already regretting the decision. But she could deny Ceridwen nothing. Besides, how bad could one night at the gallery truly be?
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Malik


Malik stepped out of the carriage and onto the bustling street in front of the Talia Gallery. The last rays of sunset painted the marble pillars of the building’s façade in bold shades of orange and gold. Finely dressed people filed in from all directions, up the wide staircase and through the open double doors. The calls of street vendors mixed with joyful conversation and the crunch of carriage wheels over cobblestones. 
The scene sparked a yearning in Malik’s heart, even if he wasn’t thrilled about his reasons for attending. He glanced back at the open carriage door and offered an arm to the woman who filled it. Lady Siân was stunning that evening, her navy-blue gown a perfect complement to her dark skin and her sable hair, which she wore pinned back and adorned with jeweled combs and feathers. Her brother, Mr. Rees Yarwood, followed, ever the debonair and stoic heir of the Yarwood family. The man travelled in several social circles of interest, though he was more known to listen and nod than to participate in conversation. Unfortunate given Malik’s need to source out their family’s allegiances, or lack thereof. It was why he had accepted the invitation to join them this evening, after all.
Their arrival caused quite the stir, with many parties stopping to gape and whispers chasing them up the stairs. Malik smiled and nodded acknowledgements to those he passed, actions so practiced and routine he hardly noticed he did them.
“I’ll get us some drinks,” Rees said less than a minute after they entered the building. No doubt part of the siblings’ plot for him to have alone time with Lady Siân in a proper manner. And for others to see them together. 
Malik bit back a sigh and glanced around. A little bird—or, rather, a certain opera house owner—had informed him of particular works to keep an eye out for. He found himself examining each painting in search of a certain young woman’s distinctive style.
“Where would you like to start, Your Highness?” 
Breath caught in his lungs as he looked down—not at the woman he escorted that evening but Bronwyn. She gazed at him with her soft brown eyes, looking a touch forlorn, just as she had before the wedding feast had gone to shit. 
But then he blinked, and she was gone, replaced instead by Lady Siân.
“Your Highness?” She tilted her head in question.
“Ah, yes,” he remarked, trying to clear his thoughts. “I was simply taking in the room. Actually, Lady Siân, I was hoping you might direct me. You see, I’d like to acquire a few paintings myself, and I could use your discerning eye.”
His companion brightened considerably, giving a breathy giggle and touching her gloved hand to her chest. “I’d be honored, Your Highness.”
Good. Nothing like some praise to brighten someone’s spirits.
Over the course of an hour, Malik learned two very important things: One, his companion’s taste in art was about as far from his as possible. Two, she talked significantly more after a drink than before it. Too bad she hadn’t divulged anything that could aid him. Yet.
Inevitably, conversation flowed back to the last time they were together, the night of the king and queen’s wedding feast. “They really don’t know who did it?” Lady Siân asked, surprising him. A ploy to gather information from him or genuine curiosity? He wasn’t sure. 
“Not that I’m aware of, though I’m not always informed of such matters,” he replied as they stared at a wintery landscape. Or, rather, he stared. His companion spent considerably more time focused on him than on the art.
“You know, one of our dear friends, Mr. Davies, was injured in the accident. A piece of glass left a nasty slice on his hand, poor fellow. He wasn’t even that close, but he must have been terribly unlucky. He does seem rather prone to injury, doesn’t he, brother?” 
Mr. Yarwood gave a murmur of assent before sipping at his drink. “Perhaps brighter topics, Siân. Or perhaps we could all venture to the gardens?” He glanced from his sister to Malik. “My dear sister is fond of dancing.”
“Oh? I wish I’d known. We could have danced at the wedding feast. We’ll be sure to tonight, though there’s a whole wing we’ve yet to see.” And that’s where Bronwyn’s paintings must be, since he hadn’t found them yet. As much as he yearned to view her work again—and perhaps purchase some of it for himself if it went unsold—the thought unsettled, too, though he wasn’t sure why. Perhaps because it stirred memories of the artist?
Playing the spy and outing dragons barely unsettled him these days, but viewing a painting made him deeply uncomfortable. Ridiculous.
“More paintings, Your Highness?” Lady Siân’s question held the edge of a brittle laugh. 
“Oh, I think so.” The grin stretched across his face wasn’t even forced. 
Mr. Yarwood seemed to share his sister’s distaste and took a long swig of his drink. 
“A royal, here?” The passing remark snared every fiber of Malik’s attention. He swung around to stare at the two women who conversed in excited tones nearby. For once, though, they paid him no mind. It was strange not to be the object of attention. 
“Yes! She’s so rarely out in society. No one has made any progress with her,” the taller woman said. Or perhaps girl would be a more fitting description. Both were on the youngest fringe of proper society. 
There could only be two women they discussed, and he had his bets on which one it was.
“Do you think we should try?” The girl practically bounced as she spoke. “Would she take notice of us?”
The taller one looped her arm through her friend’s. “Oh, Mama would be so proud if we could.” Sisters, then, most likely. Their appearance was similar enough.
The girls aimed for the far wing, the one he’d yet to visit. 
Malik turned back to the Yarwood siblings, who conversed together quietly. Offering an arm to Lady Siân, he said, “Shall we go see that last wing and then venture to the gardens?”
She broke away from her brother with a broad grin. “Yes. Let’s.”
As crowded as the gallery was that evening, finding Bronwyn in the throng of people was the easy part. She was a magnet, drawing them all in, probably much to her own displeasure if he knew her at all. 
Malik’s lips drew thin as he caught sight of who she stood with—Lord Griffith, the young man from the wedding feast. Malik gritted his teeth as he considered the man’s enviable charm, good looks, and easy way. Moreso, he detested the way that Bronwyn clung to his side like he was her shield, though he had to admit the man was doing a damnable good job at that, too. While others certainly flocked toward them, they kept a respectful distance, not cloistering around them but standing near enough to observe—and likely overhear—their conversations. The perfect little society leeches. 
“Miss Kinsley is here,” Mr. Yarwood observed as they stopped in front of the first painting. He stared her way with obvious interest, perking up for that more than he had anything else this evening. “Did you know she’d be in attendance?”
“I did not,” Malik replied. It was as much a surprise to him as the other gentleman.
“You two are not close?” He quirked one brow. “Even living in the castle?”
Malik rubbed at his jaw as he dared another glance toward Bronwyn, though other patrons blocked all sight of her. “No. I’m not often there. I prefer to keep my own residence.” 
He’d always valued his privacy. At first, it had been a tactic to get away from his father, but he’d be lying if he said he didn’t relish having a place all his own, where he could simply be himself. No rigors of society. No one asking after him at every moment. No being waited on like a child unable to care for himself. Visiting Drystan in Teneboure had been part of Malik’s duties to his father, but he’d looked forward to it as well. Not because of Drystan. Not then, anyway. His cousin had thought him as much a villain as his father, and Malik had thought the same of him in return. But it was another escape. Another chance for peace and quiet.
Yes, part of him longed for events like this. For the hum of excitement, conversation, and general liveliness of society. But afterward, he always found himself drained and in need of recovery. His apartments provided that.
“A pity,” Mr. Yarwood remarked with another longing look at Bronwyn that made Malik’s blood boil. “And I’m surprised. I thought a prince would quite enjoy the luxuries of castle life.”
“I do like to be surprising.” Malik’s grin held an edge, but other man didn’t even flinch. 
They made their way from one painting to another while Malik navigated them ever closer to Bronwyn and Lord Griffith, who made their way slowly through the gallery with a herd of citizens in their wake. The press of bodies became thick as Malik neared, and several subjects tried to engage them along the way. His one defense was showering Lady Siân with his attention. It would only spark more rumors about them, especially since they’d been together all night, but it could not be helped. 
Finally, they neared his target. Much of the crowd had backed off. Not far, only enough to get a good view of two members of the royal household nearing one another. No doubt being present for this moment would elevate them in the eyes of their peers and fuel weeks worth of discussion over tea or whiskey.
That is, all had backed off except the two girls from earlier. They had certainly found their courage, speaking excitedly with Bronwyn and Lord Griffith. Well, mostly Lord Griffith. Bronwyn stood still as a statue, her face carefully blank, but he didn’t miss her fist tight at her side. Despite his jealousy of the young lord, Malik wanted to thank Griffith for engaging the two ladies and saving Bronwyn from the burden of their chatter. 
“What do you think of this lovely artwork, ladies?” Lord Griffith asked them, gesturing to the piece near which they stood. 
Malik didn’t need to look at the little nameplate to know that it was one of Bronwyn’s. It had her style of smooth brush stokes that undulated just enough to make the portrait feel alive. If one stared at it, the grassy field through which the sheep wandered almost appeared to move as though caressed by a gentle breeze. It was calming. Perfect.
The shorter and slightly younger-looking of the girls turned toward the painting, her brown curls bouncing. Her features scrunched dramatically as she stared at it. “A little boring for my taste.”
Malik saw the moment the words landed. Bronwyn flinched and glanced sharply away. Her throat bobbed. 
Damn it all. That wouldn’t do.
Malik strode purposefully toward the group, his companions left behind. “Well, I think it’s one of the most stunning in the gallery,” he announced for all to hear.
The two girls gasped and whirled toward him, their eyes going wide. Even Bronwyn’s head snapped toward him. Myriad emotions chased each other across her features, but he couldn’t discern a single one for certain before she regained control and settled back into careful blankness. The hint of color on her cheeks said enough, though, and that, she could not hide. Malik grinned more easily than he had all night, especially as the girls dropped into deep curtseys.
“Prince Alastair.” Lord Griffith bowed. “What a pleasure.” Damn if the man didn’t seem sincere.
“Lord Griffith.” He nodded toward him in acknowledgement. 
“It is nice to meet another admirer of Miss Kinsley’s work.” 
“Miss Kinsley.” The girls seemed to gasp in unison, finally realizing the error of their appraisal. They looked to one another, then Bronwyn and her companions, before giving another bow and hurrying away.
Malik glanced from Griffith to Bronwyn, tilting his head ever so slightly in question. “It is indeed, though I wasn’t aware you were so familiar with her art.” 
“I am becoming acquainted,” he corrected. “Quite a shame that such wonderful pieces have not been displayed sooner. It’s a wonder her art is not on the walls of every noble drawing room in the capital.”
Oh, the man laid it on thick. Not to be outdone, Malik replied, “This piece was part of the set for the performance of Thumbelina this spring. I believe a few others of her works are here as well, are they not?” 
Bronwyn glared at him with a tightlipped look that said she’d love to give him a piece of her mind, and, oh, how he wanted it. But to his surprise, she rather demurely replied, “They are.” She shifted her attention to Griffith, her expression smoothing out into something pleasant. “It was actually Wynnifred Prosser who suggested the pieces for the gallery.”
“Ah, I should have known she’d have an eye for great art.” He beamed at Bronwyn, and she seemed to soak it up. 
The look they shared stabbed Malik like a knife between the ribs. Some clever response was nearly at the tip of his tongue when a gentle hand touched his arm, and he nearly jumped out of his skin.
“Mr. Yarwood, Lady Siân, nice to see you both again,” Lord Griffith said, still glowing with mirth. 
As they exchanged pleasantries, Malik could almost feel the tangible weight of Bronwyn’s regard as she took in the hand on his arm, the woman at his side. Her lips thinned once more.
Is that jealousy? He yearned to ask, to tease her. She’d snap at him, likely confirming his thoughts. Goddess above, why couldn’t it be her on his arm this night?
Except, he knew why. 
And she… Whether she did or didn’t, the result was the same. He had become a demon in her eyes. An irritant to be rid of.
A gratingly high-toned bell rang through the hall. Malik tracked its source to a liveried butler. As the crowd quieted in response to the sound, he announced, “Please join us in the main hall for the unveiling of Master Walrick’s stunning rendition of His Majesty, King Tristram!”
Malik nearly snorted. As if they could all fit in the main hall. People seemed determined to try, though, as they began shuffling that way. 
Lord Griffith offered his arm. “Shall we?”
Bronwyn’s smile and accompanying “Please” had Malik’s teeth grinding. 
Only belatedly did he remember his company and do the same for his companion. 
One advantage of being a royal was that people went out of their way to be pleasant and accommodating, a fact Malik took advantage of by securing an advantageous spot to view the portrait unveiling. Lord Griffith and Bronwyn stood not far away, with others offering them their spaces and encouraging them to draw nearer to the open half-circle around the portrait. Only a few people occupied that narrow space: Master Walrick, who stood tall and proud, his pale white hair a sharp contrast to his formal black evening coat; two footmen holding either side of the cloth draped over the massive painting; and the gallery chairman, who resembled the master’s more portly twin, though they were of no relation that Malik knew.
A short announcement was made by the chairman—a thank-you or everyone attending, as well as an expression of pride at how many artists were displayed and the amount of works already sold that evening. The man tried to make a few unfortunate jokes that Malik pretended amused him, though much of the crowd did not. Poor man.
Finally, it was time to unveil the painting. 
The footmen pulled the cloth away in a flutter of fabric. 
The crowd gasped. Then applause broke out with murmurs of appreciation.
The painting was impressive, if wildly inaccurate. Drystan, or Tristram as he was formally known, stood like a proud conqueror, head held high, not a mark on him. He was posed with one boot on the body of a dark beast, which lay slain with its tongue lolling like a wolf killed during a hunt. There was no sign of Ceridwen, who’d stabbed Rhion, nullifying his magic and giving Drystan the opportunity to slay him, nor the enchanted dagger she’d used. There was no sign of Malik, though he’d been present, or anyone else for that matter. He’d wager the artist hadn’t even interviewed anyone present at the time, otherwise he might have captured the scene more accurately. After all, it was Drystan who’d been a beast when he’d slain the king, not the other way around. 
But then, the people probably wouldn’t like the truth. They rarely did. This version of events was more palatable, easier to digest, and if the cheering around him was any indication, they were eating it up. 
From the corner of his eye, Malik saw one person who did not clap. Bronwyn. 
Instead, she looked perplexed, tilting her head to the side as if that would reveal a new side of the portrait she had not seen. Perhaps she had the same thoughts as him, that the truth they’d witnessed was too far from what people wanted to believe.
But then she pointed, her finger spearing toward the top of the frame, her exclamation swallowed by the crowd. 
A tendril of gray smoke seeped from the frame, but it did not drift away; rather, it moved, spreading along the top edge and shaping itself into something like fingers. 
A deathly chill barely had time to settle on his skin, then everything happened at once. A loud crack rang out. The applause faltered. Master Walrick, the chairman, and the footmen looked up.
Suddenly, the painting was falling, knocked forward by the spectral hand.
No, not a hand at all but a talon. The talon of a great, winged beast of smoke and nightmares. 






  
  Chapter 8
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Bronwyn


Terror gripped Bronwyn. Like the last time the dragons struck, she found herself unable to move, frozen in horror as she watched tragedy unfold. Her warning had been too late, unheard. 
Strong arms wrapped around her. For a moment, she thought it was Malik, and her traitorous heart leapt. But his scent was different, pine and something bitter instead of warmth and musk. The smell was strange but not unwelcome. 
“Bronwyn!” Lord Griffith’s use of her name, the first time he’d ever said it, told her exactly who held her close and tried to turn her from the disaster. 
It would be wise to take comfort in him. To cower in his arms. Distantly, she knew that, but when had she ever been wise about what she should do?
Instead, curiosity bade her twist in his arms, to look past his body trying to block her view. Many partygoers screamed and ducked as a dragon of smoke swooped low over the crowd before bursting apart into gray wisps and dissipating. A coppery tang in the air sent a fresh wave of prickles across Bronwyn’s skin. 
Nearby, people rushed to lift the heavy painting from where it had fallen. Groans of pain and one particularly anguished cry said that not everyone had gotten out of its way. 
Another threat against the crown. No words this time, but none were needed. The symbols were there for all to see, and they said so much more than any written message could.
A gentle hand on Bronwyn’s cheek turned her face away from the carnage. “We should get you out of here.” 
Only then did she realize that she clung to Griffith, her fingers digging into the sleeve of his coat and the strong arm beneath. She started to nod when someone else called to her, his dark form filling her periphery. 
“Are you all right?” Malik danced through the last of the people separating them and burst right into their little bubble. His companions from before were no longer with him.
Bronwyn dropped her hand from Lord Griffith’s arm. “Yes, I’m fine.”
Malik breathed heavily. Relief? She couldn’t say. His attention flitted past her, toward the accident, then back again. He’d need to go, to investigate and report to Drystan most likely, but something held him back. 
“I’ll keep Miss Kinsley safe and see her home,” Lord Griffith said, ever the gentleman. 
Malik’s jaw stiffened. “See that you do.” And he was off, moving toward the wreckage and the distraught Master Walrick, who wailed about the horror of it all while proclaiming his innocence. 
People hurried about, most pressing toward the main exit. Only a few figures entered the room. Bronwyn recognized several of them—her entourage of guards, who’d waited outside, made their way toward her now, one calling her name and that of her companion. Little good they’d done when the disaster struck. A few other guards hurried toward Malik, though he always seemed to have much more authority over his than she did hers. 
Her heart sank further. After this, Drystan may lock her inside after all. Not that she was hurt, but a little closer and she could have been. She glanced back over one shoulder. A man she didn’t know held a bloody rag to his brow. A woman sobbed. Others still clustered around, blocking her view of any other potential casualties. She’d yet to see the chairman who’d spoken.
“This way.” Lord Griffith wrapped an arm around her shoulders and urged her toward the advancing guards. When the entourage reached her, they all but plucked her from his grasp, hurrying her from the venue. Griffith followed. The street outside was bustling with crowds of those who’d fled.
“Miss Kinsley, a moment.” 
She gasped as Lord Griffith took her hand in his. Much to her surprise, the guards didn’t stop him. 
“I’m sorry our evening was cut short in such a terrible fashion. May I call on you again?”
Bronwyn blinked at him, still half in a state of shock from what she’d witnessed—and certainly not herself, because she the words that came to her tongue were, “Yes, you may.”
He smiled as if the evening had not come literally crashing down before them. “I’ll be in touch soon.” 
He placed a kiss on the back of her hand. The warmth that swelled through her chest and flashed across her cheeks was as surprising as the smoke dragon that had appeared from behind the painting.

      [image: image-placeholder]Bronwyn found Ceridwen in the private sitting room just off her bedchamber. Presents were piled high on a long table in front of her. She jotted something down on paper before setting down her quill and glancing up.
“You’re back much earlier than I expected.” Ceridwen pushed a lock of blond hair behind one ear. She’d already changed into a pale nightdress and a matching silk robe that draped from her arms. “Was the gallery not enjoyable? Or was it the company?”
News of what had transpired that evening hadn’t reached the castle yet, or rather its queen. Bronwyn would bet her life that someone had rushed to Drystan with the news immediately. He’d probably just received it or was receiving it now from her guards, who’d managed to procure a carriage and get her back far more quickly than she anticipated. 
Ceridwen’s face fell. “Bronwyn?” She stood up, her chair sliding backward. “What happened?”
“I’m fine,” Bronwyn finally managed. “There’s no need to worry about me.”
Ceridwen met her halfway, looking her up and down for injuries. Satisfied, she said, “Tell me.”
“You may as well sit back down.” Bronwyn gestured to her sister’s abandoned project. She did, sitting on the edge of her seat and watching Bronwyn like a hawk as she pulled another chair closer and sat in it herself. “A large painting fell.”
“Fell or…”
“Was pushed,” she clarified. “By a smoke dragon like the one from the wedding party.”
Instant regret filled her as she watched her sister hunch and shrink in on herself. If only she’d done a better job hiding her emotions or, better yet, hadn’t sought her sister out at all this evening. Though, knowing Ceridwen, the moment she learned what had happened, she’d have come to find Bronwyn instead, even if it were the middle of the night. 
And truthfully, Bronwyn wanted the company. She could have gone to Father or Jaina or Gerard in the apartments they all shared within the castle. They were family and she loved them, and them her, but there was no one in the world Bronwyn held closer than her sister. Ceridwen knew her heart and thoughts better than anyone; her mere presence gave a sense of comfort Bronwyn desperately needed. Father and the others would worry, as parents tend to do. Ceridwen would be Bronwyn’s ally more than her protector, someone strong at her side, ready to face the world with her rather than hide her from it. Bronwyn felt the same way. It was why she’d insisted on travelling with Ceridwen from Teneboure all those months ago, to help her find her lost love and defy the monsters of the capital. 
Love was facing trials together. They’d faced those demons, and they’d face these dragons, too. 
“Was anyone…” Ceridwen swallowed.
“A few injuries. I’m not sure about the extent. The guards rushed me away too quickly to learn more.” Though the sinking feeling in her stomach said those injuries might be worse than she let on. The sobbing she’d heard … it was the kind that leaked from wounds in a person’s soul.
“As they should,” Ceridwen replied, barely a whisper.
Bronwyn’s lips pressed into a hard line. Because she was a woman? Too frail and delicate to endure such tragedies? She forced the thoughts away. With anyone else, she’d have probably spoken them aloud, and with more than a little bite, but she knew her sister meant well. Still, it irked her that the guards didn’t seem to order Malik around in the same way. Why was a man given more freedom than her? He was Drystan’s heir, for now. In many ways, he was more important than her, yet she was the one coddled like a child.
“On to happier topics…” Bronwyn forced a smile for her sister’s benefit and gestured to the table. “Wedding presents?”
The change of topic instantly brightened the room. “Oh, yes, I figured it was time to get about opening them and writing thank-you notes.”
Bronwyn ran her finger along the edge of one small box. “You know, most noble ladies would have their maids open and catalog the gifts. Or a relative.”
A small laugh slipped from Ceridwen. “Are you volunteering?”
Bronwyn shrugged. “I could help, if you like.” It was a better option than discussing the evening or retreating to her room alone. 
“Please,” Ceridwen replied. “It’s going to take me ages as it is.”
The two set about opening the gifts and remarking on the ostentation displays of wealth many contained. “What am I to do with something like this?” Ceridwen asked, turning the jewel-crusted egg in her hand. 
“Display it? Sell it?”
“Sell a wedding gift?” Whether her look of horror was genuine or not, Bronwyn couldn’t say.
“Not immediately, of course. But it would be more useful going toward one of your projects than sitting on a shelf.” 
Ceridwen blew out a breath. “So true. Though right now I worry about anything we put attention to becoming a target.” 
So delicate, the line they walked between joy and sorrow. Bronwyn sought to tip the scales in a happier direction. “Have you given any more thought to taking a wedding moon trip? It might do you all well get out of the capital for a bit.”
Her sister shook her head. “Drystan is too busy. Besides, it gives me time to focus on some things here, like the orphanage and other projects.” 
Bronwyn’s gaze dropped to her sister’s lap, where one hand rested against her belly. All thoughts in her head vanished. Suddenly, it felt like a deep pit opened in her center. “Ceridwen … are you pregnant?”
“What!” her sister squeaked, hand flying from her stomach. “No! I mean, I don’t think so. We’ve taken some precautions.”
A small sigh of relief slipped from Bronwyn’s lips. She wanted that for her sister, someday, but with everything else going on, now hardly seemed the time for it.
“Can you imagine the scandal if the queen gave birth only a few months into her marriage?” Ceridwen laughed.
Bronwyn rolled her eyes before giving her sister a pointed look. “Because all the nobles whose children after born seven or eight months after the wedding came early…” 
“Well, I’m not one of them.” Ceridwen smoothed her hands across her lap. “I would like to have children one day. I hope to. Though, with what happened to Mother, Drystan worries that I might have similar … complications. He’d be such a mess if I were pregnant, and he has enough to think about.”
True enough. She couldn’t imagine what Drystan would be like if anything happened to Ceridwen, and given their mother’s difficult pregnancies, there was cause to be concerned. Birth had contributed to her untimely death, an event that had destroyed their family in so many ways—though, with all Bronwyn had learned, she blamed the dragons more than an ill touch of fate. If Mother hadn’t been attacked, she might not have been weakened or gone into early labor. She might have lived… 
But all the mights in the world couldn’t change the past. Bronwyn shook her head, vanishing the thoughts. “Well, with his magic, I am sure he’d be able to help you if anything were to go wrong one day. But it won’t.” Bronwyn set her hand atop her sister’s. “You’ll be fine. And you’ll be a great mother one day, too.”
If only their mother had had someone with magic to help her… 
Bronwyn slammed that box shut and sat on it.
“Thank you, Bronwyn.” Ceridwen gave her fingers a squeeze. “You will be, too.”
Bronwyn blinked. The beginning of a laugh crawled up her throat, but she swallowed it and slid her hand away. “Anyhow, which one is next?” She gestured to the presents.
“Perhaps that blue one?” Ceridwen pointed at one of the boxes closest to Bronwyn. “I’m going to finish opening this one.” She’d already unwrapped the little present in front to reveal a nondescript wooden box. 
Bronwyn began carefully unwrapping her present while watching her sister investigate the wooden box. However ridiculous some of the gifts, it was a lot of fun getting to open them and see what each contained. 
Inside the wooden box Ceridwen held was a finely wrought, delicate object that glimmered in the light. She lifted it. “Oh, look, a little spinning wheel.” She tilted it this way and that, letting the lamplight glimmer off the metal. It was small enough to fit in the palm of her hand, almost like it had been crafted as fancy toy for children. “How strange,” she mused as she examined it closer.
So many of the gifts were. Perhaps the nobility needed a lesson in gift-giving. 
“Ouch!” Ceridwen yelped, dropping the spinning wheel. “And sharp.”
“Are you okay?” Bronwyn leaned closer.
Ceridwen frowned at her finger, watching as blood welled from the tip and started to run. “It’s just a scratch.” 
Bronwyn gave a light-hearted huff. “Don’t let Drystan see that. He might panic.”
Ceridwen grinned but gave her a sideways look. “He’s not that overprotective.” She stood from the table. “Let me get a cloth for this.”
Sure, not overprotective at all. Bronwyn shook her head with a smile. He did love her, though, so much it was almost worrisome. 
A thunk from nearby made her head snap up.
Her heart nearly stopped. Her blood turned cold. Ceridwen had fallen to her knees, a hand on her forehead. 
“Ceridwen!” Bronwyn leapt from her chair, knocking it over in the process. She was at her side in a heartbeat, dropping down and grabbing her sister’s shoulders. “What’s happened? What’s wrong?” 
“Bronwyn?” Ceridwen blinked up at her, glassy-eyed. She’d smeared the blood from her finger across her forehead. “I feel…”
Suddenly, she went limp, like a puppet whose strings were cut. Her eyes slid closed, and she tilted and fell, slumping heavily against Bronwyn’s chest.
“Ceridwen!” she screamed. Panic tingled across her skin. Her heart was trying to claw through her ribs. “Ceridwen!” She turned her sister in her arms as best she could, gently shaking her. 
The doors burst open—likely the guards having heard the screams—but Bronwyn didn’t look. Didn’t care.
All she could see was her sister: head lolling, eyes closed, and still as death.






  
  Chapter 9
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Malik


Malik knelt before a young boy no more than six, who sniffled and rubbed at his eyes and nose with his fist. 
“It’s okay,” the prince said in his most soothing voice, trying to calm the boy. “You’re not in trouble.”
A short time ago, Malik had returned to the castle with news of the latest disaster only to discover Kent, the under-butler, waiting for him with an update on the wedding investigation. They’d suspected one of the castle staff must have assisted the dragons in planting their spell-work, and it turned out they’d been right. Only, Malik had never expected the culprit to be so young, or so innocent.
“I—I—” The boy sniffled. 
“Calm now, Harri.” The boy’s mother crouched behind him, her voice wobbling, her arms around him—probably half in comfort and half in fear that her son might be stolen away for his unfortunate part in the disaster. As if Malik could be so cruel to a child. “Tell His Highness what you know.”
The young boy, Harri, had been the one to weave a ribbon through the chain of the chandelier, a ribbon spelled with nasty dark magic. He’d been unaware of what it contained, or so the mother claimed. Rather, someone had paid the boy to do it, saying it was a good luck charm. How the dragons had managed to activate the spell at the right moment was still a mystery. Malik refused to believe the timing was simply luck.
Harri’s mother, a kitchen maid, had discovered this days ago but had only come forward to Kent today, begging that her son be spared for his naivety. As it turned out, someone else among the staff had caught wind of the affair and threatened to turn the poor kid in if she didn’t come forward. 
The loyalty, however valuable, tasted bittersweet. If only they could all understand that Malik was nothing like his father. 
“I’n didn’ know.” The boy sniffled. “They give me two gold coins to add it when I filled th’ lamps.”
Disaster at such a low cost. He nearly tsked. 
“And who was it? Did you know them?” Malik asked.
The boy shook his head vigorously. 
“What did he look like?” Kent asked. 
Harri blinked up at where the under-butler stood, arms crossed, beside Malik. The boy hunched in on himself. Ridiculous, since Kent was possibly one of the most charming men on staff. His luck with the ladies, and the men, proved as much, though his debonaire looks seemed to have little effect on calming the child. 
“No detail is too small,” Malik said. 
“They…” The boy looked to his mother, who nodded for him to continue. “They were a woman.” Then, belatedly, “Your Highness.”
Malik’s brows rose. “A woman?” Now that was unexpected. King Rhion’s followers had been exclusively male. His father hadn’t placed as much value in women, which spoke as poorly of him as any of the horrible things he’d done despite how long a list that was.  They hadn’t considered that the new leader of the dragons might share differing views … on some things, anyway. “Tell me about her.”
“She was a fine lady like. Dark hair. Could a’ been lighter.”
“How old was she?” Kent asked.
The boy chewed on his bottom lip, clearly unsure. 
“About my age?” Malik asked instead. 
The boy swallowed and gave one nod. “A young lady. She seemed k-kind.”
“Anything else stand out? Scar? Jewelry?”
“There … there was a pretty ring. Sparkly and big as my thumb!” His eyes positively glittered, the memory seeming to wipe away his fears. “Real strange. Like …” He made the shape of a heart with his hands.
“Anything else? Did she give you a name?”
Another vigorous head shake.
Malik reined in a sigh. Great, a dark-haired young woman. That could be a good portion of the kingdom, though if she wore such lavish jewelry, that did limit their selection.
The door to the storage room where they’d been holding the discussion cracked open, and Jackoby slipped in, looking grim even for someone as stoic as himself. 
“Excuse me, Your Highness. You’re needed at once.” He shifted his attention to Kent. “You as well.”
Goddess help him, couldn’t he catch a break? Malik shoved to his feet. It seemed like they’d gotten everything they could from the boy, anyway. 
“Do let us know if your son remembers anything else,” Malik said to the maid.
After being given abundant promises to do just that, Malik went with Kent and Jackoby into the main kitchen, where the head chef waited. The maid and her son fell under the chef’s supervision, so it was only right she be involved; however, Malik still preferred to keep the details of the suspect as quiet as possible.
“See that the boy and his mother are taken care of,” Malik said to the older woman. 
The chef’s eyes widened. “Your Highn—”
“Not like that!” Malik snapped.
The fear fled the older woman in a rush.
Malik sighed and rubbed his forehead. All these months, and people still immediately thought the worst of him. “I meant, see that they are comforted. Make sure they have what they need. Food. Money. Whatever. I don’t want them tempted by so little. We ought to be able to meet the needs of our own and then some.” Clearly, he and the king needed to review the staff wages and make some improvements. 
“I— Yes, Your Highness. Right away.”
One situation resolved—for the moment—Malik turned to Jackoby. He swore the man had paled since last he saw him. Hopefully, he was not ill. “Where are we needed?”
Jackoby swallowed. “Just come with me.” He turned on his heel, not waiting for Malik to agree.
Malik’s brows furrowed as he followed the butler, Kent a step behind. “No hint?”
“Just … just come.” 
Malik looked over one shoulder, sharing a look with Kent, who shrugged. The further they ventured into the heart of the castle, the deeper the pit of Malik’s stomach grew. When they turned down the corridor to the royal quarters, the hair on the back of his neck stood on end.
The halls were vacant, not a guard in sight as there usually were at all hours. 
Not knowing was agony, yet he couldn’t find the voice to ask amid the deathly quiet surrounding them. He was ready to burst from his skin when Jackoby finally stopped in front of a door and knocked lightly. 
Rather than go in, however, he turned and addressed them both. “What you learn does not leave this room, by order of His Majesty Tristram Ithael.” He did not wait for their reply before turning, cracking the door open, and ushering them in.
Malik saw Drystan first among the small crowd gathered and breathed a sigh of relief. But the relief was short lived. Halfway into the room, he stopped in his tracks. Every fear became a glaring, cold reality as he took in the form lying motionless on the bed.
Ceridwen lay tucked in like she might be asleep, but the somber silence and quiet sniffles told a different story. Jaina, the housekeeper who’d become a surrogate mother to the Kinsley children, cried as she sat next to the queen and brushed her fingers over her cheek. Immediately, Malik sought Bronwyn, panic spiking anew at her absence, but another step into the room and he spied her where she knelt beside the bed, staring at her sister.
“What happened?” His voice hardly sounded like his own.
All eyes turned to him. The crowd consisted of Ceridwen’s family, mostly. Her brother Adair, with his arm around their father’s shoulders, trying to console the older man. Jaina and her husband Gerard, who’d tended them for years and were family by love if not blood. Of the castle staff—besides Jackoby and Kent—there was Drystan’s head housekeeper, Gwen, who presently sobbed into a handkerchief. The only two whose names he didn’t know were the guards sitting dejected and alone in a corner. 
Drystan bared his teeth, a deep growl rumbling through the room before he spoke. “My wife was attacked.” The hard edge in his voice and the sight of his white-knuckled fists had Malik’s heart kicking in a new way. His cousin was close to losing control. Holding on by a thread.
“Attacked?” he echoed, dumbstruck. “Here in the castle?”
Gerard rose from his chair, shaking his graying head. “It was something hidden in the wedding presents.”
Drystan snarled again, his eyes blazing with fury. Jackoby hurried to him with Kent not far behind. They had more experience with Drystan’s monstrous side than most, and though Ceridwen had mostly tamed it and he hadn’t slipped in months, this was liable to send him down a dark path. The violent thoughts no doubt churning through his mind weren’t helping.
They led him to a chair, whispering to be calm, that Ceridwen wouldn’t want this. Gwen composed herself and attempted to offer him wine, which Drystan briskly refused.
It was Bronwyn who answered Malik properly, rising and turning to him. “It was a metalworking of a miniature spinning wheel.” Her voice was hollow but steady. No tears stained her cheeks, but her eyes were red, her gaze vacant. 
A desperate ache in his chest begged him to take her into his arms and hold her close, but he held himself back.
“It cut her, and moments later, she collapsed.” Her gaze dipped toward her sister’s still form. “She sleeps, but we cannot wake her no matter what we try.”
Relief flooded him. She was alive, then. Thank the Goddess for that. If there was any light to be found in this dark night, it was that she hadn’t died as he’d feared upon first entering the room.
“She sleeps for now, but she’ll sleep forever if we can’t undo this,” Adair spat. Fury burned in his eyes. The eldest Kinsley child had his faults, but no one could doubt his love for his sisters.
“How do you—” Malik began.
“There was a note in the package,” Bronwyn said, shifting her attention back to him.
“A threat!” Drystan snapped. He nearly lunged from his chair as he spat the words, but his staff urged him back down with calming tones.
Malik closed the distance between himself and Bronwyn. “Tell me,” he whispered. 
Her throat bobbed, but she nodded. “Drystan tore apart the box it came in. Inside was a scroll.” She grabbed a small strip of paper from the bedside table and handed it to him.
One line was written on it in neat, even script. 
Tristram Ithael abdicates his throne or, in one month’s time, his queen sleeps forever. 
Sketched at the end of the paper was a little dragon.
A sleeping curse… Malik shuddered. Such was the work of dark magic. 
He rolled up the paper and turned to Drystan. “You’ve tried your healing spells?”
The king simply snarled at him in response. 
“I can try—”
“And finish the job you started?” Drystan snapped. A red sheen glazed his eyes. Several of those nearby gasped.
Malik gaped at him, horrified. “You think I’m responsible?” he asked, voice barely a whisper; then, louder, “This is dark magic. You know I don’t involve myself with that.”
“Which is the only reason you’re here and not in a dungeon.”
Malik reared back as if he’d been struck. His cousin truly thought so poorly of him, after everything? His breath came in short, quick bursts. 
“If I wanted the crown, I would have taken it for myself when you killed my father. But I didn’t! I placed it on your head! You made me your heir.” He thrust an accusing finger at Drystan. “I never even wanted that!”
Drystan lurched to his feet, shaking off those that tried to stop him. “But the dragons want you on the throne.” He stalked toward him. “Why is that?”
“How should I know?” Malik scoffed. Most likely, they wanted him dead, too. He leaned in, refusing to back down. He shifted his stance and clenched his fists at his side, ready to defend himself.
“Stop it!” Bronwyn leapt between the two men, palms out to each of them. 
Instantly, some of the fight went out of him.
“Stop this right now!” She scowled at both of them before turning on Drystan. “How dare you! My sister, your wife, is cursed. Dying! Yet you fight each other.” She glanced over her shoulder at Malik. “Don’t you think that’s what they want?” She looked back at the king, staring him down in that way of hers that could make any grown man cower. “They want to weaken you. To tear you down. Don’t be the monster they want you to be!”
Drystan flinched, shrinking in on himself. The red vanished from his eyes, and he looked away. 
“Besides…” Bronwyn crossed her arms. “If you two keep yelling, half of the castle is going to know exactly what happened before dawn, and I thought you didn’t want that?”
“No,” Drystan grumbled. 
Gwen, brave woman she was, was the first to approach him. “Now, now. Let’s calm ourselves.” She wrapped an arm around his shoulders and turned him toward the chair. “It’s been a trying night.”
Malik nearly snorted. To say the least.
Drystan sighed, and that exhale of breath diffused much of the tension in the room. He hung his head for a moment before raking his hand through his hair and glancing at Malik. “I’m sorry.”
Malik blinked. Anger, he’d expected. He was used to that. Apologizing? That was new. Ceridwen’s work, he was certain.
“I’m sorry,” Drystan repeated. “I just…” He trailed off, glancing to where his wife slumbered.
Malik followed his gaze, hand tightened into a fist. Whoever harmed her must never have met her. If they had, how could they ever choose such an innocent victim? But then, they recruited children to do their dirty work, so who knew how low they were willing to go?
“I know,” Malik said. When his mother had died, when he’d discovered his father was likely responsible… Well, he tried not to think about those days too much. It was a chapter he wished to erase.
“Good.” Bronwyn stepped back into the fray, hands on her hips. “Now, how do we wake my sister?”
Drystan hung his head once more, a clear sign that his healing spells had done nothing. It made sense. There was no physical injury here that magic could weave back together.
“We would have to understand how the curse works and design a counter,” Malik said. And that was if they could figure out the spell to place such a counter. If there even was a counter. The threat alluded to it, but the villain might plan to let Ceridwen die no matter what Drystan did. 
“You have to understand dark magic?” Bronwyn confirmed.
Everyone looked at Drystan, the only dark magic wielder in the room. The only one on their side at all, most likely. They’d done a fair job eliminating or scaring off the others they’d identified. 
He didn’t look up this time, simply hung his head like the weight of the whole world rested upon it. Malik supposed the weight of his cousin’s world did rest upon him.
“And if we can’t? Is there another way?” This question, Bronwyn directed to him.
There was one sure way to destroy any spell. “If we kill whoever worked the spell, it will break.”
She nodded slowly, her gaze drifting away. “Then we have to find this dragon and slay it.”






  
  Chapter 10
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Bronwyn


Bronwyn’s nails dug into her palms as she tried to tighten the tourniquet on her emotions. The pain was welcome, almost pleasant. And only fair, since her sister was the one suffering. Again. She cast a pained glance toward the bed, where Ceridwen lay eerily still and serene in cursed sleep. 
The dragons had done this to her, those bastards. Hurt her sister, who saw the best in everything and was a light in the world to so many. Delivered their vile curse via her wedding presents, no less. Did they know no shame? 
No, of course they didn’t. Anyone who would hurt Ceridwen had to be the lowest of the low.
All that filled her chest was an empty hole, one that pressed out against her ribs and throbbed with loss. Only once before had she felt anything like that—years ago, when her mother died. Ceridwen might be alive, technically, but the disbelief, the agony, was still the same.
Every time she closed her eyes, she returned to that moment. She’d held her sister’s unconscious body, staring in shock and disbelief. The world had crumbled around her, dropping her into the darkest bottomless pit. There had been nothing but an endless feeling of falling, of being unable to steady herself. Even now, her breaths were shallow, like there wasn’t enough air in the room. And no matter how many times she pinched herself, she couldn’t wake from the nightmare.
That was what it was, a waking nightmare with no escape. None but dark magic or the death of another.
“You want to keep this quiet?” Malik asked the room, but Drystan in particular. 
Those present were the only ones who knew of her sister’s situation, or so they hoped. It was luck that her brother had been just down the hall conversing with the guards when they heard her cries. They’d rushed to her aid, and her brother—her reckless, hot-headed, sometimes-idiot of a brother—had managed to find clarity in that moment of panic where she could not.
He’d sought Drystan and Jackoby straight away. Hadn’t let the guards leave. Hadn’t sounded the alarm. Because somewhere in his years of military experience, he’d learned a valuable lesson: never let your enemy know your weakness. And this? This was Drystan’s weakness. If the people knew what had happened to Ceridwen, their queen, how could any of them feel safe? How could they be comforted knowing that the person who balanced their king was potentially lost? 
Malik may have placed the crown on Drystan’s head, but it was Ceridwen who’d won the people when they might otherwise have balked at a king who could become a monster.
“Yes,” Drystan said with a sigh, finally raising his head.
“All this time, we’ve showed strength in the face of the dragons,” Adair added. “If we falter now, they’ll know they’ve hurt us, and they’ll move in for the kill.”
A grim, if astute, conclusion.
“You don’t think the people might show sympathy?” Jaina offered. The normally bubbly and talkative woman had been near silent since she first saw Ceridwen lying in bed. 
“They may,” Malik replied. “But it will worry them, too. If their queen can be harmed in her bedchamber, what’s to protect them?”
Murmured assent filled the room.
“But how do we keep such a thing quiet?” Kent asked. He’d already ruined his slick ponytail by shoving his hands through his hair. It was strange to see him so disheveled. “In the castle, the smallest things travel faster than water downriver.”
Adair stood. “The only ones who know are in this room.” He turned to the two guards lingering in the corner of the room and pinned them with a glare. “And they won’t speak a word of it, or we’ll know exactly who to blame.” 
Both young men shook their heads. 
A strange bit of pride swelled in Bronwyn’s chest as she watched her brother, the emotion just tangible over the strangling pain of loss. He really had blossomed in his new role as the head of the castle guard, almost like the title had finally made him shape up. Or perhaps it was his burning desire to impress a certain young woman. Lydia still remained in town with her family, probably in hopes of an engagement. Not that such a thing was likely now, at least not soon, but they wouldn’t know that.
“That’s all well and good,” Gwen said, “but what do we do when Her Majesty’s maids arrive in the morning? Or the next shift of the guard? They’re bound to be suspicious if they don’t discover things outright.”
It was a miracle they hadn’t already. Bronwyn pulled her bottom lip between her teeth as she thought. 
“What if we said Ceridwen was ill?”
Bronwyn startled a little at the sound of her father’s voice. He’d been eerily quiet since Adair had gone to fetch him, the same kind of silence he’d sunk into for weeks after Mother’s death.
“We could say we’re limiting who attends her because of that,” Gwen added. 
“And Drystan with her?” Malik asked. “If anyone were to see him like this, they’d know something is gravely wrong.”
Bronwyn begrudgingly had to admit that was true. And if they didn’t find a solution soon, Drystan would only worsen. If he were to truly slip and transform into a monster in front of the people, it would be disastrous, and likely exactly what the dragons wanted. 
It struck her then—a way to keep him out of sight but in a manner that wouldn’t alarm the people. “What if,” she started, pausing to make sure she had everyone’s attention, especially Drystan’s, “you took your wedding moon? Or, rather, we said you did?” 
The pause as everyone absorbed her idea gave her the push she needed to run with it. “You put it off after the wedding, but you’re so in love you can wait no longer to properly celebrate your marriage. It would give a reason for you and Ceridwen to both be out of sight for at least a month, and in that time, surely, we can find a solution.” The ache in her chest flared anew, but she had to be positive, had to inspire hope, for her father if no one else. Another loss might just end him.
“No,” Drystan said quickly. “I can’t leave. If there’s any hope of finding a counter curse, it’ll be in the books here in the castle.”
“You wouldn’t,” Bronwyn hurried to explain. “We’d fake it. Say that you left, but really, you’d be here, out of sight.”
“It could work,” Adair mused.
“Though people may expect some grand farewell,” Jackoby said.
“Unless they slipped off during the night?” Kent suggested.
Malik raised one dark brow. “A king and his queen sneaking off on their own?” 
Of course he’d be the one to poke holes in her idea. Bronwyn scowled at him almost on instinct. 
He raised one hand. “It’s a good idea, but we must be smart about it. The little details are the most important when crafting a convincing lie.”
Wouldn’t he know. He’d lied for years, pretending to be the hapless prince to escape his father’s notice. Or he lied now pretending to support Drystan. She so wanted to believe former, but some small part of her still wasn’t convinced. He played his parts so convincingly, just as he had when he’d led her to believe he felt something for her all those months ago. 
But, oh, how he’d shattered that dream, flirting with every woman in the kingdom except her.
Adair rubbed his chin. “It would be expected for some guards to accompany them. I can think of two that will certainly do”—he glanced toward the corner—“but we need more.”
“And where would we say Their Royal Highnesses went?”
“There’s a lovely little manor in the countryside, Merryweather Hall. Small staff. Very private. Perfect for a new couple looking for some time alone together,” Malik said. “But it will be most convincing if we actually send someone along with the guards. We can ensure the staff’s silence once we arrive. But who will go?”
Gerard looked at his wife and said, “We would not be missed.”
“Mmm,” Malik mused. “But getting you there without someone noticing that you’re not Their Majesties might be a challenge.”
It was true, they bore little resemblance to the royal couple, especially in age.
“I could go.” Adair stared at Malik as if asking for a challenge. “I can select the guards and ensure their silence as well as that of the manor staff. If I wear His Majesty’s clothing, I could possibly pass for him, if seen through a carriage window for example. It would make the tale more believable.”
That unusual swell of pride flared in Bronwyn’s chest again. He’d do his best, too; he had ever since she and Ceridwen had confided in him and asked for his assistance in taking down the evil king. Funny that, once, she would have never thought him capable of carrying out such a ruse, but now she believed in him. “It’s a good plan,” she admitted. 
“It won’t work if he travels alone,” their father said. The moment his weary gaze landed on Bronwyn, her stomach dropped. She knew the words that would come from his mouth before he spoke them. “Bronwyn should go, too. She can pretend to be her sister.”
She was shaking her head before he even finished speaking. Only respect for her father kept her from snapping and cutting him off. The moment he paused, however, she said, “I’m not going.” 
“Bronwyn.” Her father frowned, looking personally offended.
“I will not sit idly in some countryside manor while my sister lays dying.” She stamped her foot for emphasis. It made sense that he wanted her to go. She would be safe there, she and Adair both far from harm’s way. But she would be damned before she hid from danger while her sister was in such a state.
Adair huffed and crossed his arms.
Bronwyn rolled her eyes. “You have purpose in going,” she said, trying to soothe her brother’s ego. “I would not, save letting the people see someone leave in a carriage.”
“But Bronwyn,” her father continued, “someone must go, and there are no other young women in this room.”
“Bronwyn is right,” Malik said, much to her surprise. “She doesn’t have the right look, and she can be more helpful here.” He gave her the slightest nod of acknowledgement before focusing back on the others. “We learned this evening that the spell that dropped the chandelier at the wedding was placed by a young servant boy, who was paid to do it by a young woman, likely one of some status.”
Bronwyn looked at the prince sideways, seeing him in a new light. He’d investigated the incidents? Gathered information for the crown? Only minutes ago, Drystan had lashed out, naming him a traitor—though, with the shock and horror of Ceridwen’s curse, she was honestly surprised his outburst hadn’t been worse, hadn’t been aimed at all of them. He’d calmed easily enough, and now, he and Malik discussed the incident at the wedding feast with such ease it was apparent they worked together often. Yet she hadn’t known, hadn’t considered it. Perhaps there was more to the prince of pleasures these days than she gave him credit for. And now he wanted to ally with her on such a task?
“A woman?” Drystan echoed.
“I was surprised as well.” Malik crossed his arms. “But if a young lady is involved, another woman might be the key to gathering the information we need to discover the identities of the remaining dragons.”
Bronwyn swallowed a sigh. Ah, so it wasn’t him siding with her after all, simply seeing how she could help achieve his goals. They were her goals, too, now more than ever, but somehow, it still stung. 
“Then who will—”
“Lydia will go if I ask her,” Adair cut in. “She and Ceridwen look enough alike and are about the same size. It will work.”
“You trust the girl?” Malik asked.
He notched his chin higher. “With my life. She’ll do her best for Ceridwen. You all know how much she cares for her.” 
Bronwyn did. She would be lying if she said she wasn’t a tad jealous of their relationship at times. Lydia looked more like Ceridwen’s sister than she did, and she navigated the court with ease. In many ways, she’d be the better choice to stay and investigate the dragons, but Bronwyn wasn’t about to say that and convince the others to send her away.
No, she would not be caged. If she were to go away, if she did not do every single thing she could to save her sister, she would never forgive herself if the worst happened. But it wouldn’t. She wouldn’t let it. 
“This is well and good, but how will His Majesty stay hidden? Or how shall we care for Her Majesty?” Gwen asked. “We can’t very well be going in and out of their quarters with food and such each day if they are on their wedding moon.”
“There are secret passages that connect to our rooms,” Drystan supplied. “We’ll use those.”
“There are?” Gerard sat up straighter, looking rightly disturbed.
Drystan merely shrugged. “Old escape routes in case of trouble. Many rooms have them, but I’ve had them mostly secured with magical wards. I’ll unlock a few—the one in your quarters as well, so you can visit.”
Mostly? Bronwyn frowned, bothered by the idea as much as the rest of her family. Would the surprises never cease?
They began discussing the more intricate details of the plan: Adair and Lydia wearing masks to hide their identity on the way to the carriage—they’d call it a tribute to their dance at the masquerade ball in Teneboure; the route they would take and the most loyal guards to accompany them; what they would tell the guards and maids due to attend the royal couple in the morning…
The plans became a buzzing in Bronwyn’s ear, and she soon returned to the edge of her sister’s bed, taking her hand in hers. The warmth of it was reassuring, as if she truly were just asleep. 
I’ll save you, Bronwyn told her silently. I’ll find a way to free you of this. I promise. 
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It was late—or, rather, early—by the time the plans were hashed out. It had become an unfortunate trend for Malik lately. Too many late evenings discussing plans or carrying them out. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d woken refreshed or taken in a sunrise that wasn’t viewed on his way to bed. 
“In the morning, I’d like you to tell me everything you know about the dragons,” Bronwyn said by way of farewell, not waiting for a response before brushing past him toward the door. 
Malik watched her leave, his mind stumbling over what to say to get her to stay. She’d exhibited so much strength and courage that night during such a tragedy, but her voice lacked its usual bite and her features were downcast, to say nothing of the vacant look that occasionally overwhelmed her gaze. She was hurting, hollow, and with all the family clamoring over Ceridwen, not a one seemed to notice the barely concealed pain of the eldest daughter.
How could he leave her like that?
Malik started to follow her when Drystan called out to him. The sound of his name rooted him to the rug. 
“I need your help,” Drystan said, drawing near. 
“What else can I do, cousin?” He meant it with every fiber of his being, though he truly didn’t know what else could be done that night.
“I’m going to unlock the wards on a few of the passages, show Jackoby the way through so Ceridwen’s family can visit and she can be cared for.”
“And you want me to help?” Malik asked.
Drystan’s gaze cut away, then back to him. “Not exactly, not with that.” He leaned in, dropping his voice to a whisper. “It shouldn’t take long, but once I’m done, I was hoping you could aid me with something else.”
Malik’s brows rose. “Which would be?” 
Drystan shook his head and gave a meaningful glance toward Ceridwen’s father nearby. “I’ll explain later.”
Strange. And intriguing, especially after the accusations earlier that night, though Drystan’s tone no longer hinted at anger, more desperation. “All right, but I have an errand of my own to see to first.” If he wasn’t too late. 
Drystan nodded and clapped him on the shoulder. “Thank you.”
Finally able to pull himself away, Malik ventured from the royal quarters and down a nearby hall, stopping in front of a particular door. It wasn’t far from his own room in the castle, one that went unused far more often than not since he preferred his private apartment. Though he’d never knocked on this door, he knew it was the right one. He’d stopped in front of it before—several times, if he were honest, which he sometimes was—and contemplated knocking. Every time, he’d talked himself out of it. Giving in would have damaged his mission. It was a long game he played, and he had to aim for that ultimate goal, not a delightful temptation that would lead him astray and make what he had to do even more agonizing.
But tonight, he knocked.
And she answered.
Bronwyn was still fully dressed, thank the Goddess, though her eyes were a touch redder than he remembered, even if her cheeks were dry. The wondering look on her face twisted into a scowl. “Don’t you know it’s inappropriate to come to a lady’s room at night? Especially uninvited?”
Rather than turning him off, her disapproval lit a spark in his heart, a thing that had been cold and desolate far too often of late. 
He smirked. “Finally calling yourself a lady now, are you?”
Bronwyn rolled her eyes and heaved a sigh. “What do you want?”
He leaned into the threshold. “May I come inside?”
She stared at him silently, barely blinking. Malik tensed, prepared to have the door slammed in his face. But much to his surprise, she stepped back, granting him entry. 
The breath he’d been holding slipped out in a rush. He followed her in and closed the door behind him. Her sitting room was as dim as the hallway, only a single candle lighting it, but it was still enough to take in the details of the space and find it … empty. 
Well, not empty. There was a small seating area, some tapestries, a cold fireplace, and a door leading to the bedroom. But the space contained nothing of the woman before him. The furniture was the same gaudy stuff that had existed in the castle since he was a boy. The tapestries were far from her taste. Not one knickknack or decoration of any sort hinted at who resided there. Had she done nothing to make it her own? It was almost like she didn’t plan to stay… 
At the thought, his stomach dropped, and he rubbed the heel of his palm against his chest to ease the ache there. 
“You’re here to discuss the dragons?” Bronwyn stared at him from the center of the room, her arms crossed. “I thought it would be better when we were both rested and more clear-headed.”
“No. I agree, tomorrow would be better.” He hadn’t even begun to sort out what to tell her. “That’s not why I’m here.”
“Oh?” She blinked at him, cocking her head.
“I…” Damn it all, why was it harder to talk to this woman than any other in the kingdom? “I want to ensure you’re okay with this.” He gestured vaguely. “Helping to source out the dragons. It’s dangerous work.”
It seemed impossible for her to scowl further, but she did. “You don’t think I can do it.”
“No!” He stepped forward, hand outstretched. “That’s not it at all. I know you can do it.”
Her eyes widened, her mouth falling open.
“I know you can,” he repeated. “What other woman would dare as much as you have already? When chaos broke out and Drystan dueled my father, you could have run. Should have, really. But you didn’t. You stayed.” You defended me. You knelt beside me and faced down a monster knowing we could both die.
That last part was forever etched into his soul. If he hadn’t already desired her, that would have sealed it for him. 
She looked away, over at empty fireplace that wouldn’t see use for months with the warmth of the summer evenings. “My sister dared as much.”
Two brave women cut from similar cloth and bound by threads of blood. 
Bronwyn hugged herself tighter. “Which is why I will do everything I can to save her. I have to.” Her voice cracked on the last sentence.
Drawn by the sorrow pouring from her, Malik neared, stopping just short of pulling her into his arms and holding her close. 
“Just because you can do something doesn’t mean you have to. There are other ways—”
“No.” She shook her head and looked up at him. “I cannot work spells. The ruse is set with Lydia acting as the queen. That only leaves taking down the dragons, or at least the one who laid the curse. I can’t do that sitting around. Not at Merryweather Hall, and not here.” She gestured jerkily with her hands, each time pulling them back to hug herself like she might fall apart if she didn’t.
Malik started to reach for her when she continued, “Besides, I already have an in of sorts. Lord Griffith asked to see me again and mentioned that he would write.”
Bloody Lord Griffith. If only he had reason to hate the man other than his connection to Bronwyn.
“He was quick about reaching out to me last time and seems to know many people. I can”—she swallowed—“make an effort with some of the women. Host a tea or something.” Her lips wrinkled like she tasted something foul. 
Without warning, a tear leaked down Bronwyn’s cheek. She hastily wiped it away, sniffing and turning her face. 
That single drop of water cut at him like a shard of ice in a winter storm. All the horror they’d been through, the risk of death they’d faced, and he’d never seen her cry.
Plans and goals be damned. Malik laid a hand on her upper arm and gave it the smallest squeeze. 
A sharp intake of breath filled the silence. She flinched under his touch but did not pull away. Instead, she looked up at him, suddenly vulnerable. Open. “Malik.” His name was a whisper, a plea, one that nearly brought him to his knees. 
“You’re always so strong in front of everyone,” he said. “But you can be weak in front of me. I would never think less of you. Never speak of it. Everyone needs someone to hold them together at times. Let me be that for you.”
The slightest tremor wobbled her bottom lip. It took everything he had not to press his thumb there. He leaned in despite himself, desperate for the closeness he craved but shouldn’t want … not yet. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but he swore she moved closer as well. 
Once, only once, had she looked at him like she did in that moment. It was a moment he thought about often. Dreamed about. Though, in those fantasies, the outcome tended to be different than reality. 
Before the battle against Malik’s father, he had needed blood to work the spells necessary to ensure their success. He preferred his own, but bleeding himself out to the point of weakness was a risk in itself. It was then that Bronwyn had done something he never expected and certainly would not have asked for: she’d offered him her blood. 
They’d done it at his apartment, his sanctuary, the place where Bronwyn and Ceridwen had stayed when they’d first come to the capital. That night, it had been only Bronwyn and him—an awkward enough thing, but being close to her, holding her wrist as she bled, had been nearly enough to drive him mad with need. 
She hadn’t mocked him. Hadn’t prodded or barbed. Rather, she’d been oddly quiet, a slight flush clinging to her cheeks. If he had any talent in the arts, he’d have painted the way she looked then. Perhaps that lack of talent made him appreciate her art even more.
When he’d finished taking her blood, he’d healed her, but only a little. She would allow no more, refusing to let him use the precious blood he’d collected to make sure she did not scar. So, he’d closed the wound only and bandaged it for good measure. With his work complete, holding her hand in his, the tension between them became so thick it felt like a rope around his chest drawing him toward her. She’d stared at him with such openness, such raw vulnerability that it nearly cut him far deeper than his little blade had sliced her. She’d whispered his name, her lips parted, eyes blinking. He’d leaned in, ready to kiss her, to tell her how much he desired her. His lips had been a breath from hers…
But she’d pulled away—all but leapt off the sofa, mumbling something about rest, and bolted for the guest room, slamming the door behind her. 
She wanted him. He knew it. Yet something held her back.
And then after…
The moment had not come again. Threats of danger resumed. Drystan begged his help in tracking down the remaining dragons, and to do that, he had to be his old self, the carefree, solitary prince that people knew and might still associate with his father’s reign. The mask that they mistook for his true self. 
A good ruse only worked when people believed it, and if he had Bronwyn on his arm? No one would. They’d finally see him for who he truly was, perhaps, but that would ensure he could never earn the trust of the remaining dragons. 
The way Bronwyn looked at him now made him want to weep. It was his chance come again.
He brushed a strand of hair behind her ear, savoring the soft intake of her breath. His palm lingered against her cheek. “Bronwyn.”
Rich brown eyes blinked up at him. 
The shift in her gaze was almost instantaneous. The shield she so often hid behind fell into place like the curtain at the close of an opera, and he was helpless to avoid a crushing disappointment. The weight of that change knocked him backward and had him snatching his hands away.
“Thank you, but I’m fine.” She said it so perfectly, so evenly, that he almost believed it. “We’ll discuss the dragons tomorrow.”
Before he could manage a response, she turned on her heel and fled through the door to her bedroom. 
But she didn’t slam it. It stood open. Taunting. Teasing. Begging. 
Run through it. Go to her, damn it.
His hands clenched into fists at his side.
He’d taken two steps toward her when she appeared in the threshold. He stopped, heart in his throat.
Bronwyn leveled him with a flat stare, grabbed the door, and flung it shut.
Fuck.
This could not happen twice, damn it.
He marched the rest of the way to the door and halted, listening. Give me a whimper, the hint of a sob. Anything. The smallest sound of distress and he’d bang down the door if he had to.
He waited. But nothing came. 
With a heavy sigh, he resigned himself to failure and returned to the royal suite.






  
  Chapter 12

[image: image-placeholder]
Malik


When Malik entered the queen’s bedchamber, Drystan had already returned. He knelt beside the bed, Ceridwen’s hand clasped in his. Her father and Jaina remained nearby, apparently refusing to leave their dear girl. 
Despite the prince’s intrusion into the heavy silence, Drystan paid him no mind. Eventually, Malik cleared his throat. 
Drystan looked up, teeth bared, blinking the sheen of red from his eyes. Malik reached for the small dagger he kept hidden at his side. But the king shook his head and shoved to his feet with a sigh. His hair stood on end where he’d raked his hand through it likely countless times, and he did it once more before addressing his cousin. 
“You’re back. Good.” He spoke as if each word took great effort. “Come with me.”
Drystan led him across the room, where he pushed back a tapestry. The wall behind it appeared to be the same wood paneling as the rest of the room, but the moment his cousin slid an unassuming piece of wood to the side, something clicked, and a section of the wall swung slightly inward. 
The doorway to the secret passage was small. Both men had to crouch to enter, but thankfully, the passage itself was tall enough to allow them to walk upright. A small oil lamp flickered on the wall, illuminating the barren passage inundated with cobwebs. Broken bits of web hung from the ceiling here and there. The only sound was the chitter of a rat scuttling somewhere up ahead.
“Would you believe I’ve never been in here?” Malik said, trying to lighten the stifling mood. “I knew they existed, of course, but my father always threatened to punish me if he ever heard of me seeking them out.” Rhion had never been one to shy away from punishment. The opposite, actually. Malik still had the scars to prove it. 
A soft grunt came in reply. He thought that might be all he’d get when Drystan, who walked down the hall ahead of him, said, “I believe I know why.”
“Oh?” 
Drystan turned a corner and descended a steep, narrow flight of stairs. 
“Why is that?” Malik asked when his cousin did not respond.
“It’ll be easier to show you.” 
The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. 
They came to a wooden door nestled somewhere deep in the castle. The moment Malik stepped through, his stomach dropped. 
A small table sat against one wall, littered with dusty bowls and vials, some still holding their contents. A few books were stacked near the corner. Most concerning were the two objects that made clear the room’s ghastly purpose: a stone altar near the center and iron shackles hanging from one wall. Dark stains still marked the stones below.  
A magical workroom, and he’d bet his life it wasn’t used for noble purposes. 
His father might have used this very room. No, not might have. Almost certainly had.
“You’ve been here before,” Malik said. “Before you were king.”
“Yes.” The one word was full of so much pain. “I should have dismantled it brick by brick. Sealed it permanently. But I worried … I thought I might…” He hung his head.
He thought he might need it. 
Just when Malik thought the night couldn’t get any darker. 
“You’re not going to—”
Drystan whirled. “No.” Then he looked away. “Not if I can find some other way.”
But Malik understood. If there was an opportunity to save Ceridwen using dark magic, Drystan would take it, risks be damned. 
Malik swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. “Then why are we here?”
Drystan approached the wall with the manacles. “You still know a locking spell?” He ran his fingers down the length of a chain.
“Yes.”
“Good.” Drystan closed one of the shackles around his wrist. “Use it.” He reached for the others.
Goddess help us. He feared changing that much?
“You think these will hold the monster?” Malik advanced and helped Drystan fit the shackle around his other wrist.
Drystan held his cousin’s gaze. “I know they will.”
Malik’s blood ran cold. “Drystan…”
“Do it.” He snapped, and this time, when the red filled his eyes, it did not retreat. 
“Fuck.” Malik freed his small dagger and sliced it across his palm. He barely flinched at the pain. All at once, he was a boy again, hastily sorting through the spells in his mind to produce the right one for his father. He could still feel the sting of the rod smacking against his back if he took too long or performed the spell incorrectly. 
And that had been before his father fully succumbed to the darkness, before his never-ending hunger for the throne, before he decided that Malik was a failure unworthy to aid him in his goals. 
Malik was a quick learner … but a better actor. He’d show just enough to avoid the rod, but not so much that he’d be pressured fully into the dark ways as so many of his lineage had been. His mother had seen to that, taught him with a kind hand. Her lessons were far more effective. She even showed him how to fake the darkness enough to appease his father but make it seem like he simply could not perform the spells rather than messing them up by choice.
It was a spell his mother had taught him that he recalled now. It took only moments to trace the right patterns upon the shackles using his blood. 
Blood. Shape. Intention. The three elements necessary for any spell.
The moment he finished the last swirl, the blood vanished as if it had never been, the spell settling into place.
Malik backed away, and Drystan jerked against the shackles. Red flared in his eyes. A deep growl rumbled from his chest. 
The shackles held firm.
“Go,” Drystan snapped. “Put a silencing spell on the door, if you can. Do not come back until well after dawn.”
The king sagged against the wall, head drooping. Then, all at once, his head snapped up. Elongated fangs speared from his open mouth. “Go!”
Malik’s heart leapt into his throat as he turned and lurched from the room, slamming the door behind him. An unearthly whine came from within, raising the hair on his arms. Blood still seeped from the cut on his hand, and he used that to paint another spell on the door to mute the sound. 
Once the spell was complete, the silence that surrounded him was so eerie he almost wished the monstrous cries would return. 
Almost.
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The departure of the monarchs to their wedding moon went without a hitch. Adair had been correct: Lydia was willing to help and had played her part better than many an actress Malik had witnessed on stage. It was as though she had studied Ceridwen’s pleasant laughter and bright smiles. She truly looked like the queen as she and Adair, who was dressed in the king’s formal regalia, hurried through the corridors of the castle to their awaiting carriage. Fanciful masks hid their faces, but they did not seem too out of place considering the gaudy outfits they’d chosen. 
Adair said nothing, only smiling and bowing. A wise choice. His voice was too high to be that of the king. He could pass for Drystan in appearance, though he was slightly shorter and wirier in build. Most wouldn’t notice that, certainly not when glimpsed briefly on the way to the carriage. Most would be focused on the couple’s attire anyway, a clever part of the plan. 
Bronwyn had managed to look bright-eyed and happy that morning, giving her fake sister a hug and wishing her well before she entered the carriage. If Malik hadn’t known better, he would believe everything was right in the world. 
He’d never doubted Bronwyn’s dedication to the cause, but seeing her so pulled together despite the previous night’s events was truly awe-inspiring. She was a far better actress than he expected. 
The rest of the queen’s family wasn’t so skilled, but it was easy to pass off their sniffles as ones of joy, wishing the couple well but already missing them and awaiting their return. 
When the carriage had turned out of sight, Malik found Bronwyn staring at him, her smiles gone and stoney expression back in place. 
“Care for early luncheon later, Miss Bronwyn?” he asked, raising one brow for emphasis.
“That would be lovely.” Her reply was polished and stiff as her curtsey. With barely another glance, she turned and walked back into the castle.
How he yearned to follow her…
But there was another pressing task awaiting him. 
Malik crept through the secret passageway with Jackoby in tow. They’d decided that Kent would go with the fake monarchs to Merryweather Hall. After all, it only made sense for them to bring staff, and he could keep in check those who resided at the hall full-time. 
There was no telling what they would find when they reached the hidden room. A multitude of possibilities taunted him, each one landing like a heavy weight in his stomach. By the time they reached the door, it was all Malik could do to put one foot in front of the other.
“Ready?” he asked the other man. 
Jackoby was solemn and resolute. Usual for him, though he looked pale as a ghost in the flickering lamp light. “It will not be the first time I have seen His Majesty after such a night,” he replied.
Malik frowned. No, he supposed not. The butler had seen much in his years of service to the king. 
Malik was prepared, he thought, for the sight that lay beyond, but the moment he opened the door and his eyes adjusted to the gloom within, he swayed on his feet, his chest hollowing out like an empty barrel.
The shackles had held. Somehow.
Drystan was slumped against the wall, curled in on himself. Shredded bits of clothing were strewn about the chamber. Worse were the deep gouges in the stone—sharp and refined, still pale from where claws had cleaved the walls and floor. The metallic tang of blood filled the air. 
Jackoby hurried forward toward his king, but Malik threw out his arm at the last moment, blocking his path. “Wait.” His harsh whisper sounded loud as a gong in the quiet space.
The monster might be—should be—gone by now, but approaching posed too great a risk. The curse had lain dormant for so long, yet Drystan’s sorrow had been great enough to rouse it, feeding whatever ember of darkness still lingered deep within him.
The huddled form of the king twitched. Ever so slowly, Drystan raised his head. Light from the lantern Jackoby carried glimmered against blue eyes before he squinted and looked away.
Malik sighed. Some of the heaviness within him lightened.
A sound that might have been a word echoed from the king. On the second utterance, Malik finally understood the cracked and broken noise. “Ceridwen?”
The pain etched in every syllable clawed at his chest.
This. This was another reason Malik hadn’t rushed after Bronwyn the night before. This was why he couldn’t tell her his feelings. It could destroy him, as Drystan’s love for Ceridwen broke him now. 
He couldn’t risk that. Not yet. Not with his plans still incomplete. 
It was Jackoby who found his voice first. “She still sleeps, Your Majesty.”
The king slumped back down, curling his arms around his bare legs and hugging them to his chest like a child might. 
The butler pushed Malik’s arm aside and went to Drystan. “Come.” He laid a hand on the king’s shoulder. “Let’s get you up. We’ll take you to her.”
That promise gave the king the strength he needed to rise. 
Malik cut one finger with his blade and used his blood to work an unlocking spell on the shackles, which fell away with heavy clanks. He and Jackoby supported Drystan on each side, helping him through the narrow passage hall. Often, they were forced to turn or adjust to make it through the space, but finally, they managed to get him back to the royal chambers. The main entrance to the chambers had been sealed that morning after Adair and Lydia left. Jackoby had issued an order to the staff that the royals had requested their rooms be untouched until their return. 
A strange order, as most monarchs would want their quarters polished and tidied, but the new royals were unlike many of the past, preferring less formality and more self-sufficiency. The new ways had taken some adjustment, though much of the staff seemed to favor it. It was a change Malik appreciated as well, given his penchant for privacy—not that it encouraged him to stay at the castle more than was strictly necessary.
Malik worked the lock on the passage exit and opened the door to the royal chambers. 
Gwen, who’d been watching over Ceridwen, rushed to the king, only to stop short with a curse and look away. She might have attended him for years, but clearly, the older woman was unaccustomed to seeing His Majesty naked as the day he was born. Another unfortunate side effect of turning into a monster: clothing did not contain such strange and twisted limbs.
“I’ll—I’ll go get some fresh clothes,” Gwen stammered, her face beet red. 
Malik ventured into the bedroom as Jackoby saw about getting Drystan cleaned and dressed. 
Mr. Kinsley and Jaina watched over the sleeping queen. If Malik had to guess, they’d come there straight from the orchestrated farewell earlier and would likely stay close in the future. It was hard to look at Ceridwen—so peaceful and serene—knowing that she might never wake. 
“Any change?” he asked. 
“None.” Jaina sniffed and wiped at her cheek.
He hadn’t imagined there would be, but it felt wrong not to ask, to hope. “She’s lucky to have you all watching after her. A queen with her fair guardians, like the tales of old.”
Her father snorted and shoved away from the bed. “Much good we are now,” he grumbled. He’d been ill when Malik first met him months ago, but he’d grown stronger, healthier, these past few months. Whether it was the better medical treatment he received in the capital or levity of spirit, Malik couldn’t say. He only hoped, for Bronwyn’s benefit if nothing else, that this tragedy didn’t cause him to degrade once more. 
“But you are,” Malik said, attempting to reassure him. “No one will watch her better than you.”
“He’s right.” Jaina’s voice no longer wobbled as she brushed her hand over Ceridwen’s forehead. “No dragons will get past me. Not again.”
“If only Bronwyn would have listened and gone,” the older man lamented. The thought seemed to leach strength from him; he hunched and sat heavily in a chair near the bed.
“Bronwyn is strong,” Malik said decisively, drawing their attention. “She knows to be careful, and I will make sure no harm befalls her.”
“You’re going to protect her?” Mr. Kinsley asked, as if the notion were ridiculous. 
Malik notched his chin higher. “Yes. I am.”
“Bronwyn would not be their target.” Everyone turned toward Drystan, who stood in the threshold freshly clothed. “I am. And they’ve already hit where it can hurt the most.” He gazed longingly at his wife. 
“They don’t know that,” Mr. Kinsley protested. 
“No. And we’ll keep it that way. The other accidents have been meant to incite unrest amid the nobles. To sow instability and question my authority to protect them. Which is why they cannot know the damage they have done. And why Bronwyn would not be a target. What would hurting her achieve?”
Malik ground his teeth, both at the thought of her coming to harm and the insinuation that she was not as valuable a target. A good thing, he knew, but devaluing her in any sense angered him. “Either way,” he snapped, “I will meet with her shortly and tell her all I know. It will help, both to keep her safe and with hunting the remaining dragons.”
Another argument brewed behind the older man’s eyes, and Malik spun on his heel, ready to be away. 
“Malik,” Drystan called.
He halted, hands flexing into fists then relaxing before he looked at the king. “Yes?”
Drystan lifted a stack of paper from the desk. “Later, I need your help with these.” 
Ah, yes. Drystan had been scouring a number of old books and papers belonging to Rhion, anything to source the identities of his followers. Malik had looked at them briefly a few days ago, before everything had gone to shit. The volume the king currently held was full of nothing but deranged nonsense. How it could help, Malik did not understand. “They’re nonsense,” he replied. “Scribblings my father must have written in some fugue state.” 
“They’re in code.” Drystan dropped them back onto the table in a ruffle of paper.
Malik reared back. “Code?” 
The king nodded. “One used by Rhion’s followers.”
A huff caught in Malik’s throat. Of course Drystan would know that where he did not. It stung. It shouldn’t. His bastard of a father’s regard wasn’t something he would want, but maybe all sons craved their father’s favor in some way, no matter how horrible the man.
“I still remember most of it,” Drystan continued. “Perhaps you can pick up something I’ve missed.”
Unlikely. “I’ll try,” Malik replied with a nod. “For now, I have an impatient princess to educate.”
Drystan’s brows knit together. “She refused that title.”
Malik shrugged. “She’s a princess to me.”






  
  Chapter 14
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Bronwyn


Bronwyn sat in the queen’s formal parlor, or the blue room as it was frequently called, for the blue-and-white wallpaper that decorated it. The furniture matched, from the pale table to the stiff cushions of the divan with their pastel fabric, shimmery gold legs, and swooping arm rests. A small chandelier twinkled overhead, throwing little rainbows onto the walls. 
She hated the damn room, every formal, fluffy inch of it. Its only saving grace was that Ceridwen liked it, and it was a somewhat private yet acceptable place to meet a man, which was why she’d suggested it when she told the servants she’d be having an informal luncheon with Prince Alastair. 
On the low table sat a steaming pot of tea next to a tiered stand of finger sandwiches and delicate pastries. An assortment of fruits had been laid out nearby. Two plates lingered on either side of the table, one in front of Bronwyn, the other eagerly awaiting its diner.
She awaited him, too, she supposed, though perhaps not eagerly. In fact, she found it quite hard to sit still, and even harder to focus her thoughts on anything remotely important. Her chest was heavy, her throat tight, and her skin pasty from the cosmetics she’d applied to try and hide the puffiness from the previous night’s tears. 
Her sister was trapped by a sleeping curse, yet here she was, sitting like a noble lady, waiting on him of all people. The servants would whisper. They always did. But hopefully, they would think this meeting had an entirely different purpose than its true one—that perhaps she’d ordered privacy for some illicit flirting rather than to learn about the dragons still haunting the streets.
As she waited, she kept staring at her left wrist, at the little white scar there.
He’d given it to her … at her request. 
Magic required blood, and Malik had required a lot of it to work the spells necessary to entrap Rhion and force his confession before the crowd. It had been part of Ceridwen’s plan, one in which everyone had a role. Everyone except Bronwyn.
Offering her blood for magic? That was something she could do, and so she’d jumped at the chance. She could help. She could play a part other than the useless background character. And Malik had accepted.
She thought of that night often. Sometimes while lying in bed, other times while painting, and occasionally while simply wandering, lost in thought. 
It had been months ago, but the memory was always so fresh. She closed her eyes and she was back in that moment, sitting on the sofa in Malik’s apartment as she watched her blood drip into the glass container on the table before them—an arrangement not too different than the one waiting for him in the present, though Malik’s apartment was far more masculine, all dark wood and smelling of musk and leather. 
The memory of that scent did things to her. It ignited a slow burn in her chest that radiated outward until it consumed her wholly, muddling her thoughts and sparking an aching need between her legs.
She’d ached then, too. Inexplicably. Unreasonably.
Who should want when they are bleeding out?
But he’d held her arm so gently, like she was a fragile treasure that might crumble to bits if he touched her incorrectly. His usual confidence was there, but his cockiness had muted into something genuine, something warm and utterly terrifying in equal measure. 
It hadn’t helped that they were alone. 
All other nights in that apartment, Ceridwen had been there, too, a comfortable cushion between them. But that night, she’d stayed at the opera house with Drystan. It was just Bronwyn and Malik. Alone in his apartment, his careful hands on her arm, the silence between them so thick she could cut it and spread it across bread. 
When he’d deemed he had enough blood, he’d used a bit of it to seal her wound. She insisted that he only seal it, not heal it fully. She wanted the scar. She needed it. It was proof that she had done something. That, if all went to death and ruin, she had tried to help instead of being useless. Maybe she’d earn a new one in the days to come. Some new proof that she had tried to help, though she’d be damned if all she did this time was give her blood. There was more, so much more, that she could do. In fact, just that morning, she’d accepted an invitation to some noble’s tea despite the looming thought of that appointment making her want to flee to the countryside and never return. 
The scar wasn’t the only thing she’d wanted that night, though.
Malik had looked at her like she was valuable, special. 
Had any man ever regarded her that way? Any person outside those she counted as family?
More importantly, he made her feel it. And when he finished his magic, when his hands lingered on hers after, his thumb stroking along her palm, she’d wanted more. Had leaned in, ready to be devoured in whatever way he desired.
She still recalled the way his breath had hitched, the way his eyes widened. How his hand had tensed against hers. The bob of his throat as he swallowed thickly. 
It had been that moment, that reaction, that sparked true fear in her heart—so much more terrifying than the battle ahead and the monsters they would face. Because the look in his eyes said that he wanted her, too. Not any woman. Her. Perhaps he craved her even more than she did him. Maybe he could even love her.
And love … that was the most terrifying thing imaginable. 
Love, and the loss of it, had brought their family to ruin. Father had lost his health and his money. Adair had become consumed in his career. Ceridwen had turned quiet and stopped singing. And Bronwyn … she’d learned not to let anyone else in. She had too many people she loved already. Too many she could lose.
Ceridwen proved that. Her determination to run after the man she loved, to face down darkness and death to save him, showed the danger of love. And hadn’t Bronwyn run after her, determined not to lose someone else she loved to that weakness?
No. She couldn’t open her heart just to have it shredded apart again. 
Death faced them. Hers. His. Who would live and who would die, she could not be sure, but the risk was too much. Too terrifying.
And so, she’d leapt off that couch, sprung away from the terrifying creature Malik had been in that moment: not simply Malik but a man who could claw his way into her guarded heart. Who saw her, appreciated her, treasured her. One she could love.
She’d said something—she couldn’t even remember what—and fled to the little room she and Ceridwen shared. She’d slammed the door behind her and slid down its surface, unable to do anything but pull in one breath after another and stare at nothing, reeling from what she’d almost done.
Thank the Goddess she’d run that night. The crown had barely settled on Drystan’s head before Malik had gone back to being the arrogant, flirty prince she’d first met. 
She’d been right. If she had let him in, seeing him flirt and carouse with every man and woman in the court would have destroyed her. And she couldn’t allow that. Not then and certainly not now.
The door cracked open, jolting her from her thoughts. She sprang to her feet as it swung inward, pushed open by a footman. And then he was there, sauntering into the room like he owned it. 
“Prince Alistair,” the footman announced before giving a little bow and departing, shutting the door behind him. 
Malik stopped and stared at her. His lips quirked up in one corner, and his gaze coasted  along her from head to toe and back up again. “No need to stand on my account.”
A heavy sigh fled Bronwyn’s lips, and she sank back down onto the sofa, warmth racing to her cheeks. She snapped her attention to the table, barely sparing another glance at the new arrival. “A light lunch has been provided for us, and tea,” she said, simply to fill the silence between them. 
Though she refused to look at him, Bronwyn was acutely aware of Malik’s every step as he crossed the room, rounded the sofa, and took a seat across from her. 
“So it has.” A hint of mischief clung to his words as he reached for the teapot and poured a healthy amount first into her cup, then his. The man had excellent form, and she briefly wondered at the prince’s ability to serve himself, a thing the servants still gave her odd looks for doing. 
The cup looked especially fragile in his large hands as he lifted it to his lips and took a sip. “Chamomile. My favorite.” He offered her a rueful grin that formed a little dimple in his cheek. As if they were friends merely having tea and a chat.
Bronwyn frowned. “I did not pick it.”
Malik rolled his shoulder in a shrug, refusing to let her comment dim the mood. 
She barely stifled another sigh as she reached for her own cup. “So, we were going to discuss something?” She raised one brow before taking a sip of her tea. It was a good blend. Calming and floral. 
“Ah, yes.” He leaned back in his seat, hands wrapped around his cup as if settling in for a long tale. “Where to start…”
But start he did, and the information he conveyed—in low whispers, lest any of the staff attempt to listen in at the door—made her eyes widen, her blood run cold, and her appetite disappear. She drank plenty of tea, however, finding the soothing warmth and flavor an anchor amid all that he revealed. 
The blood on his hands… She swallowed thickly. There was so much she was surprised it didn’t linger in plain sight. Some part of her had known of, or at least suspected, the measures taken to secure the crown over the past months, though she’d assumed most of it was carried out by Drystan or loyal members of the guard. Bronwyn had not realized how much of a role Malik played, then and now, in hunting down the monsters that still stalked the streets. 
He told her about the accidents, too, many she knew of and others she did not. Some had been calculated, it seemed, designed to kill some of Drystan’s more vocal early supporters. A few had missed their targets. More had not.
When those early plots had failed to bring about the change the dragons hoped for, they’d turned to more public displays to stir unrest. And now … now they hit where they knew it would hurt the king most. A last, lethal strike by an enemy in their death throes … or an enemy that was far more calculating and vicious than they’d expected, who was not writhing but building toward their grand finale. 
Strangest of all was the difficulty in tracking down who led the dragons now. Even the loyalists apprehended could divulge little, even under less-than-savory pressure to do so. Orders came in letters signed with a symbol. No one knew exactly who sent them, yet there was still enough fervor, enough loyalty to the dark ways and enough desire for power, that follow they did, even not knowing who pulled their strings. 
“So, you have some leads as to who you think could be behind the recent incident,” Bronwyn said, keeping the attack on her sister carefully vague. Her words sounded distant to her own ears, almost like she was watching the conversation from a distance rather than speaking. Save for the occasional swallow of warm tea down her throat, her body was numb, and their pot was running low. 
“Some,” Malik conceded, “but nothing substantial enough to act. I have an inkling that Mr. Yarwood knows something, though whether he is directly involved, I’m uncertain. And that still doesn’t explain the woman that the kitchen boy saw, or who she could be.”
“Is that why you’ve been spending so much time with Yarwood’s sister?” It was an honest question, but it came out laced with such bitterness that Bronwyn surprised herself.
Malik’s eyes widened a fraction. His form stiffened for the briefest moment before he replied, almost too casually, “Of course.” He sipped his tea, his gaze glued to Bronwyn in a way that made her squirm. “The family is an old one, and eager for advancement,” he continued. “Or, at least, they were when they shoved my mother in front of my father decades ago. Mr. Yarwood’s father was a second cousin of my mother, so we’re related, though not especially closely. When Lady Siân approached me at the wedding, it seemed a prime opportunity to ingratiate myself with them.”
“Hmm,” Bronwyn mused. 
Malik set down his cup. “Are you not doing the same with Lord Griffith?”
The back of her neck heated. “You’re accusing me of using him for my own ends?” she scoffed. “I will admit he has helped me be in society in a way that is less … uncomfortable, but I do appreciate his company and did before my sis—before recent events,” she corrected. 
The nerve to imply that she was using the poor man. She gritted her teeth. It would be infinitely helpful if Lord Griffith invited her out again soon. Much more so, she suspected, than meeting with women for tea and gossip. Well, easier, anyway, if not more useful. She’d always been too blunt around other women. Too eager to rile. Strangely, that made talking with gentlemen a bit easier. They weren’t as opposed to her frank assessments. Though it did set her apart as unmarriageable in many of their minds. Not that she cared about that. 
Bronwyn licked her lips and sat a little straighter. “I’ll have you know that Lord Griffith has been a complete gentleman. He’s kind, witty, and has quite an interest in art.”
Malik raised one brow. “Oh, does he now?” 
“Of course,” Bronwyn replied sharply, as if his comment were a personal affront. “He has extensive knowledge on the styles and history, and even knows quite a few famous artists and introduced me to some at the gallery.”
Malik frowned, leaning back in his seat. “Well, I’m glad his newfound interest has been pleasing to you.”
Her brow knit. “Newfound?”
He nodded. “As a patron of the arts myself, I can attest that he hasn’t been in such circles long. Why, I don’t recall ever seeing him at the opera house.”
Bronwyn huffed. “That’s a different style of art. Perhaps he simply prefers paintings.”
“Or he knows that you do.”
Arrogant, frustrating, no good… Bronwyn crossed her arms, her lips pressed thin to prevent her anger from spewing forth. Finally, she said, “If you have reason to think him an inappropriate suitor, simply say so.”
Malik flinched. The look was there and gone so fast she nearly missed it.
Oppressive quiet reigned as he set his tea cup aside and stood. He barely glanced at her, expression impassive. A little voice in the back of Bronwyn’s mind cried out in alarm. It urged her to apologize, though she couldn’t say what for, exactly. Nothing she’d said was untrue. 
When his flat gaze finally landed on her, Bronwyn sucked in breath.
“No,” Malik said, the word like a death knell. “I have no reasons to think him ill suited. Yet. But we cannot be too careful. I will not lose y—” He grimaced, fists tightening. “The crown cannot afford disaster to befall another one of its own.” She started to speak, but he cut her off. “And whether you think of yourself that way or not, you are a princess in the eyes of the people. You are the queen’s sister. If anything were to happen to you, it would damage us all. I will not stop you from getting involved in this, but take caution. Dragons are not to be trifled with, and we don’t yet know whose skin they wear.”
She sat there like a scolded child, stewing in the frankness of his words and the callousness with which they’d been delivered. He’d never spoke to her so … coldly. Yet worse than the words was the look in his eyes, the utter disappearance of the carefree flirt of a prince she knew. 
In that moment, Bronwyn wondered if that prince existed at all or if she was just now seeing the true man within. 
A few blinks and shallow breaths were all she could manage before he said, “We’ll speak again soon.” Then he turned and left her with the cooling tea and platter of uneaten food.






  
  Chapter 15
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Bronwyn


It was a warm day, even for summertime. The kind where humidity hung thick in the air, clothing stuck, sweat beaded and ran with unwelcome frequency, and insects hummed and buzzed about as if they actually enjoyed the scorching sun. When Bronwyn had lived farther north, in Teneboure, such days were rare, though she remembered them from her youth in the countryside. Often, she found them a good excuse to stay inside and paint or read. 
Not today, however. 
Lord Griffith carried Bronwyn’s parasol, shielding her from the sun’s rays and leaving her free to fan herself. She might just expire before they ever reached the stands. Her companion didn’t seem bothered by the heat, however, charming and smiling as always. How he could stand it, she couldn’t say. Perhaps an advantage of growing up in the south, near the capital.  
Bronwyn waved her fan in his direction, buffeting him with a gentle breeze. His arm tightened on hers in surprise before he turned his head and beamed. “Why, thank you, gracious lady.” 
It wasn’t lost on her that the green tones in his jacket matched her dress. Though she hadn’t told him what she planned to wear, his somewhat foppish outfit sported numerous shades in the plaid pattern of its mostly tan and brown accents. 
In spite of herself, she grinned. “It’s the least I can do.”
How easy he made it to forget her troubles, to forget why she was really with him. He was a kind and pleasant companion. She likely would have accepted his invitation to the races even if she wasn’t trying discover more about whomever had cursed her sister, but when his invitation arrived the day after her conversation with Malik—whom she’d seen little of since—she’d jumped to accept it.
Besides, her two afternoon teas with groups of noble ladies had been less than insightful. There’d been gossip aplenty, including numerous ponderings on whether the king and queen’s wedding moon would lead to an heir and, if so, the gender of the child, their name, and other such predictions. The women seemed to think Bronwyn could provide them with exclusive tidbits to heighten their own standing with others. It had been hard to sit through. Harder still to smile and laugh and pretend her sister was having a blissful, romantic retreat with her new husband rather than lying under the effects of a sleeping curse. Said husband was almost worse off, trapped in his grief with a single-minded focus to find a cure. 
“We have seats in the premiere box of the central stand today,” Lord Griffith commented as they approached the racecourse. Three grandstands stood side by side along one length of the course, with two smaller ones on either side and a higher stand in the middle. Though Bronwyn had never been to a race, Lord Griffith had described it to her on the way. The central stand was  the nicest, the only choice for nobility attending the races. The lower stands were more cramped, and prone to raucousness from those betting their hard-earned coin or spending too much of it on drink. As they passed, she cast a glance at one of the lower stands. It was already crammed to the gills with men and women alike. She wasn’t usually one to pay much attention to status, but if it meant fewer patrons and more airflow, for once, she was grateful to be connected to the crown.
“That sounds lovely,” Bronwyn replied. 
He winked. “Only the best.” 
It certainly was the best. The central stand itself was lavish, with plenty of space and footmen carrying drinks and food to eager patrons. Their box was right along the front, with a perfect view of the racecourse where riders and trainers presently warmed up their horses. A few others were already present in the group of seats, though she did not recognize any of them. The central stand was far less crowded as a whole, as if many had yet to arrive or few held tickets in general—possibly both.
They took two seats on the front row. Bronwyn inched forward in hers to better see beyond the railing, taking in the gorgeous horses stretching their legs. Their various colored coats shone in the sun, and though she often didn’t favor the pungent smell of animals, the occasional waft that floated up to them in the stands was welcome. It was real, grounded, amid all the wealth and finery that made up patrons. 
“Do you come to the races often, Lord Griffith?” Bronwyn asked her companion.
He leaned forward, palms braced on his thighs. “Come now. Don’t you think we’re well enough acquainted for you to call me Phillip?” 
The mischievous twinkle in his eyes sent a flush racing across her cheeks. 
“I’d prefer to call you Bronwyn, if you don’t mind,” he continued. “It is such a lovely name.”
“Yes, Phillip.” She stumbled a bit over his name, though it was a common one. “That would be just fine.”
“I’m glad.” He kissed the back of her hand. She was still lost in the unexpected intimacy of that act when he released her and continued, “But to answer your question. I have always enjoyed horses, though I spent many seasons watching from the lower stands rather than the central one here.”
“Oh? Is it a better view?” 
He laughed. “Hardly. Well, I suppose you are closer to the horses, but you can see the race itself much better from this vantage. My family wasn’t always noble, you see, and our rise in status was rather, well … frowned upon by much of society in my younger years.”
“I didn’t know that.” She leaned back a bit, seeing him in a new light. It was strange. Given the magic that ran in many royal and noble lines, most titles were gained by way of closely guarded blood ties and marriages often planned from youth.
“Yes, thankfully, it’s old news to most now.” He leaned back and looked out at the horses as he spoke. “But my father was granted the title and estate by the late King Jesstin, Goddess grant them both peace, when I was just a young boy. We were not much before that—my father was a simple merchant.” He glanced back, giving her a shy smile.
King Jesstin, Drystan’s father, had been a good man, a good king. Or so all accounts claimed. But still, raising a commoner to noble rank in such a way was a rare thing, usually only performed for those who’d done a great service to the crown. Bronwyn scooted closer. “What did your father do to be granted such generosity?” 
Lord Griffith shrugged. “He was a supporter of the king, that much I know. But I never received the full details of it. King Rhion had my father killed not long after he claimed the crown, likely for the very same reason.”
She sucked in a harsh breath. “He…” 
Lord Griffith nodded, all humor fading from his features. “A terrible thing. It was publicly announced that he died of illness, but that’s not the truth, of course.”
“That bastard.” 
Lord Griffith laughed.
She slapped a hand over her mouth and quickly looked around, but no one seemed to be listening in. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have spoken that way.” It wasn’t what was expected of young women, especially not in such company. She might speak her mind at home without concern, but here? She really was trying to do better.
But his humor remained as he took her in. “Why not? Rhion was a vile king who deserves such. Good riddance, I say.”
She sighed in relief, sinking back into her chair.
This time, it was Lord Griffith who leaned in over the armrests. “But you see, that’s why I like you so much.” He placed a hand on her arm, and she nearly jumped out of her seat. “You know what it is to be common. Your true self hasn’t been polished away by all of this.” He gestured around them. “I suppose time has done more to refine my less noble edges, but it’s comforting to find someone else who might be seen by some as an outsider, someone who has ventured among these peacocks and not lost themselves amid the feathers.”
Her heart pounded in her ears at his touch, threatening to drown him out, but she forced herself to focus on each and every word. “I quite agree.”
His fingers tightened ever so slightly on Bronwyn’s arm. Her breath caught as he leaned. But then he paused, his gaze cutting behind them and halting. 
Lord Griffith released her and stood. “Ah, Lord Osian. Mr. Davies.”
Bronwyn glanced over one shoulder. More patrons had arrived at their box, and this time, she recognized one of them from tea.
“Miss Davies.” Bronwyn smiled at the woman who approached with the two men Griffith greeted. Over the past several months in the capital, Bronwyn had met many women of high standing, noble birth and not. Of them all, the one she found the truest comfort and companionship in was Miss Charlotte Davies. In fact, she’d been the only bright spot at the tea Bronwyn had recently hosted. 
Though not of noble blood, Charlotte’s late father, and now her brother, ran a significant business importing foreign goods, and the wealth they’d earned had purchased the family’s invitation to society as it were. Society might have scorned Lord Griffith’s rise in status in his younger days, but the Davieses didn’t seem to share those troubles, making easy friends with members of the nobility despite their lack of title. Although perhaps it was Griffith’s title itself that had caused the scorn—the fact that it had gone to an outsider rather than a family like the Davieses, who’d been invited in by the nobility themselves. 
Either way, it was that common upbringing Griffith mentioned that made Bronwyn and Charlotte kindred spirits. Or perhaps it was Charlotte’s frankness of word and ability to tiptoe the lines of proper society so as not to offend but to still be herself. Charlotte was the blueprint off which Bronwyn tried to model her behavior these days. 
“Miss Kinsley!” Charlotte’s brown curls bounced along with her garnet pendant earrings as she waved gleefully and made her way forward. Styled and primped to perfection, Miss Davies looked like she’d just stepped from her boudoir, an act of magic in itself on such a hot day. She could give lessons on the perfect way to match accessories to any outfit, but then, one would have to be able to afford jewelry like hers, and few could. Especially not sets that matched so well. “I didn’t know to expect you today.” 
True, Bronwyn had not said anything about the races. Perhaps I should have, she mused. Either way, the woman’s presence was a breath of fresh air, literally and figuratively. And Goddess above did she need it. She could have sworn Lord Griffith was about to do something entirely ungentlemanly, and the mixed emotions in her middle said she wasn’t quite ready for that, especially not with an audience. 
“Lord Griffith here invited me.” She gestured to where he’d rounded the short aisle of seats to greet the newcomers. 
Charlotte waved her little lacy fan.  “I’m glad of it. You simply must meet my brother, Elis!”
The brother in question turned toward her. His shaggy brown hair framed a pleasant face made even brighter by his broad grin and dimpled cheeks. Despite the slight wildness of his hair, the rest of him was well put together, a strong if somewhat petite figure filling out his day suit. “A pleasure. You must be Miss Kinsley. And this is our friend, Lord Osian.” He indicated the other gentleman with them.
The half-grin Lord Osian offered and the twinkling in his blue eyes unsettled her. Or maybe it was his pointed features, or the amount of styling oil slicking back his blond hair. As his gaze roved down her body, she swallowed thickly and forced herself to look back at Charlotte instead.
“It is lovely to see you,” Bronwyn said. Which was true, even if their companion left much to be desired despite his title.
The bright notes of a horn sounded from the racecourse, drawing their attention and silencing much of the crowd. 
“Last call for bets on the first set,” Lord Griffith said.
“We’re so close to the first race already?” Charlotte asked in dismay. “I told you we should have come sooner.” She swatted at her brother.
“Shall we go place our bets?” Lord Osian stared at Bronwyn as he spoke, his eyebrows jumping. 
“Let’s!” Lord Griffith patted Osian on the shoulder, Mr. Davies laughed, and the three of them headed toward the stairs at the back.
“Aren’t you coming?” Charlotte shifted her attention between Bronwyn and the men.
“I wouldn’t know who to bet on,” Bronwyn admitted. Nor was she in a rush to be near Lord Osian, to say nothing of the moment she’d shared with Lord Griffith minutes ago.
“Oh, but that’s half the fun.” Charlotte laughed as she waved her fan. “Perhaps I’ll place a bet for you. You need someone to cheer for, after all,” she added with a wink before trailing after the men.
Once they’d left, Bronwyn could finally breathe again. And she did, sucking in one deep breath, then another, before dropping into a chair at the edge of the box. She snapped open her fan and waved it in earnest, savoring the cool air and moment of peace.
“The races are bringing out all the royals today,” said a deep voice from the next box over. 
The voice startled her, causing her to suck in a breath and flick her fan to the side as if she could ward the man off like a buzzing fly. 
No such luck. None other than Mr. Yarwood stood just past the railing that separated the boxes. His pale suit stood in sharp contrast to his darker skin and hair. 
“Pardon?” Bronwyn replied, unsure how to respond to his comment. 
The square crystal glass he held contained a dark liquid, possibly whiskey, which he sipped at before responding. All the while, he watched her over the rim with a steady gaze. “I said the races are bringing out all the royals today.” He tipped his head back toward the gallery behind them. 
Bronwyn tucked the fan into her lap before turning in her seat to scan the crowd. Her heart skipped a beat as it locked on a tall figure currently engaged in a lively discussion with a group of women. Malik. Not even the wide-brimmed hats worn by many of the ladies could completely conceal him from view. In fact, now that she saw him, it felt like his laughter parted the other sounds and zipped straight for her ears like an arrow.
“You seem surprised,” Mr. Yarwood observed. 
She shifted in her seat. “I shouldn’t be. If there’s an event to be had in society, Ma—Prince Alistair is there.”
“Mmm,” he replied, settling in the seat at the very edge of his box, as near to her as he could get. Too bad the damnable railing was low, far too low to block her view of him. Rather, the way he sat, facing her instead of the racecourse with one elbow propped on his thigh, only brought him closer. “And my sister on his arm once again.”
Those words struck something in her chest that almost made her wince. She had no business feeling that way, of course. She and Malik were nothing to each other but reluctant allies in the quest to see the dragons ended. Even if they had been more, he’d said much of his time in society was a ruse, but she had a hard time believing that.
“You don’t seem fond of their companionship,” she said at last.
“My sister’s intentions are true enough. Though I wonder at his.” Mr. Yarwood leaned in further, voice dropping so low she could barely make out the next words. “I wonder at his intentions in all things.” 
She blinked, taken aback. Could he have realized Malik’s intentions may not be aimed toward marriage? It was possible, though Bronwyn wasn’t about to ruin his ruse if so. But it was the last part—his intentions in all things—that gave her pause. Even on this sweltering day, those words made her a bit chill. “Whatever could you mean, Mr. Yarwood?”
“An heir to the throne who spends more time at parties than at the castle. One who doesn’t seem that connected to others attached to the royal family.” He raised his brows at her for emphasis. 
The barb stung more than it should, and she shifted once more, suddenly deeply uncomfortable. “That’s nothing unusual,” she replied, though her comment lacked strength. 
“No? Not to mention that he’s the son of the late king, one revealed to be quite … monstrous. Yet here he is, walking free and supposedly supporting his cousin instead of claiming the crown himself?”
Bronwyn’s hands clenched around her fan. She found herself wringing the delicate thing so tight it might snap. “He is also his mother’s son. A mother, that, may I remind you, comes from your extended family. Are you saying your line is tainted with darkness, Mr. Yarwood?”
His lips wrinkled in distaste. “I would never speak ill of his mother. She was known for her kindness, Goddess rest her soul.” He made the sign of the Goddess with his free hand. “But do you not think it strange? As you said, he is everywhere in society. Everywhere the accidents happen. And who has the most to gain should the current king fall?”
“He placed the crown on King Tristram’s head. I saw it myself. If he were ever to have taken it, it would have been then.”
A dark chuckle slipped from Yarwood’s lips. Bronwyn glanced around in a panic. Where was Lord Griffith when she needed him? Or anyone else, for that matter. 
“The best games are long ones, Miss Kinsley,” Mr. Yarwood said, demanding her attention once more. “You’re new to this life and far too honest for court. I would hate to see anything unfortunate happen to you.”
She leaned back, blinking furiously. “Is that a threat?” Goddess above, perhaps she should have allowed her guards to come into the stands rather than ordering them to stay on the grounds. 
“No.” He shook his head. Some of the tension in his shoulders loosened. “Merely a warning. You know as well as I that there are those out there—dragons, they’d call themselves—who have an eye for dramatic change. I wouldn’t want to see you caught up in it.”
The moment he began to take another sip of his drink, Bronwyn shoved to her feet and stared down her nose at him. “I’m starting to think you one of them, sir,” she sneered.
With a huff, she turned to flee the box. But he caught her wrist, the hold of his fingers like an iron band. 
“I assure you, I am not.” His voice was hard, cold, any softness or humor gone from his features. He released her as quickly as he’d grabbed her. “Beware the prince, Miss Kinsley.” And then he turned away from her, walking deeper into his box and sipping at his drink as if their conversation had never happened.
Bronwyn’s heart pounded against her chest. Sweat trickled between her breasts, and no amount of fanning herself made her breath come easier. She searched the crowd in earnest for a familiar face, but there was still no Lord Griffith, no Charlotte, and, to her surprise, no Malik. Her head swam at the last bit, emotion sloshing so dangerously she swayed on her feet.
She couldn’t stay in the box. Not another minute. Desperate for air, for time to think, she fled the box and made for the stairs. 






  
  Chapter 16
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Malik


Malik attempted to join the line at the nearest betting booth, but his mere presence drew a cluster of people to him like gnats to rotted fruit, buzzing about and asking countless questions that went in one ear and out the other. 
He smiled to hide his gritted teeth and greeted them one after the other. He’d left the stands for a moment of peace, damn it, not more nonsense. He barely registered who he spoke with or what they asked him, hardly able to give more than non-committal responses. All because she was there, because he couldn’t get her out of his head. 
It had been that way for days, all his time spent turning over their interactions at tea in a never-ending cycle. Or, at least, the time he didn’t spend sleeping or poring over the old coded missives Drystan had found. He’d hoped decoding the letters would be a pleasant break from spell books, but learning more of the heinous acts his father had committed during his reign and before it… Well, it was enough to make any man want to lose himself in drink or a lover. But drinking only made him think of her, the woman he wanted and couldn’t have. 
It was his own damn fault. Malik knew that, but it didn’t make the bitterness of the situation any better. He had thought—hoped—that her attachment to Lord Griffith was a façade, but then Bronwyn had gone and defended the man and her relationship with him. 
Goddess, how it burned him up inside. 
And now she was here, again, on Griffith’s arm, just like she was at half the other events Malik had recently attended. He should be glad of it. It was their plan. Perhaps she could learn something at Griffith’s side, but that logic didn’t keep jealousy from eating him up inside.
“My prince?” a man was saying, his head cocked to the side, brows pinched as if he’d said it more than once.
Malik smiled again. “Apologies. It seems I’m not myself at the moment.” He left the line—if one could still call it that, given the cluster of people around him—and made for the stands. The races would start soon. Perhaps he could claim a seat and simply enjoy the horses for a while. They were a joy to watch, even more so to ride. How long since he’d had the opportunity? He shook his head, trying to recall the last time he’d been riding and coming up empty. Far, far too long. 
He looked to the stairs descending from the central stand and stopped dead in his tracks. His thoughts must have conjured her, because Bronwyn flew down the steps in a hurry, dodging a couple who turned to stare after her. Even from some distance, he could see the exaggerated rise and fall of her chest. She stopped briefly at the bottom and glanced at the betting lines. But whatever she sought must have been absent, because she turned and hurried in the opposite direction, toward an open section of course railing between stands. 
At some point, Malik had raised his hand, reaching for her as if he could pluck her from the path of whatever harried her—because she was running from something, he knew that much. Something had spooked her, or she’d become uncomfortable, and she’d fled as she was prone to do. 
There was no Lord Griffith in tow. Curious, although the young lord had been absent the last time he’d seen her in the stands, too. He’d been thoroughly tempted to go keep her company, and might have if Mr. Yarwood hadn’t approached her from their box. Despite numerous outings with the Yarwood siblings, Malik had begun to think of the brother as an under-ripened nut: impossible to crack. This proved vexing, since the sister was becoming more adamant about advancing their relationship, something Malik refused to do. Some rational part of him had whispered that Bronwyn might have better luck, so he’d left her to it.
But now … now… 
He watched her hastily retreating form come to a stop by an empty stretch of the railing. She leaned heavily on it in an entirely unladylike pose. If he didn’t know better, he might think she was about to climb over it and onto the course.
Before he gave thought to what he was doing, Malik had crossed the grassy yard to her. “Miss Kinsley.” 
Bronwyn jumped and gave a high squeak, twisting in a flash and leaning back on the coarse wood railing. Her brown eyes widened as she took him in. “Malik.”
He nearly groaned at the sound of his name on her lips. Why should such a simple thing ruin him so?
“A pleasure meeting you here.” He dipped his head in greeting.
“Is it?” She snapped open her fan and began to quickly fan herself. 
He grinned at that. “Of course.” When, rather than replying, she increased the tempo of her fanning, he continued, “Have you met any interesting people today?” 
Her gaze darted away. She clearly didn’t take his meaning. Not that it was really the time to discuss such things, but he thought it might calm her obviously frayed nerves. “Several. I was just looking for one, in fact.”
“On the racecourse?” He barely held back a laugh.
She scowled at him. At that, he did laugh. There she is.
“Excuse me, Prince Alastair.” She stomped past him, chin lifted high.
That sobered him. She was furious about something, though he couldn’t say what. He followed Bronwyn as she aimed not for the stands as expected but for the outbuildings. She weaved through the crowds with practiced ease, not afraid to brush shoulders through a narrow gap or step in front of the patrons hurrying back to the stands for the first race, which would start in moments. 
“Bronwyn!” A few people nearby snapped their attention his way, and Malik snapped his mouth shut, gritting his teeth in frustration. He knew better than to address her so informally in public.
The woman herself stopped, and so did he, staying as close as he could while maintaining careful space between them. The look she gave him might have cowed a lesser man, and he’d wager it had little to do with the use of her name. 
She gave him a dismissive once-over. “Are you following me?” 
With three long steps, he ate up the last of the space between them. “I am.”
She held his gaze, her eyes blazing with the ferocity he’d come to crave. “Don’t you have others to be watching?” The careful arch of her brow pinned him with her accusation.
“Not when you’re acting so strangely.”
She huffed and turned away again. This time, Malik kept in step behind her. They passed the betting house, rounding its back corner and entering the yard beyond it. Here, among the stalls and stables, the noise of the crowd was much more subdued. A few horses were being led about by grooms; others stretched in the warm-up ring ahead. 
“I’m not the one you should have your eyes on, Prince Alastair.”
Perhaps, but… “I always have my eyes on you, Miss Kinsley,” he whispered. 
A small hitch in her step was the only indication that she heard him. Thank the Goddess there was no one close enough to listen in.  
Behind them, a roar of cheers went up. The racers must be taking their positions, ready to begin. Bronwyn stopped near the edge of the practice ring, a simple wooden fence separating them from the paddock. A trumpet blared, cutting through the ongoing cheers, and she jumped to face the main course. 
“We’re missing the race,” Malik said as he came to stand near her.
“So we are.” She turned back toward the horses and leaned on the railing much as she had near the racecourse. No care was taken with the coarse wood that might pull at the delicate threads of her sleeves. Instead, her attention seemed very far away as she hunched in on herself.
Malik joined her at the railing, but she angled her head away from him and tucked her arm closer to her body. That simply wouldn’t do.
“Did you know I used to love riding?” he said with a feigned carefree air. 
Like a cat waking from a nap, she slowly turned her head. Not all the way toward him, but enough to show she listened.
“It was one of my favorite pastimes as a boy, one my mother loved as well.” He stared wistfully at the beautiful chestnut that galloped by. It reminded him of the one his mother had favored. “She took me to the countryside as often as she could manage. We’d go riding, take long walks. She had some of the staff teach me how to fish and hunt like a gentleman. At the time, I thought she simply loved the outdoors, and I believe she did, but I think most of our excursions were excuses for her to get away from my father … and to keep me away from him as well.”
When he glanced at his companion, she was staring up at him, her posture more open. “I didn’t know that.”
“It’s not something I share often. Doesn’t quite fit with my current image.” He winked.
Bronwyn rolled her eyes and went back to watching the horses, but he swore he saw the slightest flicker of a smile before it vanished just as quickly. Either way, she wasn’t as closed off anymore, didn’t lean as heavily on the railing. 
Malik inched closer. “Something has upset you. Will you tell me what’s the matter?”
She swallowed thickly and gave him a long, hard look. Her lips thinned, and for a moment he thought she’d flee again, but finally, she said, “Mr. Yarwood said something that bothered me, that’s all.”
“He was unkind to you?” Malik’s hand tightened into a fist at his side.
“Not to me. Not exactly. He…” Her fan slid closed, and she laid it atop the railing before turning back to him. “He gave me much to think about.”
“Things that will help our cause?”
She huffed. “I’m unsure.” Once again, the horses claimed her focus. In the stands, cheers rose and fell as the racers likely completed a lap.
“And how did you end up down here? Alone?” An unwise move on her part, given all that had happened. To say nothing of what people might think of a princess roaming the outbuildings.
“I went looking for Lord Griffith,” she replied matter-of-factly.
Malik nearly swore under his breath.
Bronwyn either didn’t notice his sudden shift in mood or didn’t care. “He’d gone to place a bet with some others, but when I came down, I didn’t see them in the betting lines.”
“Perhaps he’d gone back up? There are multiple sets of stairs. Or gone to fetch you a drink on this hot day.” Why, oh, why was he making excuses for the man? Yet, for some reason, he couldn’t stop.
“Yes. Maybe. But I didn’t want to go back up there and be confronted by Mr. Yarwood again. Or worse, Lord Osian.”
Malik wrinkled his nose at the name. “I’m sorry you had the misfortune to meet him.”
She looked up at him, quite serious. “Please tell me he’s on your list.” 
He gave a breathy laugh. “He’s one I have my eyes on, yes.” And had for some time. Something about the man unsettled him, and Bronwyn, too, it seemed.
She hugged her arms closer to herself. “Maybe you could just scratch him off now,” she mumbled, staring once more at the horses. 
“So bloodthirsty.” 
The sideways glare he received had him holding back another chuckle. 
“But what if he’s innocent?” Malik prodded. “Wouldn’t want to condemn a man simply because you don’t like him.”
She sighed and tucked a stray strand of hair behind one ear. “You’re right, of course.”
“Hmm, yes,” he mused. “Someone has to keep you from murdering men on first meeting.”
This time, he was certain that was a wry grin pulling at her lips. She pushed off the fence and looked up at him, a touch of brightness sparkling in her eyes that had been missing too often of late. “Perhaps I should have run you through with that fireplace poker. Think of all the trouble it would have saved me.”
He’d take a poker through the side right now if it meant she kept looking at him like that. It should have been a horrible first impression, her glaring at him like he was a thief come to rob them—or worse—and she might have to fight him off. But the fierceness in her gaze, the love she’d showed her sister in that moment, had sparked something entirely different in him. Never in his life had anyone stared at him that way. He should have hated it. Been repulsed, or at the very least offended. But instead, he’d been intrigued, and each meeting afterward only beguiled him more until he was trapped in her web and lost to anyone else.
Strangely, she didn’t even seem to be trying to ensnare him. Quite the opposite. Maybe that was the trick of it.
He stepped closer, planting a hand on the fence post beside her. “There’s still time.”
Her breath hitched. She reached for her fan, but his arm was blocking her path. She dropped her hand at once. 
The breath held tight in his lungs pushed against his ribs, but he dared not loose it, not when her gaze darted, her cheeks flushed, and she opened her mouth to respond—
The cheering in the stands shifted. High-pitched screams and exclamations pierced the excitement. 
All the hope building within him evaporated into a surge of fear and fury. An acrid scent drifted on the breeze.
Bronwyn cut her attention back toward the stands. “What—”
Malik scanned the outbuildings. His pulse pounded in his ears. There, back toward the stands, he caught his first sight of the flames. 
“Stay here.” He threw out an arm, urging Bronwyn back toward the fence. Then he was running toward the disaster as fast as his legs would take him.
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Bronwyn


Stay here? 
As if she was some maiden to be coddled. With a huff, she lifted the skirts of her dress and hurried after him. The cheering had died completely; it jarred into a chilling chorus of cries and notes of panic that had become all too familiar.
Not again.
That refrain lived etched in her mind, an echo that was never far from the surface. 
Past Malik’s sprinting form, she caught sight of flames licking across the grass near the edge of the stands. They sprang onto the dry wood, climbing with startling urgency. Malik darted past the stables a considerable distance ahead of her. The magic in his blood enhanced some of his senses and abilities, and he used it to advantage now, running far faster than the average human. 
Fabric tore as the toe of her boot caught despite her efforts to hold up the hem. “Damnable dress,” Bronwyn swore. Worse was the tightness of her corset, restricting each breath she tried to pull in. 
The closer she got, the more horror tightened the invisible band around her throat. Flames consumed one edge of the central stand, turning the wood black with smoke and char. Some of the men beat at the flames with their coats. Others raced with buckets of water, which they hurled onto the worst of the areas with seemingly little effect. People hurried this way and that, some in tears, some coughing from the smoke, some nursing wounds and being seen to by those around them. Here and there, some of the castle guard darted through the crowd. One guardsman spied her and called her name, heading her way. A second followed close behind.
In the middle of it all was Malik, in his shirtsleeves, using his coat to beat at the flames advancing on lower stands, which, from the sound of things, were still being emptied. His white shirt clung to his skin, accentuating his broad shoulders and strong arms. It was the last thing she should be staring at during such a time, but she found it hard to look away. 
Mr. Yarwood said to beware of the prince, but he was wrong. He had to be wrong. Malik was trying to stop all this. He wasn’t part of it. Bronwyn skidded to a stop, panting, as the guards reached her. Immediately, they began asking to her welfare, but she urged them away. “I’m fine. Help them!” She gestured toward those battling the fire.
Not far from Malik, another familiar form had shed his coat and was carrying a bucket of water toward the fire. Light caught on Lord Griffith’s red hair, making it a dancing flame of its own. Much like Malik, his shirt was damp with sweat and the water he hauled, sticking to his skin in places. 
Her mouth went dry. 
Stop it, Bronwyn, she chided herself.
Said man hurled his water at the fire and raced back, but his gaze landed on her and he changed course. “Bronwyn! Thank the Goddess!” 
He dropped the bucket. Then he was right in front of her, his hands on her shoulders, holding her in too familiar a way, his gaze searching her for injury. “I returned and you weren’t there.” He shook his head, eyes wide. “Then the fire—Goddess!” he swore again. “Are you all right?”
His warm, calloused hand cupped her cheek. Her head swam with the nearness of him, the warmth that wasn’t flame at all. “Yes. Yes. I’m fine.”
Just beyond him, a disheveled woman sobbed into a handkerchief. Something about her caught like a loose thread on a nail. It pulled Bronwyn in until realization smacked her in the face and sent her stepping back with a sharp gasp. The sound had Lord Griffith whirling around, looking for trouble.
“Charlotte!” Bronwyn cried, pulling herself from Lord Griffith and rushing to the other woman. Only minutes ago, Charlotte had looked so perfect and pristine; now, half her hair was a tangled mess, her skirts were rumpled and covered in dust, and her stunning lace fan was long gone. Streaks of makeup smeared her cheeks when she dropped her handkerchief and looked at Bronwyn, sniffling.
“Charlotte! What happened?” Bronwyn reached for the woman’s shoulder only to have her fall into her arms with a fresh wave of sobs. 
“Elis,” she said amid her tears. “I cannot find Elis!”
Her brother. Bronwyn’s blood ran cold as she glanced toward the still-burning central stand. Goddess above, was he trapped somewhere?
Lord Griffith had reached their sides and appeared to have the same thought. “But he was right there with us. Where…” 
Bronwyn caught the moment his eyes widened and his face paled. “There!” He pointed to a figure emerging from the smoke clutching his arm. The pale fabric of his coat was dark and singed. 
Charlotte leapt up so fast she nearly knocked Bronwyn down. “Elis!” she cried, hurtling after Lord Griffith toward her brother. 
The young gentleman fell to his knees, coughing and clutching his injured arm in front of him. By the time Bronwyn reached them, Charlotte had already dropped to the ground by her brother, heedless of the grass and dirt, and Lord Griffith had dropped to one knee beside him.
“I was trying—” Mr. Davies grimaced, then whimpered as Charlotte touched the burned sleeve. 
Whatever she saw had her swaying where she sat, hand over her mouth like she might faint, be sick, or both.
“Spread so quick,” Davies groaned.
Griffith was back on his feet. “He’s badly burned,” he called to others nearby. “We need to get him help.” With the assistance of a royal guardsman and another gentleman, they helped him away from the stands, a sobbing Charlotte following in their wake. 
The nagging urge to follow them pushed against Bronwyn’s shoulder blades. It’s what a friend would do, and she was trying to be better at that, however unfamiliar she was with the notion. 
As she warred with the decision, she panned the crowd. Malik had taken charge, ordering people around and bringing much of the blaze under control. Without thought, she wandered in his direction. 
But as she neared the stands, movement from above caught her attention. Someone was trapped up there. Her heart leapt into her throat. “Help!” She waved for attention. “There’s someone…”
Her steps slowed. The figured had wrapped themselves in a rough blanket, one possibly nabbed from a stable stall. They climbed onto a railing and raised their fist high in the air, clutching something white. “Death to the usurper! Kill the beast!” 
Air fled her lungs as the man—judging by his voice—released part of the cloth he held, revealing a symbol painted on it. Though the fabric fluttered and curled, the mark was unmistakable: a dragon with its long wings stretched out. 
The man dropped the banner and fled deeper in the stands, out of sight.
“After him!” someone called.
Malik was already running, sprinting with that unnatural speed toward the nearest set of stairs. The lower steps were half blackened from the now-quelled fire.  
A royal guard rushed to block him. “My prince. Stop!” 
Another stepped in as well, her arms flung wide. “It’s too dangerous!”
“We can’t let him escape!” Malik threw over his shoulder.
“I’ll go.” The first guard darted up the stairs, but they gave way almost immediately, sending him to his knees. 
“Watch here, I’ll go around,” Malik ordered the other. 
Bronwyn couldn’t say for sure what she was doing running toward Malik and the guards as if she could do something. But she had to try. She couldn’t stand still. 
She was almost to them when another flash of movement from above caught the edge of her vision. One of the tall timbers holding up the roof of the stand swayed. A dark shadow rammed into it. A crack sounded. 
Her gaze dropped straight down to where Malik gave orders. He was oblivious to the disaster above. 
No. No! Her whole body seemed to hollow out. She darted forward, sprinting as fast as she could. “Malik!” 
He turned toward her, mouth slightly parted, eyes widening. She whipped her whole arm toward the danger looming above him.
Groaning wood sounded overhead. Gasps rang out from those around, a startled yell. There was no time to explain, to pause. He’d barely begun to look up.
With a cry, she slammed hard into his chest. A deep grunt escaped him. Then his arms were around her, holding her close as they tumbled backward.
The impact knocked the air from her lungs and whacked her head against his strong jaw. 
The beam landed with a heavy thud and a sickening crunch. Someone screamed. 
It had all happened in seconds that stretched like minutes. Then, suddenly, time snapped back to normal. The hard male chest under her head issued a groan. 
Bronwyn tried to push up, but he still held her close. “Malik.” His name was a breathy whisper as she gazed down at him. 
Malik’s closed eyes popped open. His chest rose and fell as he stared up at her. Strong palms slid up and down her body, one planting on her hip and pinning her there. “You saved me.” Desperate emotion sparked in his emerald-green eyes. 
Suddenly, she was all too aware of the body beneath hers—his solid chest, powerful thighs, and devilishly handsome face. Heat raced to her cheeks. “Of course.”
Bronwyn did her best to squirm out of his grasp and rise. When she glanced at the fallen beam, charred but still thick and mostly whole, her heart plummeted straight to her feet. A man was trapped under the heavy beam, and he howled in pain, his leg bent at an unnatural angle. Others were already there, trying to lift it and help him. 
He’d been out to enjoy the races and likely stayed to help when the fire started. Now look at him. An injury like that could affect him forever. And how many others were hurt equally as badly?
Malik had just regained his feet when she turned to him. “Can you do something?” She looked between him and the man. “Please?”
The moment Malik’s features paled and his shoulders dropped, she wanted to cry. To scream at the injustice.
Everyone knew that the royals and some nobility had power beyond common people. Greater strength, heightened senses, and the ability to wield the Goddess-given gift of magic. But the how, the method of it, the spells they worked and the blood they used, was a carefully guarded secret, one cloaked in shadow. The injured man was a commoner. She could tell from his clothes. By the rules of magic the nobility followed, they didn’t share the practice of their magic with those who did not already know it. 
There was a reason for such censorship. Drystan had once told her that if everyone knew about the blood, they’d certainly fear magic wielders more than they did. Worse, they might think blood sacrifice could grant them powers, too, which could lead to all sorts of horrible atrocities. And then, of course, there was the fear of bastard children, of what people who thought they had no magic could do if they learned it ran in their bloodline from a forbidden tryst. 
Bronwyn thought differently. Why hoard the magic and limit to certain families? Why not let magic spread as it willed? 
She supposed that was the danger of power. Once people had it, they never wanted to give it up. They’d fight, plot, scheme, and plan to make sure that never happened. 
“Please,” Bronwyn heard herself utter. She swallowed thickly and dropped her voice even lower. “There’s already plenty of blood.” 
He wouldn’t do it. Couldn’t. Not in front of so many. But she had to try. Malik had ignored the rules before. He’d used magic in front of her—healed her. Would he do it again for another? For someone he likely did not even know?
Then the strangest thing happened. Malik gave a short, curt nod. 
Bronwyn blinked at him in stunned silence. He turned to the nearby guards, who, in the meantime, had managed to remove the beam from the man’s leg. “Find the culprit! Keep searching.” 
As they rushed off to comply, Malik knelt before the man. Someone had already torn the leg of his pants trying to inspect the grisly wound. The man’s leg was mangled, the bone snapped and protruding. Bronwyn gasped and hurriedly averted her eyes, but still she came near, attention firmly fixed on Malik lest she see the broken leg again and faint.
“I’m going to help you,” Malik told the man in a steady voice. 
“M-My prince?” he muttered.
“This will hurt, but it will help.”
Bronwyn hazarded a quick glance, just enough to see Malik’s fingers tracing subtle patterns on the man’s leg. 
“Don’t look. Focus only on me.”
Those nearby were too busy rushing for help or comforting the injured man to focus much on the prince’s hands.
Blood. Shape. Intention. 
The key elements needed to work Goddess-given magic. 
Malik was calm and steady as a trained physician as he spoke to the man, distracting him while he worked. 
The man groaned. Whimpered. 
“Hold him still!” Malik ordered the others, who rushed to comply.
Seconds passed. People drew near. A few guards returned their way.
Malik’s bloody fingers stilled and then withdrew. “Not as bad as we thought,” he said. “See? The gash needs time to heal, but it looks like the bone is solid.”
One of the men who’d been helping gaped. “But it…” His mouth opened and closed.
Malik stood and clapped the man on the shoulder. “Get him to a physician. The wound needs cleaning and bandaging.”
“Of course, Your Highness.”
Bronwyn side-stepped the bloody ground as they carried the man away. She pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and handed it to Malik. “Thank you.”
He took her offering with another curt nod, his face solemn, but as he wiped away the blood, the hint of a mischievous grin caught the corner of his lips. “Did you just thank me? That might be a first.”
She huffed but couldn’t deny the slight urge to smile—a rare thing these days. “I…” She looked around quickly. “I wasn’t sure you’d do it.”
The wicked glint in his eyes softened into something far more uncomfortable than his playful barb. “How could I deny my savior?”
Thankfully, the return of two of the royal guards saved her from needing to respond.
“Anything?” Malik asked before they’d even come to a halt.
The look the guards shared told her everything. All humor vanished in an instant.
The dragons had escaped. Again.
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Malik


Once again, he’d come so close only to fail. A dragon had been among them at the races—quite possibly more than one. There had to be a better way to identify them, to stop them for good. 
When he’d found Lady Siân again at the carriages with her brother, she had nearly sobbed in a display far too theatrical for her. Apparently, she’d refused to leave until she knew Malik was well, which he assured her she was. Her gaze had darkened slightly when she’d noticed Bronwyn at his side. It was subtle, something most might miss, but he didn’t. Jealousy.
But he couldn’t forget that she and her brother had been present for most of the recent disasters. And where had Mr. Yarwood been when the fire started? The man had said something that unsettled Bronwyn, and Lady Siân, in her torrent of worry, had divulged that she’d found her brother only after she’d fled the stands. 
Could he have done it? 
Malik turned the possibility over and over in his head as he and Bronwyn returned to the castle with some of the royal guards, those who didn’t stay behind to finish investigating the racecourse or assisting the venue owners. In his hands, he clutched the banner that the dragon in the stands had dropped. It was small, no bigger than a pillow, and bore a simple painting of a dragon. Though he couldn’t feel any trace of magic on it, that wasn’t definitive. It would require further examination. 
Bronwyn kept staring at it like it might come alive and attack her. Not that he’d let it even if it did.
They didn’t discuss what he’d done, the risk he’d taken. It had been the right thing to do, but would he have done it had she not asked? He hoped he would, but he wasn’t sure. How many others had been injured and carted away without magical aid? 
Most had been nobles, though. They could seek aid from one of the other members of the nobility who practiced healing arts, a highly sought and lucrative occupation. 
The beam had been meant for him but had struck another instead. And when Bronwyn asked him to heal the man… Well, he could deny her nothing, especially when it painted him a hero in her eyes. He was so rarely that—to her, to anyone. 
But … Malik had shown his magic. His father would be in a rage in whatever hell he resided in, if there were one, though the more Malik thought about that, the prouder he became. Perhaps he’d share all the secrets of magic one day, if only to spite Rhion. Times were changing. The whole populace knew what their king could become now, unless they lived in denial; it was time people knew about the Goddess’s gifts through more than the legends most thought were fairy tales. 
Too long had Castamar been a kingdom of secrets and isolation. They could be more, so much more. They would have to be to avoid the sins of the past. 
When they arrived back at the castle, Bronwyn mentioned, with a meaningful look that belied her words, that she would be going to spend some time with her father.
Perhaps she would, but it would be spent at Ceridwen’s side. He had no doubt of that. From what Drystan told him, Bronwyn spent time by her slumbering sister’s bedside every day. The cloud of worry was never far from her shoulders.
And Drystan… 
Goddess help them if they didn’t figure out a way to wake Ceridwen soon. Their king might become a monster fully and in truth. 
With the help of Jackoby, Malik found Drystan in his chambers, which he navigated to through the secret tunnels. Malik passed Ceridwen’s sleeping form on the way in. Her father read silently near her bedside and informed him glumly that there’d been no change. The queen still slept as if she were frozen in time. Her body passed no waste, nor did she seem to require liquid or food. Only rare shallow breaths and the abnormally slow beat of her heart showed she yet lived. 
Bronwyn had not yet arrived, likely planning to wash and change, as he had, rather than appearing before her father in her disheveled state. If Mr. Kinsley knew of the accident at the racecourse, he made no mention of it, and neither did Malik.
When Malik entered the adjoining room, however, Drystan took one look at him, sighed, hunched over his desk, and said, “Don’t tell me. Not today.”
It seemed not even a quick bath and even quicker change of clothes could disguise that something had gone terribly wrong at the racecourse. 
“Find anything useful?” Malik crossed the room to lean on the edge of the desk. With the curtains drawn tight and the candles burning low, one would never guess it was still mid-afternoon. Rather, the king’s quarters were locked in a state of perpetual night, as if the whole castle had been placed under a sleeping curse and not just its queen. 
“Perhaps.” He passed Malik a stack of bent and crumpled papers that looked like they’d once been folded up. A few still bore traces of sealing wax. 
Malik gave the top few a cursory glance. “What am I looking at?”
“There’s mention of a secret meeting place of the dragons that I’m unfamiliar with, Briar Rose. Seems to have been active after my time, up until when I was in Teneboure last year.”
“You think it might still be in use?”
He shrugged one shoulder. “It’s a possibility with investigating if we can sort it out.”
Malik grunted in agreement. It was one of the better leads they’d come up with. 
He spent the next few minutes poring over the pages and comparing the words and phrasing to the key that Drystan had jotted out for him. The letters were full of words, but the real message was hidden in code.
A whisper of sound came from the other room—low conversation between Mr. Kinsley and a voice that never failed to make his heart give a little leap. He couldn’t hear what Bronwyn shared with her father, but the lack of any sharp exclamations said it probably didn’t include much sordid detail from the day.
Their conversation became even more muffled as Drystan rooted through a stack of books, clearly on the hunt for something. 
“Here,” he said at last. “I meant to show you this.”
Malik came to peer over his shoulder, noting at once the familiar, decorative headings of a spell book he’d once studied and had loaned to Drystan for his pursuit of a cure for Ceridwen. Light magic. Thank the Goddess for that, though he knew Drystan had researched, and likely dabbled in, both light and dark spells in search of a cure for his wife. 
His brow pinched as he took in the details on the page. “A detection spell? You mean to isolate the curse within her?”
He nodded. “If we can find where it resides, it may help in removing it.” He paused. “But I was … unsuccessful. I believe the detection spell may have been corrupted by my presence.”
A heaviness settled low in Malik’s stomach at the silence that followed and the indirect confession it contained. So, Drystan had been using dark magic again…
Malik’s fist tightened at his side, but he said nothing. He hated it. Such magic led to nothing but ruin. But, had it been the woman he loved dying… He glanced toward the other room. Much as he loathed such magic, he understood why Drystan risked it. 
“I’ll try it.” He’d never performed the spell. Hadn’t seen the point in it, really. It may not work for him, especially not without practice, but it was worth the attempt—several, if need be.
When they entered the bedchamber where the cursed queen lay, her father had departed, and Bronwyn occupied his chair. She held a letter, the seal broken, and tapped it on her leg to some silent rhythm. At their entry, she glanced up. Malik caught the spark of hope in her eyes, then the slight drop in her shoulders when neither of them showed much optimism. 
“Malik is going to try a detection spell,” Drystan said by way of greeting. His casualness around Bronwyn said much for how close the sisters were and how often she visited.
“To detect what?” She shifted toward the edge of the chair, interest piqued. 
“Dark magic,” Malik replied. “If we can isolate where the curse is within her body, it may help in finding a way to remove it.”
Her lips pursed in thought before she nodded slowly. “It’s worth trying.”
His thoughts exactly.
“We’ve had a letter from Lydia.” She lifted it for emphasis.
Beside him, Malik heard Drystan suck in a breath before blowing it out. “Please say it’s good news.”
At her short nod, he released a held breath. They needed some positive turn.
“The bribes of the staff seem to be working. Kent has been effective in turning away a few nosy people who have tried to stop by for a visit. Bothering the king and queen on their wedding moon.” She tsked, shaking her head. “Otherwise, they have kept the estate locked down save for food deliveries, which Kent oversees. Lydia remarks on the beauty and peace of the estate. However…” Her lips twisted.
The king tensed once more, bracing for bad news.
“However?” Malik prodded.
“Well…” She flipped the letter open again, frowned at something in it, and folded it back up. “It’s hard to say, but it sounds like there might be some strife between her and Adair, though she was wise enough not to say what.” She folded the letter again and set it aside. “I’m sure they’ll work it out.”
“That brother of yours,” Drystan grumbled.
Bronwyn winced and gave a little shrug. There wasn’t much to be done about it now. “Perhaps your attempt will bring us more good news?” 
Bronwyn and Drystan kept a careful distance from Malik as he made a precise cut on his arm, collected the blood, and began painting the workings on sheets of paper. That, they believed, would be the place to start. A safer option than trying a new spell on the queen’s body directly.
With the book beside him, Malik did his best to focus on the design of the spell and channel his magic and will into it. New spells were tricky. Often, he had to practice many times before he got it just right, and many more to be able to work it from memory like some of his healing spells. 
And getting more than simply minor effect? That could take years of practice.
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He blew air through his nose in frustration, about start over once more, when the blood working slowly vanished. He gasped and leaned back.
“What is it?” Bronwyn was on her feet in a heartbeat and rushed over.
Drystan was slower to rise, almost like weariness and fear of disappointment held him back. Even when he did, he barely moved a foot from his chair.
“I think it may be working,” Malik replied. “Something is happening. The blood only vanishes when the spell holds.”
A moment later, only an empty-looking piece of paper remained. He and Bronwyn shared a look. “Should we try?” she asked at last.
“Be my guest.”
Bronwyn lifted the paper carefully by one edge and carried it to her sister’s sleeping form. Malik followed.
“So, I just…” She laid the paper on her sister’s arm. 
A moment passed. Then another. And, slowly, a circular section of the paper began to darken. 
Bronwyn grabbed Malik’s arm. The touch was light and fleeting, there and then gone, and she did not look at him, almost like she’d done it without thinking. But he noticed. His breath hitched as he snapped his attention to her, all his focus glued not to the spell he worked but to the bare section of his forearm below his rolled-up sleeve, where she’d touched him. The feel of her soft fingers lingered like a brand.
“It worked.” The note of awe in her voice stirred something low in his abdomen. 
“It did.”
They worked late into the night. Or, rather, Malik did, successfully working the spell on more pages. Gwen and Jaina brought dinner—quite the task, taking the food through the secret corridors without spilling it. 
The prince’s efforts yielded two important pieces of information: the new spell he’d worked could detect dark magic within about three to four feet, but it was not precise enough to pinpoint its location within the sleeping queen. Or, more unfortunately—and more likely, Malik believed—the curse lingered throughout her and could not be isolated.
“So, it’s useless after all.” Drystan threw himself down in his chair, sending its legs scraping against the floor as it absorbed his weight. 
Bronwyn stared at the dark spot on one of the sheets of paper. “Maybe not.” 
“What do you mean?” Malik raked a hand through his hair and leaned back in his chair.
“Well, it could not isolate the curse in my sister, no, but it did successfully detect dark magic. Not only the curse in Ceridwen but the presence of someone who…” She swallowed, her gaze flicking to Drystan and then away again. With her voice dropped to a whisper, she continued, “Someone who recently used dark magic. Right?” 
Drystan nodded gravely. “I tried some spells a few nights ago.” He hung his head. “Not that it helped.”
“Anyhow,” she continued, her voice back to its normal level, “if we’d had such a spell weeks ago and used it effectively, we might have prevented the disaster after the wedding.”
Drystan snapped his head up and looked like he might balk, so Malik said, “Go on.”
Bronwyn nodded. “If we were to put these spells near the main entrances, we could detect when someone who has used dark magic, or is in possession of an item enchanted with it, comes into the castle.”
“You’re going to have everyone who comes in here—hundreds—hold a piece of paper?” the king asked. “There will be too many questions.”
Malik liked her suggestion, but Drystan was right. The city would be buzzing about the new strange ritual at the castle within the day.
“No.” Bronwyn folded the paper into a little square as she spoke. “Of course that wouldn’t work. But we can limit the entrances for a time and have something that everyone must walk near. A painting, perhaps? Some of the entryways are narrow enough that we’d certainly detect anyone passing that we don’t want ambling about.”
A tingling sensation raced up Malik’s arms. “Brilliant.”
Bronwyn turned to him, her lips parting in surprise.
Drystan, who’d been hunched over with his elbows on his knees, sat up a little straighter. “That … that could work.”
It could. It damn well could. And he knew just who the perfect artist would be.
“If I worked the spell on canvas, you could paint something around it,” Malik said to Bronwyn.
“Yes. I already have some ideas. They wouldn’t need to be large paintings or that elaborate. A moon would already be white, or certain flowers. Both appropriate subjects for a painting. And several of the entry halls already have art. We can simply switch out the old ones for new.”
“And if they all turn black on the first day?” Drystan asked. 
“Then it’s better we know, don’t you think?” Her hard stare dared him to refute her. 
“Indeed,” Malik agreed. “We should start tomorrow.”
Bronwyn nodded, then halted and frowned, her brow pinched. “My paints are at the opera house. I can bring them here, though I still have a poster I promised to do for Wynni, and I was going to work on touching up a few set pieces that may be hard to move...”
Malik stood, stretching. “We’ll do it there. I doubt Wynni will mind.”
“You mean to tell her?” Bronwyn asked, straightening in her seat. 
“No. We keep this as quiet as possible. But I doubt she’d refuse to let you paint other things while you’re there.” Malik shrugged. “Has she ever? And I visit often enough for it not to be suspicious.” 
“I certainly hope you’re right.”
So did he.
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Bronwyn


Another stroke of dark blue paint blended with the black, creating the surface of a calm lake at night. Bronwyn’s wrist ached from painting all day, but she wasn’t about to stop yet. It was all she’d done for the better part of three days, to the point that Wynni had asked on multiple occasions if she was really all right. Perhaps Bronwyn was becoming a decent actress after all, because she almost believed herself when she said she was. With a brush in hand and a beautiful work of art taking shape before her, she could almost forget why she was doing it. Could almost forget the clock that ticked ever closer to the moment her sister’s time would run out. 
Art had been a passion for as long as Bronwyn could remember, but when her mother had died, it became an obsession. She’d have wasted away before an easel if Jaina had let her. At first, their family still had a decent amount of wealth, plenty of coin to purchase many varieties of paints and canvases for her to work on. It had not taken long for that to change, though. Mother’s death had affected them all in different ways, from her father’s poor investment decisions, to her brother’s stalwart dedication to the military, to Ceridwen’s more reserved demeanor and dedication to her music. Even Jaina lost some of her joviality, as had her husband Gerard, who still rarely smiled anymore, save these last few months when things had taken a brighter turn. Until the aftermath of the wedding, anyway.
A soft knock came at the door of her workroom. 
“Come in,” she called, not bothering to look away from her painting. 
The room wasn’t large by any means, but there was more than enough space for a few people to work if needed. Not to mention that it had a window to let in natural light, one that could be opened if the smell of paint or other materials used in the set design became a little too overwhelming. The sets for the upcoming opera were already finished and in use for rehearsals, so Bronwyn had the space to herself. Thankfully, it wasn’t as cramped as it sometimes was, though one wall was still stacked to the ceiling with old set décor and a few useful pieces. A faux-ruby-encrusted throne and a tufted swiveling stool, on which Bronwyn currently sat, were left out for anyone working. 
The door opened and someone entered. Her hand stilled, brush hovering in front of the canvas. She knew who it was before he announced himself. A wave of sensation slid down her spine before curling into a warm ball low in her core. Goddess above. She never could reason why he had such an effect on her, why he loosened her tongue and elicited strong emotions with no more than a passing look. But he did. He had since the moment they’d met.
The door closed with a soft click. “Good morning, Princess.”
Bronwyn turned on her stool and scowled at Malik, who stared at her with a self-satisfied smirk. “You know I’m not a princess.”
His only response was a half shrug. 
Bronwyn sighed and spun back toward her work. “Why are you here, anyway?” she asked. “More work to do? I thought you’d completed it all.”
He’d gotten much more efficient with the detection spell and had completed the last of the areas she’d marked out the day before. Rather than cutting his hand or arm, he’d brought a few vials of blood tucked in his coat. She couldn’t summon the courage to ask if they were his or, if not, where he’d gotten them from. 
“I did. But I thought I’d stop in anyway.”
Solely to annoy her, probably. What fun.
“I get more work done when I’m alone,” Bronwyn replied. 
“Yes, I know. Though you’ve done quite a lot already. It would do you well to take a break.”
“No time.” She added a few more strokes to the lake, blending the colors until they were seamless.
He made a low grunt. “Have you even eaten today?”
“I had an early breakfast before I left the castle this morning.”
“It’s mid-afternoon.”
Was it? She stilled before dipping the brush in black and adding a few more shadows amid the trees near the lake’s edge. “I’m fine.”
There was a crinkling and rustling, followed by the sound of footsteps as Malik neared. He plopped a little brown package on the table next to her palette. “I brought you a little something, just in case.”
Bronwyn frowned as she stared at it from the corner of her eye. “What is it?”
“Why not take a break and find out?”
Her wrist did ache… Bronwyn set aside her brush, snatched the package, and unrolled the top. The scent of something sweet and tart hit her square in the nose. Saliva pooled in her mouth. 
“Jam puffs. From my favorite bakery just up the street,” Malik said. “They were still warm when the owner packed them up for me.”
Her stomach gave a loud rumble, which made her want to sink through the floor and vanish. 
“Looks like I was right to bring a snack.” He crossed his arms, that smug smirk pulling at the corners of his lips again.
She did love jam puffs, and they were so delicious this time of year with berries being available fresh in the markets. It had to be a coincidence that he’d picked those, of all sweets, to bring her. It was something most people liked, right?
Bronwyn started to reach for a puff, caught sight of her paint-stained fingers, and stopped. Goddess, she probably looked a mess. But there was nothing to be done about it and a whole little pile of puffs in the bag. With a mental shrug, she dove into the bag, took a puff between two fingers, and popped it in her mouth.
An embarrassing moan slipped from her lips as sweet pastry and tart blackberry burst across her palate. Her eyes slid closed. It might be the best thing she’d ever tasted. Not even the castle chef was this talented. She swallowed the tasty mouthful and smiled. “Delicious.”
When she opened her eyes, Malik’s grin had fallen away. He stood stone still, staring at her. If not for the slow blink of his eyes, she might have thought he’d been frozen by some strange spell.
He continued to stare, and the back of her neck heated. “Apologies. They are just very good.”
The comment had his body relaxing, a hint of mischief returning to his face. “There’s no need to apologize. I’m glad you enjoy them. Please, have more.”
He didn’t need to tell her twice. One taste and her hunger made itself known with force; she was half tempted to sit there and eat the whole bag. The next one she pulled out was larger. She took a bite. Some of the jam filling smeared onto her lips, and she licked them, barely muffling another groan of pleasure. “Have you tried these?” She waggled the half-eaten one at him. “They’re incredible.”
Malik chuckled. “So very demure.”
“You think I’m demure?” she asked skeptically before finishing off the remaining piece. 
“I think you pretend to be sometimes. That you want others to think you are.” He advanced, stopping so close his legs nearly brushed hers and she had to crane her neck to look at him. “But no. I don’t think you’re demure at all, and I hope you stay that way.”
The compliment made her stomach flip. Her chest was suddenly tight and warm. She grabbed the bag of pastries. “Please.” She offered them to him. “You purchased them, after all. It would be a shame to miss out.”
“A shame indeed.” He reached forward—
But not for the bag. 
Bronwyn pulled in a sharp breath. Her back went ramrod straight. 
Malik’s thumb swiped across her lips, coming away with a small smear of blackberry jam that she must have missed. He brought that thumb to his mouth and licked … slowly. All the while, his focus never left her face, nor could she manage to look away.
It was the single most arousing and unsettling thing she’d ever experienced. 
“You’re right.” He closed his eyes as if in pleasure. When he opened them a moment later, they were hooded and filled with mischief that stunned her to the core. “Delicious.”
“I…” 
Bronwyn’s body felt like it might ignite. Goddess above, he’d… 
The bag nearly fell from her limp fingers. She took hold of herself just in time and set it back on the table. “I meant from the bag,” she mumbled.
When he continued to stare at her like a wolf about to pounce, she turned back to her art. It was the only thing she could think to do in answer to the inner voice telling her to run far, far away.
“That’s a lovely little painting.” Malik stepped nearer, so close now that she could feel the warmth of him behind her—or maybe she was imagining it, her emotions continuing to run wild.
“Yes, thank you. I’m quite pleased with it.”
“I don’t think I bespelled that one, though, did I? A side project?”
“Somewhat.” She’d decided on it late yesterday afternoon and hadn’t yet had the chance to ask him to bespell it, though she’d planned to. At least, she thought so. It was hard to think at all, to remember what color she’d even planned to use next, with him so close. “It’s a gift for Lord Griffith.”
The warmth behind her vanished. The hint of a subtle breeze touched her skin. So sudden was the change that she looked back over her shoulder.
Malik stood a few feet away, now wearing a scowl that could rival one of her own.
“What?” she asked, genuinely bemused. “He invited me to a party at his home later this week. It wouldn’t be out of the ordinary to give a gift to the host, and I thought you could enchant it so that we can see if anyone at the party might be a suspect. Like Lord Osric.” She frowned and quickly amended, “If he attends.” Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately in this case, she had a feeling he would.
“Oh.” Malik looked toward the window. Though the curtains were tied back, the panes were old, grainy, and hard to see much through. 
“I thought it was a good idea.”
He glanced back at her. “You’re right, it is.”
“But?” It still felt like a belt was tight around her middle, but the sensation was different than moments before, almost like she had made a misstep and was falling, though she couldn’t for the life of her understand where she’d gone wrong.
Malik shook his head quickly and grinned again, but something about the action looked off. “But nothing. It’s a grand plan. I wish I’d thought of it myself.” He all but ignored her as he drew near, gaze fixed on the painting. “Were you thinking I should work the spell on the moon? Or one of the swans? It might be a little tight, but I could probably make it happen. Though I wish you’d asked me to work the spell beforehand as with the others.”
Bronwyn blinked at him. He was still rambling about the painting, and Malik never rambled. “Malik?”
“Or I could maybe see about doing something in the light reflecting off the water. A blood stain would be easier to cover with black if the spell doesn’t hold. Or we could—”
“Malik!”
When he turned to face her, he suddenly seemed so much closer, especially bending over to inspect the painting as he was. Their faces were only inches apart, and a whiff of his slightly musky and woodsy scent cloaked the delightful smell of the pastries and the less delicious but familiar one of paint.
“Are you…” She could hardly believe it, but she had to ask. “Are you jealous?”
That damnable glaze of mischief returned to his eyes. “That is an emotion I experience quite often, yes.”
She gave an exasperated sigh. 
Malik chuckled as he retreated near the window. 
“What I meant,” she said, unable to let it go, “is, are you jealous of Lord Griffith? Of the painting I’m working on?”
He stood with his hands behind his back. One might think he saw something of particular interest outside, except there was little to see but blurs of light and color. Finally, he looked back over one shoulder. “I’d think most people would be jealous of someone who received such a lovely and personal work of art, wouldn’t you?” 
Insufferable man. He was toying with her, again. Bronwyn set her lips in a thin line and pushed to her feet. But as she did, she was a little too aggressive with the stool beneath her, and it rolled away before she’d quite got her footing. “Oh!” She wobbled, trying to find her balance, afraid of tumbling into her paints, or worse, the still-wet painting.
Suddenly, Malik was there. One strong arm looped around her back; another grabbed her arm and hauled her against his chest. 
She barely grasped what was happening before he leaned in, his breath ghosting across the shell of her ear as he said, “Of course I’m jealous of him.”
“Malik…” Bronwyn clutched at his chest, the comment making her more off-kilter than her almost-fall. Her lips parted in wonder. “But you—”
The soft touch of something at the pulse of her throat made her gasp. Maybe she imagined it. Maybe it was nothing. But she would swear it was the brush of his lips against her skin. 
A loud knock sounded at the door. 
They sprang apart at once, Bronwyn nearly tipping over again in the process. 
The door swung open, and Wynni entered with a flourish, wearing a dress that must have been an old costume for its excess of ruffles and glittering sequins. It wasn’t something that someone would wear on a normal day at the opera house unless one was a performer, or Wynnifred, with her love of over-the-top fashion and accessories. 
“Ah, Malik, my doorman said you were here, and I—” Her head tilted to the side as she took them in. “Are you two quite all right?” 
“Yes, of course,” they echoed at once.
“Mmm,” she mused, looking between them.
Bronwyn had never felt so guilty yet so unsure of what she’d done to feel that way. Her cheeks burned, and it took all her nerve not to storm off. Meanwhile, Malik looked completely fine, as if they’d been having a very normal, civil chat about the weather. 
“Well, so long as you’re both fine.” The tone of Wynni’s voice said she considered the matter closed. “Malik, dear, since you’re here, I hoped you’d come and watch this next part of the rehearsal with me and give me your thoughts. Something isn’t quite right, and I can’t put my finger on it.”
He dipped his head. “Always happy to help a friend.”
“You’re welcome, too, of course, Miss Kinsley. In fact, I’d more than welcome another opinion.”
And sit next to Malik, pretending everything was fine after whatever had just happened between them? No, thank you. “I have some paintings I’d like to finish up, if that’s all right.”
Wynni sighed. “It’s important to have some fun in life, dearie. All work and no play,” she tsked. 
“Perhaps soon.”
“I consider it a promise,” Wynni replied. “And I’m saving you a seat at the opening performance. You better be there.” She wagged a finger the same way she’d wave one of the fans she usually carried.  “It’ll do you good to relax. I’ll never say no to a woman pursuing the arts, but expanding your horizons is healthy, too.” She turned to Malik and extended an elbow. “Well, come along, they’re about to get started.”
Malik joined Wynni near the door but stopped short of taking her arm and turned to Bronwyn. 
Breath caught in her throat as she met his gaze. His throat bobbed before he said, “I’ll have what you asked for delivered to your room at the castle. Then you can affix it to the painting however you like.”
“Thank you,” she mustered. That did make sense. It would be easier to glue on the spell or something rather than potentially mess up her work, particularly since it was still wet. She really should have had him work the spell before she’d gotten started on it.
He gave a single nod in return, face expressionless.
“Ohh, what is this intrigue?” Wynni leaned in, eyebrows waggling. 
“Just working on a present for a friend.” Malik looped his arm through hers and turned the opera house owner back toward the door.
“For me?” Wynni batted her eyelashes at him. 
Malik chuckled. “It’s a secret. Though I believe you already have more of Bronwyn’s work than anyone else.”
Wynni gave a boisterous laugh. “That’s true.” She turned to Bronwyn at the threshold. “You know where to find us if you change your mind.”
And with that, she shut the door, leaving the room too quiet for all the thoughts racing through Bronwyn’s head.
She sank onto her stool and eyed the bag of pastries, but she couldn’t summon enthusiasm even for them. 
Malik was jealous of Lord Griffith. He might have kissed her neck.
What in the name of the Goddess was she supposed to make of that?






  
  Chapter 20
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Malik


When Lady Siân invited Malik to attend the party at Lord Griffith’s manor with her, he jumped at it for all the wrong reasons. 
Oh, he told himself it was an excellent opportunity to spend more time around a few potential suspects and to see how the experiment of Bronwyn’s painting worked out. But really, he knew the true reason for his anticipation was the thought of seeing her again.
He’d kept himself away the last few days. He had needed that time to collect himself. A few minutes alone with her and he’d nearly destroyed months of work, days of agony in keeping his distance and pretending his interests lay elsewhere.
Damn it all, he’d become weak. The moment she’d taken a bite of that jam-filled pastry and moaned in delight, his cock had gone hard as a rock in his breeches. How she hadn’t noticed, he still wasn’t sure. And when some of the jam had clung to the curve of her lip? Well, who could resist sampling that?
And then she had to go and bring up Lord Griffith—
The carriage jolted over a bump in the road, and Lady Siân pressed into his side. 
“Oh, I’m so sorry, Your Highness.” She eased herself off him but stayed much closer than before, their shoulders nearly touching. “This ride has been so unusually bumpy.”
It had been rather tame, actually, but he wasn’t surprised that she took advantage of each little jostle to get nearer to him. The tactic would work on most men. In fact, her pleasing face and family name would be enough to win over most. It may even have worked on him if his heart wasn’t already elsewhere. 
“You could give His Highness more space,” her brother said from the opposite bench. Though the man was never the exuberant sort, he seemed more dour than usual this evening. 
“Oh, oh, yes, of course.” Siân slid to the side.
Finally, Malik could breathe again. He needed to get his wits about him or it was bound to be a long night, and they hadn’t even arrived at Lord Griffith’s manor. Already, with his thoughts back on that day in the opera house, he’d accidentally committed to some social event at the Yarwood home—he’d casually replied “yes” after completely missing the question.
Mr. Yarwood stared out the window in apparent boredom as his sister began talking once more. She hadn’t been near this expressive when Malik had first met her at the royal wedding. Had he known how she’d bloom around him, he might have chosen someone else for this ruse. The guilt of the deception was beginning to gnaw at him like a stubborn rat at a cord. 
She touched his arm. “Malik?” 
He pulled away from the touch without thinking. Damn it all, he shouldn’t have given her permission to use that name. Another slip on his part. Why couldn’t he simply have left her with Alastair? He hated that name, but it would be better than the familiar one she now found any reason to use.
“Mm?” He grinned, trying to cover up his reaction and the fact that he clearly had not been listening to her again. 
“I asked if you think we have cause to worry tonight.” She blinked up at him dolefully. “We have had such unfortunate luck of late.”
“I wouldn’t think so,” Malik replied with as much enthusiasm as he could muster. “Why would they bother with a private party?”
“You never know.” Mr. Yarwood tore his gaze from the passing view of the brightly lit streets of the upper end, with their gas lamps and wrought iron gates leading to the various manors. “The accidents do seem to follow His Highness these days.”
It was rare that Malik wanted to squirm under someone’s gaze, but the pointed stare of the young lord—along with his words—had that effect. Malik had been present for the most recent incidents, there was no mistake about that. 
“What are you implying, Rees?” Malik asked. That he was as much a target as the royal couple? Probably.
It was one of the reasons they’d installed Bronwyn’s paintings at the entrances to the castle. If a wielder of dark magic came inside, or someone else brought a spell in, the paintings should catch it. But none of the negative space where he’d worked the spells had yet turned black. That should have made him rest easier, but it only made him—and Drystan—uneasy. Perhaps the spell wasn’t as effective as they’d hoped. Or maybe the dragons believed the ruse that Drystan and Ceridwen were off on their wedding moon and were now avoiding the castle.
“Nothing, of course,” Rees replied. But it was far from nothing. “I only hope they leave us be this evening. For my sister’s sake.”
Not that of his prince. The slight quirk of the other man’s lips had a hint of viciousness to it that surprised Malik. He’d long considered whether Rees Yarwood or his family might be associated with the dragons, and the man’s attitude wasn’t helping on that front. In fact, Malik might have to go out of his way to get the man near Bronwyn’s painting.
It was another reason he was glad to be going to the party tonight. He had no doubt that Bronwyn was more than capable of handling the situation herself and reporting to him when the painting shifted color. However, if it did change color, it meant the danger was in their immediate vicinity, and he wouldn’t allow her to face that alone. If he’d had to invite himself to the party, playing it off as gracing them with his royal presence or some such nonsense, he would have.
A short time later, their carriage was ushered through the gates and stopped in front of their destination. The three-story-tall manor bore a mostly flat façade of pale marble stretching up to its dark, steep roofline. The windows were bright, showing off the gas lighting inside. Though the many homes along the elite drive were older, this one had clearly been updated by its current occupant. Lord Griffith had climbed far in life, he’d give him that. Or, rather, his late father had, rising from the rank of commoner to a lord who could afford one of the nicest homes in the capital. 
Liveried footmen opened the manor’s ornate double doors as Malik approached with Lady Siân on his arm, her brother a step behind. Though they were by no means late, several people already lingered in the grand hall, laughter and pleasant conversation filling the air. The host was at the center of a group, speaking with sweeping gestures. Laughter erupted. The man himself looked quite pleased, smiling broadly in his pristine evening coat, his shock of red hair a sharp contrast to his otherwise monochrome formal attire.
Lord Griffith caught sight of them, his brows raising as he stretched on his toes before excusing himself from the group and making his way over. “Your Highness!” He gave a dramatic bow. “So glad you’re able to join us this evening. I’m ashamed, I should have thought to send an invitation myself, but I feared I may be over-reaching in expecting your attendance at my humble home.”
Malik chuckled. Humble, indeed. “Nonsense, I’m pleased to be here, and grateful to Lady Siân for asking me to accompany her and her brother. Hopefully, I’m not the one intruding.”
“Of course not.” The young lord was all smiles, as if the king himself had paid a visit, not merely his cousin and heir. “It is an honor. Please, enjoy yourselves this evening.”
Malik went in search of drinks—or, that was the excuse he gave while he searched for Bronwyn. It only took a few minutes to deduce that she had not arrived yet. If she had, she likely would have been near Lord Griffith, not only for the man’s interest in her; it seemed Bronwyn found comfort in his presence as well, however much Malik might detest that fact. He knew she didn’t care much for society gatherings, so having someone like Lord Griffith to do the socializing on her behalf was a boon for her.
More people filed in. The recent race disaster was a prime topic of conversation, particularly among those who had been present. Elis Davies, who’d been burned while fleeing the stands, had recovered well thanks to some magical intervention that apparently cost a pretty penny. A few guests praised Malik for his help in quelling the disaster, though none of the conversation gave him the details he yearned for. Yet.
“And where were you after the fires broke out?” Malik asked Lord Osric, who’d yet to comment. He’d been there, Malik knew, thanks to Bronwyn and her disgust of the man. 
His blond mustache twitched. “The privy, if you must know.”
“Saved by a piss!” Mr. Davies slapped him on the shoulder, earning a frown and a disapproving look from Lord Osric as well as a few of the women. But Davies simply laughed and took another sip of his drink, which was already running low. 
Malik looked past the laughing man and stilled. 
There she was. 
Bronwyn always looked lovely in his eyes, but she was especially resplendent in her gown of dark forest green and cream. Golden accents were stitched across the bodice, which certainly drew the eye. Whether she intended that or not, he couldn’t say, but more than one man stared at her where she stood on the black-and-white-checked marble floor under the light of the crystal chandelier.
A box was clasped in her hands, wrapped with cream paper and secured with a ribbon that matched the color of her dress. Clever. 
Lord Griffith rushed to greet her. The young man’s enthusiasm seemed real, as did the smile Bronwyn gave him in return. In fact, she’d been stiff and stoic entering the house, but the moment she spied Griffith, her posture eased.
Malik’s hand clenched into a fist. If he’d still held a glass, it might have shattered.
“They do make such a lovely couple, don’t they?” Lady Siân said, looking between them and Malik. “There may be an engagement in the near future at this rate.” 
He felt like he’d been punched. An engagement? No way. They hadn’t even spent that much time together.
But … couples had become engaged for far less. 
“It’s the year for royal weddings, don’t you think?” She beamed at him, trying and failing to look innocent in her suggestion. 
A weak laugh left him. “I suppose we’ll see.”
Bronwyn wouldn’t be marrying anyone, not with her sister still cursed. She was determined to do whatever it took to fit into society in the hopes some crumb, some tidbit might reveal the remaining dragons. But she wouldn’t take it so far as an engagement, would she? Although, such an event would get her a never-ending string of invitations and attention… 
Fuck. He clenched and unclenched his fingers. 
She might just do it. 
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Lord Griffith urged all his guests to make their way into the drawing room. He had Bronwyn’s gift tucked carefully under one arm—she’d made sure to tell him not to tip or shake it, just in case. Apparently, he planned to open it in front of everyone, which, while good for the purpose of finding out if anyone present was a wielder of dark magic, would be entirely mortifying in the moment. 
A sick, twisting feeling started in her stomach the moment he suggested it, but there was no time to insist otherwise before he was already calling out to his friends and directing them to the nearby room.
Perhaps she should have come early. Then she could have avoided inevitably being the center of attention when Lord Griffith opened her gift. But she’d feared he might tuck it away somewhere and she wouldn’t have the opportunity to truly see if any of the guests were potential suspects. He might still after he opened it, but with so many people arrived already, especially now they were crammed together in the hallway toward the drawing room, the chances that Malik’s spell might work were better. 
That prospect also gave her pause, though. Part of her wanted the painting to turn black, wanted to know they’d made some progress toward freeing her sister from that terrible curse. But it would be a lie to say she wasn’t a bit afraid as well. What if the spell reacted and someone noticed? Perhaps she could play it off as an artistic trick, but that wasn’t guaranteed. And if a dragon were among them… 
A shiver raced across her skin. It was entirely possible, and that thought was exhilarating and horrifying all at once. 
Bronwyn recognized quite a few of Lord Griffith’s house guests, though she tried and failed to recall all their names and titles. Some were easy, though. Charlotte rushed forward and wrapped Bronwyn in a familiar hug. Her friend had dressed in all her finery that night—silk, jewels, even golden combs in her hair. Such displays of wealth still gave Bronwyn pause. They always might; after all, she had experienced poverty. Even when coming from someone like Miss Davies, wealth, and the waste of it, weighed on her like an ill-fitting hat she couldn’t wait to be rid of. The Davies had earned their money, not inherited it as with pretty much everyone else in the room, but still, the thought grated: she might have been like that once, if Mother had not died and their life had not taken such a different course. 
Still, at least Charlotte’s temperament was more to her taste than some of the other women’s. Though she’d tensed when the woman hurried over with a delighted squeal, the hug was tolerable. Not as awkward as she’d feared. Rather, she almost liked it. Charlotte’s brother was there, too, looking completely healthy despite the burns he received at the race. Unfortunately, Lord Osric was in attendance as well. She’d managed to avoid him in the short time she’d been in the house, but the moment Lord Griffith looked away, Osric’s regard hit her, as sudden as the splash of muddy water from a carriage wheel and just as disgusting. 
That was nothing, though, compared to the moment Malik walked into the drawing room. All the finery of the gaudy furnishings paled at the sight of him. Air flew her lungs as if her corset strings had been suddenly tightened. He looked dead at her, and every thought emptied from her head … all save for their encounter at the opera house a few days prior. She could still feel the warmth of his breath on her cheek, the touch of his lips to her neck. 
Of course I’m jealous of him.
Then Bronwyn’s attention slid to his side, to the woman on his arm, and everything twisted inside out and upside down. Lady Siân fawned at him as if he were the Goddess herself, and Malik… He tore his gaze from Bronwyn to stare down at her, a broad smile breaking out across his face.
When they’d met over tea in the castle, Malik had mentioned trying to get close to the Yarwoods for information, but surely, he’d done that by now. If it was information he wanted, shouldn’t he be courting many women, not just one? And then there was what Mr. Yarwood had said. He’d warned her away from Malik.
Was there more at play than she dared consider?
“Bronwyn?” 
The whisper of her name cut through her thoughts. She turned her head to find Lord Griffith much closer than she remembered.
He tilted his head, brow pinching even as his lips quirked up in one corner. “Are you quite all right?” His fingers flexed lightly on her upper arm. She couldn’t even say when he’d grabbed it.
She blinked up at him, forcing away her thoughts and doing her best to smile reassuringly. “Quite.”
“Good.” He helped her down onto the short sofa next to him, an ornate piece of polished dark wood with deep green cushions and gold filigree accents. Their bodies nearly pressed together, and his nearness was enough to make her flush. It was as much a sign to those around them as anything, one that surely would not go unnoticed. Nor would her gift, which sat in his lap. 
“Miss Kinsley has brought me a gift!” Griffith announced to the room, snaring the last few people’s attentions. Excited murmurs ran through those nearby; a few even stepped or scooted closer. 
The weight of so much attention was suffocating, but Bronwyn still managed to say, “It’s nothing, really, but I do hope you like it, Lord Griffith.”
He touched her hand and whispered, “Phillip.”
“Phillip,” she echoed.
His hand retreated, and then louder, for the rest of the room, he replied, “Anything from you is a treasure.”
Now she really did blush.
Phillip pulled the ribbon, and it slid from the box. A heartbeat later, the top was off. And he froze, staring transfixed. 
Bronwyn pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and held her breath, waiting for something, anything.
A few others voiced their impatience. One man made to step behind them and look over Phillip’s shoulder. 
Just when she was ready to leap to her feet and flee the room, Phillip looked over at her and smiled. “You painted this, didn’t you?” His eyes turned glassy.
Surely, those weren’t tears he held back?
“Another masterpiece,” he said, his voice finding strength. “I am honored. Truly.”
He lifted the small oval frame from the box, turned it toward the others, and held it aloft. The reflection of the moon upon the water was still as white as the two swans swimming near it. 
Numerous appreciative comments filled the air. “So lovely,” one woman Bronwyn did not know crooned. “May I have a closer look?” 
“Only if you promise to be careful with my new treasure,” Phillip replied, somewhere between a tease and a reprimand. 
And just like that, the painting was handed off, and others shuffled in to look at it. If someone who used dark magic was here, and if the spell worked as they expected, the painting should reveal it. It was a good thing she’d showed up late after all. 
“I’ll have to find a fitting place for it,” Phillip remarked to Bronwyn, as if she might supply an answer.
“I wouldn’t be surprised if it finds its way to his bedside table,” Mr. Davies said before laughing at his own comment. 
A few other men joined in, and Bronwyn found herself barely holding back a snap of indignance at the not-so-subtle message in the words. She’d been so, so careful with her words and actions, trying to fit in among these people when, really, she’d probably find more comfort in a bawdy tavern. Somewhere with people who didn’t expect their women to be pleasant and demure all the time, where she could truly say what was on her mind. 
“Ignore them.” Phillip laid a hand on her leg. He pulled it away just as quickly, but he certainly caught her attention—the sudden touch had her nearly jumping out her skin. “I’ll find a suitable place for it. I do wish my mother were here to see it, though.”
“Does she have a talent for decorating?” Bronwyn hazarded a guess. She had yet to meet the woman, though she’d half expected to tonight, given that they were attending a gathering in his home. Honestly, she’d been almost as nervous about that as delivering the painting. 
“Ah, well, yes, but I simply wish I could show it to her. She’s more content in the countryside these days. Has been since my father’s unfortunate passing.” 
How well Bronwyn understood that. Perhaps she’d have more in common with the woman than she expected. Her brow pinched as her imaginings jumped ahead to a future where Philip would introduce her to his mother, as if she were his intended or some such thing. He was a kind man. Interesting and not as haughty as many nobles, perhaps because he’d not always been one, yet another thing they had in common. But she wasn’t seriously considering marrying him, was she? Her attachment to him was simply a ruse; the real thing would be a distraction.
A mess of panic welled up in her chest, and, for some reason she couldn’t exactly explain, she looked for Malik. Though he stood in close conversation with Lady Siân and another couple, his attention kept flitting across the room—at the painting. 
Right. That’s where her attention should be.
“Perhaps I’ll bring it with me when I visit Thorngrove Hall,” Phillip continued. 
“You’re going soon?” Bronwyn asked. “Hopefully, not too soon.” If he left for the countryside, she’d be forced to find a new way into society, and save for perhaps accompanying Charlotte, most of those avenues held little appeal.
“Not too soon,” he agreed. 
With his full attention on her, it was terribly hard to glance at the painting without appearing suspicious, but it had already passed numerous hands. Someone needed to get a good look at it, and it was doubtful Malik could see much from his perspective across the large drawing room, especially with so many people crowded around. 
“Oh,” Bronwyn exclaimed. “There is something on the painting I meant to point out to you.”
As she hoped, Phillip hopped to his feet. “Who has my painting?” he called jovially.
A young woman in burgundy brought it over with a smile for the host and a barely disguised scowl for Bronwyn. Bronwyn barely held back a huff of laughter. Any man worth his salt would see through such antics. In fact, Phillip’s “Thank you” seemed quite stiff. 
“Your painting, my lady.” He turned it toward her. 
The moonlight was still bright white. It should have been a relief, in a way, but her stomach dropped. No change. No dark magic. Which meant no solution for her sister’s curse. No progress. A wasted evening, and time was growing short. 
She forced a smile so she wouldn’t scream in frustration. “I—I simply wanted to show you these swans and the lake, here. I based it on a little pond near where I grew up that always seemed to have some swans in the summer months.”
“It must have been such a lovely place to be a child.”
Bronwyn smiled sadly. “It was.” 
“Then I’ll treasure this all the more for the memories you put into it.” He glanced around. “In fact, I think it’s time I put it out of reach, so no one gets any funny ideas and takes it home with them.”
“Oh, that’s all ri—” But he’d already turned and headed toward the fireplace, likely planning to set it on the mantel piece. Visible, yes, but not anywhere people would likely gather on this warm night, when the fireplace was cold and empty as a forgotten cellar. 
Damn it all.
In the lord’s momentary absence, Bronwyn was swarmed by a gaggle of women who couldn’t stop commenting on the gift she’d brought and inquiring none-too-subtly about her and Phillip’s relationship. Thankfully, Charlotte was among them and skillfully batted away the questions with more grace than Bronwyn could muster. It was all she could do not to tell the women to mind their own business. 
The occupants of the room had divided themselves without being told, the men gathering on the far side where servants had brought in tables for cards, and the women lingering near the cluster of chairs on the other side. 
It was almost tolerable. Then the women started asking about her sister. Was she expecting? Did the queen have any upcoming parties she was planning? How was the wedding moon?
Each one grated on her last nerve until she snapped, “Do you have nothing better to talk about?”
The women in their little cluster fell quiet. One girl’s little lace fan stopped mid-wave. The one who’d asked literally clutched at her necklace. “What could be more important than news of our king and queen?”
Charlotte laughed heartily and rested a hand on Bronwyn’s shoulder. “Our poor Miss Kinsley gets interrogated wherever she goes. It can be quite tiresome to always be asked about one’s relations.” 
Thank the Goddess they didn’t know the truth of her sister’s condition, but all the talk about her as if she were a happy bride on her wedding moon was almost too much to bear. Charlotte tightened her grip in a show of support, the movement causing her ostentatious ruby ring to glitter in the light. 
“Miss Kinsley isn’t the only one with a connection to the royal family.” Lady Siân slid into their circle, her chin raised a little higher than was natural. 
All attention shifted to her. Bronwyn should have been thankful for it, but the bitterness on her tongue only grew more intense. 
“Oh?” Charlotte didn’t miss a beat, waggling her eyebrows at the other woman. “Should we be addressing you as Princess, then?”
The title Bronwyn didn’t want. The one she hated. So why did she suddenly want to snatch it away and claim it for herself?
From Charlotte’s tone it was meant as a joke, but Siân smiled, tilting her head this way and that as if to make sure that the light caught on all her jewels. “We’ll have to see, now won’t we?”
“You expect a proposal?” the woman with the fan asked in a loud whisper.
Siân’s grin only grew. “He asked about coming to my family estate. About a meeting with my father.”
But their relationship was a ruse. A fake. A ploy to get information. Wasn’t it?
Bronwyn’s heart felt like it was trying to crawl through her ribs. She looked across the room, searching for Malik. He chatted and laughed with a group of men, paying her no mind at all. 
“And we have the royal box for the upcoming debut of the new opera. Just us.”
She was going to be sick. Right there on the plush carpet. 
“Excuse me,” Bronwyn whispered.
“Bronwyn—” Charlotte reached for her, but she shook her head.
“I just need the facilities. I’ll only be a moment.”
Bronwyn was out the door and in the hallway before she could think otherwise, her racing pulse and wild thoughts drowning out everything as she pulled in one breath after another.
She wasn’t sure how long she stood there before a footman appeared directly in front of her. “Can I help you, miss?”
When she finally looked at him, she got the impression he’d asked more than once. “Apologies. Is there a water closet nearby?”
“Of course, miss. Around the corner. First door on the left.”
“Thank you.” She hurried off in that direction, past portraits of people dressed too well to be Griffith ancestors. 
As she made to round the corner, someone else exited the drawing room. She halted just long enough to take notice of who it was. Her heart leapt into her throat, and she hurried around the corner, hoping he hadn’t spotted her.
She grabbed the door handle to the water closet and twisted, but the damnable thing didn’t budge. Maybe it was in use. Either way, it wasn’t an option. Hurriedly, she looked around, spied an open door to a dark room down the hall, and ducked inside. 
It took an agonizing moment for her eyes to adjust to the dim light. When they did, she regarded the small study in which she hid. Bookshelves lined one wall, stuffed to the brim with tomes of varying sizes. A neat desk stood facing her on the other side of the room, the two uncomfortable-looking chairs in front of it a sharp contrast to the high-backed, cushioned one behind it. A window had been opened, letting in the evening breeze and a thick beam of moonlight. 
At least it was empty. 
She let out a sigh and wandered toward one of the twin chairs. The ornate swirls making up the back would undoubtedly dig into one’s spine if one sat for too long, but she only needed a moment to collect herself. Well, maybe more than a moment.
Her fingertips had just touched the back of the chair when a shadow passed in front of the light from the hall. A voice stopped her cold. “Bronwyn.”
It was no more than a whisper, but she knew him immediately. She always did. 
Her heart lodged itself in her throat, and for once, she found herself speechless in front of Malik. 
“What are you doing?” 
Bronwyn retreated toward the bookshelves. Foolish. There was nowhere to go, not without sprinting past him or climbing out the window. 
“I saw you leave suddenly, and I was worried,” he added.
Whatever had leashed her voice loosed, and she said in a harsh whisper, “You weren’t paying attention to us. You were talking with some of the men. Laughing with them.”
He prowled closer, his gaze intent. “I’m always paying attention to you.” 
Air lodged in her chest as she backed into the bookcase, startling as some of the books shifted. A door clicked open in the hall. They both looked toward the sound. It shut a moment later. Presumably, whoever occupied the water closet had left. Too bad they’d done it a minute too late. 
Malik turned back to her, showing no sign that he planned to leave her alone. 
“Shouldn’t you be paying attention to someone else?” Bronwyn asked. “Your future fiancée, perhaps?”
“Fiancée?” He reared back and blinked. “You’re one to talk when Lord Griffith was just talking about taking you to Thorngrove Hall to visit his mother, I presume? And he hinted at needing to pay a visit to your family at the castle before then as well.” If one could snarl through a whisper, he did. “Any thought on why that could be?” 
Goddess above. Bronwyn swallowed thickly. Phillip couldn’t really mean to ask for her hand, could he?
“I didn’t invite him anywhere.” Bronwyn spread her arms wide. “And what about you? Asking to meet with Lady Siân’s father!” she hissed. 
“Only to test his loyalties.” Malik was close now, so close she could feel his warmth jumping the space between them.
“Right,” Bronwyn scoffed. “It’s certainly not to request his daughter’s hand, as she suspects. She told everyone tonight that she expects an engagement.”
“She—” His lips pulled back in the beginning of a snarl before settling in a grim line.
“So, if you plan to marry her, you have no business traipsing after me,” Bronwyn snapped. “I’m not some little woman in need of coddling.”
Malik planted a hand on either side of her head, trapping her against the bookcase. He leaned in until his face was inches from hers, but she stiffened her spine, refusing to back down. “Let me make this very clear, Princess. There is only one person I am interested in, and she needs no coddling, no looking after. But while there is air in my lungs, I will protect her all the same.”
The determined look in his emerald-green eyes was meant to make her—anyone—cower. But she would not. Never. She stared right back at him, unblinking. “Then go look after her.”
The sound that tore from his throat was something between a growl and grumble. Malik closed his cage, resting his forearms against the bookshelf and forcing her to crush herself back against the uneven surface lest their fronts press together. “Bloody fool.” He closed his eyes, his forehead nearly touching hers as he hung his head. “Don’t you know? Can’t you tell?”
He couldn’t mean… Her lips parted. Her legs wobbled. Only the heel of her palm braced on the edge of a shelf kept her upright. 
“It’s you, Bronwyn.” Malik opened his eyes and stared at her as he spoke. He cupped her cheek, and a shiver raced down her spine. “It’s always been you.”
“But—but…” She stuttered, refusing to believe it. “But you don’t care about me. You all but ignored me. For months!” She snapped her mouth closed, instantly regretting her raised voice.
However, Malik didn’t seem to notice or care. “I did,” he admitted. “I had to, to do what must be done.”
“What—” she started, shaking her head. 
“If I knew you returned my feelings, I would never be able to stay away from you. And everyone in this bloody kingdom would know it. They would know where my heart lies. I would never be able to pretend to be the self-assured prince of pleasures they’d known and come to expect. I may have plenty of practice acting thanks to my father, but to fake that?” He tsked. “I’m not that good. I know I’m not. Already, I can barely think whenever you’re in the room. You snare my attention more than a blazing fire, and when you have not captured my attention, you consume my thoughts. If you were mine…” His hand slid down until his fingers curled lightly around her throat, his thumb resting over her windpipe and making every beat of her racing pulse thump harder.  
Her heart swelled painfully against her ribs. Night could have switched to day and she would not have noticed for how lost she was in his eyes, in the truth he poured out between them.
Bronwyn swallowed, feeling his fingers flex in response. “If I was yours?” 
“Goddess, Bronwyn.” His thumb rubbed distracting circles on her skin. “Tell me you feel at least an ounce of what I do. Tell me you ache, too.”
There was only one thing to say to him. “I hope you’re a better actor than you think you are.” And then she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulled him down to her, and kissed him. 
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Malik’s heart stopped. His mind emptied. 
He could have died in that moment, and he would not regret it, because she kissed him. His heart thumped again—hard—beating against his ribs and bringing him back to life, back to the press of her soft lips against his. 
Something in him snapped. He slid his fingers into her hair, tugging her closer while shielding her skull from the hard shelf behind it. His other hand sought her waist and, finding it, jerked her hips against his. Before she’d even touched him, his cock had gone hard. Her nearness had that effect. But now? Now he ached, he needed, he craved. 
She kissed him. She wanted him.
And fucking Goddess above, she tasted like the sweetest wine, the best dessert. 
Truly, when he’d sought her out, he only meant to make sure she was safe. But then she’d had to go and insinuate that he might marry someone else. It had broken the last of his restraint. All the months of denial, of holding back, of refusing to tell her exactly how he felt. She lit the match, but he was the one who tossed it onto the pyre of his plans.
She had to know. Had to. 
There was no other, man or woman, in a world where she existed. All thought of anyone else had fled months ago. It was a mad thing, falling so hard so fast, especially for a woman who seemed to loathe him at the best of times, but desire was often void of reason. 
He’d poured out his feelings like a man on his way to the gallows, one last confession before the end. She would either hang him with it or cut him free of the noose. 
He’d thought she might run. Might refuse to answer. He’d been prepared for that.
But a kiss? 
That was beyond his hopes. 
Malik licked at the seam of her lips, and she parted for him with the softest, sweetest moan that had his abs clenching. Her fingers were curled in the hair at the base of his neck. Her scent filled his nose. As he deepened the kiss, she leaned into him, her breasts pressed against his chest, their legs nearly tangled together. Were they anywhere else, he’d be tempted to steal her away and have his way with her—if she’d let him, if she wanted that much. 
It would be a lie to say he hadn’t stroked himself to thoughts of just that. That he hadn’t spent far too many daydreams pondering what she’d taste like, how her lips might feel against his. 
But he hadn’t been prepared for her eagerness, for the passion with which she embraced him now.
He should have been, though. She was all fire and fury, and the more she tried to contain it, the more she held back, the hotter she burned when she finally let go.
And Goddess did she.
No kiss had ever been so powerful, had ever consumed him until he could barely tell where he ended and she began. Her tongue teased his, and he trembled. Trembled like a damned lad who’d never touched another. 
She might be the Goddess reborn for all that he wanted to drop to his knees and beg for more of her attentions.
“Miss Kinsley?”
The male voice cut through his reverie like a slap to the face. 
Goddess fucking damn it!
He ripped himself away from Bronwyn so fast that his scalp stung where a few strands of hair were yanked free. She stared at him—wide-eyed, flushed, panting—frozen with her hands still hovering as if he’d vanished into thin air. With his unnatural speed, he very nearly had.
If someone found them, their plans truly were doomed. They’d be the focus of gossip for weeks. A scandal to be caught together in such a position, in the home of another, their companions jilted. There would be no subtle inquiry into the nature and alliances of others. The inroads they’d made would be destroyed with a single misstep. 
There would be no path to slay the dragons except slow inquest through others—for which they did not have time if they were to save the queen and, by extension, the king—or brutal, bloody methods that sacrificed innocents in the quest to slay the guilty. 
And that … that he could not stomach, not even to save the sister of the woman he cherished above all others.
“Bronwyn?” The voice was closer now. Griffith for certain. A passing figure obscured the light spilling in from the hallway.
We’re not done, Malik mouthed before retreating with silence and speed to stand behind the open door. 
Bronwyn, seeming to realize the trouble they were in, poked at her hair and smoothed the skirts of her gown. A few heartbeats and she hardly looked the worse for wear.
She was a better actor than him. Far, far better. Enviably so.
His pulse still beat in his ears, his breath came unevenly, and his cock was so hard there would be no hiding it if anyone were to catch him. His excitement was not helped by his racing thoughts or the memory of the kiss on his lips playing through his mind over and over again, so bold it was hard to consider anything else, even the man in the hall.
Bloody bastard. Malik nails dug into his palms. He really did hate him.
Bronwyn strode to the threshold, pausing just outside the door. “Phillip?”
He nearly punched the wall. Were they so familiar now? Had she kissed him, too? Damn it all, if she had played him—
Malik shut the thought down immediately. He knew her kiss was genuine. It was the realest thing in his life, and no amount of jealousy would taint that memory.
Through the thin crack where the door hinged to the wall, Malik saw Lord Griffith turn with wide eyes on the woman he sought. “Bronwyn!” He hurried to her in three long strides. “What were you doing in the study?”
“I needed a moment to collect myself. I hope you don’t mind. I’d actually thought to hide for a moment in the water closet, but it was in use.”
“Hide in the water closet?” He screwed up his face in bemusement. 
“Well, it is private.” She glanced away in an attempt to be demure. 
“You do appear flushed.” He touched the back of his hand to her cheek.
The simple touch made Malik’s jealousy surge again. He’d been right all along: now that he knew Bronwyn had feelings for him, being with another, or seeing her doing the same, was unbearable. Yet here they were, trapped in a painful web of their own making, at least for a little while longer.
“You haven’t taken ill, have you?” Griffith asked. “We could have a seat here in the study.”
“Oh, no,” she replied, almost a little too quickly. “I’m feeling much better now, thank you.” She looped her arm through his and angled them back down the hallway. “Perhaps you could see me back to the party?”
“Of course. If you’re sure.”
Malik lost sight of them as they moved past the doorway and back toward the drawing room. He’d need to find his way there, too. It was unlikely his absence would go unnoticed for too long, if it hadn’t already been accounted for.
Calming his body took more time than he would have liked, but thoughts of Bronwyn’s sorrow if they failed to save Ceridwen was enough to do it. After he slipped out into the hall, Malik opened the water closet door, careful not to make a sound. Then, he made a show of closing it with a bang loud enough to be heard by anyone around the bend. 
When he sauntered back around the corner, the footman waiting outside the drawing room didn’t give away that anything was amiss. And if he later gossiped that the prince of Castamar took a long time in the toilet? Well, that was fine with Malik.
Charming smile in place, he reentered the room. Some of the ladies near the doorway looked his way, as they might at anyone, but nothing appeared out of the ordinary. A few men mingled with the women now, their game of cards seemingly forgotten. Lord Griffith was among them, Bronwyn at his side. 
What he wouldn’t give to be in that man’s shoes…
He scanned the room. When his gaze passed over the little painting on the mantel, he did a double take. The last bit of warmth from Bronwyn’s kiss fled. 
It was hard to tell from his position, but he’d swear it looked different.
The sight tugged him across the room, and the nearer he drew, the more the fine hairs on the back of his neck rose. 
A black smudge covered much of the moon’s reflection on the water of the painting. He halted a few feet away and turned to pan the crowd once more. Someone here was either a dark magic user or was in possession of an artifact imbued with it.
“Malik?” The lithe figure of Lady Siân stepped in front of him. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Damn. He had let his mask drop. “Not at all.” He grinned. “I just thought I might grab a drink.” He signaled a footman with a tray, who hurried over and poured him a glass of whiskey. 
Truly, he hoped the pause might dissuade her from lingering, but she remained, staring at him like he hung the moon. He wrestled back a sigh, took a long sip, and said, “Shall we converse with our host?”
He wasn’t ready to let Bronwyn out of his sights, not after what they had shared and not with a dragon in their midst, quite plausibly the one they sought. Either she had not noticed the painting yet, or she hid it well. 
For too many agonizing minutes, their conversation with Griffith and his friends centered on useless topics. Concentrating was almost impossible with Bronwyn a few feet away. All he seemed to notice was the bit of escaped brown hair curled around her ear, or the slight flush that still lingered on her cheeks. Occasionally, she would glance at him, then quickly away, that flush deepening. It almost made him laugh, and he had to cover the slip with a hefty drink of whiskey. The kiss had affected her, maybe more than anything he’d ever done, and he relished that, terrible timing and all.
While the women talked, he tried to remember where everyone had been sitting when Lord Griffith opened the portrait. The spell should have reacted quickly once exposed. It had been white when it was opened, and when it was passed around to a few others, , or he thought so.
If only he’d done a better job of cataloging everyone’s positions. 
A few of the men wandered over. One clapped Lord Griffith on his shoulder. “Care to smoke with us?” Lord Osric asked. 
Bronwyn visibly took a step further from the man. Malik couldn’t say he blamed her. 
“I think I prefer the company of these lovely ladies.” That earned him a few chuckles and even a soft sigh or two.
Osric shifted his oily gaze to Malik instead. “Your Highness?”  
A polite refusal was on the tip of his tongue. He didn’t care for the man, or for cigars, for that matter. He would certainly prefer to stay with the women. But he wasn’t learning much here. Away from the women, conversation often shifted to more serious topics of politics and such. Someone might let their preferences slip. He still remembered the old secret handshake his father’s followers used. Perhaps he’d give it a go now that he knew a dragon might be in their midst. Besides, Bronwyn should be reasonably safe inside. Griffith certainly kept an eye on her, and he had a feeling the man would see to her well-being if something went wrong.
Malik grinned. “Why not? Excuse me, ladies.” 
He’d brought their plans too close to ruin that night to not do something to make up for it. A dragon was in their midst. It was time to find out who.
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It had been hard to breathe with Malik standing a mere few feet away. Even once he left the room, her chest was tight and warm to the point that she nearly considered asking one of the women if she could borrow her fan. Unfortunately, the only fan in proximity belonged to the young woman she’d slightly offended earlier that evening. 
All she wanted to do was follow Malik from the room—preferably right out the gates and back to the castle, or his apartment, or anywhere. 
But that might lead to other things, things she desperately wanted based on the ache low in her core and the moisture between her legs. Her mind, however, needed to be untangled. Desperately.
To go from thinking he was all but engaged to hearing a confession of love? She exhaled and took another long sip of wine. What a turn of fate. 
The new knowledge was enough to leave her lightheaded and dizzy, but then there was the guilt… She cut a sideways glance at Phillip, who laughed at something one of the women had said. He was always so kind, considerate, and had been born and raised a commoner like her. They had much in common, and he’d been such a help these past weeks. 
But it would be a lie to say she cared for him nearly as much as Malik. 
She liked Phillip. She craved Malik—ached for him with a passion that scared her as much as it enticed her.
Yes, she wanted him, but letting someone in, opening her heart like that? It was dangerous. Foolish. Especially now. If her sister succumbed to the curse… Tears threatened to well up, but she blinked them away. 
More than anything, she needed time to think. To process. But that wasn’t about to happen at a party. 
A hand settled lightly on her shoulder. “Bronwyn, dear?” 
She blinked, coming back to herself and looking over at Charlotte, whose brow was pinched in concentration. 
“Should we take some air?” her friend offered. 
Air. Yes. She needed that. But what if the men ventured outside instead of to the smoking room? Running into Malik again, with all the emotions of minutes ago still swirling within her, was the last thing she needed.
“No, thank you. I’m fine.”
“Hmm.” Charlotte patted her. “If you insist.”
The ruby ring on her hand sparkled. Bronwyn’s stomach dropped. 
Perhaps it was because she had been thinking about Malik, but the sight brought to mind something he’d told her weeks ago. One clue they had as to who had planted the dark magic spell at the wedding. A woman wearing a ring with a large, heart-cut ruby.
Surely not…
Bronwyn, realizing that she was staring and that Charlotte was giving her a curious look, said, “That really is a lovely ring. A family heirloom?”
“Oh, this?” She pressed her palm just above her breast, displaying the dazzling ruby and gold band. “I should say yes”—she dropped her voice to be in Bronwyn’s confidences—“but no, my brother got this for me the last mid-winter. He has such good taste, does he not?”
“He really does,” Bronwyn agreed before taking a long sip of wine. “Do you know where he acquired it? I may have to see the designer about something for myself.” 
Phillip cleared his throat and leaned in from her other side. “If you’re so taken with it, I may be able to find the designer for you. Miss Kinsley would look lovely with a stone in a similar cut, don’t you all think?” he asked, widening the discussion to the entire group. “Perhaps an emerald?”
Oh, damn it all. As if her guilt wasn’t bad enough, now he talked of buying her jewels? The urge to run away from the conversation was as strong as ever.
Bronwyn started to lift her saucer, realized it was empty, and wrung her hands around it instead. “Emeralds are lovely,” she admitted.
She needed to tell him. To find a way to break his heart gently before he purchased some lavish gift she couldn’t accept. But not here. It wasn’t the place or time, but soon.
Phillip’s eyes hooded slightly as he reached for a small lock of hair near her shoulders and twirled it around his fingers. “A perfect complement to your lovely hair.” 
The mess of emotions in her sloshed like waves in a storm. She could hardly breathe, much less think, until he dropped her hair and put a respectable amount of space between them once more.
“Is it quite warm in here to anyone else?” Bronwyn fanned herself with her hand.
A few women giggled, including Charlotte. But Phillip, gentleman he was, waved to a footman. “Do we have any fans laid out for the women? Where were they placed?”
“Over here, my lord.” The footman led them over to a small table where a few lace fans were folded. 
Rather than take her time inspecting them, Bronwyn set aside her empty glass, grabbed a fan at random, snapped it open, and began to fan herself. 
Phillip raised a brow. “Better?” 
“Much.”
And it was. For about five heartbeats, until she happened to glance at the nearby mantel and caught sight of her painting. 
After everything that had happened with Malik, she’d completely forgotten to look for it, especially since it had still been white earlier that evening. But now, the place where she’d affixed the spell was black as night, the reflected moon a dark sister to the one in the sky. 
Someone present was a wielder of dark magic. 
Bronwyn swayed on her feet. Phillip was there in an instant, steadying her arm.
“I just need to sit,” she insisted, dropping into the nearest chair with little grace. 
The spell had worked. They were one step closer. But who had activated it? It couldn’t have been anyone near them when Phillip opened her gift, but there had been plenty of others further away.
And there was one person who bore another clue. 
Bronwyn’s stomach turned as she looked at Charlotte a few feet away. 
But it couldn’t be Charlotte. It couldn’t. She was a commoner—a wealthy one, but common nonetheless. She shouldn’t have magic in her blood. Shouldn’t be able to work magic at all, much less dark magic. 
That didn’t mean, though, that someone couldn’t have given her something bespelled. Maybe they had without her knowledge? But if Charlotte had been the one to pass the spell off to the kitchen boy, she must have known it was something foul. And then, afterward, she would have heard about the disaster…
Did Charlotte have another dark magic spell on her now? Did someone else?
All of it—the dragons, Malik, Charlotte, Ceridwen’s condition—made her want to cry and scream in equal measure.
“I’m sorry, Lord Griffith,” Bronwyn managed at last. “I’m afraid I’m not quite all right after all.”
She tried to stand, and he was there again, helping her to her feet. “It’s Phillip, and it’s no trouble at all. Would you like to stay here? I can have a room made ready for you.”
“No, no. That’s all right,” she said quickly. “I think I will be best if I’m able to return to the castle and rest.”
“Of course.”
He insisted on seeing her out. They passed the men smoking in the front parlor, where she made sure not to look at Malik. She couldn’t handle that, not now. The royal guards who waited in the warm night air called the carriage at once. 
“There’s no need to wait with me, Phillip,” Bronwyn insisted. “Please, go back to your party.” The last thing she needed was an awkward goodbye, or some attempt at flirting. The crunch of hooves down the drive echoed over the men’s muted conversation. “See, it comes already.”
Phillip sighed. “Only if you insist that you’re okay for the ride.”
“I am.”
“And you’ll let me call on you soon?” 
“Yes,” she responded a little brusquely. Her sanity was on its last thread, and she needed peace and quiet. 
Before she realized what he was doing, he took her hand in his and kissed the back of it. “Then goodnight, Bronwyn. Be well.”
She stood there, stunned and trying not to react, as he gave a little bow and turned to go back inside. 
A minute later and she was inside the carriage. The moment the door closed, she sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. She closed her eyes, finding what little comfort she could as she leaned back against the cushioned bench. 
The carriage jolted forward.
Another breath in and out.
Oh-so-slowly, her body began to relax, even if her mind was still a mess.
Then, suddenly, there was a commotion outside. The carriage rocked to an abrupt halt, sending her body tipping forward and her eyes flying wide. “What on—”
The door was jerked open, and just as quickly, Malik filled its frame. 
“Care if I join you, Princess?”
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The look on her face was almost comical, her mouth parted, eyes wide. He’d wager the last thing Bronwyn expected was for him to rush after her carriage and insist they give him a ride back to the castle as well. He’d nearly missed it. Might have, if Lord Griffith had taken another moment to see her out. Or if he’d tried for a more daring kiss. 
Malik’s fingers tightened on the door frame. Then he slid the rest of the way inside, snapped the door shut, and banged his fist on the roof to signal the driver should continue. 
“You cannot be here,” Bronwyn hissed. “What are you thinking?”
Malik settled on the bench across from her, completely unruffled. “I was thinking I’d rather be here than anywhere else.” He leaned forward, elbows braced on his spread thighs. 
“Fool.” She sucked in a deep breath and let it rush out again. “What if someone saw you? What about your companion, Lady Siân?”
“I may have mentioned that the smoke was getting to my head and I needed to step out. Who’s to stop me from leaving early?” 
“But leaving with me? Someone will take note. People will talk.”
“Why? Don’t we live in the same castle?”
Her scowl deepened, and it only made him want to prod her more.
Yes, he was a fool for running after her. Yes, people might talk. It was a terrible decision, really, but one he couldn’t fully regret. 
“You know that’s not it. Ugh.” She balled her hands into fists in front of her and ducked her head behind her arms. When she raised them a moment later, the look in her eyes was so vulnerable he nearly reached out for her. “The painting…” Her arms dropped with a sigh. “The magic was triggered. Did you see?”
“I did,” he replied, solemn. 
She glanced out the window, then back to him. “Someone there must have been the person we’ve been looking for.” He’d expected that knowledge to brighten her spirits, but instead, she slouched a little in her seat, defeated. “I … I think it may be Charlotte.”
“Charlotte?” he echoed in surprise.
“Miss Davies,” she amended, though he knew exactly of whom she spoke. She stared at his boots as she continued. “She was wearing a ruby ring with the stone cut in the shape of a heart.” She glanced up at him, all her fire gone out. “That’s the same kind the kitchen boy reported, right? The dark-haired woman who handed him the spell to place at the wedding feast.”
Now he knew why she was so crushed. Malik leaned forward. “It is. But her family does not have noble blood, do they? Aren’t they common?” 
“I believe so. Wealthy, but no title among them.”
What everyone believed wasn’t always the truth where parentage was concerned. It was entirely possible the Davieses carried some noble blood from a dalliance that was kept quiet. Possible that the Goddess’s blessing had taken root in Charlotte. Possible that she’d somehow learned complex dark magic.
But unlikely. 
A conspirator, though? That was more feasible, however much he wished it wasn’t true, for Bronwyn’s sake if nothing else. She seemed to have grown fond of the woman. 
“We’ll need to be sure before we do anything,” Malik said in an attempt to reassure her. “Though there’s another possibility.”
This made her brighten.
“My father had a number of subtle ways that his followers acknowledged each other, a secret handshake being the most common—but there were words as well, phrases that might seem a bit odd to someone unfamiliar with them but not strange enough to draw much attention. I recalled one of them and used it while I was in the smoking room with the men. Someone reacted.” 
Bronwyn leaned in as he spoke, scooting to the edge of her bench until mere inches separated them. One good hole in the road could throw either of them at the other. 
“I bet you can guess who.”
Her eyes widened before her features dropped into a scowl. “Lord Osric.”
Malik nodded. 
“I knew he was foul,” she spat. “But Charlotte, aligning herself with such a man?”
“Who is to say?” Malik attempted a shrug. “If she’s mixed up in all this, maybe her companions are not ones you’ve come to expect.”
He regretted the words as soon as they were out. Bronwyn sighed and slid back, hugging her arms about herself. “Perhaps not.”
“We’ll need to test them again. Individually.”
Bronwyn huffed. “Should I make them paintings as well?”
“It could work for Charlotte, but we may need a different approach for Lord Osric. Something more subtle.”
“Ah, yes. Can’t be giving gifts to every unmarried nobleman, can I?”
“No, I suppose not.” If he had his way, Malik would keep her as far from that oily bastard as possible.
Despite the dim light filtering in from gas-lit lampposts outside, he could still make out the flush on Bronwyn’s chest, just above the fashionably low neckline of her gown. A tell that she was frustrated, upset, or both. As if how closely she hugged herself did not give it away already—she didn’t huddle from chill, not on such a warm night.
Malik carefully slid from his bench to sit beside her. He laid a hand on her upper arm, barely restraining himself from tugging her against his chest and holding her tight. She sucked in a breath, her gaze jumping to his. 
The silence between them was so thick he could cut it with the blade hidden inside his coat, and it only grew thicker with every passing moment. Thoughts untangled behind her eyes as her gaze flitted over him, his face, his form, all the way down to his boots then back up again.
“Did you mean it?” she asked at last. “What you said in the study?”
He could get lost in the warmth of her eyes, especially when she looked at him with such utter vulnerability. “Every word.”
Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. Perhaps it was the bounce of the carriage, but she seemed to nod as she took in his answer. Malik sat still as a statue as he waited for whatever came next. She needed time to process, that much he knew. Perhaps he shouldn’t have chased after her. She was a wild thing that would scratch and flee when cornered, but it was done now.
When she still didn’t speak, he could no longer hold back the thoughts roaring through his mind. “Do you regret it? Kissing me?”
“No!” She nearly leapt from her seat as she turned toward him fully. “No,” she echoed more calmly. Then, barely a whisper, “I don’t regret it. Do you?”
The stiff knot of tension in his chest loosened. His lips lifted in a satisfied grin. “Never.” His hand travelled from her shoulder up to her cheek, where he tucked a stray hair behind her ear. 
She shivered. “Not even if it ruins your plans?”
“Hm … I’m not sure I’ll be able to stomach leading on some poor woman and having her at my side when I know it could be you. Like I said, I’m not that good of an actor.”
She huffed. “You’re better than you think.”
“Maybe you’re not a good judge of men,” he countered. 
“Hey—” She swatted at his chest.
“Did you think I wouldn’t fall for a woman who knelt by my side when I was bleeding out while facing down a monster?” He quirked a brow. “Most would have run.”
“Not me,” she whispered.
“Not you.” He held her gaze. Steady and so full of unsaid words. 
“I … I thought then that you…” She shook her head. “But then you became so distant, and I wasn’t sure. And I couldn’t…” She pinched her eyes shut, then opened them again. “I couldn’t risk it.”
Malik could taste the panic rising in her like a tang on the breeze. That urge to run, to flee. So, he cupped her cheek, savoring the sharp intake of her breath and the subtle way she leaned into his touch. “Is falling for me so terrible?”
“To care for anyone, to let them in, it’s foolish. Dangerous.” She turned her face away from him, breaking his touch. 
“Dangerous.” He reared back as if she’d shoved him. Of all responses, he had not expected that one.
“Yes.” She crossed her arms again and scooted away from him. “Letting someone in, giving them space in your heart, it weakens you.”
If anyone was weak, it wasn’t her. “How so?”
She stared out the window for so long he feared she might not answer, but finally, she turned to him. “When my mother died, it nearly destroyed us.” She sighed, her arms loosening a bit. “Father couldn’t make wise decisions anymore and near ruined us. Adair put all of his focus on one thing. Well, two—war and women. Ceridwen lost herself to music and almost lost that, too. And I…”
He knew. Goddess above, he knew better than most. “You built a wall around yourself.”
She swallowed but nodded. “Look at my sister. She nearly died chasing after the man she loves.” Then, so low he barely heard her, she added, “She might still.”
“Did you go with her?” Malik asked. “When she chased after him?”
Months may have passed, but that morning was still fresh and sharp in his mind. Drystan had left, fled to the capital to try and destroy Rhion all on his own, leaving Ceridwen asleep in his bed. Safe, in his mind. He’d sent for the person he knew she would need upon waking and learning he was gone. Her sister. Malik still couldn’t quite imagine what Bronwyn—what the whole family—must have thought when she was called on early that morning, but the sight of her stalking into the main hall, bundled against the cold but burning with inner fire hot enough to set the manor ablaze, had been awe-inspiring.
How she’d raged at him, snowflakes still caught in her dark hair. It shouldn’t have turned him on as much as it had.
And then she’d learned who he truly was. All the color had drained from her face. But she had not swooned. Never that. 
Yet, beyond her fury and disgust, there had been something else, something he tried to convince himself he’d made up—until he saw it again, and again, and again. A sharp desire so elusive most would have missed it.
“You know I did.” She crossed her arms again and looked away. “I couldn’t let her run off to the capital alone. She might have died, and I couldn’t lose her.” Her fists tightened. “Not then, I couldn’t—” She choked up. 
Everything about her body language said stay away, but Malik had a habit of ignoring such warnings. He covered her hand with his, curling his fingers over hers. When she squeezed him in return, it was the sweetest victory.
“Love made my sister do foolish, reckless things. It nearly got us all killed. And if she’d lost Drystan, she never would have recovered, just as he won’t if he loses her. So, you see,” she said, “love breaks people. It can destroy them utterly.” Her fingers gripped his for dear life. “Losing Ceridwen would destroy me, too. I can’t—I can’t lose anyone else.”
“Ah.” He closed the distance between them until her body was pressed against his. “You worry about losing me.”
She sniffed, snapping her head to stare at him. “Of course I do. These accidents … chasing after dragons…”
Something glimmered in her eyes as beams of light from a nearby lamppost poured in—there and gone a moment later. Malik slid his thumb under one of her eyes, but he found no wetness. Then the most unexpected thing had his heart leaping and stalling. Bronwyn laid her head on his shoulder.
He stiffened, then relaxed into her touch, leaning his head in until her hair barely grazed his cheek. Her scent filled his nose. 
Despite all that had happened that night, he couldn’t recall ever being quite so content.
A quick glance outside showed a familiar street, one far too near the castle for his liking. He pounded a fist on the wall behind him, causing Bronwyn to jump, but he wrapped an arm around her shoulder, holding her close. “Make a loop through the city,” he shouted to the driver.
There came a muffled response over the clomp of horse hooves and the crack of the wheels along the cobbled streets. A moment later, they were turning. Good. The man understood. 
Bronwyn shifted, looking up at him with her cheek still pressed into the arm of his coat. “Thank you.”
He nodded once. Thank goodness he wasn’t the only one unprepared to step back into the world, a world so changed from when the sun had still been in the sky. And he sensed she needed care. Bronwyn was never weak, not that. It took strength to be vulnerable, and he was honored that she shared that side with him. It said even more than the kiss they’d shared, a kiss he longed to repeat.
Malik wasn’t accustomed to providing comfort, but damn it, he’d try. Anything for her.
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In all her imaginings, Bronwyn could not have pictured her current predicament—pouring her heart out to the one man who’d touched it, broken it, and now, impossibly, seemed determined to put it back together again. 
But there’d been a scathing truth in his kiss earlier that night. An honesty in his words since. And his arm around her as they rode through the streets of the capital simply felt … right. 
Maybe it should have been awkward. Father might deem it inappropriate, especially since they were alone. But she couldn’t care less about any of that. All she wanted to do was linger in Malik’s embrace and let him hold together all the fragile parts of her that she no longer seemed able to keep in place. Her sister still lay cursed and dying. Her new friend might be, at least partly, to blame. Enemies lingered close as friends. The fate of the whole kingdom teetered on a knife’s edge. 
Yet with Malik’s warmth around her, she could weather the storm. At least, as long as he didn’t shatter her utterly. Comfort, she could handle. A kiss? Oh, how she wanted it, but she feared it in equal measure. And more? She swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. 
Letting him in, letting anyone that close, could be more dangerous and damning than confronting a room full of dragons, man or mythical. 
“You know, after my mother died, I lost myself,” Malik said into the gloom, not quite looking at her. “For a long time, I wasn’t sure what I was living for. Revenge? Yes. But I had little clue how to go about it other than a dagger to the back, and I wasn’t quite ready to sign my own death decree.” The corner of his mouth quirked. “Ironic that a dagger in the back is exactly what worked in the end.
“For so long, my life was hollow. I denied what had happened to my mother … then I tried to cope. I even tried to earn my father’s love, despite knowing what he was and what he’d likely done to my mother, either by his own hand or through another. I still don’t know who administered the poison that slowly took her life, but in my heart, I know its source.”
His arm flexed around Bronwyn, and she leaned in closer, sharing her warmth—not that he needed it on such a warm evening. How her heart ached for him. Losing her own mother had been horror enough. If that death had come at the hands of her father? It was too terrible to fathom. 
“One day,” he continued, “I stumbled into an opera house. Yes, that opera house.” He glanced at her, and her breath caught. Their faces were inches away. With a wry smile, he glanced away again, lost in his tale. “I was only there to fulfill my role as a member of the royal family—to be seen and pretend like everything was right in the world when it was anything but. But watching that performance, The Merry Men it was called, brought light into my life. It woke me up, I suppose you could say. Sad as it is to admit, the thought of watching stories unfold on the stage gave me something to live for. It made me realize something, too.” He paused, staring down at her. 
“What?” she prompted, hanging on his every word, waiting for the next like a woman starved. She inhaled softly as he caressed her cheek with his fingertips. 
“Loss is the worst kind of pain. But a life with nothing to lose? That’s no life at all.”
A feeling of emptiness sprouted in her chest and pressed outward. No life at all… That was how it had felt after Mother died. Like they were all dead, merely walking through the world of the living rather than being taken to the Goddess’s hallowed plane. 
“I think you may have missed a few things in your story.” Malik tapped her gently on the nose with one finger. “Isn’t your sister happier with Drystan than she was before?”
Bronwyn’s brows knotted together. “Well, yes…”
He nodded. “I know my cousin is happier with her, too. Love healed him. It saved him when nothing else possibly could. And don’t you think their love has helped others, too? Before the last few weeks, hasn’t your father been healthier and more cheerful than in years? Didn’t you even say as much once?”
She didn’t know Malik had paid any attention to her father, or any of her comments about him, but apparently, she’d been wrong. He was, in fact, quite accurate in his assessment. “But if my sister dies—” Her voice hitched. “It will break Father. Probably for good.” And her right along with him.
“We won’t let that happen.”
So much confidence when, already, their time grew painfully short.
“I bet, though, if you asked your father, he would say the joy of the years together—with your mother or your sister—is worth the pain of loss should it come.”
“That’s different.” She tried to pull free from his embrace, but his strong arm held her tight. The corners of her eyes burned with unshed tears. “She’s his child. He has no choice but to…” 
Malik’s jaw stiffened as her words trailed into nothingness. Oh … oh, Goddess above. 
“Not all parents love their children so well as your father,” he said. “Love is a choice. Whether we love those connected to us by blood, fate, or luck, it’s always a choice. We take risks letting people in, letting anything touch us so intimately.” He cupped her cheek again, drawing closer until his forehead nearly rested against hers and they shared the same breath. “But it’s a risk worth taking, I think.”
The feel of his thundering heart under her palm—when had she placed her hand over his chest?—and the warmth of his breath against her lips sent her emotions careening wildly. 
“Malik.” His name caught somewhere between a prayer and plea. Without waiting for a reply, she leaned more into him, narrowing the whisper of space between them until her lips pressed against his.
He met her readily, angling his head, his body, until they fit perfectly despite their precarious position on the coach’s narrow bench. A rush of tingles exploded across her skin, sending shivers down her spine. Something much warmer built low in her core, the sensation blocking out all her worries until it was just the two of them.
Unlike their first kiss, this one was slow. Careful. Tender. He lavished her mouth with reverence like a supplicant before the Goddess herself, begging for just a morsel of her grace. The softest nip of his teeth on her bottom lip elicited a little whimper from her. It was such a simple thing, this kiss, but somehow it seemed to rip her chest open, presenting her soul on a platter before him. 
Bronwyn reached for the lapel of his coat, pushing it aside. She needed more. Closer. 
Suddenly, Malik pulled back, his lips slipping away. His hand covered hers, halting her pursuit. 
Her eyes flew wide, all the moment’s warmth doused in a burst of wintery ice. “I…”
Malik swallowed, chest rising and falling as he held her hand in place. “I want you. More than words. But not when you’re still uncertain.”
Uncertain? She started to shake her head. “I’m not—"
“You are. And that’s okay.” He placed her hand back in her lap. “Don’t you think I’ve come to know you at all?” A gentle smile lifted the corners of his lips. “I want you, Bronwyn. I will have you one day. But I’m content to wait until I can have all of you, nothing between us.” He brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. The touch elicited a jolt straight through her chest to the apex of her thighs. “I’ve waited months already. What’s a little longer?”
“But we— The dragons— If—” 
He shook his head. “No more worries. Not tonight. I’ll be here when you are ready. I promise. When your heart is settled and your head is clear.”
She glanced away, biting her bottom lip if only to distract from the feel of him lingering there. “I should break things off with Lord Griffith, at least. Make it clear that—”
“No.” 
She whipped her head back toward him. “What do you mean, no?” 
“We can’t sever ties. Not publicly, anyway, not yet.” 
Her stomach plummeted straight through the floor of the carriage. Because the plan must go on. No matter all they’d shared and revealed to each other, the world must remain ignorant of their connection. They still needed to find and stop the dragons. They had to save Ceridwen at all costs.
Goddess. How easy it was to forget her duty when all her thoughts were twisted up in his piercing stare.
She, too, was practiced in longing, in aching and waiting. And he was right. No matter that she loathed to admit it to herself, she was still unsteady, her emotions a mess. The night had twisted her up and wrung her dry like a wet cloth. Though she doubted the light of day would erase what she felt, it would be wise not to muddle her senses further with so much resting on her—on him, too. 
A humorless laugh fell from her lips. “You worried about being able to pretend, if I returned your feelings. I think I understand why.”
He cupped her cheek, his thumb grazing her skin. “A trial if ever there was one. But if I’ve come to learn anything about you, it’s that you’re the most determined woman in this kingdom. If you want something done, it will be.”
She blinked away the emotion his words brought forth. A trial indeed, and she’d face it head-on. Anything for her sister. 
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Malik painted the symbols for about the tenth time. They were perfect. He knew they were. He checked the book again to be sure. 
Seconds passed, and the blood still refused to fade and activate. A deep grumble left his lips, and he slammed a fist on the table, causing its contents to leap and rattle. “Damnable thing.” 
He’d been trying to work out a containment spell, something to keep the papers for his detection spell safe before he met up with their targets. He needed to be absolutely certain of the papers’ accuracy, and he couldn’t be if the spell was triggered incidentally before his meeting. He wouldn’t harm innocents if it could be avoided. They still had time … through it grew shorter every day.
“No luck?” Drystan entered from the adjoining room where Ceridwen lay in her enchanted slumber. Dark circles lingered under his eyes. It must have been days since he’d shaved, for the beginnings of a beard clung to his strong jaw. Even his clothes seemed to hang more loosely on his frame.
Malik wiped the blood from his hands and tossed the stained cloth onto the table. “None.” He crossed his arms, leaning back in the ornate wooden chair. The swirls and designs on the back sat uncomfortably against his spine. Why his cousin had such uncomfortable furniture in his rooms was beyond him. Were he the king, Malik would have burned just about everything in the royal quarters and started anew.
Actually, now that he thought of it, Drystan pretty much had. Whoever had picked out the replacement furnishings hadn’t done their new monarch any favors.
The king wandered through the room like a ghost, there but not. “There was a rally in the city today, calling for me to step down. Did you know? They said a monster shouldn’t sit on the throne.”
Malik huffed. “My father was the real monster,” he mumbled. “Started by the dragons again, this rally?” It seemed since the accidents had failed to get their desired results from the nobility, someone had been stirring the commoners instead.
Drystan shrugged. “Who can say?” He stopped near the desk and stared at the shuttered window. Little light filtered in, but anyone who saw the king might assume he stared at some grand scene instead of plain, dark wood. “Perhaps I should give in to their demands. If it would save her…” He glanced back toward the other room.
“No,” Malik said decisively. “Not yet. We have no assurance that they’d keep to their word.”
“But if they did?” Drystan stared at his cousin with a haunted gaze. 
“The risk is too great. If we can’t find them, stop them, it may come to that. But not yet.”
Drystan nodded slowly. “Not yet.”
Malik glanced back at the desk strewn with his failed attempts. He frowned as his mind worked. Suddenly, his attention snared on something, or the lack thereof, and his blood ran cold. “Drystan.”
“What?” The king seemed to come out of a trance.
“I enchanted that paper, the one on the edge of the desk there.” Malik pointed to it. “I accidentally got a few drops of blood on the lower edge, and they dried there…”
Drystan was no more than a foot or two away, certainly close enough to activate the detection spell, yet the color had not changed. 
The king stiffened. “Fuck. Are you sure?”
“Positive.” Malik snatched up the paper and, with Drystan on his heels, hurried into the other room. He only slowed as he neared the queen. She looked exactly the same as the day she’d fallen into her cursed slumber. The sight never failed to unnerve him. 
Once at her bedside, he lowered the paper and waited. The spot he’d bespelled turned black only a few heartbeats later. 
“Fuck.” Malik crumpled the paper in frustration and hurled it at the wall. 
Drystan’s answering bellow of rage was so loud that Malik swore again. Damn it all, if anyone heard that they would have to get even more creative with their lies.
“How?” the king fumed. “Try the spell again on me. There must be a mistake.”
But he already had. “That wasn’t the only page on the desk I spelled.” Malik gritted his teeth, gnawing on the implications. “When was the last time you used dark magic?”
A shadow passed over the king’s face, and he looked away. “Nearly two weeks ago. The spells did not work, and then that night…” 
Malik nodded in understanding. He’d seen the result the next morning, the fresh grooves in the stone floor of the secret room. “There must be a time limit to it, then. Perhaps the spell can only detect active dark magic, or the recent presence of it.”
“Fuck,” Drystan said again, his hands clenched into fists at his sides. “So all of Bronwyn’s paintings that we set up in the castle—” 
“Should still work, but only if the person passing by them has an active spell or has recently used dark magic,” Malik confirmed. Not to mention they were a vast improvement over bare walls or hastily acquired paintings to replace Rhion’s. Bronwyn might consider them not up to her usual standard, what with how she’d rushed to complete so many so quickly, but all her creations were beautiful in his eyes.
“Yet the painting changed at the party last night?” Drystan asked. 
Malik had filled him in on the that part of the evening, as well as Bronwyn’s suspicions of Miss Davies and his encounter with Lord Osric. As for what had happened in the study and the carriage ride… That, he’d thought about more than anything else, but he hadn’t spoken a word of it. 
“It did. Which means we’re looking in the right place.” Hopefully. He had to believe that. If whoever cursed Ceridwen was long gone, hidden away in some hovel in the woods … well… He shut the grim thought down. “And we must be quick. Bronwyn already planned to write to Miss Davies this morning, and I can get in touch with Lord Osric as well, maybe ask him to join me for a drink at a club. We’ll confirm our suspicions before the time runs out or move on to the next in our list of possible suspects.”
“Don’t take too much time,” Drystan reminded him, his voice hard, his eyes cold.
The king would go to unsavory lengths to save his wife.
Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that, but they only had two weeks left at best.
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Bronwyn blinked in astonishment as she beheld the large sitting room of the multi-bedroom suite her father shared with Jaina and Gerard. Neat stacks of books dotted the room, some on tables, a few on the floor. One chair held half a dozen volumes on its emerald-patterned cushion. 
“Oh, Bronwyn!” Jaina hopped up from her seat, a book still in hand. 
“What is all this?” Bronwyn asked, bewildered. They did all like to read on occasion, but usually one book at a time. Maybe two. This … this was something else.
The plump woman sidled up to her, drawing her toward the seating area where Father and Gerard pored over two other tomes. The book spread out in Gerard’s lap was so large one half of it tipped onto the cushion next to him. “Well,” Jaina started, lowering her usually loud voice to a whisper, “His Majesty and His Highness were spending so much time combing through these books looking for solutions that we thought we might help. Give a different perspective, as it were.”
That was … a surprisingly good idea, actually. 
Before Bronwyn could voice that, however, Jaina seemed to remember something and crossed to a nearby table. “Oh! And we received another letter this morning from the lovebirds on their wedding moon.” She gave a dramatic wink as if Bronwyn didn’t understand the subtext of the words.
Bronwyn took the offered letter. Half the wax seal still clung to it. “Good news, I hope?”
“Mmm,” Jaina replied noncommittally. “They still keep having to turn away nosy visitors. The nerve of people, trying to disturb a couple during such a time.” She clucked her tongue. “And I’m not sure. I do wish I knew Miss Lydia Ainsworth better. She’s always such a happy, bouncy little thing, but that makes it harder to understand her sometimes, you know?”
“And?” Bronwyn tried to keep the irritation from her voice as she flipped open the letter and started reading it herself. 
“Well, it seems like things may be a little … tense between her and Adair? It would be such a shame if they turn out not to be well-suited after all. Adair has been so keen on her these past years.”
“Better they find out now than later,” Father called from the sitting area.
Bronwyn folded up the letter. It did seem like her brother had done something to annoy his pretend bride, though that wasn’t entirely a surprise. He might simply have taken to drinking too much with little else to occupy him. Bronwyn loved her brother, truly, and wished the best for him, but he was his own worst enemy at times. Goddess willing, he wouldn’t bungle things badly enough to cause real harm—to his relationship or their ruse.
“So”—Bronwyn set the letter aside and gestured to the room—“have you found anything in all of this?”
“Oh, the books are fascinating! Truly!” A spark of excitement glimmered in Jaina’s eyes as she drew Bronwyn down onto the settee next to her. 
Gerard, ever calm and pragmatic, shook his head slowly. “Nothing to save our dear girl.”
“Not yet,” Mr. Kinsley amended.
Bronwyn’s heart sank, but Jaina was not deterred. “Do you know why the dragons—those vile ruffians—call themselves that?”
“After the legendary creature of old, yes?” They tainted the noble creature’s legacy with their use of its name. One more sin to add to their long list.
“Yes, but not only that. One of these books discusses at length the ability for those with the blood of the Goddess to become a dragon. Can you image that? A man becoming a creature of legend.”
Those loathsome cultists had found a way to become creatures all right, but they were more wolf-like in shape, with leathery, stretched skin similar to that of a bat. A far cry from dragons of myth with their brilliant scales, wings, and lizard-like appearance. 
It was hard to image that a person with Goddess-touched blood could become something other than a thing of nightmares, but months ago she’d have said a man becoming any kind of literal monster was impossible, too. 
“So, a powerful magic user might become a dragon somehow?” Bronwyn asked. “How does that help us?” 
“It doesn’t,” Gerard said, not looking up from his book. 
Jaina scowled at him. Then, with a huff, she turned back to Bronwyn, smoothed out her features, and opened her mouth to continue.
Before she could, the muffled grinding of stone came from the back of the room. A phantom draft made the tapestry hanging there—a depiction of the Goddess bestowing her blessings upon a king of old—twitch. Someone had opened the secret passageway. 
Gerard leapt into action like the trained soldier he’d been in his youth, hurrying to lock the sitting room door lest anyone discover their surprise visitor. Only a handful of people knew about the secret passage, which connected to the royal suite, and most of them were already in the room. 
The heavy tapestry flapped open to reveal Drystan, whose arrival she’d predicted, and an unexpected second person. Her heart skipped a beat and broke into a gallop. Malik panned his gaze across the room, going still for just a moment when he spied her. A soft smile, there and then gone again, flitted across his face before he let the tapestry fall. The stones began to move back into place behind him. 
“We have news,” Drystan said. 
It was clear from the tone of his voice that this news wasn’t anything good, yet Bronwyn’s father still half-stood from his chair. “Ceridwen?” The hope in his voice pierced her heart. 
Drystan pinched his eyes closed before giving a short shake of his head. Though she’d known the moment they entered that Ceridwen’s condition must be unchanged, Bronwyn’s heart sank a little anyway.
“There’s a flaw in the spell we’ve been using,” Malik said, getting straight to the point. “It seems it only works when close to an active spell or someone who has used dark magic quite recently.”
The little hope and optimism in the room seemed to slip away like rain into a gutter. “So, the paintings here in the castle won’t identify anyone connected to the dragons?” Jaina said.
It wasn’t her fault, but the connection between her art and failure still made Bronwyn frown. 
“Not if the person hasn’t reached for darkness recently,” replied Malik. “But any recent usage or active spells will trigger them.”
“Then the castle is still well-protected,” Gerard reasoned, “in the sense that we’ll know if they try anything here.” 
“Yes, but we’ll need to hurry some of our other plans along, and we can’t be too quick to rule things out.” Malik’s gaze shifted to Bronwyn. “Did you tell them about last night?”
Instantly, her cheeks heated, and her words dried up. 
His eyes widened ever so slightly. “About our potential suspects,” he clarified. 
Bronwyn’s father cocked his head as he looked between them but said nothing.
“Not yet,” she said, finding her voice again.
Bronwyn and Malik spent the next few minutes bringing her family up to date on what they’d learned. They were just finishing up when a knock sounded at the door. At once, everyone stilled. The sound seemed to suck the air out of the room. 
Then came a voice through the thick door. “It’s Jackoby. Is anyone in?”
Bronwyn let loose a sigh. Thank goodness it was someone they could trust. Even so, Drystan slipped off to one of the bedchambers as she went to unlock the door and let the butler in. 
“Ah, Miss Kinsley,” he said before she’d fully opened the door. “Exactly who I was looking for.”
“Me?”
He waited until he’d shut the door and locked it once more before continuing. “You have a guest to see you, a Lord Griffith.” 
Oh. Oh, no. It felt like her body was trying to shrink in on itself. She’d really thought she would have more time before she had to face him again after last night. Malik had told her to keep the ruse going with him, but pretending to be interested when she’d just been kissing another man, one who wanted her, too… It had been hard enough at the party, but all the confessions in the carriage ride and the stark light of day made everything worse. 
It had been easy, almost comfortable, to be with Griffith before the party, but now? 
Damn it all, no wonder Malik worried about being able to keep up his own act. The thought was terribly painful once the reality of it had time to fully sink in. 
“Should I tell him you’re out or not receiving?” Jackoby asked. “I left him in the blue room and asked a maid to bring him tea while I searched for you, but I can send him on his way.”
“No.” She needed to face this. “He’s likely concerned since I left the party suddenly last night.”
It would work if I said I’m ill. He’d believe it. But then word might get to Charlotte, and she’d already sent a letter asking to meet for shopping and afternoon tea tomorrow. Worse, Lord Griffith might learn of their outing and think she was avoiding him. 
“Have you gone off him, dear?” Bronwyn’s father asked. “I thought you liked the man?”
She turned toward her father—and damn it all if Malik wasn’t standing behind him with the hint of a smirk on his face. Bastard. How she wanted to snap at him, but that would raise even more questions she didn’t want, which he well knew. 
“I do,” she replied as evenly as possible. “It was merely a bit of an awkward evening with what I told you about earlier.” She turned back to Jackoby. “I’ll go and meet him now.” 
But first, she had something else to see to. 
Bronwyn stalked toward Malik. “I trust you’ll have some new papers ready for me?” She arched a brow at him. “And if you’re still planning to stop by the opera house today, perhaps pick up the two paintings I still had drying there, as well as my paints? There will be a lot of activity with the last-minute preparations for new show, and I don’t want them to get misplaced.”
“As my princess commands.” He gave a mocking bow. 
She barely stopped her eyeroll. Should have known that kissing him would only make him more obnoxious. 
*****
As Bronwyn neared the blue room, a footman rushed to open the doors. She stopped just inside the room, strings of tension coiling within her chest. 
Lord Griffith turned away from the windows, lowering the porcelain cup to the saucer in his hand. “Miss Bronwyn.” His grin shone as brightly as the afternoon sunlight flooding into the room. It caught in his red hair, a bold contrast with the room’s décor. 
“Lord Griffith.” She gave an awkward curtsey, trying to force a smile even as her pulse kicked up.
Jackoby had come with her from her family’s suite and waited by the door. Only his gaze moved as it shifted between her and the young lord. “Would you like me to stay, Miss Kinsley?”
Some might frown upon a young woman left alone with a man, but with a footman just outside the door, it could not be too improper. “No. Thank you, Jackoby.”
With a stiff bob, he left the room.
“I’m surprised to see you,” Bronwyn said.
“Pleasantly surprised, I hope.” His still-steaming cup of tea found a home on the table, next to a little tray of refreshments. “I wanted to check on you after yesterday evening, to assure myself that you are well and made it home safely.”
“You were worried about me?” She crossed the room to him.
His brow pinched as a wry smile crossed his face. “I should hope I’d be concerned for any young woman who found herself feeling unwell at my home and had to leave a party early.”
“And I suppose a letter wouldn’t do?” It was supposed to be a joke, but Phillip’s eyes widened, and she realized how terrible it sounded. He wasn’t someone she could tease like Malik. “Apologies.” She dipped another curtsey in an attempt to be demure. “I am feeling much better now. It’s truly wondrous what a good night of sleep can do.” 
“I’m glad of it.” 
Bronwyn started to pour herself some tea, conscious of the painfully awkward silence descending on them. 
“Let me call for someone to do that for you,” he offered.
“Oh, it’s fine.” She waved him off. “I can pour my own tea.” For some reason, the thought of the warm cup in her hand gave her strength. Or at least something to focus her attention on other than him.
She had just set the teapot down when Phillip placed a hand on her wrist. Her breath hitched as she looked up at him, finding him much closer than she expected.
“I hope you know that, while I would be concerned for any woman who fell ill, I can’t say I’d pay most of them a visit. I’ve grown quite fond of you. Surely, you’ve realized that.”
The flush that burned across her cheeks wasn’t at all faked. Her heart leapt into her throat. Oh, Goddess, of all the days for a confession…
“Yes,” she replied, a little breathless. “Yes, I’ve realized.” She turned back to her tea. “It’s only that with my sister so—” She snapped her mouth shut. 
When she hazarded a glance back at Phillip, he had that curious look on his face once more. “I’d think your sister being on her wedding moon would be an ideal time to explore your own romantic pursuits? Does it not make you consider your own future a bit more?”
Oh … oh no…
The edge of a brittle laugh slipped from her lips. She covered it with a quick sip of tea. “Yes, but my sister is my closest confidante. I’ve found it a little … unsettling to not be able to talk to her about things as I would like. There’s only so much a letter can convey, after all.”
“Indeed.” His eyes sparkled with mischief. “All the more reason for me to check on you in person today. Though, that’s not the only reason I’ve come.”
“It’s not?” Her voice rose a little, a sense of impending doom hanging about her like a storm cloud. 
He shook his head, some of his humor fading away. “No. I have a question for you.”
“Oh?” she all but squeaked. The teacup in her hands began to shake, and she had to set it down.
“Yes.” He took her hand in his.
She held her breath, chest tight. If he proposed, she’d faint, and she wouldn’t even have to fake it.
“I hoped you might accompany me to the premiere of the Wonderland opera.”
The opera. Oh, thank the Goddess! She could almost cry with joy.
“Yes,” she said amid a breathy huff of laughter. “That would be lovely.”
“Excellent.” He lifted her hand and kissed it. “I’ve heard it’s sold out, but tickets can always be found for the right price.”
“Actually, Wynnifred—the opera house owner,” she clarified, “has already set aside a seat for me in the central box. I helped her with a few things, and she’s always been so generous with me. Perhaps you’d like to join me? I’m certain she wouldn’t mind adding another seat.” The box chairs were not fixed like those in the main gallery. After all, no one of importance wanted the shame of empty seats in a box they’d booked.
“Well, then. I’d be honored to be my lady’s guest.” Damn if he didn’t look it, too.
Guilt swelled even as she smiled pleasantly at him. 
Dig the hole a little deeper. Let him fall harder. 
She might really hurt the man when she finally broke things off with him. 
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Malik


“The first two weeks are already sold out!” Wynni positively beamed at Malik from where she reclined in her gold-painted, rose-cushioned desk chair. “Can you believe it? Two!” 
“I would expect nothing less,” Malik said in jovial reply. It was nearly impossible to pay a visit to the opera house without being pulled into conversation with its exuberant owner. Not that he minded, not really. Wynni always added a spark of light to any situation, and he’d take all the joy and positivity he could get. 
“This might be the best premiere of the last few years.” She sighed wistfully. “If only my former assistant had stayed around to see how well the opera she inspired has turned out.”
“I’m sure Chesa had her reasons.” The former assistant was quite an odd woman, and the opera she’d designed sounded unique. Perhaps that was the appeal, though: a story quite unlike any that had been witnessed before. 
“It breaks my heart that she won’t be here to bask in the success. I know she had to leave us, something with close friends or whatnot, but still.” Wynni pouted. A moment later, she threw up her hands and let out a sigh. “I suppose it can’t be helped.”
Malik barely held back a chuckle. “Unfortunately not.”
“You’re not stiffing me for the premiere, are you?” She gave him an appraising glance.
“I wouldn’t dream of it.”
“Good.” She plucked her fan from the desk, snapped it open, and began to fan herself. She always seemed to have a fan close at hand. Malik envied the fans and parasols many women carried—they were such a boon during these warmer months. “Now, then,” she said, “you had a request for me, didn’t you?”
“Nothing to trouble you with, really. I only need to pick up some things for Bronwyn.”
“Ohhh,” she crooned, her brows jumping. “Are you finally back in Miss Kinsley’s good graces?”
It wasn’t lost on him that she noticed his familiar form of address. A slip, but one he couldn’t regret. “Aren’t I always?”
She laughed. “Not usually. Though I’d be glad if there’s a change in the air. You know I asked her to attend the premiere in my box. And you’ll be there!” She pointed her fan at him. “Perhaps it could be a date?”
“I’ve already invited Lady Siân to join me for the premiere.” Much as he wished it were otherwise. He’d make sure to have the detection spell on him next time he met her and her brother. It was past time to definitively learn their allegiances and be done with it.
Wynni groaned. “Oh, please. Do the poor girl a favor and break her heart already. We both know you wouldn’t seriously commit to someone else while Miss Kinsley walks this plane.”
At that, his heart gave a little start. He stiffened, brows raised. 
“Oh, don’t give me that look.” She wagged her fan at him again. “I’ve watched actors every day for years. You’re good. I’ll give you that. But not good enough to fool me.”
A small huff of amusement shook his shoulders. “Have a good afternoon, Wynni.” He turned to leave before she could discern more of his secrets.
“Walking out. A sure sign that I was right.” Smug certainty filled the opera house owner’s voice. “You can keep denying, but one of these days, I’m going to tell her myself and save us all some pain.”
At the door, he stopped halfway out. “Who says she doesn’t already know?” He winked and slipped away.
There was a moment of stunned silence before the response chased him into the hallway. “You cad! How dare you tease me so!”
Malik smiled to himself all the way to the workroom where Bronwyn kept her things. As he walked, he savored the distant sounds of rehearsal in progress, the worn but lovingly painted walls, and the general sense of joy that hung about the place. He wasn’t the only one this opera house had saved. Wynni had given many the motivation to keep going, quite a few of whom had become part of the staff themselves. 
The lightness of spirit lasted until Malik located Bronwyn’s box of paints and the two now-dry works of art resting on a table. 
“Damn.” Malik frowned at a smudge of dark paint that marred a scene of fluffy white sheep in a field of wildflowers. He leaned in. “Who would be so careless to—”
The words died on his tongue. Quickly, he looked around, confirming that he was alone in the room. It wasn’t a paint stain that discolored the sheep. The detection spell woven into the artwork had been triggered. Heart in his throat, he looked at the other.
There, as he feared, was a dark blot on the white roses in their vase. 
There was someone with dubious intent in the opera house. That alone was enough to make him grind his teeth. Worse was the thought blaring in the back of his mind: the opera house might be in trouble—it could be the Dragon’s next target.
And he had a feeling he already knew when disaster might strike.
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Bronwyn


Bronwyn often favored country life to that in the capital, but there were a few things about city life that she truly appreciated. The access to art, music, and plays, of course, but also the variety of little cafés and the delightful confections they sold. Being the queen’s sister often garnered her more attention than she preferred, so she didn’t spend as much time visiting these places as her heart desired, but meeting Charlotte was an excellent excuse to do just that—royal guards and the commotion they stirred be damned. 
If nothing else, the soothing aroma of tea and mouthwatering hint of sugar in the air bolstered her spirit enough that she managed a smile and small talk once her companion arrived. Bronwyn had already reassured her that she was quite all right after leaving the party early the other night.
“This really is such a delightful little place.” Charlotte beamed as she stirred her tea, dissolving another sugar cube in the steaming water. Bronwyn was never one to shy away from sweets, but she preferred her tea plain, not … well, not liquid candy or whatever concoction the other woman brewed in her cup. “How did you find it?”
The café wasn’t much to look at from the outside, but inside, its décor was cute and whimsical, done in pastels that evoked images of a garden party. Many of the patrons appeared to be more middle class based on their attire, which was part of why Bronwyn favored it so, but Charlotte did not seem to mind that she was likely the wealthiest woman in the building. 
“I chose it for the food, actually,” Bronwyn said. “They get their pastries from a bakery that I enjoy.”
One Malik had turned her on to. She’d looked into it when she’d requested someone fetch her a batch of those heavenly jam puffs. On that subject, it was very hard not to think about that day in the opera house—Malik wiping the filling from her lips and sucking his finger into his mouth with a groan of delight. 
Bronwyn shifted in her seat and savored the burn of a long sip of tea.
“Any word from your sister recently?” Charlotte asked.
The question hit a little too close to home. Bronwyn nearly choked. She covered her mouth, trying to disguise the reaction as she set her tea aside. 
“Only the most basic of updates,” she replied. Then, with the most mischievous look she could manage, she added, “I’d like to think she’s a little too preoccupied to be bothered with many letters.”
Charlotte giggled. “One can only hope.” If she knew Queen Ceridwen lay cursed and dying instead of enjoying private time with her husband, she either did not care or did an excellent job of hiding it. 
Bronwyn made a show of pretending to think hard before asking, “You weren’t at the wedding, were you? I don’t recall seeing you there.”
“No,” she replied flatly, her features turning a little downcast. “Unfortunately, my brother and I did not receive an invitation.”
Was that why she’d done it? Could it be so simple and petty as that? 
Bronwyn barely reined in a sigh. Here she was, damning her friend when she didn’t even know for certain she’d been involved. 
The locket hanging around her neck suddenly felt heavy. She yearned to check it, to see if the spell tucked carefully inside had activated. It had been clear before Charlotte arrived, but there hadn’t been a good moment to look since. That, and it would be a lie to say Bronwyn didn’t dread the results. Either her would-be friend was guilty, or it was another dead-end. Both outcomes led to sorrow.
They talked of various lighter subjects for a while until Charlotte stopped a waitress to request a new pot of tea. The two women became locked in discussion about the different varieties available and their nuances. 
Bronwyn’s fingers found the locket and closed around it. It was the perfect moment to check if ever there was one. Maybe she should leave it to later. Wait until Charlotte had gone. But the idea of waiting, or of something else possibly adding confusion to the result, left her feeling worse.
Someone exited the building, and through the open door came a burst of commotion and chanting from outside. 
“What in the blazes—” The waitress broke off, turning to the front of the store.
Charlotte rose to her feet, the tea forgotten. The fine hairs on the back of Bronwyn’s neck rose. Everything in her told her to turn and look, but she needed one mystery solved first. 
Bronwyn flicked open the locket with her thumb, glanced down, and—
A sigh of relief slipped through her lips. Nothing. No change. 
She snapped it closed once more and shoved up from her chair, turning to see what the commotion was about. Through the windows at the front of the café, she saw a cluster of people standing on the sidewalk. The crowd wasn’t looking in at the tearoom but rather away, at something in the street or across it. 
Then, Bronwyn spied a familiar form amid the onlookers. 
“Is that Lord Griffith?” Charlotte asked, having spotted the same well-dressed man in the throng. 
“I think so.” There weren’t many men with such handsomely bright hair, and even fewer who carried themselves so well. 
Charlotte dug into her reticule, pulled out a few coins, and placed them on the table. A quick glance told Bronwyn they would more than cover their meal. “Please hold our table if you will,” Charlotte said to the waitress. 
The middle-aged woman still wasn’t paying them any mind, transfixed by the quandary of whatever was happening outside.
“Let’s find out what’s going on.” Charlotte took Bronwyn by the hand and practically pulled her toward the door. 
One of Bronwyn’s guards stationed outside entered the building and approached them. “Miss Kinsley, perhaps you should stay in.”
But Charlotte wasn’t about to be dissuaded. She ignored the man as if he didn’t exist and pushed on. Bronwyn gave him a weak smile as her friend towed her along. Outside, the commotion was so much louder. Words were yelled, some chanted, but they were a jumble to Bronwyn’s ears.
“Lord Griffith!” Charlotte called to him and gave a little wave.
He turned, eyes widening with surprise. “Miss Davies. Miss Kinsley!” He hurried over. “What are you doing here?”
“We were meeting for tea,” Charlotte replied as if the world wasn’t coming unglued in the streets.
“What is all this?” Bronwyn asked.
Phillip grimaced. “A demonstration. Come.” He spread his arms, trying to usher them back toward the building. “You shouldn’t be out here.”
“I want to see.” She had to know. 
“It’s not—” 
Bronwyn side-stepped out of his reach. And where were her guards? Why had she only seen the one? 
“Bronwyn!” he called after her, but she ignored him, twisting to the side to slip deeper into the crowd. She stretched on her toes as she moved. Before the crowd, a man stood on a platform, giving him extra height as he shouted. A castle guard reached for him, but he jumped out of the way, nearly avoiding capture. 
A few in the crowd chanted, and now she could make out the words. “Down with the king! An end to monstrous rule!” 
She slid between two onlookers and froze at the sight before her. Another man holding a sheet with markings on it wrestled free from a guard. He leapt onto the side of an overturned cart and held the sheet aloft. Though the images on it were crudely drawn, they were clear enough to make out. A wolf-like beast with a sword through its chest and a beheaded dragon. 
Bronwyn blinked at the sight. She was still staring when the castle guards wrangled the man to the ground. 
They weren’t dragons, then. Not supporters of the old king … or the new one, it seemed.
Months ago, she’d have chanted right along with them. After all, in the short years of his reign, King Rhion had made life torturous for the common folk throughout the country, and she’d had no love for the monarchy, the nobility, or any of it before then, either. In fact, she had often thought things would be much better without all that nonsense, with more equity. She still did in so many ways.
But Drystan wanted to change things. To make them better. Didn’t he? Did they know that? She knew with absolute certainty that Ceridwen wanted change and would use every resource at her disposal to that end. 
If they could save her.
A knot tightened in her chest. When a guard finally found her and tugged her away from the scene, she didn’t resist. Then Lord Griffith was there, and Charlotte, both looking worried and asking after her safety. Some nearby started to look their way, to whisper.
Lord Griffith cast a glance toward the crowd. “Come. My carriage isn’t far. That’ll be more discrete,” he said to the guard. “Both of you. Let me take you home.”
Bronwyn let herself be led away. The fire in her heart burned more dimly than it had in a long time. 
The world, everything she knew about it, seemed to be breaking apart and reshaping itself each day. And where did that leave her? 
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Malik


Malik watched Bronwyn as she stared out the window on the carriage bench across from him. She’d been quiet all day, more reserved than he’d ever seen her, as if all the nastiness of the world was finally starting to wear her down. 
More than anything, he wanted to pull her into his arms and soothe her worries. But he wouldn’t press her, not on that, anyway. He' meant every word he’d said after the party. He would be there when she was ready. However long that took … and however difficult the waiting.
She’d told him about the protest the day before, as well as the results of her afternoon tea with Charlotte Davies. The appointment had been cut short, but she’d gotten the information they needed. Miss Davies wasn’t using dark magic or harboring any dark spells, at least not then. Still, Malik refused to consider her innocent. He didn’t believe in coincidences, not really, and in his eyes, her unique ring made her a suspect until they found evidence to the contrary. 
Not that he would tell Bronwyn that. He sensed that she desperately needed some good news to cling to, and he wouldn’t be the one to spoil it.
Besides, they had bigger things to worry about, plans that might finally reveal the real players at work.
The carriage rocked to a stop in front of the opera house. He’d made sure to request a coach without the royal seal or colors on it. Something more discrete for their outing. 
“Are you sure you want to come?” Malik asked. “I can handle this myself if you’d rather not be involved.”
“No,” she said at once, seeming to snap out of her thoughts. “I want to help if I can.”
Drystan had been strangely pleased when Malik reported finding the presence of dark magic at the opera house. That made sense, though; any good lead or opportunity brought him one step closer to saving Ceridwen.
Bronwyn had been less pleased. Though no one could doubt her love for her sister, upon hearing the news, her eyes had turned glassy. She’d waffled between sorrow and anger. 
Similar emotions had plagued Malik. Finding the presence of dark magic there, reasoning that it could be a target, felt personal somehow, like the dragons had planned an attack where it would hurt the most. 
But then, it wouldn’t be the first time they tried to cut the royals where they would bleed the worst. They’d done just that with Ceridwen. Who knew how many other attempts they’d made that never came to fruition?
Malik had sent word ahead that he and Bronwyn were coming. Wynni was waiting for them in her office. The gaudy room, decorated in pink fabric and gold-painted wood, was about the most atrocious space imageable, yet it fit Wynni to a tee. He supposed when one had the fame and financial success that she did, one could arrange one’s office however they liked. 
The opera house owner’s usually bright aura was subdued as she gestured to the open chairs on the other side of her ostentatious desk. Malik and Bronwyn sat. “I suppose you’re not here to tell me that you’re finally engaged,” she said without preamble. 
Bronwyn stilled as if she’d been turned to stone. Her eyes flew wide. A flush broke out across her chest. 
“Unfortunately not, no,” Malik replied after he, too, had had a moment to recover from his shock. He’d expected direct questions after his letter, but not … that.
“Thought not.” She sighed heavily and leaned back in her chair. “Though a woman can wish, can’t she?”
A wish he shared. One he was determined to make true … someday. But that day was not today.
Wynni’s eyes suddenly narrowed. “He didn’t break your heart, did he?” she asked Bronwyn. “Because if he’s gone on some foolish noble tirade or denied his feelings—”
“It’s not that,” Bronwyn said quickly. “It’s— This is not about us.”
One carefully painted brow arched upward. “So, there is an ‘us?’” 
“Wynni…” Malik warned, even as Bronwyn frowned. 
“Oh, fine, fine.” She waved her hand back and forth. “So, what is this urgent matter that’s taking me away from our final rehearsals?”
Malik and Bronwyn proceeded to tell Wynni a summarized version of their struggles against the dragons, both since Drystan had claimed the throne and, more importantly, since Ceridwen had been cursed. It was a risk, letting anyone in on their secrets, even someone he trusted as much as Wynni. But the truth was, they needed help, and if the premiere of the new opera was to be a target, she needed to know. Even Drystan had, reluctantly, agreed on that front. 
One slip to the wrong person, one individual running off to spread rumors of what was really happening in the castle—about the cursed queen, the fake wedding moon, how close the dragons were to truly ending the king’s reign and sending the country into chaos—could be the straw that broke them. 
But without risk, the odds of victory diminished every day.
It didn’t take long for all traces of humor to flee from Wynnifred, or for her to grab a bottle of spirits from a desk drawer and pour three glasses. Even Bronwyn took a sip and, rather than being disgusted as he expected, seemed to appreciate the strong beverage. 
“Damn.” Wynni took a swig of whiskey. “I knew there was something more going on, but I never imagined… Damn. That poor girl. Just when all was looking so bright and right in the world.” She stared at the bottle in silence before looking back at Malik. “And my opera house is to be the next target of one of these accidents, you think?”
“We do,” Malik confirmed, hating it all the while. “The spell on Bronwyn’s painting wouldn’t have triggered unless someone there, in that very room, was a user of dark magic or in possession of it.”
Bronwyn sat forward in her chair. “Some of the other accidents have taken place at large and notable events—the wedding, the art gallery, the races. You said yourself that this opera premiere will be the event of the season.”
“I should just cancel the whole damnable thing,” Wynni grumbled. 
Bronwyn jolted. “No. You can’t!”
Wynni stared at her like she’d grown a second head. “I’ve always thought you a smart one, girl, but if you think I should sit by and let disaster befall my troupe, my opera house—”
“Not disaster,” Malik said with as much calm as he could muster. “You know I’d never want any harm to come to you or this place. Bronwyn, either. But this”—he jammed a finger on the top of the desk—“is the first time we’ve had a clue about what they might be planning and when. We can prepare. Stop them. And catch the bastards while we’re at it.” He slammed a fist down a little too hard, making the desk groan. The impact reverberated in the tense silence. 
Wynni stared hard at both of them in turn. “You know I hate secrets. Especially ones that affect my people.”
“We told you as soon as we discovered it.” Well, a day later, but close enough.
She sighed. “So you did. And I do want to help, you know that.” She drained the contents of her glass and pushed it aside. “It’s still hard to imagine that someone I’ve hired, trusted, let in to my business—my home—would be plotting such a thing.” 
“They could have broken in,” Bronwyn suggested gently. 
“Maybe,” Wynni mused.
“And didn’t you bring on some new help recently? Perhaps it’s one of them?”
“Aye. That I have.” She frowned. “And I guess I’m stuck with them now. If you won’t let me cancel, I don’t suppose you’ll let me fire the new ones, either.” She glared at Malik.
He shook his head. “It would arouse too much suspicion. And to Bronwyn’s point, we don’t know that they are to blame. Although…” His gaze slid to Bronwyn and the locket around her neck. It hadn’t triggered yet—they’d placed a new bespelled paper in it that morning and checked just before entering the office. “We could test it. Maybe the princess would like to offer them each her best wishes for a good show?” 
“Princess,” Bronwyn mouthed. Her annoyance was plain, but she didn’t rebuke him.
“Then if one of them triggers the spell, we know who to watch.”
“Hmm. Yes, I like that idea. I would like to know who I get to string up by their entrails after this is all said and done.”
Bronwyn let out a small, breathy laugh, but from the gleam in Wynni’s eyes, Malik wasn’t entirely sure she was kidding. 
*****
Wynni led them backstage, where they watched rehearsal wrap before Wynni called everyone together and told them that representatives of the crown were there to personally wish them luck—wasn’t that grand? 
One-by-one, each performer was led to one of two dressing rooms, the men to meet Malik in one, the women Bronwyn in the other. A tiresome activity, but necessary, and brightened by the genuine enthusiasm and joy on the faces of many Malik met. Funny how a smile and handshake could brighten someone’s day—or dim it, in the case of a disgruntled few who clearly had no love for his station or title. Even so, not a one turned the paper he’d carefully set next to the guest chair black. 
Bronwyn reported similar findings, and they continued with the support staff. Thankfully, they were all there that day. It was all hands on deck before a show opening, and no one was allowed a holiday. 
By the time they were done, Malik’s cheeks hurt from smiling. He desperately wished to wash his hands after shaking so many others. He finally got the chance just before they retreated into Wynni’s office.
“None of them. You’re sure?” Before, she’d been offended by the idea of a staff member being in cahoots with the dragons, but now she seemed a bit disappointed that they apparently weren’t.
Bronwyn frowned. “As best we can tell.” 
“I’m mean, I’ve always thought I had a decerning eye for people, but you seemed so convinced—”
“I am,” Malik interrupted, not wanting her to spring toward false hope. “The results are not entirely surprising given that your staff is almost entirely made up of commoners, is it not?”
“All save me, as far as I’m aware,” Wynni replied. “Not that the nobility choose to count me among their number anymore.” 
A shame, that. Wynni had stood to inherit both wealth and title, but her inclinations and interests were frowned upon by her family, and she was eventually cast out. If she had any magic in her blood, she’d never learned to use it, a fact she’d told him years ago.
“Right,” Malik said, “so they can’t work the dark magic themselves. It wouldn’t be in their blood.” Unless they had some unacknowledged parentage or had been cast out like Wynni. But the lack of results from their little test ruled that out—at least on the dark magic front. “That doesn’t prevent them from carrying in something that is bespelled, though.”
“It’s possible they might not even know that it’s afflicted, or what the spell is meant to do,” Bronwyn added. He couldn’t help but feel the words were meant for herself as well, perhaps some wish that Charlotte hadn’t known exactly what she was doing when she gave a bespelled object to that kitchen boy. If she had.
“That does present a quandary. Your little papers”—she gestured to Bronwyn—“could they find it? If it’s still here, that is?”
“I believe so,” Malik said. 
“Good.” Wynni gave a stiff nod. “Then we search the place. Leave nothing unchecked.”
A plan he’d already considered. “We need to find a way to do it without arousing suspicion. If the dragons believe we know, they may abandon their plans, and we’ll be worse off than we were.”
“Hmm, yes, that rules you two out, then.” Wynni waved at them. “A prince and princess meandering about the opera house all night?” She snorted.
“I agree. Unless we were sure everyone was in their dormitories or out for the night, it would be impossible. Even then, we’d likely miss something in this maze of a place.”
Wynni tsked. “There’s no need to beat around the bush. I’ll do it. It is my opera house. Who knows it better than me? Tell me what to look for, and I’ll let you know what I find. Then you can inspect it more closely on the morrow.”
“Thank you, Wynni,” Bronwyn said. “Really. This means so much.”
“Of course, of course.”
“I know you don’t like to think that your people could be up to no good—”
“Let me stop you right there,” she interrupted, her features softening. “You’re my people, too.” Her gaze turned unusually affectionate as she looked from Bronwyn to Malik and back again. “I have a thing for taking in strays in need of belonging, even royal ones. Though I do wish I could teach him to be a little bit more forthcoming on certain topics.” Wynni glanced at Malik askance.
He raised his hands in defense. “What did I do this time? We’ve told you all the important things.”
“It should be good practice for you coming clean to others, then.”
He nearly groaned. Wynni. Back at it again. Not even a threat on her beloved opera house could stop her from playing matchmaker. 
“He does like to hide things,” Bronwyn grumbled.
Wynni froze. Blinked. Turned to Bronwyn, her lips parted. Then, all at once, she beamed. “You weren’t joking the other day, were you, Malik?” She almost leapt from her chair with glee. “Oh, you rogue!”
“Joking about what?” Bronwyn pinned him with a stare sharp as any dagger.
Goddess, these women would be the death of him. 
“Do let us know what you find.” Malik rose, dusting off his pants though they weren’t dirty.
“Malik…” Bronwyn warned. 
“Oh, you’ve become quite personal with him now, too,” Wynni crooned, her usual humor returning to her voice. 
“I… That is…” 
“Come along now, darling,” Malik drawled as he headed for the door. “Don’t want to keep the carriage waiting any longer.”
“Malik!” Bronwyn squeaked and leapt to her feet, her cheeks bright red. 
He laughed to himself, smiling honestly for the first time all day as he turned to leave the office. The fuming beauty hurried after him.
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Malik


Malik arrived at the premiere of Wonderland fashionably early. Or, that was what he hoped people thought. He’d gone straight away to offer his congratulations to Wynnifred on what promised to be another memorable show … and to check on their plans.
It was far worse than Malik had expected. During her investigation, Wynni had found what proved to be either dark magic spells or light magic ones tainted by darkness. Whatever the case, it was enough for his detection spell to find them. Most of the spells identified were on set pieces—notably, a large castle for a scene near the middle of the opera. Another, more disturbing discovery was a bespelled ribbon laced through the chain of the grand chandelier hanging over the main section of the audience. If it snapped and fell during the show, the results would be deadly many times over. 
If only his detection spell could tell them what each sigil was designed to do. It was impossible to tell since the blood used to write a spell disappeared as it began to take effect. 
He had a few guesses, though, none of them good. 
The symbolism of the disaster wasn’t lost on him, either—falling chandeliers and a castle that might crumble, go up in flames, or something equally as terrible. Maybe they’d planned for another dragon of smoke and vengeance to appear.
One thing he felt sure of, though, was that a number of the spells were meant to be triggered by someone or something. Otherwise, why place them in advance or risk them being set off early? Only with a trigger could they perfect the timing.
Putting measures in place to counteract the worst of those traps had been tricky. To dismantle or remove them would alert the culprit. Instead, Malik and Wynnifred put safeguards where they could: ran an extra chain near the base of the chandelier so it might slip but not completely fall, moved the positioning of some set pieces a little farther from the stage—Wynni even made a few small adjustments to the choreography to keep her performers safe. 
While she kept an eye out behind the scenes, Malik lingered in the main entry. By all appearances, he waited for Lady Siân and her brother, his companions for the evening. That’s what he told anyone who inquired. But much more hinged on that evening than the success or failure of a perceived courtship. 
Numerous gas-lamp sconces lit the cavernous space under the entry’s domed ceiling. The walls were painted with various scenes from old plays or classic tableaus, such as the one on the ceiling, which featured the Goddess providing blessings with one hand and judgement with the other. Crimson carpets lined the center of the marble floor. The box he’d be in was up the swooping grand staircase: short, wide steps started about halfway through the entryway, leveling briefly into a landing for the taller, curved staircases on either side, which continued to rise to the set of three doors to the main seating. Several couples in all their finery already ascended the marble steps, smiling and carrying on in blissful ignorance of tonight’s danger. Others lingered near the bars set to the sides of the room, sipping, drinking, and chatting. 
To most, it looked like a perfectly grand yet ordinary evening—though even if things went perfectly, Malik feared they might get more of a show than they’d bargained for.
He lingered on the first landing of the grand staircase. It was the best vantage, one that allowed him the chance of spotting something or someone suspicious. They’d be too lucky to find the culprit so easily, but still, it was a possibility they couldn’t afford to miss. 
The crowds thickened as the show drew nearer. Then, impossibly, his attention snared on one woman amid all the rest. His breath hitched. He reached up to tug at the cravat that was suddenly too tight around his throat. 
Bronwyn Kinsley would be stunning to him in rags, but that evening she was resplendent, perhaps even more so than her sister had been on her wedding day. Of all the colors she could have chosen, she wore one he didn’t think he’d ever seen her in—pink. She shone like a sunset-tinged cloud gliding through the throng. More than one person stopped to stare and whisper in her wake.
And at her side… Malik clenched a fist. 
It should have been him. 
It would be him one day, unless the Goddess claimed him first. 
Somewhere in the recesses of his mind, he remembered that she’d wanted to break things off with Lord Griffith, that he’d been the one to insist she should carry on with the ruse until they slayed the dragon responsible for cursing Ceridwen.  But what was logic when the woman of his dreams was on the arm of another man, one who smiled and beamed knowing he had a treasure at his side?
Across the main entry, Bronwyn smiled and glanced around. To most, she would appear a happy young woman on the arm of a gentleman, enjoying a night out. But Malik knew her observations were no more casual than his.
They’d agreed she should come later, stick to their original plans with their companions as much as possible so as not to give anything away. Still, he couldn’t help yearning for something different—another night, a different performance, one where she would be his companion, where they’d be truly happy enjoying the arts and one another’s company without so many cares weighing them down.
They’d be lucky to enjoy even a minute of tonight’s premiere. 
Before he realized what he was doing, Malik had left his post, made it down the staircase, and approached the happy couple. Bronwyn’s eyes locked on his, widened. Her smile dropped into a slight gape. People parted for him as if there were a tangible force moving them to the side. 
Too late, he caught himself. Her arrival had shaken him, made every other thought vanish. And then there he was, standing in front of her.
“Your Highness!” Lord Griffith bowed at the waist. Not as low as he ought to have, though. “A pleasure to see you here.”
Malik forced a playful smile. “That’s my line, Lord Griffith.” And my woman.
“Prince Alastair.” Bronwyn bowed in greeting.
How he hated that name. But perhaps not when she said it, especially with a surprising amount of warmth—a positively distracting amount.
Malik took her gloved hand in his, savoring the touch despite the material separating them. His eyes never left hers as he lifted her hand and kissed it. “And are you having a pleasant evening, Princess?”
Her pupils blew wide. Those tempting lips parted ever so slightly again. 
He waited for the rebuke. Yearned for it. But she simply blinked at him, transfixed.
Lord Griffith looked between them and not-so-subtly cleared his throat.
That seemed to snap Bronwyn out of her trance, and she pulled her hand away. Goddess help him, he hadn’t even realized he was still holding it. 
She laid that hand, the one he’d just kissed, on Lord Griffith’s arm and leaned into his side. “Oh, yes, very much.” 
Griffith beamed at her, seemingly reassured. To Malik, he said, “I hear we are sharing a box this evening.”
“Indeed.”
“Well, I suppose we shall see you there. Were you waiting on someone?” he asked, cocking his head, seeming to realize that the prince had been standing alone in the entrance hall.
“I await Lady Siân.”
That brightened him up considerably. “Ah, very good, I shall look forward to her company.”
But not his. Malik fought back a laugh. 
“Shall we go to our seats?” Bronwyn suggested, steering Lord Griffith that way and shooting Malik a pointed gaze that might as well have been a swat on the wrist and an order to behave all in one.
For far too long, he watched her go, then gave himself a hard shake. There would be plenty of time to romance her later, but only if they were successful. The thought of disappointing Bronwyn, of failing to save her sister when they finally had hope, tore him up within. 
A few minutes later, precariously close to the start of the show, Lady Siân arrived, her brother in tow as always. She shouldn’t need a chaperone in such a public setting, but Mr. Yarwood still seemed determined to escort her everywhere, which worked to Malik’s advantage in many ways.
Malik made a grand show of welcoming her, even kissing her hand as he’d done Bronwyn’s, though the act left him numb more than anything. Siân was a beauty, wittier and kinder than many of her peers, but there was no space in his heart for anyone else. Wynni had been right. As long as Bronwyn walked this plane, he would have only her. 
“My apologies for being so late,” Lady Siân said.
“My sister was quite determined to make her appearance worthy of the Goddess herself tonight.”
“Rees!” 
Malik employed his false charm. “And she has done wonderfully.” He kissed her hand once more, earning a soft sigh and the rapid batting of her eyelashes.
“It’s too bad, though, I do like to enjoy the lounge before a show,” Mr. Yarwood said as they ascended the curved staircase toward the balcony boxes. “Which we can’t do if we’re so late,” he added pointedly. 
Lady Siân ignored him. But the young lord had Malik’s attention. 
A trip to the lounge would be the perfect cover for slipping off elsewhere … perhaps to finalize some spells.
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Bronwyn


Bronwyn fanned herself as she stared over the balcony railing, toward the crimson curtains that presently blocked much of the stage from view. A pre-show comedian dressed as a clown walked in front of the curtains and entertained the crowd as they waited for the show to begin. 
It was a cool night for the season, but between the amount of people inside and all the lamps lighting the place, the heat was stifling. Sweat clung to the back of Bronwyn’s neck and slid down her cleavage. Phillip had ordered a bottle of champagne, but she couldn’t see that helping her, especially not with her anxiety over what would transpire that evening. In fact, she probably needed to abstain altogether to keep her wits straight. 
After all, she wouldn’t be simply watching and enjoying the show, she’d be looking for anything amiss, any sign of someone trying to trigger the spells they’d lain, particularly as they closed in on the scenes with the castle set pieces. 
Malik, on the other hand, would slip away shortly after the opera began. Drystan had taught him some spells to pull the shadows and hide among them—perfect for sneaking around backstage and catching someone up to no good. 
Bronwyn sighed. If only she could do something so useful. She should be back there, too. Even without the benefit of magical shadows, surely, she would be more help there than stuck in the balcony. 
“Are you quite all right?” Phillip asked, leaning over from his seat at her side. 
“Yes, I’m fine. Just anxious for the show to begin. Besides, it’s quite warm in here, don’t you think?” Damn it if her voice didn’t crack a little at the end. 
He frowned, unconvinced. “If you’re feeling unwell again, I could see you home. I wouldn’t mind.”
“And miss the premiere?” She tried to swat at him playfully and nearly cringed at the way her hand flopped around. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Besides, as I said, I really am quite all right.”
“Hmm.” Phillip settled back in his seat and reached into his pocket. When his hand returned to his lap, he held something small in his closed fist. He looked back over at her, a little dimple forming as he smiled. “I do have something that may cheer you up.”
A sinking feeling started in her chest and tumbled down her body like a boulder gaining speed as it rolled. Phillip said something else, but she barely heard him over her pounding pulse. Just past him, she spied Charlotte a few boxes away, her little opera glasses up and pointed directly at them. Did she know what was about to happen? Probably. She’d come over briefly when they’d first taken their seats, and she’d seemed almost too eager to leave Bronwyn and Phillip alone. 
“Well, what do you think?” 
When she focused back on Phillip, he held a golden ring with a large, heart-cut emerald between his thumb and pointer finger. 
“I had to guess at your size, but hopefully I got close.” 
“It’s…” She swallowed thickly. “It’s lovely.”
The curtain at the back of their box was pushed aside. Someone gasped. “Oh, my! Is this an engagement?”
What terrible timing. Bronwyn was sorely tempted to leap off the balcony, especially when she saw who had intruded: the beaming Lady Siân, who openly gaped as she stared between Lord Griffith and herself. And beside her, Malik.
“Not quite,” Lord Griffith said, annoyance clear in his voice. It softened as he looked back at Bronwyn. “At least not yet.”
Yet. Goddess help her. She had to break things off with him. Soon. Before this all got much further out of hand. 
“I do hope you like the surprise,” Phillip continued. “Though I am sorry for the poor timing.” He frowned as the others filtered into the box. 
“It is lovely. Truly.” It was gaudy as hell and not to her taste at all, but she couldn’t ruin his evening any further. She steadfastly refused to look at Malik as she held out her hand, letting Phillip slide the ring on finger. It fit oddly perfectly, so much so that it sent a chill down her spine. 
“Apologies for interrupting, Lord Griffith,” Mr. Yarwood said, greeting the other man. “I did try to get us here earlier.”
The lights began to dim, several put out completely. Noise from the audience below dwindled to whispers as the last of the patrons took their seats and all eyes turned to the crimson curtains. Before she lost the best of the light, Bronwyn pulled the little brass locket out of her pocket and opened it. 
If the ring was a shock, this was an earthquake. The spell was triggered. 
Numbly, she folded it closed and slipped it back in her pocket. It was expected, she supposed, if the opera house was a target, but knowing the dragons truly were here and that they had been so close to her was utterly unnerving. 
Bronwyn tried her best to focus on the performance, to search for anything amiss. The opera was unique after all, starring a young woman whisked off to a strange and unusual world. The audience was enthralled. From the colorful sets, to the beautiful singing, to the sweet romance between the two leads who bantered almost as much as she and Malik, it was charming. 
But the whole time she sat there, Bronwyn kept twisting the new ring on her finger. The damn thing might as well have been an anchor the way it weighed her down. The same could be said for the triggered spell. The last thing she needed was another distraction, particularly since Malik had slipped off during the previous song. He’d be backstage, in the shadows somewhere, lying in wait for one of the dragons to appear and attempt to trigger their spells. Assuming they needed to. If they didn’t, well… 
Bronwyn bit her bottom lip, pulling it between her teeth. Things could turn to disaster at any moment.  
Another song came and went. Bronwyn swept her gaze across the orchestra, up to the balconies. As she lifted her eyes to the level above, she spied movement at the back of one of the boxes. Her brows scrunched. Someone leaving? She leaned forward, as if those few inches would give her a better view. But something else odd did strike her then. The box was empty. 
An empty box at a sold-out show? It was a good performance, too, and not even halfway done. There was no way a whole party had come and gone.
Something touched her hand, and she jolted, nearly falling out of her seat. It was Phillip, still half reaching for her. She sucked in a calming breath and slid back in her seat.  
“Sorry to startle you,” he whispered. “Are you enjoying the show?”
“Of course. It’s strangely beautiful.”
His lips quirked up in one corner. “That’s one way to describe it.”
The music swelled, pulling their attention back to the stage. But she couldn’t just sit there. Not when she’d spotted something amiss. They neared the portion of the opera with the bespelled set pieces. 
Before she could second-guess, Bronwyn slipped off her seat with a whispered “Excuse me, I need to stretch my legs.”
“Bronwyn?” Lord Griffth called after her, loud enough to draw a scolding look from Mr. Yarwood.
“Stay. I’ll just be a moment,” she promised. 
The second she slipped through the curtain at the back of their box, she broke into a jog lest he try to follow her. 
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Malik


As Malik lay in wait, crouched on a catwalk just to the side of the stage, he used Drystan’s clever spell to tug more shadows to him. From this position, he could see the stage proper, as well as much of what went on behind it. Thus far, it was all activity one would expect—performers changing costumes, stage hands moving pieces into position for quick set changes. 
No matter how he wanted to enjoy the show, he tried to stay sharp. He even took to pressing the tip of his hidden blade against his finger, enough to sting but not to cause real damage. That little bit of pain centered him and helped him focus. Kept his thoughts from wandering back to Bronwyn and the gift she’d received. Her color, yes, but the style was all wrong, far too large for her delicate fingers. Jealousy burned through him, though he supposed it shouldn’t. Bronwyn wasn’t really interested in Lord Griffith … though she hadn’t offered her heart to Malik, either, since the night of the party.
The stagehands moved some of the castle set pieces into position. Fuck. The scene was coming up, and he’d yet to find a way to stop it. He shoved his blade back into its hidden sheath. 
His thighs burned from crouching, and he adjusted his position. Across the way, he spied Wynni. She carried a bright red handkerchief. He sucked in a breath. Their signal. She’d found something, or Bronwyn had. 
He couldn’t see their box from this angle, but he had to know, to assure himself she was out of harm’s way. He crept down the catwalk as quietly as possible, easing along until he could see the box. 
She wasn’t there. 
Damn it! His nails dug into his palm as fiercely as his blade. He crept back into the shadows far more quickly than he’d left. Finally, he spotted her approaching Wynni, who still displayed the sign. 
A little of the tension slipped from his shoulders. Wynni would keep her safe, but still, he’d rather they both be far away from whatever was to come. 
The women stopped mid-conversation as a stagehand ran up to them, saying something. Even from a distance, the sudden change in their posture gave them away. Malik leaned in, trying in vain to hear, but they were too far and the singers on stage were too loud, projecting their voices to the audience. 
Wynni waved over several others, and they hurried out of sight. 
“Fuck. Where—”
Something struck him hard across the back of the head. 
Stars burst in his vision. The boards of the catwalk below rushed to meet him, slamming into his cheek. With one arm, he reached out instinctively, only to touch air; with the other, he tried to push himself up. He rolled over, then the attacker was on him, pinning him down and jerking the collar of his tailcoat. 
A grinning mouth full of bright white teeth greeted him. He recognized the face only vaguely. He struggled to place the name. Lord Something-or-other. Not one of the men he’d been watching. 
“A prince for my troubles.” The lord raised his hand, and a dagger glinted in the low light. “He’ll reward me for you.”
Then the blade was slicing through the air, straight for Malik’s throat. 
Malik lashed out, grabbing the man’s wrist and halting the blade inches from his face. Close. Too close. He pushed back with all his might, squeezing his attacker’s bones with his Goddess-touched strength. But the man was not fragile like a commoner. He was made stronger for the legacy of his blood. 
The stranger clawed at Malik’s other hand and groaned in agony, trying to hold on to the blade and press. He only carried one? Fool. Malik always had a few at hand, even while wearing something as restrictive and uncomfortable as his tailcoat. He reached inside his coat pocket, grabbed the little blade he used to draw blood for magic, pulled it free, and thrust the sharp point into the man’s side. 
A howl ripped from the man’s throat as he scrambled off Malik, nearly falling to his doom in the process. But the prince wasn’t that lucky. The bastard didn’t even drop his knife. 
“You bloody stabbed me!” The man looked genuinely shocked. A fool, indeed—one he now recalled from a party at the castle over a year ago. Lord Lewis. What was it Rhion had called him? A mewling pup begging for scraps?
He begged still. To another master. 
Malik snorted. “I’ll do much worse than that.” But first, he’d get answers.
The young lord turned and ran across the catwalk. The opera went on below, the soprano hitting a high note as the façade of a castle was pushed to the edge of the stage. The heroine arrived…
And the dragons were right on time. 
With an impressive leap, Lord Lewis clawed his way onto a higher catwalk, his legs failing for the briefest moment before he managed to haul himself up. From the corner of his eye, Malik could just make out someone down below pointing at them, but there was no time to call for help, for him or Lord Lewis. Malik climbed, too, gaining precious inches as his adversary hurtled across the upper catwalk running perpendicular to the stage. 
In moments, Lewis would be out of space. Unless he leapt onto the stage below, a move that would break bones even for someone Goddess-blessed. The man could die outright. But as he turned, the dagger in his hand outstretched toward a wide rope, the gleam in his eyes was not that of a man preparing for his own death.
“Stop!” he warned, holding up his bloody hand. “Surrender to me or I drop it.” He gestured with his blade beyond the top curtain ahead, to where the bottom crystals of the chandelier were just visible. 
“You don’t have time to cut the rope before I gut you.” 
Lewis smirked. “I don’t need to.”
Malik noticed it then, a strange sheen on the blade. It was coated in something. Was that how they planned to trigger the spell? 
Malik raised his hands in false surrender. “No need to kill innocents.” 
“Drop it. Drop the blade!” 
He did, thankful it didn’t clatter into the pit of musicians below and kill some unfortunate soul. 
Lewis laughed. “Your father was right. You are weak.” Then he tipped his blade to the rope, to the ribbon wound around it. It ignited into a trail of sparks that turned everything it touched to ashes. 
With a snap, the rope gave way.
The chandelier started to fall. Glass clicked. Candles flickered. 
A collective gasp and shriek rang out from below. 
And then the chandelier halted. Rope groaned and crystals cracked against one another, some small pieces fell free to rain down below, but the mass of it stayed, swaying above the now-panicked crowd. 
The singing stopped. Music broke off in discordant notes. 
“Ah, but you forgot that I’m the clever one.” In one swift movement, Malik dropped to one knee, grabbed his fallen blade, and pulled another free. Before the man had even stopped gaping, he was back on his feet, facing down his opponent. A grin spread across his face. “Not what you expected?” 
The question still hung in the air when he raced toward the young lord, ready to catch him unaware. But Lord Lewis snapped from his shock in time to raise his dagger, deflecting Malik’s twin blades with practiced skill. 
Malik stepped back, then struck again only to be deflected. Lewis advanced in a series of fierce blows that forced Malik to back up and block. But his smaller blades couldn’t take such hits; a particularly fierce blow sent one flying from his grip and tumbling down below. 
Shit. He hadn’t counted on a worthy opponent. His pulse quickened, his mind trying to process each tell, to anticipate each move and block in time. They were over the stage once more. 
Lord Lewis swung. Malik dropped to a crouch and flung his leg out, catching the other man off guard. He fell into thin rope railing before falling hard on the catwalk’s wooden planks. 
Just as Malik readied to deal another blow, a loud crack sounded from the stage below. Light flared. And then a plume of fire shot up from the set. 
That wasn’t part of the show.
He lurched back, throwing his arms up to block his face. Heat buffeted his skin, there and then gone again. There was no time to consider what had happened on stage. The moment he opened his eyes and lowered his arms, Lord Lewis was upon him. Malik raised his blade, but it wasn’t fast enough to fully block the strike. The dagger slid off his blade to catch on his upper arm. The steel slipped through his coat and shirt, cutting deep.
White hot pain seared him. He stumbled back, grabbing at the wound. 
“Clever now?” Lord Lewis taunted. “How about this, my prince?” With disgusting arrogance, he raised his hands, dropping his dagger.
It was no surrender. The man’s body began to shiver, limbs stretching. Red flashed in his eyes. 
Fuck. His little blade would do nothing against a beast. He’d be lucky to prick the leathery hide. 
This duel had to end. Now. 
His father might have thought him weak, a poor student and not very skilled. But Malik knew more than he’d ever show his father, and observed much. It didn’t take cleverness to know that a transformation took time. It was quick, heartbeats at most, but that was enough. 
Malik barreled forward, knocking into the figure caught between man and beast, and sent them both tumbling into the rope railing. As he hoped, it snapped under the weight of them both. A roar echoed in his ears as beastly claws swiped for him—for anything to grasp—and found nothing. 
But Malik did. He grabbed an unbroken rope at the last moment and hung on for dear life. The coarse strands burned his palm, scraping away skin. His muscles groaned as his bottom half dangled in the air off the side of the catwalk. Below, the beast smashed into the stage with a heavy, sickening thump. More screams rang out from the audience members who’d yet to flee—crazy fools. 
His injured arm screaming with pain, Malik heaved himself onto the wooden catwalk, finding purchase and using his good arm to haul him up. Finally, back to safety but still breathing heavily, he dared a glance down. The beast was cradled in cracked stage boards and blood, still as death. 
He cursed inwardly. Sorry, Wynni. Things weren’t quite going to plan, to say the least. Not only had he failed to take the man alive, he’d damaged the stage. He’d have to make this disaster up to her. 
But first, there were more dragons to see to. Someone had ignited the stage, and he couldn’t let them get away.
Equally as important, he needed to find Bronwyn and ensure she was safe.
If anything happened to her, he’d never rest until he hunted each and every person responsible and made them pay. Slowly and painfully.
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Bronwyn


Bronwyn wrung her hands in front of her, unable to stand still as Wynni’s stage manager rushed toward them, his eyes wide with alarm. 
“The box is empty and so was the hall,” the man said, breathing hard. “The usher on duty had been knocked out and shoved into a closet. Charles is seeing to him now.”
The pit in Bronwyn’s stomach opened wider. She’d rushed to find Wynni and let her know about the empty box. Her hunch had been right. Someone was up to no good, likely multiple someones. Her gaze darted around backstage, searching for Malik but not finding him. Not that she expected to, given the shadow spell, but she yearned to see him all the same.
“And the box roles?” Wynni asked urgently. 
“Mick is getting them now.”
That would tell them who had rented the box and thus was missing. 
“Should we call an early intermission?” he asked.
Wynni’s lips thinned. 
It might scare the dragons off. A good thing for the opera. Not so good for catching the perpetrators once and for all. 
Wynni had just opened her mouth to speak when someone else rushed up from farther backstage, calling her name. “A fire! Ensemble dressing room!”
The stage manager and Wynni took off at once, the latter barking orders at those they passed, calling for water and sand. 
Bronwyn trailed close at their heels. “Did you see anyone?” she asked the startled woman who’d delivered the message. “Anyone you don’t know?” 
“I— They—” She gaped, eyes wide in panic. “I don’t—” The woman was far too on edge to provide an answer.  
When they got there, they spied the fire in the hallway outside the dressing room—a heap of clothes burning and billowing smoke into the narrow hall. Cast members ran this way and that, coughing. Someone was already hurling water onto the mess, dousing most of it. 
Bronwyn’s heart raced against her ribs as she took in the scene. This fire was too small, too inconsequential—
The warmth leached from her skin. “A distraction.”
Bronwyn spun on her heel and raced back toward the stage. Wynni called out for her, but she couldn’t stop, not when she was so sure that someone had wanted them to leave at that moment. She wove through the hall, darting past harried stagehands, some rushing toward the small fire and others toward the stage as if the show must go on no matter the chaos behind the scenes. 
A troupe of dancers was just moving onto the stage to join the lead soprano. Stagehands pushed some of the castle set pieces into place.
“No!” Her hands balled into fists at her side. A moment too late, not that she had authority to call off the show. Immediately, she searched for signs of anything or anyone out of place—
Then, something caught her attention, not on the stage but above. Two people fought on the catwalk high above the stage. Her heart leapt into her throat. Almost immediately, she recognized one. 
Malik. It had to be. Even from a distance, she would know his form. He had the other man cornered, but then something happened. One of the ropes sparked and snapped. There was a terrible groaning. Members of the audience gasped and screamed. Several musicians played discordant notes before quieting altogether. A few dancers tripped or halted completely. 
And the chandelier fell.
Only to stop, with jarring suddenness, to sway above the audience. 
“Goddess above,” Bronwyn swore. They’d done it. The dragons had really tried to do it, even when such a disaster would cost countless lives.
She stood frozen, staring from her position backstage as the musicians haphazardly began to play and the dancers tried to pick up their cues. Commotion from the audience flooded onto the stage. Malik and the other man were fighting again. Damn it all, she couldn’t sit and watch, she needed to do something. Anything. 
A convenient ladder was too much to ask for. But as she turned to rush off and look for stairs, she spotted something even more horrifying.
A man wandered slowly behind the active set. Where everyone else was in a hurry, he was not. A hooded cloak covered him completely … save his shoes. They were fine and polished, too nice to belong to a stagehand, and no performer would be wandering about like that. As he passed by part of the castle set, he stuck something to the back of it, then picked up his pace, rushing stage left. He passed right by her but didn’t seem to see her at all past his hood. The performers were still half in disarray, half trying to carry on. No one was looking, no one noticed the man. 
Then, the set piece he’d touched ignited. A plume of fire suddenly blazed like a torch, reaching up, up, up, right to where Malik and the man dueled.
Bronwyn screamed. Malik couldn’t hear her. But the hooded man did. He stutter-stepped, turned her way, and then made to hurry onward. 
Oh, no, you don’t. He wasn’t about to get away on her watch, especially not when the blaze he’d ignited might hurt the man she loved.
And damn it, she did love him, even when she tried not to. It was a foolish, damnable thing. The walls she’d built around herself were supposed to be impenetrable. There could be no weakness from loss to drive her to ruin. Yet, he’d managed to break through her barriers like a stubborn vine, forming little cracks in the grouting and working his way in, climbing over impossible barriers until he choked her wall completely with his greenery.
But he didn’t know yet. Not really.
If she didn’t stop this disaster, he never would.
“Stop right there!” She lunged at the hooded man, grabbing at his cloak—anything she could get her hands on.
The man tried to shoulder by. A stiff elbow knocked some of the air from her lungs and sent Bronwyn toppling, but she held tight. Fabric ripped, but not before unsteadying the man and half turning him around.
The cloak was torn away, and as Bronwyn steadied her footing, she found herself face to face with a man in a mask and his finest tails. The mask didn’t cover much without the hood; she could see plainly his wavy brown hair, his somewhat familiar green eyes… 
He tilted his head. “Pity.” He pulled a hidden dagger from his coat and lunged for her. 
Thinking quickly, Bronwyn threw the cloak she still held at the advancing man. He made to deflect it, but his arm got tangled up in its length. 
“Get Wynnifred!” she yelled to anyone who might be listening, anyone who could help.
She wouldn’t run, but she needed help, desperately. A prop rack lingered nearby, and as the man struggled with the cloak, she grabbed a sword. It was wooden, but it would have to do. No sooner had she turned to face the man than there was a sickening thud on the stage. 
With her heart in her throat, she hazarded a glance. A beast lay sprawled on the broken stage, one like Drystan could become, one that must be a dragon. Performers screamed and ran for the edges of the stage. A few flames still flickered on the ignited set piece, but many had gone out after the initial burst. Audience members climbed over one another to try and reach the exits. And above… Bronwyn whispered a little prayer to the Goddess as she saw Malik scrambling back onto the catwalk. 
But her prayer was interrupted by the glint of metal in her periphery. The masked man stalked her way. If any of the fleeing performers noticed, they didn’t change course to come to her aid. 
She was alone. 
Bronwyn adjusted her stance and faced the man, gripping the wooden sword with both hands. 
“A royalist after all,” the man tsked. “Should have known. He thought you might be different.”
“Who?” 
The man ignored her question, lunging to strike at her side. She parried the blade with her own. She might not have any training, but her weapon was longer and light enough for her to swing with ease. 
The man jabbed again, low, then high, the second strike slicing her sleeve and nearly her flesh. When he lashed out again, Bronwyn anticipated the move and struck the dagger with her sword. He feigned back, and when he did, his feet tangled in the discarded cloak.
“Fucking—” he muttered, kicking it away.
Seizing the moment of distraction, Bronwyn rushed forward, swung the wooden sword, and just barely missed taking the man’s head off as he leaned back. But the tip caught, scraped against his cheek, and sent the mask fluttering to the floor. 
He turned back toward her with a snarl. 
Bronwyn gaped. Now she knew why he looked so familiar. They’d met, several times, in fact. And his eye color … he shared it with his sister. 
“Mr. Davies,” she said, hardly believing it.
“My sister will miss you,” snarled Elis Davies.
He attacked again, this time with such force and ferocity that Bronwyn had to use all her focus to dodge and block each blow. He’d been holding back before. He didn’t now. Each swipe and jab were aimed toward her face, her chest. 
She deflected a blow, but not well enough. As the dagger slid off, the blade sliced a burning line across her forearm, and she cried out, tears leaping to her eyes. 
Davies slashed again. Bronwyn was barely able to raise the wooden sword in time. The dagger struck, and by some stroke of luck, it lodged in the wood. He growled in frustration, teeth gnashing as he tried to rip it away, but the wood held. She should have dropped the sword. That’s what she would think later, but instead, she tried to push him away. It backfired. 
He grabbed her wooden sword and shoved her back. Hard. Her head slammed against the wall. When had they gotten so far back? Stars danced in her vision, and her strength faltered. Mr. Davies took advantage and shoved the wooden sword hard against her chest, knocking the air from her lungs. Then it was sliding up, pressing her shoulders into the wall, and he was right in her face. 
“Got you.”
“Why?” Her voice cracked over the word. Why do this? Why hurt her? If she was going to die, she at least wanted to know. 
A few wayward tears rolled down her face. They weren’t from the pain but from the death staring her in the face—hers, her loved ones’. Her sister who might now never wake, the man she loved who would never know. She’d been a fool, holding herself back, afraid of what caring for him could cost her. But how much worse, to know that she could have had him and missed her chance because of fear.
Davies’s eyes gleamed with triumph. “A new era is dawning. The dragons shall rule.” He shoved the sword higher, pressing against her neck, nearly cutting off her airway.
“You’re the Dragon,” she wheezed. “It was you? All this time?” 
He laughed, a manic sound that would haunt her nightmares. “You honor me, truly. If only I were so great, but the one I serve is a dragon in truth.” He shook his head, still laughing. “Oh, little princess, you have no idea, do you? He is right in—”
Something smashed into the side of Mr. Davies’s head and sent him sprawling. The pressure on her throat released as the wood sword and its captive dagger crashed to the ground. She grabbed at her throat, sucking in one breath after another as she tried to make sense of what was happening.
Malik. Malik was there. He held a metal rod of some sort in one hand, the end of it bloodied. 
Bronwyn nearly sobbed in relief. He’d come. He’d saved her. He was all right.
Mr. Davies howled on the ground, half his hair matted in blood and more of it steaming onto his pristine clothes. Malik took his time coming to stand above the man, cocking his head as he stared down at him. 
“How dare you touch her,” he snarled. 
Never, in all her time with the prince, had she seen this side of him. Ferocity rolled off him in waves. His every movement promised death and retribution.
Mr. Davies rolled onto his back and looked up at his doom. “You!” He gaped. Reached.
Malik swung the metal bar into the side of Davies’s head with a sickening crunch. Blood splattered. The man’s arm fell limp to the ground. 
Bronwyn looked away, covering her mouth at the shock of it all. At the brutal, efficient blow that Malik had delivered on her behalf. 
Adrenaline ebbed, and she slid down the wall. Words became buzzing in her ear. Then Malik was there, right in front of her, touching her face and saying something. He’d removed his gloves, and the slide of his fingers across her cheek was soothing, comforting. All she wanted to do was close her eyes and lean into that touch. 
“Bronwyn?” Finally, her name on his lips cut through some of the haze of shock. “Please. Tell me you’re all right. Your arm…”
She glanced down at it, frowning at the line of crimson and the few drops of blood dripping to the ground. It wasn’t bad, really, not for how terribly it had hurt at first. She’d almost forgotten about it considering everything else. 
“It’s nothing,” she managed. “You…” Finally, she took a moment to look him over, from his slightly singed sleeve to the gash on his arm, which was likely much worse than hers given the amount of blood soaking his coat.
“I did.” His mouth formed a grim line. “But when I saw him attacking you, something in me broke. I had to save you, to stop him, to—”
“I know.” Somehow, she did. If their roles had been reversed… She understood. Though it was a damn shame they couldn’t interrogate him first. And Charlotte—
She shut that thought down as quickly as it sprouted. “But your arm. You’re hurt.”
He glanced at the ruined jacket and winced. 
“Don’t try to tell me it’s just a scratch.”
Of all the ridiculous responses, he smiled. “There she is.”
“Oh, hells!” Wynni’s exclamation had them both turning to stare at her. She gaped at the dead body on the floor. Her stage manager, pale as a ghost, advanced toward the body, likely to inspect it for signs of life that he would not find. At least the flames on the burned set piece seemed to have gone out and not spread.
Another man stood near her, one Bronwyn did not expect. He took in the scene in shock, eyes blowing wide when they finally landed on her. 
“Bronwyn!” Phillip raced over, all but ignoring Malik and dropping to his knees at her side. “Goddess above! What happened?”
She couldn’t respond before he continued, “The chandelier nearly dropped, and everyone panicked. And you weren’t there. I didn’t know where you’d gone, and I was so worried. I looked everywhere and then finally found Lady Wynnifred—” He touched Bronwyn’s face as if that could tell him anything about her injuries.
From the corner of her eye, she saw Malik bare his teeth in a silent snarl, but he said nothing, nor did Phillip look his way before he’d settled back into his grim countenance. 
“I’m fine, truly,” Bronwyn tried to assure him. “But…” She looked past him to the body on the floor. Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes. Not for Elis Davies, exactly—he would not have mourned her—but for Charlotte, and for all that she herself thought she’d known and clearly had not. Had Charlotte known? Could he have kept such a thing from her?
Lord Griffith looked at the body of his friend and shuddered. “This is all so…” He shook his head, focusing his attention back on Bronwyn. “Did he hurt you? Threaten you? What did he say?”
Bronwyn swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m not sure any of it matters now.”
“But if he—”
“I need to see about Miss Kinsley’s wound,” Malik interrupted. He stood and held out a hand to Bronwyn. “If I may?”
She took it without question, savoring the way his fingers curled reassuringly around hers and gave a little squeeze of comfort. A small touch, innocent, but it said so much. As did his green eyes, which were full of more emotion than she could currently process. 
“You will see to her wounds?” Phillip gave him a once-over. “I could take her—”
“Yes,” Malik cut him off again. “That is within my abilities.” The hint of a smirk twitched on his lips.
The tension between her suitors was growing by the minute. It seemed Malik was determined to have a pissing match right there on the ruined stage if that’s what it took to get the other man to leave.
“I thought you might be concerned about Lady Siân and wish to see to her well-being?” Phillip crossed his arms in smug satisfaction.
Bronwyn barely held back a groan of frustration. Now was not the time for this.
“I am, but I trust her brother to care for her just as well as I would. Besides, Miss Kinsley is injured. Certainly, that must take priority.”
Phillip opened his mouth to argue, and this time, it was Bronwyn who cut him off. She placed a hand on his arm and gave him her best adoring look. “Really, I’ll be fine here. And I want to talk to Wynni…” She glanced around, not seeing the opera house owner anymore. “This will have quite an impact on her, I’m sure.”
Phillip sighed. He took her hand and kissed it. “If you’re sure…”
“I am.”
She thought he might release her then, but instead, he leaned in close. His lips nearly brushed her hair as he whispered. “Be careful around the prince. Trouble seems to follow him.”
The comment left her blinking in surprise as he finally backed away. 
“Let me know if you should need anything,” he said by way of more formal farewell. “Anything at all.”
Bronwyn nodded, her words lost. Phillip gave another sorrowful look toward his fallen former friend, muttered something, dabbed at his eyes, and left.
She wasn’t sorry to see him go. If anything, she could finally breathe again. 
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Malik


What an absolutely bloody fucking nightmare. This premiere would be remembered all right, but for all the wrong reasons. 
Two dragons were dead. That should be a victory, but it had shaken Bronwyn, who looked more haunted than joyous. She was silent the entire time he led her to one of the lounges. Some of the castle guards had found their way inside and tried to lend assistance, but he ordered them to either aid Wynni or stay outside the door. One, he sent with a message to Jackoby, to inform him of what had happened and that they were safe. Hopefully, the message would reach him before hearsay from patrons who had fled the performance.
Malik needed time alone with Bronwyn—to heal her, and to talk. 
Thank the Goddess Lord Griffith had finally left. Malik was starting to wonder if he’d need to literally toss the man aside. It was almost funny, the way he wanted to be the gallant hero, but didn’t he know that putting his need to shine over getting Bronwyn help put her health and safety at risk?
It grated on his last nerve.
The moment a guard shut the door to the lounge, leaving them blessedly alone, Malik settled Bronwyn on an ottoman and knelt beside her to inspect the wound on her arm. She’d faced a dragon—or, more accurately, an ally of them, for the man had no magical lineage that Malik knew of—and survived mostly unharmed. That was a feat. Not to mention that she’d likely prevented him from setting off even more accidents, and had kept him from getting away. 
She was the hero of the night, not that you’d know it from her downcast expression.
“Hold still and I’ll have this healed in a moment.”
That seemed to snap her out of her stupor. “I’m fine.” She tried to pull her arm away, but he held tight. “Please, you’re much worse than me.”
True. The wound was agonizing, and he’d lost more blood than he cared to think about, but she was his priority. “Not until I heal you first.”
“Malik—” She squirmed in his grip to no avail.
“Why do you have to be so stubborn?” He tsked. “This will only take a moment.”
“Why do you?” she countered with a scowl.
“Perhaps I just enjoy getting under your skin.” He used the blood from her wound to trace the healing pattern across her arm.
She frowned but stopped wiggling. “Like a damn splinter.” 
“Mmm,” he acknowledged, quickly painting the spell again and watching it sink into her skin. “And even harder to get rid of.”
“You say that like it’s a good thing.” 
“I think you like my particular brand of prodding, and may like another kind I could show you even more.”
She snapped her head up, eyes wide. A deep flush raced to her cheeks. “Malik!” 
The smile on his lips died. Her blood had vanished, but the wound failed to close, the angry red line still running across her forearm. 
“What is it?” she asked.
“It … failed.” He shook his head, dumbfounded. “The spell didn’t… It took, but it did not heal you.”
“It’s really no problem,” she said, jerking her arm away successfully this time. “Please, focus on yourself. You’re ruining the rug, and Wynni is already going to kill us both for this mess.”
He did need to do something about it. “Fine. But I need to get this jacket off first.” It would be hard to work the spell through the tattered slit in his clothing. 
Bronwyn hopped to her feet immediately. “Here, let me help.”
“So eager to undress me?”
She swatted his healthy arm. “I swear, if you weren’t injured…” 
Malik stifled a laugh at the frustration in her voice. Then he gritted his teeth in pain as he rolled up the sleeve of his once-white—now heavily stained crimson—shirt. 
Bronwyn gasped, then under her breath muttered, “Idiot. Never thinking of yourself.” He thought he might see the sheen of tears in her eyes but couldn’t be sure, and she wouldn’t quite look at him then.
Just as well. It gave him a moment to work the healing designs on his own arm. Once again, they faded into the mess of his arm, but the soothing wave of relief he expected didn’t come. “Fuck.” 
Bronwyn gaped. “It didn’t work on you, either?”
It was then he recalled the sheen on the blade Lord Lewis had wielded. “There was something on the blade I was stuck with. It may have been rubbed with oil infused with the diaval plant. It’s a rare weed. Powerful, if you know what you’re doing. It would be enough to block the use of magic on the area it touched for a short time.” Long enough for someone to bleed out if the wound were bad enough, which was likely exactly what the dragons had had in mind.
Either they were being overly prepared and willing to waste precious resources, or they had expected someone to try to stop them. The latter notion sent a chill of foreboding creeping down his spine. 
“We need to get you help at once!” Bronwyn tried to gently steer him to the door. 
“You are worried about me,” he all but crooned.
She wacked his good arm again—more lightly this time. “You know I am. Wynni must have a medic on hand somewhere,” she mused.
“I have a salve at my apartment that should counter this.” He’d stored some away years ago, worried that his father might think to teach him a lesson using the diaval plant. He hadn’t needed it then, thank the Goddess. “I’ll treat myself and bring some to the castle for you. I’m sure you’ll want to check on your sister just in case she…”
The energy seemed to go out of her all at once, and she looked at the ground. 
“It’s possible,” he started.
Bronwyn shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. I can … I can almost feel it.” Her voice cracked over the admission. “Mr. Davies mentioned something about the Dragon he served, the head of all this. I would bet all the gold in the castle that whoever that is is the one who worked the curse.”
Malik stilled. “What did Davies say?” 
“He…” Her brow pinched, and she finally looked up at him. “He taunted me. Said I had no idea. And then he started to say something else, that he was … somewhere. But then you…” She trailed off, throat bobbing. 
Then he killed him, and whatever Davies had planned to say was lost. 
Bronwyn looked adrift, uncertain. She hugged her arms around herself, and with stray hairs pulled from their pins and spots of blood on her pale gown, she resembled a woman tossed about in a storm and left to wander aimlessly toward home. 
“Come to the apartment with me.” Malik held out his hand to her. “I can heal you sooner then,” he added, trying to make the comment a little more innocent than it was. 
Healing her was a priority. But it would be a lie to say he didn’t want to soothe the wounds no magic could heal as well. Emotional injuries could be far more painful than afflictions of the body.
He braced for rejection. Some taunting barb. 
Instead, Bronwyn placed her hand in his. “Thank you.”
His knees nearly buckled. If not for their injuries, he would have pulled her into his arms and kissed her right there. 
They were almost to the door when he heard a commotion outside. The moment he opened it, he realized why. Wynni stood in the hall, arguing for one of the royal guards to let her in.
“There you are!” She brushed right by both the guard and Malik. “Are you all right? Truly? You ran off, then I got stuck in the back hall, and Goddess above! Your arm!” She turned on Malik with sudden ferocity. “You didn’t tend to her?”
“It’s really nothing,” Bronwyn said. “It’s Malik who needs help. We’re going to see about it right now.”
“You—” Wynni’s brow pinched as she glanced at his injured arm, but she wisely said nothing. She knew about his healing magic, and the failure of it shocked him, too.
“Very well. Yes. Go!” she said quickly. “We’ll manage here.”
Malik nodded to her, but they hadn’t even turned to go before she spoke again.
“And thank you. It—” She clamped her lips shut and seemed to mull over her words. Very rarely was she ever at a loss for words. “Things could have been so much worse, and it’s thanks to you that they are not. I am in your debt.”
“There’s no debt,” replied Malik.
“We’re happy to help,” Bronwyn said at the same time.
The opera had brought him back from the brink and given him joy when nothing else could. That was a debt he could never repay, even if he saved the place a dozen times over. 
“Well, what are you waiting for?” Wynni said, looking at the guards. “Help them or make yourselves useful here!”
*****
Malik held his breath as he unlocked the door to his apartment in the city. He was nervous. He shouldn’t be. She’d been there before, and the place was tidy enough. But it was hard not to think about the last time they were alone here together, months ago. 
She’d offered him her blood to use for the numerous spells they’d needed to trap his father. He’d taken it as gently as he could and then healed her … as much as she would let him, which wasn’t much at all. She insisted on letting it scar no matter how he protested. He’d had a feeling that if he healed her fully, as he’d wanted to, she might slice herself open again just to spite him. So, he’d listened. 
He’d wanted to kiss her. Kisses and more. They barely knew each other, really, but he’d never wanted any woman half so much. So, as he’d held her hand, he’d leaned in, prepared to show her the depths of his feelings. But before he could, she’d ripped her hand away and fled into the rarely used guest chamber, slamming the door behind her. He’d waited outside that door for long minutes, hoping, praying that she’d come back out.
She hadn’t. The moment had vanished and not returned before Drystan seized the crown and they began a campaign to hunt down the remaining dragons and secure the throne. 
Now … once they’d left the carriage, she’d taken his hand again and had held it all the way up the dimly lit wooden stairs to his door. Rationally, he knew it was because he was still bleeding despite the bandages the guards had wrapped tightly around his arm. His adrenaline had ebbed during the ride, and sleepiness had gripped him despite the jarring bounce as they sped over the cobbled streets.
“Go sit,” Bronwyn commanded as she slipped her hand from his and hurried over to the gas lamp on the wall. That she still remembered exactly where it was stirred something low in his abdomen. 
He listened, and went to sit on the sofa.
“We’ll need to clean the wound first, won’t we?” Bronwyn said, seemingly talking to herself as she hurried about the main room. “Ah, a pitcher.”
Malik leaned back against the cushions, holding his wounded arm over the side. It was nice to sit on something that didn’t jostle him around. And he was tired now that his body had had time to realize it.
“We need some cloth,” Bronwyn mused. 
“The shelf over there.”
She found it with ease. “Very good. Now where is the salve?” 
“My bedroom. Desk cabinet. Little jar with—” He sat up with a jolt, suddenly remembering why it would be a terrible idea for her to go into his room. “Wait! I’ll get it.”
She didn’t even flinch. “Nonsense, you’re hurt. Just tell me what I’m looking for.” She moved down the short hall. 
Malik leapt from the couch and rushed across the room, head spinning. 
Bronwyn grabbed the door handle. Turned it. Pushed.
He wrapped his hand around hers on the knob and jerked it shut again, nearly smacking her in the face.
“Malik!” She startled, looking up at him. “What in the world?”
He swallowed the lump in his throat and leaned against the doorframe for support. “Let me get it. Please.”
Her brow furrowed. “What don’t you want me to see?”
“Bronwyn…” he pleaded. 
Her hand loosened from the doorknob. He withdrew his own with a sigh. And then, quicker than he could anticipate, she grabbed the handle again and threw her weight against the door as she turned it. 
The door swung open, and she stumbled in, nearly tumbling to the floor in a heap of pink silk.
The room was dark, only a little light filtering in from the main room, but it was enough to damn him.
Bronwyn blinked at the sight before her. Ever so slowly, her head turned one direction, then the other. Malik’s heart dropped into his stomach as he watched her. She turned in a circle, taking in the entirety of the room, all of the damning evidence. Why, oh, why had he brought her to the apartment, again?
Finally, she looked at him, eyes wide. “Malik … is this…”
“Yes.” He took a deep, steadying breath as he met her gaze. “It is.”
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Bronwyn


Every inch of Bronwyn’s skin tingled as she turned in a slow circle once more, taking in the room. She wasn’t imagining things. Hanging in frames, leaning against the wall, propped on tables … her art was everywhere. 
His room. His bedchamber. He’d covered it in her work.
“Why?”
“You know I favor the arts.” It wasn’t an answer. Not really. It might make sense for one piece in the room to be hers, but all of them?
Part of an old set leaned against the wall by the door, and she stepped over to it, her fingers trailing across the painted edge. It was a simple piece, a field of flowers. Any number of artists could have done it, but Wynni had asked her to give it a try. It was the first piece she’d done for her. A test of sorts, most likely, but Bronwyn had just been happy for the excuse to paint and escape the busyness of the castle. 
“I thought this would have been discarded after the play. Or painted over.”
She felt him before he spoke, a warm presence at her back that had her standing a little straighter. “It may have been. But I asked Wynnifred for it, and she acquiesced.”
The reason he wanted it burned in her chest, hot, furious, and pressing against her ribs.
“And this one.” She walked to the framed landscape near the bed. “It was from the gallery opening.”
“It was.” His voice was calm. Even. Almost devoid of emotion. “I loved what you did with the light on the water, and I had to have it. Truthfully, I might have purchased them all, but I thought you’d be cross with me if I did and you learned of it. I would have acquired any that did not sell, but they all did.”
She whirled on him again. “Why, Malik?” 
He neared until his legs pressed into the skirts of her dress and they nearly shared the same breath. A shiver rolled across her skin as he tucked a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. “You know why.”
“Tell me.” Only the words would do. No guessing. No games.
Malik grabbed her chin, keeping her from looking away. Not that she would, not for this. “I have longed. Ached. Pined. I wanted you and could not have you. So, I made do with what bits of you I could surround myself with.”
“You—” she started, but his thumb found the seam of her lips and pressed. 
He smirked. “So impatient.”
She glowered at him even as his thumb rubbed across her bottom lip, causing a knot of desire to coil tight within her. Goddess, he infuriated yet beguiled her like no other.
He dropped his hand and swallowed thickly, expression sobering. “I love you, Bronwyn Kinsley. I have loved you—”
She didn’t let him finish. Couldn’t. All the pent-up tension and worry within her burst. Her lips were on his in a heartbeat, the kiss passionate and fierce. She ached for him. Had craved the taste of his lips again and had been frightened of it in equal measure. But no more. Something about facing down death had shifted the pillars of her soul, and she no longer feared what giving in to her desire might bring. Instead, she feared never tasting their passion again, never learning the depths of his feelings or what they could be together.
Bronwyn slid back onto her heels, breaking the kiss but lingering against him. “I love you too, Malik,” she said the moment he opened his eyes.
Despite the dim lighting of the room, there was no missing the pure joy that sprang to his face, blooming in a smile on his lips and sparkling in his eyes.
She smiled in return, a heavy weight on her chest gone as if it had never been. Had she ever felt so light? So free and joyous? He loved her, and she loved him. And finally, finally, he knew. 
Fear had not won. 
“I—” She nestled closer, and he winced in pain. “Oh, Goddess!” She sprang back. “Damn! Your arm!”
In the revelation of everything else, she’d forgotten it completely. Stupid. Foolish. Letting the man she loved bleed out while he professed his feelings.
“It’s—”
“Nonsense,” she snapped. He better not tell her it was nothing. “I need you to take care of yourself. I need you healed.” Before he could stop her or beguile her with more kisses, she stomped past him, toward the desk where he’d said the medicine was kept. The thing was a mess, covered in stacks of letters and papers, a few errant jars, and a candleholder overflowing with pooled wax.
Malik trailed after her. “Do you have plans for me, Princess?” he crooned.
The tone of his voice, the implication, shot straight between her legs. She’d never considered herself the lustful type, but around him, her body had its own ideas. “Stop distracting me and help me find the medicine you need.”
An arm snaked around her middle, pulling her against his solid chest. “We need.” His lips brushed her neck. “It’s just here.” He pulled out the drawer by their legs and selected a small, nondescript ceramic pot. From the look of it, she would never have guessed it contained anything of value, but perhaps that was the point.
“Good.” She managed to twist around and face him, her back half bowed over the desk. She gave him a gentle shove. “Let’s get you fixed up.”
He stepped back and arched a brow. “So then you can have your way with me?”
The entirety of her body grew hot, from her head, down to her core, and all the way to her toes. It would be a lie to say she didn’t want just that, but admitting it? Even her ears burned. “One thing at a time,” she mumbled, squeezing out from between him and the desk and refusing to look at him. He laughed.
Back in the sitting room, he tried to use the cream on her. 
“Don’t waste it on me. Look.” She held out her arm. “See? It’s already stopped bleeding and everything.” As she shifted, the new ring she wore glimmered in the light. 
Guilt flooded her. Here she was, confessing her feelings to Malik while wearing some other man’s ring. “Ugh.” She jerked it off and plunked it none too gently on a side table.
Malik’s grin widened, looking from the ring to her. Two of his fingers were covered in the greenish goop. “Your wound may leave a mark.”
Just like that, the unwanted ring was forgotten. 
She shrugged. “I don’t mind.”
“And if I do?”
A disappointed huff fled her lips. “I didn’t think you so shallow.”
“No, not like that,” he said at once, truly affronted. “No change in your appearance could affect how I feel. But you got this mark because I did not save you in time. It’s my failure.”
“It is not.” She jerked her arm back against her chest. “It … it shows that I did something. Or I tried to. I want to remember that.”
His features softened. “Like the one on your wrist?” 
It had been on this same sofa, in the same room, just months earlier. She swallowed, remembering that night and cursing herself for being such a scared fool. If she’d kissed him then, how differently might things have gone? “Yes. Like that one,” she said, her voice gone thick and husky.
“Then, as my lady requests, I shall leave it.” He inclined his head in a mocking gallant bow. 
Bronwyn sighed and rolled her eyes, but a smile crept to her lips all the same. “Just heal yourself already.”
And so, he did. Bronwyn unwound the tight, bloody cloth from Malik’s arm, managing not to get sick despite the viciousness of the wound. Still, she couldn’t quite look at it as he applied the cream, but she heard him sigh and knew something was working. There was enough blood still present for him to work a spell; a few minutes later, the wound had sealed shut and vanished as if it had never been.
“Satisfied?” Malik held the arm out to her.
She nodded, but her mind was full of a thousand questions that had sprung up in the short time he’d worked his spell. One shouted louder than all the rest. “Why me?” she asked, trusting he knew what she meant. “I’m no one special. Not really.” The sister of a queen, now, but that spoke to her sister’s greatness, not hers. She was just a woman from the countryside. A talented artist, she’d give herself that, but no great beauty, and certainly not a charmer. The opposite, really. 
“You are special.” Malik took her hand in his larger one. “To me.”
“Malik…”
She tried to pull away, but he held her firm. “Let me tell you a story.”
Fine. She sighed and nodded.
A weak smile formed, then vanished as he began, “I told you about how visiting the opera house and seeing the plays there saved me. They gave me something to look forward to in my life.”
“Yes.” She would never forget that night, all that they’d shared in the carriage ride. When she’d arrived at Lord Griffith’s party, the world had been one way; by the time she went to bed that night, it had been irrevocably turned inside out—changed into something she could hardly imagine but loved even more than the world she’d left.
“Well, that was the first step on my path to falling in love with the arts and becoming Wynni’s favorite patron, as she likes to call me. Drystan … Drystan was already on the path toward darkness then. One of my father’s loyal would-be dragons. Such a mockery of the honorable beast of old,” he spat. “We were not close as we had been in our youth. My father favored him, which only made me loathe him for a long time. With Mother gone, I had no one else. Art, especially the theatre, was my only source of joy.”
To be so alone… Her heart ached for him, and she found herself scooting closer, closing the narrow distance between them until she leaned against his side.
“Far too early in life, I learned to avoid my father, to placate him, rather than stand up to him. If I did that, I could continue to pursue life’s pleasures. And, oh, how I sampled them.” He grimaced. “Sorry as I am to admit that at times. But none of those pleasures fulfilled me, especially not when I needed them. Except, perhaps, the arts. Most people—then and now—see me as a prince, a title. But when I watch a play, hear a song, or see a painting, I’m an observer like any other. My title doesn’t matter, nor the magic in my blood. I’m simply human. Nothing special.”
“But you are—” 
The sad smile on his face stopped her cold. “I didn’t want to be.”
Her brows drew together, but he continued before she could ask more. “And then one day, a certain woman looked at me not like a prince but a pest.”
The shame of it had her shoulders hunching. If she’d known who he was, truly … well, she might have treated him the same way, if she’d had the courage. 
Somehow, the memory sparked mirth in his eyes. “I’ll admit, I was curious. Intrigued. The more I saw, the more I wanted to know. During those days at the opera house, I was able to get a glimpse of the real woman within. I wanted her to look at me. To see me, the real me. I wanted to receive even a fraction of the love and dedication you showed Ceridwen. And then…” His thumb traced over the scar on her wrist. “You offered me your blood. Such absolute trust.” He raised her wrist to his lips and placed a kiss over that scar.
Bronwyn squirmed and glanced away. “I wanted to be helpful.”
He tipped her chin back toward him. “Is that all?”
The knowing look in his eyes had her insides melting. “No.” The confession was breathless. “Though I don’t know what else I wanted, really.”
Such a lie. She’d lied to herself over and over about that night. She’d wanted him. Even then. Even knowing who he was but not really knowing him yet, the man beyond the title. Danger clung to him; arrogance, but also mirth and humor. He was everything she wanted to be but didn’t feel capable of becoming. She might be capable now, but not then. Part of it was unexplainable, the way his soul called to hers. They should never have been possible, a prince and a commoner. Yet, deep down, that knowledge hadn’t stopped the yearning. 
He huffed and grinned but didn’t push her on it. The more time she spent around him, the surer she was that he could pluck every thought from her head if he wanted to, though there was no magic she knew of that could allow someone to do that.
“And when I lay injured,” he continued, “you stood at my side.”
More like sat. She bit her lip, cheeks flaming.
“You could have run. Hidden. But you stayed. You fought in your own way. You were courageous. Strong. Brave.”
She glanced away. “I’m not—”
Malik cupped her cheek, tipping her face back toward him. “You were, and you are. I knew then that I wanted you at my side, not just for that moment but in all the days to come.”
Her eyes flew wide. “Even then…”
He nodded. “I realized it fully after my father was defeated. My vengeance was complete. I should have been satisfied, but I was not, because I had something I wanted more than that, more than any play, or party, or title.” He held her face in both hands, leaning in until his breath ghosted across her lips. “I wanted you. I still do.” His lips brushed hers. “I always will.”
The press of his lips against hers was slow and tender, so much so that the gentleness of it threatened to break her. It was reverent, holy, the way one might worship the Goddess. And though she could never compare herself to a deity, he almost made her believe she was one in that moment. Incomparable. Beloved. And she worshiped him in return, clutching at his shirt in fear that he might disappear or she might open her eyes to find he was some dream. But the strong arms wrapped around her were very real, as was the warm, musky scent that enveloped her. One by one, he pulled the pins from her hair, and it tumbled in waves down her back. Malik kissed her like they had all the time in the world, and only when her head was thoroughly buzzing did he pull back.
“I wanted you, too,” she admitted once she caught her breath. “But I was terrified.” During their kiss, he’d half pulled her into his lap even as they sat facing each other on the sofa. “Letting someone in gives them the chance to hurt you, and I never wanted to feel that. I didn’t want to be broken the way my father was after Mother died. But I realized something this evening.”
“Only this evening?” He grinned.
She shoved him back onto the cushions and climbed fully into his lap. A deep groan tore from his lips as she settled on him, all too aware of the bulge in his pants that pressed up against her most intimate area. “When you think you might die, you cannot lie to yourself anymore.”
That sobered him. Even so, he grabbed her hips, holding her in place atop him. “What did you realize?”
Bronwyn pulled in a shuddering breath as his hands slid up and down her sides in a slow rhythm. “I realized that it would be far worse to never tell you how I feel, to never truly be yours, than to savor every moment we could have together, even knowing that they might be our last. I would rather have you and lose you than have never had you at all.”
“I am yours,” he promised.
Not fully, not yet. And the words got stuck when she tried to voice what she really wanted, so she simply said, “I want everything, Malik. All of you.”
His grip on her hips tightened, and he pulled her snug against his erection, eliciting a gasp from her. He understood. He understood completely. “I may ruin you for other men,” he teased.
But the look in his eyes said they both knew there would be no others.
“Then ruin me.”
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Malik lifted Bronwyn in his arms in one fell swoop and carried her to his bedchamber. His strength, even after his injuries and the events of the night, was astonishing. But then, the discovery of her art and his confession had long since burned away any hint of tiredness she felt, so perhaps it was the same for him. 
He laid her upon the bed with reverence before letting his gaze travel slowly down her form and back up again. Then, he grabbed a fistful of the skirt of her pink dress. “Now, what shall we do about this monstrosity?” 
The description was far too accurate, especially now that it was stained with blood, likely not all of it hers. 
“Rip it. Shred it. I don’t care.”
“Oh?” The hint of a smirk rose to his lips again. “That doesn’t sound like you.”
“You know I hate pink.” That was only part of it though. Blood stains marred the cloth, and even if they didn’t, she wouldn’t be able to wear it again without remembering the opera disaster. She slid off the bed and offered him her back. Tugging her hair forward, she said, “A little help?”
A soft gasp slipped from her as he placed a light kiss at the top of her spine. Leave it to Malik to be slow when she desperately wanted him to hurry. “Why wear it, then?”
With a frustrated sigh, she replied, “It was Wynni’s idea. I’d planned to wear blue, but she said pink would be the best color for that particular opera, though I have no idea why.”
“I suppose we’ll have to ask one day.” He stepped back, and the sudden loss of his warmth left her bereft. 
Bronwyn glanced over one shoulder just in time to see him pull a thin blade from one boot. “What—”
“You said rip it, and these buttons might take me all night.” He gestured to the back of the ridiculous dress. “I’m afraid I’m not that patient.”
Good. Neither was she. 
Bronwyn held still while Malik used his sharp little blade to carefully slice off the long line of buttons. In moments, the dress loosened and fell to a puddle at her feet, leaving her in a corset and shift. He raised the blade again, but this time she stopped him. “These I like”—she gestured to herself—“and can get out of myself.”
He chuckled but stepped back.
Getting undressed in front of a man was … different. New. No matter how she ached for him and longed to have his body pressed against hers, revealing herself made her feel vulnerable in an entirely new way. And where she often wasn’t modest with her words and scorned some of society’s prudishness, in this, she was a blushing girl suddenly unsure of herself. 
Malik had no such qualms and shed his own clothing with fervor. 
With her shift still in place, Bronwyn halted. Her hands gripped the fabric, but she found herself unable to raise them.
“Look at me,” Malik ordered, voice low and gravelly. 
She did, her heart skipping a beat, her gaze dipping to the proud erection between his legs. All thoughts vanished at the sight of him, everything but the desire to memorize every line of his body. He was a work of art himself—lean but muscular torso, narrow waist, a trail of dark hair that travelled down his abdomen to his cock. He stood with his legs spread, confident, secure in the powerful form he presented and happy to let her take in the sight.
“You don’t need to hide from me.” He advanced slowly, like a wolf stalking its prey. She let him, refusing to retreat even as his legs pressed up against hers and trapped her against the edge of the bed. 
“I’m not hiding.” Yet, her voice held a little quiver. 
His lips found the crook of her neck. “Have you done this before?” he asked against her skin.
She wanted to be bold, to say that of course she had, she was no mewling girl. But the truth was she hadn’t, and in the silence that followed, he seemed to settle into that knowledge. He licked at her pulse, then retreated, pupils flaring as he took her in.
“I’m honored that you are mine. All mine.” He cupped her cheek, smoothing his thumb along it. “I will endeavor to be worthy of you.” His hand dropped to grab a fistful of her shift. “But I would see you, all of you, if you will.”
The hunger in his gaze bolstered her confidence. She batted his hand away, grabbed her undergarment, and pulled it over her head before she could second-guess herself again. The air against her heated skin caused gooseflesh to break out and her nipples to pebble. 
A groan rumbled deep in his throat. As his palm settled on her bare waist, the contact sent a new surge of heat straight to her core. He tugged her against him, and she let out a breathy whimper, her body tingling with unmet desire.
“I’m yours,” she promised. “All yours.”
They tumbled back onto the bed. No sooner had her back landed on the soft coverings than Malik rose up on his knees between her legs. He grabbed her hand and placed her palm against his pounding chest. “This is yours.” He led it down, across his sculpted abdomen to the rod between his legs. He wrapped her fingers gently around its silken length. The feel of it, of him, in her hands made her mouth go dry. “This is yours. All of me belongs only to you.”
She marveled at the feel of him, his flesh hard and soft all at once. A little bead of moisture gathered at the tip, and she slid her thumb over it, earning a hiss of pleasure from the man above her. He was glorious. But how in the name of the Goddess was she supposed to take all of him? The thought terrified and excited in equal measure.
“What was it you said?” she asked, looking into his eyes. “I shall endeavor to be worthy of you?”
A chuckle filled the air between them. Slipping from her grip, he leaned down over her, propped on his forearms. “You already are.” 
Then his mouth collided with hers. This kiss wasn’t delicate or tentative, not like the press of his weight against her. This was hungry, ravenous. His teeth nipped at her bottom lip, and she opened for him, relishing the flick of his tongue against hers.
Though she wound her arms around him, hands in his hair tugging him close, the weight and warmth of him lifted. With his lips still on hers, she loosed a small sound of frustration.
Bronwyn wiggled her hips and met the firm warmth of his hand as he palmed her mound. A gasp slipped from her as one finger slid down her seam.
“So wet for me,” Malik whispered against her lips.
She was. Embarrassingly so. Much more than any time she’d touched herself. Even more than after the night of Griffith’s party, when Malik had kissed her twice, once in the study and then in the carriage. She’d had to bring herself to climax twice to finally settle herself to sleep.
One finger slipped inside, stroking her within. That steady thrust and rub made something deep in her stomach blossom, a spiral sucking her down, down, down into the whirlpool of Malik. Finally, she was ready to dive in headfirst. A second finger joined the first, and she bucked against him, whimpering at the pleasure he wrung from her. His calloused thumb teased the nub between her legs and sent a jolt of lightning through her body. “Malik!”
He groaned, sucking her bottom lip between his. “Let go. Come for me.”
It wasn’t fair, to be so undone when they’d only just begun, but if Bronwyn had learned anything, it was that Malik never played fair. 
Another flick of his thumb, and something in her shattered. She cried out, head thrashing as she clung to Malik, her fingers still tangled in his hair.
“That’s it.” He continued to stroke her, slower now, drawing out her pleasure. “I’ve got you.”
“Malik,” she panted, staring into his eyes. 
A gentle kiss pressed against her lips. “There you are,” he crooned. “I think you might be ready for me now.”
A half-laugh slipped from Bronwyn. He’d just left her dizzy with pleasure and now she was ready? Malik leaned back, sitting on his heels between her spread legs. It was a lewd pose she took, her knees spread with everything bare for him to see, especially still wet and glistening from her orgasm. She started to close her legs, but Malik shoved them wide again. 
“Uhn-uh,” he tsked. “Don’t hide from me. You are stunning. All of you. I’ve thought so from the moment I first saw you.”
“When did you become so complimentary?” she teased, panting for breath. 
He chuckled. “Haven’t I always been? You simply didn’t believe me.”
She bit her bottom lip as she weighed his words. He was always charming her with pretty words—she’d thought them ridiculous, but now… They had been true?
He stroked himself root to tip, and every thought eddied out of her head. Her gaze locked on his cock.
“You still want me?” he asked. 
Ever so slowly, she let her gaze crawl up his muscular form. He truly was a work of art. “Yes. A thousand times, yes.”
He chuckled deep in his throat. “I look forward to each and every one and more.”
Then he was adjusting himself, settling in close until the head of his cock slipped through her folds, and she gave a little whimper. He did it again, covering himself in her wetness. A breath caught in her throat as he sat poised at her entrance.
“Eyes on me, Princess.” 
She tore her attention from where their bodies came together. No sooner did their gazes lock than a feral grin stretched his lips and his cock slid inside.
Bronwyn gasped at the feeling of fullness, the odd yet right sensation. He’d barely breached her, yet the connection was mind-bending.
“Oh, fuck,” Malik groaned, sliding ever so slightly deeper. “So tight. So perfect.”
She dared another glance at where they joined, watching him sink further into her before he leaned down, his chest pressing against her breasts. A shudder rolled through her as he bottomed out and went still. Goddess, he was so big. Filling every part of her until there was nothing left. 
Malik cradled her cheek. “Are you with me, my love?” His former humor had vanished, only seriousness remaining.
Bronwyn nodded. It hurt. A little. But she had no regrets. Not one. “Yes.”
Slowly, he began to thrust, and the bit of lingering pain vanished completely, shifting to pure pleasure. Something within her knotted up tight again. On instinct, she lifted her legs, wrapping them around his hips. 
A growl of pleasure left him. At her encouragement, his pace increased. One hand toyed with her breast, the thumb that had brought her to climax now flicking across her nipple, making it hard as stone. With him inside her, his hand on her breast, his lips against hers, his breath in her lungs, everything was Malik. There was no start or end to either of them, just the two as one, bound up together. 
Finally, her body seemed to say as he sank into her over and over. Finally, finally, finally. 
Each stroke brought her closer to the edge of bliss until she was standing on the precipice and all she could see before her was him. Her walls were broken. He’d invaded her thoroughly, yet she had never felt more right.
Malik slid his palm down her body and gripped her ass, adjusting the angle of their coming together. Somehow, he slid even deeper, and Bronwyn finally tumbled off the edge, crying out with pleasure the likes of which she’d never known. 
He gasped, body jolting. Though he’d watched her carefully throughout their love making, as if he could memorize each moment to revisit it later, his eyes slammed shut and his head tilted back. A bellow tore from his throat, so loud any neighbors were doomed to hear. His hips jerked into hers one last time, then stilled. 
For a moment, it felt like her soul had departed. When it returned, it was to the sound of her name on Malik’s lips and a kiss against the pulse of her neck. “Bronwyn.” Another against her collarbone. “Bronwyn.” A third as a whisper against her lips before he rolled to the side with a groan and slipped free from between her legs. 
She’d barely rolled to face him before his arms wound around her, pulling her close. “Bronwyn.”
“I’m here.” She laid her hand against his chest, which rose and fell in quick succession, and savored the feel of his racing pulse. 
Their breaths mingled as he stared at her with reverent intensity. With one hand, he smoothed her hair back from her face, his palm lingering against her cheek. “Just when I was beginning to think you could not be any more beautiful.” His brow pinched. “Are you okay, truly? Did I hurt you at all?”
A breathy laugh slipped from her lips. “I am very well. Thoroughly and deliciously ravished.”
His expression morphed into one of mischief. “Thoroughly?” A chuckle vibrated through his chest. “Oh, my love, we’ve only just begun.”
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When Malik woke the next day, he was sure he’d never rested so well despite sleeping little. Bronwyn’s lavender scent filled his nose, and he inhaled greedily. A smile stretched across his lips at memories of the night before. He reached for her, ready to pull her into his arms and worship her once more. 
But the space next to him was empty, though the sheets still held a little warmth. Frowning, he cracked open his eyes.
As he blinked, clearing the sleep from his eyes, he caught sight of her across the room. The bit of apprehension trying to disturb his peace vanished completely. 
It would be a lie to say he hadn’t hoped she’d wake in his bedroom one day—that he hadn’t dreamed of a possible future where they could be together. In fact, that hope was the force that drove him forward, his guiding light. To that end, he’d considered what she might like and what might make her comfortable. The first thing that had come to mind was an easel and paints, complete with brushes and canvas to work on. It had been tucked away in the corner, but she must have discovered it and set it up, because she sat before it now on a little wooden stool. Her long brown hair draped down her back, warm and rich against the pale fabric of her shift. The apparent tangles in her brown locks made his chest swell with pleasure. He was responsible for those, he was sure, not that she’d thank him for that.
Worth it. So worth it.
From his position on the bed, Malik couldn’t see what she painted, but it didn’t matter. The woman he loved was in his bedroom, doing the thing she loved and seemingly at peace. There was nothing more precious in the world than that.
Malik lay there for long minutes, taking in the sight—the sun streaming through a crack in the curtains and highlighting her hair, the slope of her neck, and the way she’d occasionally tilt her head one way or the other as she pondered her work. He’d have been content to stay there even longer if not for the painful throbbing of his cock. Goddess above, he was a glutton for her. There was no other explanation for why his body still craved her so ferociously after the night they’d shared. Sliding inside her had been like finding home, a feeling he’d almost forgotten.
Quietly as possible, he slid from the sheets and pulled on a pair of loose pants he’d errantly thrown over a chair near the bed sometime before. He padded barefoot across the floor and came up behind Bronwyn while she painted.
Either she was lost in her work or chose to ignore him, but he’d wager it was the former. The painting she worked on appeared to be two horses galloping through a field. What a lovely sight.
“Good morning, Princess.”
Bronwyn gasped and stilled, brush held aloft. Her head whipped to the side, and only once she took him in did the tension slip from her shoulders. “Malik,” she breathed.
“Jumpy this morning.” He placed a kiss on the top of her head.
“You startled me, that’s all. I didn’t even know you were up.” With her free hand, she grabbed for a blanket that must have slipped from her shoulders at some point and ineffectually tugged at it until it barely covered her lap. Pity. Her thin shift did little to disguise her form. He’d have to content himself with the sight of her dusky nipples where they prodded the linen. 
“I wasn’t that quiet.” Though he’d certainly tried to be. 
She sighed. “I’m just…”
His stomach suddenly dropped. His throat grew tight. “Do you regret what we—”
“No!” She whirled on him so fast that her brush slid right across his abdomen, leaving a green streak in its wake. Her eyes grew wide as saucers. “Oh! Damn it. I’m sorry, I—” She set the brush aside and started looking around in haste, likely trying to find a rag.
Malik simply chuckled. “You can paint me any time.”
At that, she stilled with a sigh and looked at him over one shoulder. “I’m glad you’re in a good mood.”
“You’re not?” His brow pinched, truly perplexed. There was no way he’d left her unsatisfied. In fact, he was quite proud of how many times she’d cried his name. 
“It’s nothing about last night,” she said hurriedly. “Last night was…” She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and gave him a look that nearly had him groaning with need. “Perfect,” she finished.
His gaze locked on those pouty pink lips freshly reddened from her teeth. He couldn’t help imagining how they’d look wrapped around his cock. The thought alone nearly dropped him to his knees.
In the silence, Bronwyn shifted in her seat before tearing her attention away. “I really should find a cloth,” she mumbled.
“Don’t.” 
She stilled and snapped her gaze to him once more. 
“I like having your mark on me.” 
Bronwyn swallowed thickly, a flush rising to her cheeks. “Malik…” 
Slowly, he ran his hands through her hair to untangle some of the snarls, his nails grazing her scalp in a way meant to soothe. When a few knots loosened, he started at the top of her head and worked his way down again.
“What are you doing?” She stared at him in bewilderment. 
“Trying to fix your hair.” He worked another tangle free.
She scowled. “Have much practice with that, do you?”
He chuckled at the obvious show of jealousy. Not that she’d likely admit it. “Helping my mother with her hair, yes.”
“Oh.” Her crossed arms loosened along with the tightness in her features.
“She liked having her hair loose, and she loved riding. And the two together?” He clicked his tongue. “Her maids always made a fuss about it, so when we went riding together, I would always help her comb some of it out before we went in.” Talking about her was hard, but somehow less so with Bronwyn.
“I think I would have liked her,” she replied after a moment. 
He withdrew his fingers and tipped her chin up. “She would have loved you.”
She blinked at him, her features soft and doleful. “Malik.” 
He’d never tire of the sound of his name on her lips. But right now, there was something else he needed to hear. “What’s troubling you?” It was something, that much was certain.
“Nothing,” she said quickly, pulling her chin away and glancing at the floor.
But when he cocked his head, she relented and said with a sigh, “My sister. The opera house disaster. Charlotte.” She hunched forward, head in her hands. “Just about everything.”
Malik knelt before her and pulled her hands back from her face. “We will save your sister,” he said slowly, making sure each word hit its mark.
“Will we? Mr. Davies seemed to know who the Dragon was. We were close. But now he’s…”
Dead. And by his hand. Malik’s lips thinned. 
“We’re running out of time,” Bronwyn continued. “What if we don’t find another lead? What if they get spooked and vanish? We have precious few days…” 
A week. Maybe. 
Seeing his brave woman doubting and troubled stirred him like nothing else.
With care, he brushed her hair out of her face. “We have more leads, and we’ll track them down. I will make sure your sister is saved.”
Losing Ceridwen would destroy her, and that was the one thing beyond all others that he could not allow. He knew what must be done, but doing it … doing it could cost him everything.
Bronwyn almost seemed not to hear him as she continued to share her worries. “And Charlotte… Damn it, Malik, I had convinced myself again that she was innocent, and now? How could she not know about her brother? I need to talk to her. Find out what she knows.” She started to rise.
“Not now.” Malik urged her back down.
“But—”
“You’re going to storm off like this?” He raked his gaze up her form.
She looked down at herself, blinked, and managed to flush even deeper. She gnawed her bottom lip again before glancing at him from beneath her thick lashes. “You did destroy my dress.”
“You told me to.” Though he might have done it anyway in his eagerness to be with her.
“I did,” she conceded. “I suppose I’ll have to get a new one first, unless you happen to have one lying around somewhere?” Her gaze darkened. “Actually, don’t answer that. I’m going to hope you don’t.”
Malik chuckled. “Jealous, Princess?”
She huffed and crossed her arms, scowling at him. “Why do you always call me that when I hate it so much?”
He slid closer on one knee, palm finding purchase on the edge of her stool. Bronwyn sucked in a sharp breath, leaning back, but he gave no quarter, filling the space before her and using his free hand to quirk her chin. “To answer your first question, no, there are no dresses here. And no other women have stayed in this apartment save your sister.”
Malik savored the shock that slowly settled over her—the widening of her eyes, the gentle parting of her lips. 
“I did consider purchasing a few gowns in the hopes that you’d stay here with me one day, but I feared I’d get your size wrong or that you’d hate them. So instead, I settled on some items that I knew you would love.” He cut his gaze to the side.
“The easel. The paints…”
He nodded. “Surely, you had to know that it’s all for you?”
Her crossed arms fell free. Her form almost seemed to melt. “Malik.”
He clicked his tongue. “I’m not quite done.”
She sat straight again.
“Did you ever wonder why I tease you so? Why I call you princess?”
“Because you like to annoy me?
“Mmm, a part of me does, yes, I admit that. But, I think you like it, too. It distracts you. You can’t be sad or worried when you’re angry with me.” 
The slight widening of her eyes told him he was right even before she said, “I wasn’t truly angry … most times. More annoyed, really.”
“I know. I’ll take that annoyance anytime. Your anger. Your frustration. Give it all to me. Give me everything.”
“I—” She opened her mouth, but he placed one finger over it, silencing her.
“If getting under your skin was the only way to imprint myself on you, I’d take it. But no, that’s not it.” He dropped his hand but didn’t rush to fill the thick silence that lingered.
“I assume you’re going to tell me,” she said, her voice a breathy whisper.
He inclined his head. “What do you call the wife of a prince?” When he leaned to place a kiss on her throat, he felt her pulse fluttering wildly.
She jerked back, her eyes wide as saucers. “Malik…” She blinked, her mouth a small circle. “Is this… Is that a proposal?”
A soft chuckle slipped from him as he smoothed his thumb across her lips. “I’d like to think I could manage a much grander gesture, but I wouldn’t be opposed if you wanted to go ahead and say yes.”
She swatted at him. “You’re ridiculous.”
“Yes.” He grabbed her hand, placing a kiss on the inside of her wrist. “But you love me anyway.”
A small sigh left her flushed lips. “I do.”
“Then, Princess, know that I call you that because you are mine, and I will endeavor to do everything in my power to make you happy and keep you safe, starting with saving your sister.” He sealed the promise with a kiss. 
She melted for him instantly, her arms wrapping around his neck, her lips parting, and her body forming to his. For a few moments, they were a tangle of limbs and emotions locked together in passion. Somehow, they ended up on the floor, Bronwyn straddling his hips and rocking against his aching cock. 
When he growled against her mouth and tugged at her shift, she broke their kiss and sat up. Fuck. She was a sight, all kiss-flushed, hair tousled, sitting right where he wanted her. 
Malik could almost feel the heat in her gaze as it crawled down his chest to the point where she sat astride him. Her nose twitched, and a mischievous smile bloomed on her lips. “Oh, look, you seem to have ruined another part of my outfit.” She gestured to the smear of green paint that had transferred from his skin to her shift as they’d kissed.
“Best take it off, then.”
To his surprise and delight, she did, tossing the garment away and leaving her achingly beautiful and bare atop him. 
The dark curls at the apex of her thighs shimmered, and he could already feel her moisture soaking through the thin material of his pants. It was enough to nearly drive him mad. But as his palms settled on her hips once more, he saw that her features had drooped into a frown.
“Do you think…” she started. “Is it wrong to do this when we should be tracking down the dragons?”
He groaned. “I say we’d be fools not to savor what we’ve found while we can. Besides, do you think your sister would prefer you’d crept out at dawn, dress or no, or would she tell you to stay a bit longer?”
“She’d tell me to stay,” she said at once.
Smart woman. Malik smoothed his hands up her sides then back down to the tops of her thighs, needing to touch her, to move, before he went crazy. “And do you want to stay? At least for a bit?”
“Of course!” She rocked her hips. “I want you. I need—” 
He bucked into her, earning a sharp gasp. “I know what you need. Stay with me, Bronwyn. At least a little longer.” 
She leaned down, her breasts pressing against his chest and her tangled hair curtaining his face. “Okay.”
He grabbed her hips and ground his up into her, eliciting a little whimper. “Unless you’d rather spend these moments hunting shadows?” he teased with a smirk.
Goddess help him, she rocked back against him with equal need and fervor. “I want every moment with you.”
“Then they’re yours.” 
He’d give her all of them. Every one. 
But perhaps he’d savor this one more than all the others. Because he knew what he had to do, what came next, and once he did what must be done? Well, he’d be lucky for any moments with her after that. 
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It was pure luck that Jackoby was one of the first people Bronwyn saw when she arrived at the castle via hired coach. Since her dress had been rendered useless, she was hidden from neck to toe beneath a large and unseasonably thick cloak. It was the best she could find at Malik’s apartment; she wasn’t about to show up in just her underthings. 
Thankfully, the butler didn’t judge, didn’t ask questions other than to inquire after her well-being, and he helped her avoid as much notice as possible as she slipped to her quarters within the castle. 
The head housekeeper, Gwen, whom Jackoby had wisely sent to collect her soiled things in lieu of a random maid, had said nothing, either—though she had looked at Bronwyn like she’d lost her mind or left part of herself somewhere instead of just her clothes. 
But the truth was, Bronwyn hadn’t felt quite so herself in a long time. For years, she’d feared that letting someone in would inevitably hurt her. They would crack the foundations that she so carefully held together, and the tower of herself would fall. 
That wasn’t the case with Malik, though.
He wasn’t some weakness that would destroy her. He gave her strength. His words, his touch, his devotion—they patched up holes that even she herself had missed. And once they were filled? She was left basking in the glow of something new, wonderful, and perfectly made. A stronger and more beautiful tower of herself than she’d ever imagined possible.
She needed all that strength when, hours later, she stood before the open gate to Charlotte’s family manor. 
Officers of the constable buzzed around the front yard, dressed in their formal crimson attire complete with the stiff little hats she had always found ridiculous. 
One man stepped to block her path as she advanced on the gate. “Sorry, miss. No entry.” 
This, she’d anticipated. “I’m Miss Bronwyn Kinsley, sister to the queen.” She held out a scroll bearing the official royal seal. 
The man’s eyes widened, and he looked to another nearby, as if seeking help.
“My sister and the king are on their wedding moon, as I’m sure you well know, but surely, you recognize the seal? There’s a note from the king’s butler and chief aid within if you need further confirmation.”
A second man hurried over as the first stuttered, “This is an active investigation…”
“And let me guess, Miss Davies isn’t speaking to you regarding her brother?” Bronwyn arched a brow and attempted to remain calm despite the anxiety twisting her into knots. “I was in attendance at the opera last night and am well aware of what transpired.”
Much more so than these men, she’d guess, since they didn’t even seem to know of her involvement in Mr. Davies’s end. Either that, or they chose not to let it show. Though, given the first man seemed to show everything on his face, that was unlikely.
“Your Highness…” the second began.
Bronwyn sharpened her look, and he quickly fell quiet. “Trust me when I say there is no one who wants this resolved more than me. If you’ll just let me in to see your superior?”
To that, they acquiesced. The lead inspector was a thin, aged man who looked down his pointed nose at her from the grand entry hall of the manor. 
“Miss Kinsley.” His frown deepened. “You received the message I left at the castle regarding my desire to speak with you? I would have come there as I did this morning, though it seemed you were out?”
She had received that message. And promptly ignored it. Her faith in the local authority outside the castle was limited. After all, what had they done to track down the dragons? Nothing successful, that was certain.
“You and His Highness both left before I arrived on the scene last night,” he continued.
“His Highness was injured. As was I,” she replied sharply. “Surely, you didn’t expect His Highness to bleed out waiting on you?”
The man flinched at her tone. “Of course not.”
“Then you understand why we had to leave. Now, then, I am here to speak to Miss Davies.”
He opened his mouth, shut it, then opened it again. “Miss Davies has spoken to no one other than to collapse into tearful hysterics.”
“And this surprises you, investigator?” She crossed her arms and stared him down. The man might be a foot taller than her, but height was no impediment to putting someone in their place or getting them out of her way. “Her brother is dead. Of course she is hysterical and unlikely to talk to you.”
“You think she will speak with you?” he all but sneered. 
“Worry not. After I speak to her, I will share anything of note with you.” 
The man looked more than irritated but said nothing more. A harried-looking butler stood nearby, unable to hold himself still. It was to him that Bronwyn turned her attention. 
“Can you take me to Miss Davies?”
“It’s as the investigator says, Your Highness.” 
Miss Kinsley, she silently corrected him.
“Miss Davies is distraught and seeing no one.”
“Please let me try,” Bronwyn implored. “If she knows a friend is here, perhaps it will ease her?” The words tasted sour on her tongue. She’d thought Charlotte a friend. Once. But with all that had happened over the past few days, could she believe that? 
The man let out a sigh. “Come with me.”
Bronwyn followed him deep into the manor. She knew which door was Charlotte’s the moment they stopped in front of it because of the sobbing coming from the other side. The sound tore at Bronwyn’s chest.
The butler knocked. “Miss Charlotte, there is a Miss Bronwyn Kinsley here to see you.”
The sobbing quieted, but no response came. 
The butler raised his fist to knock again when a hoarse voice asked, “Bronwyn?”
“Yes, Charlotte, it’s me. Can I come in?”
A wailing sob broke out. “I can’t. I can’t!”
“Charlotte—”
“It’s as I said, miss,” the butler said, trying to steer her back toward the main stairs. 
Bronwyn stepped around him. “Please, Charlotte! Just speak to me. Just for a few minutes.”
“I-I I’m a mess! The room! I—”
“Through the door, then,” she said quickly. “I don’t have to come in.”
The butler found his spine, jaw set, and shooed her away from the door. But then Charlotte said, “Okay.”
Bronwyn wanted to weep with relief. The butler’s eyes widened, but he halted immediately. The sounds of scratching and groaning wood came from behind the door, as if Charlotte moved something heavy, but that made no sense. Even the butler seemed perplexed until the door cracked open the tiniest fraction. The room beyond— Bronwyn barely stifled a gasp. It was a mess. Clothing strewn. Furniture upturned. Goddess above, no wonder Charlotte did not want to see anyone.
“Can we have a few minutes alone?” Bronwyn asked the butler.
“I don’t think—”
“Leave us, Bernard,” Charlotte said. “Miss Kinsley will meet you back downstairs in a few moments.”
He grimaced but gave a bow and did as Charlotte ordered.
The door did not open further, and Bronwyn did not push it. Nor did she glimpse the woman beyond. Bronwyn waited for the butler to retreat out of sight before saying, “I am sorry about your brother.”
The beginnings of a sob slipped through the door, but it was quickly stifled. “He— They said he tried to kill you.”
“He did.” There was no point in hiding it. 
“I didn’t know!” came a cry from within. “You must believe, I didn’t know! He was always reckless. Foolish. But I never thought—”
“You never thought he was involved with the dragons?” 
Charlotte’s weeping drew silent. The soft tread of someone pacing echoed from within the room. “No. No of course not.”
Bronwyn closed her eyes in pain. It was a lie. A poor one at that. “I know, Charlotte.” She leaned against the wall, staring at the damask pattern of the wallpaper across from her. “I know about the spell you gave to the kitchen boy.”
The sound stilled, but no denial came. Then, suddenly, she screeched, “Is that why you’re here? To throw accusations at me while I grieve?” 
“No!” Bronwyn leapt off the wall as if it burned. “I’m not here to condemn you. I need help. Please!”
A sniff and the hint of a high-pitched huff came from beyond.
“Charlotte.” Bronwyn reached for the door but dropped her hand just before it grazed the metal handle. “The dragon—the dragons—they have done more damage than you know. My sister … she’s…” Her throat closed up.
“She’s back from her wedding moon?” The innocence of the question struck her like a blow to the stomach, and her breath left her. Could she truly not know?
“No. Not that.” She should say nothing. It was what they’d agreed, to keep it a secret, but some risks were worth taking. “She’s in trouble, Charlotte. The dragons have gotten to her. She’s cursed. Dying.”
A sharp gasp came from the other side of the door. “She wasn’t supposed to— He— Why would he harm her?” 
“Who is he, Charlotte?” Bronwyn’s pulse fluttered wildly in her throat. She knew. So few did, but Charlotte knew. 
A fresh wave of sobs poured through the crack. “He’ll kill me. I can’t!” 
“My sister is dying, Charlotte,” Bronwyn pleaded. “I cannot save your brother, but you can save her.”
“If he even finds out you’re here—” Suddenly, Charlotte’s tear-stained face filled the crack. She must not have even washed it from the night before because streaks of makeup discolored it like she was a painting doused with water. 
“Please,” Bronwyn echoed.
“I can’t.” The door slammed shut with a rattle. 
Bronwyn pounded on it to no avail. “Charlotte!”
There was a heavy scraping sound, the same as before, but now she knew what it was. Charlotte slid something heavy in front of the door. It wasn’t Bronwyn she was trying to keep out. Nor the inspector, she’d wager. 
“I can keep you safe, Charlotte!” she called through the closed door. “Please! Just help me, and I’ll make sure that he’s no threat to you. I’ll get you a pardon. You won’t be held accountable. Just help me. Tell me who he is!” Give me anything!
Over the pounding in her ears, Bronwyn barely heard the reply when it came. “If the queen is cursed, it’s too late. I’m sorry.”
No! Tears burned at the corners of her eyes. “It’s not!” She rammed her shoulder against the door, but it did nothing except send a wave of pain shooting through her body. The butler had returned and was advancing down the hall, but Bronwyn was not deterred. “If I end him, it ends the curse. Please, Charlotte!”
“Miss Davies?” the butler called over Bronwyn’s desperate outrage.
“Bernard, see Miss Kinsley out.”
Her eyes flew wide. No. No, she can’t be this cruel. “Charlotte!” She rattled the locked doorknob one last time, but the butler corralled her toward the stairs. 
Charlotte… 
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Malik


Malik drank half his glass of whiskey in one go. Damn. What a day.
“Another, Your Highness?” The barkeep raised his brows at him. 
“Please.” He slid the half-filled glass across the counter.
The day had started as a dream, with him waking up next to Bronwyn for the second day in a row, but had soured the more it progressed. She’d been a mess last night, torn up over her friend’s involvement and all that she would not say. Malik had signed a pardon for Charlotte, an attempt to get the grieving woman to speak. Whether Bronwyn was successful it that, he wouldn’t know until later. His focus was elsewhere. 
First, he’d visited the Yarwoods to break Siân’s heart. She’d taken it reasonably well, all things considered. Threw a shoe at him and stormed off in tears, but that was to be expected. Her brother, however… Malik frowned as the barkeep slid the newly filled glass back to him. Fury had nothing on the brother of a jilted woman. The man had even threatened him, which might make him laugh under other circumstances but now only raised his suspicions further. Rees Yarwood had no love for him, and a clear disrespect for the crown. 
A wiser man would have kept the ruse with the Yarwoods going, perhaps, but the time for slow games was over. And he’d been right about one thing: pretending to be interested in someone else when he had Bronwyn’s affections was impossible. The mere thought of it made him ill, and he would not taint the one good thing in his life.
Malik sipped at the whiskey, savoring its burn, and glanced about the busy gentlemen’s club. He was waiting on Lord Osric, but it seemed he was to be disrespected twice in one day—the man was late. As long as the lord eventually showed, it was a slight he could let go. 
Others kept trying to engage him in conversation. He was, after all, quite the novelty, a notable guest to this particular club with its deep blue walls and even darker leather chairs. A few hard looks and curt words kept the men from lingering, though. He was in no mood. 
Finally, he spied Lord Osric through the haze of cigar smoke. The lord took note of him at once, smiling broadly, though even that attempt looked slimy and unwelcoming. Nearly everything about the man did. Goddess help him, he would never associate with such an eel of a person under different circumstances, but progress required sacrifice, and he was out of time.
They claimed a corner table that Malik had reserved, and the attentive barkeep immediately brought Lord Osric a glass of whiskey. He sipped at it before grinning and throwing one arm over the back of the curved lounger. “Excellent taste, as to be expected of His Highness.”
“I’m glad you like it.”
“To what do I owe the pleasure of your company this evening?”
It said much about the man’s want of connections that he’d come on invitation alone. 
“I believe we may be of a similar mind.” He held out his open hand in an offer to shake. “All wings in the willows.”
Lord Osric cocked his head, his grin spreading. He took Malik’s hand, his fingers settling into the pattern used by the dragons to show their allegiance to the cause. “And fire in the hearth,” he finished the secret acknowledgement. “Though I am surprised to find you among our number. I’d heard it was quite the opposite.”
“Oh, really?” Malik sipped at his whiskey. “From whom?”
A laugh filled the space between them. “Everyone.” 
Malik grinned, leaned on the table, and whispered, “It would be foolish of me to wear my allegiances on my sleeve, as it were.” He sat straight once more. “It’s good to see my diversion has been effective.”
“The Dragon never told me about you.” His brow scrunched. “You’re to be the heir?”
“Am I not already?” Malik gave a toothy grin. “Besides, he lets you in on all his plans, does he? I trust you’ve met him in person?” 
“Well, no…” Lord Osric shifted in his chair, looking suddenly uncomfortable. “I mean, I get my letters, same as everyone, and I was supposed to meet him soon. Elis had assured me of that, but then he…”
“Ah yes, most unfortunate,” Malik replied.
Osric’s gaze darted around before settling on Malik once more. He scooted in, dropping his voice even lower than before. “Is it true you took care of Elis? I thought he was a favorite?” 
Malik shrugged. “He’d been seen. By Miss Kinsley, no less.”
“I know orders were not to harm her, but given the circumstance, might it have been better to have offed her instead?”
Instantly, Malik saw red. In his mind’s eye, he saw himself smash the heavy glass he held into the man’s face, and it took all his composure not to do just that. Even so, he failed to keep all the rage from his features, and Lord Osric noticed, sitting back quickly in his chair. 
“I—I meant—"
“Miss Kinsley is of interest to him.” He slammed his empty glass on the table. “To me. She is not to be harmed.”
“Apologies!” The other man held up his hand, looking suddenly terrified. “I thought—”
He snarled, “You thought wrongly.” Goddess above, if the sniveling, slimy man wasn’t useful to him, he’d have half a mind to throw him out the nearest window, onlookers and consequences be damned.
“Please, let me make amends… For the offense, a-and the racecourse.” Lord Osric loosened his collar. “I-I didn’t know. I’ve only tried my best to follow orders.”
Silence hung between them, filled only by the din of the club. Malik let the man stew in his misery until he finally said, “You have a reprieve. For now.” Malik’s nails dug into his palms even as he forced a smug smile. “Why else do you think I asked you here tonight?” He leaned back in his chair and crossed one leg over the other. “The pieces are almost all in place, and we have work to do.”
Osric swallowed thickly and sat a little straighter. “There’s been no letter…” 
Malik chuckled. “Have you not figured it out already? Consider the appointment Elis promised fulfilled.” He signaled the barkeep for another glass, waiting. 
The revelation came across in pieces: first the widening eyes, then the slight parting of his mouth, and finally a thoughtful turn of the head. 
“Neutral sleeves, remember.” Malik raised a finger to his lips. “And there is now a vacancy at my right hand that I need filled.”
The smile that bloomed on Osric’s face was truly unsettling. “It’s an honor.”
The barkeep refilled their glasses, and Malik clinked his against the other man’s before continuing. “We’re going to need to gather our comrades quite quickly. We’ll use the old meeting place. The Briar Rose.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Oh, I always forget the real name.”
“Perrault’s,” Lord Osric supplied. 
“Yes.” Malik pointed at him. “That’s it. We need it all to ourselves. Tomorrow.”
He sat a little straighter. “So soon.” 
“It can’t wait.” Not a moment longer. “Perhaps you can amend your previous error by assisting me in the reservation and getting word out? There will be even more opportunity in your future if you do well.”
“Of course. Anything.” 
The glimmer in Osric’s eyes was so obvious Malik nearly laughed. Instead, he smiled in satisfaction. Some men were so easy to hook with the right bait.  
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Bronwyn


Bronwyn had spent much of the day before in her quarters, trying not to worry over what Malik was doing. He had a few meetings, he’d said. Better that she stay at the castle with her family than linger at his apartment with no company and, admittedly worse, no food. He didn’t keep much on hand, and they’d mostly gone through the little he had the day before—in bed. 
A fresh ache built between her thighs at the memory. Two days. They’d had so little time together, yet it felt like he’d always had a piece of her heart and now it was no longer missing.
At least this morning she had something to do.
The letter had come the evening before, around dinner time. The moment she’d seen the decorative looping of her name on the front, she knew immediately who had sent it. Charlotte’s note had been brief, yet it gave her more true hope than anything had in days.
Come for morning tea at 10. I’ll tell you everything. 
Bronwyn woke before dawn and nearly considered heading over immediately. But if Charlotte was willing to talk now, she didn’t want something like an early arrival sending her into a fit or causing her to change her mind.
She could wait. However difficult that was. The minutes had never passed quite so slowly as they did that morning. She paced alone in her room, begging the sun to rise faster. 
When her carriage finally stopped in front of the Davies’ manor, she sprang from it like a buck through the trees, barely remembering to tell the driver to return in an hour. They might not be done by then, but oh well.
Her father, and Malik for that matter, would have a fit if they discovered she hadn’t brought a troupe of castle guards with her. But she was just visiting Charlotte, for goodness’ sake. Arriving with an entourage of men and women in tow felt wrong. That, and she wasn’t about to let anything—like the presence of a few additional guards—change Charlotte’s mind about speaking with her. 
Besides, what need did she have of them when the inspector’s men were still all over the place? Charlotte might be willing to speak to her, but it seemed she still spurned the city officials. Just as well. 
Bronwyn sighed, shaking her head as she spied the same two men at the gate as the other day. At least they knew who she was now. 
“Miss Kinsley.” The men bowed at the waist.
“I’m here for tea at Miss Davies’s invitation.” The men looked at one another uncertainly, and Bronwyn nearly groaned in frustration. They weren’t going to try to deny her again, were they? “See, I have her letter right here.” She held it out to them, but neither man moved to take it.
Now that she took in the small yard beyond the gate, there seemed to be even more people present than before. Strange.
“Well? Will you let me pass?”
“You see…”
“What? Are you denying her visitors now? The inspector and I have an agreement.” It was from the other day, but surely, it still held. She would tell him anything of note, especially if he could help her track down the dragons.
“That’s not it, Miss Kinsley,” the quieter of the two said, stepping up where his companion seemed at a loss for words. “It’s just that, well…” His gaze darted before settling on her once more. “Miss Davies was found dead this morning.”
Bronwyn blinked at him, the words not registering.
And then they did. All at once and with the force of a horse’s hoof to the chest. 
Charlotte’s letter fell from limp fingers. Bronwyn stumbled back, curling in on herself. 
“Miss!” The man who’d spoken rushed forward, grabbing her arm to steady her, probably worried she’d faint on the spot. 
“She’s…” She could not form the words over the silent scream echoing through her head. Dead. Dead. Dead.
But she’d just written the evening before. She’d invited her over. She’d been grieving but certainly lively, full of the same vigor and passion Bronwyn had become familiar with.
Tears blurred her vision and fell to the flagstones.
It was all too much. 
“Miss! Your Highness!” The other man was there opposite his companion, stumbling over his titles but with kindness in his voice. The accent he tried to hide slipped back in full force. “I’m sorry. Mayhaps we shouldn’ a said.”
“Should we call a carriage? Where are your attendants? Should we take you inside?”
Now they offered to let her in. She sniffed, wiping at her tears and trying to clear her eyes. Crying wouldn’t help. It never did.
“The staff is in a state, but—”
“No. No thank you.” The voice that came out was far stronger than she felt. She was on the verge of falling to pieces, and in that house, surrounded by whatever traces remained of her friend, she really might. Oh, why, oh, why had she chosen this of all times to shirk her guards and send the carriage off? 
Fate was a bitter mistress sometimes.
“How did she…” Bronwyn looked past them at the house. No wonder there were so many more people present today. They weren’t just investigating the sister of a man responsible for the opera house disaster. They were inspecting a murder scene.
“We’re still investigating how someone—” He snapped his mouth shut. “We’re still investigating.”
Her doom had not been by her own hand, then. 
“I understand,” Bronwyn replied. She did. Likely more than most. There was little doubt in her mind what had happened. Charlotte knew valuable information. She knew the dragon’s identity. And she was going to speak. Somehow, he, whoever he was, had learned that and taken drastic action. 
“I’ll just … take a walk,” she said. “If my carriage returns before me, have them wait here.”
The men asked further questions. One might have offered to go with her. She wasn’t sure, could barely hear them over the thoughts and emotions roaring like a gale inside her. 
It was a beautiful day: clear skies, an unseasonably cool breeze that was a balm against the heat as the sun rose higher in the sky. Birds chirped. People went about their business, oblivious to the tragedy nearby. It was the type of day Charlotte would have loved in the city that she called home. Yet it didn’t notice the hole her absence left in it. It was bitterly ironic.
Bronwyn hadn’t made it more than two blocks when a raised voice snared her attention. 
“You there! Miss Kinsley!” 
The sound of her name rooted her in place. Though she’d been looking ahead, her gaze was unfocused, or, rather, focused inward—everything given over to taking one breath after another and not losing herself to sorrow and shattered hopes.
As the world came back into focus, the sight that greeted her was of Mr. Yarwood marching toward her, his dark face set in a scowl, his brisk and determined pace in sharp contrast with his impeccable attire. 
“What do you want?” Bronwyn snapped as he stopped feet from her and stared her down in a rage. Her tears dried up at once, burned away by her own fury as she crossed her arms and glared at him. Common courtesy be damned. He’d thrown that out the window in his approach, anyway.
“Did you know? Were you part of this, too?” he demanded.
“Part of what?” she scoffed. The man had lost his mind.
“Oh, go on, deny it,” he all but snarled. “He always had an eye for you, and you for him. My sister never had a chance, did she? Was it all a game?”
Bronwyn leaned back but refused to budge. “Your sister? What does Lady—”
“It was bad enough, breaking her heart, but this?” He’d had a folded piece of paper clutched in his hand and now he waved it in her face, nearly grazing her nose. “I hear the inspector is at the Davies’ manor. I’m on my way there to report this.”
“The inspector is a little busy this morning,” Bronwyn said coldly. 
“He’ll make time for this,” Mr. Yarwood hissed.
“Doubtful.”
His eyes narrowed. “Inspector in your pocket, too, eh? Should have known as much.”
Bronwyn shook her head, at a loss. What in the Goddess’s name is he on about? “Sir, this is not the morning.” 
She made to step around him, but he blocked her path, leaning down until he was right in her face. “Off to meet him now?” 
The urge to punch him had never been quite so strong.
Then, something flashed across his features, and he drew back. “Or … do you truly not know?”
“Know what?” 
He took his time unfolding and smoothing the letter he clutched, a look of smug satisfaction on his face as he handed it over to her. 
She scanned the first few lines, her brow knitting at the randomness of it all. “It’s nonsense.”
“It’s code.” He crossed his arms and stared down at her now, his features carefully even as if she was on trial and he was the judge deciding a sentence. “One used by the dragons.”
Her eyes flew wide. Immediately, she glanced around, looking to see who overheard, but no one was near. Almost like anyone nearby had gone out of their way to avoid them. Probably had.
Was that a confession? Was he a dragon? 
“I see the damnation in your eyes.” His lip curled. “I’ve been trying to infiltrate their number for months.”
“To join them?” The words leapt from her tongue.
“To end them.” He held her gaze, unblinking. Where he’d been in a fury moments ago, now his eyes were full of cold resolution. Truth.
He was against the dragons, trying to stop them—like Malik, like Drystan. 
“Then why are you making such a fuss? Surely, you can’t think I’m one of them?” she asked, taken aback. 
His look turned almost sorrowful. “It’s not all code. Not the end. You didn’t read it all, did you?”
An unexplainable tremor gripped her limbs as she unfolded the page once more. 
“I’d wager one of these was delivered to many of the noble houses this morning,” Mr. Yarwood said. 
A deep sense of foreboding landed heavily in her stomach. As she skimmed the page, her eyes landed on the looping signature at the bottom. 
A signature she knew. 
Impossible. 
Yet…
Signed, Alistair Malikant Ithael. Prince of Castamar. Rightful heir to the throne. The Dragon. 
“It can’t be.” The denial was far away, said beyond the buzzing hum beginning in her head and rising to a scream. “It can’t. He wouldn’t.”
Weakness gripped her legs. Her skin tingled. The world spun.
“It’s his signature, is it not? And seal?”
It was the seal that she couldn’t look away from. Wax red as fresh blood stamped by the ring he always wore. 
“It can’t be.”
If she said it enough maybe it would make it true. Maybe it would stop the breaking of her heart, her soul, as it crumbled apart and fell around her in a heap. Maybe it would stop the tears as they slipped down her cheeks.
But she couldn’t deny the words on the page. The confession.
Malik was the Dragon.
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Malik


Malik swirled the blood in the crystal tumbler as he waited for the rest of the dragons to arrive. Perrault’s was closed during the day, or, it usually was, when it wasn’t housing a private meeting for traitors to the crown. They’d pulled the curtains, casting the room in shadow, and relied instead on the gas lamps to illuminate the wood-paneled room with their yellow light. Everything in the damn place was dark: dark floors, a painted ceiling, furniture of dark wood and leather. Only the occasional brass button and wall sconce added a glimmer of something more. The tang of cigar smoke from evenings past still lingered in the air, though if Malik had his way—and he usually did—there would be no smoking today. 
He lifted the glass and took a sip, lips wrinkling at the taste. Nasty business, drinking blood, but necessary for dark magic. Nothing else fueled the burn of power within, granting additional strength, speed, and access to spells otherwise off-limits. 
Lord Osric acted as doorman, admitting two men, then a third. Their ability to adjust their schedules and arrive on time was quite admirable, he’d give them that. But then, when faced with a grand reveal and the promise of more wealth and power … well, who wouldn’t jump to attention when the best carrots were dangled in front of them?
Two more arrived before Malik checked his pocket watch and ordered Lord Osric to lock the door. This lot would have to do. Unfortunately, they were all a bit demure. Surprised, to be sure, but restrained. No one had yet entered with the … enthusiasm he’d expected. 
“Wait!” came a call from the hall. Lord Osric admitted one last man before locking the door.
“It is you!” the latecomer, a Lord Buell, stammered. His eyes practically bulged out of his round face when he spied Malik, who sat reclining in a cushioned chair with a glass in hand and his heels propped on the table.
“The one and only.” Malik smirked. “Pour yourself a drink and join us.”
There was only one vintage on offer. One only dragons consumed. 
A humorless laugh caught in his throat. Ironic that, according to legend, the mythical beasts of old would have abhorred such a thing. Actual dragons were said to be noble creatures favored by the Goddess. There was nothing noble about dark magic or the methods used to wield it. 
Where several of the others who’d arrived had been quieter and more reserved, Lord Buell was the opposite. A talker, that one. His squealing laughter had grated on Malik’s nerves at more than one event, but hopefully, there wouldn’t be too much need for it today. 
“I can hardly believe it.” The chair groaned as Lord Buell plopped into it, drink in hand. “I thought for sure you were against us.”
A few murmurs of agreement fell from the other men. 
Malik grinned. “That’s the purpose of a secret identity, isn’t it? To hide one’s true motives until all the pieces are in place?”
Lord Buell took a long sip and sighed, showing the red still on his teeth. “Well, I’ll be. The younger Mr. Caddick swore you were on to him and were going to end him. Er, you as the prince, that is. And then when he disappeared a week later? Well, I was sure he was right.” He let out a small version of that hated, grating laugh.
Malik slid his feet from the table and leaned forward. “I did end him.” 
Everyone drew silent, staring at him. 
Malik shrugged. “He let fear get the better of him and turned traitor. He was willing to rat anyone out to save his own skin, and we can’t have that, now, can we?” Really, he’d done them a favor with that one.
“Of course not,” Lord Osric said, voice brimming with confidence. “We all knew the importance of secrecy and holding to the cause. Your father ingrained that lesson in us.” At Malik’s flat look, he added, “If you don’t mind me saying so.”
“He taught us all in different ways,” Malik admitted. 
“Goddess grant him peace.” Lord Buell set his glass aside and made the sign of the Goddess in front of him.
Malik’s nose curled like he’d smelled something foul. Such praise for his father had that effect. 
“What happened to Mr. Davies?” one of the men asked. “He was the one of us who really knew you. When he died, I feared the movement might end with him.”
“So little faith in me, Harold?” Malik tsked. “An unfortunate loss, yes, but he’d been seen by too many people. And, as you say, he knew me. What would have happened had he been taken alive? Forced to speak against us all? There’s a reason I was waiting backstage that night and was present at many of our other demonstrations. Who else would be better positioned to make sure our tracks were covered? To assuage doubters and push the nobility to see that the current monarchy is weak and ill-suited to protecting them?”
Rising assent filled the silence. The fervor of it tingled in the air.
“You’re right. I couldn’t see it before, but you were always there,” Lord Osric acknowledged. “I, for one, would rather die in the service, at your hands, Your Highness, than be turned against you.”
“Just as well it was Davies,” Lord Buell said in his booming voice. “Always bothered me that one without our gifts had such privilege.”
Lord Osric looked at him, aghast.
Malik raised a careful brow. “You question my choices?”
“I…” The man’s throat bobbed. “Apologies, Your Highness.”
“Now”—Malik sat back in his chair—“if you’re done doubting me, let’s get on to business. But first, a toast.” He grabbed his glass and raised it high in the air. “To the future!”
He watched in satisfaction as each man took a long sip. 
Only when they finished did he continue. “Now, the fruit of our labors is beginning to ripen. After all, what sort of king runs off on a wedding moon when there is such upheaval in the capital? When the people rally for the change that we can bring?”
The fervor rose again, a heady sensation that one could easily get swept up in, and Malik stoked it higher.
“The nobility are primed for change. I hear it. I see it daily. And so, I have revealed myself to all as I did to you.”
A heavy pounding came at the door, and silence fell over the room. 
Malik stood, weight balanced on the balls of his feet. The other men turned toward the sound as it came again. 
“Uncle Pembroke, cousin Perry, are you in there?” called a voice.
The two men, father and son, startled. “Nevitt?” asked the elder.
With a sigh, Malik strode to the door. Young upstarts had the worst timing. He unlocked it and swung it open. The young man stormed in, nearly knocking him down in the process. Just as well. Malik closed and locked the door once more.
“You have to leave!” Nevitt cried. “This is a sham!”
“Is it?” Malik asked. 
The boy turned, eyes widening. Could he truly have missed him? “You are not the Dragon!” He pointed an accusing finger at him.
“Am I not?” Malik crossed his arms. “How curious, I thought I was.”
“It’s a trick!” Nevitt yelled. “I’ve met him, and he is not you. You’ve done nothing but sign your own death warrant!” The man pulled the sword strapped to his waist. “You were always in the way,” he snarled, as if Malik was something he’d stepped in. “He’ll be relieved to know I’ve removed you from his path.” 
Now this was getting far more interesting.
The sword shook as Nevitt held it aloft. Poor fool. He certainly had more experience wielding a cigar or quill than a sword. He wasn’t even holding it right. Yet, somehow, he’d become a close ally of the Dragon. Curious. 
“Help me, you idiots!” Nevitt shouted to the others, not bothering to look back at them.
“Such disregard for family or rank,” Malik tsked. “Though … I don’t think they’ll be much good for anything now.” 
He gestured toward the small cluster of men still gathered around the seating area. Chairs fell back and tumblers were dropped as the final step of Malik’s plot went off without a hitch. Lord Osric stood, swaying on his feet, gaping. Blood ran from his nose and coated his hands. Another man already slumped in his seat, motionless. Lord Buell’s face was purpling at an alarming rate.
Nevitt turned, his features paling. “You! What did you do to them?”
Malik wiped at the trickle of blood running from his own nose. “What I must to protect those I love.”
“I—” The young man looked toward the door, but Malik had already blocked the way. 
“Now, then.” He pulled two of his concealed daggers and angled them at the newcomer. “Finally, someone with the information I need.”
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Bronwyn


Bronwyn still stared at Mr. Yarwood’s letter as if it could somehow save her from the realization crashing down on her. 
“It can’t be,” she said for about the tenth time.
“I’m afraid it is true, Miss Kinsley.” His voice held a touch of softness now, more than she’d ever heard from him. “I believe I did tell you to beware the prince? I’ve had my suspicions for some time.”
Goddess. He had, hadn’t he? It felt like so long ago, but really it had been mere days. Bronwyn clutched at her chest as if she could hold together the pieces of her that were breaking apart.
Malik. He’d cursed her sister. He sought Drystan’s throne. 
Yes, he’d been present for so many accidents but never involved. At least, she hadn’t thought he was. He often stayed with her, protected her … or kept her from learning the truth? Was that it?
The dawning horror chilled her to the bone.
She’d never felt more complete than in the last few days, but maybe she hadn’t found her missing piece. Instead, she’d let in a monster who had destroyed her from within. It was her greatest fear.
He knew that.
Yet … yet…
Bronwyn bit her bottom lip hard to hold back a sob. Her teeth cut so deep she could taste the metallic tang of blood. 
No, she could not break. She could be her own strength. She was a strong woman. She could get through this. However much it hurt, she would not—could not—fall apart. 
Mr. Yarwood was speaking, asking her something. Had she handed him back the letter or had he taken it? She couldn’t be sure. 
Bit by bit, the words started to come back, to register: “…Only figure out what Briar Rose was.”
Briar Rose. She’d heard it before. Part of a code. Something Malik had been working on with Drystan. Had he figured it out?
Foolish girl. She chided herself. Of course the Dragon would know his own code.
But he hadn’t really known, had he? His confusion had been genuine, or it had seemed that way. 
So much seemed different. Do you really know him at all?
But Drystan thought he was on his side, too, and—
Suddenly, she remembered something else from the letter. “Give me that.” She snatched it out of Mr. Yarwood’s hand.
He barked in outrage, but she swatted him away, scanning until she found the part she was looking for. “‘Before the king returns from his wedding moon,’” she read aloud.
Those words were a light illuminating a dark cave, mortar to her crumbling heart. 
“But he never left!” She stared at Mr. Yarwood, breathing heavily. “Malik knew that!”
He looked at her as if she’d grown a second head. “What?” 
Mr. Yarwood didn’t know. Couldn’t. But that didn’t matter. She knew, and that knowledge was everything. “Malik couldn’t have written this. Or didn’t mean it. Or”—she shook her head—“I don’t know, but this isn’t what it seems!”
There was something else at play, something going on. 
“It’s about a meeting. Where?” She scanned again. “The Briar Rose.”
“Doesn’t exist,” Mr. Yarwood said at once. “It’s a code. A cover.”
There were a few places Malik had thought it might be. What had he said? Her brow furrowed as she tried to remember. “Passelton’s? Or maybe Perrault’s? I have to go there at once. I’ll set this straight.”
Mr. Yarwood grabbed her arm. “Or you’re trying to protect him to throw me off.”
Bronwyn jerked free. “It’s not what you think.”
A carriage rocked to a halt in her periphery. “Miss Kinsley? Mr. Yarwood?”
Goddess above, she’d nearly forgotten they were out on the city street. Even more surprising was the man staring at her through the carriage window with a pinched brow.
“What’s going on here?” Lord Griffith was already opening the door and stepping out. 
“Phillip!” Hope surged through her. Exactly who she needed. Someone who might help. And he had a carriage, too. She was in front of him the moment he stepped on to the cobblestones. “I need your help.”
“Of course, but what is—”
“Take her to the castle,” Mr. Yarwood called over her head. “Before she gets herself into trouble.”
She whirled on him. “Don’t go to the constable. Please. Just give me time.” She turned back to the carriage, grabbing Lord Griffith by the arm and all but hauling him back into the cab. “Hurry, we must go.”
To his credit, Lord Griffith did just that, ignoring the other man and climbing in across from her. Before he even had time to close the door, she took to filling him in. “There was a letter saying Malik is the Dragon, but that can’t be right. It’s some ploy. A con. I don’t know what he’s gotten himself into, but it can’t be true. I have to stop him. Perhaps if we go to his apartment straight away, there will be time.”
Phillip shouted to the driver, “Three-thirty-one Highgrove Street. At once!”
“Thank you.” Oh, she could have kissed him for that. Finally, someone who listened. “I don’t know what’s going on, but there has to be some mistake.”
“I heard about this letter.” Lord Griffith crossed his legs and leaned in. “You don’t think he could be the Dragon? He is the heir. Maybe he wants the crown?”
Bronwyn shook her head. “He doesn’t.” She knew it in her bones. “He only wants to help Drystan, er, King Tristram. He wouldn’t turn on him, on me.”
“Ah.” He sat back, nodding. “So, you’re rushing to the prince because you love him?”
The brutal straightforwardness of the question struck her straight in the chest so hard she winced. Guilt was stifling. “Phillip … I—” Shit. She should have told him. Long ago. It was cruel to have led him on so long, and now she was breaking his heart in the worst way.
“I know you went with him after the opera,” he said, eyes downcast. 
And, oh, did she feel even worse then. Here she was asking the man whose feelings she couldn’t return for help saving the man she loved. If the carriage wasn’t moving along at a solid clip, she might seriously have jumped out.
“I thought you might have feelings for him. His interest was quite easy to see despite the other women he kept on his arm.”
Now that stung in a whole different way.
“After you disappeared with him at my party, I needed to be sure. And then you left with him and him alone after the opera. Went back to a private apartment, was it?” he asked. “It seems the ring I gave you is still there.”
Her brow knotted. The question was so jarring it was as if they screeched to a halt. “How could you—” The last word died, unspoken, as she sucked in a breath. “You followed us?” Oh, Goddess, had he known Malik’s address without her giving it?
“Close.” A smile bloomed slowly across his face, but it wasn’t the cheerful one to which she’d grown accustomed. “A tracking spell. Tucked in the setting of that pretty stone. Took a number of tries to get it just right.”
She shook her head. “A spell? But you’re not—”
“Of noble blood?” he finished for her.
He wasn’t. His father had been made a noble years ago. There was no magic in his blood. None that they knew of.
“But I am. Not just noble blood but something stronger.” Now there was an edge to his voice she’d never heard before. A sharpness as wicked as any blade. “My father wasn’t granted his title simply because the king was generous. Quite the opposite, in a way.”
Her trembling now had nothing to do with the swift crunch of the carriage wheels over cobbles.
“Oh, Bronwyn…” He lurched forward.
She gasped and jolted back, her spine digging into the backrest—but there was nowhere to go. 
Lord Griffith cupped her cheek in a mockery of a tender embrace, his fingertips digging into her skin as he forced her to look at him. “You always were so clever, so insightful. You’re right. Your dear Malik is not the Dragon. A pity you couldn’t have simply fallen in love with me instead. The things we could have done together…”
“You’re him.” She clutched at his arm. “You’re the Dragon.”
The bloody villain was right here. The man who’d cursed her sister, who’d tried to destroy everyone she loved.
A little huff of laughter slipped past Lord Griffith’s lips. His fingers flexed on her cheek, tilting her jaw. “Clever. Just as I said.”
A wave of pure rage washed through her. She dug her fingers into his forearm, attempting to wrench his hand away. When that failed, she lashed out, raking her nails across his cheek. 
He cried out in pain but did not let go. Rather, he jerked her head suddenly forward, then slammed it back against the wall of the carriage. Pain bloomed through her skull. Spots swam before her eyes. Finally, he let go, and she slid sideways, trying to gain her bearings, to push through the pain.
“No more of that,” he snarled. 
Then a cloth was over her face. He fell atop her with his full weight, pushing her down onto the hard carriage bench, their arms flailing, both nearly falling into the floorboard.
Bronwyn gasped, trying to pull in a much-needed breath, but Griffith pressed the cloth tighter. A strange scent filled her nose. She swung her fist, but her fingertips merely slipped across his coat before her hand fell limp.
Darkness closed in around the edges of her mind. Then she knew no more. 
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Malik


Malik stumbled into an alley outside of Perrault’s, squinting at the bright noon sun overhead. He braced one hand against the cool stone wall and wiped at his nose. 
“Damn.” 
Blood still trickled out. No wonder he was so lightheaded. His insides roiled. The thought of the foul beverage he’d consumed and the poison he’d laced it with were enough to turn his stomach, to say nothing of the effect on his body. He would have tried to vomit it up right then and there if he wasn’t afraid of passing out in the street if he did so.
Maybe that would be preferable. 
Somewhere deep down within him, something was starting to wake. It rumbled in his soul, a sleeping giant coming alive and shuddering the foundations of his being as it did.
He knew the risk of consuming blood, of giving into the darkness, what he might be sacrificing. He’d seen the monster it made of men—his father, Drystan, and others. 
Falling prey to that same curse would have been worth it if his plan had worked completely, but his successes were limited. He’d ridden the world of some dragons, yes, but not the leader of the clutch. Nevitt had made that clear during his entrance, and Malik had no reason to believe he lied. Rather, fury like that spoke truth more than anything.
The young man had been strong with a sword, if unpracticed. The magic in his blood must have been potent to grant a gangly man like him such strength. Perhaps that was why he’d been taken into confidence. Loyal, too. He had chosen to end himself when it became obvious he’d lose the duel. 
Though Malik hadn’t gotten the name he’d aimed for, the furious young man had let a few details slip. “He’s more than worthy of the title he was given. More than you!”
Few were given titles. 
He was close. So close. 
“I knew it,” a voice snarled from the end of the alleyway. 
Fuck. 
Mr. Rees Yarwood stalked his way with heavy, determined steps. The last thing Malik needed was another latecomer. His strength was waning. He needed rest, not another fight. 
“I told my sister you were trouble,” Rees raged. “My father, too. Not worth the potential prize. But did they listen? No. And now I find you here at the secret meeting spot.”
Malik smiled weakly. “You’re a little late, I’m afraid.”
Rees grabbed him by the collar and shoved him against the wall. “Don’t you dare associate me with that filth!” 
Head throbbing, Malik replied, “I could say the same.”
He scoffed. “Says the self-proclaimed Dragon. I got your little letter.”
“And you knew the meeting place, so who’s the Dragon, exactly?” 
“I didn’t know.” He shoved him back again. “I figured it out. Just in time, it seems.”
Malik summoned his strength and jerked free of the other man, pushing him back in the process. “If you’re looking for dragons, you’ll find several dead ones upstairs.” 
His eyes widened. “You—”
Malik drew a dagger and frowned at the bit of blood still on one edge. “Should I add you to their number?”
Rees drew his own before squinting at Malik, appraising him in a new light. “You took them all out on your own?” 
He shrugged. “Poison did most of the work.” After his mother died, Malik had started giving himself small doses from time to time. Not enough to kill, but enough to build up a tolerance. It was a precaution in case his father should choose to end him subtly as well. For once, it had come in handy. The poisoned blood hurt. It had weakened him. But it wasn’t swift and deadly like it had been for those not strengthened against it. 
“So you were framed?” Rees asked.
“Not exactly. I did sign and send the letters. I hoped to lure out the leader of their little ring, possibly infuriate him enough to attend the meeting and reveal his identity. No such luck, by the bye. But I’ve never been and never will be a dragon. Surely, you know that Yarwoods always stick to the light,” Malik added, referencing the family name his mother had shared.
That seemed to strike home. The other man’s shoulders dropped, and he lowered the dagger. “She was right.”
“Your sister?”
“Miss Kinsley.”
A sudden sense of foreboding stole over him. Malik sheathed his dagger and shoved away from the wall. “What do you mean?” 
Rees’s lips pressed thin. “I sought out the inspector this morning, planning to turn you in if no one had already. I’d heard he was at the Davies’ manor and ran into Miss Kinsley there. I showed her the letter.”
No. He stumbled a step, a deep hole opening in his chest. No. She was never meant to see that. He hadn’t told her before for fear that she’d try to stop him, and how could he deny her anything? She was supposed to be safe at the castle, far from all this. She should never have heard of any of it before he had time to explain. 
“Where is she now?”
He had to get to her. Find her. Make this right. She had to know the truth.
“Looking for you, I presume.” Rees glanced away. “She was in quite a state when Lord Griffith arrived and offered his assistance.”
Malik stiffened. “Lord Griffith?” 
“I advised him to take Miss Kinsley back to the castle, but she was adamant about finding you, and I daresay he wasn’t inclined to listen to me.”
His racing heart ratcheted up. If this revelation pushed her away, into the other man’s arms— He shut that thought down. No. She would never. But something about the situation hung over him like a specter of doom. 
Title he was given.
Lord Griffith was one of few on that list. One closely connected to the dragons Malik had killed. 
“Bronwyn is in trouble.”
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Bronwyn


Waking up was usually slow and sweet, like a sigh or a cloud, before she opened her eyes and took in the world. At least, that’s how it had felt waking up next to Malik. 
Now, she struggled. Consciousness was a glimmering light in the distance, one she fought to reach, kicking and clawing through something thick as honey. Every inch was a battle. It would be so easy to give up. Part of her yearned to do just that. To let herself slide into the sweet embrace of oblivion. 
But someone waited for her in the light. He was there. And she had to get back to him. She had to fight.
Slowly, she opened her eyes. The area around her was blurred and dim, though a small light flickered somewhere off to the side. Her limbs tingled, but she found that she could move them. A little, anyway—a twitch of her fingers, a curl of her toes. The rest of her just felt so heavy… 
As more of the room came into focus, she made out a dark canopy above her, wooden poles holding it up. A bed. That was the softness beneath her. But it was not a bed she knew. A strange, musty smell filled her nose, a scent that made her think of dried flowers, moths, and death.
“Awake already. Most impressive.”
She gasped and managed to turn her head to the side.
Lord Griffith reclined in a chair nearby, legs crossed, hands steepled in front of him. 
“What have you done to me?” Bronwyn rasped, her voice thick and cracking.
“A little sleeping powder. Nothing serious.” He waved a dismissive hand.
“Not like what you did to my sister?” she snarled. Goddess, if only she could move. Never in her life had she wanted to hit someone more. 
His eyes widened a fraction, and he sat a little straighter. “It worked?”
Damn it! He didn’t know?
“Most interesting.” He drummed his fingers together. “What a clever little trick you played. Perhaps you should be acting on the stage rather than killing my men behind it.”
“I’ll kill you for what you’ve done!”
“Ack.” He held a hand to his chest. “You wound me. And here I thought maybe you cared about me despite your little ruse. Not as much as your princeling, of course.” He shrugged.
She did—she had, in a way. Not in the way he wanted, but the betrayal, the knowledge that he’d been the villain all along, cut her deeper than he knew. 
“Pretending to be me.” He tsked. “I’m afraid he’ll snare a few of my dragons with his trick, but not all of them.” He grabbed a glass off the side table and took a sip. When he lowered it, a hint of crimson lingered on his lips.
Her stomach rolled. Not wine. She could almost smell the metallic tang. 
“The prince was right about one thing in his letter. With the king gone, it’s an optimal time to seize the throne.” He set the glass down hard. His red lips thinned. “But he’s not gone, is he? He wouldn’t leave his precious queen. An interesting little wrinkle, but no matter. The pieces are already in motion.” He rose from his chair, the oil lamp on the table casting his grim, flickering shadow against the navy-papered wall.
“What are you going to do to me?” Bronwyn’s heart raced. Though she gave it all her focus, she could barely lift one hand, much less fight him off.
He stopped at the edge of the bed and stroked her cheek with the back of one hand before withdrawing. A shiver of disgust rolled over her skin. “Keep you, perhaps? We’ll have to see if we suit each other.”
They most certainly did not. She clenched her teeth hard, willing him to try to touch her again. Maybe she could bite off one finger. 
“But, for now, you do make the most delicious bait.” He licked his lips, eyes glimmering.
Realization struck her so hard that she could barely breathe. “That’s my blood.” Her own words sounded far away over the scream echoing through her head.
“As my magic requires.” 
Dark magic. “But the painting didn’t—” She snapped off the thoughts that floated unbidden from her tongue. 
His brows rose. “The painting?” He tsked. “Not just a gift after all, I take it. Was any of it real?”
Bronwyn had no answer for him on that. She’d valued his companionship, his friendship, but all of those memories were tainted by the revelation of who he was and what he’d done. If only the spell had worked at the party… Maybe he hadn’t used dark magic recently then. Perhaps it was all terrible timing, but his consumption of blood and his own admission was damning.
“No matter.” He took another sip. “I’ll need my strength when your lover comes for you. How soon will he be here, do you think?” he mused, gripping his chin. “Shall I let you reunite before I kill him? That would be quite poetic.”
She nearly screamed in frustration. How dare he threaten Malik? Use her as bait? She clawed across the bedclothes in desperation. Finally, her fingers grazed something cool and hard. She sucked in a sharp breath, hope thrumming alongside her fury. 
Bronwyn wrapped her fingers around it and pulled. Something clattered. Then she flung the object toward Griffith with all her might. It hit him in the hip and fell to the floor. 
All trace of humor fled his face as he scowled at the object on the ground. 
“Oh, Bronwyn.” Lord Griffith bent and picked it up. The object was about the length of her forearm. Yellowed and streaked. Tapered in the middle. He tapped one end on his open palm. 
Bone. It was a bone. 
This time, a scream did hurtle from her lungs. She twisted her head to look to her other side. 
The bed was not empty. 
Another screech tore from her throat. She wiggled, thrashed, did anything she could to get away from the skeleton that lay next to her still wearing a stained, discolored nightgown.
“I always did want to introduce you to my mother.”
Then Griffith was on her again. He shoved a cloth over her nose and mouth, half-obscuring the horrifying sight. A sharp, tangy scent filled her nose, but this time, she nearly cried in relief as the world faded away again.
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Malik


“Ican’t believe they let her go off alone!” Malik slammed his fist into the wall, savoring the pain of the impact and the cracks he left behind. 
Drystan squeezed his shoulder. “You have to calm yourself. Anger and bloodlust will only fuel the beast.”
Malik snarled at him, feeling far too much like the monster he could feel rousing within him. He’d consumed blood one too many times, first with Lord Osric the night before, after their whiskey, and then in the club earlier that day. A necessary act to convince them of his falsified allegiance, but apparently enough to trigger the Goddess’s curse. Tempt the darkness and pay the price. Reach for more and doom your soul.
Drystan knew the toll the Goddess demanded more than anyone. He’d wrestled with the beast for years, had almost gotten it back to sleep for good—or so he’d thought—before Ceridwen was cursed. He’d reached for darkness again in a failed attempt to save her. Malik had thought it foolish at the time. He didn’t now. If it meant saving Bronwyn, what wouldn’t he do?
Damn it all, he had to find her.
“She was not at my apartment, nor here. Wynni had not seen her since the opera. Lord Griffith’s manor has been quiet since this morning. He must have her,” Malik said, voice rising with fury once more.
“We don’t know that for sure. You know Bronwyn. When she sets her mind to something, no one can dissuade her. She might yet turn up.”
Malik ripped himself away from Drystan’s touch. “I’m not going to simply wait around while she might be in danger.”
“It would be unwise for you to roam about until your name is cleared.” Drystan’s voice was calm, controlled. The exact opposite of how Malik felt. It grated against his every sensibility. “The constable should be doing that now, and the palace guards are helping, but it will take time to reach everyone. You did send a lot of letters…”
“Had to be thorough.” Malik reached for a glass of whiskey, considered hurling it across the room the moment his fingers closed around it, and set it right back down again. “I should have told her our plan beforehand. This is all my fault.”
Drystan huffed and shook his head. “She never would have let you go through with it. We’d have had to tie her up or lock her in her room.”
“Preferable to this,” Malik grumbled. He stared at Queen Ceridwen still sleeping in her bed. They had done so much trying to save her and still it hadn’t been enough.
Now Bronwyn was in danger. He knew it in his bones. Felt it in his soul.
“Lord Griffith has a house outside the capital,” Malik said. “I’ll go there. There may be some clue as to where he’s taken her.” He made a beeline for the secret passage.
Drystan moved to block his path. “Send members of the royal guard. They can check and report back. After all, didn’t you say the painting Bronwyn gifted Lord Griffith wasn’t triggered when he opened it? Maybe it’s not him.”
Malik bared his teeth. “I can’t just wait!” The painting might not have changed until later, but they knew enough now to know the spell was imperfect. 
Stone groaned as the passage slid open. A harried Jackoby emerged, panting for breath as if he’d run through the tunnels to get there. “A letter.” He held it out. “To His Highness.”
Quick as a snake, Malik grabbed it and ripped it open. 
It was brief. Damning.
It took everything in him not to rip the letter into tiny little pieces the moment he’d finished scanning the words. 
Malik met Drystan’s questioning gaze. “He has her.”
If you wish to see Miss Kinsley alive, surrender yourself to me at Thorngrove Hall. 
Come alone. I will know if you do not, and all you’ll find will be her corpse. 
A poorly rendered dragon was sketched at the bottom, and through his fury and terror, Malik had the strangest thought that Bronwyn would laugh at the pitiful art. 
“Lord Griffith?” asked Drystan.
Malik’s teeth ground together. “Bloody fucking Lord Griffith.”
“That’s who has my daughter?” Mr. Kinsley leaned against the entrance to the passage. His chest heaved with quick breaths. Though Malik couldn’t blame the man for his concern, the last thing they needed was him falling on the steep stone stairs or having a heart attack.
“I’ll get her back. I swear it on my life,” he promised Mr. Kinsley.
Drystan stepped up and clutched his shoulder once more. “I’m coming with you.”
Malik stared at his cousin, aghast. “The letter says to come alone. We cannot risk it. Nor you.” Drystan was the Dragon’s real target. For whatever reason, Lord Griffith seemed to think he could claim the throne if Drystan and Malik were out of his way. Or perhaps he yearned for the chaos that would follow without a clear heir. Either way, Drystan coming along was a terrible idea, to say nothing of the threat to Bronwyn.
Deep sorrow filled the king’s gaze as it slid to his wife’s still form. “It’s not just Bronwyn’s life on the line.”
A knot stuck in Malik’s throat, and he forced it down. Her time was almost out. If Lord Griffith somehow had magic and was responsible for the curse, ending him would save the queen. 
“Would you really stay behind,” Drystan asked, “if the roles were reversed?”
No. Damn it. He wouldn’t. 
“Let me go in first. Stay back and hidden. I’ll try to take care of him myself. If I fail…”
Drystan’s jaw stiffened. Malik could already hear the refusal forming on his tongue. The letter could be a lie. A hollow threat. But he’d underestimated Lord Griffith before, had written him off for his common heritage. He would not again.
“Please. I love her. I can’t risk her.” 
The king sighed through his nose, his jaw still stiff. “Fine. Let’s gather some of the guard. Just a few. Our best. I’ll keep them with me at a distance in case things should go wrong.”
A mirthless smile pulled at Malik’s lips. “Your men are about to have quite the surprise.”
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Bronwyn


When Bronwyn woke again, fingers of bright orange light lanced across the room. A soft sob rattled her chest as memories flooded back. Even though she knew what she’d find this time when she glanced to her side, it was impossible to prepare oneself for the reality of being in bed with a skeleton. 
His mother. Goddess above, had he killed her?
Judging from the state of decomposition, she’d been dead some time.
After a dreamless sleep, Bronwyn was able to sit, some of her strength returned. Still, her head spun. She clutched it, squinting at the bright light streaming in through the window. 
Sunset. But it had been night before. At least a day had passed, maybe more. The dry, cracked feeling in her mouth and ache in her belly only confirmed that.
A quick look around showed that the chair Lord Griffith had occupied before was empty. He did not appear to be anywhere in the room. A small blessing. It was an even bigger blessing that he hadn’t tied her up. If she had to linger near the corpse— She choked back a sob as she slid out of the bed. 
Bronwyn’s legs wobbled a little as she gained her balance. Once she did, she rushed to the window. Unlocked! But a peek outside dashed her hopes. She appeared to be on the third floor and there was no easy way down. She could jump, but she’d probably break a leg in the process. Or worse.
Next, she tried the door. To her surprise, it opened. After hastily using a cobweb-covered chamber pot, she fled the horrid room, eager to be free of it. The musty, aged scent and the oppressive silence of the place continued in the hall. But here, tickling the edge of her perception, was the sound of a piano.
The sorrowful tune grew louder as she padded down the hallway, testing each door and finding them all locked. The tempo of the song quickened, as did her pulse. She made her way down the stairs, fingers running along the dusty banister. 
A river of crimson carpet ran down the curved stairwell, which descended to the second floor and then the first. The music beckoned. An eerie invitation. She knew who played it—knew who was the only other person in this abandoned manor. Cobwebs clung to the sconces on the walls, but even the spiders seemed to have forsaken this place. The only sign of life was the new, lit candles illuminating her way down. All of it was a path, a beacon she was meant to follow.
Bronwyn ignored the second floor completely. Everything in her said the doors would be locked, same as above. Lord Griffith wanted her to come to him, and the dread blooming low in her gut said she had little choice. What other horrors lay in wait for her? What nasty spells might she encounter if she diverged from the path?
Resigned, she headed toward the music. As she did, she picked at the bandage wrapped tightly around her left wrist. He hadn’t healed her like Malik had, or had wanted to, when she’d offered him her blood willingly. She’d wanted Malik’s scar; if this bastard left a mark on her, or worse, if he obscured the one she’d asked for—a reminder of her courage—she’d be slow in her revenge. And she would have it. For all that Griffith had done, she’d find a way to end him, even if it meant haunting him after death. Perhaps she could bargain with the Goddess once she reached her. Beg for the chance to repay his ills before she entered the hallowed planes. 
Up ahead, light flowed from an open set of double doors. With her heart in her throat, Bronwyn entered the room. 
It was large, the ceiling arching high above, supported by thick wooden beams. The far wall was almost entirely windows, like one might see in one of the Goddess’s temples, though these were clear glass rather than colorful. It must be a study of sorts. At the far end sat a desk, but there was also plenty of seating in the center, as if it doubled as a formal parlor for entertaining. A few bookshelves rose high on the side walls between works of art and decorative little tables. 
The very last place she looked—she had to force her head to turn—was the back corner of the room, near the entrance. Her nails dug crescents into her palms as she took in the sight of Lord Griffith seated at the piano bench, still hammering out the song he played with rare skill. His eyes were closed, but she had no doubt he somehow knew she had entered, especially as he turned his head her way and grinned. 
It was an utterly chilling sight, one that might have made her ill if she had anything in her stomach. He continued to play, the song rising into a final flourish, his fingers flying over the keys. Finally, finally, he brought the tune to its end. The last notes still rang in the silence when Bronwyn started a slow, loud clap. It was the only thing she could think of that might truly annoy him.
Lord Griffith’s eyes snapped open. “Bronwyn.” 
Goddess. How had she ever found comfort in those eyes? She glowered at him.
“Welcome to Thorngrove Hall.” He gestured to the room. “Please, have a seat.”
She huffed. “Like some guest? And here I thought you planned to bleed me out. But perhaps you prefer to starve me instead?”
He closed the piano lid and stood. “Patience, my dear.”
“I am not your dear!”
His grin twitched as he skirted the instrument and advanced on her. He had not changed clothing and was therefore a little disheveled. Whatever this kidnapping ploy was, she sensed he had not planned it, or had not planned it well. “Not yet. But things can change, can they not? I wonder. What would you give me to save your lover’s life?”
Malik. Her eyes flew wide. Her nails bit into her palms so hard she drew blood. 
Griffith spared a glance toward the windows and the freshly fallen darkness beyond. “I assume he’ll be joining us quite soon.”
Not yet, then. Nothing has happened. She tried to calm her racing heart to no avail. Griffith stepped closer, but she refused to back down, simply holding her head high. “Did you kill her? Your mother?”
He flinched, drawing his hand to his chest. “Bronwyn. You wound me. Of course not.”
“Forgive me for thinking otherwise,” she replied, voice dripping with sarcasm. 
“My hands have been relatively clean … until recently.” He looked at them and shrugged. “My mother died by her own hand. Not long after my father.”
Years, then. Her corpse had lain in that bed for years.
“They were so deeply in love. It seems she could not bear to be without him, not even for her only child.” There was true sorrow in his voice. Hurt. Longing.
And damn if she didn’t feel a slight twinge of sorrow for him. Losing one’s mother was a horror—one she knew well. Losing both parents to violent ends? There was little wonder he’d become twisted.
Lord Griffith wandered to the seating area, where he picked up a crystal glass filled with dark liquid and brought it to his lips.
Her stomach turned. Was it hers? Best that she didn’t know.
“But you killed Charlotte,” she said, tearing her gaze away from the vintage in his hand.
“Ah, yes.” He set the glass back down and stared at it. “Most unfortunate. She and her brother were quite useful. Elis was so determined for his family name to continue to rise, to build upon the foundation of wealth his father had created by elevating their status as well. And Charlotte? Well, she was always so devoted to her older brother. He was all the family she had left, after all.” He lifted his gaze to hers. “A shame that you caused both of their deaths.”
Bronwyn reared back, stunned. “Me?” 
He nodded. “You poked your nose into things you shouldn’t have and encountered Elis. I assume he tried to kill you to keep you quiet, though I had told him, all of them, that you were not to be harmed.” He wagged a finger in the air. “That’s why the prince killed him, isn’t it? And Charlotte, dear Charlotte.” He clicked his tongue. “I thought she might crack after her brother’s death, so I kept an eye on things. You looked so downcast when you left her home the morning after the opera.”
“You were watching.” She’d missed that. Completely.
“I was. I’ll admit, I was surprised. I thought she might hold firm and earn a reprieve after all. But then I saw her maid leaving and followed her. Imagine how I felt when she went straight to the castle.” He shook his head. “There was no avoiding it then. Though I’d wager she didn’t spill my secrets in her note given your presence the next day.”
“You killed an innocent woman out of fear.”
With a little laugh, he threw himself down on a sofa. “I think we both know she was far from innocent.”
The barb stuck like a blade to the chest. No, she had not been innocent, but had she really deserved to die? And this man had the gall to laugh about it.
“You!” Fury seethed from her as she stomped toward him. She raised her hand to strike. “How dare—”
He lashed out with blinding speed and grabbed her wrist in a crushing grip. She yelped. 
“That’s not how you should approach your future king.” The pressure lightened ever so slightly, but he did not free her. 
“You’ll never be king,” she wheezed.
“We’ll see.” Griffith frowned as he took in the blood on her palm drawn by her nails. “What a waste.”
Disgust washed through her. She tried to pull away, but he drew a sharp dagger and pointed it at her throat. 
“Do have a seat.” He tugged her toward the spot beside him. 
Reluctantly, she went. She couldn’t kill him if she were dead herself. A thousand hateful words lingered on her tongue, waiting to be hurled at him, but those would get her nowhere. Instead, she said, “It’s true you asked the dragons not to hurt me?”
He blinked, lowering the blade ever so slightly. The smirk stretching across his lips softened. “I did.”
Bronwyn loosened the tightness in her jaw, and tried to make herself look delicate and unassuming. “Why?” 
“My interest was genuine.” He brushed his knuckles along her cheek. “It still is.”
Gooseflesh raced across her skin, leaving her cold. 
“I’ll not deny I initially sought you out for your connection to the royal family,” he continued. “It surprised even me that my intentions shifted.”
“Your followers didn’t question why you would keep one royal alive when you sought to destroy the rest?”
He shrugged. “You were common born. And from what I’d learned of you—what everyone seemed to perceive—you had no great love of nobility or the court. Such a woman would be a fitting queen for a new era, don’t you think?”
“Queen.” She leaned away. Goddess above, he was insane. Her lips thinned. “My sister is the queen. A good one. Common born and with the interests of the people at heart. Yet you would kill her in your quest for power.”
“Ah, yes, she may have been a good queen, but she’s also the king’s weakness. He could have saved her…” He drew the thought out, brows rising. “Still can, if my spell has not run its course.”
“If he sacrificed the whole kingdom to you,” Bronwyn spat. 
“And died,” Griffith said, as if it were nothing. He tilted his head one way, then the other as his gaze searched her. “You don’t carry the sorrow of her death yet. She could still be saved. I would save her for you if the others were out of the way. A wedding gift, perhaps?”
He offered it like one, but his silken words were full of poison. Even if he was telling the truth—and she struggled to believe that—she could never go along with what he asked. The death of Drystan and Malik, handing the kingdom over to a madman, becoming his wife? Each facet was a nightmare in and of itself. No matter how much she loved her sister, no one person could be worth all that.
Lord Griffith perked up as if he heard something, but all that reached Bronwyn’s ears was eerie silence. Something glimmered in his eyes as his grin grew. “It seems our guest is almost here.”
Malik? Her heart leapt.
A sharp tsk slipped from his lips, and he angled the blade toward her once more, running the flat of it down her cheek. “Let’s hope he comes alone, as ordered … or I may have to rescind my proposal.”
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Malik


Malik rode his horse through the open gate of Thorngrove Hall and tugged her reins, bringing her to a halt in front of the main doors. He dropped to the ground, breathing hard. “There, girl. Rest now.” He patted the chestnut mare’s neck. She frothed at the mouth, stomping her foot. “Go.” He gave her one last pat and sent her off. With luck, she’d find water nearby, and he’d be able to see to her needs later. 
A sudden gust of wind whipped at his hair and clothes. The temperature had dropped, and not just for the lack of the sun. The smell of rain clung to the air. It had yet to fall, but it would soon.
The manor towered before him. Though most of the windows were dark, two lamps glimmered on either side of the front door, and he could see distant light through some of the first-floor windows. If not for that, he’d have despaired of being in the right place, but no, something in his gut told him this was it. More so, he sensed that Lord Griffith waited for him. He only prayed Bronwyn was safe.
Malik pulled his favorite dagger and gripped it tight as he stalked toward the double-door entry. Some might prefer a sword in such situations, and he did have one strapped to his back, but he always favored his daggers, especially in close quarters. 
The doors opened with minimal effort and swung wide, not even squeaking. It was eerily quiet, within the manor and without. Full dark had settled over the world. Normally, bugs would be singing their night chorus, possibly accompanied by a few owls. But not this night. Not here.
And within? He paused at the threshold, straining his ears. He was expected, that much was obvious. Lit sconces led the way ahead, into the heart of the manor. But there was no staff on duty. No sound of rushing footsteps coming to see who entered the house. A musty, aged scent met his nose. It was then he noticed the dust, the cobwebs. Though the exterior was immaculately kept, no one had bothered with the inside. 
But someone was here, and every moment he waited wasted him when Bronwyn might be in danger.
Malik prowled into the building. He focused his heightened senses, listening, watching, reaching out with his instincts for any sign of traps or trouble. As he passed down a short hall, he found nothing strange. Ahead, light spilled from a room. 
Adjusting the grip on his blade, he headed straight for it. The sight that greeted him around the corner had his blood running hot and cold in sharp flashes.
Bronwyn was alive. 
Lord Griffith had a blade pressed to her throat. 
Malik went entirely still. They were seated in the center of a large room with huge windows towering behind them. Lightning flickered in the distance, briefly illuminating the dark sky beyond the glass.
“So glad you could join us, most maleficent prince.” Lord Griffith grinned. “And you managed to come alone. How fortunate for our dear Bronwyn, here.”
Bronwyn’s lips thinned, her eyes flashing, but she said nothing. All her focus was on Malik; it had been from the moment he spied her. Though Lord Griffith seemed not to notice, she mouthed three unmistakable words.
I love you.
Malik’s chest rose and fell as those words echoed over and over in his mind, imprinting on his soul. But the reason she said them now caused more fear even than the moment he received the letter declaring her a hostage. She said them now in case she couldn’t later.
He’d be damned before he let the woman he loved come to harm—not while there was still breath in his lungs to stop it.
“Let her go,” Malik growled.
“I have no wish to harm Miss Kinsley.”
“Your dagger implies otherwise.” 
Light reflected off the blade as Lord Griffith adjusted his grip. “Surrender yourself to me and I’ll gladly put it away.”
Don’t, Bronwyn mouthed. And her eyes … they begged.
“I’m here, aren’t I?” Malik raised his hands but did not drop his weapon. 
“Ah, but you’re still very much alive.” The smile that spread across Griffith’s face was pure evil. And to think he’d once thought the lord a decent man. He had never suspected the darkness that lay beneath his skin. “You want her alive? A life for a life. Give yours right here and now.”
“No!” Bronwyn lurched forward, coming preciously close to the blade. 
Lord Griffith shoved her back against the sofa’s cushion. The sight of his hands on her, pushing her, had Malik snarling in fury. It was then he noticed the bandage on her wrist. The bastard had hurt her. He’d pay for that. 
“To what end?” Malik asked. “The king will never let you live.”
Lord Griffith quirked a brow. “Disobeyed my orders, did you? Sadly, I’m afraid they won’t be here soon enough to help you.”
So, he did have spells placed nearby to warn him of anyone’s approach. It made sense. It’s what Malik himself would have done. 
“Don’t listen to him,” Bronwyn snapped. “No one is here. We’re alone.”
Lord Griffith turned his attention to Bronwyn. “Inside, yes. But outside…” He glanced toward the windows. 
Bronwyn did as well, her eyes widening as she stared into the gloom. Suddenly, lightning broke across the sky, and in the brief flash, something moved just beyond the windows—a lanky beast that looked very much like a wolf … a member of the dragons in their monstrous form.
Fuck.
Bronwyn let out a sharp gasp and snapped her attention toward Malik, likely coming to the same conclusion. He nodded once. He understood. The odds had just gotten a little more interesting.
“Why do all this?” Malik addressed Griffith. “What do you possibly hope to gain?”
“The throne, of course,” he replied, as if he sought something as simple as a cup of tea.
A humorless huff of laughter fled Malik’s lungs. “All this for some delusion of grandeur? You think the people will support a random noble claiming the throne?” 
“Ah.” Griffith tsked. “But I’m not some random noble, cousin.”
What? He reared back in genuine shock. There was no way. Madness. True madness and delusion.
“Cousin?” Bronwyn echoed, as confused as he.
“You really don’t know?” Lord Griffith’s brows pinched. “Why else do you think my father was granted the title? King Jesstin the wise. King Jesstin the kind and just.” He scoffed. “King Jesstin the concealer, more like. Covering up not only his son’s darkness and misdeeds but also the actions of his late father?” He clicked his tongue over and over. “My father came to him as a brother, or half-brother as it were, but instead of acknowledging their shared lineage, the king granted him a middling title and sent him on his way as if they were not blood at all.”
Malik scowled, but it was Bronwyn who snapped, “And that wasn’t enough for him? To be given an easy life? To be elevated to a station most could only ever dream of along with the wealth and trappings that such a role demands?” 
“It was not his due.” Lord Griffith slung an arm around Bronwyn, pulling her roughly into his side. “He was royal, not noble, my dear.” She snarled at him, but he glanced calmly back at Malik. “And firstborn. Did you know that? By right, the throne should have been his.”
“Except he was an unacknowledged bastard,” Malik said plainly. “He really expected the king to put his own crown down for this man he had never met with a claim that would have been near impossible to prove, especially given that their father was dead? What sane person would do such a thing?”
“He believed him enough to grant a title. Does that not speak to my father’s authenticity?”
Or he just wanted the problem to go away. Malik ground his teeth.
“I see your doubt,” Griffith said. “You think because I look like my mother that I tell a falsehood, but you’d have seen the likeness in my father. It was more than blood he shared with his brothers. But the important part is what lies beneath my skin. The magic in his blood was strong, as it is in me.”
“And might makes right?” Malik taunted.
“Does it not? It did for your father. Might made you a prince. Could have made you a king, if you’d wanted it.”
But he didn’t. He never had. His father’s lust for power had spoiled any desire Malik could ever have for it. In truth, he wanted nothing more than a quiet life with those he loved, but fate seemed determined to deny him that at every opportunity, snatching away those close to him until he was lost, adrift. 
And then he’d found her. Malik’s gaze settled on Bronwyn. While Lord Griffith was rambling about his destiny and losing his focus, she was sharpening hers. The dagger near her neck had dipped. Griffith didn’t notice the subtle way she adjusted her body.
Don’t, he yearned to tell her. It’s too risky.
The magic coursing through his blood would aid his speed, but it would aid Griffith’s as well. Bronwyn was at a stark disadvantage no matter her cunning and bravery. Whether Griffith’s father had been a royal bastard or a noble one, he passed that blood, and all the power it entailed, to his son.
Bronwyn swallowed and shook her head ever so slightly. Malik knew that resolute look in her eyes. Her fierce stubbornness. Damn it all, if he could not dissuade her, then he had to help her.
“So, you truly were the one who coordinated the accidents over the past months. Killing innocents. Striking fear into the hearts of the masses,” Malik said in an effort to keep the man talking, to draw his focus away from the woman at his side.
“Do you still doubt?” Genuine incredulity rang in his voice. 
“I doubt only your aim. You thought, what, that you could scare the nobility into supporting you?”
Bronwyn leaned into Lord Griffith as if seeking comfort at his side. He hated the sight. Hated it. Yet he couldn’t deny that the act seemed to affect the other man. The blade he held lowered another inch. The arm around her flexed and slid lower—the posture a lover might take. One that left Bronwyn free to move her arms. 
“If their king could not keep them safe, then of course.” The calmness of the lord’s voice, his utter conviction, was as unsettling as the quiet manor. “The nobility are fickle. Surely, you know that. They will follow whomever sits on the throne and promises them an easy life. And the commons will follow their lead, as they always do. In fact, I planned to continue many of the works the new queen started to aid them. The people would love me for it, they already love me for merely being a patron of those works.”
Griffith’s arrogance alone threw the edge of Malik’s temper off balance. Oh, he’d enjoy slaying this dragon. And from the way Bronwyn’s features had gone hard, how her fingers bent like claws ready to rake across the man’s face, she would, too. Never, ever should a man take credit for the genius of a woman, and to do so to one as celebrated as Ceridwen wasn’t merely evil, it was idiotic.
Malik snapped, “You really think the country would follow a monster who murders and harms to get what he wants?”
A slow and satisfied grin spread across Lord Griffith’s face. “They followed your father, didn’t they? For years.” Thunder rumbled outside, as if to punctuate the statement. 
Damn it all. Malik’s squeezed the handle of his blade painfully tight. Much as he hated it, it was true, though many people never knew the true depravity of his father. But there had been hints. Suggestions. People had not been completely oblivious, even if they pretended to be to avoid his wrath. Malik was guilty of that himself. That unspoken knowledge was probably why there had been such a smooth transition after Drystan killed him. Well, save for the dragons and their accidents. Had King Rhion been beloved, there would have been outrage. However, most had seemed relieved. There was no explaining that to this bastard, though. 
Perhaps Griffith should have been King Rhion’s son. They were like enough. 
And that lone thought, annoying and difficult as it was, made all Griffith’s claims suddenly very real. This man was just like Rhion, playing the jovial and proper noble on the outside while harboring a heart of darkness and selfish ambition.
How the fuck had he not realized it sooner?
“People follow the crown,” Lord Griffith continued, oblivious. “They care little whose head it sits on so long as he has the right blood, and I do. One of their own, plucked from obscurity and raised to his rightful place on the throne. Can you imagine it?” He raised his eyes to the ceiling, a dreamy, far-off look on his face. 
That was the moment Bronwyn struck. She grabbed his hand with both of hers. Twisted. Shoved.
Lord Griffith howled as the blade sank into his thigh. 
Bronwyn scrambled to her feet, and Malik raced across the room toward her. 
What followed happened in the span of a heartbeat, but time had slowed painfully, as if taunting Malik for not being quicker despite the impossible speed with which he moved. He watched in horror as Lord Griffith latched on to Bronwyn’s arm before she could get away. With a roar of fury, he flung her to the side, sending her tumbling into a table that gave way with a sickening crack.
She lay motionless in a pile of shattered wood. Without conscious thought, Malik changed course, landing in a crouch by her side. He touched her neck, and upon finding her pulse, finally released the breath he’d been holding since the moment she struck. 
Her eyes fluttered open. “Malik?”
Thank the Goddess. But they weren’t out of danger yet. Far from it. 
“Get to safety. Hide. Drystan is coming.” Malik didn’t wait to see if she understood before rising to his feet and turning toward their enemy in one fluid motion. 
Lord Griffith had pulled the dagger from his leg and clutched it in one hand. The other hand was covered in blood. But beneath that sheen of red was something worse—his fingers darkened; his nails elongated and sharpened. 
Fuck. 
He should have known the man was a monster. And the feral gleam in his eyes as he looked at Malik said he was in control of it. Had probably been looking forward to this moment, too.
“A little higher and I might have been felled by my own blade,” he laughed. “How careless of me. Enough talk. It’s time to finish this and move on to bigger prey.” He tossed the blade aside as his fingers lengthened into wicked claws.
“You’ll pay for what you’ve done, you bastard!” Malik roared. For Bronwyn. For Ceridwen. For every innocent he’d hurt and killed. 
“Ack.” Lord Griffith reared his head back in a show of disgust. “I do hate that word.”
Malik smirked. “I’ll write it on your grave.”
Griffith’s eyes narrowed.
“What’s careless”—Malik spat the word—“is that you failed to realize one thing about me, cousin.”
Griffith’s eyes gleamed red now. “And what is that?” 
“You thought I’d stick to the light, as I always have. Be easy to remove from your path. But you’re wrong.”
The lord’s smile faltered ever so slightly, even as Malik’s curled to satisfying life.
“You’ll find I’ll do any manner of things to protect the woman I love.”
He couldn’t stomach the darkness to protect himself, nor could he do so for revenge. For so many years, he’d feared what he could become, the dark path he might be led down, winding its way into oblivion until he no longer recognized himself and forgot all that he had once valued. But that had changed the moment a strong-willed brunette pointed a fire poker at him. Something had sparked at that moment and burned strong but slow, like one of the deepest embers in a low fire. It heated everything around it, spreading until it consumed him, mind, body, and soul. There was nowhere left in him for darkness to hide. Perhaps that was why it had whispered to him sweetly since he’d consumed the blood. The beast had cracked open its eyes for the first time, reared its head, and now longed to take a look at the world.
There was only one thing—one person—that could tempt him to walk willingly into darkness. 
What wouldn’t he do for her?
Nothing. 
Not even at the risk of his soul. 
Without fear, Malik gave himself over to the beast that roused in the darkness within him.
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Bronwyn whimpered as she tried to push herself up. The arm she’d landed on barked in pain. Her head throbbed. She managed to twist around enough to see Malik and Lord Griffith a few feet away. The latter’s hands were elongating into sharp claws. A shiver stole down her spine. 
Malik had said to get away, to hide, but how could he expect her to leave him when he’d come to save her? She’d stayed by his side when they’d faced his father. She wasn’t about to leave him now. It would be impossible to forgive herself if she fled and something happened to him. To say nothing of the other monsters waiting in the stormy night. Unless it was some trick of magic, she’d seen them waiting on the other side of the glass. 
Was Drystan coming to their aid as Malik said? If so, would he be quick enough? She believed in her sister’s husband, but there were far too many adversaries for her to trust that would somehow turn the odds in their favor. Even if he had a company of guards with him, she and Malik would still need to hold Lord Griffith here until they arrived. An escape could easily mean Ceridwen’s death. And this man already had too much spilled blood on his hands. 
The bloody blade Lord Griffith had held landed several feet away. Her eyes locked on it. She needed that. Anything to defend herself. Without a weapon, she was as good as useless. 
Bronwyn scurried over the wreckage of the table to get to the blade. Her fingers wrapped around the hilt just as Malik’s words caught at her awareness. “The woman I love.”
Her heart swelled. He faced down a beast for her. There was no way she’d let him fight alone. 
Then, the most unexpected thing happened. 
Malik’s body shuddered violently. His head whipped side to side, his limbs twitching as if caught in a seizure. 
“Malik!” Bronwyn’s shrill cry cut through the room.
She ran for him as he dropped to all fours, back bending oddly. Clothing ripped. A pained cry tore from his lungs, and his face contorted. 
Horror rooted Bronwyn to the spot as understanding dawned on her.
No. No, no, no!
He couldn’t. He didn’t—
But he had. Her whole body seemed to cave in on itself at the realization that he’d done it for her. 
Two leathery wings unfurled from his back, rising into the air. 
She gasped and took an instinctive step back. Wings? The monsters the others became never had wings.
The beast taking shape was dark as all the rest, but where the others had been hairy, the skin of Malik’s beast was smooth, almost shimmering. The tail was longer; using it, he whipped a chair into a bookshelf, sending its contents spilling to the floor. When he raised his head, his profile was not that of a wolf.
Lord Griffith, who had not moved from his spot a few feet away, stared transfixed. “Impossible.” He adjusted his stance, clawed hands raised. Fangs glinted in his mouth as he roared, “No! It’s not possible!”
Malik had not transformed into a wolf-like beast, a nightmare, a monster. 
No, instead, he was a creature of myth and legend. An impossibility, as Lord Griffith had screamed, yet it stood proud before them. The thing Lord Griffith and all his followers aspired, but failed, to become. 
Malik was a dragon.
With a roar of fury, Griffith shifted fully into his monstrous form. The change was swift and smooth, the opposite of Malik’s. The beast he became was vicious, a thing of nightmares, but smaller than the winged legend it faced. The hulking dragon crouched low on his front haunches, a deep and haunting grumble slipping from his jaws full of sharp, white teeth. 
Quick as a clap of thunder, the beast sprang at the dragon. They met in a flurry of wicked claws and sharp teeth, bodies clashing together only to spring apart and then meet once more. 
The dragon was not easy on his feet. He wobbled, his steps unsure. Almost like… Goddess above, he moved like a hatchling, a newly born thing still finding its footing. Hesitant and unsteady. Yet still he fought.
They paid no mind to their surroundings. Tables and chairs were knocked aside or crushed. Malik’s dragon slammed into the sofa she’d been on minutes before, sending it sliding across the floor.
It narrowly missed Bronwyn. She gasped and leapt backward, then continued back one step after another until she felt the wall behind her.
A humorless laugh slipped free as she glanced at the bloodied blade in her hand. What good was it against monsters like these? It wasn’t enchanted. Not like the Gray Blade that Ceridwen had used to nullify King Rhion’s magic in the battle against him. Oh, to have that blade now… 
But she didn’t. There was no point musing on wishes that could not aid them.
Outside, a sharp howl rang through the night. The eerie wail was loud enough to reach her over the chaos in the study—growls, thumps, the clatter of furniture as it moved or broke. 
Through the windows, she spied light. Not the quick flash of lightning, though some of that momentarily brightened the distant sky, but orange spots that wavered like flame and seemed to be getting closer. Drystan?
A terrible roar shook the room. 
Bronwyn’s attention snapped back to the battle. Malik had reared back, his tail and wings making a mess of the bookshelves and knocking art from the walls. Lines of crimson marred the shimmering black scales of his shoulder. 
Damn it! 
The dragon swiped, but the beast danced away, light on his paw-like feet. Malik may have him in size, but Griffith’s beast was faster and more experienced, and the bastard used that to his advantage. 
She had to do something. Watching and waiting was agony. 
Amid the shredded clothing that had been kicked to the side during the initial scuffle, Bronwyn spied Malik’s sheathed sword. It was longer than the dagger. It might give her the reach she needed to be useful. 
Careful to stay back from the fighting, she made her way to it. She wasn’t used to holding more than a paintbrush; the sword was heavy. Pulling it from its sheath alone took more effort than it should. It didn’t help that her non-dominant arm still radiated with sharp pain. Fractured, perhaps. 
It seemed a shame to leave the dagger behind, unused. Well, not used again. So, as the fight edged back her way, she gripped the dagger, waited for just the right moment, and hurled it with all her might at Lord Griffith. 
The handle hit him in the side, and it clattered to the ground. He didn’t even seem to notice.
“Damn it!” Bronwyn lifted the sword. Time to make better use of it. 
She’d ended up near the back of the room, a few steps away from the piano where he’d played that haunting music and drawn her into his web. The beasts traded clawed blows. Blood bloomed from lacerations on each of them now. Much of the furniture of the room was destroyed. 
Lord Griffith leapt onto the desk and leaned back, ready to spring. With a swipe of a powerful arm, Malik sent the desk careening to the side. The beast tried to jump free but slipped, tumbling back—straight into a floor-to-ceiling window, which shattered in a rain of sparkling glass. 
A pained howl ripped from the beast, but it was the other sounds from outside that snared Bronwyn’s attention and beckoned her closer. The distant clash of metal. A deep groan. A shout. A few more flickering lights—torches—illuminated bits of the grassy expanse beyond. 
Help had come. They were fighting the fake dragons that Griffith had called to his aid. She only hoped that whomever Drystan had brought, they were enough. The fighting was far yet. Too distant for her to see, to know—
The beast sprang back inside through the shattered window. He landed on Malik’s side, his claws ripping into a wing and eliciting a roar that nearly cleaved her heart in two. The dragon fell back, the beast still upon him. 
Bronwyn snarled at the sight. “Oh, no, you don’t!” She charged forward, her sword raised with both hands. 
Neither Malik nor Griffith looked at her, both locked in the battle as they were. But she watched. She was ready. Malik finally dislodged Griffith with a kick and sent him sliding across the floor, but he dug his claws in, splintering wood and leaving grooves in his wake. He ground to a halt a few feet from Bronwyn, his rat-like tail nearly whipping her as he spun to snarl at the dragon. 
It was her chance. Bronwyn hurried forward and swung.
The beast leapt aside at the last moment, dodging most of her swing but not all of it. The blade bit through fur and leathery flesh, gliding down the beast’s side. He growled in fury.
Before she could recover from the momentum of the swing, he lashed out, swiping the sword clean out of her hands and sending it careening away. 
The dragon roared and sprang, but not before the beast swiped again. Before she could lunge away, he caught her arm with his claws. 
Fiery pain erupted. What might have been a fracture was surely a break now, and as she clutched the injury tight with her other hand, unmistakable wetness coated her fingers. 
“Fuck!” she cried over the pain. So unladylike, but she’d wager most ladies were never clawed up by a monster. 
The only bright side was that her attack had offered a distraction. Malik crashed into Griffith, pinning him to the ground. The dragon’s claws dug into fur. He snapped his fearsome jaws, trying to bite down on his opponent even as the beast struggled under him, swiping his wicked paws at the dragon’s face. Malik had the top position, an advantage. 
Or so she thought. But Griffith wasn’t through. He kicked with his hind legs, claws slashing at Malik’s exposed and vulnerable stomach. 
The dragon roared in agony and sprang away, blood spraying from its ghastly wounds as it did.
“No!” 
Goddess, help us!
Bronwyn cast about, trying to find the sword amid the wreckage. “Shit!” It was lost in the mess, and there was no time to search for it. Only one thing nearby showed real promise. The splintered wood was nearly as long as she was tall, part of the frame holding a serene painting that had been knocked from the wall and ruined amid the fray. Bronwyn grabbed it. 
Her heart lurched as the dragon slipped in his own blood. Malik was in there somewhere, bleeding out on the floor. Her Malik. And as the beast crouched, wiggling his hindquarters like a feline about to pounce on its prey, her sanity snapped. 
She would not let the man she loved die. 
“Over here!” 
The monster stilled. His head turned in an entirely inhuman way, red eyes glinting. 
“Are you in there, you bastard?” she snarled. 
Her throat tightened as the beast turned fully in her direction, seeming to assess her anew. A low growl rumbled in the air. His lips pulled back to expose sharp fangs. 
A tremor tried to take hold of Bronwyn’s limbs, but she notched her chin higher. She would not be afraid. She would not back down. “That’s right. Come and get me.”
The beast launched into the air. 
Uttering a silent prayer, Bronwyn adjusted her hold on the wood and braced one end against the floor. Her knees slammed the ground as she dropped into a crouch, holding the sharp shaft as tightly as she could.
The impact wrenched the wood painfully from her grip. A sharp whine split the air, then a thud as the beast hit the ground, the broken frame sticking out of his chest. He thrashed, whimpering and groaning before dislodging the wood. But he did not rise. Blood ran. Pooled. 
Bronwyn stared, frozen in shock, breathing hard. 
The beast’s body twitched and shivered, then suddenly, it was no longer a monster but a man. Lord Griffith looked up at her, blood dribbling from his mouth. “Bronwyn?”
Of all things, he reached for her. As if she hadn’t been the one to stab him. 
Some tiny speck of pity reasoned that he was a dying man. Beaten. What harm could he—
With a swipe of massive claws, the dragon hefted the broken man’s body into the air and flung it across the room. Griffith hit the wall with a sickening crunch before falling, lifeless, to the floor. 
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Bronwyn shivered, clutching at her chest with her good arm—if she could call it that. Both her palms were ripped up, now, from grasping the broken frame while Griffith impaled himself upon it. 
A low growl left the dragon’s maw as he stared her down. His chest rose and fell, blood leaked from his wounds and the particularly nasty gashes on his stomach. His skin was lighter there. It was easier to make out the scales that fit together to form a hide like that of a snake, or rather, a dragon.
“Malik.”
Could he hear her in there? Did he even know who she was?
Unexpected tears formed at the corners of her eyes and slipped down her face. 
On shaking legs, Bronwyn got to her feet. Her eyes never left the dragon’s, even as he took a heavy step forward, the impact rumbling the boards beneath her. This close, he could reach her with its deadly claws. One swipe and she would be another corpse in the destroyed room.
Is that how they would end? Her dead at Malik’s hands and him bleeding out after her? He would if not treated. There was so much blood. Too much.
But how did one heal a dragon, or even approach it?
When Drystan became a monster, Ceridwen sang to him. It was her song that soothed the beast, that brought him back to himself. Bronwyn was no singer. No musician at all. She’d never been one. And she couldn’t very well paint the dragon a picture. 
“Malik, it’s me. Bronwyn. Do you remember me?” She reached out a hand. 
The dragon pushed air through his nose and reared back. 
She dropped her hand. “I love you. You’re the only man I have ever loved. Please remember me. Please come back.”
“Bronwyn!” 
She gasped, her head whipping to the side. A figure appeared in the gloom of the shattered window. 
“Drystan?” Her heart gave a disbelieving leap. He was dressed for battle, sword in hand. Though some blood appeared to be splattered on him, he moved without hindrance other than the limp that had plagued him since his uncle’s defeat. 
The dragon roared in fury, turning his bulk toward the windows and the newly perceived threat.
Oh, Goddess.
The king raised his blade, features set. The royal guards had advanced behind him, their swords at the ready as well. “Get back!” Drystan called to Bronwyn. “We’ll deal with this!”
“No!” She raced toward him, stumbling over debris and nearly slipping on the bloody floor. “Don’t! It’s Malik!”
Drystan’s eyes went wide. “Malik?”
Sharp claws swiped at the men. Several tried to jump in front of their king, but he waved them back. “Hold!”
Bronwyn skidded to a stop in front of Drystan and turned toward Malik, arms outstretched. “Stop! You don’t want to hurt them!”
“Bronwyn, get back!” Drystan laid a hand on her arm, trying to guide her behind him, but she held steady.
The dragon seemed to take note of the king’s touch, inclining his head, snarling through his snout and flexing his injured wings. 
“Let me go,” Bronwyn ordered, trying to keep her voice as calm as possible. It wasn’t a reprimand. Not really. More a hunch that was starting to take shape. Either that, or some last burst of courage filled with hopeful delusion.
Thankfully, Drystan listened. 
She took a tentative step forward, then another. “Malik, it’s me. You have to remember, to come back.” 
A sharp whine slipped from the dragon. His head thrashed side to side. 
“We need you here. I need you. It’s okay now. I’m safe. We’re all safe. The battle is won.”
The dragon threw his head back and roared. His claws crashed down on either side of her, rattling the floor beneath their feet. That fearsome head locked its focus on her, and he slunk forward with fangs bared.
“Bronwyn!” Drystan’s shrill cry only steeled her spine.
She would not back down, would not leave him like this. The dragon’s snout settled even with her face. “Ceridwen is safe now,” she said, her voice calm and steady. Though she addressed Drystan, she did not dare turn away. All her attention was on the dragon in front of her, on the red eyes … eyes that blinked, then showed a glimmer of familiar green. “Griffith is dead.” He didn’t deserve the honorific or the familiarity of his first name. “His curse will be broken.”
“It was him?” Drystan’s voice held so much hope it was painful.
“Yes.” If the worst happened—if Malik chomped her in two right that moment and then turned his rage on the others—Drystan needed to know that.
Tentatively, she reached a hand out. The dragon’s snout inched forward. It took everything she had to hold perfectly still as warm scales pressed against her open palm. “Malik. I’m here.” With her other hand, she reached up and slowly began caressing the shimmering scales on the side of his face. “I love you.”
The dragon’s eyes slid closed. A long breath slipped from his lungs, warming her hand and face and ruffling her hair. It reminded her a bit of a contented sigh. 
“Come back. Come back to me.”
A tremor shook the dragon’s body, followed by a glittering shiver that rolled down his scales. And then, all at once, his snout retreated. Wings tucked in. Claws slipped away. 
“Malik!” Bronwyn ran to the bloodied, naked man who hunched on his hands and knees. His head dipped forward, his dark hair a mess. Careful to avoid his injuries, she stroked his cheek, smoothing away his hair and holding him close. “You’re back. You did it!”
“Bronwyn.” She barely understood him for the hoarseness of his voice. But it was enough. He lived. He was back.
Drystan dropped to his knees beside them, inhaling sharply as he took in Malik’s battered form. “Hold him still, I need to tend this.”
Bronwyn drew Malik toward her, letting his weight rest against her as she cradled his head close. 
“You’re safe,” he rasped. He grasped her injured arm lightly, and she barely held back a cry of pain, teeth digging into her bottom lip.
“So are you.” She ran her fingers through his hair, trying not to give in to the pain burning through her. “He’s going to heal you.” 
The king had pulled one glove off with his teeth and was already painting a spell on Malik’s abdomen. Malik muttered something else, almost unintelligible. His fingers stroked along Bronwyn’s skin, almost like a pattern…
She gasped as she realized what he was doing. “Malik!”
He grabbed her arm with his other hand, showing more strength than she anticipated, and continued to work his healing spell. 
“You idiot! Save your strength.”
Still resting against her shoulder, he tilted his head until she could finally see his eyes—and the glimmer of mischief in them. “Always so cross with me.”
Tears blurred her vision before sliding down her cheeks. Half dead and his first thought was still helping her. What had she ever done to deserve such a man?
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Malik brushed his hand across Bronwyn’s cheek, careful not to get blood on her. “Don’t cry.” 
She sniffed harder at that, tears flowing like some dam had finally broken. This brave woman, finally allowing herself to be weak in front of him. No, weak wasn’t right. These tears were strength, too; proof of all they had endured and overcome. 
Some of the fierce, burning pain coursing through his body subdued. Already, Drystan’s spells knitted together the worst of his injuries. 
“He’s dead?” Malik confirmed. 
Bronwyn nodded. “You don’t remember?” 
“Little glimpses.” That was all he’d had through the beast’s eyes. The feeling of losing control was the greatest terror he’d ever experienced, like being lost in a deep lake, struggling for breath and barely catching a blurred vision beyond the water’s surface. How Drystan had endured it so many times—how any of them did—was beyond him. Such a thing would surely drive a man mad if he wasn’t already. 
“You brought me back,” he said. It was her voice that had cut through the shadowy haze. It had been so quiet at first, a whisper, a hope. But each time she’d spoken to him, it had grown louder. The monster inside him seemed to calm for her, settling down instead of raging. As it did, he reached for that sound, grabbed hold of it and wouldn’t let go. Then he’d felt her, seen her, and suddenly, he’d been himself once more.
She wiped at her eyes. “I would never abandon you.”
“I know.” Even if he wished she would run and save herself, she’d saved him in the end, it seemed.
A minute later, Drystan pulled his bloody hands away. “I think I’ve fixed the worst of it.”
He had. Malik was weak. Tired. But he no longer felt his life force slipping away. “Thank you,” he said, though the words felt insufficient. “For everything.”
“Of course.” The king turned to Bronwyn. “You truly think Ceridwen is awake?”
Bronwyn nodded once, the barest hint of a smile touching her lips. “I do.”
Drystan rose with urgency. “I must go to her.” He turned away, took a step, and looked back. “Do you—”
“We’re fine,” she said quickly. “Go.”
With that, he turned and fled, calling to one of the guards for a horse. Off to see his wife—awake and safe for the first time in weeks. Malik’s chest swelled as he watched his cousin disappear into the night. He could only imagine the flurry of emotions rushing through him as he hurried to her side. 
Malik’s gaze snapped to Bronwyn, who also watched him leave. The king wasn’t the only one eager to see the queen. “Go with him,” Malik said. “Go to Ceridwen. The guards will have horses. They can take you.” She was healed now, thanks to his touch. The moment he was himself again and realized that she was hurt, it had been his first priority.
She turned back to him, her lips upturned in a soft and dreamy sort of way. “Didn’t I just tell you I would never abandon you?”
“But your sister—”
“Will still be there when we get back. Plus”—she glanced back at the area where Drystan had disappeared—“I have a feeling they’re going to need a little time alone once he returns.”
*****
The royal guard showed their skills that evening. Even with very limited time to prepare, they’d considered a number of possible outcomes and planned accordingly. That included bringing along carriages and wagons to help transport any wounded and whatever else they might discover. More importantly, they’d brought food and water, which Bronwyn accepted like it was blessed by the Goddess herself. 
The bastard hadn’t even given her water. Malik’s fist tightened. He had to remind himself once again that Griffith was dead and would harm her no more.
They were settled in a carriage, Malik haphazardly dressed in bits of a spare guard uniform, when the head of the company of guards approached with news. “Your Highness. My lady.”
“Yes?” Malik said. 
“We’ve finished our sweep of the house. We found no one save”—his gaze flicked to Bronwyn, then back to Malik—“an old corpse on the top floor.”
“His mother, the late Lady Griffith,” Bronwyn answered.
Malik’s eyes widened. Goddess above…
“He said she died by her own hand some years ago,” she added.
“What should we do about it, Your Highness?” the guard asked, clearly uncomfortable with the situation. “We could take her to—”
“Burn it,” Bronwyn interjected.
The guard straightened, mouth parted in surprise.
“Burn it all. The bodies. The house. All of it.”
He looked to Malik, but the prince simply shrugged. “You heard her.”
The guard blinked away his surprise and bowed. “Right away, sir.”
“My horse?” Malik called after him.
The man turned on his heel. “Safe and being cared for, Your Highness.”
“Good.” When the guard stood still, waiting, he added, “That’s all.”
“Wait!” Bronwyn called, nearly falling over him in her attempt to shout at the guard through the open carriage door. 
He hustled back. 
“Stay there a moment.” She jerked the door shut and pulled the curtain. A moment later, she was pulling at the ties on her ruined dress.
Malik chuckled. “You know I’m always up to try new things, but you never told me you were interested in having an audience.” 
To his delight, Bronwyn rolled her eyes and pinned him with a hard stare as she pulled the dress free. She’d barely kicked off the last of the stained and torn thing before she gathered it into a ball, cracked the carriage door, and shoved it out. “Burn this, too.”
She didn’t wait for a reply before closing the door once more, sealing them inside together. She grabbed a blanket and pulled it around herself before snuggling up to him on the bench. “I’m making a terrible habit of returning to the castle in only my underthings.” 
“Terrible for whom?” He looked her over appreciatively. 
Bronwyn swatted at him playfully. “We almost died.”
“Exactly. Why wait? Who knows what the future has in store.” 
“Mmm. Perhaps.” She nestled closer. “Though I really don’t prefer to have an audience.”
He chuckled and put an arm around her, content with her safe and close. They had almost died. The thought of losing her nearly undid him then and there. A tight ache in his chest had persisted from the moment she’d gone missing until … well, it hadn’t really let up. But he tried to breathe, to relax. The head of the dragons was dead. At last. And he’d taken more of them down over the days prior. Bronwyn was safe. She was his. 
There was much to be grateful for and look forward to.
Some minutes after the carriage rocked into motion, Bronwyn broke the comfortable silence between them. “Do you know what you became?”
He rubbed at his chest. Just when I was starting to relax… “A monster.” 
She looked up at him despite the darkness of the cab. “A dragon.”
A— “What!”
To his surprise, she smiled. “Not a monster like we know, like the rest of them. You became a dragon, Malik. Wings and all.”
His chest shook, a strange sort of laughter coming out of him in little huffs. “I can’t have. They don’t exist anymore. I’ve never—”
“I saw it. So did Drystan. And the guards.”
“But how?”
“You tell me.”
“I…” He was speechless. Utterly at a loss for any kind of explanation.
Bronwyn rubbed soothing strokes up and down his arm. “Did you … did you use dark magic?” she asked.
“No.” It hadn’t come to that, thank the Goddess. “I drank blood, though, to convince the dragons that I was on their side and to get them to let their guard down.” Which had worked incredibly well. “There wasn’t time to vomit it up before I felt something stirring within me, almost like another presence waking up.”
Her hand stilled on his arm. “Is it still there?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I can’t sense it. If it is there, it’s content and quiet for now.” Perhaps because it had had its due, its lust for violence and blood slaked. That was what the monsters wanted. Would a dragon be the same? There was no one to ask. No record to research. 
“I wonder…” Her brow knit as she stared at nothing on the other side of the carriage. 
“What?”
“Well, you never used dark magic. In that lost song Ceridwen found, the Ballad of the Goddess, it talked about the magic warring, about darkness being a test. What if … what if you passed? You sought power, but not for your own ends. You became the dragon to save me. To stop a true monster. And you never used dark magic, though you could have. Maybe the Goddess knew? The dragon was a reward?”
A dark laugh fell from his lips. “The dragon is no reward.” Losing control like that … it was a curse, no matter the form he took. “But maybe you’re right. Still, I think it best not to try again. It is a consequence I never want to repeat. In fact, it would probably be best for everyone if the truth of what I became fades back into myth.”
She sighed and leaned her head on his shoulder. “That may be difficult. There were a number of royal guards present.”
“Difficult, perhaps, but worth trying.” He ran his fingers through her hair and down over her shoulder. “With any luck, the dragon will be gone for good. Drystan said that his monster would fade away if he did not consume blood or touch dark magic for a time. One can only hope this will be the same.”
She looked up at him, eyes wide and soulful. “I will be here with you. If it is or if it’s not. You’re not alone.”
“I know.” And he sealed the words with a kiss. 
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Bronwyn hurried through the halls of the castle, wrapped in only a blanket to cover her shift—an odd sight that made many stop and stare. Malik was no better off in an ill-fitting spare guard’s uniform. But she scarcely cared. Besides, the monarchs suddenly reappearing before their return from their wedding moon would be more than controversial enough to steal the spotlight of any gossip. 
Bronwyn and Malik had managed a little sleep on the ride back, but the surge of adrenaline upon their return burned away any lingering tiredness. Her pulse pounded. Tingling warmth filled her veins, anticipation rising. 
And then they were there, at the doors to the royal suite. 
The guards on duty did their best to hide their shocked expressions as they opened the doors wide. Bronwyn rushed through the sitting room and past the few familiar faces there, and burst through the open threshold into the queen’s bedchamber. 
A strangled squeak caught in her throat as her eyes fell on Ceridwen. The queen—her sister—sat in a chair near the foot of the bed, looking bright and healthy as ever, a brilliant smile upon her lips. She turned. Her gaze caught on Bronwyn. The teacup she held clattered to the floor, and she leapt to her feet and raced across the room.
“Bronwyn!”
“Ceridwen!” 
They met halfway, wrapping each other in a crushing embrace. As one, they sank into a heap on the floor, clutching each other tight.
“You saved me,” Ceridwen said, drawing back first. “Drystan has told me some of what you went through—” She shook her head, tears forming. “Oh, Bronwyn!”
Bronwyn sniffed and hiccupped, her own tears falling, but for once, she didn’t mind. These were tears of joy, happily shed. “And I would do it again to see you safe. I love you.”
“I love you, too.” Ceridwen threw her arms around Bronwyn again, the force of the impact knocking the blanket away. Someone gasped nearby, and Ceridwen pulled back quickly. “Oh!” Her cheeks flushed as she took in her sister’s state of undress.
But Bronwyn just laughed. With all that had happened, a bit of societal indecency was the least of her worries, especially around those she counted as family and friends. And as she looked around, most of those close to them were there. Father, Gerard, Jaina, Jackoby, and Gwen. And Drystan, of course, too. 
Ceridwen helped her to stand, and then Malik was there, lifting the blanket and settling it back on her shoulders. The queen looked up at him and smiled, then lifted one brow as she glanced at Bronwyn. “So, you two…?”
Malik tried to step away, but Bronwyn grabbed him and held firm. “Yes.”
At her pronouncement, Malik settled an arm around her shoulders. It felt right. 
Ceridwen sighed. “Finally.”
A hint of indignity had Bronwyn’s lips pinching together. 
“I suppose someone needs to let Adair know to return from your fake wedding moon with Lydia,” Bronwyn said. Anything to change the topic. Literally everyone in the room was staring at them, their questioning glances burning into her soul and making her want to run right back out the door. Especially her father’s. Goddess above, what an explanation that would be.
“Oh, we received news from them!” Jaina was exuberant. It was easy to see that she took the news of Bronwyn’s new attachment well from the appreciative, starry-eyed look she gave the couple. 
“Don’t tell me they’ve gotten in some new trouble.” Bronwyn nearly stifled a groan. The last update from them had been less than promising.
“Quite the contrary.” It was her father who spoke this time. Now that she looked closer, he was smiling, too. Okay, maybe explaining Malik to him wouldn’t be so hard. “They seem to have worked things out between them. Very well, in fact.” He cleared his throat. “There was talk of trying to find a priestess before they returned…”
“They’re to be married?” Ceridwen squeaked. 
Apparently, that news hadn’t reached her yet, and she found it just as surprising as Bronwyn did. Lydia, not have a massive society wedding? It was the shock of the season. 
“I suppose we’ll have to see,” their father said.
“All our darlings settling down and finding happiness.” Jaina wiped at her eyes.
Gerard chuckled and wrapped an arm around his wife. “There, there.”
Happy laughter filled the room. Drystan came and put an arm around his own wife. “Would you like to sit? You don’t want to tire yourself out so soon.” 
She laughed. “I think I’ve done enough resting for a while.” The look her sister gave her husband was enough to make Bronwyn blush and glance away.
“Oh!” Ceridwen said, turning back to them. “But you all must sit. Rest.” She waved them toward the seating area. “Come.”
Bronwyn hesitated. “I think I’d like a bath first. And”—she glanced up at Malik—“a little time alone?” The sly grin spreading across his features said he understood her meaning perfectly. That one look was enough to stir up a mess of feelings that spurred a growing ache in her core. 
Drystan coughed. 
“Yes, of course,” Ceridwen replied. “I still can’t believe you took down the dragons.” She shook her head. “You’ll have to tell me everything when you’re ready.”
“We will,” Bronwyn promised. “But Malik did more than I.”
“Nonsense,” he replied. He flexed his arm around her shoulder, drawing her closer. “I believe you landed the killing blow.” 
“Good heavens,” Jaina gasped nearby. How appropriate that Bronwyn wielding a weapon should startle her sensibilities when the rest of this tableau didn’t. 
The hint of a flush rose to Bronwyn’s cheeks. “Just that one.”
“But it’s the one that broke the curse,” Malik said.
“True.” She worried her bottom lip with her teeth. “Still, I prefer to think we did it together.”
He smirked and leaned in. “I can think of a few other things we could do together.”
“Malik!” Goddess above, had anyone else heard that? She really might die of embarrassment. 
But he only chuckled and scooped her up into his arms. 
“What are you doing?” she scolded. “You shouldn’t be lifting things. Especially not me!”
“Excuse us, Your Majesties,” he said, ignoring her protests. “I think our curse-breaking princess needs a little rest.” Malik was met with a chorus of encouragement, and, with a gleeful laugh that rumbled in his chest, he carried her off. 
For once, Bronwyn didn’t mind when the love of her life called her princess. 
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2 years later
Bronwyn added a few more thin strokes of olive green to the canvas, trying to match the variations in the field outside her window. It was a sunny summer’s day, and the scent of the roses blooming outside wafted in on a light breeze. Across the way, one of the horses let out a playful neigh as it trotted in its pen. 
“How is the painting coming along?” Malik asked as he came up behind her. 
“Well.” She beamed at him. “I’m adding a few more finishing touches to make sure I have the colors layered just so.” 
“Another masterpiece.” He looked it over appreciatively, his hands folded behind his back. The white shirt he wore beneath his waistcoat had the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, a style that never failed to set her core alight—a fact that he knew and exploited with wild abandon. “Who is this one for?”
“I haven’t fully decided.” She added another stroke and set the brush aside. “Maybe it would fit in Adair and Lydia’s nursery? She’s due soon, and I still haven’t gotten them a present.”
Malik chuckled. “As if they need anything else.” 
“True.” To no one’s surprise, Lydia had done a marvelous job decorating their home in the capital.
“I’m sure that our mere presence after the birth will be enough of a gift.”
“Hm, maybe a more practical gift for them, then. I could give this one to Ceridwen. She’s convinced that Aurora loves horses, though I don’t see how she can be sure the child likes anything at this stage.” 
Aurora Kinsley Ithael, the first of her name, had been born last spring, about nine months after Ceridwen awakened from her cursed slumber. Whether Ceridwen had been pregnant at the time she pricked her finger or whether it had happened shortly after she awoke, no one could be sure. But one thing was certain: the princess, heir to her father’s throne and future queen of Castamar, was beloved by everyone, most especially her parents, grandfather, and her aunts and uncles both by blood and by love, who thought she was the brightest ray of sunshine in all the land. Her birth represented a new dawn in their lives, thus the name Ceridwen and Drystan had chosen.
“Oh, I don’t know.” Malik moved behind Bronwyn’s chair, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her close. “She seems like a bright little thing. Certainly has a voice on her, even if she doesn’t know any words yet.” He chuckled.
That she did. Bronwyn grinned as memories of her niece rushed to the forefront of her mind. “It will be nice to see her again soon. All of them.”
Though she and Malik often lived at their apartment in the capital, they needed space, too. Some quiet. A little fresh air. Time to breathe and simply be themselves. And so, they had purchased a small home in the countryside. It was also the perfect place to raise and ride horses, which, it turned out, they both quite loved to do. 
One day, they might live there full-time, but not yet. There was still plenty of work undoing the ills of former kings. Castamar’s future would be bright for all its people; they planned to make sure of that. 
Thankfully, if any so-called dragons were left, they had not caused any more incidents and had quietly slunk into the shadows where they would hopefully stay for good. As for Malik’s dragon, it, too, had gone dormant, and had not been seen since that fateful night at Thorngrove Hall. That the mythical beast had appeared in the flesh at all remained a closely guarded secret, though the truth was undoubtedly whispered over a pint or two on occasion, likely regarded as a tall tale inspired by booze or one too many knocks to the head. 
“Speaking of, we got a letter earlier.” Malik loosened his arms and grabbed a letter from his vest. “Wynni wrote. She has several new ideas for next season’s opera and would love to run them by us. Apparently, her former assistant Chesa—you remember her?—returned a few weeks ago with all sorts of wild stories. There’s one that sounded particularly interesting about a merman who becomes human and accidentally falls in love.”
“Oh, really?” Bronwyn asked, her interest piqued. They’d been able to help Wynni rebuild and repair the opera house in record time. Once complete, the show Wonderland had been performed for weeks to sold-out shows and continued to run long after. It seemed disaster on stage and the near-death of many in the crowd was not a strong enough deterrent when it came to a good story. “That will probably do well. As long as it has a happy ending, that is. You know how people love a satisfying romance that ends well.”
He chuckled and set the letter down for her to read later. “That I do, wife.”
That title never failed to make Bronwyn smile. 
They’d married in a small ceremony last Autumn. Nothing fancy. Just the two of them and those they loved as witnesses. It had been absolutely perfect. As had been their wedding moon, which they almost considered not returning from. But alas, they had promised to aid the monarchs in their efforts toward a better future, and they would hold true to that.
He crouched beside her, bringing their faces level. “Do you think our story will have a happy ending?”
“I do. Though it’s not just our story.”
Malik went deathly and completely still. His eyes lit up with a wonder like she’d never seen. 
“Oh, not that,” she rushed to explain, though she felt horrible about dashing his hopes. He longed to be a father, and despite the horrible example he’d had, she knew in her heart he would be an incredible one. She could see it every time he played with their little niece. Children were not something she’d ever had a great aspiration toward. It wasn’t that she didn’t like them, but the thought didn’t fill her with the same glee as some other women. They hadn’t talked about it much, but she sensed Malik knew her thoughts, and he’d never pushed the topic.
Being with him, though, loving him and being loved … it made her think all kinds of things might be possible, maybe even exciting, so she wasn’t quite as opposed as she had once been. 
“I mean, I’ve thought about it. I know you want them. And they are cute. Loud. But cute. Mostly.” She was rambling now, her gaze darting around. She could barely look at Malik, who still smiled at her like she was the sun. “I’m just a little unsure still. But soon. Perhaps we could… I mean, it’s really in the hands of the Goddess, isn’t it? She’ll decide if we—”
Malik cut her off with a finger across her lips. “Whatever you want, whenever you are ready for it—or if you never are—I support you. As long as we’re together, whatever comes, I will love every bit of our life, for however long we’re granted it.”
“Me, too,” she replied. And she meant it with her whole heart.
They were stronger together. Better. And to think that fear had almost made her miss out on this life—on him. She might never have even understood the depth of that loss, cloistered as she’d been within walls of her own making. That would have been a real tragedy.
No longer. They were one now, and would be forever more.
Bronwyn quickly glanced out the window, then back at her husband. “You know, I do think we have some time left before the carriage arrives to take us to the capital. Perhaps we could practice?” She drew her bottom lip between her teeth. “You know, for when we are ready someday.”
A slow, wicked grin spread across Malik’s lips. He rose, held a hand out to her, and helped her to her feet. “An excellent plan. I’m always happy for you to have your way with me.”
And so, she did.
THE END
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