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In a cold, empty castle, a young queen is dying.

Weak. Fragile. Disgraced.

But Queen Whitestone is not alone in her final days.

She has her beloved sister.

 

Until a wicked king rides onto her land.

Arrogant. Insufferable. Demanding.

King Bloodsun has come with an offer…peace in trade for a bride.

He wants the princess.

 

The fiery king won’t take no for an answer.

He vows to keep the cold queen captive until she gives in to his demands.

 

A queen bows for no one, though.

Not even when she’s frail and fading away.

She’ll tap into her strength, protecting the only family she has left.

 

The king is about to learn why they call her the cruel one…

 


 

 

To my husband—you’re the fire to my ice.
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Elzira

Fifteen Years Old…

 

Snow falls silently, chilling my face, as Yanna and I wait for Father to kiss us farewell. Yanna fidgets, always eager to get into mischief, but I keep her still beside me with my hand clutching her shoulder. Father quietly instructs the Eyes of the White. His powerful voice drifts my way and I catch pieces of his commands.

Keep them safe at all costs.

Protect the Norta Icelands from those of the Souta, the Easta, and the Westa.

Those who fail will pay with their lives.

Finally, Father finishes and turns to regard us. He is tall, with the palest hair and skin. His eyes resemble the blue stones his wife, and Yanna’s mother, Plyrienne, wears around her throat. Plyrienne already kissed her daughter and forced a smile at me. I know Father loves Plyrienne, but she doesn’t love me. I gave up hoping for motherly affection from her years ago. Yanna, however, owns my heart. She may be my half-sister, but she is my everything.

“Yanna,” Father starts, opening his arms to her.

At only eight years of age, she barely comes to the middle of his chest. He easily picks her up, hugging her to him. An ache forms in my chest. I miss the days when Father would pluck me up and carry me around the palace grounds. But I’m no longer a child. I have crossed into womanhood, just recently taken the journey via The Bloods. Now, every thirty days, I’m reminded I am a woman. Often, painfully so.

Father murmurs things to Yanna that have her giggling. Eventually, she wiggles out of his arms and takes off running back into the castle, her long dark-brown braid bouncing. When she’s indoors, Father frowns at me.

I lift my chin in the regal way Plyrienne does since I know he always smiles when she does it. Father does not smile at me, though. His brows deepen as he lifts a hand to cup my cheek.

“Loveliest Elzira,” he says softly. “You look just as your mother did the day I met her.”

Loss claws at my heart. Not a day goes by that I don’t miss my mother. She caught an illness that weakened her. We watched her die before our very eyes. Slowly as the disease took her.

“Thank you, Father.”

He purses his lips together. “If I do not return—”

“Father!” I cry out.

His hand cuts through the air, silencing me. “Enough, my heart. There are words that must be spoken. Words you must hear.”

I fight tears that threaten to spill over my cheeks. Father would see that as weakness, so I quickly blink them away. “Go on.”

“If we do not return, this kingdom will be yours. Your sister will become your duty. The people of Norta Icelands will call you their queen. The Eyes of the White will be your army to command. You will become The Punisher of The Damned.”

I shudder thinking of The Damned. Their crazed screams and snapping teeth find their way into my slumber, stealing my safety even in sleep. The Damned are those who are driven from their kingdoms and are forced to starve. They are banished to Equatoria—barren wastelands separating the four strongest kingdoms. When The Damned have completely lost their minds to madness, Volcs—from the Souta Volcanoes—drive them into our land in hopes to exterminate them. But The Damned seem unfeeling of the cold. Their toes and fingers and ears fall off, but they keep coming. They storm into our land only to be slaughtered by the Eyes of the White. I have seen them with my own eyes. Seen the Eyes of the White paint the snow red as they cut through each and every one of them with their diamondblades.

Father thrives on being The Punisher of The Damned. I’ve seen the glee glimmering in his eyes after a hunt. I’m terrified of them. The thought of running through the snowdrifts after them makes me shudder.

Father, sensing my feelings, scowls at me. “You cannot be weak, my heart. This is our legacy. I count on you in my absence. And if my absence is permanent, your sister will count on you too. Vow to me you will rule this land with a diamond fist.”

A tear leaks out, freezing on my cheek. “I promise, Father.”

He brushes away the frozen tear and smiles. “Trust your instinct. Trust only yourself. Trust in the cold.”

His breath blows out hot air in front of him, but then with a flourish of his hand, he freezes his breath. The gift my father proudly displays isn’t one he passed down to either daughter. For as long as I can remember, I’ve attempted his tricks of the hand to no avail. He offers me the frozen cloud of air. It glistens in the muted daylight. Beautiful to look at. I take it in my gloved palms and admire the tiny white lines decorating the opaque ice.

“Trust in your gift. Deep inside, it lives. One day, you will find it and you will use it. Never be afraid to use it.”

He kisses the top of my head and turns on his heel without another word. I watch tearfully as he climbs into the carriage where my stepmother awaits. Within a week’s time, they’ll be on the coast and sailing to the Easta Waterways—Plyrienne’s homeland—for a visit to her father.

A white blur captures my attention. The Eyes of the White are everywhere. Turning away from the man hidden in white clothing, I watch as my father disappears.

“We shall keep you safe,” a familiar voice says, bright green eyes intently burning into me. I recognize this particular man of Father’s army. Cavon. He is the son of one of my father’s best men, Torridy.

“Many thanks, Cavon,” I tell him smoothly, desperately hoping to keep the sadness from my voice.

A scream of one of The Damned echoes from the distance, making me jolt in terror.

Father’s art slips from my grip and shatters at my feet.

My heart shatters too, because I get the sinking feeling my father isn’t coming back.
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Elzira

Ten years later…

 

I should go to greet them.

Or send Cavon and the Eyes of the White to cut off all their heads.

Unfortunately, I do neither.

Let them come.

Let him come.

When Father and Plyrienne were killed on their travels by nomads, our kingdom was an immediate target. The moment word arrived of their deaths, I was crowned quickly and quietly. Overnight I went from frightened girl to ruling queen. I was no longer a sister to little Yanna, but instead, I became a mother. And just like the white Norta bears, I became fiercely protective over my sister. Claws I didn’t know existed grew and I used them. At fifteen, I sent our army after those nomads to kill them. I had my historians map out their lineage and had each family member of those nomads slaughtered. Generations and generations were wiped out in a matter of days.

When I killed those who harmed my family, I killed the girl inside me. There was no room for her and a queen.

I sit at the window, high in my tower, and watch the Volcs as they march effortlessly through the snow. Black lines cutting through white plains. It pleases my eyes. The longer I remain in this cold castle, the more I crave for visual delights. I’m worried I’m losing my mind to the madness like that of The Damned, because my heart thumps harder and faster in my chest knowing they’re coming. They’ve marched past my army and haven’t shed blood, which means they’re coming to speak to me, not start a war.

Tapping my fingers on the stone ledge, I revel in the sound.

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. And tap.

My constant tapping keeps the blood flowing to my fingers. So often they’re numb and an awful blue in color. I crave to wear my gloves, but Yanna says it’ll only worsen my condition. If I don’t let my fingers move, they’ll freeze and fall off.

Will I become one of them?

No.

I am The Punisher of The Damned.

I am not one of them.

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. And tap.

Focusing on the perfect V cutting through the snow, I wonder what it is King Bloodsun is coming to speak about. His kingdom, the Souta Volcanoes, is warm and vast. The power of the Souta matches only that of my own kingdom.

Why are you here, King Bloodsun?

His eight black steeds pull his chariot that flames with torches effortlessly through the snow. As he grows nearer, I catch a glimpse of the man himself. The king. He wears a black cape that flaps in the wind behind him and he cracks a whip, keeping his steed charging along at a breakneck speed.

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. And tap.

Warmth chases the constant chill away as Yanna stands behind me. Her fingers run through my hair in an affectionate way as she peers out the window.

“King Bloodsun,” she says breathlessly. “Is he coming to harm us?”

I turn, taking her warm hand into my cold ones, and give her a reassuring squeeze. “You know I will never let anyone hurt you, sweet sister.”

She kisses my cheek before pulling away. “Have you eaten anything today?”

Returning to my position, I continue tapping away.

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. And tap.

“Your non-answer tells me the answer is no. Why must you starve yourself?” she admonishes. “I swear, if it weren’t for me, you’d wither away and die.”

Guilt swells up inside me. “I lost track of time.” I’ve been watching for hours as the Volcs came into view as far as my eye could see. I have watched their every move toward us.

Yanna leaves the room and returns with a tray filled with treats and tea. The steam coming from the white teacup draws my attention and keeps it. Despite the Volcs marching furiously toward us, the farsop tea calls to me. Bitter but hot. Yanna sweetens it for me, though. She always sees to it that I take care of myself. I’m too much like my father. Obsessed on the demise of those who intend on hurting us. To the point it consumes my every thought.

My sister arranges the items on the tray in a way that pleases me. I have particular obsessions. One being that I like items placed a certain way. I like order and routine and neatness. She aligns the four pastries in a single row beside the farsop tea. A sprig of jazzyroot sits beside the teacup. Also straight.

“You need something in your stomach before you meet with this wretched man,” she complains as she sits the tray on the ledge in front of me.

“How do you know he’s wretched?” I ask with a lifted brow.

She pulls a silly face at me, making me smile. Her lips are full and red to my pale blue ones. Somehow her coloring remains a soft brown despite never seeing the sun. Mine is as white as the snow and tinged in blue. And her hair is dark, silky, and vibrant. My tresses are silvery white with streaks of blue that I often try to hide by rubbing gray ash along the streaks.

We are two opposites.

I am cold and she is warmth.

But we are sisters. Bound by blood and love and friendship.

“I assume he’s wretched because everyone besides us is.” She smiles at me. “I dare you to argue.”

A small laugh escapes me as I take the hot tea into my hands. It makes my fingertips sting as they begin to thaw. “I suppose you’re right. They’re all wretched. However, we’ll still entertain the king. See what it is he comes all this way for.”

Her nose scrunches in a cute way that reminds me of when she was just eight. Now, she’s eighteen and all grown up. “I am worried,” Yanna says, frowning. “We were doing fine without him showing up. What could he possibly want?”

“My head,” I tease.

Her mouth pops open in horror and I feel chastised. “Elzira!”

“I do not know what he wants,” I admit. “But no sense in fretting over it.” I sip my tea and wince. Always so bitter.

She smiles at me as she picks up the jazzyroot sprig. Gently, she stirs the tea, darkening it with the sprig. When I bring it to my lips, it tastes sweet. It goes down the hatch much easier this time.

A rap on the door has me straightening my spine and setting down my teacup. I rise on shaky legs, searching for my crown. Dizziness swarms around me, blackness eating at my vision, but I blink it away. Yanna worries when I show signs of worsening. I refuse to worry her when we have the King of the Souta Volcanoes charging to our doorstep.

One of my many crowns sits near the hearth of my fireplace. It’s long since been devoid of fire. Inside, no matter how many times I have someone from my staff crawl up the chimney to clean it out, sichee spores continue to grow. The spores, when touched by fire, hatch eggs and produce sichee crawlers. My sister is deathly allergic to the sichee crawlers. Fire is forbidden in the castle for this reason. Those who prepare the meals cook deep below the castle so my sister doesn’t come in contact with the sichee crawlers.

I pick up my crown and wonder if it’s severe looking enough. It is tall and sharp. I wish I could make it more impressive. To add more pieces. Before my illness started draining the life from me, I discovered my gift. Father was right. I had to trust in it. Sadly, it was gone as quickly as it had arrived.

Another urgent rap on the door has me frowning. I am not to be bothered. Everyone knows this. I place the crown on my head and make sure it’s seated nicely before calling out.

“Enter,” I order.

The door opens and a white-clothed figure walks in. His diamondblade glints dangerously in his hand. This man looks like every other soldier of the Eyes of the White. It’s his eyes behind his mask that give him away, though.

Bright green.

Cavon.

“My queen,” he rumbles in greeting. “Princess.” He nods at us both respectively.

“What is it?” I demand.

“The Volcs are upon us. Give us the word and we will slay them, your highness.”

Narrowing my eyes at him, I shake my head. “If King Bloodsun wished harm, there would be blood on our land. He comes in peace. I will speak to him.”

Cavon’s eyes narrow behind his white mask. “Of course, my queen.”

Yanna rushes over to him and grips his arm. “How much longer?”

The fear in her voice nearly has me giving the order to slaughter them all. Barely, I refrain.

“Minutes now, Princess,” Cavon says, his voice gruff.

I give him a dismissive nod. “Prepare the dining room. Come get me when they are settled.”

Cavon remains for a long second before giving me a clipped nod and rushing from the room. Yanna frowns at me.

“I don’t like this,” she hisses. “Inviting them into our home.”

“Noted, sister. Now help me dress so I may greet the king properly.”
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Ryke

 

I hate the cold.

I hate the Norta Icelands.

I hate the fact I’ve marched days and days to meet with Queen Whitestone.

And I really hate what I’m going to have to do.

But there is no other way. They are the most powerful kingdom besides my own due to their ruthless queen. With a pact in place, we could remove King Parsoni from the Easta Waterways and King Tai from the Westa Sandlands. Neither is strong enough to stand against both the King of the Souta Volcanoes or the Queen of the Norta Icelands.

Convincing the cold queen will be a challenge, though.

I’ve heard enough stories about her father and then later her. Cruel. Hateful. Murderous. Mad. My advisor, Danser Mahl, originally suggested I wed the frozen-hearted queen. Over my dead body. The queen would cut my throat in my sleep. I didn’t come this far to be dethroned and beheaded by a white-haired weather maker. I’ve spent decades honing my own power and her insufferable cold is no match against the fire I can create with a simple wiggle of my fingertips. Alas, I am not here to burn the queen to the ground. I am here to offer her a step up in power. Our kingdoms, together, could rule over the rest for eons to come.

“We still have our heads,” Danser grumbles to me from nearby on his horse.

I pull on the reins. “Whoa there.” My eight steed come to a stop, snorting. Clearly, they are as agitated about the cold as both Danser and I are. “We have our heads. For now,” I tell Danser. “Hopefully we still have them by sunrise.”

He smirks at me as he climbs off his horse. Danser is nearly as tall as me and lean. But despite his lack of muscle and the two decades of age he has over me, he is quick, intelligent, and clever. And since I’ve known him since I was just a prince, I have grown up trusting him. Our minds are as good as sewn together, for we often think as one. There is no one I trust more than Danser.

I step off my chariot, sinking knee-deep into the snow. Gripping my whip tightly in my hand, I ready myself to hurt anyone who makes an attempt on my life. Not that Danser would ever let that happen or the twenty thousand Volc soldiers at my back. My black iron crown sits heavy on my head. The cold makes it feel as though the metal is squeezing my skull. I know the queen has weather making powers, and I wonder if she can control the temperature so my crown freezes and shatters upon my head.

“It’s bigger than yours,” Danser says, waving up at the massive castle. It’s covered in ice and glitters as though diamonds are sprinkled in the walls.

“Size isn’t always a determination of quality,” I bite back at him.

He chuckles. “Keep telling yourself that, sir.”

I’m thinking about cracking my whip at him, but the doors begin to open, halting our banter.

One of the Eyes of the White with bright green eyes and a diamondblade sword in his hand meets us. “State the nature of your business,” he says gruffly.

“I’m here for the queen,” I tell him in a smug tone.

His posture is rigid and he stiffens impossibly more at my choice of words. “She welcomes you to dine with her.”

“And the princess?” I ask.

He raises his sword, anger flashing in his green eyes. “The Eyes of the White not only stand before you and in every corner of this castle, but they are behind you and beside you. They are everywhere. You live to breathe at the doors of the queen’s castle because she allows it. I suggest you remember whose kingdom you’re in.”

I let out a dark chuckle. “Ahh, protective. I’m sure the queen loves that about you. Now tell me, Green, which one are you warming up each night? The queen? The princess? Both?”

He growls and storms my way. Danser would cut his throat in an instant if I allowed it. Luckily for Green, I’m in a playful mood. When his green, furious eyes are inches from mine, he spits out his words.

“Your blatant disrespect is unbecoming. My queen has little patience for games or taunting. I suggest you come inside, state your business, respect her highness, and then leave.” His green eyes narrow. “That is, if you want to leave with your warm heart still beating.”

Ignoring the lowly soldier, I push past him, knocking my shoulder into his. I stalk straight into the castle, knowing if Green attempts to attack me, Danser will destroy him.

“I suggest you wait outside, young sir,” Danser tells Green from behind me. “Let the men do business and there won’t be any bloodshed.”

Green will do as he’s told because that’s what soldiers like him do. They obey. And if his queen wanted me dead, they would’ve taken me out miles away. I would’ve never gotten into this castle and he knows it.

The castle is different than my homely one, I realize as I walk through it. This one lacks warmth both literally and figuratively. The walls are solid white—either painted that way or formed from ice for all I know. The floors are white. The ceilings are white. So much white. As I walk down the corridor, I run my fingertips along the wall, summoning my fires along the way. Hissing can be heard as my heat melts the frozen walls in the path my fingers have traveled.

I come to an opening in a great room. One painting hangs above an unlit fireplace. Davven Whitestone. The former king and the queen’s father. He is regal in the painting. Regal doesn’t win wars. Regal doesn’t earn you passage past the Norta Layke and onto the Hidden Lands where the fabled Moral War awaits. Regal doesn’t keep you alive. Davven, of all people, learned the hard way.

He forgot his power.

He forgot he was a king.

He let down his guard.

I never forget. Fire burns through my veins, hot and furious. Men have fallen to my feet, burning from the inside out for lesser offenses than that of pissy Green. My temper remains checked, but if they keep pushing me, I can’t make any promises it will stay that way.

Finding no one in the great room, I try another long hallway, passing a few Eyes of the White along the way. Wisely, they do not try to harm me or stop me.

Voices—feminine and hushed—can be heard nearby. I follow the lovely sound, through a door, and into what appears to be the dining room. Before I’m noticed, I take a moment to study the women.

Yanna.

Dark hair. Golden skin. Full, red lips.

She looks as though she is a Volc. As though fire potentially burns through her veins. No doubt, this young Yanna is beautiful. Gray furs, like what come from the icewolves, are thick and wrapped around her body, hiding what lies beneath. She speaks in low tones to the queen. When her blue eyes like that of her father’s meet mine, Yanna sucks in a fearful breath and grips her sister’s arm.

Queen Whitestone straightens her spine. From behind, I rake my gaze along her silky white hair that’s streaked with gray and blue. Black vines are braided into her hair that hangs halfway down her back. Her dress is white and encrusted with diamonds, dragging on the floor behind her. Unlike her sister, she wears nothing covering her arms. They’re so pale and bluish in color. The urge to pull off my cape and drape it around her stabs at me suddenly, startling me for a moment.

She is a wicked weather maker.

You can’t warm up what doesn’t want to be anything but cold.

The queen turns slowly, rewarding me with a stunning view of her profile. Long, slender neck. Her collarbone protrudes and her jaw is sharp. The woman is beyond thin, but her breasts are full, nearly spilling from the top of her low-cut dress. Hanging from her dainty neck are blue stones that shimmer in the natural light pouring through the windows.

Sharply, she whips her head my way, her bright blue eyes narrowing on me. Her nostrils flare as though my very presence disgusts her. She doesn’t seem well. Dark, sunken shadows under her eyes that are heavily painted with kohl attest to that. The blue on her lips isn’t something she’s added. It’s natural and unhealthy. I note that her lips are fuller than that of her sister’s. Are they as cold as they look? The queen absently reaches up to her crown. It’s made of diamondblade—tall, shiny, sharp. One of the sharp pieces stands out from the rest. It’s reminiscent of Green’s diamondblade.

Ahhh.

Queen, you show your cards too easily.

You’re sick. You’re vulnerable. You’re dying. You’re scared.

I thought this would be more difficult than I imagined. But now, with the frail queen and her frightened sister within view, I see I was mistaken. She may rule the Eyes of the White and be The Punisher of The Damned, but I am the Truth Seeker. I have the sight into what isn’t meant to be seen. Besides my fiery gift, I have one of the mind too.

I see you, Cold Queen.

You hide in your castle and they do your bidding, but your time is limited. You’re just waiting for someone like me to dethrone you and end your miserable existence. Your wish is my command, your royal frostiness.

As though she can sense my thoughts, her blue eyes blaze with intensity. “What is it you want, Volc?”

My lip curls at her blatant disrespect. I am a king and she is to address me as one. “I came to proposition you, snowflake.” I spit back my own bitter words at her.

The door clicks closed quietly behind me and I sense Danser’s presence at my back.

Yanna tenses from behind her sister. I expect the cold queen to explode with fury. Attempt to freeze me into a statue or some other horrific thing she’s been rumored to do. Instead, she approaches me, hate glimmering in her eyes. I note the slight wobble of her step.

Careful, Queen, you’ll topple right over the next time a gust of wind travels through your drafty castle.

“You’re wasting our time,” she sneers.

Why? Because you’re dying?

I smirk and take a step closer to her. Several Eyes of the White along the walls tense. No one makes a move against me. “Your kingdom and mine are two of the cruelest. Two of the most powerful.” She doesn’t try to have me killed yet, so I continue. “I want access to Norta Layke. The Moral War awaits.”

She snarls. “The Moral War is nothing but a bedtime story that men tell their little boys hoping they’ll grow up to be noble and brave.”

“Perhaps. But it’s always been my desire to invade the Hidden Lands, Moral War or not. No one, not even my ruthless father, has ever stepped foot in those lands.”

“My father has,” she says coolly, a glint of satisfaction in her blue eyes.

I will not insult her. I will not insult her. I will not insult her.

“Let’s not compare fathers,” I grit out, unable to keep my anger in check. “Mine once battled with fifty thousand of The Damned. And do tell me where The Punisher of The Damned was when that happened. Ahh, that’s right, he was killed by lowly nomads.” I don’t mention how my father was killed.

She presses her plump lips together but otherwise remains emotionless.

Is your heart frozen, cruel one?

“As you know, beyond Norta Layke in the Hidden Lands, are unchartered territories. I want to explore those territories. I want to own that land. If there’s a Moral War, I want to fight in it. And I want this union of our kingdoms,” I finish with a sinister smile. “That is why I propose that a Whitestone marry a Bloodsun.”

“I am a queen. A vicious ruler. You think I would bow to you, Volc?” she scorns. “You’ve made your obnoxious proposal and now it is time for you to leave.” Her blue eyes glint with evil amusement.

“Actually,” I growl, stepping closer and running my fingertip along her cold collarbone. “I had a better idea, Punisher.”

I can hear her teeth grinding together in fury. Laughing at her would infuriate her. I can hold in my mirth, but a smirk sneaks out.

“I will marry young Yanna now that she is of age,” I tell the queen simply. Yanna is twelve years my junior, but I don’t mind the age difference. A younger wife means she will be easier to break.

Queen Whitestone’s lips curl into a wide smile. And then she laughs. What a beautiful sound from such a wicked woman. Her almost sweet giggles echo through the dining room. Then, as though all humor fades in an instant, she steps closer, bringing her sharp, pointy nail to my throat.

She smells decadent. Too good in fact. My cock does an inappropriate jolt in my trousers. I’m thankful for my cape hiding the movement.

“Listen, Volc,” she breathes, her breath cold against my face. “You’ve wasted both my time and yours. Leave.”

When I open my mouth to speak, she slashes her hand down so quickly I’m thrown off. Pain sears down my neck. I press a gloved hand to my throat.

This cruel cunt cut me!

Yanna smirks at me as Queen Whitestone glowers my way.

“Oh, snowflake, you’ve chosen incorrectly,” I seethe, catching Danser’s eye hidden in the corner. With a crack of my whip at the floor at our feet, I signal my advisor to do what it is he does best.

Time to add some color to this kingdom.

Red’s always been a favorite of mine.
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Elzira

 

He’s positively wretched. Just as Yanna presumed. A terrible man with a face that could make even the coldest of hearts catch fire. One look and I’d been spellbound.

From the rumors, King Bloodsun was old. Awful. Ugly. But with one look at his angular jaw, scruffy cheeks, and blazing amber eyes, those theories were proved wrong. His sharp, iron crown sits proudly on top of his messy black hair. His skin is a warm tanned hue, not unlike that of my sister. It’s the crooked, evil smile that had my heart stuttering in my chest.

For all of two seconds.

Somewhere, deep inside me, that girl from before still lives. She’d hoped he’d come to choose her as a bride. I would have still turned down his advances, but I would’ve been flattered nonetheless.

But no.

The Volc with fire in his veins didn’t want a queen. He wanted a young princess. My sister. An innocent. This evil king drips with malevolence and cruelty. I would never in a thousand years allow her to wed such a monster.

He holds his neck with his gloved left hand as he raises his other hand that holds the whip. I’ve heard stories of this whip of his. How he can cut one of The Damned in two with one hard strike. I shove Yanna behind me.

His amber eyes meet mine, hateful and calculating. With a hard sling of his arm, he cracks the whip at my feet, forcing Yanna and me back. Behind him, one of his men slinks forward, withdrawing two swords.

The Eyes of the White will kill him.

And then we’ll put King Bloodsun’s head on a platter to send back with his worthless army. The Volcs can mourn the loss of their king, but I will not feel guilty. No one comes into my land and threatens to take my sister from me.

Crack!

Yanna shrieks behind me as we’re forced farther back toward the far wall. King Bloodsun’s eyes narrow as he herds us into a corner.

Crack!

The whip hits the bottom of my dress, sending diamonds scattering across the floor. His smile is sinister. The monster clearly is enjoying this.

Reaching into my crown, I loosen my diamondblade. Once it’s in my hand that is still streaked with his blood, I stand ready to flay him. He tentatively pulls his gloved hand from his throat. The blood has stopped its flow. With his eyes on mine, he bites the tip of his glove, and pulls his hand out of the material. The glove falls to the floor and he brings his fingertip to the top of his cut. The tip glows reddish-orange as he slides it down the open wound, cauterizing it along the way. My stomach churns as the scent of burnt flesh invades my nostrils.

He has a very obvious gift.

The rumors were true.

My own gift has forsaken me.

I’m no match against a fire maker.

A grunt steals my attention from the powerful king and to my men. The room is painted crimson as his man slays each one of the Eyes of the White. His man is outnumbered, yet he cuts through them so easily.

Yanna whimpers from behind me. I hope she knows as soon as the opportunity presents itself, she must run. I’ll die before I let this man take my sister. She edges out from behind me, seemingly aware of my unspoken plan.

When the king’s wickedly handsome face turns toward her, I make my move. With a shriek, I charge for the fiery king. Lunging, I swipe my blade out, hoping I make purchase. At the last moment, he steps out of the way, causing me to stumble. His whip slices through the air and cuts through the back of my dress, sending more diamonds rolling across the floor. But the diversion was enough. Yanna runs through the sea of dead bodies toward the door.

I pounce on the monstrous king and try to stab him with my diamondblade. He shoves me back, barks out something to his man, and then cracks his whip at me. The diamondblade gets knocked from my grasp, shattering at my feet.

His amber eyes nearly glow as he circles me. This is the moment where I die. But my sister will be free.

A scream echoes through the dining room and I take my eyes off my opponent on a desperate hunt for Yanna. The man—the killer who slayed all my men in this room—has her in his grip.

“Nooo!” I cry out, charging their way.

As the man drags her out of the room and out of sight, an arm slides around my front. I’m jerked back against a firm, strong chest.

“Let me go!”

“Not a chance, snowflake,” he growls. “We’re not done negotiating.”

He releases me for a moment and then he’s binding my wrists behind me with his whip. Before I can take off running, he throws me over his shoulder as though I weigh nothing. My crown falls to the floor, cracking in two. I scream for Cavon, but I’m met with silence. King Bloodsun stomps in puddles of blood as he storms through my castle.

“Where did he take Yanna?” I demand, blinking back the tears of defeat. “Don’t hurt her, Volc, or so help me I will turn you inside out.”

He chuckles as though I’m here purely for his entertainment. “So feisty for someone who is at my mercy. You are bound and in my arms, yet you continue to make threats.”

I wiggle and attempt to throw myself from his grip, but I fail. I was feeling weak before he showed up and now I’m completely drained. When he smacks my bottom hard, I accept momentary defeat. He walks through my castle, trying doors and muttering to himself. Eventually, he climbs the many steps to access my tower.

“Ahhh, this room bears your scent. I think we’ll negotiate in here.” He smacks my bottom again, but I don’t even flinch.

He drops me onto the bed. I have the urge to burrow beneath the furs and sleep for eternity. I’m so tired. So weak. So broken.

“Untie me,” I croak.

He arches a brow and smirks. “Anything else, your royal frostiness?”

I hiss at him.

“They said you were a force to be reckoned with. They were not wrong,” he says as he sits on the edge of the bed. “But it was all for show, hmm? Look how easily I captured the queen and took her as my prisoner.”

His hand snakes its way toward me. I don’t have the energy to pull away. A shiver rattles through me when he palms my thigh over my dress. Heat radiates through the material.

He’s so warm.

I’m dizzied by the way it feels.

So unusual. So nice.

Focus, Elzira.

He’s the enemy.

I start to pull away, but his fingers bite into my thigh. The heat grows more intense. Not enough to hurt me. It certainly has me yielding to him for fear of what else he can do. I grow still, my eyes searching his.

“Why my sister?” I murmur. “She’s my only family left.”

He scowls at me, his grip loosening. “I didn’t say I was going to kill her, Queen. I just wanted to marry her. Are you always so stubborn and protective? It’s as though there’s a heart hiding beneath all those layers of ice.”

“Elzira.”

His brow arches. “What?”

“You can stop with all the names, Bloodsun. My name is Elzira.”

He drags his stare up my body, lingering at my lips, before his amber orbs lock with mine. “Elzira. A beautiful name.”

I wait for him to elaborate or call me a cold queen again. Nothing comes out.

“I’m Ryke.”

A shiver makes my body shake and he frowns.

“I thought you liked the cold,” he growls, his amber orbs flashing with anger and confusion.

“I am the cold,” I mutter weakly.

He yanks the furs out from beneath me before covering me with them. Then his palms press down on my shoulder and my hip, his heat warming me through the furs. I close my eyes and revel in the warmth. Tears leak out of my eyes as I suppress a relieved sob.

Ryke leaves the bed, but the warmth he gifted me with remains. I’m about to drift to sleep, thankful for the most comfort I’ve had in years, when I hear him tossing logs into the fireplace.

A blood-curdling scream leaves my lips. “Ryke, no!”

He rises to his feet, yanking out his sword as his eyes search the room. But it’s not men I’m afraid of.

“T-The sichee s-spores,” I choke out. “T-The fire will hatch them.” I wriggle until I’m sitting up on the bed, the furs sliding off me, once again stealing my heat. But I have to protect Yanna.

He narrows his eyes at me. “What happens if they hatch?”

My entire body trembles. “T-They escape. Yanna is allergic. S-She c-could d-die.”

“Sichee crawlers?” he asks, dropping to a knee and setting down his sword so he can peer into the fireplace.

I’m nodding when the fireplace bursts into flames.

“Nooo!” I stumble from the bed, tripping over my dress, as I run for him.

With quick movements, he rises to his feet and yanks me against his chest. “Calm down, Elzira.” His tone is fierce and commanding.

I stare at the flickering flames with my boot poised and ready to stomp on the sichee crawlers. They’ll find her. I can’t let them escape.

His strong fingers bite into my jaw, forcing me to look up at him. Up close, I can see flecks of gold in his amber eyes. He’s truly too handsome. It shouldn’t be allowed. I’m distracted by him.

“There are no sichee spores,” he assures me, his brows furling together.

“B-But my servant. He c-checked this morning.”

He clenches his jaw. “Your servant was wrong. Perhaps you should tell me his name so I could light a fire under him as well.” His thumb drags along my jaw. “I’ve had a long journey here and I need rest. You’re swooning on your feet. We’ll talk at dawn.”

I cry out in surprise when he scoops me into his arms. He carries me over to the bed and once again places me on it. This time, though, he kicks out of his boots and sheds his cape before placing his crown on the table beside my bed. I glower at him as he sheds more layers of clothes. But when he peels away the last of his clothing covering his chest, I gape in wonder. His muscles are perfectly formed and bulging. I’m mesmerized by the grooves that cut through his lower stomach. And the dark trail of hair that disappears into his trousers…

“I’m too tired for the wicked things you have planned, snowflake,” he says with a dark chuckle. “Tomorrow we can negotiate properly.”

He climbs into the bed, pulling the covers over the both of us. His palm finds my hip, drawing me closer. The heat is almost addictive. I hate how easily he’s stoked the madness inside me. I should be trying to escape and save my sister. Not hoping he tugs me nearer so I can sleep without shivering for once in my miserable life.

As if in tune with my thoughts, he brings me closer. His scent is unfamiliar, but nice. Evil, villainous kings shouldn’t smell nice. Letting out a sigh, I give in to the fact I’m his prisoner. At least for the night.

That is why I rest my forehead against his chest.

That is why I don’t revolt at the way his thumb rubs at my hip.

That is why I fall into the first deep, comfortable sleep in years.
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Ryke

 

Shivering.

I wake to shivering.

Not my own, but that of the cold queen. It’s not quite dawn and the fire has died out. I grip her bare arm and call my fire to the surface. Slowly, I guide my palm down the length of her slender arm to where my whip has her bound from behind. Her fingers are even colder due to the lack of circulation.

Don’t untie her.

Don’t do it.

Ignoring my own sane thoughts, I loosen the whip so I can pull her hands free. Then, I tug at both limbs until they’re curled up in front of her between us. Laying my hand over her arms, I increase the level of heat, hoping to warm up her chilled arms.

But why?

Because we need to negotiate and I can’t do that with a dead queen.

If she’s dead, though, negotiations are a moot point. I can take whatever I want.

It’s not supposed to be this easy. The hunger for truth becomes a ravenous beast within me. Why is she so weak? Why does she not summon her weather making abilities? Why is the frozen-hearted queen dying?

It was only a few years ago that I caught wind of The Punisher as she annihilated The Damned. Witnesses came forward—always rewarded handsomely for their truths—to testify of her greatness. Blades and spears made of ice shot from her hands, slaying The Damned as if they were nothing. The witnesses said it was terrifyingly beautiful. More powerful and wicked than her father.

What happened?

When I came to the Norta Icelands to meet with Queen Whitestone, I researched everything there was to know about her. Her mother and her early death. Her father and her stepmother. Her sister. Her Eyes of the White army. And her. Nowhere in all of my hunt for the truth did I find anything that said she was weak, incapable of using her ability, and dying.

I shouldn’t care.

She’s an obstacle in my way.

Now, I can easily jump over her on my ultimate trek to the Hidden Lands. Something sinister lurks beyond the stories and the secrets. The whispers of monsters who feed on human flesh make me that much more eager to seek out this Moral War and slay those on the wrong side of it. I’d love nothing more than to bypass this entire ordeal with Elzira, pushing past her as though she is insignificant.

But that’s not who I am. I don’t leave stones unturned. I wouldn’t be the powerful Truth Seeker king I am today if I did. I’m meticulous when it comes to knowing my opponent. With the fading queen, I feel as though I know nothing.

That will change.

Starting now.

I climb from the bed, making sure to tuck the furs in around Elzira before dressing. I don my cape, wrap my whip up and hook it to my belt, and then place my crown on top of my head. Now that we’ve commandeered the castle, I’ll need to meet with my men. The Eyes of the White follow strict command from their queen. Meaning, they won’t shed blood unless she instructs them to do so. Walking over to the window, I confirm my thoughts. My twenty thousand Volc army litters the pristine snow with black tents and fires as they camp. The Eyes of the White must be holding their position. I’ll need to make sure my men know to remain steady as I continue with my visit with the queen.

Slipping from the queen’s quarters, I’m pleased to find two Volcs protecting my door. Fayden and Jorshi. Two of my best.

I close the door and nod at Fayden.

“Castle is secure, sir,” Fayden assures me. “The Eyes of the White aren’t happy, especially their leader, Cavon, but they remain steadfast.”

“And the princess?” I ask with a lifted brow.

Jorshi speaks up, “I’ve met with Danser this morning. She’s nearly feral. Worrying to death over her sister. Demanding to speak to her. Danser has her sequestered away. She won’t be escaping, but he hasn’t harmed her.”

“Where’s Yashka?” My attention is back on Fayden.

He refrains from rolling his eyes. “Yashka is throwing a tantrum that would make the littles back home proud.”

I arch a brow. “And why is that?”

“He cannot work in these conditions,” Fayden mimics in a huffy tone.

“Shall I remind him whom he works for, your highness?” Jorshi growls, always eager to punish.

A chuckle escapes me. My personal chef is quite a princess himself. Being a king, you can never be too careful. I trust the portly man who always complains about as much as I trust Danser. If he ever wished to have harmed me, he would’ve done it long ago. Yashka, despite being fussy, will do his job. He prides himself on making the best meals no matter the circumstances. Even on the battlefield, I am served delicious meals to keep me strong.

“Yashka will figure it out,” I assure Jorshi. “Once he does, bring me something to eat this morning. Enough for the queen, too.”

“Still alive, yeah?” Fayden questions. “Rumor was she was barely standing yesterday.”

His comment grates on me. “Report back to Cavon she is alive and well. And whomever is starting rumors is playing with fire,” I growl, my eyes narrowing on him. “Keep the rumors squashed. The queen is well and we’re working out a deal for me to marry the princess. Understood?”

Fayden nods quickly, chastised. “Of course, sir. Anything else?”

“I’ll be by later to see Danser. Make sure the princess remains secured. I need to speak with him about something rather important.”

I dismiss both men with a wave of my hand and then slip back inside the room. The queen has rolled on the bed, now facing the door. Her blue eyes are trained on me. She doesn’t try to attack me or escape. I’m not sure she has the strength to try.

“My sister?” she croaks out.

“Safe. Cared for. If anything, she’s driving Danser mad with all her ranting about protecting you.”

A smile ghosts over her lips. “She looks after me.”

I walk over to the bed and sit on the end near her feet. “Queens don’t usually need looking after. Why is it that you do?”

She presses her full, bluish lips together. “None of your concern.”

“Of course it is,” I say with a snort. “I am the Truth Seeker. Everything is of my concern. Just as cutting down The Damned is your concern. Although…”

Her eyes narrow at me. “Although what? Spit it out, Volc.”

So fiery this weak, dying queen is.

It makes me want to stoke that inner fire.

My cock jolts in response to the images that flood my mind.

“If you’re sitting up in your tower, slowly freezing to death, who eliminates The Damned, Punisher? Do you send your boys to slay them on your behalf? How many die protecting you, hmmm?”

Her nostrils flare. “The Eyes of the White are trained well. They’d destroy your useless Volcs at the snap of my fingers. Do not ever insult me and my army. Because I am not out there with them doesn’t mean they aren’t winning the continual war we have with The Damned.” She disparages me. “For centuries we’ve cleaned up the Volcs’ messes. You damn those souls and drive them from your lands. Right into ours. And we have to eliminate them. Tell me where the power lies, Ryke.”

My name on her lips has me taking pause for a moment. I wish she’d say it again.

“Perhaps we’ve been secretly hoping The Damned would overtake you all. That, at some point, you’d all become crazed like them. Then, it’d be my army who comes through and cleans up at the end. Some moves are strategic enough they take centuries to carry through.”

“Are you always this arrogant and disgusting?” she snaps, her blue eyes seemingly glowing brighter.

“My consorts back home don’t think I’m disgusting at all.” I wink at her. “Now focus, your frostiness. I want the true story. What happened to you? Why are you in this tower feeling sorry for yourself?”

She launches herself up from the bed to claw her nails across my face. I hiss at the cold pain as my flesh opens up under her attack. Her fury is short-lived, as I easily pin her body back down on the bed beneath my stronger one.

“Did you not learn the first time, Queen?” I snarl, snagging both her wrists with my large hand. “You can’t hurt me.”

She struggles and curses at me, but she’s going nowhere.

“Let me go,” she shrieks. “Now!”

Ignoring her, I hold up my hand in front of her. As I summon my fires, I watch her eyes. The blues glimmer as she becomes transfixed on the way my fingertips glow orangy-red. Slowly, I drag them along my scratches, sealing the wounds closed.

Her nose scrunches. “You smell like roasted pig.”

“And you look hungry,” I taunt, licking my lips as I grind my erection against her soft body.

I love the way her mouth parts open and her lashes flutter.

Why?

Why do you love it, Truth Seeker?

Because who wants a princess when they could have a queen?

That’s my truth.

She lets out a sigh that’s so cold it makes my nose hurt. Ahh, yes. I need the princess because the queen is fading before my very eyes. I need strength. I need power. I need access to the Hidden Lands. The Moral War is real, I know it. This chilly queen is only a stepping-stone to get there. I’m not supposed to turn her over and see what’s hidden beneath. I’m supposed to use her.

“When I turned eighteen, it began,” Elzira murmurs, her eyes growing stormy.

My grip on her hands loosens and I let her go to run my palm down her arm to warm her up once more. When I reach the dip under her arms, I linger there before ghosting my hand over her full breast. She gasps, which does nothing to help the state of my cock. I reluctantly drag my palm to her ribs and keep it there, hoping to get her core body temperature up.

Why?

Why make her comfortable?

Because I can.

Simple as that.

“Go on,” I urge, my thumb brushing along a diamond sewn to her dress.

“I was angry,” she whispers. “We had visitors from my stepmother’s homeland. A cousin and her husband. They were so…happy. Five children. All of them were smiling and running about the palace without a care in the world. They were good parents who truly loved each other. It showed with their smiles and the way they touched each other.” She presses her lips together. “I had Yanna. Not a child of my own, but one I was responsible for anyhow. I love my sister, but in that moment, I resented her. One day she’d have the life of her cousin. All because I’d make it happen for her.” She swallows and guilt shines in her eyes. “But who would make it happen for me? No one. I resigned myself to the fact I’d never have normalcy.”

“You’re a queen,” I remind her. “Better than normal.”

A small smile tugs at her lips as her blue eyes find mine. My heart tightens in my chest. Then, she wipes it away as she continues. “The anger was burning up inside of me. I wanted to do something. Destroy something. Hurt someone. I can’t explain the anger. It was like a living beast inside me.”

Not unlike how I summon my fires.

Interesting.

I was nearly eighteen myself, with a similar chip on my shoulder after my mother had died. Extreme emotion brings out the abilities. Once I learned the feeling, I was easily able to manipulate it for my advantage. It became second nature. As easy as breathing.

“What then?” I urge.

“I’d never encountered The Damned before. Only heard the stories my father told. Seen them from afar.” Her haunted eyes lock with mine. “The fear had always been the driving motivator in everything I did. But this time, anger walked me right along our lands to a nest of them.”

I frown at the image of a young Elzira walking through the snow-covered lands alone, angry, and secretly frightened. Right into a nest of The Damned. Suicide. A nest usually holds hundreds if not thousands of them.

“They sleep, you know,” she whispers. “Huddled together for warmth. So reminiscent of the people they were before.”

Back when they’d murdered, stolen, raped, or any other crime that would get them banished. The Damned weren’t good people. They’re monsters who are punished by being forced into madness and then driven to their icy deaths. My people—and the same with the Easta and the Westa—drove them to Equatoria. Barren wastelands. Nothing living besides the kimilla trees, bursting with juicy fruits, just begging to be bitten into. No matter how strong those people were or how they know of what the fruit does to them, they always succumb. Starvation and thirst will make the strongest of men wither and give in to the temptation. But the fruit is the beginning of the end for them. It sours their minds and destroys their sanity. And when the wastelands become too crowded, the Volcs kill them, but not before chasing a good number of them right into the Norta Icelands.

“I was so angry for being weak. Angry for not having a future of my own choosing. Angry at those who were happy. Angry for not having the gifts my father had.” A single tear slides down her temple. “I wanted to die.”

Fury bubbles up inside of me. She is a queen. Queens don’t give up because things aren’t going their way. It screams of weakness. No wonder she is fading. Elzira isn’t worthy of being a queen. Her heart isn’t in it.

“I stood before them,” she whispers. “I waited. And then they smelled me. Just one at first. His head poked up and his soulless eyes found mine. Starved. They eat human flesh, you know.”

Yes, I do know.

I’ve seen one too many of my men with their throats ripped out by these mindless savages.

“He made a cry of some sort that alerted the rest. Then, all of their black eyes were on me. Even the small ones.”

The Damned may be lost to the madness, but they have an inherent urge to breed. But they rear up more monsters. The children are the worst. Most don’t live beyond infancy because their parents are neglectful, but some do. And as they grow, they’re more feral than the others. No memories of what it feels to be human. Horrible little creatures.

“They charged for me,” she breathes, her blue eyes glimmering brighter. “I ran. So fast. I’d wanted to die, but then, I didn’t. Simple as that. Fear chased away my anger and I ran for my life. When I imagined what it would feel like to be eaten by those things, I exploded with emotion. The beast I’d assumed was anger that lived inside me roared, Ryke. It broke free and came forth.” She holds a hand up between us. “The beast came right through my hands. Cold and malevolent. It needed to escape. So I aimed the beast at them. At the things.” Her lids blink several times before a sinister smile creeps up her face. “The beast was my gift. Cold. Diamondblades. Weapons made of ice. I lit up the night sky with brilliant blue light as I destroyed them. All of them. Even the small ones. Within a matter of minutes, I’d taken out the entire nest.”

“You found your gift, Punisher,” I say, pleased with the turn in the story. “Now tell me how you lost it.”
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Elzira

 

I don’t hate the warmth. Not even a little bit. His heat thaws me. Has me thinking clearer than I have in some time. While he’s a terrible man with nefarious intentions with my sister, I can’t help but secretly thank him from waking me from my fog.

He may be utterly delicious to look at and smell enticing, but I know what he is. Who he is. He’s an enemy set out to destroy what’s mine. To take what’s mine. I’ll never allow that to happen.

“I still have my gift,” I lie, narrowing my eyes at him.

The maddeningly beautiful man smirks. “No, you don’t.”

“Just because I refrained from using it, doesn’t mean I don’t still have it.” Now that’s the truth. I know it lives inside me. The beast is dormant and sleeping. Weak and dying. But it’s still there.

“I suppose I believe that. Tell me why you’re so weak. When did that start? Is it a condition passed down from your mother?”

The mention of my mother has me bursting with fury. I attempt to shove his big body off mine as a growl ripples from me. “Get off me!” Before I can claw his face again, his features contort into something frightening as he pins my wrists once more.

“Claw me again and I’ll take my whip to your ass,” he snarls.

I gape at him in shock. Images of me bent over my bed with my dress pushed up my back has unwelcome heat flooding my cheeks. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“I’d take great pleasure in reddening your ass, Queen.”

“You’re infuriating,” I hiss. “How do your people endure your presence?” I narrow my eyes at him. “Oh, that’s right. They don’t. They pillage and attack others so they’ll be banished to Equatoria just to get away from you.” I laugh at him. “I’d eat the kimilla too if it took me away from you.”

“Your barbs will never penetrate me,” he says with a smug look. “I applaud you for trying, though.”

I’m about to curse him some more when a sharp pain seizes my stomach. I whimper and close my eyes. These pains come more often lately. They’re followed by dizziness and weakness. Everything turns my stomach—much as it did my mother in the end—and the only thing that helps is my farsop tea and my tonics. If it weren’t for Yanna’s desperate knowledge of what stole my mother from me and her desire to make sure I don’t meet the same fate, I would’ve been dead long ago. Yanna’s nose is always in a tonic book, searching for anything to help with my condition. The billibone tonic takes away the pains in my stomach. The voxin leaf tonic gives me energy. The yellowberry tonic is known for attacking hidden diseases. When taken daily, I keep death at bay.

“I need my tonics,” I mutter. “Please. My sister would be all alone if I died.”

“She’ll have me,” he retorts, a wicked glint in his eyes.

“Not willingly,” I bite back. “Perhaps we can come to an agreement. One that suits us all. But I can’t do that from beneath the dirt.”

Before he can answer, there’s a rap at the door. For one moment, my heart flutters as I hope it’s Yanna. But then I remember she never knocks. She is my sister and she goes wherever I go. We’re two halves of a whole.

“Enter,” Ryke barks, releasing me so he can sit up.

A man enters carrying a tray. Another one follows behind him. Their curious stares find mine. One of the men’s gaze lingers at my breasts. I yank the covers over me to keep him from staring.

“Where are Jorshi and Fayden?” Ryke demands, prowling over to the two men.

“Meeting with Danser,” the one with curious eyes states.

Ryke’s jaw clenches as he glowers down at him. “How do I know this food is safe for consumption, Gorten?”

Gorten jerks his head to the doorway. A short, pudgy man with a red face waddles in.

“You must always trust in Yashka,” the short man says. “You know this.”

Ryke visibly relaxes. “I trust this meal is fit for a queen?”

Yashka gasps as though Ryke has struck him. “I beg your pardon, your highness? Do you dare insult the finest chef in all the lands?”

Gorten and the other man stiffen. As though they’re afraid of Ryke’s wrath. But apparently Yashka has freedom to speak freely with Ryke because his king simply chuckles.

“My apologies, Yashka,” Ryke says. “We look forward to your meal.”

Ryke dismisses the three of them. As soon as they’re gone, I sit up and attempt to stand. The room moves in a slow circle around me.

“I’m n-not eating t-that,” I tell him, pressing my hand to my stomach as another pain slices through me. “It’s probably dripping in poison.”

Ryke lifts the lid of something savory and picks up a piece of meat. He tosses it into his mouth, chewing obnoxiously, and sucks the grease off his fingers. “I’m still alive.”

“Unfortunately,” I grumble.

He plucks another piece of meat from the plate and saunters over to me. His free hand grips my hip as he holds up the steaming meat. “Eat.”

The pains are becoming too much. I need my tonics. Hot tears flood my eyes. I’m going to die a painful death like that of my mother. Yanna will be all alone. Ryke will scoop her up and there’s no telling what he’ll do with her. Rape her? Force her to carry his children? The thought has bile rising up my throat.

“Eat,” he barks out, his voice no longer playful like before. “You’re wasting away, Dead Queen. This chicken has more meat on its bones than you do.”

Shaking my head, I press my lips together. There’s no way I can eat. Not right now. Not when I feel like the pains are going to make me vomit instead.

He grabs my throat and squeezes. I cry out in shock. The moment my mouth opens, he shoves the meat inside. Salty goodness hits my tongue and I nearly moan from the taste. How long has it been since I’ve eaten anything this delicious?

Years.

And for good reason.

Heavy foods worsen my condition.

I whimper and gag on the food. His grip on my throat loosens as his lips near mine. Hot breath tickles me as he speaks.

“Swallow, Elzira.”

I manage to choke the food down. My stomach clenches violently. Tears roll down my cheeks. The beast within me rattles its cage somewhere in the depths of my soul. Kill him. Kill him for humiliating you. For exposing our weakness.

Instead of killing him, I sit on the edge of the bed, trying desperately to free my beast. Nothing. Ryke walks over to the table and then he’s back with a plate filled with all sorts of treats.

It’s a mess. The food touches. It’s all rammed against each other, juices from one delicacy mixing with others. It’s revolting to look at. Completely unlike the nice, neat rows of pastries or breads I’m used to consuming. He uses a fork to scoop up something light brown and crispy. The pains in my stomach are back, but instead of being disgusted by the food he presents me, it’s as though my stomach yearns for it. Begs for it.

“You need this,” he utters softly, his amber eyes boring into me. “That’s your truth. It’s written all over your protruding bones and pale flesh.”

I get a whiff of what he offers and I nearly let out a sob. Defeated, I open my mouth and let the Truth Seeker king feed me. Bite after bite. Each food more decadent than the last. My stomach roils and protests, but the pains lessen. When I shake my head after nearly consuming the entire plate, he doesn’t force more on me. He simply refills the plate and devours his own breakfast. Once he’s finished, he sits back down beside me.

“You’ll eat like a queen now,” he tells me fiercely, his amber orbs flaring as though he expects me to challenge him.

Not about this. I’m oddly comforted by the way he fed me and secretly pleased he chased away the pains that only the billibone usually does.

“I want to see Yanna.” I lift my chin in the regal way I’ve perfected over the years. “I want you to fetch her or take me to her. I need to assure her I am well. She worries herself ill over my well-being. You’ll do this for me, Volc.”

A smile tugs at his lips. “Perhaps.”

Arching a brow, I suck in a sharp breath. “Perhaps? As if it’s contingent on something. Out with it, fire maker.”

“Ahh, she’s not just beauty, she’s brains too,” he says with an obnoxiously victorious glint in his eyes. “I will allow you to see your sister once you’ve signed a treaty allowing me to enter Norta Layke for my passage to the Hidden Lands.”

“Is that all?” I mutter. “Just the measly thing you’ve turned my life upside down for. Why, sure, Volc. Grab me a dagger so I may cut my palm and make a blood oath to you.” I smile sweetly at him.

His jaw clenches. “Another barb. You must think me ignorant. That I’m some brawny, dimwitted king who will allow a clever, dying queen to play her way to what she wants.” He toys with a strand of my hair. “Why is your hair blue in some places?”

Shame replaces my irritation at him. I jerk the strands from his grip and frown to see the ash has been rubbed off. There will be ash in the fireplace. I can cover up the blue.

Strong fingers bite into my jaw, stealing my attention. I’m forced to stare into the fiery heat of King Bloodsun’s eyes. “I wasn’t insulting you,” he growls. “I simply wanted to know why. But considering your response, you don’t know why. You try to cover it.” His thumb runs along my jaw gently. “I’ll discover what’s causing this.”

“Why?” I spit out. “Why, of all things are you worried about my hair?”

“Blue hair. It’s not natural.” His dark brows furl together and a strand of black hair falls into his face. The urge to push it back is strong. Ridiculous, but strong. “It could be a symptom of your illness. I’ll have Mazon look into it.”

“Mazon?”

“He is my physician.”

The last physician who looked at me told me I was incurable. I’d remembered the fear in his eyes. I suppose telling a queen she’s going to die is a frightening thing. Cavon, in his fury on my behalf, cut his throat. Then, he proceeded to find five more physicians, all of which told me the same thing.

“I don’t need a physician to tell me what I already know.” I start to stand, but his hot hand encircles my wrist. The heat of his fires is barely restrained beneath his flesh. It makes me wonder just how hot he gets.

“You’ll do it because I command it,” he growls, his thumb running along my pulse on my wrist. “Understood?” He rises to his feet and then pushes down on my shoulders so I’m sitting once more. “I have to speak to Danser. You’re to stay in this room while I’m gone.”

“And if I don’t?” I challenge, anger surging up inside me.

He smiles. “Then I’ll hunt you down. I will find you. And then I’ll fuck you into submission, frigid queen.”

My fury sends a burst of strength through me as I swipe my nails for his face again. The beast inside me screeches as diamondblades freeze along my fingers and extend into glistening spikes past my fingertips. Ryke barely manages to grip my wrist and stop me before I rip his face off.

Instead of burning me to death on the spot, his eyes widen and he flashes me a beautiful smile.

“There she is. The Punisher isn’t dead yet.” Heat burns at my wrist but not to the point of pain. Water runs down my hand as the diamondblades melt and then hit the floor, shattering. Ryke brings his lips to my middle finger that just held a sharp blade and licks the tip. A jolt of excitement ripples through me straight to my core. “We can play more later. I have business to attend to first.”

He’s gone without another word. I consider sneaking out, chasing after him. I’d love to run a diamondblade through the base of his skull. But better yet, I could set out to find Yanna. He would hunt me down. Another thrill shoots through me. Energy thrums through me and I feel invigorated. For the first time in years, I feel alive.

Is it him?

The enemy can’t be my savior.

Impossible.

Looking down at my hand, I notice my fingers aren’t as blue. I’m warmer than usual thanks to the fire that burns lowly in the fireplace and the heat he seems to radiate.

I attempt to summon my gift.

Despite this man in our palace and my sister in his grip, I am not afraid of him. I’m afraid of what I might lose because of him.

Yanna.

A mixture of pain, fury, and terror swirls through me.

My fingertips glow blue, empowering me. I cut my hand through the air, sending diamondblades slinging from my fingers. All five of them stab into the stone floors with incredible force. I stare down at them in awe.

I’m still marveling over the sudden appearance of my gift, when a soft rap on the door startles me.

Yanna!

I rush over to the door and sling it open. The man from earlier, Gorten, smiles at me. He has a spice caught between his front two teeth. It makes me cringe.

“I met with your sister,” he whispers, chancing a look over his shoulder.

“If you hurt her, I will cut your heart out and personally feed it to The Damned,” I hiss, summoning my cold. I feel it surging through my veins like my own blood.

His eyes widen. “Your highness, I am disobeying my king to help your sister.”

“Pardon,” I choke out, shocked at his words.

“This morning, I went to see her. She is well. But she was rather persistent.”

“Persistent about what?”

“This,” he says, holding out a familiar pouch. “I was instructed not to look inside. That she’d know and that you’d know. That between the two of you, I’d meet an untimely, bloody death.” He smirks as though that amuses him. “I’m not here to intercept a message between a queen and her sister. I just want you to know my loyalties aren’t with King Bloodsun.”

I still at his treasonous words. “Is that so?”

His lips quirk on one side. “Your sister was rather persuasive.” He brings his fingers to his nose and sniffs them. “She said if I do your bidding, that you’ll offer me far more than my king ever could. I’m growing tired of marching to wars with the mad. I’m tired of hunts for lands that are hidden. I want to hole up in a castle and protect beautiful women who are in dire need of protecting.”

Traitorous snake.

“You touched my sister?” My tone is cold and cruel. “No one touches my sister.”

His eyes glint in a challenging way as he wiggles his finger in the air. “I did.”

A burst of cold fury explodes through me as I swing my arm through the air. Five diamondblades glint in the morning sun streaming in through the window. My blades slice through his wrist effortlessly.

He gapes at me in horror as his hand slides off his wrist and hits the floor with a thud. Blood, bright crimson and thick, spurts from his severed arm. With a flick of my wrist, I loosen my soiled diamondblades, allowing them to clatter to the floor.

He eyes the hand at his feet.

“Pick it up,” I urge, my tone icy.

“Y-Your highness,” he whines.

“Pick. It. Up.”

He sobs as he picks up his severed hand.

“Throw it into the fire,” I instruct.

“N-No,” he begs. “Please. Mazon can reattach it.”

“Throw it into the fire before I take your other hand too. And your tongue for disobeying me.”

He howls in part pain and stubbornness before tossing it across the room. I walk over to it and kick the hand into the fire. The flames crackle and hiss while the scent of charred flesh hits my nostrils.

“Leave my sight, snake.”
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Ryke

 

After checking on my men and taunting Green a little, I sought out Danser. He’d secured young Yanna in a maid’s quarters deep beneath the floors of the castle. I knock on the door and Danser opens it, his features impassive.

“Danser,” I greet.

“Your majesty.”

He grants me access. One quick look at the sparse arrangements and I see she’s being treated well. A tray with food sits on the table. The princess sits in the bed reading. I sniff the air and shoot Danser a questioning look.

“She admits to nothing,” he utters, leaning in close. “But after she sent Yashka on a tirade about what the queen was and wasn’t allowed to eat, I stepped out to speak to him privately. I left Gorten to watch over her.”

“Gorten, hmmm. And her virtue is still intact?”

“I smelled it too. The scent of a woman.” He grits his teeth. “She claims he didn’t touch her. He must have had his fingers up one of the maid’s dresses and left the smell in here.”

“And you believe this?”

“Why would she protect Gorten of all men? She hates our people.” He rubs at his temple. “Believe me, she’s made that fact known every hour on the hour.”

Yanna’s head turns and she glowers our way. I clutch Danser’s shoulder. “Give me a moment with the princess.”

He nods and slips quietly from the room. I walk over to the fireplace, holding my palms to the flames. When I regard her with a lifted brow, she scoffs.

“It’s cold in this hellish prison you have me in,” she bites out. “What do you expect?”

Smirking, I leave the fire and walk over to the foot of the bed. “We are to wed. That is the proposition I’ve brought to the queen.”

Her laugh is cold and mocking. “And I bet she willingly agreed.”

“We’re still negotiating, future wife.” I give her a menacing grin. “We’ll come to terms and then you will learn to overcome that disrespectful tongue just as you’ve done with your allergy to sichee crawlers.”

All emotion bleeds from her face as her eyes narrow at me. “I had Danser check for sichee spores first. Surprisingly there were none.” Her eyes dart down to her book.

They don’t call me Truth Seeker for nothing.

“I started a fire in the queen’s room,” I say, watching her face for a response.

Her blue eyes meet mine. “Touch my sister and I will end you, Bloodsun.”

“You ladies are quite the spitfires,” I say, making a clucking sound of disappointment. “Perhaps I’ll take my whip to your ass too, Princess. I’m well versed in breaking a mouthy woman.”

She clenches her jaw for a moment and then seems to swallow down her anger, trying for a different tactic. Her blue eyes grow soft as she bites on her bottom lip. Feigned innocence. It would work if I hadn’t just witnessed her claws out moments before. She slides from the bed, her eyes filling with tears.

“Please don’t hurt me,” she breathes. “Let me and my sister go.”

I allow her to approach but don’t touch her.

“If you could let me be with my sister, I could give you what you want.” Her blue eyes grow intense as she tentatively runs her fingertips down my chest. “Anything you want.” She darts out her pink tongue and swipes it across her bottom lip.

Ignoring her advances, I growl out my question. “Did you allow Gorten—a man from my army—to put his fingers inside the cunt that is to belong to me one day?”

She shakes her head furiously at me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Striking like a snake, I grip her throat, hauling her up and toward my face. She has to stand on her toes and grabs my cape to keep from falling. “You allowed him to put his fingers inside you for what? A trade. I am the Truth Seeker, woman. I’ll find out one way or another. Even if it means disfiguring my future wife in the process.”

She makes a horrified sound as tears roll down her face. “She’s my sister, you monster. You won’t let me see her. In case you haven’t noticed, she’s sick. Her tonics are what keep her alive!”

I shove her away, fury burning hot through my veins. “You sent him to her? Alone? You’re not a queen yet, Princess. How dare you command my army to do your bidding!”

A strangled sob escapes her. “Please,” she begs. “Don’t hurt me. I only want to help my sister. I swear to you, I’ll do whatever you want. Take me right here if that’s what you want. I’ll marry you by nightfall. Just please don’t hurt us. My sister doesn’t deserve to die a painful death all alone. Give us this and then I’ll give you whatever you want.”

Enraged, I turn on my heel, no longer interested in talking with this woman. “No one goes in or out,” I roar to Danser. “No one.”

He hisses out a curse word and then the door slams behind him once he’s inside with her. I storm through the castle, my anger threatening to explode from me like one of our many volcanoes. My men stay out of my way, wisely pressed against the walls, allowing me passage. When I reach the top of the tower, I burst into the room, ready to rip that traitorous vermin from the queen.

Instead, I find a beautiful sight.

Elzira, in all her powerful Punisher glory, seems to glow with rage. Gorten, with his back to me, sobs as he cradles his bloody arm. His hand is gone. By the sadistic glint in Elzira’s eyes, I’d say she had something to do with it.

“He touched my sister,” she hisses as though this explains it all.

“But I did it for you!” he cries out.

Heat burns at me, desperately needing a release. He must sense my malevolence burning at his back, because he turns his wide, terrified eyes on me.

“Your highness—”

“No!” I bark out, cutting him off. “You’ve committed the biggest sin against your king. You’re a traitor. You chose sides because you wanted your fingers in a little princess. Where are your fingers now?”

He sobs, his whole body trembling.

Elzira rounds the bed, thrumming with energy. Her blue eyes blaze brighter than I’ve ever seen them. I’ve never seen anything more beautiful.

“Gone,” she snarls, waving her hand and ejecting five sharp diamondblades. She makes a motion through the air. “And now they’re keeping me warm.” Her head nods in the direction of the fireplace.

“On your knees,” I bark out to Gorten. “Bow to your king.”

He falls quickly, holding his bleeding hand to his chest. “I’m so sorry. Please.”

Walking up to him, I place my palms on either side of his head that’s drenched with sweat. I grip him tight, tilting his head so he’s forced to look at me.

“No. One. Betrays. Me.” I summon my fires, my eyes locking into his. His screams are otherworldly as I send heat into his skull. Cooked flesh and hair fills the room. I watch with glee as his head turns red from the heat. When his hair catches fire, I take a step back to admire my work. He’s already dead, but he remains upright on his knees. Eyeballs melt from their sockets and slide down his cheeks before rolling onto the floor. Hissing and popping can be heard as the heat cooks what little brain he had in his head. Eventually, gravity takes over and he falls to the floor.

I’m not sure how long I stare at his cooked head, but eventually, I seek out Elzira. I want to ask how she was able to tap into her gift. I’ve always called her weather maker—because that is what her lineage is and I know she’s capable of it—but she’s also a blade maker. I find her sitting by the window, tapping as she stares out.

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. And tap.

Over and over again. I walk over to her. In her lap she cradles three vials.

Her sister did all this to get these tonics to her. The princess is every bit as vicious as the cruel queen herself. I’ve underestimated their ability to work as a team.

“Sisterly love,” she says, a small smile on her face. “Not even a fire king can stand in the way.” Her head lolls to the side and it’s then I see the diamondblades have broken off, sitting in a pile next to her on the chair. The vials are empty.

“Elzira,” I growl, kneeling beside her.

Her eyelids flutter. “Mmm?”

“What’s wrong?”

Watery eyes meet mine. “You know what’s wrong, Volc. I’m dying. That’s my truth, Truth Seeker. I suggest you quit playing your games and come to me with a plan we can agree on.” Her bottom lip wobbles. “Our time is limited. I want to make the transaction so I may spend my last days with her. Give me that, Ryke, please.”

When she nods off, I lose my mind. I storm from the room, stepping over Gorten’s stinking body, on a mission to find one person.

Mazon.

I find him holed up in one of the rooms that looks to be used as a library. He’s setting up his tools with his back to me. Mazon is old, with long white hair and wrinkled skin. But he’s fierce and brilliant. The old man will never die as far as I’m concerned. I quickly fill him in on Elzira’s condition and what I know about it before sending him up to see her. Then, I stalk out of the room after him.

“Your highness,” Jorshi calls out.

I halt and turn to him. “What is it? I’m rather busy at the moment.” Busy keeping my cold queen alive.

He frowns. “I’ve spoken with Cavon, er Green, and they’re coming.”

“Who?” I demand.

“The Damned.”

“A nest? I have twenty thousand men out there. And what about the Eyes of the White? Will they stand by and let those things rush the castle? Eliminate the mad ones.”

His nostrils flare. “Sir, it’s not that simple.”

Irritation and impatience have me seeing red. “Out with it already,” I boom. “I haven’t got all day.”

“These are different. Many more than the nests we often see. An entire horde of them, your majesty.” He frowns. “A scout discovered them while investigating Norta Layke. They’re just beyond that, entering through the passageway between the mountains from the Hidden Lands.”

“A horde. A horde is no match for twenty thousand Volcs and the Eyes of the White.”

“We’re outnumbered still,” Jorshi whispers. “There are too many.”

“How long?” I growl.

“Two or three days.”

“We’ll meet later to devise a plan. In the meantime, make sure our men are fed and training.”

“Yes, sir.”

Once he’s gone, I rush up the stairs to the tower. Gorten is no longer on the floor and the mess has been cleaned thanks to two servant men who work for me. Elzira has been moved to the bed where Mazon checks her over. Her skin is as pale as snow. It’s her blue lips that send unease curling in the pit of my stomach. I’ve never seen her look so close to death.

“How is she?” I demand.

He turns his weathered face my way and frowns. “If she were anyone other than Queen of the Icelands, she would’ve perished by now. Nothing a little gappenoil can’t fix.”

“Elaborate.”

“She is incredibly strong. Like someone else I know.”

“Strong? She’s dying, Maz. Look at her. Unable to open her eyes.”

He nods. “I agree. She’s weak.”

Gritting my teeth, I try not to throttle him. Sometimes his old man riddles are tiresome.

“Do you remember when you were fifteen, my boy?” he asks.

It was fifteen years ago. I remember. “Of course.”

“Do you remember when you and your cousin snuck out of the palace on a hunt for The Damned?”

My gut churns at the memory. Recks was my favorite cousin. My best friend. “I do,” I growl. “Where is this going?”

I don’t want to play out the memory. I simply want him to tell me what’s on his mind. The old man ignores my wishes as he continues his story.

“You two were unruly boys, always looking for trouble,” he says wistfully. “You found it too.”

We’d walked through back alleyways behind houses and ended up in an old woman’s garden. It smelled sweet. Honnin drops. Little sacs of sweet, yellow goodness. Something that was too delicious to pass up. Recks was eating them by the handfuls. I’d managed to eat a few when the woman came out, chasing after us with a broom. Had she known I was a prince, she would’ve thought better. But at the time, we were two disruptive boys stealing from her garden.

“How does this have anything to do with Elzira’s condition?” I demand, eager to change subject.

Mazon frowns. “You two barely made it to the end of the road…”

Recks began foaming at the mouth, clutching his throat. I started retching. When he began shaking uncontrollably, I blacked out completely. Later, I woke up in the castle. I’d originally thought it was a bad dream. But it wasn’t. Recks and I inadvertently ate something deadly.

“Honnin drops have forever been eradicated,” I huff. Because of my father. He sent all his men out and burned down the homes and lands of anyone who even had a vine of it growing. Recks died that day, whereas I lived.

“Have they?”

I glare at Mazon.

He glares right back.
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Elzira

 

The cold, which is my gift, is also my curse. Most days, I hate that it consumes me to the point of near death. It’s punishing. I hate it. So when I wake to warmth, I cling to it. I wrap my arm around the solid heat and bury my face against the masculine scent of it.

“She lives,” a familiar voice teases, deep and husky, as he runs his fingers through my hair. “Long live the queen.”

I attempt to summon my cold to my fingertips to give him a zap on his bare, muscular chest. Instead, I weaken further. Sickness roils in my stomach. I clench my eyes closed, fighting past the wave of dizziness.

“When your father died, who was your advisor?” Ryke asks.

“I advised myself.”

“That doesn’t surprise me in the least,” he says with a chuckle that moves the bed. “But surely you sought some council. At fifteen, you were not all-knowing on the ways of being a queen.”

I think back to the days when Cavon, just three years my senior, held me together when I was falling apart. For a few years there, our lines of queen and soldier were blurred to that of friends. But the moment I saw something more than friendship glimmering in his green eyes, I knew it was time for a hasty retreat. I’m a queen. Queens don’t get distracted by handsome boys who want to save them. No, they lead those handsome boys into battle, knowing they’re at their back ready to fight to the death for them.

“Cavon, I suppose. It was natural as his father was my father’s most trusted man.”

“Green?” he scoffs. “He’s awfully territorial of you, so that makes sense.”

“He wanted more,” I admit. “Of course, he never spoke those words. I just knew.”

“Did you want more?”

I turn my head to look up at him. His amber eyes are intense as they bore into me.

“A queen doesn’t yearn for girly things like love. A queen yearns for power.”

His brow lifts. “A queen could have both.”

“Not with someone like Cavon,” I mutter.

He breaks into a wide smile. “But with a king she could.”

Swatting at his chest, I scoff. “You just love to taunt, don’t you? Do you wake up each morning asking yourself how you can terrorize those around you, Volc?”

“It’s a part of my breakfast routine,” he teases. “Speaking of which. You’ve missed lunch. Supper will be here soon.”

My stomach tightens at the mention of food. “I’m not hungry.”

“I’m not really concerned with what you do and don’t want, snowflake. I’ve accosted you and you’re my prisoner. That means, while you’re in my custody, I will make you do whatever I see fit.” He slides a palm to my bottom, squeezing the flesh as he heats me through my dress. “I have plans for later if you’re craving something a little more filling after supper.”

I sit up on my elbow and glower at him. “What do you want from me, Ryke? Your games are tiring.”

“I want to marry your sister, right? Isn’t that what I proposed?” He lifts a brow and his amber eyes gleam with mischief.

“Do you really?” I demand.

“She’s a bit of a tart,” he says absently. “Although I have a thing for the sour ones.” He pinches my cheek, earning a growl from me. His bellowing laughter steals a small smile from me.

“My sister deserves love,” I tell him. “Can you give her that?”

His features grow stormy. “No. I could never love her. I’m sorry.”

I blink back tears. “You couldn’t even lie to me? Send me to my death knowing my sister will be well-loved and cared for? You’re a sadistic monster.”

“Your sister was always a transaction for me. A token to access the Hidden Lands. This was always about my ultimate destination—the ultimate war. I am not only the Truth Seeker, I am a truth speaker.”

“Then tell me the truth,” I beg. “What do you want from me?”

His warm palm cradles my cheek. He drops his gaze to my lips, causing a sweat to break out over my skin. “I want…” His words trail off as he runs his thumb across my bottom lip. “I want what I came for.”

“My sister?”

“Access to the Hidden Lands.”

Why doesn’t he just cut my throat and barge through our lands, taking what he wants? Why is this Volc asking for a deal? Is it some game to him?

“Never,” I tell him. Not because I care. If he wants to go to a mysterious land to fight in a war made of make-believe monsters, then so be it. I fight him on this because I can tell he’ll keep bothering me until I give in. What happens when I give in? Do I die? Does he take off with my sister? At least when I keep telling him no, he stays right beside me, warming me up and driving me crazy.

His fiery eyes flash with pleasure. A tiny thrill dances up my spine and wraps around my heart. Why do I care if I please him with my argumentative nature? Because you like the look on his face. His incredibly handsome face. I study his features for a moment. His messy black hair, dark brows, and scruffy cheeks. A strong, proud nose. Naughty golden brown eyes that track my every move. I love his lips most, though. Full and soft. Always twitching with a smile. His smiles are nice.

“Awfully fixated on my mouth, Dead Queen. Would you like me to put it to good use? Keep you warm between your thighs?”

I frown and jerk my eyes to his. “Between my thighs? Why there?”

He laughs as though I’m joking and then the humor fades. “You’re serious?”

“That’s where I…” I trail off, embarrassed at my words. “You know.”

“I don’t know.”

“Don’t make me say it.”

“I honestly don’t know. Tell me, snowflake.”

“Where I relieve myself. Why must you be so disgusting?” I spit out.

His hand slides down my body and he clutches my thigh, drawing it over his hip. “Must we have a lesson, innocent one?”

My cheeks burn at his words. “Don’t patronize me.”

“I’m only trying to educate you.” His grin is wolfish. “You, my queen, know what’s between your thighs. The importance of what’s there.”

I look away, frowning. “Leave me alone.”

His leg slides up between my legs, coming to rest at the place in question. He brings his mouth close to my face, brushing his lips across my cheek. My core clenches in response.

“You know about babies, yes?”

“Yes,” I grit out.

“How they’re made?”

I attempt to squirm out of his hold, but he rubs his thigh against me. A zing of pleasure darts through me. Jerking my eyes to his, I look at him in confusion.

“Oh, my sweet, fragile queen. I am the Truth Seeker. You really have no idea.” He kisses my nose. “Did your father never tell you?”

All my father ever told me was of a gruesome monthly curse called The Bloods that would one day result in my birthing a child. He didn’t get into the specifics and I was forbidden to speak of such things. I never had a use for this knowledge. It wasn’t like I didn’t know a man and a woman were needed to reproduce. I heard horrors stories of rape from other villages. I understand the idea, but not quite the specifics.

“Let me enlighten you, child,” he teases, making me grumble. “When a man wants a woman, he likes to lick her cunt first.”

I shriek. “You pig! Why must you be so scandalous?”

“I love to see your face turn pink. You look alive, my queen.”

I don’t think he realizes he called me his. I certainly ignore the way his words send tremors of excitement through me.

“Then what?” I demand, eager to get on with it.

“Then you whimper like a little kitten being stroked,” he growls. His thigh rubs against me again. “Just like this. But with my tongue.”

I grip his bare bicep, reveling in the firmness of his muscle. My hips, of their own accord, move in tandem with him.

“I take you to the edge. Over and over again. I don’t let you fall.”

Closing my eyes, I understand what he means about the edge. But I want to fall. It’s so close. “Why not?” I breathe.

“It’s more satisfying to tease,” he tells me, a smile in his voice. “Because when you do finally fall, and you will, it’ll be cataclysmic.”

A whimper tumbles from my lips. “I want to fall.”

His lips press to my jaw, his hot breath tickling me. I tilt my head away because I want to feel his warmth on my neck. I’m not disappointed when his tongue tastes the flesh near my ear. It’s a glorious sensation that has my thighs squeezing around his leg.

“So responsive,” he croons, nipping at my flesh. “I love that.”

I’m completely at his mercy, and in this moment, I don’t care.

“What happens when I fall?” I ask suddenly.

“You scream my name in pleasure.”

A small giggle escapes me. I can feel his smile on my neck.

“That’s it?”

“That’s just the beginning, snowflake.”

“What happens after?”

“I slide my thick, hard cock inside your tight little hole, Elzira. I stretch you wide-open to the point you’ll probably cry. I’ll fuck you raw and then spill my seed inside of you. Then, you’ll bear my children.”

Images of children with Ryke flood my mind. I’m stunned that the idea pleases me. Before I can focus on their faces or the fact that some have white hair and some have black, he pulls me to the present, biting my neck hard. He rubs hard against my center, pushing me right off the edge he promised to keep me from until he was good and ready.

Too soon.

I wanted him to tease me more.

Explosive pleasure detonates within me, blinding me. I cry out his name, just like he told me I would, as white ecstasy steals me from this moment. My entire body shakes and my spine arches. A chill settles over me, calming me back down. When I reopen my eyes, I am shocked to see snow fluttering around us and sticking to his eyelashes. He regards me with pride gleaming in his eyes.

“There’s my weather maker,” he says, grinning. “All I had to do was rub your needy clit.”

I let out an aggravated huff that has him chuckling when the door flings open. In a flash, Ryke bolts from the bed, snagging his sword along the way, and has it aimed at the intruder.

Yashka waddles in, unfazed by Ryke’s intense power, with a tray. “The venison falls right off the bone, I assure you. No need for a giant knife, your highness.”

As his chef sets the food down, I admire Ryke. In nothing but his trousers and holding his sword, I can’t help but realize how breathtakingly gorgeous he is. His cock bulges against the fabric, an indicator of his own arousal from our activities only moments before. He wants to put that inside me.

Not Yanna.

I could convince him. He’s halfway convinced as it is. Leave her alone and have me instead. I’d be his queen in a heartbeat if it meant sparing Yanna from him.

Such a selfless move from a loving queen.

I can’t even fool myself.

Wanting Ryke is purely for my own selfish pleasure. Despite his maddening personality, I enjoy his presence. His voice. His touch. His efforts to care for me.

Ryke sets his sword down and walks over to the table where Yashka explains what’s on our menu. The stomach pains are less than they were earlier, but I still wonder how I’ll get my tonics for tomorrow. I can’t allow my sister to offer herself up to every soldier who walks by. I’ll have to leave this room and make my way to her. Perhaps I can convince Ryke. If he truly cares for me, he’ll understand my need for the tonics.

Maybe Mazon can help.

Hope unfurls inside of me like that of a budding flower in spring. I haven’t had true hope in a long time. A tenacious king and a brilliant physician could be the turning point I need. Yanna could learn from Mazon. She’s practically a physician herself. Aligning ourselves with the Volcs isn’t the worst idea. When I’d assumed I was going to die, I gave up thoughts of a future. But with Ryke, maybe there is one.

He catches my gaze over his shoulder and I smile brilliantly at him. The air cools and more snow flutters around me. His expression softens as he watches me. I wave my hand in the air and try one of my father’s tricks. A breath of air. It comes out as a small puff and then it freezes in my palm.

Yashka excuses himself.

“Elzira,” Ryke growls, stalking over to me. He holds his hand out over mine and summons his fire. The heat melts the frozen orb, causing cool water to rush down my arm.

“I did it,” I tell him triumphantly. “I haven’t been able to ever do that.”

His brows furl together as though he’s angry. “For that, I am sorry.”

“Why are you sorry? It’s not your fault.”

He takes my cold hand in his warm one. “You can do so much more than you realize.”

When I open my mouth, he shakes his head.

“No more talking. I’m going to feed you.” He grins wolfishly at me. “And then I’m going to bathe you.”
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Ryke

 

The fire in her eyes is Volc in nature. Brilliant. Furious. Powerful. I can’t help but smile wider, knowing it’ll infuriate her more.

“You forget who you’re talking to,” she seethes, the air crackling around us as diamondblades spike from her fingers.

That’s it, snowflake.

Tap into that power and harness it. Don’t ever let it go.

“Last I checked, I was talking to a queen,” I tell her as I walk over to the table to load up a plate of food. I look over my shoulder at her. “And last I checked, I am a king. It puts us on even ground, Dead Queen.”

But she’s not dead.

Not even close.

Not anymore.

Mazon is brilliant. A master of medicine. A tool in the hands of the Truth Seeker.

“Can you stand?” I raise a brow at her.

“I don’t think so. When I have a spell, it usually takes me a few hours to recover,” she admits, shame in her pretty blue eyes.

“A spell, hmmm?” I walk over to her and set the plate on the bed beside her before sitting down. “How often do you have these spells?”

“Usually daily,” she mumbles as she shakes off the diamondblades. Her fingers pick at a buttery roll before she tears off a piece and chews on it.

“Daily. The same every day? Mazon will want to know.”

“Mostly, it’s the same. There have been a few times that the spell was too much. I barely recovered.” She swallows and then picks at the venison. “Yashka is a wonderful cook. I haven’t tasted food this decadent in years.”

My poor, sweet queen.

“Years, yeah?”

“It’s been a while.”

“How are you feeling now?”

“Weak, but…” she trails off.

“But what?”

“I feel it.” Her blue eyes bore into me. “I feel the cold. And it doesn’t hurt like it used to.”

“I’m going to teach you a lot of things,” I murmur, lifting my thumb to run it through the juices on her bottom lip. “Your father left you so ill-equipped to lead.”

She narrows her eyes at me. “Watch your tongue, Volc.”

“You’re too soft,” I taunt. “I want to show you how to be hard.”

Leaning forward, I grip her chin and pull her mouth open. She gasps when I press my mouth to hers. I inhale her sweet scent before plunging my tongue into her mouth. She tastes savory like the venison, but the hints of sweet are all her. Pulling her to her feet, I don’t break the kiss. Her body trembles, still weak from earlier, and I hold her tight so she won’t collapse.

For an innocent, she certainly kisses like a master.

Briefly, she pulls away and whispers, “I want your promise that I can see my sister tomorrow.” She nips at my bottom lip. “Say yes, Ryke.”

I groan at her words. Maybe she’s not as innocent as she seems. The woman is using her soft lips and tongue to get her way.

“What if I say no?”

“We both want you to say yes,” she purrs.

“Why is that?”

“Because it’s part of the deal.” She breaks our kiss and regards me with blazing blue eyes. “You say yes and promise me. Then, I’ll say yes to you.”

My cock thickens at her words. “And what exactly is it I’m getting? What are you saying yes to?”

“You wanted to teach me. So teach me.”

Fantasies of her naked and riding my cock consume me. Clever, cruel queen. She’s much smarter than I gave her credit for. Playing the most ruthless king of all by way of his cock. Elzira has won this battle. I’m still strategizing for the war.

“Yes,” I vow. “You can see Yanna tomorrow. But tonight? Tonight, you’re mine.”
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After our kissing and then supper, Elzira took a nap. Her body is regenerating, so I let her sleep, rather than holding her to her end of the bargain. While she napped, I checked with my men on the state of the horde from the Hidden Lands. Progressing slowly, thanks to a sudden winter storm. I’d found Green, or Cavon as they call him, and wanted to shove my fiery hand into his chest to remove all his organs one by one. Some advisor he was. Couldn’t even find her a real physician. Any physician could cure her if they were trying. It infuriates me to know that no one was trying.

Once I’m done checking on my men, I call up her servants, two heavyset women with beady eyes.

“Run a bath,” I instruct.

“The usual, sir?” the shorter one asks.

“What’s the usual?”

“The scented herbs and petals,” she replies.

“No,” I bark out, making her startle. “Water. Just water.” Then, I narrow my eyes, darting my gaze between the both of them. “You’ll sample the water after you’ve brought it up.”

She nods, though her irritation is apparent. “Of course, your highness.”

The next short while, I watch them as they bring bucket after bucket of water to fill the tub. Once it’s nice and full, I don’t let them leave.

“Taste it,” I bark out.

The women exchange looks but then kneel to scoop up the water. After sipping some down, they look at me in confusion. Since they’re not keeling over, I give them a small nod. I dip my fingers into the water to make sure it’s not too hot and jerk my hand back.

“What is this?” I roar, my chest heaving with fury.

The shorter one frowns at me. “Water, sir.”

“I should cut your tongue from your throat for that,” I snap. “Don’t sass me, woman. I want to know if you take your own baths in icy cold water.”

“It’s how it’s always been ordered for us to do, sir.”

The other woman chimes in, “Fire isn’t allowed, your highness. We draw the water from the underground wells for the queen.”

“Get out of my sight before I turn you both to ash,” I snarl.

They scurry out of the room. I’m beyond angry. I’m seconds from calling every servant in this horrible castle and beheading them all. Elzira is a good queen trapped in a cage full of monsters. They won’t get away with this.

Exhaling my fury, I stalk into the room where she sleeps. I draw back the furs and then scoop her slight frame into my arms. Her eyes flutter open in confusion, but then a small smile tugs at her lips. So beautiful.

“Time for your bath,” I remind her as I walk into the other room. I set her to her feet. She takes one look at the bath and winces. I would too if I took icy cold baths. I’m furious all over again on her behalf.

I bend over and dip my hand into the water. Summoning my fires, I swirl my hand around, heating the water to the point it steams. When I pull my hand out and look at Elzira, she’s staring in awe.

“You’ll never have to take cold baths again,” I promise, swallowing down my anger.

Her blue eyes latch on mine. “You act as though you’re going to keep me.”

A moment passes with neither of us speaking, just letting her statement hang thickly in the air.

“How are you feeling?” I demand finally, ignoring her words.

“Good enough to do this,” she replies, pointing something cold and sharp under my chin, hard enough to be threatening but not so that it breaks the skin. A devilish grin dances across her face, making her blue eyes shine bright.

I grip the sharp blade in my palm, relishing in the sting. Our eyes are locked as I melt her blade and it falls to the ground. Before I can heal my wound, she grabs my wrist, pulling it toward her. Her fingertip shocks the flesh—cold and painful—as she drags it along my cut. It glows blue as she seals it shut.

“Thanks for the hot bath.” Her face shines with happiness. Joy. Hope. Life. How dare those who ever tried to keep this powerful queen weak and on her knees. She was meant to stand above all men, including myself.

I tug at the bindings on either side of her ribs. It loosens her dress enough that I can pull it away from her body some. With my eyes on hers, I hook my finger into the top of the material and summon my fires. As I drag my finger down, I tear through the fabric, burning it. Her dress falls away, revealing a naked queen before me. My palms find her bare ribs and I bite back a growl. Her ribs protrude in a sick way.

So close to death, my queen.

You simply needed a dark king to bring you back to life.

Tearing my stare from hers, I go back to admiring her body. Her breasts are more than a nice handful. Hard, peaked pink nipples beg to be bitten and sucked on. I especially salivate over her pale, white skin. I want to suck on every inch of her until she’s pink and red and purple all over—a testament that blood still flows through this ravishing woman. Between her slender thighs is a thatch of blond hair, so light, it’s nearly opaque.

My cock strains in my trousers. I want to do so many wicked things to her. A man can’t be given a perfect canvas and not be expected to splatter color all over it. Offering my arm to her, I help her into the tub. The moment her foot sinks into the warm waters, she lets out a rush of air.

“Too hot?” I ask, frowning.

Her blue eyes find mine, flickering with a hidden emotion. “Perfect.”

She steps her other foot into the tub, turning away from me. My stare slides down the bones in her spine that are visible to the nice swell of her ass. It’s as though she’s been made of porcelain. Exquisite, but fragile.

Not for long.

The queen is coming back to life.

I’ll see to it that she’s as powerful as she was born to be.

Why?

Because I’m a king and I don’t take company with those who are weak.

She sits in the water and lets out a soft moan of pleasure. My cock jolts, reminding me of our deal. I’ll take her to her sister tomorrow, but in the meantime, I can ravish this woman.

I’m not sure why people always assume making a deal with the devil is a bad thing. This devil makes good deals. Deals where both parties involved are winners.

I walk over to a basket in the corner of the room that’s filled with soaps. After inspecting them all, I find one that smells and looks familiar. When Elzira sees it, she scrunches her nose up in distaste.

“There are others that smell better,” she tells me snootily, as though I’m her servant.

“Perhaps,” I bite out as I kneel beside the tub, “but this is the only one I am familiar with. I want to make sure I wash you with something safe.”

A smile tugs at her lips. “For a mad, bossy king, you’re sometimes sweet.”

“And for a cold-hearted queen, you’re awfully hot.”

Her laughter is angelic. The sounds are like diamondblades to my heart, each one piercing and deadly. This woman has power over me—power I didn’t even know existed in this world. Making a powerful man like myself feel powerless is a very dangerous move.

I dip the soap into the water and then run it along her thigh. Her eyes lock with mine, flaring with lust. I groan at the way my cock strains to be released. Instead, I focus on slowly washing her in a teasing way that has her writhing, splashing warm water over the sides.

“Ryke,” she whispers.

Deliberately, I brush against her cunt with my knuckle. She cries out and then I’m no longer able to move my arm.

A burst of cold air rushes up my arm, chilling me. I bite back a chuckle. In her excitement, she froze the water solid. Her bright blue eyes nearly glow as she gapes at me.

With a sly grin, I summon my fires and melt the ice until steam is once again clouding the air around us. “You haven’t used your gift in some time. You’ll want to get a handle on that.” I smirk at her. “Tonight, I plan to do a lot more than graze your cunt with my finger. I can’t have you turning me into a block of ice the moment you come, crying out my name.”

“Insufferable,” she breathes, her lips twitching with amusement. “Go back to your palace, Volc.”

“But then who would make your toes curl, Cold Queen? Certainly not Green. Although, I can wager that he wishes he had such abilities.”

“Green?”

“Your useless leader of the Eyes of the White.”

“Cavon,” she says with a frown.

I don’t like his name on her lips. I don’t like him. I don’t like anything about the people who are here to protect and look after her.

“Let’s wash your hair now,” I grumble.

She purses her lips together. “I don’t need to.”

“There’s ash in your hair. Of course you need to.”

Her cheeks burn crimson. So lovely to see color on her beautiful face. “I don’t want to see the blue strands.”

I clench my jaw. After speaking with Mazon, I know what the blue strands are caused by. Fury bubbles up inside me. “You’ll allow me to wash your hair and then you will proudly display the blue in your hair. Want to know why, Elzira?”

She glowers at me. “Enlighten me.”

I drag my thumb along her jaw, leaving a trail of wetness along the way. “It is proof you are a survivor.”

Her anger dissipates as she regards me. “Barely.”

“It’s enough. More than enough. Now that you’ve survived, it’s time to start living.”

“You act as though I am cured,” she breathes, unconvinced.

All I can do is smile at her.

As long as I’m here, she’s healed.

And when she makes a full recovery, the Norta Icelands will be splattered crimson by their queen.

I’ve finally freed her from her cage.

 


[image: ]


[image: ]



Elzira

 

I lie on my side, staring at the fire before me as it flickers and crackles. Ryke is behind me, gently combing through my wet tangles. I’d refused to look at my blue-streaked hair. It’s a reminder of my illness.

Earlier today, I’d thought I was on death’s bed. So weak. So tired. I felt life slipping from me. But when I awoke, I was changed. Power thrummed through my veins. With each passing second, I am stronger.

What have you done to me, you wickedly handsome Volc?

Whatever it was, I can’t be angry with him. I haven’t felt so alive and able to grasp my gift so easily ever. He’s awakened something inside of me.

“Make me a blade, Cold Queen.”

I roll my eyes at his order. “Of course, your royal pain in the ass.”

He chuckles, his hot breath warm against my head. I hold my fingers out in front of me, surprised at how they’re no longer blue, but pale pink. A true sign blood flows through my veins. I fling out my pointer finger, shooting out a diamondblade with the movement. He reaches over and breaks it off my finger. I go back to staring at the fire until I realize he’s cutting my hair.

“What are you doing?” I shriek.

He lays a blue strand out in front of me. “Killing two birds with one stone, snowflake.”

Cryptic bastard.

“Elaborate, Volc.”

Another laugh behind me rumbles the bed. I’d be lying if I said I hated his laugh. I love it. It unnerves me just how much I do love it. He saws through another strand before laying it in front of me beside the other one.

“I’m ridding you of the most noticeable blue streaks since you hate them,” he explains as he cuts off a third length. “One bird.”

“And the other bird?”

“I’m making a rope to bind my naked queen to her bed.”

My heart stutters in my chest. “You’re going to tie me up with my own hair?”

His fingertips—hot to the touch—run along the length of my bare arm. “I can’t have you impaling me with your cold spikes.” He nips at my shoulder. “Besides, I prefer to have all the control.”

“Perhaps I want the control,” I argue, but quickly melt at his touch.

His lips press kisses into the side of my neck. “In the bedroom, when it’s just the two of us, I have the control. You wouldn’t know what to do with it anyway. Allow me to ravish you, Cold Queen. It’s what I’m good at.”

He slides a warm hand to cup my naked breast. I suck in a sharp breath.

“Beg for me to capture you and tie you up,” he rumbles. “Beg for me to fuck you until you cry.”

His words have me growing wet between my thighs. “You have a filthy mouth, Volc.”

“I’m a filthy king, my love.”

He ties the three ends into a tight knot that makes his forearms flex in a glorious way. Then, he urges me to hold on to the knotted end. I watch with rapt fascination as he braids it neatly.

“Where did you learn to braid?”

He smirks. “I’d rather not say.”

“It’s just us, Ryke,” I say quietly. “Tell me your secrets.”

His amber eyes flash. “I used to love my mother’s hair. Since the day I was born, I’d play with her hair. When I got older, she taught me to braid it.”

My heart aches. It makes me miss my own mother. “That’s sweet.”

But the wicked look in his eyes is anything but. He makes quick work at tying my wrists together. Once he’s bound my wrists, he sits up on his knees and leans forward, tugging my arms above my head.

“Hold on to that railing,” he commands, his voice husky and deep.

He ties my hands to the bed and then runs his warm fingertips down my arms. A thrill of excitement ripples up my spine. His breath comes out in a white cloud.

“Someone enjoys this,” he taunts.

A flurry of snowflakes flutter around him as if to agree with him. Undeterred by the chill in the room, he continues his teasing, but this time with a single fingertip. He heats it so it’s hot to the touch. I let out a sharp breath, my skin turning bluer than normal, protecting against his burn. He flicks his fiery eyes my way, making every icy part inside of me melt under his gaze.

His finger circles one of my nipples and it hardens. I ache for him to touch me there, but he ignores my silent pleas. Instead, he caresses my other breast with a single finger, once again ignoring my hard nipple. When his head lowers, his hot breath tickling my bare flesh, I let out a whine as I yank against my restraint.

“Ryke,” I choke out, my back arching up to encourage him to put his mouth on me.

“Beg for it, snowflake.”

I bite on my bottom lip and shake my head. Oh, how I do love to give it right back to him. His amber orbs darken with lust before he gently bites my nipple and tugs.

“Have it your way,” he growls hotly against my flesh.

A loud whimper crawls out of me when he moves away from my breasts. My breath is stolen the moment his soft lips press to my ribs. Heat radiates from his mouth and I wonder if he’s summoning his fires or if he truly is just that hot. He parts his lips and flicks out his tongue, tickling my flesh. I squirm and let out a giggle that has my breasts quivering. He darts his eyes to mine. Briefly, they flash with a kind, gentle look. One that contradicts the bold man who has me tied to my bed. In one fleeting expression, he vows to take care of me.

“Spread your pretty thighs for me,” he rumbles. “I need to see what’s mine.”

How he reduces me to a begging, trembling, aching mess is beyond me. If it were anyone else, I’d kill them. Not Ryke Bloodsun, King of the Volcs. Truth Seeker and fire maker. Bossy, infuriating man. Breathtakingly beautiful.

When I don’t obey him, he digs his powerful fingers into my thighs and wrenches them apart. A shameful heat races across my skin, warming me up without his help. The scent of my arousal is thick in the air and I want to shy away from him. One look, though, at his hungry features and I brave through the uncomfortable moment. He positions himself between my legs, bringing his mouth to my center.

“You’re wet,” he growls, his lips curling into a sinister smile. “Convenient as I’m parched, my queen.”

My queen.

I can’t help but flutter my eyes closed the moment his lips brush against my sex. His tongue licks me along my opening and then circles around the bud of pleasure he already owns.

“Ryke!” I cry out, opening my eyes to stare at him.

He shoves my thighs up and out, opening me to him like a flower. This ravenous king wastes no time seeking what it is he’s after. And he has no problems finding it either. The man sucks and bites and licks forbidden places that have me nearly in tears with pleasure. When his thick finger breaches my opening, I whimper.

“Shhh, my lover,” he whispers against the place that aches for him. “I want to make you scream.”

The burn of his finger as it reaches into my depths has hot tears rolling down my temples. Despite the pain he’s causing, he’s not doing it cruelly. I soon learn his probing has purpose. Within me, he finds a place that seems to throb for his touch. When he presses against it, I lose all sense of reality. I jolt off the bed, let out a scream of pleasure, and spin in the dark fog of ecstasy. It isn’t until I hear him chuckling that I come to. I blink open my eyes to see that his hair is dusted in snow and the entire room glows light blue. The fire has been snuffed out of the fireplace.

“Don’t go anywhere,” he says, sliding his finger from within me and giving me a playful wink that has my womb clenching with need.

Instead of replying to his remark, knowing I’m not going anywhere until he allows it, I track him as he makes his way over to the fireplace. Both of his hands glow orange-red and he kneels at the hearth. A hot flash bursts through the room as he ignites the fire again. Then, he stands and begins shedding his clothes. I can’t help but drink in his perfect form.

Broad shoulders. Muscular chest. Strong arms.

He pushes his trousers down and his cock bobs out eagerly. I’m fixated on it. I’ve never seen one up close. Sure, I’ve seen the Eyes of the White men pissing outside before, but never have I seen one that looks like this. It bounces as he prowls my way, a bead of wetness glistening from the tip. His balls hang heavy beneath his impressive length.

“What, snowflake?” he teases as he crawls onto the bed. “Would you like to take a closer look?”

He knows me better than I know myself.

Rather than denying it, I simply nod. His eyes widen a fraction before he straddles my naked body with his powerful thighs. Slowly, he makes his way up the bed until he’s practically sitting on my breasts. He grabs his cock with one of his strong hands and leans forward. His other hand clutches my bound ones, his thumb caressing me gently.

“Care for a taste, Cold Queen?”

I lick my lips. “Don’t tease.”

He arches a brow and chuckles. “As you wish.”

The tip of his cock is brought to my lips and he runs it back and forth along my bottom one. I dart out my tongue and seek out the wetness to see what he tastes like. Salty and masculine. My tongue circles the soft crown of his cock, eager to learn more of him. He groans in a way that makes me ache for him. I don’t understand his power over me, but I’d gladly yield to him over and over again. I crave to be at his will. Desperate to taste more of him, I wrap my lips around him, loving the hiss that escapes him.

“You’ve earned the title of Punisher,” he growls. “You’ll tease me to madness, my queen.”

My queen.

I run my tongue along the underside of his length, craving to make him weak for me despite me being the one bound and beneath him. He allows me to taste him a moment longer before he jerks away from me.

Pure fury contorts his handsome face.

Did I do something wrong?

A chill races down my spine as he slowly slides back down the bed, his angry eyes never leaving mine.

“What did I do wrong?” I demand in a whisper.

The fierce look softens. “Absolutely nothing.”

“What then?”

He wrenches my thighs apart. “You were about to finish things early and I’d like to be deep inside you when that happens.”

My erratic heart slows at his words. I didn’t do anything wrong because I did it exactly right. Pride has confidence returning as he settles between my legs. I dig my heels into his back, urging him closer to me. His hot cock slides through the fine hair of my sex, teasing me.

“Will you do this with my sister once you’ve had your fill?” I mutter, trying and failing to keep the hurt from my voice.

Instead of answering me, he leans forward to take my mouth with his. I taste the muskiness of myself. I’m curious and distracted from what he’s doing down south until his thickness is pushing into me brutally. A loud sob rips from me as he drives deep inside. The singe of hair can be smelled as he releases me from my bindings. His fingers dive into my hair and he doesn’t move an inch.

“Look at me, my beautiful, sweet queen,” he commands, his voice gruff.

I blink away tears and find his intense, amber stare. My bottom lip wobbles and he presses a soft kiss to it.

“Hear me and hear me well.” His brows furrow as he regards me. “I only want you.”

My heart flutters in my chest. “This hurts, Ryke.”

“I’ve taken your innocence, snowflake. It’s a brutal matter. But soon, your body will adjust to mine. You’ll realize we fit together perfectly.” His lips urge mine to part and he kisses me deeply, his tongue sliding against mine in a gentle way. “The ache will fade and the fire will ignite. Burn with me, my queen.”

He distracts me with another kiss as he slides out of me. Then, with another hard thrust of his hips, he drives back into me. I moan against his mouth. The pain is contorting into an unusual sense of pleasure. Even though he hurts me, I like being impaled by him. I’ve never been this close to another person. It’s surreal. Bordering on magical. I fear I might wake from a dream at any moment and this entire encounter with Ryke will have been a dream.

Then I’d be back to the lonely cold.

Sad and fading.

A dying queen.

“You’re crying,” he rasps. “My queen, please don’t cry. I only wish to bring you pleasure.”

My fingers slide into his hair and I kiss him deeply. Him being in my arms—inside me—is more pleasure than I’ve ever known. I don’t want it to be a dream. I need for it to be real. I need him.

“Don’t stop,” I plead. “Make me yours.”

His hips buck against me, desperate and feral. I give myself to him in every way. My mouth, my body, my heart. I may regret this in the morning, but in this moment, I regret nothing. Raking my nails down his shoulders, I revel in the hiss that escapes him. He thrusts harder into me. Owning and possessive. A king laying claim to a queen. I’m jerked out of my mind and reminded what he’s doing to my body when his hand slips between us. His fingers strum my nub of pleasure in an effortless way that has me exploding within seconds.

As I climax, diamondblades slowly extract from my fingertips, barely piercing into his flesh. It takes every amount of self-control I have to keep from stabbing my dark king lover. The beast inside me rages and thrashes, seemingly thrilled at its escape. My gift feels as though I can see it, touch it, harness it.

“Elzira,” he groans, his hips flexing a moment before his heat floods inside of me. He thrusts a few more times before collapsing on me. A small chuckle rumbles from him, heating my neck where his face is buried. “You cut me.”

I run my fingers along his wounds, sealing them up effortlessly. It invigorates me how easily I am able to use my gift. When the thrill fades, I realize he’s spurt his seed into me. My body stiffens as I wonder what will happen.

“You would chance filling the womb of a dying woman?” I ask, my voice shaky with emotion. “Reckless, horrible king.”

I don’t mean it.

He’s not horrible at all.

“As long as you have me, snowflake, you’re not going anywhere.”

His words, although empty promises, fill me with warmth and joy and hope.

“You’re not horrible,” I breathe, stroking my fingers up his spine.

He doesn’t respond, simply kisses my neck.

Kisses and kisses and kisses until he’s hard again inside me. This fire maker plans on keeping me hot all night long.

Not horrible at all.

Not even a little bit.

I don’t want to die. I want to live. And I want to keep this man.
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Ryke

 

It’s adorable when she hides from me. As though her curtain of white-and-blue-streaked hair will somehow keep her crimson cheeks from my eyes. I see my blushing queen. Red-faced and recently ravished. She pretends as though I’m not blatantly staring at her as she pulls on one of her fancy dresses adorned with diamonds.

All through the night, I took her. Over and over again. She didn’t protest, not once. No, she dug her nails into my flesh and begged. My sweet, beautiful queen begged for more.

I groan because my cock is hardening once more. The timing is ill considering we have duties this morning. I’ve decided she and I will share our breakfast in the dining room before heading to a meeting with my men. The Damned are coming and I want to make sure we have a plan of attack. And then, there’s the matter of allowing her to see her sister.

Anger, hot and violent, surges through me.

I want to keep my queen all to myself.

She’s safer that way.

“I’m ready,” she says, lifting her chin to finally meet my eyes.

Her color is no longer pale and bluish. She’s pink and flushed. Beautiful. But far underdressed.

“Where’s your shawl?” I demand.

“I don’t wear anything to cover my arms…” She frowns, a troubled expression on her pretty face.

“And why don’t you wear anything to cover your arms?” I implore.

Her brows furrow deeper. “I don’t see you offering your cape,” she snaps, storming toward the door.

Fire runs through the blood of the ice queen.

“Not so fast,” I growl, snagging her arm as she passes.

Cold, chilly flesh.

Anger at the situation has me summoning my fires to warm her with my touch. Her rigid posture relaxes. I release her to unfasten my cape. Once I remove it, I tie it around her, letting it drape heavily over her shoulders.

“Let me see you, snowflake.”

She turns to face me, her blue eyes stormy. “It smells like you.”

“Try not to inhale it all morning,” I tease.

A smile plays at her lips. “I didn’t mean to shout at you.”

“It’s already been forgotten.” Reaching up, I tug at a strand of her white hair. “I’ll need my cape on the battlefield, though. I can do without it for breakfast. In the meantime, I’ll have my servants make you something warm.”

Her eyes lift to the crown I’ve placed on my head. Then, excitement glimmers in her eyes.

“Long ago,” she says with a smile, “I could create impenetrable diamondblades like my father and his father and so on. As soon as I’d earned my gift, it was taken away abruptly.” Her fingers wiggle and she looks down at them. “But I feel it, Ryke. I feel the ice and steel in my veins.” She lifts her gaze to meet mine. “I think I can do it again.”

The fact this queen lost her gift in the first place sickens me.

I can’t imagine losing my fire making abilities.

“Let’s see,” I encourage.

Her hand glows bright blue much like mine turns orange-red. The hiss of what sounds like a stone against steel grinds out in unison with the diamondblade that slides from her pointer finger. It’s sharp and strong. This blade will never melt. I take it in my hand and break it away before setting it on the bed.

“Again, Elzira.”

Over and over, she shows me her gift until the bed is littered with her blades. Then, I watch with rapt attention as she forms a circle in the air seemingly from nothing, but I can tell it is from ice. One by one, she attaches her diamondblades to the ring, fastening them with more ice. When she finishes, I realize she’s created a new crown. Tall. Sharp. Severe. Fit for a cruel, powerful queen.

I kneel before her and kiss the back of her hand before rising again. “Allow me,” I rumble, taking the crown from her other hand. I place the heavy crown on her head. It fits perfectly.

“I’ll escort you,” I tell her, offering her my arm.

She lifts a brow. “We’re going down together as a united front?”

“We need to be if we intend on combining our armies and defeating a horde of The Damned.”

“I want to see Yanna,” she reminds me as she loops her arm with mine.

“You will see her. I don’t break my promises.”

Seemingly pleased with that answer, she allows me to guide her from the room. A sense of male satisfaction washes over me at seeing her white clothes hidden way beneath my black cape. It’s as though she belongs to me. The thought thrills me.

I came here to marry a princess and find a way into the Hidden Lands in search of a war.

Instead, I fucked a queen and am uniting in a battle with her.

I’m a man of opportunity.
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We enter the dining room, earning the stares of everyone. Danser barely lifts a brow in subtle amusement. Both Jorshi’s and Fayden’s eyes widen in surprise. What has me wanting to thump my chest in pride is the way Cavon’s green eyes burn from behind his white mask. I wish I could see all of his features. Oh, to be inside that man’s head for one second as he watches me claim what he wishes were his.

“The status of The Damned,” I bark out in greeting as I guide Elzira to the head of the table. I pull out her chair for her to sit.

“Upon us,” Jorshi reports. “Before nightfall.”

“Do we know the size?” I ask, settling in the chair beside Elzira.

Jorshi explains what the scout saw. Not quite as many as our two armies combined, but doubly ruthless and savage. The Damned aren’t deterred by the cold. An arrow to the chest won’t stop them. Each soulless bastard has to be mowed down with brute force. We can’t give them any leeway or they’ll overrun us before we know it.

“There’s also word of the Moral War,” Jorshi says, his voice low. “It wages on beyond The Damned.”

“Do we know anything of the beasts who feast on the humans?” I’ve been studying rumors for years, trying to learn more about what’s in the unknown lands.

“Ravenous and brutal. Male.”

“Where are the females?”

“No information on that, my king.”

He continues to speak of what he’s learned from the scout. I’m listening to his report when my eye catches a servant’s. She’s one of the heavy women from last night who brought my sweet queen cold water to bathe in. Locking eyes on her, I watch her every move. Other servants place familiar dishes in front of us, whereas Elzira is given a plate with three small pastries lined in a row.

Before she can walk away, I grab the woman’s thick wrist. “What is this?”

Elzira absently reaches for the pastry, but I drag the plate away from her while also yanking the woman closer.

“What. Is. This?” I demand, my tone punctuated with white-hot rage.

“Her meal, your highness,” the woman utters.

I shove away her hand and point at the plate. The room has gone silent as everyone watches the odd exchange. “Is that enough food for you?”

The woman glowers at me. “No.”

“No, what?”

“No, your highness.”

I pick up the plate and sniff it before dropping it with a heavy clang. “Eat it.”

The woman’s eyes widen. “I beg your pardon?”

Baring my teeth at her, I lean closer. “I want you to eat everything on that plate.”

She glances over at Elzira as though she’ll spare her from my wrath.

“Don’t look at her,” I seethe. “They don’t call me the Truth Seeker for no reason, woman. Eat the goddamn pastries.”

“S-Sir, I c-can’t eat the—”

I pick up one of the pastries and thrust it at her. “Eat it.”

She shakes her head, defying me, as she stumbles away from me. I rise from the table and prowl after her with the pastry.

“Why won’t you eat it, woman?”

“It is for the queen,” she hisses. “I have already eaten.”

“I want you to hear something,” I growl. “Three pastries for your queen is an insult. It is treasonous because you are underfeeding her. Slowly trying to kill your queen.”

The woman chokes on her words. “N-No, it is what she always eats.”

I pin her with a cold glare. “Today it is what you eat.”

Her eyes flick over to the exit, as though she’ll get far from me. I dare her to try.

“I can’t eat it,” she says. “I don’t like those pastries.”

“Put it in your mouth or so help me I’ll kill you where you stand.”

The woman shakily takes the pastry and makes a face at it. As if the pastry has personally wronged her. Her eyes dart to the doorway again. She brings it to her mouth and then sniffs. Panic contorts her chubby features into a sour expression. Rather than taking a bite, she tosses it at me and runs past me.

She’s barely made it three steps before I’ve unsheathed my sword and swung it at her.

Thwack!

Thud.

The slamming of her heavy body onto the stone floor echoes loudly in the dining room. Her severed head rolls a few feet before stopping, the open eyes of the woman staring back at me. I shove my bloody sword back into its sheath before turning to regard everyone in the room. The servants gape at me, Cavon narrows his eyes at me, and Danser smirks.

It’s Elzira whose eyes I catch and hold.

Surprise. Gratitude. Hunger.

She smiles at me and I smile back.

“Yashka!” I bark out, my voice carrying out of the dining room toward the kitchen.

The man waddles in, his face red and covered in sweat from cooking. “Yes, your highness?”

“Queen Whitestone would like one of your hearty, delicious meals. Not whatever it is her servant just tried to serve her.” I look pointedly at the remaining servers. “Any of you try to feed her and it’ll be your heads next. Yashka is to bring her her meals. No one else.”

We spend the rest of our meal discussing the situation of The Damned.

And my queen eats every damn morsel on her plate.

Things are changing around here.

The Truth Seeker isn’t done yet.
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Elzira

 

Ryke’s man, Danser, leads the way down the corridor to a room protected by two guards. At least no one will get in to hurt my sister. Both men look fierce and dedicated to their king, unlike the spineless coward from yesterday. Danser fishes out a key from his pocket and unlocks the door. As soon as it opens, I hear her voice.

“You monsters better let me see my sister,” she screeches, pummeling Danser in front of me. “Or else I will kill you all!”

My heart swells at hearing my protective sister chance death by confronting one of Ryke’s most lethal men. The smile on my face falls when I look past him at the fire flickering in the fireplace.

“Yanna!” I cry out, shoving past him.

My sister lets out a pained sob upon hearing me and falls into my arms. Her embrace is tight, as though she refuses to part with me ever again.

“Oh, sister, darling,” I coo. “I’m here. Don’t worry.”

It’s me who worries, though.

The fire.

The sichee crawlers.

“Are you ill?” I ask, pulling away to palm her warm, rosy cheeks.

Her brows pull together in confusion. “No,” she breathes. “I’m furious that they’ve separated us. How are you? Did the man get you your tonics? Have you eaten today?”

The familiar way with which she fusses over me warms me. For so long, her caring words and actions were the only things that warmed me. Now, I have Ryke. Just thinking about him makes me burn inside.

“I am fine,” I assure her, beaming. “I’m feeling well. I ate quite a bit for breakfast.”

She leans in. “The tonics? You need them.”

“I’m feeling better. I don’t think I need them anymore. King Bloodsun’s physician is very talented. He’s healed me—”

“Here,” she cuts me off, reaching into the pocket on her dress and pulling out three small vials. “Take them. I refuse to let you perish because they think their physician is special. I’ve studied your condition. I know what you need, sister.”

Ryke stalks into the room and wrenches us apart, taking the vials from my hand. “Elzira won’t be needing these anymore.” He pockets them before glowering at Yanna. “Are you warm enough in here? Perhaps you should have given this room to the queen.”

Yanna stiffens and her hands ball into fists. “She needs the tonics.”

“Perhaps you’re not as knowledgeable as you think,” he challenges. “For you thought you were deathly allergic to sichee crawlers and were just sure the spores were in all the chimneys. And yet…” His gaze drifts to the fire. “I’ve yet to see one.”

“What are you saying?” Yanna huffs, clearly insulted by his words.

“Your sister is safe with me,” is all he says, turning to regard me. “Come, Queen. We have to plan for battle.”

“Battle?” Yanna cries out. “It’s not safe. Elzira, you can’t go into a battle. You’re not well.” Heavy tears well in her eyes and spill out. “Please don’t leave me. You’re all I have left.”

My chest aches and I swallow down the emotion. “You mustn’t worry over me. I’m The Punisher of The Damned. They need me in this battle.”

“Please,” she begs. “Your illness is fickle. What if it strikes when you need to be strong?”

Ryke snakes a possessive arm around my waist, sending tendrils of desire crawling through me. “Then I will be strong for her.”

I take Yanna’s hand and squeeze it. “This will all be over soon,” I assure her. But I hope it ends differently than I thought. I’m selfish enough to wish that I heal and Ryke takes me as his rather than my sister. Regardless, The Damned will be here before we know it. And either I’ll die, or I won’t. The end is most definitely near.

After we leave my sister’s room, Ryke hands over the tonics to Danser and leans in to give him an order. Danser slips away in an instant.

Fury ripples from Ryke and he grabs my hand roughly. I frown at him as he all but drags me back to my tower. As soon as the door closes, he releases me and stalks over to the fireplace. I cross my arms over my chest and watch as he takes his anger out on the logs. One by one he slams them into the fireplace as if they’re worthy of his punishment. As if beheading a servant wasn’t enough for one day. He slings his fist toward the logs and then they burst into a large flame that sends ripples of heat dancing across my skin. When he turns to regard me, he looks borderline evil. A dark glint in his amber eyes. A sinister smile curling up one side of his lips. His dark hair is in disarray and an unruly lock drops over his brow.

He prowls my way, his expression unreadable. The moment he reaches me, he tugs off his cape that’s around me and sends it to the floor before his hands grip my waist. His lips slam to mine in a punishing way that has me gasping for air. I slide my palms up his chest, locking my fingers behind his neck. He starts yanking up my dress with one hand and lifts my bottom with the other. I cry out when he pins me hard against the stone wall. Our eyes meet the moment his erection grinds into me. He reaches between us to unfasten his trousers and to take hold of his cock. I moan when he barely presses his hardness into my sore sex. My fingernails dig into the flesh behind his neck in a threatening way.

“I need to be inside you,” he growls, his lips brushing along my jaw to my ear. “But you’re not ready, are you?”

I whimper when he nips at my ear. Then, he draws my earlobe into his mouth with his teeth, teasing me. The more he licks and sucks me, his hot breath in my ear, the more aroused I become. I dig my heels into his ass, drawing him closer. The tip of his cock easily slides inside me.

“I’m ready now, my king,” I breathe, working my hips in a needy way. “Take me hard like you want to.”

He bites my neck as he slams into me. No warning. Just a brutal thrust. I cry out and pull him closer, desperate for the connection. Snowflakes flutter around us, but then a wave of intense heat emanating from him melts them away and soaks me with sweat through my dress.

“So hot,” I choke out, throwing my head back to gasp for cooler air.

Like a madman, he drives into me hard and severe. The wall will leave bruises on my spine and I don’t even care. I love this untamed, wild side of him. The side that has him about to explode the room with his heat. A hot finger burns through the front of my dress, exposing my breasts to him when it parts open. The scent of burning fabric can be smelled as he shreds my dress with fiery fingers. His touch singes me, but I like the pain of it. A reminder of who has me in his grip. Once he completely removes me of my dress, he pulls me away from the wall, his hands gripping my ass tight. As though I weigh nothing, he bounces me on his cock, taking every inch inside of me as his own.

“Elzira,” he growls, yanking me off his throbbing cock.

He tosses me on the bed, causing me to lose my breath, not giving me a second to recover before he’s grabbing my hips and flipping me. I shriek when he yanks me roughly off the side of the bed so my ass is bared to him. His boot pushes my right leg out, parting me for him, and then his cock is invading me once more. Hot hands grip my ass, sending sharp burning sensations through my flesh.

So hot.

So hot.

So good.

I clench around him, desperate for the impending orgasm that’s teasing me. He must sense my need because he slips his hand around to my front as he brutally thrusts into me from behind. His fingers are hot to the touch and I fear he’ll burn my most sensitive place straight from my body. But he moves them too quickly to linger in one spot long enough to do damage. The pain quickly turns to pleasure as he pushes me closer and closer to the edge of the cliff that will send me spiraling into the inferno of bliss.

“Ah!” I cry out, pressing back against him.

So close.

His palm cracks against my ass, echoing loudly in the room. It’s enough to shove me right over. A scream rips from me a second before my pleasure takes hold of me, jolting me hard. My body clenches around him, causing him to lose it. An unearthly growl rumbles from him.

Fire.

I can feel it burning my palms, my breasts, my hair. And yet I remain right within it, safe in the fire maker’s arms. Flames lick at my torso from beneath me. The furs are on fire. The room is cooking with us inside it. As his burning seed bursts into me, I give into his fires. Give into him.

The pain nearly becomes unbearable on my flesh, but then I’m wrenched away from the bed. Ryke scoops me into his arms and carries me out of the room toward the bath we’d abandoned earlier this morning. The cold water is a shock to my system when he dumps me into it, dunking me beneath the surface. I thrash and sputter when I come out in time to see him yanking off his clothes. Once he’s gloriously naked, he steps into the cold water with me. His skin hisses when it comes in contact with the water. He settles into it before pulling my back to his chest.

Warm hands seek out my burns beneath the water and his healing touch takes away the pain. His lips find my ears and he kisses me.

“I’m sorry,” he rumbles. “I lost control. I would never hurt you.”

A shiver rattles through me. He summons his fires and heats the water.

“I liked it,” I tell him, turning to look at him. “I still felt safe with you.”

The madness in his eyes fades as the man I’ve come to adore comes back to me. He strokes my hair and peppers kisses on my face.

“I wish we weren’t about to battle The Damned. Our time together feels too short,” he grumbles. It’s endearing to see a strong, powerful, fire making king pout.

A flash of a black-haired toddler with blazing blue eyes and a wicked smile dances in my mind.

Foolish woman.

Happy endings aren’t for cold, nearly dead queens.

His mouth presses to mine in a soul-stealing kiss.

A foolish woman can pretend, though.

As he kisses me until I’m dizzy, I allow images of children with a man like Ryke to flit through my mind. I may not have a long life ahead of me, but I have the power to wish for one. And until I take my last breath, I’ll keep wishing.
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Ryke

 

“We must leave now,” Danser says, the edge in his voice sparking me to action.

“They’re upon us already?” I look up at my most trusted man briefly before inspecting my sword again.

“They are.”

“Queen Whitestone?”

“She already bid her sister goodbye and is getting fitted for armor.”

I arch a brow. “How did their farewell meeting go?”

“It was a tearful affair,” he grunts. “Yanna whispered some things to the queen that I wasn’t privy to hearing.”

My spine stiffens. “The queen is okay?”

“Perfectly so.”

Exhaling a sharp breath, I sheath my sword and pull on my cape. Danser and I are already wearing our battle armor. His metal helmet reveals his dark eyes and mouth. My own helmet is fashioned into more of a crown with high, black, jagged spikes on top so that my men can tell their king from the rest. Danser and my other men all stand out against the white walls and the queen’s army.

“You shouldn’t go,” Cavon growls, echoing down the hallway toward us in tandem with footsteps.

“And you shouldn’t command your queen,” Elzira hisses back. “The Eyes of the White need me leading them.”

“I can lead them,” he bites back, uncaring of his place in her world, which is beneath her boots.

They come into view and my face breaks out into a wide grin.

Beautiful.

She’s an incredible vision.

And mine.

Rather than her fancy dresses or white, Elzira is fitted in tight black trousers, black boots that go to her knees, a black shirt, and a black cape more her size. What has my cock rising to the occasion is the metal plate over her torso with the shape of a flame carved into the metal. Her white-blond hair hangs down in front of her shoulders, a stark contrast against the black. The woman is beautiful in her natural glory, but this day she is extraordinary. Black and gray shades line her eyes and make the blue seem to pop. Her cheeks are rosy with natural color and her once blue lips are the color of blood.

If only we had more time…I’d love to see those lips wrapped around my cock.

As though she’s caught me inside my head, Elzira smirks, her eyes flashing wickedly at me. “Your highness,” she greets, her voice a seductive purr. “I hear we must leave right away.”

“You’re not going to let her go, are you?” Cavon demands, his green eyes burning into me with hate and accusation. “She is weak. Ill. Dying.” He utters the last word so that only the four of us may hear.

Lightning quick, I strike out at him, grabbing his neck. I summon my fires until his eyes flash with panic.

“Don’t speak to your queen as though she is fragile and weak,” I growl, snarling at him. “You are to carry out her commands without question. She is a force and our best chance against the horde of The Damned.” Turning my head, I smile at her. “Does she look weak to you right now? Or does she look like the woman who is going to make every single last one of her enemies, both crazed and fully fucking aware, bleed at her booted feet?” I snap my eyes back at him. “Your queen is not weak, nor is she stupid. Like a good queen, she makes strategic moves that you could never fully understand, Green. Question your queen again and I’ll send your head rolling like I did her worthless servant. Are we clear?”

Cavon’s green eyes practically glow. “Of course, your highness.”

I release him and he rubs at his throat. Black singe marks ruin his otherwise perfectly white outfit. It pleases me to know I ruined him just a bit. One day I’d love nothing more than to ruin him completely.

“Give us a moment,” I instruct both Cavon and Danser.

“We don’t have time for whatever nefarious deeds you’re conjuring up in that evil head of yours,” she teases, her lips curling into a brilliant smile.

I stalk over to her and then walk her back to the nearest wall. Pressing into her, I let her feel exactly what she does to me, simply by being near. She smells like the cinnamon apples we had for dessert.

Not billibone or voxin leaves or yellowberry.

No, she smells like life and power and a hint of rage.

Sliding both my hands into her hair, I draw her to me in a punishing kiss so I can make sure she tastes as she smells. One can never be too careful. I kiss her deeply as though I could consume her. I certainly try. Her moans are ones I swallow down greedily. My hips grind against her, desperate for the friction only her sweet body can provide.

“If I die on the battlefield…” she mutters against my lips.

Then I’ll die too.

The thought is sudden and fierce. All-consuming. The truest truth I’ve ever known.

It’s a good thing neither of us is dying anytime soon.

“Then I pity the one who lays a finger on you.” I nip at her plump bottom lip. “Because I’ll burn him alive slowly so I can savor the scent of his skin cooking.”

She laughs.

Wicked queen.

“And if I die…” I lift a brow at her in question.

Anger flashes in her blue eyes, the temperature chilling to an uncomfortable level. “I will send a thousand diamondblades to pierce his body and pin him to the earth while The Damned feed on his worthless king slaying body.”

“Are you sure we don’t have time?” I growl. “I really want to bed my dark, dirty, evil queen.”

“Yours?” she breathes.

“You better damn believe it.”

One of the men yells from nearby, stealing our moment, but not before I steal one more kiss.

“Let’s go slay, Punisher.”
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Side by side, Elzira and I ride on two of my black horses. Our men, both in black and in white, are a united front behind us. Every single one of us is lethal. The roar from The Damned can be heard just beyond Norta Layke. They’ll have to go around the body of water to reach us, dividing their army right away. Men with arrows, waiting to be lit and expelled, wait in the cover of trees. Men all dressed in white, camouflage themselves in the snowy blanked landscape. And men with fiery torches stand behind me, luring the mad ones our way.

Time passes slowly as we wait them out. A massive silent army patiently standing by as ruthless, braindead monsters rush for us. The fire in my veins heats to incredible temperatures, just waiting to be unleashed.

I break from staring at the white beyond where the screams are growing louder, and look at Elzira. Her diamondblade crown sits proudly on her head and her black cape flaps behind her. She’s powerful and stronger than any other person I’ve met.

How dare they insult her?

How dare they try to keep her locked away in a tower, unfed and worse?

They’ll all pay with their heads in the end.

She must sense my eyes on her because she tilts her head to the side slightly, cutting her icy blues my way. A smirk plays at her crimson lips.

“They’re coming,” she warns, her voice hard and fearless. “Are you ready, fire maker?”

“The Damned is the only thing standing between me and the Hidden Lands. I was born ready, cruel queen.” I grin at her. “The Moral War awaits me. The end is near.”

She purses her lips together. “I still stand in your way. When they’re all dead and their corpses flood my land, it’ll be me standing in your way. You think I’ll allow you to marry my sister now?”

The horse she’s on snorts and shakes its head. She smooths her palm down the side of its head to calm it.

“Are you jealous, Punisher?”

“I’m smart, Volc. And letting you run off with my sister is not.”

“Your sister was always to be a business transaction. Nothing more.”

“And me?”

“You were supposed to die,” I tell her blandly, earning me a hateful look from Cavon beside her. “But you didn’t die, did you? Now what, Queen Whitestone?”

“I won’t let you go,” she utters.

To the Hidden Lands?

Or in general?

“Good thing I don’t bow to anyone, not even you,” I taunt, loving the way her lips quirk on one side. “I have other plans.”

“You won’t kill me,” she sasses, lifting her chin in that regal way that makes me want to kiss the hell out of her.

“No, Cold Queen,” I say with a wicked grin. “I’m not done fucking you yet.”

Cavon growls from beside her and then points. “They’re here.”

At first, it’s just a slight gray blur. Then, rather quickly, the blur emerges from the heavy snow falling and painting the distance black. The roars are unearthly and inhuman. Madness fuels these monsters. There will be no negotiations, and we won’t take prisoners. They’ve come to die.

Just as they reach the north side of Norta Layke, a blaze of orangey-red shoots through the trees toward the horde. One burning arrow won’t kill twenty thousand of The Damned. But the hundreds of arrows that follow, lighting up the white sky with fire, will certainly put a dent in them.

The screams grow louder as most of the arrows hit their mark, sending hundreds collapsing as they walk. The Damned charge right over the ones that have fallen, an unstoppable force headed our way. As another several hundred arrows fly toward them, I glance over at Elzira.

She glows.

Brilliant. Blue. A queen about to annihilate those who threaten her kingdom.

Tearing my gaze from the beautiful one, I watch as the horde splits in two around the outer sides of Norta Layke. This time, yelling can be heard on our end as a sea of white and black charges forth. Men with swords act as a barrier between the mad ones and their king and queen.

Minutes pass as our men round the body of water on both sides. And then a loud clash of swords meeting flesh and crazed screams echo through the air.

“Onward!” Elzira cries out, kicking her horse into action.

Her cape billows behind her beneath a mess of white hair as she rides full speed toward the bigger of the two hordes coming around one side. I snap my own horse into action and gallop after her. Ice pellets sting against my face, but quickly melt as my fires consume me.

A flash of blue explodes in front of me, and briefly, I’m stunned by the magic of it. The Punisher harnesses her beast within and becomes the weapon. Sharp as a blade. Lethal as a snake. Stronger than a massive blizzard. Her arms rise in front of her, turning brilliantly blue as she summons her ice, and then she slings her hands forward, shooting dozens of diamondblades toward her enemies. They cut through the icy air and meet their mark, dropping many of The Damned all at once.

She is The Punisher of The Damned and she doesn’t disappoint.

I charge past her, summoning my fires as I grip the hilt of my sword. Slinging it out, I allow the fires to heat the metal and catch aflame.

The Damned are meeting their maker this day.

All of them. One by one. We will eliminate them.

I slash through the skull of one of the crazed ones, slinging a hunk of stringy-haired scalp into the snow. Before this one can fall, expired, another one mows it down on its trek toward me.

Slash. Slash. Slash.

One charges for me with a diamondblade sticking out of its eye. Before I can sling my sword, several diamondblades stab through it, knocking it to the ground. I jerk my head to the right just in time to see Elzira’s smug smile before she’s back to throwing more blades.

Brave queen.

My beautiful, fiery, fierce lover.

I could stare at her forever.

Unfortunately, I have a massacre to lead.

I’ve barely taken out six more before something is shoved through my gut. I groan in pain, looking down to see a diamondblade sword sticking out of my stomach. My instinct is to look Elzira’s way.

Her eyes are lit up with more hatred than I’ve ever seen.

Still fiery.

Still fierce.

Still beautiful.

But also malevolent and evil and wicked.

And cruel.

I slide off my horse, landing on my knees in the snow as pain immobilizes me. If I can remove the sword—

Someone rips it out of me and then it’s shoved through my back again.

The white blurs to black.

Blinking away the daze, I lock eyes with my queen.

A king always kneels before his queen.

She’s mine.

From the moment I saw her, I knew she was mine. I never planned on taking her sister or leaving her. No, I was going to make her my queen in every way possible.

And that’s my truth.

Too bad she’ll never get to hear it.

My eyes go dark, and this time, they don’t open.


[image: ]


[image: ]



Elzira

 

Hate like I’ve never know before consumes me.

Maddens me.

Transforms me.

The scream ripping from me is worse than all The Damned combined.

Betrayal cuts deep. The ones who say they love us cut the deepest.

Roaring comes up behind me and Danser shoots past me—past his fallen king—to slay the mad ones. Protecting his queen. My battle is before me.

“He poisoned your mind.” Jealous green eyes flare at me. As though this absolves him from his monstrous deed.

“He freed me,” I screech, the snow thickening around us, hiding us in a vortex of revenge, the scene only for the three of us.

“He tricked you,” Cavon says, holding his diamondblade sword out in front of him, Ryke’s blood dripping from it. “He’s a con, Elzira. He can’t love you like I can.”

My eyes drop to the perfect dark king. His blood soaks the white snow. He can heal himself, so why does he remain unmoving?

Don’t die on me now, Volc.

Not after all we’ve been through.

“What have you done?” I demand lowly, ice freezing every inch of my soul with the need for vengeance.

Cavon pulls off his mask to reveal his handsome face. At one time I’d been attracted to him—secretly wished for a life with him. But something, deep down, always warned me off. I thought it was because of his position within my army. No royal blood. That wasn’t it at all. I knew something was off, so the trust was never fully there. Not enough to go further than friends.

“It’s no secret King Bloodsun nearly died of honnin drops poisoning when he was younger and that his father had the plants all destroyed,” Cavon says, his lip curling in a cruel way. He inspects his sword and grins. “Looks like I found some.”

Mazon.

I need to get Ryke to Mazon.

But first…

“This won’t go unpunished, Cavon,” I say in a cold tone. “It’s as if you don’t even know who I am anymore.”

He scowls. “We could have been everything,” he bites out. “I could have been your protector and fathered your children. I could have grown old with you.”

My hatred has manifested into a massive storm swirling around us. I can feel the ice drawing to me like a magnet. Growing, hardening, sharpening. The violence in the air matches that inside my heart.

The traitor has attempted to tear the only good thing from my life.

Tried to poison and destroy it.

A small groan from Ryke has a ripple of hope quaking through me. He can heal himself. The sword is gone, so maybe with Mazon’s help, he can heal.

So help me, Ryke, if you don’t come back from this, I’ll hunt you down in the underworld and drag you back to me.

Another groan.

“You’re weak,” I tell Cavon, laughing at him. “A poor, mistreated, unloved runt. Men like you don’t get to be with women like me. Women like me are too much for you to handle.”

“I can handle you,” he argues. “You don’t think I know how to use my cock, Elzira? I fucked my way through your castle so I’d be good for you. Better than good. The best.”

“You’re pathetic. No matter how good you are in bed, you’ll never have what it takes to be the best. Not like Ryke,” I hiss, lifting my arms in the air.

“What’s that?” Cavon snarls. “I can assure you I have what he has and more. A big cock? I would tear you to pieces with mine, your highness.”

I shake my head at him. “No, Cavon. You don’t have my love. Never will. Love is what makes fucking my king magical.” I sneer at him. “Now bend the knee one last time.”

He starts for me, raising his sword.

Swish. Swish. Swish. Swish. Swish.

Cavon pauses, looking down at his front where five fresh diamondblades pierce his chest. Crimson stains his white suit. His green eyes dart to mine, betrayal flashing in them.

Oh, how terrible he must feel.

He makes a choking sound and swings his sword at me. His arm doesn’t make it far before a giant sheet of ice drops from above, slicing through his bicep. The arm and sword fall to the ground, blood spraying an arc across the frigid landscape from his severed appendage.

“Elzira,” he whimpers.

“Kneel,” I scream, pulling the harsh wind toward me.

The gust forces him to fall forward, making him land on his knees.

Trudging forward through the snow, I fist my hand and summon my ice. Rather than five blades, a club of ice forms from my fist and then lurches out into a sharp, large diamondblade. I grip his soaked brown hair and yank his head back so he can see my face.

“You betrayed the wrong queen and you are officially relieved of your duties to me,” I whisper as I slice my arm through the air.

He continues to stare at me in shock, even after his body falls to the ground. I stare at his severed head for a long moment before tossing it outside of the vortex of wind and ice swirling around us.

“Danser!” I cry out. “Come quick!”

I calm the fury inside of me long enough to make the winds die some. Danser is fighting the horde that’s swarming all around us, but I need him to attend to his king more.

“Mazon,” I bark. “Get him to the castle. Have Mazon give him gappenoil. We don’t have time. Make haste!”

Danser slays several more of The Damned before growling at me. “There are too many. I can’t leave you here.”

“As your queen, I command you to take my king back to my castle. Now, Danser,” I order, turning toward the horde. “I’ve got this.”

He pauses to kill another of The Damned before tipping his head. “Of course, my queen.”

I suck in a deep breath and face the enemies that once frightened me. Not now. I am their worst nightmare. I will eradicate them all. With a loud scream, I pour my rage into the storm around us.

I am Queen Whitestone.

Cold Queen.

Creator of diamondblades.

Weather maker.

The Punisher of The Damned.

And I unleash my beast.

Between white and black, I find the dingy, dirty crazed ones. I pull down my fist and make it rain…ice, that is. My weapon is the weather and I command it to obey me. Like sharp arrows made of ice, my weapons fall from the sky with incredible force. A force fueled by fury and vengeance and clarity.

The world is chaos around me, but I see with absolute certainty what must be done. Now, later, always.

I must become my gift.

Become the diamondblade.

Ruin them all.

Twhip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip!

The sounds of the diamondblades raining down around me with exact precision makes my soul rejoice with happiness.

He knew.

Ryke saw inside me and knew all this was possible.

The only one to believe.

The only one to love the beast, to pet the beast, to coax it out of its cage. The only one to make me see that being powerful was a gift, not a curse.

Ryke didn’t coddle me.

He provoked and maddened me.

He saved me.

He loved me.

All around me The Damned fall. The Eyes of the White and the Volc army press forward, eliminating what they can. I bring down my fist again.

Twhip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip-thwip-twhip-twhip-thwip!

They fall and fall and fall.

We press forward.

They fall.

I keep walking until I’m in front of the men, eliminating The Damned much easier now without the distraction of keeping some alive. The horde crumbles to my feet, slayed on my land, destroyed by The Punisher of The Damned.

I’m scanning the horizon for more when a hand gently touches my shoulder. Whipping around, I extract five diamondblades and have them aimed at the throat of the one sneaking up behind me.

“It’s me, Jorshi,” Jorshi says in a calm voice. “They’re gone. You’ve killed them all.”

His horse snorts behind him.

“I need to see King Bloodsun,” I hiss, still thrumming with rage.

He smiles broadly at me. “And I’ve come to escort you back, your highness.”

Jorshi easily hoists me up on his horse and then climbs on behind me. He kicks the horse into action and we burst along the land that’s covered in the blood of fallen soldiers, but mostly corpses of The Damned. When we pass by a head that looks like it belongs to Cavon, I sit straighter, the hatred icing my veins.

“Easy now, your highness,” Jorshi says from behind me. “He’s already dead and you’re creating another storm. If you want me to make good time getting you back to our king, then I suggest you relax.”

Our king.

I don’t correct him because he is my king, and I his queen.

The castle comes into view as the clouds dissipate. It’s a formidable place. My eyes drift to the tower, where I’ve been locked away in for far too long. The time for weakness and hiding and denial is over.

As we near the front entrance, I slide off the horse and trudge through the snow. Danser meets me, a troubled expression on his face.

“How is he?” I demand as we rush inside.

“He flirts with death sometimes,” Danser grumbles. “I rather wish he didn’t.”

I grip Danser’s arm and smile. “He wouldn’t be that insufferable Volc if he didn’t.”

He smirks at me before guiding me into the room Mazon has commandeered as his healing room. I sober up upon seeing Mazon fussing over Ryke’s lifeless body.

“The gappenoil?” I ask as I rush over to Ryke’s side.

His eyes are closed and his brows are furled together as though he’s in pain. He’s no longer wearing his cape or shirt. The stab wounds are open and angry looking, yellow-tinged blood rolling down his sides.

“He drank the gappenoil. The rest is up to him,” Mazon says.

But it’s not.

It’s up to me.

I summon my ice and run my fingertip along his gash, closing his first wound. Then, I work on the other. The two men in the room remain quiet as I work.

“Roll him on his side so I can do the back,” I bark out. “Quickly now.”

Danser and Mazon move him over and I repeat my action on his back. Once he’s no longer bleeding, they settle him as I take his hand in mine.

“That’s all we can do?” I ask Mazon.

He lets out a sigh. “As his body fights the poison and heals, his fires will come to the surface. We must keep the fever down.”

This, I can do.

“Tend to the other injured men,” I instruct. “I’ll stay with the king.”

Mazon smiles at me before grabbing his bag and leaving. Danser watches me with a curious look.

“He’s safe with me,” I assure him as I press one of my hands to his chest and the other to his forehead.

“Of course he is,” he agrees. “And you’re safe with him.”

I summon my gift and chill his flesh beneath my palms to cool the burn that emanates from him. “Do you have a point you’d like to make, Danser, or are we playing a game? I’ve just slaughtered thousands of The Damned. I’m rather exhausted. Perhaps another time?”

“Perhaps another time,” he says, smirking. “Keep him alive. He’s the son I never had.”

As soon as he’s gone, I focus on Ryke. Beautiful, strong, powerful Ryke. He saved me and brought me back from near death. I’ll do the same for him. After all, it’s what a queen does for her king.
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Ryke

 

I hate him.

Cruel, rotten bastard.

Love is for the weak. At least that’s what my father always told me. And when my mother was caught with another man, desperate for love and affection my father never gave, she was driven from our lands. He wasn’t even man enough to do it himself. Simply had his men pull her from his bed one morning, taken to Equatoria, and forced into madness along with the others who’d wronged him in some way. When he told me, I nearly lost my mind. Spent weeks battling The Damned in search for her. Maybe she’d survived. Maybe she hadn’t succumbed like the rest of them. But then I’d seen her. Her soft, silky brown hair she’d once taught me to braid was stringy. Her loving eyes were vacant. And she was hungry. On a warm day with a broken heart, I had slain my mother because my father was too weak to do it himself.

Mercy.

I showed her the mercy he should have.

With her blood on my hands, I stormed the castle on a hunt for my father.

Each and every man beneath him nodded to me as I passed on my quest to see him. They saw the look in my eyes. The fury. The hate. The thirst for vengeance. And they let me pass because they loved my mother too. She was the sweetness and loving and kindness our kingdom always lacked. Without her, we were just another kingdom under the rule of a cruel tyrant.

Not anymore.

As I stare at his sleeping form, I know it must end. It ends with him. I vow to be like my mother, choosing more than just cold killing. A Truth Seeker demands answers, not blood. I will always demand answers. I unsheathe my sword that, until recently, was too heavy. I’m almost a man now, just months shy of my eighteenth birthday, and finally have harnessed my gift. My age is irrelevant, though. I’m the heir to the throne no matter my age, and with my newly discovered powers, I am a force to be reckoned with. I summon my fires, hotter now because of my rage, and light up my sword with flames. Father stirs and I press the tip of my blade on his bare skin over his heart.

“Why?” I demand, waking the man who stole my only sliver of happiness. “Why did you send her away to Equatoria?”

Truth, not blood.

That is my ultimate craving.

His amber eyes open and meet mine. “I always knew it’d eventually come to this. You trying to take my throne.”

I press the tip of the blade into his skin, reveling in the way blood seeps from the new wound I’ve created. Panic briefly flashes in my fierce father’s gaze.

“Answer the question,” I growl. My gift is a raging beast inside me—a beast whom I’ve only sparingly dealt with, but now one I willingly release from its cage.

“She was a whore, boy,” Father sneers. “And pregnant with another man’s baby.”

Pain lances through me. “And you sent her to her death? Knowing she carried my sibling? It could have been yours!”

“A king only needs one heir,” he bites back. “And mine is threatening me with a sword. Imagine if there were more. Chaos.”

“You took away the only thing I ever loved. Why?”

“This wasn’t about you, Ryke. This was about betrayal. And she got what she was owed.”

My rage consumes me as I push down. The wet sound of my sword pushing through his muscle and into his heart is one I’ll never forget. A fire maker can heal himself, but a sword through the heart will kill him. My blade hits its mark because his eyes flicker as life literally bleeds from him.

“You betrayed me, too, Father,” I say in a cold voice. “And you got what you were owed as well.”

I yank his crown off the table and steal his sword that’s sharper and better than mine. On my way out, I find his most trusted man. His eyes are wet with tears, the grief overwhelming him.

“You could have stopped me,” I challenge, raising my sword.

This man could have. Easily. He’s the strongest, quickest fighter in the Volc army.

“Noni wouldn’t have wanted me to.” His eyes burn into mine, flashing with love as he speaks of her. “She always knew you were a good man.”

“She was with child,” I murmur. “Your child, hmmm?”

Hot tears race down his cheeks as he nods.

I clutch his shoulder. “I found her. I put her out of her misery.”

Relief makes him sag. “Thank you.”

He falls to his knee and bows his head. “I pledge my loyalty to you, my king. Your mother would have wanted it that way.”

“Remove my father’s head and burn his body,” I order. “Tonight, we’ll have a coronation feast. Make sure everyone knows it.”

“Yes, my king.” He rises to his feet. “Anything else, your highness?”

“I’m not like him, Danser,” I assure the man. “I’m nothing like him.”

“No, your mother made sure of that.”
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I wake in a cold sweat, disoriented and groggy, but alive. It takes a moment for me to understand my surroundings. Walls made of thick ice-covered stone. A chill in the air that cuts to the bone. A sleeping queen at my side.

Last thing I remember was taking a sword through the chest. I’d seen the beautiful hatred in Elzira’s eyes aimed at the one who’d harmed me. Felt it like a punch to the heart. I survived, though. For a bit there, as I lay in the snow, I questioned if I would. I’ve taken many swords into my body over the years and easily healed. This was different. The sword was dipped in something harmful to me.

Looking down at my chest, a small, feminine hand rests over my new pink scars. She must have healed me with her touch. Her body stills as she wakes and then she lifts so she can look at me.

Wide, concerned blue eyes.

Poutiest lips in all the kingdoms.

“Elzira,” I rumble, my voice dry and cracked.

“Shhh,” she croons as she sits up and reaches for a cup on the table beside the bed. “Don’t speak, drink.”

The tenderness with which she brings the cup to my lips makes my heart clench in my chest. That bastard almost took me from her. I swallow a few long sips and then ask the question I need answering the most.

“Is he dead?”

Her expression becomes murderous, the blues in her eyes blazing. “I cut off his head.”

Reaching up, I slide my hand into her blond hair and pull her to me for a kiss. “So fierce,” I say against her lips. “Cruel, beautiful queen.”

“Just protecting my king.”
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“How are you feeling?” Danser asks as he enters Elzira’s room.

“It’s been three days,” I gripe. “I’m fine.”

Elzira rolls her eyes at him. “The poison is slow to leave his system. Mazon thinks he should be on bed rest for a week.”

“Why is he on the floor then?” Danser questions, amusement turning the corners of his lips up.

“He’s a stubborn fool,” Elzira explains.

“A stubborn fool who’s strengthening his abdominal muscles,” I bite out at her as I do another curl, sitting up and clenching my abs. “I’ll be ready for battle in two days’ time.”

Elzira rises from her chair by the window and walks over to me. She’s not wearing a dress. In fact, ever since the battle with The Damned, she’s had my tailors make her fitted suits in black. My cock aches each time I get a glimpse of her ass that the material is molded to. The weight she’s putting on looks good on her. Healthy. Strong.

“Battle?” she asks, putting her booted foot on the center of my chest to keep me from sitting up again. “We killed them all. The battle was won.”

I grip her ankle and move it away so I can continue with my exercise. “The battle, yes, but not the war.”

“You still want to go there?” Danser asks. “Even now? Even after…”

He means her.

Elzira.

“I came here with a mission: Invade the Hidden Lands,” I remind them both.

“And to take a princess from a dying queen,” Elzira hisses, fury rippling from her in chilly waves.

I rise to my feet and grip her jaw. “Yes. That is why I came here.”

“I’ll ready the troops to depart in two days’ time,” Danser says coolly, not at all impressed with my answer.

As soon as the door closes behind him, Elzira wrenches from my grip. She stalks away, heading for the window. Her hands grip the ledge and she looks out the window, a slight tremble running through her body. I stalk after her, caging her in.

Outside, my men are camped out and still celebrating our win led by a cruel queen and her army of white.

“In two days, this hiding in a tower with you will end,” I growl. “And you wish to spend that time angry with me?”

Her breath hitches when I reach around to her front to unfasten her trousers. I push them roughly down her thighs and then mimic the action with my own trousers. Once my cock is in my grip, I tease her from behind, rubbing it between her thighs until I feel her need coating my shaft.

“Beg for it, Queen.”

“Never,” she hisses. “You want it so badly, take it.”

I slap her fleshy bottom, loving the shriek that escapes her. “I want it badly,” I agree, my voice a husky rumble. “And I’m going to take it as many times as I can until I ride off toward the Hidden Lands with a bride on my horse with me.”

Gripping a handful of her hair, I push her down toward the window and enter her with a hard thrust. The air around us swirls with snow. I pound into her hard enough for her forehead to hit the glass. She whimpers but presses her ass back, wanting every long, hard inch I’m offering her.

In two days, everything ends.

She writhes as her orgasm nears.

Poor, poor queen.

I’m so sorry it has to be this way.
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Elzira

Two Days Later…

 

The fairy tale is over.

It’s easy to remain in a world of pretend when you’re locked away in a tower being ravished by a devilishly handsome, ruthless king.

Now it’s back to reality.

I must face the hard parts of my life. The ones I wish I could avoid. Saying goodbye to a chapter in my story.

Pain burns inside me, angry and devastated, but my beast freezes it out and gnashes its teeth. No time for weakness. I’ve spent my entire reign being weak. I am no longer the woman I was. I’m changed.

My crown is heavy on my head, reminding me of my place in this kingdom. When I enter the dining room, Ryke sits at the head of the table, an emotionless expression on his face. The only tell that he feels anything for me is a small tick in his jaw.

“Truth Seeker,” I greet icily.

“Punisher.”

I swallow down my anger and turn my eyes away from him as I wait. “Where is my sister?” I demand.

“On her way,” he assures me, rising to his feet.

The temperature drops a few degrees as I attempt to keep my feelings under control. When I hear Yanna’s voice as she yells at Danser, my heart rate picks up. Her footsteps quicken and I turn in time to catch her in an embrace.

“My sister,” she cries out, squeezing me tight.

“Little sister,” I choke out. “Here you are.”

She pulls away, her hands on my shoulders, and inspects me. “How are you? Has he hurt you?”

So beautiful.

An exact replica of her mother, even down to the way her full breasts nearly spill out of the top of her dress, enticing any male with a working cock. Her lips are stained red and her eyes are lined in black. Her beauty was always something I was envious over.

“That’s enough,” Ryke barks, gripping my arm and yanking me back.

Yanna glowers at him. “Get your hands off my sister, you monster!”

Ryke summons his fires and his palm blazes red-hot, sending Yanna stepping back several paces. He snuffs out his heat and then pulls a cloth from his pocket.

When he reaches up and pulls my crown from my head, Yanna cries out in horror.

“Elzira,” she whimpers, fear in her voice. “Run.”

“If she runs, I’ll catch her,” Ryke promises in a wicked tone, sending a chill straight down my spine. He sets the crown at my feet and then he ties the cloth around my head, silencing me from speaking.

I don’t fight him.

I knew this was coming.

He uses his whip to bind my hands behind me, reminding me of our first encounter.

“Queens look pretty on their knees,” he rumbles, nudging the backs of my legs with his knees, forcing me to fall forward. He catches me by my hair before I land painfully and eases me the rest of the way down. “Lovely.”

“Elzira,” Yanna says tearfully. “I’m so sorry.”

Ryke snorts as he walks over to her. He toys with a dark strand of her hair, his heat making the air around him ripple.

“Why are you sorry?” he asks, his voice sounding slightly amused. “Because you can’t save her?”

She nods, fat tears streaking down her pretty face.

“All you’ve done your entire life is try to save hers,” he says as though he feels sorry for her. “You’ve dedicated your entire life to this dying, Cold Queen. Is that true, Princess?”

Yanna’s brows furl together and she cuts her eyes to his. “She’s my sister.”

“She is the present.” Ryke glances over at me, his fiery eyes cold. “What about the future, hmmm? When the frigid queen has drawn her last breath and is a queen no more, where does that leave the selfless sister?”

“I don’t know,” she murmurs, peeking up at him beneath her lashes. Her plump lips part and her jiggly breasts quiver with each breath she takes.

His fingertip strokes through the wetness of her cheek. “Perhaps a princess is ready to be promoted to a queen.”

She looks up at him, her lips twitching with a smile. “A queen?”

“Beautiful and feared,” he says. “A fiery queen of the Volcs.” His head nods my way and he walks over to me to run his fingers through my hair. “Are you weak, Yanna, like your dear sister here on her knees and missing her crown?”

It’s then my eyes lock with Yanna’s.

The love has hardened into something much harder than ice or stone or diamondblade.

Hate.

Her laugh is cruel as it echoes in the dining room. “Weak? I will never be weak…like her.”

I stiffen, affected more than I imagined by hearing the words tumble from her mouth.

“It’s her fault, you know,” Yanna says bitterly.

“Her fault?” Ryke goads. “Your mother’s death?”

Yanna trembles with anger. “No, our father’s favor. She was the cloth covering his eyes. Elzira, you blinded him.”

Ryke asks the question I wish I could.

“How so, Princess?”

“He was blind by his love toward her. His sureness of the fact she’d become a great queen one day. He favored her and treated me as an insignificant daughter. An ignorant child not worthy of love or a future.” Her features tighten with anger. “When they died, I vowed to dethrone the witch.” She sneers at me. “My mother made sure of that.”

My beast inside me rattles, desperate to ravage the world around me. Instead, I keep it on a tight leash.

“Your mother?” Ryke asks. “She betrayed the king?”

She shakes her head. “No, she loved him. So much so that she took him from Elzira’s mother.”

What?

“Go on,” he urges.

“She slowly poisoned her. So often, before bed, she’d whisper just how she’d done it, too. I listened in awe,” Yanna says dreamily, making my stomach clench in horror. “I learned.”

My poor mother. She wasn’t sick from some incurable disease. My mother was attacked by a friend who wanted her husband.

“You were a child, yes?” Ryke probes.

“The kingdom was to be mine,” Yanna hisses. “Mother promised me so many times. I was to be queen of the Norta Icelands.”

Her betrayal is a worse cut than that of Cavon’s. This one cuts to the soul.

Ryke walks over to her and leans in to inhale her. She relaxes at his proximity. “And now, Princess?”

“I could be your queen too,” she breathes, clearly taken by his handsomeness and decadent scent.

Ryke smiles at her, lighting up the entire room with the warmth of it. “I’d like that,” he croons. “But first, Princess, you must prove yourself to me. Loyalty is huge where I’m concerned. Trust is even bigger.”

She nods rapidly, her breasts bouncing in tandem with her nodding. “Anything, my king.”

A swell of fury sends a wave of snowflakes billowing around the room. Ryke cuts me with a hard glare. I take a deep breath and calm my emotions. He stares at me for a beat longer before turning to her.

“Kill Elzira. Here. Now. And then I will marry you. We’ll rule over both kingdoms side by side.” He smiles at her again. “You almost succeeded, didn’t you? Without my intervening?”

Yanna glances over at me, hatred gleaming in her eyes. “I tried,” she breathes, her neck burning red with anger. “Oh, how I tried.”

“The tonics?” he probes.

She frowns at him. “How did you now?”

“They don’t call me Truth Seeker for nothing, Princess.” He tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “Go on.”

“The billibone tonic takes away the pains in her stomach. The voxin leaf tonic gives her energy. The yellowberry tonic is known for attacking hidden diseases. When taken daily, she could keep death at bay.” Yanna laughs cruelly. “Poison, poison, and more poison.”

“Yellowberry?” he asks. “Honnin drops?”

She smirks. “Your father had them eradicated, but my mother grew them on the castle grounds. We continue to grow and harvest them.”

My stomach lurches, but for once, not from pain or sickness. It’s because I was so stupid all those years. Not until Ryke came along did I begin to see the facts he silently presented me with. He knew of my stubbornness and allowed me to come to my own conclusions. I may have come to them slowly, but I arrived there nonetheless.

“The chilly baths,” she continues, fueled on by her hate for me. “The lack of fire. All ways meant to send her to death sooner. I even tried to starve her.” She glowers at me. “But you just wouldn’t die, sister.”

Another wave of cold rage consumes me.

Ryke stalks over to me and kneels behind me, snarling in my ear. “You will remain on your knees, Punisher. You will obey me.” His fires sear me between my wrists and the smell of burnt hair fills my nostrils. He rises again and walks over to Yanna, taking her hand in his. “Let’s dine together, shall we?”

Icy tears roll down my cheeks. It’s painful to hold back. To not destroy her for her betrayal. Instead, I stay kneeling beside my crown, a queen disgraced.

He pulls out a chair and helps her sit before barking out to the servants to bring the meal. Familiar faces who’ve worked for me my entire life enter the room carrying covered dishes, their sneers fixated on me. When they see Yanna, they smile and nod, proud of her dirty work. Ryke sits on the edge of the table near Yanna.

“These are your loyal servants who betrayed your queen to aid you?” he asks, looking at each one.

“They are,” she says proudly.

The air around us chills as my fury goes unchecked. Steel scraping stone is the sound that can be heard as I produce my diamondblades. I sling them out, aiming for the servants who tried to kill me. Sickening sounds resonate as the blades make deadly purchase, sending them all falling to their feet. Ryke shoots me a malevolent look when he yanks a blade from his shoulder blade. Had he not been sitting where he’s at, the blade would have taken out the rotten, betraying princess. Pity.

“Don’t worry,” Ryke purrs as he lifts a lid from a plate. “I won’t let her hurt you. We haven’t had breakfast yet.” He slides off the table and chuckles. “What? You don’t like pastries?”

She blinks in confusion at the plate. The same plate she offered me all these years when she was trying to get me to eat so I wouldn’t waste away and die. Little by little, she poisoned me with pastries and tea. She sucked out my life with cold baths and no fire. And I let her. I let her because she was my sister and I couldn’t see the truth.

The Truth Seeker saw what I couldn’t see, though.

He separated us and healed me. Kept me away from my killer. Loved me when I needed it most.

“What?” Ryke asks. “Not to your tastes?” He walks over to me and strokes my hair. “Perhaps we can come up with a more creative way for you to die.”

Her eyes widen when I grab my crown and rise to my feet. He takes it from me, places it on top of my head, and then brushes his lips over mine. “Get your vengeance, wife.”

“Wife?” she sputters. “What are you talking about?”

I grin wickedly at her. “While Ryke and I were negotiating, he opened my eyes. Then, he made love to me. He slowly rid your poison from my veins.” I turn to accept a deeper kiss from him. “And after he nearly died from poison that Cavon clearly got from you, we married in a quiet ceremony yesterday because I couldn’t bear to spend another second without him.”

“You witch,” she hisses.

“Did you really think someone like him could love someone like you?” I taunt, loving to see the traitor squirm. “Tell me, sister, can you make the sky rain ice?”

I motion downward and let out a scream of rage. Ice slams from the air and into the stone around her—tall spikes caging her in.

“Tell me, sister, can you make the temperature drop at the snap of your fingers?” I cackle when I snap and the air becomes deadly cold.

Her teeth chatter together as the air clouds white at her heavy breathing. “Y-You should have d-died! C-Cavon was weak! Your k-king is weak! Our f-father was weak! I’m t-the only strong one h-here! I d-deserve to b-be queen!”

I rush forward, summoning my cold through my fist and forming a sword forged of diamondblade. Her eyes widen as I near, but she has nowhere to run to. Between the bars of her icicle prison, I slide in my diamondblade sword right into her stomach. She gasps and gapes at me as though she can’t believe I’ve stabbed her.

“I wouldn’t die because I was meant to become this,” I snarl, pulling out my blade only to send it back through her chest. “A queen, a wife, a monster.”

Yanking my arm back, I punch out again, this time right below her heart. I purposefully miss it so I can prolong her death. Blood spurts from her mouth and then runs down her chin.

I stare at her unblinking until her lids droop and I can feel the life draining away from her. The thudding of her heart that could be felt vibrating through the diamondblade slows to a stop. She takes no more breaths. The last thing she saw was the fury of a queen she thought she could destroy. The betrayer was betrayed by her own flesh and blood.

Heat wraps around me from behind. Ryke’s hand grips my fist as he summons his fires. He melts the diamondblade sword enough to disconnect me from it and then he pulls me away from the carnage I created.

“How do you feel?” he asks, his face nuzzling the side of my head as he inhales my scent.

“Like the future is here and we’re ready to embark upon it together.”

He nips at my ear. “To the Hidden Lands we go, my wife. We’ve won the Battle of The Damned, but the Moral War awaits.”
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Ryke

The day before…

 

“You’re brooding,” Elzira says from the window, her posture stiff and her tone cold. “A man planning to leave the one he loves broods. Are you truly planning to leave me?”

Bloody, infuriating woman.

Open your damn eyes.

Some truths need to be found, not revealed as a gift. The seeker must hunt and find them alone. This is Elzira’s path, not mine to forge for her.

“If you really believed that, I’d be dead,” I state. “We both know you’d never let me leave.”

She turns and scowls at me. Her blue eyes glisten with tears. A pause as heartache flashes in her gaze. I recognize truth being discovered, whether she wants to find said truth or not. “The honnin drops…” Her bottom lip wobbles. “Are they round and yellow?”

Ahh, smart queen.

“They are. I think I’ve heard them referred to as yellowberries here.” That’s my gift to you, my queen. A hint. Although I don’t think you need hints anymore.

A tear races down her cheek and she hastily swipes it away. “Billibone and voxin leaves? Did you know those are poisonous as well?”

I walk over to her and take her hands in mine. “Not at first, but Mazon confirmed it for me.”

“Why not tell me?” she demands. “Why let me discover this myself?”

“Would you have believed me if I told you your own sister was trying to kill you?” I ask, my brows furling. “You would’ve sent an icicle through my heart.”

She lets out a teary laugh. “I would have.”

Leaning forward, I kiss her forehead. “This castle is a tomb. Do you really want to stay here after it tried to kill you?”

A heavy sigh escapes her. “I don’t. I want to go with you to the Hidden Lands and then…” She frowns. “Back to your kingdom?”

“My castle is a relic. A representation of my father and the archaic ways of my bloodline. I don’t belong there, Elzira, any more than you belong here.” I kiss her plump lips that are warm. They once were chilled and blue, but not anymore.

“A castle in the Hidden Lands? We don’t even know what exists that way,” she argues.

“I’ve studied history books and pieced together what I think is the old lands of the gods before humans ever roamed the earth. Lands where people like you and I with our gifts had once lived. Lands that are now overrun by monsters who eat the flesh of humans. They’re smart and calculating unlike The Damned. I won’t rest until I’ve scoured those lands and made them my own. Until I’ve slayed every beast and won the Moral War.” I brush my thumb over her bottom lip. “Only the best for our children.”

“Our children?” Her blue eyes widen as she stares at me with hope gleaming in her gaze.

“I plan to marry you, the cold queen of the Norta Icelands, and hope you’re already impregnated by my seed. If it’s what you want, too, then we’ll marry this evening.”

Her smile is fleeting before she pushes back and curls her arms around her abdomen, her pain apparent. “I can’t let her live. I will have to kill my own sister.”

“She’s been trying her whole life to kill you. It must be done, my queen.”

She sighs heavily. “The fires…”

“We both know she isn’t allergic to sichee crawlers. She used your love and protectiveness over her as a weapon against you.”

“The baths…”

“Cold in hopes you’d catch your death by chill.”

She swipes another tear away. “In the back of my mind, I knew something wasn’t right. The way you’d behaved toward my sister and then how she’d been so fanatical about getting me my tonics…I knew.” Her head bows. “And yet I’d still been in denial.”

“It’s easy to be in denial when it comes to the ones you love.”

She sniffles. “It wasn’t until Cavon stabbed you that my world became clear. The moment you fell to the snow and didn’t get up, I knew. He’d poisoned you and all the thoughts I’d been denying crashed into me. I told Mazon to give you the gappenoil because it was the same thing he used to treat me. Cavon accessed that poison via my sister. I just knew.” The air dips several degrees. “How could I have been so blind? To both of them?”

“You were a child when your father was killed and you were forced to be queen,” I say gently, gripping her hips to pull her closer to me where she belongs. “You clung to the two people in your world and trusted them with all your heart. There’s no fault in love, my queen.”

“How do I know you won’t betray me one day, Volc?” she demands, turning her anger on me.

I smirk. “Because if I did, you’d impale me with your diamondblades.”

“Don’t forget it either, Ryke.”

“Never,” I vow.

Her body relaxes in my grip. “I want her to confess. Then, I want to make her pay.”

We spend the next hour planning her sister’s demise. And when we finish, I take my queen down to a quaint room where a priest awaits.

The affair is a simple one given two kingdoms are uniting. Neither of us is one for extravagance, therefore we’re eager for the joining and what it represents.

I asked Elzira if she wanted a diamond or a jewel on her finger, but she had something better in mind.

“Mark your queen as your now, forever, and always,” the priest instructs.

I take her left hand and extend her ring finger. Summoning my fires, I glance up at her before I do what I must. She lifts her chin in that powerful way that gets my cock hard and smiles. The scent of burning flesh infiltrates the air around us as the ice queen grits her teeth through the pain. When I finish burning a ring around her finger, I then follow it with my healing power, sealing the burn up and leaving a raised, pink scar in its wake. She pulls away her hand and grins at her new marking before turning her devilish eyes my way.

“Your turn, Volc.”

The priest snorts and then says the next part. “Mark your king as your now, forever, and always.”

She takes my hand and rather than burning me, she freezes the flesh on my finger until it turns black. It hurts, but I don’t dare pull away. When she’s finished, she heals me, leaving me with a pink scar that matches hers.

“A dark king and a white queen, bound together in matrimony until they take their dying breaths. I pronounce you King and Queen Bloodstone, first of their name, rulers of the Norta Icelands and Souta Volcanoes. Fire and ice. A powerful union no army, no ruler, no human shall ever break. Now kiss your queen and seal your fate, your highness.”

I pull my queen closer and slide my hands into her silky hair. Her breath hitches when I tug at the roots in a possessive way, angling her head up so I may see her pretty face. Her blue eyes shine with a love that most unions of royalty don’t have. We are the lucky ones. Our beasts found each other. My lips press hard to hers as I kiss her in a claiming way. She parts her lips and allows my tongue to seek hers.

Cold and hot.

A clashing of two opposites that somehow are perfect together.

I kiss the queen, who grows stronger each day without the poison running through her veins. Mine. She’s mine and I’ll drag her all over this world so we may conquer it together.

“Is that all?” I growl to the priest.

“That is all,” the priest says, chuckling.

I scoop Elzira up in my arms and stride from the room, loving her sweet giggles as they echo down the hall. Once inside her tower, I strip her down quickly and toss her down on the bed. Her blue eyes watch me hungrily as I shed my own clothing.

She catches her bottom lip between her teeth before parting her slender thighs. Her arousal glistens along her slit and my cock seeps with need. I pounce on her, eager to devour every part of her.

“I want to eat you up,” I rumble, nipping at her stomach as I make my way to her cunt. “I’ll start here.”

A squeal escapes her as I run my tongue along her slit, tasting her sweet juices. Her back arches off the bed. Cold ice pellets ping off my back, but all it takes is one scorching stare on my queen to have her warming.

“The next time I have my cock deep inside you, it’ll be as my wife.” I suck on her clit until she screams. “Beg for it, wife. Beg for me to fill you up and give you a little prince.”

Her blue eyes shine with love and adoration. “Please. Please give me a family.”

I suck on her clit over and over until she spasms with pleasure, her orgasm tearing through her violently. I don’t wait for my wife to recover as I prowl up her writhing body. She whimpers when I push into her without warning, thrusting my hips hard enough to bruise her deep inside. Gripping her wrists, I pin her to the bed as I rock against her. Our mouths meet and I kiss her until she knows it with every ounce of her being that I’ll give her whatever it is she yearns for…especially a family. I grind on her in just the right way that has her coming once more. This time, with her cunt clenching tight around my cock, I groan with my release. Hot semen shoots deep within her and I pray to every god out there that a little heir will begin growing within her before morning.

Sliding out of my queen, I gather her in my arms and pull her to my chest as I rest on my back. I stroke my fingers through her soft hair.

“What will you be when there are no more of The Damned to punish?” I ask her absently. Eventually, I’ll take over the Easta and Westa, forbidding such practice in all corners of our world.

She lifts up and frowns. “There always have been and always will be The Damned. You make sure of it.”

“Not me. My father. His father. And so on. Never me.”

“Why not?”

“My mother…” My voice cracks at the mention of her. “She was feral and hungry. A truly disgraced queen, sent away by her tyrant husband because she loved another.”

“Oh, Ryke,” she whispers. “I’m so sorry.”

“I killed her. What was left of her anyway. I vowed then I would find a more civil way to punish those who disobeyed the law. Danser has always helped me rule justly, as my mother would have wanted. I am the Truth Seeker, not a creator of The Damned like my father.”

She leans forward and kisses me. “There will always be traitors and murderers and rapists. Someone will need to punish them.”

“You’ll simply be The Punisher?”

“Simply so.”

“I don’t know what awaits in the Hidden Lands, but I assure you my heart won’t rest until I seek it out for myself.”

“We’ll seek it out together. Always together, Volc.”

I pull her over me and we make love so I can watch her perfect tits bounce as the snow falls all around her.

Beautiful.

My fiery, cold queen.
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Elzira

A few days later…

 

The horse ride past Norta Layke and through the mountain passageway toward the Hidden Lands is quiet. Ryke is determined, aware, and fierce as ever. Despite earning a husband out of the deal, I can’t help but feel the bleeding loss inside of me.

My sister.

Cavon.

Two people whom I cared for most in this world betrayed me.

It’s not something you simply get over. Only time will heal those wounds. Until I reach that time, I will continue onward with my king. As if he’s inside my head, he darts his head my way, his amber eyes flaring with concern.

Before he can speak, Jorshi gallops our way from ahead. “There were a few lingering of The Damned, but that’s not our problem.”

Ryke uncoils his whip from his hip and trots over to Jorshi. “What is our problem?”

“Pariahs. Untouchables. Lost ones. They lack the madness, but they’re every bit as untamed and feral,” Jorshi explains.

“I thought we might run into these groups,” Ryke grumbles. “How many?”

“They’re in clusters,” Jorshi explains. “Small ones. But we can’t just k—”

I take off at full gallop, the sound of my horse clomping through the snow silencing the rest of his words. If these lost ones are in need of destroying, they will meet The Punisher.

Ryke calls out after me, but I lean down, closer to the horse, and inspect the trees ahead of me. A man steps out from the tree line and holds up a bow, pointing it at me. It catches flame before he can fire it and Ryke bursts past me. Several more men emerge from the trees and Ryke strikes out at them with his powerful whip, knocking them down long enough for me to shoot diamondblade spikes through their hearts. When I hear sounds coming from beyond the tree line, I guide my horse farther toward it.

“Mama!” a small voice cries out.

I come to a trot, staring in shock and horror at the people caged in wooden jails. All women and small children. They look at me as though I’m here to save them.

“Get the white-haired bitch!” a portly man yells from behind me.

His head flies from his shoulders and rolls toward one of the cages. I lock eyes with Danser and he nods as he swipes the blood from his sword. Danser and Ryke take off, chasing after a group of men with weapons. I slide off my horse and walk over to the cage where a woman near my age eyes me warily.

“Are you their prisoner?” I demand.

She nods. “Unfairly so.”

“What was your crime?”

“Being a woman. The Untouchables see women as currency.” She looks over her shoulder at a small child who whimpers in the corner. “The children are worse off.”

“You’re used as currency? What happens when you’re cashed in?”

The woman rubs her stomach.

“And the children are worse off, why?” I whisper.

“The men enjoy fresh meat and The Damned cleared most of the lands of game,” she says harshly, her voice cracking slightly. “I’m growing food for the monsters.”

My stomach clenches violently.

The Untouchables eat their own kind.

They eat children.

No.

No. No. No. No.

These are the fabled “monsters” in the Moral War.

When I was a child, I asked about the Hidden Lands. Father said it was overrun by The Damned, but they were trapped there. That the Moral War was not real. He never told me the people living there were worse than The Damned.

I feel duped.

People, just a couple days’ worth ride away, were being kept by monsters. Fed to them. And they’re worse than beasts because they’re human.

“Have you always lived here? Trapped with them?” I ask, the snow thickening around me by my own doing.

“Not always. My parents kept me safe, deep in the woods, until a cluster found us. They slaughtered my father and then…my mother…” Her chin wobbles. “You don’t want to know what they did to my mother. As for me, well, you can see what they did to me.” She rubs her stomach, and even though I can’t tell, she’s indicating her pregnancy.

Rage burns up inside me. So many small children and women locked inside these cages. I start forward, ready to destroy the lock, when the woman cries out.

“Watch out!”

I swivel behind me as a man sneaks up. With a roar of fury, I sling nearly a dozen diamondblades piercing through his heart. He falls with a thump into the snow.

When I turn back around, the woman is kneeling, hope shining in her brown eyes. “You’re a queen, yes? Save these people and you’ll have our undying loyalty. We need protection, which you can offer. And you need information, which we can offer. Please. I beg of you.”

All the other women and older children are nodding rapidly.

“Can you fight?” I ask, breaking a diamondblade from my crown and offering it to her.

Her brown eyes gleam with violence as she takes it. “I can, your highness.” With those words, she slings the blade right at me. It whizzes past me and stabs into the throat of one of her captors.

I like her already.

Summoning my ice, I create a long blade from my fist and then saw through the rope holding the cage closed. As soon as it breaks free, I fling open the door. The woman helps everyone out and exits last. I grip her arm before she can go far.

“What’s your name?”

“Valari.”

Thundering hooves pound our way and then a wave of heat washes over me. Ryke hops off his horse and storms my way, his face morphed into one of anger. “The area is clear.” His gaze rakes over Valari before lifting his brow in question.

“Captives. And The Untouchables?”

He grunts. “We killed them all.”

“The ones in this cluster, your highness, but many are in these woods between here and Castle Highland.” Valari points toward a mountain in the distance.

“And what’s in the castle?” I ask. “More of them?”

“The Untouchables, yes,” she spits out. “They reign here.”

Ryke and I share a dark look.

“Not anymore,” I tell Valari.

Ryke smiles and grabs my hand. “We do now.”
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For months now we’ve been travelling to Castle Highland. The clusters, although unorganized, are plentiful. Rescuing women and children is a time-consuming effort. But I’ve never felt so alive. So filled with purpose.

The Eyes of the White have grown to trust the Volc army. Both sides have acclimated to one another. Friendships have bonded. Trust strengthens the army as one. Ryke has taken to calling them the Bloodstones. When he’d merged our names, I’d thought it was foolish at first. And I was slightly angry. I was a Whitestone. He was a Bloodsun. Why ruin hundreds of years by blending our names? But he kindly reminded me that we are better than those before us. As Bloodstones, we are something new and more powerful. We reign together, as equals, over all the lands we choose to claim as ours.

“Your highness,” Valari says, emerging through a copse of trees, dragging a deer behind her.

“Ahh, someone’s been hunting.” I chuckle when she drops the dead thing at my feet. “Better than nap time for the children?”

She makes a sour face. “I was meant to be out there, not tied down to littles.”

I step closer and touch her stomach that has grown bigger. Sometimes you can feel the baby move. “And this little?”

“Belongs out here in the wilderness.”

Danser storms out of the trees, an angry look morphing his usually impassive features. “I told you to wait for me, woman. Couldn’t even give me a minute to climb out of the damn tree. You shouldn’t be hauling around that heavy carcass by yourself.”

“You must be quicker than that, old man,” she says, shooting him a smug grin before walking away.

His eyes narrow. “She’s maddening.”

“You like her,” I tease. “You want to make her yours.”

He snaps his head my way. “If she were mine, she’d be laid up in a tent resting as she grows bigger with her pregnancy.”

Ryke’s warmth envelops me from behind and he kisses the top of my head. Heat travels to my stomach where he touches our own little who’s growing inside. “Imagine if I’d told my queen she had to stay locked away in a castle while I did everything for her.”

Danser groans. “Valari is not my queen. She’s not anything to me.”

“She’s your fellow soldier in the Bloodstone army,” I remind him, loving the way he rolls his eyes in a blatant disrespectful way. If I learned anything from Ryke, it’s that I love a challenge from those closest to me. It makes things more interesting. Entertaining.

“Only a soldier because you commanded it so.” Danser’s voice drips in sarcasm. “My queen.”

Ryke chuckles and then sets Danser’s boots on fire. Danser scowls as he stomps out the blaze in the snow.

“A couple of children,” Danser grumbles as he storms off. “I serve a couple of children.”

As soon as he’s gone, I look up through the trees at Castle Highland. Another day’s worth of travel and we’ll be there.

“They’ll be safe here while we forge ahead?” I ask, turning to look at Ryke.

“They’ll have to be. We can’t storm a castle full of The Untouchables with a bunch of fussy children in tow. I’ve already instructed some of the older men to stay back and care for them. The younger, stronger ones we’ll need.” His eyes drop to my stomach and worry clouds his amber eyes.

“Are you going to ask me to stay back?” I challenge, lifting my chin.

His lips curl up on one side in a devilishly handsome way. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Punisher.”
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Ryke

 

Our plan is one of surprise. They have to know we’re coming, but they’re expecting an extravagant attack. To storm the front gate. They aren’t expecting for us to climb in the windows and slay them while they sleep. I glance over at Elzira, who stands near a window. The moonlight shines down on her and I take a moment to admire her beauty.

At one time, her eyes were sunken in and her bones protruded. Her lips and fingers and skin were blue. Even her hair was turning blue. My cruel queen was dying at the hands of others. Now, she is strong and her body has filled out, especially since she carries our child. Her once icy-blond-and-blue-streaked hair has changed. Dark strands of black are mixed in with the blond. At first, I was worried something terrible was happening to her, but Mazon assured me it’s because fire courses through her veins. Our firstborn is a fire maker.

I storm over to my bride and kiss her hard enough to steal her breath. She threads her fingers in my hair, giving me a soft look that’s usually reserved for me when we’re alone and I have her thighs wrapped around my head.

“What is it?” she whispers.

“If I die today,” I rumble. “Know that every second with you was the ultimate gift.”

“Whoever kills you will have to meet my wrath.” Her plump lips curl into a smile. “Death by decapitation seems too easy. Perhaps this time I’ll freeze them from the inside out.”

I nip at her fat lip. “It gets me hard when you tell me how you’ll get your vengeance over my death, Punisher.”

“You always were a twisted one,” she teases. Then, her expression grows somber. “And what about me? What will you do to the one who kills your queen and your unborn child?”

Heat blazes through me, my eyes searing into hers. “I’ll burn the whole damn world to the ground. If you can’t exist in my world, then no one else is allowed to.”

My cruel queen smiles. “Our love is destructive.”

“Only for those who attempt to step between it.”

I’m about to throw responsibility into the wind and take my queen right now, but Danser hisses at me that we must make our move now. I hoist Elzira up and push her through the window, before quietly following her inside. At the base of the castle, it’s empty. The room is silent other than an incinerator in the corner that glows red from the square opening. It’ll only be a matter of time before whoever mans the incinerator returns.

When I turn around, twenty men, including Danser and Valari, have slid into the room with us. Valari walks over to me and points at a pile of rubble. I follow her gaze to the bones. So small. A fox, perhaps? One look at Valari’s pursed lips and I know.

Children.

Elzira stiffens. The calm before the storm.

Her rage consumes her to the point that snow begins heavily falling in the room. I touch her shoulder in a calming gesture.

Calm down until we slaughter each and every one of them, my queen.

We can’t let them know we’re here and her losing her cool—literally—is the worst possible idea ever.

I head for a staircase and everyone follows after me. More men file in behind us. We climb the stairs that eventually lead into a great room where a fire is still lit. The stench of cooked meat makes my stomach roil. Several fat men are snoring nearby, passed out at the table. Valari and Danser make quick work of stabbing them through the base of their skulls. Quick, violent, silent.

“Spread out,” I order. “Remember the plan.”

Valari and a few others had been inside the castle before. Once they laid out where The Untouchables were, we decided on the best possible way to kill them without hurting any women or children.

As much as I disagreed with the plan, Valari and Elzira are to seek out the nest of innocents while the men kill the monsters. I know she wanted the satisfaction of spilling their blood, but there’s more to being a queen than just punishing the wicked. Saving the good is just as important.

“This way,” Valari urges, quietly surging ahead. Elzira follows with five of the Bloodstones behind her. They disappear around a corner.

Everything in me begs to go with them, but the castle is too big. Elzira and Valari are capable. Danser and I have our own battles to fight.

We take another flight of stairs. Up, up, and up. I didn’t need Valari to tell me the ones who rule The Untouchables live at the top, safe in their tower. Danser and I move stealthily up staircases and down hallways, slitting the throats of men along the way.

When we reach what seems like the royal suite, and kill the two men standing guard, I gently push inside the door. A fire flickers in the fireplace. On the bed, a man with a large belly fucks a small woman, who lies there and does nothing. He’s lost in the throes of passion, unaware that two lethal men have entered his space. As I approach, I notice the woman has bite marks all over her body and her stomach is swollen with child. She’s missing several fingers and toes. What’s the worst is her eyeballs are gone from their sockets.

“Yes,” the man groans, baring his teeth that are covered in blood.

I stalk forward and lash my whip at him, satisfied at the way his stomach opens up with the lash mark. He chokes out in pain before stumbling back, holding his abdomen. I lash again, whipping his dripping wet cock straight from his pathetic body. I’ve just raised my whip when the man cries out a garbled plea.

A flash of dark hair swishes past me and the girl throws herself out the window. Danser doesn’t make it to the window in time. The sickening crunch can be heard a few moments later when she hits the bottom.

“My queen,” the man sobs. “You let her go.”

At least the poor woman has found peace.

“You’re no king, pig. Kings have cocks.”

The man cries as he clutches where his cock used to be. Danser strides forward and drives his blade into the man’s gut before dragging it up forcefully. The man’s stomach opens up and all of his innards spill out onto the floor with a loud splat. He falls with a thud.

Summoning my fires, I light up the dead pig and all his body parts. The smell of human flesh isn’t one I enjoy, but watching this poor excuse of a human burn is satisfying. I inhale his sweet scent of death. Once he’s charred black, I storm off to assist the rest of my men in taking over Castle Highland.
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Elzira

 

When we approach a locked door, I summon my ice. The lock turns blue before cracking down the middle. I pull it off and gently set it on the floor. Valari pushes inside the room. What we see disgusts me.

Four men.

Two are rutting against lifeless women while the other two are skinning meat from carcasses. Human meat. Not animals. Small, human bodies. Valari, overcome by rage, rushes toward one of them men on top of a brown-haired woman, a battle cry escaping her. Before I can assist, something bashes me over the back of the head. My crown cracks and clatters to the stone. I crumple to the floor beside it, my eyes heavy, as a fifth man comes into view. His sword is wet. All of the five Bloodstones who came with us are dead.

I try to summon my ice, but a cloud of darkness swarms over me.
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When I manage to blink my eyes open, I realize my arms are bound behind me. I catch Valari’s glare from across the room. They’ve stripped her down and tied her wrists to ropes hanging from the ceiling. Her short legs have her teetering on her toes. The way her pregnant belly protrudes has worry creeping up inside me. She’s so vulnerable to these monsters.

“Ahh, so the queen wakes,” the one who murdered five of my men states, revealing his toothless smile to me. “You’re a queen, right?” He holds up both halves of my broken crown and inspects the pieces. “You don’t look so regal without your crown. In fact, you look like another bitch growing my food.”

My beast inside me is silent.

No ice.

Empty, coldness.

Fear clutches my heart. I’ve relied on my gift so much that without it, I feel just as vulnerable as Valari.

“Let us go,” I demand. “Let us go and your deaths will be quick and painless.”

The man snorts, earning a few chuckles from his four men. “We’re not letting you go. No, we’re going to take turns with your tight cunts before having ourselves a little midnight snack.” He walks over to Valari and pokes the tip of his knife at her belly. “I bet this one tastes sweet. They always taste sweeter when they’re fresh and still kicking.”

Fury surges up inside of me.

Hot, white, violent.

Rage like nothing I’ve ever know burns through me like a wild fire in a dense forest. It consumes my every thought. The room heats several degrees.

Ryke!

Emotion threatens to overcome me, but I remain strong. I tap into my fury. I lure the beast from its hiding place.

Ryke never shows.

Hiss. Pop.

My hands are released and I pull them in front of me in confusion. They glow red. Fire. It burns through my veins like it is a gift of my own. It feels new and untamed and untaught. Wild and free and uncontrollable. Valari’s eyes widen in shock. The five men step back when I rise to my feet.

“Don’t just stand there,” the leader barks. “Kill the bitch!”

One of the fat men charges my way, I lash at him with a whip of fire, cutting the man clean in two. Each of his two halves slide apart and hit the stone floor with a juicy thud. The smaller of the men takes off running toward the door. Valari hops and hooks him around the head, clenching her naked thighs around him in an effort to make him suffocate.

I send two fiery balls of fury hurtling through the chests of the two men remaining on either side of their leader. They scream, clutching their chests before crumpling to the ground. Then, I take a step toward the man in charge. He unsheathes his sword, earning a cackle from me.

“What do you plan to do with that big knife, monster?” I sneer at him. “Cut me up like you did those poor, innocent children?”

My headache starts to fade as my own beast rages forward. Rather than chasing away the fires, my beast uses them. I form a fist with my hand and marvel at the way a diamondblade forms like that of a large sword, blue flames licking from it.

“What the…” the man trails off, horrified by my powers.

With a quick whip of my arm in a sweeping motion, I saw right through the man’s neck. His head falls to the stone floor to my feet. I kick it out of my way and then shove the still standing body before making my way over to Valari. I swipe out above her, slicing through the rope with my bloody, fiery diamondblade. As soon as her hands are free, she yanks at the guy’s hair. I squat down and sling my blade through his calves, cutting his legs in two. His scream is otherworldly just as the door flies open. He teeters on his severed legs. One slight move and his body will separate from below his knee. It’s inevitable.

Danser bolts for us with alarming speed, snagging Valari from off the man’s head. I use the moment to kick the man to the floor and then stand over him with my fiery blue diamondblade at his throat. The bottoms of his legs lie scattered beside him as blood gushes thick from the limbs. He sobs loudly, so I push the blade between his lips, making the blue fire blaze brighter. His face catches fire and burns blue, putting him out of his misery all too soon. Once he’s dead and no longer moving, I lift my gaze to find Ryke watching me with an intense look from the doorway.

I take a shaky step his way and he stalks the rest of the way to me. He gathers me in his arms, pulling me tightly to him.

“I don’t know what happened,” I whisper. “I thought you were here, but it was me, Ryke. I had fire. Somehow, I had fire.”

His hand finds my stomach. “Seems you had a little help from our fire maker.”

I gasp as I clutch my belly. My baby. My baby protected me when I needed it most. Hot tears well in my eyes. “They were bad men,” I whisper, finding Ryke’s lips with mine.

“They’re all gone now.”

Jorshi walks into the room and takes in the scene around us. “They’re all gone, my king and queen.” His gaze settles on the two women cowering in the corner. “What about them?”

“I’ll take them to camp and get them settled,” Valari says, tugging on the rest of her clothing. “You’re safe with us now,” she tells the women. “When you serve the Bloodstones, you’ll be safe and protected.”

When the women seem unsure, Valari chuckles.

“You think The Untouchables or The Damned are a match against a queen who is fire and ice?” Valari asks.

The women both smile at me with hope in their eyes.

“You are safe,” I assure them. “Danser, Jorshi, escort Valari and any innocents you find.”

As soon as they’re gone, Ryke grins down at me. “So I’m just kindling, I suppose? Something to keep the all-powerful queen warm at night?”

I kiss his handsome mouth. “Everyone has their duty. I’m glad you found what yours is.”

He smirks. “You’re a cruel queen.”

“You chose me,” I sass.

His thumb brushes across my lip. “I’d choose you again and again. I love you, Elzira.”

“I love you too, Volc.”
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Ryke

Fourteen years later…

 

“Please, Father,” my eldest son and heir to the crown begs.

“Soren, begging is beneath you.”

Soren scowls at me, his black crown heavy on his head. His black hair curls out from under the metal, reminding me of when he was still a baby suckling on his mother’s tit. Nothing about the way his icy blue eyes burn with fury is childish, though. My son is becoming a man.

“Tell me, son, do you wish to visit the Easta Waterways because you want to fight with the Bloodstones in the War of Wars or is it because you’re following a girl there?” I smirk when his frown deepens.

“I follow no one,” he stubbornly replies, but his gaze tracks her.

Aylin sits beside her father Danser—not her real father, but no one speaks of it—and her mother Valari in the grand dining room where all our most trusted men and women eat together. As though she senses the young prince’s stare, she lifts her brown eyes and flashes him the briefest of smiles, softening her usually hardened features.

Where Soren was raised to be a prince, fierce and strong to protect his people, Aylin was raised as a warrior. To find the wicked before they find us. We may have eventually won the Moral War after years of scouring the Hidden Lands, but the War of Wars continues. One day, the Easta and Westa kingdoms will also belong to the Bloodstones. Aylin’s recently become of age that Danser takes her with him on missions. Soon, she’ll be every bit as fierce as her father. People without gifts must rely on skill. She most certainly has skill for her age.

Soren flicks out his wrist, absently rolling a ball of blue fire around in the palm of his hand, his stare locked on her. Of my eight children, he is the only one to present signs that he has both gifts of fire and ice. Mazon thinks it happened in the womb when his mother needed access to his gift to protect herself. He believes in that moment, they traded gift for gift, but never really gave them back. My queen never lost her fire making abilities. She remains the most powerful person I’ve ever encountered.

And with two gifts, my son will need extra training to hone them both. For one day, when his parents are long gone, he will rule over the two remaining kingdoms—the Easta and the Westa—along with the ones already under the Bloodstone reign.

“Papa!”

I turn in time to catch Farren as she launches herself into my arms. She’s my little wanderer. Loves to run around and cause mischief. Her icy blond hair and amber eyes makes her a breathtaking sight. It’s easy to forgive her naughtiness when she grins at me.

“Little Farren,” I chide. “You shouldn’t be running off alone. Where are your siblings and your mother?”

“They’re slow, Papa.” She pouts.

Atarah rushes into the room, her amber eyes on fire with fury. My daughter, born right after Soren, despite looking just like me, is her mother made over. She’ll cut you with one cruel look, and if that doesn’t do the job, she’ll burn you where you stand. We lost many servants when she had tantrums as a toddler.

“My beautiful girl,” I greet when I catch her stare with mine.

She loses her frosty look long enough to give me a rare smile. “Good evening, Papa.” Soren and her usually call me Father, but sometimes she reminds me that she’ll always be my little girl when she slips up and calls me Papa.

The twin girls, Kenna and Nilsa, walk in hand in hand. Both with their icy white hair and pale blue eyes are miniature replicas of their mother. They’re quiet and sullen, two girls bound together by sharing a womb. Because of what happened with her sister, Elzira watches them for any signs of animosity. But love shines between those two. I trust they’ll be together until the end of this life, best of friends.

I kiss each of the twins and then they find their place at the table with their sisters and brother.

Thane and Caswell walk in next, just after the twins. Two brothers at eleven and ten years, thick as thieves. They remind me of me and my cousin growing up. I keep an extra eye on them so they don’t get into trouble like we did. They’re overly protective over the twins and the littles, but can’t hide their anger toward Soren. I’m not sure what’s happened between the three boys, but whatever it was isn’t something any of them discuss. Soren glares at them and they glare right back. I would guess if the boys were bigger, they’d try and take Soren.

“Boys,” I greet, smiling at them. “Yashka made your favorite tonight.”

They both grin back at me, losing their scowls before settling in next to the twins.

A hush falls over the dining room as everyone bows their heads in respect. My wife, Queen Bloodstone, walks in, my youngest daughter nursing at her tit. Elzira’s hair is hidden beneath a massive crown of diamondblades. Tonight, she wears a black dress glittering with diamonds. Beautiful. Perhaps we’ll send the little with Valari tonight and I’ll try and put yet another one in her belly.

Blazing blue eyes meet mine, flickering with warning.

No more children she’d said after Asterin nearly killed her during labor. But Asterin was a gift. Why should a king and queen deny themselves of more of these precious gifts?

Despite the fierce look on Elzira’s face, I can see the façade melting. After everyone has gone to sleep, she’ll let me part her thighs and spurt my seed deep inside her. She’ll give me another child. She’ll give me as many as her body will allow.

“Please, Papa,” Soren utters again, his voice soft.

I tear my stare from my beautiful wife to inspect my son. He wants this badly. It would be foolish to send the heir to the throne into the Otherlands—what we now call everything outside of the Hidden Lands. If he were to be killed, then what?

Atarah sits up and smiles at me.

A princess with a spine of fire.

Queens have proven to be just as powerful as kings.

I let out a heavy sigh. “I’ll agree on one condition, Sor.”

He sits up, a wide smile stretching across his lips. “Anything, Papa. I’ll do anything.”

“Anything?”

He nods rapidly. He won’t like this. Not one bit at all.

“You may ride with Danser and the Bloodstones to the Easta Waterways,” I agree. “But you must take Thane and Caswell with you. It is your duty to protect your brothers above all else.”

The smile falls from my eldest son’s face. “Father,” he growls, his voice so deep for his age. “You can’t ask this of me.”

Reaching forward, I move one of his unruly curls from his brow. “A king makes sacrifices. If I must sacrifice my heir to the throne so that he may chase after a girl in the Otherlands, then you must sacrifice a bit of yourself, young prince. They are your brothers and whatever strife lies between the three of you will get worked out on your journey. Are we clear?”

His jaw clenches. “I won’t coddle them, Father.”

“I don’t expect you to. Besides, they’d hate it if you did.”

“Thane barely knows how to use a sword,” he complains. “Caswell probably still wets the bed.”

“I dare you to let them hear you say that,” I taunt. “Thane is excellent with a whip. And Caswell makes diamondblades sharper than your mother ever could.”

Soren’s blue eyes gleam wickedly. “But can they do both?”

“I can’t do both,” I rumble, leaning closer, “and I can assure you, boy, I could still take you down.”

Rather than being frightened, my brave prince grins. “Thank you, Papa. I won’t let you down.”

I pull him to me and kiss my little boy, who wishes desperately he were already a man, right smack on the forehead. He grumbles and pushes me away, his cheeks flaring with embarrassment, but he remains smiling.

When Aylin approaches my son, I turn to regard Elzira, who’s settled on my other side. Her eyes shimmer with amusement.

“Are you done terrorizing my children?” she asks, smirking.

“Never,” I growl. “Isn’t that right, Asterin?”

My infant daughter pulls away from her mother’s nipple to smile at me. I hold my finger up and she grips it with surprising strength. A hiss escapes me when her fist ignites with a blue flame.

“Ow,” I bite out, detangling my finger from my double-gifted daughter. “When did this happen?”

Elzira laughs. “Just now.”

I meet my wife’s eyes. “Best if we wait until Soren returns from the Easta Waterways before we tell him. He’s flying high on being the best gifted Bloodstone at the moment.”

“Arrogant boys,” Elzira coos. “When will they ever learn the queen always outranks the king?”

Asterin beams at me, reaching for my hand again.

I don’t think so, sadistic, fiery ice maker. Leaning forward, I kiss her forehead. Then, I kiss the full, pouty red lips of my queen.

“I was thinking,” I rumble, pinning her with a sweltering stare. “With the boys leaving on their journey soon, the castle will be awfully empty.”

“Insatiable, insufferable Volc,” Elzira playfully grumbles.

“Is your heart frozen, cruel one? Don’t you want to make me the happiest man in the world?”

Her gaze softens. “I suppose it’s only fair. You’ve made me the happiest woman.”

“Eat,” I growl as I steal a kiss. “You’ll need your energy for later.”

“I bow for no one,” she whispers. “No one tells me what to do.”

“Tonight, you’ll bow for me, Cold Queen. And then I’ll spend the rest of the night worshipping you between your thighs.”

One of the older children groans nearby, making us both laugh.

I sit up straight and let the wiggling baby girl hold my finger again, only wincing slightly when she lights me up with her blazing fist. Looking down the table, I admire all my beautiful children. Some with white hair and others with black. All beautiful and powerful and loved.

When I set off on my journey for the Hidden Lands years ago eager to fight in the Moral War, I expected to strengthen an empire and take a princess to make her my queen. I never dreamed I’d fall in love with a cruel, cold queen on the brink of death and give her eight perfect children. I never dared to hope I’d love not one person, but eight more, with every part of my being.

There’s room in my heart for many more.

And that’s my truth.

 

The End
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