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Krystal pictured the heavy book in her mind and willed it to rise from the large mahogany table. Jareth’s deep voice threatened to distract her, though he spoke softly.
“I know you can do it.”
“Hush, my love.” She dared a peek through her lashes. Had her eyes deceived her, or did the book wobble slightly? Or had the edges of the pages begun to curl with heat?
The door joining their bedchamber with the nursery banged open. “Mama!”
Krystal’s eyes shot open and she watched in horror as the book on the table erupted in flame. She automatically moved to shield her son from the blaze.
Jareth stepped forward and waved one hand toward the book. The wind he called up with his magic blew out the flames. Krystal took a deep breath to calm her racing heart and knelt to be at eye level with her son. She took his small shoulders in her hands and called his attention to her.
“Darling, how many times have we told you that you must knock before entering our room?”
Landry’s lower lip quivered. “I’m sorry, Mama. I just wanted to show you.”
“Show me what?”
He held out a tiny hand. “Damen caught a mouse. See?”
Krystal suppressed a shiver as he brought the dead rodent up to her face.
Lysabith appeared in the doorway. “I’m so sorry, Your Majesties.” She crossed the room and took the mouse from Landry with a handkerchief.
Damen padded into the room behind her. Krystal glanced at her pet. Her great black dog had transferred his affections to Landry soon after the boy’s birth. Damen almost never left his side.
Krystal stood and looked down at her son. “Now, have you a proper greeting for me?”
Landry wiped his hands on his pants and bowed low to her, his tousled blond head almost touching the scuffed toes of his riding boots. “Good afternoon, Mother.”
“How about for your father?” Jareth asked.
Krystal watched her son whirl on the spot to face Jareth. Though his body language screamed with the desire to hurl himself into his father’s arms, Landry bowed again. “Good afternoon, Father.”
Jareth broke into a grin and held out his arms. Landry needed no further coaxing and flung himself forward. Krystal did smile then. Seeing them together always tickled a special place in her heart.
“Are we going for our ride today, Papa?” Landry asked.
“I wouldn’t miss it.” Jareth squeezed him before setting him on his feet again. “But you must mind Lysabith and eat all of your lunch. We won’t be stopping in the apple orchard today.”
“Yes, Papa.”
“Now, kiss your mother and run along with Lysabith.”
Krystal knelt so he could reach, and Landry kissed her soundly on the cheek. For a second she breathed in that wonderful scent of outdoors, dog, and boy. He dutifully took Lysabith’s hand. Damen followed them out of the room and Lysabith turned to close the door.
“Do you think we should get Lysa an assistant?” Krystal asked Jareth. “That’s the third time this week Landry has gotten away from her.”
“She does fine,” Jareth said. “He’s just an active little boy.”
He drew her attention back to the book and the table when he nudged the smoldering tome with his hand. Krystal growled with frustration and regret. A hundred years of Fayterra’s history had just gone up in flames. She shouldn’t have let Jareth talk her into using the book for her levitation practice, but she’d done well enough with smaller items that it had seemed logical to try something larger.
“Can any of it be salvaged?” she asked.
He gingerly lifted the cover. “There may be a few pages in the middle that weren’t burned. I’ll see what Bettencourt can do with it.”
“I’m hopeless,” she said as she ran her fingers across the scorch marks left on the table. “I don’t seem to be able to do this.”
“Don’t give up.” Jareth wiped ash from his hand and faced her. “It just takes more practice.”
“I’ve been practicing. Maybe I’ve learned all the magic I can.”
Jareth pushed a lock of blond hair off his face. “It’s only been four years. Give yourself more time.”
“Says the man who can move mountains.” Krystal looked up into his clear blue eyes. “Every time I try to master another skill, my talent with fire takes over.”
“Throwing fireballs is a useful talent,” he argued. “And I wouldn’t move mountains. That kind of magic has dire consequences.” He took her gently by the shoulders and she leaned into him. “Not every kingdom can boast of a queen with such ability. You’ve developed amazing control.”
She put a hand on his arm, playing with the white silk of his shirtsleeve between her fingers. “Yes, at least I’m no longer setting fire to the draperies while trying to light candles. How many times did we have to replace the drapes in the king’s study?”
He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Just think what we did for the draper’s business. He’s thriving now.”
“Horrid man.” Krystal shuddered. “Every time he saw me, his eyes turned to gold coins.”
“Now you’re exaggerating.” Jareth kissed her forehead.
“Maybe a little. Still, I wish I had more useful magic. You can help a farm plagued by drought, or relieve a farmer who’s had nothing but floods. I can light a room. Anyone with a candle can do that.”
“My magic and the bond I share with the land have been cultivated since my childhood, and cemented when I became king,” he said. “Your magical abilities are unknown, untested. Be patient. My father once said he could never be certain if my mother’s talent with plants came from nature or from her bond with him.”
“Maybe I lack progress because I’m not of royal blood.”
His grip on her shoulders tightened. “Your magic comes from your connection to me, from our love. The fact that you were born on a farm is immaterial.”
A knock startled Krystal, and Jareth turned. “Enter.”
The solid oak door opened. Calum stepped in and bowed to them both. “Majesties, you have a visitor.”
“The castle is full of visitors,” Jareth said, his eyes twinkling. “My sister is getting married in two days.”
Krystal noticed that Calum did not reciprocate the grin. “This one is different. He has requested to see you at once.” He ran a hand through his dark hair in a nervous gesture.
“Who is it?” Jareth asked.
“He asked for the pleasure of introducing himself personally,” Calum said, though his tone left no doubt in Krystal’s mind how he felt about it. “Also, my queen, there is a message from Brynne.” He extended his hand to reveal a folded parchment bearing her family’s seal.
Jareth looked down at her.
“You go,” Krystal said.
Calum coughed. “The newcomer has asked to see you both.”
“I’ll be down in a few minutes. I want to see what my brother has to say first.” Krystal playfully tugged on Jareth’s tunic. “Remember, you have an appointment with Landry in half an hour.”
“I haven’t forgotten,” he said. “I look forward to our time together as much as he does.”
Krystal took the letter from Calum and watched as he and Jareth took their leave. Her stomach became a mess of butterflies as she looked down at Andrew’s handwriting. She had to wonder why he’d written her a letter, since she and Jareth had only left the farm a matter of weeks before.
She slid her finger under the seal and unfolded the parchment, noting how her hands shook as she did so. Something didn’t feel right. It was almost as if she’d gone back to that day when she’d opened another letter to learn her mother had died.
But it couldn’t be bad news again—at least, not like that.
Dear Sister,
It pains me to relay this news to you, but yesterday Kayne was killed in a hunting accident. I know this message will take weeks to reach you, and you will likely be in the middle of Jareth’s sister’s wedding, so I don’t expect you to travel for the funeral. We will hold a quiet service for him, much like we did for Mother.
Please know that the rest of the family is well.
Andrew
Krystal read the words over and over until her eyes became too blurred with tears to make them out. Kayne, the youngest of her four brothers and only two years older than Krystal. He couldn’t be dead.
All through her childhood Krystal and Kayne had clashed wills. Before her abduction from the family farm she’d been certain he didn’t even care about her—only to learn from Andrew that Kayne had also wanted to search for her.
Now she’d never have the opportunity to repair their relationship.
She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Jareth. She had to tell him. Needed to feel his comforting arms around her.
Where had he gone? The throne room, she remembered. Calum said they had a new visitor. Still clutching the letter in her hand, she left the bedchamber.
Krystal passed several people in the halls, people who had come for Alana’s wedding, but she did not have it in her to greet any of them. A tiny voice in her head told her she was being rude, but she couldn’t make it matter.
The doors of the throne room stood open. Krystal beamed in relief as she recognized Jareth’s broad shoulders. Calum stood next to Jareth, what she could see of his face an impenetrable mask. She entered the room and moved toward her husband.
Then Krystal saw the person speaking to Jareth and she froze. Andrew’s letter slid from her hand onto the floor.
“Why, King Jareth, I believe we’ve frightened your queen.”
Krystal did not move as the stranger spoke. Instead, her eyes flicked to her husband, who immediately crossed the throne room and took her hand.
Jareth’s voice was a gentle whisper. “Are you all right?”
She nodded. She couldn’t make her mouth work just yet. She blinked, but still he stood there—tall and dark haired, with familiar green eyes. Gregory’s eyes.
The stranger cleared his throat. “Perhaps introductions are in order?” He bowed low, and then straightened to look at her. “Donovan Gildresleve of Demarde at your service, my queen.”
“It appears my uncle had a son,” Jareth said.
Krystal found her voice. “Impossible.”
“And yet, here I am.” Donovan’s mouth twisted into a smirk.
“But Gregory married me,” she said. “How could he have done that if he already had a wife?”
His smile widened. “My father did not marry my mother.”
Krystal nodded understanding, but frowned at him. His tone sounded mocking.
“He has come to Fayterra for the wedding.” Calum stepped closer and slipped something into her hand.
Krystal looked down at the parchment. He’d picked up Andrew’s letter for her. Had he read it? Her eyes darted to Calum’s but his showed only concern, not understanding.
“I’d heard, of course, of Alana’s nuptials,” Donovan said. He turned to face Jareth. “I had to come and give my best wishes to the bride. Where is she, by the way?”
“She will be at dinner,” Jareth told him. “My sister is currently riding through the countryside with her fiancé.”
Donovan’s eyes found Krystal’s face. “I notice you’re dressed in mourning, Queen Krystal. I do hope you didn’t lose someone dear to you.”
Kayne. For a moment Krystal’s mind went blank. No, she’d donned mourning clothes for her mother. A shaft of pain pierced her heart, but suddenly all that mattered was hiding it. She would not break down in front of this stranger.
Krystal smoothed her full black trousers—a hard-won compromise between dresses and men’s clothing—with her free hand. “My mother died,” she said, hating the tremor in her voice. “We only returned from Brynne last week.”
“That’s quite a distance.”
Krystal almost nodded. Her mother had already been buried by the time word reached her. “My family’s farm is there, only now it’s just my brothers.” She paused to keep her voice from breaking. She’d almost said four brothers.
She could feel the heat of Jareth’s gaze on her face and looked at him. His eyes asked a question she could not answer at that moment, so she offered the slightest shake of her head and looked at Donovan.
His eyes flashed. “My condolences about your mother. You must have been close to her. Was it an accident, or did she take ill?”
Krystal hesitated. His look had been almost hungry, as though he’d wanted to hear more of her family’s suffering. She gazed intently at him, but his eyes had changed. Did she imagine it?
“Andrew said it had been a short, sudden illness.” Krystal thought of her mother as she remembered her, blind for so many years and preferring a life of solitude in the attic to regular interaction with her family. “But I’m sure you were also close with your mother.”
“Regrettably, no,” Donovan said. “I had an actual witch for a mother, you see, with minimal power and extreme frustration because of her limitations. She did her best to ensure the misery of everyone around her. It’s been a most peaceful decade since her death.”
Krystal frowned in confusion, certain he was trying to shock her on purpose. She searched her brain for something to say. “I’m sorry.”
“No matter. Some elements of the past are best left forgotten.” His eyes raked over her—the attention made her uncomfortable. “I recall my father once saying he didn’t approve of a lady wearing pants. For the life of me, I can’t see why.”
It took control, but Krystal managed not to gape at him. Why would he say something so obviously inappropriate?
Jareth stepped forward. “What my wife wears isn’t up for discussion.”
Donovan seemed oblivious to the tension his statement caused. “Of course. Now, I’m sure the two of you have business to conduct, so if you’ll be kind enough to call someone to show me to my chambers, I’ll leave you in peace.”
Krystal looked askance at Jareth. He offered her a thin grin. “My cousin will be staying for the wedding.” He squeezed her hand.
She looked back at Donovan. “I’m certain you’ll be comfortable.” She cringed at the obvious lie. In reality she hoped he’d make his visit brief. His presence unnerved her, but she couldn’t be certain if her feelings were because of him, his connection to Gregory, or the news of Kayne’s death.
A low growl drew Krystal’s attention to the doorway. Lysabith and Landry stood hand in hand just outside the room. Damen had placed himself protectively before them, hackles raised.
Krystal pulled herself free of Jareth’s grasp and went to her pet. For a moment she considered burying her face in his fur and crying, but his tense stance and the people around them forced her to reconsider. She put a hand on his head to scratch gently behind his ears. He didn’t relax, but he did stop growling.
“I’m sorry,” Lysabith said. “Did we interrupt something?”
“No,” Krystal said. “We were welcoming a new guest for the wedding.”
Landry tugged free of Lysabith and ran to his mother. Krystal put a hand on his head, an automatic gesture that did nothing to tame his curls. Lysa curtsied and left.
“Ah, the heir to the throne.” Donovan’s voice carried across the room. “He is the image of his father, though I see he has his mother’s eyes.”
Krystal glanced at her son’s eyes, the same deep blue as her own. She hadn’t considered that they looked like hers; Landry had always seemed a miniature version of Jareth.
Damen stepped forward and growled again. Krystal stopped scratching his ears to pull at his fur. He needed to calm down.
“And the king killer.” Donovan gave the dog his full attention. “You’re every bit as monstrous as I remember.” He looked up at Krystal. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t shake the paw of the beast who murdered my father.” He’d lost his smile, but his eyes glittered.
“How did you know?” Krystal asked in a whisper.
“You may be surprised to know how many people have heard how my father died,” Donovan said. “But perhaps I should confess I was here that night, when my father would have been crowned king. I saw everything.”
Krystal looked at Jareth, unable to express her thoughts in words. That night, when Jareth had finally been able to reclaim his rightful crown, Gregory had tried to leave with Krystal but Damen, ever protective, had torn his throat out when he stepped too close to her.
Donovan continued. “My father and I had only recently renewed our relationship when he sent me the invitation. It thrilled me to see his coronation as king of Fayterra, of course, but I also longed to meet his new bride.” At that, his eyes met Krystal’s. “But as you know, things did not work out as he’d planned.”
“And you should realize,” Jareth said in a steely tone, “that we have a different view of those events. Krystal only married Gregory to spare my sister’s life.”
His cousin shrugged. “My father could be a difficult man. No one knew this better than I. We hardly spoke during my formative years. I’d been an angry young man and he—well, shall we simply call him a stubborn king and leave it at that? We clashed at every turn.”
Krystal nodded her understanding. She’d clashed with Gregory enough to know what Donovan meant.
Jareth beckoned to a maid. “Please show our guest to one of the spare chambers. That is, if you can find any.”
“I believe there are a few on the upper floors, sire.”
“Thank you.”
Donovan bowed to Krystal and her husband. “I shall take my leave. I look forward to meeting the rest of the family at dinner.”
Krystal inclined her head because propriety demanded it. She really wished he’d never come to Fayterra. “We will see you then.” She watched him leave the room before releasing her hold on Damen. Her dog moved to lick Landry’s face.
“Where did he come from?” she asked Jareth.
“I have no idea. Calum said he simply appeared at the gate about an hour ago.”
“Why didn’t any of us know Gregory had a son?”
“I had heard fleeting rumors of a son, but I didn’t pay much heed.” He looked into her eyes. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to worry.”
“Yes, this is so much better than worrying about it,” she said and sighed. “But there’s no use dwelling on that now.”
Calum moved forward. “The question now is, what are we going to do about him?”
“Watch him.” Jareth’s voice turned hard. “Our cousin Donovan is a bit too oily for my taste. I’m going to assign a couple of guards to act as his shadow within the castle, and we will personally keep an eye on him.”
“What do you expect him to do?” asked Krystal.
“I don’t know, but I’m sure whatever it is he’ll get to it soon enough.” Jareth moved to stand in front of her. “Right now I want you to tell me what Andrew’s letter said. What’s happened?”
Krystal offered him the letter. After her encounter with Donovan, she didn’t have the strength to explain about Kayne. She watched his eyes as he scanned the words. Jareth lowered the letter and took her in his arms.
“My love, I’m so sorry.”
His compassionate tone brought fresh tears to her eyes. She wrapped her arms around him and let herself cry.
“Mama? What’s wrong?”
“Hey, young man,” Calum said. “Why don’t we go outside and wait for your papa? You can show me how good your sword arm is getting.”
“But Mama’s crying.”
The confusion in his tone warmed her. What a sweet boy she had.
“Your papa will take care of her,” Calum said.
Krystal silently agreed as Jareth’s grip on her tightened. She didn’t look up as they left the room, Damen’s claws echoing off the floor as he followed.
After several moments, Jareth spoke. “What do you want to do?”
Krystal took a deep breath and let it out, hiccupping slightly as she did so. She wanted to curl up on her bed and cry, but beyond that, she didn’t know. Andrew’s letter said not to come. In truth, they’d probably already buried Kayne. And what about Alana’s wedding? The last thing Krystal wanted was her sorrow overshadowing such a happy event.
She took another deep breath and looked up at him. “I don’t want to tell anyone yet. We should be celebrating the wedding, not mourning a death.”
His keen eyes took in her face. She could almost imagine the thoughts going through his mind. “All right. But after the wedding, do you want to go to Brynne?”
She thought of Douglas, Will, and Andrew, her surviving brothers, and also of Andrew’s wife, Sadie, and their little daughter. As much as she would like to see them, their visit for her mother’s funeral had seemed uncomfortable for everyone. Her brothers didn’t seem to know what to do about their baby sister-turned-queen, and poor Sadie wore herself out trying to be hospitable to them. “We were just there. If we’ve already missed the burial I don’t see the point in going back. It’s such a long journey.”
“What about using the teleportation talismans my uncle had?”
Krystal shuddered. “No.” She hated teleportation.
“Then what if you go?” he asked. “You could take White Lightning and make it a much shorter journey.”
This Krystal considered. Her Pegasus would indeed mean less travel time, but she’d never taken White Lightning that far before. And she had no idea how strangers would react to seeing them fly through the sky. Brynne had no magic, nor did Bettania or any other kingdom other than Fayterra—at least to her knowledge.
“I think it would be risky taking her so far,” she said.
Jareth nodded. “I didn’t really like the idea of sending you so far on your own anyway.” He squeezed her gently. “I would miss you.”
“And I you.” She pulled back and took Andrew’s letter from him. “What a day. I don’t think I’ve had an afternoon this eventful in a long time.” She folded the letter.
“And it’s not over yet. I still have to take our son riding. Though while Calum has him distracted I’d like to attend to some business first. Are you certain you’ll be all right?”
She nodded. “I’ll go put this away. And then I’ll wait outside for Alana.”
Her husband’s eyebrow shot up. “At the castle gate?”
She offered him a small grin. “Why not? It’s a nice day out.”
“I promise you, Krystal, I had no idea,” Alana said for the third time. A strand of her long blonde hair blew into her face, and she impatiently brushed it aside. “You know my uncle guarded his secrets well.”
“I just can’t see how you could have lived most of your life in Demarde but didn’t know Gregory had a son,” Krystal said. “Are you sure no one mentioned the name Donovan?”
“Not that I can recall.” Alana’s aqua eyes showed her frustration. “If someone did, it had to have been in passing. I’m sure I would have remembered if someone had called him Gregory’s son.”
Count Alexander approached from behind and put his arm around Alana’s shoulders. He towered over her petite frame. “I’m sure, Queen Krystal, that this man’s arrival comes as a shock to each of us. What did King Jareth say about it?”
“He’d heard rumors, but didn’t want to worry me.” Krystal rubbed her upper arms, but her nerves refused to settle. “There’s just something about him. I don’t know; I’m not sure I trust him.” She frowned. “And I know Damen doesn’t trust him. Honestly, I thought if Donovan moved wrong Damen would have attacked him right then.”
Alana took a step closer. “I know how much you trust your pet, but if Donovan truly is my uncle’s son that makes him family. I want to give him the benefit of the doubt.”
“But we should be cautious, because he could turn out to be just like his father.”
Krystal was relieved Alexander had voiced what she’d been thinking. Otherwise the daggers Alana’s eyes shot at him would have been meant for her. “I don’t want to prejudge him either. But I can’t ignore my first impressions.”
“I want to meet him,” Alana said. “I want my own impressions.”
Krystal felt it before she saw him, and turned to look up at the castle windows that faced the courtyard. “You can see him for yourself. He’s watching us now.”
Alana looked up and gasped. “He looks just like Gregory!”
“The differences are easier to see close up,” Krystal said. “But the resemblance is hard to deny.”
“He’s gone now.” Alexander turned his blond head back to them.
“I’m going to change out of these dusty clothes,” Alana said. “I want to meet my unexpected cousin.” She took her fiancé’s hand and turned.
Krystal followed them into the castle. She heard a whistle and turned to wave at her husband and son as Jareth took Landry for his daily ride. Damen padded behind Sugar, Jareth’s horse. He’d let Landry name the bay gelding. Krystal loved seeing them together.
Word of Donovan’s arrival spread quickly through the castle. Krystal noted that none of her friends looked surprised when he swept into the dining hall that evening. Her gaze rested on Miraya’s face briefly. Miraya’s brown eyes flashed at her, and Krystal nodded slightly.
Krystal’s mind kept returning to the conversation she and Jareth had while dressing for dinner. It hadn’t been more than a repetition of what they’d said in the throne room, but it had left her uneasy. She thought of Jareth’s words, the tense lines of his features, and could do little except chase her food around the plate with her fork.
Then she heard Alexander’s voice rise above the other diners. “What brings you to Fayterra?”
She looked down the table at the count. He had leaned forward slightly to hear Donovan’s reply. “I came to see my cousin marry,” he said with a glance at Alana, who sat next to him. “It’s high time I became acquainted with this part of my family.”
Alana said something in reply, but Krystal could not hear it. She felt a hand rest on hers and turned to face Jareth.
“What is it?”
Krystal squeezed his hand. “Nothing, I suppose.”
He looked down the table. “Curiosity is natural, my love. But if you keep staring at him, he may wonder if you’re developing an infatuation.”
She winked. “Anyone who sees me with you knows I have eyes for none other.”
Jareth leaned toward her. “I suggest we put Landry to bed early tonight.”
Krystal couldn’t help but blush under his heated gaze. “Stop that.” She dared a glance at the person next to her. “We’re hardly alone.”
He brought her hand up to kiss her fingers. “We will be.” He winked and her blush deepened.
Krystal felt eyes on her for the second time that day and looked down the table to where Donovan sat watching them. He had his wine glass raised and saluted her with it. A dark oval stone twinkled at her from the ring on his finger. She looked back at her husband.
Jareth’s jaw had tensed and the teasing light had left his eyes. Krystal squeezed his hand again, drawing his gaze back to her. “Don’t.”
“Don’t what? Don’t let him bother me? It’s the calculating way he looks at you. What’s going on behind those glittering eyes?”
“I’m sure we’ll find out in time.”
His tone did not reflect optimism. “But will we find out before, or after, it’s too late?”
She looked down at her plate. The playful mood had fled. She thought of Landry eating in his nursery with Lysabith and wished she could be with him. With so many guests in attendance for Alana’s wedding, Jareth preferred Landry to eat his dinners in the nursery instead of in the dining hall. Krystal knew the wisdom of this. Her little boy grew terribly bored during formal dinners. She didn’t want him to be unhappy or uncomfortable. It also didn’t reflect well on the royal family for their subjects to see the crown prince acting like a brat.
Krystal much preferred the quiet dinners with only their family and friends around them. Their children were welcome, and the meals didn’t drag on for hours. Emelyn and her new little brother, Mathias, would help keep Landry occupied. Miraya had delivered her son just a month before Krystal had given the kingdom Landry. The boys adored each other, but couldn’t be more opposite in appearance. Mathias had his parents’ dark hair, just like Emelyn, and golden brown eyes.
Dinner ended quietly. Jareth took Krystal’s hand and led her to his study, where they sat in silence and waited. One by one, Calum, Alana, Miraya and Alexander filed in and took their seats. The count shut the door.
Calum spoke first. “Well, what do we think?”
“He was very amiable at dinner,” Alexander said. “He said all the right things.”
“I met him in the hall,” Miraya said. “He bowed and said hello.”
Krystal looked at Alana, who had trained her eyes on Jareth. “Ilene commented on his good manners when she showed him to his room. She didn’t have anything bad to say.”
“He has to know we’re watching him. He isn’t going to say or do anything stupid.” Calum, too, looked at Jareth. “If he is up to something, we aren’t going to figure it out by talking to him.”
“A clever man mixes just enough truth with his lies so they sound true,” Alexander said. “Do you think he really is here for the wedding? That perhaps he’s going to do something to disrupt it?”
Alana’s clear voice cut through the room. “I want to know what my brother thinks. He has been quiet thus far.”
Jareth looked at his sister. “I’m weighing the information.”
“You’re reserving judgment.” Alana rose from her chair and crossed the room to face him. “I want your gut reaction to our cousin Donovan’s sudden appearance in Fayterra.”
Jareth spoke softly, but firmly. “He’s up to something. I’m certain of it.”
Alana stared at him for a long moment. “You can’t know that. He only just arrived. You’ve spent less than an hour talking to him. When would you have learned that his intentions are anything less than what he says?”
“Open your eyes, sister.” Jareth put his hands on her shoulders. “He is over-confident and his manners are obviously affected. His smile isn’t genuine. Those eyes are always moving, always seeing. He can’t be trusted.”
“I admit his manners are a little too smooth, but perhaps he’s nervous,” Alana said. “Krystal told me how he grew up. He’s unaccustomed to being surrounded by nobles and royalty. That’s enough to put anyone on edge.”
Krystal thought she knew why Alana resisted so vehemently. She’d been raised by Gregory and loved him, even after he’d proven his evil. Even when he’d threatened to kill Alana if Krystal didn’t marry him. Alana, more than any of them, would want to find something positive from Gregory’s life.
“You aren’t seeing him clearly. He’s Gregory’s son, Alana.”
“And that’s all you can see, isn’t it?” She stepped out of his grasp. “You look at Donovan and you see Gregory, and Gregory’s wrongs fall on Donovan’s shoulders. Didn’t he say himself that he and Gregory had been estranged? You can’t blame the son for the father’s misdeeds. You can’t deny him because of his parentage.”
Jareth stood. “His parentage is exactly why you’re fighting so hard for him! You want to have a cousin; you want to find something redeemable in Gregory’s life.” He softened. “I know family is dear to you, but you should know that being family doesn’t make a person free from suspicion. Not in Fayterra. Gregory was our mother’s brother and he stole you from her.”
“You can’t make every decision based on the past,” Alana said. “I say we give Donovan a chance to prove himself. I want to give him the benefit of the doubt. I want to believe what he says is true.” She looked around the room. “Who agrees with me?”
Krystal scanned the room and quickly realized no one would speak up. She looked back at Jareth and Alana. Both arguments made sense. Krystal wanted to protect her family if danger presented itself, but so far he hadn’t proved dangerous. She remembered all too well her first interactions with nobility. She could easily believe he’d grown up, as she had, unaccustomed to life in a castle. Had she prejudiced herself against Donovan because of his father?
Alana’s shoulders slumped and her head fell slightly. Krystal’s heart went out to her friend. Before she realized it, she had come to her feet. “I agree.” Alana lifted her head and Krystal put up a hand. “At least in part. Donovan hasn’t done anything yet to warrant the suspicion we’ve heaped upon him. I suggest we watch him, but offer him our friendship.”
The princess’s hopeful expression folded into a frown. “How can we do both?”
“By offering a cautious friendship,” Krystal suggested. “We don’t throw him out or have a guard follow him everywhere he goes, but we don’t confess any secrets to him. And if any of us do come across something suspicious, either in his words or actions, we tell the others immediately.” She looked at Jareth. “Can we agree on that?”
His expression revealed his doubt, and, if she read it right, disappointment. “Personally, I’d rather throw him out and not open my family up to the unknown, but Krystal’s logic prevails over my instincts.” He stepped closer to her and put his arm around her shoulders. “We will offer him friendship, but I insist we watch him.” His eyes found Calum’s. “I will need two guardsmen who can be discreet. If he puts one toe out of line I’ll insist he leave.”
Alana frowned at her brother. “You’re too cynical.”
He reached over and flicked her nose gently. “Not cynical, brat. Cautious. It’s not the same thing.”
“I’d rather not worry about this anyway,” Krystal said. “We have a wedding to put together, don’t we?”
The princess turned embarrassingly adoring eyes on Alexander. “That we do.”
The count crossed the room to take her in his arms. “I can hardly wait,” he said and kissed her.
Jareth groaned. “Please, Alex, that’s my sister!”
“I never said you had to watch.” Alexander kissed her again. “My king.”
Alana giggled. “Him, or me?”
He silenced her with a third kiss. Jareth groaned again and turned away. Calum and Miraya laughed before excusing themselves.
Krystal looked at her husband. “Maybe we should give them some privacy.”
“It’s my study!”
Alana broke away from Alexander and laughed. “Come, my love. Let’s go find someplace more private.” She pulled him toward the door.
“But not too private!” Jareth called after them.
Krystal playfully slapped his arm. “Mind your manners. Alex is a gentleman.”
Jareth pulled her close. “Yes, and he’s getting married tomorrow. Remember how we were those days just before our wedding?”
She bit her lip. “I don’t know whether to laugh or send a chaperone after them.”
He tightened his arms around her. “Aren’t you supposed to be soothing my worries?”
Krystal brought a hand up to play with his hair. “How do you suggest I do that?”
Jareth responded with a kiss. Krystal wrapped her arms around his neck and clung to him. He deepened the kiss at her acceptance and splayed his hands across her back. Krystal felt the world slip blissfully away as she lost herself in his tender embrace.
It took Lysabith’s voice more than one attempt to permeate Krystal’s fog. “My queen?”
Krystal could feel herself blush when she looked over Jareth’s shoulder. Lysabith stood in the doorway with Landry in her arms.
“Is he refusing his bed again?”
Lysabith nodded. “He wants you to tell him a story.”
Krystal released Jareth, but he didn’t reciprocate. She nudged him. “I just need to get him settled. Meet me in our room?”
He let her go, but kissed her on the neck in parting. “Don’t be long.” The look in his eye told her he’d wait up for her.
Krystal could do nothing to ebb the flow of tears at the wedding. She felt happy for her friends, of course, but the inevitability of Alana and Alexander moving away descended on her full force. Jareth had said more than once that Fayterra doesn’t get to give away a crown princess every day. Sometimes he said it in a way that suggested he’d like nothing better than to do so. However, when the moment came, she saw a tear creep from his eye.
Princess Alana’s dress was the most beautiful concoction of silk and lace Krystal had ever seen. Alana had opted for a simple design, fearing that anything too ornate would overwhelm her tiny frame. The fitted drop waist and flowing skirt accentuated her figure perfectly.
Watching Alana walk down the aisle, Krystal couldn’t help but think of the dress Gregory had commissioned for her. He had demanded a gown fit for a queen, as he fully intended to make her the queen of both Demarde and Fayterra. She still felt a pang of regret about that dress, knowing the seamstress had died for it, and because of the circumstances surrounding the wedding, the dress had been literally cut off Krystal and then thrown into the fire.
Alana found Krystal at the reception. “Everything is so beautiful. Thank you so much.”
Krystal gazed fondly at her. “It all pales compared to you.”
“People always say things like that to the bride.” Alana laughed. “I could have warts and a leer and everyone would complement my beauty.”
Krystal looked out at the crowd. Several of them appeared politely bored. “I wonder if they’ll start the dancing soon.”
“I can’t wait,” Alana said.
“You can’t wait to feel your handsome new husband’s arms around you.” Krystal gave her shoulder a playful nudge.
“I’m not arguing.” Alana stood on tiptoe to scan the room.
“Have you seen Donovan?” Krystal asked in a tone she hoped was casual.
Alana crossed her arms and gave her a sideways glance. “You can treat him like a regular person.”
“Can I?” Krystal shook her head. “For the week Gregory and I were married, I had a stepson and never knew. I suppose he still is my stepson. Despite what happens, I doubt he and I can ever have a normal relationship.”
“I hadn’t thought of it like that.” Alana frowned. “Had things turned out—well, differently—you would have a stepson who is older than you are. That would be strange.”
“I’m thankful things turned out as they did,” Krystal said. “For all our sakes.”
“As am I.” Alana sighed. “But sometimes I miss the Gregory I knew. The man who raised me, who was kind to me.” She brightened. “It must be the day that’s getting to me. I sound ridiculously melancholy. Come, let’s go find our husbands.”
Krystal let her lead. “You really enjoyed saying that, didn’t you?”
The princess laughed. “My husband. My husband, my husband, my husband. Yes, I adore saying that!”
Krystal joined her in laughter.
They found their husbands together. Jareth passed Landry to Krystal’s arms when she drew near.
“I believe your son is ready to be done with this party,” he said.
“I love how he’s always my son when he’s cranky.”
Jareth kissed her hair. “And my son when he’s happy. I like the arrangement.”
Krystal rolled her eyes in mock annoyance. “Remind me to tell you later how poorly it works for me.” Jareth laughed and encircled them both in a hug.
Lysabith met her in the hall. “I’m here to fetch him, my queen.”
Landry tugged at his mother’s hair. “Mama.”
“Yes, my love?”
“Read me a story, please.”
Krystal looked at Lysa. “I’ll take him.”
Lysabith bowed her head. “Of course.”
Settling the prince into bed every night had become something of a chore. Really, it had been difficult ever since he figured out how to climb out of his bed. Krystal couldn’t imagine why. With its down quilts and feather mattress, Landry’s custom-built bed rivaled hers for comfort. He had a fireplace for winter nights, and a large window with the best view the castle had to offer for lazy summer days. He even had Lysabith, who slept in her own small bed across the room, to keep him company. But Krystal didn’t mind that he loved her stories so much. She told him stories of her family, the uncles he would hardly know because of the distance and circumstance that separated them.
Now, as Krystal tucked Landry into bed and Lysabith dimmed the lamp, Krystal told him a story about Kayne. Before she’d been kidnapped and brought to Fayterra by Gregory’s men, she and Kayne had disagreed a great deal. If anyone had asked her younger self, she’d have said Kayne was her least favorite brother. But there had been a time when he’d stood up for her, protected her, and that is the story she shared with her son.
Landry fell asleep quickly under her soothing voice. Krystal nodded to Lysa, who took up her regular place watching over the prince, and then left the room. Even though it had been a happy one, the story had saddened her heart. She didn’t want to dwell on her brother’s death. Krystal slipped into her room rather than return to the party right away.
After waving the candles in the room to light, Krystal sat down at her vanity. Despite Jareth’s assurances during her magic practice, it bothered her that fire remained her only skill. Jareth could do so much more.
She looked in the polished mirror. Her face showed the lines of grief already fading, and she regretted their loss. She wasn’t ready to be done mourning Kayne or their mother. Too little time had passed. The joy she felt at Alana’s wedding now seemed like a betrayal. What right had she to be happy while two members of her family lay in their graves?
A flicker in the mirror made her jump. Krystal turned around, but no one had entered the room. She looked back at the mirror. It flickered again, but not from a light. A picture began to form. Krystal leaned forward for a better view. It almost looked like her family’s farm.
As the image became clearer, she saw it was indeed the farm. Had she somehow caused this? Was it a genuine image or something brought on by her melancholy?
A dark figure of a man crept around the house. Krystal saw him turn to go up the stairs to the attic, where her mother had set up residence. She’d seen a vision similar to this in a crystal sphere years before, but she couldn’t tell if the image she saw now was past, present or future.
Cautiously, she reached forward and touched the mirror with her fingertips. Her hand didn’t pass through the glass, as she’d half expected, or make the image ripple like the surface of a pond. The man in the image turned the handle of her mother’s door, a handle she knew the size and shape of so well, she could almost feel it.
Then the picture faded and she stared a long time at her reflection, trying to get the vision to return. Nothing happened. Krystal pulled back and frowned. Had she just manifested a new form of her magic? She gazed at the mirror for a few more moments. Whatever had just happened, it didn’t appear likely it would reoccur.
As Krystal stood up, her open wardrobe door caught her eye. She frowned, certain she had closed it before leaving her room earlier for the wedding. She crossed the room to investigate but found nothing out of place. That was not the case with her bed, however. The blanket on Jareth’s side had been rumpled and the pillow hung half off the bed.
Krystal frowned. It wasn’t like Julienne and the other maids to be so careless, but then again, they’d had a hectic morning. She closed the wardrobe, doused the candles, and returned to the party. Would it even be worth telling Jareth about the mirror if she couldn’t make it happen again? She smoothed the deep green satin of her gown to help settle her nerves before entering the ballroom.
The dancing had started. Jareth spun Alana across the floor in the traditional bride’s dance, and after a moment, Alexander cut in to signify the change in Alana’s life. Left alone on the dance floor, Jareth turned and met Krystal’s eyes.
She went to him without hesitation, glad to have his comforting arms around her. She let him twirl her around the dance floor until she began to relax. The flowers in the room provided a scent heady enough to distract her from her worries. After the song ended, Jareth led her to the refreshments table to get a drink.
“How are you?” he asked.
Sometimes it didn’t pay to have a husband so attuned to her emotions. “I’ll be fine.” She put a hand on his cheek. “Are you enjoying the evening?”
He pulled her close. “I always enjoy an evening when it means you are in my arms.”
She grinned appreciatively. “Well said. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were courting me.”
“Who should a man court more earnestly than his own wife?”
She let her head fall the short distance to his chest. “I like that.” She felt his arms tense around her. Krystal didn’t have to look up to know who approached them.
“Good evening, King Jareth,” Donovan said. “I wondered if I could steal your wife for a dance.”
Krystal looked up. She could see the denial on her husband’s lips. She squeezed him to let him know she didn’t mind and gently pulled out of his arms.
“Of course,” Krystal said to Donovan. To Jareth she said, “I’ll be back in a moment.”
Donovan led her away. “He is devoted to you.”
“As I am to him.”
He turned her to face him and put a hand on the small of her back. “Of course. It’s quite charming.” His cool tone didn’t match his words.
Krystal let him lead her across the floor. The scent of spice and something she couldn’t name, but seemed familiar, hit her nostrils. His hold unnerved her, and she cast about for a topic that would ease her nerves. “Have you a wife, Donovan?”
“Alas, no. I haven’t yet crossed paths with a woman I’d want as my bride.”
“That’s too bad.” Krystal looked to where Jareth still stood, his glass clutched tightly in his hand. He hadn’t taken his eyes off them.
“May I say, Queen Krystal, you dance divinely. Who taught you such skill?”
Krystal’s gaze swept his face. He couldn’t know Gregory had taught her to dance. Could he? “I had never danced before coming to Fayterra,” she said as levelly as possible. “I danced first with Gregory.”
“Another of my father’s skills comes to light.” Donovan practically leered at her. “I wonder if there’s anything he couldn’t do.”
“He couldn’t let go.” Krystal regretted the words the moment they escaped her lips.
“Of what, pray tell?”
Krystal felt he rather enjoyed the discomfort he caused her. “I’d rather not discuss Gregory, if you don’t mind. You must understand—the memories are painful to me.”
His grin faltered. “Of course. Forgive me. I know so little of his life, and you were once his wife. I only seek to know something of my heritage.”
The censure in his tone nicked her soul. Krystal looked up at him, but he had fixed his gaze over her head. Though they continued to dance the conversation died. Krystal fought a nagging guilt. Had he really only been trying to learn of his father? When the song ended, he led her back to Jareth.
“Your wife is an excellent dancer,” he said to the king. “I hear she had a good teacher.” Donovan bowed and spun on his heel before Jareth or Krystal could respond.
“Was that insult intended for you, or me?” Jareth frowned at Donovan’s retreating back.
“I’m not sure.”
“You were awfully pale. What did he say to you?”
Krystal shrugged. “He asked to know more about Gregory. I wouldn’t tell him anything.”
Jareth put an arm around his wife. “I’m so sorry. This must be difficult for you.”
“No more or less than it is for you,” she said. “I just wish I could know his thoughts. His face seems like a mask, but just now I thought I could see past it for a moment. I don’t understand him.”
“And you hate not understanding.” Jareth squeezed her. “Just be careful around him, please. Until I know what he’s up to, I don’t want you or Landry around him more than necessary.”
Krystal remained silent. What had she seen in Donovan’s eyes? Sadness? Regret? Was he calculating or grieving? And when would they know for sure?
She let Jareth draw her out for a few more dances. Occasionally, they spotted Alana and Alexander through the crowd. Their obvious happiness pleased Krystal. After their complicated courtship, Krystal only wanted joy in their future.
The celebration dwindled shortly before midnight when the bride and groom took their leave. Krystal and Jareth were among the last remaining, yet when they retired, Krystal noticed that Donovan still stood alone across the room. He watched them leave.
“What a night,” Jareth said as they walked to their chamber. “And to think that sometimes I wondered if it would ever come.”
Krystal nodded. “Last spring, Alexander had me convinced he would give up on her. I’m so glad he didn’t.”
“Did Alana say how long they would stay before leaving for Demarde?”
“A few days, at least,” Krystal said. “They didn’t want to be traveling so soon after the wedding.”
Jareth’s longing gaze warmed her. “I wouldn’t, either.”
Julienne had lit their chamber for them already, and Krystal dismissed her with a thank you. Jareth bolted the door after the maid left, and Krystal crossed the room to check on Lysabith and Landry. Both slept soundly.
“I want to complain to the dressmakers,” Krystal presented her back to Jareth. “Why are the most appealing gowns designed so it takes two people to get them on and off?”
Jareth brushed her hair over one shoulder and kissed her neck. “I don’t mind.”
She shivered appreciatively. “Of course you don’t. But I don’t see a man ever requiring assistance to dress and undress.”
“That’s because it would be silly. Except for full armor. That takes assistance.”
Krystal gestured to her gown. “This is hardly full armor.”
“I don’t know.” Jareth tugged at the lacings down her back. “When the bow becomes a knot, how are you supposed to get out of this thing?”
Late that night, Krystal felt the change in the air all the way in her dream. She burrowed deeper into the covers and tried to shut it out. Then Jareth’s voice seared through her like a hot poker.
“Krystal, no!”
“Jareth!” Krystal shot up in bed and looked at her husband. “What is it?”
The king had flown off his side of the bed and stood there, looking wildly confused. Krystal scooted across the bed and reached out to touch his arm, but he flinched away from her as though he didn’t recognize her.
“Jareth?”
He shook his head as if to clear it, and his eyes refocused on her face. “Krystal?” She reached out to touch him again, but found herself enveloped in his bare arms. “I’m sorry,” he said into her hair. “I’m so, so sorry.”
“What happened?”
“A nightmare, I guess.” He shivered. “It felt so real.”
Krystal rested her head against his shoulder. “You shouted my name.”
He tensed. “Did I?” A knock sounded at the door and he turned. “Come in.”
The latch turned on the door adjoining the nursery and Lysabith peeked in, a candleholder in her hand. “Your Majesties—is everything all right?”
Jareth released Krystal to more fully face Lysa. “Yes. Did we wake him?”
Lysa shook her head. “The prince is a sound sleeper.”
“Thank you, Lysabith. I’m sorry we disturbed you. Good night.” Jareth turned back to Krystal after the door closed. “You look cold.”
She peered at him in the dark. “Are you sure you’re all right?”
“I’m just sorry I woke you over a silly dream.” He pulled her back into bed and covered them both with the blanket.
Krystal nestled in his arms. “Do you want to tell me about it?”
Jareth paused, tense, but then relaxed with a short laugh. “I don’t remember.”
“You don’t remember any of it?”
“No.” He laughed again. “That’s odd.”
Something nagged at Krystal. She didn’t want to let it go. His initial behavior hinted that he did remember his nightmare, and it bothered her that he didn’t want to share it. Then she remembered her vision in the mirror that she hadn’t told him about yet. Maybe she could wait to hear about his dream until he was ready to tell her.
Jareth squeezed her. “I love you.”
“And I you. Goodnight.”
They awoke some time later, when the illumination of the rising sun could no longer be ignored. Jareth kissed Krystal and she stretched lazily. “Our guests will start departing today.”
He kissed her again. “I can’t wait for things to get back to normal. I long for a quiet castle.”
“I’ll miss Alana, though. And Alexander, of course.”
“I know. I will, too.”
Krystal sat up. “Come on. Let’s get dressed. I want to say hello to my son before breakfast.”
Jareth playfully tossed his pillow at her. “I’ll race you.”
Krystal reached the nursery first. Landry catapulted himself into her arms. She squeezed him as he giggled happily before setting him down. She looked up at Lysabith.
“Has he eaten yet?”
“Yes, my queen. He’s been up for a while.”
Krystal knelt before her son and straightened his tunic and hair. “Did you sleep well, my boy?”
“Yes, Mama.”
“And you’ve been good for Lysabith?”
“Yes, Mama.” Krystal watched his eyes dart behind her. “Papa!” She knew he’d lost interest in her, and released him to run to his father.
Jareth picked him up and spun him. “Hello, my boy. I have important news for you. We will take our ride today later than usual.”
Landry frowned. “Why?”
“Some of our guests are leaving this afternoon, and I need to be there to bid them farewell,” Jareth said. “It’s part of my duty as their king. Do you understand?”
Krystal smiled at Landry’s oh-so-grown-up expression. “Yes, Papa.”
“All right, then.” Jareth kissed the top of Landry’s head and put him on the floor. “I want you to be a good boy for Lysabith today and wait patiently until I come for you. Can you do that?”
The boy nodded.
“Now, run along and play. I have to feed your mother some breakfast before she gets cranky.”
Krystal gasped in mock indignation. Landry and Lysabith giggled. Jareth took his wife’s hand and led her from the room.
“If you aren’t careful, you’re going to convince my son I’m some sort of monster unless I’m properly fed,” Krystal said as they walked down the hall.
“I remember when you were pregnant with him,” Jareth said. “I’m not so sure that’s far off the mark.”
“I really should be offended.”
“Perhaps you should.”
Krystal couldn’t help herself; she laughed. Jareth joined her. They were still smiling when they reached the dining hall. Calum and Miraya sat at the table alone.
“Did we miss everyone?” Krystal looked around.
“Those who are leaving today were up early to eat and finish packing, though there are a few I haven’t seen out of their rooms yet,” Miraya said.
“Like Donovan.” Calum looked pointedly at Jareth when he spoke.
Jareth nodded. “I’d rather hoped he planned to leave today. No such luck, I guess.”
“Is there a polite way to ask how long he plans to stay?” asked Miraya. “At least then we’d know how long we have to watch everything we say or do.”
Krystal took the chair opposite her. “That’s a good question. Perhaps one of us can get the answer out of him when we see him.” She glanced up as her husband sat next to her. “And I wouldn’t expect to see Alana or Alexander today. Jareth has generously ordered their meals served in their new chambers so they don’t even have to emerge.”
Miraya’s eyes flashed with good humor. “Alana has a charitable brother.”
“I did it as much for myself as for them,” Jareth said. “I’m not sure I could stand watching my lovesick sister and her husband hanging all over each other while I try to eat.”
“I’m sure I remember her saying something very similar about you when you married Krystal,” Calum said.
Krystal laughed. “That does sound like something she’d say.”
Jareth took her hand. “She forgot how merciful we were, spending our first week together in the mountain cavern.”
The laughter stopped abruptly when Donovan swept into the room. “Good morning. I trust everyone is well.”
“We are, thank you,” Jareth said.
“May I join you? I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”
“Of course not,” Krystal said. “Please, sit down.”
“Thank you, my queen.” Donovan sat at the untended head of the table. “I trust you don’t mind, cousin. I noticed you’d rather sit next to your wife.”
Jareth’s back straightened, but he nodded. “You may keep it warm for me.”
“I thank you.” Donovan reached for a biscuit and split it open with a knife. “You put together a lovely wedding, Queen Krystal. Cousin Alana positively glowed.”
“Thank you, but Alana glows all on her own.” Krystal leaned forward so she could see him better. “Now that the ceremony is over, I wondered how long you planned to grace us with your presence, Donovan.”
He waved a hand. “I am free of pressing engagements. I’d rather like to spend time getting to know my new cousins, though I suspect I will be among the furthest things from Alana’s mind at present.”
“She and Alexander will leave at the end of the week,” Krystal said. “I doubt you will see her much before then.”
“Leave?” Donovan turned questioning eyes on her. “Where are they going?”
“Krystal gifted them the castle at Demarde,” Jareth said. “We don’t like it standing empty, with no one tending the kingdom or the people.” He looked down the table. “Though, as Gregory’s son, it is technically your birthright.”
Krystal stiffened. That’s true. She became queen of Demarde upon marriage to Gregory, but as Gregory’s heir, didn’t the throne belong to Donovan?
“I think the queen of Demarde would have something to say about that.” Donovan trained his emerald eyes on Krystal’s face. “I would not inherit unless something happened to you. Isn’t that right, Queen Krystal?”
That simple statement, innocent as it sounded, chilled the air. Donovan speared two sausages and put them on his plate. “Of course, I don’t pretend to know much about Demardian law.”
“I can’t profess to know much, either.” Jareth reached under the table for Krystal’s hand. “It does bear research. No one had anticipated your arrival. Or existence, for that matter.”
“Alana may know,” Krystal said. “She grew up there. Perhaps she studied Demardian law in her youth.”
“I don’t mean to disrupt your plans.” Donovan put up a hand, his expression childlike. “Even if I have some claim to the throne of Demarde, I have no opposition to my cousin and her husband living at the castle. I’m still a young man. I haven’t finished traveling the world yet.” His eyes sought Krystal’s. “Brynne, I know, is lovely this time of year.”
Krystal tried not to think about Donovan in Brynne. “Then you aren’t interested in the crown of Demarde?” she asked.
Donovan locked eyes with her. “My dear cousin, I’ve lived most of my life believing I’d have to make my own way. I see no reason to change that thinking now.”
Krystal looked away.
Jareth cleared his throat. “That’s generous of you, but we will still look into the matter of inheritance. I want to make certain you receive what is rightfully yours.”
Donovan’s gaze slid to Jareth. “Never fear, cousin. I will have all that is due me.”
Chills shot up Krystal’s arms. She looked across the table at Calum and Miraya to see if they felt what she had. Both of them stared down the table at Donovan. No one spoke. Seemingly undisturbed by the uneasiness he caused, Donovan leaned back and bit into his biscuit. He finished it in three bites and took a long drink before speaking again.
“I wonder if I could ride into the countryside today. I am not familiar with the land, and would like to see all of Fayterra I can before I leave.”
“Would you like a tour?” Calum’s voice had a hint of a threat in it.
Donovan looked at him, amused. “I’m sure I can find my own way. Thank you, though, for the offer.”
“I see nothing wrong with you taking a ride,” Jareth said. “Perhaps some of my men would like to go along for the exercise.”
Donovan’s eyes flashed, but his face didn’t change. “You mistake me. I didn’t ask for permission; I only wondered if I would miss some sort of celebration or ceremony if I go.”
Jareth’s jaw tensed. “We have nothing planned.”
“Then I won’t be missed. Excellent.” He reached for the tray of bacon.
Krystal pushed her plate away, certain she couldn’t eat another thing. Conversing with Donovan had successfully tied her stomach in knots. She looked up into Jareth’s concerned face.
“If you will excuse us,” he said as he stood and pulled her to her feet. “I believe my wife needs some air.”
Calum and Miraya also stood. “We’ll walk with you,” Calum said.
Once they were in the hall, Jareth turned to Calum. “Can we talk in my study?” He turned back to Krystal. “You don’t mind, do you? I need to speak with him alone.”
“Of course not.” Krystal watched them leave. She barely noticed that Miraya had stopped with her until she spoke. “Sorry, what did you say?”
“I asked if you wanted to go to the gardens,” Miraya said. “It’s the best place I know for fresh air.”
Krystal tore her eyes from her retreating husband’s back. “Let’s go up and get the children first. They’d like the chance to see White Lightning.”
“I know Emy will.”
Sometime between playing with the children and bidding goodbye to guests, Krystal stole a few moments of privacy in her room. Landry had pretended to braid her hair in the garden and she wanted to brush the remaining twigs and grass from it.
As she searched for her hair brush, which was oddly not where she remembered leaving it, her eyes fell on the mirror where she’d seen her vision the night before. Krystal stared at it for several heartbeats, willing it to show her something new. She didn’t know what had caused the vision or if she could recreate it, but she wanted to try. The mirror yielded nothing but her reflection so she renewed her search for the hair brush, finally locating it under her stool.
Despite what he’d told Landry that morning, Jareth missed bidding farewell to several of the departing guests while he stayed sequestered in his study with Calum. Curiosity had eaten at Krystal as she said goodbye to the duke and duchess of somewhere-or-other. She wanted to know what Jareth felt he could tell Calum, but not share with her.
She immediately felt ashamed. Jareth had always been open and honest with her and she had no reason to suspect that had changed. She blamed Donovan’s appearance for her feelings. Ever since he’d arrived in Fayterra, she’d begun second-guessing half the things she thought she knew.
Jareth did reappear in time to wave to the duke and duchess as their carriage pulled away. He slid an arm around Krystal’s waist. “Is that the last of them?”
She leaned into his shoulder. “Just about. What kept you?”
Did she imagine it, or did he hesitate? “Calum is helping me with a problem,” he said. “He had some ideas I hadn’t considered.”
“Is this about Donovan?”
He kissed her brow. “No. But I’d better go make good on my promise to Landry. If I wait any longer, we’ll be riding during dinner.”
Krystal didn’t want to think he was trying to get out of answering her questions, even if that’s how it felt. “He’s probably already dressed and waiting.”
“I’m sure he is. Do you want to go with us?”
She looked down at her blue gown. “I’m not dressed for it. Maybe another time.”
“You can change,” he said.
“I don’t want to intrude on your time together,” she said. “Landry so looks forward to it.”
“All right.” He released her and went into the castle.
She didn’t follow. At some point she’d lost track of Donovan. Was he back from his ride? Would he be waiting in the castle to ask her more questions about Gregory? Krystal didn’t feel up to that.
Instead, she wandered back to the gardens. Soon Jareth and Landry would ride away from the castle, Damen following obediently, and she was far less likely to be disturbed in her blooming paradise. She had become quite adept at tending Queen Falina’s enchanted garden. It helped her saddened heart to give her hands something to do. The roses certainly needed pruning.
The sun had started to sink low in the sky when Krystal thought she heard someone call her name. At least the roses looked better now. She brushed dirt off her hands as Julienne hurried toward her. “What is it?”
“You must come to the courtyard. Please, the king asks for you.”
Krystal came to her feet and knocked more dirt off her skirt. “What happened? Is it Landry?”
“No, not the prince,” she said. “Please come.”
They set off at a run. Krystal rounded the corner and spotted Jareth immediately. Landry sat astride his father’s horse and Jareth held the reins.
A crowd of guardsmen and castle folk obstructed her view, but Jareth and Landry both appeared to be fine. She approached more cautiously. The tension from the people between her and Jareth put her on edge.
Jareth looked up and saw her. He passed the reins to Calum’s waiting hands and walked around the group. She could see from his face as he approached that something terrible had happened. But he seemed fine. Landry seemed fine.
Where was Damen?
She looked at her husband with the question in her eyes. He shook his head.
Krystal moved, though her limbs felt heavy and underused. Dread filled each step as she passed Jareth and walked into the crowd. People seemed to part the way for her, but none of their faces gave her hope.
Her beloved pet lay on the ground, the shaft of an arrow protruding from his chest.
“Oh, my,” said a voice to her left. “What has happened here?”
She looked up to see Donovan atop a black horse. He had just returned from his ride.
Krystal felt Jareth’s warm hand on her shoulder. “My love, I’m so sorry.”
She heard Calum speak. “I’ll see to this, sire. Why don’t you take the queen inside?”
“Come, Krystal,” Jareth said.
“Wait.” The word came out a strangled whisper. She hadn’t taken her eyes off Damen. She couldn’t. Part of her thought he’d hop up and look at her expectantly, to show her it had all been a game. She knelt by his great shaggy head and put a hand on his matted fur.
How could this happen? Who had done this, shot her beloved pet through the heart? A sound came to her ears and permeated the pain. Dimly, she recognized Landry’s voice as he said something to his father. Her son. He had seen this; he’d been there. The mother in her took over, and she stood to take Landry into her arms.
Jareth put an arm around both of them, and Krystal let him lead her into the castle. She didn’t want to go. Even though she knew Calum would take care of Damen, she hated the thought of leaving her dog behind.
Lysabith waited at the top of the stairs, arms extended. Krystal kissed her son’s cheek before handing him over to her. Jareth led her into their room and shut the door.
Krystal sank onto the edge of the bed. “What happened?”
“Landry and I were riding across a field near the forest. Damen started to overtake us. I thought he was playing, so I urged Sugar to pass him. I heard him yelp and glanced back, but he’d already fallen. I doubled back to check on him, but I couldn’t save him.” He sat down next to her. “I’m sorry. I saw no one. Landry and I brought his body back.”
“How is Landry? What did he see?”
“He’ll be fine.” Jareth took her hand. “Damen had been his truest companion. I let him cry, but he worried most how it would hurt you.”
Krystal let her head fall onto his chest. “My sweet boy.”
“I realize it’s hollow comfort, but I don’t think Damen suffered.”
She nodded. “It’s a blessing that arrow didn’t hit either of you. If it came from a hunter’s bow, it could have landed anywhere.”
Jareth squeezed her shoulders, but said nothing. Krystal hardly noticed. Her tears had begun to fall. She let her husband hold her until she had cried herself out.
“Why don’t you get some rest?” he said at last. “Everyone will understand if you don’t come down to dinner.”
“Will they?” She laughed without humor. “Won’t they think I’m silly, crying over the death of a pet?”
“I don’t think losing Damen is the only thing upsetting you.”
Krystal thought of her mother and Kayne. “I suppose not.”
“Everyone who cares about you will understand. I wouldn’t worry about what anyone else thinks.” He pulled the blankets up around her and smoothed her hair. “Just rest, my love. You’ve worn yourself out.”
“Check on Landry, will you?” She closed her eyes. “Make sure he’s all right.”
Jareth’s lips caressed her cheek. “I will.”
And she slept.
Krystal awoke to darkness. For a moment, her clouded mind wouldn’t recall why she’d been asleep—but then it did. She sat up and let the covers fall back. It had to be late. Why hadn’t Jareth come to bed?
She waved her hand and lit a couple of the candelabras in the room. Krystal slid into her thick robe, belted it, and paused at the mirror to straighten her appearance.
She went through the motions of brushing out her sleep-tangled hair, but her mind was on Kayne and Damen. Though she’d loved Damen from the time he was a pup, Kayne had hated him. A tiny grin played on her lips as she thought of one of the times Damen had come to her rescue. He’d been such a loyal pet. Hot tears pricked her eyes. She would miss him terribly.
Suddenly the corner of the mirror she’d focused on began to change. Anticipation crept across her shoulders. Another vision? She leaned in for a better view.
Cold dread snaked through her as an image began to take shape. It was her mother’s old room again, only this time a dark figure loomed over her mother in the bed. A hand reached out and something on the finger glinted, drawing Krystal’s eye. A ring. The hand tipped a vial over the pitcher of water on the nightstand, pouring white powder into the vessel.
Krystal cried out and gripped the sides of the mirror. The image faded, leaving her staring at her own horrified reflection. What had she seen? A vision? A fantasy?
She heard a knock on the adjoining door and Lysabith poked her head in. “My queen, are you all right?”
“Yes.” Krystal glanced again at the mirror. “Did I wake him?”
Lysabith shook her head. “He’s still sound asleep. Can I get you anything?”
“No, thank you. I was just going in search of Jareth. I don’t suppose you know where he is?”
“I’m sorry, no. I assumed he was here.”
“I’m sorry to have disturbed you, Lysa. Please go back to bed.”
“It’s no trouble. Goodnight, Queen Krystal.”
Alone again, Krystal stared hard at the mirror, trying to make the image return. The mirror didn’t as much as flicker in response. Suddenly she wanted nothing more than to speak to Jareth. She wanted to understand what had just happened.
The halls were eerily deserted. It must be later than she’d guessed. As she walked down the corridor, she thought she smelled something familiar—something that hinted of spice—but she saw no one nor heard anything but her own footsteps.
Krystal heard voices coming from the king’s study as she approached. She recognized Calum’s voice first, and then Jareth spoke.
“It must have been intentional,” Jareth said. “Everyone in the kingdom knew Damen and how Krystal adored him. If some hunter’s stray arrow had cut him down, the man would have come forward.”
“He could be frightened,” Calum said. “Imagine if something like this had happened while Gregory ruled. That wasn’t so long ago.”
“I’m sure someone would have said something.”
“It’s only been about five hours. I’m not ready to classify this as an intentional act.”
“Even if he returned hot on our heels? I don’t suppose the men you sent out to watch him saw anything.”
“No.” Krystal heard Calum sigh. “I admit that the timing of Donovan’s return could be suspicious. But it could also be coincidence.”
Jareth seemed to calm. “Tell me, my friend. Set logic aside for a moment. When you saw him there, looking over the scene, what did it feel like to you?”
Krystal strained to hear Calum’s response. “I felt like he was laughing at us.”
“As did I,” Jareth said. “We aren’t fools. I want to trust my instincts.”
“He may take pleasure in Damen’s death, but that doesn’t mean he caused it,” Calum said. “He did call him a ‘king killer.’ It’s clear he bore no love for the dog.”
“I still say it’s suspicious.”
“I know you’re angry, but you can’t act without thought to the consequences. You can’t judge a man guilty without proof, no matter how you feel about him personally.”
“My uncle did that,” Jareth said. “He often acted without proof, or out of personal dislike. The people remember. I can’t continue the same practice, but I can’t deny the nearly overwhelming urge to guard those I love from Donovan every time I look at him.”
A maid passed Krystal in the hall, and she suddenly felt ridiculous for eavesdropping. She moved to the study’s doorway.
Jareth noticed her immediately. “Are you feeling better?”
“I think so.” She looked at Calum.
He didn’t need to be asked. “We’ve put the body in a discreet place. I thought you might want to bury him in the gardens, but preferred to wait for your approval.”
“Thank you.” Krystal took a chair near him and looked at her husband. “Tell me, Jareth. Do you really think someone murdered Damen?”
Jareth shared a glance with Calum before responding. “I think it’s a possibility. And, if it’s true, I can think of only one suspect.”
“Donovan,” Krystal said. “But he can’t be responsible for every evil. It still could be just an accident.”
“I don’t deny the possibility,” Jareth said. “But the circumstances strike me as suspicious.” He faced her. “The timing is bad. You’ve just lost your mother, your brother, and now your beloved pet. Your people hate to see you in pain. As do I.”
Krystal felt her eyes fill with tears. “I am grateful for the love of my people. But I don’t want you to accuse an innocent man. Promise me you won’t act without proof.”
“I’m bound by the law. I can’t act on my doubt alone. I’m going to keep looking, though. If I find any hint of his guilt, I’ll have him arrested.”
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