
  [image: ecm-sh-atlno-brahnscp.png]


  A Tail Like No Other: Book 5


  Briar Rose and His Not-So-Charming Prince


  Have you ever heard the phrase “sleep your life away”? I can testify to the fact that its meaning can go beyond pure sloth.


  For past centuries, I’ve been in a cursed sleep, waiting for my fated mate. I know, it sounds bad. After all, I didn’t listen to my parents when they told me to forget about roses. But how could I? I am a dryad, and I was born out of roses. They are even in my name. Briar Rose.


  My wait finally ended when Prince Leonard of Arthuria appeared in our kingdom. He is everything I’ve ever wanted in a mate. He might not be classically charming, but he makes me tremble in delight, my roses blossom with hope, and my heart race with a need I’ve never experienced. But can Leonard single-handedly go against the witch who cursed me? Will our lips even meet in a real kiss? I don’t know, and that scares me.
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  Prologue


  


  Ever since I was a child, I’ve known what I was meant to do with my life. I was the crown prince of Arthuria. One day, I would become king, take a queen, and have heirs of my own. My two brothers would probably serve under me as my chief advisor—in Medwin’s case—and the leader of my armies—in Kirril’s case.


  Then Kirril went and fell in love with a dragon. A dragon of all things. I had to admit that when I first learned about it, I was very surprised. Thankfully, I handle surprise pretty well. I always have, to the point that some people call me emotionless. It did help me this time around, in that I could be supportive for my brother when he needed me.


  I would have never said it out loud, but knowing my brother would never become my general hit me pretty hard. It wasn’t even the fact that I couldn’t do without his skills. I supposed that, one day, I would be able to find a replacement, someone I could make the leader of my armies. But no one could replace my youngest sibling in my heart. I worried about him, about what it meant for him to leave Arthuria behind to build a new life, in an alien land. But he was happy, and his mate Dineiro—gods, I still had trouble wrapping my head around it—had a child on the way. The weirdness of it aside, he had a new family now, and I planned to support his decision one hundred percent.


  And then, Medwin fell in love with another Merlinian, this time a magic user. That would have worked out a little better, because unlike Dineiro, Rapunzel was willing to relocate to Arthuria. Except, as it turned out, Rapunzel had a very complicated family history. At one point, it even got Medwin turned into a frog. I don’t think I’d ever felt such panic like I had in that moment, except maybe for the time when Kirril had briefly disappeared to another world and then had practically fallen into a coma.


  But anyway, all that was in the past. Rapunzel and Medwin were all set to marry, and in an enthusiastic display, my mother had decided to arrange for Kirril to wed Dineiro at the same time.


  Sadly, it seems things never turn out the way one wants them to. The secrets of Rapunzel’s family history came back to strike us with a vengeance, but this time, I refused to let my brothers handle it alone. I had responsibilities toward Arthuria, yes, but I’d gotten sick and tired of waiting at home twiddling my thumbs while my siblings fought with such powerful foes. I decided to help.


  That decision changed my life. This is the story of how it all happened.


  Chapter One:


  In Which a Princely Life Is Not All Moonlight and Roses


  


  Seven months earlier


  


  History forgot this soulless witch


  In vines and briars she was lost


  Chained and trapped at great cost


  But, Goddess, we are in a pinch


  She is back to steal our life


  She brings lovers so much strife.


  Free us from the blasted bitch


  Cast her out into the sea


  Bury her in much debris


  As is my will, so mote it be.


  


  I mentally held on to the words of the ritual, chanting them just like the other people in my group. I’d have never thought that one day, I’d end up fighting side by side with one of the elf elders, a famously wicked warlock who’d once turned my brother into a frog, and a witch who’d nearly forced that same brother into marriage. But here we were, together with Medwin, Kirril, Rapunzel, and even the fabled Fairy Godfather.


  It was an almost surreal scene, but I took it in stride. I hadn’t come here to be a dead weight, and even if Arthurians—myself included—didn’t know much about magic, we had built up a certain resilience to it. Also, my companions had taught me what needed to be done, and while I was new to it, I’d always been a fast learner.


  In front of me, vampire Vlad Dracula seemed to be engaged in some sort of psychic battle with the witch. It was difficult for him—I could tell—and the situation was all the more serious because Vlad’s mate, Vesper, had been thrown in the whirlpool of magic that kept growing behind us. My instinct was to lunge at the witch and bury my sword in the witch’s back, but that would’ve broken the circle we’d created around them. Not to mention that I highly doubted my weapon would have any sort of effect on her, since she seemed to be solely spirit, just like my companions had guessed beforehand.


  With every word we spoke, the witch seemed to get angrier and angrier. It became increasingly hard for our resident vampire to hold her in check. I could tell even if I didn’t know Vlad Dracula very well. Confirming my guess, when we were about three-quarters through the incantation, Vlad’s strength yielded to hers. I had the time to wish the damn magic users had written a smaller incantation, before the vampire flew right into the portal, where his mate had disappeared earlier.


  Now free, the witch released a chortling laugh. “I have you now, you fools.”


  She reached for Rapunzel, but Medwin got in the way. “In your dreams, witch,” he snarled back.


  I didn’t bother getting involved in the conversation. It always boggled the mind how people tended to brag about their plans or achievements in situations when they should shut up and actually prove their worth. I’d forgotten the number of times I’d fought opponents who decided it was intelligent to say, “I have you now,” before they actually defeated me. Usually, my fist or my blade cut them off.


  And so, I continued the incantation, the words flowing off my lips naturally as I watched the scene and readied myself to intervene. It all happened pretty fast. The witch pushed Medwin away, and he flew back, hitting the ground with a dull thud. Rapunzel’s parents formed a wall in front of him, but the witch seemed to have expected that. The air blurred, and suddenly, she was right behind the young blond. As she grabbed his arm, Rapunzel screamed, his long hair whipping through the air like angry snakes. The whirlpool of magic grew even bigger, the colors inside it changing and swirling around in a wild kaleidoscope. Before anyone could try to do anything about it, the witch flew toward the portal, dragging Rapunzel with her.


  I couldn’t let her hurt my brother’s mate and child. There was very little I could do against the witch herself. She moved too fast, and her power protected her from my abilities. But some sort of instinct kept me chanting the incantation under my breath even as I shot forward. At the last moment, I grabbed Rapunzel, pulling him away from the witch.


  A part of me actually thought that it was hopeless, that I would not be able to help Medwin’s fiancé. However, I had not realized one simple thing. The curse that had kept the witch solely in spiritual form had been broken when she had gripped Rapunzel’s arm. She now had solidity.


  For that reason, I succeeded in freeing Rapunzel. With an angry snarl, she reached for him again, her image still flickering between a transparent one and a normal body. Hmm…I’d been wrong. It seemed that the enchantment still had some hold on her—which maybe made sense given that it had been such a complex curse. Gods, I couldn’t even tell. But then, magic had never been my strong point. In Arthuria, that was Medwin’s field.


  Still, I remained facing the witch, drawing my sword without fear. She released another chuckle that almost made my blood freeze in my veins. “You’ll pay for that, Arthurian.”


  A cold hand suddenly gripped my throat, choking out the air from my lungs. I tried to impale the witch with my sword, but my blade ran straight through her. She laughed again, and I was getting pretty tired of her amusement, and her idiotic comments. “I’ll tear you apart, and you’ll regret the very day you were born.”


  I was not impressed by the threat, but I had to admit I couldn’t free myself. As she spoke, though, I noticed with the corner of my eye that the circle had been formed around us once more. Finally, my companions chanted the last lines of the incantation, and I did so as well.


  Bury her in much debris


  As is my will, so mote it be.


  My words came out in a choked murmur, but they worked. The witch screamed, and the whirlpool of magic started to suck her in. Sadly, even if she seemed in pain, she didn’t let go of me. This time, she didn’t speak or make any threats, but she didn’t have to. It was clear that even if she lost this battle, she planned to take me with her.


  We both fell to the ground, and I clung to it stubbornly, trying to get a grip on anything that could anchor me, but failing. It certainly didn’t help that the witch was holding onto me with all her might.


  “No!” I heard Medwin shout.


  “Leonard!” Kirril said in turn.


  “It’s not too late,” the witch tempted them. “Stop this, give me what I want, and I will return your brother.”


  Ahead of me, I caught sight of my younger brothers, trying to reach for me. The magic users were about to agree, I could tell. I refused to let it happen. Vesper and Vlad were already gone into the damn portal. At the very least, we needed to get rid of the witch.


  Without allowing myself to change my mind, I let go. Instantly, the magic drew me in, and both the witch and I flew straight into the portal. Darkness and light surrounded me, confusing images flickering in front of my eyes. I couldn’t feel the witch anymore. Her spirit seemed to have dissipated into the portal. The magic threw me about like a leaf in the storm, and I could do absolutely nothing but endure it.


  At one point, I must have blacked out, because the next thing I knew, I was opening my eyes and staring up at a clouded sky. I blinked away the dizziness and looked around. The first thing I registered was that I’d long ago left the crossroads where the battle had taken place. The whirlpool of magic had disappeared without a trace. I seemed to be in the middle of a forest of now, but not a regular one. Briars and thorns grew all around me, blocking even the rays of the sun. The trees loomed tall and threatening, so close together that they formed a physical barrier.


  The only place free of the plants was the spot where I lay. As I got up, I realized there was a small circle around me, like a miniature grove. I couldn’t be sure, but I had to guess the magic portal must have formed it when it had carried me here. I mentally counted my blessings for that, since landing in all those thorns would have been unpleasant to say the least. To top it off, my sword was also lying next to me. Yes, on the whole, I had to say I’d been pretty lucky.


  I couldn’t be sure, but I guessed I’d accidentally ended up in the fabled Dryad Kingdom, the one the witch had once cursed. I didn’t know much else about it other than that, so I made a mental note to get out of here as soon as possible.


  With that in mind, I retrieved my sword from the ground. The metal was hot, but its weight felt comfortable in my hand. I didn’t have the slightest clue regarding what direction I needed to take to get out of here, but I did know waiting wouldn’t help.


  I lifted my sword, ready to slash away the barrier keeping me trapped in the miniature grove. However, something kept me from doing so. Wild roses grew on several of the vines, and they trembled as I approached, as if afraid. I had the strangest feeling, like I faced cowering children who attempted to shield themselves from my death blow.


  It should have been idiotic. Plants weren’t children. Yes, they were alive, but I’d never before felt remorse when my people chopped down forests for the purpose of building furniture or weaponry. But now…I simply couldn’t do it. Just the thought nauseated me.


  With a heavy sigh, I sheathed my sword once again. I must have hit my head when I’d fallen. There was no other rational explanation to why I was feeling this way. I might have accepted magic, but that didn’t mean I was eager to discard everything I’d learned in my Arthurian upbringing.


  Grimacing, I decided I had no choice but to attempt to make my way through the briars without the help of my blade. Thankfully, I’d thought to bring my hunting gloves, but I highly doubted they’d help me much. Those damn thorns looked as sharp as daggers, and they’d likely tear right through the leather.


  Just the same, I reached for the briars and tried to work my way through them. Predictably, it wasn’t exactly easy. The plants resisted so much that my gloves tore far sooner than I’d expected. I still did my best not to rip the flowers, though. For some reason, I felt it was important.


  And then, one of the thorns dug into my palm and drew blood. I cursed and took a few deep breaths, steadying myself before I tried again. At this rate, I’d never get out of here, but the mere idea of giving up or changing my original plan clashed with my sense of self.


  As it turned out, I didn’t have to worry. This time, when I touched the plants with my bare fingers, a soft sigh seemed to come from all around me. The roses trembled, the petals glowing like they were covered in dew.


  The vines and trees seemed to move, the foliage fretting strangely. I thought I could distinguish far-off voices, odd whispers almost reaching my hearing, but not quite. This wasn’t exactly surprising. Merlinia had laughing trees, and this was presumably the Dryad Kingdom. It made sense for the vegetation to be enchanted.


  That didn’t mean I wasn’t surprised when the forest began to part for me. I watched the process suspiciously, half expecting the trees to attack me. Nothing like that happened. Deciding to take my chances, I stepped forward, leaving behind the tiny grove.


  I slowly made my way through the strange woods, not understanding a single bit of what was going on. In fact, I should have probably been creeped out, because every time I touched a plant, it moved out of the way. Of course, it wasn’t exactly quick progress. Whoever said that magic always worked fast must have been out of his mind, because the vines and thorns took their time in granting me passage.


  More disturbingly, as they moved, the roses brushed against me, and I could have sworn that they moaned. It was particularly disturbing when a plant rubbed against my crotch. I did my best to ignore it, continuing to walk through the forest as if nothing had happened. They were just plants. Magical though they might be, they didn’t have a sexuality, and even if that had been the case, I couldn’t exactly attack vines for supposedly molesting me. That was just plain idiotic.


  Still, I couldn’t help but experience a feeling of relief when the last of the plants moved aside to reveal a large clearing. As I finally stepped out of the forest, I heard those sighs again. I turned toward the trees and nodded slightly in acquiescence. I didn’t know why, but all sexual harassment aside, I had a feeling that they wouldn’t have let just anyone pass. For whatever reason, I’d been handed a privilege. It might have been strange, but I’d always followed my instincts, and right now, they were telling me to be grateful.


  The wind blew through the trees, and it almost felt like they were talking to me. The roses whispered and sang, like they were trying to tell me something. I didn’t get the chance to decipher the message, though. A small giggle sounded behind me, snapping me out of my trance.


  I turned, my hand instantly going to my sword. How had I missed my opponent’s approach? As distracted as I’d been, I should have noticed someone coming up behind me.


  Before I could draw my weapon, though, I froze and blinked, trying to clear my vision. Yes, I must have definitely hit my head. I had seen many strange things today, but none of them compared to what I was facing now. A slender young man sat in front of me, lying down in the grass and watching me with undisguised interest. His golden-blond hair was loose, adorned with what seemed to be live roses. Stranger still, the only thing he seemed to be wearing was…rose petals. Suffice to say, the damn things weren’t doing a very good job hiding his body. If anything, they just drew the eye to his pale-pink skin, the tiny nipples that barely peeked out from under a bloom, his flat belly…I didn’t even dare to look lower, because I was already hard as a rock.


  “They like you,” the apparition said. He tilted his head and stole a look at my waist. “I’m sorry. Did I startle you?”


  It was only then that I realized that I had yet to release my hold on my weapon. Clearing my throat, I straightened my back and relaxed my stance. “Perhaps a little,” I admitted. “I did not expect finding anyone here, in the wild.”


  “Well, technically speaking, it’s not exactly pure wilderness,” the strange young man said with a sweet smile. “But I can see what you mean.” He got up and bowed elegantly. “But forgive me. I’ve been rude and inhospitable. I am Briar, noble warrior. Welcome to the Dryad Kingdom.”


  “Thank you,” I replied. “I am Leonard of Arthuria.”


  To my ears, my voice sounded a little shaky, but the strange young man didn’t seem to notice. “Arthuria?” He hummed thoughtfully. “You’re a long way from home.” He peered closer to my face, his beautiful green eyes glinting with something I didn’t dare analyze too closely. “Did you come to break the curse?” he inquired breathlessly.


  I distantly noted that his lips looked just like dewy rose blooms, plump and full, and made for kissing. At the same time, though, I noticed something else. His lower half was see-through. The rose petals clothing him ended in a bright light that I should have noticed far sooner. Of course, I had been too busy ogling the rest of him, but now, that I realized it, something akin to anger and dread filled my chest.


  After a small moment of hesitation, I replied, “I came here by accident. I don’t even know much about the curse. I only found out about it recently.”


  Briar’s face fell, disappointment replacing hope in those dazzling emerald eyes. “Oh,” he said simply. He laughed, but the sound held no humor. “I apologize. I just made a completely rude and irrational assumption. I’m so embarrassed.”


  “There’s no reason for that,” I assured him quickly. “Perhaps I ended up here for a reason. I might be able to help after all.”


  Briar smiled again, a sad little twist of lips that made something funny clench inside me. “Perhaps.” His expression sobered. “But I assume you’d prefer heading home. It’s dangerous here. If you stay too long, the curse might fall on you, too. You should probably go.”


  Go? I didn’t want to go. I wanted to help him. I wanted to hear the sound of his laughter again, and maybe touch him for real. Gods, what was wrong with me? I knew next to nothing about him, except his name, and what little I could guess from what I’d heard before.


  Oblivious to my thoughts, Briar pointed to the dark forest from whence I’d come. He waved a hand in its direction. To my surprise, the trees moved aside for him obediently, quickly, not like they had for me. I had to reassess my opinion of magic, or I would have, if I’d been able to worry about that now.


  The thought of leaving didn’t appeal in the slightest. Sure, logic said he was right. I suspected Briar could guide me out of his kingdom, not to mention that my brothers were probably worried about me. But I couldn’t leave him. I didn’t know why, but I simply couldn’t.


  Looking away from the path Briar had created, I said, “Tell me about yourself, about the curse. I want to help.”


  For a few moments, Briar seemed to want to protest, but then, he nodded. “Very well,” he whispered softly. “I will tell you my story.”


  The path in the forest closed behind me. I was relieved. I didn’t know what I’d gotten myself into, but as surprising as it seemed, I was happy that Briar had chosen to trust me. I just hoped that I wouldn’t fail him. I certainly had a great incentive to succeed.


  Chapter Two:


  In Which a Rose by Any Other Name Would Smell as Sweet


  


  Arthurians weren’t like my people. They didn’t have magic, so they understood very little about curses and enchantments. They were also dangerous, and were liable to turn against you once they heard you hailed from a magical land.


  That was what my parents had always told me, at least. I’d never gotten the chance to find out if they’d been right or not. In the end, it hadn’t been an Arthurian who’d destroyed our kingdom, but another magical creature.


  Nonetheless, I didn’t know how to handle Leonard. It certainly didn’t help that he was breathtakingly handsome. He was the perfect image of the man I’d imagined as my mate during my teenage years, strong, tall, his bulging muscles perfectly framed by his leather armor. His stubborn jaw and his aquiline nose gave him an aristocratic, almost off-putting look, in that he seemed to exude an air of noble arrogance. But his chin-length dark-blond hair and his expressive green eyes softened that into self-assuredness. The way he looked at me, like I was precious to him, made me feel safe.


  I should have let him go. He hadn’t come here for me, to break the curse. He’d said so himself. But I was too selfish for that, too selfish to allow him to leave. Therefore, I found myself guiding him to sit down on the grass.


  I made myself comfortable on the ground, and he joined me seconds later. “We were a prosperous kingdom once,” I told him. “My parents were the king and queen of our land. While we were officially a province forming an integral part of Merlinia, we had our own identity and independence. My father had dreams of one day making our country altogether free from our previous ties with Merlinia.”


  I smiled as I remembered all those times we’d walked together through the forests, and he’d enthusiastically told me about his ideas. “We came so close to it,” I continued. “But perhaps we shouldn’t have, because it drew the eye of a witch from Grimoire.”


  My heart clenched as I recalled the events that had led to the fall of my kingdom, including my own selfishness. “She wanted my father to sire a baby with her. He, of course, refused. He loved my mother too much to be pulled into something like that. We didn’t know at the time that the decision would cost us. The witch cast a curse on me. On the day of my coming of age, I would prick my hand with the thorn of a rose and fall asleep, and with me, so would the entire kingdom.”


  The bitter taste of pain and guilt filled my mouth, and I glanced out into the distance so as to avoid Leonard’s gaze. “My parents made a terrible, agonizing decision. To protect me and our land, they began to steadily wipe out all of the roses in our kingdom. The public outcry was great, but the people were aware of the curse, so they didn’t protest.” I realized then that he most likely wouldn’t understand what that meant, so I faced him. “You see, our dynasty bears the sign of Rose, the queen of all flowers. I am Briar Rose, and it is not just a name. Not all of us have a direct connection with roses. In fact, that is pretty rare. But I do.”


  “I can see that,” Leonard said, his gaze going to my garments. Was it my impression or did something like appreciation flash in those deep-green eyes? No, it had to be just a trick of light, because when he spoke again, Leonard’s voice was completely calm and steady. “Please, continue.”


  “Yes, well, there’s not much more to say. I was stubborn. I didn’t want the roses to die. I kept a single one in my secret garden, thinking that, one day, when we broke the curse, I’d plant them all over the kingdom. But then, on my birthday, I pricked my hand on a thorn. I don’t remember what happened after that. The next thing I know, I woke up like this, in a spiritual form, with the kingdom overrun by briars and thorns.” I released a self-deprecating laugh, even if I felt tears burn at the corner of my eyes. “It was my fault anyway, so it’s probably fitting.”


  Leonard clenched his jaw in a show of emotion that, for some reason, didn’t seem like something he would do. “It wasn’t your fault,” he said, barely leashed anger in his tone. “I just arrived here, and I’m no magic user, but I could tell those roses were alive. And with your connection to them…I can imagine how much it must have hurt to have them die.”


  I suppressed a gasp, unable to believe my ears. How did he know that? How did he know that I had heard the screams of the roses, felt each and every one of those depths? How could he understand my powers better than my parents, who’d been dryads themselves?


  A deep yearning bubbled inside me. I wanted to touch him, but I knew that if I tried, my hand would just go straight through him. Even these tears that I felt couldn’t fall here, but rather, in the place where my physical body remained.


  “Yes, it did,” I admitted. “The roses are an extension of me, so their pain was mine.”


  The blades of grass twined around my fingers as I spoke, soothing me. I could touch very little when I was in this form, but I still had a strong affinity with nature, and I could interact with plants. Right then and there, I wished I could have reached out to Leonard instead.


  “So wait…” Leonard suddenly arched a brow. “If the roses are an extension of you…all that, in the forest…was it you?”


  My face flamed. I should have known he’d make the connection, but I’d been too lost in the explanation to hold my tongue. Not to mention I was a terrible liar. “I–I’m sorry,” I stammered. The rose petals covering my body extended over a larger part of me to shield my hands and my face. “I didn’t mean any harm.”


  I wanted to run away. He was clearly a noble knight, and I’d allowed my impulses to get to me. For all I knew, he didn’t even like males. Or maybe he had an Arthurian lady at home, waiting for him. I needed to get a grip and stop focusing on my own selfish desires for once. “You have my most sincere apologies.”


  “You don’t need to apologize to me,” he said. Before I knew what was going on, he reached for me and gently caressed my cheek. “It’s all right. I don’t mind. I’m flattered.”


  I gasped. He shouldn’t have been able to touch me, but he did. I didn’t feel his fingers like I would have in my physical form, but the touch was there nonetheless, stirring that desire inside me. I couldn’t even think anymore, just feel. Instinctively, I leaned into his touch, although any moment now, I expected this magical moment to end.


  It didn’t, at least, not immediately. Leonard leaned closer to me, his gaze fixed on my mouth. “Like roses,” he murmured under his breath.


  I closed my eyes, already anticipating the kiss he so obviously intended to bestow upon me. Sadly, I didn’t get the chance to experience what I craved so much. Just as our mouths were about to meet, he fell right through me, his momentum sending him to the ground facedown.


  The feeling of him passing through my spiritual form wasn’t wholly unpleasant, but I still winced when I saw him collapse. I shot to my feet, worried that he’d hurt himself. Since I wasn’t sure I could physically help him up, I summoned my magic. Plants quickly surrounded him, turning him over and checking him for injuries.


  “I’m fine,” Leonard said, watching the vines I had called to my assistance in something akin to fond fascination. “They really are a part of you, right?”


  I nodded, still blushing brightly, although it was a mystery if it had been caused by embarrassment or arousal. And Leonard wasn’t done just yet. With a small smile, he found a rose on the vines and brushed his lips against it. The petals trembled against his stern but soft mouth, and I felt the touch against my own lips. My heartbeat sped up, and I couldn’t help a small whimper. He had to stop doing that, because at this rate, I’d start pollinating even if I remained in this strange spiritual form.


  He seemed to know that I wasn’t ready for more, because he pulled away and his expression sobered. “I apologize for bestowing you with such unwanted attention. I was completely out of line.”


  I bit my lip softly. True, it wasn’t appropriate for us to touch, but my circumstances weren’t exactly normal. I wasn’t even all here, and I had not expected him to be able to come in contact with me. In the end, I decided to be honest and explain.


  “I liked it,” I told him. “I’m not really sure how you did it, because my physical form isn’t here, but…I liked it.”


  I was a bit uncomfortable with the admission. Goddess, I’d only met Leonard. My parents would have had a fit if they’d known about it. The rules of propriety of my people were clear. We were only supposed to open our petals and pollinate for our chosen mates. Slight touches were allowed, but kisses…That was already going too far.


  But my parents were nowhere near here. In fact, they were still sleeping, like the rest of my family, of my people. I clenched my fists, frustrated with myself, with the fact that I was allowing my hope and loneliness to distract me from the big picture. The curse was still looming over our heads. For all I knew, the fact that Leonard had been able to touch me was a bad sign. Maybe it was starting to affect him.


  As if guessing my thoughts, Leonard changed the subject. “So…We were talking about the curse.”


  I cleared my throat, forcing my petals to fall back into place. “Yes,” I told him. “Like I said, I don’t know much about what happened after I fell asleep. My godfather told me there is a way to break the curse, that someday, someone will come along to help. But…”


  I trailed off, not wanting to tell him that he wasn’t the one I’d been waiting for. Maybe if I didn’t vocalize that thought, I didn’t have to believe it. I could think for a while longer that Leonard was my true love, my mate.


  “I see,” Leonard said. “Well, I can tell you little else. The witch who cursed you made a mistake. The curse can be broken by a man from her bloodline. She ended up being bound to the curse she herself cast when she tried to kill that man. But now, somehow, she came back. I fought her, and I ended up here.”


  My eyes widened as Leonard told me about his bravery in the battle with the witch. He had sacrificed himself so that his brothers could be safe, and the witch’s grandchild, Rapunzel, wouldn’t be taken. He explained all of this like a military report, as if he considered it the most natural thing in the world.


  I tried to process the information Leonard provided. If Rapunzel was the person who needed to break the curse, then he already had a mate, Leonard’s brother. Where did that leave me?


  As I asked Leonard this, he hummed thoughtfully. “Well, you said your godfather spoke to you about it. Perhaps he might know more.”


  I nodded eagerly. Of course. It hadn’t occurred to me, because our guardians were a carefully guarded secret for each individual dryad. My parents hadn’t even seen my godfather, and I had never seen theirs.


  But I wanted my guardian, my godfather to meet Leonard. Then I would know for sure if my heart was deceiving me or not. I would know if I was imagining things, or if Leonard truly was my fated mate.


  Chapter Three:


  In Which He Who Dares to Grasp the Thorns Craves the Rose


  


  I was a complete and utter idiot. I couldn’t believe that I’d practically tried to force myself on him. Briar was just so beautiful that I’d lost my head and tried to kiss him. It was so unlike me that I wanted to kick myself.


  Thankfully, Briar didn’t seem angry, at least, not with me. He grew quiet after mentioning his guardian, when he started to guide me away from the forest. We quickly left the grove, at which point I realized that Briar’s kingdom was pretty much an alternation of woods and clearings. Ahead, yet another forest loomed, although it didn’t seem quite as dark and foreboding as the previous one.


  “I have to warn you, my godfather is a little…protective of me,” Briar said as we passed by the first trees. “He’s not rude per se, but he might be a little hostile.”


  Great. A protective magical godfather was the last thing I needed, but if this person wanted to have words with me, I would accept any insults that came from his part. Gods only knew that I deserved them.


  Briar was just so innocent, and I’d assaulted him like a rutting animal. Even now, I couldn’t help but wish I could push the rose petals covering him aside and touch the soft silk of his skin.


  Not for the first time since I’d met him, I was thankful for the years I had in cultivating my stoic façade. The slipup with the kiss aside, I could take refuge in my Arthurian military education, focus on what needed to be done and not on the strange things Briar made me feel.


  “I’m sure it will be fine,” I told him. “I realize that I sort of burst in here uninvited and haven’t been exactly the most polite person possible, but we’re allies here.”


  “Of course.” Briar smiled brightly at me, and my cock throbbed in my breeches. “Come. We’re very close now.”


  I wondered who exactly Briar wanted me to meet. Leaving aside Briar’s short explanation, this place seemed completely devoid of any other life—other than the vegetal one. But perhaps there would be some sort of mage who’d built a refuge in the middle of this forest. According to my brother, the Fairy Godfather was like that, so I supposed I knew what to expect. After all, magical godfathers must share some common features.


  Or so I thought, until Briar suddenly stopped, right in the middle of the forest. “Here we are,” he said, sounding a little breathless.


  I looked around, but I couldn’t see anything except trees ahead of us. Briar seemed pretty excited, though, so I trusted him to guide me in the right direction. He took a deep breath then stepped forward.


  Around us, the entire area flared with light and colors. A million roses suddenly bloomed all over the trees in a kaleidoscope of red, pink, white, and even blue. It was beautiful, but the flowers weren’t the sight that made my breath catch. Rather, the strange enchantment seemed to give Briar a little more solidity. For the first time, I could see the full extent of his body, his long slender legs clad solely in rose petals and small dainty feet wearing sandals made out of vines. Gods, he was so beautiful that I wanted to fall to my knees and worship him.


  I didn’t get the chance to go through with what I had in mind. “Well, well,” a sudden voice said through our right, “this is a surprise. Hello, Briar. I see you’ve brought someone to meet me.”


  I turned toward the source of the voice, only to see that the blooms of the flowers had come together to form the figure of a person. The individual had no face—at least, not in the way of any people I knew. The petals of the flowers were the ones forming his lips, the curves of his nose and his eyelids, and a strange light glowed where his pupils should have been. The rest of his body was exactly the same, almost like a rose had come to life right there, in front of us. I couldn’t even have distinguished his gender if not for the fact that Briar had already told me about him.


  Briar bowed lowly, and I followed his lead. “Godfather, we come to seek your advice,” Briar said. “This is Leonard. He came here after fighting the witch who cursed me. He wants to help.”


  “Yes, yes, I know.” The strange creature waved a hand, dismissing Briar’s words. “Prince Leonard, the crown prince of Arthuria. He also tried to kiss you and failed, and has a hard-on for you even now.”


  The words held obvious censure, which I had expected to some extent. Of course, I hadn’t known Briar’s godfather would be able to guess all that. I’d thought that my clothing covered my crotch pretty well, but hey, I’d been wrong before. More than once.


  By my side, Briar released a small noise of dismay. I stole a glance his way, and yet again, I was greeted by the lovely sight of him blushing. Would I ever get tired of seeing that? Probably not. His skin looked like it rivaled the softness of the pink roses blooming nearby. I wanted to see how far the blush went, map every inch of skin with my fingers and my tongue.


  Shaking myself, I turned toward Briar’s godfather again. “I didn’t mean it as an offense,” I explained, studiously keeping my gaze away from Briar. I wondered if the creature would understand what I felt about Briar. Probably not, because I didn’t understand it myself.


  “Of course you didn’t.” The creature snorted. “All you people think about when you look at someone like Briar is how to deprive him of his innocence.”


  “Godfather…” Briar gasped, having obviously not expected that reaction. “I’m sorry. Please don’t blame Leonard. This is my fault. I started it all, and I shouldn’t have brought him here.”


  I knew it must have been embarrassing for him to admit to the incident in the forest, and the fact that his godfather had forced him into this position irritated me. “No, Briar,” I told him. “Don’t be upset. Your godfather just despises me, for reasons I can actually understand. Nevertheless, I’m sure that we can surpass that dislike if we are to work together to break the curse.”


  “You make interesting assumptions, Arthurian,” the creature said. “I don’t despise you. I despise your inability to give Briar what he needs and accept your responsibility for your role in his life.”


  He was talking in riddles. If he wanted to anger me and make me lose my temper, it wouldn’t be that easy. I was trained in politics and diplomacy, and as adept in it as I was with the blade. Therefore, I just smiled. “It is interesting that you would say that. We are seeking to learn what that role is, and yet, instead of providing answers, you decide lashing out at me is more constructive.”


  I could have sworn the creature glared at me, while Briar’s breath caught. I threw a comforting glance his way, wanting to apologize for insulting someone who was obviously so important to him. But I couldn’t back down. This strange being was testing me, and I had to show him that I was serious in my intentions.


  I had every intention to explain to the creature my circumstances, but something in Briar’s emerald gaze held me captive and wouldn’t let go. “I am Arthurian,” I continued, still looking at Briar. “I don’t know all that much about magic, other than what I’ve recently learned. However, I do know that I am drawn to Briar. He is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life—not just the most beautiful person. He is lovelier than the sight of the setting sun from the towers of Camelot, or the rays of the moon dancing in the waters of the Dozmary. I want to help him, to break this curse, to free him, to give him everything he wants.”


  What in the world was I saying? Had I completely lost all sense? I was no bard, and suddenly, I’d started to wax poetic about the sun and the moon. I would have been embarrassed, except Briar seemed to appreciate my words. “Oh,” he whispered, his voice almost a moan. “Oh…”


  The creature approached Briar and slapped him across the head. “Stop that,” he told Briar in a chastising tone. “You don’t want to start pollinating now.”


  Briar looked down, biting his lower lip, the petals once more moving over his body to hide him better. I didn’t even know what to address first—the oddity of the concept of pollination when referred to a person, the fact that the two of them could obviously touch without the difficulties I’d had, or my own feelings of protectiveness. The latter won out. “If I’ve said something offensive, forgive me,” I told the creature. “Just don’t take it out on Briar.”


  The strange being fixed me with its ethereal gaze. “Hmm…Maybe you’ll do after all.”


  Briar grabbed his godfather’s arm. “Do you mean…Was I right to bring him here?”


  The petals that served as the creature’s lips twisted in what I guessed must have been a gentle smile. “Yes, dear child. You were right.” That soft expression vanished when he looked at me. “Approach, Prince Leonard, and let me look at you.”


  I took a few steps forward, until I stood straight in front of Briar’s godfather. The creature muttered something about overgrown Arthurians—which I blamed on the fact that he was a little shorter than me—and gripped my chin. His fingers were soft, but he had thorns for fingernails, and he was obviously one of those strange forces I had yet to understand. Therefore, I remained still and waited for the verdict.


  The creature moved my head from side to side, as if he was testing my skin for imperfections. His fingers opened my mouth, and I felt like a horse at an auction. I wouldn’t have allowed the scrutiny—I was Arthuria’s crown prince, after all, and withstanding such actions were beneath my dignity. But Briar stood right beyond his godfather’s shoulder, looking so sad and embarrassed that I couldn’t hold onto my anger.


  Of course, my permissiveness reached its limits when the creature suddenly gripped my crotch. I stumbled back, my hand instinctively going to my sword. I kept my temper and didn’t unsheathe it, but only because Briar got between us. “Apologize,” Briar told his godfather. “You know better. The fact that I brought Leonard here doesn’t mean he isn’t deserving of respect.”


  The creature chortled, but when Briar didn’t seem amused, he released a heavy sigh. “Oh, Briar…I’m your guardian, not his. Don’t worry. I know the ways of your people. I was just checking to see if he’s adequate for you.” Much to my surprise, he bowed slightly in my direction. “I suppose it is my turn to apologize. Don’t worry. At the very least, I’m pleased with your endowment.”


  At this point, I didn’t even know what to say anymore. Why was it necessary for this creature to fondle me? We’d come here for advice on a curse. If I wanted to be fondled, I would ask Briar. And gods, I hadn’t thought that…again. Focus, Leonard!


  Thankfully, the creature finally decided I was worthy of his time and knowledge. “Now come. You probably have a lot of questions. To answer your first one, my name is Rosa.”


  I refrained from pointing out that Rosa was a female name. It didn’t matter anyway. “I’m honored to meet you, Rosa,” I said with a formal bow.


  Much to my surprise, Rosa bowed back in an exact replica of an Arthurian formal salute. “And I you, Prince Leonard. You must be wondering about the reasons of my hostility toward you.”


  “Among other things,” I admitted.


  “Well, I suppose you could say it is my job to be hostile,” he explained. He waved a hand, and countless vines and roots emerged from the ground to form a sort of settee. “Please, sit.”


  I very much doubted the provided piece of furniture was in any way comfortable, but I couldn’t exactly refuse. As I sat down, though, I noted that no, there were no thorns digging into my ass or back. For now, at least.


  Rosa grinned at me, as if he’d guessed what I’d been thinking. “I’ll start with the beginning. Dryads are, in a most basic sense, shape-shifters, but they are special in that they don’t turn into animals like other creatures you might be familiar with. The natural shape of a dryad is that of a plant—or rather, a combination between a plant and a human figure. For example, the rose petals you see on Briar’s body aren’t clothing like you might have assumed, but an integral part of him. In his current shape, he is like an unopened rose bud.”


  It was a very good simile, and although it boggled the mind that Briar was basically running around naked—and gods, those petals were actually his skin—I nodded. Seemingly satisfied with my reaction, Rosa continued. “Like other shifters, dryads have affinities. Briar’s is obviously toward roses, but that is quite rare. Other dryads have affinities toward all sorts of flowers, trees, and even grass or weeds. According to each individual affinity, dryads are assigned a guardian at birth—a godfather. My role is to guard all dryads born with powers over the rose. At the moment, Briar is my only child.”


  I listened avidly as Rosa explained the ways of Briar’s people. It was fascinating to learn, but also necessary, because I had a feeling I would need this information if I wanted to protect Briar.


  “I knew Briar was special,” I couldn’t help but say. “It seems that I was more correct than I myself realized.”


  “Indeed.” Rosa seemed pleased at my words. “Which brings me to you. Again, like other shifters, dryads have mates. I believe you understand the concept because of your brother.”


  My heart started beating faster. “The shifter’s other half. His or her one true love.”


  “Quite right,” Rosa replied. “In the case of dryads, mates are the only ones allowed to…turn flower buds into open blooms, so to speak. They are also given a unique honor, in that they are allowed to meet the guardians of their other halves. I needn’t say more, right?”


  “I’m Briar’s mate,” I said, strangely calm even if my world had tilted on its axis in the past hour. “I see.”


  “I see?” Rosa repeated in disbelief. “That’s the only thing you have to say?”


  I ignored him. Instead, I looked straight at Briar. He was blushing again—something that didn’t surprise me since he seemed to be doing that a lot around me. Kirril and Medwin had told me some things about how they’d felt when they’d first met Dineiro and Rapunzel. They had spoken about feelings they’d never experienced before, about the perfect way they and their mates simply fit. Even if I had supported them, I had never really grasped their meaning, at least, not until now.


  From the very moment I’d met Briar, I’d wanted him. The fact that I couldn’t touch him like I craved was almost physically painful, but perhaps it was fortunate, too. Otherwise, even with all my carefully cultivated discipline, I might have jumped him. But first, I had to know what he thought about all this.


  “Briar, do you want to be my mate?” I asked him.


  The lovely young man licked his lips, and I couldn’t help but follow the tempting motion. “Only if that’s what you desire as well,” he replied.


  I swallowed around the sudden knot in my throat. There was so much I’d have liked to say, but the sudden well of inspiration that had allowed me to describe him had now dried up. The truth was that, in spite of my being the crown prince of Arthuria, I had never been particularly charming, and it was starting to be pretty obvious. Briar gazed at me, those lovely emerald eyes holding a plea that quickly turned into disheartened heartbreak. I loathed myself for causing that emotion, and finally managed to tell him how I felt. “You will pardon this lowly Arthurian, beautiful dryad. I admit I am a little overwhelmed, but I would be honored if you would grant me the privilege of being your mate.”


  It was a very official and formal Arthurian commitment, and Briar understood what I meant. Instantly, his expression of sadness melted into a bright, brilliant smile. It was like the sun had appeared after its rays had been held back by dark clouds, and the lovely roses of Briar’s lips responded to the light. I wanted to say that, to blurt out what I felt again, but I was starting to rationalize it all too much to speak out my heart again.


  In my heart and mind, I had already accepted the connection between me and Briar. Very few things could shake me, and while Briar’s mere presence had me on the edge, acknowledging that fact that he belonged to me came as a natural thing.


  Perhaps Rosa realized this, but he didn’t seem that impressed with me. “It doesn’t really work that way, Arthurian. You have to follow your heart and claim your mate when you feel it’s right.”


  “I take it you weren’t supposed to tell me about it at all,” I concluded.


  “No, I wasn’t,” the creature confirmed, “but I had to, because you asked me for help on the curse.”


  Even with the revelations of the past few minutes, I’d never lost sight of the fact that we needed to break the damn curse. I also hadn’t forgotten that I wasn’t the man meant to break the curse—Rapunzel was. However, Rosa seemed to think that my appearance in the Dryad Kingdom and my connection to Briar were both relevant to the matter. I decided to explain all this to Rosa. “What can I do to help?” I asked. “I’m told the only one who can truly break the enchantment is my brother’s fiancé, Rapunzel.”


  “Ah, yes…the witch’s grandchild. You’re both right and wrong. You see, Rapunzel was only ever meant to open the doorway to Dryad Kingdom. Before he did so, the Dryad Kingdom was inaccessible. Actually breaking the curse is an entirely different matter.”


  I frowned. “But something happened then, during the fight. The witch gained some solidity. And Briar is here now, in this form. That has to mean something.”


  “Different enchantments can interact in many ways,” Rosa replied. “The curse became different when the witch’s children bound her to it. Therefore, when their power faltered, so did the curse’s hold on her. It freed the witch’s spiritual form, and Briar’s. But as long as Briar remains asleep, the curse will remain in place. Also, the witch’s spiritual form could have briefly become solid as an aftereffect of opening the portal, but it would not last. It’s kind of like when you touched Briar’s cheek. It worked for a while, but it wasn’t real.”


  I hated the idea that the one time we’d made contact hadn’t been genuine, but at the same time, I couldn’t doubt Rosa. I did my best to keep a straight face and I nodded, but Briar saw right through me. “It’s all right,” he said tremulously. “It’ll happen.”


  “Of course it will,” I replied steadily. I wanted to wrap and arm around his shoulders and pull him to my chest, but I couldn’t do that, so I had to focus on the end result of what we were aiming for. “I’m sure that your godfather will assist us in coming up with a plan. Or perhaps he already has an idea.”


  “True love, of course,” Rosa replied. “You have to kiss Briar, and he will awaken.”


  I stole a look at my mate. There was nothing I’d have liked to do more. Ever since I’d first set my eyes on him, I had wanted it. But I had the feeling it wouldn’t be so easy.


  Briar blushed again, the petals covering his body moving around restlessly. “We’ll have to go to the location of my physical body,” he explained. “It’s in the palace gardens.”


  There was something in Rosa’s expression that told me he had some bad news for us. “What is it?” I asked him. “I get the feeling that there’s something you haven’t told us.”


  “You’re right.” Rosa sighed heavily. “I’m afraid that even with true love, there are conditions. This particular witch was very powerful. Therefore, if you will attempt breaking the curse by kissing Briar, the curse will just change its substance and fall onto you as well.”


  I couldn’t say I was very surprised. Larue and Victor Frankenstein had gone through that same thing, and while I hadn’t exactly known it at the time, my brothers had later explained it to me. However, Rosa had been the one to bring up the kiss thing, so I gathered he had a plan.


  “I assume you have an idea to circumvent that,” I told him.


  “There is a plant,” Rosa said after a small moment of hesitation. “Merlinians call it love herb. We dryads have a different breed of it, cross-pollinated with other plants. I can craft a potion out of it, using a drop of your blood and some of Briar’s petals.”


  “And that would break the curse?” I asked.


  Rosa shook his head. “If you drink it, you will fall asleep as well and you will be able to connect with Briar’s physical body, but in the dream world. The curse still works there, but you should be able to circumvent its nature and break it without risking drawing it onto you as well.”


  “It’s too risky.” Briar shook his head. “He can get trapped there and never wake. No, Rosa.”


  “I’m willing to do it,” I said at the same time. “I’m not afraid.”


  “It’s not about fear. I can’t guarantee it will work,” Rosa warned me. “It’s likely that the witch will try to keep you from reaching Briar. Her spirit will be able to infiltrate the dream world.”


  “But if that’s the case, she won’t have the advantage of insubstantiality, correct?” I inquired. “I would be able to fight back if she attacks me.”


  For the first time, Rosa actually smiled at me. “Very good. Yes. And if you do manage to bypass her in the dream world, it would hurt her in the real one as well. There is one other thing you need to keep in mind, though.”


  Why didn’t that surprise me? “What is it?” I prodded.


  “Basically, once Briar awakens, your natural inclination will be to touch him and claim him like you did in your dream, especially if he pollinates. But a disadvantage of this plan is that the curse will not shatter. Rather, it will unfold. Until the very last person in the Dryad Kingdom awakes, you will not be able to share an intimate moment with Briar. If you do, you risk the return of the curse, or it falling on you.”


  “Is there no other solution?” Briar whispered.


  “Unless the witch’s offspring suddenly arrive here with a stronger incantation than the ones they used before, I highly doubt it,” Rosa answered.


  I nodded in understanding. “I see. I will do this for Briar. I am his mate, no one else, and I can break this curse.”


  I realized it would be hard—and I still didn’t know what pollination meant for them. I could make an educated guess, but my knowledge of Merlinians was limited at best. Just the same, whatever obstacles stood in our way, I refused to back down and disappoint Briar. I trusted my brothers, but this was my task.


  “Leonard,” Briar whispered softly, “I don’t want you to risk your life like this. We’ve just met. I can’t lose you.” A single tear trailed down his cheek, evaporating before it fell to the ground. “Please. We can just wait. Your family will find a way to reach you.”


  Except the witch was ready for them now. We hadn’t managed to beat her when we’d had the element of surprise on our side. Not to mention that the vampire who’d come to our assistance had disappeared into the portal before I’d fallen through. The gods only knew where he and his mate had ended up. I was the only one who could handle this.


  “We can beat this, my flower,” I told him, the term of endearment slipping naturally from my lips. “You needn’t be afraid. I’m here for you now.”


  Briar licked his lips, gazing straight into my eyes. For the longest time, we just looked at each other. Finally, Briar nodded. “All right, Leonard. We’ll try.”


  “Don’t worry,” Rosa told the young dryad, wrapping an arm formed out of rose petals around my mate’s shoulders. “I’ll act as your mate’s guardian as well. I will guide him.”


  Briar bit his lip, obviously still nervous. Even so, he didn’t question us again. “Come,” he whispered. “I’ll take it to my private garden.”


  For some reason, that thought summoned wicked images in my mind’s eye, of what Briar looked like beneath those petals. Shaking away that thought—now was not the time for it—I replied, “Lead the way.”


  Chapter Four:


  In Which a Fight for Love Is Not a Bed of Roses


  


  When I’d led Leonard into the forest of my guardian, I really hadn’t known what to expect. I had hoped that my godfather would confirm that Leonard was my mate, but beyond that, I hadn’t really considered the next course of action. And so, I was now leading Leonard to the location of my physical body, hoping I wasn’t making a serious mistake. I didn’t feel at all prepared for what Rosa had suggested.


  Leonard and Rosa followed me in silence. I could feel Leonard’s gaze on me, and it made me want to turn toward him and beg him to reconsider.


  He must have guessed my thoughts, because he grabbed my arm. I couldn’t help but gasp, having not expected him to be able to touch me. “Trust me, Briar,” he said. “I won’t fail you.”


  His eyes were dark green, like the deepest forests of our kingdom. I desperately wanted to fall in his arms, and I actually managed to steal a quick embrace. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I do trust you. I just know the witch’s power, and I don’t want you to get hurt.”


  “I won’t,” Leonard assured me. “Have faith in what we share.”


  When he held me like this, I actually believed that. I leaned against his chest, breathing in his virile, wild scent. And then, Rosa cleared his throat and whatever strange enchantment had allowed us to touch vanished. As I became insubstantial again, I quickly pulled back, even if I knew I wasn’t swift enough to keep my mate from acknowledging the huge abyss between us.


  Leonard took it in stride. “Soon I’ll be able to hold you,” he said, certainty in his tone. “Now come on. I want to know more about this place we’re going to.”


  I took the opening and started to guide Leonard toward the palace once again. “Well, my private garden is the place where I was born. I know that, in some countries, there are rooms especially arranged for children which are called nurseries. It’s kind of like that.”


  Except that I had never abandoned it when I’d grown up—not even when I’d been unhappy with the choices my parents made for me. It had always been my refuge, and even if I was nervous, I wanted to share it with Leonard. “It’s next to the palace, so you wouldn’t be able to even come close without me or Rosa around. I still think it’s very beautiful.”


  “I’m sure it is,” Leonard replied. “After all, it belongs to you.”


  My face heated up at the obvious appreciation in his voice—and I felt it even in my spiritual form. I sped up, wanting to reach my haven already. Even if I feared the moment Leonard would be forced to drink the potion, I wanted to face him, touch him, kiss him properly.


  Finally, I reached the very edge of the forest. A large wall of thorns and briars stopped the path of anyone who would have dared to advance. I knew for a fact that it went on for miles and miles, since it was very close to the source of the curse.


  I probably should have been a bit more wary about approaching, but the witch’s enchantment aside, I still felt close to this place. I waved my hand, and the thorny barrier parted, granting us entrance.


  Leonard looked around, and I realized he was expecting some of the roses growing on the vines to approach and caress him. It still embarrassed me a little that I’d done that, but it hadn’t even been much of a conscious decision on my part. Where Leonard was concerned, I was going on pure instinct.


  “The garden is pretty far,” I warned him. “Just be aware that once we get closer, things will be a little different.”


  “Different how?” Leonard asked, sounding intrigued.


  “You’ll see,” I replied.


  We progressed through the forest of briars, and I heard the whispers of the plants, welcoming me home. When I stole a look at my mate, I saw Leonard was smiling, so I gathered he could hear them as well, at least to some extent.


  I suspected Rosa could have easily taken us to our destination with a mere thought, but perhaps he wanted Leonard to understand the Dryad Kingdom before he was thrust into the dream world. That guess was confirmed moments later, when Rosa started to explain, “Remember that the dream world will be similar to this one, except it will lack a lot of the overgrown briars. Nonetheless, you’ll need to keep your eyes open for other dangers. It will not be easy, but at all times, focus on Briar. I will know when you need me.”


  “If I go to sleep next to Briar, won’t I end up in the same place?” Leonard asked.


  “I will try to make that happen,” Rosa promised, “but like I said, the witch will undoubtedly try to stop us. It might not work.”


  Leonard opened his mouth, obviously intending to ask something else, but he didn’t get the chance, because finally we left the forest of briars, emerging in front of the labyrinth that was actually my garden.


  The labyrinth hadn’t been crafted or built. Completely organic, formed solely of plants, it had grown specifically for me. Because of the curse, it had once held only hydrangeas and hyacinths—the flowers of my mother and my father respectively. Those blooms had survived here, because I would’ve never had the heart to uproot them. However, there were no hydrangeas around my special place, where I’d once hidden my precious treasure. No hyacinths grew near the core of my garden. Just roses, the roses that had grown out of me. Because while I shared a deep connection with the most beautiful flower in the world, these ones were special.


  I found myself taking his hand and dragging him into the labyrinth. Leonard released a sound of wonder. My ability to hold him didn’t last, but it gave me hope. In no time, we reached the center of the labyrinth, where we both froze in our tracks, staring at the sight in front of us. Or at least—Leonard was staring at it. I was too busy looking at Leonard and taking in his reaction.


  Leonard looked at my physical form, then back at me, and repeated the motion for several times. Finally, he said, “I will free you.”


  There was so much decision in his voice that, suddenly, I had no doubt he’d do exactly that. Smiling, I nodded and guided him to where I lay. I wasn’t afraid anymore. Leonard had come here to break the curse, and undoubtedly, he would.


  


  * * * *


  


  When I’d first set eyes on Briar, I had known—or rather I had thought—that I would never see anything so beautiful in this life. Then, when I’d touched him and watched the blush spread over his cheeks and chest, I had truly believed that nothing could surpass the loveliness of it. With every second, he convinced me of how mistaken I’d been in that assessment.


  As I stepped in the center of the labyrinth, I felt like I’d fallen into a dream before I’d even drunk the potion. Even if Briar was by my side, he also lay asleep in front of me, literally in a bed of roses.


  The blooms were everywhere. Briar was sleeping, his hand curled around a single, blood-red rose. Pink petals covered his body, but Briar’s skin was so similar in shade that he seemed completely naked. My stupid brain chose this exact moment to remind me that, if those rose petals were organic, that was truly the case, but I managed to control my lust—a miraculous feat indeed.


  It kind of helped that Briar lay on his side, breathing softly as he slumbered, and just the fact that he slept kept me focused on the fact that he was cursed. Also, the only thing that could have been considered a garment might have been the petals, but there were vines growing over his body, protecting him, but also caging him in.


  I couldn’t allow the situation to continue. It wasn’t even about my own selfish desire to truly have him in my arms without fearing he would disintegrate. He was the one who mattered. He deserved to be free.


  I stepped forward, with Briar—in his spiritual form—and Rosa right by my side. “Remember what I said,” Rosa warned me. “You can’t break the curse in this world.”


  “I’ll remember,” I promised. I had to admit that my first instinct was to kneel by his bed of roses, part the vines, and brush my lips over his. But Rosa had warned me against doing that, so I held back.


  The overgrown plants allowed us to pass without too much trouble. In no time, we stood next to Briar’s physical body. “You can lie down next to me, in the bed,” Briar said softly. I stole a look at his spiritual shape and realized that he was blushing brightly again. When I looked back at his slumbering form, I noticed that very same endearing flush there. It made sense, and more than ever, I wanted to help him. It had to be painful for Briar to have the two sides of him separated like this.


  Without another word, I sat down on the bed of roses. Everything inside me screamed to touch the sleeping Briar, but I held back and focused on Rosa. The creature murmured something under his breath, and a strange-looking purple flower appeared into his hand.


  “Extend your hand,” he told me.


  I silently did so. A vine wrapped around my wrist, and its thorns scratched my flesh painfully. I didn’t even wince, having expected this to happen. A leaf collected the droplets of blood that fell from the wound, which were then delivered to Rosa.


  Briar’s godfather placed the flower over the drops of blood, then stole one of Briar’s petals and added them to the concoction. He muttered yet another incantation, and a strange light appeared in front of him, where the ingredients had been. Seconds later, a glass vial manifested there, full of a liquid that swirled in various shades of red.


  Wordlessly, Rosa handed me the item in question. Briar watched me with anxious eyes, fidgeting in front of me, obviously still afraid. I gave him a small smile and opened the bottle. Still holding his gaze, I drank the potion.


  At first, it was sweet, and it seemed to hold a unique perfume that invaded my sense. Briar’s scent, so beautiful and perfect. I closed my eyes and embraced it, seeking the path toward sleep that would take me to Briar.


  As I started to drift into slumber, though, something jarred me. The taste of the brew became bitter on my tongue. My stomach cramped, and my muscles seized. Pain exploded through my brain, trying to deter me from pursuing my goal.


  It didn’t work. I didn’t ignore it as some people might have tried to. Instead, I opened myself to it, knowing that it meant I was making progress.


  Briar wasn’t the one keeping me from him. Rather, the witch was standing in my way, trying to prevent us from going through with our plan. But that was all right, because while I hadn’t been able to beat her during the ritual, the dream world gave me a chance to fix that. Most importantly, it would allow me to finally reach Briar. And I wouldn’t allow anything, anything to stand in my way.


  I used the agony I experienced to fuel my determination, turning it into self-confidence and strength. It wasn’t easy, but one thing Arthurians had learned from the beginning of time was that the rules of battle weren’t necessarily straightforward. In general, the best defense was offense, but sometimes, the offense needed to win a battle didn’t lie in pure brawn, but in strategy, endurance, willpower, and most importantly, the desire to protect someone. I had always fought for loyalty and for my affection for my family, but now I was armed with the knowledge of my connection to Briar. The memory of the way he had tried to cling to me and my promise to him were my strongest weapons.


  Armed with that power, I pushed back the darkness and terror threatening to encroach on my mind. A million images burst into my head, nightmares born from the very depths of my soul. I saw everything I had ever feared and never told anyone. A vision of Camelot burning in dragon fire came to me, one which had plagued me when I’d first learned of Kirril’s connection to one of the Merlinian creatures. I wanted to believe that I’d wholly surpassed it, but while I liked Dineiro, trusting his kind didn’t come naturally to me.


  I watched my home town crumbling, saw the people running, trying to escape only to perish under falling walls or dragon claws. “Prince Leonard!” one of the palace servants cried. “Help us!”


  My instinct was to draw my blade and attack, protect my people. I held back, telling myself that this was only a dream and nothing else. I remembered the way Briar had smiled at me and focused on that, trying to find my way back to him.


  And then, a voice shattered my concentration. “Don’t leave us!” my mother called out.


  She was stumbling in the city plaza, supporting my father, who seemed to be hanging on to his last strength. With her other hand, she limply managed to drag around her sword.


  Her dress was stained crimson with his blood. Her normally perfect hair had fallen in an abundance of messy, sweaty curls. Soot and blood stained her cheeks, and her gaze held desperation and yearning. “Don’t leave us, Leonard!”


  My father lifted his eyes, and in those penetrating yet dazed orbs, I saw one of my worst fears. “You are king now,” he said. “You have to protect your mother and Arthuria.”


  This was a scene I had imagined far too many times as I grew up. I had been groomed to become king, but that process only reminded me every second of the day that my father would die. It wasn’t impossible for a king to abdicate in favor of his heir, but I had never seen it as likely. In the end, I had grown to accept it, or so I thought, until now.


  Behind my father, my brothers appeared, trying to hold back a horde of enemy warriors. The dragons hovering above Camelot didn’t seem like the only attackers of my country. I couldn’t distinguish the faces of these new foes, but I did know that they were launching bolts of magic at Kirril and Medwin.


  My siblings tried to hold it all back, but then, a figure appeared from among the group, one I recognized all too well. A long-haired blond man created a spell out of thin air. Next to him, a purple dragon appeared, screeching loudly and revealing strikingly sharp fangs. More familiar figures appeared around my family, shape-shifters, pixies, vampires.


  They all lunged at my brothers and my parents, and just like that, I snapped. I shot forward and unsheathed my blade, blocking the magical attack with my weapon. “Enough of this!” I called out. “You’re not going to beat me.”


  The magic users in front of me started to laugh. “Are you serious, Prince Leonard?” the witch Anelah asked. “You have no chance against me.”


  In her voice, in her words, I heard the real witch—Anelah’s mother. She had practically given herself away by saying “me,” not “us.” All of this was only an illusion which she had cleverly crafted from my fears.


  “You wouldn’t harm your brother’s mate, would you?” Rapunzel asked, fixing me with a mock-innocent look.


  “You are mistaken,” I told him calmly. “I have no intention of fighting you—any of you. I trust you.”


  Yes, Rapunzel had hidden his ancestry. Yes, his mother was the same witch who’d once enchanted Medwin. Yes, Kirril had left Arthuria for a dragon, and some people had called him a traitor for it. But I knew better. I had seen the love between Medwin and Rapunzel, between Kirril and Dineiro. I had shared a meal with Dineiro’s Merlinian friends and had fought side by side with them to free one of their own. And all my choices, their appearance in my life, and my insistence to help them had led me to this point, to Briar.


  The damn witch was throwing my doubts and nightmares at me, but those fears were in the past. I could understand now what my brothers felt for their chosen mates, because I felt the same for Briar. And I knew that this sort of love could hold no deceit.


  I took a deep breath, focusing on the strength I found in Briar’s faith in me. Instead of lunging with my sword at my opponents, I buried it deep into the cracked cobblestone path at my feet.


  Screams erupted all around me. I jumped back and caught a flash of motion through the corner of my eye. I turned, just in time to catch my mother attacking me, her lips drawn into an angry snarl, her eyes flashing with killing intent as she tried to bury her sword in my flesh. “Traitor!” she screamed.


  My father, now seemingly recovered, joined in on the fight, and so did my brothers. The magic users cast all sorts of enchantments at me.


  But it was futile. None of their attacks could touch me. I just smiled and caught my mother’s blade in my hand. “I won’t ever betray the ones I love,” I said calmly. “That’s why you can’t win.”


  The ground started to shake, and the illusions of my family and friends vanished. I found myself falling again, just like I had earlier that day, through the strange portal that had carried me to the Dryad Kingdom.


  Once more, I collapsed into the grass, panting hard as I struggled to process what had happened. I knew I’d won the first battle when I saw I was exactly where I’d started my journey throughout Briar’s lands, in the tiny grove created by magic.


  Of course, Rosa had been right when he’d said that the dream world would be different. The briars and vines covered with roses were gone. In their place stood a strange dark forest, more ominous than anything I’d ever seen in my life. They formed a barrier just as effective as the one in the real world, but in it, I saw nothing of Briar—just darkness. I could almost recognize some of the trees. They seemed like mammoth, twisted versions of arbors I’d seen in the real world, but I couldn’t be sure. Merlinian vegetation was different from Arthurian one.


  Just the same, it seemed obvious that these particular plants were under the witch’s control. Rosa’s voice soon confirmed this. The creature reached out to me, his weak voice sounding in my mind as if through a thick filter. “Well done so far. But be very careful. This is a realm the witch can control with ease. One false move, and you’ll be stuck here forever.”


  “I have no intention of allowing that to happen,” I told him. “Briar is relying on me.”


  After that, the time for conversation was over. I lifted my sword yet again and approached the edge of the forest. As I stood there, strange whispers reached my ears, some angry, some frightened, others hopeful or even filled with hatred.


  “There are other dryads trapped here, not only Briar,” Rosa told me. “Everyone is under the witch’s curse. She wouldn’t risk breaking their stasis, not even in the dream world, but their spirit endures there. Given that you’re an Arthurian, they might stand against you.”


  Great. Why didn’t that surprise me? I didn’t look forward to fighting Briar’s friends or family, but in the end, it was a little fitting. After all, I had once felt the same prejudiced wariness toward the Merlinians my brothers loved. I’d just have to prove myself worthy of Briar’s affection.


  Of course, that was easier said than done. If Rosa was correct—damn him anyway for not warning me before—Briar’s kin could very well be in this forest, too. If I slashed the wrong thing, I could harm someone close to my beautiful mate.


  What little I had learned about the Dryad Kingdom couldn’t really help me. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and focused on Briar, on my memory of him. Holding onto the image of his smile, I moved my sword down in a slashing motion, aiming it at the plants in front of me.


  The vegetation yielded to my mastery of my blade, and I walked forward, using my instinctual connection with Briar as a guide. Well, at least that was what I aimed for. It wasn’t quite so smoothly. I stumbled more than once and fell face-first in the ground—which turned out particularly unpleasant when it became apparent that there were animals as well as plants in this forest. I guess it made sense—but I would have preferred to learn that little tidbit by actually seeing a creature, not stumbling straight into a large pile of excrement.


  It certainly didn’t help that the plants didn’t seem inclined toward any affectionate caresses now. In fact, the thorns seemed more liable to castrate me than grope me. Even with this most dire threat aimed at me, though, I managed to make my way through the forest with my gonads intact and only minor injuries to my dignity. The witch needed to find something more impressive if she wanted to keep me from Briar.


  Once I surpassed this first obstacle, I went on to follow the same path Briar had led me through. I crossed the forest where I’d met Rosa, noting how dark, silent, and ominous it seemed. As I stepped into the grove I recognized as Rosa’s, I half expected roses to bloom around me, just like they had before. Naturally, it didn’t happen, but my presence did trigger something. A million thorns flew straight at me from every possible direction. I dropped to the ground and rolled behind a tree just in time to dodge the first wave, but more came at me. Several slashed my cheeks and struck my thighs and shoulders—and suddenly, it was very obvious that I should have been more careful with what I wished for. The witch did have more weapons in her arsenal, and if I wasn’t careful, I could die as a thorn pin cushion.


  Thankfully, my agility didn’t fail me even if I was in the dream world. I managed to evade most of the projectiles and left the booby-trapped area behind. Once I was safe, I removed the thorns that had embedded themselves in my flesh and bandaged my wounds as well as I could. This definitely had to be a dream, because I’d never bled so badly in my life, even from sword wounds.


  Shaking my head at my musings, I continued on my way. Finally, I reached the place where the barrier of briars was supposed to be. Just like Rosa had said, it was missing here, but in its place stood a huge stone wall. There was no door that I could see and a moat filled with water blocked the immediate access to it. Even if the water itself seemed harmless enough, I could distinguish faint shapes underneath the surface, and I gathered it wouldn’t be wise to try to swim across.


  For a few minutes, I stood there, considering my next move and assessing the advantages and disadvantages of my adversary. The witch had the upper hand, or so it would have seemed. However, this was a world of dreams, not necessarily one of magic. In this realm, I had as much power as she did. I just had to channel it somehow.


  Once more, I sought out my feelings for Briar. We didn’t have a complete connection, not like the ones my brothers had said they shared with their respective mates. I was still uncertain on many things, and a part of me still couldn’t understand how I could be so drawn to a person I’d only met minutes ago. But whatever questions my rational side asked, my heart could answer. And in those replies, I found the strength I needed to reach out to the very core of this dream world.


  This was still the Dryad Kingdom, and I was the mate of the dryad prince. The soul of the realm had granted me entrance once before. Some things might have changed, but that was still true.


  As I thought this, a surge of power flowed through me, finding an anchor in the certainty of my emotions. Vines burst out of the ground and wrapped themselves around my waist. They carried me over the moat and deposited me safely on the other side. Strange fish-like creatures tried to lunge at me, but didn’t reach me, instead clashing against the solid vines.


  Sadly, when the vines came in contact with the wall, they withered away. At the other side of the moat, the plants couldn’t help me. Frustrated, I held onto my sword and buried it into the smooth surface of the stone, as high as I could reach. I retrieved my second weapon, my dagger, from my boot and gripped it in my hand.


  Using my sword as my only point of support, I hoisted myself up on the wall. What followed was a struggle of grappling and holding on for dear life, chipping off pieces of the wall with my dagger while my sword kept me from plummeting to the ground and possibly my death. The higher I went, the smoother and more resilient the wall became. At one point, its surface actually turned slick, as if covered with a strange, smelly liquid that made my fingers slip whenever I tried to ascend. On the whole, it was pretty hellish, so much so that when I finally reached the top, I almost couldn’t believe it.


  I sat on the edge on the wall, drawing my breath and looking into the distance. From this height, I could see the labyrinth that hid Briar’s private garden, and beyond it, something that looked suspiciously like a humongous, mountain-sized tree. I didn’t know how I had missed it back in the real world, because it seemed so impossibly obvious here.


  “It’s the palace, the Great Tree,” Rosa told me in my mind. “With luck, you won’t have to go there. Go on, Arthurian. You’re very close.”


  His words encouraged me, or would have, except I suddenly felt something wasn’t quite right. It might have been in Rosa’s tone, or in the way the wind began to blow here, in the dream world. “Rosa?” I called out. “What is it?”


  No reply came this time. A million different scenarios rushed through my mind, and all fatigue vanished. I started to climb down the wall, moving as quickly as I could and probably far too recklessly. At one point, I lost my grip on the dagger, but by some miracle, I managed to keep myself from falling.


  Still, it seemed to take forever until I finally set foot on the ground. The moment I did so, however, the seemingly solid earth melted into quicksand. Before I even knew what was going on, the pit started to swallow me whole.


  Even as I froze, I growled in anger and annoyance. Arthuria didn’t have dragons, trees that threatened to castrate you, or strange witches who suddenly decided they were out for your blood—at least not natively. However, Arthurian wilderness could be very dangerous, too, and I was well trained in what to do if I fell in quicksand. Therefore, I knew all too well that flailing and struggling would be counter-productive. I seriously didn’t have time for this.


  I was considering the advantages and disadvantages of tossing my sword aside when it occurred to me that yet another thing felt off. This particular pit seemed deeper than any I’d seen before and it appeared to be sucking me in quite viciously. In fact, if I hadn’t known any better, I would have said the thing was alive. Then again, here in the Dryad Kingdom, anything was possible.


  Alive. I wasn’t sinking into quicksand—I was being eaten. Throwing my weapons away—which, because of their weight would have been the smart thing to do in a normal scenario—would have sealed my fate. I could still fuck this up. I could very easily be mistaken, but in my heart, I knew it was not the case.


  Holding onto my weapon tightly, I began to shove it through the pit as hard as I could. I used my momentum to force my body out of the so-called quicksand. It was a risky strategy, since under normal circumstances, it could have pushed me deeper. However, my gut feeling turned out to be correct. The sand-like substance began to shudder around me, as if in protest. The entire pit shook as my blade slashed through it. Before I could make my own way out, a sudden force spat me out of the pit. I flew straight through the air, landing several feet away, covering in a translucent, sticky liquid that I guessed was either saliva or blood.


  I was quickly growing tired of the witch’s tricks, but they just made me more determined to reach Briar. I got up and headed toward the labyrinth, needing to see my mate so much it hurt.


  By now, my muscles were screaming in protest. My arms ached after the effort of scaling the wall, and the wounds from the thorns itched and burned. Most of the bandages seemed to have fallen during my fight with the sand pit creature. For all I knew, the injuries were going to get infected even if I was in a dream world. My rational side told me to stop and at least wash my wounds, but I simply couldn’t do so. I kept going, running until I reached the center of the labyrinth.


  Just like earlier, I froze, unable to move a muscle. This time, though, it wasn’t Briar’s beauty that kept me immobile. Instead, it was his absence.


  The bed of roses was still there, exactly where I remembered it. I could even see a very faint indentation where his body had lain. However, that only made it more obvious that he wasn’t there now.


  Rosa’s voice reached out to me again. “Briar isn’t in his private garden,” he told me, his tone filled with urgency. “The witch changed his location.”


  I had the overwhelming urge to kick him, and perhaps I would have if he’d been physically present. “I can see that,” I replied, managing to keep my calm only because I knew panicking wouldn’t help. “Where else can he be?”


  “His quarters in the palace,” Rosa quickly replied. “In the highest room of the tallest tower.”


  The highest room in that obscenely huge tree? How was I even supposed to get there? Briar had never showed me, and if I’d had so much trouble reaching the labyrinth where I’d actually been before, I couldn’t imagine how hard it would be to find navigate the dryad palace.


  Nonetheless, I had no doubt that I could do it. The alternative was simply unthinkable. I couldn’t not achieve it, so, for what seemed like the millionth time, I nodded. “Show me the way.”


  Rosa did, or at least he tried to. Something that looked like a rose with wings appeared in front of me and started to guide me away from the labyrinth’s center. I would have very much liked to say it went well, but it didn’t. The veil between the dream world and the real one seemed to become thicker with every second that passed, and the only thing I had to help me was a peculiar cross between a rose and a bat.


  Even so, I followed. On occasion, the rose-bat led me up to dead ends, which didn’t really fill me with confidence when it came to Rosa’s ability to act as my guide. But since I had no other choice, I persevered, and mercifully, my patience was rewarded when we finally left the labyrinth.


  I now found myself standing in front of a winding cobblestone path framed by tall, hulking trees. There was something unsettling about those trees, and somehow, I knew that if I tried to pass them, I’d run into an unpleasant surprise.


  However, the rose-bat was advancing onto the path, and I could do nothing but follow. I held my blade close, my every muscle tense as I waited for the attack.


  The trees started to stir from the very first moment I set foot on the road they guarded. Their branches seemed to grow bigger, and an ominous hum sounded around me. Vines burst from the ground, wrapping themselves around my arms and legs. I was just about to slash them off, but then something stopped me, a feeling that reminded me of the time I’d been granted passage through the forest of briars. I’d narrowly avoided killing the roses that belonged to Briar. I could only follow that same gut feeling and hope it didn’t get me ripped apart.


  My gamble paid off, and the vines soon released me, allowing me passage. Rosa proceeded to uselessly explain why that was. “They are other guardians who fell under the curse’s power when their children did. Their magic is limited because of their predicament, but they can and will stop you if they think you are a danger for the Dryad Kingdom.”


  Of course he couldn’t have told me that before I’d figured it out myself. Sometimes I really thought he hated me. Perhaps he himself believed that I was dangerous for Briar and the Dryad Kingdom, or maybe he was merely testing me. The gods only knew what made Rosa act the way he did.


  In the end, it didn’t really matter, because I wasn’t here for Rosa. Grateful that the other guardians wouldn’t attempt to stop me, I ran forward, following the rose-bat. It seemed to take forever, but finally, I reached the closed gates of the palace. The very top of the gates looked like two weeping willows with their branches entangled, and the main structure seemed to grow from the large trees instead of being crafted by the hand of man. Under different circumstances, I might have admired the masterful beauty of it, but now, I was too busy focusing on the huge red rose in front of me.


  I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised that the witch had such minions in the dream world. Still, it bothered me that she had managed to twist the symbol of Briar’s innocent and passionate perfection into something so obviously monstrous. The petals of the rose parted to reveal something akin to fangs. Its thorns pointed at me threateningly, and it walked on its roots, using them like an animal would legs.


  The peculiar monster waved a leaf, and thorns the size of spears rushed toward me. I leapt out of the way, and then lunged at the creature with my blade drawn. As much as I hated it, the time for patience and diplomacy was over. This was a beast with a clear intent to kill, and I couldn’t afford taking any chances with slaying it.


  For all its fierceness, the rose monster was quite slow. However, it was also terribly resilient. When I struck its stem with my blade, the force of my own blow sent me reeling back, but didn’t cause even the slightest dent in the green surface. All right, that wasn’t good.


  Thinking quickly, I looked around, trying to come up with a strategy that would help me against this foe. My gaze fell on the thorns the creature itself had thrown. They were so sharp they had embedded themselves in the ground and could have easily killed me if I hadn’t dodged. It might work as a weapon against the rose monster


  I didn’t have the time to try to pull one of them out, but perhaps the base of the thorns wasn’t as solid as the stem. Following that trail of thought, I lifted my blade again and chopped at the thorn closest to me. The creature released a strange gurgling sound, reaching down in an attempt to destroy me. I retreated again, moving out of its reach, then as the rose monster reoriented its attacks, dove in once more toward the thorn.


  The dance took far too long, but it couldn’t be helped. My chosen course of action had me practically chopping a tree with my sword. While my blade was sharp, it wasn’t built for that sort of thing. Nevertheless, my faithful weapon served me well, and the thorn at last fell on the ground at my feet.


  Sap flowed from the spot where it had been like blood out of a wound. It was a weak area I could exploit, but first, I needed to use my recently acquired weapon. Quickly sheathing my sword, I grabbed the huge thorn and sent a prayer toward the gods. With a roar, I threw the thing as hard as I could at the rose monster.


  The thorn was heavy, but my efforts paid off. The thorn struck the stem of the creature and pierced it with an almost sickening crack. As the monster released another of its screeches, I unsheathed my sword again and buried it in the first wound I’d caused.


  The creature staggered back but didn’t immediately fall. Its sharp thorns flew toward me, trying to pry me off before I could take it out. One of them passed me by an inch, coming so close that its edge hit my side. Pain burst through me, proving once more that this particular dream world was very real.


  Ignoring the feeling of my own blood trickling down my leg, I continued fighting the monster, until finally, the thing collapsed right on top of the castle gates, therefore creating the entrance I needed. I leapt on top of the rose monster, ready to deliver the final blow. And then, three soft words reached my ears.


  “Save my master,” the rose said. There was strangely humane remorse in that phrase, and I finally realized that this wasn’t just another of the witch’s minions.


  Before I could hit it again, the hulking shape of the huge rose disappeared, leaving behind a single small flower. I picked it up, somehow knowing that this had been the rose which had caused the curse in the first place. I could only hope that defeating it in the dream world had helped weaken the enchantment. I had no idea if I should replant it, squash it, or simply leave it there, but that simple phrase made me unable to abandon it.


  And so, holding onto the rose, I finally entered the palace of the dryads. I found myself in a quiet courtyard that seemed to hold every flower in the world, displayed in artful patterns that I guessed must have formed some sort of symbol. It was beautiful, but I didn’t stop to admire the view. Briar was waiting.


  I also noticed something else. So far, the only sign of life I’d seen in the kingdom had been the plants, but here, in the courtyard, there were people, all of them sleeping. It was unlikely that they would wake—after all, the curse was still in place—but I didn’t want to risk running into someone who decided they didn’t want an Arthurian savior, so I walked faster.


  I bypassed a group of sleeping guards and entered the building. Inside, I found many other people, also asleep. I wondered how it was that people could sleep while in a dream, and I asked Rosa this.


  “Don’t be an idiot,” Rosa told me. “It’s a curse, not normal slumber. It actually is a shutdown of their consciousness. They don’t have access to the dream world. Goddess, how is someone like you Briar’s mate?”


  I ignored his comment, my attention now drawn to the winding staircase just ahead. The highest room in the tallest tower. I might not know where that was, but it seemed clear that from the base of the tree-palace, I had to go up.


  The rose-bat confirmed this as it flew up the stairs. I ran after it, my mind fully focused on my task. I could practically feel that I was coming closer to Briar. And yet, I suspected this battle wasn’t over yet.


  My guess was confirmed a few minutes later, when the rose-bat stopped in front of a door engraved with the symbol of Briar’s dynasty. Well, it didn’t actually stop on its own. Rather, a bolt of magic struck it and the poor creature collapsed on the floor with a small gasping sound.


  I couldn’t worry about Rosa’s familiar—or whatever it had been—though, because I had to worry about myself. The witch blocked my access to the door of Briar’s tower, smirking at me.


  “You’re persistent, I’ll give you that,” she said with a thoughtful hum. “But I won’t let you reach the rose prince. You and that meddling guardian will learn the true meaning of my power.”


  And there she went again, with the same idiotic comments that made me want to roll my eyes. Perhaps I’d have done exactly that, but instead, I used the time she’d unwillingly given me to get a better grip on my blade and scan the witch’s stance. I had fought her before and lost, so I knew her power didn’t lie in hand-to-hand combat. However, if she touched me, she could plague me with one of her enchantments, and I needed to avoid that at all cost.


  I reminded myself that, unlike before, I’d actually be able to fight back. Magic was an unpredictable factor, but if the witch had been as confident in her strength as she pretended, she wouldn’t have bothered to throw all those obstacles in my path.


  It was very simple strategy, really. All the monsters and barriers had never been meant to stop me, or rather, hadn’t been expected to keep me away from Briar. The witch had merely intended to weaken me so that she could beat me with ease.


  Knowing that, I let my stance loosen a bit, pretending my fatigue was getting to me. I spat blood on the floor and gritted my teeth, like I was trying to control my pain. I needed to be careful not to overdo it, because the witch would never believe my act if I went too far.


  Because oddly enough, it was an act. The exhaustion I’d felt upon scaling the wall and the pain emanating from my wounds had disappeared, melting into pure determination, into the siren’s call of Briar’s presence, so close to me now. Nothing else mattered, except reaching him.


  The witch eyed me with shrewd eyes, but her arrogance was such that she couldn’t read me. She started murmuring something under her breath, an incantation of sorts. A ball of energy began to form in front of her. I waited for a few seconds then finally attacked. Lifting my blade, I rushed her, ready to slash my opponent’s flesh.


  With a sharp bark of laughter, the witch cast her spell, forcing me to dodge. Another spell struck my arm, and I hissed as I dropped my sword. The power of her enchantment was such that I lost my balance and fell back.


  She chuckled, turning slowly toward me as if amused. “So much for the strength of the great Arthurian warrior.”


  I hid a smile of my own. What the witch didn’t know was that I had anticipated all of this. I had gambled on her arrogance and had won. Just as I hit the floor, I retrieved my dagger from my boot and threw it at her.


  My new attack took her completely by surprise, and my aim was true. The weapon hit her straight in the chest, where her heart would have been if she had one. It wasn’t a large weapon, but it did the job. She released a loud screech, glaring at me with such hatred that I was almost surprised I didn’t burst into flames on the spot.


  “You’ll regret that,” she said as she struggled to pull out the dagger. Apparently, she wouldn’t be taken out so easily.


  Since she was distracted—both with her useless threats and with the not so pleasant process of removing my weapon from her flesh—I saw my chance and found my sword on the floor. Without a second’s hesitation, I rushed toward her. At the last moment, she glanced up toward me, her eyes glittering with anger and disdain. She pulled the dagger out, and before I could hit her, blocked my path with a magical shield.


  For a few moments, the enchantment held, apparently immune to my physical strength. But then, I caught sight of the rose symbol on the door beyond the witch. I remembered Briar’s tears, the bitter guilt that had plagued him—and I knew I couldn’t allow this to continue.


  The sword passed through the witch’s shield, piercing her stomach. Her eyes widened almost comically. “You…You’ll pay…”


  Just like before, I didn’t bother to address the threat. Instead, I pulled the blade out, ready to dispose of her. Sadly, before I could do that, the witch’s body dissipated into thin air. I stared at the spot where she had vanished, half expecting her to reappear and attack me again. When it didn’t, I cursed and wondered what had happened to her in the real world.


  “She is weakened,” Rosa told me, his translucent figure appearing by my side for the first time since I’d ended up in this dream. “Quickly now. Go to Briar. Now is your chance to break the curse and defeat the witch for good.”


  I didn’t wait to be told twice. As regrettable as it was that the witch had escaped, I had achieved my goal and defeated her. I hadn’t actually come here for her, but for Briar.


  Sheathing my weapons, I opened the door and ran up the stairs that led to Briar’s quarters. I soon found that this truly was the highest room in the tallest tower. I was in great shape, but by the time I reached the end of the staircase, I was sweating like a pig and cursing the dryads for deciding to build, or rather, grow such a huge palace.


  At last, I opened the door to Briar’s quarters and stepped inside. A true warrior was taught never to abandon his sword, not even when in his own territory, let alone in a hostile one. But in spite of that knowledge, when I walked into Briar’s room, I dropped my weapon. My fingers simply went slack at the sight of my mate’s slumbering form. He was so beautiful and he looked so peaceful when in deep sleep that holding onto an object meant for violence seemed like an insult.


  Never taking my gaze off him, I began to walk forward. Even here, in his room, Briar’s bed was like a huge rose, the petals shielding him from sight, protecting his delicate form. When I finally reached the strange item of furniture and touched it, those petals parted, revealing the full extent of his body.


  I leaned over him, ready to kiss his sweet lips, when I suddenly realized Briar’s perfume was being pushed aside by a distinctively vile scent. With much dismay, I grasped that I was the source of the smell in question. I was covered in excrement, sand monster saliva, rose sap, and my own blood. Touching Briar when I was like this didn’t seem right. He was pure, a jewel meant to be treasured. I wanted to lavish him with all the luxuries in the world, not lunge at him while still covered in filth.


  But in spite of knowing that, I felt so drawn to him that I couldn’t help myself. One kiss, I told myself. One small kiss, and I would pull away. I just had to taste him, to make sure this plan of Rosa’s would actually work.


  Hoping and praying, I brushed my lips over Briar’s. As kisses went, it was pretty tame. In fact, it was more like a closemouthed lip-lock than anything else. It couldn’t be helped, because Briar was in no condition to respond. Or at least, he wasn’t at first. A few seconds into the kiss, Briar finally stirred beneath me. A small moan escaped him, and he began to kiss me back.


  Well, he did his best at it, at least. Rosa had been right in that Briar was inexperienced. He trembled underneath me, and he tentatively parted his lips. His shy tongue tried to meet mine, but it was obvious that he felt uncertain on what to do next.


  I didn’t mind. In fact, this was probably the best and most passionate kiss I’d ever shared with anyone. Briar tasted just like I had thought he would, the sweetness of his lips disguising a fiery passion that I’d caught glimpses of before. I looked forward to teaching him everything there was to know about the pleasures of the flesh, and I planned to start right now.


  Alas, I didn’t get the chance to fulfill my desire. Rosa manifested by my side and pulled us apart. “All right, that’s enough,” he exclaimed. “You need a bath. I won’t have you touching Briar with those filthy hands of yours. Go on—get.”


  Before I could even attempt to protest, Briar’s godfather ushered me in an adjoining bathing chamber which I hadn’t originally seen. Inside, a pool of water filled with rose petals awaited me. Next to it were several bottles which I guessed had to be oils and soaps of sorts.


  Stealing a yearning glance at the door, I sighed heavily. It seemed that I would have to wait a while until I could talk to Briar and touch him like I craved. Grumbling under my breath, I disrobed and stepped into the steaming water. Its scent reminded me of Briar, and my cock—already hard from the kiss Briar and I had shared—throbbed painfully between my legs.


  For now, I ignored it and focused on cleaning myself up. I wasn’t stupid. Rosa hadn’t sent me away just because of the filth covering my body. My mate needed a little time to process what had happened to him, and I would give him that. I could wait. Briar deserved it.


  Chapter Five:


  In Which There Is Never a Rose without a Prick


  


  It was terrible. For some reason, Rosa had decided it was a good idea to banish my mate into the bathroom. “Rosa! Why did in the world did you do that?” I whined. My brain swirled with desire, and the only thing I knew was that I wanted my mate to touch me again.


  My guardian sat down next to me on the bed, gripping my wrist in an iron-like vise and keeping me from fleeing after Leonard. “Breathe, child,” Rosa said. “You need to calm down.”


  “I’m very calm,” I told Rosa, the wheezing sound of my voice not sounding convincing even to my own ears. “I’ll be even calmer when Leonard comes back.”


  “Oh?” Rosa arched a brow made out of rose petals. “And what will you do then? Do you even know what is expected of you?”


  I froze, the meaning of Rosa’s words penetrating my daze of lust and need. He was right. I knew some of what happened between two mates, but because of the curse, I’d never gotten the chance to truly focus on it. I’d been told that my other half and I would share intercourse, and we would claim each other. After that, I would start to pollinate and a new seed would start growing inside me.


  But all of that was very vague and didn’t help me in the here and now. I was fairly certain that one of the people involved had to enter the other for actual intercourse to happen, but I had never seen it done, and it was so different with plants…My petals started fidgeting nervously in response to my acknowledging my own inadequacies. Rosa must have noticed this, not that it was very hard. “Don’t panic,” he soothed me. “That’s why I’m here, to help you through it. Besides that Arthurian might be a barbarian, but he isn’t a complete brute.”


  “Leonard isn’t a barbarian,” I argued softly. “He cares for me.”


  “Yes, he does,” Rosa agreed, surprising me. “He wouldn’t have fought like he did if he didn’t feel the bond.”


  I bit my lip, concern flowing through me. I didn’t know everything that had happened to Leonard in the dream world. Rosa had been watching over him, but at one point, I’d been forced back into my body and my consciousness had faded away like it had when I’d first been cursed.


  The next thing I knew, I was waking up, Leonard’s lips on my own. “Is Leonard all right?” I asked Rosa, my previous concerns irrelevant when faced with the possibility of my mate being hurt.


  When Rosa didn’t immediately answer, I called out my mate’s name. “Leonard!”


  The door to the bathing room opened almost instantly. “What is it?” Leonard inquired, scanning the room with his piercing dark-green eyes. “Is the witch back?”


  I shook my head, trembling as I took in the sight of him. He had stepped right out of the bath, so I could finally see the full extent of his body. Truly, he was everything I’d ever wanted in a mate—all man from the tips of his blond hair to the soles of his feet. I wanted to lick the lines of his rippling abdomen, trace my fingers over his muscled legs, and most importantly, explore the magnificent cock that seemed to demand to be worshipped. He was only half-hard now, undoubtedly because he believed I was at risk in some way, but even so, his size was pretty impressive.


  I would have melted into a puddle of pollinating petals if not for the ugly wound marring Leonard’s side and the smaller puncture-like injuries I could see all over his body. Tears filled my eyes as I realized he’d acquired them during his journey through the dream world.


  Leonard rushed to my side and sat down on the bed, pulling me into his lap. “Hey, what’s the matter?” he whispered. “Why are you crying? Are you hurt?”


  I shook my head even as I buried my face in his chest and inhaled deeply. His naturally masculine scent had blended with my bath oils while he’d been cleaning up, and for some reason, I found that comforting. He was here, holding me close just like I’d wanted from the very first moment he had landed in the Dryad Kingdom.


  He petted my hair gently, shushing me, whispering sweet endearments in my ear. Finally, I began to calm down and looked up to face him. “I’m fine. You’re the one who got injured.”


  Leonard blinked at me, as if surprised by my reply. “You mean this?” he asked. “Oh, Briar…It’s just a scratch. I swear I’m fine.”


  “It’s not just a scratch.” I glowered at him. “It’s a serious wound. Take this situation seriously. You could have been killed.”


  “I realize that,” Leonard told me and pressed a chaste kiss on my forehead. “But it was a calculated risk. I’m a soldier, Briar. Sometimes, in battle, soldiers are wounded. It happens. You have to trust me to assess what I can and cannot handle.”


  I did trust him. I was the one who couldn’t handle the idea of him getting hurt. Perhaps it was cowardly, but just the thought of it made me nauseous. I clung to him wordlessly, exploring his chest and his neck with my fingers, making sure he was really there. Of course, this had an immediate effect on my mate. His dick hardened against my ass, and I felt my face flame. Leonard’s hold on me tightened, his strong hands coming to rest in the small of my back, slowly caressing the petals there.


  Tiny shudders of pleasure exploded through me, and I couldn’t help a moan. I rubbed against Leonard, aching for his touch, wanting to have him claim me. But yet again, we were interrupted by my far too protective godfather.


  “Do you mind?” Rosa asked, grabbing Leonard’s shoulder. “We were having a conversation here.”


  “Which seemed to lead to Briar calling out to me in a panic,” Leonard drawled back. Apparently, he was getting tired of Rosa always intruding. “Pardon me if I’m not that willing to allow you to get back to it.”


  “You’ll allow me and you’ll like it if you want to get into Briar’s petals,” Rosa replied, pushing Leonard at the other side of the bed. “Now sit, and for crying out loud, put something on.”


  He tossed a quilt at Leonard, and my mate caught it with ease. Much to my regret, he wrapped it around his waist, hiding his genitals from my sight. “Happy?” he asked.


  “Not really,” I mumbled, earning myself a wicked smile from Leonard and a glare from Rosa.


  “Listen closely, children,” Rosa said. “I’m only going to say this once. Lessons in Dryad Copulation Part One.”


  Leonard’s eyes widened. He obviously hadn’t expected that from Rosa, so whatever reply he might have wanted to come up was silenced. Rosa seemed satisfied with his achievement and shot my mate a small smirk. Of course, he’d never been one to get distracted easily, so his expression sobered and he proceeded to explain, “The first thing you need to learn, Arthurian, is how to part your dryad partner’s petals. You can’t tear them off like you would with clothes. It would hurt Briar, and it wouldn’t be conducive to successful intercourse. Therefore, you have to coax them off of Briar’s skin. You might have seen me just take one from him earlier, but it wouldn’t have been as easy to do if he’d been awake to feel the pain.”


  Leonard’s gaze went to me, and he eyed the petals speculatively. “All right. That makes sense. And how do I do that?”


  “A gentle massage at the base of each petal will cause pleasure in the dryad and make the petals fall by themselves. You did it earlier without realizing it. If you scanned Briar’s back now, you’ll notice his petals are parting there.”


  Leonard frowned, looking a little worried. “But if the petals fall for copulation, how do they reattach? Do they grow back?”


  “Good question,” Rosa said approvingly. “We’ll get to that later. Now, after parting his petals, it’s fairly straightforward and similar to what you might be aware of already. However, remember that dryad bodies self-lubricate, so you won’t need oil. For the purpose of this claiming, it would be preferable to keep it brief and expedient.”


  “That doesn’t sound too nice for Briar,” Leonard argued, already shaking his head. “I want to give him the best experience possible.”


  “I understand that, but the more pleasure you give him, the higher the chances are that he will pollinate.”


  I sighed heavily. “I really think that it’s a moot point by now. I imagine that Leonard just has to breathe on me and I’ll start pollinating.”


  Rosa groaned. “I suppose it was inevitable. Very well, but remember it will just make it harder for you later on.”


  “Wait a moment,” Leonard said, lifting a hand. “You’ve mentioned this process earlier, but you never really explained it.”


  “You’re clever for one of your kind, Arthurian,” Rosa said. “Surely you must understand what it means.”


  “Reproduction of a sort,” Leonard guessed. “I just can’t imagine how a person would pollinate. I’ve only ever seen it in flowers.”


  “It’s somewhat similar. Basically, physical arousal from the part of a dryad causes this process in him or her, especially when the mate of the dryad is involved. While he pollinates, Briar will emanate nectar that contains special pheromones designed to draw his mate—in this case, you—to him. If it’s easier to understand, it’s like an animal heat. Also, if you heed this call, it’s very likely that he will fall pregnant.”


  Leonard’s breath caught. “Children. With Briar.”


  I wasn’t sure how to read his tone. Maybe he wanted children with me, or maybe he didn’t. Either way, it was unfair to just throw that at him. We’d only just met, and he was Arthurian. His ways were very different, and it was a miracle that he had been so open to the idea of mating me in the first place. Thinking about seedlings would have to wait.


  I gave Leonard an earnest look. “We don’t have to worry about that now. It’s far too soon anyway.”


  “I suppose,” Leonard replied. Clearing his throat, he glanced at Rosa again. “So this means that when we’re in the real world, I’ll have a hard time staying away from Briar.”


  “Precisely,” Rosa confirmed. “But you have to, because of the curse. Until every single dryad awakens and the witch is defeated, you two cannot have intercourse in the real world.”


  “Can we do it now?” I blurted out.


  My face heated as both Leonard and Rosa looked at me. I should have been embarrassed, but all this talk about petals parting and copulation had aroused me beyond measure. Rosa blinked at me then released a heavy sigh. Leonard’s nostrils flared, his green gaze turning almost black with desire. My petals trembled in response to his lust, and it occurred to me that it wouldn’t take a lot of work for them to fall off me.


  Rosa must have noticed that, too. “It’s pretty obvious that I’m no longer needed or wanted here,” he said. “One more thing. Regarding the petals—after you two are done, make sure you save some of Briar’s seed. Put the petals onto it and they will reattach.”


  Leonard nodded, although it wasn’t clear whether he was listening or not. With a final sigh, Rosa vanished, and we were finally left alone.


  The moment my godfather disappeared, I reached for the quilt around Leonard’s waist and pulled it off. “Come to me,” I said breathlessly. “Touch me.”


  Leonard crawled on top of me, his full lips split into a wide grin. “Mmmm…I think I just might.”


  Strong fingers trailed over my sides and reached my first petal. He massaged its base, slowly, sensuously, like he had all the time in the world. In seconds, I felt it detach, revealing the skin underneath.


  My mate lingered for a few seconds over the small part of my body which he had revealed, brushing his fingers over the oversensitive area. I arched my back and cried out, the almost painful pleasure that shot through me making me shudder in distressed ecstasy. No one had touched me there since my adulthood petals had grown in, because that was a privilege reserved for one’s mate. For that reason, his caress was all the more potent, like that mere brush of fingers reached my very core.


  Fortunately, or unfortunately, my mate pulled his hand away, depriving me from the ecstasy I had felt. I might have actually protested, except he passed onto the next petal and repeated the process. He was painfully patient, not rushing in the slightest, taking the time to explore the texture of the petals before they fell, then mapping the skin they had hidden. It almost seemed like he wanted to make a comparison between them. Whatever the reason, it was quickly driving me crazy, out of my mind because of my need for him.


  At one point, my petals started falling with a mere brush of Leonard’s finger. Leonard didn’t even blink, and I would have deemed him unaffected if not for the way his deep-green eyes fixed me, like he was a predator and me a tasty morsel just waiting to be devoured.


  And oh, I craved that so much. Dryads were normally afraid of fire, but for the first time in my life, I wanted to burn, to be consumed by the blaze of his touch. Nothing else mattered except the passion that we shared.


  Finally, Leonard finished his quest of revealing my body. I was completely bare, the petals that had shielded my innocence and inexperience having succumbed to Leonard’s ministrations. It was very strange, because I didn’t remember ever being so exposed. The heat in his gaze made me tremble, reminding me that I truly didn’t know what to do after this point. Leonard didn’t seem to mind the fact that I’d never had a lover before, but the last thing I wanted was to disappoint him.


  He had already done so much for me even if from the very first moment I’d stepped into his life, I’d only asked and taken. I craved to be a good mate, to show him that I could take care of him just like he took care of me.


  With that in mind, I reached for his dick. Sadly, I moved too fast and struck my forehead against Leonard’s chin. Leonard hissed and moved back, while I fell on the bed, dazed at the shock of the impact. Instants later, Leonard crawled over me again, the desire that had been in his gaze replaced by concern.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “Are you hurt?”


  Way to shatter the moment, Briar. We’d been so close to what I’d been waiting for, and I had to go and ruin it. I shook my head, incipient tears burning at the corners of my eyes. “I’m the one who should be sorry. I don’t know anything about all of this.”


  “Let me worry about that,” Leonard said, his frown melting into gentle smile. “I’ll take care of you. Just relax and let me love you.”


  Leonard peppered my face with kisses, his hands gently caressing my sides, the skin he had earlier exposed. He didn’t rush, avoiding touching the areas where I most wanted him. It worked, because my brief foray into self-pity melted away, leaving behind only the need to be with my mate.


  “Leonard,” I called out, “please…”


  I didn’t even fully realize what I was asking for, just that I couldn’t take this slow torture for much longer. I might not have intellectually had much knowledge about what our intercourse would entail, but my body knew what it craved—having Leonard’s hard dick piercing me, taking me, claiming me.


  My lover kept me from explaining what I had in mind in the most beautiful way possible, by crushing our mouths together. This time, the kiss was nothing like those butterfly-light pecks he had teased me with. At first, he licked over the seam of my lips, and I instinctively opened my mouth. I was rewarded when Leonard thrust his tongue into my wet cavern. After that, he simply ravaged me, taking my mouth with almost brutal passion. My natural clumsiness didn’t matter anymore, not when I surrendered to him. In his mastery, I found guidance, and my nervousness disappeared. I felt so very safe with him, so loved and so desired.


  When Leonard broke the kiss, we were both breathing hard. I was now more than ready to be taken, and I decided to tell Leonard this. “Leonard, please…Inside me.”


  Much to my dismay, Leonard disagreed. “Tsk, tsk.” He shook his head. “You know how pollination is a process? So is lovemaking, and anticipation is part of it.”


  Anticipation? I’d been anticipating his arrival for the past centuries. All right, I hadn’t been cognizant for most of that time, but my body was still starved for his touch, for his affection.


  I must have looked pretty put out, because Leonard brushed his thumb over my lips. They felt swollen from his kisses, but I parted them, sucking on his finger like I wanted to do with his dick. Goddess, there were so many things I craved. My mind was all over the place, my instincts awakened by Leonard’s touch and his presence.


  Leonard’s eyes had that look again, the one that promised the most delicious retribution for me fellating his finger. Even so, he didn’t pounce on me again. “Hush, my flower,” he said instead. “I promise you that I’ll give you what you need.”


  Gently, he started to kiss down my chest, his clever fingers stopping over my nipples to rub the sensitive nubs. Shocks of ecstasy flashed through me as my mate teased the bits of flesh. It almost seemed like they were directly connected to my cock, and the twists and slight pinches Leonard tortured me with also caused my dick to throb painfully.


  Leonard was relentless, both worshipful and ruthless at the same time. He explored every inch of me with his fingers, with his tongue, driving me higher and higher on the peaks of pleasure. When he wiggled his slick muscle into my belly button, I almost came on the spot.


  I started to writhe so hard that I almost pushed Leonard off me. However, Leonard held onto my hips, never once ceasing his ministrations on me. In fact, he became even more thorough, apparently quite interested in my reactions.


  If I’d been able to speak, I could have answered his questions. I would have told him that belly buttons were erogenous zones for all dryads, because that area—the one regularly covered by petals—was the strongest connected to our roots, to the way we’d been born and how we would eventually reproduce. But I definitely couldn’t muster the ability to form words, since even coherent thought was a problem. My dick leaked copious amounts of pre-cum, more and more liquid flowing from the tip in response to the flicks of his tongue.


  Just as I thought I would truly lose my mind, Leonard abandoned my belly button. I experienced a small moment in which I felt both bereft and relieved, but it didn’t last. Seconds later, his hot mouth engulfed my aching dick.


  Pure bliss exploded over me, and my mind just about melted. I was distantly aware of crying out my mate’s name, over and over, like a prayer. Leonard bobbed his head up and down my dick, sometimes sucking me deep, other times just leisurely licking the tip.


  I wanted to cling to this moment, to the pleasure Leonard so selflessly gave me and the sight of him bent between my legs. I wanted to make it last, and preferably return the favor. Alas, I was a young dryad with his mate sucking his dick for the first time. Dream world or not, I was hungry for his touch and unable to resist it. And so, it was all over with embarrassing swiftness. Before I knew it, I was arching my back and coming, filling my mate’s mouth with my seed.


  I really might have felt mortified, except Leonard seriously didn’t seem to mind. He gulped down every last drop of my cum, drinking it in greedily while making grunts of enjoyment.


  When he finally released me, he licked his lips and grinned. “Like roses. So sweet.”


  For a few moments, I just stared at him, trying to get my head to stop spinning. He hummed thoughtfully, as if he’d just remembered something. “Oh dear. It seems that I forgot to leave any of your cum for your petals to reattach. Ah well. I guess I’ll just have to make you orgasm again.”


  In spite of having just climaxed, I was instantly as hard as a rock once more. I knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that I would start to pollinate, but I couldn’t have stopped it to save my life, and right now, it didn’t seem important. I just knew I needed him inside me.


  Leonard’s smile vanished as his gaze fixed on my still-insistent erection. I spread my legs, bending myself practically in half to expose my nether opening to my mate. I was pretty flexible due to my dryad nature, but Leonard still seemed mindful of my comfort. He supported my legs on his shoulders, never once looking away from my face.


  He reached between my ass cheeks and groaned when he found my nether channel already lubricated. My body had already prepared itself for Leonard’s invasion. In fact, I was so ready to be claimed by him that it hurt. I wanted to urge him to claim me, to ask him to fuck me just like I had earlier. But while Leonard seemed to have preserved a measure of his coherence, I was all over the place. I only managed to utter one single word. “Leonard…”


  Thankfully, it was enough. My mate slid a finger inside my channel, and I moaned, wordlessly begging for more. The sensation was foreign, somewhat weird, but definitely amazing and more than a little pleasurable. I couldn’t even remember how to tense up. It felt too good. It was too beautiful, too right.


  When my body swallowed up my mate’s first finger, Leonard added another one. He moved them gently inside me, obviously for the purpose of preparing me further. I really couldn’t see a point to it, at least until Leonard crooked his digits inside me and hit a spot that made stars burst in my vision.


  Unable to control myself, I pushed back against the impaling digits, seeking more. Fortunately for my sanity, Leonard needed me as much as I needed him. He continued to finger-fuck for a little while longer, but soon, he deemed me ready—or at least as ready as I was going to get.


  At last, after what seemed like forever, Leonard pulled his digits out of me. Seconds later, something thick and blunt nudged at my opening. In one smooth thrust, Leonard slid inside me.


  I had thought I’d known the meaning of pleasure. At the very least, the orgasm Leonard had drawn out of me should have taught me that much. But nothing I had ever experienced had prepared me for the moment when Leonard’s cock finally pierced me.


  It was like I was blooming inside, over and over. Leonard inched into my channel slowly, allowing me to get used to the sensation of being invaded. However, his girth was such that the penetration still burned. There was a little pain, that slight ache that usually came with growth and development. This time, it brought pleasure, an ecstasy that I had never imagined even in my wildest dreams.


  At last, Leonard was completely seated inside me. He didn’t move, giving me time to adjust. I felt so full of him, both physically and emotionally. Nothing else existed for me now, only Leonard and the way he was touching me, marking me as his. His heat, his scent, his gaze, and oh, the way his cock stretched me so beautiful—everything about him had me completely and utterly enraptured.


  “Good?” Leonard asked, his voice somewhat strained. Even now, he worried about me and was impossibly careful. I wondered if it was true that a person could fall in love with his mate a little more with every second that passed.


  I couldn’t reply through words, so I just nodded. Satisfied with my response, Leonard started to move. At first, he merely rocked his hips, as if he was testing whether I could truly handle him or not. His dick brushed against that spot inside me, and that did draw out a verbal response. “More! Harder!”


  Distantly, I marveled at my ability to utter even those three syllables, but it was worth it. My plea seemed to snap something inside Leonard. His lips suddenly twisted into a snarl. He fully pulled out of me then thrust back in, so hard my teeth rattled.


  After that, everything became a haze of lust, sweat, need, and Leonard. He had told me that I was beautiful, but he had never seen himself like I did now. Normally, he seemed like such a stoic and calm person. He’d taken most of what Rosa had told him in stride, rationalizing it almost to an unnatural extent. But now, the control which he had displayed earlier had melted away, leaving behind the true Leonard, the mate who had held me, kissed me, and come to my rescue. As he moved in and out of me, he finally let go, and a myriad of emotions flashed on his face and in his eyes, all the more precious because I knew he didn’t display them to just anyone. I lost track of time and space as he made love to me. I forgot everything I had ever been, my only identity becoming that of Leonard’s mate.


  Leonard leaned in closer, and I moved with him, wrapping my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist. This new position allowed us to be even closer to each other, so close we could kiss. And that was exactly what Leonard did. Even as his cock pistoned in and out of me, his lips landed on mine, swallowing the moans I couldn’t possibly hold back.


  We fell into a rhythm that was pure perfection. This time, there was no awkwardness. I allowed him to guide me, and I naturally followed his lead, meeting his every motion and impaling myself on his dick. Every time Leonard thrust inside me, he struck my special spot, making my pleasure soar ever higher.


  It was too good, too much, and it ended far too soon. In spite of my previous climax, I couldn’t resist the onslaught of Leonard’s passion. My magic awoke inside me, wild and demanding, whispering for me to claim Leonard in the ways of my people.


  Vines erupted from the foot of the bed. Rose petals crinkled around us, clinging to Leonard’s skin. If Leonard was surprised, he didn’t show it. Instead, he continued kissing me, only stopping on occasion to allow us both to breathe. He allowed the plants to touch his hair, his chest, his legs, and everything I couldn’t reach with my fingers. And when he truly broke the kiss, he actually brushed his lips over the petals of a more daring rose. He didn’t say anything, but that simple gesture was enough. As he kept thrusting in and out of me, he somehow managed to keep contact with the vines, like he knew how important they were to me. And all the while, he was smiling, smiling so openly that I forgot to breathe.


  I felt the touch like I had earlier, before he’d been able to kiss me normally, through the filter of the plants that were an extension of me and all the way into my core. It was not the same, but it had never been meant to be. It was a sensation that added on top of everything else Leonard had already showered me with, so much more than carnal pleasure.


  In my heart, I had held a little fear that Leonard’s Arthurian upbringing would make him wary of me. It was the reason why I’d quickly changed the subject when the topic of seedlings had come up. But seeing Leonard like this, witnessing his acceptance, the way he embraced my dryad nature—it soothed my soul and cast aside all my fears. The last dam that had been keeping my climax in check collapsed. I arched my back and found my peak, painting my abdomen and Leonard’s with hot streams of cum.


  My orgasm flowed over me naturally, a normal progression of what we had shared. It bloomed like a field of flowers in the warm rays of the sun. My magic exploded out of me, swamping Leonard, drawing his very soul into mine.


  With one last thrust, Leonard joined me over the edge. Grunting in my ear, he shivered through the waves of his orgasm, filling me with his spunk. Through the pleasure we had shared, my power found his heart. I felt the moment our connection clicked into place so acutely, at a level that I had never truly understood until this moment. Suddenly, my own pleasure was doubled by the one Leonard had experienced. His memories and feelings combined with mine, until I didn’t know where he ended and I began.


  His voice drifted into my mind, filled with awe and affection. “You’re finally mine. My rose. My Briar.”


  In that moment, I truly knew the meaning of happiness. “I am yours, Leonard,” I replied through our connection. “Always yours.”


  Finally, I had found my mate—or rather he had found me. The curse would be completely broken soon, and the witch would be defeated. Once my family awoke, I would be able to introduce Leonard to them. And maybe, just maybe, we’d soon have a seedling. I couldn’t wait. We would be so happy together. I just knew it.


  Chapter Six:


  In Which the Rose-Colored Glasses Fall Off


  


  Having Briar in my arms and making love to him had been like a dream—which was actually the case given that we were in the dream world. I’d always been a realist, but now, I didn’t want to let go of it, to let go of him.


  As the high of our orgasms faded, I slid out of Briar, actually wincing when my dick left the snug hold of his channel. For all his innocence, he was an amazing lover, the most beautifully passionate man I’d ever met. Beyond the desire I felt for him, I found that it wasn’t just the intercourse that I wanted, but simply to hold Briar in my arms.


  I collapsed on the bed next to Briar, and instantly, my new mate cuddled close to my side. Presumably, now that I had claimed Briar, the curse would start to break, and we could return to the real world. But I didn’t want to, not just yet.


  Obviously overhearing my thoughts, Briar kissed my shoulder. “It’ll be fine there, too,” he said. “I’m sure my parents will love you as much as I do.” He paused briefly, like he was considering his own words. “Well, at least half of how much I love you,” he amended.


  I highly doubted that, and I might have actually said it, but I melted a little on the inside when Briar so naturally confessed his affection for me. I had no idea what I’d done to deserve something like this, but by the gods, I would embrace it. “I’m sure they will,” I told him, “once they see how I feel about you.”


  Briar went bright red, but his smile lit up his face, pure happiness glowing in his emerald eyes. My heart nearly stopped at the lovely sight, only to begin to race like a war horse a few seconds later. I had never thought that I would meet someone who could make me feel this way. Love at first sight hadn’t been in my plans. And yet, there was no denying that I had fallen in love with him, with his innocence, his beauty, his honest affection, and the deep connection he had with flowers. He had been cursed, deprived of the years that should have been happiest and easiest, but he seemed to hold no ill will to his parents.


  “They did their best,” Briar told me quietly. “They thought of both me and the kingdom. If it didn’t work out, it was because of me.”


  “No, Briar,” I replied seriously. “I don’t want to see you blaming the person I love so much. The witch is the one to blame, and once we beat her, we’ll put all of this behind us.”


  And on that note, we had to get back to the real world. Perhaps if the curse was starting to lift, I’d be able to coax Briar’s parents to send a message to Arthuria. I needed to notify my own family that I was all right and would make my way back there as soon as I could.


  I still wasn’t sure how my relationship with Briar would work, since I still had responsibilities in Arthuria. Again, Briar overheard my musings. “Oh. That’s right. You’re a prince…” Briar bit his lip then smiled at me. “Well, I suppose that makes me even luckier. I’ll come with you wherever you need me to.”


  I knew how hard it was for Briar to offer that. The curse hadn’t even lifted yet, and my mate craved to be with his family, with his people and his land. I couldn’t ask him to leave. “Let’s just worry about one thing at a time,” I told him. “We’ll come up with the best solution together once the curse is fully broken.”


  Briar nodded, and his smile was so sweet that I couldn’t help but kiss him again. My mate moaned, a small breathless sound which I swallowed greedily. I would have probably started a second round of lovemaking, but the now customarily inopportune Rosa intervened. “That’s quite enough, Arthurian,” he said. “I know your people often think with your cocks, but you don’t want to leave the dryad king and queen waiting.”


  I broke the kiss, reluctant, but also somewhat thankful. Briar seemed to perk up even more at his godfather’s words, and I was happy because of his happiness. He wanted to go see his parents, and I could deny him nothing.


  “All right then,” I said agreeably. “How do we go back?”


  “Just lie down and close your eyes, both of you,” Rosa indicated. “I will help.”


  I complied, and so did Briar. Instinctively, I wrapped my arm around his shoulders, and he relaxed by my side. A warm, yet harsh power flowed over me, reminding me a little of Briar, like the sharp thorns to his sweet, passionate beauty. Rosa’s magic pushed us back toward the real world. Too late did I remember I’d completely forgotten to reattach Briar’s petals. I was already falling, much like I had through the portal that had taken me to the Dryad Kingdom.


  It wasn’t nearly as confusing or as strange as that whirlpool of magic, though. In fact, it seemed eerily similar to other times I’d gone to sleep in Arthuria and awoken alone in my bed. One moment, I was lying there, holding my mate in his quarters, and the next I was blearily opening my eyes, more than a little aware of all the aches and pains in my body and of the absence of Briar’s heat by my side.


  That latter issue cleared the cobwebs from my brain. For a few moments, I actually feared it had all been a dream, not only me claiming Briar, but Briar’s existence itself. I could have hit my head and hallucinated the entire thing. Just the idea made terror flood me, stronger than any fear I’d felt before.


  Mercifully, that fear was replaced with relief when I saw Briar standing a few feet away from me. We were still in the labyrinth where we’d fallen asleep, with me lying in the bed of roses that had once only held my lover. My hackles rose when I realized Rosa wasn’t the only one with us now. Well, actually, Rosa was nowhere to be seen, but many other people had appeared to take his place.


  A lovely blond woman stood right next to Briar, clutching his arm. “What were you thinking, Briar? An Arthurian?”


  “Mother, he’s my mate,” Briar argued.


  I got up, ready to rush to Briar’s defense. A man with light purple hair intercepted me before I could do so. “It would be wise of you to stay out of this, Arthurian.”


  It wasn’t hard to figure that these two were Briar’s parents. Even without my connection with Briar, I would have been able to tell. There was just something regal about them, something that reminded me of my own family and that went beyond the way they were dressed. Well, they weren’t dressed per se. Like Briar, they only wore petals, although theirs belonged to different flowers.


  But I was blue blood, too, and most importantly, I had something to protect. The dryad royals were very wrong if they thought they could keep me from Briar. “With all due respect, Your Majesty, I cannot. Anything that concerns Briar concerns me as well.”


  My words earned me a glance from Briar’s mother. “You speak out of turn, Arthurian. This is a matter that your barbarian people cannot comprehend. What could you possibly know of mates?”


  “I know Briar is mine,” I replied without missing a beat. A part of me bristled at being called a barbarian, but looking at them, I could tell they were confused and angry. A lot of time had passed since they’d been cursed. Well, I’d just have to show Briar’s family things weren’t the way they used to be. “But perhaps I should introduce myself. I am Prince Leonard, heir of Arthuria, first son of King Ralph Theodore the Fourth and Queen Sedonia. And I am your son’s mate.”


  “Ralph Theodore the Fourth?” Briar’s father repeated inquiringly. “That’s not the current Arthurian king…”


  Briar looked down, guilt written in every expressive feature of his lovely face. His blond curls fell to frame his face as he fidgeted in clear discomfort. “Father, we slept for a long time. The curse…Things have changed.”


  Just seeing him like that hurt me, because I knew he still blamed himself for what had happened. His pain made something ugly rise within me, and I might have actually lost my temper if the Briar’s mother hadn’t suddenly released a sound of dismay. “It’s all right, Briar,” she said, wrapping her arms around him. “You know your mate is welcome here.”


  Briar’s father nodded, even though Briar couldn’t see him. The king politely gestured me to approach and guided me close to the hugging couple. I was a little thrown by the change in attitude, but I gathered that they truly did love Briar. Perhaps we could make things work after all.


  The queen kissed Briar’s forehead and broke their embrace. “Perhaps we should start over,” she said as she looked at me.


  The king seemed to agree. “I am King Hyacinthus, and this is my mate Hydrangea. We are the leaders of the Dynasty of the Rose, and, like you probably guessed, Briar’s parents.”


  “It’s an honor,” I answered. “I apologize for arriving here without your permission, and for not wooing Briar in an appropriate manner, but there were…circumstances.”


  “Indeed,” Hydrangea said, a light frown on her face. “And on that note, perhaps you can explain why the curse isn’t completely broken.” She glanced from me to my mate. “What happened, Briar? How did Prince Leonard even end up here?”


  “It’s a very long story,” Briar replied. Through our bond, he asked, “Should I tell them everything?”


  I knew what he was referring to. Briar hadn’t particularly cared about my connection to the witch’s bloodline, but his parents were likely to be of a different mind. “I doubt we can keep it from them,” I replied nonetheless. If I was to judge about what I’d seen so far, the king and queen would find out about Rapunzel sooner or later and then, they’d undoubtedly grow angry that we hadn’t told them from the very beginning.


  In the end, it didn’t really matter. Rapunzel hadn’t done anything wrong. He was very much like Briar in that respect, since he’d only been trapped by circumstances. I could understand how Medwin felt for Rapunzel now, and I would defend their mating like I did my own.


  Briar smiled gently and nodded at me. I slid to his side, took his hand, and kissed it. A pretty flush spread on Briar’s face and lower down on his chest. I had forgotten to help him reattach his petals, and apparently, that had an effect in the real world, since he was completely naked. And oh, he smelled so very good. His perfume drew me in like a moth to the flame, and his emerald gaze, now full of desire, had my cock throbbing in my pants.


  Distantly, I remembered that we were supposed to be doing something else, maybe talking to someone, but I simply couldn’t be bothered to care about that. I just knew that I needed to touch him, to mark him as my own for everyone to see.


  I was snapped out of my trance by the sound of a cleared throat. I turned, only to see Hyacinthus frowning at me. “If you don’t mind, Prince Leonard, perhaps you should stop trying to make my son pollinate.”


  Briar released a soft, weak laugh. “I don’t think there’s anything we could do to stop it, Father.”


  Personally, I didn’t have it in myself to experience amusement. I was kind of thankful that I was still wearing clothes. Bloody though they might be, they did the job of covering me up and saved me from giving the two royals a free show of just how much I desired their son.


  It wasn’t that I felt embarrassed. Gods, they were dryads. They understood how this worked better than anyone. I just hated being out of control. How was I going to protect Briar if I couldn’t keep my promise to him even for a minute?


  “You’ll get used to the pheromones,” Briar assured me, the lust in his gaze now partially replaced by concern.


  He shouldn’t have had to say that. I had told him to trust me. I could do better, be better. Yes, I desired him, but the two of us were more than the passion we shared. I wanted to build a future with Briar, and for that I had to keep my impulses in check.


  “Of course I will,” I replied. “We just have to focus on what’s important right now, breaking the curse.”


  And the first step to doing that was revealing what we knew to Briar’s parents. I could only hope the information I provided wouldn’t turn them against me.


  


  * * * *


  


  After the curse on me had been weakened by the problems of the witch’s children, my spiritual form had wandered around the Dryad Kingdom, alone save for Rosa. I’d gotten used to living again, and I had craved the moment when I would finally wake up. I’d thought I would be ready for when that finally happened. I’d thought that when that occurred, all of us would be able to live happily together.


  I’d been very wrong.


  My parents had obviously been thrilled that the curse had been broken. However, they were not so happy when they learned that my mate was Arthurian, and that there were high chances that he’d made me pollinate. They tried to get past that for my benefit, because they loved me and they were aware that Leonard’s background mattered little if he was truly my mate. But when they found out that the witch’s grandchild was Leonard’s brother-in-law…well, it all went downhill from there.


  “No wonder the curse isn’t broken then,” my mother actually snapped at me. “For all we know, he has some involvement in that.”


  I winced, wanting to tell her all about Rosa’s plan, but unable to come up with a way to explain. It was considered unbearably rude for a dryad to mention one’s guardian to any other person—with the exception of that dryad’s mate. But what did all that matter in the end? Leonard had bled and risked his life to help me. I refused to allow him to be accused of such a thing, even by my parents.


  “Don’t say that,” I pleaded. “Leonard helped me. He fought for me. It was all…”


  Before I could finish the phrase, a hydrangea bloomed around my mother’s wrist, seemingly out of nowhere. She froze, like she was listening to something only she could hear. Similarly, I could see my father kneel next to a group of hyacinths that had suddenly appeared right next to my bed. My parents’ guardians had awoken.


  The guardians had accepted Leonard when we’d been in the dream world. That was important, but it didn’t assure us that they would do the same now. As a rule, they were reluctant to accept outsiders, and Arthurians were the epitome of what was most hated—a non-magical people who didn’t understand our ways but still condemned them. But Leonard…He was different. Could the guardians see that?


  A few seconds passed, and I held my breath, waiting to see what would happen. Finally, my father spoke out. “It seems that I might have misjudged you, Prince Leonard. We are told that you battled quite fiercely for our son.”


  My mother arched a brow at my mate. “I must ask, however, what do you intend to do with that?”


  At first, I wasn’t sure what she even meant, but then, I saw she was staring at Leonard’s waist. I gaped as I realized that, there, strapped to Leonard’s belt, was my red rose, the same one that I had once protected in my garden only to end up cursed because of it.


  Leonard blinked in surprise. “I didn’t realize…How do I still have it?”


  In his mind, I saw what had happened, how he had battled the rose creature back in the dream world. It was how he’d earned that jagged wound on his side, which, judging by the red staining his shirt, had affected his physical body as well. How had I even missed that? Had I been so distracted by my eventful reunion with my parents that I hadn’t noticed my mate’s injury?


  Ignoring the question, I said, “You’re hurt, Leonard. We need to have a healer to see to your wounds.”


  Biting my lip, I touched Leonard’s side, aiming to move his shirt aside. In the dream world, the wound hadn’t seemed nearly so bad, but I’d clearly underestimated its severity. “Like I said, Briar, it’s just a scratch,” Leonard tried to soothe me. “It’s not important.”


  “I disagree,” my mother intervened. “Briar is correct. Come. We’ll have a druid tend to your injuries. The rest can wait.”


  My father quickly gathered the petals that had fallen off my body and offered them to me. I should have been embarrassed, but I just quickly and efficiently rubbed them over my skin. Since I hadn’t wiped myself clean of semen, they obediently reattached, covering the flesh that only Leonard was entitled to see.


  Once I’d finished with my task, we made our way out of my private garden and toward the Great Tree, the palace that hosted the entire dryad court. I was aware that my people were beginning to awaken, but I couldn’t even think about that. Instead, I focused my less-than-excellent healing abilities on Leonard’s wound. My mate blinked in surprise. “Are you doing that?” he asked as his pain started to fade.


  I nodded. “I know it’s not much, but it should tide you over until we get to the palace.”


  “I didn’t realize dryads had healing powers,” Leonard answered.


  “Not all do,” my father explained. “It depends very much on the type of dryad you are. You see, Prince Leonard, dryads are generally known for being shape-shifters, but we are different from other such creatures. Most of our people—the ones with affinity toward trees—have that shape-changing ability. However, for certain species of flowers, our orientation is not the same. While we still consider ourselves shape-shifters to some extent, our magic lies in different fields. For example, some dryads are naturally inclined toward healing, like my sister Aloe and her daughter. Lavender. Others have skills that are more oriented toward poisons.”


  “I suppose it’s kind of like in Arthuria. Some people are warriors, others are healers, merchants, scholars, or craftsmen,” Leonard mused. “And what about you, Briar? What are you?”


  “The people in the Rose dynasty are what we call controllers,” I explained. “I fall somewhere in the middle. I am most skilled in using the plants around me as an extension of my will. My parents are similar.”


  “Although your abilities are far stronger than ours,” my mother said with a proud smile. “I just know you’ll make an excellent king when the time comes.”


  I barely managed to suppress a wince. Just earlier, I had promised that I would go with Leonard to Arthuria when the time came. My parents were saying exactly the opposite to what I had told him. Not that I didn’t understand their point. I was an only child and a direct descendent of the line of the Rose. Even if they had another baby, it was unlikely that he or she would share my affinity. But I didn’t want to be king or anything like that. I just wanted to be Leonard’s mate.


  I scanned Leonard’s face for any reaction to what they had said, but there was none—only a smile that could have meant anything at all, a non-expression of sorts. If not for our bond, I might have totally missed the turmoil my mother’s words had triggered inside him.


  “Naturally,” he replied smoothly. “And he’ll have all of my support should it be needed.”


  Did my mother notice the phrasing? She must have, but she didn’t get the chance to address it. Fortunately, we were finally entering the palace courtyard, and numerous dazed people were surrounding us, some asking questions, others crying or shouting, and all of them staring or glaring at Leonard.


  My father stayed behind to take care of the situation, but my mother led us into the main structure. The healing rooms were on the first floor, and already, several others of the dryads who’d awoken were being seen to by my aunt Aloe. Her mate Belladonna was assisting her, which I thought was a little strange.


  My mother must have caught onto the same thing. “Aloe, where’s Lavender?” she inquired. She was the one who regularly helped Aloe. Her mate’s affinity wasn’t exactly oriented toward healing.


  Aloe looked away from the dryad she had been focusing on. Tears pooled in her eyes, and she whispered, “She isn’t waking up.”


  I could feel a lot of eyes fixed on me, all of those present knowing that it was my fault for what had happened. By my side, Leonard bristled. I took a deep breath and pushed back my guilt to focus on what truly mattered here. “She will,” I said. “The curse is breaking. It’ll just take a little more time. Meanwhile, can you help heal my mate?”


  Aloe’s expression cleared, and she nodded, smiling gently at me. “Of course. Congratulations, Briar.”


  She didn’t seem awfully surprised at Leonard’s appearance. Perhaps her own guardian had appeared to tell her what had happened. Nevertheless, Leonard deserved an official acknowledgement.


  As she gestured for Leonard to sit down, I replied, “Thank you, Aunt Aloe. But please, let me make the introductions. This is Prince Leonard of Arthuria, my mate. Leonard, this is my aunt Aloe and her mate, Belladonna.”


  “It’s an honor,” Leonard answered. “I’m sorry to hear about your daughter. I assure you I will do everything that is in my power to catch the witch and keep her from hurting anyone else ever again.”


  “That’s admirable,” Aloe said, “but first, I imagine you need me to tend to your wounds.”


  Leonard nodded and obediently removed his shirt. Actually seeing my mate’s injury turned my stomach. If he hadn’t managed to move aside, if the thorn had struck just a little closer…He might not be here today.


  As I thought this, Belladonna eyed the wound with her typical no-nonsense expression. “That looks pretty bad, especially since you’re Arthurian. I believe Aloe’s magic might not be quite enough.”


  “Perhaps a tincture to speed things along,” Aloe said, already leaning over Leonard.


  As Aloe poked and prodded at Leonard’s injured side, Belladonna retreated into the back room—or rather, one of the many back rooms. She returned shortly after, holding a vial with a clear, rosy liquid, and a second green one.


  She offered Aloe the first bottle, and Aloe immediately poured it onto Leonard’s wound. I was so distracted by the fact that my mate’s pain had already started to fade that I completely missed Bella’s approach. I nearly jumped when she pressed her free hand to my shoulder. “This is for you,” she said, offering me the green vial.


  I shot her a confused glance, and Bella proceeded to explain, “I can already tell that you’re pollinating, and you might need something to control it a little, especially since your mate is injured.”


  In my heart, there was nothing I’d have liked more than to just let the process continue and jump Leonard as soon as my mate recovered. It was what my body and my soul demanded. But my reason reminded me it was a bad idea. I would be losing so much more if I surrendered to my instincts.


  So, I took the green bottle and said, “Thank you, Aunt Bella.”


  As I pocketed the item, Aloe wrapped Leonard’s wound in a bandage crafted out of leaves. “Keep it like that,” she instructed. “The injury should be closed by tonight, and the leaves will keep it clean and safe from infection. They will fall off when it’s time.”


  “Thank you, Your Highness,” Leonard answered, echoing my earlier sentiment toward Aloe’s mate.


  After putting his shirt back on, Leonard got up, and my mother took his arm. “Now come. You should lie down and rest if you are to recover.”


  My mate wordlessly agreed, although I could tell that he was a little taken aback by all the care. He wanted to go hunting for the witch, and resting wasn’t on his list of priorities. However, it was important to me, so he went along with my mother’s not so discreet command.


  We went up a flight of stairs, then another and another. We were headed straight toward my quarters, in the highest room of the tallest tower. There were few servants around now, only the occasional guard who saluted as we passed while he tried to remember what he had been doing when the curse had struck.


  It should have been somewhat entertaining, in that the guards weren’t always very balanced and more than once, they tripped on their own feet. But again, I knew that their lack of coordination was largely my responsibility, so I couldn’t bring myself to laugh.


  By the time we reached my quarters, Leonard began to show signs of fatigue. I could definitely understand, since it was clear that the effort he’d put into rescuing me back in the dream world was finally taking its toll.


  We slid into my room, and Leonard smiled when we found it exactly the same like it had been in the dream world. My gaze went to the bed, the same one where Leonard and I had made love. Leonard plopped down, and I moved to joined him.


  Sadly, my mother grabbed my arm, keeping me from approaching my lover. “I’m afraid I can’t allow you to stay here, Briar. You know why.”


  I released a heavy sigh and nodded miserably. My lover’s predicament had temporarily pushed aside my pollinating instincts, but if I got too close to Leonard, the entire thing would start all over again. Already, I could feel heat gathering inside me just at the sight of him. It certainly didn’t help that we were in this room together, and Leonard was in my bed. My petals parted again, even if I’d reattached them just minutes ago.


  My mother was my queen, and I knew she was right, but even now, I ached to disobey her, to couple with Leonard again.


  Leonard fell back, staring at the ceiling and groaning. Next to me, my mother released a small sound of dismay, and I knew beyond the shadow a doubt that I was pollinating again.


  “Go,” Leonard whispered. “I’ll be fine on my own.” Through our bond, he added, “You know that we are never truly apart.”


  Yes, I did know that, and it gave me strength to do what was needed. I blew him a kiss, and he extended his hand, like he was catching it. He pressed that hand to his heart, and I turned on my heel and fled the room, knowing that if I stayed, my resolve would falter.


  My mother led me downstairs at one of the lower levels, where the wing of the royal family was located. My aunts lived here, as did my cousin Lavender. I had many other relatives, both through direct bloodline and through marriage, but I didn’t know them all that well because I’d mostly been kept apart from them. Truth be told, a lot of my childhood years were now a painful blur, and I probably wouldn’t have thought about them at all if not for how the emotional turmoil I felt at my separation from Leonard.


  We entered the spacious rooms my parents shared. My mother pulled me on a low settee, and I curled next to her, burying my face in her chest. The scent of hydrangeas soothed me to some extent. I’d forgotten the number of times my mother had held me like this, when I had wept for the roses that had been killed for the good of the kingdom, when I’d felt like I was going to die if I didn’t save them. Time and the cursed sleep had mended some of those wounds, but there were things that would never truly be forgotten.


  “Shh,” she whispered at me now. “Just breathe. Your mate is all right. We’ll have Aloe watch over him and provide him with everything he needs, food, clothes. Calm down for now.”


  I struggled to obey and relaxed in her arms, although it was truly my connection with Leonard that helped most. When I could breathe without wheezing in pain, my mother finally let go of me. “Perhaps you should take that potion, petal,” she said. “It will help you get some sleep.”


  The old nickname made me nod and retrieve the green vial. Quickly, I downed the liquid and left the bottle on the table nearby. Leaning into my mother’s embrace, I closed my eyes, feeling the substance already begin to take effect.


  It was a very mild sedative which pollinating dryads took if their mates couldn’t fulfill their immediate demands for whatever reason. Or at least, it should have been. Suddenly, the mellow heat that had started to soothe me melted into something else, something ugly and harsh—and I knew that I hadn’t taken a sedative after all.


  Chapter Seven:


  In Which You Really Shouldn’t Stop to Smell the Roses


  


  Briar’s quarters were quiet and felt empty. Too empty, so much so that I couldn’t sleep in spite of the effect of the lotion Briar’s aunt had applied. The wound in my side didn’t concern me. I’d had worse. It was Briar whom I worried about now. Not being able to touch him, to hold him—it was hellish. Perhaps once that remedy from Aloe’s mate took effect, I could go to him without risking the reappearance of the curse.


  I watched him closely through our mate bond, and for that reason, I felt the moment when pain gripped my mate. In seconds, I shot out of the bed and was out of the room. Through our bond, Briar reached out to me. “Leonard…Oh, Goddess, help me.”


  I ran down the stairs, stumbling more than once in my haste to get to Briar. Some of the guards gave me long looks, but didn’t stop me—well, at least not until I reached the royal wing. It was there that someone finally stepped into my path. “Halt,” the guard said. “We cannot allow you to go any further.”


  I wasn’t about to let anyone stand in my way. My hand went to my sword almost of its own accord, and perhaps I would have actually attacked him had the queen not appeared to stop it. “Come with me,” she said tightly. “Briar needs you.” Turning toward the guard, she added, “Bring Aloe and Belladonna. I want to see them at once.”


  The soldier saluted and fled, while I ran after Hydrangea. She was pale, her lips a thin line and her hands clenched into fists. When we entered the quarters she shared with the king, we found Briar lying down on the settee, curled into a tight ball.


  I knelt next to Briar and took his hand. “What’s wrong with him?” I asked, for once unable to keep up my stoic demeanor. My mate was panting and whining, his eyes wild, beyond reason. That look was very much like the one I’d once seen in my stallion’s gaze, after a fire had torn apart the royal stables. My lover was scared and in pain, and I could do nothing about it.


  “I don’t know,” the queen admitted. “I can only imagine there must have been something in the potion.”


  As she spoke, a familiar presence manifested by my side. Rosa appeared on the couch right next to Briar, petting my mate’s hair. “It was spiked with love herb, and possibly a touch of belladonna.”


  Briar squeezed my hand tighter. I could tell the queen was surprised by Rosa’s arrival, because according to what I’d learned so far, guardians were a very private thing. The fact that Rosa had chosen to come spoke volumes of the seriousness of the situation.


  “It was his aunt, wasn’t it?” I guessed.


  Rosa nodded, while the queen released a sound of anger and dismay. “But why?”


  “I imagine it must have a lot to do with the fact that Lavender has yet to awaken. I’m afraid that Belladonna’s guardian managed to conceal her plans from me until now.”


  Fury and terror mingled inside me as I watched my mate writhe in the clutches of the potion. Much to my shame, I also felt a hefty dose of lust—Briar’s pheromones were even more potent than before, and I had trouble thinking beyond the thought of how much I needed him. If not for Briar’s obvious pain, I couldn’t have focused on anything except how beautiful he was.


  “How can we help? There has to be an antidote of sorts.”


  “You are the antidote,” a female voice replied to my inquiry. I turned, only to see Aloe and Belladonna step into the room. Both of them were very pale, and Aloe was stubbornly staring at the floor. I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed Aloe hadn’t been the one who’d planned the whole thing. Because all the while, Belladonna faced me fearlessly, no sign of remorse in her gaze. “All you have to do is claim him and the potion’s effect will disappear.”


  I glared at her. “If I do that, the curse will return. Have you completely lost your mind, witch?”


  “I’m merely doing what I must.” Belladonna shrugged. Suddenly, her lips twisted into a smirk. “Come now, Arthurian. You know you want to do this.”


  Before I could figure out what that meant, my arm started to burn. Briefly, I was aware of Aloe glancing up at me, and I realized I’d been mistaken in my original assessment. I couldn’t even berate myself for that, though. My vision went unfocused, and my sense of scent seemed a million times stronger.


  Briar’s pheromones went straight to my head. I couldn’t remember why I wasn’t supposed to touch Briar. He needed me, and I needed him so badly it hurt. In the background, I heard the queen start to argue with Aloe and Belladonna.


  “How could you do this?” Hydrangea asked. “How could you betray your own family?”


  “I’m sorry, Hydrangea,” Aloe said. “We had to do this, for Lavender.”


  “Your son only ever thought about his own benefit and his own pain,” Belladonna said. “As regrettable as this is, he has to pay the price for his selfishness.”


  The queen was already summoning the guards, but I didn’t even have the patience for it. I lunged to my mate’s defense, unsheathing my sword and attacking the two dryads who’d hurt Briar. They hadn’t expected it, so I could have easily killed them if Rosa hadn’t intervened.


  He pulled me back, and my blade missed my foes by mere inches. I growled at Rosa but then caught sight of Briar, still lying on the settee. Just like that, I lost interest in combat.


  Guards poured into the room, but I’d already abandoned my blade and rejoined my mate on the low couch. I buried my face in Briar’s gorgeous blond hair, completely hypnotized by his scent.


  As I brushed my fingers over Briar’s curls, I nibbled on his ear, bringing my hips close to his. Some of the pain I had felt through our mate bond immediately diminished, and I took it as cue that I was on the right track. When I licked over his earlobe and allowed my hands to trail over his sides, Briar’s petals immediately parted and fell, leaving my mate naked and wanting underneath me.


  How could I have resisted him? It would have taken a man far stronger than me to do so. Gods, my breeches were still filthy with the seed from my previous orgasm—the one that we’d shared in the dream world. And yet, I felt like a young, randy teen, like I hadn’t come in forever and I needed to be inside Briar more than I did my next breath.


  Some part of me acknowledged that my inhibitions had been shoved aside by whatever substance the druids had forced into me, but it didn’t actually affect my attraction to Briar, so I didn’t care—especially not now. And so, shoving aside the remnants of my rational side, I pressed my mouth to my mate’s sweet lips.


  It was the first kiss we actually shared in the real world, and it was absolutely and utterly delicious. Briar had tasted amazing in the dream, but here, it was better, sharper, more genuine. I couldn’t really explain it, because every time I touched my mate, it had been real in spite of the less-than-ideal circumstances. But now, there were no barriers between us, no risk that I would fall through him if I attempted more, and the unique feel that could only exist here, in our reality.


  I licked over the seam of his lips, and my mate granted me entrance, moaning as I thrust my tongue into his mouth. He rubbed against me, the friction of his dick against mine so very delicious, and yet not nearly enough. As I devoured his wet cavern, I slid a hand between our bodies and gripped his hard cock. Briar released a small choked whimper, trembling beneath me, trying to push into my hold, frantic and so beautiful I couldn’t bear it.


  As sweet as he was, I broke our kiss because I needed more, so much more. I wanted to replace my mouth with my dick, to fuck his face and claim him in that visceral, almost vulgar way. And I wasn’t alone in that desire at all. Even as I pulled back, my lover pushed me down and climbed on top of me. He tore off my still-bloody shirt, all the while grinding against my crotch. I stared up at him, dazed, already reaching toward him once again.


  He didn’t allow me to go through with my plan. Vines grabbed my wrists and held my arms up, binding me to the arms of the settee. I’d never been one for passivity, but now, I allowed my mate to take over and do what he wished. He fervently reached for the bindings of my pants, his hands trembling as he struggled to open them.


  I wanted to assist him in his self-appointed task, but my aid turned out to be unnecessary. With a little help from the thorns and briar he used as extensions of his will, Briar ripped off my belt and the fastening of my breeches, freeing my cock from its confines. His hot hand engulfed my leaking dick, and he jacked it softly as his avid gaze fixed onto my face. I strained against the vines, aching to do the same for him, to hold him and touch him and kiss him and fuck him—oh, gods, oh, shit, oh, yes…Fuck him, yes, over and over and over again.


  Briar had other ideas. Crawling down my body, he licked those sinfully plump and pink lips. That was the only warning I got before he took my dick in his mouth. It was my turn to cry out, to scream his name as pure bliss exploded over me. It wasn’t the first time I’d gotten a blow job, but it sure felt like it. Briar didn’t have experience, but his enthusiasm and his desire for me more than made up for it. In fact, as he bobbed his head up and down my dick, he took the shaft deeper and deeper. At first, he massaged whatever part of me he couldn’t suck in, his soft, clever hands gripping the base of my cock in a hold that was pure sin. But then, his fingers traveled over my testicles instead, and the rhythm of his suction increased, like he was ravenous for my taste and simply couldn’t get enough. I strained to look at him, and just the sight of his full lips was almost enough to make me come. A moan echoed through my bond with Briar. “Yes, yes. Come. Come for me. I want to taste you.”


  It was far more incoherent than that, more a thought than anything else, but the desire came through loud and clear. Finally, Briar took my dick all the way into his throat and swallowed around the head. That was all she wrote. Holding onto the vines that still bound me down, I came, flooding Briar’s mouth with my seed.


  In spite of his inexperience, Brian didn’t gag or choke. He managed to take every drop of my offering, his ravenous hunger not sated even now. If anything, he seemed even more frantic than before. As he released my dick from his mouth, more vines emerged out of nowhere and ripped off the remnants of my clothes. With the corner of my eye, I distantly registered that the briars seemed to have formed a barrier of sorts around us, keeping anyone from interrupting. In that moment, I couldn’t be happier about. On occasion, those sharp thorns did scratch my skin, but the light injuries just awoke nerve endings I’d never been aware of.


  Licking his lips, Briar fixed me with those gem-like eyes. Their usual emerald had turned into black diamonds, the pupils completely dilated. A touch of his small hand had my prick hard as a rock again. With a satisfied smirk, Briar positioned his opening over my cock. Before I could even attempt to regain some control, my mate impaled himself on my dick in one single hard motion.


  Instantly, he went rigid, his breath catching as both pain and pleasure converged inside him. Just like in the dream world, his ass was slick with that self-lubricating substance that facilitated intercourse for dryads, but he had been a virgin and we hadn’t used anything other than saliva on my cock. I hated the thought that anything about me had brought him discomfort, and the way his eyes glittered with unshed tears nearly made me lose my arousal altogether.


  In the end, it didn’t happen, because my mate’s body relaxed. His hands landed on my abs, tracing the lines of my muscles. One single tear flowed down his white cheek, but he was smiling, and his eyes danced with the same reckless passion that I’d experienced before.


  I lost myself in it, in that seductive look I couldn’t hope to resist. His perfume engulfed me so utterly and completely that I simply couldn’t hold back any longer. My precious control smashed into a million pieces, and I thrust up inside him, drawing out a musical cry from my lovely mate.


  There was no more pain now, just lust, bright-red passion, and the rightness of what we had together. Briar pushed back against me, shoving himself on my dick, meeting me thrust for thrust. He was impossibly tight and hot, his channel squeezing me in a velvet fist, now swallowing me in almost greedily. I held onto the vines tighter, the prick of the thorns giving me an anchor in a world that was beginning to dissipate in the scent of the beautiful flower that was my mate.


  The vision of beauty of Briar riding me with abandon nearly stopped my heart. He threw his head back, his blond hair like cascade of gold falling over us. I wanted to touch him back so desperately that my hands ached and burned. I wanted to kiss and nibble on the white column of his neck. I craved the taste of his sweet lips and his salty sweat, and so many other things I couldn’t even fully understand.


  In response to my need, the vines around my wrists finally loosened. While I could have probably freed myself before, I hadn’t wanted to force Briar and harm him in any way, so it was a good thing that he’d released me. Immediately, I pushed him off of me. As he fell back, my dick left his body, but I wasted no time to fix that unbearable mistake. I crawled on top of him and buried my aching prick inside him in one hard, smooth thrust.


  Briar wrapped his legs around my waist and his arms around my neck, bringing me so close to him that the only thing I could focus on was his beautiful face. This seemed to be something he liked to do a lot, and I couldn’t say I wanted to protest. From this angle, I could feast my gaze on his beauty. He had freckles, I realized, a small mattering of them over his cute button nose. I didn’t know why, but that made me fall in love with him a little more—like it made him more real.


  With a growl, I started shoving my dick in and out of his slick, tight hole. He went wild underneath me as my every thrust hit his special spot. Waves of sensation flowed through our connection, the pleasure I myself was giving him pooling back into me, adding to my own ecstasy. His hard cock rubbed against my abdomen, the friction yet another ingredient to the maddening cocktail of sensation.


  Under the circumstances, it came as no surprise that soon the pleasure became too much to bear. It didn’t seem to matter at all that I had just come in Briar’s mouth. That orgasm could have happened a month ago, because it hadn’t helped stave off my need for him, and it couldn’t prevent the climax building inside me.


  My mate was becoming increasingly loud, which I took as a sign that he would soon come. I increased the speed and strength of my thrusts, wanting to feel his ass tightening around my cock as he found his peak. In response, he released short, keening noises that sounded like “leh,” “leh,” “leh,” and might have been an attempt to utter my name.


  He was so close now, his bright blond hair wet with sweat, his entire body taut with sexual tension. The vines he controlled now swept over my body like an extension of him. They tightened around my torso and legs but didn’t try to stop me, instead encouraging me. One particularly daring red rose caressed my face and Briar’s at the same time.


  A myriad of conflicting sensations rushed through me. Briar’s hair smelled so sweet, but that perfume mingled with the scent of sex and man. The touches of the rose petals on my flesh were gentle, but the thorns still bit into my body. Beyond it all, it was Briar’s soul that held me captive. Even now, when he was torn in the fires of his desire, he reached out to me with such innocent honesty. His purity and kindness had nothing to do with the carnal, and because of that, it took one single word for me to come.


  “Leonard,” Briar whispered in my head.


  Those two syllables held so much feeling that I couldn’t even begin to process it all. I thrust one last time inside Briar and came, my body convulsing in the potent waves of our orgasm. Wet heat splashed against my abdomen, signaling the fact that my mate had found his peak as well. Our mate bond pulsed with his magic and his pleasure, and I loved him so much that I didn’t know how I’d ever lived without him.


  Sadly, our happiness wasn’t meant to last. As the high of our orgasm began to fade, I slid out of him, aiming to make sure he was all right. I felt the moment when the curse changed and recoiled against me. Suddenly, I couldn’t see Briar anymore. Even my bond with him became veiled by something I couldn’t recognize. I tried to reach out for Briar again, but I didn’t get the chance. My world went black, and I knew nothing more.


  Chapter Eight:


  In Which Wars Are Not Made with Rose Water


  


  Six months later


  


  Arthurian armies were approaching the Dryad Kingdom again. It was the third time in the last six months. Obviously, Leonard’s family was looking for him. I wanted nothing more but to welcome them, because I knew how much Leonard loved them. And yet, here I was, waiting at the very edge of the kingdom, ready to ambush them.


  So far, there had been two other expeditions. Two of the witch’s children had been caught. They were powerful, but they hadn’t been able to hold the magic of the Dryad Kingdom in check. And now, the third expedition had come, and I dreaded the knowledge that I would have to harm more people.


  All was quiet, but I could hear the mournful whispers of the trees, trying to soothe me. They knew how much it hurt me to have to do this. But I couldn’t afford to back down now. I had too many things to protect.


  My hand rested on the swell of my stomach, and I drew strength from the now-familiar presence of my seedlings. It was the one good thing that had come from the one time Leonard and I had made love in the real world. He had been cursed into the same eternal slumber that had once held me, but he had left me pregnant with our children.


  By my side, Aloe and Belladonna stirred restlessly. “Where are they?” Belladonna asked.


  I didn’t answer. I never did, even if we’d been forced together in the campaign against the Arthurians. I had later learned that the witch had Aloe and Belladonna under a threat, that of never allowing their daughter to wake. I hated that they’d chosen to trust her and betray me instead of focusing their efforts on defeating the witch. Maybe I could have understood it. Many of my people had blamed me for my inability to obey my parents, which had eventually led to the curse being cast on the whole of the Dryad Kingdom. But I was done being understanding and blaming myself for other people’s decisions. My ability for sympathy had faded away the moment when Leonard had fallen asleep.


  Up ahead, I finally saw a flash of bright light. I heard the distinctive flap of wings and frowned. It seemed that, this time around, the Arthurians had brought a special type of reinforcement.


  I allowed myself to see through the roses now scattered all throughout the kingdom. “Dragons,” I said to nobody in particular. “There are dragons with them.”


  A blue dragon and a red dragon, to be more specific. Ice and fire. That could be a problem. The red dragon in particular could harm my kind. The scales of the creature would make it immune to the thorns I used as projectiles. But it wouldn’t be immune to Belladonna’s poisons.


  I threw a glance toward Belladonna, and she nodded jerkily. We didn’t speak, but we didn’t have to. She knew what to do, and if push came to shove, the witch was always around, watching us. We had an unwanted ally in this fight against the Arthurians.


  “Be careful, all right, Briar?” my aunt Aloe whispered in my ear.


  I ignored her, my resentment of her so hot and bright it made the vines I controlled sway around me like snakes. In a way, I preferred the way Belladonna behaved. At the very least, she didn’t try to put a concerned façade to hide what she’d done. But Aloe…I had respected her. I had trusted her with my mate’s health. She and her mate had poisoned us both.


  Thankfully, Aloe took her leave before I could lose it. My men must have noticed my disquiet, because one of them warily approached me. “Your Highness?”


  “Wait for it,” I told him calmly. “Wait until they enter the forest.”


  He nodded, looking a little relieved as he returned to his place in the ranks. I distantly wondered what he knew and what he thought about me. After the curse had returned, my parents had fallen asleep, too. That left me in control of the throne, and most of my people didn’t understand how it was possible for such a thing to happen when I’d been so involved with the curse. There had been whispers that I’d deliberately made it return, and the entire thing might have turned against me if not for the arrival of the Arthurian armies.


  Dealing with the external threat made the rest of my people forget about the internal one, but sometimes, I asked myself whether they knew the secret I was hiding, the one I shared with Aloe and Belladonna.


  Shaking myself, I focused on the approaching army. This would be a difficult battle, and I had to get it over with as soon as possible. Lately, I tired far easier than before, something which I blamed on my pregnancy. I couldn’t be sure, of course, because all I had to go on was ancient records on Arthurians and their ways. In any case, I was fairly certain that no one, not even a dryad, was supposed to go into battle while heavily pregnant.


  At last, my wait came to an end, and the Arthurians entered the forest. Wanting this to be over already, hating myself for it, I gave the silent command to attack—a word whispered to the trees that only dryads could hear.


  Instantly, chaos exploded in the area. Somewhere to my right, I heard Belladonna and Aloe shoot into action. Their guardians were probably watching over them, and I was fairly certain they would be all right even if they were going against the dragons. Besides, I had myself to worry about.


  Closing my eyes, I directed the vines and briars I controlled to attack the coming army. To their credit, the Arthurians faced my magic without fear. Their blades slashed at my weapons and I winced whenever one of them managed to land a blow. But I’d grown accustomed to battle in the past months. More importantly, even now, when Leonard was beyond my reach, I knew he was by my side. I had to believe that he would understand this and wouldn’t blame me for what I had to do.


  At first, I used my abilities largely to distract the Arthurian force, and it worked. It gave my men time to shift into their second form. Oaks, pines, birches, willows, and many other trees now stood behind me. They ran forward—insofar as trees could run at least—swamping the Arthurian army.


  I stood there, closing my eyes to focus on my connection with the earth. The whole point of this battle was to prevent people from getting hurt. My men had their orders. The Arthurians were not to be killed. The swords of Leonard’s kind could do a lot of damage, but I had no plans to allow it. While my men kept them busy, I became the main attacking force and summoned my vines once more. The plants came from every direction, surrounding the Arthurians, dragging them down and knocking their weapons out of their hands. Eventually, once I had my way, those vines would take the Arthurian soldiers to our dungeons. Likely, it was only a matter of time until that happened.


  But there was someone who would not relent. A man with dark-blond hair emerged from the skirmish. I didn’t know how he saw me, but he did. He made his way through the battling crowd, escaping the hold of the vines and the looming threat my men represented.


  He stumbled through the forest, dodging the trees that tried to hold him back, leaping over sudden holes in the ground that hadn’t been there before. It wasn’t even my doing, not all of it. My land was trying to protect me, attempting to eliminate the danger that it could actually affect.


  But the man was relentless, and before I could back away, there he stood, in front of me, blade drawn in a distinctively threatening stance. “Call them off,” he said. “You’re the leader, right? Call them all off.”


  “I can’t,” I replied. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. Turn back before you get hurt.”


  He frowned at me and lifted his blade. For my part, I couldn’t do anything. The distance between the two of us and the actual skirmish was very small, and while the trees were being kept busy by the Arthurian forces, they would have come to me had I said a word. But I didn’t say it, and I stopped the ground from attacking him. The vines I controlled fell at my feet limply. I couldn’t touch him. I couldn’t hurt him. Because this man, this warrior looked like a younger version of Leonard, his features just as sharp and aristocratic, but a little softer somehow. I recognized him from Leonard’s memories as the youngest of the Arthurian princes, Kirril.


  Kirril was mated to another Merlinian and had a child on the way. Kirril had come here to save his beloved brother, my mate. How could I lift a finger against him?


  The sharp steel of Kirril’s sword glittered in the rays of the sun, and I remembered that I didn’t have a choice but to stand against him. My seedlings needed me to protect them. That thought made a wall of briars appear between me and Kirril, while I covered the swell of my stomach with my palm.


  Kirril’s gaze immediately followed my actions. His eyes widened when he noticed my condition, which so far had been concealed by the way my petals had grown around my body.


  “What in the world is going on here?” he asked, hesitating.


  He was a noble man, and obviously reluctant to harm someone with child. I wanted to explain, to tell him that the seedlings I carried would be his nephews. But I didn’t get the chance. A bolt of magic struck Kirril, and before my very eyes, my mate’s brother turned into stone.


  “Well, that was unfortunate,” the witch said, emerging from the shadow of the trees.


  I stared at her, unable to believe my gaze. “Did you kill him?” I asked weakly.


  She chortled. “Not just yet, but he will die soon enough. Currently, he’s trapped in the stone, and its structure allows him to breathe. He’ll die slowly and painfully, when his body finally shuts down because of lack of food and water.” She arched a brow at me. “It’s your fault, you know, Briar. As long as you hesitate, this will keep happening.”


  “He’s Leonard’s brother,” I argued weakly, knowing even as I spoke that I wouldn’t be able to convince her. “Please…I couldn’t—”


  She stopped me from finishing the phrase with a frigid look. “You’ll do what I say, and you’ll like it,” the witch told me. “Otherwise…well, you know what the consequences are going to be.”


  I nodded, barely managing to suppress a whimper at the threat in her eyes. Yes, I knew the consequences all too well, and had known them ever since the witch had put my mate into the cursed sleep. The first thing she had told me was that I needed to obey her, or else my mate would pay. And while I understood it was exactly the threat that had determined Aloe and Belladonna to betray me, I’d done exactly that.


  The witch smiled widely at me. “Good boy. Now, how are your seedlings? Any sign that they’ll emerge anytime soon?”


  Her interest in my pregnancy unsettled me deeply. “I’m not really sure,” I told her. “I don’t know all that much about Arthurian children.”


  “That’s quite all right.” She laughed again. “I have a feeling we’ll both find out soon. Together.”


  She grabbed my arm and started to drag me away from the battlefield. I looked back at Kirril, wanting to return, to help him somehow. I mentally sent out my vines and briars. There were other creatures who lived in the Dryad Kingdom, some who might even be able to do what I could not. If they’d been cursed, too…Kirril would probably die and I couldn’t do anything about it.


  The witch was too strong, and my hands were tied. I stumbled after her, hoping and praying that Rosa was doing what I’d asked him to do and that my call for help wouldn’t be unheeded.


  


  * * * *


  


  “You have got to snap out of this, Arthurian!” Rosa growled at me as we walked through the darkness. “You’re the only one who can get us out of here.”


  “Yes, well, I’m not sure how exactly I can do that, given that I don’t even know where we are. Why did you even come here if you can’t help?”


  Rosa rolled his eyes at me. “Briar asked me to, you ungrateful rat. Do you have any idea how bad he has it now? He has seedlings, Arthurian, seedlings. All the while, you’re just lying there, sleeping. Assume responsibility for your actions.”


  I would have loved to do exactly that, except the curse had taken away any possibility I had of reaching out to my mate. The only reason why I even remained in this vague state of cognizance was because Rosa had somehow managed to slip past the barriers of the spell. Sadly, the guardian couldn’t re-enable my mate bond with Briar, and while I was grateful for his presence, I really wished he had better suggestions than “Assume responsibility.”


  Seedlings. I knew what that meant. My mate was pregnant. Rosa had warned me before that it could happen if I slept with Briar during his pollination period, but it still shook me every time he mentioned it now.


  How much time had passed since I’d been cursed? Gods, I was even afraid to ask. “All right,” I said, taking a deep breath—or whatever its equivalent was in this place where the only thing that existed was my mind. “We have to keep trying. There has to be a way I can wake up.”


  Rosa nodded and took my hand. The softness of the petals he was made out of reminded me of Briar and sent a pang of pain through me. He didn’t say anything else, but for some reason, I got the feeling he was hiding something from me.


  “What is it?” I inquired. “What aren’t you telling me?”


  “Don’t ask me that,” Rosa replied mysteriously. “You don’t want to know. And no, it’s not about Briar. Come on. Close your eyes and let’s try to go back.”


  Even as he said this, I knew it would not work. The curse was too strong, and even with Rosa here, I couldn’t beat it. Nonetheless, I refused to give up. I kept trying, trying and trying, hoping without hope that my mate would still be there for me if—when—I finally succeeded.


  Chapter Nine:


  In Which Roses Are Blood-Red, True Mates Are Blue, Kisses Are Sweet, and I Love You


  


  Present day


  


  “They’re coming again.” The witch scowled at me as she sat down at the edge of the bed. “The Arthurians are coming again, and they have vampires with them this time around.”


  “And what would you have him do?” Aloe snapped at her as she wiped my sweaty brow. “He’s sick.”


  I lay there, breathing hard, nauseous, in pain, and afraid. I couldn’t even turn Aloe away, because so far, she was the only one who’d been able to make the pain dwindle. I didn’t understand what was happening to me. All I knew was that my body felt like it was going to be ripped into two. Was this what Arthurian females went through in what they deemed birth? If so, I could only wonder how the Arthurian civilization had even survived.


  “The babies are on their way then,” the witch concluded.


  I didn’t want to answer, because I knew that, for some reason, she was very interested in my seedlings. However, Aloe nodded. “We’re having enough trouble with it as is. Dryad bodies aren’t built for this sort of thing.”


  The witch rolled her eyes. “I forgot. You just create seeds and water them.”


  Well, that wasn’t exactly correct, but it was far more similar to the dryad reproduction process than what was currently happening to me. Usually, when my people had children, we gave birth to exactly that—seeds. After that, the seed was planted in the earth that gave us life and was tended to our guardians, fed with magic and love, until we were finally ready to blossom into people.


  It wasn’t like that with my seedlings, and I was terrified that something would go wrong, that my body wouldn’t be able to go through with the process and my babies would die. During past weeks, Rosa had come to me a handful of times and assured me that I could do it, but he hadn’t stayed because the curse was weakening him and I needed him to be with Leonard. I wished now that I would have, at the very least, told Rosa to convey to Leonard how much I loved him.


  “Stop panicking,” the witch snapped at me. “You’re not the first person who’s ever given birth. Your healer is just incompetent. Move over, Aloe. Oh, and gather the troops. We’ll be marching against the Arthurians.”


  Aloe fled when the witch glared at her, her dedication toward me obviously not enough to keep her in the room. This was how I ended up with the same witch who’d cursed my family caring for me. I would have resented her giving commands on what my men had to do, but right then and there, armies and wars were the least of my concerns. Her power had increased in the past months, and for the first time, she was using it for something good.


  I was afraid of her at first, afraid of what she wanted, but she steadied me and sent waves of soothing powers through me. Suddenly, I could breathe. “You’re going to help me?” I asked, hating the weak sound of my own voice.


  The witch nodded, humming something that sounded like a lullaby under her breath. “Do you know why I was cursed, Briar?” she asked almost idly.


  Leonard had told me bits and pieces of what had happened, but I wasn’t sure if she actually wanted me to reply. When she gave me an inquiring look, I said, “Because your family went against you.”


  “More or less,” the witch answered. “My children…Well, they’ve always been precocious. You know that by now. You’re keeping two of them trapped here after all.”


  It was true. The woman named Anelah and her brother Rumpel Stiltskin were in the palace cellars. The witch hadn’t been able to extend the sleep curse onto them, but they were being held in a prison made out of thorns while their mother regularly sucked out their powers.


  “In any case, they cared for me once, until I tried to hurt Anelah’s spawn. That was my mistake. Children should stay out of the wars of adults.”


  It was a strikingly kind comment to make from the witch. And then, something occurred to me. The witch had always wanted a child from my father. This was how this entire debacle had started. She could have forced him into it now, but she hadn’t. Instead, she’d directed her attention at me, and at my pregnancy.


  “They’re my seedlings,” I replied, my eyes widening. “You can’t have them.”


  “Oh, I would like to disagree. They’re half-dryad. The guardians will reject them. They will need a faithful godmother, and that’s where I come in. Especially if their parents are cursed into eternal slumber.”


  I had always wondered why she hadn’t cast a new curse on me. I’d guessed it must have been because I was the heir of the Dryad Kingdom, and she could use me to control its military power. It seemed that I’d been wrong.


  “Now, now,” she shushed me. “Don’t look so upset. I assure you I’ll take excellent care of your children.”


  For what it was worth, she was careful. She smoothed her hand over the swell of my belly, and the cramps wreaking havoc on my body started to fade. “Hmm,” she mused. “It looks like you’re closer than I thought.”


  I couldn’t help a whimper at that. In that moment, I would have gladly given my life if it meant keeping my children safe. Tears pooled at the corners of my eyes. Leonard…We’d had so little time together. We hadn’t even gotten to know each other that well. He’d made me fall in love with him in a few hours, and those hours would be the only ones I’d get to spend with him. The witch clearly had no intention of allowing us to reunite—ever. Perhaps she would even kill us once she no longer needed me.


  For now, though, my time wasn’t up just yet. Belladonna stepped into the room, hesitated briefly, and said, “We’re gathering the men for an attack against the Arthurians. They will be ready within the hour.”


  Suddenly, the witch frowned and pulled away. “That’s not fast enough. It looks like I have to take this matter into my own hands. After all, we can’t have the kingdom falling to the hands of Arthurians while the heir apparent is incapacitated.”


  When she disappeared from the room, a strange mix of terror and relief filled me. Now that I knew what she had in mind, I wanted her as far away from me as possible. And yet, she was the only one who could help me save my seedlings.


  Once she was gone, I knew I couldn’t just lie there and wait for my children to come. I slid out of the bed, clutching my swollen stomach and hoping whatever spell the witch had cast to help me with the pain would hold. Belladonna rushed to my side, trying to stop me. “You can’t do this, Briar. You need to lie down.”


  I shook my head adamantly. “Take me to my mate,” I said, speaking to her for the first time in months. “I want to see my mate.”


  Belladonna looked like she wanted to protest, but thankfully, she didn’t. Supporting me on her arm, she guided me out of the healing room I’d been resting in. Together, we slipped into the one next to it—Leonard’s quarters. Moving away from Belladonna, I knelt next to the bed in its center. Still deep in sleep, my mate looked a little pale, but otherwise, just like the day we’d met. The witch’s magic was sustaining him without him having to drink or eat—it was, apparently, a part of the curse. I half expected he would open his eyes, but he never did.


  “I’m so sorry, Leonard,” I said as I brushed a kiss over his lips. “I couldn’t do anything to protect us.”


  Leonard didn’t stir, but I’d known he wouldn’t. I had tried to break the curse on him like that countless times before, and it hadn’t worked. Crawling next to Leonard, I curled around him and took his hand.


  In the distance, I heard dull sounds of what I guessed was the witch’s battle with the new arrivals. I couldn’t focus on it, especially since the spasms of pain were returning.


  As if on cue, Belladonna said, “Briar, you can’t be here. You’re sick.”


  Suddenly, I knew what I had to do. “I’m not sick,” I argued bitingly. “My seedlings are coming.”


  She blinked, obviously surprised at my vehemence. “I know, Briar. Aloe is preparing something to help you.”


  I mentally grimaced. I didn’t have time for that, and Aloe’s potions wouldn’t do me much good. “I need you to something for me,” I told Belladonna. Opening the nightstand, I rummaged through the items there until my hand finally fell on a small herb knife.


  My heart racing, I offered Belladonna the item. “You have to cut me open. There is no other way.”


  All the blood drained from her face. “I can’t do that, Briar,” she whispered.


  “You can and you will. You owe me this. The witch has gone to fight the Arthurians, and no one else can help.”


  She continued shaking her head, slowly backing away from me. I had thought her to be capable of slicing into my flesh like that, because she hated me with a passion. But apparently, I had underestimated her disdain for me.


  “Even if you loathe me, my seedlings aren’t to blame,” I told her weakly.


  “I know that,” Belladonna argued. “But there has to be another way.”


  “There isn’t,” another voice said from the doorway. Aloe walked inside, carrying a handful of supplies. “Put that knife away, Briar. It’s not appropriate.”


  I guessed she was right, but I didn’t know what else to do. I nearly winced when I saw that she held a small, slim blade that looked far too sharp for my comfort. And yet, I was, to a certain extent, comforted by the fact that Aloe knew what she had to do.


  Aloe and Belladonna joined me next to the bed. Aloe wordlessly gestured me to lie down. As I did so, she slowly rubbed a greenish substance over my petals. The ones around my stomach parted, although it wasn’t due to pleasure or anything like that. It looked like I had underestimated my druid aunt, because the entire area was becoming a little numb.


  “This is safe for my seedlings, right?” I asked, panting.


  Aloe nodded. “I’ve been looking into Arthurian birthing since it became obvious that it would happen for you. Males don’t give birth for their people, but there is a method to remove the babies in spite of your gender. Now, breathe deeply. Hold your mate’s hand if it helps.”


  I did as Aloe told me, squeezing Leonard’s palm tightly. As my aunt prepared me for the birthing procedure, I prayed to the Goddess that it would work and my seedlings would survive this day.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Oh no.”


  The two words startled me from my angry daze—which was as close as real sleep as I could get in this strange void. “What is it?” I asked Rosa.


  The creature gave me a pained look. “Briar is giving birth. He isn’t ready for it, not ready at all. I have to go back.”


  Rosa’s presence had been a steady anchor for me during my cursed enclosure. When he wasn’t around, I fell fully asleep and became unable to even make the attempt to push past the curse. But sometimes, when he was with me, I would catch glimpses of Briar, of what he did and how he struggled to protect our children.


  This was the seventh month since I’d been cursed, and I’d had no luck with breaking the curse from inside. I didn’t even know where to begin, in spite of Rosa’s help. Sheer strength of will obviously didn’t work, although Rosa had assured me that it could happen under some circumstances.


  I was too weak to break it, too weak to protect Briar. “Stay with him,” I said. “Protect our children. He’s going to need you.”


  Rosa nodded, and with that, he was gone. The world drifted away, just like it always did. As much as I tried to fight it, I had no luck, and I succumbed to my curse.


  And then, something happened—something that awoke my cognizance. A hot drop of something fell on my hand, seemingly burning the skin. It wasn’t possible. I instinctively knew that, even when I was conscious in the void the curse had created, I couldn’t feel the outside world. I couldn’t experience pain or pleasure. Gods, I couldn’t even hear voices, and if not for Rosa, I would have never even known that Briar had been talking to me.


  But Rosa wasn’t here now, and Briar…Briar was bleeding badly. Something had gone wrong. Briar, my children…No, it couldn’t be. I couldn’t let it.


  The nothingness around me suddenly tasted like blood and death. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t even think. Hot drops of coppery liquid kept falling on my arms, on my hands, and I couldn’t bear it, couldn’t bear the thought of what was happening to my beautiful mate.


  I needed to be with him. Curse be damned, I had to hold him. What the fuck did I care about this enchantment anyway? I was the Arthurian prince Leonard. Most importantly, I was Briar Rose’s mate, lover and the father of his children. I would not be denied.


  Wrath and desperation mingled inside me. Suddenly, I was holding a weapon, my faithful sword which I had once used in the battle against the witch. I ran forward, striking my weapon against the wall. Physical strength didn’t matter here, but the power of my emotions was the one that fed me—and finally, the barrier shattered under my efforts.


  I would have very much liked to say that as the wall came crumbling down, I was freed from my prison. Sadly, this was not the first wall I’d broken in this void-like labyrinth. More than once, I’d done similar things throughout these seven months. Every time, I hoped that this wall would be the last one, but unavoidably, when I passed it, I ran into another dead end.


  This time, as I stumbled through the dark, I didn’t seek a way out. Suddenly, I knew that Rosa had been right. The curse could be broken from the inside. But instead of trying to escape it, I had to embrace it.


  I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. For the first time since I’d been taken by the curse, I didn’t try to fight it. Instead, I sat down and willed myself to fall asleep.


  It was easier said than done. With every second that passed, I became more and more aware of the pain my mate was in, of the scent of his blood, and just how much I risked by being here. But willpower was a strong thing, and I felt myself falling into my nightmares and drifting off into that accursed sleep.


  I knew what I risked. I realized that I could very easily damn myself through this. And yet, my devotion toward Briar won out.


  When I opened my eyes again, I was no longer in the dark labyrinthine nothingness. Instead, I seemed to be in a round chamber of sorts. A tall platform stood in its center, and on it was the very same rose that I had once picked up in the dream world.


  I approached it warily, lifting my blade and half expecting it would turn into a monster once more. It didn’t. “So you finally made it here,” it said.


  “I did,” I replied, wondering if I’d truly fallen into a dream and I would never wake up. “What are you doing here?”


  It was really a silly question to ask, but I received an answer nonetheless. “My master protected me,” the rose said sadly. “He wanted me to grow and live, but I cursed him.”


  “It wasn’t your fault,” I told it. The entire conversation was surreal. “It was the witch.”


  I knew I just had to cut off the rose and the curse would shatter, but I hesitated. I had found the rose in the dream world. Always, it had been bound to Briar, and always it seemed to turn up wherever the curse existed. What if the rose was in some way linked to my mate? What if I hurt Briar by killing the rose?


  “How do we break the curse?” I asked it. The cursed bloom seemed cooperative, so it might know. “Is there a way to completely defeat it?”


  “You’re very close already,” the rose said. Was it my impression, or did it slump forward, like it was close to withering? “All you have to do is chop me down.”


  “But won’t it harm Briar?” I asked, vocalizing the same question I had asked myself earlier.


  “You’re very clever,” the rose replied. “Yes in fact, it will. The truth is that the curse is directly bound to Briar. If Briar’s heart stops, it will fall, and so will the witch’s power. Similarly, if I am killed altogether, Briar will die.”


  “What are you?” I asked, shaken beyond measure by what the so-called flower was telling me.


  “Why, I’m Briar’s soul,” the rose answered in a tone that suggested I should have known all along. “A soul the witch entrapped.”


  I was already shaking my head in disbelief. “That can’t be right. I fought you. I defeated you. I know Briar’s heart, and it’s not like that.”


  “What you fought was Briar’s power,” the flower corrected me. “Did you ever wonder, Prince Leonard, why the curse endured all this time in spite of the witch’s defeat at the hands of her children? Did you ever ask yourself why people awaken from it in full health? A curse doesn’t have that sort of power individually, especially not one of this magnitude. Besides, an evil witch wouldn’t bother to make sure the cursed people wouldn’t die because of the enchantment’s nature.”


  “Are you telling me that you are Briar? Somehow, I have trouble believing that.”


  “Well, I am a part of him,” The rose’s petals slumped forward like it was sighing. “You see, prophecies have a way of being self-fulfilling. When the king and queen started destroying roses for the purpose of avoiding the curse, Briar was in terrible pain. At one point, his mind was in danger of shattering. He retreated into a corner of his private garden, and as he lay there and wept, I appeared from his pain, from his tears. A blood-red rose, the color of death, not of passion. A rose created out of that part of him that couldn’t forgive them for what they’d done.”


  I was beginning to understand. “Briar knew, didn’t he? That’s why he kept blaming himself.”


  “In his heart, yes, he knew,” the rose confirmed, “although never intellectually.”


  “What about Rosa?” I asked. “Why didn’t he do anything?”


  “Rosa’s power is bound to the flowers. When the king and queen destroyed the roses, Briar also lost his godfather. But in any case, this will all become irrelevant if you don’t act now. The only way to save Briar, to save us all, is to cut me down.”


  “Are you telling me to kill my mate?” I inquired in disbelief.


  “Yes,” the rose confirmed, “but I’m sure you realize that he’s dying anyway. Aloe is doing her best, but Briar’s bleeding too badly. Not even Rosa’s power will keep him alive at this rate.”


  “And how will destroying you help?”


  “Not destroying me,” the rose amended. “Picking me. Once you do so, once you cut me from here, the curse will shatter and you will be thrust back into the real world. At that time, you will have a few moments in which you will have to reunite me with my master. The witch’s curse largely feeds on Briar’s true power, and if Briar has that power back, he’ll be able to heal himself.”


  I didn’t know if I should believe this strange flower. But that same part of me that had once kept me from crushing it and destroying other roses here in the kingdom, that instinct told me that it was telling the truth.


  My mate had suffered through terrible trauma when his parents had destroyed his plants. He was too pure and too kind to lash out, and that was why a part of his soul had detached itself from the rest of him and had ended up feeding the witch’s curse.


  “Very well,” I said. “What am I supposed to do once I’m back with him?”


  “You’ll know when you’re there,” the rose replied mysteriously.


  I was tired of mysterious answers, and it angered me even more because of the circumstances. Alas, I didn’t have time to argue. Briar was dying. I could see it plainly in the drooping leaves and petals of the rose in front of me. If I didn’t pick it now, there would be nothing left to pick.


  Praying that I was doing the right thing, I gripped the very base of the stem and pulled. The rose thorns bit into my hand, but it came free from the pedestal with striking ease—more so than I had expected.


  Suddenly, the world began to swirl wildly. The strange room with the rose vanished into a whirlpool of power. I steadied myself, seeking out my mate bond with Briar, trying to use it as a guide for me to return to his side.


  When I opened my eyes though, I realized with a gasp that there was no mate bond to guide me. That place in my heart and mind where I could once feel him was now silent and empty. Most importantly, I lay in a bed that was covered in Briar’s blood.


  He was dead. I knew this, because he had died by my hand. I was still clutching the rose, though, and I wouldn’t let grief push me off focus.


  Moving as fast as I could, I pressed the rose to his lips, then crushed our mouths together. The petals crumbled in the fervor of the kiss, one I hadn’t even planned to give. The thorns on the stem scratched my neck and my chin, and probably Briar’s. I couldn’t taste him, at least, not at first.


  After a few dreadful moments during which my mind screamed “gods, I failed him, I failed him,” Briar’s distinctive flavor came to me from the broken petals on my lips. My mate inhaled deeply, and his eyes shot open.


  I didn’t immediately pull back, largely because I still couldn’t believe I had succeeded. But then, the rose between us dissipated into small reddish particles. As they entered Briar, a wave of power exploded over us both. The world itself seemed to shake, and our bond flared to life. My mind was invaded with his thoughts and feelings, stronger than ever before.


  There was pain, fear, uncertainty, but also a shy hope and a desperate need to know, to understand. “Leonard?” he asked, tentatively reaching out to me through our connection.


  “I’m here, Briar,” I replied.


  Briar’s arms came around me in his trademark tight embrace. I wanted to hold him forever, but then, he gasped and pulled away. “Our seedlings!”


  Feeling the same urgency he did, I turned away from him and toward the rest of the people present. Rosa stood next to the bed, holding two wailing infants. He was staring at us, but as soon as he registered what we wanted, he approached and handed the children over.


  “Congratulations,” he said, his voice choked. “You have two beautiful seedlings, a boy and a girl. May the Goddess bless them forever.”


  They were beautiful, indeed, and they stopped crying once they were held by Briar and me. Both of them were pretty small, but that wasn’t surprising given that they’d only had seven months to grow inside Briar. I was holding the boy, and when I looked into his innocent emerald eyes, it finally struck me.


  My son cooed and squeezed my finger with his small ones. It would have been cute—his small body almost fit in one of my hands—and it really was, except I couldn’t quite enjoy it, because his hold on me was so tight my bones nearly snapped.


  “Fuck!” I cursed, pulling away. When Briar blinked at me in surprise, I explained, “He almost broke my finger.”


  My son gave me a puzzled look, and his lower lip trembled like he couldn’t understand the reasons of my anger. I held him close and smiled, offering my son my finger back as my anger drained away. “It’s okay, baby,” I told him. “You can break as many bones as you want. I’m hardy.”


  Meanwhile, my daughter was lavishing in Briar’s affection, giggling and pulling his long hair. I took the opportunity to feast my eyes on Briar, to make sure that he really was there and his recovery hadn’t been a dream. There was so much blood on the bed, all Briar’s, but I couldn’t see a scratch on him. Truly, it was a miracle.


  Even Rosa seemed to think the same. He joined us on the bed and gently touched Briar’s cheek, like he was afraid my mate would shatter. I knew exactly how he felt.


  “You died, Briar,” he said. “For a few moments there, you were dead.”


  “I came back,” Briar said, although his voice trembled a little as he spoke. “I came back because of Leonard.”


  My daughter softly petted my mate’s hand, as if she understood his pain and wanted to soothe him. Perhaps she did. It certainly seemed like my children had a lot of hidden talents.


  I wanted to hold my mate forever, kiss him all over, claim him and touch him and make sure we were never separated again. I wanted to rock my children in my arms, play with them, and watch them as they slept. But the time for that hadn’t arrived yet. Outside, a storm was brewing, literally.


  As I stole a glance out the window—or the strange gap in the tree trunk that served as one—I noticed the sky had darkened. The plants were writhing restlessly, and loud explosions sounded in the distance.


  “It’s the witch,” Rosa said. “She’s angry that the curse has fallen. She’ll hit the Arthurian armies hard.”


  I nodded, clenching my jaw as I took in what had happened in the time that I’d been asleep. Briar winced, but I brushed my thumb over his lips. “I don’t blame you for any of it,” I whispered. “I never have and never will.”


  “Not even the curse?” Briar asked through our bond. “Not even now?”


  “Not ever,” I repeated. Out loud, I said, “I must go now. My family needs me. You stay here and recover.”


  Briar shook his head. “Rosa, watch over our children. I need to follow my mate. I need to face my enemy, and that of my people.”


  He handed our daughter over to his godfather, and I did the same with our son. Thankfully, our children didn’t protest, but I immediately started to argue. “Briar…”


  My mate silenced me with a glare. “No, Leonard. We’re in this together. Besides, I owe it to your family to fight back. I couldn’t help your brother then. I’ll damn well do it now.”


  My brother. Kirril was still cursed, and judging by Briar’s memories, he had been for over a month. I couldn’t imagine what kind of anguish that had caused Dineiro. Wait. I could, far too well.


  Swallowing around the sudden knot in my throat, I replied, “Very well. Just…Be careful, and always stay by my side.”


  “I will,” Briar promised as he finally climbed out of the bed.


  The petals that regularly covered his body swirled around in a hypnotizing dance that would have been arousing under different circumstances. Soon, his entire body was completely clean, with no sign that there had ever been an incision over his abdomen. His cheeks were rosy with health, even more so than they had been when we’d first met and mated.


  “I have the full extent of my powers back,” he explained through our bond. “I didn’t even remember how it felt…It’s so strange.”


  For some reason, it was unbearable for me to watch him prepare for battle, especially in this room that still smelled like his blood. “Wait,” I whispered as I embraced him. “Not yet.”


  I realized I was being weak and selfish, but I couldn’t help it. Briar just hugged me back, and for once, didn’t argue against me. Instead, he closed his eyes and drew me in closer into his soul.


  An intense sensation of pure magic flowed over me. Suddenly, I felt life in a way I had never experienced it. Outside, I heard the voices of a million flowers calling out my name. Beneath my feet, I could feel the vibrations of the tree’s soul. In this very room, I sensed the beauty of the power the dryads held.


  It was like my eyes had been opened to a whole different world. For a few beautiful moments, I saw through Briar’s mind and felt through his skin, through his magic. I had never truly understood what he’d meant when he’d said that the roses were a part of him, but I did now. It was truly like they were his limbs, and all of them were out there, the entire land filled with them. They had been waiting for him to come back, all this time. And now, Briar could finally return to them—hale and whole.


  The pain that Briar had felt upon their destruction was in my mate’s soul now, a jagged wound much like the one the huge thorn had created on my side. But it was a wound Briar accepted, and one that came with a promise.


  “I won’t allow it ever again. We won’t allow it, for anyone. No one should have to lose something that is so precious to them.”


  I couldn’t agree more. And because of it, I just had to say, “I love you, Briar.”


  It wasn’t by far the solemn oath Briar had made, but it must have been the right thing to say. The wave of magic settled into a comforting buzz at the back of my mind, and Briar finally pulled back. “I love you, too.” Out loud, he added, “Now come. Let’s free my people, and help yours.”


  Chapter Ten:


  In Which the Rose Is a Thorn in a Witch’s Side


  


  Ever since the witch had taken control of the Dryad Kingdom, I had been forced to imprison countless men and women, mostly Arthurians, but some Merlinians as well. The first thing I did after Leonard and I left the room was to order for them to be freed.


  The curse had broken, so I gathered my parents would awaken soon, but for the moment, most of my people didn’t know that, so they complied. Aloe and Belladonna obviously wanted to go to their daughter, and while I understood that, I needed their help with this.


  “Aloe, please go and see to the prisoners,” I said. “They will likely be very weak. They’ll need your assistance.”


  Both my aunts nodded. Perhaps they wanted to make it up to me, because they didn’t comment on my decision. I gathered Belladonna was going to be by Lavender’s side while Aloe handled the other matter.


  As soon as I dealt with that, Leonard and I rushed out of the palace. Unsurprisingly, the gathered troops stopped us. “Your Highness, Arthurians are approaching,” one of them said. “We’ve prepared for battle.”


  I couldn’t really explain my situation to my soldiers. As far as they knew, the Arthurians were our enemies, and my men were waiting for my command to attack. And they did indeed seemed prepared, hundreds of dryads having gathered right there, in front of us.


  Under different circumstances, I would have been grateful for their support, but now, they were a complication I didn’t need. “That won’t be necessary at this time,” I told them.


  “But, Your Highness…” another dryad tried to argue.


  “This problem can be settled peacefully,” I said, giving the guards a sharp look. “Now, remain here and make sure our previous prisoners are well taken care of. Starting today, they are our guests.”


  For a few moments, my men gaped at me, but I distracted them from my obviously strange statement by adding, “Form a perimeter around the Great Tree. If I need you, you will know.”


  They must have realized I was serious, as a mix of respect, concern and wariness shrouded their faces. As they saluted, I dragged my mate away and toward the forest. Leonard didn’t question my decision, and his trust steadied me. It was particularly important because I felt the impatience of nature, and it threw me. Before I could even hope to handle the witch, I had that very real problem to deal with.


  The beasts of the Dryad Kingdom had been sleeping as well, and now, they were awakening, confused, angry, hungry, and uncertain. I breathed deeply and reached out to them through my powers, soothing them.


  My efforts were repaid when a loud neigh sounded from the forest. A sparkling white unicorn trotted into the forest, its horn shining impressively in the rays of the sun.


  Leonard blinked in surprise. “Well, just when I thought nothing else could surprise me.”


  I walked toward the magnificent creature and patted its side. “We dryads don’t keep animals captive for our use. However, occasionally, wild beasts allow us to mount them, at their own discretion.”


  And I’d been close to them once, before the curse had nearly destroyed me. Perhaps I could have that again.


  Leonard mimicked my actions, joining me next to the lovely unicorn. He caressed its hide, wordlessly demanding its permission. When the beast didn’t pull away, Leonard mounted it in one swift, elegant motion. He pulled me up in front of him, and just like that, we were off.


  The unicorn didn’t have reins or a saddle like Arthurian mounts did, but Leonard got the hang of our style of riding with ease. We rode through the forest at great speed, the plants moving out of our way and letting us pass.


  Both Leonard and I held onto the unicorn’s mane, and I willed it in the direction I wanted to go. Even knowing that the Arthurian armies were under attack by the witch, I couldn’t face her just yet, not before I fixed one of my worst mistakes.


  The hollows of the small village of Lilliput soon appeared in front of me. The leprechauns had lived at the very edge of the Dryad Kingdom for as long as I could remember, hidden away behind the trunks of age-old trees. We dismounted the unicorn once we were close enough and thanked it—me with a kiss right underneath its horn, and Leonard by patting its hide.


  Once the unicorn disappeared into the forest, we made our way toward the hollow-like abodes of the leprechauns. “Halt,” a tiny voice called out to us. “You may not pass.”


  I looked down, only to see small guards approach, pointing tiny yet threatening weapons at us. “We don’t mean you any harm,” I said. “We come for my mate Leonard’s brother. I asked for your help a month ago, when he was cursed.”


  The leprechauns eyed me with obvious distrust and started whispering amongst themselves. Finally, an older-looking but just as small man emerged from the crowd. “We know who you are, Briar Rose. You helped the witch,” the leprechaun said. “You were there when he was cursed. Why should we believe you?”


  Leonard narrowed his eyes at the tiny creature. “He had no choice. He was being forced by the witch. Now move or I will move you.”


  Instantly, the small creatures reached for their weapons. I could have easily crushed them with one blow from one of the nearby trees, but in spite of their appearance, they were powerful beings. Not only that, but they had also helped Kirril when I could not.


  I placed my hand on my mate’s shoulder and squeezed it. “Calm down, Leonard,” I told him through our bond. “I expected this sort of thing to happen. It’s unavoidable.”


  Leonard’s jaw tightened. “After all that you’ve suffered, I refused to allow anyone to abuse you further.”


  I could understand his pain. We hadn’t even gotten the chance to celebrate my miraculous return from the dead. Leonard was barely keeping himself from trying to call the unicorn back and taking me away from anyone who could hurt me. He was imagining the four of us—him, me, and our seedlings—abandoning this place for a safe haven where we could be alone and happy together.


  Of course, the Lilliputians didn’t realize all this, and as much as I wanted this to go right, I suspected it wasn’t possible. At least, not until another figure emerged from the mass of little people. A slight—even by Lilliputian standards—old woman stepped forward and scanned me from head to toe. I met her strikingly powerful gaze without flinching, and she beckoned Leonard and me forward without a word.


  From what I knew of leprechauns, I could only guess this was their seer. She felt familiar to me—or was it to the land? I couldn’t be sure, since I myself was still shaken, and I desperately wanted to be with my beloved seedlings.


  Nevertheless, I knelt in front of the leprechaun female, and Leonard followed my example, taking my hand as he did so. The seer softly touched our joined palms. A few heartbeats later, she gasped and let go, staggering back. Tears trailed down her cheeks as she said, “Let them pass.”


  The other leprechauns supported her and surrounded her in a flock of obviously concerned little people. They parted to give us room to pass, correctly assuming that we knew where to go.


  Not that it was very hard to notice where Kirril was being held. All the buildings in the village were small, save for one. The grass spoke to me and told me it was the elder’s hall.


  As he headed that way, I spotted another, this time unexpected presence in the village. A small white rabbit sat at the door of the elder’s hall, his long ears slumped, like a fluffy, morose guardian of the area. Some of the Lilliputians shot him wary looks and ushered their children away from him.


  Through my bond with Leonard, I identified the bunny in question as Vesper, the mate of the vampire Leonard had mentioned. “I thought they were missing,” I told Leonard using our mental link. Some sort of instinct—or perhaps my connection with nature—told me the rabbit’s mate, Vlad Dracula, was around as well.


  “They were,” Leonard answered. “They must have found a way to make it back.”


  Vesper finally spotted us, and his fluffy ears perked up. “Prince Leonard! Thank the Goddess!”


  We made our way to Vesper’s side, and I noticed the rabbit was giving me a distinctively suspicious look. However, Leonard kept him from ask any questions that would have been awkward to answer. “It’s nice to see you are well,” he said. “Is your mate okay too? What about Medwin, Rapunzel, everyone else? Tell me, how is my brother?”


  Before Vesper could reply, a ragged voice answered from inside the elder’s hall, “I’ve been better.”


  I looked past the entrance of the building. The door was slightly ajar because of a pair of large feet that hadn’t quite fit inside. I couldn’t see much of Kirril, but I could clearly distinguish that his lower half was still turned to stone.


  “We need to pull him out of there,” Leonard said, quite uselessly really, because I could see that for myself.


  I willed the vines I controlled to come to me. They did, emerging out of the nearby forest and sliding into the Lilliputian building. When they came out, they dragged a still-cursed Kirril with them.


  Guilty memories assaulted me as pain and concern flowed through my mate. “Oh, Kirril…”


  “You should have seen him earlier,” Vesper offered, “before we got here. The Lilliputians might have kept him alive, but he couldn’t even contact his mate through their bond, and he remembered very little. Dini was so worried.”


  “You helped?” Leonard inquired.


  “As much as we could,” Vesper replied, his long ears flopping to convey his distress. “It’s a long story, but we sort of found Kirril here by accident, just a few hours ago. Vlad did his best to counter the curse, and he managed to help Kirril remember. But beyond that…It was too hard, and he needed to return home, to gather our forces to attack the witch. I stayed here in the hope that Vlad would manage to sneak someone past the witch’s defenses.”


  It was actually quite remarkable that Vesper and his vampire mate had managed to help at all. Vampires didn’t have healing magic. The witch’s curse had been very powerful, and it still was. Proof in point, Kirril immediately glared at me and kept trying to reach for a sword he didn’t have. Or at least, that was what he seemed to want, since, with the exception of his face, he remained completely encased in stone. “You!” he exclaimed. “What in the world did you do?”


  “I’m sorry,” I replied honestly. “I wasn’t the one who cast this spell on you. It was the witch. But I can help you.”


  “I’m not sure it’s that easy,” Vesper offered hesitantly. “Perhaps we should wait for Vlad. We have healers, and after the witch is defeated…”


  “I believe Prince Kirril has waited long enough,” I said. “Please, let me help. It’s the least I can do.”


  “And why should I trust you?” Kirril snarled. “You’re the reason why I’m in this predicament in the first place.”


  Kirril could utter long words. That meant his mind had not been damaged. That was what mattered. The body could be fixed, but with the mind, it would have been far harder.


  Leonard seemed torn between happiness at seeing his brother again and protectiveness toward me. In the end, the wound of my near-demise was too raw, and the latter won out. “Careful, little brother,” he said. “That’s my mate you’re talking to.”


  Kirril’s eyes widened, Leonard’s words effectively shutting him up. He glanced at my stomach, obviously remembering the fact that I’d been pregnant.


  Without hesitation, I confirmed his wordless question. “Yes, Leonard and I have seedlings…er, children. It’s a long story. We should get you out of there first.”


  A dryad with my affinity shouldn’t have been much of a healer. Goddess, I couldn’t remember being in any way druid-inclined before the curse had taken hold of the kingdom. But back then, the roses, my beautiful roses had been crushed, and with them, so had my power. Now, I was surrounded in them, and my magic was stronger than ever, stronger than even the witch had possibly anticipated.


  When Kirril didn’t protest again, I touched his shoulder, and just like that, the stone dissipated into thin air, like it had never been there in the first place. It wasn’t even hard. It only took a thought and Kirril was free.


  Kirril blinked at me, obviously surprised. I knew he would still be feeling the aftereffects of the curse after a whole month of being immobilized in stone, but I had a solution for that, too. A few vines helped Kirril up, and Leonard grabbed his brother’s hand, supporting him as well.


  “Leonard, I think you have a lot of explaining to do,” Kirril said.


  The words might have sounded chastising save for Kirril’s relieved tone and the fact that the youngest Arthurian prince hugged my mate so tightly that the embrace seemed to wrap around me, too. Leonard held his brother close for a few moments, but then released him with an almost awkward tap on the back. He had never been much about displaying emotion, except when he was with me. For some reason, it made me smile, and I could see my fond amusement echoed in a brief twist of lips from Kirril.


  Perhaps we would have provided the explanations Kirril had demanded, but a sudden explosion sounded in the distance. “I think that’s our cue,” I told Leonard.


  My mate nodded. “The witch is attacking our men,” he told Kirril. “We have to go. Stay here with Vesper.”


  Kirril crossed his arms over his chest. “Like hell. I want to come.”


  Leonard shook his head adamantly. “You will remain here and recover. Consider it an order from your crown prince if you must.”


  Kirril’s jaw tightened, and I could see that he was about to argue again. I decided we didn’t have time for that and anyway, I didn’t want my mate fighting with his brother. “Think of your mate,” I coaxed. “What would he want? I know that if I could, I would keep Leonard from the battlefield.”


  Kirril shot me a startled look then nodded jerkily. “Just this once,” he replied huskily, “and only because of Dini.”


  His eyes glazed over as he spoke, and I gathered he was probably communicating with his mate. That was good enough for me. After nodding briefly in Vesper’s direction, I took Leonard’s hand and dragged him away from the small building. Even if Leonard wanted to spend time with his brother, there was plenty of time for that later.


  As we were about to leave the village, the leprechaun seer greeted us at the exit. “You are welcome to come here at any time, young princes,” she said almost inaudibly. “May you and your seedlings be blessed forever.”


  There was only warmth and genuine affection in her words. “Thank you,” I replied. “You have no idea how much that means to me.”


  That was actually very true. I treasured her acceptance, especially after so much had happened. The seer nodded, acknowledging the words. “Your children are uniquely blessed. The entire dryad kingdom will love them dearly. Just like we love you.”


  She was asking me to let go of the pain in my heart, but I’d only just accepted it as a part of me. I didn’t think I would be able to forget anytime soon, and maybe I shouldn’t have to. The scar of what had happened, of losing so much and forgetting my own power because of it, was part of me now. But like the scar on Leonard’s side, it meant something. It was a lesson, and after everything that had been lost, I couldn’t possibly discard it.


  Therefore, I just offered the seer a small smile, bowing lightly. “You have my gratitude for everything you’ve done, for me and my mate.”


  “There’s no need to be grateful,” the female leprechaun said. “Now go. I won’t keep you further.”


  As she spoke, the unicorn appeared out of the undergrowth once more. With a final wave toward the leprechaun seer, Leonard and I mounted the beautiful beast. This time, we guided it toward the place of the battle.


  It was actually a good distance for the Great Tree that served as my family home and just as far from Lilliput. However, the unicorn ran through the forest like a bolt of lightning, so fast that at one point I had trouble seeing where we were going.


  But the creature knew where we needed to be even without me guiding it. As we advanced, the sounds of battle reached my ears even louder, as did the voices of the trees around me that complained about what was happening. I did see then, but not through my eyes. Rather, it was a different kind of vision, one unique to my magic, a sense of the world that I borrowed from the grass, the flowers, the arbors.


  It was for that reason that I didn’t really feel surprised when the unicorn stopped in front of a scene that seemed torn out of my worst nightmares. The witch wasn’t even facing the Arthurian army. All of them seemed to have been swept aside already, the proud soldiers crumbled on the ground like fallen toys. There were also some elves in the group, well, at least one that I could see. He seemed to be stirring, unlike the Arthurians.


  Nature itself had been harmed by the conflict. In some places, trees had been shattered by the witch’s magic, and it angered me as much as the damage done to Leonard’s people did.


  Currently, she was facing a group of flying, black-clad people—vampires, if I had to guess. One woman in particular was holding her own in front of the witch, attacking her viciously even as the enchantress sent innumerable spells her way. Leonard didn’t seem to know her, but he was acquainted with the man by her side—Vesper’s mate, Vlad Dracula.


  As powerful as they were, though, the witch was winning. I could see it, in spite of the superiority in numbers that the vampires had. The witch was just too angry, and that anger and hatred fed her magic to unprecedented proportions.


  I didn’t wait around to assess the situation further. As soon as I dismounted from the unicorn, I summoned nature to my assistance. Warm energy gathered around me, so potent and alive, and I knew I could beat her.


  My power didn’t work like that of my opponent. I couldn’t blast bolts of pure magic, but that didn’t matter, because the earth itself was my weapon. The life within it vibrated inside me. I might have always resonated with roses most, but roses were the queens of plants for a reason. When I called, nature came to me.


  Countless vines shot through the air and wrapped themselves around my foe. It was a sneak attack, so the witch was taken by surprise. Before she could fight back, I pulled her down from the air. She fell to the ground with a dull thud, the vines wrapping around her tighter as I attempted to choke her.


  Naturally, defeating her wouldn’t be so easy. “You!” Her gaze fixed on me as she screeched. She took a deep breath, and the vines withered, making me wince. “Do you really think you can beat me with your little tricks?”


  They might have been little tricks, but they were not the only ones I had up my nonexistent sleeve. When the witch shot a bolt of magic in my direction, an explosion of rose petals surrounded me. The witch’s power struck them, but didn’t reach me.


  One single thought from me had a hail of thorns and briars flying in her direction. Individually, one single thorn would have never hurt her, but a million of them had quite an impressive effect. The sheer number of them darkened the sky, like a rain of projectiles provided by nature.


  The witch created a shield around herself, and while it kept the thorns from reaching her, it didn’t help her against the attack coming from down below. Roots rush out of the earth like spikes, threatening to impale her. When she looked at me, I said, “You’re the one who can’t beat me. Look where you are. This is my kingdom, my land, and I am one with it. As powerful as you might be, you’ll never be able to defeat that.”


  All the while, the vampires had noticed my confrontation with the witch, and were ready to take advantage of the situation and get rid of her once and for all. The woman who seemed to be a leader of sorts gathered her troops around her and gestured toward the witch with one regal wave. “Destroy her.”


  Well, it was more than clear that the witch could find no mercy on that side. Obviously realizing that she couldn’t win this battle, she let the shield drop and fled.


  It all happened so fast that I didn’t even see her go. One moment she was standing there, a few feet away from me, and the next, she disappeared. The vampires growled, and oddly, so did Leonard. Obviously, no one was very keen on her escaping, and neither was I. But I couldn’t stop her from casting a translocation spell. It was actually among the most basic magic of powerful witches and Merlinian magic users. I couldn’t do it, but I wasn’t surprised that she could.


  Fortunately, I’d been correct in saying that not even she could escape nature. Even here, at the edges of the Dryad Kingdom, its forces were beyond that of what she could contain. A loud screech sounded from somewhere behind us, and I instantly recognized it as belonging to the witch.


  I shared a look with Leonard, then turned on my heel and followed the sound. The vampires were right behind us as we ran, as were some of the Arthurians who seemed to be recovering from the attack.


  I paid no heed to any of them, too busy wishing, hoping, and fearing what I would find. At last, we ran into a small grove, where much to my surprise, we found the witch fallen on the ground. Well, that wasn’t the most shocking thing. What seemed strictly out of a dream was that two guardians stood next to her—one of them, a huge hulking tree-man who rivaled the size of my parents’ palace, and the other a willowy female completely made out of orchid petals.


  I’d never seen any guardians other than Rosa, and they didn’t usually reveal themselves like this. Then again, Rosa had been making a lot of exceptions to that rule as well.


  “No, you don’t, witch,” the huge tree spirit said as she tried to get away. “You’re not going anywhere.”


  She narrowed her eyes at him, getting up so that she could face them. “And what are you going to do, creature? Step on me?”


  I had to hand it to her. She was either very brave or very arrogant. The two guardians didn’t look particularly impressed.


  The large tree-man tilted the top of his trunk ever so slightly in an inquiring gesture that made him look far more human than he was. “Actually, that’s a pretty good idea.”


  Just like that, he lifted his huge leg—made out of tree roots of sorts—and he set it down right on top of the witch with a somewhat nauseating squish. Silence. I could only stare at the scene, wondering if I was dreaming it.


  “Oh, dear,” the female vampire leader said, finally breaking me out of my trance.


  “Well, that had to hurt,” Vlad Dracula commented idly.


  Oddly, I felt a little pained, a little cheated. I still had questions I needed answering. What had the curse truly entailed? Had the witch known all along what I would choose? Had the prophesized enchantment been all deception and the end result only my doing?


  As if guessing my thoughts, the tree spirit lifted his so-called leg and revealed the witch still lying beneath. “Not to worry,” he said. “This one’s very resilient. She isn’t an easy bug to squash.”


  The other guardian scoffed. “As if you truly intended to squash her. That would be letting her off too easily.”


  She turned toward me and Leonard and beckoned us closer, apparently dismissing everyone else present. The vampires and the Arthurians stayed at the edge of the grove, perhaps sensing that this was a matter that concerned us alone.


  “We should be angry at you, child,” the female guardian said softly. “You never should have believed her when she said we wouldn’t want your seedlings.”


  I gaped at her. “Are you…Are you the godparents of my children?”


  They both nodded, smiling even as they kept a close eye on the witch. “I am Orchis,” the woman said, “and this is Sequoia. We are the guardians chosen by your seedlings’ affinity.”


  “Of course, it is not official yet,” the tall tree-man said. “Until you entrust them to us in an official ceremony, we cannot approach them as godparents.”


  My face flamed, although truly, I had no reason to be embarrassed. I had not known how to act, because my seedlings had grown inside of me, not out of Mother Earth, like regular dryads. Therefore, the ceremony that beckoned the guardians to watch over the newborns had never happened. I supposed that was why they were here now and not with my children, whom I had entrusted to my own guardian.


  It made so much sense, though. The tree-man—Sequoia—was undoubtedly my son’s guardian, while the lovely female—Orchis—that of my daughter. “How are you so sure?” Leonard asked me through our bond.


  “Oh. Our godparents are the same gender as the children they watch over—to empathize better with their needs,” I explained. “The guardians don’t actually have genders like we do. They can change them at will.”


  Leonard gave me a look then glanced at the two spirits and just nodded. I supposed that with everything that had happened, he was getting used to my world.


  Clearing his throat, Leonard said, “We would be honored to have you as guardians of our children. Unfortunately, as you might know, circumstances have kept us from following the regular process of common dryad births.”


  “We’re aware.” Orchis’s smile faded, and her eyes—the ones that glowed with an intrinsic light, much like Rosa’s—suddenly seemed very threatening. The threat wasn’t directed at me, though, but rather, at the witch. “We would also seek your permission to handle this threat. After all, you’re the one who was most wronged by this creature.”


  Was I? An entire kingdom had slept for centuries. She had attacked Leonard’s family and her own. For all I knew, she had hurt many other people before she’d even met my father and cursed us.


  Leonard wrapped an arm around my waist and kissed my cheek, steadying me as I faced my uncertainties. “Briar will make a decision in that regard,” he said, “but first, he wishes to speak with the witch. Would it be possible without risking her escape?”


  “Of course.” Orchis nodded. “She will not escape.”


  “Now that the curse has been broken through your sacrifice, the guardians are awake,” Sequoia explained, meeting my gaze with surreal, ancient eyes that held both knowledge and understanding. “The power of the Dryad Kingdom is back. We won’t be overtaken again.”


  They knew. They knew my connection to the curse and didn’t blame me. Their kindness was almost too much to bear, but it also filled me with tremendous relief. It also made me blurt out a question that I couldn’t hold back any longer. “Why didn’t you stop it? Why didn’t you keep it all from happening?”


  “The guardians cannot intervene in the decisions of their children,” Orchis explained, regret heavy in her voice. “All we can do is to help and support them. Your parents’ guardians did try to warn them that destroying the roses would only unbalance the kingdom, and you, but unfortunately, your mother and father did not listen.”


  “To their credit, they thought they were doing the right thing,” Sequoia added. “They didn’t understand your true connection with the roses. Perhaps, to a certain extent, none of us did.”


  “What you have to understand, Briar, is that the curse truly did exist, outside your own powers. You were indeed under enchantment from the witch. However, the spell had a hole. No rose would have ever pricked your finger—none except a rose you yourself created out of your pain.”


  “It was not a mistake,” a different voice said. I looked down, only to see the witch had woken up. “I knew what those two royals would do to prevent the curse, and I knew how much they would hurt their child through it. As a bonus, they defeated that blasted guardian without me even having to cast a spell. After that, it was easy, so easy to enslave his soul—to keep the curse going forever, just because he was feeding it through his own existence.” She looked at Leonard and gave him an oddly appreciative look. “Even when you showed up, Arthurian, you played right into my hands, casting away the remnants of the enchantment my children created. That foolish guardian thought he was so clever, but I knew what he would do. And yet…you were my mistake, Arthurian. I never expected you would have the strength to kill your mate.”


  Leonard’s hold tightened around me. I could feel him vibrating with the desire to tear her apart, to make her suffer for everything she had done. It was a little mind-numbing to acknowledge that she had managed to fool us all, and it only made me even more aware of the danger she represented.


  But there had been enough pain and destruction today, enough death. I didn’t want any more blood to stain this land. “If it is my decision,” I said softly, “I’d like you to take this woman away. Lock her someplace where I’ll never see her, where her powers will never reach anyone else.”


  Orchis and Sequoia nodded solemnly. “So it shall be,” they said.


  Sequoia gripped the witch’s hand. For once, she didn’t try to struggle, nor did she have any of her standard evil comebacks. She almost looked a little sad, and I wondered if she had a heart after all.


  That was a question that would never be answered, because Sequoia and Orchis finally disappeared, taking the witch with them. Just like that, a weight lifted off my chest. The wind seemed to dance joyfully through my hair, and the grass tickled my bare soles like a playful child. Nature was happy, too. The witch was gone, and the guardians would make sure that she never came back.


  A part of me wanted to just lie down and enjoy it, but that was not to be. The Dryad Kingdom had guests, and a lot of them. Leonard and I turned toward the assembled group. I offered them a tentative smile. “Thank you for your assistance in defeating this foe. I am Briar Rose, Prince of the Dryad Kingdom, and I welcome you in this land.”


  They stared at me, obviously not knowing what to make of what they had seen. And then, another woman emerged from the crowd, supported by the elven male I’d noticed earlier. Leonard’s eyes widened. “Mother,” he said breathlessly.


  Queen Sedonia of Arthuria ran toward her lost son and embraced him tightly. I watched the scene, and just like that, I knew I could never ask Leonard to leave his family. Soon, I would have to make another decision regarding our future, and I suspected I knew what it would be.


  Epilogue


  In Which Everything’s Coming Up Roses


  


  Briar’s mother cried when Briar told them he would come back with me to Arthuria. She clung to him, begging for his forgiveness, kissing his face, and trying to make him reconsider. “We can start over now,” she promised. “We’ll be so happy, a true family, with your mate and your seedlings.”


  His father stood there, a pillar of tension and anger. He was glaring at me like he blamed me for the whole thing. Perhaps he did. Perhaps he hated that I’d gone and gotten Briar pregnant. Either way, there was nothing they could do about it now, because they couldn’t change my mate’s mind.


  “I will start over,” Briar said, “but not here. In Arthuria.”


  “They’ll never accept you,” King Hyacinthus said. “They don’t understand magic like we do.”


  “That’s true,” I replied in Briar’s stead. “We aren’t a magical people. But I will step down from my position as heir to the throne before I allow anyone to be disrespectful to Briar or our children.”


  I had already made that abundantly clear to my mother, although I suspected she’d been too busy cooing at the children in question to hear me. Right now, she was in grandmother heaven, and while I had no doubt that there would be some friction between the two sides of my family, I just knew we could make it work.


  The day after the witch’s defeat, everyone gathered outside the Great Tree that served as the home of the Rose Dynasty. There were so many people, all the prisoners whom Briar had miraculously managed to keep alive, the vampires, Anelah and Rumpel Stiltskin, my brother, my mother, Reluvethel Dawnhorn, and many others, like, for example, Vesper. Rosa, Orchis, and Sequoia had come to see us off. They wouldn’t actually join us on the journey, but I knew that they would eventually relocate in Arthuria once we made arrangements for them to have a large garden to live in. And of course, there was my mate, with our two children—or seedlings, as he called them.


  “Will they be all right to travel so soon?” my mother asked.


  “Oh, not to worry, Queen Sedonia,” Orchis replied. “We wouldn’t let anything happen to them.”


  Sequoia nodded solemnly. “They carry our blessing with them at all times.”


  It was a testament to my mother’s regal composure that she didn’t blink or cower at the sight of a talking tree. Instead, she smiled. “Thank you. You have the gratitude of the whole of Arthuria for the protection you bestow.”


  Meanwhile, Briar was saying good-bye to his family. His parents stood in front of the willow trees that served as a gate, together with his aunts, his cousin—who had finally awoken—and many other people I’d never gotten the chance to meet. Few seemed to know what to say to Briar, and as always, that angered me.


  As I watched, Briar hugged his parents one last time. “We’ll keep in touch. I promise.”


  Hyacinthus and Hydrangea nodded, although they—and the queen in particular—seemed in tears. “Be happy, son. You deserve it.”


  My mate’s heart was breaking at the separation. He still loved them dearly, in spite of having remembered and relived everything they had done, and I loved him all the more for his sweet nature. But it was time for us to go. Our new life was waiting.


  At last, we took our children from their godparents and entered the carriage made out of vines and led by the unicorn that now seemed very attached to Briar. Well, Briar sat in the back with our babies, while I rode in the front, to guide the unicorn. He looked one more time at the palace that had been his home for all his life, and then, we were off.


  The party was quiet for a while. All of those present seemed aware of the weight of the moment. Many of the soldiers had first been confused about why Briar was with us in the first place, but they’d been pretty understanding when I’d explained that everything he had ever done had been to keep me safe from the witch. Of course, it was probably a little surreal for them to see their crown prince riding a carriage led by a unicorn, but stranger things had happened.


  For my part, I was focusing on my bond with Briar. He was trying to be brave, but the Dryad Kingdom was everything he had ever known. He’d never even stepped out of it to explore the rest of Merlinia, let alone the rest of Avalon.


  “I’ll be with you always,” I whispered through our connection.


  I couldn’t see Briar’s smile, but I heard it in his voice. “I know.”


  A few minutes after we left the palace behind, we finally ran into a familiar sight. A path in all the colors of the rainbow shone through the forest. “I thought the Rainbow Brick Road couldn’t enter the Dryad Kingdom,” I heard Kirril say.


  “The curse is gone now,” Rumpel Stiltskin replied, throwing a fond gaze toward me and Briar. “The power of the witch no longer keeps the Road in check.”


  Apparently, my mate could charm even the powerful Merlinian wizard. I couldn’t say that surprised me, although it did remind me that I had to find a new wardrobe for Briar soon. The rose petals were beautiful, but they didn’t really cover much of Briar, and I was liable to start punching people if they stared too much.


  It didn’t seem like I would get the chance to do so. The moment we stepped on the rainbow-colored tiles, the world started to sway and swirl. It was only for a moment, and far smoother than other times I’d travelled through space by magical methods. When it ended, I found myself right in front of Camelot.


  A part of me felt uncertain upon finally being in front of my city again, but the other was relieved. The familiar sight welcomed me home, and something told me that my mate would be happy here. Yes, Arthurians had been wary of magic, and likely, many of them still were. But Arthurians were also a warm people for the most part, and after all, who would be able to resist Briar’s smile?


  It seemed my brother and my mother felt the same, because they didn’t comment when I ushered the unicorn into the city. As it turned out, my people barely saw the unicorn at all. As soon as they caught sight of me, raucous applause and cheers exploded all around us. Flowers flew over the large party riding into Camelot, and I couldn’t help but notice that when they landed on Briar, they bloomed again.


  By the time we reached the palace, my mate looked like a walking garden, but he was beaming brightly. I stopped the carriage in front of the castle doors and jumped down. As I helped him out of the carriage, his eyes met mine and the emerald beauty of those pure orbs struck me breathless for what seemed like the millionth time.


  “They really love you,” he said.


  “And they will love you,” I answered, a little dazed. Just like I loved him—or at least, a fraction of it.


  I would have probably kissed him, or at least tried to, but my father chose that exact moment to burst out of the palace, followed by Medwin, Rapunzel, and a shape-shifted Dineiro. Both Rapunzel and Dineiro were visibly pregnant, and I felt a brief pang of distress when I’d realized just how long I’d been gone.


  That brief thought faded away when Medwin stalked to my side. According to my mother, he had wanted to come, too, but they’d eventually decided against it, largely for political reasons. But he’d obviously been as worried for me and Kirril as everyone else, because the relief on his face was palpable. “Don’t ever pull that stunt again, you,” he said as he hugged me tightly.


  He probably meant to do the same for Kirril, but our younger brother was currently under attack by a very enthusiastic purple dragon. Kirril laughed and held his mate close, completely oblivious to everyone else, and even to the fact that Dineiro was still in his shifted form. It made me warm inside, especially now that I understood how he felt.


  It also reminded me that I had introductions to make. After my father embraced us as well and Dineiro settled down a bit, I finally directed everyone’s attention toward Briar. “This is my mate, Briar Rose, and our children, Alistair Sequoia and Louise Orchid.”


  It was customary for dryad children to take the name of their affinity—one similar with that of their godparents. But since we would live in Arthuria, and I was their father, Briar and I had deemed it important for them to have a second name, an Arthurian one. I had chosen Alistair and Louise, after my grandparents whom I’d been very fond of.


  My father looked like he’d been struck by lightning. He shared a look with my mother and then smiled. “Welcome home, Briar,” he said.


  


  * * * *


  


  Arthuria wasn’t perfect. The palace where the royal family lived had too much stone, which kept me from direct contact with the ground. People stared at me because of my petals, and the magic I’d grown accustomed to in the Dryad Kingdom was nowhere to be seen.


  Even so, my mate’s home was a beautiful land. The palace grounds had big gardens, and from my mate’s memories, I had already figured out a spot where I could build somewhere more comfortable for me to stay in. There would be plenty of space for Sequoia and Orchid to have private gardens of their own. More importantly, Leonard’s family was ecstatic at his and Kirril’s return and received me with open arms.


  I was honest with them. I explained what had happened with the witch and how Kirril had been cursed. And maybe they would have resented me for it, but by the time we finished the whole story, including the brief part where I’d died, they were all in tears—even the magnificent king, Ralph Theodore the Fourth.


  I liked Leonard’s father. He was very much like Leonard, with that almost stoic bearing. And yet, he didn’t seem to mind when Orchid pulled his hair or even Sequoia almost broke his jaw. Instead, he seemed enchanted with my children. It probably helped that my daughter in particular looked very much like a female, softer version of Leonard, and that Queen Sedonia swore up and down that Sequoia was practically a copy of baby Leonard.


  I did note some tension between the Arthurian royal couple and the witch’s grandchild, Rapunzel. Bunny-shifter Vesper finally pulled me aside and managed to explain, “They blamed him for it, for the disappearances of Kirril and Leonard. It wasn’t pretty.”


  That new piece of information made me wary, but I shouldn’t have been. When we returned to the rest of the group, I found Sedonia holding Rapunzel’s hand, and the young blond smiling shyly. It wasn’t perfect—I could see Rapunzel remained a little tense and maybe the queen was uncomfortable, too—but they were likely on their way toward reconciliation.


  It was all very exhausting, or maybe the fatigue of the last couple of days was catching up with me, because I suddenly felt impossibly tired. My mate immediately picked up on it. Just as the queen was talking about organizing an elaborate dinner to introduce me, he piped up and said, “Excuse me, Mother, if I may…Briar is a bit weary. Could we be excused for a while?”


  “Naturally,” Sedonia replied. “I believe your rooms have already been prepared.”


  I imagined being trapped in one of those stone rooms and almost shuddered. “Actually, would it be possible to rest in the garden a bit?”


  The king blinked in surprise, perhaps not knowing what to make of my request, but the queen seemed to have expected it. “Of course,” she said. “We have a gazebo deeper into the gardens. Perhaps it would be suitable.”


  That actually sounded quite heavenly compared to this closed-off structure. “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I replied with a grateful smile.


  Sedonia just patted my shoulder and beamed back. It was probably a good thing that she had briefly stayed in the Dryad Kingdom, if only for one night, because otherwise, she would have never understood.


  We lingered for a while with the royal family but finally left in favor of retreating to the gardens. Leonard helped me by carrying our children, and I was actually thankful that Leonard’s parents hadn’t protested my decision. I was still a little uncomfortable with them. They didn’t seem inclined to resent me, and maybe they wanted a new beginning, too, but in the end, I had kept their two sons from them for quite a while. That wouldn’t be forgotten so easily.


  “Maybe not,” Leonard said, “but they know it wasn’t your fault. They’re even taking steps to reconcile with Rapunzel. In time, our differences will be set aside.”


  Leonard was probably right, and his words relieved me a great deal. And then, we finally reached the gardens. The moment I stepped onto the grass, my remaining tension faded away. It truly was beautiful here, so very green, and with so many flowers that I felt right at home.


  “I’m glad,” Leonard told me, obviously catching onto that thought. “Your happiness means more to me than anything else.”


  As we reached the gazebo, we sat on one of the comfortable love seats inside. I stole my daughter from Leonard, balancing her on my arm. Orchid cuddled close to me, her eyes already drifting shut. In Leonard’s arms, Sequoia was falling asleep as well.


  “I almost can’t believe it,” Leonard confessed. “I can’t believe I’ve been given such an amazing gift.”


  I couldn’t help a small sigh. “You probably can’t believe it because we had like two days we actually managed to spend together.”


  “And yet, I’ve loved you more than I have anyone in my entire life.” Leonard smiled and squeezed my hand. “I hate that we lost so much time we could’ve had together. I should have been there by your side. But I promise I’ll never leave you again.”


  I shook my head and brushed a kiss over his cheek. “It was never your fault, any of it. Don’t blame yourself.”


  I realized all too well that a part of him was still horrified that he’d ended my life with his own hand. I had seen it in his memories, in his heart, and hated the witch all the more for forcing Leonard into that position.


  “Thank you,” I whispered in his ear. “Thank you for being so brave, for doing what needed to be done. Without you, the curse would have never been broken.”


  Leonard’s eyes met mine, shining with so much emotion that it floored me. “I want to leave the past behind, Briar,” he told me. “I will always remember how beautiful you were when we first met, but I want to court you properly. I want to be with you in every possible way. Marry me.”


  My breath caught at Leonard’s words. By rights, by the standard of my people, we were already married. Dryads didn’t require any additional ceremonies. But Arthurians were different, and it was important for them to publically acknowledge their vows.


  “Yes,” I said breathlessly. “Goddess, yes.”


  Leonard leaned over to kiss me then froze. His face flamed, and he laughed awkwardly. “Damn. I don’t have a ring to give you.”


  A hand made out of rose petals appeared in my line of sight. “Here,” Rosa said. “Use this.”


  I had no idea when my godfather had arrived, but not even Leonard could be annoyed at his presence now. Rosa was holding a ring, and it was a very beautiful one indeed. It seemed crafted out of vines, but it also glowed like a translucent metal I had never seen before.


  Leonard took the ring from Rosa and slipped it on my finger. It fit perfectly and tightened around my digit, in a warm, solid, and yet soft hold, like rose petals over steel.


  I looked up at Rosa to thank him, only to see Orchis and Sequoia appear behind my godfather. Orchis entered the gazebo—Sequoia couldn’t fit—and said, “With your permission, we’ll steal your seedlings for a little while. We didn’t get to spend enough time with them.”


  I was reluctant to lose touch with my children even for a second, but it was important for them to get acquainted with their guardians. With a mental sigh, I kissed both my son and my daughter. Leonard did the same, and we handed them over to Orchis.


  “Don’t worry about a thing,” Orchis said. “We’ll take good care of these beauties.”


  “I know,” I answered. “Otherwise, I would have never agreed to you being their godparents.”


  And I truly did know. I could see the honest affection Orchis and Sequoia had for my seedlings in their surreal eyes. It was the same one that had accompanied all my life through Rosa.


  My mate didn’t fully understand, and he was even more reluctant to go through with it than I was, but he agreed nonetheless. Orchis stepped out of the gazebo and disappeared with my seedlings, followed by Sequoia.


  My heart immediately started to race, and Rosa must have noticed my anxiety. “It’s all right, Briar. You just feel this way because we didn’t get the chance to handle things in a natural order. But your seedlings are perfectly safe.”


  “I realize that,” I mumbled, leaning against Leonard as my eyes filled with tears. “It’s just so hard to let go of them.”


  “I’ll go with your children,” Rosa offered. “You need some time alone anyway.”


  He kissed my forehead and disappeared as well, leaving Leonard and me alone. Instantly, my lover pulled me into his lap and licked away my tears. His arms came around my waist and squeezed me tightly.


  It was definitely not the time to pollinate again, and my body wasn’t one hundred percent ready for it. Even so, arousal awoke inside me. My dick hardened, and I gasped lightly, clutching Leonard’s shoulders to anchor myself. “Leonard,” I whispered pleadingly. “Oh, Goddess…”


  I myself wasn’t sure what I wanted to ask him for. With everything that had happened after the curse had broken, we had truly not managed to muster enough time just for ourselves. I had actively tried not to think about how close we’d come to being separated forever.


  But I was definitely thinking about it now. I ached to listen to Leonard’s voice, to taste his kiss, to feel his touch, and to touch him all over. I nearly hyperventilated when it dawned on me that had Leonard not reached out to me, I could have lost him and my seedlings.


  Leonard had promised me before that he would stay by my side, and apparently, he had no plans of repeating it, at least, not through words. He pressed his mouth to mine, and just like that, I forgot about everything else that wasn’t the here and now.


  My mate kissed like he fought, with so much intensity I felt like I’d been plunged into a burning fire. But I was more than okay with that, because his passion cleansed me, purified me of my fears and doubts. He thrust his tongue into my mouth, tasting me, no, ravishing me. All the while, his clever hands rubbed my petals, cleverly causing them to part. It didn’t even take long for my body to comply. The petals fell, eagerly revealing my nakedness to him, and I ended up naked in my mate’s lap.


  By now, my mate was beautifully erect, his hard cock nestled right against the crease of my ass. Sadly, his clothes weren’t as easily removed as my petals. That needed to be fixed as soon as possible.


  Tentatively, I reached out with my powers to see to what extent I could use my magic in Arthuria. The earth and plants responded eagerly to my slight touch. Upon my call, vines entered the gazebo and started working on removing Leonard’s garments.


  Leonard broke the kiss, chuckling. “You truly do love touching me like this, don’t you?”


  What could I say? It was true. There was a real charm in exploring Leonard’s body with my magic, while my hands and lips traced whatever parts of him they could reach. I simply couldn’t get enough of Leonard, and if I could feed my addiction by using my abilities, by the Goddess, I would do so.


  Of course, Leonard always managed to turn the tables on me. He grabbed one of the vines and licked it, all the while meeting my gaze dead-on. I felt the caress of his tongue echo inside me, and Leonard grinned, his fingers trailing over the vines but avoiding my actual body.


  His eyes practically glowed with desire, but he made no move to take things further, instead teasing me by using my own magic. Frustrated, a little desperate, I ordered the vines to tear off his clothes.


  Leonard didn’t protest as the plants complied. He helped insofar as he could, but mostly, he just allowed them to do their job and discarded his boots himself. When he was finally naked, he pulled me close to him and cupped my chin. “It’s all right,” he said, now looking very serious. “Just relax and let me take care of you.”


  I directed the vines to cover the gazebo and shield us from any prying eyes. As it turned out, my tentative plan was for nothing, because Leonard lifted me in his arms and carried me out of the gazebo. Anyone who walked by would be able to see us. Oh, well. My godfather would take care of that if needed.


  He placed me onto the grass, and I couldn’t help a small moan of pleasure at the feel of being so close to the earth, to the pure life it represented. Leonard knew me so well, better than anyone in this world, and it truly filled me with an awe I couldn’t suppress.


  Leonard took advantage of it to climb on top of me. He brushed a brief kiss over my lips, but before I could deepen it, he broke away. His mouth and hands traveled over the rest of my body, exploring every inch of my skin.


  I had no words to explain how I felt at that moment. Small featherlight pecks awoke each and every one of my nerve endings. His tongue flicked over my nipples, while his clever fingers massaged my sides, finding the most sensitive areas in my body. But it wasn’t what he did that shook me. We’d done other, more erotic things before. Still, something about the way in which he touched me, about how he breathed and how he moved, made this all the more special.


  Leonard was quiet, completely focused, as if he’d engaged in a battle or in a mission. He didn’t try to touch himself at all, despite the fact that I could feel his hard dick against my leg. He just continued with his slow, almost tentative exploration, like he had all the time in the world, like there was nothing more important to him than tasting and seducing me.


  This was my Leonard, my stoic mate who had ripped his own heart to shreds to save me. He felt so much at times that he couldn’t show it, at least not openly. But I saw it now, so very clearly, like it was painted in the sky in the colors of the Rainbow Brick Road. I saw that in spite of everything, he loved me so very much—and by the Goddess, I felt the same for him.


  My urgency to couple with him increased with every second that passed, and so did Leonard’s. However, Leonard didn’t increase the pace, and oddly, neither did he tease. He didn’t bypass my erect cock, and instead, lowered his mouth over it, taking it all the way into his throat.


  It wasn’t exactly sudden. I had expected it and wanted it from the very moment he had set me down on the grass—no, even before that. And yet, the pleasure that flowed over me took me by surprise. The volcanic heat of his mouth nearly short-circuited my brain. By some miracle, I didn’t come on the spot, but I couldn’t have controlled my magic if I’d wanted to.


  The vines returned, tangling in Leonard’s hair alongside my hands. What little reason I had left—or perhaps some sort of instinct—guided them around Leonard’s hips. Using them, I clutched Leonard’s cock, trying to give him at least a fraction of the pleasure he was giving me.


  Leonard took it all in stride. He seemed to have expected that I would do this. Then again, of course he had. I’d fondled him using my plants from the very first moment we’d met, but my mate didn’t appear to mind. He groaned around my dick but didn’t even try to thrust into the hold of the vine clutching his erect cock. Instead, he poured all the desire and lust I had awoken inside him into his ministrations on my shaft. He bobbed his head up and down my prick, sucking, licking, lavishing my prick with sinfully wet and carnal kisses.


  At one point, I couldn’t even focus on touching him, so my magic ran wild, the vines becoming as frantic as I was. Mercifully, they didn’t have thorns—I’d been careful in that regard—otherwise I might have put out an eye, or worse. As it was, I gripped Leonard’s hair and started to thrust into his mouth, frustratingly close, and yet, not close enough.


  And then Leonard thrust one single finger inside my already lubricated channel, zeroing in straight on my special spot. A million explosions of pleasure rushed through my body, and I came, sending my seed down Leonard’s throat.


  With a grunt of wild enjoyment, Leonard swallowed down every drop of my offering. Courtesy of our bond, I could experience the utter bliss and satisfaction my mate felt at tasting me. Sampling my own flavor through the filter of Leonard’s consciousness held a particularly carnal brand of decadence. And yet, even in this simply sexual act, I read the gentleness of Leonard’s intent.


  And Leonard was not done with me yet, not done by far. As he released my shaft from his mouth and removed his fingers from my ass, I writhed in the throes of my orgasm, which was perhaps why I didn’t immediately realize what he planned. Maybe I had expected him to fuck me—the Goddess only knew that I wanted it—but he didn’t. Rather, he kept kissing down my legs, licking and nibbling on my sensitive skin. The ghostly pleasurable sensation added to the rapture from the orgasm, not allowing me to drop down from the high of my climax. I kept soaring, my mate’s gentle caresses gradually building up to a bliss that threatened to melt my heart.


  He had said that he would take care of me, that he would always give me what I needed and would never leave my side. In that moment, those words and the promise within them were my absolute truth, the one that went beyond the physical aspect of our coupling.


  By the time Leonard was finally satisfied with his exploration of me, I was practically in tears. Leonard looked up at me, and his dark-green eyes held a need that resonated with mine. He wiped my tears but didn’t tell me to stop crying. Instead, he whispered, “You’re safe now. You can let go. I’ll always be there to catch you.”


  But I wasn’t sad anymore. How could I be, when I had so much to be thankful for? I had two beautiful healthy children and a brave, gorgeous mate who loved me. We’d started a new life together, and whatever tears I shed from this point on would be caused by happiness. And right now, there was nothing I could feel except that happiness and lust, so much lust, the absolute desire to be one with my mate.


  Leonard obviously must have felt the same, because he gestured for me to spread my legs. I eagerly did so, lifting them in the air and exposing my nether opening to him. In my enthusiasm, I practically bent myself in half—which wasn’t hard, as I’d always been very limber. However, Leonard wasn’t too happy about my choice. He immediately supported my legs on his shoulders, all the while earnestly scanning my face. I knew what he was looking for. Just the day before, I’d suffered from an incision that had almost killed me. Earlier, I’d been so tired that the mere idea of standing in the palace with the Arthurian royal family had seemed like a pretty unbearable burden. Even so, Leonard needn’t have worried. My desire for him superseded anything else. Truly, I’d have thought I was pollinating again if I hadn’t known better.


  That unbearable thirst gave me a strength I didn’t even know I had. I somehow managed to gather my thoughts and said, “Come on, Leonard. Fuck me.”


  In response, Leonard slid two fingers into my channel. “No. I’m going to make love to you.”


  He scissored his digits inside me, stretching my passage, preparing me with the same care and gentleness, the same worshipful love that he had shown me not only today, but from our very first meeting. My body was relaxed after my first orgasm, so it opened up to Leonard with ease. Even so, my mate didn’t rush. He crooked his fingers, rubbing my gland with an almost merciless thoroughness. I tried to move back against the invasion, but I couldn’t get enough momentum or friction to satisfy me.


  “P–please,” I stammered. “Leonard!”


  Finally, Leonard took mercy on us both. He slicked up his cock with my natural lubrication and positioned the thick tip of his erection at my opening. Slowly, ever so slowly, he slid home.


  A million sensations and emotions filled me as Leonard’s dick pierced my body. I had to admit there was a measure of physical discomfort. After all, several months had passed since we’d last been together. But that was only one layer of what I experienced. When Leonard stilled inside him, I sensed his concern. When his jaw twitched just so, I felt his desire for me warring with his protectiveness. When my cock rubbed against his abdomen, pleasure sizzled over my nerve endings. And when he brushed his lips over mine, I was seized by the most profound feeling of gratitude in existence.


  And then, Leonard started to move in and out of me, slowly, steadily, setting an unrushed pace. Just like he had said, he didn’t fuck me—he made love to me. Even as his cock penetrated my body over and over, his gaze never wavered, never wandered from my face. Our bond was alight with his feelings for me, and mine for him.


  Every time Leonard thrust inside me, he struck my prostate, pouring renewed waves of pleasure over me. I pushed back against his dick, trying to get him deeper, always deeper. I didn’t even know if it was possible. Leonard had already gotten so deep inside me, in more ways than one. Even still, I hungered for more, for everything Leonard was and would ever be. And yet, I surrendered to his mastery of me, letting him set the pace, relaxing into his thrusts, just like he’d told me.


  It wasn’t like our previous times together. Not that we’d been together a lot, but I remembered each and every second I spent with Leonard with crystal clarity. The first time we’d made love, we’d been in the dream world, so the experience had been filtered through the veil of our slumber. Then, we’d coupled during my pollination, and while it had been beautiful, the moment remained tainted by the witch’s manipulations. But now…Now, we came together in a dance that went beyond the sexual. It was a promise made to each other, that we would never allow anything to part us again.


  Slowly, the passion and the gentleness melted together, until I couldn’t really distinguish either of the two. Or maybe I couldn’t tell the difference between Leonard and myself anymore. Our emotions, our desires and memories simply became one. The scent of his sweat and the sound of his grunts enveloped me so completely that I forgot about my own sense of identity.


  I was distantly aware that my vines were still caressing Leonard, but it was only my desire to touch my mate all over that guided them now. My consciousness, my rational mind had long ago become lost in the utter perfection of my mate, in his strength, the deceptive softness of his skin, and the generous heart hiding underneath his stoic exterior.


  I couldn’t have called this moment anything else except magical. As Leonard rocked in and out of me, I felt hypnotized, like my soul entwined with his just like our bodies came together in the most intimate act two men could possibly engage in. I would have said it was a dream—but no, it felt so much better than that. It was so very real, and it held a level of love, promise, and understanding that we hadn’t acknowledged when we’d actually been in the dream world.


  When my orgasm came, it took me completely by surprise. Oddly, it felt like my mind and heart had been distracted by the emotions Leonard brought out inside me, and my body had just decided to catch up. For lack of a better simile, it was like Leonard had guided me along a gentle river that had suddenly ended in a roaring waterfall.


  Because that was what my climax felt like, falling, falling, engulfed by a sexual pleasure so potent it could only be compared to the raw intensity of nature itself. Overwhelmed, I clung to Leonard as jets of cum spurted out of my dick, painting my abdomen and his chest with my seed. Leonard thrust inside me one last time and with one last groan, found his peak as well, filling my nether channel with his essence.


  The orgasm was so strong that it should have been scary. It wasn’t. Just like he had promised, Leonard was there to catch me when I fell. Our bond pulsed with our togetherness, with my magic, with our shared pleasure, but also our desires for the future, for ourselves, and for our children. Never before had I felt so alive, so utterly in tune with my powers, and so in love.


  When I finally started to come down from the high of my ecstasy, I felt at peace. As Leonard slid out of me, I didn’t even wince. I was too content and too utterly sated to feel any sort of displeasure.


  My mate fell by my side, and we lay together on the grass, breathing hard. For the longest time, nothing broke our comfortable silence except that, our harsh breaths. Leonard’s fingers twined with mine as we stared up at the Arthurian sky, and it occurred to me that it was as beautiful as the one in the Dryad Kingdom had been.


  “Thank you, Briar,” Leonard said, finally breaking the silence. “You have no idea what it means to me that you were willing to take such a chance to be with me.”


  “Actually, I do,” I replied with a cheeky grin.


  And, indeed, I knew. Our connection made sure that I was aware of all of his wishes and his doubts, especially now. I supposed it should have been strange. There were so many things about Leonard that I had never learned through practical experience. Our bond was a shortcut, and a beautiful one at that, but I wanted to see and know everything it couldn’t show me. Leonard’s likes and dislikes, his past and future, the way he ate, what he liked to read, whether or not he snored at night—the big and little things that made up a relationship between two people who loved each other.


  “You will,” Leonard promised me. “We have all the time in the world now.”


  And in that moment, as our lips met for another kiss, I knew that he was completely right.
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