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​Prologue
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THE LAND OF DOLN IS a realm of wonders. It is cradled amongst the flourishing kingdoms of Terrell and Smolic and shadowed by the ominous borders of Ondre. Rich, lush meadows stretch as far as the eye can see. They are bordered by thick forests with tall trees and healthy canopies that allow the sun’s rays to filter through and nourish the foliage beneath them. The rivers glisten beneath the light of the moon, and creatures that are only spoken of in bedtime stories freely roam. Here, magic thrives. Not in rigid spells or incantations, but in the very essence of the land itself. The trees whisper secrets and the winds carry messages. Deep within the heart of the glades of enchantment unicorns that are ancient, revered, and thought to be long extinct live in peace.

It has been centuries since the royal family of Doln spread the lie of the unicorn’s extinction. The carefully guarded fact of their existence has ensured the creature’s survival. 

The horn of a unicorn possesses untold power. It can heal the gravely wounded, grant prolonged life, and, if placed in the wrong hands, tip the balance of power across the lands. 

Doln's rulers knew that if knowledge of their existence and possession of those coveted horns reached the black-hearted people of Ondre, war would be inevitable. For the black-bloods do not live in harmony as the rulers of Doln, Terrell, and Smolic do. Their kingdom is one of evil and darkness. It is where cruelty is not a crime but a natural way of life. Their warriors raid, steal, and slaughter while ever seeking to expand their dominion.

Mila, princess of Doln, has known of the unicorns since her earliest memories. As a child, she wandered into the glades of enchantment while out exploring. Her small fingers brushed the shimmering petals of silver lilies and her laughter blended with the music of the enchanted wood. It was what alerted the unicorns of her presence and it was when she first met Astra. A unicorn of undeniable beauty, Astra possesses a mane that ripples like molten starlight and eyes that hold the wisdom of centuries. The bond between them was immediate and a friendship formed beyond the comprehension of mortal understanding.

But as Mila grew, so too did her understanding of the dangers that loomed beyond Doln’s tranquil façade. Her father, King Cedric, had spent his reign strengthening their borders, fending off Ondre’s incursions, and maintaining the delicate alliances between the kingdoms of Terrell and Smolic. He believed in power through strategy, in alliances, and with strong and well trained armies. He did not believe in the continued existence of the unicorn. Even though it was his family who created the rumor of the unicorn’s demise, he would not believe the fact that they were still around. In many ways, this went in the favor of the unicorn, since the fewer who believed in them, the better were their chances of survival.

And so, Mila kept their secret.

She kept it when the black hearted Ondre’s crossed into Doln’s lands and left their villages in ruin. She kept it when her father entertained foreign lords while seeking alliances to strengthen their borders. She kept it even when whispers of war began to spread once more. She knew that the unicorns could help with these matters. But, at what cost to them?

Even though their magic could have helped her and her people, Mila knew that some secrets, no matter how heavy, must never be spoken.

For the safety of the unicorns.

And perhaps, for the fate of her world.
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​Chapter 1
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MILA STOOD ON THE BALCONY of her private suite that was located on the south side of the family’s ornate castle and gazed out at the rolling hills of Doln. From rich green landscaping to colorful birds and flowers, the land was teeming with wonders beyond imagination. The golden light of pre-dawn spilled over the crystalline rivers, ancient forests, and towering mountains where unicorns once roamed freely and creatures known only in bedtime stories thrived in the shadows. It should have been a sight to inspire joy, but Mila’s heart felt heavy with grief and worry.

Her mother, Queen Idaline, who had passed away mere months ago, had left an emptiness in the grand halls of the palace. The entire kingdom mourned her passing. But no one felt the loss more than Mila. And now, to add to her despair, her father, King Celdic, was searching for a new queen for the realm and stepmother for Mila.

Rumors filled the castle corridors of princesses and noblewomen who were arriving from neighboring lands to compete for the coveted position. Mila had already encountered a few of them. Each one appeared to be more desperate and cunning than the last. She resented them all. Not for seeking the crown, but for their arrogance in thinking that they could replace the woman who had been the heart of the kingdom and her world.

With a sigh, Mila turned away from the view. Leaving her rooms, her shoeless feet padded their way across the slate floor to the staircase at the far end of the corridor. The stone felt cool on her exposed flesh as she descended the spiral staircase that led to the gardens. She smiled as she thought of the shocked looks on the array of visitors that would result in discovering that she’d abandoned her slippers should she meet any of them in her travels. In some small way, she longed for it to happen. Perhaps it would deter their eagerness to invade her home and life. Or, at the very least it would help to lighten her mood.

The air was thick with the scent of blooming moonflowers. She filled her nostrils with their sweet fragrance as she ran her fingers along their soft petals and recalled how they’d been her mother’s favorite flower. Heaving a sigh, she fought back the tears that welled in her deep blue eyes. It was there, in the quiet embrace of the flora, that she spotted a pair of eyes that glowed almost as bright as a silvery moon as they watch her from between the trees.

A unicorn emerged. Its coat was like spun starlight and its horn shimmered with an ethereal glow. It was Astra, the guardian of the unicorns who lived in the glades of enchantment. Having sworn her loyalty and that of her fellow unicorns to the royal family centuries ago, Mila had known known Astra since early childhood. The magical creature stepped forward and nudged Mila’s shoulder with her warm muzzle.

“You are troubled,” Astra said with a voice that softly projected from the depths of her throat and required minimal assistance from her mouth.

“The castle is filled with desperate women,” Mila admitted with open remorse while running a hand along Astra’s silky mane. “My father is choosing a new wife. I feel as though I am losing what little remains of my mother.”

Astra regarded her with knowing eyes. 

“Change comes whether we wish it or not, young princess,” she soothingly said. “But you must be wary. For shadows stir beyond the world as you know it.”

Mila frowned as she asked, “What do you mean?”

Before Astra could answer, a large crow swept so close to them that Mila felt the need to duck. Its intrusion was followed by a powerful gust of wind that swept through the garden. It reinforced the warning that Astra had just given while sending a chill down Mila’s spine. 

The voice in the wind was distant yet unmistakably real as it whispered, “Beware the one who wears a queen’s mask. She seeks more than a throne.”

Mila’s pulse quickened. 

“Did you hear that?” Mila worriedly asked.

“Indeed, I did,” Astra replied. “’Twas the woman of the wind sharing her wisdom.”

Mila had heard talk of the woman of the wind, but she had never actually experienced her before this. It was both eerie and exciting.

“What do you think she meant?” Mila mused. “Was this a warning of the woman my father will choose? Or is there something more sinister at play?”

Determined to uncover the truth, Mila resolved to tread carefully among the noblewomen who vied for her father’s hand. If there was darkness hiding among them, she would find it. She would not let this wicked woman – whoever she might be- claim her father or her kingdom.

Mila spent the next quarter hour enjoying the feel of the unicorn’s soft and silky coat beneath her fingertips. As she soaked in the beast’s energy, a calmness spread through her. 

In her younger years, Mila would also stroke Astra’s horn. But, as she grew and developed into a young woman who was capable of understanding the sacredness of the unicorn’s horn, she developed enough respect to realize that it was not an area that the unicorn shared easily or lightly. This was because most of their magic was housed in that horn. When someone stroked it, their energy mingled with that of the horn and the balance of magic housed within it was disturbed. This caused a good deal of discomfort for the unicorn until the magic settled down again. 

Mila was both surprised and touched that Astra dealt with the repercussions of her childhood wonder for as long as she had. More than once, she’d apologized for causing such discomfort to her dear friend. When this happened, Astra would emphasize the fact that a child’s stroke of her horn was far more tolerable than that of an adult and she’d feel less remorseful about it.

One of the reasons why unicorns not only kept the fact that their magic was in their horns a secret as best as they could but kept themselves hidden from the populous was because the land was filled with beings who would steal their horns to sell on the black market. The loss of a horn for a unicorn was like a death sentence. It stripped them of the magic that kept them alive and death was not long to follow.

To Mila’s knowledge, she and her late mother were the only ones who were privy to the location of their home. This was something that she planned on keeping as it was. Just as the unicorns pledged their loyalty to the royal family. The royal family did the same for them. Or at least part of them did – as her father simply didn’t believe that they had not been hunted to extinction.
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​Chapter 2
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MILA SAT AT THE GRAND mahogany banquet table. Her posture was rigid and her lips were stretched into a smile that felt foreign on her face. Around her, the vast hall was alive with laughter, chatter, and the clinking of goblets. Her father, King Celdic, was hosting a lavish evening feast for the many women who were vying for the role of his new queen and their companions. She was stuck by his side and while, in the absence of her mother, having to act the gracious hostess. 

The room was heavy with the scents of roasted meats, spiced wines, and the body odors of desperate noblewomen that were masked with overbearing perfumes as they did their best to overcompensate for their flaws behind thick layers of false charm.

One by one, Mila assessed them with a critical eye.

Lady Ivanna from the land of Smolic was a towering, flat chested woman with sharp cheekbones and a shrill voice. She laughed too loudly at every one of her father’s remarks. Mila found her presence grating and her laughter like the screech of a hawk in the rafters.

Beside her sat Lady Beatrice who was also from Smolic. With her hair neatly coiled in a braid that was woven in a high pile upon her head, her overly jeweled fingers never ceased their fidgeting. She alternated between adjusting her rings, smoothing her skirts, and tapping her long nails against the tabletop. She was clearly a woman of nervous energy and poor taste in hair styles. Mila doubted if she had the fortitude to stand beside a king and be a role model for an entire kingdom.

Then there was Lady Dorothea from the land of Torrell. A woman of evident wealth, the threads of gold that were woven in the fabric of her silks glistened under the glow of the chandeliers. She wore her hair in a tasteful braid down her back and for all purposes seemed presentable. Yet, the small and beady eyes that darted around the room were assessing and calculating. Mila knew a schemer when she saw one.

The youngest of the suitors, Lady Evelyne of the very influential House of Creeds in the land of Doln, played the part of demure innocence. With her free flowing brown hair softly framing her face before it slid down her back and her rosy cheeks that matched equally rosy lips, she definitely offered an aesthetic appeal. She had cleverly studied the king enough to know when to bat her lashes and lower her gaze at the appropriate times. For the unwary, she seemed a prime candidate. Yet, Mila caught the way that she sharply elbowed the lady seated next to her when she thought no one was looking. Lady Evelyne was most definitely a serpent wrapped in silk. Worried that this viper just might be at the head of the king’s list of potentials, Mila made it a point to keep an eye on Lady Evelyne’s progress, while vowing to do her best to think of a way to expose the young woman’s true self to her father before it was too late.

And so, the assessments continued. Each woman’s flaw was neatly noted in the princess’s mind. It seemed that when the gods created her mother, they broke the mold. If her father wanted a new queen and bride, he would have to settle for far less than what he’d had with her mother.

She longed to be away from this spectacle. What she wouldn’t give to flee from the deception and the feigned pleasantries. But she was her father’s daughter and the princess of the land. So, she remained bound to her place beside him at the head of the table with her goblet clutched tightly between her fingers.

A sigh escaped her lips as her gaze drifted across the hall. A maid had come to refill Lady Beatrice’s goblet. Mila instantly recognized the girl. It was Harmony. They were of a similar age and had grown up within these castle walls together. Although decorum had dictated a separation between royalty and servants, there had been occasional stolen moments on hot summer days spent splashing in the cool natural pool that was located in a grove not far from the edge of the castles grand grounds together as well as hushed giggles exchanged in empty corridors. Other than Astra, Harmony was the closet thing to a friend that Mila had.

The reminiscing of that simplicity and the sense of freedom that was offered caused Mila’s heart to ache with desire for its return.

With deliberate ease, she extended her goblet toward Harmony. Her lips formed a slight smile while she waited for it to be refilled. As the servant girl stepped closer and her steady hands poured the wine into the silver cup, their eyes met.

Mila caught her breath.

As was usual, Harmony maintained a stoic expression that left one guessing about her mood or thoughts. But there was something in the intensity of Harmony’s dark eyes that shouted for attention. It was a silent warning that left a bit of unease in Mila. The look was fleeting, but undeniable.

What had disturbed her so? What had she seen?

The noise of the banquet swelled around them but, for that moment, Mila could hear nothing but the pounding of her own heart.

She lowered her recently refilled goblet and forced a broad smile as she turned her attention back to her father and the conversation around them. But inside, unease took root. Something was amiss in the castle and she would find out what.

As the dinner concluded, Mila helplessly watched as her father escorted the lovely Lady Evelyne out of the banquet room with the intent of a leisurely stroll through his gardens. Not only did Mila resent his sharing something that had meant so much to her mother with this crafty female, but she feared Astra might be there waiting for her and risk discovery. She should have informed the unicorn of the events of the evening and warned her to stay away. The thought had never crossed her mind. She’d foolishly believed that none of the women who had presented themselves would meet her father’s criteria and the evening would quickly end. 

Damn that Lady Evelyne anyway! 

Making her excuses to the few courtiers who were mingling around her, she dashed out of the back entrance of the banquet room. Taking a short cut through the servant’s corridors, she raced to the gardens to seek out Astra.

“My father is coming with a woman who I fear will be his new bride,” she breathlessly blurted out as she raced to the unicorn. “You must go.”

“We have had concern over his plans of finding a new bride,” Astra mused. “The risk for our kind has never been greater of late. This is a sad time. For I fear you will have to go without my company for an undeterminable time.”

Frustrated, Mila stroked Astra’s neck while she said, “I hope he doesn’t choose her. Not until I am able to see where she stands with the idea of the existence of unicorns and their magic. She seems clever, but is she kind and trustworthy enough should she happen to learn about you? Of that, I am uncertain.” Placing her cheek against Astra’s soft neck, she added, “I will have to come to you when I can. We have no choice.”

“This is true,” Astra softly said. “I am sorry. Sorry for the loss of your beautiful mother and sorry for the changes that are occurring as a result. I hear them approaching, so I must go now. Just please do one thing for me.”

Stepping back to allow the unicorn the freedom to leave, Mila asked, “What is that?”

“Remember the warning of the woman in the wind and keep alert,” the unicorn said as she darted off into the night.
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​Chapter 3


[image: ]




THE MORNING SUN FILTERED through Mila’s chamber window. Soft, golden streaks of light were cast across the stone floor and absorbed by the various woven rugs that were dispersed throughout. Unwilling to open her eyes just yet and deal with a day that she was certain would bring her no pleasure or peace, she lay beneath the layers of bedcovers. 

The palace was overrun with noblewomen. Each one was vying for her father’s favor. This meant that privacy would be at a premium and that her cherished time with Astra would be limited, if not stolen from her. Although she was saddened to have had to warn the unicorn to go into hiding, she was glad that she’d made it to Astra before she was discovered and, therefore, was still safe. Although her father was very much aware of the royal family’s pact with the unicorns, he’d had no exposure to them. Because of this, he didn’t believe them to still be in existence. Sometimes Mila wondered if he thought that they were ever around. It was because of this that she’d made it a point to race to the garden before her father and Lady Evelyne to warn her dear equine friend of their coming. Had she not, she had no doubt that her father would have cared little for Astra’s safety and more for the retrieval of her coveted horn. 

A sigh escaped her lips and the ache of longing for days gone by felt heavy against her chest as she sat up and draped her legs over the edge of the bed. As her mind focused more on the day ahead, she remembered that she had a fencing lesson this morning.

That thought alone was enough to jolt her from bed. If she could not run free with Astra, at least she could channel her frustrations into the blade. She pulled on her fencing attire with determined haste and secured her dark hair in a braid that rested down the center of her back. Making her way to the training hall by way of the kitchens, she helped herself to a biscuit before continuing her journey.

Her fencing instructor, Master Gaius, was already waiting. His sharp eyes took in the set of her jaw and the fire behind her gaze. 

“You are eager this morning,” he observed.

Mila vigorously nodded. 

Tightly gripping the hilt of her rapier, she informed him, “I need this today.”

With a curt nod, he gestured for her to take her stance.

And the lesson began. 

She attacked with a ferocity that startled both herself and her instructor. Each movement was quick and precise. Gaius parried while testing her defenses. Yet, she met him strike for strike. For the first time, he saw something in Mila that was more than just a noble girl playing at swordplay. There was something fierce in her. Something that was raw and untamed.

“You have improved,” he remarked as he adjusted his own stance. “Let’s see how far we can push you.”

And push her he did. He introduced moves that he had never once considered teaching her. They were techniques that were meant for battle, not for sport. Mila absorbed them all with ease. Her body moved in perfect tandem with his instruction. The more that she learned, the more exhilarated she became. Before long, her frustrations melted away into focus and skill.

By the time the lesson ended, she was drenched in sweat and her breath was coming in rapid gasps. Master Gaius eyed her with something that was akin to pride. 

“Perhaps there will never be a need for you to wield a blade outside of these walls,” he mused. “But should that time ever come, I suspect you will be more than ready.”

Too exhausted to respond, Mila only nodded. Her limbs ached, but it was a satisfying ache. It was the kind of ache that told her that she had done something worthwhile.

A long bath was in order. But as she made her way back toward her chambers, she realized that she had no desire to sit in a steaming tub while listening to the idle chatter of the maids. No, she longed for the cool, crisp embrace of the natural pool in the grove.

She would have called for Harmony to go with her, but Mila had not seen the busy maid all morning. With so many guests in the castle, all of the staff was overworked. Mila had no desire to add to her burden. Astra, too, was hidden and safely tucked away beyond the reach of prying eyes. 

That left only one option. She would go alone. After adjusting to the idea, she realized that this was actually something that she was looking forward to. After being enveloped in a crowd of so many strangers, being alone with herself was quite appealing.

One of the few advantages of having such chaos in the castle was the fact that everyone was too busy to notice her slipping into her chamber. After grabbing a fresh shift and tucking it into a small sack, with careful steps, she made her way down the servant’s corridors. Once again, she managed to avoid the bustling nobles and harried staff. When the moment was right, she darted, unnoticed, out of the castle and headed toward the grove where the cool water awaited her.

For the first time in a long while, she was alone. 

And it thrilled her.

After cautiously making sure that there were no prying eyes that she might have missed in her journey there, she removed both the sweaty clothes that she’d trained in and slowly entered the pool. Her over heated flesh immediately reacted to the chill of the water by covering her body with goosebumps. With a slight shiver, she steeled herself and quickly immersed her full body. Within no time, she had acclimated to the temperature enough so that her tense muscles could relax and she could savor the moment.

Undoing her braid, she scrubbed the sweat from her scalp and hair before focusing on the rest of her body. Once satisfied, she laid back and let the warmth of the sun bathe whatever flesh was exposed. It had been so long since she’d done this that it almost felt like a new experience. It was at that moment that she realized just how preoccupied she’d been with the death of her mother and the running of the castle. It had left her little time for herself. Right then and there she made a promise to herself that this would change.
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​Chapter 4
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THE WATER WAS COOL against Mila’s heated skin as she floated in the secluded natural pool. Her body felt weightless beneath the rippling surface. Sunlight dappled through the canopy above while casting shifting golden patches on the water. This was her sanctuary. It was the one place in the palace grounds where she could be free. Free of expectation, free of decorum, and most importantly, free of the suffocating presence of the women vying for her father’s hand.

She slowly exhaled while letting her limbs drift and closing her eyes as she relished the peaceful silence. That peace, however, was short-lived.

A rustling in the brush drew her attention. 

Before she could react, a smooth, feminine voice pierced the quiet with, “Oh, what a charming little hideaway.”

Mila’s eyes snapped open just as Lady Evelyne emerged through the trees. Her gown of pale blue satins flowed as she walked like a cascade of water behind her. Following closely behind was a maid. At the sight of her, Mila’s stomach twisted with irritation.

It was Harmony.

Lady Evelyne had imposed upon Harmony!

Mila had made a deliberate effort not to call upon Harmony for such trivial tasks when she already had so many obligations to tend to with the abundance of guests in the castle. But, evidently, Lady Evelyne had no such considerations. The sight of her favored maid and childhood companion standing so obediently beside the woman who was just a few years her senior only added to Mila’s growing ire.

Lady Evelyne directed her gaze toward the water. Her eyes widened ever so slightly as she took in Mila’s bare shoulders and the gentle slope of her collarbones.

“Oh,” she gasped as a delicate hand rose to her mouth. “You are... you are not wearing anything at all!”

Despite the sharp spike of annoyance stabbing through her, Mila forced herself to remain composed.

“No one comes here,” she evenly replied while gliding toward the edge of the pool. “Therefore, I didn’t see the need for clothing.”

Lady Evelyne let out a light, breathy laugh as she said, “Well, as you can clearly see, someone does come here.”

Mila clenched her jaw so tight that it hurt. Mere moments ago she had been savoring the joy of being free and alone. But, now, standing before her was Lady Evelyne. The noblewoman was already making it evident that she intended to stay by slipping the fine ribboned slippers from her feet and having Harmony help her remove her gown. 

With a calmness that she did not feel, Mila pushed herself out of the water. Water droplets raced down her skin as she swiftly reached for her outer and under shifts that’s she’d brought to wear after her bath. She pulled them over her head in rapid succession. The linen of her under shift clung to her damp body. Her fingers trembled slightly as she scooped up the sack that she’d stuffed her soiled fencing garments into.

“Enjoy the water,” she curtly said while turning to leave.

Still clad in her under shift, Lady Evelyne was already stepping into the water’s edge.

Gasping softly as the coolness lapped at her skin, she exclaimed, “Oh! That is cold.” She gave a small laugh before reclining backward and effortlessly floating with her face turned up to the sun. With a bold casualness that sounded a bit condescending, she added, “You should be more careful, Princess. You never know who might wander upon you.”

Mila’s fingers curled into fists and her nails dug into her palms. It took every bit of her will power to bite back the sharp retort that burned on her tongue. Lady Evelyne was only a handful of years older than her, yet she was already speaking as though she were some wise matron who was a guiding force in Mila’s life. It was as though she had the right!

Mila turned on her heel and stormed back toward the castle. Her wet shift clung to her legs with every furious step.

Harmony’s eyes followed Mila. She said nothing, but Mila could feel the weight of her gaze and could sense the way she that watched her with quiet understanding. She knew Mila all too well. She knew the fire simmering beneath her skin and the anger that festered just below the surface.

If Lady Evelyne had any inkling of the storm that she had just stirred in the young princess, she gave no sign of it as she casually invaded what Mila considered her private sanctuary. She arrogantly floated with a serene smile on her lips while basking in the sunlight as though she had not just inserted herself and her opinion where she... and it... were not wanted.

Noticing that Harmony’s attention was focused on the direction that Mila had gone and not on her, the noblewoman scolded, “Keep attention, girl. That Mila is a wild one who had no business being out here alone. If others are aware of her recklessness, we could get unwanted visitors. I expect you to stay on the alert and stop anyone from approaching while I am in the water. Is that understood?”

Harmony imagined that her anger and frustration with the goings on in the castle equaled, if not exceeded, those that Mila harbored. Like Mila, hearing orders barked at her by this pompous woman who was no more than a year or two older than she was filled her with resentment. Still, she’d been raised in the castle as a servant and knew her place. It wouldn’t do to defy or talk back to this woman. Especially when it looked like she just might be the one that the king selected for his bride.

So, instead of responding in the way that she longed to do, she sucked in air and straightened her back while saying, “Yes, m’lady.”

Satisfied with the maid’s response and feeling delightfully refreshed by the cool water, Evelyne allowed herself to be taken away by her imagination. She clearly envisioned herself as the queen of Doln as she stood beside the king before an adorning crowd. She even managed to place Mila behind her Having her stand demurely as a good princess should.
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​Chapter 5
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THE GREAT HALL BUZZED with anticipation and the air was thick with the mingling scents of spiced wine and beeswax candles. The month-long parade of noblewomen seeking to become the Queen of Doln had finally come to an end. Now, before the entire court, King Celdic would announce his choice.

Mila sat in her seat at the head table with her hands clasped tightly in her lap. Her face wore a carefully practiced mask of neutrality. She had long suspected her father’s preference. Even before the formal process began, Lady Evelyne had made herself at home within the castle. She had moved about with the air of someone who already belonged in it. Yet, despite her expectations, a dull pang of disappointment settled in her chest as her father rose to address the assembled court.

“My lords and ladies,” King Celdic’s voice was strong and authoritative as it rang out. “This past month has been one of great deliberation. Many fine women have graced these halls. Each is a shining example of nobility and refinement. But in the end, there can only be one queen.”

The room fell into hushed anticipation with all eyes fixed on him.

After filling his lungs with air to afford him the power to project his words for all to hear, he announced, “I have chosen Lady Evelyne of House Creed.”

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Soon after, it was followed by a smattering of polite applause. Lady Evelyne gracefully rose to her feet. Her expression was a perfectly measured blend of humility and triumph. Facing the king, she dipped into a deep curtsy before turning to regard the court. Her gaze lingered on Mila just long enough to convey her unspoken victory.

Mila forced a smile while her stomach violently churned. Encountering Lady Evelyne throughout the castle and enduring her thinly veiled condescension and barely masked superiority during the past weeks had been insufferable enough. And that had been before the marriage was even secured. What would it be like afterward?

Later that evening, Mila sought an audience with her father in his private study. 

Seated by the fire with a goblet of wine in his hand, the king regarded her with an indulgent expression as he asked, “What is it, Mila?”

She hesitated only a moment before saying, “Father, are you sure that Lady Evelyne is the right choice?”

His brows lifted with both curiosity and concern as he responded with, “And why would you question that?”

Mila took a deep breath to steady herself as she continued with, “She is young, yes, and she is undeniably beautiful. But she carries herself as if she is already queen. She is merely years ahead of me, yet she speaks to me as though she is my superior. If she is so bold now, how much worse will it be once she is actually your wife?”
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