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      Amalie Leroy should have been used to spending her nights in the wild, but something about their mission still tugged at her. Darkness cloaked their movements as they passed through the shadowy trees.

      It didn’t feel right.

      Not what they were about to do—that was the right thing, but she couldn’t shake the feeling it was all going to go horribly wrong. Why this night? They’d done this same thing many times before and returned home safely before the sun rose.

      To the east lay the village on her estate. Yes, hers. She was Amalie Leroy, daughter of the traitorous duke who led his villagers in a battle against the crown in order to keep magic from their kingdom. Now, she was the only resident of their grand family home.

      What was a noble lady doing skulking about in the night? Why was she surrounded by commoners—some of them once-crooks?

      Because she had no other choice. She had to make up for the pain her family caused.

      And that village to the east? They were starving. All of Gaule was starving while the fat nobles ate at their pleasure.

      Pulling her hood up to hide her chestnut hair, Amalie glanced to the man at her side.

      He shot her a grin as if this was all great fun.

      “John,” she hissed. “We’ve come across no tracks in the last hour. Are you sure this was the route they took?”

      He gave her the same look he’d been giving her since they were children running through the village. It was an eyeroll meaning “think before you speak, Amalie.”

      Rain drizzled through the canopy overhead as Amalie scanned her surroundings. She’d been friends with John since she was six years old. Her father tried to stop the association with the orphan village boy, but at times, they were all each other had.

      Until Tyson… she shook her head, needing to erase him from her mind. At least for the night. She could think about him tomorrow, as she always did after nights like this one.

      Her feet stuck in the mud with each step and it oozed around her boots as she tried to move. “The mud is covering their tracks.”

      John nodded, pride showing in his eyes. He was a few years older and had always acted like a big brother, teaching her to track and to hunt. When she’d decided to find a way to feed her people, he hadn’t hesitated in joining her. In fact, it was his idea to feed them this way.

      “They’ll have ridden through the night.” Tuck, positioned near the front of their group as he always was, bent down to examine something on the ground. He straightened and held up a curved metal horseshoe. “With any luck, it’s one of the wagon beasts’.”

      Amalie pushed through her band of men to Tuck’s side, reaching for the muddy shoe he offered. The young friar had joined them when she’d needed someone to help her make sense of the life she’d chosen.

      She lifted her eyes to meet his. “We’ve got them.”

      Tuck’s mouth curved up in a smile, and he nodded. “That we do, my lady.” He sometimes insisted on the formal title, knowing it bothered her. After a year of having Tuck by her side, she realized it was just who he was.

      “Come on.” Amalie led the band through the twisted woods. “They’ll have made for the village for a new shoe. We need to catch them on the road.” She pulled her bow from where she’d strapped it to her back.

      Over three years ago, she’d had her first taste of battle when she rode through the Gaulean palace gates to face her father, to protect those with magic. And again, when she joined Alexandre Durand as he led a small group to Dracon to aid in the fighting there.

      She’d had no skill, no knowledge.

      But in the years since, she’d trained until her fingers couldn’t draw a bow any longer. She’d hardened her body and her mind. She’d become a warrior, fighting for her people, giving up everything dear to her to protect them.

      The caravan they searched out carried an entire shipment of food to the Ferenz estate in the west. The Leroy lands were in the center of Gaule, positioned to pick off any shipments that passed through. And she enjoyed enraging Duke Ferenz, the man who’d taken control of the Moreau lands, forcing the duchess from her ancestral home.

      At the edge of the trees, they saw them. Four heavily laden wagons rumbled in the distance. The roads of Gaule weren’t safe for anyone so waggoneers no longer made camp each night. They slept in the back of moving wagons and ate on the road.

      “Do you see any guards?” Amalie asked.

      John shook his head. “That’s strange, right?”

      Royal guards avoided entering the village. They received a cold welcome and suspicion. Amalie smiled to herself, enjoying the thought of her people keeping the guards away

      As much as she once loved the royal family, she’d never trust them or their guard again. They’d allowed Gaule to descend into hunger and chaos.

      Amalie lifted her bow, tracking the waggoneers with one eye closed. She lowered it, knowing they were too far even for her. “I’m just as likely to kill as wound at this distance.”

      “Ames.” John urged. “We can’t lose them.” Before she could stop him, he lifted his own bow and released an arrow.

      The moment froze in time as they watched the arrow arch through the sky, disappearing in the dark.

      A scream echoed from the torch bearing waggoneers. Amalie didn’t smile in satisfaction because worry gnawed at her.

      Tuck released a string of curses. “You might have killed someone.”

      He was right. There was no way to control where the arrow hit at this distance. But John wasn’t one to play it safe. That trait had both endeared him to her and made her wary. They were all tired of waggoneers and guards and nobles who took advantage of her people, but her band of men operated under a code. They weren’t killers. Or, at least they tried not to be.

      “Come on.” She jumped to her feet and took off, hoping the darkness would hide her approach.

      Her men, following her every order, thundered after her.

      Waggoneers, already on high alert from the arrow, yelled as they saw the oncoming horde.

      Without slowing her steps, Amalie fired three arrows, each finding their target on the legs of men scrambling for their weapons.

      John passed her, dropping his shoulder to ram into a man too slow to draw his sword. The pair dropped to the ground. John took the man’s sword and rammed the hilt into his head. The guard stopped fighting and John leapt for another.

      Amalie always loved watching him fight. He was more of a brawler than a swordsman. He had to be strong, growing up in a village her father controlled.

      They made quick work of the rest of the men until a circle of unconscious figures surrounded them.

      Amalie turned to Will, a monster of a man. He wasn’t a Gaulean, and she loved him more for it. “Drag these men into the woods. We don’t want any bandits to come upon them before they’re awake to defend themselves.” She examined their wounds. “We will send word to the village for a healer.”

      “Maiya?” Tuck asked, referring to the Draconian who healed with her inherited magic.

      Amalie shook her head. “I don’t want her near them. It’s too dangerous.”

      The Madran mercenary nodded and bent to haul a man over his shoulder.

      “Ames,” John called. “You need to come.”

      She ran to his side and looked into the face of the man lying before them, horror slicing through her.

      Simon.

      The queen’s own guard. An arrow protruded from his stomach. There was too much blood.

      “He’s not going to make it.” John put a hand on her shoulder.

      She shook him off. He didn’t know who was in front of them. Of course, he didn’t. She’d never talked much about her time at the palace. It was too painful.

      “He has to make it.” She wiped a hand across her face. Was she about to ruin everything? There was no choice. “Tuck,” she called. The lithe man appeared at her side. “Take a horse and get this man to the estate… before he dies.” She paused. “We can allow Maiya to help this one.”

      Unlike John who didn’t hide his confusion, Tuck gave a shrug of acceptance and went to unhitch a horse from the wagon.

      Amalie’s men examined the wagonloads of fruit, cabbage, and grain.

      As Tuck and John hoisted Simon onto the horse, a thought came to Amalie.

      She pulled John away from the others when Tuck left. “What was Simon doing with a band of waggoneers?”

      John’s brows drew together. “I’m not sure who Simon is.”

      She sighed. “That man I sent with Tuck is the queen’s personal guard.”

      His eyes widened before shifting toward the woods. “She sent him to guard them.”

      She nodded. “And where there’s one guard, there’s—”

      Shouting cut off her words as men broke from the trees, darting across the uneven terrain, dodging rocks and roots like ghosts in the night.

      “Get to the village,” Amalie yelled.

      Their people would protect them.

      The guards were on horseback but her band was much closer to the village. Amalie ran as fast as her legs allowed. John never left her side.

      Adrenaline pumped through her veins until all she could hear was a rushing wind drowning out the hammering of her heart.

      They didn’t slow until the dirt road turned into a cobblestone street and squat ramshackle buildings rose on either side. The guards neared, their approach deafening as horse hooves hit stone.

      John veered into an alleyway and Amalie followed. He leapt for the edge of a roof, and his legs collided with the side of the building as he hung from the terracotta stones. His wine-colored hair blazed in the night when threw his head back and strained his muscles. Using his feet against the wall, he pulled himself onto the roof before extending a hand down to her.

      Amalie didn’t hesitate taking it. With his help, she pulled herself up. Her bow clattered to the ground and for a moment, she stopped. But there was no time to retrieve it.

      The buildings stood only inches from each other, allowing Amalie and John to escape over the flat roofs.

      An arrow sailed toward them, but Amalie ducked, managing to stay on her feet. She sprinted across the rooftops, leaping from one to the next. Up ahead, the buildings parted for an alley. She charged ahead and jumped across the wide gap, rolling as she landed. She popped back up.

      Another arrow arced through the sky and a yelp of pain sounded beside her. John fell to his knees, the arrow shaft protruding from his thigh.

      “John,” she screamed, scrambling toward him.

      “Don’t stop, Ames,” he wheezed. “Don’t let them see who you are.”

      “I’m not leaving you.” She glanced back over her shoulder to where two guards had climbed onto the roof.

      “You have to. I can’t run.” He gripped her hand. “What you’re doing is good. But if anyone finds out about you, it’s over. Who would the people have to protect them then?”

      Tears streamed down her cheeks. “John.”

      “Go.”

      She placed her forehead against his. “I will come for you. Wherever they take you, I’ll come.”

      He nodded before pushing her away.

      Amalie couldn’t look back again as her feet took her from one of the most important people in her life. John was her brother, whether they shared blood or not.

      But he was right.

      There was more at stake.

      The guards stopped when they reached John, letting her fade into the night. She slipped over the edge of the roof at the next alleyway, dangling by her fingertips before dropping to the ground.

      Glancing down the street, she saw no further pursuit, so she made her way across the village to the estate house she’d always called home.

      She slipped through the street side door to the barracks, allowing her to avoid being seen at the gates. Only her most trusted people knew of her nighttime occupation.

      A few men lingered about, but these particular barracks housed only those who were part of her merry band of men, seeking justice in a world that had none. Most had yet to return.

      She breathed a sigh of relief as her eyes settled on Will. He rushed forward, wrapping her in a tight hug.

      “The others?” he asked.

      She shifted her eyes away. “I don’t know.” She wasn’t ready to tell her men of John yet. He was her second in command and truly beloved.

      What were they going to do without him?

      She walked from the barracks unable to find the words of comfort her people needed. They were ambushed. It wasn’t the first time they’d fought on their missions, but it was the first time the guard had been waiting for them.

      They were no longer an anonymous group of bandits. The queen had taken notice.

      She’d almost forgotten about Simon until she walked into the estate house and crossed the stripped down rooms in the front. She refused to live in an ornate home when her people suffered.

      Simon lay in the sitting room with Maiya tending his injuries. Tuck hovered nearby.

      Simon’s gaze found her, scanning the dark green hood still covering her hair and the outfit that was not fit for a noble lady. Loose-fitting pants that made it easy to run, a cotton tunic, and mud covered boots.

      His gaze hardened.  “The Hood.”

      She nodded. There was no use denying it. She’d heard her people use the nickname, but it was with a lot more warmth than Simon currently possessed.

      Maiya stood. “My healing took a lot of your energy. You will need a few days to recover.”

      Simon pushed himself from the couch. “No. I will leave now.”

      Amalie flicked her eyes to Tuck who’d moved to stand by the half-open door.

      “I’m afraid we can’t let you do that.” Amalie crossed her arms over her chest.

      Simon’s jaw tensed. “Taking prisoners now, Amalie?”

      She saw the accusation in his eyes. He wasn’t the first person to think it. Her father had been a traitor, maybe it was in the blood.

      But there was a difference. Her father did what he did to serve himself. He betrayed a king who’d only wanted to make life better in Gaule. Now their queen had lost control of the kingdom. Amalie only wanted to end the needless suffering.

      Simon wouldn’t understand that. His blind loyalty was his greatest fault. Queen Catrine could do no wrong.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “I guess I am.” To Tuck, she said, “Get him set up in one of the guest rooms. Make sure he has everything he needs.” She flicked her eyes to Simon once more. “Remember, his magic emboldens his strength. I want four men guarding him. Then find your own bed. It has been a long night.”

      She stepped into the hall with Maiya close behind. The caramel-skinned healer said nothing. She’d lived in Amalie’s household for over a year now. She too was the daughter of a traitor. Her father betrayed Queen Etta of Bela in the war with Dracon. He even forced her own betrayal.

      After that, the girl felt she had no place in the world. Not in Bela or Dracon. Amalie had the same feeling inside her so she’d taken her in, and now Maiya could read her with a single glance. She knew something was horribly wrong.

      And yet, she only waited.

      Reality crashed in around Amalie as everything struck her at once.

      “John…” Her entire body shook. “The queen’s men have him.”

      Maiya put an arm around Amalie’s shoulders, letting her healing magic soothe Amalie’s pain.

      “Do you know the punishment in Gaule for thievery?” Amalie lifted her face to peer at her friend.

      Maiya shook her head.

      “Hanging.” Like her father. Like her sister.

      It seemed she was doomed to watch the people in her life meet the noose one by one.

      Only this time, she couldn’t let it happen.

      “What are you going to do?” Maiya asked.

      “Find him.” Amalie breathed. “I will find him.”
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      Two letters. One fate.

      Tyson Durand stared down at the papers in his hands as he sat on the edge of the bed in his small one-room home near the palace of Bela, but he didn’t need to read the words to know what they said. He’d committed them to memory.

      The first came months ago, almost a year to the day after they’d returned from Madra. Camille, the sister he’d once considered power hungry and cruel, no longer wanted the throne of Gaule.

      Their mother had named her heir once Alexandre married and became the king of Bela.

      No one thought Camille had been an adequate choice at the time, but she’d grown into a woman they would have supported.

      And Tyson… he was more Belaen than Gaulean. The magic running through his veins should have been an automatic disqualifier. The people of Gaule would never support him.

      Brother, I know this puts a lot onto your shoulders, Camille had written. You’re the only one of us left to carry on the family rule. Durands had ruled Gaule for centuries. His mother wasn’t of Durand blood, but she’d married one who was.

      If he was being honest, Tyson didn’t have a drop of Durand blood in him either. His true father was Viktor Basile. But he was raised a Durand. His brother and sister were Durands.

      You’re the only one left.

      He crumpled up his sister’s letter. It wasn’t a surprise. She was marrying the queen of Madra’s brother and staying in the kingdom across the sea. At least she’d have Helena there with her. She may be queen now, but Tyson knew her. She’d watch out for Camille. Madra was known for its scheming ways, and Len would make sure Camille didn’t fall into old habits.

      Tyson thought of the young queen more often since receiving the letter. Helena never expected to be the queen, yet she did what she must to help her people.

      Helena was the noblest ruler Tyson had ever met … aside from his sister, Etta.

      He’d waited patiently for the other letter he held, and it only confirmed his fears. It was a summons to the palace of Gaule. His mother had a plan, she always did.

      He didn’t know when he’d grown to distrust his mother. Maybe it was when she sold Quinn Rhodipus to his brother after Cole Rhodipus stole the throne of Madra.

      Maybe it was when she allowed Gaule to fall to pieces.

      She’d lost control, and that was unlike her.

      He stared at the summons again. What would she do if he refused it?

      Send another.

      And another.

      She wouldn’t give up. Eventually, she’d send Simon across the border to drag him to the place he’d once called home.

      He couldn’t refuse her. No matter what he thought of her decisions, she was his mother and she’d always protected him.

      Footsteps sounded in the doorway of his house. He’d helped build it himself and loved every inch of it. It was time he had his own space. He couldn’t live with Alex and Etta forever.

      A throat cleared, and he looked up into his sister’s sympathetic eyes. Etta was once a cold and seemingly uncaring woman, but the past couple of years had made a difference in her. She was… happy.

      It stopped grossing him out that his brother and sister were married the minute he saw them in their new home. Alex and Etta shared no parents, but they each shared one with Tyson.

      Etta kicked the door closed behind her and threw herself down beside him on the bed, taking the paper from his hands.

      “When did this come?” she asked, scanning the document.

      He sighed. “Two days ago.”

      Her only reaction was a raised eyebrow. None of them had reconciled with his mother after she openly supported the usurper king in Madra.

      “Maybe it’s time.” She passed the paper back to him.

      He pushed a hand through his dark hair. “I know. Something is happening in Gaule, and I need to know why my mother has let it fall so far.”

      Etta pursed her lips. “Ty… being a queen isn’t easy even in a kingdom like Bela where the people support my every action. I can’t imagine what ruling Gaule must be like. That kingdom has always danced on the edge of a knife, ready to fall into disruption and chaos.” She squeezed his shoulder. “I don’t want you to go alone, though. It isn’t safe. Take Edmund.”

      “Edmund has refused every mission you’ve assigned him that would take him away from Estevan.” Edmund’s boyfriend had suffered many traumas at the hands of his own brother in Madra – Cole Rhodipus, a man who wanted Estevan’s throne; a throne Estevan ultimately gave to his sister.

      “Stev needs separation,” she finished for him. “He gave up his throne in Madra and hasn’t been able to fully settle here because Edmund keeps watching his every move as if he’ll break. It’s been more than a year and Estevan needs to stand on his own two feet. I’m going to give him a position working for me. He knows how to run a kingdom, and I don’t want Edmund hovering.”

      “So, you’re making me deal with Edmund?”

      She nodded. “Please… just take him.” The corner of her mouth curled up. “Before I tie him up with vines and hang him over the cliff just so I can get peace and quiet in my house.”

      Tyson almost laughed at that, but he didn’t find humor in many things lately. Etta had the magical ability to make things grow. It wouldn’t be the first time she used her powers on Edmund, but he usually deserved it. He may have his own home with Estevan, but he spent just as much time imposing on Etta’s.

      Tyson sighed and Etta grinned. They both knew Tyson felt better with Edmund by his side. Over the past few years, he’d been his best friend, the only person who didn’t ask him why returning to Gaule whenever his mother asked hurt him so much. He seemed to understand without Tyson having to say her name.

      Amalie.

      Tyson laid back to stare at the ceiling, his chest constricting. “I guess I’m going to Gaule.”

      Etta laid beside him and bumped his shoulder. “Hey, you know it’ll be okay, right?”

      He snorted. “You always say that.”

      “And I’m always right.” She was quiet for a moment. “Maybe when you’re there you can—”

      “Don’t finish that sentence.” He knew what she’d been about to say.

      “I don’t understand any of it, Ty. You and Amalie…”

      He cringed at the sound of her name.

      Etta continued. “I was sure you two would last forever.”

      He had thought so too.

      He’d fallen in love with Amalie Leroy when she was betrothed to his brother, Alex. She’d become his friend first, exploring the castle at his side. She’d fought beside him in battle and risked her life for his.

      He would have done anything to keep her safe.

      “Etta—”

      She gripped his arm. “Edmund told me about the last time you saw her.”

      They’d taken Helena and Dell to Amalie’s estate because Dell was mortally wounded and needed the magic of a healer in Amalie’s residence.

      “He said there was a lot of anger between you two. I’ve seen you change over the last two years, Ty. You’ve gone from the happy boy I knew to a man with hardness in his eyes and drink in his belly.”

      He turned onto his side to face his sister. They hadn’t grown up together, but he felt like he’d known her his whole life. “I know you’re worried about me, but I’m okay.”

      “Do you promise?”

      He nodded.

      She closed her eyes for a moment before sitting up. “I won’t keep asking you about it, Ty, but I hope you know I’m here for you.”

      His lips tilted into a rare smile. “Will you tell Edmund you’re kicking him out of the kingdom, or shall I?”

      Before she could answer, Tyson’s door burst open and a panicked Alex rushed in. Etta sat up. “What’s wrong?”

      Alex’s eyes flicked around the room as if searching for something he knew wouldn’t be there. “Viktor. He’s gone.”

      “Gone?” Etta jumped to her feet. “What do you mean gone?”

      One of the few things Tyson enjoyed lately was watching Etta and Alex obsess over their new son, named for her father.

      Alex ran a hand through his hair, making it stand on end. “I left him asleep in his room and walked out to the stables because Vérité was kicking his stall. After I fed the beast, I did more work in the barn. By the time I returned to Viktor’s room, he’d disappeared. This is why I keep saying it’s time to have guards stationed at our home.”

      Etta’s jaw clenched as worry entered her gaze. “Okay, don’t panic. We can’t panic.”

      Alex’s eyes widened. “Don’t panic? Our son is gone. It’s the perfect time to panic. We have too many enemies.”

      Etta shook her head. “No one from Dracon or Gaule could get through Bela unseen. We’d have heard about it.”

      “Well, then where is he?” Alex yelled.

      Tyson scooted to the edge of his bed. He knew exactly who had Viktor. Who always took him. But Etta and Alex weren’t of sound mind.

      They didn’t notice Tyson pushing past them into the sunlight beyond his door. The seaside village bustled around him. Carts full of fish and grains rumbled down the road, pulled by raggedy looking horses.

      Shopkeepers did their best to attract customers, wafting smells out onto the streets. Tyson’s stomach growled, but he didn’t stop. He reached the end of the road and turned the corner into an alleyway leading to a door he knew too well.

      He pushed it open without knocking to find a laughing Viktor lying on the fur-lined rug on the floor. Edmund hovered over him, tickling his sides and muttering nonsense in a voice he’d never want anyone to hear.

      Tyson shut the door. “Again, Edmund?”

      Edmund glanced up, not surprised by Tyson’s presence. He only shrugged before returning his attentions to the baby.

      Tyson crossed his arms. “You realize he’s Alex’s baby, right?” Tyson counted in his head, waiting for the door to open again. Etta and Alex only needed a calm moment to think before realizing where they’d find their son. The door opened, but Tyson didn’t turn.

      Edmund kept his gaze on the kid. “Alex is a boring old man who doesn’t snuggle this baby enough.”

      Alex cleared his throat.

      Edmund still didn’t look at them. “Yes, Viktor. I know your papa can hear me. It doesn’t make it any less true. Aren’t you glad your uncle Edmund is around?”

      “Edmund.” Etta sighed. “You can’t keep taking him.”

      Edmund lifted Viktor from the floor and cradled him against his chest. “I’m his uncle. If I walk in to your house and find him awake, I can’t just walk away. He was looking at me with these eyes that said ‘snuggle me’.”

      Tyson suppressed a laugh. Snuggle me?

      Alex held out his arms, but Edmund shook his head. “You’re just jealous of my snuggles.”

      “Stop saying snuggle, Edmund.” Tyson covered his mouth with his hand.

      Edmund shielded the baby from them and whispered “Don’t listen. I love snuggles.”

      “He’s my son.” Alex stepped forward. “I want to snuggle him.”

      Etta couldn’t hold in her laugh as she leaned into Tyson and dropped her voice. “Are they fighting over baby snuggles right now?”

      Tyson nodded. “Sure you want me to take Edmund? This is entertainment.”

      “Please. Just get him out of here. This is the third time he’s absconded with Viktor this week claiming uncle duties.”

      Another presence loomed in the doorway. “Edmund.” Estevan sighed. “Give the queen and king their son back. We’ve gone over this. Uncle duties don’t give you the right to steal children.”

      Finally, Edmund relented. “When he grows up and loves me more than the rest of you, it’ll be your fault.” He set the baby in Alex’s arms.

      Etta stepped away from Tyson. “Now that we’ve solved the great uncle crisis, you’re heading to Gaule with Tyson.”

      Edmund gave Tyson a shocked look. He knew more than most what lay in Gaule. There was a lot Tyson never told him though. About his time there. About Amalie. But Etta was right. He needed Edmund with him.

      Edmund always had his back. Tyson never knew his true father and his mother was a distant queen now, but he was surrounded by people who loved him.

      Amalie Leroy never had such a family.

      Before heading into Gaule, Tyson had to clear her from his mind. He wouldn’t be going near the Leroy estate. It was time he stopped dwelling on his past because Amalie Leroy had no place in his future.
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      War ages a person.

      Tyson felt every one of his sixteen years and many more. In Gaule, most commoners would be married at his age. They’d spend their days working the fields or manning their shops and then go home to a family. Each day would be the same.

      But not for a prince who didn’t know which kingdom was his. He was raised as the son of the Gaulean king only to discover his true father was none other than Viktor Basile, descendant of the Belaen kings.

      He had magic, but still didn’t know where he belonged. Among the magic folk?

      An arm wound around his waist and he relaxed his stance to let Amalie into his moment.

      “Why are you out here all alone?” Her voice calmed the darkness inside him, washing away the confusion in his mind. He knew where he belonged. With her.

      “It’s hard to think around the noise.” He closed his eyes, listening to the waves crash along the shore.

      She leaned in to him, letting the silence sink into their bones.

      Only a week ago, Tyson rode beside his sister, Etta, as she faced the sorceress, La Dame. They’d won, but it hadn’t come without cost. He’d thought everything was lost. He’d lost faith in Etta. In himself.

      And then the wall crumbled to the earth and on the other side was Alex. His brother had come. Behind him was a small Gaulean contingent. Amalie rode at his side. She’d faced the worst thing any of them had ever seen. For him.

      He tightened his grip on her. If he hadn’t known it before, he’d realized it then.

      Amalie Leroy was his future.

      They’d never crossed the line between friendship and… more. Growing up, she’d only been Alex’s betrothed. Then she became Tyson’s companion in many of his misadventures.

      “Amalie,” he whispered.

      She stopped him with words of her own. “We should return to the party.”

      Away from the beach, in the little town they’d created in Bela, the people celebrated their return home. They mourned those they lost and rejoiced in having a kingdom of their own, safe from foreign rulers.

      Amalie turned to leave, but Tyson grabbed her hand to stop her. It was a new life post La Dame. Their world had fallen down around them and yet here they stood. Maybe it was their chance.

      “Ames.” He tugged her back toward him, and she turned.

      Dark eyes peered up at him, lit only by the silver starlight.

      Her lips parted as she released a breath.

      His lips curved into a smile. “I-I’m not sure I’m truly a prince anymore.”

      Her brow arched.

      He went on. “I have nothing. No house to call my own. Not a gold piece in my pocket.” He squeezed her hand tighter. “My only skill, that of the sword, is no use in peace time.”

      Amalie’s laughter was like music punctuated by the drumming of the sea. “Ty, I can honestly say I have no clue where this is going.”

      “Just listen, okay?”

      She nodded.

      “I am nothing. Not anymore. But Amalie…” His hand drifted up her arm and over her shoulder until his fingertips skimmed the curve of her neck.

      Amalie’s smile fell as the words hung between them, both said and unsaid. She dug her fingers into his shirt and pulled him forward.

      “You’re wrong, Ty.” Her words were only a whisper against his lips. “You could never be nothing.”

      When she kissed him, Tyson believed. In the future. In himself. The war was over and there were so many possibilities. One thing had never changed. He loved Amalie Leroy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Present

        

      

    

    
      Home. It was a strange word, implying a warm feeling of comfort. As Tyson glanced up at the towering walls of the palace he’d once called home, wariness sat in his stomach like a stone.

      The last time he visited the Gaulean castle, he escorted the princess of Madra on a quest to save her brother.

      So much had happened here and not much of it good.

      Edmund rode up beside him. “The palace of Gaule is so grand, yet I’d rather ride toward the small home Etta calls the Belaen castle.”

      Tyson didn’t take his eyes from the wall as a foreboding stirred in his chest. “Me too.”

      Edmund wasn’t happy about leaving Stev, but—as Tyson knew it would—his duty overrode personal feelings. Stev had pleaded with him to go, to keep Tyson safe. He said he owed it to Ty after how much he’d risked to put Helena on the Madran throne.

      Tyson didn’t see it that way. He’d needed something to fight for. It didn’t matter it was a foreign princess battling with one of her brothers or that Etta initially said Bela didn’t belong in the war. She’d eventually come around and done what he knew she would.

      Unlike his mother.

      Ignoring Edmund’s chatter beside him, Tyson rode through the open gates. The outer castle teemed with activity. It operated much like a village with shops and rows of houses. His horse knew the way because he’d been there many times over the last three years. At the stables, a lad he didn’t recognize took the horse from his care, leaving Tyson to walk through the inner gates on foot.

      A row of guards lined the inner wall, recognizing him. They made no move to stop him. A few men Edmund knew at the stables had stopped him to welcome his return. Tyson didn’t wait. Edmund would catch up.

      Familiar walls greeted Tyson with shadows of the past. Tapestries that had hung in the halls since he was a child marked his way.

      Outside the castle walls, Gaule was almost unrecognizable with its constant rebellions, dangerous roads, and starving people. But inside, all seemed right with the kingdom. Was this how his mother insulated herself from the problems facing her people? Did she stay among the paintings depicting great victories and prosperity, imagining they resembled the present world?

      The serving staff seemed smaller than before, but people still bustled through the halls going about their morning tasks.

      He’d visited enough to know his mother’s routine never changed. At this hour, she’d be sitting in the throne room, allowing select people to bring forth their troubles. It was a practice she’d adopted only after the battle with La Dame. She wanted to seem as if she truly cared about them.

      The sad thing was, Tyson didn’t know if she actually did. The crown had changed his mother. She’d transformed from the loving woman she once was into a cold and unfeeling ruler he no longer recognized.

      Two guards nodded to Tyson and allowed him entrance into the throne room. His eyes found his mother. She sat on the throne, her back straight, her eyes hard. In front of her stood a gaggle of Gaulean commoners.

      The queen nodded, seemingly deep in thought, before addressing a woman nearby. “I understand your situation and will have my people look into it. The bandits will be apprehended.”

      The woman thanked her, and the queen stood, her eyes sweeping the room. When they landed on Tyson, a spark of life entered them. It was gone just as quickly, and he wondered if he’d imagined it.

      “I’m afraid that is all we have time for today.” She stepped off the raised platform and two guards escorted her to a private entrance at the side of the room.

      “Sir,” a guard approached Tyson. “The queen has requested you come with me.”

      Tyson nodded and followed him without a word. He didn’t need an escort. He knew where his mother was having him meet her. The private royal residence seemed so devoid of life with only the queen living there. Once upon a time, Tyson had shared the hall with his brother, sister, and both his parents. Even Etta lived there for a while.

      His heart hurt for his mother and sudden regret had his steps speeding up. He’d dreaded returning home, forgetting his mother was all alone.

      The guard knocked at the door to the queen’s sitting room before pushing it open. Tyson stepped inside, his eyes scanning the familiar surroundings. His mother stood with her back to him fiddling with a tray of mugs.

      It was rare to get a moment alone with her. Duchess Moreau and Simon were her constant companions, but he’d seen neither of them.

      The door closed behind him with a definitive slam. Tyson clasped his hands behind his back and waited for her to acknowledge him.

      When his mother turned, she held a mug in each hand. “Tea?”

      Tea? That was the first thing she had to say to him after all that had happened? The problem was, he didn’t have the words either. All he could do was step forward and accept the mug.

      He studied her over the rim as he took a sip. Dark circles ringed her eyes where they sank into her lined face. She’d gained weight and her beautiful dark hair had streaks of gray.

      His mother broke their gaze and walked to the settee facing a glowing fire. A chill setting into his limbs, Tyson followed her.

      The weather had turned warm after a long winter, but the stone palace of Gaule always seemed cold no matter the season.

      He’d sat on the same chairs many times before talking with his mother of every topic imaginable. They’d been close, and it hurt to feel the distance between them now.

      He sat in a high-backed chair and set his cup on the table beside it before crossing his legs.

      His mother set aside her tea as well. “It’s good to see you, Boy.”

      He wanted to tell her he hadn’t been a boy since the day she told him of his true parentage.

      But he didn’t. Instead, he forced a smile. “I’m glad to be home, Mother.” Lies.

      She pursed her lips. “Tyson, let’s not pretend this is your home any longer. You only come when you have no other choice.”

      He could have tried to refute her words, but he was so tired of lies. Instead, he lowered his gaze. “I’m sorry, Mother.”

      Her expression softened. “I know you are, dear. A lot has happened and we can’t change the past. I know what those in Bela and Madra think of me, but I’ve only ever done what I thought was right.”

      He sighed. He knew she thought that. But what was right or wrong? Who got to decide what constituted as such?

      “Gaule is in trouble, Tyson.” She leaned forward, folding her hands on her lap.

      “That’s an understatement.”

      Her lips tugged down. “Bandits roam the roads, cutting off supplies to the villages and killing my people. The royal guard now combs the countryside to keep the kingdom safe from those who would throw it further into chaos.”

      “The guard?” Tyson scoffed. In his father’s day, royal guardsmen were no better than the bandits themselves.

      His mother raised a brow. “These are my people, loyal and obedient. It is not the days of old. Every time they hang a thief, another comes to light. It is out of control.”

      Tyson rubbed his chin. “I’m not sure what this has to do with me. Didn’t you call me here because of Camille?”

      Surprise etched across his mother’s face. “Tyson, I know your feelings about Gaule. I would never force the throne upon you.” She reached for his hand but thought better of it and pulled back. “Gaule would never accept a Belaen as king.”

      Tension that had coiled in Tyson’s belly since reading the letter from Camille unraveled and he felt as if he could breathe again. “You need an heir, Mother.”

      His mother’s hand rubbed over her stomach. “And I will have one. I do not plan on dying for many years yet.”

      “No one ever plans…” He froze. “You’re…”

      She nodded. “Tyson, I’m pregnant.”

      A wave of relief washed over him. Another child. One they’d raise to rule Gaule. A brother or sister. He closed his eyes for a moment. “That’s wonderful news.”

      When he opened his eyes, he noticed the glassy quality of hers and went to her, sinking into the settee. “What’s wrong, Mother?” When she didn’t answer, he tried again. “Why have you summoned me?”
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