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      Pranmore looks up from his journal when I step through the door, his face softening with sympathy. I must look as wretched as I feel.

      “What is the reasonable price of peace?” I ask, glad to find him alone. “How much is a man expected to give for it?”

      He closes his journal as he studies me with solemn eyes. After several seconds, he rises. “I have a blend of tea that’s soothing. Let me make you a cup⁠—”

      I catch his arm, stilling him. “Answer me as a Woodmore and not a friend. What is peace worth?”

      “Peace is priceless.” His brow knits. “What value can you place upon harmony, serenity, and safety? Peace is noble. It’s a husband free to earn a living, confident he’ll return to his wife and children when his job is done. It’s a mother sending her son to play instead of to battle, knowing he’ll come back covered in dirt and not blood. It’s neighbors helping neighbors and a just monarchy watching over them all. What shouldn’t we give up for such a future?”

      “What about truth?” I study him, reading his face. “Should we give up truth for peace?”

      My friend’s eyes narrow, and he doesn’t answer right away. He’s conflicted.

      As am I.

      “Is this about Clover and Lawrence’s wedding?” he asks. “Do you feel you’re betraying your heart?”

      “No,” I say heavily. “I have come to terms with my fate.”

      I’m bitter and jaded, but that’s not what this is about.

      “Then what is it?”

      “If I ask for help, will you give it?”

      His frown deepens. “Even if I hadn’t sworn a life debt.”

      With a heavy sigh, I nod. “Then I will return later.”

      “Henrik, wait⁠—”

      Pranmore’s confused questions follow me out the door, but I ignore them and walk into the hall.

      Camellia’s guards let me enter her quarters without question. The princess’s ladies are present, as always, clustered on the settees near the window. They used to be proud and lovely, but now they live in a constant state of fear.

      Rose looks up from her embroidery, her mouth working as if she wants to say something. But then she looks back at the swatch of cloth in her lap and pierces the needle into the fabric once more.

      I knock on Camellia’s door, staring at the grain in the oak until her soft voice invites me to come inside.

      Though it’s the middle of the morning, the room is dark. For the last week and a half, Camellia has existed in this shadowed space, keeping the drapes drawn during the day—shutting out the spring sunshine like a wraith.

      But the muted light that penetrates the heavy curtains is enough to see by, and I make my way to Camellia’s chair. The princess watches me, her eyes trained on my face.

      I kneel before her, fighting the beast that’s taken up residence in my chest. It coaxes me to kill Camellia, urging me to take out my wrath upon her. It mocks me, begging me to defy my king and steal his bride before they can marry. It wants retribution for every injustice I’ve suffered, and the only payment it desires is the anguished cries of my enemies.

      It’s a bloodthirsty monster, a twisted sickness, and it exists only in my head. Day and night, it torments me, growing louder each day we march closer to the wedding.

      And now the wedding is here. Lawrence and Clover marry this evening.

      “Am I not enough for you?” I ask after I gather my thoughts.

      Startled, Camellia’s hand falls to my head. I flinch, but she doesn’t notice. She strokes my hair for just a few seconds before she pulls back. “What kind of question is that?”

      I look up, meeting her eyes. “I’ve stayed by your side, just as you asked, and yet you’re still practicing your dark magic.”

      Her eyes widen slightly, and she drops her hand to her lap. Not bothering to protest, she answers, “You betrayed me, and you betrayed my brother.”

      “When?” I demand.

      “You spent the night in Clover’s quarters—in my mother’s quarters.” Her hand clenches into a fist. “And the next morning, when your desires were sated, you promised yourself to me.”

      My surprise is sharp, but it shouldn’t be. Camellia knows everything.

      “I didn’t lay with her,” I say instead of arguing. “I certainly didn’t ‘sate my desires.’”

      “What else does a man do with a woman alone until dawn?”

      “What have I done in your room every night since we returned to Cabaranth?” I demand, battling my growing rage. “We talked, and then we dozed until morning. It was a goodbye, Camellia. Am I not even allowed that?”

      “YOU’RE NOT!” she suddenly screeches, the words warbling on a sob.  Leaning forward, she strikes my shoulder and then latches her arms around my neck, crying hot tears against my skin. “You’re mine.”

      She’s a broken, miserable creature.

      Kill her, the monster whispers. Break her neck.

      But I ignore the voice. Clenching my teeth, I set my hand on Camellia’s back, rubbing a small circle to soothe her—mollifying her like I would a child.

      The princess used to wear perfume that smelled of her namesake, but there’s a strange scent to her now—the stench of death. It makes my stomach roll, and it’s difficult not to shove her away. But I fight the instinct.

      Camellia goes still, surprised by the contact.

      I fight back the bile in my throat and say, “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

      This is my life now—Camellia is my mission. I must keep her from darkness even if it means I sink into the pit myself.

      “Please don’t cry,” I grit out.

      Slowly, she loosens her grip on me and pulls back, studying my face. “Henrik?”

      “Let me be enough,” I say. “Give up the magic for me. Not for the kingdom or your brother. Live for me, Camellia.” I pause, my throat constricting. “And I will live for you.”

      A sacrifice I will make for Clover, Brielle, and all Caldenbauer.

      Camellia wants it; she wants me. I watch the struggle in her eyes. The disbelief, the hurt. Suddenly, her mouth turns into a sneer. “What about Clover?”

      “The wedding is going to be painful for me,” I say, feeling the truth of the words deep in my core. “Sit by my side tonight. Offer me your strength.”

      Her eyes soften.

      “And no more magic,” I warn.

      Her face contorts, but she nods.

      “Swear it, Camellia. And this time, mean it.”

      “I swear, Henrik. Don’t ever leave me, and I will never perform magic again.”

      “Agreed.”

      Though I feel like I just signed away my life, a happy tear slides down Camellia’s cheek. She smiles, looking like I just promised her the world, and tilts her head up, offering her lips.

      I step back. “I need to take you to Pranmore. If Clover sees your hand…”

      Thankfully, Camellia hasn’t left her room since she sliced it, refusing to even go to Hellebore’s funeral. If Clover had discovered proof that the princess had lied, she’d be on the warpath. Knowing I could escape this prison if I revealed the truth, I almost told her several times. But Camellia holds too many lives in her hands, including my sister’s. The risk is too great.

      Disappointed I won’t kiss her, Camellia looks down at her bandaged palm. It should be healed by now, but I’ve seen her frowning at the cut several times in the last few days.

      “I won’t ask what spell you were concocting,” I say. “It’s in the past.”

      “As long as you are faithful,” she reminds me.

      I swallow and then jerk my head in agreement, heading toward the door. For the first time in days, Camellia leaves her room. The ladies look up, their eyes darting nervously between us.

      In the light, Camellia looks ill. I hope others believe it’s because she’s been in deep mourning over the loss of her handmaid, but I know better. Though Hellebore’s betrayal broke Camellia, her pale face and the blue-tinged skin under her eyes are thanks to the blood magic. At one time, Hellebore took the ill effects into her body, protecting Camellia—or, more likely, keeping her undetectable. But now, Camellia has no elven companion to use as a tambrel stone.

      Pranmore answers his door when we knock, startled when he sees the princess.

      “Sit down,” I instruct Camellia, jerking my head to Pranmore’s table. She does as I ask without hesitance or reservation, more obedient than I’ve ever seen her.

      Pranmore eyes the princess and then looks back at me. Quietly so she won’t overhear, he asks, “Why?”

      “Camellia sliced her hand while performing a spell, and it won’t heal. I need you to tend it, perhaps mask the effects of the blood magic if you can.”

      “Why would you request such a thing?” he asks quietly. “And she’s still practicing? Why haven’t you told Lawrence?”

      “She won’t be anymore,” I say.

      He glances at Camellia, unsure.

      I square my shoulders. “If Clover learns Camellia continued her blood magic after Hellebore’s death, do you think she’ll marry Lawrence?”

      “Henrik—”

      “And if Clover doesn’t marry Lawrence, do you think Camellia will stay still?”

      “But this…” He wrings his hands. “This is wrong.”

      “Peace at the expense of truth,” I say. “That’s why I asked.”

      “How do you know she’ll truly walk away from it?”

      “I don’t.” I glance at Camellia. “But I know what she’ll do if Clover doesn’t marry Lawrence.”

      Pranmore’s frown deepens. Finally relenting, he says, “You only want me to hide the effects of her magic?”

      “That’s right.”

      With a heavy sigh, he says, “I’ll try.”

      He slowly turns to the table and takes a chair, placing it in front of Camellia. I sit nearby, watching the disgust pass over his face as he faces the princess.

      Her expression mirrors his distaste. She watches Pranmore, her nose wrinkling as her eyes move to his antlers. Camellia has never liked Woodmores—she’s always said she finds their ways and features uncomfortable.

      She’ll have to bear it now.

      Pranmore studies Camellia for a minute or more before he nods to himself.

      “Can you remove the residual magic?” she asks.

      “Even if I could, I wouldn’t.” Pranmore’s expression sharpens. “You’ve invited it into your body, and there it must stay. But I can try to nudge it deeper and lessen the superficial effects.”

      “Will it take long?” she asks in a bored tone, as if she has somewhere better to be.

      “No.” Pranmore places his hands on either side of her head. “But it will be quite painful.”
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      Almost every young woman imagines her wedding day. I certainly did, along with the crown it represented. Now I’d like nothing more than to throw the golden shackle out the window.

      I’m supposed to walk down the aisle in fifteen minutes. My father paces, making me restless. We’re in the antechamber off the council room, just outside the great hall where the ceremony is scheduled to take place. Father is terrified I’m going to dishonor our entire family by bolting. For an hour, he’s cast worried looks my way, nervously stroking his short, graying beard.

      But why would I run? And to whom would I flee? Henrik has presented himself to Camellia as a sacrificial sheep.

      She claims he’s the only thing that will placate her. And what can we do? She tied our hands the moment she placed her cursed necklaces around the necks of the elven noblewomen and Henrik’s sister.

      Father turns to me, looking like he wants to say something.

      “I’m not going to run,” I say dully.

      He cracks a smile. “I’ve got too many guards for you to get far even if you try.”

      I roll my eyes, laughing a little so I won’t cry.

      A knock sounds at the door. Grateful for the interruption, Father answers it, stepping aside as my mother walks in. They whisper, sending looks my way, and Father excuses himself.

      Mother gives me a sad sort of smile. “You’re beautiful, Clover.”

      I resemble her, with light brown hair and green eyes. We don’t always understand each other, but I take after her in more than just looks. She has a temper, and she’s stubborn. She’s quick to laugh, and she’s quick to cry.

      Her face falls as I blink rapidly, pulling me into a hug. “You’re only supposed to shed happy tears on your wedding day.”

      “I’m happy,” I lie, my voice betraying me.

      “Colter mentioned something I wasn’t aware of,” she says when she releases me.

      “What?” I turn back to the mirror, idly tapping a crystal perfume bottle on the vanity’s lacquered top, watching the amber liquid sway from side to side.

      “You’re going to break that,” she murmurs, taking it from me like I’m a toddler. “He said you’re in love with Commander Henrik.”

      I turn, wondering why my brothers insist on running their mouths. They gossip like hens.

      “Why didn’t you tell us sooner?” she asks. “We wouldn’t have agreed to the engagement if we’d known.”

      “Father would have given my hand to a non-titled commander?” I ask, raising my brow.

      “Perhaps not—but he would have pestered Algernon until the king gave Henrik his seal.”

      I laugh, and a tear escapes, rolling down my cheek like a liquid traitor.

      “Sometimes paths diverge for a reason,” Mother says gently, wiping my face carefully so as not to disturb the imported kohl Calla applied to my eyes. “You and Henrik weren’t meant to be. I hope you can accept that and try to be happy with Lawrence. Don’t let an ill-fated past love mar your marriage.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You and Father married for love.”

      “Your Father thought this was what you wanted,” she reminds me. “Your match wasn’t political when we made it.”

      Curse my grandiose dreams of revenge.

      Father appears in the doorway. “It’s time.”

      Panic nearly chokes me, but I stand, wrestling with the ridiculous silver gown Minda spent the last five months sewing. It’s huge, ornate, and weighs so much, I’d never be able to walk if my corset weren’t designed to help carry and distribute the weight.

      “There.” Mother fixes the veil over my face. “You’re perfect.”

      “I can’t see.”

      “You don’t need to see,” Denny says, apparently joining us. “It’s there to keep you from getting spooked—like covering the eyes of a flighty horse.”

      “I’m so glad you could be with me on this joyous day,” I say wryly.

      My brother pushes the veil to the side, grinning down at me. Quietly, he says, “Lawrence wanted me to check on you.”

      “To make sure I wasn’t a blubbering mess?”

      “To make sure you didn’t get any murderous thoughts before the wedding.”

      “He’s worried I might off him so we can’t get married?”

      Denny laughs. “He thought you might go after Camellia. But I’ll warn him to watch your hands during the wedding.”

      I smile, looking down at my full skirt as I twist my fingers together.

      “We’ve stationed archers around the perimeter of the room for your safety and Lawrence’s,” he says, getting to business. “And I will be on the dais behind the bishop, along with the rest of the king’s guard. Barret is just outside the room right now. He’ll stay with you until you enter the great hall, and then he’ll keep watch at the doors.”

      I glance at our parents. They stand to the side of the room, talking quietly. They’re distracted, just as I was hoping.

      “Have you seen Henrik?” I whisper.

      “I have,” Denny answers cautiously.

      “How did he look?”

      “How does the commander always look?”

      Henrik rarely wears his emotions on his face. He’s always stoic and determined, shielding his thoughts from everyone.

      I miss him so badly, my body aches like I’ve contracted an illness.

      “Clover,” Father says, reminding me I’m out of time.

      My ladies scurry inside when we open the door, chattering eagerly as they help me with my gargantuan train. It’s so long, there’s no way I could tend to it on my own. Minda says the design is fashionable, but I think royal families use them to prevent escapes. After all, who could run in such a thing?

      “Are you ready?” Father asks.

      “No.”

      As if I said I was, he takes my arm, gives it a pat, and responds, “Then let’s go.”
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      A surprising amount of fuss takes place in the minutes before a wedding ceremony. I stare blankly at the closed great hall doors, in a sort of trance, blocking it out.

      “You can’t stand here,” Calla scolds as she takes me by the shoulders and directs me to the side. “Everyone will see you when they open the doors.”

      “Aren’t they supposed to see me?”

      “Not yet. The wedding party must go first.”

      I make a noise to acknowledge her, tired of talking and overwhelmed by the chaos.

      Once I’m safely out of sight, the doors open. The orchestra begins to play a bright, happy melody as the rose-and-peony bedecked flower girls disappear into the great hall, followed by candle lighters and then my ladies. Soon, my father and I are the only ones left.

      An attendant shoves a bouquet into my hands, adjusts my veil to blind me once more, and then there is nothing left between me and my royal future but the aisle.

      The music changes as Father leads me through the door, becoming sober—much like a death march.

      Though I can’t see a thing, I imagine Lawrence standing at the front of the room. He’s likely dashing in his wedding garb, with just a hint of mischief in his eyes.

      But as I walk, trembling from nerves and sick with sadness, the image of Lawrence shifts. I see Henrik waiting for me at the end of the aisle. The commander wears slate blue, a color that suits his complexion and thunderstorm eyes. On his arm, the rubies in his knight’s seal gleam.

      For just a few seconds, I give in to the heart-wrenching daydream. I picture Henrik’s smile, slightly crooked, growing wider until it reaches his eyes. He’d take my hands during the ceremony and promise forever, and then he’d kiss me in front of the entire court.

      But no matter how much I hurt, these thoughts aren’t fair to Lawrence.

      Henrik isn’t in my future. He sits somewhere in the audience with Camellia. She’s likely hanging off her prize’s arm like a parasite.

      We haven’t seen the princess in over a week, but I’m certain she’s here to witness her present victory—though I don’t believe this is her ultimate goal. Hellebore might be dead, but Camellia has spent too many years dabbling in the dark arts to be trusted. And even before that, she was a miserable person. She’s allowed this wedding for one purpose only: to hurt Henrik and remind him who’s truly in control.

      In a week, maybe not even that long, she’ll send an assassin my way. There’s no way she’ll leave it at this, not Camellia. She won’t allow the crown to rest upon my head for long.

      But that is another day’s worry. Right now, I just need to walk down the aisle in this massive gown, smile at Lawrence so I don’t humiliate him or myself, and try not to pass out.

      It’s better behind the veil. The fabric curtain is a sanctuary, hiding my distress from the curious eyes around me.

      At least for now.

      With that slow, grating wedding march coming to an end, we stop. My father exchanges words with the bishop, agreeing to give me away.

      The voices sound distant, almost like they’re in an adjoining room. Perspiration dampens my skin, making the gown even more uncomfortable. It’s so hot—why is it so hot? Breathing becomes impossible, and the heavy veil suddenly feels suffocating.

      Someone takes my hand, guiding me up the steps, and it’s everything I can do not to rip the fabric away from my face.

      The bishop begins, “Today is a blessed day. We are gathered together⁠—”

      “Just a moment,” Lawrence interrupts from right in front of me.

      “Your Majesty?” the man asks, startled.

      Suddenly, the veil is swept from my face, and I take a gasping breath like I just surfaced from a lake.

      My friend stares at me, his amber eyes slitted with concern. I was right—he’s so handsome.

      Lawrence wears his rich, copper hair down for the first time in weeks. His doublet is deep brown, almost black, and elaborately stitched with the phoenix crest in the same silver as my gown. Minda must have spent weeks embroidering the complex design.

      Suddenly, Lawrence grins. Lowering his voice, he says, “I was checking to make sure you didn’t send someone in your place.”

      I suck in another gulp of too-hot air. “Was that an option?”

      The attending noblemen and women stare at us, murmuring amongst themselves, wondering why Lawrence interrupted the ceremony. I look into the crowd to find my father, certain he’s horrified.

      But instead, I find Henrik.

      The commander sits in the front row—and of course he does. He’s with the princess. Where else would they be?

      But I didn’t expect to find him so close, didn’t realize there was a chance our eyes could meet.

      Henrik stares back at me, his skin washed of color, his handsome face haggard. He sits with his shoulders slightly hunched, the weight of the day crushing him. He didn’t even bother to shave.

      “Clover?” Lawrence says, drawing my attention back.

      I look at the new king, not really seeing him, feeling like I’m drowning. The room smells of burning lamp oil, expensive incense, spring flowers, and gardenias that were brought in from southern Dulane. The floral perfume is too heavy in this closed space. It sits in the air, making it impossible to take a cleansing breath.

      Lawrence raises his brows. “Shall we…continue?”

      My heart beats too quickly. I can feel the thrum in my neck, hear the pounding in my ears.

      Without my permission, my eyes return to Henrik. But before they reach him, they catch upon his sister. Brielle sits by Henrik’s side, her hand clenched on her brother’s arm. Her face is twisted with deep empathy. She is heartsick for the brother she cherishes, loving him as desperately as he loves her.

      Henrik would give up everything for her, and I would give up everything for him. My eyes drop to the necklace at her throat. Resigned, I turn back to Lawrence and nod.

      The king studies me a few seconds longer and then looks at the bishop, gesturing for him to continue. But he seems unsure.

      The man clears his throat and begins again, “Today is a blessed day. We are gathered together⁠—”

      “Another moment.” Lawrence turns back to me. He works his jaw to the side, studying me like I’m a problem.

      I cast a hesitant look at Camellia. As expected, her mouth is pinched, and her nose is so deeply wrinkled, her flaring nostrils are on full display.

      Frantically, I whisper to Lawrence, “What are you doing?”

      “You will owe me forever,” he answers with a sigh. “Never forget it. You’re beautiful, by the way. Truly.”

      “What—”

      Before I can finish the sentence, Lawrence addresses the court. “There are people who wish to stop my marriage, and therefore deception was necessary. Lady Clover, my closest friend, stood in for my intended to protect her identity. Now that we are gathered safely in this room, I can identify her.”

      The room erupts in nervous chatter, and I blink at Lawrence, unable to process his words. Camellia stares at us, her face turning red now. Henrik sits next to her, his back suddenly straight.

      “Do you have a plan?” I mutter to the reckless king, wrapping my fingers around his wrist and squeezing tightly. “Or are you making this up as you go?”

      “I have a plan,” he answers under his breath. “I concocted it thirty seconds ago.”

      “It’s too dangerous!” I hiss, my eyes moving to Brielle’s necklace again. “Lawrence!”

      He scans the crowd, apparently looking for his mystery bride. Suddenly, his eyes alight on one of our guests. I follow his gaze, sucking in a breath when I realize who he’s chosen.

      “The hidden heir to the Ferradelle dukedom is in our midst,” Lawrence says, growing more confident. “And with him, his cousin—the woman who is the key to uniting our people.”

      She’s going to kill him.

      Lawrence extends his hand. “Audra Lea’ess Laviet, my beautiful betrothed, join me. Together, we will bring peace to Caldenbauer.”

      Audra stares at him from her spot in the crowd, murder glittering in her eyes. Beside her, Ayan looks amused by the turn of events. He whispers something and nudges her out of her seat.

      People turn to gawk at the High Vale elf Lawrence suddenly announced will be our next queen, but the moment Camellia stands, it’s the princess who commands the room’s attention.

      The hall falls silent.

      “I don’t approve,” Camellia says, her lilting voice at odds with the rage in her eyes.

      “Of course you don’t,” Lawrence answers. “You’re one of those who would have opposed the union.”

      “Lawrence,” I gasp.

      Camellia smiles. “You will marry Lady Clover, as we discussed.”

      “We discussed nothing, and I do not take orders from the previous duchess of Ferradelle.”

      “Previous?” she asks coolly.

      “I’m stripping you of your title. You will remain in Cabaranth and live out the rest of your years in a cell.”

      Our guests watch, their mouths parted with surprise and their eyes owlishly round.

      I sway on my feet, nearly passing out. What is he doing?

      Henrik sits as still as stone, but the archers at the room's perimeter are ready.

      I cry out as Camellia lifts her hand, knowing someone is about to die, but unsure who.

      “You forget the power I wield,” the princess warns.

      “Use it,” Lawrence says flippantly. “I will not be manipulated by you any longer.”

      Shaking with fury, she turns her eyes on Brielle. I cry out as Henrik places himself in front of his sister, but…

      Nothing happens. My heart pounds, and my fingers dig into Lawrence’s skin.

      Camellia stares at her hand as if it’s betrayed her. With a livid scream, she lifts it again.

      Still, the necklace lays lifeless upon Brielle’s throat. The girl looks terrified, but she doesn’t cry out in pain or fall to her knees.

      Lawrence crosses his arms as he watches his sister struggle. “Have you ever heard of a mind ward, Camellia? Of course you haven’t—you’re repulsed by the Woodmores and their magic, aren’t you? Well, let me explain how they work.”

      A mind ward? That’s the affliction that plagues Ayan.

      “It’s a magic shield placed inside you, cutting you off from your magic,” Lawrence goes on. “I’ve heard they’re excruciating for the recipient, but you would know better than I. Master Pranmore placed one in you only hours ago.”

      Shock flashes across Henrik’s face, and he looks at the elf who sits a row back with Bartholomew. Pranmore remains silent, having no fondness for confrontation.

      Camellia turns her eyes on her knight, genuinely stunned. “Henrik,” she breathes, a woman betrayed. She sounds vulnerable, gutted. “You deceived me.”

      “I didn’t know,” the commander says dumbly, his eyes finding mine as if to ask if I was aware.

      But I shake my head, as lost as he is.

      “You didn’t know?” the princess demands harshly, anger washing away her anguish. Her voice raises to a grating screech. “You didn’t know? Your precious Clover was about to marry Lawrence, and you’re going to pretend you didn’t have a hand in this?”

      Camellia whirls around to face the front of the hall. When her eyes land on me, her face contorts with anger.

      “This is your fault!” she snarls. “It’s always your fault!”

      “I’d like to take credit for it.” I let out a dumbfounded laugh. “But this wasn’t my doing.”

      “Henrik.” Camellia whips back to the commander, extending her hand. Her eyes beseech him, and she visibly trembles. “We’re going.”

      Henrik looks at her hand for several seconds. And then, slowly, his gaze returns to her face. “No, Camellia. We’re not.”

      She stares at him, huffing out several breaths, her chest heaving with her impending tantrum. And then she turns her head sharply, pinning me with her eyes once more. I blink at her, startled by the unbridled vehemence in her gaze.

      She takes a slow step forward, and another. And then she runs toward me, screaming like a woman possessed as she produces a dagger from a pocket in her skirt. Unarmed, I stumble back, tripping over the ridiculous train of my gown.

      A dozen men shout, and their warning cries are followed by several hysterical screams from the guests. Lawrence hollers something, stepping in front of me to block his sister’s attack. But before Camellia can reach either of us, a flurry of arrows flies through the great hall, hitting their target with terrifying accuracy.

      The princess’s anguished cries echo throughout the room, and noblewomen wail in terror. Camellia’s dagger slips from her hand as she falls, clattering across the stone floor.

      Lawrence grasps my arm when my legs give out, keeping me upright. I stare at Camellia’s lifeless form, not five feet from us, unable to process the sight even as black, diseased blood pools around her body. She doesn’t move; she doesn’t breathe. Though it feels impossible, there’s no denying the scene in front of me.

      The princess is dead.
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      Clover stares at Camellia, looking like she’s about to collapse. If Lawrence were to let her go, she’d fall to her knees in her grand bridal gown. The pandemonium around me fades into the background. All l see is Clover—she’s the only person in the room in perfect focus.

      As I watch her, she looks up.

      Our eyes meet in the horrified crowd. She rips off the veil that now hangs askew, sending it to the floor. My residual anguish, my fear, is replaced with debilitating relief.

      Camellia is dead…and I didn’t kill her.

      I feel as if I passed a test. I overcame an impossible mountain, and Clover waits for me on the other side. Lawrence has set her free. No, not only set her free—he made her a heroine of the crown.

      As we stand here, staring at each other, Clover laughs through her tears. She cries openly, but I rein in my emotion, saving it for when I am alone.

      Remembering Brielle, I wrap my arm around my sister’s shoulders and turn her away from the horrific sight. But she wrenches her head back, studying the princess with wide eyes. After several seconds, she pulls her gaze to my face and whispers, “Can I remove the necklace?”

      “Not yet,” Bartholomew says, appearing beside us. “Pranmore asked me to tell you to wait until he can examine it. He’s gone to find Lady Ellaine and the other visiting High Vales.”

      “But the princess is dead,” Brielle argues, pulling away from me and turning to my squire. With a laugh, she launches herself into his arms. “Bartholomew, she’s dead!”

      Stunned, Bartholomew catches my sister, but his eyes fly to mine. Perhaps he’s wondering if he’s going to join Camellia as a dead body.

      But I merely stare at the pair, too befuddled to comprehend it. Deciding I’ll examine their friendship later, I join Lawrence, Clover, and the king’s knights.

      “Don’t touch her,” Lawrence instructs several guards who have surrounded Camellia’s body.

      “Her blood is tainted,” I add. “Only a Woodmore can safely manage the dark magic seeping from the arrow wounds.”

      Lawrence turns to me. “Where’s Pranmore?”

      “He went to find Lady Ellaine,” I say. “He wants to examine the necklaces before she and the others remove them.”

      “Henrik,” Clover says.

      I turn to her, meeting her green gaze. But I hesitate before I reach for her, silently asking Lawrence for permission.

      With a roll of his eyes, he says, “Go ahead—but not here. Be discrete about it.”

      “Thank you,” Clover whispers to the king, grasping his arm, her eyes shining so brightly I might be jealous if I didn’t know the reason for her joy. “Lawrence…”

      “Yes, yes.” He offers her a wry smile that’s covering his heartache. “Go.”

      I pause before I let Clover drag me away, bowing my head to the king. No words are needed. He and I both know what he gave up for us. Lawrence nods solemnly, and then he jerks his head to the exit at the rear side of the dais.

      The moment the door shuts behind us, Clover and I stumble into each other’s arms, too overwhelmed to speak. She clings to me, and I hold her tightly, afraid I’ll crush her.

      We don’t have long before we must rejoin the others, but for now, this is enough.
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      A few hours later, Clover and I end up in the council room, along with Lawrence, his knights, and our small group of friends. Pranmore oversaw the removal of Camellia’s body from the throne room, and the castle mortician is preparing the cremation now.

      Soon, the princess’s ashes will join her ancestors in the royal crypt, and this dark time will be nothing but a bad memory.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you put a ward on Camellia?” I ask Pranmore.

      “I couldn’t risk the princess overhearing,” he says with a heavy sigh. “I explained the situation to Lawrence after you left, and we decided to keep it to ourselves.”

      “Wait a moment.” Slowly, Clover turns to Lawrence. “I’ve just realized something.”

      “Yes?” the king asks innocently.

      “You knew Pranmore warded Camellia before the wedding?”

      He smiles. “That’s correct.”

      Clover’s eyes flash, and she leans forward menacingly. “And you didn’t tell me?”

      “I wanted to give you one last chance to change your mind.” He grins. “Besides, we needed to trap Camellia in the great hall. If we’d called the wedding off earlier in the day, she might have been able to flee.”

      “You could have at least told me,” I say to Pranmore, my tone making him wince.

      “You needed to look despondent so Camellia didn’t realize something was amiss,” Lawrence says. “And congratulations—you succeeded. You looked awful.”

      I rub my hand over my mouth, thinking how close I came to murdering the princess—and feeling a bit like murdering her brother.

      “And what about me?” Audra asks, her clear voice commanding the room.

      We all turn to the High Vale, wondering how Lawrence will weasel out of this new mess.

      “You’re going to marry me,” the king says. He looks at Ayan. “You’re the heir of Ferradelle. Any objections?”

      Ayan grins. “I can’t think of any.”

      Audra shifts her attention to her cousin, looking like she’s having second thoughts about reuniting him with her family.

      “You’re not in love with someone, are you?” Lawrence asks her. “You don’t have a stuffy commander hidden somewhere?”

      She turns back to Lawrence, unamused. “No.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “The problem is I don’t like you.”

      The knights stiffen, unsure how they should respond to Audra’s blatant disrespect for our king.

      But Lawrence waves away their concern. Laughing, he says, “You’ll get over that. And can you think of a better way to unite our people?”

      “I can, in fact,” she says. “Relinquish Ferradelle to us so we may rule it as a kingdom, and our alliance will be strong.”

      Ayan grins. “I like that idea. I could be a king.” He turns to Clover. “I’d look good in a crown, right?”

      “I’m not doing that,” Lawrence says blandly. “Though I applaud your diplomatic audacity.”

      Audra crosses her arms, smiling in a way that makes me thankful she’s looking at Lawrence and not me.

      “We will discuss it privately,” Lawrence says. “But you’ll have to come to terms with it fairly quickly. After a necessary mourning period has passed, the people will expect a wedding.”

      “Who’s next in line after you, Lawrence?” she asks.

      Lawrence frowns, jerking his chin toward his cousin. “Bartholomew.”

      “I’ll marry him instead.” She smiles at the king, ignoring Bartholomew’s shock. “Lyredon, you don’t mind assassinating Lawrence to get him out of the way, do you?”

      “You can’t say things like that,” Miguel protests, even though Lawrence tips his head back and laughs.

      “She’s not going to kill me,” Lawrence assures his knight. “If she really wanted to, she’d have done it by now.”

      As if she’s had enough, Audra rolls her eyes and leaves the room, dragging Lyredon with her. The door closes behind them slowly, and I stretch my neck, wondering how Lawrence is going to fix the mess he created for himself.

      As soon as Audra’s gone, Clover turns on Lawrence. “I want to confirm I’m free of all royal obligations. No more crowns, no more ladies—no more guards?”

      Lawrence turns to her, his face softening. “You’re free.”

      She looks at me, beaming.

      Clearing his throat, Lawrence says, “But⁠—”

      “But?” Clover demands, whipping back.

      The king turns his attention to his knights. “Please excuse us.”

      The men hesitate, but Miguel finally nods, and the four men leave the room.

      “You need to exercise a little patience,” Lawrence says to Clover and me once it’s only our small group. “How do you think it will look for me if you throw yourself at Henrik right away?”

      “What difference does it make?” Clover demands.

      “Half the people of the court will suspect you jilted me,” Lawrence argues. “You’ll have to wait to announce your relationship until Audra and I marry.”

      “Can you be any pettier?” Clover demands.

      He shrugs, suddenly looking smug as he strokes his chin. “Yes, I like this. You and Henrik can’t be together until Audra agrees to marry me.”

      “That’s low,” Clover hisses.

      “And besides,” Lawrence continues, ignoring her, “Henrik has enough to think about right now.”

      “What do I have to think about?” I ask warily. He’s not about to send me on a supply run or some other equally demeaning task, is he?

      “You must decide in which province you’d like your estate. My guard resides at court the majority of the time, as you well know, so it doesn’t make all that much difference. Why don’t you choose a plot in Doria? You could be neighbors with the gnomes.”

      I stand very still, afraid it’s a cruel joke.

      “You don’t have to worry about designing your coat of arms, however,” he continues. “I’ve taken the liberty to do that myself.”

      “You’re giving him his seal,” Clover whispers, the anger disappearing from her face.

      “Henrik earned his seal,” Lawrence responds, almost grudgingly.

      I look down, breathing hard. After all these years…

      Thankfully, Ayan steps in before I can humiliate myself.

      “This is touching, isn’t it?” the elf mock-whispers to Pranmore. “You can feel their friendship blossoming. A king and his knight—it’s beautiful. It really is.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” Clover demands, trying not to laugh.

      Ayan grins, sitting back in his chair. “So many things.”

      A knock at the door interrupts the conversation, and we turn as Miguel enters. “The castle mortician is here, requesting an audience.”

      “Let him in,” Lawrence says.

      A moment later, the man walks into the room. His expression is somber, and he dabs at the perspiration beading on his brow with a handkerchief.

      “Master Regan.” Lawrence stands when he sees the grave look on the man’s face. “What is it?”

      “Your Majesty…” The mortician extends his hands in a plea for forgiveness. “Princess Camellia’s body is missing.”
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