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CHAPTER 

ONE

Ayla




"Three fae were arrested yesterday in Críoch."

"Three?" I tried to hide my concern, but Eoghan would see through it anyway. My wizard advisor kept his tone light, but that was perhaps to keep me from worrying. "How many is that?"

"Ten in the past few weeks."

"The Erlking is getting bold," I said, flexing my fingers to keep from picking my thumbnail. "Why do you think they've started crossing the border more often?"

"Perhaps testing you prior to your coronation," he said. "But don't worry, we've put them in Caecarcem. The iron will hold them until we can interrogate them." 

Caecarcem was the mysterious prison tucked away in the northwestern corner of the country. I'd always worried it wasn't enough to keep our magical enemies away, but to my knowledge, no fae had ever escaped. 

"Then what?" I asked. 

"We'll dispose of them." 

I exhaled softly. Three fewer fae in the world would certainly help me sleep better at night. 

Eoghan cast a warm smile in my direction, as if sensing my unease. "You're safe here, I promise." 

"What about everyone else in the country?" I asked, more to myself. 

"That we caught them is a testament to the commander's strategy in Críoch," Eoghan said. "He's very familiar with the creatures, and knows how to keep them from causing too much trouble."

Críoch had once been the last human town before travelers crossed into the fae realm, back when trade was free, and we weren't always looking over our shoulder. Now it was the first and last line of defense against the monsters to our north.

"Speaking of the border guards," Eoghan said as we turned the corner in the castle, "have you been down to see Captain Gabhann lately?"

I shook my head. "Why?"

"She's found herself another new recruit—this one from Críoch, actually. I believe his name is Ward."

"He must be impressive if he captured the captain's attention." The commander of my most elite forces regularly toured the country in search of new recruits. 

"He's young, too." Eoghan cast me a sideways look. " Around your age. I think he'll flourish here." 

My heart lightened at the thought of someone in this castle younger than middle age. Every other guard Gabhann had found across the country was at least forty, and while they made for interesting conversation partners, young blood was definitely welcome. 

"Was that intentional?" I asked, pursing my lips. "Cade leaves, you bring me a new playmate?"

"My apprentice isn't gone yet."

"But he will be."

"Of course," Eoghan said. "It's part of the wizard tradition."

Considering Eoghan and Cade were the only two wizards around, I had to take his word for it. "And you won't give me any hint about what this trial will entail? Or when you'll send him away?" 

"No." He smiled. "But the mystery will be revealed soon enough." 

I pouted. Cade was almost of age, and per Eoghan, would have one final challenge to overcome before he was officially a full-fledged wizard. And once he was…he would be sent to one of the other four kingdoms. I was excited for him to step into a new phase of his life, but inconsolable at the thought of losing my best friend for good. 

"Are you still thinking you'll send him to Driwania?" I asked, a little desolately. 

"That or Nesuria," he said. "But my mind changes with the breeze. It could be Konevell, too. I want to ensure that wherever we send him is the most strategically advantageous for Pennlan." His gaze landed on me again. "Of course, you could also assist in that effort." 

"Not this again…" 

"It's important to the kingdom that you forge alliances. No better way to do that than to marry a close ally of the throne in one of the other four kingdoms. You should seriously—"

"Consider marrying shortly after my coronation," I parroted with a hearty roll of my eyes. "Or marrying at my coronation. Or marrying before. I hear you, Eoghan." 

I would become Pennlan's queen in six short weeks; it was hard to avoid counting the days on the calendar every time I passed it. Time seemed to be moving ever faster, like a runaway horse toward a cliff. To add the choice of a lifetime partner when I hadn't even reached my eighteenth birthday… It seemed too much to handle all at once.

"The merchant from Sudaemor is looking forward to our dinner tonight," he said. "I hope you'll be on your best behavior." 

"Aren't I always?"

He pursed his lips. "You have a tendency to let your tongue get away from you." 

Perhaps because Eoghan's choices of dinner companions weren't all that great lately—and I was growing increasingly worried that he was bringing them here as potential marriage options. 

"I'll be good," I said. 

"And on time?"

"And on time." I cast my gaze at him. "And when do I get to schedule my own dinners and with the guests of my choosing?"

"As soon as you can prove to me that you can make decisions that are in the best interests of the country, and not merely the ones you want." 

I deflated. I'd started asking him to include me in more of the day-to-day running of the kingdom, but his answer was always the same. "In six weeks, you won't have a choice. I'll be queen and all the decisions will fall to me." 

He lifted his shoulder in a shrug that somehow made me feel worse about myself. I decided to change the subject. "What should we do about the fae? Could they be planning something? Perhaps wanting to disrupt the coronation?"

"I wouldn't put it past them," Eoghan said as we walked into the throne room. "We have given our guards at Caecarcem instructions to extract information, but the fae probably won't betray their kind. So in the interim, I have—with your blessing—asked Captain Gabhann to double our store of iron-tipped arrows and the number of scouts patrolling the castle border." 

"Thank you," I said with a nod. I stopped as we passed a plaque behind the throne—a shield with the Pennlan crest and a place for a large gemstone. Perhaps with that stone around my neck, I might not have felt so hopeless against the fae. It had been gifted to my ancestor hundreds of years ago, allowing anyone in the king's bloodline to wield unbelievable magic—more than any wizard, fae, or other magical creature.

But when I was barely a toddler, the fae had sent an envoy—Leandra—to Pennlan. She'd bewitched and befuddled my father, who was vulnerable and still mourning the death of my mother. Leandra's aim wasn't just to become queen; she wanted the stone. She killed my father in pursuit of the stone, but once the last breath left his body, ownership of the stone came to me. If it hadn't been for Eoghan, she would've killed me as well. But he'd intervened, and she escaped, taking the stone with her. 

"You don't think they still have it, do you?" I asked, staring at the empty slot where the stone had been. 

"It is as useless as a diamond to them," he replied. "As long as you're still alive."

I smiled weakly.

"Don't worry, the fae know better than to attempt anything," Eoghan said, offering the same warm smile that could untangle any knot in my chest. "You will ascend the throne without trouble and become a magnificent queen. I have the utmost confidence in you."

At least one of us does. 

⤖⤖⤖⤖

My footsteps echoed on the stairs as I descended toward Eoghan's so-called "vault." It had once been the Pennlan dungeons, but Eoghan had transformed it into a magical training space for himself and his one apprentice. There was a large sparring ring, residences for himself and Cade, and a magnificent library I'd spent hours getting lost in.

I pushed open the heavy, wooden door, peering inside to make sure there were no spells flying about. But all was quiet, save the scribbling of quill on paper. Cade had his back to me, his silky black hair touching the edge of his white shirt as he hunched over the table. Every so often, he would stop and look at the book, running the tip of his feather quill along the words and murmuring to himself before scribbling more. 

Wizards were incredibly rare; Eoghan had to search far and wide for Cade, traveling to a faraway continent across the ocean from Nesuria. Even after almost a decade of living here in Pennlan, Cade still had the slightest lilt of an accent, and when he was frustrated, he'd curse in his native tongue. His skin was a deep, rich golden brown, and over the years he'd grown taller and taller until he towered over nearly everyone in the castle. He never quite seemed to know what to do with his long limbs, an awkwardness that belied the powerful magic coursing through his veins. 

 I almost hated to interrupt him, but he sat up and stretched, tilting his face up toward the ceiling and yawning. 

"Cade?"

He nearly fell off the bench, turning around with wide, dark brown eyes. "Your Highness?" 

He scrambled to his feet, as if to bow, and I giggled, putting up my hands. "It's just us." 

"Damn, Ayla," he said, his shoulders sagging as he ran a hand through his hair. "Don't scare me like that. I could have hurt you." 

"You would never," I said, unable to keep a smile off my face. 

He sat down. "I might." 

"Your staff was on the other side of the table," I said, nodding to the lightly colored wooden walking stick. 

"Fair."

I plopped down next to him. "What are you doing?"

"Reading. What else?" He sighed and leaned onto his elbow. "Waiting to hear what sort of crazy thing Eoghan is planning for my trial." 

"Any idea what it might be?" I asked. 

"No. The only thing I know is to be ready at a moment's notice."

"Probably part of his plan," I said with a solemn nod. "Maybe the challenge is just you being on edge for the next month."

He snorted. 

"Do you think it's something incredibly dangerous, like fighting a dragon?"

"He'd have to find one first."

"He could do it." 

"He's been hinting that he might send me on a journey," Cade said, glancing at the withered map on the wall. "Maybe he'll have me find my own dragon, bring it back, and slay it."

I followed his gaze, taking in the sight. Most of my maps were concerned with Pennlan, the other four human kingdoms, and the fae realm to the north. But the continent was expansive. The fae controlled a territory nearly the size of the human realm, with as many clans as there were kingdoms. To the west, past Driwania, an impassable mountain range that scraped the sky. And at the bottom of the map, more islands, countries, nations to the south, where Cade had come from. The world was so vast, yet I'd only seen the walls of this castle.

"I wish I could leave," I said, a little wistfully.

"Where would you go?" Cade asked. 

"No idea," I said. "Maybe Konevell to sit by the shore. Just to see more of this world before I'm chained to my throne."

"I'm sure you can leave once you're queen," Cade said.

"If he assigns you to one of the other kingdoms, I damn well better," I said with a little grumble. "Do you think he'll send you away immediately after you finish your trial?"

He sighed, finally meeting my gaze. Even in the scant light, his eyes shimmered with a small hint of gold. 

"Would you miss me?" he asked. 

"I mean, who else is going to help me raid the kitchens at midnight if you're gone?" I said, a smile coming onto my lips. 

He snorted and broke my gaze, looking down with something unreadable on his face. 

"Hey," I said, nudging him. "It's gonna be…fine."

"Is it?" He cast me a glance.

"I mean…" I couldn't pretend. "Maybe."

"Yeah." He tilted his head back toward the map. "I think Eoghan's going to send me there."

My heart seized in my chest. "Cade, he wouldn't send you to the fae realm."

"He might." He rested his hand on top of mine. "If he does, I promise you, I'll be fine. As long as I have my staff." 

The ash staff sat to his right, and although I'd seen him do magnificent things with it, how that magic would fare against an entire country of bloodthirsty monsters was a mystery. 

"I even have a new trick," he said, releasing my hand and standing. His hand hovered inches above his staff and he concentrated, a furrow forming in the middle of his brow. After a moment, the staff shook then flew into his hand. "See?"

I couldn't help the unladylike squeal that came from my mouth as I clapped. "Cade! That's amazing!" 

"It's taken me weeks, but I think I finally cracked it." He beamed, showing off the dimples in his cheeks as he walked back over to me. "Eoghan wants me to practice farther distances, but that may take me a few months. He can summon his from across the room." He shook his head. "Sometimes I don't think I'll live long enough to be as good as he is."

"You will," I said with an affirming smile. "Just cast an immortality spell on yourself."

"As soon as I find one, I'll do that." He smiled. "Do you want to see what else I've learned lately?"

"Is that even a question?" I leaned onto the table. "Why else do you think I'm here?"

Cade beamed.







CHAPTER 

TWO

Ward




I dreaded every step as I walked down the gloomy stairs to the wizard dungeon. I'd drawn the short straw, and tonight, I was to stand at attention at a dinner and try to stay awake while the diplomats discussed the lives of the civilians they oversaw. But first, I was instructed to retrieve the princess from the depths of her castle and ensure she was dressed and ready for dinner. 

Why a guard in her elite service was assigned such a job, I had no idea. It was probably part of Captain Gabhann's desire for all of us to know everything there was to know about the castle, and who lived there. I should've probably listened to her, as she'd served two kings and the princess, but I was still adjusting to her leadership style versus the looser one in Críoch. 

At the time of my selection, I'd been elated. Here was my chance to prove myself in the most prestigious guard in the entire kingdom. No longer walking along the border in the dead of night, looking for fae and finding nothing except the occasional drunken fool. But ever since I'd arrived, it had been nothing but learning the castle schematics and practicing my vacant stare as I stood at attention. Now, tonight, I would put all those very important lessons into practice as I escorted the princess from the wizard dungeon to her bedroom, then waited for her in the dining hall, standing guard while they ate and drank for hours. It was all so…riveting. 

But this post had come with a sizable income increase, and if I played my cards right, I might just save up enough to make my own way someday. Then I'd be the one at the table, and someone else could stand at attention and watch me eat.

I reached the bottom of the stairs and came face to face with a thick, wooden door. It didn't budge when I twisted the handle, but I'd been warned that the wizards had put enchantments everywhere. 

I knocked on the door three times, aiming for stern yet respectful, then waited, putting my hands behind my back. 

There was chatter from inside, a female and a male voice, along with a twitter of laughter. I steeled myself to face the princess for the first time, having only seen paintings of her up until now. 

The door swung open, and my heart stopped beating. 

She was hands-down the prettiest thing I'd ever seen in my life. Her auburn hair fell in thick strands around her alabaster face, where her pink lips were open in surprise. Her eyes were like emeralds, shimmering even in this low light. I realized I'd stopped breathing, so I inhaled deeply, but still couldn't do anything but stare in awe. 

"Um…" She smiled, and somehow, she was even more gorgeous. "Hi. Can I help you?"

My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. "I, uh, er…" 

"Are you unable to speak?" 

The wizard's voice snapped me out of my reverie, and I straightened. "I'm sorry to disturb you, but I'm supposed to be escorting you to dinner." 

"Damn," she said, turning to the wizard, who hadn't taken his suspicious gaze off me yet. "Sorry, Cade. I suppose your demonstration will have to wait."

He narrowed his eyes at me but said nothing, and the princess walked out, brushing by me in the cramped space. She smelled of lavender and something else I couldn't place, and I held my breath until she was past me so I wouldn't be tempted to lean in. 

"Well?" she asked at the top of the stairs. "Are you escorting me or not?"

"Y-yes, ma'am," I muttered, scrambling after her.

⤖⤖⤖⤖

Once we reached the main level of the castle, we walked side-by-side, but that was more her doing than mine. I tried to slow my pace to remain behind her, as was protocol, but she kept dropping back as well. 

"I haven't seen you around before," she asked, her voice carrying in the empty hall. "What's your name?"

"W-Ward, m'lady," I said then remembered what Gabhann had drilled into my head. "Your Highness, I mean." 

She stopped and turned to look at me, an amused smile on her face. The fading sunlight cast an orange glow, reflecting beautifully in her eyes. "Are you…scared of me or something?"

"N-no, of course not," I stammered, knowing I wasn't helping my case. "I'm not scared of anything."

"You look scared," she said, but there was no malice anywhere in her smile. "How long have you been in the castle?"

"Three weeks," I said. "I've just come from Críoch."

She nodded. "That seems to be Gabhann's new plan to inject fresh blood into the castle guards. Pluck the best and brightest from all over the kingdom to train and learn here." 

"Yes, ma'am—Your Highness." I cursed myself and my tongue for not functioning correctly. 

"Ayla is also an option," she said, tilting her head to the side and smiling at me with those beautiful lips. 

"Absolutely not," I said, horrified. "Do you know what the captain would do if she heard me address you in such a way?"

"And I would tell her that I asked you to do it."

I snorted before I could stop myself. "If you say so."

Her smile widened. "There you go. Now you aren't so nervous." 

Indeed, the knot in my chest had lessened, and I let myself relax a little. "Is it your general rule that no one should be nervous around you?"

"There's no need for it, so I don't see why you would be," she said, resting her hand on my arm and sending bolts of electricity straight to my heart. "I don't have a family, so I've come to think of everyone here as my surrogate one." 

I nodded, remembering what Gabhann had said about the sordid history of the princess's father and stepmother. "I don't have a family either. Not really." 

"Tell me about yourself," she said, looping her arm through mine, causing my pulse to gallop in my chest. "Ward of Críoch. Were you born there?"

"N-no," I said. "I'm from a farm outside the city. We used to be very prosperous, until the border closed…" 

"That seems to be common up there," she said with an understanding nod. "It's one of the things I hope to fix once I'm queen."

"You'll reopen the border with the fae?" I asked, almost stopping. 

She laughed. "Absolutely not. But there must be some way I can help revive Críoch without having to trade with those murderous creatures." 

"I'm sure there is," I said, though I knew nothing of politics or economics. 

"But I'm sorry," she said, surprising me. Why is she apologizing? "You were telling me more about yourself. What was your farm like?"

It had never really felt like home, not since my brother had taken over and turned me into a stablehand rather than a family member, but telling this beautiful girl about my childhood felt right somehow. She asked questions, curious about the livestock, life on the farm, and how we managed. When I told her I'd left at fourteen to seek employment at the border, she nodded.

"And then you were so impressive, you were selected for the guard?"

"I don't know about impressive," I said, as we came to her bedroom door. 

"You certainly had to have impressed Captain Gabhann," she said. "Otherwise, you wouldn't be here."

I found myself smiling at her, staring into her green eyes and forgetting for a moment that she was a princess, and I was just a lowly guard. If she were anyone else, I would've asked her to join me for a picnic on the greens, to get to know her better. Perhaps even chance a kiss under the blue sky. 

But with a start, I remembered our situation and did my best to rid my mind of those ridiculous notions.

"I suppose I'd better get inside," she said with a half-hearted gesture to the door beyond. "Eoghan will yell at me if I'm late."

I furrowed my brow. "But doesn't he…work for you?"

"In a manner of speaking," she said, not moving to open the door. "Sometimes it feels like it's the other way around. But he did practically raise me, so…" 

I nodded, waiting for her to leave, but she didn't. I'd thought, perhaps, her interest was cursory, or even just her general niceness. But something in the back of my mind told me she wanted to prolong this conversation. 

"I go riding sometimes," she said, breaking the awkward silence. "Are you a good horseman?" She laughed, covering her lips with her delicate hand. "I don't even know why I asked. You told me you raised them on the farm." 

"I did," I said, enjoying how her cheeks turned rosy. Is this common? It couldn't have been. "You like to ride?"

"It's better than being cooped up in the castle," she said. "But…perhaps tomorrow, we could go riding together. I'd love to hear more about the farm, about Críoch, about everything." Her cheeks grew redder. "I mean, it's just…"

The door swung open, revealing a very harried-looking maid, who clamped down on the princess's arm and dragged her inside as she squeaked a goodbye. Before the door shut, she flashed me another dazzling smile, leaving me staring at the door and actually excited that I'd get to see her this evening.

⤖⤖⤖⤖

By the time I arrived in the dining hall and took my spot along the wall, some of my giddiness had faded. I'd remembered I'd have to stand at attention for at least the next three hours. I held my wrists behind my back and watched the servants come and go as they set up the room for dinner. Once they'd cleared the room, the telltale sound of conversation echoed from the door beyond. 

Eoghan was there with the guest of honor tonight, the brother-in-law of the king of Sudaemor. The wizard looked like just a man, somewhat tall, with dark hair and pale skin, perhaps from spending all his time in the basement with his apprentice. But something about him had set me on edge, ever since Captain Gabhann had introduced us last week. 

I did my best to ignore the details of their conversation, not wanting them to think I was eavesdropping, but I couldn't help but gaze at the wizard in curiosity. 

"If you think she will be amenable…"

Eoghan rested his hand on the merchant's shoulder. "I think if you present your case, she will be. She's nothing if not understanding." 

The merchant nodded and sat down, though he didn't start on his food. Eoghan took the seat to the right of Ayla's chair and waited as well, glancing at the clock. Princesses were supposedly never late, but as the moments ticked by, my concern grew.

Finally, at half-past the hour, I heard her slippered feet rushing down the hall. She stopped a few feet from the door, and I spied her collecting herself, smoothing her hair and taking a long breath. She was dressed in a blue frock, undoubtedbly designed by the most skillful artisans, and her hair had been pinned and curled. But if I had my choice, I'd take the way she'd looked in the hallway over this.

She stepped into the room. "Good evening," she said, her voice like music. "I do apologize for being a few minutes late."

The merchant and Eoghan rose and bowed as she joined them at the table. Almost immediately, servants emerged from the kitchens to plate the first course, working quickly and silently as Ayla engaged the merchant in some pleasantries. 

"I hope your trip was quick, Lord Weymouth," she replied. "Tell me, is it faster to travel by sea or by land from Sudaemor?" 

The merchant chortled. "It is a shorter distance by land, Your Majesty. Surely, you know your geography." 

But Ayla just kept her gaze level, a kind smile on her face. "It may be a shorter distance, but given the right conditions at sea, a case could be made to travel a longer distance at a faster speed. Surely, a merchant with fleets of ships at his disposal understands that."

I couldn't help the snort and pretended to cough before resuming my position. Luckily, those at the table were so used to guards and soldiers that they barely noticed my presence. 

Eoghan glared at the princess. "She certainly has her opinions, doesn't she? Would you like some more wine?"

At first, I frowned at the patronizing tone, but after the merchant was two glasses in, his demeanor softened considerably. Perhaps that was the wizard's plan, though the princess still wore a look of discomfort as she tried to get a word in edgewise. But Eoghan kept cutting her off, pouring more wine into the merchant's glass. Finally, she seemed to give up, sitting back and pursing her lips in annoyance. 

That was, until her bright eyes met mine. Her lips parted in surprise, and it seemed a smile lingered at the corners of her mouth. It was hard not to reciprocate, but I wrenched my gaze away to look forward, feeling her attention but not wanting to give in to it. 

"I'm very interested to see about this wizard apprentice you have," Weymouth said. "Is he quite powerful?"

"I could give you a demonstration, if you like," Eoghan said, reaching for his staff. 

I held my breath—I'd never seen magic before. The soldiers talked about it, of course, and the fae just beyond the border breathed it, but I'd never been so lucky. The wizard's staff glowed a dark orange color, then returned to normal. I frowned; that wasn't the sort of magic show I'd been hoping for. 

"He'll be right up," Eoghan said. 







CHAPTER 

THREE

Cade




My staff clicked against the stone staircase as I hurried toward the great hall. I'd been engrossed in reading when it had lit up—my master was calling. I shouldn't have been surprised. He'd grown fond of showing off my power to various merchants, visitors, and envoys who stopped in to see Ayla. 

I paused and conjured myself a mirror with my staff, the magic glowing bright gold as it formed a reflective surface in front of me. I smoothed my hair down, adjusted my tunic over my undershirt so it was straight, and made sure nothing else was out of place. Then I strode confidently into the dining hall. 

My gaze first landed on Ayla, and I couldn't help the smile that came to my lips. She was a vision in blue tonight, her hair swept out of her face, showcasing those beautiful green eyes framed by dark lashes. Her maids had dressed her up with a little makeup that made her look more like a young woman than my best friend, but the way she grinned at me warmed me from my toes to my forehead. 

"Ah, good, Cade," Eoghan said. "Come in, come in. Have a seat. We'll have a demonstration after we finish this meal." He snapped his fingers. "Bring my apprentice a place setting." 

The activity was furious, clearing the decorative place setting next to the merchant and replacing it with an empty plate. I sat, resting my staff against the table, and murmured my thanks, knowing it was better to keep quiet until I was called on to show off. 

"As I was saying…" 

The talk of politics was boring, so I snuck a glance at Ayla. She was at the head of the table, gently pushing the vegetables in her soup from side to side instead of eating them. Her gaze drifted to the wall more often than to her food, so I followed it to see what could be so interesting. 

It was the boy who'd interrupted us in the vault. Eoghan had told me there was a younger knight from Críoch—hand-selected, in fact. He didn't appear to be anything special. He had an average build that filled out his uniform and was shorter than me—though that wasn't hard. His black curly hair had been shorn close to the scalp, and his skin was almost the color of clay, a dull brown that lacked any excitement. His dark eyes held a little mischief as he fought to keep a smile off his face. 

"Princess?" Eoghan said, catching us both by surprise. "Lord Weymouth asked you a question." 

"I'm sorry," she said, a little blush coming to her pale cheeks. "I wandered off for a moment."

"Does this happen often?" Weymouth asked, snatching his glass off the table. "A queen must always give her guests her undivided attention. Or else someone might find it rude."

Ayla's gaze narrowed, and the hair on the back of my neck rose as I sensed she was about to let loose on this guy. 

Luckily, Eoghan stepped in. "Apprentice, it might be time for you to give us a demonstration." 

"Yes, of course." I walked to the space beside the table, standing with my hand on my staff and my gaze on my master. "What would you like to see today, Master Eoghan?"

"Let's let the merchant decide," he said. "What would you like him to do?"

I inwardly sighed. I wasn't a trained animal, but sometimes it felt that way. 

"Conjure me some gold," he said with a hearty laugh. "Let's make this trip worthwhile."

"Impossible," Eoghan said, saving me the explanation. "The magic can only conjure and create organic matter." He leaned in with a smile I knew was forced. "Otherwise, I wouldn't be sitting at this table. I'd be down in the whorehouses."

Ayla rolled her eyes at his crude joke, and I kept my face passive, awaiting instruction. The guard against the wall who'd caught Ayla's eye had found it funny, though. I was starting to dislike him already, for reasons I couldn't put into words. 

"Then surprise me," the merchant said, sitting back. "Show me your most impressive spell, boy."

I bristled—I was nearly eighteen—but turned toward the space and gathered magic in my staff from the corners of my body. It always felt like I was scraping the bottom of the barrel, leeching my very essence from my bones to conjure even the simplest of tricks. Eoghan had said it would come with age, but I wasn't sure. 

Still, impressive to the non-magical usually meant a light show, heavy on the theatrics and light on the actual power. And this merchant was so drunk, he might not notice anything but something bright and shiny. So I created some fireworks, exploding them above the table and letting them sprinkle down harmlessly. Ayla's awed smile was gracious, even though she knew this was nothing special. For her, I'd show off a little more. 

With my golden magic, I drew the Pennlan crest above the table then formed an eagle made of light to circle around it before dipping onto the table and snatching the small date from Ayla's hand. She giggled and clapped as it squawked and zoomed around—and perhaps I was a little pleased when the knight jumped out of the way when it came too close to him. 

I felt my master's magic before I saw it and quickly erected a shield around myself as his spell slammed into me—much harder than was perhaps safe in these close quarters. I glanced at Ayla, and that blasted guard had moved closer to her and had his hand on his sword. As if a sword would do anything against—

"Damn." I just barely noticed the second barrage and got up another shield in time. Ayla and her stupid knight were distracting me, and I'd hear about it later if I didn't pull myself together. 

I glared at my master. What did he want me to do? I couldn't retaliate, not with him sitting so close to Ayla and the merchant. I didn't have enough control to attempt something like that, and he knew it. 

A flash of disappointment crossed Eoghan's face. But when he lowered his hands and turned to Weymouth, he was all smiles. 

"You see, he's quite powerful. Nearly ready to take his wizard trial and break out on his own." He waved his hand at me. "You may stand down, Cade."

I nodded, feeling like I'd done something wrong. But that always seemed to be the case around Eoghan. Over a decade learning from him, and I still had no idea what was going on in his mind. 

⤖⤖⤖⤖

I ate my dinner in silence, casting furtive looks at Ayla. By the time we finished our dessert, Lord Weymouth was practically falling over. But Eoghan invited the three of us to join him for an after-dinner drink, which meant there would be more magic required on my part. But we'd be upright and mobile, and thus I could speak with Ayla alone. 

The small sitting room was right off the dining hall, and before long, we each had a glass of brandy. 

"To Sudaemor and Pennlan, may their alliances continue to grow stronger," Eoghan said. 

"Hear, hear!" 

I raised my glass, as did Ayla, after which, luckily, the merchant asked to inspect the tomes that had belonged to Ayla's father. Eoghan led him there, and blessedly, Ayla sidled up next to me. 

"He's a boor," she muttered under her breath. 

"You seem to be doing well against him," I replied with a half-smile. 

"Mm." She turned behind her to the closed door and sighed. "I wonder if I can ask to take my leave yet."

"Having that much fun?" I asked. "You look absolutely riveted by his company."

She snorted and downed the rest of her brandy in one gulp, so I decided to change the subject. 

"What's with that knight?" I asked, keeping my eye on Eoghan and Weymouth in case we were called to their side. "He seemed interesting to you."

Her cheeks pinked, earning a frown from me. "I don't know. He's kind of handsome." 

"H-handsome?" I sputtered, a little louder than I'd meant to. "He's a guard."

"He's a member of my elite guard," she said with a knowing look. "Freshly arrived from Críoch and chosen by Gabhann because of his skill."

"Still," I said, hoping it was an observation and nothing more. The last thing Ayla needed was to get her head twisted by some guard from the middle of nowhere. Perhaps he was only here for a few weeks. 

"What do you care anyway?" she asked, a mischievous grin on her face. "I'm allowed to look at men, am I not?"

"He's not a man. He's a boy."

She scoffed. "He's as old as you."

I glanced behind me at the closed door, wanting another look at him. "You got to know him pretty well, did you?"

"As well as anyone in fifteen minutes," she said. "And he looked so nervous, bless him." She ran her finger around the rim of her empty cup with a secretive smile on her face. "I've never made anyone that nervous before. It was kind of—"

"What? Fun?" 

She dropped her finger and pursed her lips at me. "I was going to say thrilling. You can't blame me for flirting—there's nobody half-decent to look at in this castle—let alone anyone half-decent who isn't twice my age."

I glared at her pointedly. "Excuse me?"

"I mean, besides you, but I look at you all the time." 

"I—"

"Cade, another demonstration," Eoghan said, interrupting our conversation. I wasn't sure if he'd overheard it, but I knew it wasn't over. If anything, I'd have a talk with Gabhann about her new guard and make sure she knew he was putting foolish thoughts into the princess's head. 

"Yes, master," I said, remembering the title almost too late. "What would you like to see?"

"We've just been discussing our fae problem to the north," Eoghan said. "I would like you to demonstrate the magic we can use to control them." 

I nodded, though I was a little confused. "But there are no fae here."

"No, but you can surely showcase the technique."

"Shame we don't have one of the devils here to play with," Weymouth said. "I'd like to show them what's what."

"Indeed." Eoghan nodded. "Cade, if you will."

I turned around, facing Ayla, who was leaning against the wall with a sour look on her face. But I did my best to ignore her as I gathered power in my staff to Eoghan's narration. 

"I've devised a way to use wizard magic to take hold of their power, the same way we do for all inanimate things, and mold them to our will. As you can see," he gestured to the spell that floated from my staff, "this is what would go inside a fae to compel them completely. And at that point, they would be as obedient as a dog." 

"Brilliant." Weymouth clapped. "Surprised you didn't march into the fae realm and take over that bastard King Birch for yourself."

"The level of control depends on the fae," he said. "Someone like the Erlking would be difficult to spell for a long period of time. And I haven't yet mastered how to split the magic across multiple fae." 

Weymouth snorted and sat back. "And you came across this great discovery after the fae bitch killed your king? Your timing is impeccable." 

Ayla shifted uncomfortably, and I sucked the magic back into my staff, glaring at Eoghan and waiting for him to say something. But he didn't.

"It's high time that Pennlan share their wizards with the rest of us," Weymouth said, now several glasses of wine in. "It's not fair to keep all the wizardry for yourself. Like that bloody stone your father misplaced." 

I could've marched over and punched the merchant in his rosy face, but Eoghan was faster. 

"Careful, Weymouth," Eoghan warned. "If you should offend my soon-to-be-queen, I will have to send Cade to Konevell." 

"We had a deal, my good man," Weymouth said. "You'd send us the wizard and the queen, and in return, we would allow a larger tax on our goods."

Ayla sucked in a breath. "I'm sorry?"

Eoghan cleared his throat. "I don't believe we agreed to that, only that I would listen to it." He glanced at Ayla, whose cheeks were growing rosy with anger. "And we aren't sending you the queen, of course. She will remain here and simply marry—"

"And why is my marriage a bartering chip?" Ayla barked. 

"Because you are the queen, and your marriage is of national importance," Weymouth replied. "Goodness, Eoghan, haven't you taught her anything?" 

Ayla's fists clenched. "He taught me proper manners when addressing a sovereign, which you clearly—"

"Ayla." Eoghan snapped, cutting her off with a look. "I believe it's time for you to go to bed." 

"I'm not a child," Ayla snapped. 

"You're certainly acting like it." 

She narrowed her gaze, and I gently rested my hand over hers. "Maybe he's right," I said softly. "You should—"

"Don't touch me." She ripped her hand from mine and marched out of the room, leaving the three of us staring at the space she'd left. 

"Please forgive her," Eoghan said. "She still needs to grow into her role. But we will be sure that by her coronation, she'll be ready to accept the crown and all its responsibilities."

"I should—hic—hope so."

I watched the space she'd left, torn between following her and knowing I would be called back if I attempted it. Once I was dismissed, I'd bring a slice of cake to her room and we'd talk about it. But for now, I turned back to my master, counting the seconds until I was allowed to leave. 







CHAPTER 

FOUR

Ward




My legs were falling asleep, and my head was bobbing as I stood at attention outside the drawing room where the four diners were taking their sweet time. I didn't know how long these fancy events lasted, but now that Ayla was inside the room, I was bored and eager to get things moving. I wouldn't get a reprieve from a long day of drilling and training in the morning, and the longer they lollygagged in there, the more I'd hate them tomorrow. 

The door blessedly opened and Ayla came storming out, her face red and eyes wet. I expected the rest of the party to come after her—or least her wizard friend—but the door shut behind her, and she stood there, breathing heavily and fighting back tears. 

"Your Majesty?" I said, softly. "Are you all right?"

She looked up, seeing me for the first time, and quickly wiped her cheeks, as if embarrassed that I'd seen her in such a state. Clearing her throat, she plastered a very fake smile on her face and beamed at me. 

"Ward, I think I'm ready to go to bed now." 

"Of course." I bowed my head. "I'll follow your lead."

As before, it wasn't long before we were walking side-by-side, though her gaze was unfocused and distant. I wanted to press more, to ask what was on her mind, but I didn't know if it was my place. Still, I wanted to help. 

"Can I do anything for you?" I asked after a moment. 

"No," she said. "Not unless you can tell all the men in my life to stick their damn staffs up their asses."

I barked a laugh that I tried to cover with a cough, but she giggled and slowed her pace as we passed a window overlooking the gardens below. She turned to it, pressing her hands to the stone sill and looking up at the moon, taking a few long breaths. 

"I'm sorry they're not living up to your expectations," I said, after a moment. "But if you don't mind me asking, why don't you tell them to stick their damn staffs up their asses?"

"Because when I do, they tell me to go to bed because I'm being a child," she said with a long sigh. "And I'm just…" 

I waited patiently for her to complete her thought, but she stayed where she was. I wasn't sure if she was praying or merely trying to delay the inevitable. 

"Do you want to take a walk with me?" she asked, not looking at me. 

"Where?"

"Out there," she said. "It's a nice night, and I could use some fresh air. Otherwise, I'll just…be mad all night and get no sleep."

"We can't have that," I said. I might get in trouble, but I didn't care. "Shall we?"

⤖⤖⤖⤖

She led me to the gardens, stepping out into the moonlight and looking like a creature from one of the magical realms. The blue light of the full moon reflected off her skin, and she tilted her head upward to breathe in the air. I attempted to keep my distance, but she found my arm and threaded hers through it. If I hadn't known any better, I would've thought it a proper date. But considering how distraught she'd been, I let her take control. 

"The brooklime are blooming," she said. 

"Is that a flower?" I asked, dumbly. Of course it was a flower. "I'm not very well read in botany." 

"It happens so quickly that I didn't want another day to go by without seeing them," she said. "They say it was my mother's favorite flower, so my father planted the garden full of them." 

I nodded. "Do you remember her?"

"No, she died shortly after I was born," she said softly. "My father was inconsolable."

And yet, he'd married that fae woman, Leandra, within a year. But I didn't want to bring that up right now. "I'm sorry you didn't get to know them."

"You told me you were raised by your brother," she said. "Do you know your parents?"

"No," I said. "I don't even have an idea what they looked like, though I've heard I resemble my father." 

She half-smiled. "I've stared at their painting in the great hall for more hours than I can count. I have my mother's coloring, but my father's eyes, for sure. And his face, somehow." 

"You are beautiful," I stammered, the only thing I could think to say. "And they would both be very proud of you." 

"I'm sure the same could be said of your parents," she said, squeezing my arm with her other hand. "Come, let's check on the butterfly bushes. They're around the corner."

We walked slowly and in silence, but I enjoyed the way her hand felt on my arm, the way her body brushed against mine every other step. It felt natural to be here with her, to be strolling through the gardens late at night under the moon. I could tell her everything and anything, but I'd be just as happy in silence. 

Our circuit around the garden ended where it began, and I expected her to continue back to the castle. 

"Shall we keep walking?" she asked, her voice soft and emotional. 

"Your Highness?" I prompted. "Are you all right?"

"It's just us," she said softly. "Please, call me Ayla." 

"I would get in mountains of trouble—"

"It's just us." She turned to me, her eyes wide and pleading. "And I swear to you, I won't tell a soul."

I loosened a breath. "Very well. Ayla." 

"I like the way you say it." She smiled, her eyes twinkling. 

My stomach felt like it was going to fall out of my body. "The question remains: are you all right?" I asked, my voice shaky. "You seem… I don't know you very well, but something's wrong."

She dropped my arm and shook her head, walking to the bench tucked into the butterfly bushes and sitting down. I hesitated for a moment before following her. 

"There are times when I feel like I know what I'm doing. And others I feel like Eoghan has his own plans that he'll let me know about when he feels like it." She shook her head. "I know he has my best interests at heart, but there comes a point when the counselor must let the queen rule." 

"Have you talked to him about this?"

"He always has some reason for why it's not quite right yet, something that makes me feel…" She sighed and tilted her head up toward the sky. "Stupid."

"You are certainly not that," I said. "You put that merchant back in his place."

"And then got yelled at for it."

"Which I don't agree with. You're the sovereign. You get to set the rules." I felt as if I were walking on thin ice, speaking so boldly. But after seeing the way she'd been coddled and berated at dinner, I felt compelled to remind her what a strong woman she really was. "And they can pound rocks if they feel differently."

She snorted and turned to me, a little smile coming into her eyes. "Pound rocks? Is that a saying from the border? Or is it from the farm?"

"The soldiers here, actually," I said. "But I think it fits. You shouldn't let them boss you around. You're the queen."

"Not yet."

"Queen enough," I said. 

Her gaze dropped to the grass beneath our feet again and she swung her dangling legs, barely touching the greenery. "I'd always hoped there would be this switch, that one day I'd feel like a queen. But the closer we get to the coronation, the more I feel like… I'm just going to be the same old me but with a heavy piece of metal on my head. Eoghan will still make all the decisions, and I'll just be an ornament."

"Somehow I don't think you're capable of being an ornament." 

I didn't get the smile I'd hoped for, but she did soften somewhat. "I also… I don't know if I'm capable of ruling without Eoghan's guidance. I know I should be. But… As you saw tonight, I still can't seem to keep everything straight. Maybe it would be for the best."

I glanced down at her hand, resting on the stone bench, then gently moved mine to cover hers, taking a chance. She looked up at me with wide eyes, but didn't pull away. There was an innocence there, and something told me that this might've been the first time she'd asked a guard to accompany her to the gardens. 

"I think I know what you should do," I said, softly. 

"What?"

"Abdicate." 

Her brow furrowed, and she yanked her hand from mine in horror, rearing back until she perhaps noticed my mischievous smile. "That is not funny," she said. "If I abdicate, there would be no one left to protect our kingdom, our people."

"Sorry. But you looked so forlorn, I didn't know what else to say," I said, ducking my head in an attempt to show humility. 

She settled back down, resting her hand next to mine once more. "You don't look sorry. You look like you thought it was a wonderful joke." 

"Because…" I turned toward her, reclaiming her hand with mine. "Because I think the fear you have is somewhat unfounded. After all, you've been preparing for this your entire life. This kingdom will flourish under your rule, even more than it has in the past." I held my breath and lifted her hand, bringing it to my lips. "You wouldn't let it be otherwise."

Her cheeks had turned beet red, but she made no move to remove her hand from mine. She licked her lips, and her gaze dropped to my mouth. If I hadn't known better, I would've thought she was expecting me to kiss her. And damn it all if I didn't desperately want to. 

"I should get you back to your room," I said.

"Or we could stay here a little longer," she replied with a soft smile. "I like listening to you tell me I'm not going to ruin everything. I might even start to believe you." 

I straightened, inching closer. "Is there anything else you'd like me to say? You're the princess. You can command me." 

"I'm not that kind of princess," she said, mirroring my movement and leaning in. "Though it would be—"

"Here you are." 

I jumped so fast I practically landed in the bushes behind me and Ayla stood up quickly, smoothing the folds of her dress with a bright red face. The wizard's apprentice stood in the clearing, a scowl on his face. I kept a wary eye on that staff of his, expecting him to use it on me at any moment. 

"C-Cade," Ayla said, her voice high. "What's the matter?"

"Bronwen said you hadn't made it to your room yet, so I went searching for you." He turned in my direction, glaring at me. 

"I asked Ward to take me out to the gardens for fresh air," she said, a little hotly. "I don't think I'm bound by any schedule, am I? Least of all one set by my maid."

Cade softened as he looked at her. "Of course not, but we do worry when you disappear. You should've told someone."

"I was here with a guard," she snapped. "I was fine."

"Clearly." His angry gaze turned to me again, and I found myself wondering just how quickly I was about to be sacked. The princess might vouch for me, but her handlers seemed to have other ideas about what should and shouldn't go on in the castle. 

"Cade, please," Ayla whispered. "It's been a long night."

He held out his arm. "Then let's get you to bed and we can talk about it."

"Cade," Ayla said, a little more forcefully. "I will head to bed in a moment, I promise." 

"I would feel much better if I took you myself." 

"Fine," she huffed, grabbing the front of her skirt and marching forward. She barely acknowledged the wizard as she passed him, but she did offer me one final, longing look that told me she might not have been so opposed to a kiss after all. And that was worth whatever trouble the apprentice caused for me—even if it meant orders back to Críoch. 

"Fascinating." 

I spun on my heel to face the apprentice's master. Eoghan had his chin in his hand, observing me as if he were making a decision about something. 

"Sir," I said, swallowing hard. "I can explain—"

"No need," he said, waving his hand. "But I do need you to come with me." 







CHAPTER 

FIVE

Cade




I'd known that guard was trouble the moment I'd laid eyes on him. I'd intended to find Ayla in her room, to try to explain Eoghan's thinking. But when she wasn't there, I had a hunch she'd absconded with that damn scoundrel. I was just grateful I'd gotten there when I did. 

Ayla, however, didn't seem to share my sentiment. "I can't believe you just did that, Cade. I'm fine."

"Oh, yeah?" I scowled. "What were you doing with him?"

She gave me a very stern look. "That is none of your business." 

It was, because that damn knight had been making eyes at her the entire night. I'd thought my princess smarter than that. He wasn't even of noble birth, having fought and wooed his way into the elite guard by brute strength and intellect. But his ambition was concerning. I wouldn't put it past him to be clamoring for the throne—using any means necessary. 

"Stop looking at me like that," Ayla said. "Ward is… Well, he's sweet. And he's fun to talk to."

"You can talk to me," I snapped. 

"I did," she said, turning on me. "And you dismissed me." 

I furrowed my brow, my mouth dropping open. "I did not."

She shook her head, exasperated, and kept walking. 

"I merely suggested that you might be better with a cooling off period," I said. "Eoghan knows what he's doing. That merchant wasn't going to listen to you."

"He would if Eoghan would get out of the way and let me handle things, for once."

I bit my tongue instead of reminding her that calling a dignitary from a neighboring kingdom a boor wasn't exactly "handling" things. "Ayla." I jogged forward to take her arm gently. "I'm sorry you felt like I was ignoring you. But that doesn't mean you should go around making out with random guards."

"I didn't make out with anyone." 

"Yeah, because I got there in time."

She yanked her arm from my grip and kept walking. 

"Do you like him or something?" I asked. 

Her face turned the color of a tomato, clashing with her auburn hair. "I told you, that's none of your business."

"So yes."

She let out a hiss and stomped away, slamming her bedroom door behind her. She wasn't usually so childish. Obviously, a princess and a knight were incompatible, and I was glad she at least knew that a relationship between them wouldn't be allowed to continue. No matter what that ambitious knight thought. 

⤖⤖⤖⤖

I couldn't wipe the image of Ayla and that damn guard from my mind, no matter how much I tried. Although we'd been friends for years, she'd never looked at me like that, never seemed so ready to be kissed. It burned at me to know someone could just swoop in and confound her. 

Eoghan was waiting for me in the vault, standing over the table in the center of the dungeon with my scrolls and notebooks still scattered about. "How familiar are you with the Pennlan stone?"

"As familiar as anyone, I suppose," I replied, knowing my master's penchant for mind games. "The fae call it the seod croí. It was gifted to the Pennlan king by a wizard then stolen by the fae queen after King Bresel died." 

"And you know it's very powerful." 

I nodded. "Not that anyone's used it in a few hundred years, but they say it's something to behold." I paused, furrowing my brow. "Does this have to do with my trial?" 

Eoghan smiled. "Cade, you've been ready to leave us here for months now, but something has been holding me back. The fae have been becoming more brazen, and I felt more comfortable with two wizards protecting our princess." 

I was somewhat flattered by his confidence in me, though I didn't think I was more of a deterrent than he was. "So my trial has to do with the fae."

He put his hand on the table, releasing a weary sigh. "I will let you in on a little secret, my dear apprentice. I'd never planned to stay long in this castle."

"What?"

"When I arrived here, there was a young king with an heir on the way, and he took me in and gave me a place to stay," Eoghan continued. "Up until then, I'd been traveling the lands in search of a place for my talents. Wizards are not known for staying long in one place, historically. But I was so taken by the generosity, I changed my mind.

"And when the king was dead, his young daughter without counsel, my desire to stay increased. It has been my absolute pleasure watching Ayla flourish from a precocious girl to a wise and steady ruler. But the itch to leave has grabbed me once more." He looked at me, his eyes full of mirth. "You see, it's not you I'm planning to send to another kingdom. It's me. I would like to venture to the other kingdoms, find their problems and solve them, the way I've done for Ayla."

I swallowed, my hopes lifting to the sky. "And me?" 

"You could stay, if that's what your heart desires," Eoghan said.

Did it ever. Perhaps I could even convince the princess I was worthy of being more than her friend. Unlike that knight, I had something to offer my queen. Protection, magic. And most importantly, loving her not for what she was but for who she was in her heart. 

"I could be convinced," I said, after a long pause. 

"I thought as much," Eoghan said. "But there remain dangers at our borders. I firmly believe that if I left, the fae would take the opportunity to encroach onto our lands. You, alone, as powerful and skilled as you are, would not be enough. We need to arm our soon-to-be queen with the powers that are her birthright."

"The stone," I said softly. 

"Your task is to find it and bring it back for Ayla. Once you've done that, I will officially give this role to you and move on to another adventure."

His words rang in my ears. It was hard to keep myself from jumping for joy. Everything, everything would be resolved if I just…ventured into a dangerous enemy land full of magical creatures hell-bent on killing me and retrieved a stone that no one had seen in sixteen years. 

"Where do I begin?" I asked. 

He smiled and straightened. "There are three fae our soldiers recently arrested in Críoch. I gave them orders to hold them until you arrive and can interrogate them." His face grew serious. "To use the spell I taught you on a real fae, not just a theoretical one." 

I swallowed. "I will do my best." 

"You'll need to leave tonight. We can't be sure there aren't fae spies in the castle, or even some from our allies. If anyone asks where you are going, you are venturing to complete your trial."

"Very well," I said. 

"There is one more thing."

He swung his staff and the door opened, revealing the damn knight who'd almost kissed my princess. "I've asked Ward to accompany you."

I couldn't help scowling. "Why?"

"He's from Críoch," Eoghan said. "And can lead you there quickly. Besides that, he's the best swordsman in our guard and will ensure you reach the border swiftly."

I exhaled loudly, swallowing whatever arguments I had at the ready. Eoghan perhaps hadn't fully disclosed our mission, so after we reached Críoch, and I managed to extract the information from the fae, we would part ways and I could continue by myself. 

"I have the utmost faith in you both," Eoghan said. "But good luck."

⤖⤖⤖⤖

I returned to my room, packing a small bag with just the essentials. Críoch was at least a week's ride from here, and after that, I might venture into fae territory and have to carry what I'd brought on foot. I'd have to leave my personal library of well-worn books behind, unfortunately. 

But before I continued, I realized that I wouldn't be able to say goodbye to Ayla. She was probably asleep, and I could already hear what she'd say when she found out I'd left without seeing her one last time. I walked over to my bedside table and picked up the book that was sitting on top. I'd finished it the night before, and had been hoping to share it with Ayla so we could talk about it. But perhaps our conversation would have to wait until my return.

I scribbled a note on the first page, along with an apology for not delivering it in person. Using my staff, I transported the book from my desk in the vault to Ayla's in her room, several floors above. I wished I could transport myself there to tell her goodbye in person, but this would have to do. Such things were beyond wizard magic. 

With a heavy heart, I tossed my bag over my shoulder and headed up toward the stables. But I hadn't gotten to the first landing before there was a very unwelcome sight waiting for me. 

"Ready to go?" the knight asked. 

I took a moment to scrutinize him. Up close, my initial suspicions were confirmed—he really wasn't anything special. Why Ayla thought he was worth spending a few moments with in the garden, I had no idea. 

As I passed him, he turned militarily and began to climb after me. "Clearly, you don't like me."

"What gave you that impression?" I snapped, keeping my pace quick. "Why are you really coming? Is this some kind of punishment for you for almost kissing the princess?"

"I didn't almost kiss her."

I whirled around, my staff glowing gold as I prepared to blast him into next year. "You kissed her?"

"No." He smirked. "Have you?"

Instead of answering, I turned around and kept walking, forcing the magic back into my body so I wasn't tempted to use it on him. 

"Eoghan gave me the job of protecting you until we get to Críoch," Ward replied. "And that's what I'm going to do. You don't have to like me. But you should know that I will be upholding my duty." 

"I don't need protection," I snapped. 

"Then are you familiar with the roads and cities we'll be encountering along our way?" he asked. 

I slowed my gait. I…actually wasn't. I'd spent my entire life in the confines of this castle, barely even venturing into the rolling meadows outside the castle walls. 

"And what's in it for you?"

"It's a direct order." 

But he could pretend all he wanted—I saw right through him. 

The stables were quiet at this hour, and it irked me how very comfortably the soldier walked into a stall and prepared a horse for himself. I wasn't a novice by any means, but horseback wasn't my favorite mode of transportation, and I had to use a little magic to lighten the saddle as I put it on the steed I chose. I worked as fast as I could, but the knight was still ready before me. 

He kept looking around, as if waiting for someone. When I guided my horse up to meet his, he said nothing as he kicked the barrel of his horse and took off toward the front gates of the castle. I exhaled softly, hoping that the weeklong trek to Críoch would take half that, and followed. 







CHAPTER 

SIX

Ayla




I wasn't sure what exactly came over me in the gardens the night before. Perhaps the wine and brandy had made me brave, or perhaps I was just in need of some comfort. Or, maybe, I felt like I needed to control something in my life, and that knight was the handsomest thing to walk through the castle doors in years. 

Not only that, but he was… I sighed happily. He was sweet. He listened and seemed genuinely interested in what I had to say. His faith in me was unwavering—perhaps only due to my position as his sovereign, but there was an earnestness about him. It made me want to share every one of my deepest, darkest secrets with him. And when he looked at me, I was ready and willing for anything. 

Then Cade ruined it. 

I knew he was being protective; that was his way. But how he'd even found me in the gardens, I had no clue. If he'd just been five minutes later, I might've known what it was to be kissed. Then I would've been waking up with a smile, instead of scheming how to get that knight alone again without anyone the wiser. 

Bronwen arrived to bathe and dress me, braiding my hair and readying me for another day. I was so distracted that I barely remembered to mark the day on the calendar. For the first time, my impending coronation wasn't the only thing on my mind. 

I ate my breakfast in my room, as usual, watching the blue sky out my open window along with the occasional bird that fluttered by. It was a beautiful spring day; perhaps I could break away from the castle to take a ride in the countryside. And I knew just the knight I'd ask to escort me. 

"Ma'am?" 

I jumped, stuck in my daydreams, as Bronwen appeared in the doorway. "Yes, Bronwen?" 

"I was just checking to see if you'd finished your breakfast."

I shoveled three more unladylike spoonfuls of the gruel and berries into my mouth and nodded, not wanting to make her wait around because I was daydreaming. I wiped my face and sucked down my juice, earning a chuckle from my maid. 

"Don't choke, please," she said. 

"I'll try," I replied, taking another spoonful as I finished the meal. "Thank you." 

She took the tray and walked out of the room, and I finally noticed something new on my desk. An old book with a red cover and a spine broken from use—definitely one of Cade's. Perhaps a peace offering?

But when I opened the cover and read the inscription, my heart sank to my stomach. 

That little… 

I slammed the book shut and grabbed the hem of my skirt, stomping off in search of my wizard for an explanation.

⤖⤖⤖⤖

"Good morning, Your Highness," Eoghan said before squinting at me. "Do you—" 

I waved him off. "Has Cade left for his trial?" 

"He has."

"And neither of you thought it appropriate for him to say goodbye to me first?"

Eoghan closed the book he was reading and rose slowly. "Time was of the essence. But I expect him back, victorious, in a few weeks." 

"A few…weeks." I swallowed, my heart sinking to my stomach. "Do you think…?"

"I don't think anything could keep him from your coronation," Eoghan said. "But I couldn't wait any longer. We had an opportunity we haven't had in a while, and I thought it the best time to send him."

"What, did you find a dragon or something?" I snapped. 

He chuckled. "Not so much. Shall we take a walk to your office so we can speak in private?"

I would've rather just yelled at him in public, but I followed, swallowing my anger. Eoghan always had ulterior motives, and they usually ended up being some brilliant political strategy that made everything work out just fine. If he had his reasons for sending Cade, I would have to trust him. 
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