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For Sam. The heart has its reasons, whereas reason has lost its mind. 

This is also for my own darling prince and princess—may you never once believe you are alone in this world, so long as you know the truth and the truth of my love for you. 
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“EVERYTHING IN THE WORLD has a hidden meaning. 

Men, animals, trees, stars, they are all hieroglyphics. 

When you see them you do not understand them. 

You think they are really men, animals, trees, stars. 

It is only years later that you understand.”

~ Nikos Kazantzakis
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THE SMALL, PERSISTENT beam of sunlight crept through the narrow crevices of the distant mountains, its determined line breaking out from behind the clouds, cutting through the pockets of night and the early morning fog. Rose was transfixed by the sight before her, enraptured by the staggering amount of simple delight it gave her. The edge of Crystal Lake, for which the kingdom of Philip’s sister-in-law was named, was in sight at last. 

Now, Rose thought, all I have to do is get back to Rhone, and Magdalina’s reign will end. 

Rose glanced down at the ruby shining in the hilt of her sword. The slim beam of sunlight teased out its darkened red heart, where the dragon’s blood resided. 

A small burst of pride soared inside of her; Rose knew what the deadly jewel had cost her, but it was well worth the price she’d paid. Since leaving Poiyana, the city in the heart of the Romani territory, she had the power she knew she would need to destroy her greatest foe. 

Rose continued to stare at the scene before her, as she folded her arms and leaned back against the sturdy tree behind her. Good. We’re here. That means we can finally say goodbye to Natala. 

Rose wasn’t sure if she was happy to see the Crystal Lake Kingdom more for its beauty, or because it meant she would be free of Natala; the middle-aged woman traveled across the continent for her living, but it seemed more like she drew her sustenance from sucking the life out of her clients’ souls.

Not even the prickly bark grabbing the growing hair at her shoulders could dampen Rose’s spirits at the thought of leaving Natala behind. 

As he had promised, Nikolai, their guide through the Romani mountains, had introduced them to his sister, Natala. He had told them she was more than willing to lead them back through the worlds between the Romani territory and the small kingdom of Crystal Lake. 

Much to Rose’s dismay, it turned out Natala’s temperament was far from the gruff, philosophizing manner of her brother’s. Rose was certain she’d never known a woman more capable at setting her temper ablaze with her constant criticizing and perpetual moaning. 

Rose sighed and bowed her head, squirming only a little as her hair pulled free from the bark. On some level, she had to wonder if she deserved the small twinge of pain. She knew it was a very practical thing, to have a skilled guide along for the ride. It was also a very fortunate thing, since they were navigating across the Romani plains, traveling through the northern passages of Greek territories, walking through the Apylian Mountains, and drifting down the Gaullian riverways. Natala had promised, for half the price upfront, to take them to Crystal Lake, where Prince Derick, Philp’s older brother, would be holding court. 

She knew she should be grateful. 

But if she had to do it all over again, Rose would any other way to go; she would even choose to go by boat, a shocking revelation in itself, since they had been shipwrecked on an island and blown off course for days in their latest attempts to cross the great seas. Rose never thought she would be content to set sail again. 

She felt better knowing that she was not the only one who had trouble with the bad-tempered guide. Over the past several weeks, she had a wide range of small talks with her traveling companions, whether to talk them down from their irritation or to have them chastise her for her own disgust. 

Even Theo has had a hard time dealing with Natala.

Rose felt surprised, as she smiled her first fully genuine smile in weeks. The thought of her best friend struggling to hold back his temper was amusing in the worst sort of way. 

“You seem happy this morning. I hope you’re not thinking of drowning Natala in the lake,” Theo said. He appeared beside her suddenly, and Rose nearly jumped at his voice; she wondered if she had been that distracted by the scenery not to notice his approach. 

“I wasn’t,” she promised.  

“That’s good to hear. It would have been unpleasant to fight you for the privilege.” 

Rose laughed before she quickly covered her mouth with her hand. She knew she had to be careful not to wake anyone, especially Natala. 

“I wouldn’t worry about waking her,” Theo said, as if he had known what she was thinking. “Philip managed to get her some more wine last night, and she’ll sleep longer thanks to that.” 

“Well, thank God for Philip,” Rose whispered back, still trying to stifle her giggles. “We should have figured out her weakness weeks ago.” 

“I’m in complete agreement,” Theo said, “even if I would have to repent for it later.” 

“I don’t think God should hold it against you.” Rose rolled her eyes. “Surely he would not be adverse to us putting her to sleep, especially if it means we don’t actually kill her.” 

“There is no sin greater than another.” 

“Come on, Theo, let me rationalize any possible guilt away.” 

He smiled at her. “If we could only rationalize away the things we feel all the time.” 

Despite the simple, seemingly harmless reply, Rose felt the heat rise in her cheeks as she experienced a mix of guilt and mortification. There were some feelings she did wish that she could rationalize away, banishing them at the mere thought. She had spent a good portion of the trip trying to do just that, but there were plenty of reasons to keep that from Theo. 

She glanced over at him now, seeing the warmth in his emerald eyes, and she decided it was best to change the subject. “I guess we are getting closer to Rhone. You should probably be practicing all that priestly stuff again, if you are going to visit with your grandfather and Thad at the church in Havilah.”

“I might have been raised in the church, but I would have thought all this time traveling would have shown you I don’t intend to stay there.” 

His words were measured and calm, but Rose could have sworn there was a bite underneath them. She could not resist replying spitefully. “Well, all this time we’ve been traveling should have done a better job of drumming it out of you.” 

He shrugged as she huffed. He turned back to face the lake water, allowing her a moment to stare at him openly without fear or hesitation.  

Certain he was not able to see her expression, Rose allowed herself to blush without restraint. Over the past month since they had left Poiyana, Rose had been unable to forget that moment in the inn. 

Theo had been sitting across from her, his shirt was off since Mary had just finished applying a new layer of healing ointment to the wounds he had sustained in their fight against the Thorneback dragon. And while she was confessing the worst of who she was, he had only placed his hands around her face, and drawn her close to him. Rose was convinced if they hadn’t been interrupted, he would have kissed her. 

And she would have let him. 

Nothing about that moment had left her memory. She could close her eyes and slip into it all over again. Sometimes her dreams let her do more than remember it. 

Rose felt that tension inside of her return in vengeful force as she peeked over at him, as he stood next to her, looking out into the distance at Crystal Lake. 

Neither of them had said anything about it. 

But Rose knew she was thinking about it. And she had a feeling he was, too. For all their trouble with Natala and dealing with the harsh elements of traveling on the road, there were times when she would look up to see him watching her, or she would catch herself staring at him, and something would rise inside of her, and she would have to force it down again. 

She cleared her throat, trying to rid herself of any remaining wonderings. Rose had closed the door on romance and true love a long time ago, and she was not about to let anyone change her mind—not even Theo. 

“So,” she said, “how long do you think it will be until everyone else is up and ready to go?” 

“If you can convince them there will be a comfortable bed and a warm dinner, I’m sure it won’t take long.”

“I’ll make that Philip’s first job this morning then,” Rose decided. “He should have a better idea of what kind of hospitality we should expect here.” 

“From everything he’s told me so far, we should be quite welcome.” 

“He would be; it remains to be seen about the rest of us.” 

“Crystal Lake has a good reputation for taking in strangers,” Theo said. He reached over and pulled a lock of her hair free from the clinging crevices of the tree bark behind her. “And I have yet to see someone who wasn’t charmed by you.” 

Rose stiffened, paralyzed with fear and, to her self-horror, longing as well. Forcing herself to breathe normally, she stepped forward. She gripped her sword with renewed determination. “I guess I can always evoke Isra’s name,” she said, thinking of her younger sister. “Since she’s pretending to be engaged to Philip.” 

“I forgot about that. That would work, too. If the news has reached to this part of the kingdom, that is.” 

He was so infuriating, Rose thought. Theo was acting so ... so normal! She was standing only a foot away from him, suffering even while she enjoyed his company, as she had done an uncountable number of times before. Why was it different now? 

Or, she admitted very, very softly to herself, was it just harder for her to ignore how much she wanted him, now that she had admitted it? 

That moment of surrender, of submission, sank into her once more, and inside she reeled at its force.  

She needed to find another distraction, she thought. “How are your injuries?” Rose asked. 

“They seem to be getting better. Mary said the scars will still be visible across my back, but that doesn’t bother me.” He ran a hand through his black hair, pushing it back from his face. “I remember my dad and my uncle had plenty of battle scars.” 

“I guess it is a sign of accomplishment,” Rose said. She almost reached out for him, knowing it was hard for him to talk about his family even after so many years had passed. But this time, her pervasive and unpredictable thoughts kept her from offering him comfort. 

“Not everyone can boast of an encounter with a dragon,” Theo said. 

Rose nodded. “That alone should make it easy to promote you to the royal counsel.” 

His eyes gleamed appreciatively. “When you are Queen of Rhone, I will remind you of that.” 

You won’t have to remind me, Rose felt like telling him. But she only nodded again. 

Weighed silence passed between them again, as they looked at each other. Theo took a step closer to her. “Rose—”

They were swiftly interrupted as Natala’s voice screeched out in angry tones, crying out from their camp. “Oh, my head!” 

Rose and Theo both looked back. 

“Where’s my wine?” she cried. “Why didn’t someone get me up sooner? Why aren’t the rest of you up? We’re almost there. Get up. Get up!” 

“Great,” Rose muttered. “She’s awake.” 

“And she’s moving,” Theo said, cringing as various clanks and clashes rang out in the background as Natala began scrounging around, dumping out supplies and tripping over the others. 

“Let’s just hope she doesn’t get into Sophie’s tools again,” Rose muttered. “Sophie was not happy about all the iron filings in Natala’s hands, and Mary wasn’t able to help her remove them any.” 

“I’m more worried she’ll step on Ethan’s harp again. When she stepped on it last week, I was pretty sure Ethan was going to cry.” 

“On the upside, he has been doing better at his training, since his harp needs repairs,” Rose said. “I’ve noticed you’ve been teaching him more advanced techniques lately.”

“I’d still hate for his motivation to be compromised—or inspired—by Natala,” Theo replied. “We’d better get over there before everyone’s in a bad mood.” 

“I guess I better get Philip up.” Rose pursed her lips. “Natala is making this unpleasant.” 

Theo laughed. “We’ll make it through, Rosary,” he promised. “I said my prayers this morning.”
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“AND THIS IS WHERE YOU’LL be sleeping,” Philip said, as he gallantly pushed open the door to an unoccupied bedroom. “As you can see, it’ll be much more comfortable than camping on the ground.” 

“Humph! I wouldn’t have come up this far if I didn’t think it was worth it,” Natala grumbled. Her long hair, tucked back into a bun mixed with gray and brown, pulled free as she pushed past the others to enter her room. 

Theo watched with sympathy as Philip’s polite smile tightened with underlying irritation. The Prince of Einish was among the most even-tempered men he knew, but after weeks of Natala’s complaints, even he was clearly glad she would be leaving soon.

Of course, not soon enough for Philip, by the looks of it, Theo thought. But it was safe to say that was probably true for the rest of their company, too. 

“Well,” Philip said, “please feel free to ring for anything that you need.” 

“I can just tell you what I need now,” Natala said. “I’ll need some extra blankets, and I’ll need some laundry done, and something finer to wear while my laundry is getting done, and then I’ll need some spirits to drink so my poor knees and back will have some relief, and then ... ”

“Just close the door on her,” Rose ordered in a fierce whisper. “She’s not looking. We can say you didn’t hear her.” 

Philip, without hesitation, shut the door behind him. “I’ll be happy to tell her that I heard her, I just didn’t listen. I am a prince, after all. That stuff doesn’t fall to me. But I will be making sure that whoever it does fall to will be amply rewarded.” 

“Does Crystal Lake have any prisoners who might be up for the job?” Ethan scoffed. 

“They have a rule about cruel and unusual punishment here,” Philip said. 

“Too bad.” Ethan frowned. “After what she did to my harp, she deserves to be punished.” 

“I think Philip was saying that serving her would be too cruel a punishment, little brother,” Sophia said, as she came up and laid a comforting hand on his shoulder. “But either way, I’m sure someone will take care of her.” 

“We do have several craftsmen on staff, Ethan,” Philip said. “Derick is always hunting, so he makes sure he has plenty of repairmen around, too. I’ll be happy to take your harp down to the shops and see about getting it fixed up properly.” 

“I’d rather do it myself.” Ethan scrunched up his face. “It’ll give me something to do other than think about hitting her.” 

Rose cleared her throat, trying not to laugh. She knew Ethan still missed his harp instructor, Penelope. He worked hard to make sure that he kept up with his music, even though it had been some time since he had heard from her. While Ethan was able to send her a few letters over the last month, he knew it would be a long time before he was able to see her again. Rose did not want to see his innocent dreams of true love to be lost, and she did not want someone like Natala to cause him to lose hope.

“Alright, everyone,” Rose said. “Let’s not worry about Natala anymore. She is an older lady, and there’s plenty in her life I’m sure none of us have ever had to deal with. She’ll be gone from Crystal Lake before too long, and in the meantime, we need not bother with her ourselves.” 

“Thank the good Lord,” Sophia muttered. 

Rose turned her attention to Philip. “Alright, that’s taken care of,” she said. “Now, show the rest of us where we’ll be sleeping. Mary’s still tired. I’m sure a proper mattress will make her sublimely happy.” She glanced at the small fairy, who was sound asleep in the hood of her cloak. 

Philip returned Rose’s smile, and Theo couldn’t help feeling a twinge of jealousy as Philip took Rose’s arm and led her down the hall. 

I need to stop that, he thought to himself. There was no point getting jealous over Philip’s relationship with Rose. Not at the moment, anyway, when Philip was maintaining the pretense of an engagement with Isra, Rose’s younger sister. When Philip and Isra admitted the whole thing was a joke, or even a necessary falsehood to protect Isra and Ronan from King Stefanos, that would be the time for Theo to worry. 

Not that he would worry. Philip was a good man, and a good friend. He would treat Rose well. 

Theo frowned at his own thoughts. He should have been more concerned over the situation in Rhone rather than his jealousy. 

Since the assassination attempt on King Stefanos’ life a few months before, Rose’s mother, Queen Leea, had been imprisoned as the prime suspect. Isra and Ronan, also considered a threat, had been able to sneak out of the kingdom safely. They had no place to go—that was, until Isra was inspired to go to Einish and introduce herself as Philip’s soon-to-be bride. They were going to meet with Isra and Ronan in a few days in Einish’s port city, O’Lin. 

“What’s wrong?” Ethan asked, as he fell into step with Theo. “Aren’t you happy Natala is finally no longer our problem?” 

“Oh, I’m happy about that,” Theo said. “I was just wondering how Isra and Ronan are doing. I’m glad we are getting closer to seeing them again. Things have not been easy lately.” 

“When are we going to see them?” Ethan asked. “I’d love to show Isra my skills on the harp. Rose says she’s the better musician between them.” 

“She is,” Theo agreed, remembering when they were younger, Isra would delicately pluck at her harp while he bungled about on his. Rose would sit and compare notes with Ronan on how to turn it in a bow before managing a poor rendition of her scales. He smiled; over ten years had passed since then, but he had never forgotten how graceful Rose looked as she played, while she concentrated on her notes. 

Ethan rubbed his shoulders, where he had tied his bag back earlier. “My shoulders hurt. I’m glad we can rest here for a few days.” 

“How are you feeling?” Theo asked. “We’ll likely have some time later to train. Would you want to work on your sword skills some more?” 

“No,” Ethan scoffed. “But I will, because it’s training. And this is not vacation.” 

Theo smirked. “Did you hear Rose say that as we can into the palace?” 

“Yes.” Ethan grinned.

“I thought as much. You might want to try to make it sound more innocent next time you imitate her. That way she will not realize you’re making fun of her.” 

“Noted.”

Theo glanced back up at Rose, just as she glanced back at him. 

She hurriedly turned back to Philip. He could hear her asking about supplies, and paid attention to Philip’s response long enough to know it was a needless question. 

Rose was still avoiding him.

Weeks on the road had not let her forget that moment they shared. Theo felt a rush of satisfaction; it was good to know if he was suffering, he was at least not suffering alone. 

Now, he thought, the trick was just to make her suffer enough that she admitted it. 

A new voice called from down the hall. “So I hear my younger brother has come to visit, and he didn’t feel the need to let me know he had arrived properly.”

“Derick!” Philip cried. 

Theo watched as Philip turned and hurried to rush over to his brother. It made him miss his own brother, Thad, who was helping their grandfather tend to religious matters back in Rhone’s capital city, Havilah. 

Philip’s blatant devotion to his brother was heartwarming, Theo thought, as he watched his friend embrace the King of Einish and Crystal Lake. The feeling of trust and affection between them was mutual.

“I didn’t know you were here,” Philip said. “I thought you were with Mother back in Einish.” 

“I was, for a little while,” Derick said. “You’ve been gone for over half a year, little brother. There are reasons that demand I travel.” 

“I’m sure Mother is one of the reasons,” Philip remarked, his voice jovial. 

“Yes, but there are other reasons as well, and, seeing as how they are kingdom business, I will be sure to fill you in on them later.” Derick laughed, a full-throated laugh that reminded Theo of Philip. 

It was not the only thing about them that was similar. Like Philip, Derick had copper-colored hair, even though it was a slightly darker shade. There were similar lines in their faces, with sharp eyes, and a round boyishness that, without a beard like his brother’s, made Derick seem younger. 

As the two of them exchanged affectionate barbs, both defending and deriding their mother’s habits, Theo remembered Philip telling him that his father had died when he was very young. As he watched the two of them, he had a feeling Derick served as a father figure for Philip as well. 

“Is Juliette here with you?” Philip asked. “I’d love for the two of you to meet my new friends.” 

Derick glanced over Philip’s shoulder. “I’d love to meet them now,” he said, waving them over. “Juliette is preoccupied, relaxing in one of the natural hot springs.”

“I’d forgotten about the Crystal Lake springs,” Philip said. He looked up at Derick with a quizzical expression. “Is she well? I know the springs are said to have healing powers.” 

“Plenty use the hot springs just to relax. But she’s more than well,” Derick said. “We just found out she’s pregnant.” 

“That’s wonderful!” Philip gave Derick another hug. “Congratulations.”  

“Thank you.” Derick gave him a sheepish smile. “We had to try to beat you for good news, I guess. I heard of your own engagement only last week.” 

“Oh, yes,” Philip said. “She’s just lovely, Derick. I can’t wait for you to meet her.”

Derick turned to Rose. “Well, she certainly is beautiful.” He graciously bowed to Rose. 

Theo might have laughed at the disgust on Rose’s face—he knew better than anyone that she hated it when people complimented her on her beauty—if he didn’t secretly want to punch Derick himself. 

Philip shook his head. “Not this one,” he said. “But Princess Rose is the older sister to Princess Isra, my betrothed.” 

“Oh, well, my apologies, Your Highness,” Derick said.

Rose gave him a cool look. “Rose, please,” she replied, keeping her tone light. “We are very grateful to be guests in your kingdom, Majesty.” 

“You are very welcome. Any friends of Phil’s are friends of mine,” Derick assured her. “Please, feel free to use the castle for whatever you need.” 

“Thank you,” Rose said. “I will.”

Theo heard the prim tone in her voice, and he knew Rose would make good on that promise. She would likely be raiding the stables for horses and supplies before the evening came, he thought. 

Philip quickly introduced the rest of them to the King. When Theo’s turn came, he was surprised when Derick reached out for his hand. 

“I’ve heard about you,” he said as Theo shook his hand, accepting the greeting of one solider to another. “I have some traders out in the Romani territory. They’ve told me about a man who fought the dragon of the Serpent’s Garden and lived to tell the tale.” 

“Hey, that could have been me,” Philip stepped in. “I was there, too.” 

“I was the one who was actually with Rose when she got the dragon’s blood,” Ethan insisted. 

“I almost gouged out his eyes,” Philip said. 

“That reminds me,” Ethan said. “The dragon told me to hit you for that.”

“Enough,” Rose cut in. “Derick is the one who is talking to Theo. You really shouldn’t interrupt, especially when he was the one who saved me from the dragon in the first place.” 

Theo felt proud, hearing her words.  

“I’m sure it wasn’t Phil,” Derick said. “I would’ve heard his name for sure if it had been him. They said it was a knight of the highest order.” 

“Well, thank you,” Theo murmured politely. “But I am not officially a knight for the kingdom of Rhone.” 

“Then you should be knighted here, as a solider for my kingdom,” Deric said. “Of course, that’s assuming the rumors were true.” 

Rose stepped forward to stand beside Theo. “Of course it’s true. I just said he saved my life. He has the marks on his back to prove it.” 

“Well, that’s settled then,” Derick said as he stated retreating down the hall. “I have some meetings to get to, brother, so please excuse me. But come to dinner tonight, and we will feast at my brother’s return, and the arrival of the kingdom’s newest knight and champion. I’ll send out the servants to get you new clothes and anything else you might need.” 

Derick continued to ramble on for some time, and ended up talking to himself more as he turned the corner. 

“Well,” Sophia said, “he’s nice. But he seems distracted.” 

“He should be,” Philip said. “He’s going to be a father soon. And he hasn’t been the King of Einish for that long. My mother was regent for several years, before he married Juliette last year.” 

“Maybe it’s Rose’s fault,” Mary said with a yawn, groggy from a lack of restful sleep and long hours of travel. “He probably got distracted when he saw her.” 

“That reminds me, I do apologize about his remark,” Philip said to Rose. “He has heard more of your legend than anything about Isra. Many people don’t realize there are two princesses of Rhone.” 

“I know.” Rose snorted. “Not many people in Rhone know there are two princesses, thanks to the King and Queen. I can hardly blame your brother for not realizing it.”

Theo knew from her tone she was still irritated by it, however nicely she tried to hide it. He almost reached for her, but decided against it as Philip came up and placed his arm around Rose’s shoulders.  

“The world will know the truth soon enough,” Philip promised. “And anyway, Isra will still be a princess once you are Queen. So that should be an easy transition for you and Isra.” 

Rose rolled her eyes. “Let’s just get to our rooms,” she said. “I’m sure we’re all ready to relax for a few hours.” 

“Just for a few hours,” Sophia said with a giggle. “I’m going to see about finding those hot springs he was talking about.”

Theo allowed his attention to turn to their surroundings as Philip began answering the questions that came his way. The castle of Crystal Lake strongly reminded him of Rhone’s. It was in the classic style, with towers and winding steps. As they were currently walking through the keep, he saw it was furnished with various luxuries and even some fine art from around the world. 

They had arrived at the castle just before the midmorning hour, and the fog of the mountains had cleared to reveal a small, but durable castle. It must have undergone quite a few repairs and updates over the years, Theo thought as he allowed himself to reach out and touch one of the hanging tapestries. 

His hand stilled and he stepped back, looking up at the full picture. 

His eyes widened in shock, and he stopped in his tracks. 

“Queen Lucia,” he said, awed by the picture before him. 

The tapestry was very similar to the one his mother had hung so proudly in their house; the fairy queen looked outward, and he felt as though her eyes, such a pretty mix of green and blue, seemed to stare back at him—seemed to haunt him, the same way his past did. 

Theo felt his chest tighten. He remembered that night, when his Uncle Thom had hurried to burn his mother’s tapestry. When he had learned his parents were dead and someone had attacked his uncle. 

Does this one carry Magdust between its threads, too? Theo wondered as he studied it. He pressed into the fabric, but it was too finely woven for him to detect any Magdust. 

“Where’s Mary when you need her?” he muttered to himself, sighing as he stepped back. The others were already out of sight. He supposed it was just as well, since Rose was carrying Mary in her traveling cloak’s hood.  

Theo decided he would have to ask about the tapestry later. It was not only unusual that it was here—the legend of Queen Lucia and her gallant knight, Sir Benedict, who would become the first knight in Rhone, and eventually king as well, was more history of Rhone than it was of either Einish or the kingdom of Crystal Lake—but the idea that it was connected to his past, connected to the illegal Magdust trade, gave him cause for concern. 
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ROSE KNEW SHE SHOULD not let Derick’s greeting make her feel alienated, but even if she could disregard that entirely, divorcing it from her memory completely, she knew soon enough that she would have still felt like an outcast. 

Dinner was proof enough of that, she thought bitterly. She picked sparingly at her plate, full of foods she didn’t recognize. Rose didn’t even have time to learn the new foods by their names before some server came around, whipped her plate away, and handed her a new one. 

Beside her, Derick and Philip were talking and chatting uproariously, and seeing how much they genuinely adored each other’s company, Rose decided it would be unkind to blame that for her loneliness. 

The others were eating without complaint—even Natala, Rose noticed, hiding her smile in her cup as she peeked a glance over at the surly guide. Sophia and Ethan were comparing different dishes, while even Mary seemed overly delighted by the pastries. 

I should have sat next to Theo. She glanced across the wide table at her best friend, as he sat at Derick’s left hand. Theo met her gaze and gave her a look she knew meant he was counting down the time to when he could escape, the same as she was. 

There was something else, too, she noticed. There was a distracted quality to him. Something was on his mind. 

She caught his eye. “Are you okay?” she mouthed to him. 

He nodded, and the he titled his head in Ethan’s direction. Rose glanced over just in time to see the younger boy grab a chunk of meat and stuff it into his mouth, before gnawing on it hungrily. 

Theo’s eyes widened, and then he gave her a half-smile, silently letting her know Ethan seemed to be willing to eat for two of them, or even more, so there was no need for him to be overly excited about dinner. 

Rose shrugged back as she smiled, glad she could still talk to Theo, even if with a table between them. 

Really the only one who was supposed to be eating for two was Derick’s wife, the Queen of Einish and Crystal Lake, who was sitting at the other end of the table. Rose noticed that Juliette didn’t seem as interested in food as Ethan. 

If anything, Rose thought, the Queen was content to pick at her food as much as Rose was. Rose watched her for a long moment, and then realized that Juliette was probably as lonely as she was, given that Derick was preoccupied with Philip, and she didn’t know anyone else. 

At least I have Theo to exchange silent half-conversations, Rose thought. 

It was then that Rose realized Philip and Derick’s conversation had grown softer. 

She leaned over carefully, under the guise of reaching for her cup, straining her ears to hear. 

“ ... there are some issues that the people wanted addressed, so that’s why I came here.” Derick’s voice seemed to grow even softer as he added, “I didn’t want Juliette’s people to worry, and I didn’t want her to worry, either.” 

“I can understand,” Philip replied. “We can check things out for you. We’ll be headed in that direction before too long.” 

“I’m hoping that even though I know you are in a hurry to get back to Rhone, you’ll be able to get some idea of how to solve it. I can send some troops with you, if you are willing to lead them.” 

“I’ll ask Rose about it. She might prefer them to come after us, just to make sure we didn’t miss anything.”  

“I don’t want to impose on Her Highness.”

Rose could not stand it any longer. “What’s happening?” she asked.

Philip jerked around awkwardly, before clearing his throat. “Well, Derick, you do know of Rose’s reputation. She might be able to do something.” 
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