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Kaida's boots struck the stone floor with each step echoing loud through the corridor, and she kept her shoulders back, chin level, even though her hands wanted to shake. Through the tall windows she could see soldiers in the courtyard, their formations tight, appearing small from this height.

A servant rounded the corner and nearly collided with her, his face white as he stammered, "Your Highness. Your father—he's asking for you."

Her stomach dropped but she nodded once, dismissing him with a flick of her fingers before the corridor stretched ahead and she walked it, counting her breaths—in, out, in—while her chest felt too tight. The stairs came into view and she climbed them slowly, forcing herself not to run.

At her father's door she stopped and pressed her palm flat against the wood, feeling how cool and solid it was before pulling her hand back, curling it into a fist, breathing once, then pushing the door open.

Too many people crowded the room—physicians in dark robes clustered by the bed with their heads bent together while court advisors murmured in corners. The smell hit her immediately, herbs and something acrid underneath, and she stayed in the doorway as several men noticed her, bowed, and shuffled out while two approached.

Doctor Rhael, whom she'd known since childhood, stood before her with his face lined and drawn.

"How is he?" The words came out level though her throat felt raw.

Rhael's mouth opened and closed before he managed, "Poisoned, Your Highness. We're still trying to identify—" He stopped, his hands twisting together. "We're doing everything we can."

Her fingernails bit into her palms as she asked, "Will he survive?"

Silence stretched between them before Rhael's gaze dropped to the floor, his shoulders sagging as he said quietly, "I hope so."

The room felt airless while Rhael continued talking—something about waiting outside, about trying another treatment—but his voice sounded far away and she watched his lips move, nodded, then watched as he and the others left.

Just her and the bed now.

Her father lay against the pillows with his eyes closed, his skin having no color while the blankets rose and fell with his breathing in shallow, uneven movements. She'd never seen him like this, not once—when her mother died, he'd stood at the funeral with his jaw locked and eyes dry, but now he appeared breakable.

Movement felt impossible as her boots remained rooted to the floor while images flashed through her mind—five years old with a wooden sword too heavy, his hand covering hers on the grip saying like this, tighter; ten years old with bruises up her arms from blocking wrong while he commanded again; thirteen with her first real blade and the weight of it as he warned you'll need this, remember that.

Was it all for this? Standing here useless while he—

"Kaida." His voice cracked through her paralysis and she crossed the room fast, grabbing his hand even though his fingers were cold—wrong—before sitting on the bed's edge with her armor scraping against the frame.

He opened his eyes and met hers, still sharp even now, scrutinizing her with quiet calculation.

"You'll recover," she said firmly, her hand tightening on his. "You'll be fine."

"I don't think so."

"Don't." Her free hand went to his forehead, brushing back his hair while her fingers trembled, and she pulled back as control started slipping. "Don't say that."

"What's happening outside?"

Her throat constricted as she stared past him at the wall. "General Satrion has it under control."

"How bad?"

She met his eyes. "They've held position for three days."

He pushed up on one elbow, his face twisting with pain—she realized with a jolt—and she caught his shoulder, helping him sit while his hand clamped on her arm, heavy and urgent.

"They're waiting for me to die."

"You won't—"

"The physicians can't identify the poison, Kaida, which means time." His grip tightened until she felt each finger pressing through her sleeve. "When they breach the gates—not if, when—you take the western tunnel with three men, no more, and go to your sister because Meredith will help."

"Stop." Her voice cracked and she swallowed, tasting copper. "We're not—I'm not leaving you here."

"Promise me."

Speech felt impossible as her jaw ached from clenching, but she nodded.

"You survive, no matter what happens—you understand?"

The tears came hot and fast, spilling down her cheeks before she could stop them—she'd held them for days through the physicians' grim faces, through the reports of enemy movements, through watching him fade hour by hour, but not anymore.

She tried to wipe them away but her hand came back wet, and when she wiped again, more came.

"Mother died keeping me alive." The words scraped her throat raw. "I can't—if you—I can't do this without you."

"Not your fault, never." His hand found hers again and squeezed. "Do you hear me?"

She nodded because speech was impossible while her breath came in short gasps, each one catching in her chest, and when had she started crying like this? She pressed her free hand over her mouth but it didn't help.

"Kaida, look at me." His voice was softer now.

She did, and his eyes were wet too.

That made it worse, and she bent forward, pressing her forehead against his shoulder while her whole body shook with no way to stop it, breathing wrong, thinking impossible.

His hand came up to the back of her head and held her there.

They stayed like that—she didn't know for how long—with her face pressed into his shirt where she could feel his heartbeat, too slow and too weak, and she wanted to scream at the physicians to fix this, to do something, to make it stop, but she just cried.

When she finally pulled back, her face was wet and hot, and she wiped it with her sleeve before meeting his gaze.

"Don't think about this," she said, her voice hoarse and wrecked. "Everything will be fine, like before."

His mouth curved barely as he said, "You said that when you were seven, after you fell off your horse."

His hand found hers again, his fingers pressing against her wrist—not holding but checking, the old habit of counting her pulse like he'd done since she was small, since the physicians had told him she'd never hold a sword, never lead, never fight.

His jaw tightened. "Your heart—"

"Will hold," she finished, though she didn't know if that was true, but she needed him to believe it.

She bent down and kissed his forehead, feeling how clammy his skin was.

"Trust no one," he said. "Everyone is suspect."

"We haven't found who did this."

"We know who gave the order."

Her hands curled into fists in her lap as she wanted to break something, wanted to find whoever did this and make them hurt the way he was hurting, make them beg.

"I'll kill them," she said.

"Stay away from them—promise me that too."

"I'm going to make them—"

"No." He tried to raise his voice but it came out thin. "Kaida, swear it."

A knock interrupted them and the door opened to reveal a servant with wide eyes. "Your Highness, General Satrion—they're advancing on the walls and he needs you."

She grabbed the edge of the bed, feeling the wood solid and real under her palm before standing.

The servant ducked out.

Her father's hand caught hers and she glanced down at him, at his face that used to be granite but was now just fragile, breakable.

She dropped to her knees beside the bed, wrapping her arms around him and holding on tight while his hand came up to the back of her head again.

"I love you," he said, and when had he last said it? She couldn't remember—before her mother died, before everything turned to duty and survival and war.

The words stuck in her throat but she forced them out. "I love you too."

She pressed her face against his shoulder, breathing him in—herbs and sweat and something underneath that was just him, her father—and she wanted to stay here, wanted to memorize this, wanted time to stop.

She pulled away and stood, her legs feeling weak as she walked to the door.

A glance back showed him watching her.

She turned away and made it three steps down the hall before she had to check again—he was still there, still watching.

She kept walking, and at the end of the corridor one final glance revealed the physicians filing back into his room.

Doctor Rhael touched her elbow. "Your Highness?"

She blinked and focused on the servant waiting by the stairs. "My armor—where?"

"Downstairs, the west chamber, we brought—"

She was already moving.

Her boots hammered the stairs, the sound echoing off stone as the west chamber door stood open with two maids inside, their faces pinched.

They pulled at her gown and she raised her arms, letting them strip it away while the air felt cold on her skin before metal scraped metal as they lifted the breastplate—heavy, the weight settling on her shoulders and pressing down on her spine. They buckled straps at her sides and pulled them tight, too tight, until air wouldn't come in full breaths.

Don't think about it, don't think about him lying there, don't—

Her hair next—they wound it against her skull and pinned it until her scalp hurt while she stared at the wall, counting the stones: one, two, three, losing count, starting over.

Don't cry, not now, not here.

The helmet came last, and one of the maids held it out while Kaida stared at it, just stared as the metal gleamed dull in the lamplight before she took it and lowered it over her head.

Everything narrowed to just a slit of vision now, the room darker and smaller while she could hear her breathing—loud, ragged, echoing inside the metal—with each breath coming too fast and slowing down impossible.

Her reflection caught in a polished shield leaning against the wall showed just eyes staring back, green eyes in shadow that she didn't recognize.

A sword belt at her waist—they buckled it—and another blade pressed into her hand with the leather grip familiar as her fingers closed around it.

She walked out.

The corridor churned with movement as servants ran past carrying buckets, bandages, and arrows, and she moved through them, down the stairs, through the main doors into the courtyard where soldiers shouted and civilians ran toward the inner keep while children cried. Smoke drifted over the walls and she could taste it through the helmet's breathing holes, acrid and wrong, as she turned toward the battlements.

General Satrion stood surrounded by commanders, and she walked toward them with each step clanging while her hands were slick inside the gauntlets—sweat or blood, she didn't know.

The commanders saw her, saluted, and dispersed while Satrion turned with his face grim and scarred from old battles, starting to talk about positions, reinforcements that wouldn't arrive, the west gate's weakness. She absorbed it and nodded when he paused.

"Understood," she said, her voice coming out steady through the helmet—strange, like someone else was speaking.

They climbed to the wall together.

She reached the top and stopped.

The enemy covered the landscape—thousands of them in black armor stretching as far as she could see with red banners snapping in the wind. Siege towers crawled forward on massive wheels while ladders already propped against the walls below scraped stone, and she could hear men climbing as archers drew back their bows.

Her knees locked.

She'd seen the reports and known the numbers, but this—there were so many, too many.

Her breath came faster now as the helmet felt too tight and air wouldn't come while looking away proved impossible, movement impossible.

We're going to lose. We're all going to die here.

Satrion was still talking beside her, his mouth moving, but she couldn't hear him over the roaring in her ears, over her own breathing echoing inside the helmet.

She needed it off, needed air, needed to—

"Your Highness?"

She blinked and met his gaze, his face concerned now and waiting.

"Understood," she said again.

The first volley of arrows rose like a dark cloud against the morning sky, and she watched them arc and fall before screaming started below.

Her hand tightened on her sword as the leather grip bit into her palm.

Survive, no matter what happens.

She took a breath, then another, making herself face the army again—thousands of them—while she was nineteen years old with her father dying and no idea what to do.

—-
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The west gate held for two hours.

Kaida heard it break from the battlements—wood splintering, metal shrieking, then the roar of thousands of voices at once rising like a wave.

They poured through the opening and she ran with her boots slipping on blood she didn't acknowledge.

He's upstairs, dying.

Into the courtyard where soldiers were already engaged, steel clashing and men screaming while civilians ran past her—a woman clutching a child, an old man stumbling, the child crying and maybe five years old.

Focus.

"Form up! Shield wall!" Satrion's voice cut through everything.

His soldiers moved and shields locked together, but there were too many enemies who kept coming, crashing against the line that bent, held, then bent again.

Kaida reached Satrion's position and raised her sword just as a man in black armor charged.

Impact jarred her arms and rattled her teeth, but she twisted and brought her blade down.

He fell.

She'd just killed a man, and the thought came distant and unreal—there was blood on her sword, his blood, and she should feel something like horror or guilt or anything, but she felt nothing.

Another charged and her sword barely came up in time, the clang of metal ringing in her ears as she shoved him back and swung again.

Connected.

He staggered and someone screamed to her left but she didn't turn, didn't acknowledge it as two more came—she killed the first, wounded the second while her arms burned and each swing got harder than the last.

I should be upstairs with him.

The air smelled like copper and smoke and sweat while her helmet made everything too hot and too close, and she could hear her own breathing, ragged and too fast.

How many had she killed? Three? Five? She'd lost count, and they weren't people anymore—just obstacles, things in her way, things keeping her from getting back to him.

"Princess! Fall back!" She didn't know who shouted and it didn't matter because she wasn't leaving.

You survive, no matter what happens.

But what if she didn't want to survive without him? The thought made her stumble and an enemy soldier swung at her head—she ducked, feeling the blade whistle past, too close.

Pay attention or you'll die here, and then his last order means nothing.

A group of enemy soldiers broke through the line—six of them moving together, coordinated, heading straight for Satrion.

"No." The word tore from her throat and she was already moving, cutting through the press of bodies while her sword caught an enemy soldier across the back and he went down, but she kept going.

Not him too.

Four soldiers surrounded Satrion now and he was fighting hard with his blade everywhere, his movements still precise even as they closed in, but they were wearing him down until one caught his shoulder—his armor held but he staggered.

"General!" She closed the distance fast.

The tallest soldier's sword found the gap under Satrion's arm and slid between the plates.

Time slowed as she saw the blade go in, saw it pull free, saw the blood—dark and too much of it.

Satrion's knees buckled.

"NO!" Kaida reached him and brought her sword down on the nearest soldier who blocked, but she struck again and forced him back even as Satrion was falling, his sword clattering on stone while his hand pressed against his side and blood welled between his fingers, dark and too much and too fast—

"No, no, get up." She grabbed his arm and tried to pull him to his feet but he was too heavy. "Please—Uncle Sat, please—"

She hadn't called him that in years, not since she'd decided she was too grown up for childish names.

His hand found hers and squeezed weakly while he tried to tell her something—his lips were moving—but blood came up instead, spilling over his lips.

Five years old on his shoulders, laughing as he spun her in circles: "Higher, Uncle Sat! Higher!"

His eyes found hers through her visor.

"Don't." Her voice broke. "Don't leave me—everyone's leaving—"

His hand tightened on hers in one last squeeze, and then his eyes emptied with no transition, no fading—one moment he was there, the next gone.

"No, wake up—Uncle Sat, wake up!" She was shaking him now with her hands on his shoulders, but his head just lolled to the side.

Her hand was still on his arm, still holding, as though if she didn't let go he'd come back.

She'd seen death before and had killed men today, but this was different—this was Satrion who'd carried her on his shoulders when she was small, who'd never once treated her like she was fragile even when everyone else did, who'd promised her father he'd keep her safe.

And now he was—

Someone was screaming his name over and over, raw and broken—was that her? It sounded so far away.

The battle raged around her with soldiers shouting and steel on steel, but it all felt distant and muffled, like she was underwater.

She was kneeling in his blood, warm and soaking through her leggings, sticky against her skin, while her father was dying upstairs and Satrion was dead at her feet and everyone she loved was—

A soldier hit her from behind and the impact knocked her forward over Satrion's body, her hands landing in his blood.

She glanced down at her gauntlets—red, dripping.

Her rage crystallized into something sharp and cold and precise.

She stood and turned.

The soldier who'd hit her took a step back, and something in her face must have frightened him.

She raised her sword.

She didn't remember killing him or the next one either, or the one after that—she just moved and cut and killed for Satrion, for Father, for everyone they took.

The courtyard was lost with black armor everywhere and red banners while the enemy kept coming, but she needed to get to her father.

She ran and cut down anyone in her path, her sword slippery now with blood and sweat—she didn't know, didn't care—until she reached the main hall and the stairs.

Hold on, please hold on, I'm coming.

She took them two at a time while her chest tightened.

Not now, please not now.

The familiar flutter started under her ribs—her heart skipping, racing, stuttering—and she pressed her free hand against her breastplate, breathing and counting: four counts in, hold, four counts out.

The flutter settled enough to keep moving.

Enemy soldiers were already there, climbing toward her father's chambers.

"No!" She hit the first one hard, driving her shoulder into his chest so he fell backward and took two others with him. She pressed forward and her sword found flesh, then bone, cutting off the man's scream.

More came and she held the stairs, killing one and wounding another while her arms shook with each swing, each one harder than the last as her lungs burned and the helmet suffocated her.

She killed another soldier, then another, before three more took their place.

She was going to die here—the thought came distant and calm as she tightened her grip on her sword, her legs trembling but staying upright.

Keep fighting, just keep fighting.

A soldier swung at her head and she ducked too slow—the blade glanced off her helmet and the world lurched sideways. She grabbed the wall but her vision blurred and she hit the floor.

Get up, she had to get up, but her legs refused to cooperate.

Boots on the stairs, lots of them, surrounding her—too many to count. She tried to lift her sword but her arms wouldn't respond.

This was it.

The soldiers parted and someone else was coming up the stairs—tall, confident—while the soldiers straightened and pulled their shoulders back.

Kaida tried to focus through the haze of pain, her vision blurring at the edges, but she could see him clearly enough.

He reached the landing in armor that was black like the others but fitted perfectly to his frame—broad shoulders, athletic build—and on his breastplate worked in gold thread, an eagle caught the torchlight.

One of the commanders stepped forward and saluted. "Prince Theron."

The name cut through the fog in her head.

Prince Theron—the man who'd ordered her father's poisoning, who'd sent assassins in the dark like a coward, who'd laid siege to her home and killed her people, who'd destroyed everything.

Her hands curled into fists.

Get up, kill him.

Trying to stand made her legs give out and she slumped back against the wall.

Her sword—where was her sword? A few feet away, might as well be miles.

Theron moved closer, stopped a few feet away, and studied her while she stared up at him, trying to memorize his face through the helmet—this was the man, right here, the one responsible.

Then he reached up and removed his helmet.

Dark hair, sharp features, young—mid-twenties maybe—and his eyes swept over her once, assessing, examining her like she was a problem to solve.

He studied her for a long moment, then glanced at his commander without breaking his focus on her.

The commander gestured to three soldiers who moved in.

No, not without a fight.

Kaida lunged for her sword and her fingers closed around the grip before a boot came down on her wrist hard, pain shooting up her arm while her hand spasmed open.

She swung with her other fist and caught one soldier across the jaw, his head snapping to the side—it felt good, hitting him felt good.

Trying to swing again failed when two of them grabbed her arms and hauled her up, and she twisted in their grip, driving her knee into one's stomach even though he grunted but didn't let go.

Her chest tightened again with the flutter, but she breathed through it and kept fighting until the other two grabbed her and one kicked her legs out from under her, her knees slamming into stone with pain shooting through her joints though she didn't make a sound.

They held her there kneeling like a criminal awaiting execution.

Everyone was watching—the soldiers on the stairs, the ones in the hall below, all of them staring.

The wounded soldier stepped forward and grabbed her helmet, yanking it off so her hair spilled free, down past her shoulders and over her armor.

Silence, complete silence, and even the sounds of battle from below seemed distant now.

Theron stared, his eyes widening slightly—the only crack in that cold mask—and his gaze moved from her face to her hair and back to her face.

A woman—they'd been fighting a woman.

His eyes swept over her again, noting the way she was breathing too hard, the way her bound hands pressed against her chest without her meaning to.

Let him see, let him see exactly who he just destroyed.

Kaida met his eyes and let him see everything—the hate, the rage, the grief she'd been choking on for days.

His expression shifted as surprise faded into something else—interest maybe, or calculation.

The wounded soldier drew his sword and pressed the blade against her throat, the metal cold and sharp as she felt it bite into her skin.

Do it, just do it, end this—at least then the pain would stop.

Theron's eyes snapped to the soldier, then back to her as that cold mask settled back into place, and when he spoke his voice was smooth and rich with an edge of mockery.

"A woman." He paused, letting the moment stretch before tilting his head slightly, studying her like she was some fascinating specimen. "Leading Valerians' army." Another pause as the corner of his mouth curved. "How... progressive."

Her nails bit into her palms as she forced the words through her teeth. "A man hiding behind thousands." She held his gaze. "How... brave."

His smile didn't falter—if anything it widened slightly, like she'd said something that amused him—before his expression went cold and he turned to the commander, the smile gone completely.

The commander gestured to the soldiers holding her, and they hauled her to her feet and started dragging her toward the stairs while she twisted in their grip, pulling against them.

"No—" Her father, they were taking her away from him, and she glanced back at the hallway, at the door to his chambers, so close but out of reach.

Father, I'm sorry, I tried.

"Let go!" She drove her elbow into one soldier's ribs—he grunted but didn't release her. "Let me—"

Theron walked past her down the stairs while the soldiers pulled her after him, and she fought, digging her heels in and throwing her weight backward, but it didn't matter because they were stronger and dragged her down the stairs, through the hall, and out into the courtyard.

The battle was ending with bodies everywhere and blood pooling on the stones, the smell hitting her—copper and smoke and something worse underneath, something sweet and rotting.

They dragged her past fallen soldiers, past civilians who'd tried to run, past Satrion's body still lying where he'd fallen.

I'm sorry, Uncle Sat, I couldn't save you, I couldn't save any of them.

A wagon waited near the gate—small, wooden, more like a cage than a transport.

The soldiers shoved her toward it and one grabbed her wrists, lashing them together with rough rope, the fibers biting into her skin while pulling free proved impossible and he just tightened the knots.

They opened the cage door and pushed her inside where she stumbled and hit the far wall, the space barely large enough to crouch in with standing upright impossible and movement restricted.

The door slammed shut with a lock clicking.

She lunged at it and grabbed the bars. "Wait—"

No one acknowledged her.

She pressed her face against the bars through the narrow opening where she could see the courtyard, her home, bodies and smoke with enemy soldiers everywhere, and beyond them the main hall where her father was.

"No, no, please—" Her voice cracked as she shook the bars. "I have to—he's still—"

The wagon jolted and started moving.

"NO!" She screamed it loud enough to tear her throat, loud enough that someone had to hear, but no one came.

The wagon rolled forward through the gate and past the walls she'd defended hours ago, away from everything, and looking away proved impossible as she watched through that narrow opening—her home shrinking with the towers, the walls, the window to her father's chamber.

He was still in there, dying or already dead, and she'd left him.

You survive, no matter what happens.

Her hands tightened on the bars until her knuckles went white.

Elspeth—the woman who'd raised her after her mother died, who'd braided her hair when she was small, who'd taught her to read and write and be a princess—dead probably, or dying.

The soldiers who'd trained with her since she was ten, who'd taken her seriously even when others laughed, who'd fought beside her today—dead.

Satrion, her father's most trusted general, the man who'd carried her on his shoulders when she was five—dead, and she'd watched him die.

The wagon rolled on through trees now with just trees and enemy soldiers on horseback riding alongside as her home disappeared behind the hills.

Gone.

She sank to her knees on rough wood that smelled of old hay while a small window cut into the side let afternoon sun stream through.

It was a beautiful day, and her father was dead and it was a beautiful day.

She pressed her bound hands against her mouth as breathing became impossible while her heart was doing the thing again—racing too fast, skipping beats, trying to break through her ribs—with the pain spreading across her chest and down her left arm.

Seven years old, the physician's face: "She won't live past twenty." She was nineteen.

She focused on breathing—four counts in, hold, four counts out—and the pain didn't stop, never did, but it dulled enough.

Nobody knew, not Satrion, not the other soldiers, just her father, and now he was gone.

She'd gotten good at hiding it—the moments her vision blurred, the times she had to lean against walls to stay upright, the nights sleep was impossible because her heart wouldn't slow down—learning to make it look like exhaustion, like normal fatigue, like she was just like everyone else.

Her father had made her promise once that if her heart gave out she'd stop fighting, and she'd broken that promise every day since.

The tears came—different from this morning when she'd cried in her father's room and held him and sobbed like a child—because this hurt, this felt like it was tearing something loose inside her chest, something that had been holding her together, with no way to stop it, breathing wrong, each sob feeling like it was ripping through her lungs.

She tried to be quiet and pressed her hands harder against her mouth, biting down on her palm, but it didn't help.

She cried until her throat ached, until her eyes burned, until there was nothing left but this hollow feeling in her chest.

The wagon kept moving while she crawled to the small window and stood on her toes—difficult with her hands bound—peering out to where the courtyard was far behind now but she could still see movement, soldiers, lots of them, with one figure lying motionless near the well though identifying them from here proved impossible and didn't matter because they were dead.

She watched until vision became impossible, until the road curved and trees blocked her view, and then she was staring at nothing—just forest and trees and soldiers and the road stretching ahead.

She sank back down and ran her hands along the walls of the cage, searching for what? A loose board? A weak point? Nothing—just solid wood and iron bars.

She'd promised her father she wouldn't get caught, and she'd failed, the thought sitting heavy in her stomach and making her want to vomit.

She pressed her forehead against the wall where the wood was rough and warm from the sun while she could hear birds outside singing like nothing had happened.

Her father was gone, her home was gone, everyone she'd known—gone, and she was alone.

The tears came again, quieter this time, just leaking from her eyes hot and steady, and stopping them felt pointless—what was the point?

The wagon rolled on as the afternoon light slanted through the small window where dust motes drifted in the beam, and her eyes felt heavy because she was so tired with proper sleep impossible for days, not since her father had been poisoned, not since everything had started falling apart.

She leaned against the wall just for a moment, just to rest her eyes while the rocking of the wagon was almost soothing—the creak of wheels, the steady rhythm of hooves on dirt.

Her eyes closed though she didn't mean to sleep, but exhaustion was stronger than she was, pulling her down into darkness where she didn't have to think about her father or Satrion or the kingdom she'd lost or the enemy prince who was keeping her here for reasons she didn't understand.
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Chapter 2
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Voices woke her—women's voices, soft and unfamiliar.

Kaida opened her eyes to gray stone she didn't recognize, the ceiling marked with cracks running through it like veins, and this wasn't her room or the cage either.

Where was she?

When her head moved the room spun, and she could see three women standing by the far wall, shifting between furniture and whispering to each other while their hands stayed busy with linens or clothing—she couldn't tell which.

She needed to sit up, but her body screamed in protest when she attempted it, every muscle refusing to cooperate until she fell back against the pillows.

The women saw her and one of them met her eyes before going pale, and then all three scattered toward the door and vanished into the hallway before the door clicked shut.

Kaida stared at the cracked ceiling and pieced it together slowly—the cage, the wagon rocking beneath her, her father's face pale against white pillows, Satrion collapsing, blood spreading across stone.

Her chest tightened and she placed her hand over her heart, sensing it skipping and stuttering against her ribs while she counted: four counts in, hold, four counts out.

The rhythm settled but the ache remained.

She glanced down at herself and discovered someone had dressed her in a navy blue gown, the fabric soft against her skin and clean, though her armor was gone and her sword was gone.

Panic surged up her throat and she sat up too fast, the room tilting violently until she caught the edge of the mattress and squeezed her eyes shut, focusing on breathing and counting again until her vision cleared.

When the dizziness passed she swung her legs over the side of the bed, her feet touching cold stone—the floor solid beneath her and real.

She stood but her knees buckled immediately and she dropped back down hard.

Get up.

Second attempt came slower this time, her legs trembling but holding as she studied the room—tall arched windows, worn furniture that had seen better days, a writing desk with papers stacked neatly, a wardrobe against the far wall, and everything was old but someone had taken care of it.

This wasn't a cell.

She crossed to the window with each step deliberate and careful, her head feeling disconnected from her body like she was watching someone else walk across the room.

The glass was cold when she leaned her forehead against it, and outside she could see manicured gardens, stone walls, soldiers in black armor walking patrol routes.

Not Valerians. Her kingdom was gone.

The realization hit her like a physical blow and suddenly air wouldn't come as her father's face flashed through her mind—then Elspeth braiding her hair when she was small, Satrion carrying her on his shoulders, the soldiers who'd sparred with her since she was ten, the servants who'd snuck her sweets from the kitchen—all of them dead.

Her heart started racing with the rhythm all wrong, too fast and skipping beats while the pain spread across her chest and down her left arm, and she caught the window frame and held on.

Just breathe, you have to breathe.

There was a chair near the window and she collapsed into it, clutching both hands over her heart and feeling it hammering against her ribs while she forced it to slow down.

You're alive—that's what he wanted.

But everyone else was dead and she was here.

She sat there until her breathing evened out, until the pain became something she could bear, until she could think clearly again.

Someone knocked.

She glanced up as the door swung open and two women entered, one carrying a tray while neither would meet her eyes. The first set the tray on the small table beside her chair—soup, bread, water—then hurried out, and the second lingered for a moment, studying Kaida's face before following.

The door shut.

Kaida stared at the food while wondering when she'd last eaten—before the battle, before everything fell apart.

She reached for the water glass then stopped, thinking: poison, they'd poisoned her father.

But she picked up the glass anyway because if they wanted her dead she'd already be dead, and she brought it to her lips and drank, the water burning going down since her throat was raw from screaming, from crying, from breathing dust in the cage.

She drained the glass.

Then she stood and walked back to the window, opening it so cool air rushed in carrying the scent of rain, and she leaned out and peered down—three or four stories with guards positioned below at regular intervals.

No way out.

The door opened again.

She pivoted.

He was tall and moved with that same controlled precision she remembered from the stairs—Prince Theron, the man who'd ordered the attack, who'd sent his soldiers through her gates, who'd stood there watching while they dragged her away from her dying father.

Her hands curled into fists.

He wasn't wearing armor now, just dark trousers and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and without the armor he appeared younger, less like a conqueror and more like someone she might pass in a market and never notice.

But there was nothing ordinary about the man who'd destroyed everything she'd ever known.

She hated him—the hatred sat heavy in her chest, sharp-edged and constant, and every time she saw his face she pictured Satrion falling, saw her father's pale skin, saw bodies scattered across her courtyard. Every breath she took in his presence was like swallowing ash.

He shut the door and crossed the room with his eyes never leaving her face, like he had every right to examine her, to study her, to be here.

I could kill you.

The thought was sharp and clear—she wanted to drive a blade through his chest the way his soldier had driven one through Satrion, wanted to watch his eyes go empty, wanted him to understand a fraction of the pain he'd caused.

He stopped a few feet away and observed her, then the open window behind her, then back.

"Thinking of jumping?" His voice was smooth and carried that same mocking edge from before.

I'm thinking about pushing you out of it.

She said nothing because if she opened her mouth now she'd scream, and screaming wouldn't help, wouldn't bring anyone back, wouldn't change anything.

"I'd advise against it." He glanced past her at the drop. "Three stories—you'd break both legs at minimum."

"Good to know you care."

His mouth curved slightly. "I don't, but it would be inconvenient."

Inconvenient.

The word made her feel sick—her people were dead and she was an inconvenience.

She gripped the window frame harder, her nails biting into the wood until she sensed splinters pierce her skin, and the pain helped because it kept her grounded, kept her from doing something stupid.

He moved to the side, examining the room and running his finger along the edge of the writing desk like he owned it—which he did now, didn't he? This room, this palace, her entire kingdom.

The rage built in her chest until breathing became difficult.

"Not quite what you're used to, I imagine." He was still touching her things, inspecting them. "We don't have many guest chambers prepared—this was the best available on short notice."

Guest, like she'd chosen to be here, like she was visiting.

"Guest chamber," she said, her voice coming out flat and she was grateful for that because if she let any emotion into it she'd lose control completely. "Is that what this is?"

"What would you call it?"

"A cell." She met his gaze and let him see everything—the hatred, the rage, the burning need to watch him bleed. "A very pretty cell where you keep your prisoners before you decide what to do with them."

"Cells don't have windows," he said, facing her again. "Or furniture, or food." His attention dropped to the untouched tray. "You should eat."

She wanted to throw the tray at his head.

"What do you want?"

"To make sure you're alive." He tilted his head slightly, assessing her, and she despised that—despised being examined like she was something interesting to observe. "You appeared half-dead when we arrived."

"You could've just killed me," she said, forcing the words out steady even though her hands were shaking. "Like you killed the others."

"That wasn't personal—just war."

He said it so easily, like he was discussing the weather, like he hadn't just admitted to slaughtering her people.

Her hands balled into fists again as she ached to hit him, ached to wipe that calm expression off his face, ached to make him hurt the way she was hurting.

"War has rules," she said.

"Does it?" He stepped closer and she forced herself not to retreat, not to show weakness. "Your people fought, we fought back—that's the only rule that matters."

"Poisoning my father wasn't fighting back." The words came out sharp and venomous. "That was cowardice."

His expression didn't shift, and that made it worse somehow—that he could stand there with that same calm face while she was breaking apart inside.

"I had nothing to do with your father's death."

She laughed—the sound ugly and bitter. "Of course you didn't."

"If I'd given that order, I would tell you," he said, meeting her eyes without flinching. "I don't lie about my actions, princess."

"Don't call me that."

"It's what you are."

"I'm nothing now." The words tasted like ash in her mouth. "You made sure of that when you killed everyone I loved."

Something flickered across his face—too quick for her to read—before it vanished and that controlled mask slid back into place.

He was quiet for a moment, just watching her and taking in the dark circles under her eyes, the way she was gripping the window frame, the tension in her shoulders.

Stop staring at me like that.

"You took everything," she said, her voice cracking and she hated it, hated showing him any weakness. "My home, my people, my father."

The last word came out broken.

Why was she still here? Why hadn't he just finished it? Why hadn't he—

She couldn't finish the thought, couldn't voice it, because saying it would make it real and she wasn't ready to admit that part of her—some small, desperate part—had wished he'd killed her on those stairs.

"You'll learn that in time," he said.

"I want to know now."

"And I want many things." He shifted toward the door. "We don't always get what we want."

He reached for the handle.

"Was it quick?" The question escaped before she could stop it, and she swallowed hard, attempting to force the rest of the words out. "My father—did he—"

Her throat sealed shut.

Theron stopped and glanced back at her, and for just a moment his expression softened into something that might have been pity.

She didn't want his pity.

"I don't know," he said quietly. "We took the city, not the palace interior—your father was already dying when we arrived."

Already dying.

She'd known, of course she'd known, but hearing it confirmed out loud made it real in a way it hadn't been before, made it impossible to keep pretending there was still hope.

Her legs gave out and she caught the chair and sank into it before she fell.

Theron watched her with an unreadable expression and she wanted to scream at him to leave, to get out, to stop staring at her like that.

Don't cry, not in front of him, don't you dare.

"Eat," he said, almost gently, and somehow that made it worse. "You'll need your strength."

Then he left and the door clicked behind him and she was alone again.

Kaida sat in the chair and stared at the shut door, her hands shaking so badly she had to flatten them against her thighs though they wouldn't stop.

Her father was dead.

She'd known, but knowing and hearing it confirmed were different things—like the difference between seeing a blade and sensing it cut into you.

The tears came fast and she couldn't stop them as air wouldn't come through them and her chest seemed to cave in, like something was crushing her from the inside.

She clutched her hands over her face and sobbed—ugly, wrenching sobs, the kind that hurt.

She thought about her father's face, the way his hand had checked her pulse at her wrist, the way he'd gazed at her when he said I love you—like he was memorizing her.

She thought about Meredith, her sister who'd married into another kingdom years ago, and they hadn't spoken in so long—did Meredith even know what had happened? Did she know Kaida was alive? Did anyone know?

Kaida was alone, completely alone in an enemy palace with no one left who cared whether she lived or died.

You survive, no matter what happens.

Her father's voice, his last command.

But surviving seemed impossible—it was like he was asking her to breathe underwater, to fly, to do something no human could do.

She cried until her throat ached, until her eyes burned, until there was nothing left inside her but a hollow, empty sensation.

Then she eyed the tray of food.

The soup was probably cold by now, but she reached for it anyway and brought the spoon to her lips. It tasted like nothing, but she ate it because her father had told her to survive and eating was part of that.

You survive.

She would—she didn't know how or why, but she would, because that's what he'd asked of her and it was the only thing she could still give him.

She finished the soup, the bread, the water, then stood and walked to the bed and lay down on top of the covers, staring at the cracked ceiling.

Tomorrow she'd figure out where she was, what they wanted, how to escape.

Tomorrow.

Tonight she just needed to breathe, needed to remember that she was still alive even though everyone else was dead.

Her eyes shut.

She didn't mean to sleep, but exhaustion pulled her under anyway, dragging her down into darkness where she didn't have to think about her father or Satrion or the kingdom she'd lost or the enemy prince who was keeping her here for reasons she didn't understand.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3


[image: ]




The knock woke her.

Kaida opened her eyes to gray ceiling with the cracks she'd memorized by now—seven days in this room with the walls pressing closer each time she woke while servants came and went without meeting her eyes.

The door swung open and two women entered, moving with the practiced efficiency of people who'd done this a hundred times before. One carried a tray and set it on the table while the other crossed to the chair near the window and draped something across it—dark green fabric that caught the morning light.

The first woman faced her with hands folded at her waist. "After you eat, you'll bathe and dress, Princess."

Kaida pushed herself up on her elbows, the blankets bunching around her waist. "Why?"

"Your bath will be ready after breakfast." The woman's voice was brisk and efficient, offering nothing beyond the simple answer, her expression carefully neutral in the way servants learned when working in noble houses where curiosity could be dangerous.

Then they left and the door clicked shut behind them.

Kaida stared at the tray for a long moment before swinging her legs over the side of the bed, her bare feet touching cold stone as she crossed to the window first, drawn by habit to the one view she had of the world beyond this room.

Outside, the gardens stretched toward distant walls where guards walked their routes along the perimeter, black uniforms stark against the green in the same predictable pattern she'd watched all week.

She turned from the window and her gaze settled on the dress.

Forest green silk, darker than her eyes, the kind of heavy fabric that would pool at her feet when she walked, embroidered with gold thread that formed intricate patterns along the bodice and sleeves—flowers, she realized when she looked closer, intertwined with vines that spiraled down toward the hem, the kind of dress that took seamstresses weeks to complete and cost more than most families earned in a year, announcing wealth and status with every stitch.

Too fine for someone who never left a single room, too beautiful for a prisoner.

She reached out and touched the fabric, letting it slide between her fingers—soft, expensive, wrong.

The door opened again and servants streamed in carrying wooden buckets that steamed in the cool morning air, disappearing into the bathing room while one lingered near the doorway. "We can help you bathe and dress, Princess, if you'd like."

"I can manage," Kaida said, her voice rougher than she'd intended after a night of silence. "You can go."

The woman's eyes widened slightly but she nodded and gestured to the others, and they filed out faster than they'd entered.

Kaida walked to the bathing room and paused in the doorway, studying the green silk one more time before closing the door behind her and bathing in silence.

When she returned to the room, the servants were waiting.

They moved around her with the kind of efficiency that came from years of service, lacing the dress with quick fingers that never fumbled or hesitated while arranging her hair into something elegant and controlled, and she sat perfectly still and watched their reflections in the mirror, studying their faces and searching for some hint of what was happening, why today was different from the seven that had come before, but they revealed nothing beyond professional competence.

One of them stepped back, her head tilting as she surveyed their work. "You're ready, Princess."

Kaida stood slowly, the dress settling around her with a weight she wasn't used to. "Ready for what?"

"They're waiting to escort you."

"Escort me where?"

The woman's face brightened with genuine excitement as the careful neutrality cracked to reveal the person underneath. "It's the celebration, Princess—the war is over, we won."

Celebration, victory, won.

Her father was dead, probably burned or buried in a mass grave with the others while her kingdom was ashes, her home a ruin, her people scattered or slaughtered—and they were celebrating.

Kaida's hands found the silk at her sides and squeezed until the fabric bunched between her fingers before she forced them to relax, forced her face to remain still and expressionless. "I see."

The woman pulled the door open, revealing a young guard in the corridor beyond with his armor polished and his expression suggesting he'd rather be anywhere else.

"I'll escort you, Princess," he said, the title sounding awkward in his mouth.

Kaida stepped into the corridor and the door shut behind her.

She'd never walked these halls before, had only seen glimpses through her doorway when servants came and went.

The corridor stretched wider than her room, tall enough that her footsteps echoed off the vaulted ceiling while paintings covered the walls between tall windows—battle scenes mostly, some portraits, landscapes she didn't care to examine.

She kept her eyes forward and followed the guard's rigid back down two flights of stairs.

Her father was dying and she'd left him on those stairs with his hand reaching for her as they dragged her away, Satrion had fallen in the courtyard with his blood warm against her knees, her home had burned while she lay unconscious in a cage, and now she was walking down marble stairs in a dress they'd chosen, going where they wanted, doing what they commanded.

The guard led her through an entrance hall where servants waited against the walls, then outside through tall doors that opened onto a courtyard where a carriage stood ready—dark wood polished until it gleamed, brass fittings that caught the sunlight, horses stamping against cobblestones.

A woman waited beside it—one of the servants from earlier—and she smiled as Kaida approached. "Please, Princess."

Kaida climbed inside and the woman followed, arranging her skirts as she sat across from Kaida before the carriage lurched into motion.

They rolled through gardens Kaida had only seen from her window, following gravel paths that wound between flower beds and ornamental trees, past fountains where water arced and manicured lawns so green they looked unnatural—everything controlled and ordered, like someone had taken nature and forced it into submission.

The woman was watching her. "You look beautiful, Princess."

"Thank you," Kaida said, because that's what you say when someone compliments you, because manners were the armor she had left now that they'd taken her sword and her kingdom.

"The color suits your eyes perfectly."

Kaida's mouth curved without her permission, some automatic reflex her face performed when required to be polite, and she turned toward the window and let the smile fade.

They passed through iron gates and the city opened before them—streets packed with people, music drifting from somewhere, voices raised in celebration, black banners hanging from every building with that same golden eagle.

The same eagle that had been worked in gold on Theron's breastplate when he'd stood over her on those stairs.

Kaida's fingers found the fabric of her dress again and twisted.

The carriage slowed and through the window she could see their destination—stone walls thick enough to withstand sieges, stained glass windows that turned sunlight into color, spires reaching toward the sky while people crowded the entrance in silk and velvet and jewels that caught the light, nobles laughing and talking with the easy confidence of people who'd never known hunger or fear while servants in matching livery moved between them carrying trays.

"We're here," the woman said. "We'll use the back entrance, Princess."

Kaida stepped down from the carriage and followed the woman around the building where fewer people gathered and the noise from the street faded—a plain wooden door with a guard stationed beside it—and they slipped inside where the sounds of celebration became muted, just footsteps on stone and voices echoing from somewhere deeper in the building.

The woman led her down a corridor lit by oil lamps, through a doorway, and into a hall so vast it seemed impossible that walls could span such a distance.

Kaida stopped walking.

The ceiling soared overhead, supported by columns carved with eagles and crowns and wreaths that celebrated victories she'd never heard of while black banners hung between the columns, suspended from chains with that golden eagle on every one. The hall was packed with nobles wearing every color imaginable, their voices echoing off stone walls, their clothes expensive silks and satins and brocades.

Some of them turned to look at her as she entered, their conversations pausing while their eyes lingered—assessing, judging.

Kaida shoved her hands into the hidden pockets of her dress and kept her face blank.

The woman touched her elbow, guiding her toward the front of the hall where a raised platform held two thrones carved from dark wood and inlaid with gold—empty now, waiting, positioned so whoever sat there could look down on everyone else.

A voice rang out across the hall, "King Valdren Thaddeus and Queen Isolde Ravenna."

The hall went silent.

Two figures entered from a side door, walking hand in hand toward the thrones—he was tall and broad-shouldered with gray threading through dark hair, his face lined in ways that suggested he'd seen battles while his uniform was covered in medals that caught the light with every step, and she was smaller but no less commanding, elegant in a gown that floated around her.

The hall erupted in applause.

Kaida's body locked in place as the sound crashed over her—hands clapping, voices cheering, celebration for the conquest of her home.

The emperor began to speak with words about victory and strength and the glory of Ironveil, about how their armies had crushed their enemies and expanded their borders while the crowd listened with rapt attention, nodding at the right moments and applauding when he paused for breath.

Kaida stared at the carpet instead, counting geometric shapes woven in gold thread against black fabric to have something to do—one, two, three, four, five, losing track, starting over.

Someone touched her arm and she flinched hard.

She turned to find the woman beside her gesturing subtly toward the platform with her eyes.

Kaida lifted her gaze.

Three men stood beside the thrones now, positioned slightly behind and to the right—she hadn't noticed them arrive.

The one in the middle was staring at her, his eyes tracking her movements.

The woman leaned close enough that Kaida could smell lavender and whispered names that meant nothing until the last one. "Prince Kaelan, thirty-eight. His wife, Princess Consort Serafine. Prince Darian, twenty-two. And Prince Theron, twenty-nine, heir to the throne."

Kaida's eyes found him.

He was in formal uniform instead of armor—dark fabric with gold trim, medals arranged across his chest, his hair combed back from his face and revealing features she'd only glimpsed in firelight and chaos. Without armor and dirt and blood he looked different—younger, cleaner.

He was staring at her, his gaze unwavering.

She looked away, her focus sweeping across the crowd of nobles who were still applauding the king's speech, but her eyes kept wanting to drift back to the platform, and when she glanced up again he was still watching her.

Heat crept up her neck and she locked her gaze on Prince Kaelan instead, studying his round face and thinning hair and the way his wife stood just slightly behind him.

When she looked back one more time, only Kaelan and his wife remained on the platform—the others had disappeared.

"The feast is ready, Princess," the woman said. "This way."

The feast hall stretched longer than seemed reasonable.

Tables draped in black cloth, set with more silverware than any single person could possibly need, crystal glasses that caught lamplight, flowers spilling from vases, and candles burning in elaborate holders shaped like eagles with spread wings.

The woman led her to a seat near the middle of one table and settled her there, making sure the dress fell properly. "I'll be outside if you need anything, Princess."

Then she was gone and Kaida was alone among strangers.

She sat very still and studied the table in front of her—plates of food she didn't recognize, roasted meats glazed with sauces that smelled rich, vegetables arranged in patterns, breads shaped like braids and knots, wine glasses waiting to be filled.

Around her, nobles began filtering into the hall in groups of two and three, finding their assigned seats while their voices rose as they settled into conversations about things she didn't understand.

They were all so clean, unmarked and untouched by war with their hands soft and their clothes pristine, easy laughter because they'd never had to watch their home burn or hold a dying friend.

Two people sat down on either side of her and the man on her right picked up a wine bottle from the center of the table, pouring dark red liquid into her glass before pushing it toward her.

Kaida looked at the glass, at the wine moving slightly—they poisoned your father.

She met the man's eyes. "Thank you, but I don't drink."

He shrugged and turned away to talk to someone else.

At the head of the room, the emperor and empress made their entrance through doors that servants pulled open, and everyone stood with chairs scraping against stone while Kaida pushed herself up half a second late after watching what everyone else did first.

People raised their glasses.

Kaida's hands stayed at her sides.

The emperor spoke—something short about triumph—and the hall erupted in voices raised in unison as everyone drank, tipping their glasses back before everyone sat.

Kaida lowered herself back into her chair.

She couldn't hear the emperor's words anymore even though he was still speaking because her father's voice had taken over: You survive, no matter what happens, you understand?

But he hadn't told her how, hadn't prepared her for sitting at a table among her people's killers while they raised glasses and celebrated the destruction of everything she'd known.

The man beside her touched her arm. "You haven't eaten anything, my lady."

She studied his face—round and pleasant with features that probably made him popular at parties, completely unconcerned, a stranger asking why she wasn't enjoying her meal at the celebration of her family's murder.

She stood without answering and walked between tables toward the exit, not running but moving quickly while nobles glanced up as she passed, their conversations pausing for half a second before resuming.

Outside in the corridor, the woman from earlier was waiting near the wall and she straightened when she saw Kaida. "Princess, is everything—"

"I need to leave," Kaida said, the words coming out steady even though her hands were shaking inside her pockets. "Now, please."

The woman's eyes widened but she nodded without asking questions and they walked together toward where the carriage waited in the courtyard.

Kaida climbed inside and sat down harder than she meant to, pressing her hands flat against her knees and focusing on breathing while the woman settled across from her and the carriage lurched into motion.

Four counts in, hold, four counts out.

Her heart was racing with that familiar wrong rhythm, skipping beats and stuttering in her chest in a way that sent pain spreading across her ribs and down her left arm—the flutter she'd lived with since she was seven, the weakness she'd learned to hide from everyone except her father.

Not now, please not now.

She pressed her palm flat against her breastplate and counted breaths, forcing air in and out until the worst of the pain passed and her heart settled into something closer to normal, though the ache remained.

When she looked up, she found the woman watching her with concern.

Kaida turned toward the window and let the city pass by outside—buildings and people and celebration she couldn't hear through the glass.

The estate revealed itself properly as they approached through the fading afternoon light.

It was massive, a palace in everything but name with gardens and fountains and multiple wings stretching in different directions while servants moved between buildings carrying supplies, guards stood at regular intervals along walls and pathways, and gardeners worked in flower beds even this late in the day.

The carriage rolled to a stop and Kaida stepped down, standing there breathing air that didn't smell like perfume and wine and too many people.

The woman came to stand beside her.

"Can I walk for a while?" Kaida asked, the question coming out quieter than she'd intended. "Just for a moment."

"I should stay with you, Princess."

"Please, I just need—" She stopped, not sure how to finish.

The woman's expression softened. "Prince Theron's orders are that you can't be alone, Princess, but I can walk with you if you'd like."

Of course—Prince Theron's orders.

Kaida started walking anyway and the woman followed several steps behind.

They walked in silence past fountains and benches and trimmed hedges where everything was beautiful in that calculated way of gardens meant to impress.

Then she saw the stables—long low buildings with open doors revealing horses inside.

She stopped walking. "Can I see them?"

The woman nodded.

Kaida moved toward the stables, her pace quickening with each step until she was almost running into the building that smelled like hay and leather and horses—real things and living things that didn't care about kingdoms or wars or who had won.

She walked down the row of stalls where they watched her back with dark liquid eyes, some curious and stepping forward, some indifferent and continuing to eat their hay.

Then she saw him and her breath caught.

Bay coat that gleamed in the lamplight, white blaze running down his face, one white sock on his rear left leg.

Just like Tempest, just like her horse who was probably dead in Valeria's ruins or had been taken by Ironveil soldiers.

She moved to the stall door without conscious thought, her hands finding the latch and pulling it open while the horse stepped toward her and pressed his nose into her palm, warm and soft and real.

Tempest was dead, everyone was dead, everything was gone, but this horse didn't know that and didn't care, and when she stepped into the stall and wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her face into his mane, he just stood there and let her hold him.

He smelled like home, like the stables at Valeria where she'd spent every morning before anyone else was awake, grooming Tempest and talking to him about things she couldn't tell anyone else.

Her eyes burned with tears she refused to let fall.

"You like horses."

The voice came from behind her, cold and measured.

Kaida spun around.

Theron stood in the stable doorway with evening light behind him, still in his formal uniform but he'd removed the jacket and his sleeves were rolled to his elbows.

She stepped out of the stall and pulled the door closed. "If you'll excuse me—"

He moved aside but not far, leaving barely enough room to pass.

She met his eyes and walked forward anyway.

"Still mourning?" he said.

She moved before thought could catch up, her hands slamming into his chest with enough force that he stumbled backward against the stable wall while her forearm came up across his throat and pressed.

"Don't," she said, her voice raw. "Don't you fucking dare—"

His eyes widened slightly.

"My family is dead because of you." Each word hurt coming out. "You don't get to ask me—you don't get to—"

Her arm was shaking against his throat and her whole body was shaking.

He could throw her off easily—he was stronger and taller and trained in ways she'd never been—but he didn't move except to brace himself against the wall.

"You're brave," he said quietly. "For someone so young."

"And you're a piece of shit for any age."

She pulled back and turned away.

Behind her, she heard fabric rustling as he straightened.

"Don't talk about my family like that," she said without facing him. "Don't ever—they're dead and you don't get to act like—"

“That’s war.”

She spun around. “Poison? How civilized.”

“You’re misplacing your blame.”

“Why do you control me?”

“Because I’m the Crown Prince.” His voice sharpened. “Everything here answers to me.”

Kaida stared at him. "How long are you planning to keep me in that room?"

"You can leave whenever you want—walk the grounds, use the library. I never said you had to stay locked away."

"Then why am I here at all?" She took a step toward him. "You have everything, you won, your kingdom conquered mine—why bother keeping me?"

"You have nowhere else to go."

The words were quiet, and somehow that made them worse than if he'd shouted.

"I'll find somewhere."

He watched her for a long moment. "You're not what I expected."

"What did you expect? Someone grateful? Someone who'd bow and thank you for destroying everything?"

"Someone less defiant."

"At least I'm not a murderer."

His expression went cold. "Watch how you speak to me."

"Or what?" She walked toward him now, closing the distance until she was close enough to see his chest rise and fall with each breath. "You'll kill me? Go ahead, do it, please."

His hand shot out and caught her wrist.

They were too close now and she could see gold flecks in his brown eyes and feel warmth radiating off him in the cool evening air.

"Don't," he said, his voice low, "ever speak to me like that again."

She tried to pull her wrist free but his grip held without hurting.

"Damn you," she whispered.

He stared at her, his expression shifting through emotions too quickly for her to identify, before he released her wrist and stepped back.

"That dress," she said, her voice shaking now. "That celebration—you brought me there to watch me suffer—"

"I didn't bring you there."

"Don't lie to me—"

"I didn't know you'd be there," he said, and there was frustration in his voice. "I was as surprised to see you as you were to see me."

She stared at him. "Then who decided—"

"My mother likes to make statements—apparently you were one."

Her hands were shaking and she shoved them into her pockets. "I hope you all enjoyed yourselves."

"Do you think I enjoyed watching you sit there while they toasted a war that—" He stopped himself and took a breath. "Do you think any of that was what I wanted?"

"Then what do you want?"

Silence.

"That depends on you," he said finally.

Kaida pressed her hand against her chest where her heart was starting that familiar wrong rhythm again.

"Are you alright?" he asked, and he'd moved closer.

"I'm fine."

"You're pale—"

"That's not your concern."

He stepped closer still. "You don't look fine at all."

"I said I'm fine," she snapped, but her vision was blurring at the edges and the flutter in her chest was getting worse.

She turned and walked toward the stable entrance, making it outside before her legs started to weaken.

Footsteps followed behind her but she didn't turn to look, just kept walking through gardens that were losing definition in the gathering dusk, past the woman who'd escorted her, toward the main building where lights were beginning to appear in windows.

Inside, up stairs that seemed longer than they had this morning, down corridors that twisted and turned.

To her room finally.

She pushed inside and closed the door behind her, then leaned against the wood before sliding down to sit on the floor.

Her father was dead, Satrion was dead, her kingdom was ashes, and she'd sat in their hall wearing their dress and survived their celebration because that's what he'd asked her to do.

You survive.

But this didn't feel like surviving.

The tears came and she let them, pressing her hands over her face.

She cried until she was empty.

Then she pulled herself up and dragged herself to the bed where she lay on top of the covers, still wearing the green dress, and stared at the ceiling in the dark.

Tomorrow she'd be stronger, tomorrow she'd figure out what came next.

Tonight she just let herself break.
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Chapter 4
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Four days had passed since she'd left her room—four days of staring at the same walls, eating food she didn't taste, and sleeping in a bed that felt too soft.

Kaida followed the attendant across the grounds toward a building she hadn't seen before, one that was larger than where they'd housed her, with columns flanking the entrance and windows that stretched two stories high. It wasn't a residence but something more formal.

Inside, the floors were polished marble, cold even through her shoes, and chandeliers overhead threw light across portraits in gilded frames—people whose names she didn't know and didn't care to learn. The air smelled of beeswax and old money.

The attendant led her up a curved staircase, their footsteps echoing against the marble, and stopped at a set of double doors before knocking twice.

A voice from inside—female and clear—called permission to enter.

The attendant pushed the door open and stepped aside while Kaida walked through.

Floor-to-ceiling windows dominated one wall, with afternoon light spilling across an enormous desk, bookshelves reaching toward the ceiling, and a fireplace burning despite the mild spring weather. Even the ceiling seemed designed to make her feel like an insect.

Queen Isolde sat in a chair near the fireplace with a book open in her lap, and she didn't stand when Kaida entered or even look up immediately, just finished whatever sentence she was reading before lifting her gaze.

"Come here," she said.

Kaida crossed the room, aware that the distance was deliberate—she had to walk past the desk, past several chairs, past a table with refreshments laid out, before she reached the seating area near the fire. Her footsteps seemed too loud, and by the time she stopped in front of Isolde, she'd crossed what felt like half a ballroom.

Isolde gestured to the chair across from her. "Sit."

Kaida studied the woman while she lowered herself into the chair. Mid-forties and elegant in the way women became when they had enough money and time to cultivate it, with dark hair pulled back from her face and jewelry at her throat and wrists that probably cost more than Kaida's entire kingdom had in its treasury. The dress she wore was deep blue silk that whispered when she breathed.

Isolde set her book aside and leaned back, her fingers steepled under her chin while she examined Kaida the way someone might study a horse they were considering purchasing.

"You've been here two weeks." Her voice was silk over steel—pleasant until you noticed the blade underneath. "I trust your accommodations have been adequate?"

"They're fine."

"Good." Isolde reached for the tea service on the table beside her chair and poured herself a cup with movements so practiced they appeared choreographed, though she didn't offer Kaida any. "Then we can discuss your situation."

Kaida's nails bit into her palms where Isolde couldn't see. "What situation?"

"The one where you're a guest in my home." Isolde sipped her tea while watching Kaida over the rim. "Guests have certain... obligations."

"I'm not a guest—I'm a prisoner."

"Semantics." Isolde waved the distinction away with her free hand. "Call it what you like, but the reality remains the same. You're here, you'll be here for the foreseeable future, and while you're here, there are expectations."

Kaida kept her face blank even though her pulse was starting to race in that way that meant her heart was about to do the thing. Four counts. Not now. "What kind of expectations?"

"This court has its hierarchy, Miss Kaida." Isolde set down her teacup with a soft click against the saucer. "Those who understand it survive, and those who don't..." She trailed off, letting the silence hang while she took another sip.

The title—Miss instead of Princess—landed like a slap, and the muscles in Kaida's jaw locked so tight they ached, but she said nothing.

"You'll attend court functions with Princess Serafine," Isolde continued. "You'll smile when appropriate and curtsy when required." She paused, her gaze sharpening. "You'll make our guests feel welcomed. Can you do that?"

"You want me to pretend."

"I want you to adapt." Isolde leaned forward slightly. "Your sister did, and made herself quite... useful. Your father raised you differently, I see."

Heat crawled up Kaida's neck at the mention of her father, but she swallowed it down and forced her voice level. "My sister made choices that worked for her."

"Indeed." Isolde tilted her head, studying Kaida's face like she was searching for cracks in armor. "Meredith adapted well and secured a profitable marriage. Your father trained you for war, not court." A pause. "I wonder if that was wise."

Kaida's nails bit deeper until she knew she'd have crescent marks later.

"And you'll make choices that work for you." Isolde settled back. "You'll assist Princess Serafine with her charitable work and comport yourself with the dignity expected of someone in your position."

"And in return?"

Isolde's eyebrow rose. "In return for what?"

Kaida locked eyes with her and didn't look away. "You want me to play a role and present me as... what? A civilized prisoner? Proof of your mercy?" She paused, letting the words settle. "If I'm to do this, I want access to information—news from Valerians and letters from my sister."

"Ambitious." Isolde's mouth curved slightly, though it wasn't quite a smile. "But you'll need to prove yourself first."

"Prove myself to you or to your kingdom?"

"Same thing."

Her shoulders drew up, tense. "My cooperation is a privilege, not a guarantee."

"And correspondence is a privilege I can grant or withhold as I see fit." Isolde picked up her teacup again. "You may receive vetted letters, but nothing more."

"Then you'll have my cooperation, but nothing more."

Isolde studied her for a long moment while calculation flickered across her features—maybe recognition. "There's a ball in two weeks." The casual tone made Kaida's spine stiffen. "You'll attend, of course, with an escort."

Kaida went very still. "Who?"

"Prince Darian has expressed interest."

"No."

The word came out flat and immediate.

Isolde's smile widened slightly, cold and satisfied. "It wasn't a question, dear."

"I'd rather go back to my cell."

"You don't have a cell." Isolde set down her teacup with deliberate care. "You have a room and responsibilities, which you'll fulfill." She paused. "Unless you'd prefer different accommodations? I'm sure we can find something more... traditional."

The threat was clear, and Kaida's throat closed while her hands shook behind her back, but her voice stayed steady. "I understand."

"Good." Isolde picked up her book again, already dismissing her. "Princess Serafine will instruct you on your other duties. You may go."

Kaida stood and walked toward the door, each step requiring conscious effort to keep measured when she wanted to run.

A knock sounded just as she reached it, and the entrance swung wide to reveal a woman entering—slender, perhaps thirty, with blonde hair arranged in an elaborate style and a dress that probably took three people to help her into. She moved with the kind of grace that came from years of practice.

"Ah, Serafine." Isolde glanced up from her book. "Perfect timing. This is Kaida, and you'll show her what's expected."

Serafine's gaze moved to Kaida, and her expression softened into what looked like genuine warmth. "Of course, Your Majesty."

"You may both go."

—-
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They walked in silence down the corridor, past guards who straightened as Serafine passed and past servants who bowed and murmured greetings.

"Shall we walk outside?" Serafine asked when they'd descended the stairs, her voice soft, like she was trying not to startle a wounded animal. "The gardens are lovely this time of year."

Kaida looked at her for a long moment before nodding once.

Outside, spring had transformed the grounds so that trees wore new leaves, flower beds burst with color, and everything looked green and alive—obscene against her kingdom's ash and ruin.

They walked along a gravel path that wound between trimmed hedges while Serafine's mouth opened several times to speak before closing again, her hands clasped in front of her in a way that suggested nervousness. Whatever she wanted to say, she couldn't find the words.

Kaida noticed but said nothing.

"How are you?" The question came out gentle and tentative.

Kaida stopped walking and pivoted to face her. "How do you think I am?"

Serafine flinched as guilt flashed across her features. "I—I'm sorry. That was thoughtless."

Kaida's attention shifted away toward the flower beds where gardeners worked with practiced precision. In Valerians she'd grown moonflowers in the garden outside her window—flowers that only bloomed at night, with white petals that glowed silver under moonlight. Her mother had loved them.

They were all dead now, both the flowers and her mother.

"I'm fine." The words tasted like ash.

They resumed walking, following the path deeper into the gardens where fewer people wandered and the noise from the main buildings faded to a distant hum.

"What kind?" Serafine asked quietly.

Kaida glanced at her. "What?"

"The flowers from your home." Serafine gestured toward the beds they were passing. "You were thinking about them. What kind did you grow?"

The question surprised her enough that she answered honestly. "Moonflowers that only bloomed at night."

"I've never seen those." Serafine stopped walking with genuine interest in her expression. "What did they look like?"

"White, and silver in moonlight." Kaida's throat tightened. "You won't see them here since the seeds don't survive in this climate—wrong temperature and wrong soil."

She started walking again before Serafine could see her face.

"I'm sorry," Serafine said quietly behind her.

Kaida stopped and turned. "For what? The flowers or the kingdom?"

Serafine stared back unflinching. "Both."

They stood facing each other while Kaida searched her face for deception or manipulation or whatever game she must be playing, but Serafine just looked sad and tired and maybe a little guilty. A knot formed in Kaida's chest—not quite sympathy, but close enough to make her uncomfortable.

"How old are you?"

Kaida's eyes narrowed. "Don't you know?"

"I didn't ask them." Serafine's voice was steady. "I'm asking you."

The answer sat on Kaida's tongue for a moment. "Nineteen."

Serafine's eyes widened slightly since she'd expected older, and the realization that Kaida was barely more than a child seemed to settle over her features like a weight she hadn't been prepared to carry.

"There are functions this week." Serafine moved to safer ground. "Events we'll need to organize together, like guest lists and seating arrangements, that sort of thing."

"I have to attend?"

"Yes." Apologetic. "The queen's orders."

"Fascinating—a prisoner at parties."

Serafine didn't respond to that but instead said, "There are also charitable events. We oversee several relief efforts for—" She paused, seeming to realize what she was about to say. "For areas affected by the war."

"You mean areas you conquered."

"Yes." Serafine had the decency not to sugarcoat it.

They'd reached a fountain where water arced from the mouths of stone dolphins, and other nobles walked nearby, their conversations pausing when they noticed Kaida while their eyes tracked her movement with curiosity that made her skin crawl.

"We should head back," Serafine said. "I have things I need to attend to today."

They turned and started retracing their path, but as they approached the main buildings, a voice called out from behind them.

"Serafine!"

They both turned to see a man approaching with confident strides and an easy smile that didn't reach his eyes. Young—early twenties—with dark hair and features that suggested he knew exactly how attractive he was and used it like a weapon.

"Prince Darian." Serafine inclined her head.

He reached them and his gaze slid from Serafine to Kaida with interest that made Kaida's skin crawl as his eyes traveled down her body and back up in a way that was invasive and assessing. "We haven't met." His smile widened. "Darian."

Kaida nodded once without speaking.

"Planning the week's events?" he asked Serafine, though his attention stayed fixed on Kaida in a way that made her want to step back.

"The preparations have started, yes." Serafine's tone was guarded.

"Make sure to include something entertaining." Darian's smile took on an edge. "The last gathering was deadly dull." He looked directly at Kaida when he said it, like he expected her to react.

"Do you have suggestions?"

"Several." He laughed while playing with the signet ring on his finger. "Though they'd never be approved." Another glance at Kaida, lingering. "Pity."

They were approaching the main building, and Serafine's pace had quickened.

"I should go." She said it when they reached the entrance. "I'll send word about tomorrow's schedule."

She disappeared through the doors before Kaida could respond, leaving her alone with Darian.

He leaned against the wall, casual and too comfortable. "Would you like tea?" He gestured toward a terrace visible around the corner. "The view of the pond is quite pleasant."

"No."

"Just conversation then." He pushed away from the wall and stepped closer. "I'm told I'm excellent company."

Kaida backed up until her shoulders hit the wall behind her.

"We could ride and watch the sunset from the lake." His voice dropped lower as he moved into her space. "It's supposed to be beautiful tonight." His eyes dropped to her mouth, then back up. "I promise I'll behave."

His hand came up toward her face.

Kaida's knee came up faster.

It connected with his groin—not hard enough to drop him, but hard enough that he staggered back with a sharp exhale.

"Don't." Her voice didn't shake.

Darian straightened with a red face, but he was smiling. "I like you."

"Darian."

The name was spoken quietly but it carried weight, and they both turned.

Theron stood several feet away with his expression cold and controlled in a way that suggested he'd been watching for a while.

He walked toward them without hurrying, his attention fixed on his brother. "Father wants to see you."

"Now?" Darian stepped back from Kaida as annoyance flashed across his face.

"Now."

Darian glanced at Kaida one more time before winking—slow and deliberate—and saying, "We'll continue this later."

Her stomach turned.

He walked past Theron toward the building, and Theron watched him go with his jaw set before turning his attention to Kaida.

She pushed away from the wall and started walking in the opposite direction with her hands shaking, so she shoved them into her pockets before he could see.

"What did he want?" Theron's voice came from behind her.

She didn't stop walking. "Why don't you ask him?"

"I'm asking you."

"He was looking for entertainment." She kept her eyes forward.

Footsteps behind her—Theron following. "Stay away from Darian."

That made her stop, and she turned to face him. "Why do you care?"

He held his breath for a second before answering. "I don't, but you're my responsibility while you're here. If he—" He stopped himself.

"If he what?"

"Just stay away from him."

Kaida laughed, the sound bitter. "How generous of you to warn me."

His hand moved fast and caught her arm before she could turn away—not hard enough to hurt but firm enough to stop her.

She looked down at where his fingers wrapped around her wrist, then up at his face. "Let go."

"People without allies here have a habit of disappearing." Low and urgent. "That's not a threat—it's a fact."

She yanked her arm free with a movement violent enough that he had to release her or risk actually hurting her. "Don't touch me."

"You've been here over two weeks." Frustration bled into his tone. "When are you going to stop—"

"When you stop trying to control me." She moved closer instead of retreating and got right in his space. "Whatever game you're playing, I see it."

"I'm not—"

"You take my kingdom, kill my people, lock me in a fucking room—" Her voice cracked. "And now you—"

She couldn't finish.

His expression went carefully blank. "Fine. Don't listen, but when Darian—"

"Why warn me?" The question came out sharper than she'd intended. "You took everything from me, so why would you care if I disappear too?"

He was quiet for a long moment. "I don't."

"Liar."

His eyes narrowed. "Excuse me?"

"If you didn't care, you wouldn't be here or warn me or—" She took another step toward him, hating how close he was standing and hating more that part of her noticed he smelled like leather and rain on stone. She shoved the thought down so hard it hurt. "You wouldn't—" She stopped herself.

"Wouldn't what?" His voice dropped, dangerous and quiet.

Kaida stared back without breaking eye contact. "You tell me."

They faced each other with neither backing down, and the air between them was charged with anger and heat she refused to name.

"Stay away from Darian." His voice was flat and final. "That's all I came to say."

He turned and walked away.

Kaida stood there with her hands shaking—not from fear but from rage, from pure burning rage that made her want to scream or break something or drive a blade through his chest.

She watched him until he disappeared around a corner, then turned and walked back to her building.

—-
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When she reached her room, she closed the door and leaned against it while her heart was doing the thing—racing too fast with the rhythm all wrong—and she pressed her hand flat against her chest while she counted.

Four in. Hold. Four out.

The conversation with Isolde played back in her mind—the ball, Darian as her escort, making herself useful or facing "different accommodations."

And Darian himself with his eyes on her body, his hand reaching for her face, and the way he'd smiled when Theron interrupted, like it was all a game he knew he'd win eventually.

And Theron—warning her, touching her arm, looking at her with that expression she couldn't read and didn't want to understand.

She pushed away from the door and walked to the bed before sitting down and staring at the wall.

Tomorrow Serafine would teach her the rules—the proper way to smile and curtsy and pretend everything was fine, and how to make invaders feel welcomed in the palace built from her kingdom's bones.

Tomorrow she'd learn to play whatever role they wanted her to play.

But tonight, alone in this room with her heart beating wrong and her hands still shaking, she hated them all.

Isolde, with her cold smile and veiled threats. Darian, with his predatory assumptions. Even Serafine—no, especially Serafine, with her guilt that changed nothing but made Kaida's chest twist anyway.

And Theron—Theron with his warnings and contradictions, the way he looked at her and the way she'd noticed—

She pressed her palm harder against her chest.

Her heart hammered wrong beneath her ribs.

She hated them, every single one.
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Chapter 5 
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Kaida stared at her reflection. The woman in the mirror wore deep emerald silk that caught the lamplight, fabric pooling at her feet in careful folds. One of the attendants stepped back with a satisfied smile.

"You look beautiful."

Kaida turned from the mirror, met the woman's eyes briefly. "Thank you."

When she was little, her father used to ruffle her hair. “Your golden curls remind me of your mother,” he would say.

She walked toward the door, each step measured and slow, the weight of the dress unfamiliar against her legs. The hallway stretched ahead, lit by sconces that threw warm light across dark wood paneling.

A servant waited at the top of the stairs. "I'll take you to the ballroom."

Kaida glanced at him, nodded once. They descended together, her hand trailing the banister, and stepped outside where a carriage waited in the circular drive. The evening air smelled of jasmine and fresh-cut grass, spring asserting itself in the gardens that stretched into darkness.

She climbed in and settled against the velvet seat. Through the window, the grounds passed in shadow and lamplight—manicured hedges, statues she didn't recognize, fountains silent in the growing dark. Her mind went to the last few days. Serafine teaching her how to hold a teacup, where to place her hands during conversation, the correct depth for a curtsy. All those practiced instructions, and now she'd have to prove she'd learned them.

Time to put on the show.

The carriage rolled to a stop. She gathered the fabric of her gown—too elaborate for a prisoner, but that was the point, wasn't it?—and stepped down. The building ahead blazed with light, music drifting through open doors, voices layered over violin and cello. She walked up the steps, the servant beside her, and entered.

The ballroom stretched vast under chandeliers that dripped crystal. Tables lined the perimeter, flowers in tall arrangements—white roses and something purple she didn't know the name of. Couples moved across the dance floor in practiced synchronization while clusters of guests stood near the refreshment tables, wine glasses catching light, low conversation humming beneath the music.

Everything exactly as she and Serafine had planned.

Kaida scanned the room until she found her—Serafine in pale blue near the far wall, speaking with an older woman whose jewelry probably cost more than most people earned in a lifetime. Kaida moved through the crowd, keeping her expression smooth and pleasant, the mask Serafine had taught her to wear.

"Good evening."

Serafine turned, and relief flickered across her face—or maybe approval. "You look lovely."

"Thank you." Her mouth curved. Kaida had practiced it in the mirror until it appeared natural.

A man approached from Serafine's left. Tall, mid-thirties, with sharp features and hair that was starting to grey at the temples. He studied Kaida with the kind of assessment that made her want to check if her gown had come undone.

"You've organized everything beautifully," he said to Serafine, though his attention stayed fixed on Kaida.

"Prince Kaelan." Serafine's smile didn't reach her eyes. "Thank you."

He moved closer to Serafine, his hand settling at the small of her back with casual possession. His gaze shifted to Kaida. "You've adapted quickly."

Kaida glanced at Serafine, then back to him. "Thank you."

The response felt mechanical in her mouth, but Kaelan seemed satisfied. He nodded and turned to say something to Serafine, his hand still resting against her spine like he'd forgotten it was there.

Kaida let her attention drift across the ballroom. Some guests danced while others stood in tight groups, watching each other with the kind of interest that suggested they were assessing everything for later discussion. The air smelled of perfume and candle wax, wine and florals she couldn't identify. Music swelled and faded, conversations rose and fell, and beneath it all was the steady current of people performing for each other.

Movement caught her eye. A blonde woman in gold silk approached, her expression bright and calculated.

"Serafine." She leaned in for a brief embrace. 

Serafine's features went neutral. "Elara. I'm surprised to see you here."

“I wouldn't miss it." Elara's laugh was light, musical. She glanced at Kaida with interest that felt like a blade beneath the pleasantries.

Kaida directed her focus elsewhere, scanning the room again. No one she recognized. No familiar faces in this sea of strangers who'd probably celebrated when her kingdom fell.

Fingers brushed her elbow.

She jerked away before she could stop herself, turning to find Elara standing too close.

"You must be Kaida."

"Yes."

"It must be difficult." Elara tilted her head, sympathy dripping from her voice like honey. "Being here."

Kaida froze. Just for a second—barely noticeable—but long enough that she had to force herself to recover. Her mouth curved again. Automatic. "It's been fine."

"Really?" Elara's eyebrows lifted. "How surprising. You've adjusted so quickly."

The words landed with the precision of a blade. Kaida held her gaze, searching for a response that wouldn't give Elara exactly what she wanted.

A server passed with a tray of drinks. Kaida reached for water, her fingers steady even though her pulse wasn't, and turned to Serafine like nothing had happened. "The flowers turned out beautifully."

Serafine's features shifted into an expression Kaida couldn't quite read. "We made the right choice."

Elara glanced between them, then peered past Kaida toward the entrance. "Well. Theron's here. I should go."

She walked away before either of them could respond. Kaida and Serafine exchanged a glance, then turned toward the doorway.

Theron moved through the crowd with the kind of ease that came from growing up in places like this. Dark formal wear, his hair pushed back from his face, unreadable in his stillness. Their eyes met across the room.

Kaida jerked her gaze away immediately.

Elara intercepted him near the refreshment table, her hand finding his arm, her mouth moving in conversation. Kaida took a drink of water she didn't taste and focused on the orchestra.

"They make quite the pair, don't they?" Kaelan's voice came from somewhere to her left.

Serafine leaned closer to Kaida. "Don't pay attention to Elara. She's always been disrespectful."

Kaida nodded, though she wasn't entirely sure what Serafine meant.

"She's been trying to convince Theron to marry her for years." Serafine kept her voice low.

Kaida turned to observe them again—Elara still talking, Theron's attention somewhere else entirely. Their gazes crossed again. Locked. Held for a beat too long before Kaida forced herself to redirect toward Serafine. "They look good together."

Footsteps approached. Darian appeared beside Kaelan, his grin too wide, his focus entirely on Kaida.

"We need to talk," he said to Kaelan, though he didn't acknowledge him.

"Alright."

Darian stepped into her space, close enough she could smell whatever cologne he wore—heavy and sweet, cloying in her throat. "Save the first dance for me."

Her face betrayed her before she could stop it. She retreated a step.

Kaelan grabbed Darian's arm. "Come on. Let's go."

Darian let himself be pulled away, but he kept turning back to observe her, his features promising things she didn't want to think about.

"Everything appears wonderful." The voice came from behind her shoulder.

Kaida spun and found herself face to face with Theron. She averted her eyes immediately, focusing on Serafine. "We worked hard to make sure it met the queen's expectations."

Theron moved slightly nearer, just within her peripheral vision. Heat radiated from him—or maybe that was just her awareness of how close he stood.

"Would you like to dance?" Elara materialized at Theron's elbow.

He glanced at her. "No."

The word came out cold enough that even Elara seemed to register it. She retreated with a tight grin.

Kaida met Serafine's eyes. "I'll be back in a moment."

She walked away before anyone could respond, weaving through clusters of guests until she reached the far side of the ballroom where fewer people congregated. The music felt quieter here, the conversations distant. She stopped near a column and let herself breathe.

A hand touched her shoulder.

She spun, her breath catching, and the name came out before she could stop it. "Rowan?"

He stood there grinning, unchanged from the last time she'd seen him—brown hair slightly too long, eyes bright with mischief or relief or both. He stepped forward like he was going to embrace her, then seemed to remember where they were and pulled back.

Kaida's vision blurred. She blinked hard. Forced herself to keep breathing.

"God, you're beautiful."

She couldn't stop the way her mouth curved. Couldn't tear her gaze away. "I'm so glad to see you."

He moved nearer, close enough to speak softly. "I came hoping I'd see you."

"I never thought—" Her throat closed around the words. "I never thought seeing you would make me this happy."

"I was afraid you were dead." His eyes searched her face like he was trying to memorize it.

People passed nearby, their conversations washing over them, but Kaida didn't care. They stood there observing each other until Rowan finally said, "Want to dance? Like we used to?"

She nodded.

He took her hand and led her toward the dance floor. For a moment—just a moment—Kaida forgot where she was. Then she remembered. Glanced up. Saw Theron and Serafine watching from across the room.

She didn't care.

Rowan's hand settled at her waist. "Remember our dance last year?"

A ghost of a smile. It hurt. "Yes."

She leaned in. "Is there news? From Valerians?"

His features shifted. "Most people are dead. They evacuated the city."

She pulled back to study his face properly.

"I'm sorry."

"Rowan." She moved nearer again, close enough that anyone watching would notice. Her gaze drifted across the room and snagged on Theron. His focus never wavered from her, hadn't broken once. She held his stare for several seconds before forcing herself to look elsewhere.

Rowan leaned in, his breath warm against her ear. "Lyra's alive. We're trying to get her into the palace."

Kaida's knees nearly buckled. She locked them, forced herself to stay upright, and bit down on her lower lip hard enough to taste copper. Met Rowan's eyes. Tried not to scream or cry or do any of the thousand things she wanted to do.

"Don't react like that," he whispered. "Change what you're showing."

She controlled it immediately, schooling her features back into neutrality. "Have you seen her?"

"Yes." He paused. "Meredith is trying to get approval to visit you. It's going to take time. You need to appear like you've adjusted here."

"I could kiss you right now."

He laughed under his breath. "Don't be ridiculous."

"I'll try to come see you again," he said. "But we need to be cautious. Don't draw attention."

They moved off the dance floor, back toward the edge of the room where shadows gathered between chandeliers.

Rowan took her hand, bent slightly. "Please be safe."

Kaida regarded him with a transparency she knew was too open, too honest, everything she wasn't supposed to reveal. "I've been here over a month. Seeing you—" The sentence died.

"Don't cry." His tone was gentle but firm. "There's too much to do. Too much at stake."

He let go of her hand and stepped back. "I'll see you soon."

She watched him disappear into the crowd, that stupid grin still stuck on her face. When she finally turned around, Theron's eyes burned into her from across the room.

The grin died.

She shoved her hand into the hidden pocket of her gown and dug her nails into her palm. The pain helped. Grounded her.

Serafine appeared at her elbow. "Who was that?"

Kaida's mind went blank. "A friend."

"A friend." Theron's voice came from behind her.

She glanced at him. "Yes."

Elara laughed from somewhere nearby. "The way you two move together... charming."

Kaida held her gaze, said nothing.

"You two seem perfect together," Elara continued, her tone like silk over a knife edge.

Kaida's mouth curved slightly in acknowledgment, though she wanted to do something much less polite.

She peered at Theron from the corner of her eye. His face was unreadable but fierce, focused on her in a way that made her skin prickle. She turned to Serafine. "May I leave?"

"You saw who you wanted to see and had your dance," Elara said. "I suppose you're finished."

"We ran into each other. He's a childhood friend."

"I don't dance like that with my childhood friends."

"Maybe you don't know how to be friends." The words came out with more edge than Kaida intended.

Serafine and Theron both observed the exchange like they were witnessing a chess match.

Elara's grin widened. "I certainly don't dance with my friends that way."

"We trained together. Spent most of our time together."

"We?" Elara's eyebrow arched.

"Think whatever you want." Kaida directed her attention to Serafine. "May I go?"

"Of course."

"I'll walk you to the door," Theron said.

They left the ballroom together, Kaida's gown whispering against the floor with each step. Outside, the night air hit her face, cool and clean after the stuffiness inside. Carriages waited in the circular drive, horses stamping, drivers talking among themselves.

Theron spoke to one of the attendants. "Wait with the carriage."

They walked down the steps, away from the entrance, toward a line of trees that bordered the drive. The music faded behind them. Kaida's heart hammered against her ribs.

"What do you think you're doing?" Theron's words cut through the quiet.

She stopped walking and pivoted to face him. "What am I doing?"

He grabbed her arm—not hard, but firm enough to stop her from walking away—and pulled her further from the lights, deeper into the shadows beneath the trees. The smell of earth and leaves surrounded them, jasmine drifting on the breeze.

Kaida's pulse jumped in her throat. "What do you think you're doing?"

He didn't answer. Just kept walking until they stood in complete darkness, hidden from anyone who might be watching.

"Does your boyfriend think he's going to rescue you?"

"I'm not searching for rescue. I saw a friend. That's all."

"That's all." He repeated her words like they tasted wrong. "The way you regarded him? The way you touched him? That's not how friends behave."

"What bothers you exactly?"

"You didn't care that everyone was watching."

"We danced. Like everyone else."

"Like everyone else." His laugh was harsh, humorless. "Right."

"We didn't kiss. There's nothing to exaggerate."

"You didn't kiss." He stepped nearer, his face inches from hers. She could feel the warmth coming off him. "That's the line now?"

"If my behavior was a problem, the queen would have said something. Why are you so angry?"

"You're the kingdom's responsibility. You can't do this here."

"This was the first time I've been happy since I arrived. Is that a problem?"

He didn't answer. Just kept scrutinizing her with an expression she couldn't decipher.

The word hit her suddenly. Rowan's voice in her memory: We're trying to get her into the palace. You need to appear like you've adjusted.

She lifted her chin toward Theron. "I won't behave like that in public again."

His gaze hardened.

"Don't study me like that. Fine. I'll be more vigilant."

"How am I studying you?"

"There's nothing to be angry about."

"I'm not angry."

"Whatever." She glanced down, couldn't help the way her mouth curved, then brought her eyes back up. Their gazes met.

"Can I leave now?"

His grip tightened on her arm. "What did you talk about?"

She tried to pull away. He didn't let go.

"Just childhood memories." She kept her tone calm even though her pulse was racing.

"You're a terrible liar."

"What we discussed doesn't concern you."

"Are you expecting him to help you escape?"

"I'm not planning an escape." She moved nearer instead of backing away. She hated how close he was standing. Hated the warmth radiating from him. Hated that she noticed his scent and hated more that she had to fight the instinct to lean in. "If you're planning this, it's going to end badly. For both of you."

"I'm not planning anything. We were just happy to see each other." She stepped back, putting distance between them.

"Just happy." He repeated it like he was testing the words.

"I didn't hug him or kiss him. We danced."

"You wanted to." 

"And I didn't." She held his stare. "Is there a problem?"

His expression cracked—just for a second. Surprise, then something darker underneath.

"I don't understand why we're having this conversation. Your girlfriend Elara is probably waiting for you."

He crossed his arms, his focus never leaving her face.

"Are you trying to scare me by staring like that?"

He laughed. Actually laughed. "You're not normal at all."

"Maybe."

"If your boyfriend contacts you again, tell him not to do anything stupid."

"I told you. Nothing's going to happen." She held his stare.

"It took him long enough to find you."

"He's not searching for me." The words came out too fast.

"Your girlfriend is captured and he's not looking for you?"

"Why don't you pay attention to your own girlfriend instead of interrogating me about my private life?"

His expression shifted—genuine surprise flickering across his features before something else took its place.

Kaida's mouth curved. "You're not going to ruin this evening for me, Theron."

She turned and walked away. Felt his eyes tracking her movement with every step. When she reached the carriage and climbed inside, she glanced back through the window.

He stood exactly where she'd left him, watching.

She winked. Just barely. Just enough for him to see.

His entire body went still.

Then she settled into the seat and let out a breath she didn't know she'd been holding. Through the glass, she saw him standing frozen in the shadows, his silhouette sharp against the distant lights. He hadn't moved. Hadn't looked away.

The carriage rolled forward and his form receded into darkness.

Her face felt hot. Her hands were shaking.

She thought about Rowan. About everything he'd told her. Lyra alive. Meredith trying to visit.

That stupid grin came back.

Then Theron's reaction filled her mind—the way he'd scrutinized her, the force of it, the confusion underneath.

Why did she care what he thought?

She leaned back against the seat.

I need to be more vigilant.

When she reached her quarters, she went straight to the window and pushed it open. Night air rushed in, carrying the scent of gardens and distant rain. Stars scattered across the sky like broken glass.

For the first time since she'd arrived, hope flickered in her chest—fragile but real.

She thought about the evening. About Rowan. About what he'd said. About getting Lyra here. About Meredith.

The grin wouldn't leave her face.

Then Theron's gaze came back—the way his eyes had burned into her across the ballroom, the way he'd grabbed her arm, the way his tone had gone rough when he'd said just happy.

The way he'd frozen when she winked.

Be vigilant.

She needed to be more vigilant.

But tonight—just tonight—she let herself feel it. All of it. The hope and the fear and the confusion and the tiny, fragile possibility that maybe, maybe things could be different.

She stayed at the window until the stars started to fade.
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Chapter 6
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The meeting with Serafine had run longer than expected, and Kaida walked through the gardens toward her quarters while late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the gravel path. April warmth hung in the air—not quite summer, but close enough that she could feel it gathering at the nape of her neck beneath her hair.

Footsteps came from behind her, moving fast.

She turned, already tensing.

Darian jogged toward her with that wide grin plastered across his face. "I was trying to catch up to you."

Kaida didn't answer but turned back around and kept walking.

He fell into step beside her anyway, slightly out of breath. "Why are you running from me?"

"I'm not running." She didn't look at him and kept her eyes forward.

"I was rude when we first met." His tone shifted, attempting sincerity. "I apologize."

Kaida's jaw tightened, but she said nothing and just kept moving along the path while he matched her pace.

"I heard you're good at archery." He gestured broadly at the practice grounds visible beyond the next building. "Weather's perfect, and I'd like to see how good you really are."

"I have things to do."

"Please, just a quick round."

"No."

He moved slightly ahead of her, forcing her to slow. "If you're scared of losing to me—"

"I'm not scared of you." The words came out sharper than she intended, and she stopped walking before pivoting to face him fully.

His grin widened with victory. "Good, then we're playing. I'll have them set it up."

Kaida studied him for a moment—the eager gleam in his eyes and the way he stood near enough to make her uncomfortable. One round, and then maybe he'd leave her alone.

"One round," she said. "That's it."

He signaled to an attendant near the garden entrance, and within minutes servants had set up two straw targets at the far end of the practice yard—the same yard where Kaida had trained alone those first few weeks, before Serafine had started filling her days with lessons in smiling and curtseying.

The sun hung lower now with golden light slanting across the space while shadows stretched long from the targets. Kaida selected her arrows with practiced care, her father's voice in her head: Always check your equipment. An arrow is only as good as the archer who prepares it.

Darian snatched his arrows carelessly while still talking. "Let's make this interesting with a wager."

"No." She didn't look up from inspecting her equipment.

"Come on—"

"I said no." She straightened with bow in hand and moved to her mark.

Darian shrugged and took his position before drawing and releasing in one smooth motion.

The arrow struck the outer ring, and he grimaced. "Hand slipped."

Kaida nocked her arrow and drew, feeling the familiar pull of the bowstring against her fingers and the slight burn in her shoulder muscles. She exhaled slowly and released.

Red. Center mass.

She didn't smile but just lowered her bow and reached for another arrow.

They fell into rhythm—draw, release, retrieve—while Darian kept up a steady stream of conversation that Kaida barely heard. Her world narrowed to the target, the bow, and the arrows, along with the way her breathing steadied and the way her mind went quiet for the first time all day. Each arrow that hit center was a small victory, a moment where she wasn't a prisoner being taught to curtsy but was herself—the girl who'd trained in Valerian courtyards.

The arrow flew and hit red.

Brief satisfaction pulsed through her along with feelings of control and power.

"You really are good at this," Darian said after her fifth bullseye in a row.

Kaida lowered her bow. "Can I go now?"

"One more—"

"No." She moved to return her equipment to the quiver.

That's when she felt it—the weight of someone watching.

She turned slowly and found Theron standing near the colonnade with arms crossed and his face unreadable in the fading light.

How long had he been there?

Her stomach dropped, and she jerked her focus away immediately—back to the quiver, the arrows, anywhere but him—before starting to walk toward the main building.

"Now you're ignoring me?"

His voice stopped her.

Kaida's shoulders tensed, but she kept walking.

"Kaida."

She stopped without turning around and just stood there with the bow still in her hand, trying to decide if she could get away with pretending she hadn't heard him.

"I know you heard me."

Slowly, she turned to find Theron standing ten feet away with hands in his pockets, watching her with that infuriatingly calm expression.

Their eyes locked and held a beat past comfortable before she looked away first, hating that she did.

"Do I need to greet you every time I see you?"

The corner of his mouth twitched, not quite a smile. "Spending time with Darian now?"

"He insisted, and I accepted." She met his stare directly this time, refusing to flinch.

"I told you to stay away from him."

"Tell your brother that since he's the one who won't leave me alone." The words came out harder than she intended while warmth crept up her neck. "And don't use that tone with me."

Theron's eyebrows went up slightly. "What tone?"

"That one." She shifted the bow to her other hand with her fingers tightening on the grip. "The one where you tell me what to do. I'm tired of it."

"You're tired." He said it like he was tasting the words and testing them. "Of me."

She didn't answer.

He moved toward her with deliberate, measured steps while the light had shifted during their conversation—softer now, the kind of light that made everything look gentler than it was. "I'm listening. What exactly are you tired of?"

"You constantly telling me what I can and can't do."

"For your own good—"

"For my own good?" A laugh escaped before she could stop it, sharp and bitter. "Is that what this is?"

"You're careless."

"Am I?" She crossed her arms with the bow dangling from one hand and moved into his space instead of backing away. "Tell me, what careless thing did you see me do today? I'm listening."

He studied her for a long moment while dusk was creeping in and shadows pooled around them. "Last night at the ball, and now Darian."

"I already explained last night." Her face burned while her chest felt tight. "And I don't want to waste my time with someone like Darian either, but since I'm a prisoner, my options for resistance are limited."

That stopped him, and his expression shifted—surprise, then calculation. "Someone like Darian?"

"A creep." She paused, searching for the right word. "Predatory, and that's putting it mildly."

Theron laughed—actually laughed with a sharp bark of sound that startled her completely. It was real and unguarded.

For a moment she saw someone else, someone who wasn't the enemy but someone who found her genuinely funny.

Kaida blinked at him, thrown. "What's so amusing?"

"You're perceptive for your age."

And just like that, the wall was back up—his and hers.

"You're only about ten years older than me," she shot back, "but you're not ten years smarter."

The laugh died, and he looked at her like she'd slapped him with his expression caught between shock and what might have been amusement. "You enjoy attacking me."

"I'm doing what you do to me."

Silence settled while he stood very still, processing that, with his teeth clenched. Then: "I don't attack you."

"You manipulate with word games, so at least be honest about that."

"When have I manipulated you?"

"Are we really going to have this conversation?"

"You make an accusation, then try to close the subject." His voice had gone quiet and dangerous.

Kaida pushed forward—near enough now that she could see the tension in his shoulders and near enough to catch his scent. "People who don't get along usually stay away from each other."

"Meaning?"

"Stay away from me." She smiled—sharp and challenging—before pulling back and putting distance between them again.

"Is that why you winked at me last night?" His voice had changed, becoming lower and rougher. "To keep me away?"

Her smile faltered for just a heartbeat. "That was habit. When I'm happy, I do things without thinking."

"You saw your boyfriend and forgot everything else."

"I didn't forget." The lightness left her voice completely, and she looked up at him while holding his stare. "I saw someone I love and I had a moment of happiness. That's all."

"Your happy moments." He repeated it like the words hurt.

"Why does my happiness bother you?"

"It doesn't."

"Then what's the problem?"

"You're the kingdom's responsibility." He advanced again—near enough this time that she had to tilt her head back slightly to maintain eye contact. "You need to behave appropriately here."

"I might be a prisoner here now," she said slowly while watching his face, "but you realize this is temporary, right?"

His eyes widened fractionally. "How do you plan to leave?"

"Marriage, one the kingdom would approve."

The word hung between them.

Theron went completely still—not the controlled stillness he usually maintained but something different, frozen, like she'd struck him.

His expression cracked briefly with devastating raw shock mixed with hurt he couldn't hide fast enough before he locked it down.

"The person from last night." His voice had changed, becoming flatter and colder.

"Maybe." Kaida forced herself to hold his stare even though her heart was hammering. "His family is established and powerful enough that your kingdom would approve, so I could leave here without issue."

A muscle jumped in his cheek while his hands curled into fists at his sides before deliberately relaxing.

She'd rattled him badly, and some small, reckless part of her was satisfied by that.

"Interesting." The word came out clipped and hard.

"I'm telling you so you don't waste time imagining escape scenarios. You know the rules better than I do."

"Yesterday he was just a friend." Each word was precise and controlled. "Now suddenly he's someone you're planning to marry?"
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