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​Prologue
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IT WAS THE BEGINNING of winter when the continent of Couria faced its end. The weather was unseasonably sunny, which took the edge off of the otherwise harsh temperatures. In the northern countries of Ardin and Willhardt, lakes and rivers had begun showing the first signs of freezing and trees stood barren of leaves. In the southernmost country, Sumpton, nature was still clinging to the orange and red hues of autumn.

Families across all three kingdoms spent the day in preparation for the upcoming solstice celebration. The women busied themselves in the kitchen, preparing food and cleaning while the men went about setting up pyres for bonfires. Churches prepared to receive waves of worshipers and gathered offerings to be burned for the gods. The gentle hums of magic filled the air as people cast spells and brewed potions to help them complete their chores. 

Outside, the new generation of mages ran around, testing the limits of their new powers. As the solstice drew nearer, the land’s connection to magic grew stronger. The young children who had come of age over the past year were finally able to access whatever power the Goddess, Nye, had blessed them with.

As the sun began to set on the horizon, mothers began rounding up their children in hopes of getting them to bed early before what was sure to prove a long day. It was a difficult task, especially for those with those little ones who’d just tasted magic for the first time.

In a small village near the capital of Ardin, a young mother watched as her husband set out to round up their child, who was shooting off weak rays of pale green magic as he played. She smiled as he chased the little boy around their yard and shouted, “You’re just too quick. I’ll never catch you!”

After a few more minutes of play, the father lunged and scooped the child into his arms. He carried him up to the house, holding tight as the boy squirmed and tried to break free. When they reached the porch, the boy pouted up at his parents. “We play, mama?”

“Yer mom’s been trying to call ya in for ages, Ryken. It’s time for ya to go to sleep. We’ll play tomorrow.” The man pressed a kiss to his son’s head before passing Ryken over to his wife.

“That’s right. You need to get lots of rest. There’s going to be so much to do tomorrow, and we don’t want to miss any of it.” She pulled him in close as she carried him to bed. “Do you want to hear about tomorrow?”

“Tell me!” he screeched and finally stopped fighting her hold on him.

The young woman giggled and set him down. She started getting him changed for bed as she spoke. “Well, first we’ll wake up and have a nice big breakfast. Then we’ll go to church and hear all about Nye. Do you remember what she made for us?”

“Um... the magic stone?”

“You’re so smart! She made the Lifestone. It gives us our magic. Father Lisran will tell us all about that and about Nye’s champion. Do you remember his name?”

“Ryken!” The little boy exclaimed, a grin taking over his little face.

“Right! Just like you.” Grinning, she tapped the tip of his nose and led him to his bed. “Ryken completed all kinds of quests for the Goddess. You’ll get to hear lots of those stories tomorrow.”

“What else, mama?”

From the bedroom door, the man smiled and finally joined the conversation. “After church, your mom and I are taking ya to yer grandma’s while we make offerings for the gods.”

“What’s a ‘offerin’?” Ryken frowned, his mouth struggling to form the new word.

“They’re like gifts, baby. We’re going to say our prayers and leave gifts at the altars in town to thank the gods for everything they’ve given us this year. You’ll have more fun with grandma, trust me.”

“And when we get back it’ll be daddy’s favorite part. The feast.” He crossed the room to help tuck the little boy into his bed. “But before any of that, ya need to go to sleep.”

Ryken sighed dramatically and rolled his head around on his pillow. “Okay.”

Both parents gave him a kiss on his cheeks before leaving the room. The young mother blew out the candle by the door and, before pulling it closed behind her, whispered, “We love you. Sleep tight.”

As the door latched behind her, she was just able to make out a drowsily whispered, “I love you too.”

With their child safely in his bed, the young woman started a kettle to brew tea for her husband and herself. The moon was well into its arc across the sky, and all of the outside world had calmed by the time they got settled on the porch. She sighed as she clutched the warm mug with both hands. “He’ll be a menace with that magic of his. He’s only just gotten it and he was casting nearly all day. I run dry after five spells.”

“We’ll keep him in line. It’s good that he’s strong. If either of us’d had more power to draw from we’d be set by now,” her husband grumbled, looking down at his work worn palms. “Being able to cast’ll get him a good career. He’ll be able to support a family one day.”

“We’ll pray for that tomorrow, anyway. Come now, we should get to bed too. We’ll have an even longer day than Ryken.” She finished what was in her cup and patted his shoulder as she went back inside.
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It was pitch black in the house when the young couple was awoken by their son’s cry from the other room. Both immediately sat up, hearts racing from the sound. The first thing Leona noticed was that the house was shaking. The windows rattled so hard she feared they would shatter, and she could hear dishes falling and breaking in the kitchen. 

Her husband, clearly getting his bearings much quicker than she had, jumped out of bed and ran to the other room. She followed suit, stopping to find a lantern. The one she’d left on her bedside table had ended up knocked onto the floor. She picked it up and reached into the air around her, hoping to pull some leftover magic from the previous day to light it. A warmth in her chest started to grow, but instead of the familiar beam of gray light she’d expected, there were only a few weak sparks before the sensation faded.

She cursed and dropped to the floor, hoping her matches had landed somewhere nearby. Across the house, Ryken’s wails had softened to gentle sobs as his father found him. The building continued to shake as she finally found the matches and was able to light the candle in her hand.

As she made for her bedroom door, a loud crack from behind her. She didn’t have a chance to muffle the scream that tore from her throat as a gust of air hit her back. At the sound, Ryken’s crying took on a new life and her husband called out to her in the most panicked tone she’d ever heard from him. “Leona? Are ya hurt?”

“I’m fine!” She chanced a glance back to see that one of the support beams from their roof had fallen a mere five feet from where she was. “I’m in the doorway. Are you two safe?”

“Yes. Don’t move, just wait it out where ya are. Hopefully it’ll be over soon.”

With the aid of the candle, she could see that the shaking of their house hadn’t caused as much damage as she’d feared. From the bedroom she could only see part of the kitchen, but there wasn’t much broken clay on the floor. As far as she could tell, the living room had seen nearly no change. Everything was being thrown around, but nothing had broken, which she supposed was a good omen.

The tremors continued for only a few minutes more if she were to judge based on the melting of the candle in her lantern. She took a few deep breaths and tried to relax her shoulders before stepping hesitantly out of the doorway and toward the living room. She turned to see her husband setting Ryken down and doing the same. “Stay there for a minute. Let us make sure everything looks safe before you come out.”

The little boy sniffled but did as he was told. She followed her husband around the house as they surveyed the damage. One of the windows in their living room had broken, along with the one in Ryken’s room. Other than that, the fallen support beam was the only damage they could see.

“Do ya know a spell that can put that back?” the man asked, glancing at his wife.

“It wouldn’t matter. I don’t even have enough magic to light a candle right now.” Her voice came out watery, but she was determined not to let herself cry. Her family was okay. That’s what was important.

He sighed. “It’ll be back tomorrow after ya get some rest. We’ll fix it then.”

The thought consoled her. It even helped her to get some sleep before the sun rose.

But her magic didn’t come back the next day. When they walked into town, they found that no one’s magic had restored. Even the most powerful casters in the town were completely drained.

After a few days spent trying to reorganize the town and help those who needed it, they received word that the earthquake had covered the whole of Couria. All around the continent, small towns and villages had lost their connection to magic. The rumors said that most had lost magic, but the more densely populated areas had wells of magic that strong mages could still use to cast.

At first, they thought that the magic had simply been disturbed by the earthquake and would take time to settle back; or, that the Lifestone had been drained and needed to replenish itself before returning their gifts. Many carried those hopes with them through the first few months of the drought. They were only further encouraged by the small amounts of magic that had returned in seemingly random places in the three kingdoms, like the patch found on a farm in rural Ardin. After years started passing without any more magic trickling back, people lost hope in regaining their magic. Eventually, people stopped believing in the old legends entirely.
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Chapter One
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TO HER COMPANIONS, Aurelia’s pacing must have resembled the weather. What had started as a perfectly sunny day had grown cloudy, slowly darkening as the tension in her shoulders grew. While it wasn’t raining, she could feel the humidity in the air that drifted in through an opened window. That, along with Aurelia’s demeanor in the privacy of their sitting room—which was veering toward an emotional breakdown—threatened to make the start of their trip much gloomier.

Accompanying her were Kaden Strough, a lieutenant in Sumpton’s royal guard, and Caliana Ahmadi, one of the two female advisors in her father’s cabinet. She had known Caliana for years, ever since she had started working for Aurelia’s family. They had been in many cabinet meetings together and had a friendly acquaintanceship. Aurelia had specifically requested Caliana to be her advisor in Willhardt, much to her father’s discontent. He would have preferred she choose a man who would tell her exactly what he wanted, but he could not go against her public request. Not without bringing about questions as to why Caliana was on his council if she couldn’t be trusted with such a task, at least.

Kaden, on the other hand, she did not recognize. She knew that he had likely been working for the kingdom for years—he would have had to in order to become a lieutenant—but she was sure that she had never seen him before that day, which she found very peculiar. She had expected her personal guard to be someone who had been assigned to her previously. Someone who could anticipate her movements and who knew her usual comings and goings, not a complete stranger. She wondered why her usual guard, Taryn, had been ordered to stay behind. 

She was considering asking the Lieutenant if he knew, when her parents swept into the room. As usual, her father’s sandy hair was combed back and his facial hair neatly trimmed. He wore a dark gray suit, which Aurelia recognized as his favorite. Next to him, her mother wore a simply embroidered dress in the same shade of red as the tie around her father’s neck. Unlike Aurelia’s, her blonde hair had been braided and pulled back into an intricate updo. Aside from her mother’s simple necklace and earrings, they wore no jewels or other adornments. Neither of them were dressed for a public send off. They’d be saying their goodbyes now, then.

Aurelia felt her shoulders slump slightly and quickly readjusted her posture. She smoothed out her skirt and clasped her hands at her abdomen as she dipped into a shallow curtsy. “Everything is prepared for our departure. The stableboys are off fetching the carriage, and then we’ll be off.”

Her mother crossed the room first, pulling the young woman into a tight hug. As she pulled back, she squeezed Aurelia’s shoulders and met her gaze. Her warm, brown eyes were soft, as was the smile on her lips. “I know you will do wonderfully. Just remember what your father taught you.”

“Yes, mother.” Aurelia forced a smile and turned to her father, who was watching them with hazel eyes that matched her own. The flecks of green and brown did nothing to distract from the ever-present scowl on his face. Aurelia pulled away from her mother to face him fully. “You and Advisor Lindel have trained me well, father. Do you have any more wisdom to share before we depart?”

“Lindel told me he believes you to be ready to handle negotiations on your own. I agree with his judgment. You know your duty and shall see it through.”

“I know how important the treaty and our alliance with Willhardt is to our country. I will ensure it remains strong,” Aurelia said as she nodded. She tried to ignore the edge in his last statement, which made it more of a command. “I did have a question before we leave, though. Is there a reason that Lieutenant Strough is accompanying me instead of Corporal Taryn Bartle?”

“You already know that you won’t be traveling with a full convoy. That is why your lady’s maid will not be joining you. Corporal Bartle does not have the necessary experience to protect you while also being discrete. Lieutenant Strough does.”

That explained why she had not seen Strough around the castle. When she did not say anything else, Aurelia’s father nodded. He placed a gentle kiss on her forehead and wished the trio safe travels before going to attend whatever was next on his agenda for the day.

[image: image]

Once the trip had begun, Aurelia began to observe the Lieutenant from across the carriage. She could have guessed that he was a soldier from his posture alone; his shoulders were back and his spine straight, making the silver buttons on his crimson uniform glint in the sunlight that peeked through the sheer curtains covering the windows. He seemed relaxed, but she knew from observing the other guards in training that he was prepared to defend her that very second if he needed to. 

His light brown hair was cut in a wavy fringe that just barely fell into his eyes. His skin was tanned, no doubt from his travels since joining the guard.  In the shade of the carriage, his eyes were a brown so deep that they reminded Aurelia of the mud puddles that surrounded the palace after a heavy rainfall. He seemed to carefully take in the details of everything they passed.

Watching him made her wonder what he had been trained to look for. She knew to watch for other people on the road and to pay enough attention to know where they were if anything happened to their carriage, but he was probably looking for things that would never have occurred to her. Part of her training as princess had been learning how to read people. She had studied body language, fashion, and the various signs that gave away a person’s station and disposition. Safety precautions for travel, however, had not even been considered as a lesson plan.

Beside her, Caliana tucked one of her long, dark curls behind her ear and began digging through her briefcase. “Has Your Highness been updated on Sumpton’s current agreement with Willhardt?” Once she found what she had been searching for, she turned to Aurelia for her answer.

Aurelia nodded slowly and tore her gaze from Kaden, who was politely pretending not to listen to their conversation. “Yes. I did plenty of research on my own, as well as having an informative meeting with Advisor Lindel.” 

Caliana nodded, scanned the paper she was holding. She began to speak, but Aurelia held up a hand to stop her. She smiled gently. “If it is all the same to you, Advisor Ahmadi, I would rather save the politics for when we arrive, seeing as that is all we’ll be speaking of for the next month or so. This time should be used to take in our beautiful country.”

To Aurelia’s relief, Caliana nodded and put the papers back in her bag with a mumbled, “Of course, Highness.”

She may have been more receptive to Caliana’s discussion if she had not been buried under the same exact topics for the past week. She meant what she told Caliana, though. She intended to get back to strategizing as soon as they reached Willhardt. And, more than that, she trusted Caliana to make sure that she was fully prepared, even if they did not utilize every second they had.

Caliana, she noticed, took notes on just about everything. She had also noticed that Caliana kept to herself much more than Aurelia thought she should. If something was said that Caliana disagreed with, she tended to let it pass rather than argue, even if she was right. Aurelia supposed that Caliana’s timidness had a lot to do with Aurelia’s father and his stubbornness. She knew that he could get awfully pigheaded when arguments were not going his way. On top of that, she knew that he held a dismissive attitude toward women. 

It was a wonder that Caliana had even gotten a position in his ten-person council. Aurelia herself still was not entirely sure how that had happened. All she knew was that the public had had some influence on it. Caliana had won their favor and used it to earn her place.

Aurelia turned her attention to the scenery outside of her window. Autumn had finally set in, turning the foliage beautiful shades of yellow, red, and brown. It had always been her favorite season as a child. The gray clouds that had hung over them had been long left behind, letting the sun warm their carriage. She could only entertain herself by watching the trees pass for so long, though, and eventually turned back to the man across from her.

Kaden was still staring out the window, seemingly lost in thought. The only guards Aurelia had ever really spoken with had been captains and admirals, and they only spoke to her about official business if they deemed it absolutely necessary. She had a sneaking suspicion that they saw her as a little girl with no place in discussions of war.

They sat in a peaceful silence for a while before Aurelia and Kaden’s eyes locked. She felt that that was a good time for her to try to get to know him; they would be seeing a lot of each other, and she did not like to be surrounded by strangers. “How long have you been with the guard, Lieutenant Strough? I do not believe I have seen you around the palace.”

“Oh, about five years, Your Highness. And no, we could not have crossed paths. I am afraid my duties have kept me preoccupied outside of the gates.” His voice was slightly deeper than she had expected, but she found it to be more fitting than the one she’d imagined.

“And what, pray tell, were those duties?” She leaned forward slightly, her head tilting slightly to the right as she raised an eyebrow at him. “Most men of your status are charged with positions that keep them close to the captains and admirals.”

He gave a polite smile. “I am afraid that I am not permitted to give you any more information, Princess. But rest assured, I am plenty qualified to be your guard.”

She shook her head, hoping that he had not really thought that she was doubting him. She knew that he would not have been chosen to head her protective detail if he was underqualified. “I was not worried about that at all, Lieutenant. Merely attempting to make small talk.”

“Of course, Your Highness. Would you like to discuss a different topic? Literature, perhaps?”

“That is quite all right. We had better both get back to taking in the landscape before we disturb Advisor Ahmadi.” Caliana, who had begun furiously scribbling notes on a document, waved a hand but did not speak.

Kaden nodded once before turning his attention back to the window. Aurelia settled back into her seat and sighed. With Kaden’s refusal to discuss himself and Caliana having busied herself transcribing what Aurelia guessed were notes for her to study, she realized that she was in for a long journey. It seemed as if her companions would bore her to death if she did not find other ways to entertain herself.

For the remainder of the ride, barring the last hour, none of them spoke. At that time, Aurelia prompted Caliana to begin her lecture about the treaty so that they could begin planning. Caliana laid out her father’s instructions for them and gave Aurelia a page of the notes she had been writing earlier. Everything they spoke about was valuable, but her father had not left much room for improvisation. It was to be expected, of course. The negotiations would be happening under his name, not Aurelia’s. It was not up to her to make decisions, only to see to it that they were reached as instructed.

Finally, when Caliana stopped speaking and began to search for yet another document, Aurelia cut in. “Advisor Ahmadi, before we continue, I should like to know: what is your opinion of these arrangements?”

Caliana’s hands froze, her fingers stuck mid-rifle between the pages in front of her. Aurelia counted seven heartbeats before the advisor finally made eye contact with her. “Apologies, Your Highness. Could you repeat the question?”

Aurelia felt a twinge of annoyance, but more than anything, she found it amusing to see the other woman flustered. “Your opinion, Advisor Ahmadi. I have seen you in cabinet meetings, and I know that you have a valuable voice. Even if my father chooses not to recognize it.”

Her cheeks brightened and she looked back down to her papers, shuffling through them. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

From the corner of her eye, Aurelia thought that she could see Kaden smile. Of course, when she turned to him, his face was the same blank stare that all soldiers seemed to be masters at. When he noticed her suspicious glance, he offered a polite smile. Before Aurelia had the chance to say anything, Caliana spoke up again, her voice strained. “I think that you could get Queen Alexandria to lower the import tax on the Happens River agreement.”

With both eyebrows raised in surprise, Aurelia turned to her. It was no wonder that she was nervous to speak. Lowering the import tax on the Happens River was a goal that her father had failed to accomplish the last four times he had met with the queen. “Really? How would you propose we accomplish that?”

Aurelia had previously only dreamt of achieving such a win. If she could manage it, her father would have no choice but to acknowledge her political prowess. And, if she managed to impress him enough, she wondered if she might be able to get him to stop planning to marry her off. The negotiation was her chance to prove that she could rule as a capable sovereign.

She was not sure if Caliana had made her suggestion with that in mind, or if she had just been pleased that Aurelia had praised her capability, but she was not sure that she cared. Either way, the suggestion was enough for Caliana to have won even more of Aurelia’s favor and respect.

“By giving her something that she wants more,” Caliana answered, the nervousness in her voice blooming into excitement as she hugged the loose papers to her chest. “Queen Alexandria means for her daughter to rule as sovereign, yes, but that does not mean that she is against a marriage alliance. If I am correct, Your Highness has a number of eligible suitors that could be persuaded to court Princess Harper.”

“What makes you so sure that Queen Alexandria would be interested in a marriage alliance? Father has always been under the impression that she would scorn any man who would propose to her daughter.”

“That is because he has not taken the time to truly listen to her. It is what she desires, I am sure. I have seen her in meetings with other dignitaries. When speaking to the young kings and princes, she seems to bring the princess up more often. I believe that she does not openly propose an alliance for fear of seeming weak. I am sure the men in the room would see it as her admitting that she needs a man to rule her country. I tried to bring it up to his majesty, the King, but he dismissed me.” It was obvious that Caliana was trying to keep her posture, but Aurelia recognized the dullness in her eyes. It was a look she was familiar with from years of disappointing conversations with her superiors.

Aurelia had to bite her tongue to prevent herself from saying something snide about her father. It was just like him to miss such obvious signs. “I will have to see this for myself, of course, but I appreciate your guidance, Advisor Ahmadi. Thank you.”

“Of course, Your Highness.”

From the way that she straightened her back, Aurelia could tell that Caliana’s confidence had been boosted. It occurred to her then that they were in very similar positions. They were both vying for validation from her father, both silenced because of their gender, and both given a new sense of hope because of the other. Aurelia made the decision that she would make Caliana her personal advisor when they returned. Her father would have to let Caliana speak then, no matter if he wanted to listen or not. And having finally chosen an advisor would show him that Aurelia was ready for more responsibility. So long as the deal with Willhardt went well, that is. And it had to. Both of their futures depended on it.
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​Chapter Two
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THE CASTLE IN WILLHARDT was slightly larger than the castle in Sumpton. The walls were made of a gleaming tan stone, and the roofs and trimmings of the building were painted a dark shade of blue, Willhardt’s signature color. 

Aurelia noticed that the walls of Willhardt’s castle held significantly fewer windows than her own, probably because of the colder temperatures that Willhardt experienced. Aurelia was reminded of that the moment the carriage door opened. The gush of cold air combined with the uncomfortable fluttering in Aurelia’s stomach had all of her hairs standing on end.

As the trio stepped out onto the stone pathway, they were greeted by a man with a warm smile on his face. Aurelia took in his simple yet nice clothes and the wrinkles around his eyes that suggested most of his time was spent reprimanding others.  His rough, calloused hands gave the impression that he had worked his way up to his current position, which she admired. He was exactly the kind of man her father would send to act as an escort for visiting royals.

Probably the head housekeeper, Aurelia decided.

The princess took the lead, falling into step between the man and Caliana, while Kaden followed behind. As soon as they had disembarked the carriage, he had stiffened, his gaze carefully examining everything and everyone in sight. Likewise, Caliana’s posture was stiff as they walked. She whispered a few last-minute reminders on how to greet the queen, but was otherwise silent.

The walk to the foyer gave Aurelia an opportunity to take in the grounds. To their left was a lush garden, filled with roses, daisies, and other flowers that Aurelia did not know the names of, with a short path that led to a small gazebo. To their right, and some ways away, was what looked like stables. Aurelia remembered from her studies that there was a lake somewhere towards the back of the property that she hoped to see on this visit.

The main path was the closest she had ever gotten to any of those types of amenities. She had only been to Willhardt once previously; when King Richard died, her family visited to give the queen their condolences. The trip had only lasted two days, and Aurelia, a mere seven years old, had spent practically the whole time stuck with her mother in their chambers while her father met with the queen. She was seldom allowed time for frivolous excursions on those other trips, either. Her father kept her on a tight leash wherever they traveled.

Turning her attention back to the castle before her, Aurelia saw a large set of oak doors flanked by navy banners embroidered with the Wellsworth coat of arms—a bear, poised to attack, on the front of the shield mounted on a half silver and half cornflower-colored background. From the various people in different uniforms standing at attention as they approached, it seemed that every noble and member of the palace staff was in their welcoming party.

For the first time since hearing that she would be handling the negotiations, Aurelia felt her chest tighten, almost as if a balloon was inflating inside of her. She had been so pleased her father trusted her that she had not allowed herself to think about what could happen when she arrived.

Aurelia was confident in her ability to interact with nobles and dignitaries. She had been training her whole life for that exact purpose. However, she had never spoken to a king or queen as if they were equals, as these negotiations would require. She would need to stand her ground against the queen. The problem was that she was not sure where Alexandria would draw the line between determination and disrespect. 

The two guards positioned at the doors pulled them open as the group approached. Everyone waiting outside cheered and dropped into low bows as she passed. Inside, she could see five people standing in a line, waiting to greet them.

In that moment, as her foot crossed the threshold, Aurelia felt every nerve ending in her body simultaneously come alive. She became hyper aware of the breeze grazing her arms and the way her skirts moved against her legs as she walked. She was familiar with the sensation; she would go into sensory overload occasionally when she studied too hard. She must have been more overwhelmed by the sight of the queen and this part of her court than she’d expected to be.

As they approached, she took the opportunity to take in those waiting to greet them. The first, closest to the door, was a man in a traditional soldier’s dress uniform. His blonde hair was neatly pushed back and his face was clean shaven. His brown eyes narrowed slightly as he took in the three of them, but he was otherwise emotionless. The navy sash covered in medals that lay across his chest suggested that he was the captain of the guard. 

Beside him was a woman in finely woven dress clothes that were the same shade of dark blue as the banners outside. The fabrics looked expensive; they were probably shipped from Ardin and sewn by professional seamstresses. The lack of embellishment told Aurelia that the woman probably wasn’t a lady-in-waiting. She assumed that this woman was the queen’s primary advisor.

Keeping the pleasant smile on her face, she turned her gaze to the woman at the other end of the group, and quickly decided that she was a lady in waiting. She wore a pale green dress with a simple floral pattern embroidered along the skirt. It was clearly meant to resemble the dress of the woman standing to her right.

Princess Harper’s dress had the same pattern sewn onto the skirt, but the addition of small emeralds and diamonds to the pattern and bodice made it clear that she was higher in status. Aurelia was struck by how similar Harper and her mother were. Her dark brown complexion, coiled hair, and dark brown eyes were unmistakably Alexandria’s. A delicate silver crown rested atop her curls, adorned with five sapphires along the band. A small smile rested on her lips that, unlike the others in the room, seemed to be genuine. If the rumors were true, what she had not inherited from her father in appearance was made up for in her personality. It was said throughout the three kingdoms that the princess took after her late father in temperament. King Richard had been a kind, compassionate man. Harper, like him, was gentle and optimistic, but it was said that she was timid.

Whereas Aurelia put all her effort into convincing her father that she was ready for more responsibility, no one knew much about Harper’s motivations. Since she was the only child of the Wellworth line, it was unlikely that Harper would abdicate her throne, but Aurelia wondered whether Harper had considered it. She knew from various galas and events they had both attended that Harper did not seem to have much to say about politics. When she did, it would be to speak of how much she cared for her people and to praise her mother for keeping them happy. At those times, Aurelia wondered how the rumors of her mother’s actions had not reached her. Surely, if they had reached Sumpton, the princess would have heard the whispers as well.

Next to her, standing right in the middle, was Queen Alexandria. Her raven-esque curls were pulled back and up, accenting her crown perfectly. Its silver frame was encrusted with sapphires that reflected the sunlight streaming in through the window in a way that made Aurelia’s own tiara feel like a cheap piece of imitation jewelry. Her sharp features were matched with dark eyes set in a glare, reminding Aurelia just how intimidating she was said to be. 

Simply from looking at her, Aurelia got the feeling that the queen could smite her down at any moment. She wondered how her father could ever think of Queen Alexandria as less than him. Just standing there waiting to greet her, Alexandria effortlessly commanded a type of power that hung thick in the air and weighed heavily on Aurelia’s chest. It was a power that Aurelia had never seen or felt before.

She remembered everything she had heard about the queen’s cruelty and her alleged use of magic. She wondered once again if any of it was true. Some of them seemed too far-fetched to be, like her hoarding of magic. As far as Aurelia knew, that was not even possible. Others, though, were hard not to believe, like the rumor that she forced the country’s prisoners to work in the iron mines in the mountains as punishment for their crimes. Based on what Aurelia knew about her, it was completely possible.

The tightness in her chest grew, crawling up to her throat and making it hard to keep her breathing steady. She tried to keep her expression schooled but found it hard to maintain eye contact for longer than a few seconds. She took a long breath and focused on centering her mind. She could not afford any missteps.

By the time she had taken in the welcoming party, they had reached the end of the main hall. Aurelia dropped into a low curtsy, and saw Caliana doing the same from the corner of her eye.

The man who had led them in bowed at his queen as well before gesturing to their party. “It is my pleasure to introduce Crown Princess Aurelia Adelaide Dianna Habercourt of Sumpton, her advisor, Caliana Ahmadi, and her personal guard, Lieutenant Kaden Strough, to Her Majesty, Alexandria Marguerite Kinsley Wellsworth, Queen of Willhardt, Crown Princess Harper Violetta Elissa Wellsworth, the crown’s head advisor, Kieta Taernsby, General Romni Bornt, and Lady Frae Louf.”

She took a deep breath, allowing instincts that were the product of her training to take over as she attempted to relax the tension in her muscles. “Thank you for hosting us, Your Majesty. My father would like to once again extend his apologies for being unable to make the trip himself.”

“I hope your journey was pleasant.” The indifferent tone of her voice gave Aurelia the feeling that the queen did not mean her words.

“It was lovely,” she answered, rising. “Your countryside is beautiful, Your Majesty.”

The queen offered a smile, but the menacing look in her eyes remained. Aurelia did her best to mirror the expression. No matter how warm her welcome, she knew better than to let the queen know what she was thinking, especially when she had not even been in the castle for ten minutes. It would make her seem like an easy target.

Advisor Taernsby took a step forward, catching Aurelia’s attention. The woman spoke in a cool tone, gesturing to the man who had led them inside. “If Your Highness will follow Martin, he will take you to your rooms. Once you have had a chance to rest from the journey, your maids will help you prepare for this evening’s banquet celebrating your arrival.”

“Of course. Until this evening, Your Majesty.” She dropped into another curtsy. “Princess.”

They remained quiet as Aurelia, Caliana, and Kaden followed Martin up the stairs. The tension did not completely leave her shoulders until they were halfway up, and she could no longer hear the queen and Harper whispering.

With the initial meeting over, Aurelia was finally able to take in the inside of the castle in more detail. It was very similar to the outside; all around her were combinations of navy, beige, and silver. At the top of the staircase, hung above the entry to a grand hallway, was a large portrait that Aurelia recognized as King Richard, one of the greatest mages to ever live, according to the stories she’d heard of him. Seeing it made her want to glance down at Harper, but she fought the urge.

She had no idea what it was like to lose a parent. Even if she did, her relationship with her father was nothing like Harper and Richard’s. They had been close. They had spent time together. Her heart ached for Harper, and she found herself wanting to comfort the princess, despite the decade and a half that had passed since the king’s death.

They went to Aurelia’s suite first. When she stepped inside, she was surprised to see her country’s signature red and white adorning nearly every surface. In the center of the drawing room was a small white desk for her to work at, and, to the right, were a red chair and sofa. A quick peek out the window told Aurelia that her rooms faced the garden that they had passed when entering. The main room branched off to a bedroom, a bathroom, and a large closet that were all similarly decorated.

She turned back to where her companions were waiting with Martin and thanked him. He smiled a polite, closed lipped smile, and spoke. “Of course, Your Highness. Her Highness, Princess Harper, thought you may be more comfortable in a room that resembled your home.”

“I will be sure to give her my thanks at dinner.” To Kaden and Caliana, she said. “I will see you two later. We all need to rest now.”

She expected Caliana to resist. To say that they needed to strategize before seeing the queen again. Instead, much to her surprise, Caliana nodded and followed their guide with no hesitation. Aurelia assumed that the trip had worn her out. She stood with a slight hunch and blinked slowly as they spoke, occasionally stifling yawns.

Kaden refused to leave her completely alone but agreed to stand guard outside her door so that she could have some privacy. After a quick check of the suite’s doors and windows, he stepped out, leaving Aurelia alone with her thoughts.

She found that she could not get her mind off of Harper. The fact that she was able to smile at all after losing someone so dear to her was a puzzle to Aurelia. She could not imagine the ache that would cause. The only person she was truly close to was her half-brother, Jackson, who was alive and well. If she lost him, she was sure that she would be crushed by despair.

Weighed down by her thoughts, Aurelia decided to give in to her desire for rest. She drew the curtains before climbing into the large bed, still in her dress, and pulling the duvet all the way up to her chin; she was quickly consumed by sleep.

[image: image]

Some time later, she was awoken by a gentle voice. She slowly opened her eyes and took in her room once again, bathed in the late afternoon light shining through the now opened curtains. Everything was mostly the same, though the red had taken on a darker shade.

Standing beside the bed were two smiling women in matching maid’s outfits. One had long, wavy hair, eyes so dark they could have been black, and warm beige skin. The other, who was slightly shorter, had eyes that were a mix of blue and green, pale pink skin, and red curls that were tied back in a way that reminded Aurelia of a fire, eager to take up as much space as it could.

They both seemed to be around Aurelia’s age. She wondered if they would get along; she was beginning to feel a little lonely without her lady-in-waiting, Sera Gashi. They were not very close friends, but it was nice to always have someone to talk to nearby. She could talk to Caliana about the political aspects of her life, but she was sure that any discussion about her emotions would make her seem weak to the advisor.
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