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For David,


For reading my first book, despite not being a reader.
For building me the beautiful desk where I finished this story.
For pushing me to write when I needed it—
and for distracting me just as often.


I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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Meredith





The warm, comforting scents of almond and honey envelop me as I step into the bakehouse, softening the edges of the weight I’ve carried for weeks. Beth, her small frame hunched over the wood-burning stone oven, expertly maneuvers loaves of bread in and out with a bread paddle. She gives each one a quick squeeze and pat before placing them on the nearby shelf, each loaf covered in a dusting of flour. The rhythm is soothing, familiar—a fragment of normalcy. Yet beneath it lies a current of grief, ever present and inescapable. 

Beth turns and notices me. Her dark curls peek out from under her white cap as she offers a small smile. “Good morning,” she says. Her eyes seem less swollen from tears, but the shadow of pain still lingers. Holt’s absence is everywhere—woven into the silence between us, in the empty spaces where his laughter used to echo. It feels like an eternity since the three of us were together here. Now, it’s just Beth and me, piecing together routines to mask the void.

Beth gestures toward the corner where custards and tarts are cooling, awaiting their turn to delight. “Lady Heloise’s cake is done,” she murmurs.

“Thank you,” I say, glancing at Beth. “It wasn’t too much trouble, was it?”

“None at all,” she replies with quiet sincerity. “I hope it lifts her spirits.”

Before I can respond, Esther’s sharp voice cuts through the bakehouse. “You unruly menace! Didn’t your mother teach you any manners?” She storms into the room, dragging Pip by the ear. The boy winces but doesn’t cry out, his face stoic. Esther is so caught up in her anger she doesn’t notice me standing there.

“You can’t just run wild where you please!” Esther snaps at Pip. “Do you think this is some kind of playground?”

My temper flares, and I step forward. “Unhand him!”

Esther freezes mid-scold, her head snapping toward me. Her grip on Pip loosens immediately, and her face pales. “Your Highness!” she stammers, dropping her hand from Pip’s ear as though it burns.   “I—”

Her sudden change in demeanor is almost comical, but I’m too furious to find humor in it. Esther’s boldness when she thought I wasn’t present only underscores her true character. “Explain yourself,” I demand.

Esther falters, casting a quick glance at Beth as though hoping for rescue. When none comes, she tries to justify her actions. “Your Highness, this boy was—”

“Aunt Esther,” Beth interrupts, “it isn’t your place to reprimand the boy. Let him be.”

Esther’s lips press into a thin line as she shifts uncomfortably. She avoids my gaze, her resentment clear in the tension of her posture. She has felt this way since I demoted her from baker to assistant. Beth doesn’t know the reason her aunt is my least favorite person in the palace, and I’ve kept it that way. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her how Esther refused to lift a finger when Beth needed her the most. That day is seared into my memory, but I doubt it ever even crosses Esther’s mind.

“How can we possibly work with him here? It’s impossible to take a step without running into him.”

Beth smiles at Pip. “But he’s such a good helper.”

Esther sighs, capitulating. “If that is what you want.” She spins on her heel to leave but then pauses, as though recalling whom she stands before. With obvious reluctance, she turns back and offers the barest dip of her head—a gesture more of formality than genuine respect.

“Your Highness,” she grates out. Then, without another word, she departs, her footsteps echoing sharply down the corridor.

As Esther’s steps fade behind her, Pip shifts nervously, his gaze pinned to the floor. “I’m sorry,” he whispers, his small voice barely audible. “I didn’t mean t’ cause trouble.”

Beth straightens and turns toward him, wiping her flour-dusted hands on her apron. “Oh, Pip,” she says, crouching to his level. “You’ve done nothing wrong.” Her voice is so gentle, it’s as if she’s trying to wrap him in a comforting embrace. “She just doesn’t like sharing her space, that’s all. But I do.”

Pip fidgets, glancing toward the door as though considering whether he should leave. Before he can take a step, Beth continues, her tone bright and encouraging. “Actually, I could really use your help with something important. I made a special cake for a lady, and the princess here needs someone to help her deliver it.” She glances at me, her expression seeking approval.

I meet her gaze with a smile and a nod, silently urging her on.

Beth turns back to Pip. “Would you do us the honor?”

His face lights up, a shy but eager smile breaking through his initial uncertainty. “I can do that,” he says, his voice stronger now.

“Good,” Beth says, handing him the shallow earthenware pot holding the cake. “Just be careful. It’s delicate work, and I know you’re up to it.”

I step forward, letting my smile widen as I address Pip. “It’s an important job, you know. Lady Heloise will be thrilled to see this cake, and I can’t think of anyone better to help me deliver it.”

Pip glances at me, his confidence growing as he carefully adjusts his grip on the pot. “I’ll be careful,” he promises.

“I’m sure you will,” I reassure him as he follows me out of the kitchen and through the spacious hall, slowing my steps to match his smaller strides. His shyness is palpable, but I try to put him at ease. Connor has brought him here for a better future, yet I know little about the boy beyond his quiet diligence and the loneliness that crept in after Connor left for the Borderlands to see his aunt.

“Do you like it here?” I ask gently.

He nods, his gaze fixed on his steps.

As we pass through the sunlit corridors, the ornate surroundings seem almost oppressive compared to the simplicity of the bakehouse. A cool breeze wafts in through the open windows, carrying with it the faint chirping of birds. I hesitate before speaking again, hoping to bridge the gap between us. “I had to leave my home once too.”

He looks up at me, curious. “Why?”

“It wasn’t safe for me at the time.”

Before I can delve deeper into my explanation, a jarring clatter of steel punctures the stillness. My gaze is drawn toward the garden courtyard, visible through the open balcony. There, amid blooming flora and under the sun’s watchful gaze, Lief and Heloise are locked in a duel by the water fountain. Their swords, not mere training replicas but real weapons, glint menacingly with every swing they take at each other. A knot forms in my stomach. One false move could lead to injury—or something even more dreadful. Curious onlookers have congregated around the meticulously manicured bushes on the pebbled pathways, their eyes riveted to the dangerous display unfolding before them.

I turn back to Pip, who is watching me with a mix of curiosity and nervousness, clutching the cake carefully.

“Pip,” I say, crouching slightly to meet his eye level. “I need to handle something urgent, but I trust you can take it from here?”

His face falters, uncertainty returning in his expression. “What do I do?” he asks, glancing between the cake and me.

“Listen carefully,” I say, trying my best not to talk too fast. “Go to the front hall and find Steward Hale. He’s usually near the grand staircase, managing things, this time of day. Tell him you have Lady Heloise’s birthday cake and need help delivering it to her maid. He’ll make sure you’re shown the way.”

Pip nods slowly, repeating my instructions under his breath. “Steward Hale . . . front hall by the staircase.”

“Exactly,” I say with a small smile. “And Pip, don’t worry—you’re doing a great job. Take your time and keep the cake steady. Lady Heloise will be so pleased when she sees it.”

He nods again, more firmly this time, and I straighten, glancing back toward the balcony. The sound of steel on steel echoes through the halls, pulling at me like a magnet.

“Off you go, Pip.” I give him a quick pat on the shoulder before hurrying toward the garden. My dress tangles around my legs as I quicken my pace, nearly making me stumble as I round the corner into the open air. At the courtyard, the crowd stands in rapt silence, their attention fixed on the sparring pair.

As I push through the onlookers, my pulse pounds with unease. Heloise, in her flowing yellow dress, is relentless, her strikes fueled by a fierceness that borders on reckless. Lief counters with pragmatic control, his blade deflecting hers with the precision of a seasoned fighter.

The use of real swords is bad enough. But now, as I near the front of the crowd, another concern grips me: Heloise’s reputation in Stonefall’s court. Ladies are not supposed to do this—sword fighting is a man’s domain. Every swing of her blade, every drop of sweat on her brow, it all chips away at the image of refinement she is expected to uphold.

I spot Charles standing a few feet away at the front of the crowd, his grin wide as he watches the duel with undisguised amusement. He catches my eye and waves me over.

“I knew you wouldn’t miss this,” he says cheerfully when I reach him, his voice low enough not to disrupt the tension of the fight. “Isn’t she magnificent?”

I glance back at Heloise, her movements swift, her determination shining brighter than the sun glinting off her blade. “She’s skilled,” I admit, my tone tight, “but this”—I gesture to the scene before us— “is reckless, Charles.”

His grin widens and he leans closer, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “Perhaps, but it’s also spectacular, don’t you think? She’s giving them something to talk about.”

I frown, my gaze darting to the crowd. The younger courtiers watch with wide-eyed fascination, but the older lords and ladies murmur among themselves, their expressions ranging from disapproval to outright scandalized shock. One lady whispers to her companion, clutching her necklace as though Heloise’s actions might leap off the courtyard and strike her personally.

Heloise lunges forward, her blade glinting dangerously while Lief barely parries in time. The crowd collectively gasps, and I can’t hold back any longer.

“Stop this!” My voice is like a whip through the courtyard. The clash of swords halts abruptly, and all eyes turn toward me.

Heloise pauses, her chest rising and falling with each breath as she brushes damp hair from her face. Her yellow dress, beautiful but impractical, clings to her from the effort of the fight. Her blade hovers in midair as she tilts her head, regarding me with the faintest hint of a smirk.

“Your Highness,” Lief stammers, stepping back from Heloise as though he’s been caught doing something improper. His grip on his sword slackens and his eyes flick to mine, full of concern.

“Those blades are far too sharp for a mere sparring session. What were you both thinking?”

Before either of them can respond, I turn to the gathered onlookers, their buzzing murmurs an irritating hum. This is not a spectacle Heloise needs to be remembered for.

“The show is over. You’re dismissed.”

The crowd lingers for a moment, reluctant to abandon the unfolding display. A pointed glare from me cuts through their hesitation and, one by one, they begin to drift away, their whispers fading into the background as they file out of the courtyard. Only Charles remains, arms crossed, an amused glint in his eyes.

With the onlookers gone, my attention snaps back to Heloise and Lief. Lief stares down at his sword, as though the blade has become something strange and foreign in his hands. Heloise, however, is unfazed. She twirls her sword lazily through the air, a defiant smirk playing on her lips.

“There’s no need for such agitation,” she declares. “We’re merely having a bit of fun.”

“This isn’t about fun,” I say, stepping toward them. “Do you have any idea what this looks like? The crowd wasn’t here to cheer you on—they were here to judge you. We’re not in Alder anymore, Heloise.”

Heloise’s smirk falters for a moment, her grip tightening on the hilt of her sword. “Let them judge. I don’t care what Stonefall courtiers think.”

“Well, I do,” I reply, lowering my voice as I meet her gaze. “Not for their sake, but for yours. You’re grieving, Heloise, and I understand that. But this won’t help you heal. All it will do is give people a reason to tear you down. Don’t give them that satisfaction.”

Her defiance wavers as she meets my gaze, but only for an instant. She straightens as though willing herself to remain untouchable, her expression hardening. Without a word, she steps back, offering Lief a curt nod before sheathing her sword. “I’ll be in my chambers,” she says flatly, turning on her heel and striding toward the far end of the courtyard. Her dress sways with each determined step, and the sound of her boots echoes in the air. But before the last of her presence fades into the palace, I catch the faintest slump in her shoulders, a vulnerability she can’t quite hide.

Since her father’s untimely death, Heloise has been a shadow of herself, proud and unyielding on the outside yet closed off and distant beneath the surface. She’s pulled away from everyone, shutting herself behind walls of grief that I can’t seem to breach. I’ve tried to reach her, to remind her that she doesn’t have to bear this pain alone. But every attempt has been met with silence, her refusal to confide in me stinging more than I care to admit. We’re supposed to be close, and yet, in her darkest moments, she’s chosen isolation over me. And now, instead of offering her solace, all I’ve managed to do is lecture her.

Seeing her spirit waver—however briefly—makes the knot in my chest grow. Did I do the right thing? Perhaps I spared her a harsher judgment from the courtiers, but at what cost? Heloise has always been strong, but this grief seems to have carved cracks in her resolve, as though her father was the foundation on which she stood. Now she must learn to walk on her own.

“She’s stronger than she looks,” Lief says, breaking the silence. His tone is light, but there’s a note of understanding beneath it.

I nod stiffly, not trusting myself to reply. Watching her retreating figure, I realize I should’ve approached her differently, found words that could soothe rather than sting. Lately, it feels as though I can’t do anything right.

“Shouldn’t you be at Crest Hall with the prince?” Charles asks suddenly, glancing at the sun’s midmorning seat in the sky.

“The petitions,” I mutter, cursing myself for forgetting—a reminder of how unfamiliar this duty feels in my hands. Brushing back a stray strand of hair, I sigh. “I don’t suppose either of you would like to go in my stead?”

Charles makes a face. “Not a chance. But I’ll save you a seat at dinner, if that helps.”

“Some help you are,” I say dryly, though a faint smile softens my tone despite myself. My gaze lingers for a moment on the shadows where Heloise disappeared, the echo of her footsteps still heavy on my mind. Then I square my shoulders and turn toward Crest Hall, each step weighted by the ever-growing burden of duty pressing against me.








  
  

two

Meredith





Crest Hall is already alive with tension when I arrive, the murmur of voices from petitioners and advisers growing silent the moment I step through the arched double doors. Ethan stands in his natural elegance near the dais, in hushed conversation with the newly appointed Chancellor Wilfrid, his gaze landing on me as I approach. There’s a flicker of concern in his expression, but he hides it quickly behind a composed smile. 

“You’re late,” he murmurs as I take my place beside him.

“I was delayed,” I whisper back, unwilling to delve into Heloise’s duel under watchful eyes. Ethan studies me for a moment longer, but there’s no time for questions with the petitioners restless before us.

The hall feels colder than usual, its grandeur almost oppressive as we take our seats on the marble dais. Stained-glass windows bathe the chamber in fractured light, but the beauty does little to soften the weight of expectation hanging in the air.

The petitioners before us have already been through the manorial courts and lords’ judgments, their grievances unresolved. For them, this audience with the Crown is a last resort. These aren’t simple cases of property disputes or unpaid taxes. They come to us with the messiest, most complicated issues—cases where justice has failed them, or where the law itself is too rigid to help. It is a system my father maintained but rarely participated in, preferring to leave such matters to my uncle. In just a handful of days since his passing, I’ve found myself juggling every detail of governance, from the labyrinth of precedent in our legal code to the subtleties of courtly decorum, with almost no time to grieve. And though I’ve always longed for this responsibility, I now feel woefully unprepared.

The first petitioner—a hunched old man with trembling hands—steps forward. He recounts his story: falsely accused of poaching on the Earl of Greymeadow’s land, punished with eviction. “Please, Your Highnesses,” he begs, his voice cracking. “My family has nowhere to go.”

“What evidence was presented against him?” Ethan asks the chancellor.

The chancellor, ever composed, replies, “A snare was found on the earl’s property, but the petitioner denies it was his.”

The logic feels so simple to me: why would this man risk everything to come here and lie? Seeing the doubt on my face, Ethan leans in and says, “If we overturn the earl’s ruling without proof, we undermine the authority of the lower courts. The balance of justice relies on process, not impulse.”

It’s a lesson I’ve heard before, yet it still feels like a bitter medicine to swallow.

The chancellor nods in agreement. “However, the punishment does seem excessive under Stonefall law, Your Highness.”

Ethan nods. Then he straightens, his voice decisive. “The family’s eviction is to be overturned immediately. They are to be reinstated in their home, but the earl’s steward must produce evidence within a fortnight to justify the punishment or see it rescinded.”

The elderly man falls to his knees, his voice quavering with relief. “Thank you, Your Highnesses.”

For the next case, two merchants step forward, their voices rising before they’ve even reached the center of the hall.

“He stole my shipment of silks—an entire chest! My livelihood—gone!” one bellows.

The other crosses his arms, his expression smug. “The chest was never his. His steward failed to read the contract correctly. The shipment was always mine.”

I blink, bewildered by the sheer venom between them. “And the lower courts couldn’t resolve this?”

“They’ve both submitted forged contracts,” the chancellor says, his tone weary. Clearly, he’s seen this before.

“They’re liars!” the first merchant shouts, his face red with indignation.

Ethan’s sharp tone cuts through the commotion. “Enough.” The merchants fall silent, their anger smoldering but contained. He turns to the chancellor. “What does Stonefall law dictate in cases like this?”

“Goods in dispute are to be seized until proof of ownership can be established,” the chancellor explains. “If neither party can provide proof, the Crown may claim the goods.”

Ethan’s expression hardens. “You’ve wasted the Crown’s time with forgeries. The shipment will remain seized until credible witnesses vouch for ownership. If none come forward, the silks will be sold, and the proceeds will repair the city’s roads.”

The merchants leave in a huff, their outrage muted by Ethan’s unwavering authority. Watching him handle the situation so efficiently makes my inadequacies feel all the more glaring. Where I flounder, he thrives.

The final case is the most challenging. A woman, her face pale and streaked with tears, approaches the dais, clutching a worn shawl around her shoulders. “My son was convicted of theft and sentenced to the gallows,” she says, her voice trembling. “He stole only a loaf of bread to feed his sisters. Please . . . please spare his life.”

“Death? For bread?” I question. “That’s absurd. Surely such a punishment—”

“—is within the law,” the chancellor interjects, his tone grave.

“Then the law is wrong,” I snap. The notion that a starving child should suffer the same penalty as a violent thief is utterly abhorrent. How can a single, sweeping sentence fit every kind of theft—especially one born of hunger?

Ethan’s hand brushes mine, grounding me. “Changing the law takes time. But we can grant clemency.”

His calm steadies me, and I glance at the woman’s tear-streaked face. “Your son is pardoned,” I declare, my voice firmer now. “Let it be known that mercy prevails here.”

The woman sobs in gratitude. As she’s escorted out, hope stirs within me. Maybe I can do some good here, even if I still have so much to learn.

When the session finally concludes, I retreat with Ethan to the quieter solace of the antechamber. The heavy oak doors close behind us, muffling the echoes of the petitioners’ voices.

“I feel like I’m failing them,” I admit. “I don’t know the laws the way I should, or the way the chancellor does. My father kept me out of all this—I was supposed to be a wife, not a ruler.”

Ethan takes my hands in his. “No one could master this overnight. But you’re learning.”

I glance at him, grateful for his support—yet I can't help but wonder if my desire to rule is clouding my judgment. Several of my father’s advisers have urged me to appoint my uncle, Lord Holbek, Duke of Elsham, as regent to stabilize the Crown. Though the idea stings my pride, I can’t dismiss their reasoning—he possesses the experience I lack. The thought follows me like a shadow: am I denying Stonefall the ruler it deserves?

“Why were you late?” Ethan prompts softly, breaking into my spiraling thoughts. “Did something happen?”

I sigh. “Heloise and Lief. They were dueling in the courtyard.”

He quirks his brow, lips twitching to smile. “It seems I’ve missed quite the spectacle.”

“It’s not funny,” I protest, though his amusement is contagious. “Heloise’s reputation will suffer for this. Court doesn’t look kindly on women wielding weapons.”

“Neither did they look kindly on you leading an army, yet here you are,” Ethan counters, brushing a stray lock of hair from my face.

“Do you think Stonefall will ever truly accept someone like her?” I ask. “Or me?”

“We’ve already seen change in Alder.” His fingers intertwine with mine, a silent promise of solidarity. “It may be slow, but it’s inevitable. And you, Meredith, are the one who sets its course. That’s something to be proud of.”

His reassurance is a balm, but it does little to still the unease simmering inside me. I glance down, letting my fingers brush the faint scab on his wrist. “How is it?” I ask softly, lifting his hand to inspect the mark left by the inoculation.

“It’s nearly healed.”

The inoculations are our desperate attempt to protect Stonefall against the creeping threat of blue fever. Supplies for the serum ran out weeks ago, forcing us to rely on volunteers—often the impoverished or desperate—who are deliberately infected with the disease to produce more serum. The scabs left behind from those who succumb to the fever are used to create new doses, each one a calculated risk. We’ve had to learn the hard way that the process is not foolproof. Sometimes, instead of immunity, infection takes root.

Heloise’s father was one such case. He was among the few for whom the inoculation failed. His death was swift and brutal, a stark reminder of how precarious our efforts truly are. His loss cast a long shadow over the court and shattered Heloise’s world. She’s been adrift ever since, pushing everyone away—including me. Part of me envies the closeness she had with her father, a bond I never shared with mine, and that only makes witnessing her heartbreak all the more difficult.

“It’s my turn tomorrow,” I say. The thought of deliberately infecting myself with the disease terrifies me, though I try to mask it.

Ethan’s lips part as though to speak, but the words don’t come. Instead, his thumb grazes over my cheek in a tender caress, as if that simple touch could shield me from the dangers ahead. “I could stay with you,” he offers finally. “Forgo the petitions. You shouldn’t have to face this alone.”

The offer tempts me more than I’d like to admit, but I shake my head. “It’s a fragile time, and we can’t afford to neglect the people.”

He nods, drawing me into his arms. “If anything changes—if you need me—I’ll come.”

We linger there for a moment longer, the quiet between us heavy with unspoken fears. The soft glow of the setting sun filters through the antechamber’s windows, casting a warm light that does little to dispel the shadow of what tomorrow will bring.








  
  

three

Ethan





Moonlight seeps through the curtains, casting a ghostly glow on Meredith’s figure. She tucks herself into my side, her head finding a resting place on my arm. Each breath she lets out brushes against my skin in quiet murmurs. Even in the grip of slumber, a trace of concern lines her brow, a silent witness to the new and heavy crown she’s been tasked to bear. I’d gladly take on her troubles myself—if only she’d let me. But she’s sworn not to be just an ornamental figurehead on our throne, a choice that receives my full backing. 

Regardless, my heart yearns to shield her from the storm we’re about to plunge ourselves into by declaring war on Talos. We’ll need every blade and every thread of unity we can gather.

With painstaking care, I extricate myself from our shared warmth, careful not to disturb her slumber. If she awakens now, those eyes will implore me wordlessly not to leave—and I’ll be powerless against them. Worse still, she might ask where I’m headed.

In the adjacent room awaits Benwick—the epitome of professionalism—even at this ungodly hour. He presents me with my boots and coat in fluid motions devoid of any unnecessary sound.

“Do you plan on breaking your fast before the petitions, Your Highness?”

“No,” I reply, voice hushed. “But ensure something is sent up for Meredith. She might not feel like eating, but it’s vital she keeps up her strength for today’s inoculation.”

His nod is curt and understanding. “Anabella will take care of it.”

My lips quirk. The chambermaid’s persistence will undoubtedly coax Meredith into eating, whether she feels up to it or not. “Excellent,” I murmur, slipping into my coat. “Keep me updated on her condition.”

“Without fail, my lord.” His farewell bow is a silhouette against the dimly lit room as I stride toward the corridor.

The palace is still shrouded in pre-dawn darkness; only a sparse scattering of torches cast their wavering glow on the marble underfoot and throw long shadows against the walls. The opulence of gold-leafed corridors and crystal chandeliers seems almost obscene in contrast with the hardship faced beyond these fortified walls. My father would have scorned such grandeur as an embodiment of arrogance—and in this quiet hour, his words echo hauntingly in my mind.

By the time I reach the advisory hall, the Duke of Elsham is already seated under the glow of tall candles, their flames sputtering in the lingering darkness. He rises when I enter, bowing low. “Your Highness. Thank you for meeting with me.”

I nod and take the seat opposite him. “Lord Holbek. You said this was urgent. I’d prefer Meredith be present, but I trust you have your reasons for requesting otherwise.”

“Yes, my lord. In fact, I plan to raise this matter at our next council meeting, but I wished to speak with you privately first. It concerns the ongoing viability of the volunteer program—and the strain it’s placing on our financial reserves. They’re wearing thin.”

I frown. “I knew the program was expensive, but is it that dire?”

He exhales, his expression grave. “I’m afraid so. Paying for volunteers has exhausted our coffers faster than expected. With war looming, it’s unsustainable. My proposal is straightforward: we make the program mandatory by royal decree.”

A quiet tension settles between us. “Forcing people to submit to infection?” I echo, my frown deepening. “That’s a sharp turn from Meredith’s policy. She insisted on giving everyone the freedom to choose.”

“Her Highness is guided by her heart. And I warned her from the outset that maintaining a purely voluntary program would lead us here—draining our treasury and with the populace only partially protected.”

I lean back, taking that in. “You warned her?”

He inclines his head. “Indeed. I advised her that a mandate was the safest, most cost-effective approach, but she refused. I suspect she’ll do so again when I present this to the full council—hence why I reached out to you.”

Meredith’s compassion is a strength, but I can’t ignore the fiscal reality the duke is painting. “I see why you find a decree appealing: no one slips through the cracks, and the kingdom isn’t footing the bill for repeated volunteers. Still, mandating the program would be a massive step.”

“A step we must take if we’re to remain secure and fund a war. Goodwill alone won’t protect us from Talos, nor will it preserve what remains of our treasury. I trust you, the son of King Perceval, to understand the need for difficult decisions.”

“I’m not blind to practicalities. But Meredith and I rule together. Whatever we decide, we decide together.”

He spreads his hands with an air of reasonability. “Precisely why I asked for this private audience. As I said, Her Highness rules with her heart, which is admirable—but hardly feasible in war. I hoped that, at least, you would consider the financial and strategic implications.”

“Of course I’ll consider them. There’s no need for manipulation, Lord Holbek.”

“She is far more likely to heed your counsel than mine. I simply want you to present her with facts, not illusions. If the volunteer program continues, our resources will be too depleted to muster an army, let alone defend our borders. When I bring this to the council, I trust I can count on you to keep an open mind.”

I rest an elbow on the table and lean into my hand, rubbing at my temple as I weigh his words. “I won’t dismiss the fiscal reality,” I say at last. “But I won’t undermine Meredith’s authority or blindside her with a decision that goes against her conscience. If you were hoping for that, you’re about to be disappointed.”

The duke’s lips flatten, but he inclines his head in measured acceptance. “I only ask that you hear me out at the council meeting—both of you. If Her Highness insists on maintaining a purely voluntary system, we risk bankrupting the Crown.”

I push my chair back, rising to my feet. “Then lay out your numbers—prove the threat is real. Show us how dire the situation is. If Meredith is convinced it’s the best path forward, we’ll consider it. But don’t exclude her from another meeting. She may rule with her heart, but she rules nonetheless.”

His bow is more perfunctory this time. “Understood. I’ll present my proposal with full transparency.”

Stepping out into the corridor, I note that the torches are burning lower as dawn creeps through the palace windows. Their waning flames do little to ease the pressure building behind my ribs. I am more pragmatic than Meredith—of that there’s no doubt—but that doesn’t mean I’ll lead us down a path we both find morally wrong. If Holbek truly believes in this solution, he’ll need to make his case to both of us. And we’ll decide together.








  
  

four

Connor





The campfire casts dancing shadows across the clearing, its crackling the only sound around us. The night is pitch-black, alive with the buzz of insects, the kind of stillness that demands vigilance. We’ve crossed into Stonefall territory—the lush hills and gurgling creeks are unmistakable. The palace is only a few hours away, but the horses needed rest, and so do we. 

“Aren’t you hungry?” I ask. Krea sits hunched over, a loaf of bread in her hands, staring at it like it’s done her some personal offense. Soot streaks her freckled face, her brows knitted in a permanent frown.

She doesn’t answer. Instead, she shoves the bread into her satchel, her movements sharp with irritation. She’s been like this since we left the Borderlands, simmering in silence. I know better than to press her, but something about the tension gnaws at me.

“You didn’t have to come,” I offer, though I know it won’t help.

Her head snaps toward me, her glare a brandished blade. “I promised Jessamine I’d look after you. And when I make a promise, I keep it.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“Maybe so. But you’re so busy thinking of everyone else, you don’t see the knife at your own back.”

“It’s my duty, Krea.”

Her expression darkens. “Will you still think that when the princess gives the Borderlords free rein to trample us?”

Ah. There it is. The real reason for her anger, hanging in the air like a storm cloud.

“You heard Zagar. Nothing’s been agreed upon by the Crown.”

Krea scoffs, her eyes blazing. “Nothing yet. But what will you do when it happens? Sit back and watch?”

“This is bigger than the Borderlands.”

“So you’ll just sit back and do nothing?”

“I’ll trust their decision.”

Her bark of laughter is bitter. “Since when did you become such a lickspittle?”

I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. “What do you suggest I do, Krea? March into the palace and demand they see things your way?”

She picks up her blade and starts sharpening it, the sound grating against my nerves. “A good beating might knock some sense into their royal heads.”

“And land you in the stocks—or worse.”

Her grin is feral, defiant. “That so? Guess I got lucky, then.”

I narrow my eyes, studying the way she won’t quite meet my gaze. “What did you do?”

She pauses mid-stroke, the blade suspended in air for a heartbeat too long. Then she looks at me with mock innocence that would fool no one who’s known her longer than five minutes. “Clocked your precious princess once.”

“You what?”

Krea’s lips curl into a wry grin, completely unrepentant. “On the jaw. Solid hit, too. King Perceval wasn’t happy about it, but he let me off with just a scolding.”

My mind reels at the image—Krea’s fist connecting with Meredith’s face, the chaos that must have followed. I can’t decide if I’m more shocked or impressed by her audacity, though the shock is winning by a wide margin. 

“Do you have any idea what could’ve happened if the king hadn’t been lenient? They could have hanged you.”

Her grin fades, and her gaze hardens. The blade resumes its steady rhythm against the stone. “I knew the risk. And I’d do it again if I thought she deserved it.”

“Deserved it?” I huff a breath, frustration bleeding through my careful composure. “You can’t go around punching everyone you disagree with, especially a princess.”

She scoffs, turning away to face the dying embers of our fire. Her shoulders tense, and I catch the slight tremor in her hands before she stills them. “Is that all she is to you?”

I go still. “What else would she be?”

She stares into the flames like she’s debating whether to answer or not, her profile sharp in the flickering light. Finally, she mutters, “It wasn’t a disagreement.”

“What was it, then?”

“She had a hand in what happened to you. And I was angry.”

“It wasn’t her fault.”

“If it was, she’d be dead.” The words come out flat, matter-of-fact. The kind of promise that’s already been half-fulfilled in her mind.

“Krea—”

“You don’t know what it was like.” She cuts me off, her voice cracking like green wood in the fire. “Thinking you were dead.”

She looks away, jaw clenched tight enough to hurt. I stare at her anyway, watching the muscle jump beneath her skin, remembering my aunt’s tears at seeing me alive—how they’d streamed down her face without shame. How different from Krea, who’d stood there stone-faced, her grief locked behind walls. 

I could have sent a message, but words on parchment wouldn’t have shown me what I needed to see. I had to stand in my aunt’s doorway myself, had to witness with my own eyes that she’d survived what the Borderlords had done to her land.

And she had.

The fields, though still recovering, had yielded enough to keep her table full, enough to employ a few servants. My aunt had weathered the storm with the same stubborn grace that had seen her through my uncle’s death, through the lean years, through every catastrophe that had tried to break her.

I saw the grief in her eyes when she first looked at me—that peculiar pain of having mourned someone still living, of having performed all the rituals for a ghost. Her hands had trembled as they mapped my face, checking for truth in the familiar planes. But beneath that tremor, I saw iron. Strength tempered by loss but never shattered. A quiet defiance that no Borderlord’s sword, no burned field, could ever strip from her bones.

She’d lost everything and still found seeds to plant again.

I see that same resilience in Krea now, rooted deep beneath her scowl as she works the stone along her blade in practiced strokes. The sound is rhythmic, meditative—scrape and pause, scrape and pause. She mourned me too, in her own way. And like my aunt, she refused to let the weight of that loss bury her. Instead, she’d sharpened it into something useful. Something dangerous.

The fire crackles, sending sparks spiraling into the darkness. After a while, Krea pulls out the loaf of bread, tearing off a small piece to eat. The silence between us settles into something easier—the quiet understanding forged through years of shared hardship. Eventually, we drift into a light, wary sleep, our blades close, ready for whatever comes with the dawn.


      ***The morning air is thick with life as we near the end of our journey. The smell of rain-soaked earth fills my lungs, blending with the rhythm of the horses’ hoofbeats against the dirt. Though nature has always been my sanctuary, I can’t deny the pull of what lies ahead. Krea, however, has no such conflict. She’s never been one for politics or diplomacy, and her disdain for courtly life brims just below the surface. Now, after her confession about striking Meredith, I can’t fathom how she’ll handle Stonefall’s aristocracy. I’ll have to keep her on a tight rein, though that’s easier said than done.

Feeling my gaze, Krea turns in her saddle, her fiery eyes narrowing. “Stop doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“Analyzing me,” she bites out. “I can feel you doing it.”

I don’t answer. A shift in the landscape ahead snags my attention. The fork in the road we’ve approached is littered with signs of violence—an overturned carriage, scattered barrels and chests, and the unmistakable stillness of death. Bodies lie crumpled on the ground, blood pooling beneath them.

I slow my horse, instincts alert. Krea’s hand moves to the hilt of her sword. I reach over my shoulder and unstrap my bow, keeping it low at my side. It’s unstrung—more warning than weapon for now. The missing horse and ransacked belongings tell a story of thievery. A faint rustle reaches my ears, and I glance toward the underbrush just beyond the road.

A sharp whizzing sound slices through the air. An arrow embeds itself into the ground just inches from Diago’s hooves. I yank the reins, guiding the startled animal aside.

“Ambush!” Krea shouts, drawing her sword.

Another arrow flies, narrowly missing her shoulder. I nock an arrow, scanning for movement among the trees. Figures emerge, four—no, five—of them. Ill-fitting armor, rusted swords, and bows that look like they haven’t been properly maintained in years.

Krea charges forward, her red hair streaming like fire in her wake. Her horse surges ahead, and she swings with practiced precision, knocking one of the attackers back. The man stumbles but remains standing, his wild eyes betraying his fear. 

I let my first arrow fly, striking one of them square in the chest. He collapses instantly. My next arrow finds its mark in the leg of another, sending him to the ground, with a second arrow silencing his cry. The remaining attackers hesitate, their nerves faltering as Krea dismounts with a battle cry, her blade a blur of motion.

Two men remain. One bolts for the tree line while the other stumbles toward the overturned carriage, his breath ragged as he seeks cover from my arrows. Krea follows the latter, her sword raised high.

By the time I reach the wreckage and dismount, Krea has pinned him to the ground, her boot digging into his chest.

“Last time you try to rob someone, you beetle-stuffed brigand!” she snarls at him.

The man coughs, his voice trembling. “We weren’t after your belongings!” he manages, his words spilling out in a rush as he looks at me. “There’s a bounty on your head.”

I arch a brow. “Offered by who?”

“The Talosian Empire,” he replies quickly.

Disbelief colors Krea’s voice. “This far north?”

The man fumbles in his pocket, producing a folded piece of paper. “Here,” he mumbles. Krea snatches it and scans the contents with a frown.

I lean closer, catching sight of my face sketched in faint, familiar lines. Beneath it, bold letters declare: Wanted for Crimes Against the Talosian Empire. Handsome Reward if Brought Alive.

Burning down the fort and killing Commander Vishal was no small thing, but I can’t believe Theros is putting bounties across kingdoms just to drag me back alive.

“Did you kill these people?” I ask, gesturing to the bodies strewn around the wreckage.

The man shakes his head frantically. “They were already like that when we got here, I swear it!”

Krea scoffs, her boot digging into his chest. “Convenient story.”

The man hesitates, then stammers, “We stole the poster from a group of travelers. They had coin, good horses. I think they’d been tracking you for a while.”

Krea’s glare sharpens. “And you thought you’d just jump in and claim the reward?”

The man flinches. “We needed the coin! One of ours had seen you on the road, knew you were headed for Stonefall. Please, we didn’t mean—”

“Didn’t mean to what?” Krea snaps, her voice rising. “Didn’t mean to attack us? Didn’t mean to nearly put an arrow through his horse?” She gestures toward me, her anger radiating.

“Krea, enough.”

Her green eyes flash to mine. “You’d better not be thinking about letting him go.”

“They’re not bounty hunters,” I reply. “They’re scavengers. Desperate, stupid, and scared.”

“And that excuses attacking us? What if he follows us—or worse, sells information about you to someone who actually knows what they’re doing?”

I tip my chin toward the tree line where the other man fled moments ago. “One of them already got away. If you’re worried about them snitching to someone else, it’s too late. Killing him solves nothing.”

The man scrambles to his knees, shaking his head. “I won’t tell anyone! I swear!”

I crouch down, meeting his wide, bloodshot eyes. “You’ve got one chance to prove that,” I say evenly. “If I ever see you again, you’re dead.”

He nods, clutching his side as he rises unsteadily to his feet. “Thank you,” he whispers hoarsely before limping toward the trees.

I stay crouched, watching him until the underbrush swallows his retreat. Only when I’m sure he’s gone do I stand and turn back to Krea.

“You’ve got too much faith in people,” she grumbles. “One day, it’s going to get you killed.”

“Maybe,” I admit, meeting her glare with calm resolve. “But not today.”

She shakes her head, climbing into her saddle without another word. I mount my horse as well, tucking the wanted poster into my coat. The sketch of my face lingers in my thoughts, its crude lines carrying more weight than they should.

Crimes Against the Talosian Empire.

The rhythmic clatter of hooves breaks the silence as we set off again. But as the road stretches before us, I can’t shake the question gnawing at my mind:

Why does Theros want me alive?
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Meredith





Sir Ricaud, the austere royal physician, stirs a gray paste with the precision of a jeweler cutting diamonds. His narrowed eyes track every motion from behind foggy glasses, his lips pressed in a grim line. The quiet scrape of the spoon against the bowl fills the room, magnified in the silence. Anabella and I watch him intently, tension hanging between us like a taut string. 

I sit stiffly on a gold-framed, blue velvet sofa adorned with golden peonies—a recent addition meant to restore my chambers to their former elegance. My father had most of the furniture removed before I left. Although some touches have been restored, this room still feels like a pale reflection of home. Protocol dictates I, as the ruler of Stonefall, should move into his quarters now. But I can’t bring myself to do it. His scent lingers there, his presence haunting every untouched object. I find the thought of living in the shadow of his memory more than discomfiting.

Sir Ricaud adjusts a vial, his frown deepening as he scrutinizes his concoction. The gray paste glints dully under the early morning sunlight filtering through the curtains. Finally, he straightens, gesturing with one gloved hand. “Your wrist, if you please, Your Highness.”

My hands remain clasped tightly in my lap. A chill from the open balcony stirs the golden curtains, carrying the distant hum of the city. Outside, sunlight gleams—a hopeful omen, I tell myself. Hope feels tenuous these days.

Slowly, I push up my burgundy sleeve, baring my arm. The scalpel’s touch sends a shiver down my spine, as precise as Ricaud himself. He works quickly, pressing the paste into the incision before binding it with measured care. His hands, cool and steady, betray no hesitation.

“There,” he says, his voice neutral but heavy with meaning. “Now, we wait.”

“How long must I wait?”

“Five hours should suffice,” he replies, turning to clean his instruments.

“I’ll stay with her,” Anabella offers, stepping forward.

Sir Ricaud raises a hand, stopping her. “No, madam. You’ve not undergone inoculation yourself. Proximity could be dangerous.”

“He’s right,” I add gently, sensing her protest. “It’s safer this way.”

Reluctantly, she steps back. Sir Ricaud finishes packing his tools and turns to me. “Summon the door ward if anything changes. But I do not anticipate complications. Her Highness is in excellent health.”

So were all the others who failed . . .

Anabella’s lips press into a thin line, but she nods. With one last glance, she takes her leave.

Alone in my room, I eye the stack of books on the table—Discourse on Trade & Commerce and The Conquest of Kingdoms of Old. They’re practical, the kind a ruler should read, yet wholly unsatisfying compared to the poetry and fantasy I once adored. Those luxuries feel distant now, as unreachable as the carefree days I spent devouring them.

I try to focus, forcing my eyes to trace the words on the page, but they blur together, slipping through my grasp as my thoughts drift. It’s not just distraction—it’s something deeper, something gnawing at the edges of my awareness.

My wrist throbs faintly under the bandage, but it’s not only my wrist. A dull ache lingers in my joints, like the kind that comes before a fever, settling in my bones as if I’ve spent hours marching instead of sitting here, trying in vain to read. The sunny warmth of the room should be enough to chase away the lingering chill, but it isn’t. A shiver rolls through me, making me want to crawl back in bed and hide under the covers.

It’s nothing. It has to be nothing.

I press my palm against my forehead, searching for heat, but my skin feels the same as always. Maybe I’m imagining it—letting exhaustion, stress, and fear weave something that isn’t really there.

I shake my head and try again, willing myself to focus. But the words on the page remain meaningless, and frustration knots in my chest. Am I truly this distracted, or is my body betraying me in ways I don’t want to acknowledge?

I close the book with a snap and let my head fall back against the sofa. The chill clings to me and the ache remains, but I refuse to give in to panic.

Still, I can’t silence the whisper of doubt curling at the edge of my mind.

At last, a knock shatters the stillness. Sir Ricaud enters, Anabella trailing faithfully close behind, her hands clasped tightly to her chest.

Sir Ricaud examines my wrist and checks my temperature, his touch cool and clinical. “Very good,” he murmurs, even as a faint dizziness washes over me. “The procedure appears successful. But continue to rest—stress may still compromise your recovery.”

“Praised be the Maker.” Anabella’s words escape in a rush, her rigid shoulders finally softening as though invisible strings have been cut.

That’s when I hear it—a distant roar that doesn’t belong in these hallowed halls. The sound pulls me toward the balcony despite the protest in my legs. My fingers tremble against the heavy curtains as I draw them aside.

Below, the palace gates strain against a writhing mass of bodies. Their voices merge into a single, furious chorus that sends ice through my veins. Faces contorted with rage that my father would have crushed before it ever found breath.

“They’re protesting,” I say, more to myself than anyone.

Seventeen years of my father’s iron grip squeezing the life from any whisper of dissent, and here they stand—emboldened by my weakness, my budding rule already crumbling like poorly mixed mortar.

“Your Highness, you must rest.” Sir Ricaud’s warning chases me as I lurch toward the door, but I'm already moving.

“There’s no time for that now!”

I descend into the front hall, the noise growing louder with every step. My uncle stands at the center of a circle of advisers, his face drawn and grim.

“Send word to Crest Hall,” he orders the nearest servant. “The prince must be informed immediately. Tell him the citizens are demanding inoculation. But we will handle it.”

“You will handle it?” I ask, stepping into their circle.

The advisers turn, their expressions ranging from surprise to unease. “Your Highness, you should be resting,” my uncle replies, his tone patronizing. “We cannot afford to risk your health.”

“You expect me to ignore a crowd of angry citizens at our gates?” I ask, my tone firmer than I feel. “I am the one wearing the crown, Uncle. Isn’t it my responsibility to address them?”

“And what would you say to them?” he counters, his voice low but edged with challenge. “That the Crown cannot meet their demands? That we lack the resources to inoculate them all? How will that help?”

“It’s the truth,” I say. “But I think it’s important that they hear it from me.”

“You lack the experience for this,” he continues, trying to dismiss me. “We are better equipped to handle it.”

“What kind of message is the Crown sending to the people if their ruler can’t dare to face them?”

The duke sighs and drags a hand across his mouth before gesturing curtly toward the doors. “If you insist on addressing them, choose your words carefully. Things can escalate quickly.”

The outer courtyard is a sea of anger and desperation. The cries pause as I step through the doors, the crowd shifting into a chorus of hushed speculation. For a moment, their faces show surprise—confusion, even—before their fury reignites.

“We want the cure!” someone shouts.

“It is owed to us!”

My heart pounds against my ribs, but I force my chin higher. I must look composed. Strong. Even if their fury threatens to crush me.

“Citizens of Stonefall,” I begin, raising my voice to be heard over the clamor. “Please, listen—”

They’re afraid. I can see it in their eyes, and it makes them relentless. Their bodies press against the gate as though their sheer weight will force it open.

My father wouldn’t have tolerated this—he would have hanged them all for it. And that’s precisely the reason why protests during his reign were unheard of. Fear kept dissent silent. But there must be another way. Taking a steadying breath, I step forward and attempt to speak over their shouts.

“You will all be inoculated,” I promise, forcing my voice to remain calm, “in due course.”

The crowd’s unrest surges, their cries growing louder, each word of reassurance seeming to fuel their anger rather than soothe it. Those at the front pull on the metal bars, but the gate remains unmovable.

The cries escalate into a deafening roar, a wave of frustration that no words can stem.

The first rock cuts through the air with deadly intent, exploding against the cobblestones in a spray of fragments that sting my ankles. The crack of stone on stone rings out like a judge’s gavel—their verdict on my reign delivered in granite and fury.

I barely register the dark shape hurtling toward my head before my uncle’s hand clamps around my arm, yanking me sideways with enough force to wrench my shoulder. The projectile whistles past, close enough that I feel the disturbed air kiss my cheek.

“Shields!” The command rips from a guard’s throat as more missiles rain down—rocks, rotted produce, bottles that shatter into glittering constellations of contempt. The guards surge forward, a living wall of steel and leather that engulfs us. Their shields lock together while debris drums against the metal like hail on a tin roof.

“Back inside!” my uncle commands, his grip iron as he drags me with him.

The palace doors crash shut behind us with finality, transforming the mob’s roar into a muted beast prowling beyond the walls. Without pause, my uncle whirls on the guard captain.

“Disperse the ingrates by any means necessary.”

“No violence.” The plea tears from my throat.  “Please, Uncle—”

His stare holds nothing but disapproval. “Meredith.” My name becomes a blade between his teeth. “You don’t have the stomach for this.”

I want to protest, to project the same authority he commands, but my body betrays me. A tremor starts in my hands again, subtle but insistent. I clench my fists, willing it to stop.

“My lady?” Anabella appears near the foot of the staircase, her wide eyes fixed on me, worry plain in her gaze.

My pulse pounds harder in my ears, and the air feels thick, suffocating. A bead of sweat traces a line down my temple, and I lift a trembling hand to brush it away. The motion betrays me. My uncle’s eyes narrow, alarm darkening his expression.

“You’re quite pale,” he remarks, his voice softer now but no less authoritative. “Sit down before you fall.”

“I’m fine,” I say, gritting my teeth. “It’s just a dizzy spell—”

The room wavers, and a sharp pain lances through my temple. I dig my nails into the carved wood of a nearby table, struggling to stay upright. Voices fade into a muffled roar behind the pounding in my ears. My legs threaten to buckle, yet I take a step forward . . . feeling as if the crown itself is dragging me down.

“Meredith!” Anabella cries out, her fear breaking through decorum. She rushes forward, but someone stops her—a hand grabbing her arm, likely my uncle’s.

“No one is to approach her!” The command explodes from my uncle’s throat like a war cry, freezing everyone mid-step. “She was inoculated this morning—she could be infected!”

Infected.

Understanding dawns like poison spreading through my veins—they think the inoculation failed. They think I’m a walking plague, a vector of death.

Am I?

My knees buckle as the implications cascade through my mind. The room warps and tilts, faces stretching into grotesque masks of fear and revulsion.

“Please, let me help her!” Anabella’s voice cracks with desperation, cutting through the growing pandemonium. “She’s fainting—she needs—”

My uncle stops her. “Stay where you are, woman, or I’ll have you restrained!”

I struggle to form reassurances, denials, anything—but my tongue lies thick and useless in my mouth. The marble floor begins its inexorable rise to meet me, my legs folding like paper beneath my weight. Colors bleed together, the world smearing into an impressionist nightmare.

“Get the physician! Now!” My uncle’s bellow seems to come from very far away, echoing down a tunnel of gathering darkness.

I’m falling—but suddenly strong arms encircle me, crushing me against a chest that thunders with someone else’s racing heartbeat. The scent of leather and pine fills my fading senses, achingly familiar.

“Get away from her!” the duke roars. “You fool—you’re putting yourself at risk! Guards, pull him back!”

“Try it.” Connor’s voice is a low growl. “See what happens.”

The threat hangs in the air, electric with promise. Even through my fading consciousness, I feel the tension ratchet higher, guards hesitating at the challenge in his tone.

Through the narrow slits of my barely-open eyes, I see Connor’s face swimming above me, those midnight-blue eyes fierce with determination. His jaw is set in stone, daring anyone to test him. His lips move urgently, forming words that reach me only as distant whispers, lost in the roaring tide of unconsciousness.

The last thing I register is his arms tightening around me, unyielding as iron, before the darkness swallows me whole.
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My eyes flutter open to find Ethan’s face hovering above me, warmed by the slant of afternoon sun. His fingers lace through mine, drawing my palm against the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. The air hangs heavy with licorice and bitter herbs—an apothecary’s perfume that mingles strangely with his mint-and-soap scent. Blankets cocoon me, their weight pressing my disheveled clothes against damp skin. My hair clings to my neck in tangled ropes, each sensation tethering me to this moment, pulling me from the fog. 

Memory crashes back like a dam bursting. The writhing crowd at the gates. Their faces twisted with rage. My uncle’s cold dismissal. The word that changed everything—infected—and then the world tilting, falling, vanishing into nothing.

The words scrape past my dry lips as I wrench at our joined hands, terror flooding my veins. “Ethan, you can’t—I’ll—”

His grip tightens just enough to resist my pull. “You’re not.” The certainty in his voice stills my struggling. He guides our intertwined fingers back to rest over his heart, letting me feel its unwavering beat. “Remember? I’m immune now.”

I search his face—those steady eyes, the slight furrow of concern between his brows, the absolute absence of fear. His thumb traces soothing circles against my wrist, and gradually, breath by breath, the panic loosens its stranglehold.

“How did I get here?” The question emerges broken, my thoughts still scattered.

“Connor.” A shadow flickers across Ethan’s features. “He caught you before you hit the floor. Carried you here himself, despite your uncle threatening to have him arrested.”

He’s back . . .

I blink. Why would he—

I look at Ethan, his calm gaze grounding me in the present. But confusion churns in my mind, pulling me to the past.

The man who stood at the base of the stairs that day, cold and distant, his eyes unreadable, his manner so formal it had been like I was facing a stranger.

Ethan had told me the truth when I arrived in Alder—that Connor’s role as my escort wasn’t just to protect me. He had been sent to observe me. To study me. To determine whether I was worthy of being Ethan’s wife—of being Alder’s future queen.

I can understand why Connor didn’t tell me in the beginning. You don’t warn the subject of a test. And I was so easy to read—young, naive, too quick to wear my heart on my sleeve. I fell in love with him without ever questioning what he was really there for.

But what I can’t make peace with is that he kept the truth from me even after everything changed. After the walls fell. After I let him in.

If what we shared was real, wouldn’t he have told me? Wouldn’t he have trusted me enough to be honest?

After he died—or after I thought he died—I tried to believe he’d meant it. That what we’d had mattered. But when he returned and looked at me like I was nothing . . . it felt like the answer I’d been trying not to see.

So I buried the hope—and clung to the doubts. Because believing it had all been a lie hurt less than believing he’d loved me and walked away anyway.

Whatever bond I thought we had, it was gone. If it had ever been real at all.

Yet . . . he caught me.

“Connor’s with the physician,” Ethan continues, unaware of the storm brewing inside me. “Getting inoculated as a precaution.” His thumb brushes over my wrist, pulling me gently back to the present. “The physician thinks you had a reaction to the inoculation.”

Anabella bustles in, her arrival announced by the sharp clink of porcelain against silver. “Oh, good—you’re awake.” She presses a delicate cup into my hands. “Thistle tea, my lady. Drink it all.”

The first sip bites my tongue with medicinal sharpness, but warmth follows, spreading through my chest.

“Every drop,” Anabella emphasizes, already halfway to the door, her skirts rustling with purposeful energy. “I’ll return to check.”

The door clicks shut, leaving us in weighted silence. Ethan watches the lift of the cup to my lips before he speaks. “I’m sorry about what happened at the gates. I should’ve been there.”

Through the window, phantom echoes of angry voices seem to linger in the air. “I thought I could reason with them.” The admission tastes more bitter than the tea. “I only made things worse.”

“They were scared. Fear makes people act irrationally.”

“I feel terrible about it.” I search his face, dreading the answer but needing to know. “What happened to them? My uncle was angry when he ordered the guards to disperse them.”

He sighs, looking away. “They brought out the horses and spears to push them back. Made a few arrests to set an example.”

The teacup burns against my palms, but I grip it tighter, needing the pain. “I told him I didn’t want violence.”

“They were throwing rocks at you, Meredith. One of them nearly hit you. If they’d struck your head—”

The unfinished thought hangs between us, heavy with what-ifs.

I drain the last of the bitter tea, setting the cup aside. “They’re my people, Ethan. I’m supposed to protect them, not . . . this. What kind of queen orders violence against those she’s meant to serve?”

His expression tightens with visible conflict—I know how deeply this goes against everything Alder stands for. “You’re right,” he says quietly. “A ruler should serve their people. But . . . ” He leans forward, his voice heavy with reluctant truth. “When they’re hurling stones at your head, when they’re calling for blood—at some point, protecting them means protecting yourself too. You can’t serve anyone if you’re dead.”

“So where’s the line?” The question comes out raw. “When do I stop being their protector and become their oppressor?”

“When you stop asking that question.” His hand finds mine, steady and warm. “The fact that this tears you apart? That’s what separates you from your father. I doubt he ever lost sleep over spilled blood.”

The words offer little comfort, but I cling to them anyway, desperate for any reassurance that I haven’t already failed.

Ethan’s gaze drops to my abandoned teacup, still half full. He retrieves it from the nightstand, pressing the warm porcelain back into my hands with gentle insistence.

“You heard Anabella—every drop.”

I wrinkle my nose but obediently lift it to my lips. The bitter taste hasn’t improved with cooling.

He watches to ensure I’m actually drinking, then he says, “I received a letter from Milus.”

I pause mid-sip. “Has something happened in Alder?”

“King Hobb of Valar has extended an invitation to Marsh Castle. He would like to discuss the possibility of an alliance in exchange for immunity.”

I nearly choke on the tea, but Ethan’s steady hand on my wrist keeps the cup level. “Finish drinking,” he reminds me, even as he continues. “I think my father sent word to him when he ordered the battalions to assemble. Hobb might’ve learned about the inoculation from him.”

“Would Rowan have known about this?” The name tastes like ash—the councilor who betrayed us all, who cost Ethan everything.

“If he had, we wouldn’t be discussing this.”

I nod, though unease coils in my chest. An alliance with Valar would be an advantage—if we could trust them. But trust feels like a luxury we can’t afford.

“What about Theros?” I ask. “How could Valar have escaped his web?”

“King Hobb must have taken precautions, same as us.” A fragile hope kindles in his eyes. “Theros’s reach isn’t absolute. If Hobb feared interception, he wouldn’t have risked this message.” His brow furrows thoughtfully. “Either he’s already rooted out Theros’s spy, or he’s using messengers loyal enough to slip past them. Maybe both. I doubt he would extend his hand unless he was certain it wouldn’t tip off our enemies."

It’s a gamble, but the prospect of a strong ally sends cautious hope racing through my veins. “So do we take the risk?”

His smile unfurls slowly, warming from within. “The chance. We take the chance.”

“Do you ever see the glass half empty?” I tease.

His gaze holds mine, briefly dropping to my lips. “Not when your presence fills it to the brim.” His eyes wander down to my lips, causing an involuntary flutter in my chest.

I give him an exaggerated eye roll meant to disguise my pleasure. “Such flattery.” Placing the cup and saucer back onto the nightstand, my fingers find their way to the nape of his neck. “Careful, or I might start believing it.”

His grin widens, eyes dancing with mischief. “Believe it,” he murmurs, before his lips find mine, tender and sure.


      ***The advisory hall is swathed in molten light as Ethan and I step inside, the glow from the late afternoon sun spilling across the stone floor. My uncle and the four advisers are already present, seated around the long, stark table. It’s a room stripped of luxury, a sharp contrast to the opulence of the palace—a clear indicator my father never set foot here. I take my place at the head of the table, in the seat that was left vacant during my father’s reign, and settle my hands on the polished wood. Ethan sits at my right, my uncle at my left.

“Thank you for coming on such short notice,” I begin.

“We’re here to serve you, Your Highness,” Lord Jonan replies, his long white beard brushing the table as he speaks. “Glad to see you well again.”

My uncle clears his throat, his tone shifting to business. “We needed to meet regardless, Your Highness. There are pressing matters that cannot wait.”

“Well, then I’ll get to the point,” I say, gathering myself. “King Hobb has extended an invitation to his castle to discuss an alliance with Valar. Ethan and I are aware of the risks involved in accepting the king’s invitation, but we cannot afford to turn down an opportunity to secure his support—especially with Theros breathing down our necks. Do we agree?”

Lord Pendragon squints at me. “To whom was this invitation extended?”

The question hangs in the air, and I feel the weight of it—this unspoken assumption that the invitation was never meant for me. To them, I am still the girl who stumbled into the crown, not the ruler they ever intended to follow. They don’t believe I’m the one who should be making these decisions.

“The invitation was sent to my father,” Ethan supplies. “Clearly, it was dispatched before King Hobb learned of his death.”

The silence stretches just a moment until my uncle speaks, his voice flat as though to underline what we already know.

“King Hobb may be interested in allying with Alder, but I cannot say the same about Stonefall.”

Ethan’s brows knit. He asks the question before I do. “Why’s that?”

The duke folds his hands. “Because the Crown owes one and a half million marks to Valar’s Imperial Bank,” he replies.

“Silver marks?” Ethan asks.

“Gold.” The word drops like a stone into the silence. Ethan’s brows shoot up in tandem with mine, and I can feel the enormity of the figure in my stomach.

But my uncle isn’t finished. “King Edgard also borrowed from Lord Reeds and Lord Warwood, a combined sum of six hundred thousand marks.” He lets the words land, then looks at Ethan. “Gold marks.”

I grip the edge of the table, holding on to something real in this room of stark walls and cold truths. “How did it get so bad?”

“Do you even have to ask?” my uncle sneers, his voice dripping with disdain. “Your father spent every coin on feasts, celebrations, and spectacles to appease his court—and to drown out his misery after the queen’s passing. When the funds ran dry, he borrowed more rather than building sustainable revenue streams. Now, here we are. Barely scraping by after you abolished the slave trade, and the strain of funding the volunteer program has drained what little we had left. The treasury will be bled dry by the end of the season.”

He lets that sink in for a moment, then looks at me, a calculated pause before he adds, “We must stop funding the volunteer program.”

“No.” The word slips out of me, sharp and immediate. “The inoculations are essential to our survival. If we stop now, we’ll be leaving our people vulnerable.”

“Then we must demand them through an edict,” my uncle counters, his voice cool, detached. “Or find another source of funds to continue paying for them.”

I open my mouth to argue, but the words won’t come. The brutal mathematics of our situation press down on me—one and a half million in gold to Valar alone, the treasury bleeding dry, my people’s lives hanging in the balance. My throat works soundlessly as I search for some solution, some argument that doesn’t exist. The silence stretches, and I can feel the advisers’ eyes on me, waiting for me to capitulate.

“Alder will finance the volunteers.”

I turn to Ethan, his offer hanging in the air between us, both a lifeline and a reminder of the weight of responsibility.

A swell of gratitude rises in my chest, so fierce and sudden that for a wild moment I want nothing more than to reach across the space between us and kiss him. The urge hits me like a physical force—his quiet strength, his unwavering support when everything else feels like it’s crumbling. I grip the edge of the table harder, forcing myself to remain still, acutely aware of the advisers’ watchful eyes and the formality that binds me to this chair.

His offer is more than generous; it’s an act of solidarity when the kingdom feels like it’s teetering on an edge. But it also feels like something else, something bigger than just saving the volunteer program.

“That buys us time,” Lord Pendragon says, nodding. “But it doesn’t solve the larger issue. The war effort will require significant funding.”

“Taxes will need to be raised,” my uncle states flatly, his voice devoid of empathy.

“Taxes are already high,” Lord Jonan interjects. “The people won’t stand for more—they’ll rise in revolt.”

“Not if we gain their trust first,” Ethan adds.

“And how do you propose we do that?” Lord Bramwell asks, his skepticism evident.

“Leading by example.” Ethan’s gaze sweeps the room, as though daring any of them to disagree. “The people must see us share in their sacrifices.”

My uncle snorts. “Alderian rule may work for your kingdom, Your Highness, but it does not translate here.”

Ethan offers a placating smile, but he doesn’t waver. “And how has that worked out for Stonefall, Lord Holbek?”

“What exactly do you have in mind, then?”

“You are all noblemen with functioning estates, are you not? Between lands, investments, and trade, each of us has wealth beyond what the common people could ever hope to see. If we expect them to shoulder more of the burden, we must do the same. Trim unnecessary expenses. Pull from our own coffers before we demand from theirs.”

Some of the advisers shift uncomfortably while others share glances, considering.

Ethan doesn’t give them time to object. “If a farmer must part with his last good horse to pay a tax he can barely afford, then why should a lord not sell off an excess hunting dog? If we demand higher yields, then why should we not cut indulgences in our own halls?” His expression hardens, his next words deliberate. “The people will endure hardship for their kingdom, but only if they believe their rulers are suffering alongside them.”

The chamber falls silent. Even my uncle has no immediate retort.

I press my fingers together, steadying my breath. Left with no other recourse, their gazes settle on me, sharp and expectant for the last word.

“We’ll continue the inoculations for now,” I say. “We’ll delay payments to Lord Reeds and Lord Warwood, and negotiate land as repayment. As for the debt to Valar, we’ll meet with King Hobb face-to-face.”

“And do what—beg him for a deferment in exchange for a war alliance that will further drain his coffers?” my uncle challenges, his tone biting.

“It’s a calculated risk,” I counter, flustered. But I cannot afford to falter under my uncle’s scrutiny if I want to gain the respect of the men who sit at this table. “We have something Hobb wants—immunity. We’ll offer our knowledge and tools in exchange for an extension or a credit perhaps, and his alliance.”

Lord Moore raises an eyebrow. “That’s a lot to ask for someone’s help,” he says, his voice skeptical. “Is immunity worth bankrupting one’s kingdom?”

“It is if you value your people,” Ethan replies. “But there’s no need for extremes. That’s what negotiations are for—to find that delicate balance that favors both parties.”

After a handful of questioning glances are exchanged across the table, my uncle grunts in reluctant agreement. “It’s a gamble, but I suppose we have little choice.”

“If Theros catches wind of this,” Lord Bramwell warns, ever the cautious one, “he’ll unleash the plague before we can act.”

“If it comes to that, no one else will join us against Theros,” my uncle adds. “No king will associate with us after the damage is done.” He looks at me intently, his words settling over me like a shroud. “Keep this in mind when you speak with King Hobb. The outcome of these negotiations could decide all of our fates.”
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Istare at the doors of the dungeon, my gaze locked on the metal-strapped wood as memories flood back. The night I helped Holt escape plays vividly in my mind—his desperation, my fear, and the guilt that followed. Now, both he and the jailers I tricked are gone, their lives lost in the chaos that came after. Sometimes, I wish Holt’s death were a lie, but I know it to be true. The memory haunts me like a restless ghost. 

“I’m here to see the volunteer’s ward,” I tell the jailer who answers my knock.

“Certainly, Your Highness,” he replies, his eyes flicking briefly to my wrist. “Have you been inoculated?”

I lift my arm to show the thin scar, praying he doesn’t notice the faint red welts that linger from the reaction. He nods, satisfied, and steps aside, allowing me to enter.

The stale air hits me first, followed by the dim light and the faint, acrid smell of decay. Nothing has changed since the last time I was here, yet everything feels heavier now.

The jailer leads me silently through the narrow passage, its oppressive atmosphere seeping into my bones. The dimly lit hallway opens into a series of equally malodorous passages lined with closed cell doors. This place wasn’t meant for volunteers—it wasn’t meant for anyone—but its segregation from the palace makes it a practical containment area.

Once, the men behind these doors were prisoners, criminals who were already resigned to these walls as well as those who had worked under Theros and Elijah, as part of their palace coup. They were the first to receive the inoculation, their lives gambled for the sake of progress. None survived. Now, the dungeon holds only those who have volunteered willingly. There are no condemned men left to sacrifice.

Finally, the jailer stops at a door at the end of the passage. It looks like every other cell door, but this is no cell—not anymore. From the small vent at the top of the door, I hear Sir Ricaud’s familiar voice. “Enter.”

“Her Highness, sire,” the jailer announces, opening the door to reveal the volunteer’s ward.

The room is larger than I expected, lit with torches and evenly spaced candles. Two rows of bedsteads line the walls, all occupied by volunteers in varying states of misery. Each represents a sacrifice—a family left waiting, a life given for the hope of many more. Coughs and groans fill the space, punctuated by the occasional clink of glass from Sir Ricaud’s cluttered desk in the center.

“Your Highness,” he greets me, his tone tinged with disapproval. “Have you also come to test your immunity?”

“I wanted to see the ward for myself,” I reply, stepping closer. “And meet the volunteers.”

What I don’t say is that I need them to know their sacrifices aren’t meaningless—that they aren’t expendable.

But then I blink at the physician’s choice of words.

“Someone came here to test their immunity?” I ask, frowning.

Before Sir Ricaud can answer, a shadow detaches itself from the darkness. I turn, and my breath snags in my throat as Connor emerges into the flickering light, his presence commanding the room as it always has.

“I need to be sure the inoculation worked,” he says evenly.

Sir Ricaud lets out a sharp breath, his sneer deepening. “Touching Her Highness when she was suspected of being infected was an interesting course of action for someone so cautious.”

“Would you have preferred I let her fall?”

Sir Ricaud’s nostrils flare as he shakes the vial in frustration. “I’d prefer you not gamble with disease.”

Connor easily holds his glare. “That’s why I’m here.”

Sir Ricaud’s mouth compresses into a thin line, displeasure radiating from every angle of his posture, but he returns to his examination without another word. Connor watches him for a moment longer before his attention shifts to me.

“Your Highness.” The bow of his head is precise, formal. “How are you feeling?”

“Better,” I manage, remembering the strength of his arms as he caught me. I want to scold him for the risk he took, the words rising to my lips before I swallow them. “I owe you my thanks.”

A single nod, then those penetrating eyes study me with an intensity that makes my pulse quicken. Something’s on his mind—I can see it in the rigid set of his jaw, the restless tap of his fingers against his sword hilt.

“How is your aunt?” I ask. “Is her farm . . . ?”

“It’s standing again. Not as it was before—the fields aren’t as full, and she’s had to cut back on livestock and workers.”

I hear the careful distance he maintains, and my heart constricts with longing for the Connor I once knew—the one who used to smile when our eyes met, who shared his vulnerabilities without hesitation, who let me hope for a future with him.

But then he steps closer, and the candlelight carves harsh planes across his features, obliterating every trace of the man I fell in love with.

“Zagar is honoring your agreement,” he says.

Surprise flickers through me. The image of the Borderlord leader’s serpentine tattoo coiling across his face surfaces unbidden. “You saw him?”

“Briefly.” The word carries more meaning than he’s willing to say aloud.

“I wasn’t certain he’d keep his word,” I confess.

Connor’s expression hardens to stone. “He’ll make a lousy ruler.”

The truth in his words is undeniable. But what alternative did I have? Promising Zagar the Crown’s consideration for recognizing his claim to the Borderlands in exchange for warriors was the only lifeline I could grasp.

“I’ve committed to nothing.”

His eyes ignite, the air between us crackling with unspoken conflict.

“Will you?” The question emerges quieter but cuts just as deep.

“I don’t know,” I answer with painful honesty. “But it won’t be my decision alone. When the time comes, I’ll counsel with Ethan.”

“He doesn’t know?”

Before I can respond, a raspy voice interrupts us.

“Y-Your Highness?”

I turn toward the sound, finding a man with pale skin and bluish lips lying in the nearest bed. His fragile frame is a stark contrast to the strength he must have once had. I move closer, taking his trembling hand in mine.

“What is your name?” I ask gently.

“G-Galvin,” he croaks, his voice barely audible before a fit of coughing overtakes him.

“Galvin,” I repeat, my chest tightening. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

He manages a faint smile, his eyes clouded with discomfort. “You look . . . just like her,” he murmurs.

“Like who?” I whisper.

“Queen Olivia. She was . . . so kind.”

A lump rises in my throat at the mention of my mother, but I push it down, offering him a small, strained smile. “Can I bring you anything?”

Galvin shakes his head weakly. “My duty . . . is done,” he rasps. “Now I . . . pray for you, my lady. May the Maker bless . . . and keep you safe.”

Tears sting my eyes as I press my lips to his hand. “Thank you, Galvin,” I whisper. “You have my deepest gratitude.”

As his breathing slows, the weight of his sacrifice settles over me like a crushing tide. I remain at his side, clutching his hand, silently promising myself that I won’t let his life—or any of these lives—be lost in vain.

Galvin’s shallow breaths fade into silence, his frail body sinking into the thin mattress. I stay with him long after his eyes flutter closed, my fingers still clutching his hand as if I can tether him to life by sheer will alone. But he has given everything, and now his rest is earned.

“Your Highness,” Sir Ricaud calls softly, drawing me back to the present. His tone, usually sharp, carries a rare gentleness. “Let him rest.”

I nod, forcing myself to release Galvin’s hand. The air feels heavier as I step away, leaving him to the quiet darkness of his final hours. The sight of him, pale and still, is a solemn reminder of the fragile thread these volunteers walk between life and death.

A few steps away, a young woman with sunken cheeks and fever-bright eyes shifts in her cot, watching me. Unlike Galvin, she is still fighting, her body tense with the effort to breathe. I kneel beside her, brushing stray strands of damp hair from her forehead.

“What’s your name?”

She swallows hard, her throat working before she finds her voice. “Laina.” She manages a weak smile. “I just . . . wanted to help.”

“You already have,” I assure her, squeezing her hand. “What you and the others are doing here—it’s more than courage. It’s sacrifice. And it won’t be forgotten.”

Laina exhales shakily, her fingers tightening slightly around mine. “I didn’t have much choice.” She glances away, as if ashamed. “I was . . . born wrong. My leg never worked right. I can’t farm, can’t sew well enough to make a trade of it. And no one wants to marry a girl who can’t pull her own weight.” A bitter chuckle escapes her, weak but real. “I was just another mouth to feed.”

My chest tightens. So you came here. I don’t say it aloud, but she sees the understanding in my eyes.

She nods faintly. “At least this way, my family gets something. The coin will help my little brother start his apprenticeship.” A wistful smile flickers across her lips. “Maybe when they think of me, they’ll think of something good.”

Her words bloom like frost across my heart.

I tighten my grip on her hand, my voice firm despite the lump in my throat. “Laina, they will think of you as I do—brave. Selfless. And I swear to you, none of us will forget this.”

Her eyes glisten, and I can’t tell if it’s fever or emotion. Then a heavy cough wracks her frail body, and Sir Ricaud steps in, carefully pressing a damp cloth to her forehead. I squeeze her hand one last time before rising.

As I move through the ward, Connor remains just at the edge of my vision. He doesn’t interfere, doesn’t speak, but he watches. I wonder if he sees what I see—the humanity in these volunteers, the weight of their sacrifice. Or if he is simply observing, always assessing, always holding something back.

One by one, I greet the volunteers who are still awake, offering words of comfort, of gratitude—anything to make them feel seen. Some smile. Others barely nod. A few don’t have the strength to acknowledge me at all. But I do not rush. I sit beside them, hold their hands, listen to their whispers, however faint.

By the time I rise, my heart is heavier, but my resolve is stronger.

These people are not expendable. They are not just bodies sacrificed for a cure. They are names. Stories. Lives.

And I will not let them be forgotten.
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Meredith





We set a course for Valar the next day. A sea of white clouds sprawls across the vivid blue sky as the sun hangs above us like a lucky star, casting a good omen for our journey’s success. The pristine road, wide enough for our group, is lined with perfect hedgerows stretching along rolling hills dotted with poppies, marigolds, and towering trees. The air is fresh and crisp, perfumed by fragrant wildflowers and the savory aroma of woodsmoke from distant farms. If I had to capture Stonefall’s beauty in a single image, this would do it justice. 

But as we progress, shimmering patches of silvervine emerge along the hillsides. Their silvery leaves and delicate pale blooms glint under the sun’s rays, casting a mesmerizing sheen across the fields. Its beauty is almost ethereal—yet deceptive, for beneath its lovely facade, silvervine’s roots twist through the earth, greedily draining it of life. It’s no wonder Stonefall relies on the Borderlands for grain; here, beauty comes at the cost of barren soil, leaving only a fragile veneer to mask the kingdom’s quiet dependency.

A messenger rides ahead to announce our arrival at King Hobb’s castle, likely to reach it days before we will.

Thirty inoculated Alderian soldiers accompany us, marching at a steady pace. Their presence is more than just ceremony—our numbers ensure that should Valar prove to be a trap, we won’t be as vulnerable as a smaller party would be. A show of strength, a necessary precaution.

Behind them, packhorses carry Beth and Anabella—who volunteered to join our entourage—and there are a few wagons filled with food, supplies, and weapons.

I turn my head, hoping for a brief sight of them or Anabella, but they’re too far back. I was relieved to see Pip perched atop Beth’s horse earlier, cozy in her embrace and ecstatic to be riding again after having been cooped up for so long. If he’d stayed behind, he’d have been left under Esther’s questionable supervision back at the palace. 

Adjusting my grip on Daisy’s reins, I catch Ethan’s voice on the wind as he rides ahead with Connor. Krea stays at Connor’s side like a shadow, her eyes darting to the rolling fields instead of following their conversation. Perhaps she’s not interested, or maybe she’s scouting for danger. But I suspect it’s something else. Krea distrusts royalty the way some distrust sickness—and Ethan hasn’t changed her mind yet. Her leather pauldrons and breastplate are like armor over her chemise, while knives and a sword adorn her belt. She looks every bit the mercenary, prepared to brave anything that threatens us. It occurs to me that she might prefer trousers over a skirt—perhaps Heloise could make her some? I certainly feel more comfortable in trousers on the road; I would be wearing them now if I could find a good enough excuse. But we’re journeying to win favor from King Hobb and his court through diplomacy, not marching to attack his castle.

Farther ahead, Heloise rides with Charles, who looks delighted as he listens attentively to her chatter. Her burly brothers flank them, but they don’t seem to mind him much—it’s hard not to like Charles. Heloise seems more upbeat too.

But I haven’t had a chance for a private talk with her yet.

“You think she’s still angry with me?” I throw the question at Lief, who’s riding beside me.

He scowls in Heloise’s direction, his disapproval evident in the hard set of his jaw. “I hope not. She has no right to be, my lady.”

“She’ll come around,” I say, trying to sound optimistic, though Lief’s displeased expression makes me feel guilty all over again. “We just have to be patient with her.”

“I knew I should have refused when she asked to spar with me,” he says, his voice low and gruff. “But I didn’t have the heart to.”

“It was good that you agreed,” I reply softly. “Heloise needs the distraction.” A faint smile pulls at my lips. “I just wish you had used training swords.”

“You know as well as I do that she won’t wield anything but steel,” Lief remarks with a slight shake of his head.

“Caution isn’t really her thing.”

“That is one way of putting it.”

I chuckle, watching as Heloise continues her conversation with Charles. His smile is enough to chase the shadows away, and it’s clear he’s enthralled by her every word.

It isn’t until later that Charles remembers I exist and rides over to us.

“Are you having a pleasant trip, cousin?” he asks, flashing a small smile.

“Why yes, I am,” I quip, unable to resist mirroring his smile. “I’ve quite enjoyed watching you charm my friend there most of today.”

At my teasing remark, Charles only smiles wider. “Well, you see, it takes most of the day to properly discuss the intricacies of decaying plant matter found in marshes and bogs,” he says with a wink.

“If I’d known such riveting conversation was taking place, I would have joined you myself.”

“You must have some special way with words, my lord,” Lief says, joining in the banter.

“Indeed, I do,” Charles replies in a self-deprecating tone. “Though it seems my talent is lost on my dear mother.”

“The duchess is a hard woman to please.” I recall my aunt’s severe expression when she saw him ride off this morning. “She wasn’t exactly thrilled to see you go.”

Charles grimaces at the reminder, which dims his otherwise bright demeanor. “Her outlook has been rather gray ever since Charlotte’s departure.”

We exchange knowing glances, the unspoken worry about Charlotte passing between us like a current.

I still can’t believe she chose to leave with Theros. I can’t fathom living in a place like Talos, especially not in Theros’s court. I hope no harm has come to her.

“You’re just throwing salt on your mother’s wound,” I murmur.

Charles lifts a finger. “It’s only temporary,” he states, as if to distinguish his actions from those of his sister.

As if he needs to.

I smile at him. “Well I, for one, am glad you chose to come with us.”

The corners of his lips thin into a line. “That makes two of us. But you’ll be surprised to know that I’m here on my father’s request.”

“Really?” I question. “He asked you to come?”

He tries to hide another grimace. “He thinks you need guidance.”

“And he appointed you for the task? I thought my uncle smarter than that.”

He laughs. “Believe me, I was just as surprised. I suppose he thinks I’m the lesser of two evils—better me than someone more overbearing.”

“So, you’re my designated tutor then?”

“In truth, I think he just wanted to make sure you had someone by your side who understands the weight of all this.”

“I might not always agree with your father,” I say, “but I trust where he stands with this arrangement.”

Charles nods, his expression growing somber as he contemplates something distant.

“I had my doubts about him—about what kind of man he would be if he were the one wearing the crown. But then Theros came and did away with my doubts.” 

I glance away, thinking of Theros’s chokehold on my father’s will—and the slow death that followed.

“Nothing like a tyrant crashing into our lives and changing our perspectives,” I say bitterly. I nudge Daisy closer to Charles, the question burning through my chest: “What was it like?”

“Not pleasant. But it could have been worse, all things considered.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, Theros could have easily refused my father’s wishes and chopped my head off—for one,” he says. “But there was much less bloodshed than I anticipated.”

“That’s because Theros terrifies everyone into obedience,” I comment grimly. I saw it firsthand when he was in Alder, Ethan tortured and the Alderian Crown forced into submission with little resistance—everyone watching in horror while Theros did as he pleased without having to raise a single weapon.

“They say the Mad King was a butcher,” Charles muses, “so naturally I expected Theros to be much the same. But he wasn’t.”

“How so?” Lief asks, more curious than ever.

Charles struggles to put his thoughts into words. “Theros was frightening in his own way—measured, calculated, never reckless.”

Flashes of the past bombard my thoughts. The way Theros smiled as he placed the blood-drenched whip in my hand, like it was some kind of gift, all while subtly destroying my reputation with just a few words. That cruel smirk was a mastery of manipulation. How can a madman be so levelheaded?

I suppose in some ways, order can emerge from chaos.

“Actually,” I hear myself say, “it makes perfect sense.”

The way Theros took Elijah away from his father and warped him with depravity. I have no way of knowing whether he instilled him with his own brand of madness, but Elijah certainly died with viciousness in his veins.

Does Theros even know about his demise? Will he mourn for him? Is he even capable of it? A petty part of me longs for yeses to all three questions. Even though my days of craving revenge are gone, my hatred still lingers—yearning for Theros to feel the weight of my retribution for all the pain he’s caused.


      ***The afternoon sun bathes the small farming village behind us in golden light as we set up camp for the night. The soldiers move with practiced efficiency, grooming horses and raising tents. We gather around the fires, which blaze in the otherwise silent night air, enjoying their warmth and each other’s company. Beth and Anabella have outdone themselves—a feast of roasted duck, carrots, potatoes, and toasted bread graces our plates. It’s clear we’re all grateful they didn’t stay home.

Beth settles onto a quilt beside me and Heloise, who watches her with a curious gaze. Her black hair is a sleek waterfall of silk, her face freshly scrubbed. In contrast, my own hair is a mess of knots and tangles.

“Was it you who made the marzipan plum cake?” Heloise asks Beth.

Beth nods shyly, her cheeks flushing. “Yes, my lady. The princess said it was your favorite.”

“She must have heard it from one of my tattletale brothers. Your cake was delicious.”

Beth warms under the compliment, her cheeks flushing deeper. “Thank you, my lady.”

“An excellent cook as well as a baker,” I say with a grin, nudging Beth playfully.

Heloise nods in agreement, scraping the last bits of food off her plate. “I’ll have to be careful about my waistline from now on.”

“Or you could walk the rest of the way and not worry about it,” I suggest.

“And get blisters on my feet? I’d rather be plump.”

Beth giggles softly, rising to her feet. “I should go. Anabella will be upset if I take too long.”

I stand and clasp Beth in a quick hug. “Are you sure you don’t want our help? We don’t mind getting our hands dirty.”

“We have plenty of helpers. Besides, we can’t have royalty washing dishes or Anabella will have a fit.”

As if summoned, Anabella’s voice carries across the camp, calling for Beth. Heloise snickers. “You’d better hurry,” she says as Beth darts away, weaving between the campfires.

The aroma of meat still lingers in the air, entwined with the smoky scent of burning logs. The sky above is clear, dotted with stars twinkling like diamonds against the crescent moon, which gives everything an ethereal silver glow. I gaze up at the heavens, wondering how many more peaceful nights like this we will experience.

“Who’s the redhead?” Heloise inquires, her eyes curious as she peers across the fire to where Krea sits. 

“Her name’s Krea,” I whisper in Heloise’s ear, unwilling to let her hear it on my lips.

She’s perched on a woven blanket, legs crossed under her skirt, a knife in one hand while the other rests atop Connor’s knee as though it belongs there. I feel my own muscles tense at the sight. The absence of a frown indicates her ease—most likely due to both the food and Connor’s company. It still stings when I remember how coldly she looked at me when I tried to welcome her to Stonefall with warm words—not expecting anything in return but still feeling deflated by her contempt. We seemed to have made progress after she came to my aid during the fight against Elijah, yet here we are again as if nothing has changed.

My gaze falls to Pip, fast asleep in Connor’s arms, head cradled in the crook of his elbow. A strange sensation washes over me as I watch him lightly stroke Pip’s hair, mussing it up.

“She has a strong air of misanthropy,” Heloise murmurs, glancing between Krea and Connor. “But not around him. Are they . . . ?”

I force my attention back to the stars, ignoring the uneasy churn in my stomach. It shouldn’t bother me, but it does. “I couldn’t say.”

“You’re still mad at me,” she states, mistaking my emotions.

I take a deep breath and exhale slowly, answering with a shake of my head.

“Admit it.”

“Actually, I thought it was you who was angry.”

“I wasn’t. Not at you. Even if I was, you know how I can never stay mad at you,” she says with a sly grin. “Who else am I going to play Justice Quicksand with?”

I smirk. “You could ask Lief.”

“I already did. Would have loved to beat him, too—but he knows it, so he declined.”

“Guess you’ll have to ask Krea then,” I jest, wondering what kind of relationship they might form. They’re two very different girls from different worlds, but they both come from families full of boys and share a love for combat sports—growing up with so many domineering men must have given them both thick skins.

Heloise takes a moment to study Krea. “She looks the type to bite my head off when I win,” she remarks.

I fight the urge to flinch, recalling what Krea did to Elijah. Not that he didn’t have it coming. “That’s not far from the truth.”

Heloise widens her eyes, clearly not expecting that response. “And here I thought I was interesting.”

“Actually, Charles thinks you’re magnificent,” I reply, flashing a grin in her direction.

Heloise cocks her head at me, taming the grin that wants to spread on her face. “Really? He said that?”

I nod toward my cousin, who lounges by the fire with Heloise’s brothers and some soldiers. “Any man with half a brain would think so.”

She shakes her head, amused. “After my little performance in the courtyard, your sweet cousin should know better than to pursue me. I bring nothing but trouble.”

The small smile on Heloise’s face tells me she may not mind all the unwanted court attention so much. It isn’t her court, after all.

“You won’t scare him away,” I tell her. “In fact, your impeccable fighting skills have him completely under your spell.”

Surprise flickers in her gaze for a second before she inspects her nails nonchalantly. “Usually, it has the opposite effect on men.”

I lift one shoulder in a shrug. “He grew up with this wild cousin who didn’t care for delicate things, so you’re not the first unusual creature he’s met.” She chuckles, glancing back at Charles as she does. “You know,” I add lightly, pretending not to notice how often her eyes wander, “if you teach Charles how to play Justice Quicksand, he’ll let you beat him every time.”

“Never—it’s more fun if they don’t expect it and squirm when they lose.”

“That sounds like any of your brothers . . . except maybe Tristan.”

Heloise sharpens her gaze toward where her brothers are seated. Haughtiness radiates from her as she watches them. “I sometimes wonder if they hate the game just because I’m good at it and they’re not.” I follow her eyeline and focus on the Cresten men, who fit in seamlessly with the Alderian soldiers they’ve clearly bonded with during our travels.

“Were you all always competitive like this?” I muse, studying them curiously.

“Competition runs through our veins, my sweet. If any of us were twins, we’d have been racing each other down the birth canal.”

My laugh dies in my throat as Ethan and Lief emerge from the shadows. Their faces reveal nothing, but tension radiates from every line of their bodies—shoulders rigid, hands flexed at their sides, eyes scanning our surroundings with the hypervigilance of soldiers expecting an ambush.

“What did Captain Gray have to say?” I ask Ethan.

“He thinks we might have a tail,” he answers with a furrowed brow.

“Someone’s tracking us?” I sit up quickly. “Could it be . . . Talosian spies?”

“I’m not sure.”

Heloise looks uncharacteristically worried, her usually buoyant demeanor subdued. “Are we about to release the plague on the innocent people of Valar?” Her anxiety reminds me of the paranoia that seized Alder Castle last winter.

“It wouldn’t make sense for King Hobb to invite my father if he knew he was being watched,” Ethan tells her.

“If they’re not spies, then what are they?” Heloise asks.

Connor materializes from the darkness beyond our huddled group. The firelight catches the sharp angles of his face as he answers without preamble, “Bounty hunters.”

“Bounty hunters?” The words tumble from Ethan’s lips like stones down a well, his frown carving deeper shadows across his features. “Why would bounty hunters be on our tail?”

Connor produces a folded paper from his coat—the parchment yellowed and worn from countless hands. Ethan accepts it with the reluctance of a man reaching for a viper. The color drains from his face as his eyes devour the contents. When he finally looks up, his gaze finds Connor’s with the weight of a death sentence.

“For what crimes?”

“I killed a commander and burned down a military fort, remember?”

Ice floods my veins, freezing the breath in my lungs. “Theros has a bounty on you?” The idea of Theros hunting him across the continent is an entirely new form of terror.

Connor’s gaze finds mine across the flickering light, and I feel exposed—as if he can read every nightmare now painting itself across my features. I clasp my hands together, trying to hide from myself.

Ethan passes the bounty over to Lief. “Inform the captain—every man stands watch tonight. No exceptions.”

“That isn’t necessary,” Connor interjects.

“I’m not taking any chances.” Ethan’s voice carries the unmistakable ring of royal authority, transforming him from friend to prince in the span of a heartbeat.

“No bounty hunter in his right mind would strike a camp this size, not with trained men at every perimeter.”

“This isn’t a negotiation.” Each word falls like the strike of a gavel, final and absolute. “Tell the captain: everyone on watch. Tonight, and every night until we’re clear of this threat.”

Lief melts back into the shadows without question as Connor’s eyes find Ethan’s across the dying flames. Something passes between them—the stubborn clash of two men who care too much to back down easily. There’s no anger in Ethan’s stare, only the quiet determination of someone who refuses to bend, even for Connor.

Recognizing the futility of his argument, Connor turns and stalks back into the darkness, the words he won’t say blazing in the air around him. I watch him disappear beyond the reach of our meager light, torn between the magnetic pull that always draws me toward him and the wisdom that whispers I should let him go.

Krea’s knowing gaze finds mine across the dying embers, and heat floods my cheeks with the guilty flush of a child caught stealing sweets. But beneath the embarrassment burns something fiercer and more terrifying—the bone-deep certainty that I cannot survive losing Connor again. His absence was once a wound I carried like a second heartbeat, constant and aching. Now, with everything fractured and strange between us, the thought of that hollow ache returning makes my chest constrict with something dangerously close to panic.
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“See any movement?” I ask Desmond, who stands watch on the moonlit plains. The mild night temperature makes his duty easier, but I can’t shake the feeling that danger lurks just beyond our sight. I regret mentioning the bounty to Ethan—it’s left him on edge, and it’s costing his soldiers precious rest. But he needed to know. We can’t afford any surprises. 

“None, my lord—Lieutenant.”

“It’s Connor,” I say, already used to this kind of formality from fellow soldiers. My connection to the crown has always put distance between us, making it hard for them to see me as one of their own. I don’t blame them. There’s a gentility to my name that clings like a stain—royalty by association, though none of it is mine.

I’m not a noble, not by blood or title. But with my father’s land and name behind me, I’ve never been just a soldier either. I fall somewhere in between—and that space rarely fits cleanly.

I grew up looking after Ethan as if he were my little brother, and the king and queen treated me like a second son—I loved them as though I was. But like my own parents, I lost them, too.

I heard the rumor in some pisshole tavern on my journey home with Pip—something about an assassination so shocking no one could believe it. But part of me did. News like that doesn’t come about without a strong grain of truth behind it.

“Were you part of the first battalion, too?” I ask Desmond, wondering if that’s how he knows my rank. Of the five thousand soldiers, forty-seven evaded infection, according to the reports. Forty-eight, including myself, though I never set foot in the infected encampment that decimated the battalion’s numbers. My rational mind recognizes my relation to those men is no more than association. I wasn’t close with any of them—there were no battles to fight, no formation training to bring us together in camaraderie. Their loss is a painful blow nevertheless.

“I was with the fifth battalion,” Desmond replies.

“How did you survive infection?”

Desmond looks away. “I . . . was a drunkard,” he confesses, his voice low with shame. “I was stewed beyond hunger, so I never bothered with food and quenched my thirst in ale, alone in my tent where the officers wouldn’t see me. It wasn’t until I saw the rampant sickness and death that I sobered up. Myself and those who remained in good health ran from the encampment in the middle of the night. Like cowards.”

A soft breeze ripples through the tall grass, carrying the fresh scent of damp earth across the motionless landscape.

“You’re alive because of it,” I tell Desmond, who looks on with guilt plain on his face. He should not blame himself for surviving when our brothers-in-arms were doomed regardless.

“They were good men,” he says after a long pause. “Better than I could ever strive to be.”

Ethan approaches, wearing his riding coat over undershirt and trousers, and Desmond quickly bows. “Your Highness,” he says.

Ethan nods at him before turning to me. “Connor, may I have a word?”

I gesture for him to lead the way, and we slip to one of the dead campfires. The embers glisten within the pile of ash and burned branches, emitting smoke that collects and hangs in the air, a thin fog that stings the eyes. Ethan sinks down on a log and heaves a sigh, dark circles shadowing his eyes.

“You should be resting,” I say, though my mind can’t help but think of the girl who sleeps in his tent. The smell of the smoke only makes it harder not to think about one of my most cherished memories with her. But I don’t want to forget, not even that which hurts the most.

“I tried,” Ethan grumbles. “My mind won’t let me. It keeps running in pointless circles.”

I sit beside him, leaning against my elbows. “What’s on your mind?”

He stares at the shadows between his boots. “Everything.”

“I know the feeling . . . what troubles you the most?”

He doesn’t have to think about his answer. “That I’ll lead us all to our deaths.”

“Better you lead us to die than submit to Theros. I’ve seen it firsthand. You don’t want that for our people.”

Ethan is quiet for a long moment, then turns to look at me. “How do you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Keep your cool when everything is stacked against you. You’ve survived insurmountable odds, been to hell and back, and came home to this.” He gestures at the space around us. “And you’re no less self-possessed than you were before. And here I am, questioning everything I think and everything I say and do.” Frustration sharpens his tone. “But aren’t I supposed to know what I’m doing? Wasn’t I groomed for this my whole life?” He shakes his head, angry with himself.

“It wasn’t easy to escape,” I tell him. “And I didn’t do it alone.”

What I don’t say is that I offered false hope to those who helped me—that I was allowed to leave the Brotherhood only because I promised to petition Alder for their cause. 

But that was before I knew what had befallen the Alderian army, along with everything else that happened in my absence.

“You’re not alone either,” I continue. “You’re not meant to walk this path on your own.”

“I can’t let anyone else carry this weight. Especially not Meredith. The cost of life to make our kingdoms immune is consuming her as it is.”

I picture the volunteer’s ward with vivid clarity: Meredith standing next to a dying man, her eyes glassy and wet with unshed tears. I’d gladly take the burden from her if I could, and it strikes me then—Ethan loves her. The thought twists in my gut like acid, but I swallow it down. He meets my gaze uncertainly, and understanding floods through me—he must overcome his demons if he’s to succeed. And so I tell him firmly, “You’ve never backed away from a challenge before; don’t start now.”

He broods on his frustration for another moment, looking through the canopy at the stars beyond, searching for answers they can’t give him. “I feel as though I’m walking down a tightrope with the wind blowing at my back and the sun in my eyes, and that if I lose focus—for just one second—I’ll fall, and the whole world will fall down with me.”

“Then you keep moving. One unsteady step at a time. It’s all any of us can do.”

Ethan directs his troubled gaze back to me. Though it’s dark, I can see in his eyes the doubt that’s eating him up. “What if I’m stepping in the wrong direction?”

“The only other direction is backward.”

He pastes on a wan smile. “I suppose so.” He leans forward and hangs his head between his arms. His shoulders sag, though I can’t tell if it’s from relief or resignation. It irks me to see him struggling like this, lacking his usual confidence. Without looking up, he asks, “What about you? Would you do anything differently?”

“No . . . Except maybe not have an excess of soldiers on watch tonight.”

“There’s a bounty on your head,” he reminds me, as if I could forget.

“You don’t have to worry about me.”

He looks at me then, his face hardened. “I do. I’ve already lost too much.” Ethan has never been one to shy away from his emotions, and he wears them now like a cloak.
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