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        To Jacob,

        Even when things look bleak, there is always hope to be found.
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            Chapter One

          

          ZAIA
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      Focused on her task, Princess Zaia rushed out of the castle as fast as her station would allow. If she didn't leave now, she would accomplish nothing today. The heavy oak doors moved on silent hinges—too well cared for to make a sound.

      As she entered the courtyard, it was tempting to stop and enjoy the musky-sweet scent of autumn. It had been her mother’s favorite time of year and always reminded her of happier times.

      “Zaia!” her lady-in-waiting, Sarah, called out behind her.

      Zaia cringed, but didn’t pause. She couldn’t allow herself to be delayed.

      Leaves crunched under her feet as she walked.

      “Your father won’t be happy about this. You must return to the castle at once.” Sarah clutched her side, gasping for breath as she caught up to Zaia.

      “Relax, Sarah. Father is rarely happy, but he will get over it.”

      Ever since her mother’s death, her father had grown increasingly irritable and distant. She was the one person who still made him smile.

      Feeling the warring emotions of pity for her friend and the urgency of her mission, she slowed marginally.

      When they reached the gate, the guards didn’t question her as they passed. Unlike Sarah, the guards wouldn’t challenge her movements without a direct order from their king.

      Finally through the gate, Zaia breathed a sigh of relief. The house she sought wasn’t much further.

      Outside of the castle gates, the streets were filled with the chaotic sounds of animals and human voices. Freshly fallen leaves crunched under her feet as they navigated the village on the worn cobblestone streets.

      “But you’ll miss the joust.” The expression of horror on Sarah’s face was almost comical.

      Secretly, Zaia wanted to cheer that point since the joust was sure to bore her to death. But she kept that to herself. She knew Sarah was only concerned about the consequences to Zaia.

      As annoying as Sarah’s insistence was, Zaia still appreciated her caring. Very few people treated her as a human rather than just their princess, and Sarah was the only one she could count as a friend.

      “Stop whining, Sarah. I will only miss part of it. I should be back before midday.” Zaia wished she could miss the whole event, but she doubted her errand would take that long.

      As she neared her destination, she had to slow her pace as the streets were now packed with people. Zaia smoothed her plain soft wool dress nervously as they wove through the crowd. Nobody looked twice at her, seeming unaware of a princess in their midst. She’d intentionally left her tiaras and jewels at home.

      Almost everyone they passed had the same shade of brown hair as Zaia’s simply braided locks, further helping her blend in. If she could get away with it, she’d stick to this simpler style every day.

      In contrast, Sarah’s bright blonde, elaborately braided hair and cerulean day dress were more likely to draw attention. However, even she merely received a few curious glances.

      If not for her errand, Zaia would be content spending her day watching the everyday bustle of the peasants as merchants called out to passersby to sell their wares and children laughed and chased each other through the streets.

      It beat pretending to be interested in the nonsense most nobles prattled on about. Out of all the nobility Zaia had met, Sarah was the only one whose company she enjoyed.

      As much as Zaia always strived to help her people however she could, she wasn’t really one of them.

      As they reached their destination, Zaia examined the hut. It appeared much shabbier than the last time she'd visited. She wondered if Mathis had lost the ability to make repairs. Zaia knocked.

      Mathis opened the door. With it, a musty scent hit Zaia’s nose. His grey-speckled brown hair was frazzled, his typically happy face frantic. He was thinner than she remembered. Only court training allowed her to keep her worry from her face.

      When he saw her, his face turned up in joy and he knelt at her feet with his head bowed in respect. “Princess Zaia. Thank Kataria, you are here.”

      Zaia gently grasped the baker’s weathered hands and helped him rise, a patient smile on her face. “Mathis, how many times do I have to tell you not to do that? Your old bones cannot handle it, and I don’t require such displays.”

      “At least someone knows their station,” Sarah grumbled, arms crossed and a scowl on her face. She was sure to give Zaia another earful about how a princess should behave with her subjects later.

      As much as Zaia wasn’t looking forward to it, she wouldn’t begrudge Sarah her upcoming rant. Zaia and Sarah had grown up together; their mothers were close friends before Zaia’s mother, Queen Vana, died.

      Zaia ignored her and addressed Mathis. “I received your message, but it was vague. What do you need? Did you need me to find someone to help you patch your roof? I thought perhaps you no longer could⁠—”

      “Forgive my interruption, Your Highness, but no, it’s nothing like that.” He sighed, shoulders drooping. “These bones may be old, but I can still manage my own maintenance.”

      Zaia frowned, confused. She was about to question him again, but he continued while leading them inside and motioning for them to take the only two chairs in the room.

      Sarah sat primly in one of the chairs, oozing disapproval of this outing. She had never understood Zaia’s need to visit the commoners and help with the struggles, even on the days when there wasn’t anything scheduled.

      Zaia remained standing, not wishing to sit while her host felt obligated to forfeit his seat to her for no better reason than the station she was born into.

      Matthis said, “It hasn’t been repaired because I can’t afford it. No one can afford much of anything these days. Your father has raised the taxes to a level beyond what most, if not all, of us can pay. Almost everyone is going hungry. I fear many of us won’t make it through the winter. I hoped you would talk to him, make him see reason.”

      Unshed tears lurked in his eyes as he shot her a pleading look. He rarely asked for anything and he wasn’t the sort to exaggerate.

      Zaia bit her lip as she considered the problem he presented. Her father wasn’t the type of ruler to overtax the people, yet Mathis wasn’t a liar. Unease filled her from this incongruous behavior on her father’s part.

      She reflected upon the town she had hardly noticed as she passed through. She realized that all of the buildings were worse for wear than the last time she’d left the castle.

      “I will handle Father. He mustn’t understand what those taxes are doing to everyone—the harm it is causing. I will do whatever I can. Are you certain the orders came from my father?”

      “Chancellor Gregor said as much when he made the announcement. Then, guards were sent to collect. Any time the chancellor’s words or actions have been questionable, your father backs him up.”

      Zaia never realized there were questionable orders for her father to confirm. It was odd. But now was not the time to consider the possibilities. Nor was it a good time to think about the chancellor who always gave her chills.

      Sarah shuddered, her face contorting in what could only be interpreted as a fear that was uncharacteristic of her friend. “Princess Zaia, I beg you not to do this. Not this time. That man is pure evil. He must be behind this, but it isn’t worth setting yourself in his sights any more than you must. You shouldn’t cross Chancellor Gregor.”

      “Nonsense, Sarah. Your imagination has run wild. I dislike Gregor, but we have nothing to fear from him. I cannot refuse to help based upon your fancies.”

      Zaia didn’t doubt that Sarah’s fears were real. She’d seen more than one instance that gave her reason to believe Gregor wasn’t the right person for his job, even if she hadn’t seen anything that explained the dread she experienced around him. But she couldn’t afford to hold back based on fears—Sarah’s or her own.

      She had to help. It was her entire purpose in life—to help her people. She hoped her firm dismissal would nudge Sarah to overcome her fears. She needed to focus on the biggest problem. Then she could try to ease Sarah’s fears.

      She looked into Mathis’ hopeful face. “Of course I will assist you. Whatever is within my power, I will do it. Father has to see reason.”

      Tears of relief leaked from Mathis’ kind eyes. “Thank you, Your Highness. You are a blessing from Kataria, the goddess of hope herself.”

      Zaia grabbed her purse of coins from the belt around her waist and handed it over to Mathis. “Here. Take this and get your home repaired. It isn’t much, but it should help you and at least a few others while I work on reversing those taxes.”

      Sarah made a snort of indignation, but refrained from commenting. Fear was still plain in her eyes.

      Zaia was in no hurry to return, but she dutifully started heading home after leaving Mathis. If she hadn’t given all the coins she’d brought to Mathis, she’d browse the merchants’ wares and see if anything caught her eye.

      On the way back to the castle, another villager ran up to them. She was a younger girl with a freckled face and wild brown hair who looked vaguely familiar to Zaia. The girl collapsed on the ground, sobbing. “Thank Kataria, I found you. Please, Mother needs help! The midwife…” Her words became an incoherent jumble.

      Zaia wrapped her arm around the child and helped her up to her feet. “Calm down. I’ll do whatever I can to help. But I need you to speak clearly. I cannot help you if I do not understand your problem.”

      The girl nodded, then continued slower, but just as panicked. “It’s my mother. The baby is coming and the midwife is out of town. Mother wasn’t expecting to deliver so soon and we don’t expect her back for another fortnight. I was sent to find help.” She stared at Zaia with pleading eyes.

      Nerves threatened to freeze Zaia in place, but she willed herself to ignore them. “I don’t know how much use I will be, but I’ll try. Lead the way.”

      Nodding gratefully, the girl set off deeper into the town. They didn’t have far to go. Soon, the correct house was obvious from the mother’s moans. Seeing the house, Zaia’s memory jogged and she realized this was Sandy and Neville’s house. The girl must be their daughter, Cara.

      Zaia told Sarah, “Find someone who can actually help with a birth.”

      “But—”

      “Just do as I say!” Realizing that she had been sharper with her friend than she should, Zaia softened her voice. “Please.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” Sarah stiffly strode off toward the central square.

      Guilt and regret flooded Zaia. As proper as Sarah strived to be, she usually wasn’t that formal with Zaia.

      “In here.” Cara opened the door and let her in, hovering in her anxiety.

      Sandy screamed from the other room, and Zaia followed the sound through the living room and into the bedroom.

      Looking up from where she knelt by the bed on the floor, Sandy’s already pale face turned ashen. “Princess Zaia. No, I could not possibly—” her words cut out with another scream.

      Zaia rushed to grasp Sandy’s hand, kneeling by the bed. “How can I help you?”

      Perspiration gleamed on her brow as Sandy gaped at her daughter. “Why would you ask the princess to come?”

      Cara hung her head in shame, tears spilling as her bottom lip jutted out. “She’s always helped us before.” With Sandy’s next cry, Cara retreated from the room.

      Zaia repeated her question. “How can I help you?”

      Sandy sighed in resignation, giving in to the fact that at the moment, Princess Zaia was the only possibility. “There are clean blankets in that cupboard. They need to be set out on the floor by me. The water—” She grimaced, but refrained from screaming this time, panting. “The water is over there. The baby will need cleaning when she comes.” She pointed to a bucket in the corner of the room.

      Zaia moved to set the blankets out to Sandy’s liking, then sat with her, waiting. After a while, Neville, Sandy’s husband came in, dirty from the fields, rushing to his wife’s side.

      “Not long now,” Sandy commented. Looking up at Zaia, she said, “I hate to ask this of you, Princess, but I may need you to catch. I’m too weak right now and I need Neville’s support. Don’t worry. It’s not as hard as you might think.”

      Grim-faced, Zaia nodded, swallowing her own trepidation over whether she was capable or not. She had never even witnessed a birth before. But if she was needed, she had to be able to do it. There was no other choice. “How do I do that?”

      Sandy smiled weakly, her face drawn and haggard. “Just sit near me right here.” She gestured to the spot she wanted Zaia to sit. “The child will be coming soon. When she does, support her, especially the head. I regret that it will ruin your dress.”

      Zaia moved into place. “My dress is not important.”

      Soon, the child came. She didn’t enjoy the feel of the bloody mess on her hands or the way the moisture soaked into her gown, but this was important. As the baby’s head pushed out of her mother’s body, Zaia supported its head as she waited for the rest of the baby’s body to come out.

      The baby let out a healthy cry and Zaia smiled in relief and awe, wiping away the blood from the baby with one of the blankets, then handing her to her mother.

      “Thank you.” Sandy smiled tiredly. Neville helped her onto their bed and began tenderly cleaning her up as soon as the afterbirth emerged.

      Sarah and two elderly women entered, out of breath.

      “Looks like we came too late. But no harm done; the child looks well.” The woman hunched over a cane commented nonchalantly. Her tall companion chuckled in agreement.

      Sarah spluttered in indignation. “No harm done?! Princess Zaia, what have you done to your dress? It is ruined. Your father will not be happy about how much you missed out on today. Why, it may be over by the time we return. All those noblemen are sure to be insulted by your lack of attention.”

      Zaia resisted the urge to roll her eyes and say what she really wanted. “There was no choice. They will have to cope with the fact that I was needed here.”

      Zaia turned back to the mother, her face softening as she smiled. “Is there anything else you need, Sandy?”

      Returning her smile, Sandy said, “I am fine. You’ve done more than enough. Go home and enjoy a relaxing bath, Princess Zaia. I will be eternally grateful to you for this. Your kindness surpasses even your mother’s.”

      “We will be eternally grateful,” her husband corrected, his expression radiant. “Thank you, Your Highness.”

      “It was nothing.” Zaia was relieved that nothing went wrong.

      “Nothing?!” Sarah shrieked. “Your dress⁠—”

      “It’s nothing compared to the life of a child. I have no regrets, least of all in my wardrobe. Kataria knows I have plenty of other ridiculously fancy things. This one was not even that impressive.”
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        * * *

      

      Zaia grinned as she soaked in her bathtub, luxuriating in the hot water she was completely immersed in. The scent of lavender wafted up in the steam, encouraging relaxation. The heat seeped into her muscles, soothing the tension from her day. Daily baths with flower petals were the best part of being a princess.

      Her gaze drifted to her comfortable bed draped in plush pink blankets and cloud-like pillows. She wished she could go straight to bed after her bath, but her time was limited. Soon she’d need to dress for dinner and prepare for her conversation with her father. For now, she had a few moments to spare for relaxation.

      Even better than the bath was her sense of accomplishment. Not only had she been fortunate enough to miss the entire first day of the joust, but she had also managed to help deliver a child.

      The experience had been intense and frightening. The worry that she’d do something wrong in her lack of knowledge was followed by the sheer joy of seeing such a beautiful, healthy baby.

      Such a thing wasn’t something she thought she would ever witness, let alone participate in. At least, not until she was the one carrying a child.

      She scowled as her thoughts soured. It was unlikely she would have a child of her own. Marrying for anything other than love was unacceptable.

      Her father may be growing restless for her to choose, but he would never force her hand. He would leave the choice up to her. Yet she doubted she would find anyone deemed suitable whom she could love. Anyone who would love her.

      As a princess, she couldn’t choose just anyone. Marrying for love may be beyond the realm of possibility. A fact that weighed on her.

      Of course, she could always adopt an heir and avoid marriage altogether if it came to it.

      Either way, it was too soon to think about. But anything was better than wedding one of those selfish swains. They would destroy the kingdom in a heartbeat. She still struggled to believe that her father was ruling so carelessly.

      Forcing a smile she didn’t feel to chase away her unpleasant thoughts, she turned her focus to daydreaming about the man who couldn’t exist. Someone who cared about others. Who would help her rule with a steady hand. Someone who wasn’t afraid to stand up to her, yet respected her.

      She scoffed. All the marriage candidates she had met who weren’t horrible were complete doormats.

      “Are you quite finished yet?” Sarah interrupted her musings. “Unless you intend to miss dinner as well, you need to hurry and dress.”

      Given her tone, Sarah must not have forgiven Zaia’s earlier display of temper yet. She’d need to do something to make it up to her friend soon.

      Sighing, Zaia rose from the tub, wrapping a large towel around herself to dry. As much as she wished to spend more time soaking, she needed to talk to her father. “I am coming.”

      With Sarah’s help, Zaia dressed much more lavishly than this morning, paying close attention to her attire. She wore a velvet gown that matched the sapphire eyes she inherited from her mother. Wearing her father’s favorite color couldn’t hurt her cause.

      After dressing, she made her way to the family dining room. It was smaller than the grand dining room, containing only one long oak table and enough chairs for a score of people. The decor was fairly simple, with only a single chandelier hanging from the ceiling and a handful of tapestries depicting nature covering the stone walls.

      They wouldn’t be entertaining anyone until the final night of the joust, so tonight would be for her and her father. Only a few people he picked would join them, if any.

      She resisted cringing as she noticed the other people at the table. By the time she reached her seat, half the chairs were filled—father had invited 7 noblemen to join them.

      Unlike the townspeople, these were people she didn’t care to recognize or converse with. They didn’t count as the people she needed to look after. Every one of them spent their days in self-interest, taking advantage of the people they were supposed to look after.

      Her father frowned at her from his seat at the head of the table as she smiled at him with a curtsy before taking her place at his right side. His attitude didn’t deter her. He always came around to her way of seeing things eventually.

      Sarah waited for Zaia to sit before taking her usual seat next to Zaia, immediately turning to talk to the nobleman seated next to her. Another snub against Zaia to show she was still angry.

      After Zaia made her obligatory greetings to the nobles, greeting them by name in the order of their importance, her father addressed her.

      “We missed you at the joust today.” His displeasure was subtle. If she didn’t know him well, she would have missed the irritation in his tone.

      “I apologize, Father. I was needed in town. There were a few urgent matters that required my attention. I am sure you can forgive my absence?” She batted her eyes, with her lips turned up in a hint of a smile.

      Despite knowing that she could win him over, she couldn’t help the trepidation and worry that maybe this time she wouldn’t.

      He fought back his own smile, but it eventually broke. “Just like your mother. She always was one to help those in need.” For a moment, his face grew distant and his eyes got misty, as they did every time he thought of her mother.

      Although she’d been dead for ten years, the pain of her loss would never disappear. Returning to his stoic ‘king’ face, he asked, “What was the problem?”

      Servants moved silently, placing a variety of foods on the table. Zaia noticed some of her favorites were present, including mashed yams.

      “Well, I delivered a baby. That⁠—”

      “How utterly barbaric! When you marry me, I won’t allow such wild behavior.” Count Weston sneered at her from two seats down.

      Zaia cringed, feeling the familiar despair over her marriage prospects wash over her. Count Weston was one of the worst and most persistent of her would-be suitors.

      Her father raised his hand for silence, and Count Weston paled before returning to his meal as if he’d never spoken out of turn.

      Zaia took a dainty bite of food before she continued, ignoring Count Weston, “That took up the bulk of my time. But it was a side adventure after I was returning home. One of the villagers asked to talk to me about some concerns.”

      She set her fork down and looked into her father’s face. “Father, your new taxes are too steep for the people to pay. I saw how bad their situation is. Their homes are falling into disrepair and our people are starving. It cannot continue. I implore you to lighten their burden.”

      Genuine tears shone in her eyes and she resisted the instinctive urge to repress them. Tears could only help her case, so she would use them.

      She hated crying at any time, considering it to be an unforgivable weakness. Especially in front of others. She didn’t view other people’s tears that way—only her own.

      “New taxes?” His brow furrowed and his lips transitioned into a frown, as if he were concentrating and trying to make sense of her words. “I know nothing of this.”

      “The man told me it was Chancellor Gregor who issued the orders. He claimed they came from you. Perhaps there was a miscommunication of some sort?” she suggested tactfully. Reflecting on Sarah’s suspicions and her own unease around the chancellor, she thought it was best to avoid outright accusing the man.

      Regardless of the truth, it was better for her father to draw his own conclusions and handle the matter. Upon mentioning Chancellor Gregor, her spine tingled with foreboding even though the Chancellor was fortunately absent tonight.

      “I will talk with him and get to the bottom of this. Don’t worry, daughter. It will be taken care of.” His tone was grim. Then his face turned stern. “But you cannot insult the knights by missing another day. The joust is in your honor, after all.”

      Zaia ignored the “I-told-you-so” expression Sarah shot her before returning to her own conversation.

      Burying her true feelings, Zaia smiled indulgently at her father. “I had no intention of missing tomorrow. I will be there.”

      Although she loathed the idea of sitting through the joust, she didn’t want to disappoint her father. And like it or not, she was responsible for all of her people, even the nobility she disliked.

      “Good girl.” He returned her smile.

      When she returned to her room that night, she thought she saw Gregor glaring evilly at her from a dark corner, his face steeped in pure loathing and something else she couldn’t identify. The sight chilled her to the bone. She blinked and he vanished. Likely just the flickering candlelight playing tricks on her mind.

      Chancellor Gregor was trusted by her father. The tax problem must be some kind of miscommunication. A misunderstanding, nothing more. She tried to convince herself that she didn’t suspect him of any wrongdoing to make the creepy sensation go away.

      She wasn’t convinced that he was evil the way Sarah clearly was. But it was still hard to discount her statement. And equally difficult to believe the tax problem wasn’t an intentional one, especially as the chill lingered long after she’d fallen into her bed.

      As Zaia fell into a restless sleep, his cruel eyes haunted her dreams.
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      Zaia yawned, resisting the urge to shift on her uncomfortably hard chair. The sound of fabric rustling on wood indicated Sarah moving as Zaia wished to.

      She hated these tournaments. Not only were they dull, but they were frequent. Everyone expected her to be interested in the supposed valor of their petty wins, making it that much more tedious. She couldn’t understand why anyone would want to participate, much less watch.

      The stench of horse dung and sweaty men permeated the air. Somehow, the floral perfumes Sarah had doused both of them in only assaulted her nose worse. Instead of masking the smell, it compounded it.

      Like the pompous nobility, she wanted to know as little about the knights as possible. Granted, many of them were noblemen. However, they were the only nobles with useful skills, assuming battle was necessary. But the skill of combat made them more difficult to bear. It had been centuries since her kingdom of Katarian had been in a war. With any luck, it would be centuries more before the next one.

      The velvet of her gown smothered her in heat. Sweat rolled down her back, making her feel sticky and gross. The current fashion was ridiculous, especially given the unusual heat of the Autumn day.

      She silently cursed Sarah for making her corset too tight over her gown. Sarah had stated it was also part of the current fashion. In the back of her mind, Zaia wondered if it was a petty revenge for yesterday, but she knew Sarah wouldn’t stoop so low.

      Zaia hadn’t minded the corsets last season. At that time, they were only tightened enough to stay on. Now, it was like a special torture for women. She could barely breathe.

      Her thick ceremonial circlet sat heavily upon her head. It was by far the heaviest accessory she had ever endured. At least other public appearances allowed for lighter-weight tiaras, which had the added advantage of being prettier—although a lack of one would be better. She could also do without all the heavy jewelry she was expected to wear for this occasion.

      The transparent veil she wore beneath the emerald-encrusted circlet made her head itch throughout the heat of the day as her sweat soaked into it, making it cling to her head.

      There was only one advantage to her ensemble. The veil made it impossible for anyone to notice her occasional yawn or where her eyes wandered.

      Despite her distaste, she had to admit that the horses at least appeared majestic and beautiful. Too bad they were being put at risk by the points of the lances and the heavy armor of the knights.

      And she supposed others could enjoy the bright colored banners of the various competing noble houses.

      The sound of hoofbeats followed by clangs, grunts, and crashes to the ground put her into a daze at the repetitiveness.

      Instead of watching the distasteful mock battling that she detested, she daydreamed. She pictured her perfect prince, since a princess must marry a prince or at least someone high in nobility.

      She deliberately ignored the logic that told her she hated being in the company of nobility and foreign royalty. This was her daydream, so logic had no business here.

      In her mind, her prince rode swiftly up to her on a chestnut stallion, eight hands tall. When he gracefully leapt down and kissed her hand, she knew instantly that he held every quality she could wish for—he was meant for her.

      Happy scenes flitted through her mind. The occasional exceptionally loud sound drew her back to reality a little, but not enough to care to focus on her surroundings.

      By the time she was riding off into the sunset with her handsome suitor, she was drawn back to the present by her father’s booming voice. An unexplainable chill rushed down her spine, a major contrast to the day’s heat.

      He congratulated the remaining knights for their success of the day, patiently waiting whenever one of them boisterously interrupted with their own self-congratulations. He offered up the typical words of comfort and encouragement to those who lost. All normal boring stuff.

      The part that whipped her attention around was when he made her the subject. “As you remember, I hinted yesterday that I would grant a very special prize to this month’s winner. I am excited to reveal that surprise now. My daughter will be awarding the victor with a kiss.”

      Zaia struggled to keep her meager breakfast down as she stared at him in horror. A chill crept up her spine despite the heat of the day. The blood drained from her face, giving her another reason to appreciate the otherwise inconvenient veil.

      The soft gasp sounding at her side told her that Sarah was just as shocked—or maybe Zaia only hoped she was.

      Standing as regally as ever, her father clapped his hands once in glee—a motion she had never seen him do. His eyes were unfocused and off in a way she couldn’t quite place. Despite knowing him her entire life, it was like looking at a stranger.

      Loud applause forced him to pause. Count Weston leered up at Zaia from the field, seeming especially smug, leading Zaia to wonder if he was currently in the lead. For the first time that day, she wished she’d been paying attention.

      At her father’s signal, the crowd settled down again, and he continued. “Perhaps if she likes the kiss enough, she may be amenable to a proposal and a wedding night.”

      She looked away from his face—she couldn’t stand the sight any longer, opting to instead stare out at the excited crowd. Their enthusiasm was such a contrast to the jumble of emotions raging through her.

      She clenched her teeth and subtly dug her hands into her thighs, hoping the pain would ground her and help her maintain her composure.

      The cheers grew louder, and the men made suggestive comments and gestures that her father failed to silence.

      Zaia fought her initial urge to publicly deny her father’s claim. Such a response wouldn’t be tactful. She fumed, thinking she would tell him no privately and let him deal with the crowd’s fallout over his broken promise. After all, he did promise something he didn’t have the power to grant.

      Even though she had no intention of honoring his promises to the knights, the very idea of it left a rotten taste in her mouth as bitter bile rose to the back of her throat. Only sheer willpower kept her from trembling or showing any other overt signs of her distress and anger.

      His words went against everything she thought she knew about him.

      How could he betray my trust like this? How could he break faith with Kataria?

      Zaia half expected the goddess to strike him down where he stood for the audacity of promising what was Zaia’s to give.

      He usually had the utmost respect for Zaia’s thoughts and wishes. This was just as out of place as the increased taxes Mathis said came from his orders through Chancellor Gregor. Treating her like a possession was just as unlike the father and king she knew as taxing the people into starvation.

      Further, the idea of kissing any one of those sweaty knights would make her want to gag without knowing them. The fact that she knew most of them only made it worse.

      An uneasiness lay beneath her anger, but she focused on the latter. Struggling to control the rage boiling and churning inside her like molten lava, she woodenly left her seat and made her way toward her chambers without a word.

      Sarah followed just behind and to her right. In Zaia’s periphery, she could barely make out her friend’s stiffness, clenched fists, and worried glances. At least Sarah was on her side in this.

      Zaia maintained complete silence, keeping a pace that allowed her to avoid any possible confrontation where she would need to break her silence. If she spoke, she would regret it. She needed to keep what little dignity remained to her.

      On her way inside, Zaia passed Chancellor Gregor and a cloaked person talking in an alcove. In her bad mood, she was tempted to confront him for the shady behavior, but she needed to keep her silence and composure, so she kept walking.

      Her corset, already too tight, strangled her as it seemed to shrink. All of her focus went toward concealing her rising fury and attempting to keep her breathing steady when her breaths wanted to come out short and gasping.

      Certainly, if anyone attempted to speak with her right now, they would regret it. She would not be able to control the outburst ready to emerge if given even the slightest provocation.

      Silence was safest. But as soon as she saw her father alone, she would not remain silent. And he would dearly regret his thoughtless promise to the knights.
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