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For every woman who was told she wasn’t enough. You always were.


Prologue – The Boy Behind the Throne

Royal Palace of Arvenia — 22 Years Ago

The door slammed behind him and echoed through the long marble hallway like a verdict.

Nine-year-old Alexander stood stock still beneath the stained-glass window of the First Crowned King. His fists at his sides. His knees raw from kneeling. His mouth dry from hours of silence.

“I said, again.”

His tutor’s voice snapped at him like a whip from the study.

Alexander swallowed and his heart pounded.

“There is no crown without obedience,” he droned on flatly.

“And?”

“There is no throne without loyalty.”

“And?”

“There is no heir without sacrifice.”

The tutor finally appeared from the study, his coat immaculate, his expression colder than the Arvenian winter. “You will learn your place, young prince. You will become your place. Or you will be replaced.”

The words stung more than the cane ever could.

Replaced.

He was only nine, but even at that young age he knew that love was never unconditional in Arvenia. Worth was measured in posture, in silence, and how well you played the game. And his father—the King—was the final arbiter of both.

That night, Alexander tiptoed through the library by himself, his heart still burning with the name.

He wasn’t allowed to read the “sealed volumes,” but there was one there, on a shelf, just begging to be found. Bound in dark green leather, the royal seal only half-embossed into the spine. He opened it carefully, with shaking fingers.

Names.

Pages upon pages of names.

Bloodlines.

All of them. Perfect. Pure.

Except one. One name, stricken viciously through in red ink: Dorian Everhart. No title, no rank. Just a single note in the margin, in the same hand:

“Unacknowledged. Removed. Unfit.”

Alexander blinked. He flipped to the next page. Another note, handwritten by a Queen who had died decades ago:

“Blood alone does not make a king. But it makes a threat.”

Footsteps.

He slammed the book closed and shoved it back on the shelf just as a shadow loomed over him.

“Curiosity,” a voice said, “is a dangerous quality in a prince.”

It was his grandmother—the Queen Regent.

She wore her crown as if it were a permanent fixture of her skull. Her eyes narrowed on him as if he were a chess piece making an illegal move.

“Some names are stricken from the records for a reason,” she hissed, ruffling a spot of dust from his shoulder. “Yours remains, Alexander. For now.”

She turned and left, her heels clicking like a metronome of doom.

And that was when Alexander learned three things:

1. Bloodlines lie.

2. Power fears secrets.

3. And his future was not promised—only borrowed.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 – A Kingdom Divided
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The chandeliers in the High Council chamber swung slightly overhead, though no one had moved. It was the sort of stillness that came from people held tightly in their seats by unseen storms. At the head of the long, oak table, Isabella gripped the edges of the wood behind her. Her back was straight, her hands still, and her eyes watched the Minister of Strategy with a steely calm as the ornate, gold-etched Arvenian crest shone behind her.

“Let the record show,” Minister Velden read in clipped tones, “that Her Majesty’s proposed charter reduces the royal veto power by forty percent and places emergency military command under parliamentary review.”

A few members of the council shifted in their chairs. Others leaned back, arms crossed. The crackling of the hearth was the only sound that broke the silence of a room usually so used to discussions of clauses, texts, and wars that they barely even took it anymore.

“And?” Isabella asked, tone calm, unflinching.

Velden hesitated. “It is... unprecedented.”

He stopped short of treason, but the implication was clear as the winter frost that glazed the outside of the windows. His words were diplomatic, but his eyes were openly venomous.

From her left, King Alexander said nothing, simply sitting with his fingers steepled beneath his chin. He had gone over each part of the text with her the night before, had argued over structure, had even rewritten entire sections in his elegant handwriting. He had signed the back of the draft with her hand firmly over his. But now, as the council argued, he said nothing. It was her speech, her battle, and his presence was a sign of support—or, if one was not close enough to know better, disinterest.

A slow clap rang out from the far end of the table.

“Marvelous theatre,” said Lady Elira Thorne, one of the last true remaining members of the old aristocracy before the plague and civil war had torn the kingdom apart. Her voice was honeyed with mockery, her gaze sharp enough to cut bone. “Tell me, Your Majesty, shall we give the crown away in bits or toss it whole into the public square and let the peasants fight over it?”

Gasps and murmurs filled the chamber. A few smirked. Others didn’t move, unwilling to take sides.

Isabella smiled tightly. “We’re not giving anything away, Lady Elira. We’re building a monarchy that won’t fall in on itself from the weight of its own hubris.”

Lady Elira tilted her head to one side. “And if the people want more?”

“Then we listen,” Isabella said. “That’s what good monarchs do.”

Velden’s face reddened. “Listening is one thing. But this—this reform hands the monarchy’s power over essential rights. Emergency authority exists for a reason.”

“To prevent collapse,” Isabella said. “But unchecked power only leads to rot. You know this.”

Liv stood across the room by the wall, arms crossed and watching the council members like a hawk. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t have to. Her silence itself was enough of a warning: the Queen was never alone.

The meeting went on for another hour, circling around trade logistics, security clauses, and arguments over military oversight. But throughout it all, Isabella remained stoic, her voice and tone even, her face as unreadable as she had ever been. She had learned long ago that the worst kind of power was the one that didn’t shout.

—
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Hallways away, Princess Seraphina Hope Everhart-Carlisle was not allowed to listen.

So she didn’t.

Instead, she crouched behind the velvet curtain on the hallway just outside the Queen’s private study, notebook in hand, scribbling madly at the paper. If the guards saw her, she’d say she was drawing floor plans. If they asked why, she’d say she wanted to redesign the palace. It wasn’t a lie. Not exactly.

The voices behind the closed door came and went in waves—too muffled for full understanding but pointed enough to catch just pieces.
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