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Pronunciation Guide










Charlotte (Lottie) – Shar lot

Marie – Mah ree

Ainsley – A ns lee

Mia (Miaandrea) – Mee yuh – Mee and dre eya

Liala (Lee) – Lee r la

Ciera – Kee rah

Aldric – All drick

Gerald – Jeh rald

Mary – Mare ree

Maverick – Mav rick

Florence – Flore rence

Du'broix – Due bwuh

Shiea – Shay ya

Dracos – Dray cose

Flora – Floor ra

Logan – Low gan

Sinda – Sin da

Lennard (Lennie – Len) – Len nard – Len nee

Hendrix – Hen drix

Lamere – Lah mere

Sialias – See a lie os

Divinius – Dee vin e ous

Landonius – Land done nee ous

Sourton – Sore ton

Liitos – Lie toss

Wardsdale – Wards dale

Exiabar – X sire bar

Thronus – Throne nus

Claxton – Clack ston

Rosaliea – Ros a lee yuh

Dalahmer – Dal lah mare
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Prologue





She will not die! I forbid it! 

Perched on a bench opposite my husband, I cradle our sickly child against my chest. Holding her tight as the carriage lurches, battling the rugged terrain of Dracos Mountain. Each jolt sends tremors of urgency through us, accentuating our race against time.

Shiea herself will not stop me from confronting the Gods! Tonight, I will demand to know why they wish to claim her—my sweet innocent child of only three moon cycles. 

Claim her young soul and take her away from me.

As I watch Charlotte's feeble attempt at a babe's cry, my heart shatters. Her little chest labours for breath, as the fever ravages her fragile body. 

The same as my two children before her.

When we fell pregnant with Charlotte, excitement surrounded by a quilt of worry loomed over the pregnancy because I always knew, that if the same fate were to take this child—

 I would have no choice but follow her to the further.

Intertwining my fingers around her tiny hand I desperately try to stimulate a reaction from her. To get her to tug on my limb or to do something? 

Anything!  

Blinking through my tears, I notice Charlotte’s fingers now have a mottled blue speckle faintly appeared around her tiny knuckles—death is near.

 The overbearing burden of hopelessness weighs heavily on my very soul as I tuck her tiny hands back into the warmth of the blanket. Tears are falling freely from my eyes now. I am dying.

"Mary—" Lord Maverick disrupts my turmoil thoughts. "—we are approaching the peak. Not long now my love." 

With every fibre of my being, I pray we arrive in time. It's been a gruelling journey of six days from Sourton where Maverick's sister sought the aid of Thronus's finest healer, but even their expertise fell short.

"Whoooooww!"

Our coachman, Jenson, pulls the horses to stand. The rocking of the carriage becomes steadier, slowing to a halt—a heavy hand bangs on the roof. 

"My Lord, it'll be by foot from here. The horses can go no further.'' 

Lord Maverick reaches out to take our baby from me. But I can't. My head shakes involuntarily, while my arms instinctively cling tighter to the bundle refusing to let go.

Respecting my choice, Maverick turns towards the carriage door and steps out, the warm night air whistles past as Jenson stands waiting for me to follow. 

But I can't move. Can't breathe.

"She’s not crying anymore."

Dropping to my knees, I start to hyperventilate. Shaking and frozen all at once like a statue I stare through glassy eyes down at my sleeping baby. 

Not sleeping.

"We are too late.''  The words escape my lips through a vacuum.

Trembling, my husband re-enters the carriage to kneel before us with trepidation, eyes scanning our daughter's pallid and motionless face. Maverick goes still. All he can do is watch me as I crumble before him—I see in his eyes, the pain is there too.

 "Mary, give me Charlotte. Please my love, give her to me."

"We are too late.'' I manage to say again, past the stone in my throat.

I drag my focus past him to glare into the distance, the grey silhouette of the Dracos emerge into focus against the moonlit sky. Their massive forms resembling dragons carved from stone, standing like guardians frozen in time. 

A searing heat floods my veins, igniting an instant blaze of anger. "You cannot have her. Not yet!"

Springing to my feet, I swiftly manoeuvre past Maverick without a word of explanation. Ignoring Jenson's offered assistance, I stumble down the steps wholly consumed by a surge of dizziness—a blend of adrenaline and exhaustion, yet overshadowed by a haze of fury! 

Embracing Charlotte's weight against me, I tighten my grip and forge ahead leaving the others behind in my determined stride. I clutch her so tightly, keeping my baby close to my heart on every ascended step like the embrace itself could keep the Dracos from summoning her beautiful soul. 

I will not let you take her!

Another rush of adrenaline pulses through me as I march up the path, the only thing keeping me from blacking out and surrendering to my exhaustion. My skirt flutters behind as though the wind itself is trying to drag me back down. To turn my attentions away, from embarking on this blasphemous endeavour. 

I push forward regardless. 

Taking the final step, before reaching the most sacred place in all of Landonius—the wind almost disappears. An eerie silence cascades all around me, as I walk onto the flattened peak. 

 Shiea's shrine stands tall and proud in the centre of this space—atop Dracos Mountain. The statue is positioned in a way to appear as though Shiea herself is looking directly at me. 

I can't remember it being like that before—had Shiea expected us to come? 

Passing the giants, the shadows of the sleeping beasts rotate creating the illusion of them shifting to watch. As though they have the knowing. The knowing of my honest intentions.

 I am here for the declaration of war.

  I bare them no notice, my eyes set on only one destination. Tears are streaming down my stoic face, with a frown of fury etched across my brow.

 No time to hesitate. 

No time to be concerned with angering the Dracos. 

No time to worry of condemnation.

"Condemn me. I welcome it!" I hiss.

On approaching, the sight of offerings left by others come into view. All scattered around the Dias—I scoff. Mere gifts, irrelevant in context of worth, in comparison to what I have given the Dracos! Would a simple bag of grain grant favour for a full season of harvest? If so, would not two innocent souls grant a third to live a full and fruitful life past their first year of age?!

This confliction in comparison sparks more anger at the pure insult to my children. The Draconian do not deserve such love, such devotion. When all seems to be returned is pure unexplainable suffering!

 In my fit of fury, I kick over a silver dish which stands in my way, scattering the contents across the floor before carefully placing my still and pale child down at Shiea's feet.

 I caress Charlotte's tiny face before sliding the cradled sheet up around her chin. A motherly act full of compassion when keeping the chill at bay. Ignoring Charlotte's pale and lifeless complexion, I continue to wrap the outer furs tight to swaddle her tiny limp body—the tender act does nothing to warm those blue lips. 

I take in a deep inhale as a hollow vacuum consumes me. I fall into a state of numbness, leaving me with a floating detachment from my surroundings. 

I feel so empty.

As I raise my gaze to the shrine. My eyes fixate on the figure carved with white stone atop the Dias—Shiea, the epitome of purity and trust, now embodies a painful betrayal. How dare she hurl my love and devotion back at me with such cruel affliction. 

Voices carry on the wind behind and the calls from the distance snap me out of my ghostly trance. 

Clutching my fists to my sides, I scream. A curdling scream like my very soul is being ripped from the black void. The power purely fuelled by pain and anguish, by the desire to take fate by the throat and strangle it with my bare hands. 

"You are the Devil, for only he would be so cruel!!" Through deep panting I muster up more treasonous profanities. "WHY! My child who is barely three moon cycles, has succumbed to the curse. YOUR CURSE!!"

Hysterically, I lean forward and snap the compulsory Dracos bracelet off Charlotte's limp wrist, before tugging at my own necklace, ripping off the Draconian charm from around my throat. 

After a moment I decide this is not insult enough. 

My grief demands more disrespect.

 I must show the Dracos that I mean more than just to turn my back on them. I wish to sever, no destroy the link to them. They will no longer have my devote obedience. Never again will I offer my essence. Never will I support them in their sleep. 

Damn the Dracos and everyone to hell!

Stumbling forward and throwing the pieces to the floor.

"I curse you!"

Stamp

"I reject you!''

Stamp

"I HATE YOU!!"

Stamp

Just as my boot heel hovers for the fourth strike, sturdy arms envelop my chest and waist pulling me into a tight embrace.

 Lord Maverick holds me firmly as I collapse into him, tears streaming down my chapped cheeks I pound against him, my sobs consuming me. But he simply cradles us both gently together, his hand soothingly stroking the back of my head.

My legs give way, forcing my knees to buckle under the weight of despair. My husband lowers with me, holding me in his arms, as I cry from the depths of my very existence. We stay this way for what feels like an eternity—him holding me tight, trying his best in comforting me through my grief. 

 "My love, can you stand?"

Unable to speak, grappling with the effort of just breathing—Maverick rises, pulling me up with him. Though he stands tall and resolute, I sense his own tears teetering on the brink. His sorrow reverberates through his crumbling pillar of strength.

"Let's take Charlotte home Mary—we have done all that could be done here."

"I… I can't give her to them, Maverick." I whimper. "They cannot have her." I turn to look towards the Dias. At that moment, an all-mighty wail cries out shocking our focus towards the bundle.

 I fall to my knees. "Pray you hear that Maverick! Please do not let this be a cruel trick of my imagination?!" I barely muster. 

     "I hear it?!"

Maverick steps away from me cautiously approaching the bundle, his movements hesitant. After a few paces, he halts abruptly, his gaze fixed on the swaddled form of our deceased daughter. 

A small arm emerges from beneath the blanket.

Maverick gasps, "My gods! Charlotte!"
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Chapter One





"Ah ha, found you!!" 

Who would have thought a Toccle mushroom would be so hard to find? Last year, you couldn't walk more than five meters without standing on one—too dry, perhaps? It hasn't rained for at least six weeks, which is unusual, even for this time of year.

That's worrying because the toxins taken from this mushroom are the most critical ingredient for creating Mia's healing tonic, which has become  popular with the Crown Medical Department. Orders have soared over the last few years, so any shortage could pose more than a problem.

I'll have to inform Mia of the situation so she can prepare to find a substitute. She's quite adept at concocting new blends, so if anyone can find a solution, it's her.

With the shortage, perhaps I should suggest to her that we refrain from sending everything to Thronus the Capital and reserve some tonics for our own residents here in Claxton. I'm fully aware of how demanding the CMD is, so that might be easier said than done. But sometimes, we must stand up for ourselves, especially considering Southern Landonius's recent struggles. While our town is relatively safe compared to others around Landonius, recent reports of rogue attacks happening closer to this coast have become rather concerning.

I'll pass all that by her later. 

As I continue scouring the ground for more Toccles that are not here, I can't shake off the recent events from my mind and what exactly would motivate the rebels to attack our people. What are they hoping to achieve? Other than causing havoc, to honest, working people's lives. I understand the disruption to anything connected to the Crown's interest, a likely and predictable target for any rebel group opposing the ruling establishment, but to target those who live modestly, who are not a threat to anyone, barely surviving within their already humble means. Well, that's just cruel. 

Besides, it's not the wisest way to gain sympathisers, even if there was a chance for such.

Which there isn't.

Not from those who are stable-minded anyway.

So, no matter how much I try to figure out why they—whoever they are—would want to spoil our peace, it is beyond me. Do they not realise we owe our very lives to our King and those who came before him?

Our King, King Aldric, who is unwed and wholly devoted to his duties, strives to protect us with unwavering dedication. Everyone knows his commitment to safeguarding us from the terrors beyond the wall—his devotion to Shiea and her Dracos is unquestionable.

So why would anyone seek to undermine that? Madness, pure madness, that's what.

I've wasted too many hours fretting over the concerns, as has everyone else in Claxton. I'm just grateful it hasn't quite come to us yet—but it will, I'm sure. It's just a matter of time. Hence, the Toccle conversation needs to be had.

Setting aside my worries and not letting those troubling thoughts ruin my time here, I always find solace when the wildflowers are in full bloom. The Marigolds, in particular, are thriving abundantly this year. Beneath the tree canopy, they enjoy just enough dappled shade to shield them from the harsh sun, unlike their unfortunate counterparts in the open fields. 

My Mother, Gerald the groundsman, and his helper, Tommy, have struggled to maintain the gardens at Rosaliea this summer due to the battle against dehydration. They have even resorted to draping white sheets above the flower beds. That may seem a little excessive to me, but my mother's love for her garden knows no bounds.

I pick some, add a few giant daisies to the mix and place them neatly in my wicker basket next to my one Toccle mushroom and a few other requested bits. Looking through the items, I realise I have only half of what was asked of me, so I reach into my pocket for the list.

"Where did I put my—I'm sure it was here?" Rummaging further, I double-check every corner of the pocket. "No. Not here?"

Glancing around barefoot, I lift my dress to inspect the floor, but the list is frustratingly nowhere to be found.

"I must have dropped it further back."

Maybe I don't need it after all. "Okay, I can remember… Lavender, Poppy seeds—what else was on it?"

I can't remember.

I curse under my breath, racking my brain, trying to recall where I last looked at it, but this insufferable heat makes it bloody difficult to focus. I decide the best thing to do is backtrack to the lake, and hope to find the list there. If not, I resign myself to the fact that it could be anywhere in the woods, and it's too hot to look for it now. Carefully, I navigate the undergrowth, weaving through the foliage where I'm overrun by pleasant and fragrant aromas from the various pollens—a welcomed distraction.

I give myself a moment to take it all in—Just heavenly.

Honestly, I can't help but fantasise about visiting this place under the moonlit sky—annoyingly but understandably—it's forbidden. We're advised to avoid the woods after dark for our own sake. Despite Claxton's relative safety, these lands are home to wild animals, including obscenely large wolves. From the stories told it's a risk not worth taking.

The scorched grass crunches under my toes as I step out of the undergrowth towards the path. "A small breeze would be really appreciated right now!" I call out to no one, lifting my head to face the sky.

Suddenly, I'm snatched up, feet suspended in the air. But before I can react, a large, hot hand covers my mouth while another grips me tightly around the waist. My basket slips from my grasp, and the flowers and Toccle I painstakingly picked tumble to the ground.

"Gotcha!" A deep, gruff voice vibrates past my ear.

I roll my eyes—why does he always do this. His nose then grazes the sensitive spot along the side of my throat, sending shivers down my spine as familiar deep copper hair falls over my shoulder.

"It's r—de t—sne—k up—n—pe—ple!"

He chuckles. The sound rumbles through my back as he pulls me tighter against his chest, giving me a tight, loving squeeze. Hoping to distract him, I wiggle my hips ly.

"Hmmm," he hums in response, grip loosening around my mouth as his attention shifts lower.

So predictable.

I try to pull his hand away from my mouth, which is now hot and clammy from my attempts to speak. Instead, he leans in to smell my hair, as if savouring my scent like it was the last time he ever would—another strange thing he likes to do in his own compassionate way.

He's missed me. Clearly.

"A—ns—e!"

"Did you say something, fair lady? I didn't quite catch that?" He replies, chuckling, lowering his hand.

"I said. It's rude to sneak up on people!"

He completely ignored my protest, and instead of apologising, he planted a kiss on the side of my neck before slowly lowering me back down.

"Glad you find this amusing." I mutter, wiping the sweat from my face with my cotton sleeve.

Ainsley winks at me as he leans forward to retrieve the basket and its scattered contents from the floor. Watching him, I feel my feet burning on the stone. Remembering I hadn't had the chance to put my sandals back on before being snatched into the air, I hastily slip them on and wiggle my toes into place. As I stand back up, Ainsley thrusts the flowers at me as though they were a thoughtful gift he had brought.

"Really, for me? You shouldn't have." I take them, feigning surprise.

He chuckles and hands me back my basket. Taking it, I quickly inspect the mushroom.

"It's bruised—well, that's just great. Next time, give me a some warning."

He holds his hands up defensively. "I didn't want to distract you from your conversation with…" He looks around at clearly no one.

Smirking, "It's a sign of intelligence, you know… when talking to yourself."

He contemplates my retort. "Oh really? Actually, I agree! Thorn speaks to himself often, too. Full of wisdom, that one."

Thorn is a curious figure who spends much of his time in the village Library. His nonsensical ramblings about the strangest things have earned him a reputation for madness, and most consciously try to stay clear of him.

"That is such an unfair comparison. Thorn is insane—"

"He would disagree… he would say he is a genius."

I tap his arm playfully. "—you just called me insane."

He places his hands on each of my hips, pulling me closer to him. "You are in love with me, so you must be... and because of that, you can talk to yourself as much as you like."

Biting my lower lip, I smile up at him. "Thorn is also blind. But I can see very clearly—I like what I can see right now."

He gives me a quick squeeze of his fingers. "Do not worry, Lottie... it's not your fault."

I raise my brows because I would love to hear his cocky explanation for that declaration. "Oh? It's not?"

"Even those of strong, intelligent minds cannot resist this face. This charm, my inescapable witty personality. My hu—"

I cut in, holding my hand up, giving him the halt from my palm. "Infuriating tendencies to sneak up on loan women in the woods and distract them from their oh-so-very important tasks?"

Without warning, he scoops me up and presses his mouth to mine in a long, passionate kiss. It's been over a week since I last saw him before he left for the hunting trip with others. But with his touch, it feels like it's been much longer than that. He wraps his arms tighter around me, lifting me higher while still kissing me, lips moving like a poetic dance. Gods, I have missed this and missed him.

My Ainsley.

My secret.

I wish life could be more straightforward and we could do this wherever and whenever we wanted, without judgment. If only I weren't a Lord's daughter and he a carpenter's son because the rules of society unfairly dismiss the rules of the heart. So these stolen secret moments are all we have.

Sinking into his embrace, I straddle his waist and wrap my legs around him. He holds my weight like I'm no more than a feather—

I love that, too.

Ainsley carries us off to the side, leaving the path behind and pressing me against a large tree. The thought that we're barely hidden from the path niggles at me, but it seems a risk I foolishly appear all too happy to take in the heat of the moment. 

 I devour his familiar scent of leather and cinnamon—I'd recognise it anywhere. Although, there's something new—a floral note, perhaps? Masked with a hint of mint—he must have found time to bathe before seeking me out.

Reluctantly, I place my hands around his jaw and pull back. "Good hunting?" I ask breathlessly.

He quickly closes the space I created between us, hovering his face inches from mine. "Yes, we have seven good-sized boars and three large bucks, we have enough for the summer Harvest, and then some." He murmurs quickly against my lips, barely breaking away enough for the space to reply.

The summer Harvest is a festival. To celebrate the fertile lands and to send thanks to the almighty Dracos for blessing us with the plentiful season—Ainsley kisses me again.

"Liala!" I say through his lips.

He stops and stares back at me, smugly confused. "Liala, I'd rather go by the name of Ainsley."

I tut. "No! Liala, my cousin, is coming to Rosaliea for the Harvest."

"Uh-huh." He replies, uninterested. Then comes in again, kissing me with that underlying hunger.

I go with him but tap on his shoulder. "Wait!"

Kiss—

"Liala!"

Kiss—

"Ainsley, stop—"

Kiss—

"Liala is coming today!"

He reluctantly pulls back and growls deep in his throat.

"Did you just growl at me?" I say with a smile, giggling. "Yes, today, and I need to get back. Father made me promise I welcome her and my aunt with the family… as is expected of me." I muttered the last part under my breath.

Too much is expected of me, but what I really want is Ainsley. That is only what my heart desires.

He doesn't reply, just resumes kissing my neck as his hands fumble around my behind. I suppose the urgency of Liala arriving and the need for me to leave wasn't on his agenda. I notice the hard bulge pressing into my upper thigh. My heightened awareness sends a flicker straight to my core—well, that escalated quickly.

I know where this is going, and as much as it excites me—we can't, not here. My wandering thoughts snap back to problematic reality, although I would lie to myself if I didn't admit it's tempting.

Oh, so tempting.

But I need to leave—not only because Liala is coming to Claxton today but also because it's too risky—we're literally on the footpath. My thoughts reflect in my body as I unintentionally stiffen, rejecting his public keenness. Ainsley notices the shift and lowers me back to the ground. I hope he doesn't mistake my reaction for a rejection of his reaction.

It's not. I love his touch, but the timing and location are just wrong. That's all. "We can pick this up later."

"I know we can." He replies sweetly, but I hear the hint of underlying disappointment.

"We take too many risks." I feel the need to remind him.

He shrugs. "I've missed you, Charlotte. Stay with me, just for a little while." He suppresses the plead, but I heard it. "We could go for a swim… it'll be quick. The lake is just there."

"I was heading there, actually—I think my ingredient list fell from my pocket… a swim sounds perfect, too. I feel like I am melting."

His smile returns. "Ah good, a swim it is then."
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Chapter Two





Ainsley takes my hand, and we walk back onto the path leading to the lake. As we approach the bank of the cool water edge, I spy my white-pressed reed lying hopelessly on the floor, crumpled into the wet soil. Crouching down and picking it up, I see the ink got wet, smudging the words past readability. 

"Sums up my day," I say defeatedly.

Ainsley glances back at me, already removing his cotton shirt. He places a hand over his heart, melodramatically miming it breaking in two. "Not everything, surely?" He quips with a wink before walking off.

Ainsley stops by the water's edge. I watch him as he slips out of his breeches, folding them neatly on the bank, offering me more than just a fleeting view of his perfectly sculpted behind.

I think my day just improved.

I keep that thought to myself. Encouraging him further would only lead to trouble. And as tempting as a romp in the bushes sounds, I'm short on time.

"Oh, the dramatics," I say instead, placing the list back into my pocket, tracing my gaze unapologetically over his naked body. He's beautiful. Tall, thick-set, muscular and chiselled. His long hair, the colour of autumn leaves, matches his beard, though it's usually more trimmed than it is today. His eyes are a lighter shade of his hair with added golden flecks—they alone are enough for me to lose myself in.

I wasted no time unbuttoning my dress to join him, but just as I was about to slip my shoulder out, I suddenly heard giggling in the rustling brushes from across the water. I quickly pulled my dress back into place and slipped behind the large rock boulder, conveniently nesting on the bank beside me.

Crouching and tucking my head down, Ainsley returns to the shallows, where I can see him. I chuckle behind my hand as he stands in knee-high water proudly naked, waving his hand with a hello towards the couple, who have themselves just realised they are not alone. I love his bashfulness—no worries about indecency.

I wish I could be like that. Freer-willed like Ainsley is.

It's rare for people to venture this far, so I favour this place. But on a hot day like today, the clear, calm waters would entice any young couple seeking a secluded spot for a naked dip. I just wished they had found somewhere else to be—not because I'm shy about nudity but because I absolutely cannot be seen swimming with Ainsley.

Watching Ainsley as he swims deeper but staying where we can still see each other—I can't help but feel a little envious. I sit here wishing the others who rudely interrupted would go away. Or better still, I wish I could swim with him.

No matter who sees us.

So I stay here on the bank, hidden from view, feeling hot and sorry for myself as I watch Ainsley float on the water's surface. I suppose I should be happy still to have a wonderfully pleasant view of the masterpiece. But then why does it feel more like a punishment than a reward to see and not touch every bump and ripple in his body barely hidden beneath the water.

"Come in, Lottie!" He calls over, his head back and hair floating like the flames around him.

"You know I can't..." I say, keeping my voice down.

He drops his legs and stands up, the water line reaching just below his abdomen. I sigh because watching him has made me hotter, almost burning. Realising I won't join him, no matter how much he tries to persuade me, he climbs out to stand over me, dripping wet smiling menacingly before shaking himself off like a beast.

Closing my eyes, I shimmied back, squealing, holding my hands out and shielding myself from the assaulting water droplets. With my eyes closed, I didn't see him climbing over me, pushing me flat to the ground.

"Well, guess that saves me from needing to get in myself!" I remark, laughing.

Holding himself above me on one elbow, careful not to put his weight down, he smiles, but it fades quickly. The silence between us echoes with so many unspoken words. So, I reach out first by stroking his face, caressing him there.

"I need to go," I whisper softly. "Walk me back?"

Reluctantly, Ainsley submits and climbs off, disappointment etched across his face. I can see I've upset him. I know he understands why I couldn't join him, but understanding is different from accepting.

Quietly, I watch as he dresses himself. It's so warm today that his skin has already mostly dried, leaving only wet splashes from his hair dotted on his cotton shirt. I wait until after he is completely dressed before moving, keeping low and quiet,  and crawl away from the bank, only rising to a stand when I reach the thicker brush.

We walk in silence for a minute or two before I coyly say again. "We need to be more careful, Ainsley."

He snorts in disagreement. "Do we? I take the monthly aid—I'd say I'm being careful enough!"

That isn't helpful, but I try to avoid smirking. "You know what I mean," I reply pointedly.

"Did I?"

He did understand. He is just being facetious.

"Ainsley—"

"Would it be so bad? I would make a fine husband!"

"I know that. Just... you promised me to understand that it... we could never—"

"I can provide. I can hunt. Build most things. And I'm good with a sword! Well, I'm good at most things when my hands are involved. Your father only has to ask you."

I hitch a breath and tap his arm playfully. "Ainsley! You're an incorrigible menace!"

If my father were to find out about Ainsley, he would send me off to stay with my aunt Florence. It's a miracle he hasn't done so already. I have my mother to thank for that, though I'm unsure why. Perhaps it's because she was allowed to marry for love and wishes the same for me. As long as the match is a good one, that is. But sadly, I know she would disapprove of me marrying a carpenter's son. No matter how skilled he is, how did he put it—with his hands.

"I wouldn't say your hands are your best asset." I shake my head exasperatingly at him as he grins.

"No?"

"No."

"What would be my best asset then?" He dares me to say.

"You're the best at problem solving." I grin. 

"That's not what you said last time… or the time before that. I believe it wasn't words as such which slipped past your lips."

I stop him. Placing a hand on his arm and turning him to face me. I know he is trying to lighten the severity of our situation because he's hurting inside. I struggle to find the words as he looks at me with steely eyes—the eyes of a man with an unfulfilled need who is struggling to accept it.

"Ains—"

He cups my face, gently rubbing his thumb over my lower lip. "What if there was a way."

"What?"

"We could leave."

I start to shake my head and then nervously giggle. "You think we should run off into the sunset?" I question with a smile, but he doesn't smile back. Is he serious? "Ainsley? You know we can't—"

"Why not?"

"—because you know why!"

"Charlotte—" He raises his voice, stopping me mid-sentence. "—I may know a way. A group who are connected… they have ways for people to leave here."

Dracos save me—he is serious! I can see the determination on his face. "Why would anyone want to leave here?"

"Not just here, anywhere… under Shiea's eye."

Noticing my wide-eyed expression, he takes my shoulders in both hands, his face unusually serious as he peers down at me. "We could go to a new land, where we could start afresh. A place with new ideas. New loyalties. A different way of thinking."

This conversation has escalated into dangerous territory. "Oh no... Ainsley, what have you gotten yourself into."

He takes a nudge towards me, quickly glancing around us, checking that no one is listening. Rightly so, he could be charged with treason—as I could be, just by engaging in this conversation!

"Charlotte, here… people rarely live past fifty years! Healthy people die… others and I cannot accept this as right." He pinches the bridge of his nose, cutting himself off. "How can a man be chopping wood one day and die in the night after?" He brings his focus back to me, to flick from each of mine—left to right, like he is trying to read my thoughts.

But he doesn't need to read my thoughts on this. "We know why! It's the sacrifice to the Dracos… giving them strength in their sleep." I say pointedly, stating what should be the obvious. "To keep the wall frozen and to keep the evil out." He shakes his head, so I continue to try to make him see sense! "To pray and to be devout, and those prayers gifted at the Temple can grant us more years... if they sustain Shiea and her Dracos enough… all people need to do is pray more—everyone knows that!"

Is he not only pondering but also contemplating speaking out? Perhaps even considering abandoning our long-held laws? Those laws have been upheld for centuries to ensure our safety—and let's not forget, less has been said by those condemned to death or worse!

A small, dry laugh escapes him. "Charlotte, I know of communities who have thrived… who have lived longer, outside and away from here!" He flings his arm out, pointing into the distance.

"Please tell me you haven't been listening—"

"I need you to listen to me!"

I snap at him. "Where have you heard this?! Ainsley, stop and listen to yourself. Those communities, if what you say is true... they are all jeopardising the very wall which protects us from the North!"

He becomes panicked now, "Look, I know the thought scares you. Think about what I have said. We could go and start anew. Marry. You would be my wife. Mother of my children. I would ensure your happiness!" He shouts towards the end.

If anyone were to be listening in, they would have heard him then. "Ainsley," I whisper, trying to bring the heated tone of the conversation back down.

He interrupts my words with a kiss, catching me off guard and nearly knocking my balance. His hands wrap around me, cupping my face as he kisses me, until he pulls back. 

"Please, just think about it. You know I love you, Charlotte, and the thought of you marrying another makes me rage. I can't—"

"I will!"

"You will!" He repeats, eyes widening.

"I will... think about it. I promise." I rub his arm tenderly. "Let's get the Harvest out of the way, then you will have my answer."

He stalls for a second, eyes boring into mine. "You will… truly think about it?"

I smile warmly up at him. "I promise."








  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

Chapter Three





Once we reach the East side of Claxton, Ainsley and I part ways. It's almost pathetic how we have to sneak around like this. The only consolation is that we ended our heated discussion on a positive note.  

Still, it pains me when we have these disagreements, which seem to be happening more frequently lately. 

But him mentioning leaving is new? And it weighs heavily on my mind for so many reasons—not just because it's illegal and comes with a death penalty—could I do it? 

"Could I leave my life as I know it now?" I whisper to myself. 

Would we live in peace and be happy, or would my family hunt us down and demand that I return?

Probably.

If they did, the first concern is would anything happen to Ainsley, despite me proving he didn't take me but I left of my own accord. 

What would happen then?

Would my family shut me out of their lives if I chose to fight, wanting to stay with him. Who knows? One thing which stands, all choices are laced with consequences either way—I arrive at Mia's hut sooner than anticipated, my mind consumed with overthinking. 

Stepping inside, I remember I needed to tell her about the Toccle mushroom situation and explain why I couldn't gather everything she needed. Hopefully, the flowers I picked for her will ease the disappointment.

I handed the ingredients I managed to find and remember to her. She seems cheerful and isn't too concerned about the missing items, which is a relief even though I can't help but feel guilty about it. Knowing how occupied she is, I appreciate her generous offer to teach and guide me in the art of healing amidst her busy schedule—running small errands for her feels like something I can helpfully repay her with.

While walking home, I couldn't help but notice how busy the streets were. People from the surrounding areas seem to be flocking in already and preparing for the festival next fortnight.

Claxton's Harvest Festival has become a highlight for our neighbouring villages and travellers from all corners of Landonius. The once-a-year celebration grows in popularity each year, drawing in more visitors than ever. The allure of guaranteed summer weather and the coastal charm have a part to play in it too I'm sure.

 Merchants usually arrive first to showcase their skills and wares—my mother always takes advantage of the unique opportunity, clearing her schedule to explore the offerings because we are situated as far as we are from the Capital, this event is our only real chance to access such a wide array of merchandise. 

I'm very excited for it too, not to shop, but to enjoy the music, the different cuisines along with the memories made. The best was two years ago when Ainsley grew the courage and gifted me our first kiss. 

I smile fondly at the memory.

 I was going to our arranged meeting place, where Lennie and Logan had built a large bonfire near the woods. I encountered Ainsley in the lanes—looking back and knowing him like I do, I can't help but suspect it wasn't a mere coincidence.

 After Ainsley joined me in walking, the ribbon on my shoe decided to unravel itself, which inevitably caused me to stumble. Quick as lightning, he reached out and grabbed my arm, preventing my fall and pulling me close to him. At that moment, with our faces mere inches apart, I couldn't shake the feeling that he was up to his usual antics. Ainsley never missed a chance to tease me, and I half expected him to crack a joke or something about my undignified near tumble.

But he didn't laugh or mock me for my fall. Instead, he lent in slowly, hesitantly, with a lingering pause. 

The tension between us felt different from our usual banter because in that suspended moment, with our noses almost touching, our first kiss happened. A daring act surprising us both and marking the beginning of something new. 

Something forbidden. 

I felt excitement and nervousness because I had never been kissed before—never like this, anyway. 

As Ainsley went to lean in more—once he realised I hadn't pulled away—a sudden gust of wind blew my hair into my eyes, which also completely smothered our faces. Panicking, I tried to push my hair aside but instead managed to smack Ainsley right on the nose. 

I giggled to myself, thinking back—it didn't discourage him, luckily. He actually found it far more amusing than I did at the time.

It ignited something new in me, in us. I have no regrets. I only regret the system we were born into. Maybe that is why I am so fond of this festival. A place where all those under Shiea's eye, come together in celebration, irrelevant of our backgrounds.

When all the people do come together, everyone always seems so happy. So, why would they want to leave like Ainsley had insinuated? Are they going in groups of high numbers, or are they just a few people leaving here and there? 

As I stroll through the front gates of Rosaliea, I wave a passing hello at Gerald, our dedicated gardener. Who is diligently sweeping the drive, and his apprentice, Tommy, follows closely behind. They are gathering dried foliage and depositing it into the wheel cart. 

Despite being just a duo, they excel at maintaining the estate's impeccable appearance.

My mother often joins them in the gardens, where her passion for flowers is evident in her impressive collection of varied and rare species. Together, they breathe life into Rosaliea, enhancing its beauty with meticulous care and attention to detail.

Hastily dodging Gerald's love for conversation, I hurriedly pass on by. Mindfully acknowledging the time at a guess, I shove open the sizeable double oak front doors, relieved to find the house quiet. With that, I make a beeline for the stairs, flying up them two steps at a time.
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 I should really get out, but I don't.

 It isn't the thought of the lingering heat in my room which gives me pause, but more the weight of the conversation replaying in my mind between Ainsley and me in the woods earlier. 

The fantasy of running away together isn't new, but the part about abdicating from under Shiea's eye, is—and that terrifies me. 

To be as convinced as he was suggests his beliefs aren't merely based on tavern gossip but rooted in genuine discussions, and now I can't help but worry that he's been influenced by the rebellion's propaganda.

If he's taking notice, that makes me cross, because he's fully aware of why abdication is a dangerous path to follow. He knows that if we withhold our prayers, and the wall were to come down, the consequences would be dire for us all, regardless of our allegiances or birthright.

"I need to have a serious discussion with him, before he goes and does something stupid." I say through a sigh, staring at my toes poking from the water—there's a heavy knock on the door.

"Yes? Who is it?" 

"Flora me lady, I've come ta help ya dress.''

I pull myself out of the water as Flora, my handmaiden, walks over, holding the towel in front of her.

"Apologies me lady, I wouldn't av disturbed ya, but your aunt will be 'ere shortly, and me lord wishes for ya all ta be ready ta welcome 'er.''

"What time is it?"

"Just gone the sixth hour.'' She confirms. "Ya av under an hour to ready ya-self."

"Yes, very well. Thank you." I take the towel quickly from her outstretched hand.

 Once dry, I climb into the silk shift and pull on my underwear, along with some faded white stockings which have been laid out ready for me—I'll have to ask Liala if she can gather more from Thronus and bring them to Claxton on her next visit for me.

I walk past Flora carefully hanging my new curling tongs on a hook above the hearthstone—preheated by the kitchen fire. This is also an exciting new invention, come down from the salons in Thronus. 

"I should see if we can get more of those heating tongs, they would make lovely gifts." I share the passing thought with her.

"Ay, they are very 'andy!" She agrees as she assembles the rest of the items she needs.

"Are you looking forward to the Harvest Flora?" 

"Oh yes! It's a grand event." She says excitedly.

"Will your sister travel to Claxton with the boys this year?" I remember they didn't visit last year because her sister went into labour early.

"I do hope so, she may av mentioned they will try ta make it up this time," she tells me, hoping.

"If she does, let me know. You can take the time off whilst they're here." I offer.

"That's very kind'a you me lady, but will ya be okay on ya own?"

I chuckle at her concern. "Oh, I think I could manage. I'm sure Mother would share Ciera with me if I struggled too much."

She gives my shoulder a warm squeeze. "I'll let ya know me plans as soon as I know em."

Talking of family. "I can't help but find it a little strange my aunt is coming this year… she never really showed an interest in the past?"

"Perhaps she misses ya all?"

I snort. "I doubt it!"

She chuckles. "But ya cousin, she will be 'appy to see ya."

"Yes! As I am her."

"Perhaps ya could go visit her, go for a trip to Sourton or Dalahmer."

I may be off somewhere far away with Ainsley by then. "Maybe. We will see." 

"It would be good for ya to travel, me lady—get out of town. See new sights."

"Would you come with me, Flora. If I were to go travelling?"

"Just say when. I'll be wiv ya… I like what the sun has done to ya hair. It's the lightest I've ever seen." She curls one of the final strands, a section bleached almost white.

In record time, Flora finishes my hair beautifully. Then gathered three dresses for me to choose from—I opted for dark blue. The skirts are flatter than usually required when hosting, but I would rather sit at the table than perch on the edge of my chair—an exception can surely be made for the family.

I stand to look at myself in the full-length mirror. "Well, you've worked your magic once again. Thank you, Flora." 

She stands with a warm smile. "Off with ya before ya late. Oh, and good luck, me lady!"

"Yes, I need all the luck I can get over the next few weeks." 
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Chapter Four





Our house is large. Too large, honestly, for just the three of us and our small, modest team we have here at Rosaliea. Years ago, we used to employ an entire estate's worth of servants, but now that's an unnecessary expediter.  

Could I swap all this space for a modest cottage somewhere in the wilderness—I think I could. Happily. It's just everything else I would be leaving behind—

My family, my friends.

 That would be the tipping point for the final decision I will give Ainsley. Whatever I choose to do.

As I descend the first flight of stairs, I pass all the family oil canvases adorning the wall. The family portraits lay in order from the first Lord of the house to the last—my father, Maverick. 

His family had lived here, at Rosaliea, for the past two centuries. My great-great-great and two more great-grandfathers built this estate when Claxton was no more than a small holding with a few farms. It has grown and welcomed many establishments since then.

 Claxton is now a fully-fledged, almost self-sufficient town. We, the locals, refer to it as a village, but in size, it's more on par with the size of a town. This holy festival is partially responsible for that, as it attracted a diverse array of merchants to settle here.

 That was actually how my father met my mother. 

My mother's family travelled through Claxton, them coming here was driven by my grandfather's pursuit of new trading opportunities—hearing of the then small yet promising celebration in Claxton—being an ambitious man, he seized the chance to engage and meet new clients. 

And he did, in more ways than one—one fateful encounter led to a significant deal being made with Lord Sebastian Marie. 

Who happened to be my father's father.

My mother hailed from a lineage of silk merchants rooted in hard work, honesty, and undoubtedly opportunist luck. Despite lacking noble lineage, her father, Frankel, managed to build his success against all odds.

The patterned silks Frankel sold to Sebastian still adorn many of the walls within our stately home to this day, marking the beginning of something beautiful between the two families. The most enduring outcome was the love that blossomed between my parents, triumphing over any obstacles they faced.

It's so romantic.

"Perhaps there is hope for me yet…" I sigh to myself. 

Stepping off the last step and walking towards the front hall, my parents are waiting for me. 

"Mother, father." I greet them both as I make my way over.

"Charlotte, you look lovely." Mother says, not overly convincingly.

 She puts on her polite smile, obviously noticing my outfit—I look better dressed for afternoon tea rather than the evening meal—I know, but I chose to wear this anyway. 

My father placed his hands behind his back and gave me that look, the same look he would have given me when I had been caught running nursemaid Noni ragged.

 "Your aunt will be here shortly. Now, Charlotte… let's try and keep some—"

"Yes, father, I know. Keep the conversation pleasant. I will try my hardest not to aggravate her."

We have had this pre-aunt conversation every time. Clearly, he feels the need to refresh on it every time she visits, even as I stand here—all twenty-six years of me.

He smiles briefly and continues, "I think it's wise to keep your hobbies out of conversations. You know how she gets."

Don't I just.

My aunt Florence married into privilege, currently holding the esteemed title of Duchess. Now widowed, one might speculate that the Duke sought to escape from her and decided death was the only option—I know I would. 

Florence has always cast a critical eye upon my Mother Mary, and me, despite my father's decision to marry for love rather than succumb to an arranged match—an arrangement already decided by his family.

All of that drama was a long time ago, but Florence still harbours lingering disapproval, which she subtly expresses far too often. The only one who can't see it is my father—my mother, and I however, notice every veiled remark. 

 If I do anything distasteful—like have an interest that involves interacting with the local folk, Dracos forbid—she will blame my mother for my waywardness, which is both frustrating and beyond absurd.

"Yes, father. I'll behave. Promise.'' I reassure him. 

We wait by the arch at the top of the steps, we must stand here for a good fifteen minutes or so and I start to wonder if I really needed to rush. A hopeful thought blooms, that maybe the Duchess changed her mind and perhaps decided she didn't want to come in the end—but that vanishes almost immediately when her carriage arrives at the gates.

I blow out a breath. "Well, here we go." 

We all stand quietly, watching as her pull up and halt below us. Two footmen jump off the back. One walks around and opens the door while the other removes three large cargo travel chests. 

 How long is she planning on staying? 

As the shuddering thought of enduring her company for a longer period emerges, so does the Duchess. She gracefully steps out through the carriage door, held open by a finely dressed footman.

 I see the Duchess Florence Marie Du'broix of Dalahmer Estate has adapted their uniform to a very similar design that matches the palace's own.

 I only know the Crown's colours because my father still has his tunic. He spent time in court way before he was married.

I watch my aunt carefully climb down the out-folded steps, her full-flowing skirts bounce around her as they ping to catch up through the door. Then, as she steps down and away from the carriage, her skirts spring down and around as she walks towards us—they strangely have their own movement.

 It reminds me of the dessert chef makes that fluffs up, only to pop when you place the spoon into the centre.

 I chuckle, her reminding me of a Souffle, only a sour one without the sweetness—mother side-eyes me, to drop the smirk. 

Then, I see Liala as she climbs out behind. She looks radiantly dressed in subtle lilac and deep purples, which beautifully complement her hazel-coloured hair finished with a matching ribbon.

I walk forward, holding my hands out inviting her to take them. "Liala, it is so good to see you! I hope your travels were uneventful."

Sourton is a good few weeks away, but it will be over two months if you walk on foot. If you were looking at the map, it would be directly north, just past halfway to the wall.

She takes my outstretched hands. "It was very uneventful." She leans in, almost looking unhappy about that. "Mother didn't let us stop overnight anywhere. We only pulled over for a few hours each time at the most… only for the horses to rest."

"Why the lack of stops?"

"Have you not heard? There have been many attacks on the road between towns, apparently."

"It seems like the rebellion has become more active… but the Dracos watched over you today, and we must be grateful for that."I glance at the horses. Their ears hang to the sides, resting a leg—they do look exhausted, poor things.

"I will remember to pray in thanks." Liala gives my mother a kiss on the cheek, before following me inside.

 I grab her hand, "Now come, I want to hear everything you have been doing since we last spoke.'' 

Dinner was, as to be expected, our conversation full of pleasantries.

 My parents talked quietly with the Duchess, and Liala was telling me about the novels she had acquired from her brother Arnold's new wife—Bella has quite the collection, apparently. 

However, what I really want to ask my cousin is what she knows about the attacks she mentioned earlier. Frustratingly, we know little about what is occurring within the towns and villages closer to the wall. Anything we hear about always tends to be somewhat outdated news, which can be several weeks old at the best of times. 

Liala lives in Sourton, which is far more up-to-date on everything. Sourton is closer to the Capital and is a home for many who attend court frequently. 

I'll ask her later, when we are alone.

My appetite is small, and I start to push my venison steak around my plate. I can't help but keep thinking about Ainsley and what he's possibly gotten himself into. For all I know, those participating in all those attacks across Landonius are the same groups Ainsley was talking about. 

I hope not.

"Charlotte dear, how does that sound?" Someone pulls me from my thoughts.

My attention snaps up to my mother, Mary. Who is looking directly at me? "Does what sound?"

My mother's lips tighten. "I wish you would stop doing that, darling."

"Doing what?"

She sighs. "Chewing your cheek."

I look over at Liala, who looks back at me with a broad smile and beaming brown eyes full of anticipation. "Charlotte! This is such good news! Oh, and what an honour! Blessed Dracos had fated for me to be here when he visits!" 

I stare at my cousin blankly, then peer at my aunt Florence. "Who?"

 Aunt Florence holds a subtle scowl across her stoic face, emphasising her too-thin eyebrows and sharp nose. Her thin lips crinkle before she announces what in Landonius they are talking about, clearly realising I have no idea what has occurred, in the last fifteen minutes of this conversation. 

She places her silver chalice of wine down on the table and lifts her chin.

 Oh, the dramatics! 

"Yes, since my husband, the Duke, left this world—" 

I notice the title drop and refrain from giving my best eye roll. 

"—it has been my priority, to ensure all my children are well-matched in marriage before I join him in the further."

I'm sure there was a dig at my mother in that sentence somewhere because she pointedly looks over at her. If my father noticed, he chose to ignore it.

"As you know, all three of my sons have settled down nicely. So now, all that is left is my dear Liala." She smiles at her daughter warmly. "And as she is now twenty years old, it is almost time for her to attend the coming-of-age ceremony… who better matched than the King's high General himself." 

The General must be in his fourth decade?

 I'm not sure how to react. Looking at Liala, she is clearly smitten with the idea. So I react in a way I can't be blamed for aggravating the Duchess. 

"Congratulations, I am very happy for you cousin. When did he bid for your hand?"

Her smile falters, tutting under her breath. "Where have you been for the last twenty minutes, child?"

I have been here thinking of other things that are probably just as troubling as your intentions for Liala.

 "I apologise, Duchess. Please tell me, what have I missed."

She sighs in annoyance, not wanting to repeat herself. "The General… Charlotte, is to reside here at Rosaliea… while he attends the Harvest—'' she takes a sip of wine, wetting her lips. "—and I will make it known, discreetly at first of course… that a match would be found between him and Liala, desirable."

Now it's obvious why the Duchess wanted to accompany her daughter here this year. "I didn't know the General would be taking an interest in our Harvest festival. He hasn't before?" I look at my father, "Nor anyone from the Crown for that matter."

 "He will be visiting in the Crown interest. I believe the attacks on civilians warranted extra duties during the visit. Claxton is not his first destination… other towns have been thoroughly inspected. It being the Harvest is mere coincidence.'' My father informs us all.

We haven't had any attacks here, have we? "When will he be arriving?" I ask inquisitively. 

"A week from now, reading what was written in the letter. Travel permitting, there be no trouble on the way." 

A week? The Harvest is in ten days. "How long will he be staying?"

Laila jumps in as her big brown eyes light up again. "He will stay for the whole event so several days at least. His presence alone at such an important and holy ceremony will make a great impression… and will surely put Claxton on the map for many people's interests. He is, after all, the King's second."

Well, that may not be such a bad thing, bringing in more tourism will undoubtedly help our local merchants. "You mean to say the beach alone isn't tempting enough for them, Liala," I ask, lightening the tone.

Taking no notice of my sarcasm. "Oh, Charlotte, you are silly. This year will surely be one to remember for years to come. I'm sure of it!"
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