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Chapter One 
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The air was perfect.

Not warm, but golden — that fleeting kind of perfect, where the breeze was crisp, but the sun still tried to linger. Leaves danced across the stone in lazy spirals. The trees were thinning, their branches barer than they’d been the day before.

Opheya Hareave would have loved nothing more than to bask in the gentle peace of that spring morning.

But she couldn’t quite shake the chill of what was to come.

Heavy hooves on pavement pulled her from her thoughts. She rushed to the window, her breath shallow. 

The carriage rolled toward the Bawoud manor, its silhouette briefly catching her eye — a flash of dark wood and gold — before it was swallowed by the trees.

Opheya took a step back and grimaced.

She was too eager. 

She could not afford to appear that way. 

Closing her eyes, she took a breath, trying to slow her racing heart. Save face, Opheya, she reminded herself. That’s what Queens do.

Still, her body betrayed her. 

The dewy handprint left on the windowsill. 

The shakiness of her breath. 

The flush of her skin.

This was only the beginning. And already, she was unravelling.

Opheya turned to the vanity. Her fingers moved on instinct — smoothing fabric, steadying her features, taming every flaw. 

Or trying to. 

A knock at the door cut through her panic.

Ellina Bawoud swept in, eyes bright and smile wide. “The girls are here.” 

Opheya exhaled, laughing at herself. Just the girls. Good. That meant she had time. 

Her anxieties were forced aside as Ellina tugged her along, the two hurrying down the stairs, laughter escaping her beside herself. 

They stopped just before the entryway, where Chaira Whalow, Taylia Rowan, and Mira Bater waited.

The air stilled as the women took each other in. 

Tears pricked at Opheya’s eyes, a tremble rising to her lip. She bit it back. No — she would not cry. She couldn’t afford weakness. Not today. There was simply too much at stake.

But joy — joy, she could allow.

A grin stretched across her cheeks as her ladies rushed to her, each pulling her into a warm embrace. Opheya beamed, and for a moment, everything else faded. 

It was the perfect distraction away from the imminent arrival of her betrothed, Prince Welim Farrin. 

*
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Chatter spilled down the corridor as the four women crowded into Opheya’s chambers— voices overlapping, hands clasping, and friendship rising as though it never left.

Chaira smiled at her. “You’ve changed.”

“Well, I’d be offended if I hadn’t in eight years,” Opheya said dryly, sinking into the nearest chair.

“She’s still dramatic,” Taylia muttered with a fond roll of her eyes.

Mira offered a softer smile. “You’re still you.”

Opheya blinked and looked away, fingers fussing with a ribbon on her sleeve.

She noticed Ellina. Who lingered near the door, a soft smile on her lips. Not intruding — but not quite part of the fold.

Not yet. 

“Come on,” Opheya said gesturing toward the sitting area. “You’ve earned a break after keeping me sane this past week.”

“Just this past week?” Ellina teased as she took her seat, earning a soft snort from Taylia and the faintest grin from Mira.

“Oh, is her Highness still a menace to those around her?” Chaira teased.

Opheya protested, “No,” though the smile on her lips bested her argument.

Taylia sat beside her. “Remember when you used to sneak up to the castle roof to throw pastries at the guards?”

“I did no such thing,” Opheya groaned. “I dropped one piece by accident. One.”

“That poor guard was attacked by birds,” Mira giggled, shaking her head, a cautious hand on her lips. 

Chaira cackled. “You were a menace. All of us were.”

Opheya let herself laugh. The sound cracked open something in her chest. A painful sort of calm.

Like that before a storm.

The girls seemed to notice the shift in the air.

Mira’s voice softened. “We missed you, Opheya. Truly.”

She nodded, but the ache behind her ribs deepened. “I missed you too.”

There was a beat. 

Enough for truth to press in and her mind to catch up with her.

“How’s my mother?” Opheya asked tensely.

The girls shared glances.

“She’s much improved since the Court of Knowledge intervened against Zarin’s invasion,” Taylia said lightly, though it did not meet her eyes. 

Chaira nodded slowly, “She worries for you. For the kingdom. Not nearly enough for herself,” she met her Queen’s eye. “She’s not built for regency, Opheya.”

Opheya huffed, “I know that. I’m doing everything I can. I—” her voice faltered. “I just need tonight to go well.”

A hush settled over the room.

Then Mira, ever the romantic, broke it with a smile. “Well, at least he’s meant to be handsome.”

Opheya chuckled lightly. “So, the rumours say.”

“Have faith, Opheya,” Ellina nodded reassuringly. “You will save Algadur.”

Opheya glanced at her, then back to her friends, and took a slow breath. “After all these years, peace is finally on the horizon.” She looked around the room, at the gentle faces of her ladies, her subjects. “I’m glad I have all of you to share this moment with.”

“You’ll have us till the end,” Chaira declared.

“We’ll be right beside you in Rihan court,” Taylia added enthusiastically.

Opheya’s smile faltered. “If we make it to court that is,” she shook her head. “If Welim says no, the alliance crumbles. And my kingdom falls with it.” 

Silence fell. 

Opheya gritted her teeth. “I have to get through tonight,” she murmured. “Smile. Speak well. Pretend I don’t feel like I’m being traded like a pawn.”

“You’re not a pawn,” Ellina said firmly.

“I am,” Opheya said. “I just hope I can survive the game.”

* 
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Two men accompanied the prince. One, Lord Enso Cainne, the King’s vizier—quiet and sharp-eyed. The other, Lyas Farrin, the prince’s half-brother, who watched the room like he was already tired of it. 

The prince himself carried a particular charm that worried her. He smiled often. Too often. And it wasn’t believable. It was a disguise, or a weapon. Either way, she braced herself. 

“My father desired many sons to carry our family’s name, but he had only me. So, when I was fortunate to have three, I raised them with the same ideals. All grew to serve in different ways,” Lord Jale Bawoud explained as they ate, conversing with the other men.  

“I met your son Ayro. A very talented banker,” Lord Cainne praised.

“Captain Malum speaks highly of Seba,” Lyas continued.  

Lord Bawoud laughed. “You’ve done your research.”  

Lord Cainne sipped slowly, the gleam in his eyes never dimming. “As one must.”  

The two fell into polite conversation. Compliments and quiet probing. Lord Cainne was adept, and Opheya watched closely. She would need such skill herself if she hoped to survive at court. 

Still, the vizier’s presence reassured her. 

The King had sent him to ensure the meeting went well. 

But ‘well’ was a generous term. 

The prince leaned back in his chair, his voice carrying a little too far as he concluded a story about hunting an antelope in the southern forests. 

“They wanted to send half a dozen soldiers. I said I’d handle it myself. The beast barely had time to charge before I took it down. The villagers were... impressed to say the least.”

Tovv Bawoud smiled politely, “Quite a feat, Your Grace.”

The prince flashed a grin, clearly enjoying the attention.

“My brother is quite the storyteller, I must say,” Lyas muttered dryly. 

“If you’d like another story, I’m happy to oblige,” the prince smirked. “I am anything, if not generous.”

“I think four stories is enough, wouldn’t you say, Your Grace? Perhaps it would be refreshing if you’d ask Queen Opheya to regale us with a tale,” Lord Cainne suggested.

Opheya’s heart hammered in her chest. 

Stories?

In all her studies of diplomacy and politics, never once had she considered she was meant to entertain nobility with stories. 

She smiled as she had always rehearsed. “I’d do myself a disservice to attempt to follow the prince’s adventures,” she said swiftly. “However, I do know that Ellina has quite the literary ear.”

Opheya felt guilty doing it, but she needed to get the heat off of her, and Ellina was always quicker on her feet regardless. “Of fictitious tales only, I’m afraid,” Ellina said with a charming smile. 

“As delightful as that sounds, Lady Bawoud, tonight doesn’t seem the time for fiction,” Lord Cainne responded smoothly, casting a glance back at the prince expectantly. 

The prince glared for a moment before lazily lifting his goblet, tilting it toward Lord Cainne. “I imagine our vizier here has probably memorised all the titles those villagers gave me.”

“Only if embellishments are more valuable than truth,” Lord Cainne smiled mildly.

The prince laughed. “What’s the point of having a vizier, if not to dress things up a little?”

Lord Cainne’s eyes didn’t leave him. “Some of us prefer to deal in facts, not theatre.”

Opheya kept her gaze fixed on her plate. The men’s words weren’t casual. Not here, not now. That was clear enough. But they traversed this cryptic conversation with such ease. It left her wondering what exactly the prince was trying to prove—and to whom. Surely not her, he had barely glanced in her direction. 

But before Opheya could make sense of anything, the prince raised his hand, barely glancing at the servant girl. “Tea.”

She moved quickly, nodding her head and began to pour. 

He studied her far too long, before snapping. “Are you new? You’re trembling.” The girl squeaked, shaking her head, muttering a rushed apology. “Must be me then,” he smirked. “I'm sure serving the future King must be... daunting.” The girl gave a quick nod, scurrying away. 

Welim smiled like it amused him. 

Bringing the glass to his lips, he finally caught Opheya’s eye.

The prince took a long sip. “It’s good to be royalty. Wouldn't you agree, Opheya? Though perhaps you haven't quite developed the taste for it, living here all these years.”

Opheya’s smile held—barely. Inwardly, she recoiled. 

A ruler who viewed rule as privilege, not responsibility, was dangerous. 

“It’s been an honour to be met with such generosity from the Bawoud’s,” she said.

Not defiant. Not soft. Just... measured. 

The prince grinned, “Good to know you’re easily impressed.”  

Opheya’s smile didn’t falter, but something in her chest did. She set her goblet down gently and rose with practised grace.

“If you’ll excuse me. The air here is heavier than I expected.”

Lord Cainne offered a polite nod, and Ellina half-rose, but sat when Opheya shook her head faintly.

As she stepped away, the room stilled for a beat too long.

“Do check she’s alright, won’t you, brother?” the prince drawled. “Queens aren’t meant to crack so easily.”

Lyas stood without a word.

He found her a moment later on the balcony, where the sharpness of the night met her skin like a balm. She stood at the edge, palms resting lightly on the stone rail, eyes lifted skyward.

“Am I interrupting a prayer?” he asked.

She didn’t turn. “No. I was just wondering what the stars might look like close to the Rihan city. I can barely remember what they look like in Algadur, I just remember it being... different.”

Lyas came to stand beside her, hands bracing the railing as he looked up. “I always wanted to learn the names of the stars. How to navigate them. But my father told me there was no need. That my work is on land.”

She glanced at him. “Do you always do as you're told?”

“First time for everything, isn’t there?”

Opheya chuckled lightly, turning back to the sky.

“Has your decision been made, Your Highness?”

“If it’s written, it’ll happen,” she said quietly. “If not... I’ll find another path.”

She exhaled. “But yes, it’s no secret my kingdom needs this alliance.”

Lyas turned his head. “You don’t sound thrilled.”

“He’s your brother.”

“That is exactly why I’m asking.”

She smiled, faint and tired. “Is it that obvious?”

“Very.”

Another breath. A silence laced with something unspoken.

“My happiness doesn’t matter,” she said. “Only that of my people.”

He looked at her, not blinking. “That’s tragic,” he murmured. “And beautiful.”

She turned to him then. “You’d truly sacrifice your own life for others?” he pressed.

“It’s not unique to me,” she said. “Marry right, secure peace, hold the line.”

He nodded slowly. “But what of love?”

She scoffed sharply. “Love is a delusion.”

Silence fell between them.

She turned again, eyes narrowing. “Don’t tell me you believe in love?”

He smiled, soft but steady. “Would that make me a fool?”

Opheya smiled back, just barely. “I think it’s tragic. And beautiful.”

He chuckled under his breath. “We agree, then.”

A beat.

She looked away first—not just flustered by what had passed between them, but ashamed of how easily it had passed.

“I should get back,” she muttered, already turning.

As Opheya stepped back into the corridor, the doors behind her hadn’t fully closed when it happened.

A blur of movement—then a crash.

A silver tray clattered to the ground, teacups and sweets scattering across the stone floor. Pale liquid splashed up her gown, seeping into the fabric.

The servant girl gasped, dropping to her knees to clean up the mess, frantic. “Your Majesty— I—I’m so sorry—”

Opheya’s instincts kicked in. No hesitation. No pause.

She crouched down, her voice steady. “It’s alright. Breathe.”

The girl’s hands trembled as she reached for the broken porcelain, but Opheya gently caught her wrist.

“You’ve cut yourself,” she murmured. “Let me.”

She glanced down at the thin line of blood across the girl’s palm. Without a word, Opheya reached for the hem of her gown, tore a clean strip of cloth, and wrapped it around the wound with quiet precision.

The girl looked up, blinking through the shame in her eyes. “I didn’t mean—I didn’t see—”

Opheya smiled softly. “It was an accident. Are you hurt anywhere else?”

The girl shook her head, still wide-eyed.

“Then take the rest of the evening,” Opheya said, rising slowly. “You’ve had enough for the night.”

The girl hesitated, then fled, nearly in tears.

Opheya watched her go, then looked down at the dark stain blooming across her gown. She exhaled, composing herself, futilely attempting to clean the fabric.

When she turned, she wasn’t alone. 

Lyas stood a few paces away, one hand still resting on the doorframe, his expression unreadable.

He said nothing for a moment. He didn’t need to.

“Welim would have had her dismissed,” he finally spoke.

Opheya raised her chin. “I am not Welim.”

And with that, she walked past him and back into the dining hall.

Lyas didn’t follow her immediately.

He remained in the doorway a moment longer, gaze trailing the direction she’d gone. The hem of her gown was ruined, stained and torn, and yet she’d walked with the same unshakable grace as before. Not a hint of shame, not a flicker of anger.

He’d seen noblewomen destroy servants for far less. But Opheya had knelt. Spoken gently. Tended to her.

It was nothing. 

It was everything.

He exhaled, jaw tight, and turned back toward the dining hall.

*
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Cainne was only half-listening when the Bawoud girl lost her temper.

It started polite enough. Gentle questions. Soft suggestions. Then a pointed glare, a huff and suddenly. “Don’t you care for this alliance?” she said, far too loud for a lady. Too bold for a court that thrived on shadows.

“I have other things to see to,” the prince said with a grin, helping himself to a slice of date cake.

Cainne sipped his tea.

Ellina’s father cleared his throat, clearly hoping that would be the end of it. But she didn’t look away.

“You need this alliance just as much as Algadur does,” she pressed. “Zarin is Rihan’s enemy too.”

Cainne’s lips twitched. Audacious. 

Tovv looked mortified. “Ellina,” he warned. “Now is not the time for politics.”

“If this wasn’t political, Lord Cainne wouldn’t be here,” she replied, eyes sharp. Then she turned to him. “Right?”

Cainne smiled into his cup. “Not entirely incorrect, Lady Bawoud.”

Back at the table, the prince laned forward again, that insufferable grin still plastered across his face.

“So? Will you go to her?” Ellina pressed. 

The room braced for another deflection.

But the voice that answered wasn’t his.

“It’s quite alright, Ellina.”

Heads turned. Opheya stood in the doorway, stained and serene, shoulders held high.

“Have you had an accident?” The prince mocked.

Opheya ignored him. “I’ll take my leave for now,” she said calmly. “I think it is best if I change.”

Her ladies moved in unison, instinctively. They were already rising from their chairs when—

“Wait.”

That one word. Low, and hesitant. Froze the entire room.

Cainne’s brow lifted slightly. The ladies paused mid-step. Even Tovv looked confused.

Lyas walked toward Opheya, visibly uncertain.

“There’s... no easy way to say this,” he began. “There’s something you should know, Your Majesty.”

Opheya blinked, head tilting faintly. “Go on.”

He drew in a breath, like a boy about to confess to breaking something important.

“I am not Lyas,” he said.

Silence.

Absolute, perfect silence.

Opheya stared at him.

He continued, quickly, before anyone else could speak.

“I’m Welim. That’s Lyas,” he gestured vaguely at the man she had thought was Welim. 

Chaira gasped. Taylia looked between them, eyes wide. Mira covered her mouth. 

Cainne didn’t move. He was watching Opheya—and she wasn’t blinking. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t introduce myself properly. I know it was wrong. But... I thought that if I came as myself, I’d only hear what I was meant to hear. Polished words. Practised smiles. But you...” His voice faltered as he met her eyes. “You were different. Honest. And I needed that. I didn’t mean to insult you. I just needed to know.”

Opheya stood still for one long, impossible breath.

“What?”

That one word. Icy and controlled. Made everyone flinch.

“You watched. You listened. You let me play the part for your amusement, all while hiding your name behind another.”

A breath. Her tone sharpened.

“Tell me, is this what passes for politics in Rihan? Masks and games and falsehoods dressed up as strategy? Or is it just easier to toy with a Queen when you think she won’t see the strings?”

Welim opened his mouth, but she raised a hand—not loud, not trembling, but final.

“Am I meant to be impressed, then? To feel grateful that the esteemed Prince has finally revealed himself, now that he’s satisfied with what he’s seen from five minutes on a balcony?”

Her words echoed for a beat too long.

Then she drew in a breath. Blinked once. And reset herself — like a sword slipping back into its scabbard.

“I should still like to change,” she said calmly.

“If I’m to be on display again, I’d prefer not to do so in chamomile.”

She turned to her ladies again.

“Wait,” Welim said again. Softer this time. “Please.”

Cainne saw the flicker in Opheya’s expression — not shock this time. Not even anger. Just... exhaustion.

“I’m sorry,” Welim whispered.  

“It was a mistake. A selfish one. I just... I didn’t want to make this decision without knowing who I was marrying.”

He swallowed, gaze lowered but steady.

“And now that I do, I don’t regret it.”

The room froze in that awkward, too-personal kind of silence — the one that makes everyone suddenly fascinated with their teaspoons.

Opheya didn’t reply.

She didn’t need to.

Because Ellina did.

“Oh,” she drawled, her arms folded. “So, this wasn’t deceit — it was courtship.”

Welim blinked. “That’s not—”

Mira reached out, touching Ellina’s sleeve — a silent warning.

Ellina didn’t look at her.

“A bold strategy,” she continued. “Deceive the Queen, humiliate her in public... and then offer praise as a peace offering. It’s practically romantic.”

Mira gasped. Taylia stifled a laugh. Chaira looked like she wanted to clap.

The Bawoud men looked on with horror.

But Cainne — he didn’t laugh.

He smiled.

His gaze drifted toward Ellina with new interest — calculating, curious.

Another silence.

Then Opheya smirked, a light chuckle on her lips. “I suppose if I’m to marry a thespian, better to find out early.”

Chaira broke first — a choked laugh that turned into a snort. Taylia covered her smile. Mira winced, then laughed anyway.

Even Welim chuckled, albeit nervously.

The room began to breathe again.

Opheya met Welim’s sheepish gaze and shook her head. “Perhaps stargazing might make for a better hobby.”

She laughed lightly, before turning away with her ladies. 

Welim smiled faintly, as Cainne watched tilting his head to study the two together.

This was going to be interesting.
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Chapter Two
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The arrival at Rihan was colder than Opheya expected.

No banners. No heralds. No royal guard. Just wind tugging at cloaks, and the half-hearted nods of stable boys.

They were led through tall gates and up to the castle — towering, cold, and grey as bone.

Inside, the scent of fresh lilies clung to the air like perfume trying too hard. Servants rushed past with garlands and gold-trimmed cloth. Orders ringing out from every direction, sharp and frantic.

At the top of the stairs stood Queen Halama, her twin daughters flanking her like shadows, as she descended.

She didn’t smile.

Her gaze swept the group — pausing first on her son, whom she greeted with a kiss to each cheek. Then on Lord Cainne, who nodded and promptly vanished, joining the unknown where Lyas had disappeared to.

Only then did she look at Opheya.

“Ah. Opheya,” she said, with the faint surprise of someone finding dust on silk. “Welcome.”

She stepped forward and kissed both cheeks, cool and hollow.

“Let me look at you.”

Her eyes roamed without ceremony. “Hmm. You’ll carry well, at least. You certainly have the hips for it.”

Opheya blinked, spine straightening. Her stomach coiled.

“Not what I was expecting,” Halama added, as if finishing a thought no one else had heard. “But... sufficient.”

The girls shifted beside her. No one spoke.

Halama turned to a nearby servant, snapping, “Take those to the banquet hall.”

Then, to Opheya again, “Forgive the lack of spectacle. You’ll be celebrated tonight at the Spring Ball.”

“Spring Ball?” Opheya echoed.

“To mark the beginning of the social season. Futures arranged amidst festivities — you’ll catch on.”

Opheya opened her mouth. “Actually, I hoped to speak about my people—”

“Yes, yes. Politics.” Halama waved a hand like brushing away a fly. “Speak to the King. He does enjoy that sort of thing.”

“Of course, I’d be happy to make his acquaintance. Where might I find him?” Opheya remarked, a challenge in her eyes. 

The Queen met her gaze, “There are formalities with these matters, my dear. The King is busy with preparations, I’m sure you understand. But I’m certain he’ll see you when he is ready.”

Another shout — “I said the green tapestries!” — The Queen huffed. “Excuse me, darling, I must take care of this. Rest now. You look weary from your travels.” 

Like that, Halama was already gone, Lila and Lola, trailing behind her, giving Opheya a final wave.

Opheya stared after them, her hand curling up into a fist. 

She had anticipated this game, and she was ready to play.

*
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The girls' whispers echoed down the marbled hallways, as they roamed the unfamiliar wings of the palace.

Opheya trailed her hand along the cool stone of the walls, eyes flicking over tapestries that depicted historical battles and royal ceremonies in gold thread.

Above them, chandeliers of crystal and flame caught the light like falling stars.

“Oh, isn’t this absolutely marvellous?” Chaira breathed, spinning slowly to take it all in.

“The ceilings alone could make a girl say yes to a proposal,” Taylia added, grinning.

“Careful,” Opheya said, her voice dry. “You might be married off before dessert tonight.”

Ellina bumped her shoulder playfully. “Please. We all know you’re the first to go.”

Opheya raised an eyebrow. “Oh, it’s a race now?”

“It’s always a race,” Taylia shrugged. “Some of us just hide it better.”

Mira giggled. “What about slowly falling in love?”

Chaira scoffed. “Darling, if he’s handsome, titled, and doesn’t spit when he talks — I’ll learn to love him.”

“Spoken like a true romantic,” Ellina muttered.

“I’m practical,” Chaira grinned. “Which is basically the same thing these days.”

“You don’t believe you’ll find a love match?” Mira asked, surprised.

“Love?” Taylia answered. “Sweet dear, I believe in responsible men and generous doweries.”

Ellina shook her head, amused. “What Taylia means to say Mira, is that sometimes it’s wise to make your decision with your mind, not just your heart. But of course, there must be some... sentiment.”

“Obviously,” Taylia laughed. “You can’t learn to love someone you can’t stand.”

Mira’s gaze softened. “I still think we should all pray before making decisions like that.”

“That,” Opheya said, finally smiling, “I agree with.”

Opheya let them chatter and spin around her, smiling — but her eyes kept drifting to the windows, anxieties crawling their way back inside of her.

Her ladies had the luxury of enjoying the season for what it was—a brief reprieve of silks, feasts, and courtly smiles. But Opheya could not afford the same indulgence. With any hope, she wouldn’t be here much longer. She needed to go home. And yet, with every step she took in the Rihan castle, it felt as though Algadur was slipping further from reach.

A towering figure stood at the edge of the hall, speaking briefly to a passing steward. His back was straight, posture regal, and the weight of his presence changed the air.

As the ladies rounded a corner, they paused. Taylia didn’t notice. 

“Careful!” Ellina hissed, catching her arm — just as she nearly collided with him.

He turned, eyebrows raised.

Taylia stumbled back. “Forgive me— I wasn’t looking—”

The man’s mouth curved into something resembling a smile. “No harm in girls enjoying themselves.”

Then his gaze shifted to the rest of them.

“Queen Opheya,” he said.

Opheya didn’t need a formal introduction to understand, she dipped her head. “Your Majesty.”

“I hope the journey wasn’t too tiresome.”

“Not at all. But I am glad to have caught you. I was hoping to speak with you about—”

“I’m afraid I have a council meeting. But we will speak soon. I trust you’ll attend the Spring Ball?”

She nodded stiffly. “Of course.”

“Good.” He turned. “Ladies.”

He left with quiet steps, but his gaze didn’t. It lingered on Taylia, slow and deliberate, a glint of intrigue sparking behind his eyes before he turned away.

Her expression remained smooth, but a question curled behind her eyes. She wasn’t sure what he saw in her—but she saw him seeing it.

The girls didn’t speak until his footsteps vanished down the corridor.

Taylia let out a breath. “That was the King?”

“No wonder Queen Halama’s terrifying,” Mira muttered.

Opheya remained silent, watching where he’d gone. And just like that, home felt that much more out of reach.

*
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The King pushed open the grand doors, their heavy creak echoing through the dimly lit room. Cainne, Halama, and Welim rose as King Edris entered — robes trailing, expression carved from granite.

He said nothing at first, only took his place at the head of the long table. 

“What have we learned?” the King asked, voice low and sharp.

Cainne stepped forward. “She’s polite. Tolerant. Desperate to preserve the alliance—for her people, not herself. That makes her cooperative. Easy to manage... for now.”

Halama scoffed, “Until she realises how much power she holds. Then she’ll be harder to manage after all. There are other women he can marry. Ones with no thrones, and no armies at their back.”

Cainne’s mouth curled. “Barely a throne, and what remains of Algadur’s militia hardly qualify as an army.”

“Loyalty can be far more dangerous than numbers,” Halama replied coolly. “And she’s fighting for a broken land. That fight doesn’t align with marriage. And he’ll cave before she does.”

Welim looked to his mother, not with surprise or hurt, but with exhaustion. “I mean that with all my love,” Halama added quickly, doing nothing to soften the words.

Edris raised a hand. “Enough. I gave my word that Welim would marry Opheya.”

He leaned back. “No one said anything about only marrying her. And we are in no rush.”

Halama arched a brow. “She may not be so patient. She is a Queen. And tonight begins the social season. Suitors will come.”

“We’ll handle them,” Edris said simply. His word, as always, was final.

Cainne nodded once. “As you say, Your Majesty.”

Welim said nothing. His gaze drifted to the far wall, to the flicker of torchlight on old stone — cracked, old, unchanging. He looked as if he’d rather be anywhere else. But he stayed.

The King’s voice cut again, soft but direct. “And her companions?”

Cainne exhaled through his nose. “Her ladies are well-bred — daughters of Algadur’s noble houses. Sharp enough, but harmless.” He paused. “Except one. The Bawoud girl. New to her circle, but trusted. Opheya seems to value her.”

Halama glanced over. “Can she be turned?”

Cainne considered it. “Possibly. She’s ambitious. And clever. But loyal — for now.”

The King tapped the carved wood. “Then make her useful. Feed her the narrative we want. Rihan is the saviour. Welim is the future. If she says it enough, Opheya will believe it.”

Cainne inclined his head, a glint in his eye. “Consider it done.”

Welim still hadn’t spoken.

The King didn’t press him. 

He never had to.

*
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The grand staircase glittered under chandeliers as Opheya stepped into view.

“Her Majesty, Queen Opheya Hareave of Algadur,” the herald called. 

Gasps rippled through the ballroom as she descended slowly, arm linked with Mira's, her other ladies gliding behind her in silks and satin — Chaira in rose, Taylia in violet, Ellina in forest green. 

They looked like a procession of nobility and power, each step drawing every eye in the room.

Her name was passed from noble to noble like a secret finally spoken aloud. The Queen of the shattered kingdom. The bride Rihan might claim. Some watched with curiosity. Others with calculation.

But Opheya’s eyes remained forward, posture perfect.

She walked alone once she reached the ballroom floor, her ladies flanking the edge of the room. 

She approached the raised platform where King Edris sat beside Queen Halama and her twin daughters — all of them statues in ivory and scarlet. Prince Welim stood to the King’s left, formal and expressionless.

The King rose.

“Esteemed guests,” he began, his voice smooth and heavy with command, “tonight we mark not only the opening of the court season, but the arrival of a most honoured guest. Queen Opheya of Algadur — sovereign of a nation with whom we seek peace, prosperity, and the promise of unity.”

Opheya lowered her head in a dignified nod.

“Now go—savour the season, and may joy find each of you in abundance.”

Applause followed. Dutiful, though lacking real warmth.

The guests returned to their mingling and Opheya turned to the King, but he was already speaking with the nobles.

The moment was over. Opheya exhaled then stepped away. The conversation with the King would have to wait. But she wasn’t about to waste her time. She’d made it down the stairs. She’d been introduced. Now came the real work.

*
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“Is it just me,” Taylia whispered, eyes scanning the glittering ballroom, “or are half these men lining up to fall in love with us?”

“They can line up all they want,” Chaira said breezily, sipping from a glass of honeyed tea. “Just means I get more options.”

Mira leaned over, eyes wide. “I heard the one in blue—by the statue—owns three ranches.”

“I heard he’s been married. Twice,” Taylia teased.

“Maybe he’s just... experienced,” Mira offered.

Chaira gave her a look.

The girls laughed, elbows knocking as they shifted in and out of conversation with various suitors — young nobles with shining smiles and carefully calculated charm. 

The ladies of Algadur, radiant and new, were clearly the prize of the night.

Even Mira, cheeks flushed and dimples shining, looked momentarily breathless. “I think I’m in love.”

“With whom?”

“Spinach puffs,” she whispered reverently, holding up a delicate golden triangle. “Rihan might be rotten, but they know how to bake.”

Taylia raised a brow. “We’ll keep an eye on you.”

They were mid-laughter when a trio of young women approached — elegant, flushed, and dressed in soft pastels like a curated portrait. Their smiles were flawless. Their voices even more so.

“You must be Queen Opheya’s companions,” one said, her tone pure silk. “You’ve caused quite a stir.”

“We mean no offense by it,” Chaira offered diplomatically.

“Oh, none taken,” the second woman said. “On the contrary — it’s refreshing. We’ve grown bored of one another. I’m Arlena. This is Ryla, and that’s Sabine.”

They smiled.

Polite. Perfect. Pristine.

“We did want to offer a word of... advice,” Ryla said gently, her eyes flicking behind them.

“If you’re hoping to remain in the courts good graces,” Arlena added, “it’s best you avoid Lady Dorrene.”

“She’s been... marked,” Sabine whispered.

“Marked how?” Ellina asked.

“Not publicly of course,” Ryla assured her. “Let’s just say... there are some unspoken laws at Rihan court, that can only be learnt through... experience.”

Taylia furrowed her brow, “Are we the ones learning, or is Lady Dorrene?”

Arlena smiled tensely, “I don’t see why both isn’t an option.”

“But we’ve said too much,” Sabine said quickly, plastering on a nervous smile of her own. “It was so lovely to meet you all.”

A soft nod. A final smile.

And then the girls were gone.

“So that was terrifying,” Mira muttered.

“Who’s lady Dorrene?” Chaira asked, looking around. Her eyes tracked across the ballroom — to a corner where a woman stood alone. Her expression colder than ice. Several other girls passed nearby — not too close. None acknowledged her.

“Her?” she suggested.

The girls followed her gaze, nodding slowly. 

“Were they warning us?” Mira frowned.

“They didn’t sound malicious,” Chaira offered. “I think they were being... careful.”

Taylia crossed her arms. “Or cowards.”

“I think there was more to it,” Ellina murmured.

“You think she’s innocent?” Taylia asked.

“I think I’d rather find out from the source.”

*
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Opheya had made her rounds.

The names blurred. The titles tangled. She tried to match them with faces, to lock in voices, but it all came in waves. She hadn’t done this since she was a child — before the war, before everything. She used to like it then. Now it felt like diplomacy wearing a masquerade mask.

The Duke of Tral — the broad-shouldered man with a grey beard and too many questions about Algadur’s grain supply.

Lady Rinna of House Brael — her compliments sugary enough to rot teeth.

Lord Meren of the Vesht family — always laughing, always listening, and never quite saying anything at all.

Opheya finally stopped near a long table lined with steaming pots and polished cups. She filled one with mint tea and sipped slowly. The warmth touched her throat, but not her nerves. She took a steadying breath. It was going to be a long night.

“I’m surprised to find you alone. Seemed like they’d never part with you,” Welim teased, approaching her.

She looked up. “For the moment.”

He stood a little too stiff, hands clasped behind his back — as if unsure whether he’d been invited into her silence.

“I meant to speak with you earlier,” he said, voice low.

She offered him a glance. “Yes?”

He winced. “You have every right to hate me,” he said quietly.

“I don’t hate you,” Opheya replied. “I... don’t know you.”

That, somehow, stung more.

“Would you like to?”

“Excuse me?”

“Get to know me?” he asked, stepping closer, his voice low. “Allow me to get to know you, properly?”

Opheya’s heart jolted in her surprise, but she would not allow her expression to falter, she sipped again, giving her mind time to quieten. “Of course, Prince Welim,” she answered steadily. “I think courtship is expected in our position.”

“Right,” Welim shifted his weight tensely. 

Opheya narrowed her eyes, studying him. 

“Until then, Prince Welim,” she concluded, then stepped past him to return to the crowd.

He didn’t follow. But his eyes stayed on her long after she was gone.

*
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Lady Dorrene didn’t look up when Ellina approached.

“Your gown is beautiful,” Ellina began.

Silence.

Ellina tried again. “My name is—”

“I know who you are,” Dorrene cut in. “The Bawoud girl. The Queen’s pet. What were you sent to get information out of me? The weak link in society’s chain?”

The words were sharp enough to cut.

“Not at all. I just thought—”

“Then what? You thought you’d come over and be seen helping the outcast. Win some invisible moral battle. Be praised for your kindness.”

“I don’t want praise,” Ellina replied, voice clipped.

“Then what do you want?”

Ellina opened her mouth. Then closed it, sensing the futility in the matter.

“I see,” Dorrene said, eyes narrowing. “Go on then. Run back to your little pack. Tell them the Queen’s castoff snarled at you.”

Ellina stepped back. Composed. “I’ll leave you to your solitude, Lady Dorrene.”

Dorrene didn’t respond. Didn’t even blink.

Ellina returned to the others with measured calm. “I think the warnings were well-meant.”

“Was she horrid?” Taylia asked.

Ellina hesitated. “She was... bitter.”

“I'd be bitter too if I was shunned like that,” Mira said softly.

Ellina’s eyes drifted back toward Dorrene.

She nodded, though inside her, something didn’t sit quite right.

*
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Opheya rejoined her friends, looking as polished as ever, though her eyes betrayed a quiet exhaustion. “The introductions have ended, and the proposals have begun” she muttered.

“Any promising candidates?” Taylia asked.

“Seeking alternative alliances in their very home seems awfully deceptive, don’t you think?” Mira muttered.

“It seems deception is Rihan’s communication,” Ellina muttered, leaning against the back wall, arms folded. 

“And I’m not in a position to hide behind miscommunications,” Opheya huffed.

Chaira furrowed her brow, “So you’ll marry another man?”

“If he comes with armies, I’ll consider it,” Opheya said dryly.

The girls chuckled softly until they were approached.

Lyas Farrin.

He walked toward them not like a soldier, not like a courtier, but something in between.

Exact. Reserved.

“Your Majesty,” he said, nodding toward her and her ladies. “I wanted to apologise.”

Opheya raised a brow.

“I never intended offense with the charade. I acted under orders. But it was still my choice. I wanted to help you to see the worst of us, before the best. I thought it would help. I was mistaken.”

Opheya considered him — the way his jaw stayed clenched even in humility. He was nothing like the man who had bragged about antelope kills.

“I accept your apology,” she said at last. “Though you needn’t sound like you’re reporting to a commander.”

His mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. “Not a commander, but a Queen.”

Mira stepped forward. “You weren’t the worst part of the plan, at least.”

He smiled this time.

“Regardless, if there is anything I can do to ease your transition into court–”

Opheya put her hand up courteously, “That’ll be quite alright, Lyas”

“May I ask you something Lyas?” Ellina began pushing herself off the wall.

Opheya looked to Ellina curiously, allowing her and Lyas to proceed. 

“Yes, Lady Bawoud.”

“Lady Dorrene mentioned she was the Queen’s ‘castoff.’ Any idea what that means?” 

Lyas’s face fell. 

Then answered without flinching. “Because of me.”

They stared.

“I cared for her,” he said. “We kept our conduct proper, but... the Queen found out. And made it clear the court would not tolerate that sort of match.” 

Opheya blinked. “But you’re the King’s son.”

“My mother is not of noble blood,” Lyas said simply.

Chaira scoffed, “That doesn’t matter.”

Lyas looked at her, “It does here.”

“I disagree,” Ellina muttered, her teeth gritted. “You are a Prince, Lyas. Your father the King. Regardless of your mother’s background. She is still his wife. Both she and you are owed more respect than society’s backward standards,” she huffed, steeling herself, then turning on her heel. 

The second time Ellina approached Lady Dorrene, she wasn’t empty-handed.

Ellina offered the glass. “Hibiscus and citrus. My experiment of the evening.”

Dorrene’s spine straightened — ever so slightly.

“I spoke with Lyas,” Ellina continued. 

Dorrene hesitated, studying her. Then took the glass.

“The Queen thought she was doing you a kindness. Shame you now so you’ll know how much worse it would’ve been had you actually married ‘beneath you’.”

Dorrene’s mouth was tight. “And you're here to tell me not to take it personally?”

“I’m here to tell you it’s not a shame you need to carry. No matter what anyone says, you weren’t in the wrong. So why punish yourself?”

Dorrene blinked.

Ellina shrugged. “But of course, if you’d prefer to stand alone in a corner all night to prove a point, I’ll leave you to it.”

Dorrene stared at her for a long moment — then took a sip.

“...This tea is awful,” she muttered.

Ellina smirked.

Behind them, Chaira called out, “Ellina! You’re not hoarding new friends again, are you?”

Ellina turned. “I might be.”

“Bring her over!” Mira waved eagerly. “She’s stunning — we need her opinion on Taylia’s suitor!”

“He’s not my suitor,” Taylia objected.

“Not yet,” Mira giggled.

Dorrene hesitated. “They’ll hate me.”

“They might,” Ellina said. “You’re not very nice.”

Dorrene chuckled.

“Come on.”

To everyone’s surprise — Dorrene included — she fit in almost seamlessly.

Chaira was the first to get a laugh out of her. Mira kept complimenting her gown. Even Taylia begrudgingly admitted that Dorrene’s opinions on courtship were “decent.”

The corner that once felt like exile began to sound like revelry.

From across the ballroom, Queen Halama watched — her smile a rigid, frozen thing.

She looked to Cainne beside her. “I thought you said the Bawoud girl was manageable,” Halama murmured, teeth bared behind her lips.

Cainne’s gaze followed Ellina as she laughed with the others. Dorrene stood beside her, pink rising in her cheeks in her joy.

“I said she was sharp,” he corrected. “And she is. Sharp people are rarely manageable.”

Halama’s voice dropped to a hiss. “You told me we could use her.”

Cainne smiled faintly. “I still think we can.”

“Then I suggest you do,” Halama snapped. “Before her insolence outweighs her usefulness.”

Cainne lowered his head, eyes never leaving Ellina.

“As you wish, Your Majesty.”

*
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When he moved, it was unhurried. Intentional.

“That was a bold move,” he said as he neared.

Ellina turned. “Lord Cainne.”

“The Queen is not pleased with you.”

“Opheya?” she asked innocently, sipping her tea. “Why, I only just left her side a moment ago.”

“Not Opheya,” he said. “And you know that.”

She met his eyes.

He didn’t smile. “You’ll make enemies, with that approach.”

“What approach?” Her voice was velvet. “Friendship?”

Cainne tilted his head. “Defiance dressed as diplomacy.”

She smiled. “Is that what you see when a woman refuses to follow the crowd?”

“I see a woman clever enough to pick her battles,” he replied. “But reckless enough to choose all of them.”

Ellina raised a brow. “That’s quite the conclusion you’ve made about me.”

“It is a part of my job to make assessments of people,” Cainne said evenly.

She stepped forward, just a touch. “Are you always this cold and calculating?”

“Yes, essentially always.” Cainne’s mouth curved — not into a smile, but something close. “All I’m saying, Lady Bawoud, is be careful. Court is not the place for recklessness.”

“It’s not the place for genuine advice either,” she met his eyes. “Or underestimations.”

“I wouldn’t be foolish enough to underestimate you, Lady Bawoud.”

“And why is that?”

“Oh, I’m sure you’ve figured this entire place out by now, and all of us in it.”

“I wouldn’t say that, but some things stand out.”

“Such as?”

“Your attempts to pry into my mind,” she said, meeting his eyes, defiance glistening. She continued before Cainne had the chance to speak. “But since you tried so hard, I’ll humour you.” She took another step. Not quite a challenge. Not quite an invitation. “The King does not want Welim to marry Opheya. Not yet. Perhaps not at all. If he did, it’d be done. Or at the very least, formalised. But instead, we have spectacle without substance. Lavish reception but no engagement. A staged honour, without any real promise.”

Cainne said nothing.

She continued. “Because the moment it’s official, Opheya gains leverage. So, they dangle her future in front of her like a carrot. Keeping her focused on gaining Welim’s favour. When it’s a choice that’s not really his to make either.”

Another beat.

“I didn’t realise they were teaching subterfuge at the manor,” Cainne murmured, something like amusement flickering in his expression. “Impressive. But not wise to declare your knowledge of your adversary’s plan.”

“Only when you’re playing games,” Ellina said slyly. “Should I consider you my opponent then, Lord Cainne?” 

Cainne smiled cautiously, “Politics is a game, Lady Bawoud. The Court merely its players.”

Ellina tilted her head. “I suppose that’s the difference between us. You play to win. I play to protect.”

“That’s noble,” he scoffed.

“It’s necessary.”

Their eyes locked.

It lasted a second too long.

Cainne broke it, glancing toward the ballroom. “You’ll lose more often that way.”

“Maybe,” she said. “But I’ll sleep just fine.”

She turned to leave.

Cainne watched her go — and this time, the smirk that touched his lips wasn’t sharp.

It was slow.

And maybe, just maybe, a little shaken.
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Chapter Three  
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The cobbled lanes, tangled with the clatter of carts. The scent of sweet roasted nuts, and the occasional clang of a juggler dropping his baton filled the air. Stalls stretched like patchwork under the spring sun — silks and spices, scrolls and gemstones, voices calling out deals in a dozen dialects. And for once, no one was whispering about Queens.

For three days, Opheya was told the King was too busy. Too many nobles. Too many feasts. Too many council meetings. But she knew the truth. He didn’t want to meet. Not yet.

So — she would make him.

She pulled her cloak tighter around her and glanced over her shoulder.

Taylia was already veering toward a jewellery stall, fingers twitching with the urge to touch something expensive. Mira lingered by a stall roasting fruit in spiced sugar, utterly enraptured. Chaira was hauling her away by the elbow — insisting they look at dresses first. Somewhere near the centre of the square, Dorrene browsed ribbon trims with a practiced eye, half-ignoring a noblewoman clearly trying to spark gossip.

Opheya exhaled. She hadn’t realised how tightly she'd been holding herself until now.

This market trip had been a good idea. A reprieve of sorts. But one not without purpose. 

She studied each stall in turn, scrutinising.

What could she possibly get a man who had everything?

The King could hardly refuse a conversation if she came bearing a gift — decorum simply wouldn’t allow it.

Her gaze drifted toward the far end of the market, where a low wooden table displayed a collection of bound scrolls and worn books. She crossed over slowly, fingertips brushing their spines, until one caught her eye — a thick, navy-bound volume inked with stars.

She ran a hand over the cover, the ghost of a conversation haunted her mind.

Perhaps it was not the King she could soften with a gift.

The idea resonated. 

Perhaps, if Welim liked her enough, he’d speak to the King for her. 

He did say he wanted them to draw closer. 

He did already feel guilty.

And perhaps that guilt could be useful to her, if wielded right.

She wasn’t proud of the thought. But pride didn’t matter.

Not when her people were waiting for her to return with an alliance.

Not when every day spent waiting was another day Algadur suffered.

A child’s shriek of laughter broke her thoughts.

She turned.

Just beyond the fountain, Ellina was seated on the stone edge, a book in her lap. A boy — maybe eight — sat beside her, wide-eyed, feet dangling above the ground. Another child joined. Then another. Within moments, half a dozen children were clustered around her, leaning in to hear her voice rise and fall with the story’s rhythm.

Opheya moved closer. She saw now — A woman near the stalls paused to watch. A vendor smiled and leaned against his cart. For a moment, the chaos of the market quieted. The kind drawn by something rare and soft.

Opheya smiled faintly. 

She turned back to the book in her hands and ran her thumb along the edge of the cover.

Perhaps guilt wasn’t the best course of action.

Perhaps the answer was something, simpler. 

*
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Cainne emerged from a shaded street behind the silk merchant’s stall, tucking a folded letter into the inner pocket of his coat. The seal had been broken, read, and resealed long before it reached its intended recipient. As always, discretion was both his trade and his curse.

Dev leaned against the opposite wall, arms crossed, one foot braced behind him. “Took your time,” he said, though there was no real bite to it.

Cainne didn’t dignify that with a response. Instead, he adjusted his coat and surveyed the square. Colourful tents stretched in every direction, swaying beneath the spring wind. The royal ladies were scattered like jewels across the plaza — Queen Opheya browsing books, Mira circling a honey vendor, Taylia practically drooling over jewellery she had no intention of buying.

And there, near the fountain, was Ellina Bawoud.

Cainne’s eyes lingered.

“She’s been doing that for twenty minutes,” Dev noted, smirk tugging at his mouth. “Not one coin exchanged. Just... her. And a story.”

Cainne’s jaw ticked. “It’s deliberate.”

Dev snorted. “Not everything’s calculated.”

Cainne finally turned toward him. “Everything is.”

“Even this?” Dev gestured subtly toward Ellina. “What — she’s recruiting children now? Training an orphanage of spies?”

“If she wanted to pass messages, who would question a child?” Cainne murmured.

Dev rolled his eyes. “You see threats everywhere.”

“Only because I recognise them,” Cainne muttered.

Dev chuckled. “Is that why you keep watching her?”

Cainne gave him a sidelong look. “She’s Opheya’s newest confidante. That makes her relevant.”

“Mmhm,” Dev drawled.

Cainne ignored him. “Any sign of contact? Messages, markers, code?”

“None,” Dev said. “Not from any of them. No slips, no strange movements, no tailing guards. They’re just shopping.”

Cainne exhaled slowly, eyes drifting back to Ellina — now laughing at something a child said, ruffling their hair, wholly unaware of the eyes on her.

“I know this ploy,” he said quietly. “Innocent. Perfect.”

Dev tilted his head. “That almost sounded like admiration.”

Cainne’s mouth twitched — not quite a smile. “Admiration is for fools.”

“And yet,” Dev murmured, “you’re still watching.”

Cainne didn’t answer.

He stepped away from the wall, hands clasped behind his back and walked straight toward the Queen’s ladies.

He caught Mira’s laughter first — something about candied almonds. Taylia was holding up a necklace to her neck, fishing for compliments she clearly didn’t need. Chaira was comparing dresses with Dorrene. And Ellina — Ellina had just closed the book, her audience of children reluctantly scattering.

Cainne slowed as he approached. “Ladies,” he said smoothly.

They all turned.

Ellina’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly.

Cainne’s gaze flicked between them. “I hope Rihan’s markets have been satisfactory.”

He was polite. Too polite.

Ellina folded her arms. “You’re not here to check on our satisfaction.”

Cainne smiled. “And yet you seem satisfied.”

“Well, it has been a lovely day,” she beamed.

“I’m sure it was. That was quite the story,” he remarked, nodding toward the fountain where the children had only just begun to scatter.

“You didn’t hear all of it,” Ellina said lightly. “You only caught the end.”

“The best part, in my opinion.”

She laughed once, softly. “Of course, the ending is your favourite.”

He glanced at her sideways. “You say that like it’s something damning.”

“It is,” she said, stepping forward, a glint in her eye. “Tells me you’re more interested in an ending than understanding how you got there. The result, not the cost.”

Cainne looked vaguely amused. “That’s quite the interpretation.”

“It’s quite accurate.”

He considered that. “And what else have you deduced about me, Lady Bawoud?”

“That you’re no fun,” she said, without missing a beat.

Cainne blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“You heard me.”

Cainne let out a laugh—short and surprised. “You’re rather bold.”

“I’ve been called worse,” she said sweetly.

He stared at her a moment longer, and it was unclear to even himself whether he was sizing her up or resisting the urge to smile again.

“I am fun,” he said, suddenly and almost defensively.

Ellina tilted her head. “If you have to say it...”

Cainne narrowed his eyes. “Remind me — are you always this quick to provoke, or is it just when I’m around?”

“Maybe you bring it out of me,” she said, before turning back toward her friends with a satisfied smirk.

Cainne watched her go. Just for a beat too long.

Then he turned too — but that lingering look, it didn’t go unnoticed.

Not by Opheya. Not by Dev, still leaned against the far wall. And certainly not by Ellina, who didn’t look back — but smiled anyway.

*
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Cainne stepped into the King’s study, the door thudding shut behind him with just enough force to make a point.

He didn’t waste time. “It’s confirmed. Lord Tinan’s been siphoning treasury funds for over a year. His gambling debts are substantial — and the crown has been covering them unknowingly.”

King Edris leaned forward, hands clenched on the edge of the desk. “He must be made an example of.”

“Yes, Your Majesty. But exile won’t be enough. Not if you want the others to fall in line,” Cainne replied. “Tinan didn’t pull this off alone. At the very least, others knew. Possibly even benefitted.”

Edris’s eyes narrowed. “You think the counsel is compromised?”

“I think there’s a reason why this went undiscovered for so long,” Cainne said. “And silence can be bought with gold... or with fear.”

Across the room, Queen Halama sipped from a delicate cup, her expression unreadable. “It sounds like you already have a plan.”

Cainne smirked. “I’ll have it resolved by nightfall.”

The King gave a short nod. “Do it discreetly. I want order, not scandal. Anything else?”

Cainne hesitated.

Dev’s voice echoed in the back of his mind — You’re still watching her.

“I believe,” he said slowly, “Lady Bawoud has come to suspect your hesitation in formalising the alliance.”

Edris’s head snapped toward him. “How?”

“That’s unclear. But she hasn’t said anything to Opheya. At least, not yet.” Cainne’s gaze shifted meaningfully to Welim.

Welim straightened. “How do you know?”

“She’s protecting her,” Cainne said simply. “Which means Opheya hasn’t given up. She’s trying to secure the alliance on her own terms.”

Halama rolled her eyes. “If the Bawoud girl is a problem then dispose of her.”

Cainne’s tone sharpened. “Lady Bawoud isn’t expendable. Not without consequence. She has influence. And more importantly, the Queen’s trust.”

Welim huffed a low laugh. “What is she then, Opheya’s shadow—her you in all of this?”

The King cracked a dry smile. “Seems like you’ve found a rival, Enso.”

Cainne didn’t blink. “She’s not a rival. Just someone who requires an approach I don’t usually employ.”

Halama arched a brow. “Which is?”

Cainne gave a small, mirthless smile. “A gentle one.”

Silence hung for a moment before Edris waved a hand, tired already. “Go. Welim — court the Queen. Keep her eyes on you, not the politics.”

The King then turned to Cainne. “Handle the Bawoud girl.”

Cainne bowed. “Of course, Your Majesty.”

But as he turned, there was something in his eyes — not hesitation. Not doubt. Just calculation.

The game was shifting. And so would he.

*
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Edris hated uncertainty.

He hated it in reports, in council chambers, in the way Cainne’s tone had shifted slightly when discussing the Bawoud girl. He especially hated it in his son’s eyes — that flicker of guilt that made him seem too soft to rule. And now, as he crossed the windowed hall of the north wing, still simmering from the conversation, the last thing he needed was a reminder.

But there it was.

Through the arch of stone and glass, in the gardens below, he saw them.

Welim and Opheya.

She was saying something — gesturing with a satchel still slung over her shoulder. Welim leaned in, not too close, but enough. Her hand rested briefly on the spine of a book she was pulling from the bag. Welim smiled — not his polished, performative one from court, but something quieter. Softer.

Edris’s jaw clenched.

He turned away from the window sharply, only to nearly collide with a streak of burgundy coming the other way.

Lady Taylia Rowan.

“Your Majesty,” she said, her voice a touch breathless.

Edris narrowed his eyes, not in displeasure — in curiosity.

“Lady Rowan,” he said smoothly. “Running late?”

She straightened, eyes bright. “Only slightly. It’s difficult to leave the market without being persuaded into a dozen conversations.”

“Persuaded,” he echoed. “Or encouraging them?”

Taylia’s lips twitched. “I find persuasion works both ways, depending on who’s doing the talking.”

“Is that so?” he murmured, eyes scanning her quickly. “Then Rihan is lucky to have such a skilled conversationalist among its guests.”

“Not a title I’ve claimed before,” she said, her tone dipping into something wry. “But I’m flattered you think so.”

Edris stepped slightly closer.

“I imagine Queen Opheya has... interesting company,” he said lightly. “Each of you with your own uses.”

Taylia raised a brow. “Uses, Your Majesty?”

“Don’t take offense. I simply mean—” he paused, pretending to reconsider. “Well. You strike me as someone who likes being useful. In the right ways.”

The tension shifted — sharpened.

Taylia didn’t look away. “I like being seen, Your Majesty. Usefulness just makes it harder for people to look past me.”

His smile was slow. Measured. Almost amused.

“And what do you see when you look at me, Lady Taylia?”

“I see a man who doesn’t waste words. Or glances.”

A beat passed.

Their eyes locked for far too long.

A moment that lasted a lifetime.

A moment interrupted.

“Lady Taylia?”

They both turned.

Dorrene.

Of course.

“I believe the girls are gathering to prepare Opheya for this evening,” Dorrene said sweetly, though her eyes flicked once between Taylia and the King — a calculation already forming.

Taylia’s smile returned, sharp-edged now. “Is that so?”

“Indeed,” Dorrene replied, not quite blinking.

Edris turned back to Taylia. “I hope I haven’t delayed you too long.”

“Not at all, Your Majesty,” Taylia said, voice soft with mock innocence. “Only long enough to make it worth it.”

Dorrene stiffened.

Taylia turned on her heel, crimson skirts swishing behind her like a flag raised in challenge.

And Edris — Edris watched her go with something unreadable in his eyes.

*
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Ellina wasn’t even trying to find him.

Lord Cainne simply appeared — as he often did — like a particularly smug footnote in her day. He stood near the archway ahead, half-hidden in the shadow of a column, inspecting something out of sight.

“I didn’t realise palace walls were so fascinating,” she said as she passed.

Cainne turned, eyebrows raised. “I find them more agreeable than most conversation.”

“Oh, so you are in a mood,” Ellina said brightly. “I knew you’d be sulking after losing our last debate.”

“I wasn’t aware you kept score,” he said dryly.

“Of course I do. It’s the only way to track your slow descent into being wrong about everything.”

He gave a soft, humourless laugh. “And here I thought you were raised to have better manners.”

“I was,” she smiled. “But I don’t waste them on men who think they’re untouchable.”

Cainne opened his mouth. Closed it. And for once... said nothing.

He stepped back, glanced once over her shoulder — toward the hallway behind her — then muttered, “Well played,” and walked away.

Just like that.

No quip. No comeback. No warning.

Ellina blinked.

“...Wait.” Had she actually offended him?

She turned in place, watching him disappear around the corner with long, purposeful strides.

“Lord Cainne?”

No answer.

Ellina stilled

He was insufferable when smug, but dangerous when quiet. She hadn’t meant to strike anything that deep. Had she? 

Her thoughts raced as she followed. Was it her comment? No, he’d bantered through worse. Maybe it was—

Her thoughts cut off, as she rounded the same corner he’d disappeared behind.

She spotted him again.

But he wasn’t sulking.

He was watching. Waiting.

And the moment Lord Tinan exited the hall up ahead — alone, distracted, muttering under his breath — Cainne moved. Quick. Silent. Deliberate.

Ellina’s mouth parted slightly in realisation.

Oh.

It wasn’t about her.

He just needed her gone.

And now, she understood why.

Her lips curved.

“Well now,” she whispered, eyes glittering.

*
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Cainne reached the door in silence. Lord Tinan’s steps had already faded. The corridor was empty. The timing was tight — but tight was manageable.

With a swift glance down the hall, he retrieved a slender key from the inner fold of his coat. Not the key, of course. But one of many that had served him well.

He slipped it into the lock.

Click.

“Hmm,” said a voice behind him. “Didn’t take you for a lockpick.”

Cainne froze.

Then exhaled sharply through his nose.

“Lady Bawoud,” he said without turning. “You walk very quietly.”

“And you gave up our argument far too easily,” she replied, stepping into view. “It was suspicious.”

“I didn’t realise losing to you was so unusual it warranted surveillance.”

“Oh, you didn’t lose,” she corrected. “You conceded.”

Cainne glanced back, expression unreadable. “There’s a difference?”

“A concession is what people do when they’re trying to escape. Like you did. Right before sneaking off after Lord Tinan.”

He locked eyes with her for a beat too long.

“Breaking in is immoral you know.” She folded her arms, leaning lightly against the stone wall beside him. “Are you going to tell me what’s in there, or shall I guess?”

“Ellina.”

“Oh, now it’s Ellina?” she smirked.

Cainne gave her a long, suffering look.

“I’m trying,” he said quietly, “to protect the King. And the kingdom.”

“How fortunate, because I am trying to protect Opheya.”

“What do you want?”

“A favour,” she smirked at him.

His eyes darkened. “What did you just say to me?”

She leaned in, voice low. “You’re looking for something Tinan doesn’t want found. Which means it’s something valuable. Which means leverage. How duplicitous.”

Cainne’s brow twitched. “And you want a favour in exchange for.”

“I want Opheya to speak with the King.”

Cainne tilted his head. “I have no say in what the King does.”

“I think you and I both know that isn’t true.” Ellina said coolly.

“How do I know you will keep your word?” he hissed. 

“What?” she smiled coyly. “Don’t you trust me?” 

“Not even slightly.”

He studied her a moment longer, aware that time was not on his side. Aware that this would cost him later. Cainne sighed. “Fine.”

Ellina smiled. “Good.”

Cainne slipped into the study as Ellina walked away victorious. 

She was uneasy about resorting to such methods, but she prayed the ends justified the means.

Voices in the hall and footsteps caught her attention, and Ellina turned to see Lord Tinan, making his way toward his study. 

Ellina huffed, thinking quickly, only coming up with one plausible solution.

And promptly collapsed onto the ground.

“My lord—!” came the startled cry of a servant. “Lady Bawoud—!”

Lord Tinan’s voice rose sharply. “What happened? Is she—?”

“She just fainted, my lord,” someone gasped. “Fetch the physician!”

Cainne slipped past the chaos, silent as a shadow.

And Ellina?

She stayed exactly where she was, sprawled across the flagstones, one eye slightly cracked open to watch him disappear...

Smirking.

*
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The sun dipped low over the palace, casting its last golden light across the battlements. Welim stood just beyond the western wing, bracing himself.

Smile, but not too much. Be charming. Distract her. Keep her eyes on you, not the crown.

His father’s words echoed in his skull like steel boots down an empty hall.

He hated this. The pretending. The politics wrapped in silk. He’d wanted this to be real — a courtship, not a command. But now the order had come.

Court the Queen. Keep her soft. Keep her blind.

He flexed his hands at his sides, rolled his shoulders, and started forward.

“Prince Welim.”

He turned, startled. Opheya stood a few steps away, a satchel slung over one shoulder, her cheeks were flushed from the breeze, or perhaps the walk back from the city. She looked like spring and steel and something he didn’t know how to handle.

“I was hoping I’d find you,” she said.

He blinked. “You were?”

“I wanted to ask... would you join me for a walk?”

There went the wind from his sails.

Still — he smiled. “I’d be honoured.”

*
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The garden was quieter than usual. Spring hadn’t quite taken root here — not fully. Buds peeked through branches, cautious, as if waiting for permission. 

Welim walked beside Opheya, not too close, not too far.

Her cloak shifted as she moved, the edge of her satchel tapping against her hip. She still hadn’t put it down.

“Did you enjoy the market?” he asked, lightly, as though this were just a courtly stroll.

“I did,” she replied, eyes on the horizon. “It felt... honest.”

He nodded. “It’s easy to forget how rare that is here.”

“Rihan is certainly different to Algadur in that respect,” she smirked at him.

He chuckled lightly at the jab. “I’m sure Algadur has its share of hidden scandals and secrets as well,” he teased.

Opheya gaped playfully, “we are a wholesome and communal people.”

“Says the woman who’s been picking fights with guards for days.”

“Hey, it’s one thing to not let me in to see the King. But they don’t need to be rude about it!”

The two laughed together. 

A beat passed.

Opheya turned to him, slowing her steps. “You know, you’re not so bad when you’re like this.”

Welim blinked, caught off guard. “Like what?”

“I don’t know,” she said simply. “Calm,” she offered. “Content. The sad puppy thing didn’t suit you.”

“Sad puppy,” he echoed, laughing loudly. Equally stung and amused.

Opheya panicked, “I didn’t mean to offend I—”

Welim interrupted, “So, that’s how you see me?” he asked laughter subsiding.

“No,” she muttered weakly. “Well... sometimes.”

Welim smiled softly, “And other times?” he asked stepping closer to her.

“You look like someone with a secret.”

He met her eyes, something unreadable inside them. More than guilt. More than what was expected of a Prince. Something she could not ascertain. 

“Guess you’ll just have to find out for yourself, won’t you,” he whispered.

“I guess I do.”

A guard passed by, interrupting their moment, and Welim took several steps back, remembering good conduct.

“We should head back” he muttered.

“I have something for you,” she said, reaching into her satchel before he could move.

From it, she drew a book —navy, inked with constellations. She held it out without ceremony, but something in her expression was almost... shy.

“For your new hobby,” she said lightly. 

Welim took it slowly, reverently. He ran his fingers over the cover. Stars, and Where They Guide Us. 

“If what you said about wanting to learn about the stars was true,” she teased.

“It was,” he admitted quietly, touched by the thoughtful gesture.

His throat tightened.

“At least now I understand why your father never saw the point in you learning about the stars,” Opheya said sympathetically. “A King’s duties are on land. But you’ll be King when the time comes. Until then... you don’t always need to do as your told,” she smirked at him.

“Thank you, Opheya,” he whispered.

She smiled. Warm. Open.

The garden quieted around them.

He couldn’t hold it in anymore.

He looked at her — really looked at her. Then down at the book. Then back again.

And something gave way.

“I have to tell you the truth.”

She tilted her head slightly.

“I wasn’t supposed to... be here like this,” he said, voice quiet. “My father — he wants me to distract you. To keep you away from politics. From pressing for decisions. From reminding him of promises he’s not ready to keep.”

Silence.

Not sharp. Not cold. Just... weight.

Opheya stared at him. “He doesn’t want this alliance?”

“He doesn’t want to decide right now,” Welim replied softly, gaze fixed on the ground.

She was quiet for a moment longer, her mind racing, tears prickling in her eyes. “Why are you telling me this?”

He looked at her then. Fully. Earnestly.

“Because it’s what’s fair,” he said. “You came here with trust. With hope. And Rihan... it’s not as strong as what it appears to be. Not right now.”

Something in her face stilled.

Opheya’s voice was soft, but sharp. “That’s why he keeps avoiding me.”

Welim nodded once.

“He wants to honour the alliance,” he said. “Truly. He gave his word to your father. But he doesn’t want to solidify it until he knows it won’t cost Rihan more than it can give.”

Silence fell between them, heavier now.

Opheya’s posture shifted — not wilting, but weary. The kind of weariness that came from carrying something too heavy, too long.

“When will you be stronger?” she asked. “What will that take? How long do you expect Algadur to wait?”

Welim’s breath caught.

“I don’t know,” he said honestly. “And I hate that I don’t know.” He stepped closer, the book still cradled in his hand like something too precious to drop. “That’s why,” he said, steady now. “I will not string you along. I will not hold you back from... pursuing another — someone who can offer you what you need now. I will not distract you with false promises or pretty words.”

Opheya froze, but didn’t speak. 

“I didn’t want this, Opheya,” Welim said. “I still don’t. I- I wanted to fall in love with you. Because then no one could use you as a pawn. Not my father. Not your council. If I loved you — if you loved me — no one could have any say on what we do. I’m sorry.”

She studied him. This man who had once lied to her. Who now stood before her offering nothing but the truth — raw and imperfect.

Opheya staggered slightly, taking a step back, then another. Her breath coming out in short bursts. She slumped down onto the bench, head in her hands. 

“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she whispered.

Welim sat on the floor beside her. “Neither do I.”

Opheya turned her head. Her eyes meeting his at last, piercing something she had long thought buried. 

A few tears trickled down her cheeks.

And so, they sat in the garden, under a sky slowly filling with stars neither of them could name.
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Chapter Four
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The scent of braised lamb and rosewater lay thick in the air, cloying and heavy. Dinner with the Farrin’s had always been formal, always performative — but tonight, every gesture, every glance, carried an edge sharper than a blade.

Opheya noticed it first in the guards, who stood straighter, eyes flicking toward the council with a quiet alertness that made her stomach tighten. Cainne did not touch his food. He sat like a shadow at the King’s side, his gaze sweeping the table in slow, deliberate arcs, noting every twitch, every flinch.
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