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      When I look back on this night, one thing will stand clear in my memory—the morning is blasted cold for early autumn.

      Sharp, dead weeds find places to jab between my leather tassets as I sit in a dark field, waiting for the creature that’s been terrorizing the small village of Danmire to grace me with its presence. Sunrise is still a few hours away, but the grass is already stiff with frost. Clouds have settled along the nearby river, spreading fog throughout the field.

      I rub my gloved hands together, trying to work feeling back into my fingers. My knees ache from crouching, my ears are frozen, and I’m starting to question the villagers’ sanity.

      Every night, they told me.

      Just after dark, they told me.

      A wise man would have given up hours ago, admitting the creature wasn’t going to make an appearance. But no one can blame me for sitting here in the cold of night, not with my knighthood so close.

      I’m going to slay the monster when it finally decides to make an appearance, bask in the villagers’ praise, and then carry its hide back to Cabaranth.

      And finally, after all these years of training and mucking through dozens of ridiculous, mundane tasks, I’ll have earned my seal.

      It’s not just any seal—it’s a badge of golden honor. It declares the man who wears it is no ordinary mounted knight. Only a step under the Royal Class, answering to the king directly, there is no greater position for a man of common or even noble birth. A sealed knight is the best, one of the king’s elite. The envied, respected⁠—

      I curse low and leap from my crouch, grasping the hilt of my sword.

      Not far away, a shadowed creature creeps through the field, keeping low in the late wheat. Somehow, it slipped past me and now heads in the direction of the silhouetted cottages.

      There aren’t many houses in the village—only seven in total, along with a tavern that doubles as an inn. The people who live here are simple folk, all farmers and a bowyer who used to own a shop in the capital before he retired to the country. The old crafter is half-blind now, which is a shame considering he’s the only man who might have had a chance to take on the beast and live to tell the tale.

      But instead of facing the monster themselves, the villagers requested the king’s assistance, telling him a jacquesalaupe is wreaking havoc in his fair province. And for once, His Majesty sent me on a task worth completing.

      And now here I am, five bloody seconds from botching up my chance at knighthood.

      I hurry after the creature as silently as possible, imagining it in my mind. I have no memory of the beast, no remembered pen-and-ink illustration to pin to its name. It’s an elven word, something rare.

      Jacquesalaupe—terror of the night, beast of nightmares. Key to obtaining my seal.

      I creep along, staying low. It’s impossible to discern the monster’s size as it remains close to the ground in the cover of the wheat. I don’t dare get too close, not until we’re clear of the field and in the open.

      Adjusting the grip on my sword, I wait for the creature to reach the edge of the field. The wheat stirs as the beast briefly hesitates before leaving its protective cover. Finally, it darts into the open.

      I murmur a string of curses, resisting the urge to plunge my blade into the frosted field.

      The creature wasn’t slinking. It wasn’t hiding most of its bulk in the wheat—it’s merely small. Small enough, in fact, that it’s only the size of a rabbit. With the body of a rabbit. And a white cotton tail…just like a rabbit.

      But this is no bunny.

      The jacquesalaupe went still the moment I cursed, and now she tilts her pink nose in the air, taking in the scents on the breeze. An obscenely large rack of antlers tilts back with her head, and the tips nearly brush the ground.

      Fortunately, I’m downwind, and she can’t catch my scent.

      But I don’t dare move a muscle lest I startle her. After several long, cautious seconds, the antlered rabbit hops to the closest vegetable patch and begins sampling the green cabbage before helping herself to a few peas.

      I watch as she moves onto the lettuce, wondering what in oblivion I’m doing here.

      I shake my head, livid. It’s the most ridiculous-looking creature, and there’s not the slightest chance its hide is going to secure my seal.

      With a sigh, I shove my sword into its sheath and pull the bow from my back. I don’t use it often, preferring to feel the weight of my blade, but it will do for this.

      The seldom-used weapon creaks as I nock an arrow. Instantly, the jacquesalaupe freezes. She turns my way, and though her body goes still, her nose twitches.

      And then she spots me.

      It’s too late. She’s going to run, and that’s the last I’m going to see of her. I’m going to end up sitting in the frigid field again tonight.

      But she doesn’t run. No…

      She grows.

      I blink at her, and my mouth falls open. As the jacquesalaupe becomes larger, wicked fangs descend from her mouth. Talons sprout on her once dainty front paws, and her awkward antlers become deadly weapons glinting in the starlight, ready to impale the idiot soldier who dared interrupt her feasting.

      I’m just wondering why no one thought to mention the monster’s affinity for shifting before they sent me to sit in the field when she charges. Or rather, leaps.

      Tossing the worthless bow on the ground, I grab the hilt of my sword and run toward the demon rabbit, preparing to finish the battle before it has a chance to begin. Satisfaction swells in me as I realize my first assumption was wrong—slaying this jacquesalaupe might be enough to earn my seal after all.

      But just as I lunge, the jacquesalaupe leaps back and bounds away. I circle with her, watching as she bounces about on muscular hind legs, studying her moves. Several times, the beast leaps forward, meaning to gore me with her antlers. Every chance I have to stab the creature, she hops to safety.

      Several minutes pass, and then several more. The jacquesalaupe continues to evade me, and I realize her game. She’s toying with me—playing cat and mouse, hoping to finish me with one deadly attack of her sharp antlers the moment I tire.

      Breathing hard, no longer bothered by the chill of the early morning, I watch as she lines up for another attack. Her wild eyes meet mine, and I sense the finality in her gaze.

      This is it.

      I tighten the grip on my sword and lower into a crouch, preparing for her to charge. My breath steams in front of me, joining with the shifting fog. I wait, fighting for patience. One, two, three…

      Just as she leaps, I heave myself back upon the cold, prickly ground, avoiding her antlers. My shoulders press into the dirt and frost-covered weeds, and I thrust upward, into the jacquesalaupe’s soft, unprotected belly.

      She lets out a piercing, shrill cry that echoes throughout the night, and then she stumbles forward, eventually falling to the ground. Her leg twitches for several seconds before she goes completely still.

      A nearby cow bellows, disturbed by the sound of the creature’s death, and then silence falls over the valley.

      After a moment, I pull myself up, satisfied with the outcome of the fight but irritated it took as long as it did. I scowl at my blade, which is now slick with demon bunny blood, and step forward to wipe it on the creature’s hide. I’m just about to commence the unpleasant task of skinning the beast when it begins to shrink.

      To shrink.

      Before my eyes, the jacquesalaupe returns to its original, harmless size. Her fangs disappear, as do her claws. The only remnants of her grotesque appearance are the antlers, but even they look less than impressive on the rabbit-sized creature.

      I prod the beast with the toe of my boot, hoping it will miraculously turn back. But the creature’s magic has faded and sunken into the earth, leaving nothing but its lifeless, harmless, and most unimpressive self behind.

      My hopes of trading the beast’s hide for my seal blow away in the frozen breeze.

      Growling, I sheath my blade and toss the rabbit over my shoulder, wondering how much a person can hope to fetch for a rack of jacquesalaupe antlers.
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      Henrik’s handsome in a brawny, beautiful sort of way. He’s a head taller than the average man, with broad shoulders that taper to a narrow waist and a way of moving that humbly proclaims his graceful strength. With his dark hair, steel blue eyes, and controlled demeanor, he’s a favorite with the female members of the court.

      The soldier strides into the throne room, carrying what appears to be a limp rabbit and a large set of antlers. Around me, the ladies giggle. I scoff under my breath, tired of hearing the girls’ breathless sighs every time the blacksmith’s son makes an appearance.

      Mind you, I don’t hold any ill-will toward the soldier—I don’t hold any will toward him at all. Perhaps I admire his perseverance and his skill with a sword, but my heart certainly doesn’t beat faster the moment he walks into the room.

      Despite that, like everyone else, my gaze stays firmly on the man.

      What is that thing?

      I narrow my eyes at the strange creature in Henrik’s arms. It isn’t a rabbit and a set of antlers; it’s a rabbit wearing a set of antlers.

      The soldier’s face is stone, and he looks very much like he’s trying to veil his emotions. With his chiseled jaw clenched, he carries his chin slightly tilted in the air. It’s an almost indignant look, one that intrigues me.

      Court is dull, but judging from the look of distaste on the soldier’s face, this has the makings of something amusing.

      “Sire,” Henrik says as he lowers himself to one knee in front of the king, holding the rabbit-creature for inspection. “I have slain the jacquesalaupe that plagued Danmire.”

      Several titters break free from the mouths of the well-dressed courtiers. They loiter in the throne room, bored and stitched up like peacocks. They possess no skills or talents, but they cozy themselves up to the king in hopes of gaining his favor. They’re like dogs, all fighting for the table scraps of His Majesty’s attention. I don’t have an ounce of patience for the lot of them.

      It’s for that reason alone I fight the smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. Though there’s undoubtedly something amusing about tall, strong Henrik offering the king the pathetic creature, I refuse to join the vapid, bleating sheep who are my peers.

      King Algernon doesn’t laugh either. He frowns at the miserable creature, looking almost saddened. He’s having a good day—one of his best. The royal physicians have kept His Majesty’s condition quiet, but word has leaked out that our king suffers from a sickly heart. He’s plagued with weakness, chest pains, and a plethora of other ailments that often leave him bedridden.

      Today, however, the Phoenix King is on his throne, sitting in front of the massive tapestry that bears his family’s crest. He looks frail compared to the firebird that graces the coat of arms—not old, but tired.

      His brow knits, and he presses his lips into a thin line, perhaps trying to organize his thoughts. “Rise, Henrik.”

      With a stoic expression firmly etched on his face, Henrik does as he’s told.

      “This is the fearsome jacquesalaupe?” King Algernon asks.

      In answer, Henrik gives a curt nod.

      His Majesty’s mouth works, and now he, too, attempts to hide a smile. “I’m afraid I find that difficult to believe.”

      “It became larger when threatened, sire,” Henrik explains in clipped tones that betray the fact that he knows how ridiculous his words sound, and he hates saying them aloud.

      The king’s eyebrows jump with incredulous disbelief. “It became larger? I’m afraid you must explain.”

      Much to his apparent chagrin, Henrik entertains the court with every detail of his fateful night in Danmire. By the end of his report, the king and his guards, along with all the courtiers in attendance, don’t bother to hold back their laughter.

      Henrik’s face is a mask, void of expression, but I’m positive he would like nothing more than to climb into the hole that creature in his arms once crawled out of. I don’t blame him. If I’d come strolling into court with that story, I’d want to hide, too—especially if I were trying to obtain my seal. Which, of course, I cannot because I’m a woman.

      Not that I want to be a knight. I have different aspirations, ones that have nothing to do with my current position as one of Her Royal High-and-Mightiness’s ladies-in-waiting.

      As I think it, I glance at Camellia, flower of all Caldenbauer. The princess is rumored to be the most beautiful woman in the kingdom. Her hair is golden, her cheeks are pink, and her lips are the color of a dusky rose. She’s perfection tidily wrapped up in a willowy princess package.

      Yes, I can believe Camellia’s the most beautiful girl alive, just as I’d wholeheartedly agree the princess is the most spoiled, obnoxious, poisonous woman to ever grace our kingdom or any other.

      “I’m sorry, Henrik.” King Algernon rises and reaches up to clasp a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “I cannot grant you your seal, not for this.”

      Henrik nods, his expression schooled. The soldier had to know the king’s answer before he stepped into the castle, but he’s worked harder than any man before him, and his disappointment must be great. Though he’s the youngest man to become a commander after entering the military in the infantry, he’s determined to wear that coveted medallion on his arm before the year is complete. Or at least before the king abdicates his throne to make way for Lawrence, our crown prince and Henrik’s unofficial, undeclared nemesis. At least, that’s the rumor.

      And since I regretfully spend a significant portion of my waking hours with the women of the court, I know every rumor involving Henrik.

      A sharp elbow jabs into my side, making me whip my head to the right to glower at one of my fellow ladies.

      “Look at the way Camellia watches him,” Lily whispers low, so only I can hear. The girl is the sole daughter of Sir Renault—an old curmudgeon of a knight—and the largest gossip at court.

      Though I couldn’t care less, I turn my attention to the princess. Sure enough, Camellia’s eyes are on Henrik, and her expression is unreadable. That’s another rumor—that the princess and the soldier are together, secretly and passionately entangled in shallow love.

      Though this particular rumor is thoroughly unconfirmed, it’s one of the few I do not doubt. Henrik’s handsome, and the princess is vain. Why wouldn’t she want him?

      They’re a match made for the bards—a fair princess and her valiant, soon-to-be knight. If Henrik can overlook her noxious personality and caustic tongue, then they’re certainly destined for each other.

      And is that perhaps the real reason I hold no admiration for the strong, driven soldier?

      Possibly.

      I watch the spectacle for a while longer, and then I excuse myself, claiming a headache. Camellia waves me away, glad to be rid of me. No one notices as I slip from the ladies; no one cares that I’m leaving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            HENRIK

          

        

      

    

    
      Lawrence, our worthless heir to the crown, smirks at me from behind his father. His arm rests casually on the back of the throne, and he doesn’t bother to hide his amusement.

      My hand itches to clench at my side, but I stand as if unaffected, trapping anger and shame deep in my core. It’s a routine action, almost comfortable in its familiarity. I learned it young, and now I am better for it—stronger, unflappable.

      But inner doubt plagues me daily, telling me I’m weak and breakable—still that young boy who cried into the soft, newly-mounded dirt of his mother’s grave, bruised by the hand of the one parent he had left. I’ve honed my body, but my mind has proven itself a more difficult foe.

      As I listen to the brainless chatter coming from the loitering courtiers, I resist the urge to glance at Camellia. The princess stands to the left side of the room with her ladies-in-waiting. The eight girls are Camellia’s own figurative garden of Dahlias, Roses, and Calendulas. Each young noblewoman was named after a flower at birth to appeal to our deceased queen’s strange whims—all their parents desperately hoping Her Majesty would choose their daughter for the infant princess’s entourage.

      They’re beautiful, every one of them, but no one outshines our princess.

      Once I claim my seal—after I hold in my hand the engraved medallion that proclaims I am worthy, that despite my parentage and lowly birth, I have risen from my rank—Camellia will be mine.

      But that time has not yet come.

      Ignoring the rise in the already daunting conversations in the gilded hall, I give the king a solemn nod, acknowledging that, once again, the task wasn’t enough.

      “I want the creature,” Lawrence says, his voice carrying above the din. The prince snaps his fingers at a young page who stands near the edge of the stairs. “You, boy, come here.”

      The page leaps to attention, doing as he’s commanded.

      “Take the fearsome beast to the tanners and tell him I’ll be around shortly. Careful now—the Mighty Jacquesalaupe of Danmire is a wily creature, even in death. I’d hate for her to shift while in your arms.” Lawrence lowers his voice to a stage whisper that still manages to carry throughout the room and warns, “You could be crushed.”

      The boy’s eyes go wide, but he’s the only one fooled. The courtiers chortle and giggle, and one particularly boisterous woman lets out a honking guffaw that sounds remarkably like it came straight from the goose she resembles.

      “Lawrence,” King Algernon breathes so only his son—and I, consequently, since I am standing so close—will hear him. “Enough.”

      The prince steps back, looking pleased despite the chastisement.

      I hand the jacquesalaupe to the page, almost assuring him the beast won’t shift. Instead, I look at his trembling arms, skinny for his age, and sternly say, “Do not be so gullible.”

      “Yes, Henrik,” he says with a gulp, bowing so low I worry he’s going to accidentally dump the creature at my feet.

      Somehow, he rights himself, monster and all, and hurries toward the hall with an armful of brown fur.

      My eyes follow him, and I frown. One of Camellia’s ladies holds the door for the boy, smiling at him warmly as he passes.

      As if sensing my gaze, the young woman looks up. I don’t remember her name, but I know it’s something ridiculous. While most of Camellia’s ladies are named after hothouse flowers, this girl shares her name with a common field flower—something that grows wild.

      Was it Poppy? Daisy?

      Clover, I finally remember. A meadow weed, nothing more than fodder for cattle and sheep.

      Boldly, she meets my eyes. I wait for her to become flustered, to realize the room has noticed her misstep. Instead of fluttering her lashes and darting from the hall with a giggle on her lips, she stares back, challenging me—silently informing me that she’ll open the door for a lowly page if it pleases her, decorum be cursed.

      There is something striking about her, a quality that singles her out from the rest of the ladies. Mildly perturbed by it, I study her, trying to place what it is.

      Clover’s hair is a fawnish shade of brown—almost too light to be considered brunette and too dark to be blonde. She’s an average height for a woman, slender but far from frail, and though she’s probably never run a day in her pampered life, she looks like she might be fast.

      It’s her eyes, I finally decide. They hold a pixie-like quality that is less than desirable in a woman of noble birth. They’re too sharp, too bright, too captivating.

      I don’t believe I’ve ever exchanged more than a few words with her, but from the time I began the trials for my seal, we’ve existed in the same circles.

      She’s the daughter of a count, the youngest of four children, and the only girl in the family.

      My father is the king’s personal blacksmith, injured on horseback when he was a young soldier and unable to achieve his knighthood. The woman and I are not equals, not yet. But the chasm in our rank is far less pronounced than it was before I became a commander in the king’s army.

      Once I obtain my seal, I will be awarded land with rich hunting grounds and tenants. I will go from simple soldier to nobleman, the same rank as a viscount. It’s an elusive honor, one bestowed on only five men at any given time. There is currently one spot available, and I will secure it before King Algernon abdicates. If Lawrence takes the throne before I achieve my knighthood, all will be for naught.

      Bartholomew, the king’s seventeen-year-old nephew, grasps hold of the door, relieving Lady Clover of the task. She pulls her eyes from mine to face him.

      “Forgive me, my lady, for being tardy in my duties,” he says, beaming at her like she hung not only the stars, but the moons as well. “Please, let me assist you with the door.”

      The puppy is a squire, serving under Lawrence. He’s too eager, too clumsy, too rash. His father, Duke Corgin Gevaldry, King Algernon’s younger brother and head of the royal military, passed away many years ago, leaving Bartholomew a responsibility he’s not yet ready to claim. That’s why King Algernon placed him in our ranks—so that he will learn what it takes to grow from a boy to a man.

      It shouldn’t amuse me that Lawrence got saddled with his nuisance of a cousin. But it does.

      With one last defiant glance at me, Lady Clover slips through the door.

      “That reminds me,” King Algernon says with a sigh, drawing my attention back to the front of the room. “I have a job for you, Henrik. Come to my study at five, and we will discuss it.”

      I bow my head once more. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Dread snakes in my gut as I put Lady Clover out of my mind. What demeaning task is the king going to send me on now?
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      “You’re in for it,” Calla says when she catches up to me in the hall. She straightens her bodice as if it twisted out of place while she was hurrying after me, though with the way we’re cinched into these things, it would take more than a quickened pace to move them.

      I smile at my friend. “What did I do this time?”

      Calla shakes her head. “You truly have no idea, do you?”

      Laughing, I parrot, “I truly have no idea.”

      “That odd thing that happened between you and Henrik—don’t bother playing stupid. The entire court saw it.”

      “What thing?” I pause in the hall, giving her my full attention. “What are you talking about?”

      “You held the door for that boy, and then you and Henrik stared at each other for the longest time. Camellia is livid. Her face turned red—she looked like she swallowed a toad.”

      “Oh, that,” I say, losing interest. It really doesn’t take much to get the princess in a tizzy. “He was giving me an awful look. Believe me, it was nothing even marginally interesting.”

      “Did you want it to be?” she asks, lowering her voice.

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      Calla rolls her eyes and then whispers, “I mean, do you like Henrik?”

      I wrinkle my nose and bark out an incredulous laugh. “No, I don’t. Camellia is welcome to him.”

      We continue walking, and Calla idly runs her fingers through her long, blonde curls. “Then you’re the only woman at court who doesn’t.” Dreamily, she adds, “What I would do to get that man to look at me.”

      “Try locking yourself in a tower and screaming for help. Henrik will do anything to get his seal.”

      She flashes me a stern look. “You’re cold, you know that?”

      I bump her shoulder with mine. “I’m only teasing. But you must admit Henrik is solemn all the time. I have no idea how Camellia kisses him. It would be like locking lips with a fish.”

      “Ladies,” a man says from directly behind us.

      Calla gasps, and I whirl around.

      My eyes lock with Henrik’s, and shame washes over me. I hadn’t meant to be unkind, not really. At least not to the soldier’s face…which probably doesn’t make it any better now that I think about it.

      Henrik looks thoroughly unimpressed, and I’m worried Calla is going to faint right here. I grasp hold of her arm, hoping to keep her upright.

      He gives me a sharp nod, the barest of respectful gestures, and then he passes us.

      I very much want to slink under the plush red carpet.

      “Clover,” Calla breathes after Henrik turns a corner. “I’ve never been so mortified in my life.”

      “How was I supposed to know he was behind us?” I rub the middle of my chest, trying to work the embarrassment away. “I thought he was still with the king.”

      She shakes her head. “I left right after he was dismissed, but I had no idea he came this way.”

      “Oh well,” I say with a shrug. “Henrik can cry to Camellia, and she will have just one more reason to hate me. That will make her happy, don’t you think?”

      Looking like she’s trying not to laugh, Calla nods. “Yes, most likely. Hating you is one of the princess’s favorite pastimes.”
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      The knights and archers who have gathered around me howl with laughter when my arrow hits the target almost dead center of the bullseye. Resting the end of my bow on the ground, I smugly watch the fletching tremble before it finally goes still. Then I turn to Gavriel. “I believe I win. Again.”

      “Bested by a woman,” Danhugh says to my opponent, slapping him on the back. “We’ve been here half an hour. It’s time to admit defeat, my friend.”

      “No shame when the woman is your sister,” Gavriel answers smoothly. He extends his hand as if making a lecture. “Clover’s great skill is a testament to my fine teaching skills.”

      I snort, rolling my eyes. Leave it to Gavriel to twist my win into one of his own.

      “Because we had nothing to do with Clover’s training,” Denny says to Colter.

      The pair stand near me in the crowd, laughing at our older brother’s narcissism.

      Father says it’s impossible to miss that we four are related. I am slender, and my brothers are tall and lean, with frames that were gangly when they were youths but they thankfully grew into. We have the same mischievous smile and sandy brown hair that lightens to blonde in the summer. We also inherited Mother’s spring green, vaguely almond-shaped eyes that betray there’s likely High Vale elf somewhere in our lineage.

      Besides the princess, no one in court has ever dared taunt or tease me—I have my own familial bodyguards right here. Call it a perk of being born last.

      Granted, my brothers are slightly overprotective, but they mean well.

      I smile at Denny and Colter, acknowledging that they too had a hand in my success, and then I turn my eyes toward the arch that separates the practice yard from the rest of the bailey.

      Prince Lawrence walks into the courtyard with Miguel, one of His Majesty’s sealed knights.

      Standing straighter, I turn back to Gavriel. “One more time,” I urge. “Let’s see if you can redeem yourself. This next shot for the win.”

      My brother readily accepts the challenge. He nudges me out of the way and nocks an arrow into his bow.

      The crowd parts for Lawrence, thinking nothing of his presence. The prince is often in the practice yard.

      Gavriel shoots, and the shot is a good one. His arrow pierces the target, edging just inside the centermost red circle.

      Feeling Lawrence’s eyes on me, I line up to the target, prepare my arrow, and draw back. Stilling my breath, I shoot…

      And miss.

      My arrow lands just outside the bullseye.

      My crowd of admirers groans, and I let my head fall back.

      Despite his bluster from a few minutes ago about relishing how skilled an archery tutor he is, Gavriel raises his brows at me, looking quietly pleased.

      “It’s all right, Clover,” Danhugh says, setting his arm across my shoulders, perhaps thinking I need consoled. “We all saw you trounce him.”

      Gavriel shoots his friend a stony look of warning, and Danhugh immediately removes his arm.

      Sensing the match is finally over, our audience filters away. Miguel excuses himself, and Lawrence nods absently as the knight leaves. The prince, however, remains nearby as if waiting for the crowd to clear.

      Quietly, Denny says to me, “I know you’re friends, but be cautious of him, Clover,”

      “Go away,” I hiss.

      It’s not the first time one of my brothers has voiced the warning, and I’m certain it won’t be the last. But I’m not a fool—I know what kind of philanderer Lawrence is. If I walk into his trap, it will be with my eyes wide open.

      Once Denny is gone, Lawrence ambles toward me. The man is wickedly handsome, with thick, light reddish-brown hair that falls past his shoulders and warm honey-brown eyes. Every time I look at him, my heart gives an extra thump—not necessarily because I’m besotted, but because he holds the thing I want most in life.

      A crown.

      And while some might think it’s the prestigious position itself that I covet, they would be wrong. My ambitions are rooted in one small hope—once I make myself queen, I will finally outrank Camellia.

      It’s a petty thing, perhaps. But I yearn for it all the same.

      All my life, I’ve answered to the horrid princess. When we were children, I was forced to play dolls with her and the other unlucky girls, and she would lord over us like a wicked empress. If we didn’t like her game, she would throw tea on our dresses and cry until someone removed us from her sight.

      She’s not any better now, though her tantrums are a bit subtler.

      It was a dark day when I turned fourteen and was officially chosen as one of her ladies. After all these years, it’s time I hold a little power over her. And if Lawrence is the key to making my dream a reality, then I’m going to snare myself a prince.

      “That was a fine show,” Lawrence says, following me as I walk to the target to retrieve my arrow.

      The day is warm, and the sun shines down on the courtyard, heating the stones and making it feel like mid-summer. But the smell of autumn is in the air, with the scent of meat curing in the castle smokehouses, and the breeze is cool. Our pleasant days are numbered.

      Soon, I’ll be trapped in the castle with Camellia for the long, dreaded winter.

      “Sadly, you missed most of it,” I say.

      “I was watching from the wall.” Lawrence offers me a knowing smile. “You didn’t miss until I joined you. Do I make you nervous, Clover?”

      I smile prettily and look away as if embarrassed, pretending the question is rhetorical.

      But as I feign Besotted Girl, I notice Henrik from the corner of my eye. The soldier is rarely in this section of the bailey, as he prefers blades to bows. He pauses, his attention momentarily captured by Lawrence and me. Then, with an enigmatic expression I cannot read, he continues to the gatehouse.

      Lawrence follows my gaze and groans. “Don’t tell me you’re taken with him, too?”

      “Taken with whom?” I ask, turning my attention back to him.

      “Henrik the Stoic, the Mannered, the Valiant. The Dull as Dirt. Choose any title you like.”

      I laugh and pull the arrow from the target. “I only have eyes for one man, and he’s not Henrik.”

      “You know I’m good at keeping secrets.” Lawrence edges closer. “Tell me who it is.”

      Turning my gaze on him, I play coy. “If I were to tell you, it would be a secret from him no longer.”

      With his eyes locked on mine, Lawrence presses a hand over his heart. “You must not say things like that, Lady Clover, for I will jump to conclusions and be heartbroken if I learn it isn’t so.”

      And though I’m trying to play the part of a doe-eyed girl, I can’t help but snort. He’s too much sometimes.

      “Ah, there’s the Clover I know and adore,” Lawrence says, abundantly amused. He leans against the wall, crossing his arms. “Make my day; tell me you love me.”

      “Why?” With the arrow in my hand, I press my palms to my hips. “Do you secretly pine for me, Lawrence? Have you been waiting to confess all this time, but fear of rejection has held you back?”

      “Just admit it—three little words. Say you love me.”

      “What’s not to love?”

      He grins, enjoying the banter. “You tease, but I am well aware you only want me for my title.”

      “Figured it out, have you?”

      “And I only want you for your wit.” His smile morphs into a frown, and he slowly drifts his eyes over me and pushes away from the wall. He takes two languid steps forward, catching me by the waist. “And your eyes and your lips and your⁠—”

      “Careful,” I warn. But because we’re alone for the moment, I don’t bother to push him away.

      “When, exactly, did you become so delectable, Clover?”

      “About the same time you started chasing everyone’s skirts but mine.”

      Lawrence raises his brows, intrigued, and then he lowers his voice suggestively. “Would you like me to chase your skirt, Clover?”

      Laughing, I step out of his arms. “I see a flaw in my grand plan.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “If I marry you for your crown…I would have to be married to you.”

      He drops his arms, releasing me. “Your words gut me like a knife.”

      “I’m sure,” I say, laughing.

      “Clover!” screeches Camellia from across the practice yard.

      “She’s found me,” I deadpan as we watch Lawrence’s sister hasten to us.

      Sunlight shines upon Camellia’s warm blonde hair, making it glisten like spun gold. The agitated sway of her hips catches the attention of several guards on the inner wall, proving that Henrik is not the only man blind to the princess’s many, many shortcomings.

      “Are you not one of my ladies-in-waiting?” Camellia demands when she reaches me. Her blue eyes bore into me like glittering daggers, but I’m familiar with her agitation. She places her hands on her hips. “Tell me, are you supposed to be attending my brother or me?”

      “Choose me,” Lawrence says under his breath. “I’m more fun.”

      I bow my head and fight the impulse to laugh. “My apologies, Your Highness.”

      “Come along,” she commands, already turning back the way she came. “I need you to stand for the dressmaker. You know how I hate wasting my day while the clumsy girl stabs me with her pins.”

      “Lucky you,” Lawrence says when Camellia is a safe distance away. “You’re nearly the same size as my sister.”

      “It’s not as bad as it sounds.” I drop my voice. “Minda only stabs Camellia.”

      “As she should.” Lawrence chuckles. “We must take those golden opportunities as they arise.”

      Camellia’s dulcet tones reach me once more. “Clover!”

      “If you’ll excuse me,” I say to Lawrence with a sigh, already starting for the castle.

      Before I go, my friend catches my arm, smirking. “If you need comfort when the ordeal is finished, you know where to find me.”

      “Yes, I’ll just knock on all the girls’ doors. I’ll eventually discover the right one.”

      Laughing, Lawrence shakes his head. “You wound me, Clover.”

      Smirking, I hurry after Camellia.
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      My father grunts in lieu of a greeting as I walk into his smithy after an absence of nearly a week, and then he commands, “Make eight horseshoes. After that, work on nails.”

      Even with the windows thrown open, it’s sweltering in here.

      Bracing myself for his agitation, I say, “I have an audience with the king soon.”

      He sneers, as expected, but he doesn’t say anything—which is unexpected.

      I watch him as he limps to the forge and pulls a stick of red-hot iron from the fire. He lies it across the anvil, but I produce a cream-colored piece of parchment before he can begin to shape it and say, “Brielle sent a letter.”

      Father eyes it with the same distaste he’d show his daughter if she were here. “Put it on the table. I’ll look at it later.”

      My sister sent a letter to me as well, but Father doesn’t need to read that one.

      I’ve worked hard all these years for Brielle, both here in the smithy and for the king. A soldier’s salary isn’t enough to pay her school tuition alone, and she’s better off away at Dulnmarin’s than here with Father.

      She’s the real reason I must obtain my seal. If I can earn my knighthood, I’ll be able to afford a respectable dowry for her and ensure she makes a good match with a kind man who will care for her. Heaven knows Father won’t see to her future.

      And if I marry the princess, Brielle will be secured a position in the nobility for life.

      “Did you kill the beast of Danmire?” Father asks between clanging smacks of his hammer.

      “I did.”

      He glances up to glare at me. “Earned your seal then?”

      My spine stiffens. “Not yet.”

      Father scoffs. “He’s not going to give it to you. Your aspirations are too big, boy. You could have been a regular knight ten times over, but no. You want the prestige of being one of the elite.”

      “You were working your way to becoming a sealed knight,” I remind him.

      He yanks aside his leather apron and stomps his wooden leg to the ground with a sneer. “And this is what I have to show for it. You want this, Henrik?”

      “I can’t afford to become a regular knight,” I remind him, tired of the familiar argument.

      Only those who earn their seal are granted land and gold. I’d never be able to afford my armor on a commander’s salary, especially when I send most of my earnings to Brielle’s school. You must be born into the nobility for that, like Clover’s brothers.

      I frown when I think of the woman, fervently wishing she hadn’t drifted into my head. I’ve already seen her twice today—surely that’s punishment enough.

      “Who needs knighthood anyway?” Father mutters, going back to his task. “Mercenaries make more money.”

      “There’s no honor in selling your blade.”

      “Honor.” Father shakes his head as if disgusted, and then he falls silent.

      “I’ll work on the horseshoes tonight,” I promise before I leave. “And the nails, too, if I have time.”

      Father doesn’t answer, and he certainly doesn’t say goodbye when I leave. No “Glad you’re back, son” or “I missed you while you were away.”

      Not that I expected it. This is how it’s always been.
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      “Hello, Henrik,” Bartholomew says cordially, matching my steps as I walk down the hall. “Where are you off to at such a brisk pace?”

      I barely spare the boy a glance. “I have a meeting with your uncle.”

      “What a happy coincidence. I’m headed there as well.”

      I jerk my head in acknowledgment, not in the mood for his chipper conversation.

      “Did you see I spoke with Lady Clover earlier?” the young duke says with a grin, not picking up on my subtle signals that I prefer to walk in silence. “In the throne room—I held the door for her.”

      I grunt.

      “Clover’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” He lets out a heartsick sigh. “Before, I didn’t think she even knew my name, but today, she said, ‘Thank you, Bartholomew.’ What do you think it means?”

      “I think she was thanking you for holding the door.”

      “Oh, but the way she said it...” He trails off as if reliving the blessed moment once again.

      Meanwhile, my brow furrows as I’m reminded of the conversation I was unfortunate enough to overhear earlier. Though I know little of Clover, it’s obvious she’s thought a great deal about me. And she’s formed opinions.

      “Like locking lips with a fish,” I mutter.

      “Excuse me?” Bartholomew says, startled from his daydreams.

      “Nothing,” I answer sharply.

      We reach the king’s study, and one of the guards nods. “His Majesty is expecting you both. You may go in.”

      Bartholomew scurries inside, and I follow him with slightly less exuberance.

      “Hello, Uncle!” Bartholomew sets a basket on top of a desk in the massive library that the king calls his study. “Mother has made tartlets for you—raspberry, I believe.”

      A smile flickers over the king’s face. “Thank you, Bartholomew.”

      “She said they are a bribe, but she wouldn’t tell me what for.”

      Looking slightly vexed, King Algernon sighs. “You may tell her that her message has been received.”

      “Ah, good. Mother said you’d understand, and I’m glad for it—she wouldn’t breathe a word of it to me when I asked her to elaborate for the sake of clarity.” He grins. “It must be something terribly secret.”

      “Yes,” His Majesty says somewhat curtly. “That’s fine—sit down, Bartholomew.”

      Immediately, the boy obeys. King Algernon studies him for a moment, frowning, and then he turns his attention to me. “Henrik.”

      I stand straighter. “Yes, sire?”

      “Bartholomew will no longer be apprenticing Lawrence. From here on out, he will be assigned as your squire.”

      I study the king, confused. “But, Your Majesty…I am not a knight.”

      Wryly, he answers, “Yes, I am aware of that.”

      If Algernon were anyone but the king, I would question him further. After all, a squire can only apprentice a knight—that’s how it works. Those are the rules.

      Why in the kingdom would he assign his nephew—the royal military’s future duke marshal—to me, a lowly born soldier?

      Instead of arguing, I bow my head, trying not to look ill. “As you wish.”

      “Truly?” Bartholomew says, sounding pleased as he turns to me. “Will you teach me that thing you do with your sword?”

      “Thing?” I ask hesitantly.

      “The one where you lunge forward”—he leaps to his feet and extends his arm in front of him as he acts out the move—“And then you feint to the right, and then to the left, and you turn three-quarters of the way around, duck down, and sweep your opponent’s feet out from under him.”

      I’ve never done that in my life.

      “It sounds as if you have a fine grasp of it already,” I answer.

      “There will be time for that later,” King Algernon says heavily. “For now, Bartholomew, you will accompany Henrik as he oversees a supply trip up to Fortress Lintanry.”

      My stomach sinks. A supply run to the northern mountains is a tedious assignment, the command of which is usually given to aging knights and often takes several weeks to complete. There isn’t the slightest chance I will earn my seal with the mission.

      Bartholomew turns to me, grinning. “Up into the Dorian Mountains? It sounds like a grand adventure, doesn’t it, Henrik?”

      “Grand,” I manage.

      “Bartholomew,” Algernon says, “Why don’t you go home and prepare—tell your mother you’ll be gone for a while.”

      The boy turns on his heel to face his uncle and gives him a curt bow. “As you command, Uncle. I thank you for giving me this new opportunity to grow.”

      With a frown, the king nods him out of the room.

      After the door closes, Algernon sighs. “His mother begged me to transfer him to someone with a bit more patience than Lawrence. I know you’re not a knight yet, but you’re the only man who came to mind. You’ll watch over him, won’t you? He’s all my sister-in-law has left. I fear someday I will learn the boy accidentally shot himself with his own crossbow.” He shakes his head. “And heaven help us all—in a few years when he comes of age, the boy will be at the head of our military.”
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