
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mirror

 

 

 

Beyond Beauty, Volume 3

 

 

 

 

S.G. Bacon

 

 

Copyright © 2026 by S. Bacon

Mirror

Published by S. Bacon 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the author, except where permitted by law. 

Printed in the United States of America.

 

 

￼[image: MirrorDivide.PNG]

Table of Contents

Maps

Names & Places in Mirror

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

Letter to the Reader

Acknowledgements

 

 

 

I’m not pretty.

And I’m not sure I want to be.

Pretty is skin deep, and shallow, and conceited.

Pretty hurts, even when it doesn’t have to.

Pretty is coveted but worthless.

Everything we always want, but nothing we ever need.

But beauty?

Beauty is something entirely different.

Beauty is bone deep, soul deep, shining.

Beauty heals in our love and kindness.

Beauty is gentle, and quiet, and lasting.

Everything unseen, yet held close to our hearts.

And when life happens,

when waves rise and storms come

and pretty washes away,

beauty stays, beauty strengthens.

Beauty is the crown of fighting queens,

those who know what is right

and never bow to what is wrong.

I’m not pretty.

I’ve been made beautiful.

And, believe me,

you can be too.
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Names & Places in Mirror

 

Adonia: ah-DOE-nee-uh

Adris: AH-driss

Asif: AH-siff

Barrians: BARE-ee-ens

Casseus: KASS-ee-us

Doran: DOOR-in

Eus: AY-oos

Fotya: FAW-tee-uh

Galena: gah-LAY-nuh

Khos: koss

Kyro: KI-roe

Lakut: LA-cut

Loviot: LOW-vee-aht

Maistal: MAY-stall

Mico: ME-koe

Nakia: nah-KEY-uh

Neir: neer

Nerine: neh-REEN

Noric: NOR-ick

Raza: RAH-zuh

Regit: REE-jit

Teotamenit: TEE-oh-ta-MEN-it

Uyezekiya: oo-YEZ-eh-KI-uh

Ziva: ZEE-vah
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A throne sat at the end of the long hall, gilded details glittering in the light. Its surface was covered almost entirely in gold, and a collection of rubies arched over the top of it and dripped down the sides. A red carpet cut through the center of the hall, running straight to the base of the throne’s dais. Rays of light pierced through the towering stained glass windows, slanting over the Empire of Neir’s seat of power.

Reina hated it.

She stood at the opposite end of Regit’s great hall, glaring at the bejeweled monstrosity. This was not the place where she had played as a child. The throne then had been oak, merely a place for her father to sit as he conducted business with his people. And when he was not occupied with his formal duties as emperor, this hall had been Reina’s place to play, running through the open space and climbing on the throne.

“If there was any real fire in that gaze, you would melt my throne.”

Reina turned at the voice behind her, an eyebrow automatically arching at Empress Nerine’s comment. Unfortunately, her memories from childhood were just memories. That time was long gone. Her father was dead, replaced by the woman who had once been her stepmother but was now just the empress. A throne room where she had once played as a child was replaced with one filled with dark and regal decorations, and Reina was now encumbered by long dresses and had no freedom to run.

Nerine smiled, although there was always a kind of melancholy that clung to the corners of her mouth. “That’s a queenly expression, my dear, but you must remember that you do not have a throne.”

“If I remember correctly,” Reina kept her voice regal and measured, “you dismantled my throne.” She watched as Nerine swept through the hall, as graceful as ever. She was a relatively tall woman, around the same height as Reina, but far more willowy and delicately built. Her silver hair, which Reina still wasn’t sure how she accomplished, hung straight down her back, adorned with small braids and littered with golden ornaments.

Nerine reached the throne and sat, her blue silk gown draping perfectly over her crossed legs. She smoothed a hand over the fabric, pleased to have finally found the perfect color to match her eyes. The gold detailing matched the glittering paint around her eyes. “You really should be thanking me,” she told Reina.

Reina resisted the urge to snort derisively. “For what?”

“For securing you a future,” Nerine replied, frowning slightly in disapproval at Reina’s response. “That is what I have been working so hard to do. Another interested suitor is joining us for dinner this evening.”

“I don’t need a future secured elsewhere as the trophy wife of some meddling prince.” Reina’s voice was low and deliberate. “I was raised to be the next empress of Neir.”

Nerine offered a calculated, mocking smile. “My dear, I’m afraid that position is already taken.” Reina turned and began to walk out of the great hall, but Nerine called after her. “It really is in your best interests, Reina. We cannot both have the title of empress.”

Reina left both the throne and her stepmother behind, walking briskly in an effort to burn off the anger that simmered in her stomach. She had dreamed for years of eventually being empress of Neir, to follow in her father’s legacy and lead their people in prosperity and peace. But then her father had suddenly died, leaving Nerine to replace him as the ruler. And, unfortunately, Reina’s tutors had only taught her how to conduct herself as empress, not how to become empress when someone else had already firmly inserted herself into that position.

She found herself in the courtyard. It was different than what it had been when she was a child. Years ago, she had run through these paths without a care in the world. The courtyard had been filled with laughter, and the plants had been more wild and natural. Now, any plants were in neatly manicured rows designed to present the perfect picture. Like everything else in the palace.

Reina bit back a sigh. It was bad enough that she was wandering forlornly through the gardens without adding in any melodramatic sighs. She stared at the stained glass windows that stretched up behind the throne, wondering how it would feel to throw a rock through one. Of course, she dismissed the thought almost immediately. If she were to become empress some day, she wouldn’t want to inherit windows that had been broken.

She did, however, feel that it was only fair to be slightly rebellious and step off the path. She wandered over to one of the large trees that stood in the courtyard. This, at least, had existed during her father’s reign. He had taught her how to climb it, boosting her up to the branches when she hadn’t been strong enough to pull herself up. For a brief moment, she thought of climbing those branches again. But her dress was too heavy and restrictive now, and her embroidered shoes were not suited to that sort of activity. So instead, she turned away from the tree and made her way back inside the walls of the palace. Her brief trip to the courtyard had not made her feel better. In fact, it may have put her in an even worse mood.

Five years. The angry thought ricocheted in Reina’s mind as she marched into her bedchambers. It had been five years since the mourning period for her father had ended and Nerine’s coronation took place. On Reina’s sixteenth birthday. Needless to say, she hadn’t celebrated a birthday since then.

She stared out the window. It was clear enough that she could see the sea stretched out in the distance. Despite herself, she felt a wry smile spread across her face. “And apparently we’re having a dinner party to celebrate this anniversary.”

As if on cue, her lady’s maids bustled into the room. Reina turned away from the window, resigning herself to the long process of getting ready for dinner. The women never spoke to her as they worked, and Reina often wondered if it was because of an order from Nerine or because there was just something inherently unlikeable about her. Regardless, it made an already unenjoyable experience even more tedious.

Her attendants selected a rich crimson gown for her, which was one positive note. Something about the color always made her feel powerful, even in her current situation. The neckline of the dress rested just off the shoulder, and the sleeves were a graceful bell shape. A black belt draped at her hips and trailed down the front of her skirt. Reina personally thought a gold accent would have been better, but Nerine would never have allowed it.

Reina sat at her vanity and braced herself for her least favorite part of the process. One of the attending women pulled the fabric cover off of the mirror, and Reina tried to ignore their shared glances. It was the same look every time. The questioning, slightly pitying glances. The confusion. Why was the mirror always covered?

Reina could never find the right words to explain it, and part of her doubted that anyone would actually listen and understand. She hated the image in the mirror. The image that everyone else saw and seemed to be so obsessed with. The Beauty. Fairest. A Vision. Sometimes she wondered if the people who called her those things even knew her name. If any of them remembered her father’s kindness and wisdom and realized that she was his heir. But that image seemed to be all anyone ever saw. Not the person behind it. Not any trait that might actually be truly admirable.

As her attendants swept her long black waves back with pins and pearls, Reina met her own emerald green eyes in the mirror. She thought that they should look different at twenty-one years old. Less somber. More optimistic. Brighter. Maybe even a little playful. But instead, they were so serious. Reina relaxed her brows, realizing she was scowling at the mirror. She thought that she should really laugh more. Except there was nothing, and no one, to make her laugh.

Thankfully, the fabric swept down over the mirror, sparing her from any further introspection driven by her reflection. The other women left the room without a word, giving Reina a few minutes to herself before she had to attend dinner. These guests at dinner had become a regular occurrence as Nerine tried to marry her off to someone who would take her far away. Unfortunately for the current empress, Reina had no intention of leaving. Regit was her home, and she would die before she gave up the dream of ruling in this city.

With a few minutes to spare before she was required to be anywhere, Reina knelt in the dwindling pool of sunlight in front of her window. Just as her father taught her, she closed her eyes and willed her racing thoughts to be still. “Adonia,” she whispered, His name coming almost as a sigh, “you are the One True King, sovereign over all of Ada’s rulers. In all things, it is your direction I want to seek. Give me all I need to follow you faithfully, and forgive me when I waver in my commitment to you. Lead me away from evil and always closer to your light.” She paused, her brow furrowing once again. When she spoke again, her voice was even quieter. “Please help me, Adonia. I want my home and my life back. I want to experience love and joy again. I need you.”

As she rose from her knees, Reina squared her shoulders, donning her determination like armor. This time could be different, she reasoned with herself. After all, things could change at any moment. Maybe this prince would see her for all of who she truly was. Maybe he would be a great warrior, and he would deliver the empire to her. Maybe he would be different.

Unfortunately, it only took a few moments to determine he was not.
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His first comment to Reina was that she was “stunning.” So naturally, she asked what exactly it was that made her so stunning, which earned her a scathing look from Nerine. He hadn’t answered, saved by Nerine ushering them into the palace’s vast dining hall. The table had been set with fine porcelain dishes. Gold candelabras stood at regular intervals along the deep purple satin runner. Overhead, crystal chandeliers glittered with candlelight, while a string quartet played a quiet minuet in one corner.

Reina wondered if she could “accidentally” knock over a candle and set the entire table on fire.

Her newest prospective husband was telling her of his latest escapade to the snowy tundra that covered most of the continent of Ulim. If she had heard correctly, he had just compared her skin to the “sparkling expanse of wind-swept snow.” Reina was fairly certain her skin did not, in fact, sparkle, but she didn’t think he was particularly concerned with accuracy. Nerine had told her on multiple occasions that she should be happy to receive such sincere flattery, but there was nothing about those kinds of compliments that felt sincere. They were always skin deep, trivial observations, aimed at making her swoon and agree to marriage so she could then be paraded around as their beautiful prize.

“I’ve always considered the architecture to be my greatest interest in Ulim.” She interrupted her guest mid-sentence. “Followed by their military. There’s a resiliency and hardiness in their way of life that I think we could learn a lot from.”

The man just stared at her for a moment before he broke into a smile. “Do you know that the way your lips move when you speak is absolutely beguiling? And I could just get lost for hours in that emerald gaze. You are–”

“I’m sorry,” Reina interrupted, offering a vapid smile. “What was your name again?”

Her suitor’s face turned a very satisfying shade of pink at that comment, indignant that anyone might not think of him as the most important thing to devote their attention to. “You- how–” he spluttered. “I should have known that such beauty only masks a venomous woman!”

As he stormed out of the room, Reina leaned back in her chair. She directed a satisfied look at Nerine. “I think that might have been a new record.”

Nerine frowned, setting her glass of wine down with a thunk. “I thought you were beyond this kind of immature scheming.”

“And I thought you were beyond marrying me off to any man who happens to have a pulse,” Reina replied placidly.

“What exactly are you so opposed to?” This time there was a heated undertone to Nerine’s voice. “You’re not in love with another. You don’t have any prospects of your own.”

Reina shook her head, wondering how many more times she would have to struggle to explain herself to the empress. “I don’t want to spend my life married to a man who only values me for my physical beauty. And, as I have told you, I have no intention of leaving my own home simply because you don’t want competition for the throne.”

Nerine’s eyes flashed dangerously. “You are not any kind of competition to me. And, as I have told you, leaving Neir behind is in your best interests. Besides, don’t you think it’s quite bold of you to presume that your beauty isn’t your most valuable trait?”

Despite her determination to remain calm, Reina felt her temper flare. “Is that really what you think? Nearly twenty years of raising me, and you suggest that my worth stems only from what I look like?”

Nerine’s mouth curved into a cold smile. “My dear, sometimes you must accept that you cannot always be everything you would like to be. You should be happy that your beauty, at least, is so widely recognized.”

“Because you say that I should?” Reina could feel color rising in her cheeks, as if her anger had become molten streams in her veins. “I will not be some porcelain doll or some meaningless figurehead when I was raised to be empress.”

“You have no idea how I have protected you!” Nerine leaned forward, her usual composure falling away. “You’re so eager to paint me as the villain. There are plenty of villains in this world, girl, but I am not one of them. Not yet at least.”

Reina’s nose scrunched in disgust. “Am I supposed to thank you? Because… what? You could be worse?”

“Because you’re alive.”

Reina’s blood froze at Nerine’s tone. It wasn’t angry, or even particularly passionate. Just… cold. Completely matter-of-fact. Her hand shook almost imperceptibly as she carefully set the glass down. Her frustration and indignation had fizzled out, leaving only a sickened feeling in the pit of her stomach.

Reina stood, using all her willpower to keep both her voice and posture steady. “You have already stolen my crown, my people, and my home. I will not stoop so low as to thank you for my life.”

Her steps echoed starkly on the stone floor as she left the dining hall. Although her mind screamed for her to flee to her room, she fought to keep her pace measured, refusing to give Nerine any further satisfaction. Hot tears pricked her eyes, but she blinked them away. It wasn’t easy, given her growing sense of helplessness. Finally, she reached the relative privacy of her chambers. Unfortunately, lately it had begun to feel more like a prison than a bedroom.

She paced back and forth across the center of the room. The rug placed there had once been a masterpiece of vivid threads woven together, but the colors were faded and the fabric had worn from frequent bouts of this kind of pacing. Not that she had ever managed to find an acceptable solution, no matter how furiously she marched to and fro. She was trapped. It was far past time for her to admit it. The palace was a gilded trap, disguised as her beloved childhood home. In reality, there was nothing left of what she truly loved about the building. No warmth, no comfort, no peace. But still, it was her home. Her empire.

“So how do you escape a trap when you don’t actually want to leave?” Reina murmured. The room was unfortunately silent, offering no helpful answers to her predicament. She found herself staring blankly at the wall, wishing there was something more useful running through her mind. Wishing she knew what Nerine was really thinking.

Reina’s head tilted as a new thought occurred to her. Perhaps what she needed to do then was find out what Nerine was really thinking. She was not exactly well-trained in espionage, but she could keep her footsteps virtually silent with the right shoes, and no one knew the palace as well as she did. Reina hesitated for a moment, turning the thought over in her mind. She recognized the risk if Nerine discovered her snooping around.

But it wasn’t as if her life was particularly fantastic at the moment anyway, so she figured she might as well make some questionable decisions and hope it paid off.

Nerine occupied her own wing of the palace, devoting entire rooms to her beauty regimen, jewelry, and wardrobe. Typically, Reina avoided that section of the palace at all costs. The hallway was laid with a thick royal purple carpet, which kept her steps quiet, although she still felt exposed. A couple of unused servant stairwells and a laundry chute had gotten her past the guardroom, but if anyone stepped into the hallway, they were almost guaranteed to see her.

Her heart in her throat, Reina crept past the open doors. She mentally rehearsed her story for if she was caught, even as she prayed fervently that no one would see her. After what seemed like an eternity, she paused outside one of the few doors in the corridor that was closed. With a quick glance around, she stepped closer and pressed her ear to the crack of the door.

“Speak!”

Reina jumped back as Nerine’s voice cracked out like a whip from the other side of the door. With her heart somehow beating even harder than before, she leaned back in, straining to hear what was happening.

“You used to be more polite in your requests, Empress.” This voice was low and echoed strangely. There was an odd hollow quality to it, as if the speaker was in a different kind of room. Reina’s brow furrowed as she tried to match the voice to one of the men she had seen around the palace.

“You used to be more pleasing in your responses.” Nerine’s reply was clipped and unhappy.

Her companion chuckled, but there was something about the laugh that set Reina on edge. “I could tell you again that you are fairest, beloved, and uncontested in your rule… but you don’t come to me to hear lies.”

“I also don’t come to indulge your desire for mockery.” It sounded as if Nerine spoke through clenched teeth. “So why don’t you say something useful and stop wasting my time?”

“What can I say that you do not already know? You are on borrowed time, Empress. She will take back the throne.”

Reina felt her eyes widen. The mysterious voice had spoken with such certainty. Could they really be talking about her? She didn’t have any idea how to reclaim her throne, but maybe it was more attainable than she thought.

“Then tell me how to keep her from taking it!” Nerine snapped.

“I think you already know how.” There was silence in the room, measured by Reina’s anxious heartbeat. Then, the man spoke again. “You’ve killed before to take this throne. What’s keeping you from killing again?”

Reina staggered back from the door as it seemed like the ground had fallen out from under her feet. You’ve killed before. She would be deluding herself if she didn’t admit to having suspicions about Nerine’s rise to the throne. Her father’s death had been so sudden and unexpected. She remembered how the physicians had told her they were at a loss for what had caused it, refusing to meet her gaze. She had thought it was out of sympathy. But she knew in that moment that her father had been murdered.

What’s keeping you from killing again? The question echoed in Reina’s mind, driving her back to the present. Almost without conscious thought, she turned away from the door and made her way back to her chambers. The overheard conversation haunted her steps the entire way. It didn’t take much to realize that Nerine’s charitable choice to keep her alive would not be lasting much longer.

As she entered the main hall of the palace, Reina slowed to a leisurely stroll. She could not betray her thoughts with a harried outward appearance. She found herself wandering through the opulent space, as if she was now somehow lost in the place she had called home for her whole life. Of course, her home shouldn’t have someone in it who wanted her dead, so she figured that could be what was making it seem all wrong and unfamiliar. She paced slowly around the perimeter of the ballroom, her eyes fixed on the floor as it alternated between cool white marble and the brighter patches in front of the windows. Eventually, her disconnected wandering brought her to the center of the hall, standing as a lone figure on the rich carpet that led to the throne. 

The sight of it brought her back to reality. She had wasted close to half an hour wandering like some melancholy, lost girl through the hallways and ballroom. But Nerine’s intentions did not allow for extra time spent panicking or wallowing in self-pity. Reina took a quick deep breath and turned abruptly away from the sight of the throne. It seemed her mind had returned to functioning, at least a little, which brought a little more speed to her steps. A short while later, she entered her bedchamber. If she was lucky, she could calm her thoughts and have some time to herself to formulate a plan.

She was not particularly lucky.

One of her attendants was waiting for her in her room, an older woman who typically helped her prepare for banquets and balls. “I thought I could help you undo your hair,” she said, gesturing to the vanity stool.

Reina swallowed, a sense of alarm building in her head. “Thank you, but I’ll manage it myself.”

“Ah,” the woman replied, and it was then that Reina caught the slightest tremor in her voice. She set a comb down on the vanity. “Well, I’ve brought a comb. And I’ve poured you a glass of apple cordial to relax you before bed. Goodnight, m’lady.”

“Apple cordial,” Reina repeated as her attendant bustled past her. “Funny. That was always my father’s favorite drink.”

She looked up, catching only a wide-eyed glance from the woman as she shut the door. Reina crossed to the vanity, eyeing the crystal glass of cordial. There had been a shop in the city where her father had always gotten his apple cordial. She didn’t know if that shop even existed anymore, but she remembered how pleased the owners had been every time she visited with her father. He always went himself to purchase a new bottle instead of sending someone else because he said such fine craftsmanship did not deserve a disinterested purchase. When Reina had gone with him, she would get a small glass of cider, warmed on the stove just for her. She would sip it while her father shared a glass of the cordial with the man who made it, commenting on all the features he loved about the beverage.

The cordial in the glass on her vanity now didn’t look like she remembered the cordial from that shop looking. It didn’t really look like any cordial she was familiar with, and there was a cloudy sort of quality to the amber liquid that seemed strange. It was possible that she had just been offered a poor quality of cordial. Possible, but not likely. Her gaze shifted to the comb beside it. She reached out to touch it, but stopped as she noticed a peculiar sheen. The teeth of the comb were coated in some kind of liquid. Poison.

Reina exhaled shakily, her hand falling limply at her side. It was all too clear now that the palace was clearly under Nerine’s control, with countless people immediately carrying out her every wish. And it seemed she had wasted no time in making known her wish to kill Reina. There was no longer time to make a plan. She either fled now, or she would be dead by morning.
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Darkness shrouded the road, and every shadow seemed to house a threat. Reina’s pace was brisk, but she didn’t run, even though the back of her neck prickled with the feeling of being followed. She wanted to run. Wanted to sprint until her lungs and legs gave out, and then hope there was something nearby that could carry her even farther away from Regit. But running would only exhaust her before she could reach a relatively safe space. And it would make her even more suspicious to anyone else who was traveling in the middle of the night.

Reina tried to reassure herself with rational thoughts. It was very unlikely that anyone knew of her disappearance yet. She hadn’t used the halls to leave, instead just hastily packing a small bag and climbing down the trellis of vines that stretched below her window. She flexed her fingers, which were still sore from the climb. Reina relished the ache, though. It reminded her that she was still alive, and that she wasn’t quite as useless or foolish as everyone else seemed to think.

A gust of wind tugged the cowl of her cloak off her head and sent a shiver down her spine. Late autumn was certainly not the best time to be displaced from your home. But then again, Reina thought, it’s never exactly convenient to have to leave home behind due to the threat of assassination. She didn’t dwell on that thought long, though, because it made her breath catch in her chest and reminded her of all the things she was anxious about.

Instead, Reina set her shoulders and walked with renewed vigor. The road she was on ran straight to the city of Loviot. While not quite as large as Regit, it was still one of the larger cities, which meant it would be easier for her to blend in. It also gave her the possibility of finding someone willing to help her. Her father had ruled for decades and treated his people well in all matters, so she held out hope that there were still people around who might honor his memory by helping her not die. It wasn’t exactly a foolproof plan, but she didn’t have any other options.

Reina arrived in Loviot only about an hour before dawn, legs weak and eyes blurry with weariness. After weighing her options as best she could with a sleep-deprived mind, she settled on a mid-sized tavern to stay in. It seemed to be busy enough that she could get lost in the shuffle, but not so popular and fancy that it would host anyone likely to recognize her. She paid for the room with some of the coins she had taken from her chambers, with a couple extra added to ensure no one was told about her presence there. It wasn’t entirely uncommon for patrons to pay for the innkeeper's silence. Reina doubted that attempted murder was usually the reason for it. She didn’t really have much thought happening after that point. Once she reached her room, she collapsed on the bed fully clothed and slept like the dead.

When she woke, the midday sun was streaming through the small window of her room. Reina groaned softly, rubbing the remnants of sleep from her eyes. She lay for a moment more in the bed. The mattress wasn’t particularly soft or comfortable, but her body protested even the idea of getting up. It seemed like all of the anxiety from the previous night, not to mention the trek to Loviot, had settled deep into every bone and joint. Her eyes drifted closed again.

But, after only a few moments, Reina rolled over and hauled herself out of bed. She needed help if she was going to survive Nerine’s schemes, and she would only have a limited time to muster any kind of support. She pulled her long black hair into a loose braid to keep it out of her face and arranged her shawl in a loose cowl over her head. If she needed to go unrecognized, she could easily pull up an edge of the fabric to hide her face. Once she was dressed, Reina quickly wrote a list of names on a piece of paper and tucked it in her pocket. The list contained the people she remembered her father talking about who might be willing and able to help her. She only hoped the tavern keeper would be able to tell her where to find at least a few of them.
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Kyro watched, as inconspicuously as he possibly could, the stunning woman speaking to the tavern keeper. It wouldn’t be particularly appropriate, or charming, for him to be caught openly staring. Still, he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off of her. She was undeniably lovely, with porcelain skin, high cheekbones, and features that were both defined and delicate. He estimated that she was only a few inches shorter than him, with a lithe, athletic build.

He drummed his fingers on the table in front of him, wishing he had someone to talk through his thoughts with. Unfortunately, the silent, stony guards that flanked him weren’t exactly fond of intellectual or emotional conversation. In fact, they usually lost interest after about five words. He would have to muddle through his thoughts on his own.

She has to be the princess, Kyro thought to himself. Rumors of the princess of Neir had reached all the way to his home in Eus, tales of an incredibly fair woman, more beautiful than anyone else in the empire. That was, after all, the reason he had come. As a prince with eleven sisters in a kingdom where succession was matrilineal, his prospects in Eus left a bit to be desired. Kyro had figured that if he was going to leave his home behind anyway, he might as well be ambitious enough to pursue the woman with a reputation of being both the most fair and the most difficult to woo.

Of course, shortly after he and his retinue had set sail from Eus, they were caught in a series of terrible storms, which washed them up on the shores of Khos. Kyro wanted no part of that unstable territory, with its many competing ruling cities and mostly ungoverned merchant towns. Their ship wasn’t in any condition to sail again, though, so they had traveled over land. Under the questionable guidance of his less-than-expert navigator, they had crossed the Maistal River too far north, bringing them to Loviot instead of Regit. It had not been his most successful venture.

“But if that’s really her…” Kyro murmured to himself.

The guard to his left stiffened at the sound of his voice, hoping the quiet comment hadn’t been something he was expected to pay attention to. “Sire?”

Kyro shot a sidelong glance at the guard, catching the disinterest behind his apparent attention. He rolled his eyes. “Gregory, you have blatantly told me that you hate it when I speak to you. I’m obviously talking to myself.”

As Gregory gratefully relaxed and returned to wolfing down his lunch, Kyro’s gaze returned to the potential princess. He decided to refrain from initiating anything, as she seemed preoccupied. But should she return later, he reasoned, I will most certainly be making a very strategic introduction.￼[image: MirrorDivide.PNG]

Nerine did not appreciate being blindsided. Unfortunately, this was not the first time the princess had managed to do something so incredibly idiotic and unexpected that it caught her by surprise. The first time was years ago when Reina had decided she wanted to be empress. That remained as one of Nerine’s least favorite decisions the girl had made.

Their life together had been good before that fateful resolution. The emperor was besotted with Nerine, and she enjoyed his attention and the opportunity to have a family that adored her so much. She had been the one to dress Reina in fine silks and teach her to braid and adorn her beautiful raven hair. She had been the one to show the young princess how to navigate her first tea party and formal dinner, teaching her which fork to use and which dishes would taste best. She had watched her grow from a girl to a stunning young woman.

But then, of course, the emperor had decided to limit Nerine’s ambitions. His conscience got the best of him, and he was suddenly reluctant to entertain her thoughts of expansion or how to secure their power in ways that no one could threaten. That hadn’t been entirely a surprise, and she had disposed of him easily enough. He wasn’t the first man to attempt to get in her way. But, then the princess had come to her and announced her intentions to claim her right to the throne. Strangely, Nerine was far more reluctant to remove the girl. It had been pleasant to have a daughter.

So she tried to be reasonable. She tried to remove delusions of grandeur or birthright from the girl’s mind. She tried to marry her off and send her far away. But the princess had stubbornly held on to her desire to be empress. Which meant that now she needed to be removed more permanently.

Two attempts at poisoning her should have been plenty, but the princess was apparently smarter than anticipated. It seemed that removing her would require more of Nerine’s time and resources. She intended to make the girl pay dearly for the inconvenience.

￼[image: MirrorDivide.PNG]

Reina had never felt quite so volatile as she did by the time she had scoured Loviot for any help. It appeared that Nerine had effectively driven away anyone who might have expressed even the slightest charitable feeling toward her. Every single person on her list had either moved, most to Khos on the other side of the Maistal, or mysteriously disappeared. None of them were still in Loviot.

She kicked a pebble across the cobbled street, which did nothing to make her feel better. She still felt just as lost and alone as she had before. And now her toe hurt. The delicate slippers she owned weren’t made for all this travel, and they certainly weren’t made for kicking rocks.

Reina wandered dejectedly through the town square, desperately trying to figure out some sort of solution. She was just about to return to the tavern and hope the next day was better, when a poster on one of the doors caught her eye. She took a step closer, feeling her breath catch in her throat as she recognized her likeness on the piece of paper. Below the picture read:

Wanted: Princess Reina

For treasonous crimes against the crown

Reward for capture

Reina tore down the poster, her hands shaking as she crumpled the paper. It seemed she wouldn’t be staying in Loviot any more. She would stay only long enough to collect her meager supplies from the tavern before moving on to somewhere hopefully safer. Reina took a deep breath to calm herself and bent to adjust the irritating strap of her shoe.

A crossbow bolt hissed over her head and embedded itself in the wooden door above her head. Reina fled. She didn’t pause to try to identify her attacker, just ran away from where the bolt had come from. With the busy town moving around her, she couldn’t hear how close her pursuers were. She could only hope that same busyness would conceal her escape.

At the edge of town, she managed to launch herself onto the back of a cart driving away and rolled under the canvas covering. So much for getting her things at the tavern. Loviot was no longer safe. Nowhere in Neir was safe.
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Kyro drummed his fingers on the wooden table in front of him, wondering if he had missed his chance with the princess. He had just seen her the previous afternoon, and yet this morning there was no sign of her. He never really had much luck with princesses or marriage proposals, but having a woman just disappear entirely was new. He tried to ignore the slight pang of disappointment stemming from the lost opportunity to meet a mysterious princess and sweep her off her feet with his incredible charm and wit. Next to him, Gregory shot a sidelong glance at his restless fingers. Part of Kyro wanted to ask him for his opinion on the princess situation, but communication had never really been a part of their relationship. Probably best not to change that practice.

And so they continued their meal in silence before returning to their rooms to pack their things. After what seemed like an eternity, they were finally ready for the last stretch of their journey to Regit. The horses’ hooves clopped on the cobblestoned as they made their way out of Loviot. They had almost left the town when Kyro’s eyes landed on a somewhat familiar sight.

He reined in his horse, staring down at the poster as he tried to make sense of it. He had been right about the beautiful woman at the tavern being the princess. What he apparently hadn’t figured out was that she was wanted for treason. He pursed his lips, considering what he had heard about the Empress of Neir and trying to determine what would constitute treason against her. His fingers tapped on the horn of his saddle. Surely it can’t be that terrible of an offense, he reasoned with himself. From what he had heard of Empress Nerine, treason might actually be the best course of action. And a princess wanted and on the run would most likely be very grateful for any kind of assistance. Perhaps even grateful enough to give a chance to a prince who was historically awful at courting.

Kyro came to an abrupt decision, mentally calculating the possibilities of where the princess could have gone in what was probably his fastest display of problem-solving ever. He wheeled his horse around, eliciting a startled and displeased grunt from Gregory. “Change of plans,” Kyro informed the men accompanying him. “We won’t be going to Regit just yet.”
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The huntsman had tracked dirt onto the pristine marble floors. Nerine did her best to ignore it. She had enough other things irritating her without focusing on that. Like how a sheltered princess had managed to avoid assassination. Twice. Nerine took a breath to compose herself. “I have a task for you, huntsman.”

His head tilted slightly to the side. “Well I certainly didn’t think this was a social call.”

Nerine studied the man in front of her through narrowed eyes. Casseus. Reportedly the most skilled huntsman in the empire. He was tall and muscular, but not bulky. It was a lithe strength, made for controlled, quick, deadly movements. She had noticed when he entered that he moved silently, and he stood with a quiet sort of confidence. Dark brown hair fell in waves to his shoulders, the front tied back messily. His dark eyes remained steadily on her face, unfazed by her scrutiny. She wasn’t fond of his lack of deference toward her.

“The princess has committed treason and… somehow evaded any attempts made to capture her.” Nerine kept her voice carefully neutral. “I want you to bring her to me.”

Casseus shifted, nudging a clod of dirt off one boot with the toe of the other. “Not really the type of job you call a huntsman for.”

Nerine allowed a cold smile to break through. “I know a mercenary when I see one, Casseus. You and I both know you are only a huntsman in name. If that profession was actually an option for you, I’m sure your father would have been happy to include you in the family business. But that’s not the case, is it?” She watched Casseus tense at her pointed comment. “I’m sure you would hate for others to know what I know about you. Just one simple secret, but it’s quite the threat to your livelihood.”

Casseus didn’t respond. With a deliberate effort, he relaxed every muscle that had tensed as the empress spoke.

“Bring me the princess, and my lips are sealed.” Nerine offered a friendlier smile this time, although it still wasn’t sincere. “And that, of course, is just an added courtesy alongside a generous reward.”

Casseus returned her smile with one equally lacking in any genuine warmth. “Consider it done, Your Majesty.”
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There wasn’t a single part of Reina’s body that wasn’t aching. Riding hidden in the back of the cart had jostled her so much she was convinced she would never heal from the bruises. Even her jaw hurt because she had clenched it to keep from clacking her teeth together every time they hit a bump. Her hands were cut from when she had dropped out of the cart to travel on her own. But by far the worst pain was radiating from her feet. At this point, she was afraid to even look to see the state of things under the cover of her shoes.

Reina shifted slightly in her crouched position, trying to alleviate some discomfort, but not wanting to draw any attention. By some miracle, she had made it to one of the bridges that crossed the Maistal to Khos. Unfortunately, she was too late. Nerine’s men had gotten there first. The path to the bridge was blocked by a group of soldiers who meticulously inspected anyone and anything leaving the empire. So instead of escaping, she was stuck crouching in the bushes, trying to figure out yet another backup plan. She edged her way slowly backwards into the copse of trees behind her. There was no point in staying near the bridge, since she certainly wouldn’t be crossing it. Reina had only taken a handful of steps into the trees when a twig snapped close behind her.

She reacted without thinking, spinning around quickly and hiking her elbow up to strike. Her elbow connected with a solid thwack, but she didn’t stop to survey the damage, instead turning away to run. She didn’t even make it a step before a burly man with a very pointy spear stopped her in her tracks.

“Wait!” Someone let out a quiet wheeze behind her. “Wait. Gregory, put the spear down.”

Gregory’s spear didn’t even waver slightly. Reina eyed the gleaming tip leveled at her chest. Her eyes flicked to the man who had stumbled over to stand next to him, a hand pressed to the left side of his jaw. He was just slightly taller than her, with a narrow build. His features were angular, but handsome, and he had straight black hair that had been combed back neatly before their altercation.

The man reached out to push the spear down. His efforts didn’t budge it, but after a moment, Gregory complied. “It was my fault, really. In hindsight, walking up from behind unannounced was not the best strategy.”

Gregory’s rugged features scrunched up in confusion. “That was an actual planned strategy?”

The smaller man made a strange sound halfway between a choke and a growl. “Princess,” he said, ignoring his companion in favor of turning back to her. “I am Prince Kyro, of Eus. I was recently made aware of your plight, and I would like to offer my assistance.”

Reina’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Why?”

“Well,” Kyro smiled somewhat sheepishly, “you are the one I came here to see. And I’m sure whatever you did to offend the empress was not as criminal as it might seem.”

“If you’re a prince,” Reina pressed, her eyes searching their surroundings, “where is your retinue? Why only one guard?”

“My guards are back in Loviot, where I first saw you at the tavern. Bringing the whole group would draw too much attention. Tried to get rid of Gregory, too, but that didn’t work, as you can see.”

Reina glanced at the unenthused guard. Gregory shrugged. “I only get paid as long as he’s still living. And, clearly, he has no survival instincts.”

Her eyes flicked back and forth between the two men. There was nothing particularly threatening about them, but she wasn’t exactly in a trusting mood after a couple of assassination attempts. Although, if she was being completely honest, if they wanted to kill her, she would already be dead. She hesitated just a moment more before making her decision. “I’m going to Lakut. If you feel so inclined to be useful, you’re welcome to accompany me.” It wasn’t the most polite response, but maybe staying aloof would help her have a little more luck with survival.
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