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SCENE ONE
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	THE KINGDOM OF MAN

	 

	 

	


Prologue

	U


	nder the beams of light shining through the thick overhang of the orchard, the figure of a farmer walked along his beaten path. The land of Arcadia had known endless bounty and prosperity for many years under the lead and governance of King Magnus. Even the outskirts, far from the capital of Coelum, were verdant almost year-round. The ground was fertile without fail and never fallowed. Crops grew fast, plentiful, and turned the once burgeoning domain into a worldly power.

	The trees bore apples large and succulent. At their peak of ripeness, one apple could fill a drinking glass with its juices, and the pulp could feed a yard dog for a whole day. At the height of the season, a full bushel of apples could weigh more than the person carrying it. The farmer making his rounds had to take some apples in both hands. He paused, lowering his gathering basket to the ground.

	As he rose back up, he spotted someone standing further away at the edge of the orchard, admiring the trees—a tall woman in a long, dark dress, curling her fingers against the low-hanging leaves of a tree. She was lithe and slender. Her skin was pale like paper, and her hair and dress were black like ink, clinging to her like shadows without depth. A young squirrel scurried up beside her, seemingly more curious about her presence than the farmer himself.

	“Ho, there!” the farmer called. It was his orchard, from which he made his living, and so it was his job to protect its property from errant thieves. He knew all the people in the village and all the traders that came by. This stranger, though seemingly in admiration of his trees, was intruding on his work. Even if he could forgive it, he couldn’t overlook it. “You lost there?”

	She didn’t respond. She just kept touching the leaves of the tree. Her face was covered by a loose hood, showing only the small, growing smile of her black-stained lips in the afternoon light. The squirrel at her feet curled up against her.

	“Excuse me,” the farmer announced once more, “could you tell me, where are you from?”

	He started walking toward her, leaving his apples unattended on the dirt footpath between the trees. As he drew closer, a strange and distinct sense of apprehension began to overtake him. It was like the onset of a terrible illness—a flush to his face and a sinking pit in his stomach. The air tasted acrid and rotten. The leaves and grass around him were wilting from it.

	The farmer dropped his head and heaved. The ground seemed to draw him downward, compelling him to fall forward. He braced himself on his hands and knees, taking deep draws of breath, letting excess saliva fall from his mouth as it hung open, gasping.

	He looked up once more. The woman was closer. The squirrel behind her was dead. The tree she had been examining had turned fully brown, all its leaves dead, and its bark becoming pale and sickly. Its apples had shriveled and dried out. With each step she took, a cloud of dust rose from her feet, enveloping the edges of the grass along the dirt path and instantly wilting it to a brittle brown. Each tree she passed grew silent in the wind, its leaves weighed down with the moisture of rot.

	She reached the farmer. Her black-lipped smile against her ashen-pale skin was all he saw before the sickness overtook him, and darkness fell across him...

	 

	
Chapter 1

	A New Face

	T


	he great castle city of Coelum sat nestled in the shadows of towering mountains at Arcadia’s northernmost point. The lofty spires of the castle overlooked rolling hills blanketed in rich, deep green foliage. From those towers, one could see for miles—counting hundreds of cows across dozens of farms and watching them graze from sunup to sundown.

	Beneath the high stone walls of the royal keep stretched a bustling town of citizens, merchants, and farmers who kept the country alive with constant trade and peaceable communication. Arcadia was a land that inspired peace within its people, and the kingdom of Coelum, under the rule of King Magnus, ensured that this prosperity endured.

	The capital’s remote position did not breed distance or dissonance between royalty and the guild masters who managed the flow of goods the citizenry produced. Instead, the accessibility of the city to anyone living within the realm made for free trade and fine living. Crime was almost non-existent, both in and out of the capital. The greatest concerns came not from men but from the plentiful beasts that roamed the wilds—creatures strong and thriving from the same bounty that nourished the people.

	Along the town’s central road—a wide, well-worn stone path that carried the feet and hooves of all kinds of traffic—rode a small retinue of armored knights. They surrounded a single, well-dressed man who cradled a sleeping child beneath his robe. The crowd parted to make way, bowing in gratitude as the royal procession passed. They honored their king—King Magnus—returning from ventures beyond Arcadia’s borders, seeking to extend his influence and ensure his people's safety for generations to come.

	“King Magnus!” the people cheered as he rode by. He offered a kind wave when he could, his other arm gently supporting the child’s sleeping form. The knights around him kept their faces stern and forward, yet pride simmered within them—for their noble mission, and for the love their people showed. A throng gathered along both sides of the road, the stones of the sidewalks hidden beneath the feet of adoring citizens. Their admiration for their king was as plain as the sky.

	At the road’s end stood a grand, wide gate set into the high castle walls. On most days, it remained open—and so it was on the day the king returned. So secure was the peace within Arcadia that they saw no reason to seal their palace away. That was the nature of life in this kingdom.

	The royal procession passed through the threshold into the castle grounds proper, the heavy thuds of hooves turning to sharp, rhythmic clacks against the ample stone flooring. Ahead rose a wide staircase, leading up to a set of massive open doors. To either side, knights and castle hands busied themselves with their daily tasks and duties.

	As soon as the horses and their riders were clearly within the grounds, the castle staff approached, walking briskly yet bravely past the noble steeds. They moved to tend to the knights—offering lifted hands and bowed heads to help them dismount. The king, however, required no such assistance. He handed off the sleeping child to a waiting servant, who accepted the small bundle delicately, cradling the girl in her arms. King Magnus then dismounted on his own, adjusting his cape with a smooth shrug.

	“Sire,” the maid asked gently, looking down at the child, “who is this?”

	“An unfortunate child,” the king replied, brushing some dust from his shoulder. “Found confused and unattended in the lowlands near the White Cliffs. She did not speak, but her eyes—her eyes pleaded for help. I wished to assist her, and so I brought her back.”

	“Uh…” the maid murmured, shifting the tiny figure in her arms. The king was already walking away. Around them, the knights had dismounted and now led their horses by the reins toward the stable.

	“Sire, what shall I do with her?” she called after him.

	The king stopped and turned, stroking his chin thoughtfully.

	“Bathe her,” he said. “Feed her. Talk to her. See if she’ll speak in return. Comfort her, clothe her, adjust her. I trust your experience here, as a caretaker and waiting hand, to know how to treat a child placed under my protection.”

	One of the knights stepped forward and bowed his head. “Do you mean to take the girl as a daughter, my lord?”

	“Why, yes,” Magnus answered without hesitation. “I can’t help but feel terribly for her. And that she found us—alone as she was—in the middle of that vast expanse beyond the forest… I must reward such a chance with kindness.”

	“You are a most kind and generous king,” the knight said, chuckling with pride.

	“You forgot humble and handsome,” the king replied with a grin.

	The knight broke into laughter and turned away to hide his embarrassment, but his master had already seen it—and laughed heartily in return. The rapport between the king and his guards was one of great respect and camaraderie, not the formal detachment of a ruler and his subjects, but the easy familiarity of men who had faced danger together. Though he was king, Magnus never treated their words as lesser than his own.

	“Is the Queen within?” he asked the maid, suddenly turning his attention back to her. She jolted slightly, surprised by the change in focus.

	“Yes, sire,” she replied quickly. “Lady Sarah and the young Lady Devorah are having lunch in the main hall.”

	“We returned in perfect timing, then!” King Magnus declared. “Whatever was made for them, see to it that the little one eats as well. Her palate must adjust to proper food—not travel rations or whatever heinous misfortunes she lucked upon while alone in the wilds.”

	“Yes, my lord,” the maid replied.

	She hurried off, carrying the girl in her arms. The child felt strangely light—not from any visible illness, but something more intangible, like a faint lightness in the air around her. It was as though the girl floated slightly within the woman’s grasp. Perhaps it was merely the rush of adrenaline or the excitement of the moment that made her seem weightless. Still, the maid took her task to heart, swiftly disappearing through the servile corridors of the castle.

	Meanwhile, King Magnus continued into the citadel, a worn burlap satchel tucked beneath his arm. He moved through the main hall, crowded with soldiers and servants weaving past one another in a frantic rush to complete their duties. Despite their urgency, everyone stopped to bow as the king passed, and he nodded to each of them in return.

	At the far end of the hall, the space split into two grand staircases, each leading to different wings of the castle. The king ascended with practiced ease, heading toward the royal manor—a private home built within the castle walls for him and his family. It was a grand estate of fine stonework, with walls lined in priceless finery: gifts from grateful countrymen, delicate vases and intricate jewelry resting on hand-carved wooden stands, each piece polished to a brilliant sheen. Sunlight poured in through tall windows, gleaming off the floor worn smooth by years of passing footsteps. It was a home worthy of the king of such a prosperous land.

	Within that home, Queen Sarah sat at the head of a long table, dressed in formal regalia. Beside her was their twelve-year-old daughter, Princess Devorah, equally poised and proper in her presentation. Each was attended by a maid who delicately managed their dishes as the two ladies dined with practiced grace.

	Queen Sarah saw the king approaching first. She leaned toward her daughter and spoke in a soft, almost whispering tone—so gentle it was nearly lost amid the hum of the busy castle. Princess Devorah turned, offering a composed, distant smile before rising to her feet.

	“My girls!” King Magnus called out, throwing his arms wide with joy. A maid was already behind him, ready to assist in removing his armor, but he sidestepped her and made his way toward Devorah, clearly intent on delivering a mighty, affectionate hug.

	“Hello, Father,” Devorah said with a polite bow. Noticing that he wasn’t slowing his advance, she took a subtle step back. He stopped, cocking an eyebrow at her.

	“Come now, little girl,” he said with mock disappointment. “You’re not too old for your father’s hugs.”

	“It would be rude to interrupt my mealtime,” Devorah replied in a composed, almost rehearsed tone. “And improper to leave my place before I finish.”

	“I think it’s rude not to hug your father,” Magnus replied, more earnestly now.

	He turned to Queen Sarah for support, but she offered only a kind smile, her expression unreadable. The maid attending her kept her gaze carefully averted, saying nothing—though that silence seemed to reinforce the king’s isolation in that moment. Sighing, he dropped his arms to his sides and stood still, finally allowing the waiting maid to approach and begin loosening the straps of his metal cuirass.

	As she worked, she gently took the worn burlap satchel from under his arm and placed it carefully on the floor beside him before continuing her task.

	“Very well, then,” the king said, holding out his arms to ease the work of the maid tending to his armor. “Let it be known, regardless, that I love you and missed you dearly.”

	“Thank you, Father,” Devorah replied.

	King Magnus nodded, silently urging her to continue. She lowered her eyelids and smiled—too shy to return the confession in kind, at least aloud.

	“While you were gone,” she began, “I started studies on crop rotations and agricultural cycles.”

	“Oh, did you?” Magnus said, his voice brightening. “That is excellent to hear. You’ll become a fine and upstanding ruler like your mother and me in no time.”

	Devorah turned her face aside, cracking an earnest smile when she was no longer facing him. But when she looked back, her features had returned to that well-practiced, graceful expression.

	“Thank you, Father.”

	He returned her words with a smile, wide and beaming. Reaching forward, he gave her a gentle pat on the head, careful not to disturb her carefully arranged hair.

	“You’ll become a great role model as well,” he said. “Not just for the children of the capital, but for the children here too.”

	“The noble children?” she asked, head tilting slightly.

	“And yet more,” he said, glancing over at Queen Sarah, who was watching him closely.

	Her face remained composed, but her eyes carried a flicker of sorrow. She looked away, her calm smile holding steady, though the sadness in her gaze dropped to the floor. Magnus caught it—recognized it—and responded with a tighter smile, one designed to turn sorrow into joy.

	“I have an announcement for our family,” he declared. “As my retinue traveled north through the lowlands near the White Cliffs, I found—among the wastes—a child, wandering and alone, with no words to speak and no name to give. I have, in these past days, taken that child under my protection and have brought her here to the castle. I intend to adopt her into the royal family and raise her as a second daughter.”

	The ripples of this revelation were felt instantly.

	Even Queen Sarah, with her trained and tempered poise, faltered. She nearly clapped her hands over her mouth to stop her jaw from falling open. Devorah looked stunned as well, her fists curling up near her chin.

	“Magnus,” Sarah gasped, “you’ve done what?”

	He grinned in response—warm, proud, and unwavering.

	She stood up quickly, her chair sliding back as she pushed it away with her shins. Her mouth, still open in disbelief, began to close—shaping into a smile. The sorrow in her eyes had shifted—now shimmering with something more radiant. Joy.

	“Indeed,” Magnus said, stepping toward her. He took one of her hands in both of his. “This girl… she impressed upon me a grave sense of need—but also a strange sense of destiny. To see her alone in the wilds, suffering but surviving, gave me hope. I don’t take her in from pity, but from faith—faith in a future that surrounds her.”

	“Will I have a sister?” Devorah asked softly.

	Magnus turned to her, his warmth unwavering as Sarah leaned her head against his shoulder.

	“Yes,” he answered. “She’s a few years younger than you, so you must act not only as a representative of our nobility, but also as a guardian—as she learns the ways of royalty.”

	“And she will be a princess too?” Devorah asked. Her tone held more skepticism than curiosity.

	“Of course,” Magnus replied, with almost childlike delight. “If she is my daughter, she shall be a princess as well!”

	Devorah did not share in the blossoming joy her parents felt. Yet she showed no dissatisfaction either. Her composure remained intact. She bowed, then turned away in silence.

	“I am pleased to hear it,” Devorah said. “My father, King of Arcadia, Protector of Coelum, is a kind and wonderful man.”

	With that oddly well-pronounced compliment in her soft and measured voice, she rose to leave the room. As she turned, her gaze fell upon the worn burlap satchel resting near the floor. A new flicker of curiosity sparked in her eyes. She paused.

	“Father, what is that?” she asked. “I’ve never seen it before.”

	Magnus looked at the satchel for a moment before replying. “It was the only possession the girl had when we found her.”

	Devorah’s curiosity deepened as she took a slow step closer. “May I see what’s inside?”

	The king considered her request, then gave a small nod.

	Devorah bent down and carefully opened the satchel, her fingers brushing over the coarse fabric. She reached in and pulled out an old book, worn with time. Her eyes widened slightly as she turned it over in her hands.

	“A book?” she murmured. “May I borrow it? I’d love to read its contents.”

	Magnus smiled, clearly pleased by her curiosity. “Of course. Your thirst for knowledge is one of your finest qualities. Besides, you may discover something about the newest addition to our family—something that might bind you together as sisters.”

	He gestured for her to take it, his tone full of warmth and encouragement.

	Devorah bowed once more. “Thank you, Father,” she said, holding the book close to her chest. Without another word, she resumed her graceful departure. A maid followed quickly behind, tending to her with silent efficiency, bowing to the king and queen without breaking stride.

	The maid attending Queen Sarah excused herself and slipped out through the back of the room, leaving Magnus and Sarah alone in the dining hall of their castle home. In that quiet moment, they turned to one another and shared a sudden, intimate kiss.

	“Magnus,” Sarah whispered, “thank you.”

	Magnus stroked her back gently. “We have often spoken of our desire for another child,” he said. “I may have been... slightly greedy in this decision.”

	“Don’t think again about it,” Sarah replied, her voice rising with sudden emotion. One of her hands slid from his waist to her stomach—then a little lower—resting there with sorrow. “As much as we may wish it, it may never happen again. The lands of Arcadia are rich and bountiful... and much grows here for all…”

	“Sarah, my darling,” the king said, taking her free hand in a firm grip. “There is no force in this world that could blame you for your condition. I don’t, and I see you as no less my wife, nor this land’s worthy queen, because of it.”

	She turned her face away, but he gently cupped her cheek and brought her gaze back to his.

	“When you meet this child, you will know—as I do—that she belongs here with us.”

	“If you are certain,” Sarah said softly, returning to his embrace.

	“She is unnamed,” Magnus continued. “She did not speak to us, but she stayed, she ate. She seems healthy of body, but she has no memory—not even the ability to speak.”

	“How did you approach her, then?” Sarah asked.

	“She knows to nod or shake her head,” Magnus replied. “Such a strange little girl… but her presence inspires a great sense of hope. Seeing her during our journey made all our hearts warmer. Once you meet her, you will understand. You’ll accept her—immediately.”

	“And she has no name,” Sarah murmured. “So it will fall to us to name her?”

	“It will,” Magnus said, looking at her knowingly.

	She broke into a wide, teary smile, lifting her hands to gently wipe away the tears forming in her eyes.

	“Then, I shall name her Aurora,” Sarah said.

	Magnus nodded, his expression full of quiet affirmation. It was the name they had both known in their hearts—chosen long ago, when they had first dreamed of building a family together. Back then, before they were even married, they had imagined a daughter bearing that name. Before the truth came—before they knew that no more children would come from Sarah’s womb.

	But now, they had one. A child not born of her, but one who would be hers all the same.

	 

	
Chapter 2

	Traditions

	Y


	ears had passed. Arcadia continued its peaceful flourish with minimal incident—none too great to go unsolved by the king and his court of advisors and protectors. In that time, as the lands grew, so too did the royal family. Their newest member, adopted on a whim from the wilds many years ago, was now reaching the eve of her adulthood—and the culmination of her many trainings.

	Archery, horseback riding, survival camping, troop leading, sword and spear fighting, diplomacy, market leadership—all the pursuits of a strong and noble ruler had been imparted at great length onto the family’s second daughter: Princess Aurora.

	She had grown to be beautiful and sprightly, adventurous and strong. No matter the education given to her, she excelled most in those arts that earned her the moniker of prince more so than princess. Yet so few took issue with it that her training continued uninterrupted into her young adult years. None were more pleased by her progress than the king himself, who saw in her the same spirit of a fighter—the same bastion of hope—he had felt on the day he brought her in. He was proud of her in every way, eager to hear of each new accomplishment.

	Her sister, the natural-born Princess of Arcadia, Devorah, had grown into a splendid young woman whose nature inclined her toward the studies of law, market, agriculture, history, and religions both traditional and esoteric. She pursued the equally noble arts of royal womanhood with grace and mastery. In that, the two sisters stood in clear contrast. And yet, despite their differences, they shared a true sisterly bond—made all the closer by Aurora’s relentless charm and bright spirit.

	The skies had grown thick with clouds over Coelum Castle, and outside its eastern walls, in the field near the east keep, Aurora practiced her swordplay. She took long, arcing swings of her training sword, cutting the air over and over again.

	A boy named Roman, around her age, approached through the gatehouse door, sent to retrieve her. He hesitated. Roman was the son of one of the royal family’s most trusted maids, and his father was head of the castle stables—a family well-rooted in loyal service to the crown.

	As soon as he came close enough to see her, her golden hair whipping around her head with every movement like a bright, flickering mantle, Aurora turned toward him. She struck a stance, sword drawn back and steady, the flat of its blade resting along her guarding wrist.

	She feigned a rush, as though preparing to charge and stab him. Of all the foolish antics and roughhousing he’d seen her indulge in, Roman knew she would remain in complete control.

	She shouted, dashed forward, and thrust—fiercely—just past his head.

	He froze, shocked and still, as the dull guard of her practice sword halted just inches in front of his face. For a brief moment, Aurora’s face was serious and composed, her focus entirely on the control of her blade.

	Then, all at once, her chivalrous focus dissolved into a bright smile and gleaming eyes.

	“Hey, Roman!” Aurora greeted cheerfully.

	She relaxed her stance and stepped in close, turning the sword’s edge away from him and giving him a playful pat on the back with a lazy swing of her wrist.

	“What do you think? Am I getting better?”

	Roman finally unfroze enough to take a long breath in through his nose, then sighed it all out, letting the tension melt down through his feet and into the ground. He slouched over and winced as the flat of her metal blade tapped against his back.

	“You’re getting better,” he said, “at nearly scaring me to death.”

	“Aw,” she replied, “you know I’d never really hurt you.”

	“Yes,” he admitted, “but my body doesn’t know that. My mind knows that, but the rest of me still just thinks... a sword is a sword.”

	Aurora returned her sword to the sheath at her hip and swung her arm around Roman’s neck, leading him up the hill toward the castle.

	“Princess, you know this kind of contact isn’t—”

	“I know,” she cut in, “and I don’t think anyone cares.”

	Roman wriggled free from her grasp, and she let him go easily, her arm falling into exaggerated, carefree swings as they continued their walk. The discomfort of her closeness—royalty or not—painted a harsh blush across Roman’s cheeks. He rubbed his face, trying to cool it down.

	“You’re expected at the manor,” he informed her, “for practice and preparation. For tea.”

	“Practice?” Aurora balked. “For tea? How am I expected to learn tea?”

	Roman turned and grinned. Aurora’s grace in combat had never translated to the more delicate aspects of social etiquette—unlike her sister, who had mastered such things with ease. In all the years Roman had served in the royal household, he’d never seen Aurora take to the expected lady-like pursuits, and yet, no one ever seemed to mind.

	“It’s about table manners,” Roman explained, “as well as proper pacing for conversation, timing your eating to be pleasant but not impolite, maintaining posture and dignity—”

	“And how to drink tea,” Aurora interrupted sarcastically, “because those tiny little cups are so hard to manage with my hands.”

	“Princess,” Roman said gently, chiding her tone.

	“I—it’s just—it’s tea,” she stammered. “How can you not know how to drink tea?”

	“It’s about more than just drinking tea,” Roman replied. “Teatime meals are meant for light socializing among nobles—a break from their days without fully retiring their thoughts. It’s about connecting with other people.”

	“I connect just fine with other people,” Aurora complained. “In the training fields, on horse rides, during lectures—”

	“And how many of those people are women?” Roman asked.

	Aurora opened her mouth to reply, then stopped. She sighed through gritted teeth.

	“It is part of your duties, as royalty, to practice this as well as warfare. Your father, the King, has endorsed it.”

	“All right,” she relented at last, slowing her pace. “I’m pretty hungry anyway.”

	The two made their way through the east-side gatehouse, across the courtyard of the castle manor, and up to the balcony, where a table had already been set and prepared for her. Attending the table—calm, composed, and perpetually daunting—was Helen, Roman’s mother and the head maid in charge of royal etiquette training.

	Helen was one of the few instructors Aurora felt consistently bested by. The spirited princess, so confident in battle and bold in public, could not seem to crack Helen’s icy professionalism. Helen never matched Aurora’s charm or energy. Instead, she responded only with stern critique and exacting standards. And now, as Aurora came into view, she could already see the familiar sharpness in the woman’s gaze—evaluating her under rules she could never quite predict.

	“Hello, ma’am,” Aurora greeted with a kind wave.

	Roman instinctively raised his hand, as if to stop her arm midair, but before he could reach her, his mother’s voice rang out—sharp and precise.

	“You’re nearly late,” Helen began, “and dirty. You’re wearing training fatigues instead of proper formal afternoon wear. You are presenting arms offensively. And you are to bow in proper greeting—not announce yourself with exaggerated waving. You look like a soldier.”

	Aurora lowered her head, remaining quiet and visibly ashamed under the verbal reprimand. Roman stood behind her, eyes fixed elsewhere, doing his best not to be part of the moment.

	Aurora detached the scabbard from her hip belt and handed it to Roman. Its unexpected weight dropped his hands with a thud. She paused to examine herself—her boots grassy and speckled with dirt. Lacking time or opportunity to change, she opted for a spontaneous solution. With a flash of wit, she strode to the edge of the elevated porch overlooking the gardens and kicked her heels in quick succession against the stone wall.

	Thud. Thud.

	Roman flinched with every strike. His mother’s expression didn’t change, but he could feel the mounting pressure in her gaze—the storm behind the stillness. Each smack of Aurora’s boots sent a ripple of tension down his spine until the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end.

	Aurora then took her seat at the table, pulling herself in with a scraping screech of metal chair legs dragging across the stone. Roman shut his eyes, unwilling to watch, until he heard the inevitable sound—his mother clearing her throat.

	“Once you have taken your place,” Helen instructed, “you are expected to offer an appropriate gratitude to the host who has invited you.”

	Aurora glanced across the table to the empty seat opposite her, then back at Helen in confusion.

	“You must practice this independent of an outside influence,” Helen continued, “so that it becomes as naturally practiced as the sword strokes you have learned by throwing against the air.”

	“Oh!” Aurora exclaimed, the realization striking her. “Right, that makes sense. Okay.”

	She resettled herself in the chair, rolling her shoulders up, chest out, chin delicately tucked to level her gaze with the imaginary counterpart seated across from her. In a practiced voice, she said, “Thank you for having me here today.”

	She held the position, her eyes forward, waiting for Helen’s next instruction—or inevitable critique. But the older woman remained silent, her judgment held in suspension while she collected her thoughts.

	“Now,” Helen began, “assume the proper posture for handling the finery.”

	Aurora paused, trying to interpret the etiquette-laced phrasing. She assumed this meant it was time to pick up the teacup—and to do so in the proper way, one that wouldn’t offend her imaginary host or make her appear defensive or uncultured.

	Without moving her head, she shifted her eyes down toward the teacup, which was partially filled with tea. A thin layer of steam still drifted across its surface. Aurora reached out with her right hand to grip the handle—then smirked out of the corner of her mouth where Helen couldn’t see.

	Just how does one drink tea incorrectly? she wondered. And with that thought, a mischievous idea sparked in her mind.

	“Lady Aurora,” Helen huffed suddenly, startling her.

	Aurora jolted upright, and the teacup in her fingers trembled, sending a ripple across its surface.

	“I am not aware of what lessons you are taught in the barracks and training grounds,” Helen said, “but I shall have to inform your instructors that subtlety of action and hiding your intentions are lessons you are failing.”

	Her attempt at a joke—or perhaps defiance—was thwarted before it even began. With a sigh of defeat, Aurora lowered the teacup back to its saucer and slouched against the chair. She parted her legs slightly and turned her gaze toward Helen.

	“Is this really necessary?” she asked, her tone shifting from playful to earnest. “I’ve been drinking out of cups and mugs and glassware since I was a child. I think I know very well how to do it in front of people. In fact, I’ve done that quite a lot too.”

	“Princess,” Helen replied, her voice firm and unyielding, “your duties to the court are of higher importance and held to a greater standard than your obligations to the militia. Even in the event of conflict, your duties would be primarily regulatory and organizational. No one would send someone with royal blood to the front lines unless it were the last desperate effort to defend the land. And in such a situation, your father, the King, would be sent first.”

	“But—” Aurora tried.

	She was cut off. Whatever protest she meant to voice vanished the moment Helen drew her next breath—ready to continue her lecture.

	“And do not bother courting his opinion,” Helen warned. “It has fallen to me—by his own decree—to educate you in all matters of royalty and civilized nobility, until such a time that you are granted an adequate reign of power for yourself. And by that time, it will have been so long, and you will have undergone such thorough training and education, that there should be no more need for my instruction. Is that clear?”

	“Yes, ma’am,” Aurora replied.

	She could never stand against Helen’s sincere chastisement. It was more suffocating than her parents’ gentle coddling, and more aggressive than her field trainer’s military discipline. It made her feel small—like a little girl who knew nothing. Each time Helen or one of the maids corrected her behavior, it chipped away at her confidence. Helen just did it with the most direct, wounded tone—never kind, always right.

	“Unset your place,” Helen ordered. “We will resume this lesson at another time, when your mind is not so distracted by other activities.”

	Aurora opened her mouth, ready to protest—ready to say she was willing, that she wanted guidance, that she needed a better explanation. But Helen didn’t even pause to allow it.

	“I know better than to try and teach you when you are in a mood for fighting and rough play.”

	With that, she turned on her heel and marched away, leaving Aurora quiet and Roman stunned.

	Once Helen had disappeared inside the manor, Roman stepped forward. Aurora was leaning back in her seat, sighing lazily.

	“What even happened?” he asked. “You weren’t doing anything wrong.”

	His defense was sincere. He had watched his mother berate and criticize the princess for years, and every time it reminded him of the weight of the discipline he had grown up under. Still, she had never been cruel to him. Strict, yes. But not spiteful—not like this.

	Aurora looked up at Roman, forcing a smile.

	"Ah, it’s nothing, Roman... nothing happened. I’m fine."

	Roman studied her for a moment and grinned.

	"You’re skilled at many things, Aurora," he said, rubbing his chin. "But lying isn’t one of them."

	“Am I that obvious?” she asked.

	“Not at all,” he said. “It’s just that lying doesn’t suit someone with your upstanding moral character.”

	Aurora let out a soft laugh, recognizing the intent behind his words.

	“And you’re not one to flatter,” she said. “So I’ll take that as a compliment.”

	“Now,” Roman asked gently, “what’s really bothering you, Aurora?”

	She sighed and stepped closer. “I don’t know, Roman. I always feel so inadequate when it comes to social etiquette.”

	“I know you dislike those lessons,” Roman said gently. “But is that really a reason to feel so down?”

	“It’s not just about the lessons,” she explained. “You know as well as I do what the nobles truly think of me. The smug smiles, the false compliments… all to appease my father. I can feel their disdain. Their discontent.”

	Roman stroked his chin thoughtfully. “Aurora, for every person who looks down on you, there are a thousand who admire you. Why waste your energy on the few when the many hold you in such high regard?”

	“Hmph,” she muttered. “You’re right. But I wish I could prove my worth. Do something adventurous. Dangerous. Something so significant that they’d have no choice but to see me as their equal.”

	“Adventurous? Dangerous?” Roman’s tone took on a note of concern. “That sounds like you’re looking for trouble.”

	“Roman, haven’t you ever felt an urge to prove yourself so strongly that you’d risk everything to fulfill it?”

	“Oh, my, no,” he replied with a chuckle. “I’m quite content staying here within the safety of the castle. Besides, can you picture me out in the wilderness?” He laughed lightly. “Roman, the great adventurer who can’t tell north from south! I’d surely get lost—or worse—eaten.”

	Aurora laughed, and Roman joined in.

	“Well,” he said, grabbing a rag, “I’d better get started. If I finish quickly, I can head home early and rest for tomorrow.” He began wiping down the table, collecting cutlery as he worked.

	Aurora, picking up another rag, moved to help him.

	When Roman noticed, he quickly reached out and tried to take it from her hand. “What are you doing?” he exclaimed. “Please, let me handle this.”

	Aurora stepped back slightly, releasing the rag with a smile. “I’m helping you, of course,” she said. “Let me assist—I insist.”

	Roman, still determined, snatched the rag from her grasp.

	“I know you think it’s your job to look after me,” Aurora continued, her tone softer now, “but I’m not the helpless little girl you met all those years ago. I’m a woman now. I can take care of myself.”

	Roman nodded, seemingly in agreement. “I know, Princess,” he said, continuing to clean. “And I appreciate your kindness. But I’m under contract with your father—to tend to your needs until the king decides otherwise.”

	Aurora was well aware of the contract Roman referred to. Since childhood, he had been assigned as her personal assistant, responsible for ensuring she was always where she needed to be, on time and well-prepared. But over the years, their relationship had shifted. Aurora no longer saw Roman as merely an assistant—he was a close friend. Still, the weight of tradition and the rigid structure imposed by her father made it impossible to change their defined roles.

	She watched him work, and a familiar feeling settled in—one she had carried since she was a child. Sympathy for the boy who had grown up beside her, always at her side under orders not his own. Guilt for recognizing the untapped potential in him—potential even he could not fully see. She longed to release him from that responsibility, to offer him freedom. But she knew she could not undo the hierarchy her father had spent years reinforcing.

	The burden of that realization showed clearly on her face.

	Roman glanced at her, noticing the subtle change in her expression. He’d seen it many times before and knew exactly what it meant. Clearing his throat, he caught her attention. When their eyes met, he offered her a warm smile and handed the rag back to her.

	“Here,” he said gently. “What are you standing around for? We’ve got work to do.”

	Aurora laughed, and Roman joined her, the tension between them melting away. Together, they quickly finished cleaning, their shared laughter cutting through the weight of judgment and self-doubt that had briefly settled over them.

	But as the last echoes of their laughter faded, a new voice cut through the air—sharp and clear.

	“Aurora.”

	They both turned.

	Standing in the doorway was Devorah, arms crossed, her expression locked in disapproval. Her immaculate gown shimmered faintly in the afternoon sun, a striking contrast to Aurora’s simpler, dust-marked attire.
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