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One




Aheavy mist hung in the air, soaking through the thin fabric of my mourning veil. The wet fabric clung to my cheeks, which meant I couldn’t avoid their stares. 

Five months since my sister’s death and they still whispered as I walked through the city markets. People rushed out of my way, as if I could pass on my family’s bad luck by touch. 

This wasn’t the way to treat a duke’s daughter. 

The thought was bitter like a rowan berry in my mind, making me want to spit at their feet or chant in a fake language. If they wanted to treat me like a spectacle, why not act like one?

It was a pointless thought. A childish one, but it lifted my shoulders the slightest bit. Prior to Mora’s death, I’d flit from stall to stall, accepting offers for Queen Phaedra’s favor, flirting and sneaking away with young men. People flocked to us for more than just our titles as Ladies of Hakidra. I’d worked hard for their loyalty. But I’d become nothing more than another family stricken by the plague. 

Society required such mourning actions for another twenty-seven days. After six months, I could have my blonde hair loose and dress in my usual bright shades, in time for the warmth of late spring and summer. I counted the days in my favorite journal, in a neat chart filled with tallies.

I sensed the change of season in the warm breeze and the steady drizzle of rain instead of the winter’s relentless storms. Setoni wasn’t known for clear skies, never free from the ocean's sweeping storms and persistent rain feeding the large marshes covering a majority of the country.

Since the illness claimed Mora, I had refused to leave our estate, spending my days within the darkness of our stone walls or escaping to our acres of open meadows. I would have stayed locked away in our castle if my father hadn’t ranted about the importance of saving face, grabbed me by the arm, and hauled me out the door. I hated letting our people see me this way.

It was too much, losing both my sister and my mother by the time I reached my twenty-first year. But I didn’t have it within me to tarnish our reputation anymore. There’s power in grace and remaining within good standing with our citizens. 

I feared my father used Mora’s death as a political ploy more often than he mourned. Mairik, Duke of Hakidra, was skillful at convincing the debt collectors to give him more time or collecting donations and pity at the small functions we could attend. He’d grow teary-eyed when people asked when we’d hold our next party. The moment we walked away, he’d blot the tears away and his ever-present scowl returned. 

When I walked out the door that day, he’d made a promise I knew he couldn’t keep.

“One day, we won’t have to worry anymore. If you’ll marry the prince, it could be today.” 

We both knew time ran out long ago.

Before my birth, before Mora understood the concept of marriage, she was promised to the royal family of Nevaron. The large military country to our west, Nevaron sat across the Serpent Seas, the large channel of water between us.

Once officiated, the foreign king’s money would’ve swept our issues under the rug.

Issues he didn’t know existed.

And with no royal wedding, there was no money.

At first, my father acted as if our entire future hadn’t relied on Mora’s engagement. As winter peaked and a thin layer of frost coated the muddy grounds of our estate, his perspective shifted. It started with a casual conversation over breakfast, a tentative comment on the prospect of taking over Mora’s marriage. I’d shut down the idea quickly and hadn’t heard about it again for another month. As the days lengthened and warmed, his casual quips shifted into pestering that turned to begging and finally, threats. 

My eyes studied the slick cobblestone path as I trudged away from the market square and snaked my way uphill toward my family’s estate. I’d walked the length of our city, Hakidra, that morning, passing merchant wagons from the port city, Jelanis. Landlocked with a three-day ride to the nearest port and built on the edge of a generous range of mountains, we relied on those merchants. They transported raw ore from Jelanis twice a week and returned with fresh seafood and exotic fruits. 

The problem was, despite persistent searching, we hadn’t found a new diamond deposit in five years. But there was still plenty of stone, and we built our fences, roads, and houses from it. Every building had peeling or cracked paint, the stone clawing its way through like a desperate animal. The humidity made anything made from wood rot away, taken over by lichen and fungus. By the end of winter, dead trees would crumble beneath my touch. Eaten from the inside out by termites. 

And the mold. The bane of my existence. Everyone assumed living in a castle was a luxury, but the reality in our damp country was endless cleaning. It was spraying poison on the stone walls and the mold still finding its way inside. It was tucking beds close to the fireplaces in every bedroom. The reality was choosing between sweating by the fire or having condensation drip on your face in the middle of the night. 

I tried to remind myself the citizens within our city were worse off. Poorer households didn’t always have foundations. Their floorboards themselves wept.

In the end, it was impossible to feel more fortunate when the mold took Mora from me. 

During the winter months, a persistent cough hung over Hakidra. Winters weren’t cold enough for snow, but the storms brought torrential rainfalls and flooded our valleys. 

It was a hard city to live in, but it was ours to love and protect. I took pride in it, despite all the troubles. 

Before Mora’s death, our estate bustled with workers, stable hands riding through the park and landscapers tending the gardens. Since losing our source of diamonds, my father encouraged anyone who wasn’t necessary to maintaining the estate to take a temporary leave.

Once, a few months before, I saw my favorite maid on one of my reluctant walks in town. I’d stopped in my tracks, watching as she swept the doorstep of the seamstresses’ shop. When our eyes met, she’d offered a resistant smile before she fled inside. We both knew it was unlikely she’d return to our castle. 

Cresting the top of the rolling hill, my family's castle came into view, a large square of stone with skinny pillars in all four corners and a crooked wooden door. 

Our only remaining maid, Hyanna, took my headscarf as I stepped into our foyer. I hated to see her disgraced with such a mundane task, brought to the estate years ago as our governess, tasked with wrangling Mora and I. The middle-aged woman handled her new tasks with a grace I envied. There wasn’t a glimpse of anger in her soft brown eyes.

“You’re almost late to dinner, Kiojah,” she chastised, her thin lips pursed. “Better make haste.”

I offered my thanks and shook off my sopping jacket. I replaced my boots with a pair of knitted slippers, a previous birthday gift she’d knitted me a few years prior. 

For a long time, the only remaining sense of normalcy after Mora’s death was our family dinner at six. They were a lot quieter without Mora or my mother, but it was the routine that mattered. The first time my father tried taking his dinner alone in his study, our chef hit him with a wooden ladle and cursed him.

Depending on the day, dinners were now races to see who finished first or battles to finish anything if we were too busy arguing.

I entered to my father staring out the grand window. I sat with a quiet greeting, which he ignored, eyes transfixed on the city. The round table could seat six despite our family never exceeding four and left with two. Another memory of the life we should have been living. 

Resigned to a quiet, uncomfortable meal, I dug into my stew when Mairik cleared his throat, demanding my attention.

“Can you sort through Mora’s belongings and set aside anything you want to keep?” 

My grip tightened on my spoon, halfway to my mouth. “I’m not doing that.” 

“Now is not the time to be stubborn.”

“You’re not selling anything, I forbid it.”

A chunk of beef in his beard twitched. I couldn’t tell if he grew angry or exhausted with me. Both, I wagered. 

“You forbid it? You’re my daughter. You can’t forbid anything.”

“There has to be another way. You never sold Mother’s belongings. Why are Mora’s any different?” 

His blue eyes fell to his lap, and the chunk of beef fell onto the table. It was the guiltiest look I’d ever seen. 

“You sold Mother’s.” The accusation wasn’t a question. His expression was all the answer I needed.

“Six months ago.” 

Pushing my stew away, it took everything within me not to storm away. How dare he? Who gave him the prerogative to make such decisions about family matters without even considering me?

“How much are they demanding now?” I asked instead.

“Five thousand,” he said, his voice gruff. “Go through her dresses and decide what you can part with. They don’t fit you and we can’t afford a tailor.”

I ignored his empty threat. If Mairik didn’t have the backbone to make proper decisions for our country, he wouldn’t stand up to me now. 

“The point is to preserve Mora’s memory. Not to wear them.”

He smacked the table at that, his palm flat. I didn’t flinch. He made a habit of punching something out of anger, and I knew he’d never direct it at me no matter how much I frustrated him.

“Kiojah, please. Why can’t you make this easy? Your mind is stronger than a few dresses. It costs money, money we don’t have, to care for them. In time, they’ll be too moldy to keep.”

As much as I wanted to continue disagreeing, I knew his logic was sound. We needed the money, and if I set nothing aside, he’d sell everything.

“I’m doing this because I have to, not because I want to,” I snapped.

He rubbed his eyes behind his thick glasses. “You couldn’t have made it any more clear.” 

I stood, not wanting to spend another moment with him. From where she lingered on the edge of the room, Hyanna glanced at my untouched plate. 

“May I reheat and serve it in your room?” she offered.

The tenderness of her offer almost broke my resolve. She was long used to such disagreements between my father and me. I gave a curt nod and slipped away, my breath stuttering as I rushed up the slippery staircase to my chambers.

Any room safe from the eyes of guests fell into disarray years ago, long before Mora’s passing. Our bedrooms were no exception. While grand in size, the interiors were sparse. Mine housed nothing but a large bed with moth bitten blankets, a double-doored wardrobe, and a small writing desk. My eyes fell on my two bookshelves, one with books and another dedicated to miscellaneous goods my father brought me over the years. Some were party tricks from carnivals and children’s toys, like a paper cylinder with stained glass that danced, showing a variety of colorful patterns when you twisted it. A collection of candles carved in various shapes was pushed into a back corner, wrapped in linen to protect them from collecting dust. It would be a matter of time before he threatened to sell these last few luxuries, too.

My stomach ached as I packed trinket after trinket into a wooden crate, careful not to ruin them. I hid the crate in the back of my wardrobe, hoping Mairik would never dare to search my private belongings, no matter how desperate he became.

For the rest of the night, I stood before the mirror in the bath chamber, playing dress up with cascading tears. I mourned each dress the same way I’d mourned Mora. The silks and fabrics hung loosely around my bony shoulders or draped in awkward pleats that didn’t flatter my figure in the slightest. Mora had always been the more beautiful sister. She made even the most threadbare gown shine like the latest fashions from Jelanis, regardless of how outdoorsy she was, dragging me to the stables or hiking alone in the mountains. 

I‘d never experienced a stronger bond with her than the moment she persuaded me to go camping. She dragged me out of the comfort of my bedroom, and I’d whined the entire time we trudged up the mountain. The peace and stillness shocked me as we settled in by the fire.

Still, our ideas of camping were different. I laid in the sun with a book while Mora hiked. She’d gut the fish and I’d grill it. She’d share ghost stories and I’d hide in our tent, convinced monsters would find us.

As we got older, she stopped dragging me along, taking her friends who were far more willing to venture out with her. Last year, she’d spent two full weeks camping with Ario in the mountain range east of Freon.

I felt the life I knew slip away with each dress I set aside for Father to sell. The gowns were already in disrepair, and they wouldn’t fetch more than a few silver. I pulled at a loose thread on the hem of one of Mora’s favorites, unraveling the stitching until there was nothing left. 

Who would I be after they’re gone? Our dresses, these trinkets… They were a reminder of a time we had money to spend on frivolous means. The woman I wanted to be could afford such luxuries.

When I finished, I fell into an exhausted heap on my bed, deciding I’d had enough of the day. Despite the evening sun still skirting over the mountains, I closed my eyes and begged for sleep. 

If only love was enough to keep my family and city safe.


      [image: ]I woke to a fat moon in the sky. The light shone through a slim crack in the wall, an arrow-slit from the castle’s days as a fortress. I lifted my hand into the sliver of light, my skin as pale as bone after winter. My stomach clenched, reminding me I hadn’t eaten. Hyanna had knocked to bring me some reheated stew while I was going through Mora’s dresses, but I didn’t answer. By that point, I could only assume it was crawling with bugs. Earwigs, silverfish and other insects who thrived in the dampness. 

I lit a candelabra with three stout candles. It gave enough light to slip my feet into worn, fur-lined moccasins and fumble my way to the oil lantern on the other side of the room.

Lantern in hand, I headed towards the kitchens on the main floor. The wall sconces were lit and led me to the kitchens. Dried herbs hung from the walls above shelves of spices. A pot of water bubbled on the stove, the heat on low.

I sat at the small table meant for prepping meals and folded my hands beneath my chin. I couldn’t help my eyes from drifting closed as I waited for either my father or Hyanna to return.

Heavy footfalls signaled my father before he stepped into the room, hands still tightening his belt as he came into view, leaving the latrine. He grunted a greeting and returned to the stove. He put out the flame and stirred in some cocoa powder milk, and a small square of barred chocolate. A few minutes later, a steaming mug of hot cocoa wafted in front of my nose.

I sipped it in silence. In moments of tension, I knew to give my father time to sort out his emotions. He always came back to me on his own terms. Tonight, it took four minutes and twenty-two seconds, assuming our clocks were accurate. 

“I didn’t want to make you do this,” he whispered. “I can’t imagine the pain of being forced to live below your station. Your mother and I have maintained a respectable and admirable position in society. When she passed, it was hard, but I managed. I was so proud of maintaining the quality of life she wanted for her daughters. The first year the quota was short, I could laugh it off. Pulled some money from our savings to wait through the winter and when the thaw came, all hands were on deck. After five years, I don’t know what to do anymore.”

I didn’t want to have this conversation. I’d prefer if we pretended dinner never happened. I’d take an apology for raising his voice at me, but I resented seeing him staring teary-eyed into his empty mug. Problem was, I refused to shut down one of his few attempts at connecting with me since we lost Mora. For once, he wasn’t shutting me out and pretending this didn’t hurt him. 

I never saw my father cry. Not when Mother was beaten to death by men on the street, mistaken for a commoner. Not when the debt collectors took our horses or when our citizens flocked to our doors with complaints. Not when the crowds had left after Mora’s wake and it was just us two sitting silently in the chapel.

Sometimes I heard him. Locked in the master bedroom, safe from prying eyes. I found solace in his private mourning, a sign he cared more than he acted. Regardless, his remorse changed nothing. 

“How you’ve felt through the years doesn’t change how we’ve ended up,” I said.

He flinched but didn’t refute me.

I thought of how little he tried to find another solution to our problems. Five years was undoubtedly enough time to find another stream of income. But my resolve had hardened while I slept, and I didn’t want to fight with him. I needed to fix this for him. For both of us. 

“What are they demanding now?” I asked.

It was a question I should have asked earlier. My father didn’t willingly attempt to pay his debts. Someone threatened him. Whether it was the debt collectors or the queen, I didn’t care. I needed to know how much money would buy us more time.

“They’re going to take the dukedom from me.”

I gritted my teeth. “How much?”

“Five thousand.”

My stomach clenched. The dresses wouldn’t get us nearly enough. “How much time do we have?”

Our eyes locked, and we both knew we were out of time.

There was nowhere else to go. 

“If you don’t go, our home will be gone. Your mother’s home will be gone. Before long, the debt will catch up to the capital city and Setoni won’t be able to recover.”

I flinched at the mention of my mother. She loved this place the most out of all of us. Yet out of everyone, my mother was the one who wanted us to feel some semblance of choice in a world built against us. Even with the arranged marriage, Mora had a choice. Aside from the crown prince, she was free to choose any of his three younger siblings. 

In being shackled to our city, I’d been free to pick my husband. Within reason, of course. Someone from a respectable family. In their eyes, my current partner didn’t make the cut. I tried to ignore their judgment, but it was impossible to treat our relationship as anything but superficial, as much as I wished it otherwise. Sachin and I fell into our relationship, more out of habit than intention. But that didn’t mean I wanted that choice taken away from me. Unlike Mora, I hadn’t grown up resigned to such a fate.

“This shouldn’t be my responsibility,” I said.

It shouldn’t be, but it was. My father left me no other choice. 

“The investors want to take the estate from us until our investments pay off. They’ll quickly realize we have none and they’ll kill me for treason. Then what? The debt will be your problem and as an unmarried woman, you’d be powerless to stop them. They’ll steal the estate and your future. Would you be a big enough fool to choose a ruinous fate over marrying a prince?”

“I wouldn’t have to choose at all if you weren’t so irresponsible! They’re going to say you’re a fool for not remarrying and entrusting your estate to two daughters. A man from your station should be able to provide for at least five. Every citizen across our country can feel the impact of your selfish decisions.”

“They’re your selfish decisions now, too. You could have ended this five months ago.”

I didn’t grace him with a response. There was nothing I could say to defend myself. I looked up at the ceiling above us. The firelight cast shadows across the dark stone, the foreboding darkness that had been closing in on me for five months. It attempted to choke my life away the same way the mold took over Mora’s lungs.

Mairik’s sigh was heavy, carrying the weight of every mistake he’d made.

“I’m done asking, Kiojah. I’m sending a letter to King Seamus requesting we return to the original schedule of festivities and inquire if Ario Beaucamp will take your hand in marriage.”

My chest filled with dread as he chugged the last dregs of his cocoa and put our empty dishes in the sink. 

I rushed to speak before he left the room. “Let me send a personal invitation to Prince Heston. The king shouldn’t care which of the twins, and I believe we'd be a better fit.” 

“Write it at dawn, so it can be on the first ship.”

I nodded to an empty room, my father’s figure disappearing into the darkness of the hall. Several minutes passed before I found the strength to return to my rooms. One sentence reverberated in my mind in a haunting echo, confronting me with the realization that I was becoming exactly what I hated about my father. Holding onto the last of what I had with a white knuckle grip, 

They’re your selfish decisions now too.

If I were to marry one of the Beaucamp princes, so be it. But I certainly wasn’t going to marry the one my sister fell in love with even after he bullied me for years. At least I could consider Heston a friend. 

I fell asleep with a silent vow to carve a future I deserved. 


      [image: ]Prince Heston's response arrived two weeks late, the paper crumpled from moisture and bundled with two other letters with the king’s signature. One for my father and another for myself.



I love you as a friend and I want the best for you, but I must decline your offer with my sincerest apologies. I have a partner in mind for my future arrangement. My best wishes are with you.

Sincerely,

Heston Beaucamp



Precise and friendly. Not the answer I wanted, but what I’d expected. I passed Mairik his own letter, and his eyes scanned the words as I made my way back to my room. 

There’s more to Heston’s letter. There always was.

I pulled the box of trinkets out of my wardrobe and rummaged inside until my fingers found what I was looking for. A black, cylindrical crystal, one that Heston had given me when we were children. Inspection was conducted on every letter that went through the Nevaron castle. Innocent friendship or not, they shredded our personal letters, deeming them inappropriate or containing confidential information. All humans could learn basic spells, and a touch of magic was all it took to get around it. 

I climbed inside of the wardrobe and shut the door behind me, tucking myself among the fallen clothes and surrounded by darkness.

The crystal emitted a soft purple light and within a few seconds, it glowed bright enough to read the hidden message of invisible ink on the back of the page.




A marriage of convenience? Seriously, Kiojah? Don't do this. Not with me, and not with my brother. Obviously, you are aware marrying him won’t turn out well, given that you felt compelled to involve me in this instead.

I understand how difficult your family's position is, but it's not worth throwing your future away for. What about that woodworking apprentice? And how can you help your father run the estate if you're here with us?

It’s evident to me that regardless of my statements, you’ll do what you think is best. For once in your life, quit being selfish and follow what your status requires of you.

Love, 

Heston



Quit being selfish? I didn’t see how following the orders of my father and queen was selfish. If I were truly doing what I wanted, I’d scream at everyone to fuck off and run away with Sachin, forging a new life in a city my father couldn’t afford to chase me to.

Heston assumed he knew what’s going on, but I only told him small tidbits and half truths over the years. Mairik held onto the illusion of having money for years without the foreign king growing wary and jeopardizing the arrangement. I’ve never given any of the Beaucamps enough insight to risk it.

Every time Heston and I exchanged letters, I tucked them into a small box for safe keeping. I wanted to throw this one in the fireplace.

I stared at the second letter where King Seamus’ royal seal taunted me. I’d hid it from my father in some childish attempt at control. Sucking in a deep inhale, I ripped off the wax seal and skimmed the contents.

By the end of the month, Ario Beaucamp and I would be married. 

Ario. Mora’s betrothed. Heston’s twin. The previous golden child of the Nevaronese crown, who shunned his responsibilities and lost the people’s favor and with it, my sister’s love. 

I stood for a long time, rereading the letter. My chest tightened in a rise of panic.

What had I done?

The afternoon sunlight blinded me as I ripped open the wardrobe doors. I tucked Heston’s letter into my desk drawer where it would be safe from prying eyes. 

The Beaucamp family were never meant to be mine — they were always Mora’s. Sachin was mine. The woodworker’s apprentice. 

At least, that was the lie I told myself. Sachin Vanile was a good man, someone I would be glad to marry. But a duke’s daughter couldn’t marry an average citizen. From the start, I knew he wasn’t mine forever and I involved myself with him anyway.

With a sigh, I changed into a simple black dress and tied it tight at the waist with a red ribbon. The dress was respectful enough, but not depressing like so much of my mourning attire. Despite my souring mood, I took the time to dab rouge on my cheeks and lips. Hyanna twisted my hair into a simple half do, the front pieces framing my round cheeks. 

Movement and decision making cleared the crush of anxiety in my chest. It meant I was taking steps to solve this mess I’d made. 

Step one? Give my father the king’s letter and accept my fate.

Step two? End things with Sachin. 










  
  
Two




My long blonde hair blew in the wind as I walked through the meadows on the edge of our property. I noticed him first. Sachin leaned against the trunk of our tree, a large oak with a thick canopy of green. 

I took my time across the meadow, burning the image into my memory so I could paint its likeness later. The bouquet of wildflowers on his lap. The clear blue sky and spring flowers dotting the grasses seemed a drastic contrast to the dread swirling in my gut.

Sachin had moved to Hakidra three years earlier, after our previous woodworker died from the annual sickness. He towed in after his father with bright eyes and dark hair.

The week they arrived, Mora and I had pulled our hair back into pretty braids. Hers warm like roasted chestnuts, mine a buttery blonde. We giggled while we gathered flowers and hoisted woven baskets of artisan cheese and other local goods to the wood shop's doorstep. 

Mora tapped her delicate knuckles against the worn door. Three years older than me, she’d tossed me a reassuring smile. The door swung open to reveal a tall, broad boy closer to Mora's age. No one spoke for a moment. Hakidra didn’t receive many strangers, and we weren’t sure what to do with someone both young and handsome.

I threw my arms forward, shoving the basket into his chest. He grabbed it, brows arching in surprise.

“Are you the new woodworker?” Mora questioned.

“My father and I… Should I get him?”

“No need,” Mora blurted out, trying to stop him from walking away. Once the initial shock wore off, she looked over the woodworker’s son with eager eyes. “Morain and Kiojah Littleton, here to welcome you to our city.”

“You can consider me welcomed,” he said awkwardly.

“We’re the Ladies of Hakidra,” I whispered.

Recognition flickered in his deep blue eyes, lighting up his face.

“The name’s Sachin. My father is in the shed. He’ll want to meet you. One moment.”

Sachin shut the door in our faces. Wide eyed, Mora and I glanced at each other.

“He’s a little self minded, isn’t he?” Mora said, crossing her arms over her chest. “He didn’t know who we were. Even worse, he didn’t invite us in. Do they not have manners in the coastal cities?”

“He’s pretty, though,” I whispered.

Mora huffed, “He’d be prettier with manners.”

When Sachin returned with his father, Mora fell into an easy and long conversation with the new woodworker. Sachin and I sat on a bench outside the shop, falling into a polite and energetic conversation, bored with the logistics of our visit.

Turned out he was nineteen, two years older than me, and he convinced me to show him around the city the next day. After that, we seemed to fall into a relationship by accident. Our tour ended with a tavern and a kiss. It happened again and again, the repetition of drunken nights morphing into morning coffees and visiting him during his lunch breaks. 

I admired his simple life. Wake up, go to work, come home, relax, and repeat. No stress of collecting taxes or the well-being of our city. 

Over the years, no one I met held a candle to Sachin. No matter how far I traveled or how fancy the gala was. While many rivaled him in beauty, they each came with a lack of authenticity. The earls pined after Mora and me, boasting about their money and prospects and presuming that they were the most intelligent and attractive individuals in the room. They forgot how to hold the door open, refill my glass, or ask me how my day was. 

I left every trip exhausted and strung out, falling into Sachin’s arms and gushing about their despicable personalities. He’d laugh and stroke my head and kiss me until I forgot. He always understood he wasn’t my forever, and it’s why he never showed jealousy or frigidity or anger.

I’d always been grateful for Sachin, even though I kept him at arm’s length. Even if I never loved him the way he loved me. 

This conversation was bound to be terrible.

Sachin smiled as I picked my way across the meadow. My heart sank and I couldn’t muster a fake smile. When I stopped before him, his smile faded and he ran a hand across his close cropped hair. 

“What’s wrong?”

I gave him a gentle kiss and took the flowers from his hand. The sweetness of the gesture sickened me knowing what I came to do.

“Thank you, they’re beautiful,” I whispered.

We sat with our backs against the tree trunk, shoulders and hips brushing. He waited in typical patient, Sachin fashion while I played with the flowers. There was no right way to approach it, no way I couldn’t hurt him. I had to plunge in before I got too nervous.

“I’m taking over my sister’s marriage agreement. King Seamus wrote back, agreeing to the new terms. I’m to marry Prince Ario by the end of the month.”

The silence was charged. All of my nerves were ablaze, anticipating some explosive reaction. 

“This isn’t a prank?”

“No, Sachin. I’m serious.”

He tipped his head back against the tree trunk. “Which one is Ario?”

“Mora’s betrothed.”

It sounded worse when I said it aloud. I was betraying her, stealing her love from her. Sachin let out a shaky breath — he couldn’t believe it either.

“I feared this, when she died.” He spat the words out as if they left a sour taste in his mouth. He wouldn’t look at me, I was a painful reminder of what was to come. “I always thought we’d have more time together or that we’d stay friends. At worst, distant acquaintances. Maybe it’ll be easier this way. I imagine it would hurt more if some rich man was parading you around town for me to see.”

When he finally turned to me, his eyes sparkled like storm clouds right before lightning hit. They threatened floods and fury. His lips pressed so tight they almost trembled, holding back his rising indignation. When he spoke, the words were tight.

“Do you want to marry him?”

“No,” I said in a rush, “Absolutely not. My father’s forcing me to do this. He’s been threatening it all winter. I didn’t tell you because it was easier to deny it.”

“I can’t decide if that makes it a bit better or not. Why is this wedding so important?”

“It benefits both countries. They get a direct link to exports from the mountains they don’t have and in exchange, we get access to Nevaron’s agricultural technologies. The queen hopes to one day terraform our land, bring in fertile soil and build proper drainage so we can grow more than root vegetables. In exchange, the Nevaron court gets a seat in our councils.”

I didn’t have to explain further. To the west of us, Nevaron was both the largest and most powerful country in the region, but that didn’t stop their king from wanting more. I believed power was a breeding ground for greed, and I feared Setoni was nothing but a stop on his way of creating an empire. But that was Queen Phaedra’s responsibility, not mine, and I wasn’t going to sit here and fret over it.

Sachin nodded, but I could tell he wasn’t listening to me. He stared at the distance over my shoulder, lost in the anger of his thoughts. Sachin wasn’t the type of person to berate someone.

“I leave in eight days,” I said, bringing him back to me. 

His face slightly reddened while he spoke. “I see. Counting the days until my love is worthless to you.”

This time when his eyes cut to mine, they were narrowed with malice. I expected his anger, but it still hit me like a blow to the stomach. I wanted him to understand so badly, but he couldn’t. Not unless I told him everything, and I didn’t want him to know how bad our financial situation was.

“Sachin, your love has never been and never will be worthless to me. You’ve been here through so much. My father pulling away from the stress of the duchy. Mora passing. I wouldn’t have been able to do it without you.”

“Have you ever believed you’d marry me?”

“Sachin…”

He shook his head, the muscle in his jaw ticking. “No, Kiojah. Tell me how it is. What was the point of all of this?”

I took a deep breath and spoke before I could talk myself out of it. 

“There’s never been a future for us. And I’m sorry if I led you to believe so. My father would never have let me marry a commoner. But that doesn’t mean I never dreamed of it.”

He stood, his bones protesting with pops and cracks. His career caused his body to age twice as quickly as it should. He dipped his chin and looked down on me like he'd chastise a child. 

“I’ve been in love with you for two years. Like you said, here during the best and the worst. And a part of me — a selfish, horrible part of me — has been waiting for the day you’d choose me. Over your family and the city and these stupid obligations. I wanted you to choose us.”

Heat flushed my cheeks, and an overpowering desire to collapse into him overwhelmed me. To let him hold me and to do anything he asked. Instead, I stayed where I was, telling myself it was due to my obligations. But I knew I was nothing but a coward, scared of truly loving him. I couldn’t stop my voice from cracking when I spoke.

“You’ve never told me this.”

Sachin shook his head, the movement small. “I shouldn’t have to. If I begged you to stay, if I put the idea in your head, it’s not your decision, is it? I don’t want you to stay out of obligation. I want you to love me enough to decide on your own.”

“And if I decide to do it now?”

He looked away. “You won’t.”

There was no point in pretending he wasn’t right. My family always came first, even if Mairik was all that remained. No matter how angry I was at him, I could never hate my father, not when the memories of our heavenly childhood were all that remained of Mora and my mother.

“What do you want me to do?” I asked, swiping at my tears.

Sachin’s demeanor softened, and he set a calloused hand on my arm. “We either go our separate ways or we pretend this conversation never happened and carry on.”

“Counting the days until my love is worthless to you?”

He gave me a sad smile. “Something like that.”

I nodded and stood. “Let’s go to the tavern.” 


      [image: ]I never saw Sachin again. After our normal routine of a few drinks and a night in a private room, I slipped out the door while he snored. I locked myself in the castle, preoccupied with hasty packing. He never climbed the hill to our estate. Never braved facing my father and fighting for me.

Why should he fight for me when I never fought for him?

I lived with my shame for the entire week, refusing to leave the house in fear I’d run into him. While there were more I could tell him, I didn’t have the strength to. It was easier to pretend I didn’t care.

Mora’s wedding was supposed to happen six months ago. The original vendors were happy to accommodate a new date for the royal family. They pulled all nighters for a generous paycheck and bragging rights for being part of a royal wedding.

The following week, Hyanna and I sailed across the ocean with nothing more than a handful of my belongings. While I’d never been a fan of sailing, my father’s large ship was steady as it broke through the ocean waves, saving me from laying in bed seasick.

After a few days, I ventured into the kitchens. I chased away the remaining guilt by kneading biscuits with Hyanna. Free from my fathers expectations, the trip seemed to loosen the maid's tongue. She prodded me with questions as we busied our days with small tasks like sewing and cooking, hoping I’d tell her my true feelings on my situation. By the last day, she gave up on subtlety entirely. 

She swiped a hand against her cheek, her skin a pasty white after a long winter inside tending our estate. Once she caught my attention, she leaned against the counter and gave me a thoughtful look.

“This marriage isn’t going to solve all of our problems. You’re going to have to be cautious with what you say, at least until your dowry is received.”

I struggled to hear her over the crackle of the ship’s stove. Defensiveness rose in me. It wasn’t uncommon for Hyanna to fall back into her governess ways, finding ways to turn our lives into educational lessons. Most days I’d humor her, jest my ways out of conversations or smile and nod while she laughed. This wasn’t one of those days. 

“I know that, Hyanna. I’m doing this to save Setoni. I’m not going to damn it this close to my father’s idea of victory.”

“Saving Setoni is Queen Phaedra’s responsibility. You can’t take the blame for the secrets your father kept from her.”

On that, we could agree. But we both knew it didn’t work the way we wanted. As the Lady of Hakidra, this was as much my responsibility as my father's.

“I hope you can find happiness in this arrangement,” Hyanna added. 

“And the point of an arranged marriage isn’t to be happy. It’s supposed to be beneficial.”

“Your mother believed it should be both. Why else would she allow Mora to choose her own groom from the family? Or allow them to spend time together every five years, creating a bond? Most brides get less.”

The thought of the trips made me smile. While Mora busied herself with dates and obligations, I explored the royal castle and worked on my art with Heston, forging our friendship. Heston and I understood each other, even if it was nothing more than platonic. Ario was louder, brasher and more adventurous than his twin, a good match for my sister. 

It wasn’t that Ario hated me, but he certainly didn’t like me. While some of the older boys tried including me in their efforts to please Mora, Ario didn’t bother. He’d haul me out of rooms by the arm and slam the door in my face instead of wanting to deal with Mora’s annoying kid sister.

“Regardless, this marriage will strengthen our alliance and fill the estate’s pockets before others notice they’re bare.”

Hyanna clicked her tongue. “Maybe this will be good for you, be some kind of thrill or muse for your paintings. You’ve lost yourself in recent years. What happened to that curious, outgoing girl?”

She opened her mouth, planning to continue, but decided it was better not to based on my scowl.

“Half of your family dying will do that to you,” I bit out, throwing my anger into my dough. 

Hyanna ducked her head, but she didn’t look the tiniest bit sorry. Twice my age, Hyanna’s been by our side since I spoke in little more than the broken speech of a toddler. After our mother passed, she stepped in with a smothering dedication to our well-being, taking over every role in the castle my father wouldn’t handle himself.

I couldn't avoid the guilt of speaking to Hyanna in that manner, but my wounded ego prevented me from offering an apology. Still, Hyanna lost a family as much as I did.

“Father’s right. This isn’t about what I want or need, it’s about the duchy,” I said sullenly.

“You sound like your sister when you speak of honor and responsibility.”

I couldn’t help basking in the compliment. I’d always looked up to Mora, even before she’d passed, but such comments carried more meaning now. 

“As long as he’s a good-hearted, honest man, I’m sure we’ll get along swell. I’m not looking for much, Hyanna. Only a man who can provide for me and our future. A man who will try his hardest to love me, even if we weren’t a perfect fit. Almost every little girl’s wish is to marry a prince. I can’t complain.”

I wasn’t sure if I believed myself, yet every spoken word calmed the anxious, angry swirl in my belly. 

Hyanna was right; I used to be a dreamer. I’d dreamt about my future marriage countless times as a child. It didn’t matter if my choice was taken away from me or that my fiancé and I butted heads every time we saw each other as kids. I could dream of a good ending for this story, too. 

Nevaron’s capital city, Freon, was surrounded by farmland, and the city itself stretched as far as I could see. Our ship glided through the large river dividing the city, passing dozens of docked ships both smaller and larger than our own.

By the time we docked along the riverside, I itched to get off the forsaken ship and touch solid ground. Hyanna and I were some of the first passengers off the ship, and we crowded with the odd collection of passengers who’d paid my father for passage. It didn’t take long for an elegant covered carriage of gold and white to retrieve us. 

The pair of impatient black horses stomped their feet while a butler took our bags and ushered us inside. I fell into my seat, the horses heading down the cobbled street before I was ready. The crowded streets forced us to a crawl, the carriage jerking us around with every false start.

Hyanna stared out the window, her brown eyes observing the stout wooden buildings we passed. Regardless how many times Hyanna made this trip, the servant remained in awe of the differences between our cities.

On this side of the ocean, Freon’s coast wasn’t hit with the same brutal tempests as Setoni. The winds swept across the mainland first, weakened before they hit the capital. The citizens didn’t realize how lucky they were. Where our soil was waterlogged, theirs was fertile and dried in the off seasons, preventing the growth of diseases. They took for granted how little the plague affected their lives when it carved a fraction of my personality like a blunt knife.

“How are you feeling?” Hyanna asked as we left the dense streets and the horses broke into a jaunty trot. Infused with magic, the carriage rolled smoothly over the uneven ground.

“For better or worse, I’ve stuck to my decision and made something of my life.”

It was a lie of omission. I didn’t want to pretend I was happy with my situation, but I also didn’t want Hyanna to know how my resentment for Mairik grew with every passing day. 

When she looked at me, I noticed the weathered lines of age on the corners of her eyes and the way her cheeks sagged. She looked older than she should’ve. It was a reminder that I wouldn’t have to live in fear of the plague seizing her worn body. In no time, our castle would be fixed to keep the damp out. 

“I should’ve told you sooner that I’m proud of you. For sacrificing yourself for the greater good,” Hyanna said.

I bit my tongue again to stop myself from telling her the truth. “And I should’ve told you I’m glad you’re here with me.”

“You understand why your father couldn’t be here, right?”

I nodded. Mairik stayed behind under the pretense of managing the duchy. No one questioned him despite knowing that each of his responsibilities could have been delegated to someone else to allow him to take a temporary leave. His presence would change the entire dynamic, forcing us into tough conversations with King Seamus, the Nevaron council, and his various advisers. There would be too many ears listening and finding holes in his stories. 

On the cusp of victory, we couldn’t take such a risk of their king learning about Setoni’s debt.

“I understand a little too well,” I whispered. 

I leaned back in my seat to watch the passing scenery and thought over the various ways King Seamus might punish us once he learned how little he’s gaining from this alliance. 

Unlike Tisree, Setoni’s capital, there was no stone wall surrounding the royal estate. The trust that the royal family had in their citizens had astounded me as an unobservant child. As an adult, I recognized the guards posted on every corner around the estate, ensuring no one broke in.

We rolled past huge statues of heroes and kings carved into stone, glories of the past placed amongst well-kept gardens with brilliant displays of flowers. The estate was huge, allowing the castle to be tucked away in what felt like a secluded valley and offering a sense of serenity. 

Our carriage stopped in a spacious courtyard. A butler dressed in a pressed white shirt and pin straight black pants helped me from the carriage. After a week at sea, I was glad to find no welcoming committee, just a lone white cat darting between two bushes.

Blinking against the midday sun, I looked up at the large, sprawling castle. It was short and long, by castle standards, only standing three stories tall. Ivy climbed along its surface, grappling the rough surface and reaching for the blue skies. The castle was crowned with turrets and spires and dotted with the distant grey uniforms of Nevaron guards standing at their posts, meant to blend into the stone.

Hyanna and I were silent as we entered the grand entrance hall, a round room with high ceilings, extravagant columns, and buttery natural light. Bright yellow and cream banners hung from each column. I’d grown accustomed to the lavishness over the years, but it never stopped making me feel small and insignificant, a rat amongst predators.

“You’re in the southern guest hall, rooms seven and eight.”

We thanked him and continued down the hall, low heels clicking on the tile flooring.

“You’re good to settle in yourself?” I asked.

Hyanna nodded. “It’s strange, not being the one who’s carrying your bags.”

“There will be plenty to do tomorrow,” I said gently. She’d always found comfort in mothering me.

Walking into my assigned rooms, I found the youngest, smallest prince stretched out on a futon in the sun. It illuminated the streaks of honey gold in his brown hair, a touch of Queen Adeline’s light locks. I breathed a sigh of relief; I wouldn’t have it any other way. Being alone meant more time to dwell on the lingering fear.

“You never wrote me back,” Heston drawled.

“I didn’t feel like being chastised more.”

I tossed my small bag on the bed and approached him. The servants would bring my remaining belongings up soon. How would they react to being alone in my chambers with the prince I wasn’t set to marry?

I decided I didn’t care. 

Ever since we were children, I’d never been able to ignore the connection between me and Heston. For years, we mailed novels back and forth, annotating our favorites and recommending new reads and special editions specific to our home countries. The various times I’d visited the Beaucamps over the years, Heston and I would spend hours painting and lounging by the pool.

Heston didn’t fight the delicate parts of him. Instead, he elevated them. His brows were clearly shaped and thickened with makeup, the arch sharp but natural. He owned an extensive collection of collared shirts, shawls, and a plethora of jewelry. 

As we got older, he would prattle on about the political intrigue between our realms as I struggled to master falconry as he had. And now, Heston was the one person in Nevaron who I could confide in, even if there were limitations. 

He sat up, knocking a small black sketchbook to the floor. Snagging it before he could, I plopped down beside him and cracked the spine, loose architectural sketches from across Freon floating into my lap. Heston swiped it back before I could turn to another page.

“I promise I’ll be nice for the next twelve days,” he said, tucking the sketchbook into the pocket of his linen pants. 

Twelve days. Hearing it acknowledged by someone outside of my immediate family sent chills down my spine. It sounded both too near and so far. I assumed the days would pass in a blur between the dress fittings and rehearsals. 

“Has the queen created a schedule for me yet?”

The prince nodded at the coffee table. I rushed to open the letter and frowned as I skimmed the contents.

“There’s more open availability than I expected. There’s no dress rehearsal, no arranged time with Ario…”

Heston sighed. His green eyes were downcast, deep in thought.

“He’s not here.”

My brows rose in surprise as I tucked the letter back into the envelope. “Well... When will he be here?”

Heston snorted. “Before the wedding, don’t worry. He said he’s been busy.”

A shocked laugh escaped me that I didn’t try to hide. This aligned with how I remembered Ario from childhood. The carefree, golden boy who spent his days exploring and chasing adventure, unaccommodating anyone but himself.

How was this the boy my sister became infatuated with?

I clapped my hands on my knees and stood up. “I haven’t been here in three years. Care to show me around?”

“That doesn’t bother you?”

“I’m quite relieved, actually. I can live in delusion for the rest of my visit and spend time with my favorite Beaucamp.”

Frowning up at me from where he sat, Heston reminded me of a bird of prey, from the large bright eyes to his pointed chin and long, straight nose. His elder brothers always assumed he was lost in a daydream, diving into his studies and trapping himself in his own head. Instead, I saw someone with an infinite amount of knowledge compared to me, observant and ever-knowing.

My smile offered Heston an opportunity, to acknowledge the issues between our countries and the way the pieces moved across the chessboard, or to take my hand and pretend we were children running amok in the castle for another week and a half. 

The gold rings on his fingers sparkled as he stretched his hand between us, and I pulled him to his feet. The pads of his fingers were warm and smooth against my skin, nothing like Sachin’s callouses. 

Despite standing a few inches shorter than me, I still felt as though I looked up at him. If there was something I should know, Heston would tell me.

Hand in hand, we swept our way into the hall and off on an adventure of our own. 








  
  
Three




My house sandals slapped on the tile floor as I rushed back toward my rooms, cursing myself for losing track of time. That morning, a pair of ladies-in-waiting had readied me at sunrise for the day’s jousting event, despite the festivities not beginning until the sun hit its peak. The attendants start their morning with ladies of lower ranks, allowing those important enough the time to sleep in and not have their hair slip from its pins. While it was a subtle sign of my unimportance upon Nevaron’s soil, I didn’t mind because it meant I had the time to paint. 

If only I hadn’t left my boots behind, I could have possibly arrived on time. No one explained to me if noon signified the start of the event or when I was supposed to catch the carriage to the stables. The trek wasn’t too far, but it wasn’t one I wanted to make in the new pair of white and black riding boots. They were a gift from Queen Adeline. A small note was attached to the box, calling them an early wedding present and asking me to wear them today. A small grace, since in the rush of packing, I hadn’t considered whether I would need to use the stable grounds during my short time at the castle.

My intentions were to slip in, change my shoes, and make it to the event acceptably late. Instead, as I rifled through my suitcase, my fingers brushed against thick, smooth paper and not the socks I searched for. Before I tugged it free, I knew this was a letter written on my own stationery pad.

Sure enough, I pinched a small folded square of paper between my fingers. My mind tumbled through the only two possibilities on who wrote it: Hyanna or my father. But the handwriting didn’t match either of theirs.



My dearest Kiojah,

There’s not enough space to write everything I want to tell you before it is too late. But I’m ashamed of how easily I’ve accepted such a cruel fate instead of fighting for you. If I were a talented creative like you, I’d write a ballad in your honor. If I were a knight, I’d enthrall you with my bravery. Instead, I can’t even gather the courage to tell you this in person without my emotions jumbling my thoughts.

I’ve tried to focus on my work, but every part of Hakidra is tied to memories I can’t escape, and I don’t think I want to. This city belongs to us, even when you’re gone. 

Your love for your sister is admirable, and I respect you for going through with this marriage. I’m trying not to be angry. I know this must be difficult for you, too. I know your heart and how deeply you care for those you love, even when you aren’t brave enough to fight for them.

I’m not asking you to come back to me — that isn’t fair to either of us. But I’ll be here. Waiting, hoping, but not expecting, to call you mine once more.

Yours truly,

Sachin



Oh, Sachin.

Not once had the boy I’d left behind crossed my mind during my busy days in Freon’s castle. With wedding preparations in full swing, Mora and Ario were constantly on my mind. My assumptions about them fueled every decision I made, hoping to make their dream come true even if I had no clue what Ario wanted. 

The odds of Sachin strolling into my castle without Hyanna noticing him were low. Which meant she either allowed him into my room or snuck in the letter for him. For our entire relationship, she’d chastised and warned me about the dangers of falling in love with someone below my station. Yet I still caught her subtle smile anytime he came to our estate or the extra sweets she snuck him anytime I packed a basket for town.

One evening when the rain was heavy and the fireplace raged, Hyanna admitted how my mother would’ve fought for him. Momma wasn’t the type of woman who’d sit passively by when something lovely was within her reach. I’d shrugged it off, too focused on Mora’s wracking cough than my love life.

Maybe I should have listened. If I had, would I have noticed the steadiness of Sachin’s love in the aftermath of Mora’s death? If I had told him how much it meant to me instead of being so self-absorbed and focused on the heaviness of my grief, would he have tried to convince me to stay? Would I have even listened?

I lingered in the middle of my room, contemplating it longer than I should have. This love letter changed nothing. Setoni was still in debt and dependent on this alliance to strengthen our economy and grow. There was nothing I could do but toss the letter in the trash, yank on my socks and boots, and hope a carriage still awaited me.

I glanced at the paintings hung on the wall as I passed, the only place I could find Ario in the castle. Even here, his identity remained smudged and unclear, incorporated as an afterthought and poised on the edge of the frame as if he wasn’t supposed to be there.

At first, I didn’t question why Ario was gone, but as the days passed, my ignorance shifted past curiosity and into concern. The few times I brought it up to Heston, he only smiled and reassured me not to fret over it, as if his lack of an answer wasn’t suspicious enough.

Three days before the wedding, I deserved some answers. Even if I had to harass the entire royal family for them. For the first time since I arrived, I was heading for an event where I would have enough time to talk to everyone. I’d run into each one of them at one point or another with nothing more than pleasantries or a conversation regarding the wedding. There was no chance for me to ask about themselves, let alone about Ario.

Nevaronese architecture was in a league of its own, and Freon’s royal castle was incomparable to Queen Pheadra’s. Intricate murals, vibrant mosaics, and beautifully carved columns adorned every corner, adding an artistic touch anywhere you looked.

Lone candles burned in their wall sconces, the flames steady and wax frequently replenished through magic. Unless ordered otherwise, they’d burn forever. War could ravish this castle to the ground, rid it of any living souls, and those toppled candles would still be lit, unable to burn out or catch anything aflame.

The enchanted candles weren’t terribly uncommon, only expensive. Doors opening without a touch and cutlery sparkling clean with a single wipe of a napkin, however, were some of the few features unique to Freon's castle. A level of luxury Setoni could only afford at the height of our mining.

Luckily, a carriage still waited for me. The moment I shut the door, we began moving deeper into the royal family’s acreages. I’d never ventured from the immediate area around the castle. There was no need to when everything I needed was inside: comfortable places to lounge, decadent food, and an abundance of high-quality art supplies.

A gust of hay and sweat greeted me as the butler opened my carriage door. Skirts in hand so they didn’t drag in the dirty grass, I followed him past the stables to the jousting grounds, an enormous grass field with a pair of high stands on each side of a long fenced-in arena. A small distance away, an array of food carts and market stands pandered to those bored of the entertainment.

Based on the cheering stands, the show had started. The stands overflowed with spectators, clusters of men and women crowding around the fence watching as two massive horses barreled towards each other. I spotted the royal grandstand immediately. Queen Adeline’s lavish blue gown shimmered like a beacon amongst a surprisingly large crowd.

The butler led me down a dirt path behind the crowd, and my nerves built with every step. The royal family had never allowed me to use any of their reserved spaces before, and I didn’t know what to expect. Or what they expected of me. A pair of armored knights guarded the entrance to a large rectangular tent and stepped aside as we approached. The butler paused by the entrance, ushering me in without him.

The interior of the tent was sparse. A long table at the back of the room was covered with a decadent spread of pastries, spreads, and fruits. There were a few opulent armchairs, each accompanied by a footstool and a small table, where you could find relief from the heat of the spring day and enjoy refreshing jugs of iced water. There was another door on the other side of the tent that led to the grandstands.

The sole person in the room gave me a quick glance before refocusing on the spread of food. Crown Prince Callahan. The eldest of the boys, I’d spent the least amount of time around him during our trips to Freon’s royal palace. Even if he wasn’t nearly a decade older, his title and future responsibilities removed him from Mora’s selection of bachelors.

“My mother has requested you watch the event with her,” he said in greeting before popping a small, yellow tart into his mouth.

Unable to shake the feeling I shouldn’t be here, I only offered Callahan a timid smile before attempting to slip past him. I stumbled slightly as he blocked my path, my stomach somersaulting with nerves. He wore a dark blue vest and pants, an ornamental belt tied around his waist, bringing a flash of Nevaron’s patriotic yellows to his outfit. Before I could figure out how to respond, he handed me a cup filled with an assortment of nuts and dates.

“You should bring this to her. She loves dates, and you may use me as an excuse for being late.”

Breathing a sigh of release, I accepted the offer and gave him an appreciative smile, comfortable enough to look up at him. A small top hat sat crooked on his head, strands of his shoulder-length red hair escaping a low ponytail. Callahan seemed sincere, a softness that wasn’t quite a smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

“Thank you, Prince Callahan.”

“If you’re going to be a part of this family, you may call me Cal.”

My smile grew. “I appreciate that, Cal.”

After swiping another tart, Callahan stepped out of my path and strolled toward the doorway. He held the thin privacy curtain aside for me, allowing sunlight to filter into the shadowy tent. The courtesy took me aback, especially when I hadn’t expected him to accompany me at all.

Slipping through the doorway with another muttered “thank you,” I faced a short set of stairs and beyond it, a raised platform with two rows of cushioned benches. An attendant passed me on the stairs, a platter of empty goblets in her hands. Her presence was a sweet reminder of the perks my new life came with. In order to enjoy it, all I had to do was learn how to become comfortable with the royal family.

Staring at his shoulder blades as we approached, I wished I’d handled the moment we had alone with more grace. Next to the king and queen, Callahan would know the most about the growing alliance and where Ario was. It would’ve been easier to question him alone than around the entire family.

No one noticed us approach, too engrossed in the show. Some kind of jester, his voice amplified by a magical bullhorn, told bawdy jokes and worked the crowd. The crowd’s roaring response drowned out the context, but I caught details about a woman and a horse. Even King Seamus, known for his stoic composure, couldn’t hold back his laughter.

All the men wore top hats similar to Callahan’s, and I found the fashion rather silly. While I’d appreciate wearing something to block the midday sun, the style looked comically large compared to their heads. Back home, the men preferred small flat caps worn low, with a small stiff brim designed to keep the sun from the eyes.

Prince Silas, the second born, noticed me first. Sat on the edge of the bench, he flashed me a grin and gestured for me to slip past him. The skirt of my dress in one hand and the cup of dates in the other, I scurried past unfamiliar lords and ladies of the Nevaronese court, fighting the urge to apologize to each one of them for disturbing their view until I reached the space directly beside Queen Adeline.

Adeline smiled warmly at me and patted a hand on the bench beside her. Swallowing my fear, I took my seat. An attendant followed me and filled Adeline’s goblet to the brim. I tried to wave them away before they passed, but the queen scoffed. “Don’t hold back on my account. Enjoy yourself, darling.”

I forced a smile, let the man fill my goblet, and tipped it to my lips. Although the white honey wine was sweet and inviting, I was hesitant to let alcohol lower my guard. For the next three days, I couldn’t give them any excuse to cancel the wedding. Drinking away my nerves and losing my wits enough to spill the secret about our lack of diamonds wasn’t an option.

“I brought you some dates as an apology for interrupting the event. Prince Callahan and I were having a riveting conversation, and I lost track of time.”

“That man can talk anyone’s ear off. What was he pestering you about?” she asked, accepting the gift and setting it on the bench between herself and King Seamus. A strand of her blonde hair, a lighter shade than mine, had slipped out of the white bun tied at the nape of her neck. It blew in the gentle breeze, and she crinkled her nose as they swept across the narrow planes of her face.

“He was asking about Hakidra. He’s excited about the alliance,” I said, hoping to keep the lie simple. Realizing I was staring, I glanced back toward the jester who’d begun a ridiculous dance.

“Ah, yes. The union will bring a lot of prosperity for both of us. He’s been working closely with the engineers regarding the terraforming projects and will present them to Queen Pheadra as soon as possible. Are you excited about your wedding?”

The queen’s question sounded genuine, and I was relieved to shift the topic away from the alliance. While I didn’t think Queen Adeline would ask me about my father’s preparations for exporting more diamonds, the topic was too close to comfort.

“I’m elated, my queen. It’s truly an honor to become a part of your family.”

Unlike her son, she didn’t encourage me to call her by her given name. “Ario will be returning to the city tomorrow. He’ll have much to prepare for the celebrations, so you won’t be able to visit with him prior to the events.”

I leaned forward in my seat. This was the opportunity I was waiting for to get some answers. When I spoke, I tried to hide my nosiness. “I hope this isn’t disrespectful, my queen. I’m curious about the reason for his late arrival.”

“He’s very busy, dear,” she said, brushing off the conversation with a dismissive tone.

“I understand, but I would have thought his wedding would be of the utmost importance.”

Queen Adeline finally tucked the loose strand behind her ear. She continued to watch the jester, but she didn’t smile at his antics like everyone around us. “Personal importance is not the issue at hand. A prince must take care of many duties before pursuing his own wishes. Nothing you need to worry yourself over,” she reassured.

It was far from an answer, but I knew better than to push it and gave her a placid smile. Considering the conversation over, Queen Adeline turned to look at King Seamus, completely impassive. She spoke to him in a low tone and I strained to listen, forcing myself to sit back into my seat as if I couldn’t care less.

Around us, the crowd cheered and hollered as the jester danced and twirled on a small round platform. He wore a yellow and red checkered costume, adorned with a pair of long, drooping ears similar to a donkey’s. The forgotten horn, which laid on the ground beside a small box of props at his feet, faintly picked up the jingle of the bells scattered across his costume.

The queen and I remained silent, and I found my resolve to remain sober waver in the awkwardness. I glanced at the rafters on the other side of the arena. Various members of the court danced and drank, enjoying the warm sun after months of dreary winter. I wished to be with them, excited and free to act how I liked instead of trying to impress my fiancé’s mother.

Below us, the jousting competition resumed. They moved the jester to the edge of the yard, behind the ribbons that marked the bridle paths. Two enormous horses entered the field from opposite ends, mounted by men in full sets of armor. The only jousters we had in Hakidra were part of a traveling caravan, performers who knocked lightly against each other’s shoulders and fell with melodramatics every adult knew was fake. But these were actual warriors. Calvary veterans and men who trained their entire lives to entertain the kingdom’s wealthiest.

Based on the pile of broken javelins at the edge of the field, I missed the first half of the competition. After a few moments, the horses were on their marks and a horn sounded. The warhorses took off, galloping toward each other at full force.

I looked away as they collided but couldn’t escape the crunch of metal and resounding thud. All around us, people jumped to their feet and pumped their fists in the air. I copied Adeline’s polite clapping and glimpsed Heston standing by the far side of the bench, his back turned to the show as he chatted with a pair of young men. If he had seen me, I was certain he would intervene and rescue me from his mother’s clutches.

Throughout the rest of the competition, Adeline continued to ignore me, occasionally leaning over to whisper something in the king’s ear. With nothing else to do, I finished my goblet of wine, savoring the rich, velvety taste and wishing I’d taken some food for myself.

With each passing round, I became more at ease, and by the end, both the queen and I were standing, albeit more reserved with our cheers than the rest of the royal family. To my left, Callahan and Silas clinked their mugs, spilling ale over a guest.

The winner launched off his horse, pulled off his silver helmet, and threw it to the ground. In three bounding strides, he ripped the bullhorn out of the jester’s hands. With the aid of magic, his voice boomed across the arena in a triumphant victory chant.

Beside him, the horse pawed the ground and tossed his head, impatient. It was short and stocky, nothing like the horses my family owned as a child. Several attendants flooded the field to tear down the event. We shuffled out of the grandstand, the royal family returning to the tent and the other guests being escorted to carriages back to the palace.

Back in the tent's shelter, everyone talked among themselves, making it painfully obvious how invisible I felt. Silas and Callahan drifted to the table, piling desserts on small ceramic plates. The king and queen each claimed one of the scattered chairs. I lingered close to the door when Heston approached from behind and grabbed my arm, pulling me toward the table of food. He gave it a reassuring squeeze as he let go and grabbed an empty plate.

“Did you enjoy the show?” he asked, his voice carrying throughout the tent.

“Immensely. We don’t have jousting tournaments in Setoni.” Relief bubbled in my chest as I followed his moves, grabbing a plate of my own and picking an assortment of food.

“What tournaments do you have, then?”

The question came from King Seamus, his orotund voice silencing the rest of the family’s conversations. There were suddenly four pairs of eyes on me.

I stepped away from the table with a small stack of cubed cheese, fresh bread, fig jam, and fruit. I had avoided the game section, worried that I’d be caught mid-conversation eating the meat, and it seemed like I’d made the right decision.

“Contests of strength and accuracy, my king. Hand-to-hand combat, archery, events of that nature.”

The king didn’t bother to hide his contempt. “Is there nothing else? Something unique to your culture?”

“We value our ceremonial hunts similarly to your tournaments,” I explained. There was a slight tremor in my voice as I met the king’s hooded eyes. “There used to be monsters throughout our lands. Enormous, deadly creatures who seemed to pillage our villages for entertainment and devoured the little farmland we had. We’re proud of our ancestors’ strength and sacrifice.”

To this, Heston perked up. “Historians speculate that even larger creatures are the reason your soil and land are so hostile. Giant beasts who churned the solid earth into today’s mucky marsh as they hunted the lands.”

“I thought you’d outgrown believing in such myths,” Silas jested.

“A historian takes everything into consideration.”

The king’s attention shifted toward his sons, and I took the chance to claim a wooden chair closer to the edge of the room. Heston followed me. Queen Adeline crossed her ankles and lightly twirled the wine in her goblet.

“You boys couldn’t be any more different.” There was a lilt of affection in her tone as her eyes looked up at the two boys. “The historian, the lieutenant,” her eyes shifted to Callahan, “and the crown.”

Spotting another opening, I asked, “And what does that make Ario? The sailor?”

There was a long moment where no one answered. My stomach clenched, and I nibbled at my bottom lip, assuming I somehow offended them. I’d left my room so confident I’d be able to ask a few questions and get an answer. Instead, I was wondering why the royal family was so secretive about Ario.

Finally, King Seamus gave a forced chuckle. “You’re right — Ario loved sailing as a boy. He captains his own ship now when he has the free time.”

“Does he still sail with his uncle? Forgive me, I forget his name, but the one in the navy?”

Popping a cheese cube in my mouth, I hoped I appeared casual. Beside me, Heston snorted, and I glanced at him curiously. “We don’t talk about him,” he whispered.

I didn’t know what he referred to, and I knew better than to ask. Irritated by their collective secrets, I resigned to simmering in my chair and focused on my food. The chatter resumed around me, trivial topics such as the upcoming social season and Callahan’s breeding hounds. 

It served as a reminder that though I was joining the family through marriage, I didn’t truly belong.
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