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​Chapter 1: The Death That Broke the Silence
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The rain hadn't stopped for three days.

Amara pressed her face against the cold window, watching droplets race down the glass like tears she couldn't shed. The castle felt smaller now, suffocating without her mother's laughter filling the spaces between the furniture. Everything smelled of jasmine and grief, her mother's favourite perfume still lingering in the air like a ghost.

"Miss Amara?" Mrs. Henley's voice was soft behind her. "The funeral arrangements..."

"Not yet." Amara's breath fogged the window. She was seventeen, but felt ancient. "I need more time."

Mrs. Henley had been their housekeeper for as long as Amara could remember, one of the few people who knew their secret. She was kind, discreet, and paid well for her silence. Like everyone in their small circle.

"Your mother wouldn't want you to suffer like this," Mrs. Henley said gently.

Amara finally turned from the window. The cottage was beautiful, far too beautiful for a seamstress and her daughter, as they claimed to be. Persian rugs covered polished floors, silk curtains framed diamond-paned windows, and oil paintings of far-off places decorated walls that should have held simple cross-stitch. Everything whispered of wealth carefully disguised as humble comfort.

"She died keeping his secret," Amara said, her voice hollow. "She died invisible."

Mrs. Henley's face crumpled with sympathy. "She died loved."

"By who? A man who visited us in shadows? Who gave us everything except his name?" Amara laughed bitterly. "Do you know what it's like, Mrs. Henley? To have a father who treats you like a beautiful shame?"

The older woman stepped closer. "I know your mother loved him. And I know he loved you both, in his way."

"His way." Amara tasted the words like poison. "His way was secrecy. His way was hiding us like we were something to be ashamed of."

She moved through the cottage, touching familiar objects that now felt strange. Her mother's sewing basket, filled with silk threads the colour of jewels. Books of poetry in languages Amara had been taught by private tutors who came and went like expensive ghosts. A music box that played a melody she'd heard nowhere else—the lullaby her father used to hum during his rare visits.

In her mother's bedroom, Amara opened the wardrobe. Gowns hung like sleeping beauties—velvets and satins in midnight blue, emerald green, deep burgundy. Clothes fit for a queen, worn by a woman who called herself a seamstress.

"He never let her be herself," Amara whispered, running her fingers over a particularly beautiful dress. "Never let us be ourselves."

"Miss..." Mrs. Henley began.

"I know who he is." Amara turned, her dark eyes blazing. "I've always known. The way he holds himself, the ring on his finger, the guards who wait in the shadows when he visits. I'm not a fool."

Mrs. Henley said nothing, which was answer enough.

"King Darius of Asteria." The name felt strange on her tongue, formal and distant. "My father."

"Amara"

"My mother died loving a man who kept her in a cage. A golden cage, but a cage nonetheless." Amara's hands clenched into fists. "She died waiting for him to acknowledge us. To let us step into the light."

The rain pounded harder against the windows, and Amara made a decision that would change everything.

"I won't live in his shadows anymore."
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​Chapter 2: The Secret Life
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Three months earlier

"Hold still, my star." Nia's voice was warm with laughter as she braided Amara's thick, dark hair. "You fidget like a hummingbird."

Amara sat at her mother's vanity, watching their reflections in the silver mirror. They looked alike, the same deep brown skin, the same large, expressive eyes, the same stubborn chin. But where Nia moved with quiet grace, Amara burned with restless energy.

"Tell me about when you met him," Amara said, as she had countless times before.

Nia's hands stilled in her hair. "Which story would you like? The one where I was a baker's daughter who caught the eye of a handsome stranger? Or the one where I was a noble's ward who fell in love with the wrong man?"

"The true one."

Nia met her daughter's eyes in the mirror. "The true one is that your father is a good man trapped by duty and tradition. The true one is that he loves us more than his own peace of mind."

"Then why doesn't he"

"Because the world is not ready for us, my heart. Because kingdoms have fallen for less than a king who loves outside the lines drawn by birth and blood."

Amara turned on the stool to face her mother directly. "I hate being a secret."

"We are not a secret. We are a sanctuary." Nia cupped her daughter's face gently. "Do you know what makes you special, Amara?"

"My father's blood?" There was bitterness in the words, though she tried to hide it.

"Your light." Nia's smile was soft and sad. "You burn brighter than any crown could make you. Someday, the world will see that light and wonder how they ever missed it."

That afternoon, as if summoned by their conversation, King Darius arrived. Amara heard the familiar pattern of hoofbeats on the hidden path behind their home—three horses, always three, moving at a careful pace that wouldn't draw attention.

She watched from her bedroom window as her father dismounted. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with greying temples that made him look distinguished rather than old. Even in simple traveling clothes, he carried himself like the king he was. His two guards remained mounted, scanning the forest for threats while their king pretended to be an ordinary man visiting his secret love.

Amara used to run to him when she was small, throwing herself into his arms with the fearless joy of a child who didn't understand shame. Now she stayed in her room, listening to her parents' muffled conversation below.

They always talked in the parlour first, about her studies, about kingdom affairs he thought she might find interesting, about everything except why he couldn't claim them. Then came the argument, quiet but fierce, the same words spoken with different inflections each time.

"She's seventeen, Darius. She needs to know her place in the world."

"Her place is here, safe and loved."

"Her place is beside her siblings. She has a brother and sister she's never met."

"And they have a mother who would see them both dead before accepting Amara."

"Lyra is dead."

"Her memory isn't. Her family isn't. The nobles who supported her aren't."

Amara pressed her ear to the floor, straining to hear.

"She looks like you," her mother whispered. "Everyone will know."

"Let them wonder. Let them whisper. But I won't just sit and watch my kingdom tear itself apart over bloodlines and old hatreds. I would do something, anything, for her"

"What if something happens to you?"

Silence filled the heated air. Then the echo of small footsteps was heard on the stairs.

Amara scrambled back to her desk, pretending to study the astronomical charts her tutor had left. Her father knocked, a courtesy he'd always shown her.

"Come in," she said hesitantly. 

He entered carrying a wooden box she'd never seen before. His face was tired, older than his forty-three years.

"How are your studies progressing?"

"Well." She gestured to the charts. "Did you know that the constellation Asterion, our kingdom's namesake appears brightest during times of great change?"

His smile was genuine this time. "I did not. Though I should have expected my daughter to discover something I missed."

My daughter. The words always made her chest tight with longing. He said them so rarely, and never where anyone else could hear.

He set the box on her desk. "I brought you something."

Amara opened it carefully. Inside, nested in midnight-blue velvet, lay a crown unlike anything she'd ever seen. It wasn't gold or silver, but seemed to be made of crystallized starlight—translucent white metal that caught and held every ray of sun that touched it.

"It's beautiful," she breathed. "But I can't"

"It was made for you." His voice was rough. "Long before you were born, a craftsman came to court claiming he'd had visions. He said the stars themselves had shown him this crown, and that someday it would choose its wearer. I bought it thinking it was madness, but..."

He touched her cheek gently. "The moment I saw you, I knew. This belongs to you."

"Father, but I"

"Keep it safe," he said urgently, interrupting her before she could refuse the precious gift. "Hidden until the stars themselves bear witness to your right to wear it. Promise me, Amara."

She wanted to ask what he meant, wanted to demand answers about her future, about his plans, about whether she would spend her whole life in this beautiful prison, and wanted to reject him as she had always felt rejected by him. Instead, she promised.

He kissed her forehead, a rare gesture of open affection, and was gone within the hour.

That night, Amara hid the crown in a safe beneath her bed, a safe she hadn't known existed until she lifted the floorboards and found it waiting, as if someone had known this day would come.

The crown fit perfectly.
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​Chapter 3: The Move
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The funeral was small and private, attended only by Mrs. Henley, the village priest who asked no uncomfortable questions, and Amara herself. They buried Nia Collins in the churchyard under a simple headstone that told no lies but revealed no truths: Beloved Mother.

King Darius did not come.

Amara stood in the rain long after the others left, staring at the fresh grave and making promises her mother would never hear.

"I won't hide anymore, Mama. I won't live half a life in the shadows. If he won't truly acknowledge us, I'll make it impossible to ignore us."

The plan formed slowly, carefully, fed by grief and rage in equal measure. It took three weeks to arrange, using connections she wasn't supposed to have and money that officially didn't exist.

Mrs. Henley found her in the castle parlour, surrounded by legal documents and correspondence.

"Miss Amara, what are you doing?" Mrs, Henley asked worryingly, her voice cautious and shallow. 

"Moving." Amara didn't look up from the deed she was reviewing. "I've purchased property in the capital."

"The capital? But your father said"

"My father said many things. He also left us well provided for—more money than a seamstress could earn in ten lifetimes. I'm simply using it as he intended."

Mrs. Henley picked up one of the documents, her face growing pale as she read. "This is... this is right beside the palace grounds."

"Quite close, yes. The Thornfield Estate has been emptied for two years. Beautiful location, excellent views of the royal gardens."

"Child, you can't"

"I can." Amara's voice was steel wrapped in silk. "I'm of age, I have the funds, and the previous owner was happy to sell to someone willing to pay more as it had been deserted for so long." Amara was determined to do as she had promised her mother and no one was going to get in her way. 

Mrs. Henley sank into a chair as she nearly fell listening to what she thought was a dangerous plan out of the mouth of the child she had helped raise. "This will cause a scandal."

"Good. Secrets have a way of festering in darkness. Perhaps it's time for some fresh air."

"Your father will be furious."

Amara finally looked up, her dark eyes bright with unshed tears and unshakeable determination. "Then perhaps he should have thought of that before letting my mother die invisible."

The move took place on a Thursday in late autumn, when the leaves were the colour of fire and the air tasted of change. Amara hired the best help to move her belongings, making sure her arrival would be noticed. Furniture that had been hidden in her remote home, that was so filled with love, but was laced with immense shame from the secrets, was now in full view of anyone who cared to look.

The Thornfield Estate sat on a small hill overlooking the palace grounds, separated from the royal gardens by nothing more than a decorative iron fence. The house itself was a modest manor, too small to be truly grand, too fine to be anything but noble. Fitting for how Amara saw her place in the world. 

Amara stood in what would be her new study, watching through diamond-paned windows as palace guards took notice of the activity. She could see them pointing, talking among themselves, no doubt wondering who had dared to buy property so close to the king's private residence.

By evening, the whole capital was wondering.

"They're saying she appeared from nowhere," Mrs. Henley reported, returning from the market with bread and gossip. "Rich as Croesus, beautiful as sin, and mysterious as moonlight."

"What else are they saying?"

Mrs. Henley hesitated. "Some folks think you have the look of... well..."

"Of royalty?" Amara smiled grimly. "How observant of them."

She had inherited her father's strong jaw and regal bearing, her mother's grace and beauty, and something else entirely, a presence that made people stop and stare. Even as a child, strangers had commented on her unusual combination of features, the way she moved like she was dancing to music only she could hear.

Now, living so close to the palace, those comments would multiply. People would start asking questions. Making connections.

Exactly as she intended.

That night, Amara stood on her balcony looking across the gardens toward the palace. Lights blazed in the royal apartments, and she wondered if her father knew yet. If Prince Kael and Princess Liora—her half-siblings whose names she'd learned from careful eavesdropping were curious about their new neighbour.

Tomorrow, she would visit the capital's finest dressmaker. Next week, she would attend the theatre. Within a month, she would be seen at every social gathering that would admit her. She had her big reveal all planned out to the smallest of details. 

Let them wonder. Let them whisper she thought unapologetically. 

Let them see the king's eyes looking back at them from her face and draw their own conclusions.

The game had begun.
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​Chapter 4: Whispers in the Palace


[image: ]




"Have you seen her?" Princess Liora burst into her brother's study without knocking, her blonde curls wild from riding and her cheeks flushed with excitement.

Prince Kael looked up from the military reports he'd been pretending to read. "Seen who?"

"The mystery woman! The one who bought Thornfield Estate. She was at Lady Worthington’s Garden party yesterday, and everyone's talking about her."

Kael set down the papers with careful deliberation. At nineteen, he had learned to mask his curiosity behind princely composure, but his fifteen-year-old sister had no such restraint.

"What exactly are people saying?"

"That she's the most beautiful woman they've ever seen. That she speaks five languages and plays piano like an angel. That she has more money than half the noble houses combined." Liora perched on the edge of his desk, eyes bright with gossip. "And that she looks exactly like"

"Like what?"

Liora's voice dropped to a whisper. "Like Father."

Kael felt something cold settle in his stomach. "People say many things, Liora. Most of them are nonsense."

"Lady Worthington said she has our nose. The Asterian nose, she called it. And Lord Blackwood swore she has Father's eyes, not just the colour, but the way they seem to see right through you."

"Lord Blackwood is drunk by noon most days."

"But what if they're right?" Liora leaned forward eagerly. "What if she's... you know..."

"I don't know. And neither do you." Kael's tone was sharp enough to make his sister flinch. "We don't speculate about such things."

But as Liora left, disappointed by his lack of interest. Kael found himself walking to the window that overlooked the gardens. He could see Thornfield Estate clearly from here, a neat, pretty house with smoke rising from its chimneys and flower boxes bright with autumn blooms.
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