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LEANDER


PEACE IS AN ILLUSION.


Leander scraped his thumbnail across the charcoal words inked into his skin, embedded beneath an angry rash that was spreading like flames over his arm.


Allergic reaction be damned. The mantra would be permanent, the pain temporary. And that’s what he was looking for: permanence.


His advisors had scoffed at the idea of a tattoo on a man approaching sixty—more so, on a man in his position. Even so, Leander knew gold-plated words would never suffice to commemorate this day, or the steps he’d taken. It wasn’t penance, but it was as close as he dared.


A knock sounded at the door and Leander tugged his shirt sleeve down to his wrist, adjusting the cuff without a sound, though the cotton against his inflamed skin made his back molars grind in annoyance. The captain of his royal guard stepped inside his office, bending at the waist in deference. “Your Majesty. Apologies for the interruption.”


Leander merely nodded at the formality. He had long ago established he could be called upon at any moment, for any reason. A king had no privacy, and no time off.


“Headmistress Aquila has arrived.”


Thanks to an internal clock he’d maintained since his days as a soldier, he didn’t bother glancing at the old grandfather one in his study. He knew she was early.


“Bring her in,” Leander said. Hardly a need to keep her waiting merely to show he could.


“Yes, Your Majesty.” His captain disappeared and the next moment, the door opened fully to allow a tall, striking woman to step through. The ivory pantsuit was a lovely contrast to her brown skin, while a pearlescent duster hung off her shoulders like a royal mantle. The headmistress took the seat before his desk, shrugging off her coat, and fixed Leander with her dark gaze as if he were a student she was about to lecture.


“Tell me you’re joking.”


Leander regarded the woman seated in one of his wingback chairs with grudging respect. He might be two decades her senior, but he’d rather chew glass than pull rank with her. The blood of Nelson Mandela ran through Zuri Aquila’s veins, and as powerful as King Leander of Ashland might be, Zuri had been charged with the world’s future leaders. On a global scale, she eclipsed him.


“You’ve had a long day of travel. Can I get you a drink, Headmistress?” Leander reached for the bottle of one-hundred-year-old brandy in the cabinet under his desk.


“No, thank you. I’d like to get straight to why you summoned me here. Unless…” Zuri tilted her head, her braids draping down one shoulder. “The rumors aren’t true?”


He’d known Zuri would have questions—just as the press had. Though he hardly needed to defend his actions to someone so young with no descendants, who’d never been charged with governing a country, he valued her opinion. Her expertise in economic and sociological theory, as well as moral philosophy, made her one of the most erudite scholars in recent generations.


Unconsciously, Leander rubbed his left inner wrist, and he felt something warm and wet bloom under his thumb. Blood. The tattoo was bleeding. Ah well. He had plenty of good shirts.


“They are true,” Leander said slowly.


It was the closest he’d ever come to seeing the headmistress in shock. For a long moment she said nothing, relaxing further into her chair.


“Do you think it wise? Separating children from their parents?” Zuri finally asked.


“Normal children? Certainly not,” Leader replied. “My grandchildren? Unequivocally, yes.”


Zuri scoffed under her breath. “Your grandchildren are no different from their peers.”


“You’re wrong, Headmistress.” Leander’s tone was neither angry nor dismissive. It was emotionless. Dry, like he was plainly quoting a statistic. Opening his top drawer, he withdrew a black leather box about the size of a glasses case and set it on the desk.


With a raised brow, Zuri took the hint, picked up the box, and flipped it open. Her eyes widened, but her response was otherwise restrained. Then again, people saw fingers all the time… though rarely severed.


“And whose is this?” she asked, snapping the case closed and passing it back.


“Emmeline’s nanny. She was caught trying to poison the child’s bottle.”


“Poison?”


“Traces of lead and mercury. Seemingly low doses that would lead to defects, not death… most likely.” Leander flicked his wrist dismissively. “Already, political interest groups are aligning with my children, making moves in the shadows. I have not spent thirty years working toward stability only to let it all go to hell.”


“You should’ve appointed your heir a long time ago and avoided all this,” Zuri countered. “Your son—”


“My sons are worthless. They’re all greed with no ambition. And my daughter is too frail.” With a heavy sigh, Leander stood from his desk and turned to face the window. “If I were to perish tomorrow, the line of succession would be determined by my advisory council. I pity their prospects.”


The Cliffs of Durah dropped to the frigid Atlantic down below. Waves frothed and foamed, clashing against the rocks, warning of the incoming downpour. It stormed often enough in eastern Ashland to warrant an old superstition: If the Cliffs of Durah were ever dry for longer than a day, they would crack off into the sea and take the Heres Castle with them. Locals liked to say a castle drenched with blood would appease the old sea gods. Iron into salt.


Leander could count on one hand the number of times he’d admitted mistakes—not for excessive pride; simply because the occasions were few. But there would be no appeasing Zuri without divulging his biggest regret.


He turned back to her calm gaze. It was the same expression she wore at the Peace Summit last year when she was appointed Headmistress of Almus Terra Academy.


“My children know nothing of how to shepherd a country and grow an economy, Zuri. I was a negligent father, too busy repairing my kingdom wrecked from centuries of civil wars to pay them mind. You know I speak the truth. I see who they are. What they have become. I never groomed them, and therefore I cannot entrust the fate of Ashland to them. But my grandchildren… they have a chance. A real chance at greatness.”


Zuri closed her eyes and sighed. When she looked back up at Leander, there was something in the angle of her chin and the simple elegance of her posture that was telling. Though morally it still felt wrong, she was intrigued by the concept of innate potential, of “nature” without the inevitable flaws of “nurture.”


“I suppose this is why I’m here? I don’t fly halfway across the world during my summer holiday for just anyone, Your Majesty.”


With the barest traces of a smile, Leander opened his desk drawer for a second time. The envelope he produced was slim, but the paper was a substantial weight, top quality, and sealed with a deep scarlet wax.


Unceremoniously, Zuri ripped open the wax seal. The check inside boasted nearly three million euros from the treasury of Ashland, made out to her school.


“I’d rather not wire such a hefty sum. I hope you understand,” Leander said.


Zuri frowned at him. “This amount is incorrect.”


“I assure you it isn’t.”


The headmistress stuffed the check back into the envelope, annoyed. “I know our deposit fees, and this covers four students, not three.”


“Correct.”


Her maroon lips pinched. “You’ve publicly stated no more heirs would be born.”


“No more heirs by blood,” Leander stated, his thumb massaging his inner wrist where the tattoo oozed and burned. Pain and prickling numbness swirled under his skin, but it felt good. Oddly centering.


Zuri gazed at him, waiting for an explanation.


“I’ll need a name for the fourth student, Leander. To secure their spot.”


“And you’ll have it. But not yet. List the deposit under the Eldana name.”


“Leander—”


“On my honor, Headmistress, four Ashland heirs will matriculate at Almus Terra.”


“Fine.” Zuri stood, tucking the envelope into her coat. “But they’ll be held to our scholarly requirements for acceptance, like all students.”


Leander dipped his head. “Naturally.”


Zuri started for the exit of her own volition, unfazed by the precious customs of royalty. Then she stopped, her fingers curled around the door handle, her broad shoulders tense.


Her eyes moved back to the king, landing on him with bold admonishment. “Let me be clear: My students will not become pawns in the battle for your succession. I won’t allow it.”


The heavy door shut behind her with a deep echo just as the rain started pelting the windows, louder than the ancient Norse drums on the battleships that landed in Ashland millennia ago.


“My dear Headmistress,” Leander murmured, pushing back his cuff to press hard into his raw, aching skin. “That is entirely up to them.”
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ALARIC


Sixteen Years Later


THERE WAS A SLIGHT CHANCE HIS JAW WAS BROKEN.


Alaric tested it by slowly rolling it back and forth, left to right. Another explosion of pain reverberated through his skull, this one magnitudes worse than the hit that likely fractured his jaw in the first place.


It was concerning, but not because of splintered bones. He was pretty sure he’d shattered his jaw back when he was thirteen. And that hadn’t resulted in any lasting damage—that he knew of. He worried, instead, because head pain affected the whole body, and he couldn’t afford to pass out. Not right now.


“Kneel, yeh arsehole.” McKennah’s voice came with a ringing sound in his head. “Kneel and I’ll go easy on yeh.”


Lie. The second he cowered they would kick and kick and kick.


“C’mon, Durham. On the ground. Or yeh want me to mess up more of yer pretty face?”


“Yea,” snorted Walsh, “Game of Thrones that shite. Bend the knee.”


A cacophony of laughter echoed in the tiny alley behind the convenience store off Old Ballymun Road and it made Alaric’s skull throb in pain again. If only he’d eaten lunch before his shift, then he would’ve made it home in peace. But there was bound to be retaliation for Brody. If one of his own guys had been beaten to a pulp, he’d do the same.


My chicken is getting cold. The flimsy plastic bag sat at his feet, right next to an old sock and empty slushy cup. Even the smell of fried batter couldn’t cover the stench of fluids from the previous night’s pub patrons a block away.


Careful with his jaw, he spat a wad of blood onto McKennah’s shoes.


The gang leader jerked away. “Son of a—”


Alaric rocketed forward with a right hook to McKennah’s nose. Delicate bones crunched under his knuckles as a slasher-movie scream tore from McKennah’s throat. McKennah stumbled backward, falling to his knees. One down, three to go. On his left, Alaric slammed an elbow into the side of Walsh’s head, sending the scrawny boy into the brick wall with a groan.


Two more of McKennah’s goons were next. Alaric had forgotten their names, and he didn’t care to keep track—McKennah liked to switch his guys out.


They rivaled Alaric’s size, but in the narrow alley, it was easy to move over the bodies of McKennah and Walsh and throw an uppercut into the first one’s face, then grab the back of his Members Only jacket to knee him in the solar plexus—once, twice. The second swung wildly once his buddy was on the ground. Alaric ducked and, without mercy, slammed his fist right into the guy’s groin. He went down hard with a scream that rivaled McKennah’s.


Breathing heavily, Alaric turned, finding McKennah’s collar amidst the groaning bodies. He hauled the gang leader up and felt McKennah’s blood and spit speckle his face and shirt.


“Yeh put Brody in the hospital. Yer dead, Durham.”


Alaric would’ve laughed if not for his jaw.


“Yeh already gave it a lash. Better luck next time.” Alaric pressed the pad of his thumb into McKennah’s already busted nose, applying pressure, and the boy whimpered.


“Brody got what he deserved, McKennah.” Alaric’s voice dropped dangerously low, fury rippling through his veins at the scum around him. “If any more of yeh harass Kyle’s little sister I’ll skip the hospital and send yeh straight to the morgue. Walsh, phone.”


Walsh slapped his phone into Alaric’s open hand, which Alaric then dropped to the ground and smashed under his foot. The glass and little metal bits inside crunched into near dust.


“Jaysus, Durham,” Walsh groaned, still holding the side of his head that Alaric rammed.


“Next time don’t take pictures of thirteen-year-olds.” Alaric turned to grab his chicken, then thought better of it. Already the putrid stench of the alley had infiltrated his boxed dinner. Alaric couldn’t well afford to abandon food, but then he tested his jaw and another wave of pain rushed him—he wouldn’t have been able to eat anyway.


Hands in his pockets, Alaric legged it home. He was tired from work, hungry, aching all over, and now in a rotten mood. Damn. He’d been really looking forward to that fried chicken.


Dublin traffic was light on Saturday afternoons, especially on the fringes of Glasnevin and Ballymun. He barely had to check for cars as he jogged across the street, his phone buzzing in his back pocket. Ignoring it, he climbed the stairs to his flat. Likely a group text, with his crew laughing and cutting up about McKennah’s defeat. Word got around fast among the gangs in north Dublin. Well, they called themselves gangs.


Alaric was sensible enough to know they were just children playing at being men. What happened between them didn’t matter. None of it.


The reality was that Alaric would be back in that alley, stopping by the same Tesco, cutting classes to play on Kyle’s Switch, or moving boxes at the shipping company day after day. Week after week.


But this was his lot in life. He’d long since accepted it. At least he wasn’t in foster care. He had his own place, however run-down it was, and he had trashy blokes like Brody to take everything out on. Which reminded him…


As he unlocked his studio flat, he slipped out his phone and texted Kyle. Pics of Kaylee gone.


Kyle responded immediately. I owe you, lad.


“Alaric,” barked an old, raspy voice to his left.


Alaric turned to find Mrs. Tuttle standing there in her stained muumuu, her wispy gray curls unkempt. Watery eyes squinted at him in displeasure and Alaric mentally prepared himself for whatever nonsense his old neighbor had to spout today.


“Aye, Mrs. Tuttle. Howsagoin?”


“Two blokes came looking for yeh today. Same ones as yesterday.”


Alaric stopped short of knocking his head against the door. For one, his head still hurt. For another, it would irritate Mrs. Tuttle. Though she was a cranky old lady, he sometimes got paid for random odd jobs she couldn’t do herself—sometimes in quid, other times in stew. And her cooking was unreal.


“Sorry they disturbed yeh, ma’am,” Alaric said, throwing his weight against the old, warped wood of the door; it shuddered open. He stepped inside, hoping to end this conversation fast. Painkillers were his top priority.


“I told them to come back this evening,” Mrs. Tuttle continued, clearly not caring what these men wanted, or if they meant trouble. As long as it didn’t bother her.


“Right, then. Cheers, ma’am.” Alaric shut the door and tossed his keys on the counter. He stripped off his jacket, threw it on the back of the one kitchen chair he owned, and crossed to the freezer for ice. There was none—he forgot to refill the tray—so he settled for a bag of frozen peas.


With a sports drink and two ibuprofen, he sat at the rickety table and pressed the bag of peas to his face while his empty stomach churned.


Part of him knew he should be concerned about the two strange men, but he couldn’t bring himself to care. When Mrs. Tuttle told him about the visitors yesterday, he’d spent almost an hour on his phone messaging anyone he knew to figure out who the men could be. Nothing panned out.


According to Mrs. Tuttle, they didn’t look like cops—at least not beat cops—and were too posh for detectives. Instead, they wore suits and drove a fancy car. Alaric figured they were maybe lawyers. Maybe even Brody’s… though he couldn’t imagine the coward getting some personal injury solicitor involved.


Ah, well. Whatever.


Cradling the frozen peas to his face, he ignored his stomach. He’d wait for the pills to settle in and then find a protein shake or soup for dinner—nothing he had to chew.


He was half out of it when a pounding sounded through his little flat. The nearly defrosted bag of peas slipped from his grasp and dropped to the floor while he strained his tired eyes open.


“Alaric!” screeched Mrs. Tuttle through the thin wall they shared, “open the feckin door!”


A bolt of fear suddenly went through him. He didn’t know who was looking for him or why, and the not knowing made him feel unprepared. Out of control. Then the trepidation was quickly replaced with irritation.


This whole evening was a bust. After his chicken, he’d planned to watch the latest episode of Jujutsu Kaisen. The current season of the anime was shaping up to be deadly, and now he’d be behind when all his friends met up tomorrow to debrief. With a groan, Alaric pushed himself from his chair, slid off the lock, and pulled the door open.


Two men stood before him. One was big enough to play rugby, maybe professionally, while the other was tall, but leaner. Both wore stern expressions and pristine navy-blue suits, polished all the way down to their dress shirts and ties.


Okay, so they didn’t look like solicitors either. Hell, Alaric didn’t know what they looked like.


“Alaric Durham?” the rugby-man asked.


Alaric tried to place the strange accent. It definitely wasn’t from the UK. It sounded vaguely American, but he’d briefly dated a girl from the States who’d taught him different American accents, and none of those seemed to fit. Perhaps Canadian? That could be it, though he’d only met someone from Montreal once.


“Alaric Durham?” the man repeated, now annoyed.


Alaric’s gaze dropped to a phone in the man’s hand. The screen was still illuminated with a somewhat blurry picture of Alaric at school. His pulse skipped. Who are these guys?


The fight-or-flight instinct was kicking in, but Alaric urged himself to relax. These men weren’t law enforcement and if they really were here to bust his face in, they’d already be swinging. With a picture, they didn’t need him to confirm their target.


“Yeh know I am. Who’s askin’?”


“May we come in?”


Polite too. This was, hands down, the weirdest ambush of his life. But what was he supposed to do? The men already proved they would keep coming back.


Alaric stepped aside and they entered his tiny flat. Their gazes roamed around his bedroom slash living room, the tiny kitchenette, the pile of graphic novels from the library, the comic books he’d bought at cheap secondhand stores, the mound of dirty clothes, and the door that led to the water closet.


It was clear these men came from money, but their looks didn’t seem judgmental, more… appraising. Taking stock.


“All right, lads. What’s the craic?”


“‘Craic?’” the second guy muttered.


“Irish slang. What’s the situation,” the rugby-man said to his partner.


Alaric rolled his eyes. “Christ. What do yeh want?”


“Have you been receiving your mail?”


Pointedly, Alaric looked at the pile of junk mail and bills sitting on the slim counter not a foot away from them. It was right next to his schoolbooks left untouched since the end of the term a month ago. Clearly these men loved rhetorical questions.


“Yeh lads from the electric company?” Alaric said following their silence. “I pay on time.”


The rugby-man slipped his hand into his suit pocket and Alaric tensed, but all he withdrew was an envelope.


An envelope Alaric had seen more than once. It was an expensive off-white paper with a wax seal and some fancy crest on the front. The missive was addressed to him, Alaric Durham, with his flat number and everything, in loopy calligraphy.


Four times now Alaric had found that same letter in his PO box. He’d read the first one, then thrown the rest out, because there was no way the content was meant for him. Or it was some kind of weird scam.


“And have you been receiving this letter?” the man asked.


Alaric collapsed into his kitchen chair. “Yeh sure yeh have the right Alaric Durham?”


The two men exchanged glances.


“I mean, there’s got to be another one out there better fit to go to yer fancy wee school. That’s for sure.” Alaric gestured at the envelope in the man’s hand, then took another swig of his Gatorade. The ibuprofen and electrolytes were slowly making their way through his system, but not nearly fast enough for this conversation.


The rugby-man cleared his throat. “We’re quite certain of your invitation to Almus Terra Academy, Mr. Durham. We’re here to make sure you matriculate.”


The school’s name made the hairs on the back of Alaric’s neck stand up. When he’d received this letter the first time, he’d been curious and done some googling. But there wasn’t much about the school online. All he could really tell was that it was an insanely rich boarding school. There were no news articles, no admissions website with photos and curriculum listed—just brief mentions in certain famous people’s education histories. Like, important public figures. The president of France. The CEO of a global billion-dollar green energy corporation.


“We’re also here to ensure you get your uniform, schoolbooks, and travel accommodations prepared before the start of the term,” the man continued.


Alaric stared at him while the absurdity of those words sunk in. After a moment, he let out a snort of laughter. “Is this some Harry Potter hoax? Are yeh about to tell me I’m a wizard?”


The men shared a loaded look, and Alaric’s annoyance shot up ten more notches. He was used to adults diminishing him, but never in his own home.


Alaric nodded toward the door. “Not interested, lads. See yerselves out. Cheers.”


The men didn’t move, and Alaric’s head gave a painful throb. The ache in his jaw was nearly to the point of needing a strong shot of whiskey. He didn’t usually drink, because it guaranteed more trouble, but he found it to be an effective painkiller.


“I’m afraid that’s not an acceptable answer, Mr. Durham. We have very specific instructions to secure your arrival at the Academy by September first,” the leaner man replied.


Alaric raised his head, pain momentarily forgotten. The man’s words didn’t make sense. They barely registered in Alaric’s foggy mind, but enough for him to grasp something important.


Alaric squinted at them. “Whose instructions?”


“Your family’s.”


Alaric exploded in laughter, his aching jaw almost bringing tears to his eyes. But the statement was so absurd—so inherently wrong—it was all he could do.


When his chuckles subsided, Alaric slouched fully in his chair, the suspense melting away. The men were here by mistake. Alaric had no family. He never had.


“I told yeh, I’m not yer guy,” Alaric said, leaning his head back and closing his eyes. His independence and isolation had become a rigid second skin over the years, protecting him from any false hopes. There was no emotion in his voice when he continued. “Do yeh see a Mr. and Mrs. Durham anywhere? Yeh’ve got it wrong.”


There was a moment of silence where even though Alaric couldn’t see them, he was sure they were exchanging another weighty look.


“Seventeen years ago you were born. May sixteenth. Nine pounds, fifteen ounces, blood type AB positive.”


Alaric froze, making his muscles lock and pain ripple through his body enough to nauseate him. That was his birthday. And his blood type.


“If you’re concerned about the tuition, your family has taken care of it.”


Truthfully, the tuition had never crossed Alaric’s mind, positive as he was that it had all been a mistake. But now that they brought it up, a school that educated prime ministers and CEOs—it certainly wasn’t cheap. And if his family was loaded enough for boarding school, where the hell had they been for the last seventeen years?


Back when Alaric was quite small, he remembered someone watching over him. This guardian changed every few months. At some point, one person left, but no one came to take their place. He was moved into government care. Eventually he’d gotten old enough to get a job, and he’d been looking out for himself ever since. Just last year he’d earned enough to pay for his own flat. His life had been one long lesson in survival. An endless stream of disappointments.


Was there really some rich family out there that had simply ignored him all these years?


His right hand slowly curled into a fist. The skin across his knuckles, broken and bleeding, stretched painfully across bruised bone. For years, he’d hated his parents for abandoning him before they even gave him a chance to be a person worth sticking around for.


But what tormented Alaric the most was how little his life mattered. All he knew was boring school with teachers who thought he was a lost cause, inane classes that never challenged him, tedious part-time jobs, hanging with his friends, watching videos on his phone, reading comics, and occasionally ending fights. It was tolerable for now, but his future was scary. He’d seen the men stumbling out of pubs every night after soulless work drove them to pints.


Sure, university might be an option, but could he ever get a respectable job? Would people take a chance on him? No one had yet. Not even his own family… until now.


But why now? If they were going to abandon their kid, may as well commit for life. If this letter was real… he could trace his past and remake his future all at once. There really wasn’t much of a choice to make.


“This school…,” Alaric muttered, staring at the grimy floor of his flat, feeling his stomach churn with nerves and his blood burn with resentment, an emotion he thought he’d long since overcome. “Yeh sure it’s free?”
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EMMELINE


A FRESH WAVE OF TURBULENCE ROCKED THROUGH THE PASSENGER jet, making Emmeline white-knuckle her armrest. Not for the first time, she was glad she had declined any tea or coffee. It would be all over her Dolce dress and cropped blazer by now.


Imagine: her first appearance at Almus Terra Academy, covered in faded beige stains. At that point, she wouldn’t leave the airstrip. She’d rather return to Manhattan as the city’s most beautiful—albeit lonely—society girl than appear sloppy on her first day at the most prestigious school on the planet.


Butterflies fluttered in her stomach at the thought of the academy. Flying across the Atlantic over the last six hours, she’d been trying not to hyper-fixate. Because she wanted her head clear when they landed, she’d avoided Dramamine or any other anti-nausea pills. Her poise, her attitude, her wit—all hinged on a sharp mind. She had to be at the top of her game.


“Another sparkling water, miss?” a flight attendant asked above her.


Emmeline had barely even touched her first glass, which was now well past flat.


“I’m fine, thank you,” Emmeline replied. She didn’t need to factor in potential burping from the carbonation.


“You should eat something,” Heather said once the flight attendant had moved on, not even glancing up from a novel she was reading—likely a Brontë sister. Heather never read anything from this century, and the Victorian classics were her comfort reads. Which was telling since Heather, like Emmeline, had been a wreck of nerves for days.


Hardly surprising, as this happened to be the biggest moment of both their lives.


“Not hungry.” Emmeline glanced out the window hoping to see their destination in the distance. No southern coast of France, not yet.


If she checked the plane’s trajectory, she would see they were still a couple hours out. No different from when she checked it eleven minutes ago. Get a grip, Emmeline.


“It’s not about hunger. It’s about having energy for the day. Would you rather be sluggish when you meet your peers?” Heather asked, tapping the digital reader screen to turn the page.


Emmeline hated when Heather did that. Question her with something so obvious it bordered on moronic. But that had been Heather’s method for raising Emmeline since she was nine. Do you want to watch shows that will rot your brain? Do you want to inevitably grow out bangs? Do you really want nails that garish?


Over time, Emmeline understood the psychological game in each of those questions, and she slowly began to overcome them. But it took her many years, given how deeply the expectation of perfection was ingrained in her subconscious. From Emmeline’s rough calculations, her victory rate against Heather’s manipulative barbs was about 45 percent.


“I’ll have a protein bar later,” Emmeline acquiesced. Forty-four-point-six percent.


As usual, Heather showed no signs of approval. Emmeline was used to it. In fact, it would be somewhat disturbing if Heather suddenly became a loving, doting parent. She would never be what Emmeline wanted, because Heather was her… guardian? Governess seemed more applicable, if also extremely dated.


But just as Heather had manipulated Emmeline over the years, Emmeline had learned to do the same.


“This is a private charter, am I right?”


Heather still didn’t look up. “Correct.”


Another bout of turbulence rocked the plane and Emmeline wished she were flying on a massive transatlantic flight. She’d heard that larger planes were a much smoother ride. At this point she’d even consider—shudder—premium economy.


“Who do the flight attendants work for?”


Finally, Heather relinquished her attention. Seated across from Emmeline in a massive armchair likely made from the coats of a baby llama or something else horridly expensive, she looked comfortable. As she should. As Emmeline’s governess of eight years, Heather had lived in the same Manhattan high-rise and dressed and dined in the same luxury.


She straightened in the high-back chair and lowered her e-reader. “Why?”


Emmeline shrugged. “Just wondering if they work for my family or not.”


She could feel Heather getting agitated. Her governess hated when Emmeline refused to get to her point fast enough, drawing it out so Heather had to keep pushing, pulling, prodding.


“Your family hired the charter. They do not own it.”


“Right. Interesting.” Emmeline pursed her lips, drumming her nails on the llama leather.


“What’s interesting, Emmeline?” Heather hissed, her patience running out.


“Well… I don’t want to get anyone into trouble.” Emmeline’s words were smooth and practiced, not sweet but earnest. “I thought I saw the flight attendant out with her phone. And given where we’re going and my family’s discretion—”


Heather made a growling noise in the back of her throat, clicked off her e-reader, and stood. Her heels padded on the carpeted floor of the jet toward the back of the plane, where the flight attendant was probably just playing Candy Crush on her phone.


Finally. Moving quickly, Emmeline pulled out the two pieces of paper that she’d slipped into the crevice of her seat. The first was her acceptance letter to Almus Terra—a document she’d coveted since she was eleven.


Before Heather, she’d had a fairly pleasant childhood. While she didn’t have normal loving parents, her nanny had been kind and cheerful. However, Tilde had still treated Emmeline as a job, no more than a handsome paycheck, choosing not to get too close. Exactly who was paying for Tilde, for Emmeline’s designer clothes, private schools, and high-rise apartment, Emmeline was never told. And when Tilde was replaced with Heather, whose job was to mold Emmeline into a brilliant scholar and socialite, the lonely girl became even more aware of the fact that her life was not normal.


Who exactly was this familial benefactor willing to invest millions to ensure Emmeline grew into someone important, when she was a stranger to them? It didn’t add up.


For years, she and Heather worked tirelessly to ensure she got into Almus Terra Academy. But soon after the enrollment documents came, the biggest mystery of her life began to unfold. Another monumental letter arrived, addressed to Emmeline from her parents.


By now, the paper was crinkled and worn from the many times Emmeline had folded and unfolded it, smoothed it, and read it.


Though she’d memorized almost every word, her eyes raked over the letter, hungrily eating up the pretty loops and swirls of her mother’s cursive.






Dear Emmeline,





At last, we welcome our beautiful daughter back into our lives. For reasons we cannot yet divulge, we have had to endure the past sixteen years apart. But our separation, and these wretched secrets, will end once you embark on the next chapter of your life. Your entelechy awaits at Almus Terra. Though you will be tested, your father and I both believe that you will rise far beyond our expectations. Remember always: passion in the pursuit of perfection.




With Highest Regards,


Your Mother








Emmeline had to look up the word entelechy, but more importantly—they had reasons. She had clung to that line—read it over and over until she was breathless with hope, desperate to be anything other than some unwanted dependent.


Either her mother had never wanted her and had been knocked up by some rich guy who’d agreed to pay a billionaire’s version of child support… or her mother was so rich and successful that the burden of taking care of a child was something worth her money but not her time. Both possibilities were devastating but theories she’d lived with, and at various points accepted. Until this letter.


Whatever the reasons were, it almost didn’t matter. Even if they were misguided, paltry excuses, it was better than being unwanted. And in her heart, she knew she would accept them.


At the sound of Heather’s footsteps returning, Emmeline shoved the letters back into the gap between her cushion and her arm rest.


Heather took her seat, glaring furiously at her ward, but said nothing, as usual. Whenever Emmeline was able to manipulate, Heather never scolded her. Because that would mean admitting defeat to a seventeen-year-old. And in truth, elegant manipulation was probably the most important lesson for Heather to impart.


They lapsed into silence. Emmeline checked the flight path. One hour and forty-two minutes to landing.


For all of Emmeline’s family wealth, she’d never traveled. At least, not outside the US. She’d flown to Chicago and LA for academic decathlons and school field trips that Heather had approved. But her mysterious family had been content to keep her without a passport.


So it was hard to maintain indifference as their private Audi drove them along the coast of southern France. The climate was hot and sunny, but dry. The sea was the brightest blue Emmeline had ever seen, rivaling the shade of the sky. Vineyards stretched out to the left in rows of peridot. Emmeline wondered if they were grenache grapes or the cabernet sauvignon variety. She had been given one glass of wine twice a month since her sixteenth birthday—not as a treat, but as a lesson. Heather expected Emmeline to know enough to smartly converse with a sommelier, though Emmeline had never really understood why.


Having landed in Marseille, they were now headed toward a small port town called Toulon. Not that anyone had told her this. Emmeline was following the car’s route on her phone. The town was beautiful and exotic, so very different from New York, with clay shingle roofs and a backdrop of limestone mountains. But as they came and went through Toulon, Emmeline’s anxiety grew.


The driver exited off the main highway onto a smaller road, and Emmeline shifted in her seat, her stomach doing aerial flips.


“Stop squirming,” Heather commanded sharply.


The subtext screamed in Emmeline’s head. Nervous looks weak.


Emmeline didn’t move again until the car pulled into a small, well-kept port. Paved stone the color of rust, bronze, and gold bordered the rocky coast, and a single sturdy dock made of gleaming wood stretched out into the calm waters. At the end of the dock was a yacht… ferry? Emmeline didn’t know ships very well, but this one had the sleekness of a luxury yacht with the broad, flat decks of a ferry. At its helm was a crest that she recognized well. A silver shield with the earth’s four main landmasses—Africa, the Americas, Europe, and Asia—surrounded by olive branches and backed by crossed sabers.




ALMUS TERRA ACADEMY





For so long those three words had been a lucky charm for Emmeline. Something to whisper to herself when she felt helpless and alone. She’d wished for a place so powerful that it would catapult her confined life into something more.


Here, she’d find not just the right path, but true allies. A real ride-or-die squad. Her “friends” back home had been convenient at best. Enjoying Emmeline’s wealth but loving the mystique of her lonely existence even more. Who was Emmeline Rhodes? Who were her parents? Where did her money come from? The constant well of gossip was a way to keep her separate and different from the kids at school. Not that Emmeline wanted to be like anyone else.


But she had wanted people she could belong to. Thanks to Heather and a revolving door of large security men instructed not to socialize, Emmeline was never allowed to get truly close, to be vulnerable, with anyone.


Almus Terra offered freedom and, according to the worn letter in her bag, family.


Heather stepped out of the car and without a word headed for the small rust-colored building where several other adults were already congregated, talking to the faculty, who were wearing pressed academy uniforms of gray, ivory, violet, and emerald.


Emmeline stayed by the car while the driver silently unloaded her several bags. To distract herself from the gathering of students at the dock, Emmeline checked her nails, trying to exude nonchalance. She was meant to be here. This was nothing.


Yet her whole life had led up to this moment. And she was just… standing by the car?


Emmeline glanced over at Heather, who was speaking with one of the school’s representatives, doing her job. Nothing more than that. In so many years of companionship, Heather had never been cruel to Emmeline, but she’d never shown attachment to her either. There was no deep love between them. If anything, there was relief that they would finally part ways, from this day forward.


So, without a single goodbye, Emmeline flipped her long honey hair over her shoulder and strode toward the Almus Terra students on the dock, looking every bit like she belonged.


And deep in her bones, she knew she did. Since birth.
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SADIE


COVERED PARAPETS, AN OUTER CURTAIN WALL, RAMPARTS CONNECTING towers that flanked the outer walls—and that was all Sadie could see just downhill. There was likely more—the main keep, a chapel tower, turrets, and hidden posterns, but until the next bend in the road, the rest of Almus Terra would be left to Sadie’s overactive imagination.


Fig and cypress trees bordered the one-way country lane that wound up the elevation of the small isle in southern France. Behind her, the laughter and chatter of her new classmates played as a background score to the title credits of Sadie’s previously simple life. Hans Zimmer, Howard Shore—hell, even John Williams would be impressed with the composition of her new life’s soundtrack. Holy Medieval Battlements, Batman. Here I am.


Sadie nudged Remy next to her. “What do you think the bailey looks like?”


The only other student from Ashland looked annoyed, but just slightly. Which Sadie considered a win. Remy had looked very annoyed the whole journey: From the Ashland flight to Paris, from the Paris train to Toulon, and finally the Toulon bus to the ferry, she’d been sour.


Still, they’d stuck together. They were hardly best friends, Remy being the daughter of Ashland’s most successful CEO and Sadie being… well, no one, but the two Ashlandic girls found it easier to pair up than to introduce themselves to strangers so soon.


“What the hell is a bailey?” Remy asked.


“It’s a leveled courtyard within castles, surrounded by walls for—”


“I don’t care,” Remy muttered.


“I bet they have some statues from the Holy Roman Empire, like Frederick II or Ramon Berenguer IV of the Catalan Dynasty.…” Sadie tilted her chin to get a better look as the trees gave away to a broader angle of the thirteenth-century castle. “It has a barbican! That’s a—”


“Sadie. Don’t. Care,” Remy snarled next to her.


Outer gatehouse for fortification, Sadie finished in her head as the piece of medieval architecture came into full magnificent view.


Behind her, the score changed tempo. From enthusiastic conversation to gasps of awe, excited whoops, and a few relieved sighs. The journey to the castle had been on foot, half a mile uphill. Now that they were so close, Sadie relished this moment to admire the school of her dreams. The ancient gray stone, the towers with the bronze corbels nearly touching low-lying clouds, the hanging purple banners fluttering from the ramparts… it was all really real.


It had been the beginning of eighth grade when she’d first heard of Almus Terra Academy. As one of the top students in her district, Sadie had been among the chosen few to enter Ashland’s National Merit Scholarship Program.


It was a four-year program designed to motivate Ashland’s young scholars and send one lucky child to the world’s most prestigious preparatory school. Almus Terra was dedicated to educating the brightest students so they may lead their home countries on a mission for global economic prosperity and world peace, and the National Treasury of Ashland would foot the admissions bill for one lower-income contestant every few years. When King Leander had announced the program, he’d gained a lot of admiration from the media—people loved the idea that the king was taking a personal interest in the hopes and dreams of his young subjects.


It was a lofty ambition for a twelve-year-old from a working-class family, but Sadie had been inspired. She had studied so hard, achieved perfect grades for four years, and then… last year her pristine record was destroyed.


The scholarship application deadline came and went. Her spotless attendance, her roster of extracurricular activities, her flawless GPA—all of it tarnished. In just one night, her future was washed away.


Sadie shook her head quickly, her ponytail nearly whipping Remy in the face. She would not think about that night. She couldn’t afford to.


“Aren’t you getting in line?” Remy snapped.


Mentally Sadie kicked herself; she hurriedly stepped behind Remy. She wasn’t going to ruin her dream in the present by dwelling on the past. Reaching this moment should’ve been impossible since she’d missed the scholarship deadline and her grades had taken a nosedive. Yet the acceptance letter had still arrived. She was still here.


Her neck craned backward as she marveled at the old moldings on the barbican restored to their former ancient glory.


A hard poke jolted Sadie, and she dropped her head to notice the older, brown-skinned woman in the bright-colored head wrap and gray power suit waiting for her with a tablet. Remy was already walking across the bridge through the gates, toward the main castle entrance.


“Welcome to Almus Terra. Name?” the woman asked.


Sadie squeezed her fists at her sides, keeping herself from vibrating with excitement. “Sadie Aurelia.”


The woman’s fingers, poised to tap across her tablet, remained frozen as she raised her eyes to meet Sadie’s for the first time.


“Sadie Aurelia?” she repeated.


Sadie blinked, the temperature of her skin suddenly heating and cooling in a flash. A symptom of anxiety she’d never quite been able to control, especially not since…


Don’t.


“Y-yes,” Sadie breathed. Her pulse started to spike, and oxygen suddenly felt out of reach. But she managed to grab control—like the therapist had taught her. “That’s me.” Good. Her voice was steadier now.


“Stand here, please,” the woman instructed, pointing to the space right next to her.


The blood drained from Sadie’s face. The rest of the students were all told to head in. She hadn’t been out of breath walking uphill, but she could collapse if all this crumbled before her. If her miracle had been a mistake.


“Is something wrong?”


“Here, please,” the woman repeated, her features growing stern.


Sadie complied and tried not to ask more questions. Almus Terra surely did not tolerate any form of disobedience, and she wasn’t about to get in trouble before she’d even stepped foot inside—though it seemed like maybe she already had.


The line of students slowly trickled down, nearly every one of them giving Sadie a curious look. Why was she just standing there on display? What made her so special?


Almost twenty minutes later, when the last of the students had been checked in, the teacher turned to Sadie. “Follow me, Ms. Aurelia.”


The teacher headed under the barbican and over the cobbled walkway through Almus Terra’s inner gates. Her heels clicked across stone, and she moved with such poise that Sadie couldn’t help but stare before registering her instructions. Follow.


The entrance hall was as impressive as the exterior of the castle. With a thirty-foot ceiling, the hall opened to a grand atrium where sunlight filtered down through a stained glass window. The window art displayed the school’s crest and had probably been installed when the castle was restored. Potentially post–World War II. According to Almus Terra history, that’s when the school grew significantly in popularity and prestige, its mission even more critical. Almus Terra had always been a renowned institution—famously boasting connections to scholars like Galileo, Isaac Newton, Immanuel Kant, and Voltaire—but the devastation wrought during World War II gave the school a new sense of purpose: world peace.


“Ms. Aurelia,” the teacher called.


Sadie hurried after her—she was already going up a narrow stone staircase on the right. The teacher opened a door to a long corridor covered in tapestries on one side and tall windows bordered by thick, rich purple curtains held by gold cords on the other.


The afternoon sun shone brightly on the tapestries, illuminating rutilant threads and making the weaving around them shine. Each tableau depicted moments of great significance in world history—the burning of Rome, the Xinhai Revolution, the Declaration of Independence, D-day, the Fifth Pan-African Congress, the founding of the UN. Sadie would’ve stared at them for hours, taking in every detail and committing each one to memory, but she couldn’t fall behind again. Hopefully there would be time later to take a closer look.


Please, please, please, let this not be a mistake.


After going through another door and up a second staircase, this one a spiral, the teacher stopped at a door larger and grander than the rest. The wood was a deep cherry red, and the knocker was metal worked to emulate the shape of a dove.


For peace, Sadie noted.


The teacher rapped on the door and pushed it open. “Ma’am, I brought the last one.”


The last one?


“Thank you, Professor Haji,” a smooth, slightly accented voice said through the door.


Professor Haji dipped her head and then promptly left, heading back down the stairs without another word.


“Come in, Ms. Aurelia.”


Relax, Sadie. If they sent you an acceptance letter by mistake, it’s their fault, not yours.


But still, her gut clenched at the idea that she could be going back home. No. There was no home to go back to. Almus Terra was her only path forward.


Taking a deep breath, Sadie stepped through the door and had trouble deciding where to look first.


The room was an office, and it was huge. It could’ve easily been the bedroom of a lord or a member of the holy church a thousand years ago. Now it had giant volumes of text on shelves, world maps encased in glass on the stone walls, and statues of historical figures.


There were four people in the office—three teenagers about Sadie’s age, and then clearly the most important person in the room, perhaps the school. The woman standing behind the massive desk was stunning, with light brown skin and black braids threaded with silver and purple strands. Her back was to the windows, and her fingertips rested lightly on the wood surface. She was dressed in lavender slacks and a matching light purple vest, showing off muscular arms with an impressive amount of ink. When she spoke, Sadie’s spine straightened on instinct.


“Welcome to Almus Terra, Ms. Aurelia. I’m your headmistress, Zuri Aquila. Please, join us.” The headmistress beckoned Sadie to the empty spot between two of the three teens.


Slowly, Sadie shuffled forward, unable to stop herself from openly staring at the other… well, they obviously had to be students too. But that’s where the similarities ended.


All three looked like they’d stepped out of a TV show. Some ridiculous American drama where every person is obnoxiously attractive. But it wasn’t just their looks—they seemed to exude confidence and an aura of… superiority? It was hard to discern self-assurance from snobbery, but they seemed to possess some kind of divine right.


The office was quiet as the three larger-than-life teenagers regarded Sadie, just as she sized them up herself. The guy to the far left was the most intimidating since he radiated hostility as well as power. He was also probably one of the tallest and broadest boys Sadie had ever seen—plus he had a nasty multicolored bruise traveling from the side of his pale face down to his jaw. Unlike the other two, he was dressed more like Sadie, in simple, worn clothes. His hands were tucked into a hoodie once black but now a dark gray. A green Henley that he’d seemingly outgrown strained across a muscular chest. He wore jeans that had seen many washes and had many stains (one that looked suspiciously like blood). His hair was a dark brown cropped close on the sides and unruly on top, and his eyes reminded Sadie of storm clouds over the coast of the Durah cliffs back home.


The girl next to him was his opposite in both attire and bone structure. Her features were delicate and perfectly symmetrical. She was rather tall, built like a model, really. She wore a peach dress, clearly some designer label, and a blazer that stopped above her waist like a business crop top. Her light brown hair resembled liquid honey and fell down her slender back in silky waves. Her eyes, too, were gray, though they shined more like silver. She was, quite possibly, the prettiest girl Sadie had ever seen in real life.


The second young man, whom Sadie now stood next to, resembled a real-life Greek god Apollo. He was tall, but where the dark-haired boy was bulky with muscle, Apollo was leaner, more like a swimmer than a hockey player. With perfect posture, his arms rested easily, and somehow respectfully, at his sides. He wore slacks, a button-down, and a sports coat, and like the girl’s outfit, everything seemed cut from money and stitched with style. Blond hair, bordering on gold, a straight nose and accented cheekbones—he could’ve been Chris Hemsworth himself. Except for his eyes. Not a Hemsworth blue. Gray, again, like iron.


“Late,” Headmistress Aquila said, sighing and glancing at the clock on the wall.


“O-oh, I’m sorry,” Sadie said on reflex, not that it was her fault she was late for… whatever this was.


“Not you, Ms. Aurelia,” the headmistress said kindly, then nodded toward the door. “Him.”


When Sadie and the others turned, she almost choked on air—somewhere between a gasp and a squeak. Standing before her in the doorway was the king of Ashland.


King Leander was easily over six feet tall. With broad shoulders, he was well-built for a man in his mid-seventies. Though he was getting on in years, he exuded authority and elegance. His gray hair was cut short like a soldier’s, and his suit was so crisp and simple, it could have been a military uniform. There were no dazzling embellishments like sashes, badges, or epaulets to signal his royalty, but Sadie knew him all the same.


He’d ruled Ashland for over fifty years now. The longest reign in their country’s existence. His face was everywhere—television, stamps, statues, history books.


Two men in navy suits flanked him, both rather large, imposing, and capable—Sadie was sure—of killing anyone at a moment’s notice. They made the enormous office feel a little tighter.


The blood rushed back to Sadie’s face as she dropped to one knee, her heart pounding. Why was the king here?


“Rise, Ms. Aurelia.” Amusement colored the king’s tone. “No need for formalities.”


Face even hotter, Sadie unsteadily got to her feet, realizing no one else had moved to kneel. In fact, the other students were looking at her like she was a creature from outer space.


“Oh, for heaven’s sake. This is a school, not the Kremlin. Please tell your guards to wait outside,” Headmistress Aquila said, clicking her tongue.


With a surprisingly chill shrug, the king muttered a few choice words to his men. The guards responded with the Ashlandic military salute, then headed back down the stairs.


Once the door was closed, King Leander turned to regard each person in the room, his gaze lingering longest on the three pairs of dazzling gray eyes. A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, though the man’s face was so harsh it seemed more like a grimace to Sadie.


“I’ve waited years for this day,” he said, his low voice rich in depth and class.


Sadie twisted her fingers against her stomach, unsure if she was more nervous or confused.


“Aye? And what day is that, lad?” the dark-haired boy drawled in a thick Irish brogue.


Sadie’s fingers tightened, locking together so hard her knuckles turned white. The king of Ashland wasn’t anybody’s lad.


King Leander’s smile grew, his own gray eyes seeming to spark with intrigue. “Headmistress, I appreciate you gathering them for me.”


The headmistress flicked her wrist toward the clock. “Time is of the essence, Leander. I have a speech to give and these four must attend the welcome banquet with their classmates.”


“Straight to business, then. Please, let us sit.” The king gestured to an area with five chairs and a coffee table before them. A Japanese tea set rested on the table, though Sadie highly doubted they’d be offered any.


The dark-haired boy dumped himself onto the chair nearest to where he stood, and the pretty girl took the seat next to him. The blond demigod and Sadie took the other chairs across the coffee table, and King Leander sat in the last seat.


“First, let me congratulate you all on your acceptance into Almus Terra,” King Leander began, his heavy gaze scouring each of them. “Though I paid your tuitions, you had to meet the academic requirements on your own in order to be admitted.”


Sadie bit her tongue—literally—to prevent herself from interrupting a king. Though she was practically bursting at the seams. Wasn’t the National Merit Scholarship funded by the Treasury? Was the king claiming to have personally paid? Were these other students also Ashland scholarship winners?


Lacing his fingers together, the king continued. “A long time ago, I decided that my succession would be determined not by lineage or politics, but by strength. Skill. Knowledge. You’ve all been gifted a spot at Almus Terra because of your birthright. But only one of you will inherit my throne, and that”—his index fingers dipped downward, hands still clasped—“must be earned. Won.”


The room was completely silent. Not a single outside bird, clearing of throat, or sound of footfalls could be heard. Nothing. It was as if God—or whoever might be out there watching with popcorn—wanted to press pause. Sadie blinked. Hard. She pinched her thigh. It hurt.


“Excuse me, sir,” the other girl said, her voice as lovely as her face. Soft, melodic, perfectly pitched, and clear.


King Leander turned to her. “Yes, Emmeline?”


“What do you mean by birthright?”


“Ah, yes. That.” The king reached into his jacket pocket, withdrew folded sheets of paper, and then unceremoniously dropped them onto the coffee table. “The three of you—Alaric, Titus, and Emmeline, are my grandchildren. With the blood of House Eldana running through your veins, you are viable successors to my reign. You’re welcome to verify your birth certificates and medical records if you wish. The documents are all right here.”


No one moved to reach for the papers.


Sadie’s gaze shot to the three heirs sitting around her. It wasn’t every day you got to watch someone find out they were royalty.


The girl, Emmeline, was staring at King Leander with a mix of realization, surprise, and… triumph? Her silver eyes seemed to blaze, and her hands curled into fists on her lap.


The dark-haired boy, either Alaric or Titus, looked as if he’d just eaten something poisonous, like weeks-old sushi. An expression something close to horror and utter revulsion.


But the blond one, amazingly, wasn’t even looking at his surprise grandfather—he was staring at Sadie. His eyes were as sharp as steel, and his perfect mouth was set in a firm line.


“And Ms. Aurelia?” he asked, his voice coated with a thick high-society British accent. “You said the three of us. If she is not of your blood, who is she?”


An excellent question, my dear Watson. This was quickly escalating to K-drama status and Sadie tended to react to discomfort with humor.


Sweat broke out between her shoulder blades and she felt like laughing or throwing up, it could really go either way.


Thankfully, the king answered—as he should, since the question certainly hadn’t been directed at her. “Sadie Aurelia is one of my subjects. Born and raised in Ashland’s capital and an exemplary student with a brilliance that her teachers have long praised. She won a national scholarship to attend Almus Terra. Little did anyone know, this year’s scholarship comes with the chance at my crown. I am honor-bound to challenge unbridled nepotism. The best and the brightest deserve a path to Ashland’s monarchy.”


This can’t be happening.


At everyone’s stunned silence, the king chuckled. “I am not so arrogant as to believe my own blood are the only ones fit to rule. Any citizen has a right to prove themselves worthy of leadership. I believe Ms. Aurelia could have what it takes, and I want someone born and raised on Ashlandic soil to stand as an equal contender alongside the three of you.”


“We would have been born and raised in our country had you not sent us away.”


“Titus.” Warning cut through the king’s tone as his eyes flashed over to the blond boy next to Sadie. “Believe what you like, but I sent you three away to save your lives and our country. As I had not yet chosen an heir, predators were plotting left and right to eliminate you as possible successors. And I did not want to see my grandchildren murdered any more than I’d want to see my homeland ravaged by another civil war. Our kingdom was healing, our people finally working and thriving. I did what I did for the good of Ashland. But now we have nothing to hide. A press release will be issued within the week and once that happens, you will officially be known as the royal heirs of Ashland. Learn everything you can at Almus Terra, and then bring that bounty of training and knowledge back to your homeland.”


Powerful words for powerful people. But Sadie wasn’t one of them. She was a nobody. Chosen why, exactly?


According to Ashlandic law, the ruling monarch could choose their own successor regardless of birth order or blood relation. In the event a monarch dies prior to naming an heir, the Royal Advisory Council would choose. It wasn’t a foolproof system by any means, which was partly why it had been so easy to wage wars during transitions of power. Nevertheless, it was tradition. So while choosing a non-related heir was exceedingly rare, it wasn’t against custom.


Though how King Leander could take on a random girl as an heir without—wait, did her social worker even know about this?


Then again, did it matter? He was the king, and she supposed he could enact whatever law he liked, appoint whomever he wanted as his heir. He could make her a princess under his royal decree. Whoa. No way.


Suddenly, the dark-haired boy shot to his feet and started for the door.


“Alaric?” Headmistress Aquila asked from her desk. Sadie had forgotten she was still there. “Where are you going?”


“Back to Dublin,” he snarled, tossing the words over his shoulder. “This was an absolute gas. But yer all off yer head if yeh think I’m some eejit prince.”


“And what’s in Dublin?”


Alaric froze, fist on the door handle, his big shoulders stiff at the king’s words.


“Don’t you want to know why, Alaric?” King Leander continued lightly, as if he were talking about the weather.


Why what?


Alaric slowly turned back around, the good side of his jaw moving and grinding. But he didn’t leave… and he didn’t say anything more.


Satisfied, King Leander reclined in his low cushioned chair.


“Today is just the beginning. Settle into your classes, make your new friends, and we shall reconvene before long. In the meantime, you will be judged. Not just on your grades, but by your character and your actions here at Almus Terra.” King Leander crossed his legs, his chin tilting up in a tenebrous look that made Sadie shiver.


“This school breeds world leaders and revolutionary thinkers. That’s why you’re here. I have no doubt each of you will do well. But doing well is not enough. You must be exceptional. You must be the best to inherit my legacy.”


No one said a word. No one even breathed. Sadie’s nerves were shot, a numbness starting to spread through her limbs as she realized something very important: The king of Ashland would never make the mistake of getting the wrong girl. If he chose Sadie as part of his game of succession, he meant it. Still—why me?


“Now, there’s a banquet to attend… is there not, Headmistress?”


Headmistress Aquila swiveled in her chair, her fingers drumming on the arm rests and her mouth turned down in aggravation. Her glare was fixed on the king.


“Indeed. Students, wait for me down at the base of the tower. I’ll escort you to the Banquet Hall. Right after I have a quick word with your king.”


Formally dismissed, Titus, Emmeline, and Sadie stood from the sofa, while Alaric, closest to the door, was already stomping down the stairs.


Though it wasn’t Sadie’s place to judge, she did find it extremely strange that there was no tearful reunion. The king had just met his grandchildren for the first time in what, sixteen years? And there wasn’t a single embrace or even a pat on the back. It was just so cold. King Leander hadn’t rejoiced at seeing them because he missed them. He’d brought them here to compete for his crown, and then dismissed them like mere employees. Sadie was glad he wasn’t her grandfather.


As Emmeline and Titus followed Alaric out, their footsteps echoing in the hollow archway, Sadie paused at the door, casting one look back at her king.


His iron gaze found hers and the corner of his mouth hitched up. “Yes, Ms. Aurelia?”


Sadie licked her lips, her throat suddenly so dry. There must have been thousands of other Ashlandic children to choose from. For example, she knew one boy who’d moved to the States to join a team of kids training to go to Mars one day. Sure, she was intelligent, maybe more than the average student, but she was nothing so special as to belong here. And, more importantly, none of the other scholarship contenders had botched their applications.


“Your Majesty, I… I missed the deadline. My schoolwork fell apart. Why was I still considered?” she asked, her pulse rocketing.


“Sadie,” King Leander said, his hands slipping into his pockets, “do you believe in second chances?”


Her heart clenched painfully, and it was a struggle to keep her voice level. “Yes.”


He smiled kindly. “So do I.”
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