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Prologue[image: ]Leander





War is inevitable.


That was Leander’s recurring thought as he read the report, his thumb accidentally smearing a pink tinge of crimson across the page. The blood was appropriate, albeit annoying, considering the paper’s contents.


His fresh tattoo was still bleeding and likely wouldn’t stop until he applied some ointment. However, the wound would need to wait. Zuri Aquila had just left, he needed to review this report, and he had a call he could not miss.


The days are getting shorter, Leander thought as he wiped the remnants of blood on his black slacks, with every year I am king.


Reading the report was not of vital consequence, considering that the call he’d received from Captain Kendrick was what had triggered his tattoo in the first place. He’d known for hours that Operation Peaceful Sea was successful the moment it had happened. As commander in chief of all Ashlandic military forces, Leander was the first person to receive the call—the only person who truly mattered.


Still he wanted to read the report anyway. He felt like he owed it to the dead.


Never mind that they’d been trying to steal his crown. Never mind that they had been planning a coup that would put one of the other ancient Ashlandic rival houses on the throne, throwing the country into another civil war after forty years of unprecedented peace and economic prosperity.




The traitors were still human beings and Leander was no monster. He was simply a monarch willing to do what was necessary for the benefit of his people. Though this operation could’ve been avoided if he’d been merciless years ago when he’d first learned that the Scealans were still alive. But with experience came wisdom, and he was finally eradicating the threat now.


His gray eyes scanned the paper, reminding himself of the intelligence gathered from his various sources that had led to this swift, tactical extermination. A man had emerged with the name Scealan and held plans for several choice attacks on energy plants, military bases, and ports, to weaken the country’s infrastructure, military, and economy. The culmination of the conspiracy was his infiltration of Heres Castle and the forceful removal of Leander’s crown along with his head.


The insurrection was quite well strategized, actually.


If Leander were to stage his own coup, this would be how he went about it.


“Pity,” Leander muttered as his gaze raked over the confirmed casualties in the conspirator’s seaside home of Farach, where the royal intelligence team had found the rebels and eliminated them permanently.


Pity that Scealan man had been power-hungry enough to use his genius for treason. He would’ve made a good general.


Leander skimmed through the report’s midsection, explaining all the tactical maneuvering, any errors (naturally there were none), and the extraction as well as the staging for civilian law enforcement. No need to make the public aware of another rebellion quashed. They needed stability. So it would be staged as a break-in where men had been doing nothing but relaxing, drinking, and playing cards. It was a nice house. There wouldn’t be much suspicion. Besides, the tactical team was very good, covering up their jobs as easily as performing them.




It was when he got to the conclusion of the report that he paused.


His tattoo burned, and, absentmindedly, he stroked the cuff of his dress shirt, now tinged in blood.


The rebel had a wife and child.


He’d known this, of course. It had all been a part of his plan when he set Operation Peaceful Sea into motion. But it was a tragedy nonetheless.


Unfortunately, the wife had to go. She likely knew of her husband’s plans, and Leander was nothing if not thorough. But the child… the child was innocent.


He would set the child up with a new home. Likely an aunt or a close friend on the mother’s side. Someone willing to raise the child as their own out of love but with enough fear of the regime to keep the adoption a secret. It was easy to arrange such things.


Leander’s gaze flicked to the chair opposite his desk. The one Zuri Aquila had sat in mere minutes ago, asking about the fourth applicant to her beloved Almus Terra.


Ironic that she’d arrived mere minutes before he received the name of the child in this report.


Aurelia.


He liked it. It was strong. Beautiful.


The child could keep their name. At least partially. It would involve paperwork, a lot of it in the adoption process, but this was a small token he could bestow.


A knock sounded at his door and the guard poked his bald head through. “Your call is on line one, Your Majesty.”


“Thank you, Kendrick,” Leander said with a sigh, opening his desk drawer and filing the report into the folder for special covert military operations. His chief secretary had been nagging him to go digital for a long time, but he was wary of computers. Hackers seemed to be getting craftier every day. At least this way, if someone stole these documents, he’d be able to look his traitorous subject in the eye, rather than a faceless nobody overseas.




He reached over and picked up the phone, sliding it between his ear and his shoulder. “Leander.”


There was a beep, and he gritted his teeth. A king should not be kept waiting on a call, and, yet, here he was. Waiting for a man who had more money than God and was somehow considered a relatively “young” billionaire.


I wonder, Leander thought as the second beep sounded and there was the whisper of wind in the receiver, if I should have gotten into business rather than politics.


“Afternoon, Leander,” the smooth voice said over the phone, sounding much too casual.


It was the second time today he let the rigid royal decorum slide. “Rhett. How are you?”


“Better than the Americans.”


Leander lifted his gaze to the ceiling in annoyance. Rhett was American, yet the man seemed to believe he transcended nationalities.


“But not great,” Rhett continued. “This one is going to hurt us all.”


Leander kneaded his temple. “So it will.”


“News is that the US government is going to seize control of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac.”


“Mmm.” Leander had not called to talk about the housing market collapse in the United States but the failure of banks and mortgage lenders was currently tanking the American stock market. Unfortunately, that kind of crisis rippled into a worldwide one. Last year the European Union, Australia, Canada, and Japan had all banded together to inject liquidity into credit markets to stabilize the rapidly failing lending markets.


“Leander,” Rhett grumbled, “this does not bode well.”




Leander stood, shoving his free hand into his pocket and walking to the window. The storm was finally calming now. He could see a break in the clouds in the gray-scaled horizon. “It is what it is. You don’t like it because this proves corporations and banks must rely on governments in crisis. When all else fails, a government remains standing.”


“That’s rich coming from Ashland’s king,” Rhett drawled, “I wouldn’t call your country’s history of government exactly stable.”


True. He had just quashed a rebellion.


“Maybe so. But my reign has yet to fall. Now, have you considered my proposal?”


The billionaire was silent for a long time. The question was not about whether he’d considered it, but whether he was willing to go through with it.


“I… am not opposed to the idea. It is messy, however.”


“Messes can be swept under the rug as long as no one is watching.”


Rhett chuckled as a seagull cawed in the distance, and Leander assumed the man was on his yacht, looking out at a very different sea, with a very different view.


“I suppose that’s fair. You’re certain this… institution can give me what I want?”


Leander thought of his grandchildren, his legacy, and the future of Ashland. He thought of the deposits he just put down. “What you want, Rhett, is the future. So yes, it can.”


The other line was silent, then, “Very well, then. We should meet in person. Expect me in forty-eight hours.”


Then the line went dead. Leander would’ve been offended, but that was yet another indignity he was willing to overlook. The man was, after all, agreeing to a plan that would make Ashland quite rich.


He placed the phone back in its cradle and sat in his desk chair, glancing at his drawer with the report of Operation Peaceful Sea. He did not need to check his watch to know how long the call had lasted. In rare form, he was actually ahead of schedule, and he was not one to waste time.




Opening his notepad, he began to draft a new memo for his secretaries to review and implement. In his superior penmanship, he scrawled Ashland’s National Merit Scholarship Program.












1 Alaric




Seventeen years later




Was it a left at the naked mermaid statue or a right?


Alaric didn’t recall the exact directions the servant had given him a few days ago. He went with his gut. Left.


His sleek black Oxford shoes, the ones he was forced to wear at every formal event, padded softly and silently across the deep cobalt rug. Not that discretion really mattered. The fireworks from the traditional summer reenactment of an epic Ashlandic sea battle off the cliffs were a good distraction.


Alaric glanced over his shoulder to see if anyone was following him. They weren’t.


In his time at Heres Castle, Alaric had picked up a few clues about its layout and decorative styles. Marble floors were pathways to state rooms, while living quarters, studies, and personal offices had thick rugs and plush carpets leading to their thresholds.


Whether it was a good thing or a bad thing, he was getting better at navigating these halls. Ever since becoming an Ashland heir, he’d felt out of place in every castle he’d been in. Which, weirdly, was more than one. His school, Almus Terra Academy, was also in a castle, though a vastly different structure than this one. While Heres Castle had become more of an amalgamation of royal architecture from across Europe, Almus Terra was classically medieval. Though it was now a fortress of learning rather than a fortress of protection for some long-dead Roman Catholic noble.




Sadie would know exactly which noble most likely.


No, nope. He was not going to think about Sadie—his rival, the heir apparent, and the girl he could not get out of his head for the life of him, despite the fact that she was dating his cousin.


Alaric shouldn’t be thinking about anything except the mission before him.


He walked faster. It had already taken him too long to get back inside the castle. The royal courtyard on the Durah cliffs could be seen directly below most of the balconies facing east, but there were hundreds of steps carved directly into the rock between the castle and the courtyard. A lift had been built years ago, but it was manned by guards and Alaric did not want to risk being seen returning when he was supposed to be enjoying the national holiday with the rest of the Ashlandic Court.


Finally, the long corridor ended in what looked like a half-moon drawing room. He must’ve entered a tower. That sounded about right. The servant he’d bribed with a few banknotes from his royal allowance had mentioned that all the princes and princesses had each been given a tower upon their birth, and that his mother, Crown Princess Rhea, had received the northeastern. Not that he knew where northeastern was at this point, but it felt right.


He tried the ornate wooden door on the left. Locked.


“Yeh think in a palace riddled with guards the security inside would be lighter,” he muttered to himself as he pulled out the tools from his jacket pocket.


Before becoming a prince, Alaric had been… the extreme term would be delinquent. But his criminal activities were fairly benign, all things considered. A couple of minor break-ins at run-down businesses and old warehouses. A few fights. Well, not a few. A lot. A lot of fights. Some underage drinking. But that’s it. Nothing serious—no drugs, no stealing, not even petty theft. Everything he’d owned, he’d earned. Even from a juvenile age, he’d understood what things cost. What life cost.




Still, he knew how to pick a lock.


Flipping the case open, he selected his torque wrench and slid the tool into the lock. With a quick couple turns he was able to determine the direction of the key. Next, he inserted the pick, the curved metal facing upward to push at the pins and test their movement. Once he was confident they’d slide upward, he removed the pick and then inserted his final tool, the rake, slowly lifting each pin and applying pressure through the wrench. Ear pressed against the door, he listened for the sound of the pins falling through the lock mechanism. The technique of raking usually took multiple attempts, but Alaric got it on his second.


Sure enough, the pins clicked and the lock disengaged.


Blowing out a breath, Alaric pushed the door open and slipped inside the darkness, shutting the door behind him. For months, he’d plotted to break into his father’s suite, and he was finally here.


He didn’t pause to take stock of the room. He didn’t care what it looked like or how his father lived. All he cared about was… 


Alaric’s gaze landed on the massive mahogany desk and the laptop sitting unguarded on top.


“Bingo,” he muttered.


Crossing the room in long strides, Alaric took out the external drive from his jacket pocket. After plugging his drive into one of the ports, he opened the laptop and was faced with a login screen. Tongue between his teeth, his fingers flew across the keys, pulling up the command prompt and using the hacking script he’d been practicing in his Cyber Security class all last semester.


It was a ridiculous amount of typing. But he was rewarded when the black screen full of his code disappeared and the simple blue screen of his father’s desktop took its place.




Clicking on the first folder he found, another password prompt popped up, and Alaric swore harshly.


Of course Mikael Erickson would have double encryption on everything. It was smart but obnoxious. At least Alaric was prepared. Typing out another command, he began copying the computer’s files onto his external drive. That alone was not an easy task either. There was a security protection in place to prevent copying and Alaric had to dismantle it. Over and over.


Minutes ticked by, but he kept typing, taking down every security feature that was triggered as the files were slowly, but surely, downloaded. Later, he would be able to hack into the folders themselves, but he was already creeping up on two hours of absence from the party.


As the last of the folder downloads reached 80 percent, his phone vibrated in his pocket. Without even checking the ID, Alaric slipped on his earphones and answered the call.


“Yo.”


“How goes the break-in?” Jacob’s voice came through all cheery, his mouth stuffed with some snack. Alaric was going to guess cheese puffs. The kid was addicted.


“Not swell,” Alaric grumbled. “The chancer’s got all the files double-encrypted.”


Jacob barked out a laugh, the sound in Alaric’s ears making him wince. “Your dad is a piece of work, my dude.”


“Tell me about it,” Alaric said as the files finally finished their download. He unplugged the drive and slipped it into his jacket.


Jacob was a fifteen-year-old American, four full years younger than Alaric, but super freaking smart and Alaric’s best friend at Almus Terra. He was studying robotics and aspired to help build Mission to Mars tech. Alaric didn’t doubt he would achieve it.




“Are you going back to the party?” Jacob asked.


With his prize safely in his coat, Alaric ducked out of his father’s room. “Not sure I’d call Ashland’s ceremonial sea battle reenactment a party, Jake. Ilsa mentioned they spent twenty-five million on the ships and gunpowder alone.”


“Is there booze?”


“Yeah.”


“Then it’s a party.”


Hard to argue with that logic.


He was about to head back down the hall when his gaze snagged on the other door.


His mother’s room. He knew there was nothing to be gained by going inside, but his legs were already moving.


This door did not have a lock to pick. It clicked open with a simple twist of the knob. Jacob must’ve heard the sound because he piped up again.


“You still in your dad’s room?


“No, my ma’s,” Alaric mumbled as he stepped inside. Wisely, Jacob stayed quiet as Alaric took it all in.


The moonlight shone in through the several large windows, highlighting his mother’s dark room in silver. The furniture looked pristine, and it didn’t surprise him at all that they would keep the crown princess’s quarters perfect in both her life and death. Though the decor was not what he expected. It seemed to follow Rhea’s style. She had posters of ’80s rock bands, bohemian-style rugs, and gauzy curtains with astrological symbols. But the furniture was like everywhere else—ornate, heavy, old. A massive cherrywood dresser and desk, a canopy king-size bed with accented throw pillows of… Trolls and Care Bears.


It was then he’d wished he hadn’t answered Jacob’s call, because this had become unexpectedly personal. His throat grew uncomfortably tight. His eyes burned. His mother had seemed… cool. It was clear she didn’t give a shit what real princesses should have on their beds. She liked what she liked and was unapologetic about it. Like Alaric.




For the first time in a long time he’d wished he’d known his mother.


“Alaric? Dude?” Jacob’s voice was tentative.


Alaric cleared his throat. “Yeah. I’m here.”


He made his way through Rhea’s quarters, taking in every detail, even pulling out his phone and snapping a few pictures. Though now that he knew what this place looked like, he’d be back.


When he got to his mother’s desk he stopped dead in his tracks. “I’ll call yeh later, Jake.”


Before Jacob could reply, Alaric tapped his earbud to end the call, then picked up an ornate gold picture frame. It was a photo of Rhea and a baby—him. He was maybe one year old, if that. There was nothing special about him as a baby, but his mom—his mom—looked radiant. She looked over-the-moon happy. Cupping his chubby baby cheeks, holding him to her face and laughing into the camera, she was incandescent.


For a brief blip in his nineteen-year-old life, he had been loved. Deeply. Setting the picture down with a shaky hand, he picked up the next framed photo. This one showed Rhea holding him on her knees, ready to bounce him. She wore a Tears for Fears sweatshirt, and her raven-black hair, curly and unruly, so much like Alaric’s, hung from a messy ponytail. There were more photos. More of Alaric as a baby, and a few more of her—one when she was quite young, maybe his age now, and then another of her when she was a little girl, wearing a tiara and a fancy dress—probably the only image where she played the princess role.


Hungry for more of a past he thought he’d never know, Alaric started to open the top desk drawer. But then his phone buzzed again. Short and quick this time, thrice in a row.






	
Emmeline: GET


	
Emmeline: BACK


	
Emmeline: NOW









“Shite,” he cursed, and slipped his phone into his pocket, then hurried back through Heres Castle. The return trip was easier because he didn’t have to remember exact directions. He could find a landmark and reorient himself toward the cliffs. Finally he located the servants’ hallways, found the steps down into the courtyard by going around the lift, then took all damn near two hundred of them.


The torches surrounding the courtyard, held by ornate iron sconces attached to the surrounding columns, eventually came into view and by then he was sweating in the late-August evening air under his suit jacket. Before Alaric even had a chance to scan the crowd, to see what he’d missed, Emmeline was right next to him, shoving a glass of champagne into his chest.


He took it but didn’t drink, his gaze landing on the raised stone dais with King Leander and his chosen royal dynamic duo—Sadie, heir apparent, and Titus, the golden-boy prince and boyfriend.


They, and the rest of the court, all clad in gorgeous dresses and suits, were watching the conclusion of the sea battle. The ship Maiden Eldana pierced the hull of the Serpent Scealan, cannons in the form of fireworks exploding across the ship’s side. It was a summer holiday in August known as Eldana Day, a significant turning point in the country’s history that ended a fifty-year-long civil war back in the 1600s.


“Learn to be more discreet,” Emmeline hissed between her teeth as a lord, a distant relative whose name Alaric hadn’t ever bothered to learn, passed by them, nodding respectfully. Emmeline gave him a charming smile. “Lovely night, Lord Faust.”




Alaric ground his teeth together. “Why don’t yeh just tell me what yer dying to. Did anyone notice I was gone?”


Emmeline could be annoying, condescending, and pretentious, but she was the only family he had that he didn’t want to strangle. She had this weird way of looking out for him. Even if she threatened him afterward.


“Ilsa asked where you were,” Emmeline replied, taking a sip of her own champagne. “I covered for you.”


“Told her I had a bad case of the runs?”


Emmeline snorted into her glass, then looked shocked she could even make such a sound. She jabbed him hard in the ribs with her pointy elbow. “I’m not doing it for you again. You may not be heir apparent, but you’re still a prince. Your absence will be noticed.”


Alaric’s tone was dry. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


“I’m serious, Alaric. Do you think you’ll have a place in this family if you cause trouble? You’re a spare royal. There’s a fine line between noticing when you’re gone and caring if you don’t come back.”


The words stung, but they shouldn’t have. He’d known for years that he hadn’t mattered.


But I mattered to Ma. Once.


“This family,” Emmeline said, her gaze locked on her own parents across the courtyard—her mother scrolling on her phone, her father drinking deeply from a whiskey highball glass, “will chew you up and spit you out.”


It was then that the ship Serpent Scealan exploded with fireworks, signaling its defeat against the Maiden Eldana. Smoke and sparks and more rockets going off into the night, reflecting the multicolored pyrotechnic stars on the dark waters of the Labrador Sea.


Sadie was dressed in a gold shimmering gown, intricate jeweled beadwork shining like stars across her slim form. Her strawberry hair twisted into a curled mass down her back with braids woven around the delicate tiara on her head.




She was stunning.


Just like she’d been for the last eight months. Breathtaking and untouchable.


Then his cousin leaned down and kissed her. Titus pulled back after the too-long kiss to smile at her, all handsome and adoring. Always the perfect prince.


Alaric tossed the entire champagne flute back in one swig, feeling the external drive shift against his chest with the movement.


At least he’d managed to steal one thing tonight.












2 Emmeline




Emmeline wasn’t entirely sure when it happened. Like most instances of falling in love, it had snuck up on her. But somewhere between last winter break and this summer, Emmeline had become smitten with her country.


It was impressive, considering she hadn’t set out to do so. Unlike other plans that Emmeline excelled at executing, this had happened by accident.


It was a good thing, a necessary thing, for a princess to love her country but ruling over Ashland had never been her prime objective. Winning over her family had.


And look where that had gotten her.


Emmeline strolled along the shore of Wellowhale Bay, the fierce Ashlandic sea wind whipping her hair around her face. After the first week back in Ashland for summer break, Emmeline had given up on trying to prevent the gusts from raking through her honey-colored waves and creating a rat’s nest that only the strongest of detangler serums could calm. Even tight fishtail braids had proven largely useless against the sea-salt gales, so she let it fly free.


Her handler, Cliff, kept a fair distance behind her. Another effort she had abandoned: convincing Cliff to join her on these walks. He insisted he could better protect her by assessing threats from his vantage point behind her.




Emmeline had resisted the urge to bite back, What threats? Would a shark leap out of the water like a freaking dolphin and tear her to shreds?


With a sigh, Emmeline paused in her walk, her rain boots—or wellies as the locals liked to call them—crunching on the pebbles. It was a lovely day in Ashland. Light blue sky with wisps of stratocumulus clouds streaking above the coastline. Clusters of people were out with chairs and blankets, enjoying the sun. A rare treat for Ashlanders, even in late August.


Wellowhale Bay, a small inland bay off the coast of Durah, was one of Emmeline’s favorite places she’d discovered so far. It reminded her a bit of the Long Island Sound back in New York. The choppy Atlantic was a beautiful wild backdrop to small cottages and huts selling seafood like lobster rolls, fried cod tongues, and Ashland’s infamous sea urchin stew made with bits of white fish and hearty potato.


She’d learned a lot about Ashland and its unique culture over the summer. Unfortunately, she’d had plenty of free time to do so. With Sadie as the heir apparent, it was her face that was required at all the PR events, her butt required in the seat of all the advisory council meetings with the king. Well, her and Titus, since the two were glued at the hip most days.


They were both so… perfect. Sadie, especially, had practically become a different person. Her posture was regal, her smiles were charming, her clothes and makeup were immaculate, her conversations were engaging.


All of which pissed off Emmeline to no end. Because the light laugh, the tilts of her chin, the hair flipping over her shoulder—it was all like looking into a mirror. Sadie was stealing Emmeline’s mannerisms. Copying her to be the perfect royal because Sadie had been nothing but a commoner and you don’t get that good without someone to emulate, especially in such a short amount of time.


Sadie hadn’t simply been watching Emmeline, it seemed, she’d been studying her.




At one point over spring break, following a state dinner with several lords, Emmeline had cornered Sadie, intending to shame her into admitting it. She’d said, “It’s pathetic, you know. How you’ve just been copying me.”


Sadie gave her a blank look, then said, “And, yet, I’m the one with the crown. You only have a tiara. At least it’s pretty, Emmie.”


Emmeline had almost slapped her right then. The only thing holding her back was that King Leander and a few other lords were nearby.


Now, eight months after Sadie had been named heir apparent, she was every bit the person Emmeline should have been, and Emmeline saw no way of crossing the Rubicon that now lay between her and her goal.


“It’s the princess!”


A voice called from a few yards away, farther from the shoreline where the tiny shells and pebbles gave way to softer earth, perfect for locals or tourists to enjoy the sunny day.


Emmeline lifted a hand to her face to shield her eyes and get a better look. Sure enough, a woman with her children was waving down at her, nearly jumping in her excitement. Emmeline smiled and waved back.


Which turned out to be an invitation for the young family.


“Let them approach,” Emmeline told Cliff, who’d already started toward them, all tense and brooding, preparing to intercept her incoming subjects.


“It’s not wise, Your Highness.”


“It’s a woman and her children, Cliff. If they take out a shiv and stab me, you can say I told you so.”


Cliff grumbled something about making his job harder, but she ignored him and plastered on a big smile as the small group approached.


“Good afternoon, Your Highness,” the woman said, nearly breathless, curtsying, the small boy in her arms bobbing up and down with the movement. The young girl, on the other hand, looked at Emmeline with narrowed eyes. She couldn’t have been more than eleven or twelve, but already she seemed to have the countenance of a teenager.




“Good afternoon,” Emmeline said with a smile.


“I can’t believe you’re here, Princess. We thought the heirs would’ve been back at school by now.”


“We leave tomorrow actually,” Emmeline said, ignoring the brief pang in her heart at the mention of Almus Terra. “It’s such a lovely day, so I thought I’d take a walk in one of my favorite places.”


The woman beamed, proud of her home. “You like Wellowhale Bay, Your Highness?”


“I love it. It reminds me of—”


“Then please tell the king not to give that evil company permission to drill,” the young girl snapped.


“Jana!” The mother scolded. “You will apologize right now.”


“That’s all right,” Emmeline said, forcing a placating smile onto her face. Virin Corporation. She knew all too well about that “evil company.”


“I understand how you feel, Jana, but oil is complicated. Until we can find more alternatives, it is a vital energy source and will bring a lot of wealth and jobs to our economy.”


“Pah is a fisherman. What will that mean for his job if an oil spill kills our ocean life?” the girl continued.


“Enough, Jana.” This time the mother grabbed her daughter by her shoulder and shoved her back. She curtsied again, then stepped forward and pressed a business card into Emmeline’s hand. “It was a privilege meeting you, Your Highness. Perhaps you can stop by our restaurant one day. It would mean the world to us.”


Translation: It would be great marketing if you filmed an endorsing clip for social media.


Emmeline smiled and nodded, giving the woman a small wave as she ushered her daughter back up the shoreline. Clearly they weren’t the biggest fans of the monarchy, but still the woman came down here, swallowed her pride, and advocated for her family’s benefit.




Emmeline had to admire the woman’s hustle. She pocketed the business card and turned to Cliff. “I’m ready to head back. Call the car.”


No texts, no DMs, no calls, no emails—nothing.


It seemed every time Emmeline checked her phone a chip of her heart would break off. It was nothing new, considering the last lonely semester, but still. She hadn’t gotten used to it.


With a disgusted sigh, she threw her cell back on the bed. It bounced off the mountain of throw pillows the staff insisted on staging every morning while Emmeline was taking a shower. If she had it her way, she’d kick them all off and have the bed an unmade chaotic nest so at any moment, she could burrow into the gigantic comforter and five-hundred-count Egyptian cotton sheets and never leave.


“Your Highness?” Camille asked meekly behind her.


“Yes?” Emmeline answered without turning around, seriously debating crawling back into her bed.


“Would you like us to pack the Celine blazer and wide pants?”


“Were those on my list?”


“N-no, Your Highness. But Georgianna—”


A flare of anger coiled and sparked in Emmeline’s gut at the gall her mother had to use her personal secretary, Georgianna, to send her maids orders.


“Does Georgianna dress me?” Her voice was dangerously cold.


She felt Camille back away behind her. “No, Your Highness. We will stick to the list.”


Immediately, Emmeline felt bad about snapping at Camille and the rest of the maids that were assigned to her quarters. But she was tired of her mother dressing her up like a doll. At first, Emmeline had hoped that Lady Chloe’s obsession over her daughter’s appearance was how she showed affection. Unfortunately, she quickly learned that the extent of her mother’s love was skin-deep. Literally.




Forcing Emmeline into Chloe’s own styles, her own preferences, without caring to find out what Emmeline already liked… the audacity of it made her claws unfurl.


And they were already out. Waiting to shred someone—anyone—to pieces.


Well, no, not anyone. One in particular.


Sadie Aurelia had ruined Emmeline’s life. Not just by taking away her crown but by obliterating her friendships. Oakley, Danica… Oliver.


Emmeline snatched up her phone again and scrolled to the last messages she’d had with them. It was her own form of punishment, the way she constantly reminded herself of her social obsoletion.


The last text from Oakley, nine months old, read: Something came up at home and I have to jet out early. Ace job with Hibernia, girl! It was a real ripper! XOXOXXXX.


The night of Hibernia burned through Emmeline’s mind, and she pressed her phone to her forehead, like the memory physically caused pain. The worst night of her life. All that she’d worked for, all that she’d done, not just to make ATA’s traditional winter ball a success but for her whole life—came crashing down in just a few seconds.


And in eight months, she hadn’t managed to build herself back up.


The words from her grandfather still haunted her.


“Sadie Aurelia has proven to be just the young leader I was looking for. I am pleased to announce her as Ashland’s heir apparent.”


Emmeline would never forget how she’d felt in that moment. When her eminence in the Eldana family slipped through her fingers. The crown should’ve been hers. No one deserved it more, no one cared as much as she’d cared, achieved what she’d done, sacrificed what she had.


With a sigh, Emmeline navigated to her last text string with Oliver. Thanks again for suggesting me to the committee. You’re a true friend. Good luck tonight!


And then ice-cold silence. When she returned for the second semester, Oakley, Danica, and Oliver all refused to even acknowledge her existence.




It made sense. There was no going back from what she’d done to Sadie.


Oakley was a really good person, with a strong moral compass, and she had abhorred Emmeline’s actions.


The fight that came when Oakley found out what Emmeline had done over winter break and then returned to their dorm the following semester had been… brutal. Every so often Emmeline would replay it in her mind, like an endless hell loop, which she could feel herself slipping into now.


“Is it all true?” Oakley had asked, her expression like carved stone.


There was a part of Emmeline that wanted to play dumb and lie, lie, lie. But, as terrible as this was going to be, a small part of her was… relieved. She would no longer live in fear of Oakley finding out who she really was anymore.


“Yeah. Probably.”


Oakley had stared at her. “Probably? What does that mean?”


“It means,” Emmeline said, just as sharply, “I don’t know what she told you and I don’t know how she told you. She could’ve exaggerated and played the victim, or she might’ve told you exactly how it went down. Probably either way, you’ll be pissed.”


“She is the victim, Emmeline. You burned her father’s journal!”


Was that what Sadie was most upset with? What about Titus or Trang? It was just a journal. Emmeline didn’t have a single thing from her parents so she wasn’t sure she could understand the sentiment—and maybe she was a little jealous of that.


Emmeline nodded. “And what else?”


“You stole her laptop.”


“She can’t prove that, but, fine, yes I did.”


“What the hell, Emmeline!” Oakley gasped. “This is Calixa-level poisonous. Have I been friends with a heartless bitch this whole time?”




Emmeline threw up her hands. “Yeah, I guess so, Oak! Does that ruin the perfect moral version of yourself ? That you were friends with an evil bitch who stepped on others to get what she wanted? Well, you have the luxury of having a loving family and a clear path on what you’re going to do with your life. Good for you. It’s easy to see the world in black and white when you know who you are. But I am NOTHING to my family if I am not the best. Do you understand that ninety-nine percent of the time, my parents forget I even exist? What do you want me to say, Oakley? That I don’t care about that? Well I do! I care. I care so much I am willing to crush that girl and my own cousins to finally be seen. To finally be LOVED.”


Emmeline hadn’t realized she was now nearly screaming at this point. That tears were in her eyes and her voice was cracking.


Oakley stared back at her, eyes so wide Emmeline could see the white all around her irises. For a long moment, the two girls said nothing. Oakley dropped her head, and after a couple of minutes, she looked back up, shiny tear tracks down her pretty brown cheeks.


“I loved you, Emmeline.”


Loved.


It took everything in Emmeline not to let tears fall. There weren’t any words left. She couldn’t allow herself to apologize or offer remorse for what she’d done. She wasn’t defending her actions or claiming that they had been good, but they had been what she’d chosen to do.


When the silence lasted too long, Emmeline knew what she was conveying, without saying it out loud.


Your love wasn’t enough.


Oakley seemed to hear those unspoken words, too, because she took a deep breath and shook her head. “There’s something… wrong with you, Emmeline. Something broken. And until you figure it out, don’t talk to me. Or Danica. I don’t want you hurting us again.”


“Your Highness?”


Emmeline was yanked from the memory she had relived a hundred times in the last eight months. She had purposefully avoided Oliver at all costs, so she had no awful memory to revisit with him. Thankfully. That might truly break her.




Camille had another piece of clothing out to pack that Emmeline had not approved—surely the work of her mother—and Emmeline merely sighed.


“Pack whatever, Camille. I don’t care.”


Actually, she cared far too much. But she was still relieved that at least Lady Chloe hadn’t entirely forgotten her existence. Maybe wardrobe control was the best parenting Emmeline could hope for.


Emmeline hated how pathetic that was. But, if she was going to be pathetic, might as well lean into it. Today was her last day in Ashland and they were catching the flight out to Toulon tomorrow morning. Her mother was shopping in Amsterdam, but her father was home.


“Finish without me, Camille. I’m going to say goodbye to my father.”


Camille straightened, arms full of Emmeline’s blouses. “Right… right now, Your Highness?”


“Yes,” Emmeline said, slipping on her shoes.


“Maybe you should wait until tomorrow morning.”


Tomorrow morning, he would likely be gone again. She knew he was home because of a cricket match he’d wanted to attend this afternoon. Now might be the only time she had.


Annoyed at being forced to confront that her father had so little time for her, she snapped back to Camille, “Maybe you should finish packing.”


Finding Prince Frederick’s tower was not very hard. She’d memorized the path to her parents’ rooms the first time she’d come to Heres last year during the fall break. Just in case she worked up enough courage to go meet them. Or if they showed even the slightest bit of interest in her.




This was her first time actually making the trek.


The sitting room of the tower, done in a half-moon that held two doors to her parents’ suites, consisted of a fancy couch that did not look comfortable to sit on, a coffee table with a vase of flowers, and several marble statues of Viking-looking sailors.


Emmeline scoffed at the idea of her father ever taking up a sword like the stone guardians of his tower. Without knocking, she passed through the right door. It was unlocked and her feet were silent across the carpet of the living area. Another couch, looking just as uncomfortable and ornate, a massive desk that seemed entirely untouched—the whole scene reminded Emmeline of one of those staged period rooms, frozen in time, that tourists view in castles and manors.


She bet her father lived his real life in a stylish apartment in Paris or… God, don’t let it be Manhattan. If he’d been just twenty minutes away all her life… she did not want to know. Did not want to destroy another piece of herself at the hand of her parents.


This looked fake and yet clearly, he slept here. She could hear voices coming from the bedroom.


Familiar voices.


Her father’s and… Ilsa’s. Ilsa Halvorsen, royal secretary to the heirs. A woman who was supposed to be at Emmeline’s beck and call, and one of the king’s many trusted staff.


Emmeline stopped breathing as she closed the final distance to the crack in the bedroom doors. Thank God her father was out of view, but she could see Ilsa… buttoning her blouse, her short blond curls wild and mussed. She was saying something as she bent over and grabbed her pencil skirt and shimmied into it, and Emmeline knew, knew that the strategic thing to do would be to listen. Learn. Use.


But. But.


Emmeline was going to be sick. Hoping her frenzied steps stayed as silent as before, Emmeline raced from the rooms, down the hall, and promptly threw up in the first potted plant she found.




It had been one thing to know. Another thing to witness. Her father wasn’t just screwing a nameless maid or some model, but the staff member closest to Emmeline.


And she knew, knew that it wasn’t about her. It was never about her. Never. Her father probably didn’t even know what Ilsa did. She doubted he stuck around long enough in court to know. But somehow… that made it worse.


Emmeline wiped a shaky hand across her lips and stood, backing away from the variegated monstera.


I’m not surprised. I’m not disappointed. I’m fine.


She could repeat those words a thousand times and they still wouldn’t even be remotely true. Revulsion burned inside her, as corrosive as the bile in the back of her throat.


I should’ve listened to Camille. How many of the staff knew?


Her maid had known and had tried to stop Emmeline. How public was it that her parents’ marriage was a sham? Why was she working so hard for their approval when they didn’t know the first thing about love, or even honor? Not that she knew much better.


Thoroughly disgusted, with herself and with her father, she turned on her heel to head back toward her suites. Leaving the ruined thousand-dollar-plant for someone else to find.












3 Sadie




Sadie wondered if there was a way for her to sleep with her eyes open. If yes, surely she would’ve found it by now. With how long these advisory council meetings lasted, and how boring they tended to get, she’d had plenty of hours to practice. Luckily, she and Titus had developed a system. Whenever one of them started to feel like they were drifting off, the other would reach over and pinch, pinch, pinch.


This fail-safe elicited severe looks from the king (because it usually involved chair scrapings and loud gasps), but it was much better than snoring while Lord Dorren droned on for ninety-two minutes about a new tariff they were trying to enforce on the United States and Canada. Another ancient lord, ironically approaching age ninety-two himself, had fallen asleep and started snoring while Lord Dorren explained the reasoning behind his 15 percent tariff. Only then to have Leander immediately nix the proposition repeating, for the fiftieth time, that he had no interest in a trade war. Which was about the only economic policy that Sadie agreed on with her king.


Today, however, they were talking about something far less interesting: citizenship visas for wealthy investors.


Who. Cares. She wanted to scream. Put a dollar amount on it and call it a day! One million, great. Five million, brilliant. Just move on to something that really and truly affected the people struggling to pay grocery bills and cover medical costs.




There was a medical bill that she was desperately invested in sitting on their agenda—and that had been there for the last three council meetings. Somehow it always got bumped down the list.


“It is simple, Lord Sigfried, if the number is too high we miss losing out on those who could afford the lower price point.”


“My dear good sir, the appeal of this is exclusivity. If anyone could pay a million dollars, why would they want it?”


Sadie seriously considered banging her head on the table. Partially out of frustration for the man’s insufferably loquacity, and also to wake herself up.


They had been in the advisory council meeting for four hours already with only two fifteen-minute breaks. Either these old crotchety men weren’t drinking enough water, or they had catheters strapped to their calves. King Leander had left nine times already for some reason or another.


Titus reached over and drew something on her notepad. It was a fried egg.


Sadie glanced to her left, three chairs down the long shiny mahogany table.


Lord Silas Edgerton, or Lord Silent Eggfarts as she and Titus had secretly named him, was nodding off himself.


She snuck a glance at her fake boyfriend and tried to smother her smile.


He caught her gaze and returned it with a small wink before clearing his throat and sitting forward in his chair. “Excuse me, Lords, I wonder if I might call for a ten-minute recess?” Titus asked, rapping his knuckles on the table. Lord Silas snorted and jolted in his chair at the sound, and Sadie ducked her head to cover a laugh.


Lord Sigfried, the advisor on foreign trade, frowned, but with a glance at his white-haired counterpart in foreign relations, he nodded. “Yes, I suppose we can take a short break.”




The glorified stenographer paused in his typing, looking relieved at the interruption as he shook out his fingers and flexed his wrists. The young man was so detailed that his notes took on the format of a book, if that book was really, really boring.


Titus leaned back, giving Sadie a smirk. “You owe me on that one.”


With a scoff, Sadie flipped her leather-bound notepad closed. “You did that for your benefit as much as mine.” Though it was an unfortunate truth that the council accepted Titus’s interruptions and calls for recess with much more grace than when Sadie asked. Her requests were met with nothing but eye rolls and judgment.


Oh, the misogyny was strong in this group, but Sadie tried to tell herself they were merely victims of their generation.


“I could’ve lasted at least another fifteen minutes,” Titus muttered. “I was actually playing a game in my head.”


“You mean counting how many times Lord Sigfried used the words deficit reduction?” Sadie guessed.


“Bingo.” Titus shot her a finger gun and she laughed.


They had come a long way, she and Titus.


It was not exactly friendship, but maybe a tentative partnership. That was the best way Sadie could describe it.


Nine months ago, Sadie thought she’d hate him forever. Titus had been dating her just to get ahead in their heir-apparent competition, and he’d broken her heart by using her.


But being trapped in their fake relationship had forced her to work with him and slowly, very slowly, she had given up her anger. As much as she’d hated to admit it, she needed Titus’s princely endorsement for the advisory council to accept her. As Leander had warned her, they had barely acknowledged Sadie in these meetings or when she shadowed the king. But with Titus by her side, they seemed to listen to her comments and answer her questions without rolling their eyes. As long as he was there, she was tolerated.




It did help that Titus seemed to get riled up on her behalf. More than once, he’d even stood up for her. But he was careful not to fight her battles for her. Instead, he gave her the strength to fight her own.


What did he get out of it? Sadie wasn’t entirely sure. Perhaps he was simply happy to learn beside her, biding his time until Leander switched their titles. Titus as heir apparent, and Sadie as dutiful consort hoping to share in the responsibilities of ruling. Except it didn’t feel that way exactly. Often his concern for her felt… genuine. Which was as frustrating as it was beguiling.


Their fake relationship had felt like a prison in the beginning and she still didn’t like it, but Titus had spent many, many of their fake dates attempting to properly apologize for his hand in hurting her. She’d never once accepted his apologies, but she’d gotten to the point where she no longer wanted to hear them.


The truth was, the deeper she fell into her role as heir apparent, the more she realized that she would go to almost any lengths to remain first in line. If Titus had been as desperate as she was… well, she supposed she couldn’t fault him for that.


And at times, when he held her in front of the cameras… she could almost imagine them before Hibernia. She could recall the stomach-swooping feeling as he leaned in to kiss her, and often she swore that she saw real tenderness when he looked at her.


He’d even, on more than one occasion, tried to convince her that this time it was real. That his feelings for her weren’t some publicity stunt anymore. That he cared about her.


But Sadie would be a fool to believe him and she was always quick to put a cap on any of that, shutting him down anytime he even tried to mention actual feelings. She was getting better at compartmentalizing and found she was quite talented at shoving down thoughts or emotions that could hurt her.




Maybe she’d inherited the skill that day when the last piece of her parents burned into little flecks of ash. But that crucible of her past had only made her stronger. Like a phoenix, she had emerged from those ashes.


Because even without the express endorsement of Leander’s advisory council, Sadie was crushing it with the press.


Ashland adored her. It was that simple. As one of them, she had risen to royal family status and then surpassed the blood heirs. She had over ten million followers on her social media platform and thanks to her passion for sea life, her favorite nonprofit, the Ashlandic Sea Mammal Conservation, had doubled its endowment in less than six months.


And yet… Leander kept treating her like she was a nuisance.


“What’s that?” she asked Titus pointedly as she caught sight of his laptop screen. It was a dashboard full of graphs and statistical analysis that looked vaguely familiar. That’s when she recognized the number at the top of the screen. “Is that last year’s census data?”


Titus frowned, massaging his knuckles and fingers as he shifted from foot to foot behind his chair. Sadie had noticed he did that a lot. As much as he claimed he called breaks for both their benefits, she observed that he was more antsy than she was—by a lot. Not that his movements seemed anxious, per se. He always gave the appearance of being cool as a cucumber.


“It is… Don’t you have it?”


Sadie’s face heated. “If I did, do you think I’d be asking you what it was?” she snapped back.


It was moments like these that shook their very precariously balanced partnership. Moments where it was so obvious the powers that be were grooming Titus far more than they were grooming her.


Deeply frustrated, Sadie cast another look at the end of the table. Leander had left the advisory council session over twenty minutes before and hadn’t returned.


“It’s the last council meeting before we leave, Sadie,” Titus started, reading her thoughts. Meaning, don’t give them a reason to hate you even more than they already do.




“Thank you, Captain Obvious,” Sadie muttered, hands clenching and unclenching on the arms of her conference room chair.


All summer, Sadie had waited for something more than endless meetings. She’d been promised to “shadow” the king. She was sure that if Titus, Emmeline, or even Alaric had been selected as heir apparent, King Leander would’ve had them by his side 24-7. Instead, Sadie was left to fester in these endless meetings while her king—her mentor, technically—was somewhere else, actually running the country.


His advisory council was just that: a council of advisors. They helped draft and debate and devise laws, but it was Leander who spoke them into existence, who signed the executive orders, who determined the fate of the country and its people. Plus, from what Sadie had seen, he rarely listened to them anyway.


“Look, I’m emailing it to you now,” Titus said, bending over the table to forward the census data to her.


“Save it,” Sadie said before grabbing her Gucci blazer off the back of her chair and slipping it on.


Titus glanced at the empty council room, waiting for the old men to return to their seats. “I’ll… think of a cover story for you, shall I?”


“Or you can tell them I don’t give a shit what they think. Just like their king,” she growled before she stormed out of the room, her ginger waves flying behind her.


Captain Kendrick bolted up from his desk chair, saluting Sadie as she strode into the antechamber of the king’s inner sanctuary, the office that he hardly left most days.


“Good evening, Your Highness. Please wait a moment while I announce you.”


“No need,” Sadie said, continuing toward the door, faster than Kendrick could stop her. “I’ll announce myself.” She shoved the door open. “Princess Sadie Aurelia, heir apparent,” she called out.




Leander looked up from writing something on his famous red leather notepad. More times than she could count, he would jot a memo on those pristine ecru pages and then lo and behold, a new policy would go into effect.


Slowly, he put down his fountain pen, his mouth flattening into a thin line.


“I’m so sorry, Your Majesty, she just—”


“It’s all right, Kendrick. Leave us.”


Captain Kendrick bowed low, and backed up, shutting the door behind Sadie.


“Something the matter, my dear?” King Leander asked.


“I was promised shadowing, Your Majesty,” Sadie said, walking over to one of the chairs in front of his desk and plopping down. “Yet the only time I really see you is at ineffectual meetings you end up ditching.”


He folded his hands on his desk, his steel eyes flashing. “What did you expect?”


Sadie stared at him. “Ex… Excuse me?”


“You forced my hand, Sadie. You were not my first choice, or even my third. And I have seen nothing remarkable from you since that night, nothing to persuade me to actually train you.”


“That’s because you haven’t given me a chance—”


“You shouldn’t need one,” he said, gruffly. “Leaders makes their own luck.”


Sadie’s blood boiled. She could feel it simmering under the surface, staining her easily erubescent skin. But she said nothing in response, letting their tense silence stretch on until it bordered on uncomfortable.


A knock sounded at the door and Captain Kendrick popped his head back in. “Pardon the interruption, sir, Lord Erickson would like to see you.”




Of course he did. Alaric’s “father” always needed to talk to his king about something.


Leander glared at her, but Sadie didn’t budge from her seat. With a sigh, he stood and nodded to the door, telling Kendrick, “I’ll see him out in the hall.”


It was a small victory, not being forced to leave, and she would take it. Crossing her arms, she waited as Leander stood from his desk and left his office to meet with his chief financial advisor outside.


For a minute, Sadie did absolutely nothing. She just sat there, stewing, wasting time as she waited on him yet again.


Leaders make their own luck.


Well… this could be a chance, couldn’t it?


Quickly she ran it through the WWED test, the What Would Emmeline Do test. Emmeline had been the obvious choice for heir apparent before Sadie had turned the tables, so she assumed Emmeline and Leander were cut from the same cloth. Not to mention, mimicking Emmeline had helped her quickly master the etiquette required for Ashlandic Court. Because, as loath as Sadie was to admit it, being a princess came naturally to Emmeline.


With a glance at the door, Sadie quickly rose from her chair and circled behind the desk. She very much doubted there would be cameras installed anywhere in Leander’s personal office. The man had five guards stationed at various points down the hall, and his chief secretary who waited on him was a military captain, for crying out loud. Video surveillance would be overkill, even for someone as paranoid as Leander Eldana. And she suspected he enjoyed his privacy.


Her gaze skimmed down the row of drawers. The first one was likely full of personal items like reading glasses and mints and letter openers and things like that. She reached for the second one.


Jackpot. It was a personal filing system, but with randomly coded labels like peaceful and horde and garden. If this was to delay intruders from knowing where to look—it was working. But she couldn’t waste time trying to figure out what each label actually meant. She just had to make the most of this brief window. So she grabbed a handful of papers from each folder and spread them out on the desk. Heart pounding, she snapped a bunch of shaky pictures with her phone. Hopefully she’d be able to discern the contents later.




The muffled voices outside the door grew louder, followed by a hint of footsteps.


Sadie scooped up the documents, shoved them into their respective folders, closed the drawer, and fell back in her chair just as the door was opening.


“Now, where were we?” Leander muttered going back to his desk.


Sadie bestowed her prettiest, most Emmeline smile. “Giving me a chance, Your Majesty. Though…” She tapped the edge of her phone with those pictures within the pocket of her blazer. “I think you’re right. I’d do best to make my own.”
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