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A cloud of dust rises from the road below as a company of soldiers ride toward Tivor. I smirk as I nock an arrow, pulling the bow’s string back and taking aim. I let it loose and watch as it sails true, taking out the last soldier in the regiment. Dropping from the tree, I land in a crouch, hidden by the dust the men kicked up, concealing me from their view. Fifty soldiers returning from their scouting trip. Only forty-nine will actually make it home again. 

I grab the reins from the soldier’s grasp and lead the horse and rider into the forest. I strip the man of his uniform and leave him lying in the grass in nothing but his underclothes. I remove my breeches and tunic, and squeeze into the uniform. At just under six feet tall and muscular, it’s hard to find clothes that fit me at all. But trying to wear another man’s clothing? Unless he’s taller than I am, it’s never comfortable. 

I barely get the shirt buttoned, but it will do for the few minutes I will be stuck wearing it. I stash my clothes, along with my bow and quiver, behind a tree beside the dead soldier before mounting his horse and returning to the end of the line of soldiers as they approach the castle gates.

A few men look back at me, but only for a moment—I assume to ensure that I, or he, is still with them.  I give a curt nod, and they turn back around. 

As we enter the gates, I stay near the wall—still with the soldiers, but far enough away not to be noticed. Prince Elian and Captain Armando approach the king, who now stands before his army, Queen Madrid and Princess Lily at his side. 

Though the king speaks to the captain and his son, his words are heard by all. “What news do you bring me?” For being such a young leader, he looks worn and tired. 

“There is an army at the borders, just as you suspected, Your Majesty,” the captain answers. “What would you have us do?””

The world seems to fall silent as we await the king’s command. I only need to hear the orders. Then I can return to Cordae and begin the next part of his plan. The king looks around, searching each soldier’s face. I lower my head, placing my hand over my eyes as if rubbing at them. No one can look too closely at my face.  

I glance up just enough to make sure it’s clear. The king continues looking around as he speaks. “We have been nothing but kind and honorable in our dealings with our surrounding kingdoms. We share our treasures and food. We help when we are called upon, and yet, that is not enough for the greedy. I will not play their games. If what we already offer is not enough, they can wish for war all they want. But they will have to bring it here because I will not risk my people, I will not risk all of you, for the sake of one person and those he controls. Come, feast and rest.” 

Tension lifts, and the men’s shoulders sag with relief. I allow my body to appear relieved, but I am far from it. Cordae swore that King Chavez would take the bait, swore our victory was sealed. 

I do not follow the men this time, but I turn to the gate and ride. I urge the fallen soldier’s horse to run as fast as it can. Captain Armando yells for me to return, but I don’t look back, so he can’t see my face. 

I ride past the hidden body and my belongings, and gallop into the forest to circle back just in case I was followed. When I’m sure no one is closing in on me, I return to the tree where everything is stashed, dismount, and change back into my own clothes before putting the fallen soldier back into his uniform.

 In one last attempt to save Cordae’s plan, I put the man on his horse, making sure to drape him just as he fell when I shot him. Leaving the arrow in him, I lead the horse back to the road and smack its backside. The horse takes off toward Tivor. 

They will see that this is not an idle threat. One man left the safety of the kingdom and returned moments later with an arrow through his chest? Surely that will cause panic. And panic can lead to victory. 

I gather my belongings and march deeper into the woods in search of Kova, my ever faithful horse—my one and only friend. I mount and don’t hesitate. I push Kova to take me to Cordae as fast as possible. He will be livid when he finds out. The longer I make him wait, the angrier he will be. 

I reach the hidden fort, nestled perfectly between the forest and long-forgotten caves, within the hour.  With the entrance in sight, I pull back on the reins, bringing Kova to a stop. I swing my leg over the saddle and jump to the ground. My horse loyally follows me as I approach. 

“Who goes there?” A shout comes from above, where a guard sits in the trees watching all those who approach. A funny thought, considering that the only people who know where the door is are usually those who are allowed inside. 

To anyone else, it simply appears to be a large wall of brambles and brush. But to the trained eye, it is a passage leading directly into the fort Cordae has built for himself and all his men—myself included. 

“It’s Derrick,” I answer gruffly, annoyed by Neo’s method. He shouldn’’t make his presence known unless the door is about to be found out or he is spotted. Anyone simply wandering by would have no reason to look for him among the leaves. 

“You’re late. Cordae has been expecting you,” he remarks as if I don’t know this already. Cordae has been waiting two days—though, in the long run, more like ten years. I’m no stranger to his impatience and his anger. 

“Well, then, I suggest you allow me in.” I pointedly look toward the entrance. 

He nods, acknowledging that he won’t kill me the second I reach for the door. It’s heavy and makes a groaning noise as I pull it open and slip inside, allowing it to shut behind me. I descend the narrow stairs, following a thin strip of light that pokes through the cracks in the rock above me. I reach the slightly wider corridor at the bottom and follow it straight on until I reach another door.  

I press the spot where a handle would normally be placed, and the door swings open on its own. I make sure it closes behind me as I continue forward, walking a brisk pace. The room I enter is more like another long hall leading to the room Cordae refers to as his throne room. 

And there he sits on his misshapen chair of rock. The way he fills the seat and bears down on all those around him, it appears his makeshift throne doesn’t faze him in the least. He is well aware this is only temporary. 

I am here to inform him that it will have to be temporary a little longer.  I approach Saar, the guard dog—as I so fondly refer to him—Cordae’s righthand man, and Cordae himself.  

 “Just the man I hoped to see.” Cordae rises and greets me eagerly. 

Saar glares at me, crossing his arms over his expansive chest. The master doesn’t stand for just anyone. 

I turn my full attention to Cordae. This is not a conversation I ever wished to have, but I cannot even for a moment pretend that I come bearing happy tidings. Cordae believes we have won. “I’m afraid there is bad news,” I state. 

Cordae opens his mouth, but I don’t allow him to ask for details. “The king has commanded his army to rest for the night. They will not be riding into battle, but instead, are waiting for the war to come to them. I made sure to send them a gift in your name before leaving, though.”” I hadn’t intended to inform him of the soldier I killed, but with bad news, it is always a good idea to bring something good as well. 

His face contorts in disgust, and he runs a hand over his bald head. I take a step back as he grabs his goblet from the table and launches it across the room. “Why did he not take the bait? We gave him every chance to make a move!” he screams. 

It is rare for Cordae to be visibly angry. He is the type to use a smooth voice to drive fear into those he wishes to scare. But now there is pure rage in his eyes. All his plans were dependent on King Chavez going to war, leaving his kingdom vulnerable. 

“Well done, boy.” Saar spits at my feet. His mocking tone could be ignored, but to call me a boy—insinuating I’m a child—irks me, just as he intended it to. 

“Shut up, Saar,” Cordae snaps, whipping around to face us. “Not all is lost. We’re just going to have use a different approach.” He sits once more and runs his fingers over his jaw as he thinks. I reposition myself, standing with my feet apart so my weight is equally distributed. I know Cordae will take his time, and I don’t plan to move until he has made a decision.

Saar grunts and glares at me. I ignore him and worry about Cordae and his secondary plans. I watch his face as he makes different expressions, contemplating every idea he comes up with. 

It bothers me that he didn’t have a backup plan in the first place. Was he so sure of his one plan that it never crossed his mind that failure was an option?  

 “I planned on Chavez going to war. I realize now that I should not have underestimated him. But it matters not, because I will win.” Cordae stands and begins pacing. “We can work with his soft heart. In fact, that will be his downfall.” He stands before me, a smirk playing on his lips. 

Though I could never admit it out loud, that look used to terrify me. Now it simply tells me he has something planned, something he’ll need me to do. 

“What are you thinking, sir?” Saar asks, seemingly more annoyed than he was when I first walked in, most likely because the attention isn’t on him.

“How do you feel about becoming a spy, Assassin?” Cordae’s grin widens as he continues speaking to me, completely ignoring Saar——which brings me great pleasure. 

I stand up straight so we’re at the same height. “What do you have in mind?” I ask, smiling at the idea of doing more than hiding in the shadows. 

There’s a glint in Cordae’s eyes.  “You’re going to become my inside man in Tivor. Figure out Chavez’s plans. Where his weaknesses lie. You are going to live the castle life and find out any and every secret any member of the royal family may have. We are going to use everything they hold dear against them. And then, when war has broken out and there are no secrets left . . .” He takes a breath, his voice lowering.  “You will kill the entire royal family.” 

I smirk, matching Cordae’s expression. “When do I leave?” 

“Sir, I don’t think that’s a good idea. Derrick is a killer. An assassin. His best work is done from afar. Do you truly believe he’’s capable of playing the part? Perhaps we should send someone more fit for the tasks you have in mind.” Saar’s nostrils flare, and beads of sweat roll down his forehead. His face is bright red, his hands clenched. His anger gives me a small amount of joy. His jealousy makes this task all the sweeter. 

Cordae turns on his heel and faces Saar. “And who, my second-in-command, would be better fit for the task than him?” He points at me. 

“I could go. I wouldn’t fail you,” he says in all seriousness. 

I try not to, but I laugh out loud. 

Cordae turns back to me, a hint of a smile playing on his lips before he glares at me for interrupting. He looks back at Saar. “And what makes you so sure that you could do a better job?” 

“I look more royal than Derrick. It would be more believable for me to go in as a distant duke and play the part, and perhaps even ask to court the princess. She would know a thing or two about her father.” He pulls at his tunic, straightening it and his back, standing a little taller. 

I look at his stance, his posture, the way he speaks as though even he is not sure of himself. “No,” I shout. 

Cordae spins back around to look at me. “No . . .what?” 

“Saar may be right about looking nicer, but you don’t want to send him.” 

“And why ever not?” Cordae folds his arms across his chest and tilts his head, waiting for me to impress him with my brilliant plan. 

“Do you not think it would be slightly suspicious to the king that right after he finds out he is about to be invaded, a foreign duke shows up and asks to court his daughter? He won’t know Saar. He will have no reason to believe his story. It will make the king harder to break. And do you think the princess is going to tell her father’s secrets to someone she doesn’t know?”

“Are you saying you know the princess, Derrick?” Saar asks, only trying to make Cordae suspicious of me. 

“No. I don’t. But it doesn’t matter, because we don’t need the princess. What you need is for me to go in there as a servant. That gives me access to just about anywhere in the castle. It means I would be serving the king. I wouldn’t need to cozy up to anyone to overhear things. I could simply be pouring their wine, and they will tell me everything we need to know.”

“And a new serving boy right after the threat is less concerning . . . how?” Saar counters. 

“No one suspects those who feed them. There are always peasants in need of work.  I would be under the royals’ noses, always listening, and they would never have a reason to think I am anything more than I say.” I turn to Cordae. “I can be there before the sun rises. Send me. You know I can get you the secrets you need.” 

“Derrick is right. He will go as a servant.” Cordae nods, giving me permission to leave for the castle.
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I follow Father through the corridors as he makes his way to his study. “Father, please!” Anger courses through me, causing my entire body to feel tense, as he continues walking, ignoring my plight. 

“Lily, for the last time, we are not going to war. If they want a battle, they can bring it to us. And even if that should happen, you are still not fighting.” 

“Elian gets to fight. Why can he, and not I?” I demand to know. 

“Because he is a man. It is his duty to help protect his family, his people, and his home. Your duty is to listen to me.”

“So because he’s a man, he gets to fight? How is that fair? Father, you know I can wield a sword just as well as he can. I should get to protect my family, my people, and my home just as much as he should.” 

“My dear.” Father turns and stands before me. He pulls me into a hug. I stay stiff, not wanting his affection, but his permission to go into battle. “I love you, princess. But I can’t lose you. Should anything happen to me or your brother, you and Mother would be left to take care of everything. Besides, for the moment, it is irrelevant because we are not going to war." 

“Have you already forgotten about Julio? His body was sent home with an arrow sticking through it. Why not prepare now and be ready for the attack?” 

Father winces before putting on a straight face once more and goes back to his desk while looking at me. “It is unfortunate that we lost Julio, but I believe it was only done to frighten us. This war isn’t happening, Lily. My sources have informed me it was a hoax. Someone wants me dead. Someone wants my throne. The army awaiting us out there wasn’t real. It was a ploy to get me away from my kingdom. And because someone is trying that hard, it is all the more reason for you to be here. To stay safe and prepare to one day be queen.” 

“Should I ever be queen, my first act will be to allow anyone who wants to fight to do so.” I turn on my heel and leave Father to his work. 

I make my way outside, where I find Elian fencing with Armando, captain of the guard, surrounded by the rest of Tivor’s army. I grab a sword from the stand and rest the tip in the grass, holding it before me as I stand on the sidelines and watch them parry. 

The captain finally stops and braces himself on his knees, breathing hard and laughing. “I surrender.” 

“Just in time,” I say. They both look up, barely noticing I’m there. I hold the sword out in a challenge to my brother. 

“Lily, come now. You really want to go up against me? Did you not just see how I beat Armando? I would hate to tire you with a petty sword fight.” He laughs. Armando and the men standing around watching all laugh as well. 

“If I didn’t know better, I would say you’re avoiding fighting me. Is that because you’re afraid you’ll lose?” I rest the sword against my leg as I braid back my long, curly black hair. No need for it to be in the way. 

“Surely you don’t believe that. I understand your desire to fight, but I wouldn’t be a gentlemen if I beat you in front of all of these men. Surely there is something you could embroider instead.” 

Before he can blink, I grab my sword and point it at his throat, the tip only centimeters away from his skin. 

“Surely you are going to take back those words, brother, or you will eat them.” 

He gulps. He brings his sword up to mine, pushing my blade away from his neck. 

“Well, I wouldn’t want that. Just promise me you won’t go crying when I kick your royal behind.” Elian smiles with a wink before stepping back and standing prepared for battle. 

I run my blade against his in a taunting manner before stepping forward in attack. Our swords clash time and time again, but having been taught together, our skills are equal, and neither of us can get the upper hand. 

I spin around and swipe at his leg with my foot, but he jumps out of the way in time. I have to spin back around and jump to my feet before swinging my sword toward him. The blade nicks his finger, causing blood to flow down his hand. 

I’m prepared to stop, but he continues fighting, using the injury as a distraction and pushing toward me. I spin out of his trap and block his next blow. A young man standing far off watching the fight catches my attention.

His eyes capture mine. I only barely whip back around and block my brother’s attack. It gives me an advantage, as I catch his arm and swing it behind him so he can’t move. 

He drops his sword and laughs. I release him and take a step back. When I turn around once more, the young man is gone. I take a deep breath and smile, proud to have won that fight.

I don’t want to be the little sister of Prince Elian whom all the soldiers refuse to duel with. I want to be known for my strength, for my ability to wield a sword.

Elian’s joke about embroidering hit a nerve. I do not want to sit on the sidelines and make pretty things. I want to train. I want to know how to protect myself and those I love. And in order to be successful, I must show everyone that I am not a weak little princess.

“Well done, Lily.” Armando smiles, causing butterflies to stir in my stomach. Praise is always nice. But praise from one of the most skilled swordsmen in the kingdom? That is an honor.  

“Thank you, Captain. At least someone around here can recognize talent when they see it,” I say, glaring at Elian.
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I enter the castle gates on foot, needing to appear the part of a lowly peasant. As I walk toward the doors, I observe soldiers practicing their sword skills with their captain. I pause to watch for a moment. 

Both men are skilled, equally matched. The captain swings around, blocking, attacking, using every move a soldier is ever taught. Both men turn. I did not recognize Prince Elian from behind. 

Finally, the prince overpowers the captain, and he begins laughing, calling a surrender. I begin my walk once more, not wanting to attract attention to myself. A much softer voice speaks. I'm too far away to hear what she says, but it almost sounds as if she wants to fight. 

I stop and turn back toward them. Princess Lily is holding a sword, her skirt and hair alike swaying in the wind. Taking a shortcut through the tall grass, I walk a little closer to the training grounds and watch. 

The princess maneuvers just as well as either man did. She could benefit from wearing something more battle appropriate, but aside from that, she is skilled. 

I watch her and the prince fight, neither one backing down. There is still much they could learn, but for their training, their age, and the fact that they are royalty, it’s an entertaining fight. 

I wish to watch the rest of the fight, but I must get to Hera immediately. If my information is correct, she’s the one I’ll need to speak to about a job. I take one last glance at the royal siblings before continuing on toward the back door, where I am most likely to find the kingdom’’s fairy godmother. 

Servants mill about, performing their different duties. Women tend to the garden, and men carry wood and tools to and fro. I ignore all of them and go straight for the door leading into the kitchen. 

I stand just outside the threshold and look about, hoping to appear as innocent and lost as possible. A woman with the reddest of hair approaches me. If her wings didn’t give her away, her demeanor would have. 

“Who are you?” she asks, approaching with caution. “And why are you just standing there, in the way of those who are working?”” She tilts her chin, sizing me up.

“I come seeking work, milady.” I bow low enough to show respect, but not as low as I would for someone such as the king. 

“And why have you come looking for it here, when there are plenty of apprenticeships you could take in the market?” She looks me up and down.  

I straighten, keeping my hands locked behind my back, standing as tall as I can. “I could not find work suitable, ma’am. I had hoped that here at the castle, there would be room for someone like myself.” 

“And what is someone such as yourself?” 

“Homeless, but a hard worker, and willing to earn my keep, ma’am.” I bow again. 

“What is your name?” 

I can’t tell her my name is Derrick. Though no one has seen my face, having the name of a known assassin would not be good for this operation. 

I go back to the only other name I know well enough to answer to, a name I haven’t been called in ten years, a name Cordae wishes I would forget entirely. He certainly tried to make that happen. 

I look into Hera’s eyes—there I see doubt, hesitation, and perhaps slight confusion. But still, she waits for my answer. 

“My name is Gavin,” I say with conviction. So sure, I almost believe it. But I know it can’t be true. Gavin died the day Derrick was created, the moment Cordae turned me into what I am.

“I’m sorry, Gavin.” It sounds like more of a question as she rubs her brow and takes a step back. “But I do not have work for you here. Have a good day.” The door closes, only a hair’s width away from hitting my nose. 

I want to kill Saar. He thought himself so clever, suggesting that I walk to the back door, give a knock, and ask to be hired. I knew from the start that my best way in was going to be pretending I’ve been there all my life. 

It would have been simple. Easy. But now? Now Hera, the fairy godmother over Tivor, knows my face, my name—at least one of them. She will see me and know that she denied me a job. I only allowed this to happen because Cordae agreed with his guard dog.

I walk through the castle gates toward the forest’s edge where Kova waits for me. We ride through the woods in silence. Finally, a plan that could work, and Saar had to get in the way. Why Cordae keeps him around at all is a mystery. He’s nothing but a mindless oaf with muscle. 

I start to head toward the village market, but stop Kova in her tracks and turn the other way, farther into the forest and away from people. I can’t return to Cordae with more bad news. He’ll only send me back immediately to try again. 

I will make camp for the evening and try another approach tomorrow. Clearly, Hera does not trust me—with good reason, I suppose, even if she doesn’t understand why. But certainly there are other ways into the castle.
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“Good morning, my princess.” Mother pushes the hair from my face as she leans over me, smiling. I wish to send her away and fall back into my peaceful sleep, but she seems so happy and that makes me wonder what she’’s up to. 

Considering Mother’s past, the fact that she was a maid in her own home, that she didn’t even know she was royalty until the woman they thought to be the real princess refused to conform to Queen Jossa’s wishes, even after twenty years, it is understandable that she would not require a maid to take care of me constantly unless I myself requested it. And only then would I be allowed one should the maid herself want the position. 

I smile. “Mother.” She backs away so I can rise from the bed without conking heads with her. 

She waits for me to get situated in the armchair before she begins running a brush through my hair. Gently, she untangles it, running her fingers through it to ensure she didn’t miss any snarls.  

Once she has finished, she braids it, starting at the roots and stopping when she reaches the end before putting in a clip to hold it in place. “Thank you.” I stand and look at it in the mirror. 

“You are quite welcome. Now, let’s get you dressed.” She pulls me to the armoire and begins moving dresses to the side when she determines them unfit for the day. As she pushes my favorite gown away, I protest.

“But that one is comfortable, Mother.” I grab the hem and play with the cloth between my fingers. 

“Well, I have something better in mind than one of these dresses, no matter how comfortable they are.” 

I give her a quizzical look. “What could that be?” 

Mother grins wide as she pulls out a tunic and breeches, along with a cloak. I wrap my fingers around the cloth and pull it to me. 

“Mother, do you mean . . .?” 

“I’ve arranged a little outing for you.” Her smile widens. “Hernan is preparing a horse as we speak.” 

“And what of Father?” I ask, cautious to get excited when I know the king does not approve of me going out alone, especially after yesterday’s events.  

“I’ve sent a few guards in the opposite direction. Your father believes they are with you, but I know you prefer to travel alone.” 

I fling my arms around Mother’s neck. “Thank you!” 

“You must promise me you will be back before dark. You are to go on your little adventure, have fun, be safe, and return home. As always, do not tell people who you are. It is dangerous out there. Your father wants you to be safe, as do I. But I also understand that you need to be yourself, and that means you may leave, whether I help you or not.”” She laughs. 

“I will be fine, Mother.” I pat her shoulder. 

“I know you know.” She laughs, tears pooling, a single drop escaping and rolling down her cheek. “But I have to tell you anyway because I am your mother, and it’’s what I do.” She places a kiss on my cheek. “Now go.” 

 “Thank you, Mother.” I kiss her cheek in return and hurriedly change. I grab my sword from beneath the edge of my bed and head to the stables, where Hernan has a horse waiting for me.  

I smile and mount, riding through the gates and into the forest. The freedom is sweet. Being holed up in the castle for days while scouts went to find out if an attack was imminent was horrible. Father is crazy for not wanting to take the fight to them. 

Why would he want the battle to be on our ground? So many more people could die. But it matters not in this moment, because right now, there is not a care in the world. I am free to roam, to explore, to be myself. Not a princess, not royalty. Just me, Lily. 

Goose bumps cover my skin as I ride, the morning air crisp and cool. I don’t let it stop me. The sound of the rushing river has me pulling on the horse’s reins to slow down. 

I weave through the trees and approach a portion of running water that isn’t filled with rocks and waves, finding a little spot safe for stopping and getting a drink. 

I dismount and approach the river. The forest is quiet and calm. I smile before kneeling down, cupping water in my hands, and drinking. 

Refreshed, I stand and wait for the horse to finish drinking. Once she is finished, I pull on her reins, bringing her away from the river before mounting again. With the water so calm, I ride closer to it. 

We go slower, just wandering aimlessly. But then a cold feeling sends chills down my spine. Not a movement, no sound except my breathing and the horse’s hooves every time she goes over a rock or walks through the brush. 

The leaves rustle in the breeze and the water rushes past, picking up speed the farther down it gets. I urge the horse to move again, but she’s struggling to follow even a simple command. Resisting by going back rather than forward, swaying side to side. I turn in the saddle and look behind me. I hear an odd thud and turn back, reaching for the reins, but the horse rears, neighing in fright. I reach for the saddle pommel, the leather piece slipping out of my grasp, the horse moving too quickly for me to hold on. My arms flail, and the saddle disappears from beneath me. 

I hear the splash before I fully register that I’ve fallen in the river. My entire body feels frozen, the breath stolen from my lungs as I go under, and everything goes dark. 

There is no up or down. Everything is swirling, rushing around me. I can’t breathe—I can’t find the surface. I grab for anything, but I only find more water.

[image:  ]

 

I rise with the sun. The first order of business is a quick bath in the river. The water is freezing, but after standing in the waves for a moment, it’s no longer so uncomfortable. I don’t dally any longer than I must. I wash and get out, putting on my clothes as fast as possible. 

I gather my quiver and bow, and march off a little farther downstream in search of food. Finding a good tree, I climb up and begin searching. I take aim at the small creature hiding in the bushes across the river. The sound of rushing water hides any noise I could make, thus making the animal believe he is safe. Little does he know that while I hunt, nothing is out of harm’s way. 

Just as I nock the arrow and pull the string back, I notice a much larger animal. And he isn’t alone. Sitting atop the horse’s back is Princess Lily. 

I needed a new way into the castle. I believe I just found it. Hera wouldn’t give me a job, but the king would give me anything I wanted if I were to rescue the princess and return her to the castle.  I aim toward a bush near the horse’s right leg, far enough away that no one will get hurt, but close enough to startle a horse. 

I grab the arrow with rope tied at the end and rundown stream, following the dark form. I push harder until I’m ahead and take aim at the tree farther down the river bank and watch it sink into the trunk. I tie the other end of the rope to a tree by my side before jumping into the water.

The cold petrifies me, but I shake it off and push against the current, trying to reach Lily who is struggling less now. I grab the rope overhead just as she reaches me. I latch my arm around Lily’s waist and use the rope to keep us from going downstream in the torrent. 

Quickly, I pull us both closer to the bank, staying with the rope so we aren’t pulled back into the current. 

As soon as my feet touch the bottom of the river, I lean forward to lay the princess on the ground. She falls from my grasp onto the sand and rock. I let go of the rope and brush her hair away from her face, looking up and down her form to ensure she doesn’t have any life-threatening injuries. 

I turn her on her side in hopes that the water will drain from her lungs. She spits up water, coughing as she does before lying on her back. She doesn’t open her eyes or say anything. 

“Are you all right?” I lean closer. She licks her lips and coughs again. 

“Your Highness, are you all right?” I ask her again.  

“Wh—wh—?” She tries to speak as she sits up, spewing more water and coughing. 

“You should rest, Your Highness. You were in the river when I found you. I was able to pull you out, but you most likely inhaled quite a bit of water.” 

“Who are you?” She looks at me, really sees me before another coughing fit interrupts her. She falls back down, unconscious. I notice that her skin is pale blue, and realize that I should have thought out my plan more carefully before executing it. I stand and find a soft spot of ground nearby. 

I remove Kova’s saddle and blanket, then lay the blanket on the ground. Returning to the princess’s side, I remove her sopping-wet cloak and drape it on the rocks to dry in the sun. I slide my arm beneath Lily’s knees and the other behind her neck before picking her up and gently laying her down on the blanket. 

I throw my cloak over her to act as a blanket. Once she is as comfortable as I can make her, I clear a spot beside her of all plants and begin making a ring of rocks. I gather kindling and start building a fire. 

Holding her for ransom is a sure way to fail. But returning her home as her rescuer? King Chavez would gladly reward me for my heroics. They would assume I want money, but that’s not what I want at all. I want secrets, and that means being a spy. That means being a servant. She just has to survive.  

I stoke the fire until it is large enough to sustain itself for a little while. I check on the princess one more time before picking up my bow and quiver and heading deeper into the forest in search of food. 

I don’t know how long Lily will sleep, but no doubt she will need food. I only hope I can get her back to the castle before nightfall. 

Until then, I have to keep her alive. With that in mind, I work faster, watching every step as I make my way back toward the river where I found creatures lurking earlier. 

Rustling leaves catch my attention. I lean down and nock an arrow against the string, pulling back as I take aim. A rabbit hops by. I wait for the animal to be still and let the arrow loose. It finds its mark. 

Knowing I will be returning to the castle soon, I don’t bother looking for more game. I claim the rabbit and my arrow and make my way back to camp. I begin preparing the rabbit, skinning it and pulling apart the chunks of meat before skewering them. 

I place the food over the fire and turn to check on Lily. The princess has yet to awaken. I take life away—I do not restore it. I can no longer help her. She needs a physician, and only the best. I eat a bite of meat, questioning how safe it is to move Lily. 

With very little choice if I wish for her to survive, I wrap the cooked meat up and stick it in the saddle bags before kneeling beside Lily. “Kova.” I call for the horse to come to me, coaxing her to lie beside the princess while I lift her onto the horse’’s back. 

I leave the princess’s cloak and the saddle, but grab the saddle blanket and put it around her shoulders, along with my cloak. Hoping she is warm enough, unable to give her any more warmth but my own. “Stand up.” I tell Kova, coaxing her along. As soon as she has risen, I mount and lean Lily back against my chest.

I guide Kova from the dense forest and back onto the path. As soon as the road is clear, I push her to run. 

My entire body feels frozen. I can only imagine that Lily is holding up far less, still soaking wet. I try to hold her closer just to keep each other warm. She squirms a little, and I fear she will awaken in the middle of the ride. 

I push Kova harder, urging her to go faster. With the castle in sight, my hope rises. We don’t slow down until we’re through the gates and in the courtyard. Guards surround me, but I don’t have time to think about it. 

“The princess needs help!” I yell, climbing down from the horse’s back and pulling Lily into my arms. 

“What happened?” Captain Armando pushes his way through the wall of soldiers, approaching me as if he is more concerned about who I am and what I’m doing than the princess’’s wellbeing. 

“I found her in the river. She is freezing to death. She needs the royal physician immediately.” 

“We will take her from here.” He raises his arms as if he means for me to hand over the princess. 

“I would rather take her myself. I rescued her, and I have a right to see that she is taken care of, Captain.” I refuse to let this woman out of my sight until I know she is safe and well. And that I have a shot at seeing the king for my heroics. 

“What is going on?” The voice startles me. I did not expect to get my audience with the king so soon.

“Your Majesty, this man is claiming to have saved Princess Lily from the river. He wishes to carry her to the physician himself,” the captain says with disdain. 

“Then allow him that curtesy. My daughter’s life hangs in the balance.” The king glares at the man, which gives me a small bit of pleasure. ““Follow me, young man.” He walks briskly through the castle doors.

I follow after, careful to watch my step while carrying Lily and keeping up with the king. We weave through multiple corridors before arriving at the infirmary. 

“Riel!” the king shouts. 

A short man greets us, seeming a bit panicked. He nods and shows me to a bed where I can lay her down. I remove the cloak and notice that her skin is much darker blue. I intertwine my fingers with hers, attempting to bring warmth back to them.

“Alert me as soon as she is awake,” King Chavez commands before grabbing my arm and attempting to drag me from the room.

“Your Majesty, I will need to ask the boy questions. Please allow him to stay,” Riel requests. I assume he is royal physician. 

“Whatever you need in the name of saving my daughter.” The king releases me. I immediately return to Lily’s side. 

“Tell me what happened to her, ” Riel demands. He seems more menacing now than he did a moment ago. Perhaps going with the king would be my best course of action. 

I notice the king is no longer so eager to leave. Rather, he lingers behind me, waiting to hear what happened. So I tell them. I was in search of food, but my hunt was interrupted by the screaming of a woman. When her screams stopped, I was more concerned, and noticed a form in the water.

I go into detail—how I used the rope to create a handhold so the current didn’t sweep me away as I went into the water and saved the princess, then leaned her on her side to help empty her lungs of water. 

Both men listen intently, though Riel works while he listens. “You say she was awake for a moment?” 

“Yes. She tried to speak, but was interrupted by more coughing. When she passed out, I knew she needed more help than I could give, but I was afraid to move her while she slept. I built a fire, covered her with all the cloth I could, and finished hunting for food in hopes that it would help her when she woke up. However, upon returning from the hunt, I found that she was still asleep, and colder than ever. I knew I could not wait to bring her here. I was able to get her on my horse, and held her up while we rode.”

“Will she be all right?” the king asks Riel.

“If I can get her temperature to rise, she will live.” 

“I will send help to build a fire and bring more furs.” The king leaves us, and Riel continues working, fidgeting, trying to save the princess, though I do not understand his actions. 

“Might I suggest something? Though it may not be entirely proper, I believe the circumstances would allow it.” I feel brave in asking this. And truthfully, I would never think it, less much voice it, with the king present. But just to Riel, I believe I am safe. 

“What is it, boy?”

“I do not think she will be able to get warm again on her own. But if someone were to lie beside her, their warmth will help her own temperature rise.”  

“I do believe you are correct. She is far too cold right now.” He turns slightly and looks behind me. I follow his gaze to see Armando standing just inside the door. 

“Captain, please fetch the queen immediately. Call for Hera as well.” 

“Of course, Riel. Right away!” The captain turns on his heel and leaves. 

“How is she, Riel? Please tell me.” The woman’s voice coming from behind me causes the hairs on the back of my neck to stand on end. ““What is he doing here?”  

I turn to see Hera standing there, glaring at me. 

“He saved the princess—who, yes, is fine. She will live. We just need to get her body to warm up, which is why I’ve called for Queen Madrid. I asked you to be here so you can make our hero welcome. Give him a room for the evening. He has a right to stay and ensure that Lily survives and is all right, not to mention that he should be rewarded for his actions today. I believe a hot meal, a warm bath, and a comfortable bed are in order for this young man.” Riel praises me, which surprises me, considering that only moments ago, he called me a boy. 

“Of course,” Hera says through gritted teeth. “Follow me.” 

With her dainty wings flowing behind her, her thin body and the attractive blue gown, I never would have thought that she would have the strength to drag me anywhere, but that is exactly what she does. My arm actually hurts, but I don’t resist. I would rather she take her anger out on me in her own way, privately, than to inform the king that I was here just yesterday seeking a job. 

“Who do you work for?” She spins around abruptly and now faces me.

“What do you mean?” I go for the innocent, wide-eyed, peasant look.

“It can’t be a coincidence that you are here one day seeking a job, and after being turned away, the next afternoon, you arrive the hero, having just saved the princess. So, who do you work for? Why are you here?”  

“I told you yesterday why I’m here. I am homeless, with nothing but the clothes on my back to my name. That and my loyal horse. I came seeking a job and a place to sleep at night. I was hunting for food when I saw something or someone being tossed around like a leaf going downstream in the river. I had no idea it was the princess, of all people, I was rescuing.” I hold her gaze, refusing to back down. 

I can fool any human. But a fairy? Not as easily done. 

“I am watching you, Gavin. Don’t think you have me convinced even for a second,” she snaps. 

Another servant walks toward us. I hope to make a clean break, to use the newcomer as a distraction, but it isn’t necessary. 

“Here is your room. I hope you find it most accommodating. Please let me know if you need anything, hero.” She pushes the door open and waves me inside. 

I go without a sound, letting the door close behind me.
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Every rise of my shoulders, every lift of my chest, any movement at all causes my stiff body to hurt. I pull the blanket closer to my chin, shaking from the cold. A warmth beside me brings comfort, so I move closer, though that hurts too. 

“It’s okay, dear. You’re going to be all right. Just rest,” a sweet voice whispers. 

I move even closer. Finding that bit of heat comforts me, and once more, I fall asleep.
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I open my eyes and notice I’m in the castle. The infirmary, no less. How did I get here? The last thing I remember is riding in the forest. The quiet, an adventure on my own . . . I remember the horse getting spooked, and I lost my grip and fell into the frigid water.

Immediately, I pull back the furs on top of me and attempt to sit up. I notice there is nothing beside me, though I remember finding warmth in that empty spot last night. Or perhaps that was longing for warmth? 

Maybe it wasn’t last night at all. The last thing I truly remember is falling into the river. The weight of the water pushing down on me, suffocating me. I remember seeing a man, the same young man who got my attention during my duel with Elian. 

“Careful, Your Highness. You are still recovering.” That voice sends a jolt down my spine. I look up. The mysterious man. 

“Who are you?” It doesn’t feel like the question I should have asked, but there is something about him, and I can’t rid myself of that feeling. I have to know.

“Your rescuer. I found you in the river, nearly drowned, hardly able to breathe. You almost froze. I’m only glad I was able to get you to safety in time.” His frown somehow seems wrong. 

“But who are you?” I ask again. 

“You should rest, Your Highness.” He bows and leaves the room. 

I stand, ready to follow him, but the room begins spinning. I turn, still attempting to move, when I fall back, landing on the bed, but only barely. Everything hurts. 

“Your Highness.” I recognize Riel’s voice. “Please lie down. You need your rest.” He tucks the blanket around me. 

“Riel, who is he?” I look toward the empty doorway where I last saw the man. 

“He is the reason you are alive. As for his name or where he comes from or even why he is here, I do not know. I am sure he will be happy to answer all your questions, but first, you must get better. Your temperature has returned to normal, but you hit your head quite hard, and I would like to keep you here until I know for sure that you are going to be all right.”” 

“Please bring him back,” I say before drifting off again. 

The straw mattress dips and moves beneath me, stirring me from an unsettled sleep. I open my eyes and see the man who saved me. His brown eyes are bright, welcoming. He brushes a strand of hair from my face. 

“Are you feeling any better, Your Highness?” 

“My name is Lily,” I respond, wishing to hear him say it. 

“If she remembers her name and is aware that she wishes you to be addressing her with it rather than ‘Your Highness,’ I believe the princess is healed,”” Riel jokes. I realize I did not correct him earlier when he addressed me the same way this man did. 

“If you are all right, I will continue on my journey, then.” He goes to stand, but I reach out and grab his hand. 

“Don’t go. What is your name?” I sit up to face him. 

“It matters not, Your Highness. I am no one. I really should be leaving soon. I would hate to travel in the dead of night.” His voice shakes slightly. 

“Come with me.” I stand again. When the same dizzy feeling doesn’t overcome me, I step forward, grab his hand, and pull him along.

“Might I ask where you’re taking me?” 

I look back to see that the man is smiling, trying desperately not to laugh. 

“To see my father.” I march all the way to the grand hall, where King Chavez sits on his throne, addressing those who have come to see him about their problems. Knowing my father’s caring nature, I get in line behind a couple wearing torn clothing. 

A guard waves them forward. I cannot make out their words, but when Miss Hera is summoned to take them away, I know they are being given new clothes to keep them alive during the winter. 

I may not always agree with my father, but knowing that he truly cares for his people warms my heart. I hope to be that kind of ruler one day. 

“Lily!” I look forward and am embraced by his strong arms. “I am so happy you are alive.” He steps back, holding me at arm’s length as he looks me up and down to ensure there are no lasting effects from my ride down the river. 

“As am I.” Mother wraps her arms around me, which causes me to jerk back, startled. I did not see her walk in. 

“I have explained to your father about your outing. Whatever happened to the soldiers who were with you?” She looks at me with concern, but I know she is only playing a part to keep Father from being angry with both of us. 

“We somehow got separated,” I give as my only explanation. 

“Well, we are forever grateful to this young man for rescuing you.” Father pulls the stranger beside me closer. “Without you, my daughter would not have lived, and for that, there is no reward I could offer sufficient to show my gratitude. Name whatever it is your heart most desires, and it shall be yours.” 

We all look at him, waiting anxiously for his answer. He looks between my mother and father, meets my eyes, and averts his gaze to the floor. 

“I only seek a place to work and earn my keep.” He speaks timidly, which is not what I expected of him. His good looks, strong arms, and the fact that he was able to pull me from the freezing water all attest to the fact that he should be able to find work anywhere. 

“What is your name?” my father asks. 

 “Gavin,” he answers simply.

“Well, Gavin, Miss Hera will show you to your new home. She will teach you what you need to know about working in the castle. Your reward could have been all the gold you would ever need, all the food you would ever want, and I would have given it to you. Yet, you asked for honest work and a place to call home. I am astounded, grateful, and forever in your debt.”” 

Tears well up in Gavin’s eyes as he bows. “Thank you,” he whispers. 

If I did not have a longing to know more about this boy before, I certainly do now. He is nothing like I could have imagined him. Standing outside, watching me sword fight with my brother, he appeared intrigued, curious, cautious—perhaps even intimidated. But I know him to be brave, courageous, and to take action when he needs to. 

I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss his cheek. “Thank you.” I smile and step away, trying my hardest not to be taken aback by his sudden stiffness when I touched him.
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My cheeks are warm from the blush caused by Lily’s kiss. But I feel more confident that I have convinced them I am an ordinary man named Gavin. I did not realize how it would feel to use this name again, but Derrick seemed wrong. Derrick sounds like a monster. Not just any monster——the very beast Cordae created. Gavin sounds like a hero. He sounds like the innocent boy he was before everything changed. Right now, I need to be the hero so they never suspect the monster. 

Hera looks even less pleased at being asked to show me to my new home than she did yesterday having to show me to a temporary room. I half expected her to inform the king that I already tried to get work here once—perhaps she did. It would only take that little bit of knowledge to put a shadow over their feelings and make them suspect me. 

Now that I’m in, I only hope Cordae never doubts me again. It puts a smile on my face, knowing I proved Saar wrong twice. He didn’t believe I would ever get inside this castle. He would have let whoever was drowning simply drown. 

“Here are your sleeping quarters. That bed over there is yours. You can leave your belongings on it so no one else takes it. You will sleep when you are told to sleep and you will work when you’re awake. Do you understand?” the hot-tempered fairy asks, but doesn’t give me enough time to answer. “You will have to be a quick learner, as there is always more than one job to be done. How are you with your hands?” 

This time, she stops speaking, giving me enough time to respond. “It depends on what they are doing.” Killing someone? Well I’m quite good with them. But regular work? We’’ll have to find out. 

“The horse stalls need mucking out. You can start there. Then the coaches, harnesses, saddles, bridles, and stirrups need to be cleaned. Can you handle that?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“Follow me.” She leads me out the door and toward the barn. The alley doors are wide open. She walks through them, and I follow. 

“Here is everything you will need to complete both tasks. Get to work.” 

I nod and begin working, with her standing at the door, watching me. 

I have to show her that I can keep up. That I can do whatever task she throws at me. She won’t be rid of me so easily. I didn’t expect to start out shoveling manure, but I guess I will have to gain some trust and work toward serving the king and queen directly.

I have one stall mostly cleaned out when I notice that Hera has left me to work alone. I’m grateful not to be kept under her watchful eye. Being what I am, I crave seclusion. I survive by being invisible.  

I use the shovel to scrape the horse stall clean. Once it is spotless, I begin on the next. By the time I’ve reached the third stall, I’ve found a system, making the task much easier.  

I work quickly in each stall, moving from one to the next until every inch of the stable is cleaned out. I return the shovels to their proper places. 

I inhale, trying to hold my breath as long as possible, sickened by the stench of horse dung now covering my boots. I long for somewhere to clean myself off. I opt for finishing the tasks given to me before finding somewhere to do so. Who knows what other nasty jobs I’ll be given today? 

I begin working on cleaning down all of the riding equipment. As I wipe down the last stirrup, I see Hera approach. She has a grim look on her face, but I assume that is because she does not like me. I can’t blame her for her feelings. Most days, I don’t like myself much either. 

“If you are finished here, you may use the well to clean yourself off.” She shies away from me, most likely noticing that I didn’t avoid the mess in those stalls. 

“Yes, ma’am.” I nod and stow away the tools. 

“Once you are finished, come find me in the kitchens. The king has ordered a feast for this evening in honor of Princess Lily. We will need help serving supper.” She gives a curt nod before returning to the castle. 

I make my way to the well, wishing I could bathe. The air is chilly as the sun goes down. I pull up a bucket of water, and dump it over my shoes and legs. Luckily, most of the mess is contained on my lower half, so only part of me will freeze. 

I don’t take any longer than absolutely necessary before sprinting to the castle and through the kitchen door, where it’s warm and comfortable, though overcrowded. A woman with her sleeves rolled up, covered in flour, yells out orders. I don’’t understand the language she speaks. She turns to me, eyeing me before pointing her knife at me and waving me over.

“You are Gavin, no?” she asks. 

“Yes, ma’am,” I reply, knowing to respect whoever is holding the biggest weapon while I am unarmed—though to think I would ever be truly unarmed is a disadvantage to the person thinking it. 

“You change your clothes. Those nasty things will not do for serving.” She points toward another door. I open it to find stairs. I look back over my shoulder at the woman. “Go. Servant quarters up those stairs and find new clothes.”  I nod and go up the steps. The entire way, I marvel at how many other halls there are branching off in different directions. 

Whether or not Hera allows me to work inside during the day, it appears I have found my way around the castle. I smirk, happy with the information. It will come in handy when it’s time to do all that Cordae needs me to do. 

When I reach a landing, one way leading to more stairs, the other into a room filled with clothes and makeshift beds, I turn right going into the room to find new clothes. Of the several tunics, there only two that fit me, and only one appears clean enough to serve in the dining hall. I find a pair of clean breeches and quickly change.

I return to the kitchen, where the cook is barking orders again. Hera rushes in and drags me from the room, through another door, and into another room filled with other servants. She hands me two covered trays. “Follow Ita. She will show you where to place those.” 

I do as I’m told. Ita leads me to the dining hall, where other servants are quickly arranging trays upon trays of food. I realize the trays I’m carrying are larger than the others. Ita leads me to the main table, the king’s table, where we set the trays in front of his throne. 

I never truly understood Cordae’s fascination with being royal. Now I can see the appeal. “Get a look later when you’re cleaning it, new boy. For now, go back in there and get more trays. Supper begins in just a moment, and we are not ready yet.” She pushes me back to the room we came from. 

I go in, and another servant hands me two more trays. How they keep all this organized, I do not know. It is baffling. I stare at everything around me as I walk. Ita is waiting for me at another table. She beckons me to come to her when I re-enter the dining hall. 

The final touches are being placed when people of the court enter and begin taking their seats. Ita pulls me into the back room with her. “We forgot the princess’s goblet. Please take it and hurry to place it before she arrives.”” She pushes the cup into my hands and shoves me out the door. 

I keep my head down and walk behind the tables so as not to interrupt anyone’s dining as I make my way to the head of the room. I reach the end of the table just as Lily enters with the king and queen. 

My heart stops as I look at her. Her long, curled hair flows down her back. The neckline of her dress is low and drapes around her shoulders. A red sash wrapped around her waist finishes the look. Every time I’ve seen her, she has been disheveled. But now, seeing her look the part of the princess, I can’t imagine her any other way. She is the definition of beauty. 

Another serving boy clears his throat as he rushes by, pulling me away from thoughts of the princess as I hurriedly place the goblet beside her plate and get back to the kitchen. 

“Go eat. Clearly, working in the dining hall is not the best job for you.” Hera points in the direction of the other servants, who are sitting around a much-too-small table, eating as if this is their last meal. 

I join them only long enough to fill a plate before retreating to a corner that appears to be out of everyone’s way.
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Hera allowed me to sleep right after supper was served. I didn’t realize it was because she intended to waken me before even the animals began to stir. Dawn is yet hours away when she for me. If working here is anything like working for Cordae – long hours and little rest—I will have to slip away in the dead of night to report back to him. 

In the meantime, I slip back into my clothes from yesterday, leaving the newer ones folded on my bed. Hera leads me outside, but we do not return to the stables. Instead, she takes me to the south edge of the wall surrounding the castle. 

“These trees must be trimmed down. Any that are too close to the wall must be removed completely. All the tools you will need are here.” She points to a shovel, axe, and shears. “If you need anything else, come find me.” 

“Is this not a job for the gardener?” I question her, wondering why she is giving me such odd jobs, tasks that should be assigned to those who know what they are doing.

“Yahir has requested help, Gavin.” She says my name with such disgust.  “You would be wise to complete the tasks you are given without complaint. I do not trust you, despite the king’s assurance that you are deserving. So please, do not give me reason take away your new home.” With that, she turns and walks away. 

Using starlight, I begin cutting branches from the first tree. I scale the trunk and climb as high as I can until the branches will no longer hold my weight. I walk along the thicker ones until I am far enough along that I can trim from the inside to ensure that it is far back enough that no one could attempt to use these trees to get back and forth over the wall. 

As instructed, I take the axe and begin cutting down a tree that is too close for safety. 

“Good morning.” A small voice startles me, almost sending the blade into my leg rather than the tree. I leave it stuck in the trunk and turn around to find the princess standing before me. Either Lily was completely silent or I am losing my touch. 

“Is there something I can do for you, Your Highness?” I bow. 

“Please call me Lily.” She clasps her hands before her, appearing shy. Not like the Lily I’ve seen before. 

“I don’t think I should, Your Highness. Anyone who overheard would misunderstand, and something like that could get a servant killed.” 

“Gavin, you pulled me from that river and then stayed to make sure that I survived. If anyone deserves to address me as a friend per my request, it is you. My father and mother are well aware of that. So it matters not who else hears the way you speak to me. If you do not wish to call me a friend, I will walk away.” The crease between her brows, the frown of her lips—she genuinely looks sorry. 

My feelings are torn. Offend the princess and keep her away, or be her friend and potentially learn more to further the mission? I suppose that even with my knowledge of the tunnels, it wouldn’t hurt to be close to the family. 

“Your High . . . Lily, I am sorry. I did not mean it that way. And I certainly did not mean to offend you. It does not take a seer to guess that I am not used to having friends. It would be an honor to call you one.” I put my palm against my chest, right above my heart, a sign of respect and sincerity. 

“I understand.” She nods, smiling wide. She is beautiful. And I can’t be thinking like this. She is trouble all the way around. 

“As your friend, might I inquire as to what you are doing on the grounds all alone at such an hour?” I lean against the tree, allowing myself this small break. I can hardly get into trouble if it is the princess keeping me from my work. 

“You may.” She smiles again, leaning against the tree beside me. “I had a hard time sleeping. A walk through the trees felt like just the remedy I needed. I always feel at peace out here. In fact, I’m quite sad to see that you’re cutting some of them down.” She runs her hand over the bark, her fingers brushing mine. 

By instinct, I move my hand. She looks away, perhaps embarrassed. Suddenly, I wish I could take her hand in mine and show her I meant nothing by removing it. Too late.

“I like the trees too, and also find peace amongst them. Cutting them down isn’t my choice, but a task given to me by Miss Hera. I can understand why they need to be removed, though.” I look around and make a mental note of how Cordae would use them to his advantage. 

“Do you think you could dig them up and replant them elsewhere?” She turns and walks away, weaving between the trees closest to the wall. 

“I could certainly try, but unfortunately, I believe some of their roots go too far down. In the end, they wouldn’t survive, and would end up dead after all.” I follow after her. 

“What if I moved them with magic?” She turns back to look at me while she asks. 

I clear my throat, not having thought of that. Why is it that royalty has magic, and not those actually doing things around here? “If you can do it, I say, why not?” 

“I would like to try.” She raises both her hands and directs her magic to one of the smaller trees. Its roots begin to show, curling around the base of the tree as the whole thing rises from the ground. Tremors in the princess’s hands cause it to shake.

I step up behind her, putting my palms against the backs of her hands, helping to steady them. She inhales and begins to step back. I step with her, only narrowly avoiding having my toes trampled. 

We take another step back until we’re turned enough to avoid any other trees as she finds a new home for this one. Slowly, I lower my hands with hers until the tree is firmly on the ground. The roots begin digging, burrowing through the grass and dirt as it plants itself in its new home. Lily exhales and steps away from me. 

“Thank you.” She walks around the tree, running her hands across it. I walk to its side and push firmly on it. Just as sturdy as it was before. 

“That was amazing.” It comes out as a breathless whisper. 

“Thank you.”

“Thank you. My job is one tree closer to being finished.” I smile. She is getting too close, too fast. This will never do. 

“I can move the others,” she offers, walking toward them. 

I gently place my hand on her upper arm. “No. You are still recovering, and I would hate for you to overdo it on my account. You saved one tree. For now, that will have to be enough.” 

“We saved just one tree out of all these, but you’re right. I should probably try to get some rest. Thank you, Gavin. For everything.” She offers one last meek smile before walking back toward the castle. I watch her leave, waiting until she is inside before turning back to my work. It is going to be a long day, I can tell.
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I don’t know why I’m so drawn to him. Nor do I understand why he is determined to remain distant. The way he so quickly removed his hand from the tree, yet only moments later helped keep me steady as we moved the other tree, has me confused. Does he want me near, or should I keep my distance?  

It doesn’t make sense. All I know is that I can’t seem to stay away from him. He caught my attention the first day he was here, despite my being in a duel at the time. Then he, out of all the people in this world, is the one who found and rescued me. 

He asked for work and shelter rather than riches. None of it makes sense, but I wouldn’t change it, even if I could. 

I toss and turn, unable to sleep the rest of the morning after leaving Gavin’s side. I would have been better staying out there with him, though I can’t imagine why Hera would force him to work so early in the day. 

I’d thought a walk outside would mean I was alone in my favorite place. To find Gavin was quite the shock. He consumes my every thought until the sun has risen and Mother interrupts. 

“How are you feeling?” She puts her hand to my forehead.

“Much better,” I respond, not wanting her to know of my early morning walk. 

“I am sorry to say that it will be a long while before I am able to allow you to go on another adventure.  Alone, anyway.” she jokes. 

 “It’s all right. Should I feel the need to go on another ride anytime soon, I will take Gavin with me.” 

“Probably a wise idea.” She stands and begins riffling through the armoire in search of an outfit for today. I join her, trying to find one that is warm, but flattering. 

Once I have selected a purple gown, I change quickly and sit, attempting to feign patience as Mother braids my hair. 

“What has you so fidgety this morning?” she inquires. 

“I feel restless. I’m sure it’s from resting constantly.” Which isn’’t a lie. 

“Understandable. It will go away after a while. However you need to continue resting.” She ties a leather strip at the end of the braid to hold it in place. 

“I will. In fact, I hoped to go to the market today,” I state, but it was more a question. 

“How is that relaxing?” She raises an eyebrow.

“A nice and peaceful stroll is very relaxing.” I explain.

“Very well.  But if you feel any aftereffects from your river incident, I want you to see Riel immediately. Do you understand? And I would like you to take a guard.” 

“I will. I would like Gavin to come with me, actually.” Under normal circumstances, I would have scoffed at the idea of taking a guard with me, as I can take care of myself. But if Gavin can be my guardian for the day, I am willing to make an exception. 

“Very well.” She hands me a cloak—not the same one I wore two days ago, I note—and leaves. I weave through the corridors, practically running down the steps as I make my way through the kitchen and out the back door usually reserved for the servants. They all know that I am a troublemaker and I do not care who the door is for. 

I pull the cloak on and approach the grove of trees near the far wall. The sound of an axe finding its mark in a trunk reaches my ears. I am grateful, having feared that Gavin would be working on something else. 

I approach from the other direction and am sure to step on as many twigs and leaves as I can to alert him that I am approaching. I would hate for an accident such as the near accident last night, seeing him almost put that axe in his leg. 

“Your H—Lily, I thought you were getting rest.” He straightens from where he was stooped at the trunk of a larger tree, cutting the wood apart. 

“I did. And now I need you.” I realize I should have planned this better. Just hours ago, I told him I wished to be his friend, and now I approach him to command him to go to the market with me? 

“Oh?” His right eyebrow rises. 

“I had hoped you would be willing to come to the market in the village with me.” 

“May I ask, is this you requesting Gavin the servant, or Gavin the friend?” He must have noticed my unease. 

“Both?” I feel it is the safest answer. 

“Very well. It would be my pleasure, Your Highness.” He bows and drops his tools on the ground. 

“I thought we discussed that.” 

“We did. And when you come to me as Lily, my friend, I will address you so. When you come to me as Princess Lily, I will address you so.” 

“Fair enough.” I laugh, having no argument for his logic. 

“So, Your Highness, what wares do you seek at the market?” He walks behind me and to my right, as a servant should. I stop until he is standing beside me. “Milady?”” He raises an eyebrow. 

“Please walk beside me.” 

“Your wish is my command.” He bows with a flourish. 

“I do not seek any particular thing. I simply do not want to be stuck in the castle, crowded by those who worry about me.” 

“You should allow them to worry about you. I wish there was someone who could do the same for me sometimes.” 

I stop walking, touching his shoulder gently as I turn to face him. “I’m sorry you didn’t have anyone. I may not understand, but like it or not, we are friends now, so if you ever feel the need to talk about it, I would be willing to listen.” 

“Thank you, Princess. Shall we go on?” He continues walking. I walk faster to catch up, not expecting that kind of response. I don’t press the matter, for clearly he does not wish to speak of it. 

But his words only make me wonder about the hurt he has suffered. I was surprised when he requested work and shelter as reward for rescuing me. Now I wonder how much of his past played into that decision. 

The rest of our walk is in silence. We reach the market, filled with life as the people move about, buying, selling, trading. I pull my hood up, avoiding the gazes as I pass by. 

Up close, I cannot help people recognizing me. But from afar, it is my hair that gathers attention. Gavin continues walking, looking in awe at all the beautiful wares to be found. We walk down the rows, admiring everything from jewelry to clothes. 

Gavin slows, looking at some of the pendants laid out before us. I make it a game to guess which one has caught his attention. But each one is so unique, it could be any one of them. 

The one that captures my eye is a phoenix, the way its wings look like fire. Another phoenix beside it is also beautiful, but less detailed. It doesn’t speak to me the same way. I gaze back at the one that looks like fire. 

Gavin runs his finger over it. “This one looks very much like a necklace my mother wore. My father gave it to her, despite having very little money for such luxuries. He asked me for permission, knowing I would have to go a little hungry so he could purchase it. When she saw it, the look of pure joy in her eyes made the bitter pains of hunger worth it.”” 

It feels as if my heart stutters, goose bumps covering my arms. “That’s beautiful.” And so heartbreaking. A single glimpse into his past tells me what I need to know. 

“She died wearing that necklace. I wished I could have saved it before being taken away. All these years, I’ve searched for it, knowing I would never find it. And yet, here a twin lies, and I can’t help but wonder if it was hers.” He picks up the small pendant. 

His words repeat over and over in my head. “Before being taken away.” But I don’t pry. ““I’m sorry for your loss. And not getting to hold on to that little piece of her must have made it so much harder to bear.” I know more could be said, but I do not know what. My heart is broken for this man who works so hard and asks for so little in return.  

“Thank you. It was, but I made it through all right.” He nods, replacing the small necklace before wandering to the next stand. 

“Please wrap this up for me.” I hand it to the man who has been eyeing me carefully. His eyes light up. 

“Of course, Your Highness.” He bows his head slightly, taking the necklace from my hand and wrapping it in a small cloth. 

I hand him the proper number of coins before taking the cloth and slipping it into the hidden pocket in the folds of my dress. “Thank you.” I nod and follow after Gavin. He seems to have recovered from his memories as he samples food the merchants offer to entice people to purchase more. 

With each sample he tastes, I enjoy it through him, seeing the way he savors every bite. In the few instances when he does not like the food, I can’t help but laugh at the look on his face. I note his favorite food being the breaded, fried apple rings so I can remember to have Tolla prepare more for him. 

“You should know better by now, you little snitch! He will hear about this.” A large man, his arms the size of small tree trunks, yells at a much smaller man, though the one being yelled at looks like he can take care of himself. 

I look at Gavin, who appears completely stiff as he stares at the scuffle. I touch his arm in an attempt to get his attention. 

“We should return to the castle, Your Highness. Immediately.” He hardly looks away from the two men before wrapping his slender, but strong fingers around my upper arm and pulling me along with him. I can’t imagine what would cause such a reaction, but knowing just a bit of what he’s been through, I opt to go with him.
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Seeing Saar and Neo in Tivor was a shock. Cordae would have Saar scouting it out to see if I got into the castle, but to be fighting in the village square? And Neo? His job is simple – protect the fortress entrance. 

What would he be doing here with Cordae’s guard dog? Cordae’s most trusted ally? I might have engaged in their argument, questioning what was happening, if not for the fact that Princess Lily was two steps away. 

If the chores given to me this evening allow it, I will be going to the fort. If Cordae is sending me a message, he is doing an awful job of getting his point across. 

“What’s the matter?” Lily asks calmly. That makes me feel the slightest bit better. 

“While I may have gone only as your servant, I still feel that it is my duty to keep you safe. A random argument in the middle of the street could be simply just that, or it could be a distraction.” I hope she leaves it at that.

“And what would they be distracting people from? People get in arguments often. It isn’t a rare sight, especially in the markets where thieves are known for targeting the merchants.” 

“He threatened to tell someone, a higher up, whatever the other man did. That was no petty theft, and you know it. Do not pretend to be any less smart than I know you to be, Princess. You are above that.” She is smart. I allow her to fill in the blanks with what could have happened. I am assuming a part, playing someone I am not, so I must act like it. 

I release her arm and walk a little slower. With the castle in sight, I know Saar won’t do anything. Cordae has already informed me that I am to kill the royal family when victory is near. But there is no need for bloodshed before then. 

“If you are right, who is to say that they aren’t waiting to ambush us as soon as we reach the bend just ahead, leaving us out of the view of the castle guards and far enough away from the market that no one would hear our cries for help?”” 

I look ahead and realize she is right. Having never come from this direction before, I hadn’t realized the flaw in my plan. “I will protect you.” I straighten my shoulders, meaning every word.

“Or we could avoid the bend and take a shortcut.” She grabs my hand, her soft skin such a contrast to my rough hands. 

“And does this shortcut take us farther out of sight of the castle?” I ask.

“If that were the case, we would be safer taking the road. Trust me. Plenty of guards can attest to the fact that I know these woods well. There isn’t a single entrance to the castle that I do not know about. If anyone planned an ambush from this direction, they did not take the time to map out how many guards stand nearby.” She laughs and continues pulling me after her as we enter the thick foliage. 

I can hardly see what’s in front of me as we push past the leaves and thorns, my tunic getting caught on the brambles. At this rate, it will be a mess of holes by the time we reach the castle. A thorn tears into my arm. I step back, caught on it, pulling Lily into me, but I steady us both. I release her hand and unhook the thorn from my clothes. The cut on my arm isn’’t long, but it is deep. I bite the end of my sleeve, ripping the fabric apart. I attempt to tie it around my upper arm using my teeth and one hand.

“Here, allow me.” Lily takes the cloth strip and ties it, pulling harder than I expected, causing me to bite my tongue. “Sorry.”” 

“It’s all right.” 

“I will have another tunic made for you. It has been a while since I’ve taken this path. I forgot how torturous it can be if you aren’t expecting it.”” She gazes around as if looking back and seeing how it used to be. 

I notice scratches on her hands, arms, and cheek. “My apologies, Your Highness.” 

“What for?” 

“Here you are, attending to my injury, when you have plenty of your own.” I push her hood down, brushing her hair back and taking a closer look at the cut along her upper cheek. “We should see the physician. Perhaps he will apply a salve so it does not become infected.” 

“I’m sure it will be fine. It is just a scrape.” She pulls her hood back up and moves to continue leading us.

“Oh, no.” I grab her hand and pull her behind me. “I will make the path.” I begin pushing through the bushes. 

“You do not know the way.” 

“Tell me where to go.” 

“You know I am perfectly capable of leading. What gives you the right to do so when you do not know where you are headed?” Her voice grows angrier with each word.

“I told you I would protect you. I meant from anything and everything that could hurt you,” I say in a flat tone. 

“Fine.” She crosses her arms over her chest. “Keep going forward until you reach the wooden slats stuck in the ground,”” she says in annoyance. 

I do as she says, continuing forward, holding branches out of the path so they don’t smack her, careful with every step. We come upon the marker much more quickly than I expected. 

I turn around and face Lily. “Now what?” 

“We go left.” She brushes past me, taking the lead once more. I don’t attempt to reclaim it. Once upon a time, I would’’ve loved to be able to take control, to what I wanted rather than what I was told. Now I’m used to leading, but always for someone else. Never for myself. I can understand Lily’s need to be independent, strong, in the lead. 

I look up and find it rather odd how the trees seem to be forming a path. The overwhelming sensation of something magical going on causes a tremor to run down my spine. A single oak tree stands at the end of our walkway. Lily keeps going, not stopping once she reaches the tree, but instead going around it, disappearing from my view. 

I jog toward her, confused and cautious. “Come on!” she calls, though I still cannot see her. 

I go around the tree, just as she did, and find that we’re inside the walls surrounding the castle. I spin around, baffled by the whole thing. There’s a small amount of damage to the wall, causing the perfect route in and out. This could be very useful to know later. 

“You haven’t even seen the best part. Hurry up.” Lily’s laughter floats like a breeze, causing a stir in my chest. 

I follow her. Looking around, I realize that the grove we stand in is opposite the one Hera has me clearing out at the moment. I wonder if she is aware of what’s back here. I also make a mental note of that before running between the trees right toward the castle wall. 

Lily places her hand on the brick. The outline of a door slowly appears, though it is barely noticeable. She places her hand on a brick that sticks out only slightly from the rest and pulls. The door opens silently. 

“Come on.” She waves me in.

I don’t hesitate. I follow her up a staircase and through a multitude of corridors, turning and weaving. I map out every step of the way, knowing this may be useful later. Finally, we arrive in a corridor lined with rooms on either side.

“It helps having a route leading outside so close to my rooms every time I wish to go out and explore.” She laughs, stopping in the doorway of one of the rooms. 

“This is your room?” I nod to the door.

“This is my wing.” Her cheeks burn red as if she is embarrassed to have an entire wing, or perhaps because I am in it. 

“Might I ask how to get out of your wing then, milady?” I ask with a smirk in an attempt at easing her discomfort. 

“Well, you could go down this hall, through a number of doors, and once you’re in the corridor, go left,” she explains. I turn to leave. ““Or you can use the servant tunnels,” she adds. I turn back. 

“And where would I find those?” The fewer people who see me, the better. The last thing I want is to run into Hera and be put to work. I need to speak with Cordae. 

“Through here.” She opens the door.

We walk past an ornate table, a velvet sofa, and a chair sitting beside an expansive fireplace. The walls opposite are lined with full bookcases. There are three doors, including the one we just came in through. Lily opens the one to our right. A plush bed, a large armoire, a sitting chair, and a vanity fill the room. “Here.” She opens one of the wood panels to a tunnel. 

“Thank you.” I lift her hand to my mouth, kissing the back of it before ducking into the tunnel and disappearing. I wander down the tunnel, looking for another exit that lets out closer to the stables. With hardly any time to spare and having no success, I backtrack and take the route that leads me through the kitchen door. 

Only the cook and a few servants I’ve never met see me as I pass through, and not one of them says anything. I walk carefully, hurrying, but not making it appear as if I am preparing to bolt. I only hope that my good standing with Lily keeps me from being let go, should Hera need me while I am nowhere to be found. 

I slip into the barn and am greeted by neighing horses. I climb partway up the ladder leading to the loft and pull my bow and quiver from the hook where I placed them, hidden unless someone is looking for them. Back on the ground, I look down each stall in search of Kova. After carrying the princess to the infirmary, I hadn’t thought to return outside and ensure Kova was taken care of, and I didn’t have a chance to search for her while cleaning the stalls, as all the horses were in the pasture. 

“Can I help you?” An older man, with white hair and a slight limp, walks out from one of the stalls. His presence startles me only because I was so concentrated on finding my horse that I hadn’t thought of running into anyone but animals in here. 

“Perhaps. Two days ago, I saved the princess. I assumed my horse was brought to the stables, but I cannot find her.” If anyone would know where she is, the stable boy would. 

“You are Gavin?” 

“I am.” 

“I am Hernan. Your horse is beautiful and quite tame—up until I tried to lead her into a stall.” 

“Where is she?” I clear my throat, feeling a panic like no other set in. I can’t lose my one and only friend. 

“Just beyond those trees is the king’s pasture. She has been grazing there since you arrived.” He points out the barn door leading away from the castle. 

“Thank you.” I don’t wait for a response, but run out the door and through the trees, jumping over fallen logs and short bushes. Kova is where Hernan said she would be. I enter the pasture, hopping over the fence, and approach her. 

She looks up as I get closer, nuzzling my hand as I reach out to pet her. “I missed you too,” I say as I pull myself up on her back. Out of time, I don’t bother returning to the stables for a saddle. 

I can’t risk Hera finding me, either. I am sure she was none too happy knowing I was going to the market with the princess rather than finishing the tasks given to me. Assuming she even knows, that is. 

I lean down, almost lying on Kova. I intertwine my fingers in her mane so as not to fall off and squeeze her sides with my legs, urging her to go forward. She doesn’t need any more pressure before taking off in a run headed straight for the fort. 

We jump the fence and take off through the woods. Kova needs no guidance from me. 

Approaching the hidden door, I gently tug on her mane, getting her to stop. I pull my bow and nock an arrow, walking slowly, turning side to side and looking back occasionally as I approach. 

“What on earth are you pointing that around for, Derrick?” A voice from above has me spinning around and aiming directly at the speaker. 

“Where is Neo?” I look at the young man, one of Cordae’s men I don’t know personally.  

“Cordae sent him on a mission.” 

“Where, and for what?” I don’t lower my bow, waiting for him to tell me. 

“To look for you. You disappeared, and Cordae was concerned when you didn’t check in. He would hate to lose you. He sent Neo and Saar to Tivor in search of you.” 

I lower my bow and slip through the hidden door without another word, leaving Kova in the forest, knowing she will wait for my return. I march into the throne room, angry at Cordae. 

“Well, well, well. I thought perhaps you died. It is the only explanation I could come to when you disappeared without a trace. No word on your whereabouts, or whether or not you infiltrated the castle.” He stands and approaches me. 

I take two more steps before throwing a punch, hitting him in the jaw. His head knocks back, a sick popping sound echoing through the room. He stands straight, rubbing his jaw. 

“How dare you send Saar into the city? He could have given away my true purpose for being there!” I scream at him. Having gotten it out of my system, I begin to cool down. My heart pounds as I stand before Cordae, realizing he might have me killed for that punch. 

He moves faster than I can react, jumping forward and grabbing hold of my right forearm. He twist it around, yanking my arm behind me. I’m bent over, unable to move without initiating another attack and making the situation worse.  “I have to send the second-best in when the best doesn’’t return or communicate,” he sneers. 

“If I am your best man, you had better trust me to fulfill the tasks you give me. Did you honestly worry that I was dead? Or that perhaps I ran? Did you think for even a moment that I wouldn’t find a way into the castle?” My anger rears up again. 

“Did you?” He steps back. 

“Did I what?” I spit. 

“Find a way into the castle?” 

“Of course I did.” It comes out more a scoff. 

“My apologies for doubting you.” Now he steps closer. “But if you ever attack me like that again, it doesn’t matter if you were my own son—I will have you killed.” 

“Understood.” I nod, pursing my lips, fisting my hands at my sides. 

“What do you have to report?” 

“I am a servant in the castle. All of my tasks have been outside except for one. While helping prepare for a feast, I found the servants’ tunnels. They go throughout the entire castle. Once night falls and the kingdom is asleep, I will use those passages to find the king’’s quarters and get any information I can.” 

“Well done, Gavin.” Saar’s voice grates me to my core. I turn to find him slow clapping behind me, a mocking smile on his face. 

“Why would you ever call him that again after I told you his name is Derrick?” Cordae’s anger returns, but it is directed at Saar. 

“Ask your best man.” Saar’s nostrils flare, an angry glint in his eye. 

Cordae turns to me, waiting for an explanation. 

“I did not think it wise to use my real name. And I knew it would be easier to give them a name I was already familiar with.” 

“At least one of you is doing your job.” Cordae glares at Saar again before returning to his throne. 

If looks could kill, Saar’s look of pure hatred would be lethal. And just to irk him even more, I smile. “Speaking of which, I had best return before my absence is noticed.” 

“Very well. Neo will be in the village. Send him updates, and he will return to me with any news of importance. Until then, continue gathering information, and if possible, getting closer to the royal family,” Cordae orders.

“Shouldn’t be a problem for him. The princess seems to be quite fond of little Gavin,” Saar adds. 

“Is that so?” This piques Cordae’s interest. 

“I saved her life. It’s how I came to be a servant in the castle. She is curious as to why I would have saved her. Do not worry—she is nothing I can’’t handle.” 

“I’m impressed. Putting the princess in danger simply so you could rescue her and be the hero in her eyes? You’re right——I shouldn’t have doubted you even for a moment.” Cordae offers praise, assuming I intentionally put Lily in danger.

 Which I did.  “I will report when I can.” I give a curt nod and return to Kova.
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Gavin’s quick retreat stings. Is it something I said or did? In an attempt to be his friend, it seems I may have pushed him further away. My heart sinks with the thought. Perhaps it is for the best. 

The way I feel around him continues catching me off guard. I am strong, I am independent. I do not need anyone. But with him around? I want to need someone—him. Something about him enchants me. 

I pick up my discarded cloak and put it on. I make my way through the corridors until I stand before the back door. I would like to think I am going outside for a stroll in the sun before the weather turns too cold for such a luxury, but I know deep down that I just want to see him again. 

I wander toward the grove of trees where he worked last night. I notice that his tools are all still lying where he left them earlier. Where could he have gone? I walk to the stables. Hernan is brushing down one of the mares when I enter.

“Your Highness, my apologies, but I was not aware you required a horse. I will prepare one for you right away.” 

“No, it’s all right. I’m looking for Gavin. Have you seen him?” 

“He left, Your Highness.” 

“Where did he go? And for how long?” This worries me greatly. Why would he just leave without so much as a good-bye?

“He did not say. He asked me about his horse, and I informed him she was in the pastures. He ran out of here and has yet to return.” 

“How long ago did he leave?” 

“Hours ago,” he says, now looking far more concerned. 

“Please alert me the moment he returns.” I do not know what else to say. Could he truly have left without a word? Will he return? He was clearly upset by something at the market. Did I make him uncomfortable? Maybe it was his way of telling me he isn’’t interested in me, and simply wanted to get away. But that doesn’t make sense.  The only other thing I could guess at is the argument between those two men, but why would he care?

“Your Highness?” Hernan says tentatively. I turn back to him. “Is he in trouble?” 

“I don’t know,” I whisper and walk back the way I came. I enter the castle through the kitchen, the liveliest room in the castle. 

“Why such a sad face?” Tolla, the head cook, asks as I sit at the table across from where she works. 

“It’s nothing. Just worried about a friend.” I force a smile on my lips to show her it’s all right. 

“Where is he?” Hera marches into the room, angry. She is not often angered, so whoever she searches for had best have a good excuse for whatever they have done or didn’t do.

“Who?” Tolla asks. 

“The new servant, Gavin. He has yet to complete a task I gave him before sunrise. And now he is nowhere to be found.” 

My breath catches. 

“Your Highness! I did not see you there. My apologies.” Hera looks at me, a bit taken aback. 

“It is quite all right, Hera. However, you should know that Gavin did not finish his chores because of me. I am sorry for the inconvenience.” He had better have a really good excuse. 

“Oh, do not apologize, Your Highness. If he was with you, it is not my place to be angry or upset with him. I assume he is now finishing the jobs I gave him earlier?” Her voice rises. Her tone suggests it is more of a threat than a question. 

“Actually, I sent him to retrieve something for me. He will attend to his chores as soon as he returns.” 

“Very well. Thank you, Your Highness.” She curtsies, and before I can say anything more, she exits.  

“Oh, dear.” Tolla gives me a look. 

“What?” I sit a little taller, curious as to what she is thinking. 

“I’ve seen that look before.” She laughs.

“What look?” My voice arcs. 

“You care for him, don’t you?” she teases. 

“I’ve only barely met him. How could I have feelings for him beyond friendship?” I argue, but I know it isn’t true. I felt connected to him the first time I saw him, even if he was a distraction while I was fighting Elian. 

“You can deny it out loud all you wish, Princess. Just don’t deny it to yourself.” She laughs and goes back to her cooking. 

Thinking of Gavin, I slip away and go in search of Elian. I walk the halls in no hurry to be anywhere. I knock three times on his bedroom door.

“Enter,” his gruff voice says. 

I turn the handle and open the door enough to go inside the room. 

“Ah, little sister! How are you feeling?” Elian drops the papers he was holding onto his bed and puts his arms around me. 

“Better, thank you. What are you doing?” I step to his bed, looking over the maps lying there. 

“Father and I are planning a hunting trip. After the kind of week we’ve had, he thought it might be best to get away for a day or two. Any extra food we bring back will be sent to the market for those who need a helping hand. It’’s a winning plan all the way around.” He grins from ear to ear. 

“Who is going?” I ask with hesitance, only slightly upset that this is the first I’ve heard of it. 

“Father, myself, and Armando.” He nudges me with his elbow, smirking. 

“Why do you tease me so?” I huff. 

“Oh, come now, sister. You can’t tell me you don’t have even the slightest interest in our captain. He certainly has an interest in you.”” 

“I will admit that on occasion, I have felt butterflies in his presence. But that means nothing. I am sorry, for I do not wish to hurt his feelings, but I do not think there is anything between us, nor will there ever be.” I think about the way I’’ve felt around the captain versus how I feel about Gavin. 

Gavin wins, no matter how hard I try to pretend I’m not interested in him. His short black hair and his tan skin, the way his green eyes shine, the way they look into mine when we talk. I can’t help but feel hurt by his sudden disappearing act, but I can’’t be angry at him, either. Something was clearly bothering him, even in the market. 

“Is there someone else who holds your heart, Lily?” Elian looks at me seriously. 

“It doesn’t matter. I don’t think he’s interested.”” I shake my head, perhaps subconsciously trying to shake my feelings for Gavin, even though I hardly know what I’m feeling. 

“It’s the new servant, isn’t it? The one who saved you.” Elian leans against the bed and waits for an answer.

“You remember the other day during our fight, when I seemed distracted and you got the upper hand for a moment?” 

“Not quite how I recall it happening, but what’s your point?” He chuckles. 

“I was caught off guard because I noticed him. The second I saw him, I just felt this pull, this attraction that I don’t understand. He disappeared before our fight ended, and I didn’t think I’d ever see him again. So it was a tad confusing to wake up after nearly drowning and see his face.”  I pick at a loose thread on my dress, realizing how odd that was. What was he doing in Tivor? 

“You don’t think he had anything to do with it, do you? I mean, falling into the river and all.” 

“That doesn’t make sense, Elian. Why would he cause the accident only to rescue me? Besides, the horse got spooked. That’s all.”” 

“I just had to ask. You are my baby sister. Have you told him any of this? Acted upon  your feelings?” he asks softly.

“It seems that despite his calm nature, his past still haunts him. I believe it’s why he asked for a job rather than money. And I don’t want to push him if he’’s not ready for anything more than a friend. So for now, that’s what I’ll be for him.” 

“You are very brave, sister. How about this—why don’t I invite him to come on the hunt? Perhaps then he will open up a bit more, be more trusting. And then he’’ll know that he has two friends here.” 

There is no mockery in Elian’s expression or voice. It means more to me than even I fully understand. 

“Thank you!” I smile. “I would love that. And I think he would too.” 

“Good. Should we ask him together, then?” Elian turns to the door.

Do I tell him that Gavin has just disappeared? With his earlier suspicion, I think it best not to give Elian another reason to doubt Gavin. “Actually, he’s running an errand for me at the moment. But I will ask him how he feels about it when I see him again. If he agrees, I will send him to you so you can let him know of your plans.” 

“Very well. Just know that we leave first thing tomorrow morning, so the sooner you ask him, the better.” 

“Of course. I should see him this evening. Thank you, brother!” I stand on my tiptoes and kiss his cheek. 

“You’re welcome, little sister,” he teasingly replies. 

I walk to the door, but before leaving his room, I turn around and stick my tongue out at him. A childish act, but when he calls me “little,” he knows he’ll get a response out of me, which is why he does it. 

I return to my room and pick up a book from my side table. Creatures of Avonathia.  I lie down and hold the book above me as I flip through the pages.  

A soft knock pulls me from the book. I drop it on the bed and approach the door leading into the servants’ passageway. 

Hesitantly, I approach it, opening it only slightly. Before me, a sliver of light illuminating his face, stands Gavin. I open the door a little wider, pleased to see him, but still upset from earlier. 

“Your Highness, I’m sorry for visiting so late. Hernan told me you wished to know the moment I returned. And my sincerest apologies for leaving so abruptly earlier.” He bows low.

“No need for that. I was only afraid I scared you away. You should know, however, that Hera was less than pleased at finding you weren’t here. I told her I sent you on an errand, so if she asks, I advise you stick to that story.”” It is hard to be upset when he looks at me the way he is now, sadness in his eyes, appearing weak and tired. 

“Of course. I mean, you did want your cloak back, did you not?” He smiles and holds out my cloak, the one I was wearing when I went into the river. 

“Thank you! Whatever happened to it?” 

“When I pulled you from the river, you were freezing to death. I removed the cloak and gave you mine so you would warm up.” I vaguely remember whispers of movement as he lifted me, wrapped me in something—now I know it was his cloak—before putting me on a horse.

“Thank you. So I suppose what I told Hera wasn’t just a story.” I can’t help but smile.

“Of course not.” He winks. “I will leave you now. My apologies again.” 

“Actually, wait!” I bite my bottom lip.

“Yes, Your Highness?” He raises a brow.  

“Father, Captain Armando, and Elian are going hunting first thing in the morning, and they would like you to join them, if you care to.” 

“I would be honored, if not slightly confused as to why they would invite a lowly servant such as myself.” 

“You know, around here, you’re the only one who sees yourself as a lowly servant. Yes, you work here. And for lack of a better word, you are a servant. But you’re anything but lowly, and certainly worth more respect than you give yourself credit for. But to answer your question, you have been invited because the king and my brother, Elian, would like to thank you again for rescuing me,” I explain, unable to understand how he can think so little of himself. 

Gavin opens his mouth as if to speak, but no words come out. His eyebrows draw together in confusion. He looks down at his hands where they begin picking at his tunic before looking back up at me. “Thank you.”
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I don’t know why I thought it would be a good idea going hunting with the king, prince, and captain of the guard of the kingdom I’m helping overthrow. Especially when it would be the prime opportunity to sneak around the castle and gather information.

But when the princess informed me that I had been invited, part of me just couldn’t resist. The three most influential people in the kingdom, all in one place, at the same time? With no reason to doubt me, to distrust me, perhaps they will be fountains of information. 

The sun has yet to rise, but here we stand in the stables, preparing our horses. Hernan is nowhere in sight. I look about, in awe that they would give the stableman the morning off and prepare their own steeds for this trip. 

“Are you ready?” Prince Elian claps his hand on my right shoulder. 

“Yes, Your Highness.” I say, a bit surprised by the prince’s greeting, considering we’ve never even spoken before. But he acts as if we’re good friends.  

“Good. From here on out, no more ‘Your Highness’. In the woods, hunting and camping, we are all friends. Rank is of no importance.”” Elian smiles and returns to his horse. 

“Yes. Very well said, son. I couldn’t agree more. So, Gavin, tell us a bit more about yourself.” King Chavez mounts his horse. The rest of us follow his lead. 

“There isn’t much to tell, truthfully.” I’m glad to be the last in the company because it means they’re all facing away from me. And right now, that’s appreciated, considering how uncomfortable I am. Not that I can’t tell a lie and be convincing——I just didn’t expect the attention to fall on me so quickly.

“Truly, there must be something. Where are you from? Do you have a family?” Armando questions, though he does not sound as inviting as Elian and the king have. In fact, he sounds downright accusing, which makes me curious. He has no reason to hate me. Unless he saw me dressed as one of his soldiers—but that can’t be. I was far too careful. 

“I have no family. And I’m from nowhere. I’m a poor man all on my own, grateful to have a roof over my head and a place to work for my keep.”” I answer simply, not wanting to go into detail about my past. 

A memory comes to mind. One I’ve worked too long, too hard to forget for it to haunt me now. But with all the questions being thrown my way, with every thought I have about my cover story, the truth is too close. 

I was eight years old. 

“Gavin, watch the stew,” Mother said to me distantly, moving away from the fire and toward the door of our single-room hut. 

“Yes, Mama.” I sat down beside the pot and began stirring our supper. When Papa gets home, I’d go play with Mateo and Tara. Mama and Papa always let me play after supper before it got dark. 

Mama gasped. I turned toward her, but she was peeking out the door, not paying me any attention at all. 

“What is it, Mama?” I asked. 

She still didn’t look at me or say anything. I shrugged and turned back just as the door crashed open. 

I jumped, knocking the pot over, spilling stew all over the floor. I bit my lip and tried not to cry. “I’m so sorry—” 

“Gavin, Ellette.” Papa fell through the entrance, scrambling. 

“Brentley, what is going on?” Mama asked, helping Papa to his feet. 

“Go! Now! Take Gavin and run as far and as fast as you can. Get away from here and don’t look back.” Papa pushed us toward the hidden door at the back of our home, opening it just enough for us to slip through. 

Mama grasped Papa’s hands, trying to pull him along with her. “Please come. Whatever is going on, just run with us. We will go wherever you need to go. Don’t make me leave you behind.” 

“Go. Take him and run.” Papa cried, tears leaving paths in the dirt caked to his face. 

“Don’t leave us, Papa!” I yelled, not understanding a bit of what was happening. 

“Well, well, well. What do we have here, Brentley? You got a family you never told us about?” A larger man appeared behind Papa in the hut. The door closed, leaving us on the outside and Papa on the inside. 

“Take me. Do whatever you want with me. But don’t you dare touch my family.” “Come, Gavin!” Mama grabbed my head, and we ran. 

We didn’t make it to my favorite oak tree only a few feet away. Men began yelling. Lots of them. And chasing. They grabbed me around my waist and did the same with Mama. 

“I don’t think so,” one of them said, taking us back around to the front of the hut and dumping us on the ground just inside the doorway. 

“You have a son, Brentley. How could you not tell Cordae about that? I’m sure he would love to meet the kid. What’s his name?”” The large man kicked Papa in the side.

“Leave them alone!” Papa yelled back, curling up, trying to protect himself. 

The tears I tried not to cry came forth. Mama sobbed as they bound her hands behind her back and gagged her, forcing her to her knees and placing her right beside Papa. 

“Please don’t hurt them,” I asked, my voice barely loud enough to be heard over all the commotion.

“Cordae has had enough of your games, Brentley. You are a dead man. But your son will be all the payment needed.” The large man laughed and turned back around, glancing at me. He looked at the man standing next to me, the one who had carried me in here. ““Take him outside.”  

I watched as the big man unsheathed his sword and turned back to my parents. The last thing I saw were tears running down both their faces. The man took me, put me on a horse, and the last thing I heard was Papa screaming Mama’s name. 

I come back to the present moment, back to reality. In the company of King Chavez, Prince Elian, and Captain Armando. All asking me about things I’ve tried to forget, but they’re not asking about those memories or that Gavin. They think I’m the poor Gavin who needed work.  Gavin died a long time ago. Only Derrick remains now, and that’s all that matters.

“Interesting. I am just grateful you were there to help my daughter when no one else was. I can’t imagine losing her—or Elian.”” King Chavez looks back, a tear in his eye. 

“So am I,” I say, unsure what else could be said, still caught up in my memories. 

“I fear we never bothered asking you if you could hunt. How are you with that mighty fine-looking bow?” Elian asks, looking at my weapon. 

“I can hunt well enough,” I answer shortly, not wanting to go into detail. I don’t often hunt animals. But people? Well, I’’m the best at that. And realizing that perhaps I should’ve asked to borrow a bow rather than bringing my own, which does not reflect my poor status. 

“I suppose we’ll see, won’t we?” Armando laughs, though it doesn’’t feel sincere. More like he is challenging me. 

I do not know if Hera has spoken to him about her doubts, or if there is another reason he seems so hostile toward me. But it’s making me uneasy. Nothing I can’t handle, but something I wish I didn’t have to. 

“Shhh.” Elian holds his finger to his lips, glancing at each of us before looking back to the path. 

We’ve come upon the great stag, and the game is afoot. Elian, Armando, and Chavez all spread out, going in different directions in order to surround the beast and bring him down. 

I tie Kova’s reins to the branch nearest to me and begin climbing the tree. I walk along the thickest branch in the middle and jump over to the next tree. In silence, I pull my bow from over my shoulder and put an arrow against the string, drawing it back.

I take aim, waiting to make sure I get him in one shot. The creature stands still, waiting, unsure what to do. I finish drawing the string and let it loose. 

The arrow sails true, going into the animal’s forehead and killing it instantly. Armando steps out from behind a tree, his own bow in one hand, an arrow in the other, looking quite puzzled. He glances around, trying to find the source. I walk out onto the branch and sit in the open.

“I didn’t want him to suffer,” I say.

Armando looks right at me. “You took down this massive beast from up there with a single shot?” He raises an eyebrow, one side of his mouth curved up in doubt.  

“How else was I supposed to do it?” I step down to the next branch and jump off, landing on the ground in a crouch. I straighten and retrieve my arrow from the animal’s skull. 

The arrowhead breaks off, leaving me with a stick. I throw it on the ground. 

“You can’t be serious. How did you learn to shoot like that?” Armando no longer looks at the beast, but at me, eyebrows raised, jaw slightly dropped.

“I would like to know that as well. Perhaps making you a servant was too hasty a decision. Was that skill, or a lucky shot?” King Chavez appears to my left, his sword drawn as if he, too, had been preparing to kill the animal. 

“Skill, your majesty. When you have nothing but the clothes on your back, you must work hard to protect them.” I did not want praise from them. I should have thought out my plan before revealing my abilities with a weapon. 

“Very interesting. So you do have a story to tell.” Elian smiles, appearing beside the king. 

“Hardly. I’m an orphan. I lived on the streets, going from town to town, learning any trade anyone was willing to teach me. Willing to take on work for food and a home. I was hunting for food the day I saved Princess Lily, as I told you the day it happened. You asked me how I saved her, and I did mention that I shot a rope across the river to hold on to so I didn’t get lost in the water as well.” 

“Indeed you did. I just didn’t realize the extent of your abilities. Very well done.” King Chavez nods in approval. 

“Thank you, sir.”
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We return just as the sun begins setting. I’m too worked up to sleep. 

“I’ll grab a few men to help us with this.” Elian nods toward the stag and dismounts. He walks away, leaving me, the king, and Armando in the courtyard. 

He’s only gone a few minutes before he reappears with four other men. They take the animal, and we head toward the stables.  

Each man dismounts and begins removing his saddle. “I can take care of them from here,” I say, wishing to be alone. I prefer it that way now. Spending the entire day with three other people is all the interaction I need for at least a week. 

“I’ll help,” Elian offers. 

“Are you certain?” King Chavez asks. 

“Of course. It’s what I’m being paid for, right?” My laugh is shaky.

“Thank you, Gavin. And thank you for coming with us. It was very pleasant.” The king extends his hand. 

I reach out and shake it. “It was a pleasure, Your Majesty.” I bow. 

“Are you sure you don’t need my help?” Armando offers. 

“Of course! Go, rest!” 

“Good night, then.” He nods, turns, and walks away. 

“Your Highness, I can tend to the horses myself. You do not have to stay.” 

“You’re right. I don’t have to. But what are friends for?” He grins.

“Please forgive me for having to ask, but is that what we are?” I’m hesitant to believe it. I’m not even sure I want it. 

“Of course. My sister trusts you, and I trust her. And after today, how could we not be?” He continues grinning. 

“Thank you.” I offer a genuine smile.
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I wait just inside the grand doors as Elian, Father, Armando, and Gavin enter and ride to the stables. The anticipation eats away at me, and I can barely contain my anxiety. I pace back and forth, picking at the thread in my dress that has fallen loose from my playing with it. 

Father approaches first. “Hello, Princess!” He kisses the top of my head and pulls me into his embrace.

“Hello, Father! How was the hunt?” I hug him before taking a step back to look around him for the others. 

“It was very successful. The men are taking the meat to the kitchens right now.” He chuckles. 

“Wonderful!” I beam. 

“Yes, it is. If it weren’t so late already, I would demand a feast this evening. But it shall wait for tomorrow.” 

“That sounds lovely.” I nod.

“Good. Now you best get yourself ready for bed. It’s getting quite late.” 

“Yes, sir,” I say jokingly.

“Go on.” He laughs and pushes me farther into the castle. 

I silence the audible sigh trying to escape. I walk down the corridor, turning down the hall opposite the one Father takes. As soon as I believe the coast is clear, I turn back and head to the kitchen. 

I walk around the corner and hit a wall. Well, not a wall, but it felt that way. I look up and find Elian. 

“I am so sorry, Lily. Are you all right? Where are you off to in such a hurry?” He grabs my shoulder, steadying me.  

“I was looking for you, actually.” I put my palm against my forehead, feeling ridiculous. 

“What’s going on?” He releases me.

“I want to know all about the hunt. How did it go? What was Gavin like? What did you learn about him?” 

“Come along. We will discuss this in private.”
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The sun has long set when Elian finishes telling me of the events that unfolded during their trip. Gavin has secrets, a past he doesn’t wish to discuss. But he can hunt quite well. This doesn’t surprise me. He seems to be good at anything he puts his mind to. 

Moonlight guides me as I walk to the grove, holding a mug of hot cider provided by Tolla. I want Gavin to open up to me, to trust me, to let me in and share his pain, his past. Small gestures may be the only way in. 

“Good evening—er, morning, I suppose,”  I say, approaching Gavin. 

He turns his head, looking startled. “You know, you really should get more rest, Princess.” He lowers the axe in his hand and turns to face me. 

“I could say the same to you.” I smile and hold out the mug. 

He takes it, wrapping his fingers around the cup. “Thank you. But what is this for?” 

“You looked cold. I had Tolla make it for you.” 

He drinks a sip. “What is it?” he asks, taking another drink. 

“That is a secret.” I wink. 

“Thank you, Lily.” He drinks down some more and sets the mug down on a tree stump. 

“You’re welcome. So, how was the hunt? Everyone was quite impressed with your ability with the bow.” I sit on one of the tree stumps and cross my legs, pulling my cloak closer to my body. 

“It was fine.” He presses his lips together and turns back around to start cutting down the next tree. 

“I truly am your friend, Gavin. You can open up to me. I see the way you close down when people ask you questions, especially about your past and who you are. Whatever it is that hurts to think about, whatever haunts you in your memories, I only want to share the pain so you don’t have to carry it alone. And based on the way you react, I would guess that’s something you’re used to.” I stand and turn to leave, saddened that he won’’t let me in. He didn’t even want to tell me about the hunt. 

I hear the axe go into the tree, and it takes all my willpower to hold back the tears begging to be let loose. I take two steps toward the castle, but then a hand wraps around my wrist.

“Wait.” Gavin pulls me, gently, like he won’t make me if I really don’t want to. 

I turn back, but pull my arm from his grasp. “What?” I ask.

“It’s not that simple.” 

“What isn’t that simple? I’m not asking you to tell me everything. I’m just trying to be your friend. And if you don’t want that, then fine. But at least say it so I don’t have to keep trying.” 

“I want that. More than you could possible know.” 

“So just give me something. Anything.” 

“Come here.” He takes my hand and pulls me back to the stump. I sit down on it, but he sinks down on the grass and leans his back against it. 

I join him on the grass. 

“I lost my parents when I was eight years old. They were murdered. After that, I had to work just to stay alive, to keep a home.” He pauses, taking a deep breath. “The people I stayed with weren’t a family. They trained me in their ways, and I let them so I would never need anyone or anything.” 

“I’m so sorry for your loss. For all that you’ve had to go through.” I lean over and rest my head on his shoulder.
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I can’t tell Lily the full story. The whole truth. But her questions cause me to think back to ten years ago. 

Saar threw me on the horse and climbed on after me. We rode through the forest, sobs racking my entire body. I did not pay attention to where we were going. I only knew that my family was gone. And I wished more than anything that I could bring them back. 

Saar grabs my arm and lifts me off the horse, lowering me to the ground. I crumble into a sobbing mess. The man grabs my arm again, dragging me when I refuse to walk, as we go through a doorway. 

He dumps me before a chair made of stones. I look up, sniffling, hoping this is the king and he will command the evil man to bring my family back. Instead I am faced by the bald man, wearing dragon armor and jewelry, a single earring—a dragon claw—hanging from his lobe. He leans forward. 

“What is your name, boy?” he asks me, an evil grin on his face. He does not appear to be kind or kinglike at all. 

“G—G—Gavin,” I reply, stumbling over my words through the hiccups caused by crying. 

“No.” His hand is like a knife cutting across my cheek as he slaps me. “You are not Gavin. Not anymore. That part of you died with your family. Now? Now you are Derrick. And you will become the most feared person alive. Do you understand me?” He stands, bearing down on me with his glare.

“No,” I say more clearly. I do not understand.

His hand slices through the air, but this time, I duck, learning quickly that this man likes to cause pain. His hand clamps down over my arm as he pulls me to my feet. “You are a quick learner, Derrick. Now look me in the eye and tell me your name.” 

“D—Derrick,” I say, looking him in the eye. 

“Tell me your name,” he says through clenched teeth. The anger burning in his eyes tells me that though I may not believe it, I must make him believe it. 

“Derrick,” I say, trying to be confident. To stay strong. 

“Very well done. Don’t forget it. One day, you will need to lie if you wish to survive. Remember that because, I may be the one ready to kill you if you can’t convince me of whatever you are saying.” 

And though I hate the name, I remember that to him, I am Derrick. But I will never forget that I am truly Gavin. I can’t allow myself to forget. Because if I do, this man will win. 

I come back to the present, Lily still sitting beside me, her hand in mine.  Lies, secrets—they are as easy as telling the truth for me. But she seems to be able to ask all the right questions, hit every emotion that forces my lie to become obvious. 

“I know how to use a bow because I had to learn, just as I now have to finish clearing out this grove or risk the wrath of Hera.” I smile, trying to lighten the mood, to get away from thoughts of my past. I pull my hand out of hers and stand. 

“Are you going to do this all night long?” she asks, standing up with me. 

“I must. I wish to keep my job here, and I do believe that Hera would gladly take it away if she found reason, such as not getting my tasks done. So yes, I will be here until this is finished.” I turn back and hit the tree again. 

“Here. I can help.” Lily steps up beside me, one of the smaller axes in her hand. 

I can’t help but laugh. “Your Highness, that is not necessary. I would not like to not be beheaded for endangering the princess or forcing her to work.” 

“You are not forcing me, and I am only putting myself in danger. I am asking, not as the princess, but as your friend, to let me help you with this. You could be here all night long if you do it alone. And what would Hera say then, when you could not do anything tomorrow, for you are too tired from being out all night?” 

She makes a compelling argument. “Do you know how to use that?” I look at the axe. 

“Are you truly asking me that?” she scoffs. 

“My apologies. I should know very well that you can. This tree over here needs to be cut down as well.”  I point to a tree far from mine so when either fall, neither of us are in danger of getting hit. 

She begins hacking away, as do I. The tree I am cutting down is much larger, taking longer than hers. 

When we have finished, all there is left to do is trim the branches on a few. “May I ask you a question?” Seeing Lily work was quite a sight. She is not afraid of getting her hands dirty.

“What?” She sets the axe down, wiping her brow. Despite the chill, we are both perspiring from the labor. 

“Will you go to battle with the soldiers?” I think back to the first time I saw her, sword fighting with her brother. 

“I would like to, but my father will not allow it. He says it is my duty to be protected during battles because should anything happen to him or my brother, his duties would fall on myself and the queen.” 

“The king is wise,” I comment, understanding his reasoning for not allowing Lily to fight. 

“Why do you ask?” She ignores my comment, most likely annoyed by my agreeing with the king. 

“The first time I saw you, you were training with your brother and the soldiers. I was curious. You are quite good.” 

“Thank you. My specialty is with the sword, but I would love to learn all the forms of fighting. Knife throwing, archery, hand-to-hand—anything to better prepare myself for whatever may come my way. I do not want to be weak. I do not want to need anyone.”” The way her voice shakes tells me she is trying to convince herself of that just as much as she is trying to convince me. 

“I could teach you,” I offer, not even knowing why. This is a bad idea. I can’t teach her. I am supposed to be getting information for Cordae. I have duties as a servant now. When would I ever find time?  And more importantly, why am I offering? 

“Do you mean it?” 

“If you would like me to, of course.” 

 “When can we start?”
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After convincing Lily to go to bed with the promise of beginning her training the following day, I finish cleaning out the branches and trees from the area before stumbling into bed myself. My dreams are of Cordae and Saar beating me into the person I am now. Strange that those memories resurface at this moment. 

But I do my best to ignore them, pushing them away as I try to get rest. Hera is not impressed with me when she screams for me to get up. 

I grumble as I get out of bed. “I finished the tasks you gave me yesterday,” I argue. 

“Yes, the ones I was able to give you. That was only one job, Gavin. There is much to do in preparation for winter. Get breakfast, and then clear out the grove opposite the one you did yesterday. You must go around the entire wall to ensure that no trees are able to be used in an attempt to overtake the castle. King Chavez has been adamant about this.”  With that, Hera leaves. I stretch my arms before grabbing my tools and heading to the kitchen.

I swipe a piece of bread as I pass through and head out the back door. I already have one tree removed when I hear rustling behind me.

I turn and find Lily coming toward me, two swords in hand, a bow and quiver on her back. It’s quite the sight. 

“You weren’t planning on backing out, were you?” She smiles, walking toward me like she’s ready for battle.

“Never, Your Highness.” 

“This isn’t a situation that calls for such formalities.” 

“My apologies, Lily.” I can’t help but smile. I shouldn’t be doing this. But I want to. And it doesn’t make sense. 

“Apology accepted. Now, where do we begin?” 

“We’ll start with something you already know.” I take one of the swords from her, wishing I had my own with me. 

“You saw me battle my brother.” She smirks. “You really want to fight me yourself?” Oh, if she had any idea who she was talking to. It makes me laugh, which only confuses the princess, but she draws her sword. 

“I did see you fight your brother. But he is not me.” I run my blade against hers, waiting for her to make the first real move. She takes a step forward, prepared to draw blood if that’s what it takes to win. I can see it in her eyes, the same look I had when I was determined to show Cordae that I was serious. 

I go back to the moment Cordae began teaching me . . .

He holds a sword in my face, waiting for me to take the handle and duel him. I do not want to. I cannot fight, and he will surely kill me. But he may do that anyway. I take the sword and almost drop it, not realizing it would be so heavy.

“This sword will become your lifeline, Derrick. Use it—defend yourself. Prove to me that you want to live.” Cordae unsheathes his own sword. 

I use both hands to hold the sword up as I prepare to defend myself to the best of my ability. I do want to live because one day, I will escape him, I will be free, and I will make him pay for what he has done. 

The memory hits me harder than I expected. Lily has me trapped, my blade stuck against hers. I almost back out just to clear my head, but this woman will never let me live it down if I let her get the best of me. 

I swing my arm around, breaking out of the lock and going for the winning jab when she blocks me. It becomes a dance as she advances while I back away until I get my bearings and begin advancing on her.
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Gavin pushes, putting everything I know to the test in one duel. It angers me in a way nothing else could. How does he know so much about sword fighting? Elian and I have trained most of our lives, and my own brother can’t beat me despite learning alongside me.

But this? Gavin is immaculate in his ability to maneuver out of every situation. Once I almost had him, almost won, but he waited until the very last second to push me away and cause me to backtrack. 

With the taunting beforehand, I can’t allow him to win. He would be able to use it against me forever. I regret laughing earlier when he told me we would start with a sword fight. I can’t imagine what he will teach me with the other weapons if there is more he can teach me with the sword. 

He knocks the sword from my grasp. His arm goes around my waist as he pulls me closer, stopping me from retrieving it and stabbing him with it. I breathe heavily, as does he. “You are quite skilled, but you have much to learn.” He smiles. 

“Thank you.” I look up at him, never realizing before how much taller he stands. He leans closer. “But you haven’t defeated me yet.” I wave my hand, using my magic to control my sword, which appears at his throat. 

“That’s cheating, Princess.” His laugh is shaky.

“Hardly.” I bite my lip to keep from laughing. 

“No? I hope you realize that if I were your enemy, and this was a real duel, you would never have gotten the chance to use your magic.” His eyes grow darker, his stare more intense. His voice deeper. I look down and see the tip of his blade a hair’’s length away from my stomach. 

I scowl, allowing my sword to fall to the ground. 

He laughs and steps away. 

I know I brought it upon myself but I can’t help the annoyance that pesters me. How is it that this man can irritate me so much, yet all the while, I just want to spend more time with him?

“So, what’s next?” I stoop and pick up my fallen sword, sheathing it. 

“You know, I do actually have to get some work done, Princess. Unless you wish to have my job here changed to weapons instructor?” He raises an eyebrow, a teasing smirk on his lips. 

“That could be arranged.” I shrug, as if it were no big deal. To be truthful, I could probably have it changed, but I wouldn’t want to for the most selfish of reasons——I want him to myself. If he were an instructor, his time would be spent with the soldiers, with Elian, and not with me. 

“It is probably best that for now, I stay where I am. But that means I must do the jobs Hera gives me, no matter how absurd they may be.” I cock my head to the side. 

“Oh?” 

“Does the castle not have a royal gardener? Someone whose sole job is to take care of the vegetation? Is there not a stable boy to muck out the stalls? Is there not a carpenter who can repair damaged beams? Why is Hera adamant that I do chores that do not belong to a lowly servant?” 

“I suppose I had not thought of that. Perhaps she is testing you, seeing if you are trustworthy of the important tasks, such as serving the king his food. I am sure she has an explanation, but I can hardly complain. If you were serving the king his food, how would you teach me to use all these weapons?” I gesture to the bow and quiver, the swords, and the row of knives I’ve laid out.

“Fair enough, Princess. Have you ever thrown those?” He looks at the knives. 

“No. Are you going to teach me?” I smile just at the thought. I can’t bring myself to feel guilty that I am keeping him from his duties. What could Hera do to him if he is doing my bidding rather than hers? 

“I will show you. Then you must promise to let me work.” He shakes his head, dropping his axe and picking up a knife in each hand. 

He aims for a tree closer to the fence, away from anything or anyone it could potentially hurt. “You want to stand with your legs apart to give you power and traction. You’ll carefully hold the blade with your thumb and forefinger. Hold it level to your head, and extend your arm as you release.” He demonstrates, not looking at his target, but at me as the knife leaves his hand and hits the center of the tree. 

“Quite impressive, but you don’t need to show off.” I pick up a knife and take his place, standing as he stood, aiming as he aimed. I release the knife and watch it sail through the air only to bounce off the tree and fall in the grass. 

“What happened?” I look at Gavin. 

“Everything was perfect except the way you held your arm. It threw everything off balance. Here.” He grabs another knife, sliding it into my hand. He stands behind me, using his knees to knock my legs into place. He holds my arm, positioning it correctly, throwing the knife with me. 

It sails true and lands in the tree with a thud. “Thank you!” I turn around and put my arms around his neck. A feeling akin to magic goes through me, making my entire body seem to float. My lips spread thin, stretching across my face in an undeniable smile.  

His arms slowly wrap around me, his hands gently patting my back. “You’re welcome,” he stammers. 

“Sorry,” I mumble and try to break away. 

“No, it just took me by surprise.” He pulls me a little closer, hugging me a little tighter. “I can’t remember the last time someone has pulled me into their embrace.” 

“That is unfortunate.” I look away, unsure how to respond. 

“Life can be that way sometimes. All I can do is continue surviving.” He smiles, perhaps sensing my tension, and lets me go. 

“So, are my lessons over for the day?” I ask, watching him walk back to where he left the axe. He picks it up. 

“Hardly. I will cut down these trees, and you will throw knives at those trees in the opposite direction.” He uses the tool in his hand as an extension to point to the knives. 

I pick up another one, waiting for him to begin cutting down the next tree before I take aim and let the knife go. It sticks in the tree, but only barely. The next one I throw hits the tree, causing the previous knife to fall out, and they both land in the grass below.

I throw the last one, getting it in the tree, but only barely. 

“You can’t expect to have it perfected on your first day, Princess. It will take time. Learn the movements—find the pattern that works best. Let it come naturally as you learn the technique,” Gavin calls out as I walk toward my target to retrieve the blades. 

I should know from all my years of sword fighting that it most definitely does not come right away. I sigh, my shoulders drooping as I walk back to the other weapons.  

“Good afternoon!” Elian approaches, a grin stretched wide across his face. 

I know that grin all too well. It’s his teasing smile. His taunting look. He finds it funny that I’m out here with Gavin, but his teasing can’t get my mood down today.  

“Good afternoon, Your Highness.” Gavin bows.

“Gavin, seriously. It’s Elian. No need to address him so formally. How many times must we go over this?” I laugh.

“It’s true, my friend. She is right.” Elian agrees. 

“Of course. My apologies,” Gavin says, now looking uncomfortable. He turns back to the tree he was cutting down.

“What are you doing?” Elian asks me. 

“Gavin is teaching me to master weapons other than the sword. What are you doing?” I look back to my target and take aim with the throwing knife. 

“Wondering what in the blazes Gavin is thinking, giving you more weapons. Does he not know how dangerous you already are?” 

I don’t know if Elian means it, or if he is only trying to make it sound better than I am, but it makes me smile. That grin fades when I think of the duel Gavin and I just had.

“Yes, he is aware of how dangerous I am. Now go away before I slip and put a knife in you.” I make sure my aim is ready.  I let loose and watch the knife sail right into the tree. 

“Very well done,” Gavin praises. 

“Thank you. I had an excellent teacher.” I curtsy. 

“I have to say, Gavin, that is impressive. You taught her to do that in a single lesson?” Elian folds his arms across his chest and looks between myself, Gavin, and the tree. 

“She just needed a little guidance.” He looks at me before turning back and hacking away at the tree. 

“Well, I hate to pull you away from your training, Lily, but Mother has requested that you come inside and begin getting ready for the feast tonight.”

I look at the weapons sitting on the ground at my feet, then at Gavin. “Must I?” 

“Yes, you must.” Elian laughs. 

“It’s all right—you know where to find me, Lily. We can have another lesson tomorrow,” Gavin assures me. 

“You should come to the feast,” I suggest, realizing that it’s not just the lessons I don’t want to leave. 

“Truly, do you hate me? Hera already has it out for me, as I’ve told you numerous times. I think it would be best if I continue working. But thank you.” 

I laugh. “You do realize I am above Hera, right? She can’t be mad at you for doing my bidding.” 

“Still, I would like to get this task finished.” He smiles. 

“Very well. Thank you for the lesson.” I kiss his cheek before dashing off, Elian right behind me.

“Well, that was sweet.” Elian chuckles.

“Shut up,” I say, not wanting to deal with his endless teasing. “Let Mother know I’ll be right there. First, there is something I must do.” 

“Of course, Your Highness,” Elian retorts with mockery. 

He enters the castle and disappears. I go to the kitchen. “Good afternoon, milady,” Tolla greets me. 

“Where is Hera?” I demand.

“Right here, Princess. Whatever is the matter?” Hera asks, coming around the corner. 

“We need to talk. Privately.” I look around the busy kitchen filled with maids and servants. 

“Of course.” Hera leads the way back outside, but turns right and goes to the gardens. I follow after her. “What’s the matter?” 

“Why are you giving Gavin tasks such as clearing the trees, mucking out horse stalls, and fixing broken beams? Why is he not serving inside?” 

“To be honest, Your Highness, I don’t trust him. There is something going on, and I don’t like the idea of him being near anything that could be of importance. Were you aware that one day before he rescued you, he was here asking for a job?” 

“Why is that anything of concern? He rescued me, and for reward, asked for a home and a job. Clearly, it is something he needed.” 

“So you don’t find it odd even the slightest bit that I deny him work inside the castle, and the following afternoon, you are thrown from your horse into a river, and he just magically appears to save you?” 

Having the pieces connected in such a way does make it seem odd. But could it be that he isn’t who he says he is? He hasn’t tried to work inside the castle. He hasn’t harmed me. He even went hunting with my family. 

He didn’t harm any of them when he easily could have done so. He hasn’t asked me a single question regarding secrets or anything about the kingdom, or Father’s plans. 

“It may seem a bit odd, but could it not just be a coincidence?” 

“It might be. But until I’m certain, I would prefer he remain as far away from the castle as possible.”
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I watch her go until she and Elian disappear from view. I turn and get back to my task, putting more force behind each blow, hoping to finish this grove before nightfall. 

Tonight I must explore the castle, find the king’s study, and break in while he and everyone else are at the feast. Today I must do my chores because tonight, I will not be able to do anything for Hera.
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I wait for the last lantern to be put out before slipping from my cold, hard bed and sneak down the servant tunnels. I opt out of putting on shoes, knowing I will be able to more easily avoid any squeaking floors without them. Though, it does make for a harder getaway if I am caught. 

The idea is laughable, though. I’ve never been caught. Not once. If I am sent to kill someone, they die. It’s how it works. No one has escaped my arrow, my blade. 

The tunnels are long and cold, a draft blowing through them. I walk, feeling the wall in case there are any hidden doors. When I come upon the first one, I push gently, not wanting it to swing open all the way in case someone occupies the room where it leads. 

I am disappointed to find a mostly empty room. No information to go through. In the dark, I am unable to make out the shapes against the opposite wall, even holding up my lamp. 

It is not the king’s study, so it is of no use to me. I shake my head and step back into the tunnels. I continue walking until I come upon the second door. 

It is far less hidden then the first, which means it could hardly be something of importance, but I push the door open anyway. Inside is a private prayer room. I go in a little farther, holding the light higher to see more. 

Not one but two more doors lead outside the room. I don’t bother opening either one, as they will most likely lead nowhere. I take another glance around, memorizing the layout before closing the door and continuing my search. 

I walk much farther, turning a corner, and continuing on. A sconce in the wall catches my attention. It is set over a line that runs from floor to ceiling. I push against the wall, to no avail. 

I pull on the sconce, but it doesn’t move either. I examine every bit of the wall, running my fingers over the cold brick. Nothing stands out to me that would work as a lever or handle, but there has to be one. There is no other explanation. 

I take a step back, rocking on my heels as I carefully look over the wall from afar. There’s a single brick that is slightly darker than the rest, hardly noticeable unless you’re looking for something. 

I take a step forward and press on the brick. There’s a popping sound, and part of the wall moves. I smirk and enter the room, looking around the corner as I go through the doorway. 

There is no person inside, but rows and rows of weapons greet me. It’s a pleasant sight—something I’m used to seeing. 

The memory of entering my first armory hits me so hard, it is as if someone ran into me. 

Eight years old, I followed Cordae down a large corridor, sconces lighting our way. He sent the big ugly man, Saar, to do something else while he showed me something special. My heart pounded as I followed, terrified of what he was about to show me. I clenched my fists, sweat making them slick, as we walked.

Cordae had a grin going from ear to ear as he marched to the room. Two large doors faced us at the end of the hall. My heart pounded a little faster, wondering what could be so special—and large—that they kept it behind such doors. 

“Derrick,” he said the name, looking at me. It made me sick, knowing that was what I must answer to, but I looked up at him. “Welcome to your new playground.”” The doors swung open of their own accord, and I wondered if they were magic. 

But when I looked inside, I realized it was no playground. It was dangerous. We entered the room. Swords of every kind, from every kingdom, for every kind of use, lined the walls and filled the middle of the room on stands. 

A row of daggers, different knives, and all of it scared me. All but the curved piece of wood that remained harmless until someone attached a string to it. Then it became a weapon, a bow. It was what my father used for hunting. 

At the memory of hunting with him, tears filled my eyes. I would never hunt with him again. I walked to the bow, a single weapon sitting all alone on its stand. I could barely reach the weapon, but I stood on my toes and hefted it down. 

I turned to face Cordae, fearful that he would not approve of the weapon that called to me. Perhaps he would think it was silly—maybe he would know why I chose it. I shook the thoughts away, knowing I must show no fear. 

“Excellent choice, Derrick. With that weapon, you will change the world.” He patted my head in an affectionate manner and smiled an ugly smile. 

“Th—th—thank you,” I stammered.

“Are you ready to learn how to use it?” Cordae was far too eager when he asked, giving me pause. Unable to speak, not quite sure what to say, I nodded. “Good. Follow me.”” He led me to the back of the room and pushed open a single door.

He stood to the side and allowed me to see what was beyond him. At the sight, I froze. I was unable to hold on to the weapon in my hands. 

The room had a roof and four walls, but it was a forest. Targets were painted on the trees, wooden figures playing the part of the enemy.

“Derrick, learn quickly. The best fighter wins every time.” Without waiting for me to react in any way, he pushed me in the room, the door slamming shut behind me.

I look at the armory I stand in now. It is not nearly as ornate or extensive as Cordae’s. However, it holds all the weapons I would need. I walk around, brushing my hands across the sword hilts, admiring the beauty and work put into every detail of every weapon. 

The sound of hushed speaking brings my attention to the door to the tunnel. It remains empty, no shadows coming from either direction. I look to the opposite wall, but it is solid. I turn around, slowly looking over the wall behind me. 

It isn’t a wall—it’s a door made to blend in, and it does, to the untrained eye. But to me, it can be nothing but a door leading to another room. I rest my ear against it and listen for the person or people speaking on the other side. 

“Your Majesty, Queen Madrid has requested that you join the festivities,” says a deep voice I do not recognize.

“Yes, yes. Of course. I’m coming,” King Chavez says. I hear the sound of movement, the slam as a door closes. I count to ten before pushing on the door. It doesn’’t move. With how long it took me to figure out how to open the door to the armory, I am not surprised. But any hidden lever in here could only be one thing—a weapon.

I look around, inspecting each sword. I begin pulling them from their stands. The third sword on the second stand doesn’t move. I smile knowingly. Looking closer, I notice that only the hilt is visible. I pull again, putting more power into it. 

It rises, and the door begins to slide open. I only open it enough so I can slide inside. I slip into the king’s study and push the door closed behind me. 

I have found the room I’ve been looking for. It makes me happy, knowing that despite their secrets, their trying so hard to keep this room hidden, I have found it. I have learned, and I am winning. 

I approach the desk, looking in every nook and cranny as I go. No one can find me in here. That would be a disaster. What would they think when the servant who rescued the princess was in fact an imposter? A spy? Me? 

The thought brings me joy. Derrick, the assassin. They know of me, they know there is a killer out there, a deadly foe to anyone who gets in his way. They do not know that very man is inside the castle—the king’s study, no less——at this very moment, planning their demise. 

A chill creeps up my spine, and my thoughts turn to Lily. I am choked up with the thought. Perhaps she could be a prisoner. Maybe Cordae would simply kick her out of the kingdom rather than having me kill her. 

Never in my life as Derrick have I cared so much about a mark, so why now? Why, during the most important mission Cordae may ever give me, must I care so much about someone I have to kill? 

I force the thoughts of Lily out of my mind. I can’t care, so there is no point in allowing myself to do so. I smile, satisfied at my resolve. I will continue teaching Lily to defend herself because I’ve already made that promise, and going back on it would only make her wonder why, which could lead to her discovering who I am. 

I get back to the task on hand, looking through everything I can in Chavez’s office. Hopefully, any information I need can be found in this room. Are they prepared to handle an ambush? That’s all that truly matters.

If they aren’t prepared for an incoming storm, we can attack now. No more waiting, no more spying—just taking over a kingdom. Cordae’s vision finally coming to life. 

I start with the desk, careful to leave everything as it was while I shuffle through every paper. Maps lie on the top of the desk. There’s a circle around the area where we set up the fake ambush. Another circle on the map grabs my attention. 

It’s near the entrance to Cordae’s fort. Not close enough that I feel I should warn anyone yet—just close enough that I will have to be more careful the next time I must go back. One concern outweighs the others—do they know who I am? Do they know I am here to spy on them? 

I have given them no reason not to trust me. What could possibly alert them to my true motives for being here? Hera isn’t fond of me, but she is the only one I am aware of who feels this way. The king made it clear that I was a hero and was to be respected. He offered me any reward I wished for. What would he have said if I asked for Lily’’s hand in marriage? 

King Chavez is a smart man. He is marking places that have significance in the war coming his way. He just doesn’t realize how close to the truth he is, and that will be our saving grace. 

I wish I had enough time to retrieve an unmarked map and replace it with this one. How lost would he be when his circles were not in the same place? Perhaps he wouldn’t even notice, but I can’t risk having to return. 

I have this one chance before I must retire for the evening. Although, with the hours Miss Hera has me working, I will be lucky if she isn’t already in search of me. 

I leave the map and begin searching the bookshelves. There are plenty of books on war and strategy, but that is no proof that King Chavez is preparing for what is to come. That simply means that he likes to read books on the subject. I move on to the next shelf, running my finger down the spines of every single book as I look over their titles and search for anything out of place. 

With all the hidden passages I’ve found this evening, nothing could surprise me now. I pull books off the shelf if they appear even slightly out of place. Judging from the dust markings, these books have not been used in quite some time, aside from three or four random books, subjects that have nothing to do with one another. 

I go over everything in the room and find nothing aside from the map that indicates he knows anything of Cordae. Even then, there would be quite a few reasons he would have a circle around the area near the fort. 

I take another glance at the map, forcing myself to remember where he has circled, before I take my leave. 

I turn back to make sure the door is sealed before weaving between the weapons and returning to the hidden passages. I step on the sunken tile, and the door swings closed. With a nod, happy with this night’s work, I return to bed, where I fall into a fitful sleep—the only kind I get anymore.

[image:  ]

 

I exit the dining hall and wander out into the gardens, appreciating the cool breeze, star-filled sky, and music pouring out the windows from inside. I walk around the castle until I reach the grove where Gavin was working. I’m saddened that he declined my invitation to attend the feast.  My heart falls when I find he isn’’t there. I realize how silly I was to think he would still be there. 

I wander back inside, avoiding the party, and instead going up the staircase and wandering the halls. I walk down the hall of art, admiring the paintings on the wall, the tapestries hanging between them, the carvings beneath them. 

“It has been a long while since I’ve strolled through these halls.” Mother startles me. 

“It seems it has been some time since anyone has visited these halls.” I brush my finger against one of the frames, wiping away dust. 

“The stress of life tends to hide what is truly important. As a maid in my father’s castle, I spent quite a bit of time wandering the halls and appreciating the art left behind by others. It was one of my favorite things to do—clean the paintings.” 

“Did it ever get lonely?” I move to the next piece. 

“Hardly. Roselyn treated me as her equal. More often than not, we were sisters rather than maid and princess. Of course, that was before we knew I was the princess and she was the maid.” Mother laughs. 

I chuckle, though her words are barely heard over my thoughts of Gavin and all that has happened. “Have you seen Gavin?” I ask.  

“The boy who rescued you? No. Why do you ask?” 

“I was just curious. I invited him to supper, but he declined, saying he had to work. But when I checked, he wasn’t in the grove where he’s been working.”” 

“I’m sure he just had to take a break. Perhaps he is in the kitchen, eating his supper in private. Don’t worry. You will see him soon enough, I am positive.”” She pats my shoulder. “In the meantime, I’d best get back to the party. I can’t expect your father to host it without me.”” She winks and smiles before continuing down the hall. 

I make no rush whilst I walk to my rooms. Eventually, I arrive there. I shut the door behind me, slip out of my clothes, and put on my nightgown. I crawl into bed and lie there, looking at the stars through my window as I attempt to get some rest. 

Sleep never comes, and just as I watched the stars, I watch the sun rise. Knowing there is no point in lying in bed any longer, I dress in my riding clothes once again. 

In hopes that Gavin may not have actually finished with the grove, I grab my cloak and go outside. 

When I find the grove is empty, I head for the kitchens, hoping to run into Hera so she can tell me where Gavin is. It may seem silly, but in this moment, I need him. 

I don’t know why. It doesn’t make sense. How can I need someone I hardly know? Now is hardly the time to sort my feelings—I only know what I want. Voices to my right draw my attention away from the kitchen door only a few feet away. 

I walk around the corner to find Gavin chopping wood. 

“Good morning,” he says without looking up at me. 

“How did you know it was me?” I put a hand on my hip.

“Perhaps I didn’t.” Now he turns and smiles.

I can’t help but grin. 

“Is something the matter, Princess?” He takes my hand in his. 

“No.” But I can’t help the way my brow furrows, the way my lips are set, the way it’’s so obvious that I don’t believe everything is all right. 

“What is it?”  

I’m grateful he took my hand. I pull him alongside me as I make my way to the stables. 

 “I need to escape. Mother and Father will not allow me to go riding alone, and if I must spend time with someone, I would prefer it be with you.” Even I am startled at my own bluntness. 

Gavin seems taken aback, stopping before we reach the stable doors. “What?” he asks, disbelieving. 

I suppose I should have thought about whether or not he would want to come with me.  I open my mouth to apologize, but he stops me, putting his fingers to my lips. I wait for him to speak, all the while thinking of how much I would love to kiss that finger, would love to kiss him. I look to his lips, a blush creeping up my neck.

“While I would love nothing more than to spend time with you, Princess, you do realize that I work here? Hera already hates me. I do not think it is wise that I go running off a third time, since I’ve only worked here four days.”” 

“I’m the princess and therefore above Hera. So it doesn’t matter. I am kidnapping you.” 

 “You’re kidnapping me?” He laughs. 

I laugh as well. “Only in a sense. If you truly do not wish to come, I understand. However, I do hope you want to.” I consider giving him the look I give my father when I want something, but with Gavin, it is different. I don’t need to give him that look. 

“I would love to spend the day with you, Your Highness.” He bows and leads me into the stables. 

“I thought we discussed that.” A bubble of laughter escapes me, despite my annoyed tone.  

“We did. And when the princess informs you she is kidnapping you, there is no way to describe this as an event of friends, but one of you being royalty, and me your lowly servant.” 

“I suppose that is fair. But really, you are now dragging me along with you, so how can it be true that I am the kidnapper here?” 

“Please, Your Highness, kidnap me.” 

He opens Kova’s stall and begins saddling her. Once he’s finished, he leads the horse outside and holds out a hand for me to climb on. 

I mount and sit forward while he gets on behind me. I’m encased in his arms as he guides the horse outside the gates. 

“Where are we going?” Gavin asks, his lips right against my ear. 

A shiver crawls up my spine. “I don’t know. Wherever the path leads, I suppose.” I look ahead, wondering where that might be. 

“Which path? There are many.” He chuckles.

“Do you have a specific one in mind?” 

“Not at all.” 

“Well, then, let the horse lead the way.” 

“Leave it to Kova, huh?” he asks playfully. 

“Why not?” I bite my lower lip, not knowing what other answer to give. 

“Okay. We’ll leave it to the horse.” 

He pushes Kova faster until we’re running through the forest, trees flying by, the wind in our hair.

I close my eyes and enjoy the ride, the peace and the quiet. Today I have no worries, no fears. Just two friends riding off to enjoy a day away from the castle.

The breeze disappears slowly after what feels like at least an hour of riding. “Princess, we’re here.”

I open my eyes and look around. The place seems familiar, but only barely. “Where are we?” We keep riding, but going much slower, the sound of rushing water to our left. “Is this where I nearly drowned?” 

“Kova must’ve thought it would be good for us to return to the place where we first met.” Gavin laughs hesitantly. 

“Hmm. I wonder if it was all Kova’s doing.” I grin. 

Gavin stops the horse, pulling on the reins. He dismounts and offers a hand to help me. I move to take it, but instead, he grabs me by the waist and puts me on the ground. 

“Thank you.” 

“My pleasure.” He takes a step back and bows. 

It makes me laugh. 

I sit on the gravely sand at the river bank, placing my bare feet in the water. Gavin joins me, neither one of us saying a word. He seems as tense as I feel.

“Why did you save me?” I look at the space between us, unable to meet his gaze.

“Wh—why do you ask?” He chokes over his words.

I look up at him. His cheeks are flushed. He runs a hand through his hair, avoiding my glance now.

“I just want to understand. When I went under, I thought I was going to die. I fought to break free from the river’s freezing grip, but after tumbling so many times, I began to give up hope. I certainly didn’t think anyone else would be close enough to rescue me. I’m not even sure what would’ve killed me first—the cold or the lack of air.””

Gavin slouches, pulling his left knee up to his chest and resting his left forearm on it. He continues running his other hand through his air, causing parts to stick up oddly.

“I don’t have an answer for you, Lily. Rescuing you is what any good person should’ve done.” He almost whispers the last part.

“What were you doing out here? So far from any village or kingdom.” I put my hand on his shoulder, just wanting him to open up to me. To be honest. The way he hides, I fear this is a subject he wishes to avoid.

“I caused you to fall in,” he blurts, burying his head in his hands, turning away from me even farther. 

“What?” I gasp, blinking rapidly. I place my hands in my lap and turn to fully face the river. I let his words wash over me, thinking over what he means.

“It was an accident. I was startled and let my arrow loose in the wrong direction. It scared your horse, who then panicked and threw you in the river.”

He sits up a bit straighter, almost as if his admission lifted a weight off his shoulders. I open my mouth to say something, though I’m not sure what. So I remain silent.

His sleeve brushes against my arm as he turns toward me, causing goose bumps to cover my skin. He leans closer. “I’m sorry, truly. But how can I continue to regret my actions when it led to meeting you? To becoming your friend?””

“Why did you lie about it if it was as you said, an accident?” I ask, still refusing to look at him.

“If you were a nobody and you almost killed the princess, would you want to admit to it? And no less than to the king? Or to the very princess in question?”

“I suppose not. But that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t. So all this time, you’ve been guilt-ridden? Is that why you asked for a job in reward rather than gold and riches, a home of your own so you could live out your days like royalty?” I ask with a frown, sad for him and all that he’s gone through. 

“I’m not that kind of person, Lily. I never would have asked for that even if I hadn’t caused the accident. Ask Hera. I came to the castle in search of a job right before that. She turned me down. I was out hunting, just trying to keep from going hungry.” 

“I’m so sorry, Gavin. That’s no way to live. Did Hera say why she denied you a job in the first place?” 

“No, but it’s all right. Since losing my family, being taken far away, finally breaking free from my captors, I’ve found my own way.”” His voice grows quieter with every word. 

I look over at him, noticing the how he has opened up a bit more. His legs are on the ground, no longer a block between us. 

I put my hand on his shoulder, trying to be a calming comfort. “May I ask about that?” I keep my voice low, almost reverent, not wanting to cross a line. 

“Yeah.” He nods, glancing at me. 

“What happened?” 

“I was eight years old. The sun was still a few hours away from setting. I was waiting for my father to get home so I could go play with the other kids in the street. Mother had just started cooking supper. It was stew. Simmering above the fire when the world around us fell silent.  Mama asked me to watch the food. I knelt down beside it and began stirring. The door burst open.”” Gavin stops to take a breath. He looks to be holding back tears, attempting to keep his voice strong but failing. 

“It startled me, and caused me to knock the pot over. There are dinner was, all over the floor.” 

“Father was there, telling me to run. Telling Mother to take me and get as far away as possible. We only made it a few feet before we were dragged back. One man took me outside and threw me on a horse. Mother and Father were killed, and I was taken away. The last thing I remember seeing clearly was Mother’s pendant. The phoenix. And while I watched the hut go up in flames, I kept hoping that Mother and Father would be reborn from the ashes, and they would come rescue me.”

Reaching into my pocketing, I pull out the pendant I’ve carried with me since the day I purchased it. I take Gavin’s hand and bring it to me. I place the cool piece of metal and chain in his palm and curl his fingers around it.

He turns his head, looking at me with tear-filled eyes. He looks down at his hand and opens it, revealing the phoenix pendant from the market.

He grabs my hand and brings it to his mouth, kissing my knuckles. “Thank you,” he whispers.
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I didn’t mean to reveal so much to Lily. I don’t even understand why I took her to the place where I first met her. The place where everything changed. But it felt right in the moment. 

Talking about my parents was inevitable once we got there, but I never expected the princess to give me a gift, and I could never thank her enough for it. The phoenix pendant now lays against my chest, where it will never leave. 

I can’t think clearly. Nothing is like before. Cordae broke me, turned me into something I’m not. I can’t keep being Derrick. It doesn’’t feel right. But I’ve been him for so long, I don’t know how to be Gavin. For Lily’s sake, I need to try. 

I put my hand on the pendant as I duck down into the shadows, staying close to the walls and away from the light as I sneak outside. I leave the castle gates and go to the market in search of Neo. Cordae will want to know what information I have for him regarding King Chavez’s plan. 

Cordae’s dragon flag covers the window at the north-west corner of the upper level of the inn, showing me which room belongs to Neo. I enter the inn and hurriedly cross the room, going up the steps and around the corner. I knock three times and wait for him to respond. 

The door opens a crack. “Hello?” Neo asks hesitantly. 

“It’s me, Neo. Open up.” I whisper, looking around to make sure we’re not drawing attention. 

“Hurry.” He pulls the door open farther.

I push past him and snuff out the candle in the window. “I have news,” I say, ready for this meeting to be over with. 

“So do I.” He leans against the door, arms crossed over his chest.

“What do you have for me?” 

“Cordae wishes to speak with you. Says he has another mission for you. So go see him yourself, rather than telling me what he needs to know. Or . . . don’t.” He raises his eyebrows, a cool look on his face. Almost as if he is testing me. 

“What are you suggesting?” 

“Nothing—nothing at all. Go see Cordae.” His expression goes blank, emotionless. 

Confused and in a hurry, I leave without more questioning. Now I wish I had brought Kova with me. It’s easy enough sneaking out alone, but to sneak out, sneak back in, and then sneak back out with a horse? Not as simple. 

But I do it, staying as small as possible, out of the light, away from open areas. I sneak into the stables and begin unlatching the stall door.

“What the blazes is going on?” Hernan appears in the doorway, holding up a candle to get a better look at me.

“I’m sorry, sir. I must attend to a personal matter.” I say, playing the innocent boy. 

He hesitates, looking around, avoiding my gaze. Finally, he looks back to me and nods. “Of course. And what am I to do if anyone comes asking for you?” 

“I should be back soon, but just in case, please let them know that an old friend called upon me for help, and I couldn’t say no. I will return quickly.” 

“Go on, then. Be safe.” He steps out of the path. 

“Thank you.” I lead Kova outside and saddle her. I mount and take leave. We go through the main gates, hoping for the best. Should anyone question our leaving, I can only hope that Hernan will tell people just what I asked of him. 

We make the short ride to the fort. Once I’m close enough that it is in my sight, but far away enough that I couldn’t give away its location, I tie Kova’s reins to a tree and take a long walk around to a hidden door only used in case of emergency. 

When I enter, Saar is standing beside the throne, looking angry, as always. Cordae is pacing, running a hand over his bald head—a nervous habit.

“I have news,” I say. 

Both men look at me, startled. 

“It’s about time,” Saar remarks. 

Cordae doesn’t even acknowledge the comment. “What?” 

I tell him of the maps, and what I found in the king’s study. With every detail I divulge, a sick feeling comes over me. A pit in my stomach seems to grow hollower. But I tell him what I came to say. 

“Well done. You will continue working inside the castle as a servant until we have every last detail worked out. But for right now, I have a new mission for you. Are you up for the task, considering that you have been unable to leave the princess’s side since arriving in Tivor?”” Cordae asks, a slightly annoyed tone in his voice. 

“Of course, sir.” I nod, unsure if I am truly up for it. With Lily, I have a life that doesn’t involve taking others’ lives away. I can live, be free, be happy. It still means I am a servant, but how far off is that from what I am to Cordae? 

“Good. A lovely friend of mine . . .” The way he says it, the menacing smile on his face, lets me know this is no friend. “Has something I need. You are to retrieve it, bring it back, and give it to no one but me. Is your mission clear?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Good. The witch’s name is Tohomoth. She can be found in the Ruined Castle of Sephet.  She is not expecting you, so your skills will be needed. Get in, find her, and let her know I cannot wait any longer. She knows what I seek. If she will not give it to you, do whatever it takes to get it from her. I must have it, no matter the cost.” His tone has gone from pretended friendly to dark in an instant. 

Even I fear his wrath when he gets in this mood. I nod, assuring him I know what my task is. I turn and leave, careful to watch my surroundings as I exit the fort. If King Chavez is having this area watched, it would be best that I’m not seen here. 

I slip between the trees and climb onto Kova’s saddle. Wanting to get back to Tivor as soon as possible, I push Kova to go as fast, as hard as she can. 

We make it to the edge of Tivor’s land. I make a slight change of immediate plans and turn left instead of going straight on to the ruined castle. Rather than going through Tivor’s castle gates, I turn and go toward the west side and find the hidden door leading straight to Lily’’s wing. “Stay put.” I run my hand over Kova’s mane and sneak through the underbrush, pushing my way to the door. 

I enter and walk down the passage, wondering whether to make some noise or to continue on silently. Do I alert her to my presence, or will that cause her to worry about an intruder? 

I go for alerting her. “Lily?” I call out. 

Nothing. The corridor remains silent. I continue forward until I reach the second door. I knock and wait for a response. I can’t enter without permission, but I need to tell the princess I must go away for a few days. If not, I could come back to nothing at all, including a job. 

I knock once more. If she doesn’t respond, I’ll walk away, no matter the consequences when I get back. I count to twenty. With a sigh, I turn around and begin walking back the way I came. 

My shadow appears before me on the floor. The door behind me has opened. “Gavin?” I spin on my heel. 

“Good evening, Princess. Sorry to disturb you. I ju—” She holds up her hand, signaling for me to stop talking. 

“Are you all right?” 

“I’m fine. I just . . . I have a favor to ask.” 

“Oh?” She takes a step closer. 

“I need to leave for a few days. It’s a personal matter I can’t discuss at the moment, but I’m hoping you will convince Hera not to give my job away while I’m gone?” 

“What’s going on? Gavin, you can talk to me. You can trust me.” 

“I know, Lily. I do. I just need you to trust me. I promise that in due time, I will tell you anything you wish to know. But right now, I have to go. I just need to know that I will still have a place to call home in four days.” 

“All right.” She nods, perhaps not fully convinced, but agreeing just the same.

I lean forward and do something that just a week ago, I never would have considered doing. I kiss her on the cheek. “Thank you.”
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The ride is long and hard. I only stop for short breaks, water, and food. The sun is rising, the castle ruins I head for illuminated by the orange glow. I smile and push Kova to make the last stretch of road. 

I dismount and leave Kova in the forest, going the rest of the way on foot. I step through the castle doors, though it doesn’t matter, considering it isn’t fully repaired and large holes are surrounded by rubble, the area that used to be walls. 

I take calculated steps, avoiding making any noise, careful not to step wrong and get hurt. Sunlight spills in, showing me a path. I walk along, listening for any indication that someone else is even here. But the world has fallen silent. 

No birds’ song in the air, no bugs’ chirp. Nothing. It makes the place eerier. I would suspect that a witch living in someone else’s home wouldn’’t want people to know about it, so it makes sense that she would remain quiet. But the fowls and beasts? That is suspicious.  

Pillars have fallen to the ground, split and damaged. The throne is split in two. There’s nothing on this level, in these rooms, that says anyone is living here. I sneak around and over the rummage and debris and go up the stairs, watching every step in case it isn’t stable. 

I make it to the top unscathed, the steps still intact. I draw an arrow from my quiver and nock it into the bow, holding it at the ready as I look into each room I pass. 

The third door down the second hall is curious—a makeshift bed on the floor, some clothes strewn about, but nothing that could belong to a full-grown woman. Stepping further into the room, I look a little more closely. 

“Hello?” I whisper. 

Little eyes peek up at me from the bedding on the floor. “Are you here to take me away?” 

A piece of me wants to leave right now. To turn back and run. Pretend I was never here. That would be Gavin. But Derrick—he wants to go through with it. Retrieve the items Cordae demanded. 

“Come here.” I squat down and beckon for the girl to come closer. 

She pushes back the blanket and tiptoes toward me. “Are you going to take me?” she asks again, looking me in the eye. Scared, but not of me. 

“What’s your name?” I brush hair back from her eyes, wanting to comfort her. Needing her to trust me. 

“Aletha.” Her voice is barely audible. 

“I need you to come with me, Aletha. Everything will be okay.” I grab her upper arm and turn around, walking back into the corridor. She comes with me without complaint, never resisting. 

We go forward until there is nowhere else to go. A good portion of the castle is useless, unsafe to travel through. Finding nothing else of use up here, I turn us around and go back, all the way down the staircase and to the opposite end of the castle. 

Hidden in a small alcove is another set of stairs leading down. “Come on, Aletha,” I say, not even sure why, and begin our descent. 

The door at the bottom of the steps creak open when I push on it. Streams of sunlight filter in through the windows. The wall appears mostly intact. Some burn marks scar the stone, but they appear to be much fresher than some of the other damage. 

A wheezing sound followed by a strangled cough catch me off guard. I whip around, ready to defend myself. The room extends behind the staircase. There, chained to the wall, a collar around his neck, lies a blue-and-green-scaled dragon. Small in size, it is no bigger than a full-grown wolf. His silver wings are damaged. I don’t know whether to feel bad for the creature, or to fear it despite the leash. 

“I do not worry about someone trying to touch my dragon. However, when someone gets anywhere near my daughter, they better fear for their life,” a woman says threateningly from behind me. 

I don’t dare let go of Aletha’s arm. Slowly, I turn around to face Tohomoth. The woman before me is beautiful. Long almond-colored hair, kept out of her face by a deep red sash. Deep blue eyes. 

“Nice to meet you too, Tohomoth.” I push the weaker half of myself away, forcing Gavin to become Derrick once again. I must be strong. I must finish my task. I’ve already started——there’s no going back now. 

“I doubt that. Who are you, and what are you doing here?” She takes a step closer, eyeing her daughter. 

“My name is Derrick.” Tohomoth’s eyes widen slightly, her mouth agape. “And I’m here on behalf of Cordae. He says you have something he needs. Something I’m here to get. If you hand it over, I will leave peacefully. It will be as if I was never here at all,” I say with a smile, sweeping my arm out in a welcoming gesture. It’s all a façade. 

“Derrick, Cordae’s greatest weapon. I would expect no less. Do you know what it is you’re here to get? What it is the master sent his puppet to retrieve?”” She grins, showing a set of perfect teeth. Not what I expected. 

“Does it matter? I’ll know if you’re lying to me. And if I return to Cordae with the wrong thing, he’ll only send me back to kill you.” 

“I would like to see you try.” She leans closer, circling around me. 

I keep moving, never letting the witch out of my sight. “You really think it would be that hard?” 

“Considering I have magic and you don’t, it would be impossible.” 

Her words jolt me. She’s right, and apparently, we both know it. But she doesn’t know that the reason is Lily. I can’t kill. Not again. I’’ve got to change. I can’t be someone unworthy of the princess’s love. I need her. She has made me feel whole again. She has shown me that I don’t need to work for Cordae any longer. 

“Tohomoth, just give me what I came for, and we can both walk away. I don’t want to hurt you. And I certainly don’t want to hurt your daughter.”” 

The witch waves her hand, the motion followed by a faint clicking before chain hits the floor. The dragon, now standing behind her, is free from its chain. 

“I didn’t want to make the serum for Cordae, and now that I have a better idea of what he intends to do with it, I can’t give it to you. I’’m sorry, Derrick. I truly am. But I would die protecting it.” 

“What do you care, witch?” 

She cocks her head to the side. “That title only means I have magic, and am not royalty. It doesn’t make me evil.” 

“How can I take your word for it? You’re working for Cordae. That makes you evil.” 

“Then what does that make you?” she counters.

“It doesn’t matter. I didn’t have a choice. You do.” I straighten my shoulders, forcing myself to remain calm and collected.

“You have a choice now. He can’t stop you from walking away.” Her voice softens. 

“This isn’t about me. Give me what Cordae wants or your daughter is going to pay the ultimate price.” I squeeze Aletha’’s arm. 

“Ink, protect her,” Tohomoth says, waving her hand again.

The dragon lurches forward, knocking me to the ground, and landing on top of me. My weight shatters my bow as I hit the floor. I hear arrows slide out of the quiver. I can’t breathe. My vision goes blank except for the stars I’m now seeing. I reach for my dagger and protect my face, putting the blade of my weapon against the dragon’s throat. 

It does very little to dissuade the beast from staying right where he is. I shove at his chest, squirming, trying to get out from under him. I drop my dagger and pick it back up by the blade, throwing it toward Aletha before continuing to try to get away from Ink. 

The sound of my dagger hitting a wall and falling to the floor rings throughout the room just as I get to my feet. Ink prepares to attack again, raising his wings and lurching forward. I sidestep his path, sending him into the very wall where Tohomoth was standing just a second ago.

She’s racing up the stairs, Aletha in tow. “Tohomoth! Give me the serum!” I run after her, slamming the door closed to at least slow down Ink. 

“Never!” She turns slightly, yelling down the steps. 

I only catch a glimpse, but the vials are in her left hand. I pull my second dagger out of my boot. “Give me the vials, or your daughter dies. I don’t need to be standing beside her to make this shot, witch!” 

Tohomoth misses a step, falling to the ground. Aletha falls with her. I leap over the girl and hurriedly gather the vials from the steps. Five bottles intact. One is broken, and the liquid has spilled. 

“Derrick!” She reaches out, grabbing at my ankle as I pass by. 

It catches me off guard, but I shake it off and continue until suddenly it feels like I’m back on the floor. No air in my lungs. It feels like she’s using her magic to hold me in place. “Don’t you dare take those bottles.” She glares at me as she stands. “I—” She’s cut off as her dragon breaks through the door, flying past her, once again knocking her to the ground by accident in an attempt to get to me. 

I don’t stick around to finish hearing her out. I run, the dragon on my heels. He flies above me, about to stop me in my tracks when he lunges right into one of the few remaining standing pillars. 

I can’t help but feel sad for the beast. He was already hurt. If not for that, I would be dragon dinner at the moment. 

I don’t stop running until I’ve made it outside, beyond the tree line, right where I left Kova. I slow barely enough to mount and stash the vials in the saddlebags before taking off again. We don’t stop for several more hours. Exhausted from going all night and having only barely escaped, with the sun blazing and in our eyes, I begin searching for a place to make camp.
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We arrive at Cordae’s fort, and the sun has yet to rise. I feel exhaustion throughout every part of me. A dull thudding begins in my head, causing it to ache. I ignore the pain and go in search of Cordae. 

He isn’t in the throne room, so I stride toward his private quarters. I knock briskly on the door, impatient for this to be over with.

“Who dares awaken me?” Cordae’s most feared voice threatens. 

“It is I, G—Derrick.” I fist my hands, cursing at myself for slipping up. How could I even think about calling myself Gavin to Cordae? 

The door swings open. He doesn’t seem disturbed by the slip-up. “Do you have it?” He leans closer, eager as if he is a child receiving a gift. 

I pull the bottles from my satchel and hand them to him. He holds them up to the light, examining every last drop through the bottle. 

“What is it?” 

“You will know soon enough, Derrick. It is best you not know all the details, should you be caught while in Tivor. Just know that soon, it won’t matter if Chavez is prepared. With this, we will be unstoppable.” He holds it up again, a smile wide on his face. 

“Understood, sir. I best get back to the castle.” I roll my eyes for good measure, showing Cordae how much I hate it there, but proving that I am doing it for him. It will make him more confident in my position. He nods, not glancing my way, but continuing to inspect the bottles. 

I nod and take my leave, eager to return to Tivor. To Lily, if I’m being honest with myself.
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I look up from my book and out the window just in time to see Gavin as he rides through the trees toward the stables. He looks either way before pushing the door open and leading his horse inside. 

At the sight of him, my heart wells up, my emotions overrun, and I’m just glad he has returned and is well. I hurriedly change my clothes, putting on a simple dress and wrapping my cloak around my shoulders as I do something I never would have dreamed of doing before life with Gavin. I rush out the servants’’ door.

Tolla is in the kitchen at this early hour, but she doesn’t even glance my way when I pass by her and head outside. I run to the stables, not wanting to waste a single moment. I burst through the door, startling Gavin and horse alike. 

“Princess?” He sounds tired, almost as if he can’t believe I’m here. 

“Hello.” I approach a little slower now.

“What are you doing?” He looks around, worry filling his eyes. 

“I couldn’t sleep. I saw you ride in and thought perhaps we could go on an adventure before you are put to work.” I smile.

His eyes light up. “What did you have in mind?” 

“Come with me.” I hold out my hand. He takes two steps and grasps it. 

“Where are we going?” 

“It’s a surprise.” I lead him to the back of the wall, where I’ve covered a hole that leads to the forest behind the castle. It’s been my private getaway for years. I’ve never felt the need to share it with anyone, never trusted another with this secret.

But he holds far more than my trust. He holds my heart, my soul. He may not realize it—I only barely know it—but he is my everything. He laughs when I move the wood, revealing the hole. 

“Now trimming the trees seems pointless, yes?” I laugh with him.

“I take it Hera does not know about this?”

“No one does, except for you and me.” I smile and continue forward. 

He follows after me through the hole. “Your own private playground.” He looks at the vast forest. Something in his voice surprises me. 

“Something like that. This has been my escape when life becomes too hard. I realize I have it better than most, but it isn’t all dresses and tiaras.” I wonder if I’’ve offended him. His life has been so much worse than my own. How can I tell him I needed somewhere to be myself? 

“You don’t have to explain it to me, Princess.” He takes my hand in his and walks with me through the trees, going nowhere specific. 

“Which tree is your favorite?” he asks, changing the subject with my silence. 

“There’s one over here. It has a branch low enough to the ground that it works well as a bench. I remember lying on it and reading for hours while my maids searched for me. I, of course, didn’t know that anyone was looking for me until I’d already returned.” I smile at the memory, all while dragging Gavin behind me to show him the tree I speak of. 

I stumble and trip. Gavin releases my hand and wraps his arm around my waist, leaning into the tree to steady both of us. He doesn’t let go of my waist as he turns, so I’m against the tree, and he’s standing in front of me. 

I lean closer, our lips only a breath apart. I stand on my toes, rising enough that our lips meet. But before they touch, he leans away. 

"I can't," he whispers. My heart is hammering.

"Why not?" I reach up and cup his cheek, my other hand running through his hair. 

"This can never work, Lily. You are royalty. I am a servant." 

"Gavin, I don't care. I love you. It doesn't matter to me. I don't love you for anything other than you." My voice catches. 

"I'm not right for you." 

"Do you feel anything for me?" 

"I didn't used to feel anything at all until I met you. You rewarded me for saving your life, but in all honesty, you are the one who has saved me." He moves closer, still unable to meet my lips. 

"Then it does not matter if we are of the same station. Right now, there is no servant and no princess. Only you and me. And I love you. My heart is yours." I don’t wait any longer, pushing my lips to his. He runs his fingers through my hair, pulling me closer. 

He is perfect in every way. He kisses me as if his life depends on it, and I return it with the same urgency.

I laugh, wrapping my arms around his neck and cocking my head the other way. He does the same and continues kissing me fervently. 

I lean back to take a breath and can’t help but fall in love with Gavin’s smile, the pure joy that fills his eyes. He must need air just as I do. I lean back on the tree and just smile. He leans beside me, a playful smirk on his face. 

I playfully beckon him closer with my finger. He obliges. Grabbing the front of his shirt, I pull him to me and kiss him again. 

“Do you think you can get me out of work today, Princess?” he asks against my lips, laughing. 

“I think that’s manageable,” I reply. 

“Good. I don’t think I’ll be any good to work today after that first kiss. Certainly not after a second one.” 

“And what about a third one? Would that counteract the effects of the first two?” 

“Oh no, Princess. Your kisses are addictive. Once I’ve had one, I’ll never get enough.  I will never be able to kiss anyone else for as long as I live,”” he teases.

“Good. The only person I want you kissing is me.”
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Candlelight reflects off the glass vial. I hold it closer, trying to get a better look at its contents. I gave Cordae what he wanted. He just doesn’t know that I didn’t give it all to him. The longer I’m here, working an honest day’s pay, falling hard and fast for Lily, I realize whatever Cordae has planned isn’t something I want to be a part of.

I just don’t know how to walk away from it without losing everything. Cordae will have me killed the minute he finds out I’ve kept one of the vials, and Saar will gladly do the work, as he’s never liked me. 

I could make peace with that, knowing that I don’t deserve to be happy after all the harm I’ve caused. But with me gone, where does that leave Lily and her family? Cordae will kill them and take over the throne. 

I can’t let that happen.  He doesn’t want power to sit idle and allow the people to live their lives the way they always have. He conquers one kingdom—he will conquer them all. I can’t let that happen. 

Stuck between the two options, I have to make sure Cordae’s plans fail without Lily ever finding out the truth. I will protect her, and once this battle is won, I will disappear. It’s the only choice I have. 

But before I do anything, I have to figure out what’s inside this bottle. What could that witch have that would be so special to the monster who raised me? I stash the vial in my boot and blow out the candle, lying in the dark on my small cot, waiting for Hera to arrive any moment to give me more ridiculous chores. 

After waiting for an hour and hearing no one approach, I close my eyes and do my best to fall asleep.
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“Time to get up,” Hera says, looming over me. 

I open my eyes and sit up. She steps back, giving me room to do so. “What would you like me to do today?” I ask, pulling my boots on, careful not to crush the bottle inside. 

“The king would like to see you.” She places her hands on her hips, still glaring at me, though I’m unsure whether it’s out of jealousy or suspicion. 

“Of course. I will see him immediately.” I stand and take a step toward the doorway. 

“Not so fast.” She grabs my wrist, pulling me back with incredible strength I didn’t expect her to have.  “I don’t trust you. You’re sneaky, and don’t think for a single moment that I don’t find it suspicious that just one day after I denied your request to work here, you went and saved the princess’s life, and as a reward, chose to live here as a servant. You’re up to something, and I will figure it out. If you do anything to harm this kingdom, I promise you, it will not end well for you.” 

“I’m sorry you feel that way. I will do all that I can to squelch those feelings and show you why I’m truly here.” I bow out of respect before taking my leave. 

“And Gavin?” 

I turn back and raise an eyebrow, waiting for her to continue informing me of how much she doesn’t like me. 

“If you hurt the princess in any way, especially her heart, my threat still applies. No matter who you are and why you’re really here.” 

“That’s one thing you don’t have to worry about.” I nod, knowing that no matter what happens now, I can’t hurt Lily. I’ll find a way to save her from the destruction that’s coming. 

“The king awaits you in his study. It was nice working with you, Gavin.” She never ceases glaring at me. I take it as a strong hint to stay away from her, though her words drive fear through me. It was nice working with me? And the king wishes to see me? 

I think back over the events of the past few days. Even with everything going on, I can’t believe I would’ve slipped up and given myself away. Suddenly, my main concern isn’t Cordae at all. King Chavez is a kind, honest, just, ruler, but even he could not deny the sentence I deserve if they’ve discovered who I am. 

I walk the corridors at a brisk pace, not acknowledging the other servants as I pass. Two guards stand outside the king’s doors. “King Chavez has requested to see me,” I state, remaining calm, fearless, using my training to remain emotionless in the face of potential danger. I fist my hands, ignoring the fact that they’re sweaty. If I think about that, I’ll never be able to keep my emotions under control. 

Each man takes a door and opens it wide. I walk into the room, approaching the king who leans over his desk, staring intently at the parchments before him. He dips his quill into a pot of ink and begins signing one of the papers. 

I wait until he has finished to clear my throat, standing at attention and waiting for him to acknowledge my presence. 

“My daughter speaks highly of you,” he begins, still not looking at me. I’m not sure what to say to that, so I remain silent. ““She is adamant that you deserve so much more in life than to be a servant, no matter how important your work is.” Now the king stands and looks at me. “Lily has attested to your skills with weapons. She believes you would better serve as an instructor than as a serving boy. We’ve seen your skills with the bow and they are quite impressive. And now we wish to see you fight with the sword, to confirm your skills are as good as my daughter says they are. If she is correct, and you really are the best she’s ever seen, I will let you choose, but know that I am offering you one of the most sought-after positions in my castle. Are you interested?” 

“Of course, Your Majesty,” I reply.

“Please, you do not need to address me so every time you speak. Chavez is just fine when we are speaking privately in my study.” 

“Of course. Thank you, Chavez. Thank you for the honor and privilege.” 

“Thank you for all you have done. Saving my daughter, the work around the grounds, befriending my daughter—you are a blessing we never saw coming. We are ever happy that you are here.” 

“Thank you, Your Highness.” I bow. 

He smiles. “Now, assuming you’ll soon have a new position here, I believe you’ll be needing a new wardrobe. Here.” He drops a pouch into my palm. 

I look down at it, in awe that he would give me so much money. “But sir,” I begin to argue. 

“I will not hear it. You deserve far more than we can give. This is a small price to the treasure you saved. Now go, get yourself a new wardrobe. Your duel with the captain is first thing tomorrow morning in the training field.” 

“Thank you, Chavez.” I smile, not having to fake this one. 

“You’re welcome.” He smiles back. 

I leave his study feeling much better than when I went in. Miss Hera was ready to get rid of me, bidding me farewell, but I’ve been promoted. Despite taking her quite seriously and knowing she will keep her promises, I can’t help but smirk as I head for the castle doors, going for the market. 

“He likes you!” Cold, small fingers intertwine with my own. I jump, slightly startled by Lily’s happy approach. 

“What?” I look over at her, laughing. 

She pulls my hand until I stop and face her. She lets go of my hand and runs her fingers through my hair as she pulls me closer and kisses me on the lips. Further startled, I lean back. She frowns, hurt by my actions. 

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “But what happens if someone sees us?”” I look around to make sure we are alone. 

“What if they do? I just told you, it doesn’t matter.” She smiles so wide, I can see the happiness in her eyes. 

“Lily, how does it not matter? I’m a servant. You’re a princess.” 

“No. You’re the weapons master and instructor, and I’m a princess. And my father likes you.” She pulls me closer again, kissing me with no restraint. I wrap my arms around her waist, lifting her off her feet. 

I set her down again gently and take her hands in mine. “And how do you know your father likes me?” We begin walking again.

“Did you not hear him? He told you to call him by his first name. That is a privilege reserved only for family members and people Father likes.” She beams up at me, not paying a bit of attention to where she’s walking. 

Glad I’m holding her hand, I steer her around the pillar and through the front doors. “I’m still confused as to how that makes it all right for us to kiss and hold hands.”” I hold up our laced fingers. “In public.” 

“Oh, dear servant boy, you have no idea what you’re getting into, do you?” 

“Servant boy? Really?” I raise my eyebrows, questioning her teasing nickname. 

“Well, you said it first. I just wanted to call you that so you knew how ridiculous it is that you can’t see past your title. You keep pointing out how different we are in rank, but you don’t realize that only one person cares about it, and that’s you. My father only wants me to be happy. If being with someone who wasn’t born royal, no matter if he is a duke or a servant, or a weapons master, makes me happy, then my father approves.”” She releases my hand and wraps her arm around my waist, leaning her head on my shoulder as we walk toward the market. 

“And I’m the one who makes you happy?” I ask a little more solemnly. 

“Yes!” She nods, still leaning on me.  

“You’re sure there isn’t a duke or another servant boy you would prefer to be with?” I joke. 

“Well, now that you mention it . . .” She pauses, looking up at me with pursed lips.  

I wait for her to finish, but the curve of her lips as she begins to smile gives her away. “Very funny.” I walk a little faster.

“It was, and you know it. You just don’t like to get bested.” 

“Well, that’s true.” I laugh, kissing her forehead. 

“So, where are we starting?” Lily has a bounce in her step as she turns, walking backwards so she can face me while continuing on. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, Father gave you money and sent you to get some new personal things. Where are you going to start? Clothes? Shoes? Weapons? Or perhaps the baker on the corner?” 

“Now, how is it that you know exactly what went on in a private meeting between myself and the king?” I look at her, a bemused smile on my face as I think over that encounter. I think over everything I saw, noting that there was no one in the corners or behind the doors. 

“You should know this by now, Gavin. I’ve already shown you.” 

“The servants’ tunnel?” 

“How else? It’s all right—he knew I was there. I was adamant that I get to be present when he offered you the position, and he was certain I shouldn’t be there. We compromised.” She laughs. 

“In answer to your original question, I believe I’ll start with some new breeches. Perhaps a new tunic as well.” I look down at what I’’m wearing. They’re not terribly worn just yet, but I wish to impress the king. 

 “That sounds wonderful. I know just the place to take you.” Lily continues talking, mentioning a tailor but I can’t concentrate on her words when I see Neo’’s signal to me from the inn’s top-floor window. Cordae’s dragon flag hangs there in plain sight. To anyone else, it’s just a piece of cloth, depicting a dragon destroying its enemies with fire, the end of the cloth burned to make it seem all the more real. 

But to me, it means that Neo needs to find me. And he can’t come to the castle, which means I must go find him. I look around, trying to figure out the best course of action. I need to distract the princess long enough to speak with Neo. Under no circumstances can she see us together. 

A feathery touch on my arm pulls my attention away from the flag. “Gavin? Are you all right?” Lily pulls on her braid, wrapping it around her fingers and letting it unwind again before starting all over. 

“I’m sorry, yes. Just had a flashback to a memory I thought was long lost,” I say, trying to cover for my distraction. 

“I presume it was an unpleasant memory?”  She touches my shoulder.

“Unfortunately, yes.” I wrap my arm around her waist and lead her in the other direction.

“Do you want to talk about it?” 

“Perhaps later. It’s not something I wish to discuss in public.” I look around, keeping my eyes out for any of Cordae’s other men. There’s no knowing how long that flag has been waiting for me to see it. 

“I understand. What doesn’t make sense is why we’re going in the wrong direction.” She laughs. I calm down a bit, feeling more relaxed now that we’re farther away from Neo’s hiding place. 

“Huh. You’re right. My mistake. I suppose that bringing the most beautiful woman in the world with me wasn’t such a good idea. I can’’t think about anything else.” I lean down and kiss her.

“Don’t think I can be so easily distracted.” She kisses me back. “I don’t believe for a second that’s why we’re over here. Whatever spooked you and brought on bad memories caused you to flee, but it’’s all right. The market is large. We can wander a bit before going to see Nadi.” 

“Who’s Nadi?” 

“You really were distracted. Nadi is the seamstress who’s going to make you some new clothes.” Some of the joy in her eyes dims. 

“My apologies, Princess. I am sorry I’m so distracted right now.” I pull her into my embrace and hold her close. 

She leans her head against my chest. “It’s all right. I understand. The promotion, the responsibility that comes with it, and then getting here only to be reminded of something terrible from the past. I shouldn’t be upset at all. I just know that once you begin training, we’ll hardly see each other. I wanted to have you to myself for one more day.” 

“And have me, you shall. I am giving you my undivided attention. Tell me what to do, where to go, and I shall hang on your every word.” I look her in the eyes, letting her see my sincerity.  

“Thank you,” She kisses my cheek. “If you’re going to be all right, I do think we should start at Nadi’s. She will need at least a few hours to get your clothes ready. And if you need them tomorrow, it means you’ll need to have everything fitted before then as well.” 

“Then to Nadi’s we go!”
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Gavin being alarmed worries me more than anything. He certainly wished to get away from that area in a hurry. And finding out that Hera suspects him—though of what, I do not know—only causes me to stress more over it. 

I lead him to Nadi’s, putting a smile on my face and pretending everything is all right. A part of me wishes I weren’t faking it. The man beside me has my heart and soul, and there is nothing I can do about it. He holds in his hands, the ability to break me with even one little lie. 

“Lily!” Ellie shouts my name as we approach. She runs toward us, throwing her arms around me. 

“Ellie!” I laugh, returning her embrace. 

“My apologies.” She steps back, her eyes wide, a hint of fear in her voice. 

I look behind me and laugh. “It’s all right, Ellie. This is Gavin.” I nod in his direction. “Gavin, this is Ellie. The seamstress’s daughter and a very dear friend.” 

Gavin bows. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” He grasps her hand, kissing the back of it.

“Thank you,” Ellie whispers, her cheeks flushing. 

I can’t help the stab of jealousy that fills me, and I do not even know why. Gavin is only being kind, trying to win over the hearts of all those I hold dear. Why would it be any different with Ellie? 

“Is your mother available?” I interrupt, ready to continue on our way. 

“Even if she weren’t, you know she would drop anything to help you, Lily. Come. What is it you would like today?” 

“Gavin, as Tivor’s new weapons master, needs a change of wardrobe,” I explain.

“Very exciting!” Ellie beams. 	

“Thank you. It is, indeed.” He looks at me as he speaks to Ellie, the look on his face one of the purest joy. So much happiness, all directed at me. My heart swells, beating faster, my palms become sweaty, and I feel like I can’t breathe. 

For a moment, I feared Gavin perhaps had an interest in my friend. But the way he’s looking at me now, I don’t know how I could ever have a doubt. I take a step closer to him, walking beside him, and slide my hand into his. 

He intertwines our fingers. And suddenly I’ve found home.
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I try on the new shirt and breeches. They fit perfectly, moving with me just the way they should as I move. Loose and comfortable, but appropriate for a weapon’s master and sturdy enough that they’ll help keep me protected during training.  

Lily waits on the other side of the curtain. Nadi did a splendid job with the clothes. They’re the most comfortable I’ve ever worn. I part the curtain and walk around so Nadi, her daughter, Ellie—who’s not much older than myself—and the princess can see. . 

I approach Nadi, taking her hand in mine and kissing the back of it. “These are the finest pieces of clothing I’ve ever had the privilege of wearing. Thank you.” 

The older woman blushes, though I can hardly tell by looking at her rosy cheeks. “You’re welcome.” She laughs and curtsies. 

“I told you she was the best.” Lily stands beside me. 

“Thank you, Your Highness.” Nadi thanks her. 

“No, thank you!” The princess smiles. 

“Please let me know when I can make more for you.” Nadi looks back to me. 

“I will. There is no way I can wear clothes made by anyone else ever again. These are far too comfortable. Now, if you ladies will excuse me, I will sadly change back into my old clothes simply so I don’t spoil these before tomorrow.”” I head back behind the curtain and quickly change. I make sure the vial is still in my boot before slipping my foot in beside it. I need to find out what’s inside. 

I also need to speak with Neo before Lily and I go back to the castle, though I still haven’t found an answer to the problem before me. How can I do so without her seeing? Perhaps it would be best to come back at nightfall. 

I nod, assuring myself that is what I’ll do. I leave one of the three tunics Nadi made for me inside the curtained room, knowing it is always best to have an excuse to return somewhere after spending almost the entire day there. 

I come back out holding all my other clothes. “Shall we return home, weapons master?” Lily links her arm with mine. 

“Yes, Princess!” I smile and lead her outside. 

We begin our walk in silence. All I can feel is guilt. What am I doing, coming back to see Neo? 

At the beginning of this mission, I was eager for it to end. Now I only wish I had never been there to save the woman who holds my heart. As much as it breaks me, I know I can never truly be with her. This is a façade, a game, part of the job. 

Falling for her was never in the plans. And now we both might pay the price. 

“About this morning, the memory—I understand if you don’t want to share that with me, but I want you to know that I’m here for you, Gavin. I always will be. And you can trust me. When you’re in pain, I want to be the one who heals you. Comforts you. And even if you can’t tell me right now, I hope you can at least tell me someday what happened in your past. What made you choose to be a servant rather than asking for riches?” 

“Lily, I do trust you. With all my heart. I’ve been running for a long time, lost in the shadows of my past, forced to be someone I’m not. And until I met you, I was alone. And though I didn’t know it at the time, I would say I gained the greatest treasure of all by asking to serve in the castle rather than taking gold.” 

“Before I met you I didn’t want to be swept off my feet, head over heels in love. I wanted to be myself, independent. I wanted to show the world I can be a princess and still take care of myself. But after getting to know you, being with you, I realize I can have it both ways. I’’m a princess who’s still strong and able and in love. I don’t know if you believe in fate. I don’t even know if I believe in fate. But I do know that I am forever grateful I almost drowned in a river and that you were there to save me.” 

“Me too.” I run my fingers up her neck, pulling her closer, kissing her lips tenderly. 

“How should we spend the rest of the afternoon?” she asks as we reach the castle steps. 

“Well, I hate to ask for more than I’ve already been given, but I realize if I leave these clothes in the servants’ quarters, I’’ll probably never see them again.” I hold up clothes draped over my arm. “Is there perhaps, somewhere safer I could store them?” 

“Of course! My father didn’t tell you about all the glories that come with your new job. Follow me.” She leads me through the castle, past the dining hall and the great hall. We continue down the corridor, up a set of stairs, and stop before a set of double doors. 

“Where are we?” I look around, noticing there are no nearby rooms. 

“This is your new home.” She opens the door to reveal an expansive room. A bed to the right, a desk right beside it. To the left of the bed is the armoire and a washing basin. 

The rest of the room is empty except for one long cabinet. I enter the room and pull open the cabinet doors. Inside are swords and daggers. A mace, a bow and arrows, a crow’s beak, and a war hammer. 

“Is this really all for me?” 

“Of course! What did you expect? To continue living in the servants’ quarters? You need your own room. Your own place to train, to grow as a fighter. Somewhere you can have all to yourself.” 

“Thank you.” I throw my arms around her. 

She giggles. “You’re welcome. I will leave you alone so you can get your things put away and make this suite yours.” She kisses my cheek and leaves with a smile. 

I begin putting my clothes in the armoire, giving myself long enough to make sure she’s long gone before I go back to the market. 

Once I’m sure the way is clear, I dash out the castle doors again and sprint toward the market. I head straight for the inn, where the flag is placed. 

Neo is sitting at the bar, tapping his fingers against the counter. “And here I thought you were just going to walk away, pretending you didn’t see the flag at all.” He gets up, never looking at me, and goes up the stairs. I follow after him.

We enter the room he has rented. He removes the flag from the window and places it on the bed. 

“What does Cordae want?” I ask gruffly, folding my arms across my chest. 

“Nothing, at the moment. But he’s going to give you the hardest task of all in just a few short days. I’m here to give you warning of what is to come.”” 

“Neo, what are you talking about?” I shake my head, not understanding. 

“Answer this question honestly. Are you Derrick, or are you Gavin?” He matches my stance, looking me in the eye, watching intently as he awaits my answer. 

“What are you talking about?” I know exactly what he’s talking about, but how can I answer him? If he reports back to Cordae with my answer, I can only give him one. But if he’’s asking because he’s no longer working for Cordae, then the answers can’t be the same. 

“You’re no longer on Cordae’s side, are you?” Neo asks.  I watch him, having a mental battle with myself. “Gavin, do you know what Cordae is going to do to this kingdom if he isn’t stopped? If the king isn’t warned?”” 

“No, I don’t. So why don’t you tell me?” I ease up a bit, holding my hands behind my back to appear more open to his answers. 

“I have a pretty good idea. But without proof, I can’t say anything to anyone. If it’s a false alarm and I send the entire kingdom into lockdown, it could bring more disaster. But I believe Cordae is creating an army.” 

“Of course he is. Why do you think he has an entire compound of men?” 

“I wasn’t finished. It’s no ordinary army, but you should know that. You’re the one who provided the key to making it more. Aren’t you?” 

“Get to the point, or I walk,” I demand, unsure what I’m feeling or even thinking. What has come over me? 

“You stole six vials from a witch. Do you know what was in those bottles?” 

“Liquid,” I reply coolly, knowing very well that isn’t what he meant at all. 

“Ha, ha. This is not a joking matter.” He stomps his foot, which is rather funny. Somehow in the small window of time in which I’m not with Lily, I begin reverting back to Derrick. 

“I don’t know. It wasn’t my job to know. It was only my task to collect them and return them to Cordae.” 

“I suggest you find out, then. If I’m right, no one is going to be safe. Not a single person, Gavin. Certainly not your princess.” 

“Why are you asking me all these questions? Why assume I’m going to look into what’s inside the bottles, when you could do it yourself?”” 

“I can’t, and you know it. Saar said Cordae has been livid because he only got five. That means either the witch didn’t give all of it to you, or you didn’’t give all of it to Cordae. Either way, I’m guessing you know where that last bottle is. Please, help me find out what’s inside so we have a shot at saving the people we care about.”” 

“Do you still work for Cordae?” I lean closer, scowling, attempting to intimidate an honest answer out of him. 

“Find out what the witch gave you. Come back when you have an answer, and I guess then we’ll know if we’re on the same side.”” He nods toward the door, letting me know it’s time for me to go. 

I leave without another word, my head spinning. How did everything get so complicated? With a sigh, I march toward Nadi’s shop to pick up the tunic I left behind just in case Lily came to find me after leaving me in my room. 

The sun is just getting ready to set. The merchants are beginning to close down their shops. 

When I arrive at Nadi’s, they are just locking the door. “Good evening,” I say politely. Both women jump. They both turn and look at me. 

“Oh, it is you. Dear boy, you cannot scare us like that.” Nadi swats at my arm. 

I laugh. “My sincerest apologies. I only wished to greet you. I actually came back because once I was back at the castle, I realized that I must have left one of my tunics here.”  

“Oh, of course.” She opens the door and retrieves the tunic for me. 

“Thank you. Have a good evening, ladies.” I bow and turn back, heading for the castle.
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Watching Gavin drop his tunic behind the changing curtain deliberately as he left the room at Nadi’s erases all sense of peace and comfort I’ve felt since we walked into Nadi’’s shop. What reasons could he possibly have for leaving some of his brand-new clothes here? 

Standing just inside Gavin’s new quarters, he throws his arms around me, thanking me. I laugh. “You’re welcome. I will leave you alone so you can get your things put away and make this suite yours.” I kiss his cheek and leave with a smile.

I steady myself and walk briskly to my own quarters. I throw my cloak over my shoulders, slide a dagger into my right boot, and head out the servants’ tunnels to the door leading into the thicket of brambles and thorns. 

There, I carefully make my way through until I’ve reached the small opening leading into the forest. I find a tree that appears sturdy and close enough to the path’s edge that I can see when someone walks by, heading for or away from the castle and toward the market. 

I climb up and position myself on the branches so I can easily jump down if need be. As night approaches, I wait, hoping more than anything that he doesn’t walk past. But if he does, I’ll see him and be able to follow him. I must know what he’s up to. There has to be a valid reason why he would intentionally leave new clothing behind. 

I remember seeing him this morning, wanting to be with him for one last day before he begins training Father’s army. He seemed happy to see me, but perhaps not as excited about me going to the market with him. 

I have to focus. If he doesn’t walk past me this evening, I can’t keep dwelling on it. Perhaps the tunic truly fell out of the stack. Maybe it wasn’t intentional at all. 

Rustling leaves pulls me away from trying to think of excuses. A man wearing a hood walks down the path, heading for the market. I silently get down from the tree perch and begin following him. 

He stops. I duck behind a bush, hoping all of me is covered. After waiting for several minutes, I look up. The man—Gavin—is looking around without his hood on. Once he’s sure no one is behind him, he pulls the hood back up and continues walking. 

My heart sinks. He is hiding something, and now it’s up to me to figure out what that is. I press my lips together, square my shoulders, and march after him, careful of where I step, aware of every sound I or he makes. 

I pull my hood up, careful to cover my face so no one notices who I am. That is the last thing I need at the moment. Now more than ever, I am grateful I thought to change into breeches and a shirt. Wearing a dress and sneaking around could only have gotten me into trouble. 

Gavin enters the inn. I wait only a moment before walking through the doors myself. I look around and watch as Gavin’s boots disappear up the stairs. I slide past the drinking men, around the family eating, the woman in the corner crying, and slowly go up the steps, careful to watch where I walk, not wanting the wood to creak and alert anyone to my approach. 

Once I am sure it has been long enough, I reach the top stair. Four doors to my right, five on the left. I start with the closest door, pressing my ear against it in hopes of catching a bit of conversation. 

The first three doors provide no answers. I move onto the next, waiting a moment. My breathing is so shallow, I feel as if I may faint, but I have to be silent. Just as I am ready to move onto the next room, a man speaks. 

“I can’t, and you know it. Saar said Cordae has been livid because he only got five. That means either the witch didn’t give all of it to you, or you didn’’t give all of it to Cordae. Either way, I’m guessing you know where that last bottle is. Please, help me find out what’s inside so we have a shot at saving the people we care about.”” 

“Do you still work for Cordae?” Gavin says. I would recognize his voice anywhere. Even now, hearing him speak causes butterflies to fill my stomach. But his words are chilling. Who is Cordae? Who is the witch they speak of? And what bottles? Not to mention sides. Sides of what? 

“Find out what the witch gave you. Come back when you have an answer, and I guess then we’ll know if we’re on the same side,”” the first man says. It sounds like the end of their discussion. The sound of boots walking toward the door causes me to panic. Without thinking, I duck into the next room. 

Thankfully, it’s empty. I look around, searching for any sign that someone is currently renting out the place. I don’t know how long I’m stuck here, but Gavin can’’t catch me following him, and he certainly cannot know that I overheard part of his conversation. Not until I know more about Cordae—whoever he is—and the bottles, whatever that means. 

Carefully walking around the room, I find the tiniest hole in the wall between this room and the one Gavin was just in. I take a deep breath in before stepping closer and looking through. The man Gavin spoke to is still inside, now pacing and running his hand over his stubble-covered jaw, his lips pinched, his eyebrows drawn together. He glances around the room, his green eyes looking almost right at me. 

I don’t dare risk getting caught. I back away, allow myself to breathe again, and leave. Thankfully, no one is in the hall. I walk down the steps and carefully weave my way around the room and the people inside it, exiting the inn as fast as I possibly can. 

I don’t stick around waiting to get caught in any more dangerous situations. I walk briskly toward the forest path leading back to the castle. Once the shrubbery surrounds me and the market is no longer in sight, I run as fast as my legs will carry me. 

Short on breath, heart pounding, hands shaking, I part the branches and brambles and enter the dark path toward my secret entrance. 

I don’t stop until I reach my room. Even then, I bar the door, both the main one and the entrance to the servants’ tunnels. I slide my hood off and sit down on the edge of the bed, giving myself a moment to figure out what I just saw. To think through what I overheard. 

What is Gavin doing? 

Unable to sit in silence with my thoughts, I unbar the servants’ door and walk down the short path leading to the kitchens. 

Tolla is sitting at the table, slumped against the wall, snoring lightly. Servants are still bustling about, preparing what looks to be quite the feast. 

Hera is sitting at the table across from the cook, giving out commands as if she regularly runs the kitchen like this. I sit beside her, not saying a word as she gives more instructions to another server. 

“Good evening, milady.” She bows her head in my direction. 

“Evening, fairy godmother,” I respond, unsure how to say what I really wish to speak about. 

“What’s on your mind, dear?” She turns, now sitting sideways on the bench so she faces me. I look into her dark blue eyes and feel a peace only she could bring me. 

“It’s Gavin,” I begin, unsure what more to say. I don’t want to give her any more reason to doubt his intentions, but I have to know what is going on with him. “He acted suspiciously today in the market. I followed him to the inn, where he met a man. They spoke of vials they took. Neither of them knows what the bottles contain. They also mentioned someone named Cordae. It all seemed very dark, but I don’’t know what any of it means, and I certainly can’t prove anything.” 

“I haven’t trusted Gavin since the first day he walked in here asking for a job within the castle walls. It’s why I denied his request. It only made matters worse when he saved you and got the job anyhow. Now he is sneaking around.” 

Hera’s mood grows darker, and her words become more menacing. But I stopped hearing what she said the moment she mentioned Gavin trying to get a job here before saving me. What if it was all a rouse? A game? 

No. I repeat that word in my head. No. Gavin has been nothing but kind and caring. He saved my life. If he had ulterior motives, why would he ask for a place to live and work for it? Why would he allow himself to get close to me? 

I love him, for better or worse. My heart can’t let go. And I most certainly can’t give up on him so quickly. What if it’s all a mistake? A misunderstanding? He’’s told me he loves me. And I believe him. Not even for a moment did I doubt how he felt about me. Why else would he train me? Fight for me? 

“No.” I say aloud. 

“What?” Hera looks at me, confused. I realize she must’ve still been talking, but I didn’t hear a word of it. 

“No. Gavin is a good person. I’ve seen it firsthand. There has to be a reason. Without proof, it’s just speculation. We’’re making the situation worse by not just finding out the truth. And most importantly, I can’t give up on him so easily.” 

“Princess, I understand that you have fallen for him. But you must look at the facts as they are. Believe me, I have learned from experience that our hearts can fall for those who do not deserve our love.” 

“I understand that. But I can’t determine whether or not I should love him based off half a conversation I overheard. Without all the facts, I can’t doubt him. That will tear us apart faster than anything ever could.” I stand, ready to return to my quarters.

Hera grabs my hand. I look down at her, noting the sadness in her eyes. “Just promise me you will be careful.” 

“Of course.”  

“What makes you so sure?” She lets go of my hand.

“He’s been teaching me how to fight. Why would he do that if he didn’t want me to be safe?” 

“Maybe he’s preparing you for what is to come.” She raises an eyebrow, now more intrigued. 

“We don’t know if anything is coming. And even if that were true, my statement stands as is.” I turn and walk back the way I came in.
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What Neo said to me consumes my every thought. I hold the vial of blueish silvery liquid up to the flickering candle, looking for any clue as to what it could be. As a last resort, I could ask Cordae. But only if it must come to that. 

My first option is to return to the witch in Sephet and find out how much she truly knows. She was adamant I not take it in the first place. As much as I hate to say it, I should’ve listened to her. I should have asked her for answers then.

I was so panicked, in such a hurry to return to Lily, that I didn’t stop and consider the kind of danger I could be putting her in. If I thought we could ever really be together, I might worry that this is how I would lose her. 

But that no longer matters. As much as I love her, no matter how I truly just want to be with her, I’ve set my future in motion and there’s nothing I can do to backtrack, to stop it, to undo all the horror I’ve inflicted upon others. 

I think of the soldier I killed just to get inside the city walls and hear the king’s plan. And all the countless others I injured or killed to get what I—or Cordae—wanted. All of it means nothing in the grand scheme of things. 

I realize my life has been a lie, hollow and empty of the one thing that matters most up until now. Love. I can feel the change it has made. There was a time when I would’ve killed without hesitating, no consideration. Then again, there was a time I never would’ve killed at all.

I think of Tohomoth and her daughter. 

Even if the witch had refused to give me the vials, I don’t think I would’ve let the string loose on my bow and ended her child’s life. The anger seething from Tohomoth wasn’’t necessary—I was angry enough at myself. Now I take a deep breath and realize just how big of a mistake that was. 

I must return to Sephet and figure out what the vials contain. I debate traveling tonight, but needing to impress King Chavez and Captain Armando in the morning, it may be better to wait a few days, even if that’s time I do not have on my side. 

Sighing, heaving my shoulders, feeling the weight they bear, I set the vial down in my boot and blow out the candle before slipping between the covers of my new bed, in my new room, and try my hardest to fall asleep.

[image:  ]

“Armando, Armando, Armando!” Soldiers form a ring around us, every single one of them cheering for their captain. King Chavez, Queen Madrid, Prince Elian, and Princess Lily all stand on the platform overlooking the training grounds. 

I look into Lily’s eyes, wink, which makes her laugh, and turn my full attention back to the captain of the guard. He’s a skilled fighter, but nothing compared to myself. It’s why I’m what I am. Who I am. Cordae made sure I was unbeatable. 

There’s only one person in this entire kingdom with any chance of beating me, and that’s the one person I’ve begun to personally train——Lily. 

“Are you ready to lose your position as weapon’s master, Gavin?” Armando taunts. 

“Perhaps you should fight me before joking so easily about my position. It may be your own job on the line, Captain.”  I chuckle. This feels good——this is what I’ve done all my life. Getting back into the fighting ring feels more natural than anything I’ve been doing of late—except, perhaps, loving the princess. 

“Big words for a servant who’s supposedly good with a sword. We haven’t even seen what you can do. Besides, this is only your tryout. The job isn’’t yours yet.” 

“That’s not true. If it were, I wouldn’t be here at all. You haven’t seen what I can do, so you underestimate me. Any fighter who knows the work that goes into it should know not to judge their opponent prematurely,” I counter, circling around him, holding my sword down, almost against my leg. 

“Then should you not take your own advice?” He laughs.

“Oh, but I am.” I smirk.

“How’s that?” 

“I’ve seen you fight. Your job is to lead these men. My job is to train them. As well as you.” My smile reaches ear to ear. The jabs, the mocking, the walking in circles as I observe his reactions not only to my words but my movements—this is home. 

“Then enough talk. Teach me a lesson.” Armando holds his arms open, pointing his sword out and away from me. I use the moment and go in for a stab. 

He only barely swings back in time to block my blade. I sidestep and go for another blow to his ribcage. He whips his blade around to block that and gets hit on the other side, having not noticed the sword in my left hand. 

I step back, happy to have bested him. The men around us are laughing and cheering. Even the king is clapping. 

I revel in the praise. Usually, it’s not appreciated when I do my job. 

“What is it you said? Never underestimate your opponent?” 

I look back to find Armando holding two swords, one in each hand. “Yes, that’s what I said. I’m just curious; can you actually fight with both of those, or are you just trying to beat me?” He grins, now looking far more menacing than before. 

I swing the sword in my right hand, rotating my wrist, stretching my muscles. I take a second before doing the same with my left hand. I walk around the edge of the circle, taking the time to stretch my shoulders and neck. 

I’ve seen this man fight. He was taken down by the prince. The prince fought Lily and lost. And I’ve fought Lily. And won. 

A light breeze blows by. Our movements, along with the stomping from the surrounding men, cause dirt to blow around us. Stomping, yelling, chanting—the tension is high. Having seen a taste of my abilities, everyone wants to know if their captain has any chance at beating me now. 

We circle around, waiting for the other to make a move. I did that once. Now it’s his turn. He can show me the skills he possesses. 

He goes for an attack, one sword aimed at my chest, the other held up to defend. I spin to the side, avoiding both blades, and hit his left arm in the process. 

He grunts, but continues his onslaught, coming at me full force. Right, left, right left, underneath, over the top. Swinging at my legs, my arms, even going for my hand in an attempt to knock one of the swords out of my grasp. I easily avoid his every attack.

He stops, backing off for a moment, catching his breath and gathering his bearings. I pinch my lips together, trying not to laugh. I use his moment of weakness against him, going in for an attack. When he goes to block the oncoming sword, I let him, using it as a distraction and placing the tip of my second sword at his navel. 

“If these were real swords, and we were fighting to the death, you’d already be dead,” I say to Armando. He looks down, not happy in the least. 

“Then I am grateful it was only a practice fight with dull swords.” He takes a step back and bows. 

I bow in return. The men surround their captain, cheering for him despite the fact that he lost. I turn around and realize I still got the better deal. Standing before me is Lily, beaming. I smile and take a step toward her. 

She throws her arms around my neck and kisses me on the lips. I hesitate returning the kiss, considering her father is nearby, most likely watching us. 

“What’s wrong?” Lily leans back, though she doesn’t unwind her arms from around me. 

“I would rather not get beheaded by your father on my first day as weapon’s master.” I clear my throat, realizing how dry it suddenly feels. 

“Oh, Gavin!” She laughs. She leans closer so her lips tickle my ear as she speaks. “He doesn’t care. Now kiss me, or it’s my wrath you’ll have to face.” 

I don’t hesitate a moment. I lean down and kiss her, intertwining my fingers in her hair, pulling her closer, as close as I can. I wrap my free arm around her waist. She keeps one hand on my neck, the other running through my hair. 

I lean my head away, only a sliver. “I must get back to work, Princess.” I only wish this moment could last just a little longer, if not forever. 

“I know. I just wanted to congratulate you on your victory. And warn you of the battle you will soon face. Armando can take a hit. He learns from his mistakes, and he is grateful for anything anyone will teach him. However, some of his men, not so much. Watch out for the sore losers.” 

I quickly plant another kiss on her lips. “I will. Thank you for the warning.” I let go, taking a step back and turning to face a thousand soldiers. 

“Captain!” I draw his attention back to me. 

“Yes, sir?” He stands with his hands behind his back. All his men take the same stance, all facing me now. 

“I need someone to demonstrate with me. Please volunteer yourself, or someone else if you prefer not to have that task.” 

“I volunteer myself.” He walks forward. 

“Good.” I nod to him. I address the soldiers now. “Pair up. Grab your dull swords.” 

Everyone shuffles to grab their weapons and find someone to fight with. It’s going to be a long day.
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I glance around, but find no sign of Hernan. Taking calculated steps, I approach Kova’s stall. She neighs at me. “I know—it’s been too long since I’ve seen you too. I’m sorry. Things are changing, and fast,” I whisper to her. 

She nods as if understanding what I’m talking about. I open the latch and let Kova out. She stays at my side as I approach the saddles at the end of the long stables. I grab mine, and silently, I put all the gear on Kova, taking my time. My task tonight is one I wished to do during daylight, but training the soldiers of Tivor was a more grueling task than I once thought it would be. While they knew how to handle a sword, a dagger, and even a bow and arrow, they did not know how to use each weapon to their best advantage. 

We only made it through one lesson in swordplay, and that lasted the whole day, only stopping twice for water, a bite of food, and a breath of air. 

I mount Kova and kick her flanks. She runs just as I need her to. The moon is our only light, and even that we lose in the thick of the forest. 

We race anyway, wanting to arrive in Sephet as fast as possible. The sooner this is over, the better. Cordae must be planning on striking soon, which only gives me a little time to prepare Chavez’s army for whatever is coming.
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 “Stay,” I command Kova as I enter the castle courtyard. I enter through the main doors—or what’’s left of them—and approach the grand hall. Tohomoth’s favorite place to reign in her fallen kingdom. 

“I swore to ruin you one day, Derrick, the dark assassin. Never did I believe you would come to me for your fate,” the witch says from the throne, though as it is falling apart, it could hardly still be considered that. 

She looks up at me, pain in her eyes. Her words are like ice, cold and cruel. Filled with hatred. 

“I’m not here to fight you, witch. I know I threatened your daughter, and I threatened you. I went against your advice and took something I never should’ve touched. But I did, and now I need your help.” 

“Hahahaha!” she cackles. “Oh, dear boy. You must be dreaming if you think for a moment that I would help you in any way ever again. I tried to. To save you. To protect all that everyone in this world holds dear. You didn’t listen, and now anyone who stands against Cordae will pay for your mistake. That is on your head, Derrick. Until the day you die, you will have to live with that.” Her words turn from menacing to heartbroken. 

“You’re right. I will have to live with it. Unless you help me fix it.” I’m to the point of pleading. Anything to get answers.

“Why should I help you? I want to watch you fall. To destroy everything. There is no reason to aid you in any way.” 

“Cordae doesn’t like you. You think that once he takes over Tivor, he’ll stop there? No. He’ll come for you one day. You know what’s inside the vials. Whatever it is, if you feared it so much when I took it, why do you not fear it now?” 

“The powers that liquid gives Cordae won’t last forever. He’ll need more eventually, and I’m the only one who makes it.” 

“Then why did he send me here to kill you?” 

“He did no such thing.” She snarls, disbelieving. 

“Yes, he did. I spared you, and now I need answers. What’s inside the vials? What is it for?” 

“You threatened my daughter’s life. That is the only reason you got what you wanted. Now leave before I kill you.” Tohomoth is no longer the patient witch. 

There’s anger in her eyes, standing at the ready for a fight. I know she has magic, and she very easily could do what she threatens. 

“Your daughter is currently with my horse. If you ever wish to see her again, I suggest you tell me what I need to know.” I hate lying. I hate threatening her daughter once again, even though it isn’t true. But I need answers, and the only thing this witch responds to are direct threats against her child. 

“You are wrong. My daughter is in her room sleeping. I saw you coming from a mile away. You don’t think I would take precautions?” 

“If you think I’m lying and you’re wrong, what then?” I counter, hoping she doesn’t check. 

“Speak one more word, and I’ll kill you right here and right now. And then you’ll never be able to save your princess. She’’ll never know the truth. In fact, all she’ll know are the lies I feed her, mixed in with some truths. Like who you really are.” Tohomoth holds up her left hand. Sitting on her middle finger is a small clear ball held to the ring by dragon claws. 

She waves her right hand over the crystal and watches as it changes colors. I can’t see the picture, but I can imagine she is searching for her daughter. 

 “What have you done?” Tohomoth opens her palms, balls of magic now forming and pointing at me in her palms. 

“Exactly what I said I would do if you didn’t help me. Give me the answers, and we all get what we want.” I play along, pretending to know what she’’s talking about. I didn’t kidnap her daughter. Perhaps it’s a ruse—maybe she knows I was bluffing. 

Tohomoth is seething. The tension is palpable. She raises both hands and lets strands of her electric blue magic lose, shooting at me. She moves so fast, I almost miss it, but duck, narrowly avoiding getting hit. 

“Tohomoth!” I scream, avoiding another onslaught. Suddenly, I really wish I had magic of my own. I pull out my sword and use it to block one of the shots. 

Another grazes my shoulder. The burn is like nothing I’ve felt before. I thought I knew pain. Cordae clearly was not thorough in training me to withstand anything because he never used magic on me before. 

“You want answers? You will get answers as you lie here dying, you filthy little monster!” she screams, continuing to advance on me. 

I clench my jaw, ignoring the pain searing through my shoulder and down my arm. Thankfully, it only got my left side. While I can swordfight with either hand, I always prefer the right. 

“You continue to enter my home, threaten me and my family, yet you want help saving the ones you love. Answers? You want answers?” she screams, walking faster than I can back off. 

My foot hits something hard. I fall over it, my head slamming into the marble floor. Pain shoots through my head, consuming my body. This kind of pain I can handle. 

Tohomoth is over me before I can get up again. My heart stops as I wait for her to deliver her final blow. I never thought I would die at the hands of the witch, and most certainly not just when my life was beginning to turn around. 

“Cordae is creating an army from dragon blood. The men he is giving that serum to will have powers unlike any other human. Their skin will be like that of scales on the winged beasts. Their eyes will glow in the night as they stalk down their prey. They will run faster than horses, fight harder than men, and their cries of war will be more painful than the screams of women and children dying around them. He is creating an army only dragons themselves could defend against.” She raises both hands, filled with dark green balls of magic, pointed at my heart. 

I swing my sword up, knocking her hands away from me. The magic shoots out, hitting a nearby wall or pillar. I only know it hit something from the explosion and dust settling over us now. 

I jump to my feet and push Tohomoth away from me. She falls, but before she can get back up, I’m already running toward my exit. 

I run with every ounce of strength I have left. The fighting, the falling, hitting my head—that was nothing compared to the pain of getting hit with her magic. 

I easily find Kova, but what surprises me the most is seeing Tohomoth’s daughter sitting in the saddle. “What are you doing?” I yell, needing her out of my way. 

“Take me with you! Please!” she cries. 

“Come back! You got what you want! Leave my daughter, or I swear you will regret this until the day you die!” Tohomoth screams behind me. 

With no time to argue with the woman or girl, I step up on a boulder, propelling myself up high enough to jump on Kova’s back, right behind Aletha. I take the reins, encompassing the girl in my arms as I turn Kova around and squeeze her sides. She takes my command and runs. 

Dirt and bushes and grass fly up around us as Tohomoth shoots magic at our fleeting selves. 

We ride, only stopping for a few hours’ rest and food and water as needed, never looking back. I head straight for the market square, right to the inn. Neo may not be on my side, but right now, I don’t know where else to go. Plus, I’’ll need to leave the witch’s daughter there. I can’t take her to the castle with me. 

I jump out of the saddle just outside the inn’s front doors and help the girl down. I tether Kova’s reins to a pole and pat her mane. I look to Aletha. “I’’ll be right back.” 

“I do not wish to leave you to fend for yourself. You may come with me and we will see if my friend has an answer, perhaps a place for you to stay. If not, I have no choice but to walk away without you. Do you understand?” I say to the girl.

“I do. I cannot thank you enough for saving me.” 

“Why did you want to come with me?” I ask as we enter the inn. I head directly for the stairs. 

“My mother is a monster no doubt. The servants who work for her are there by force, not out of loyalty. I do not wish to live my life as someone I’m not. When I heard the screaming and fighting, I knew the best option was to go with you, one way or another.”” 

“Well, I’m glad I could help, even if that’s not what was supposed to happen. Now be silent. Do not speak a word. And more importantly, you must promise me you will not tell anyone what you are about to hear.” 

“Yes.” She looks into my eyes, earnestly, openly. 

I nod. “Thank you.” I turn and knock three times on the door to Neo’s room.

It is late enough that he is no doubt asleep, but this cannot wait another moment. 

“What in the world, Derrick?” he groans, opening the door wide enough for us to enter.

“I’m sorry to wake you, but this is urgent.” I enter the room and sit on the unmade bed. 

“What is it?” Neo locks the door and turns to face me. “Who is this?” He looks at the girl.

“That isn’t important right now. She needs a place to stay. If you are on my side, you’ll keep her safe for me.” 

“Very well. What did you find out?” 

I tell him everything. Every bit of my encounter with the witch. “So, now what do we do?” I ask, leaning forward, hoping he has any answer at all. 

“Cordae has sent for you. I believe he is ready to move forward with the plan. That means his army is already built. He wasted no time.” 

“How do we stop him?” 

“You heard the witch. Only dragons can defeat the men about to march on Tivor.” 

“And how exactly are we going to convince dragons to protect us?” 

“There is only one way you’re going to succeed in that quest. You’re going to have to tell King Chavez everything. He needs to know, especially if you plan on saving the woman you love.” 

“Lily,” I whisper, realizing now what a huge mistake I’ve made. Many mistakes. 

“Exactly. You’ve only begun training Tivor’s finest soldiers. It won’t be enough. There is a sword that calls upon the king of dragons. The wielder of that sword alone can ask for help. And Queen Madrid knows who it is.” 

“I have to go.” I bolt for the door.

“Gavin!” Neo grabs my wrist. “Be careful.” 

I nod. “I will.” I stagger outside, noting the shoot of pain in my shoulder.
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Pounding on my door startles me from my slumber. I sit up panicked, slightly dazed, and not sure how to respond to such ruckus. I slip out of bed and pull on my robe over my nightgown. 

I approach the door as the beating starts again, only it’s coming from behind me. I turn around and head for the hidden door leading to the servants’ quarters. Only two people know they can approach me from here—Gavin and Hera—and my fairy godmother would never cause such a noise. 

“Gavin?” I ask as I open the door. A body crumples down on me. I fall to the ground, trying to catch him and failing. “Gavin?”” I ask again, pushing him off me and turning him over. 

“Don’t you dare die on me, Gavin!” I hook my arms beneath his shoulders and drag him across the floor. Using a bit of magic, I lift him onto the bed, knowing that without my powers, there is no way I could get him there. 

He gasps, though his eyes remain closed, his back arching up. A bit of his shoulder is exposed. I look closer, realizing it’s turning a nasty green. 

I unbutton his shirt and carefully take his left arm out of the sleeve. I slide it out from beneath him and throw it on the floor. The shoulder was singed, and it was shredded. 

“What have you gotten yourself into?” I gently lean over him, placing a kiss on his cheek before putting my hand over his injured shoulder and attempting to pull out whatever dark spell is causing him so much pain. 

The mysterious magic inside him is nonresponsive to my pulls. I try again and again, watching as he jerks and gasps with each try. Tears begin to form in my eyes as I watch him struggle with the pain, and I am left unable to help him. 

I wish to take him to the infirmary, but I do not believe they could help him any better than I could. That, and it probably would be best if this was kept quiet until I know where and how he sustained such hits. 

Who would use their magic like this, anyway? With a sigh, I give up. I gently place a blanket over him to keep him warm and leave the way he came in. I sneak down past the sleeping servants and down to the kitchen. 

Tolla is already at the stove. “Good morning, Your Highness.” She greets me with a smile. “I didn’t expect to see you up so early.” 

“Morning, Tolla. I’m looking for Hera. Have you seen her?” 

“I’m right here, Princess. You should know by now that as your fairy godmother, I can always sense your need for me. What is it?” 

“Please come with me.” I rush back to my room, glad I did not need to say anything in front of Tolla. 

“What is going on, Lily?” 

“Gavin is in trouble. He needs your help. I tried to save him, but I’m not strong enough.” I open the hidden door and enter my room, closing it as soon as Hera’’s wings clear the doorway. 

“What is wrong with him?” 

“I’m hoping you can tell me.”  I pull the blanket back so she can see Gavin’s shoulder. 

“Someone with dark and powerful magic has done this. Any ideas who that may be?” Hera gives me a knowing look, and while I have no clue who would’ve hurt him, I understand that this is only more reason to be suspicious of him. 

“Please just save him.” 

“I will do my best.”
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I lie down beside Gavin on the opposite side of his hurt arm and shoulder. Hera worked through the rest of the night, doing all that she could to save him. Now he sleeps peacefully, with the occasional gasp or twitch. 

I try to sleep, but am unable to relax enough for that. So instead, I examine every hair on Gavin’s head. I watch him rest, hoping that when he’s better, he’ll be able to tell me how he got hurt. 

And maybe more. Like, what’s going on when he is sneaking around. For now, I don’t care. I’m just glad he is safe. 

His hand flexes and brushes over my fingers. I take his hand in mine and curl up against his side. 

“Lily?” he whispers. 

I sit up and find him looking at me. “Hey.” I brush a lock of his hair away from his eyes. “How are you feeling?” 

“Where am I?” he asks, trying to sit up.

I press my hand against his chest and push him back down. “Stay still. You’re going to be sore. You came to my room last night and banged on the door. When I opened it, you just fell on me. Your shoulder and arm were badly injured.”” 

He looks down, examining what now seems to be perfectly smooth, healed skin. “Hera and I patched you up. But you need to rest.” 

He grabs my hand, still pressed against his chest, and pulls me closer. He kisses my fingers, sitting up while he does it. 

“Thank you for saving me. For staying with me. Protecting me. Thank you for everything you’ve ever done to help me. I love you, Lily. I always will. But I have to go.” 

He pushes himself to the edge of the bed and puts his socks and boots back on. He begins looking around for his shirt, but I burned it in the fire last night. 

“You’ll need to find another shirt. The one you wore last night was useless once I removed it. Sorry,” I whisper, kneeling on the bed, wishing he didn’’t have to go, but having no way of stopping him.

“It’s all right.” He leans back and kisses me, ever so gently, on the lips. It’s only for a moment, but somehow it feels like good-bye—not just for a while, but for good.

“Gavin,” I say as he walks toward the door. 

“Yes?” He looks back, already partly in the hall. 

“Just promise me that when you come back, you’ll tell me what’s going on.” 

He closes his eyes, eyebrows drawn together as he takes a deep breath. “I promise,” he says, closing the door. I lie down, curled up in the spot where he just was, pull the covers over me, and force myself to fall asleep.
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“The time has come, Derrick. Tonight, the royal family must die. I hope that despite your few missteps, you are still up to the task.” Cordae walks around me, circling me like a hunter would his prey. 

My heartbeat is erratic, frantic. But I stay still—I remain emotionless. It should be an easy feat, considering I’ve been that way for years. “Of course, sir.”” I answer, clenching my jaw and holding back what I truly want to say. 

“Good. Saar will be nearby in case you have any trouble, but I trust you will do your job well. Tonight, the king dies. Tomorrow, a new reign begins.” He smiles, truly excited at the idea of killing innocent people and ruling over any that survive.  

“The people could not wish for a better ruler, Your Majesty.” It makes me sick, having to say the words aloud, but ensuring that Cordae believes I am on his side will buy me time I wouldn’t have otherwise. 

“I could get used to the sound of that.” He laughs. “Now go. You have work to do.” I nod curtly and take my leave, grateful to be leaving this place I used to call home for the last time. No matter what happens tomorrow, or tonight, I will never come back. 

Cordae convinced me I was a killer, a monster, only good for doing evil. But Lily has proven I am more. I can’t be evil when I’ve been given the chance to be good. To make a difference. To be happy.

Even if those chances are ruined after tonight, I will live the rest of my days—no matter how many I have left—trying to make up for my many sins. 

I walk out into the forest and find Kova right where I left her. “I need you to run, girl.” I say, still clenching my jaw. So much anger courses through me. 

I should have killed Cordae rather than agreeing to murder a family I have grown to love. I could end this without all the bloodshed—just one person rather than hundreds, possibly thousands. I shiver, thinking of what is to come if I don’t find a way to end the battle that nears.  

Riding through the forest, the chilling wind rushing over me, the fear of tomorrow and all that is about to unfold, I allow my tears the freedom they seek. They fall down my cheeks, rushing down my neck and disappearing onto my cloak. 

I release every tear ever left unshed. Arriving before the castle of Tivor, my eyes hurt, my skin is raw. I lead Kova to the stables and leave her there with Hernan. I sneak through the kitchen and through the servants’ tunnels leading directly to Lily’s room. 

I tap three times on the door and wait for her to answer. The door opens. Light shining through illuminates the princess, making it appear as if she were wearing a halo. “Gavin!” She opens the door wide and throws her arms around my neck. 

Just knowing what I’m about to do causes a pain in my chest to overcome me. I wrap my arms around Lily’s waist and pull her closer, knowing it may be the last time she ever embraces me again. 

I thought I cried every tear I was able to on the ride here, but more begin streaming down my face. 

“Gavin, what’s wrong?” Lily steps back, takes my hand in hers, and leads me farther into her room, closing the door behind me. 

“Lily, I love you.” It’s all I’m able to say as I try to find the words I need to break her heart. 

“I love you too. So why are you crying?” She wipes a tear away. 

“Because in a moment, you won’t feel that way. You are the first person I’ve ever been able to love since losing my family. You showed me a better path than the one I’’ve been on. And because of you, because of your love, I have changed for the better. But it also means that my past is about to catch up with me.” My hands begin to shake. 

I inhale deeply before letting it all out. I roll my shoulders, trying to ease some of the building tension. 

“What are you talking about?” She tilts her head slightly, looking at me with concern but also fear in her eyes. 

“For the past ten years, I’ve gone by another name. The world knows me as Derrick, the dark assassin. I was sent here to kill you. Instead, I fell in love. And now I will do whatever it takes to save you.” 

Tears stream down her face. I long to wipe them away, but I do not dare move closer to her. The hate burning in her eyes is equally painful to that of being stabbed repeatedly. 

“Lily, you don’t have to forgive me. You don’t ever have to speak to me again. I understand. I lied to you, and it was the hardest thing I’’ve ever had to do—until I had to lose you because of it. You have every right to hate me. I’m not asking you to forget all the bad, all that I’ve done wrong. I won’t even ask for a second chance. I just need you to listen to me. I can’t protect you anymore, but I might be able to make it so you can protect yourself.” Fear grips at my heart. 

I can’t lose her twice. She will never forgive me, but she still has a chance at a happy life, if only she will listen. 

“What did you just say?” She looks at me, just as horrified as when she learned the truth. 

“Cordae is coming. He wants the royal family dead, the kingdom on its knees, every soldier under his command. He is coming with an army that only one person controls. I won’t ask you to help me. But I will help you take it over if you allow me. This battle is unstoppable, but we only need one thing to win the war.” 

“How could you lie to me? How could you allow me to fall in love with you, knowing what you’ve done? What you came here for? How can you stand there and tell me that you won’t fight for me, but you’ll help me fight?” Her bottom lip quivers. She walks toward me, anger replacing some of the hurt. 

“If I thought I deserved you, I might fight for you. As it stands, I deserve to die in battle, protecting you from the army I helped create to destroy you. I love you, Lily. Cordae turned me into a monster, and you showed me that I don’t have to be that anymore. But there is nothing I can do to make up for all that I have done. You are my hero, and I will gladly die protecting you.” 

“Why did you ever save me from that river? You could have let me die. It would have been better than this, than falling in love with someone who doesn’t exist.” 

“I do exist. I am Gavin. Everything I told you about my family, my past—it was all true. I just left out some parts, but I do exist. It took falling in love with you to remind me of who I am and not who Cordae needed me to be.” 

“Who is Cordae?” she seethes. 

“The man trying to take over your kingdom. Tomorrow, he is going to use magic that does not belong to him to take the throne by force.” 

“And how does he expect to accomplish that with my father sitting on it?” 

“It isn’t just you I’m supposed to kill.” Saying the words out loud gives me an ill feeling. But I can’t lie to her anymore. I won’t. 

“So what is his backup plan?” 

“He doesn’t know he needs one.” 	

“So he believes you returned tonight to kill the royal family?” 

“Yes.” I nod, ashamed of myself, of everything I’ve done leading up to this point. Wishing I could be Gavin in her eyes, rather than the killer.

“Go,” she whispers, refusing to look at me. 

“What?” I cock my head, more than confused. 

Now she looks at me. “I said go. I mean it. If my brother or father find you, they will kill you. So leave while you have a chance. Because now I have to go tell my family that they are in trouble, no thanks to you.” 

“If death is my punishment, I will take it. I am not asking you to tell your family. I will do it. I can tell them Cordae’s strategy, his every plan. I told you I would give my life protecting you, and I meant it, Lily.” I do not know whether to be relieved that she still cares enough to send me away so I won’t be hung for treason, or horrified that she simply wants to send me away with no chance at redemption—not that I would deserve it anyway. 

“It would not be wise for you to be seen leaving my quarters. I suggest you go the way you came and meet me in the grand hall.” She nods, an emotionless expression on her face. 

I nod and duck out the door I came in through. I go as fast as my feet will carry me, rushing past servants, the cook—anyone who gets in my way. Hera steps out into my path when I reach the kitchen, but I duck around her, not stopping when she calls my name.

I keep going, running until I’ve reached the great hall. Lily is there, waiting for me. I breathe a sigh of relief, having been afraid she would go without me to speak with the king and queen. I notice they are not in the room, which makes me curious. 

“Come. I have requested a private audience for you. I doubt my father would appreciate you alerting the entire castle to the situation before speaking with him on the matter.” She doesn’t glance at me, but talks as she begins walking away. I follow after her, staying behind her. 

She takes me to the king’s study, where Elian, Queen Madrid, and King Chavez all await. She walks straight to her mother, burying her face against the queen’s shoulder. 

I stand before them, unsure where to begin. “Ten years ago, a man named Saar came into my family’s home and killed my parents. He took me to a man named Cordae. Both men were evil and disgusting, but being eight years old, I did not know how to defend myself or get away. 

“Cordae trained me to be his assassin. He filled my head with the desire to be above everyone else. He taught me that I could become better than anyone else. But I had to have power, and be able to instill fear in others. He taught me the ability to hide in plain sight, how to kill from afar, hand-to-hand combat—he taught me everything I know.  

“Except how to love. This night, I am supposed to kill all of you, for tomorrow, Cordae rides here with a weapon of magic to take over the throne. If not for Princess Lily, my job would already be done. But your daughter taught me how to love. How to be loved. How to forgive. She taught me how to be Gavin again, and not Derrick. One thing Cordae was adamant about was not being myself anymore, but becoming someone else. 

“Now I stand before you as Gavin and not as Derrick. Though I would gratefully accept it, I do not ask for forgiveness or for freedom. Punish me accordingly—allow me to make up for all that I have done wrong. But before you do anything, please let me tell you Cordae’’s plan so you can prepare.” 

Lily does not look at me until her name is spoken, but even then it is only a glance before turning away again. Elian’s fists are clenching, his knuckles turning white. I can see in the set of his jaw that he wishes for nothing more right now than to kill me. To cause me the pain I have caused his sister. 

The queen looks at me, watery eyes and all, unsure what to say or perhaps think of the whole situation. 

And the king—he looks at me with pain in his eyes, maybe unsure whether I’m telling the truth or leading them into a trap. I cannot blame them. I would not trust me either if I were in their places. 

But I have to hope that they will give me the chance to save them. To make this right. Because if I don’t, I will lose the only people left that I care about. 

“Lily, return to your quarters until someone comes for you. Elian, please tell Armando to get his men ready for war. Madrid, please alert the staff. They will also need time to prepare.” The king addresses everyone in the room but me. 

Where I know Lily would once have argued about being sent to her quarters, now she goes quietly. Elian walks past me, not giving me a second glance. Madrid begins to cry as she walks away, no doubt fearing for her family and her people. 

“Take a seat, young man,” Chavez says once the others have left. I do as I am told, taking the seat across from the king. “Now tell me. Why are you going against Cordae now?”” He doesn’t appear to believe my story at all. 

“I fell in love with your daughter, and she has shown me that Gavin is the real me, not Derrick. I do not want to be a killer. I don’t want to hurt others. The way Lily looked at me is how I want others to see me, and not the way my victims did.””

“Does she return your feelings?” His question is like being stabbed in the heart. 

“She did before I told her the truth.” 

“If she loved you before knowing the truth, then the truth did not change her feelings. It simply clouded them.” My eyes widen a little as I realize the king sounds as if he is on my side. 

“I cannot ask her to forgive me. I do not deserve it, or her.” I raise an eyebrow, only slightly confused as to where this is going.

“Everyone makes mistakes, Gavin. That does not mean they are not redeemable. If my daughter loves you—which is something she does not do easily—then you have to prove to her that you are worthy of it. You have made huge mistakes, but coming here tonight, telling us what is to come, is your first step toward redemption. You are trying to fix your mistakes. That is all anyone can ask of you. 

“Now, tell me of Cordae’s plans. We must know how to defend our kingdom if we are to win on such short notice.”
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The pain is almost too much to bear. How could I have fallen for a liar and a traitor? And knowing all that I know, how can I still be in love with him? Confused and hurt, I return to my quarters without a fight. 

I don’t allow myself to weep, but instead, I go over every detail I know about Gavin—or Derrick, I suppose. Did anything he ever tell me even resemble the truth? Was he lying to all of us in Father’s study? 

How could he come in here and assume the position of a helpless man looking for a job? How could he allow me to get close to him at all if he knew he would have to kill me? That is the worst part, knowing he allowed me to go on adventures with him when he knew that sooner or later, he would have to kill me.

But he didn’t. He chose not to, and instead, warned me of what was about to happen. It doesn’t make sense. None of it does. I wish I could say that I would have preferred he never give me his heart, but it isn’t true. 

He claims he is on our side because of me. He claims that I saved him, that I am his hero. But that didn’t go one way. He saved me from myself. I longed to be powerful, to be a warrior, and that is exactly what he stopped me from doing—so I didn’’t end up like him. 

He protected me from himself, from what he became. He saved me while allowing me to be strong. As much as I hate him in this moment, I know I can never just walk away from him. He will have to prove that he has changed, that he is truly Gavin once again and no longer Derrick. I don’t know how, but I have to give him a chance. 

No matter how much I would prefer not to want him, to need him, I do. We saved each other once. Who is to say we wouldn’t fall back into our reckless selves once again without one another? 

A single tear escapes. I wipe it away and push back all the others, refusing to give up on him. Then again, should Father see he is a traitor and nothing more, perhaps it won’t matter after tonight. He may not be alive tomorrow when the battle comes. 

I enter my room, unsure what to do with myself. Father will refuse me the chance to take part in the war tomorrow, but I cannot sit idly by, waiting for it to be over. I begin searching through my wardrobe for my breeches and tunic. 

I grab them and close the armoire door. I turn to slip out of my dress just as a cloth goes over my head. Strong arms wrap around me, making it impossible for me to squirm away. I kick and scream, trying to escape. “Now, now, Princess, is that anyway to treat the future prince of Elna?” a deep, dark voice whispers in my ear. Shivers go up my spine, and I feel like vomiting. 

My hands are bound, as well as my feet. The man throws me over his shoulder and carries me down a set of stairs. I can only assume we’re in the servants’ tunnels. No person would dare take me through the main corridors . . . unless this was all a trap, and the battle has already begun. The throne already lost. 

Panic threatens to take over, but I force it down and demand that I pay attention to each turn. 

Every thought of giving Gavin another chance vanishes. He lied. He said they were coming tomorrow. It was a distraction so they could do it this very evening. I allow myself to become motionless as I wait for my captor to put me down. 

And he does, dumping me onto the cold, hard floor. The cloth is removed from my head, but the bonds still keep my hands and feet together. I wiggle about until I am sitting up. It appears they have taken me to the dungeon. 

The room they’ve placed me in is filthy, only a small amount of light coming from the window in the door. 

I shimmy my legs up so I can reach my boots. The rope cuts against my skin, but I continue pulling on the bonds, needing only to reach into my boot and retrieve the knife Gavin gave me. He taught me to keep a knife on me.

Did he know they planned on kidnapping me? That couldn’t be. He said he was to kill me—it couldn’t be both. How long had he been trying to warn me that this was coming? How many hours did he spend teaching me to prepare for anything? 

I relax my arms, giving my wrists a break from the chafing. Warm liquid—blood or sweat—drips down my fingers. I bend my legs all the way so my boots are as close to my hands as I can get them. Ignoring the screaming pain in my arms, I reach farther until I feel the cold metal of the hilt of my knife. 

“Let’s see how long it takes for your love to rescue you. Though he may be a little distracted at the moment—you may be dead before he notices your absence. I suppose that will show you just exactly how much he loves you after all,” that same dark voice taunts from the other side of the door.

I ignore him, relaxing so he does not look inside and see what I am trying to do. “He said the princess had fire. That she would fight back. To be honest, Your Highness, I’m quite disappointed. I thought you would be a little more fun.”” He laughs coldly. I continue ignoring him, wishing I didn’t have a guess as to the “he” he spoke of. Gavin told him I had fire? I wonder if this is all a game to them. 

His footsteps echo down the hall as he walks away. My sliver of light returns and I continue trying to reach the knife. The pain in my arm is too much. I sigh and give up on reaching for it.  But I don’t need it to cut the rope. Using magic will take a little longer and potentially draw more attention to myself, but if I’m careful, I can make it work.

[image:  ]

 

“Thank you, Gavin. With your information, we may actually stand a chance. If you will excuse me, there are a few things I must take care of.” King Chavez stands. 

“Your Majesty, what about me?” I look at my hands, fiddling with them to keep myself busy. 

“What about you?” he asks.

“I committed treason, did I not?” 

“Help me save my family and my kingdom. Then we will discuss your sentence.” He nods and walks out of the room, leaving me to find my own tasks. I stand and pace, wondering about the best course of action. Do I go to Lily? She will want to fight in the war. But will she want me anywhere near her? 

With nothing else to do, I can at least try. I make haste to her room, coming from the corridor rather than the tunnel. I knock softly. Not a sound comes from the room. I push the door ajar, but no one is inside. 

I open it further and look around. Clothes are on the floor, as if they were dumped in a hurry. I pick them up and realize it is Lily’s tunic. She wouldn’t try to fight in a dress, would she? 

I look around, noticing the door to the tunnels is open. I go toward it. An arrow is stuck in the wall with a note. 

Come to the dungeon if you ever wish to see your princess again.

Saar

Anger sears through me as I rip the arrow from the wall and run toward my room. I toss the bed out of my way and reach for my quiver and bow, but they are not where I left them. I look closer at the arrow in my hand. Saar has my weapon of choice. 

I slip a dagger from my boot and tear into the mattress, freeing my sword. I tie the sheath to the loop in my breeches and run down the steps on the opposite wall that lead to the dungeons. 

 The door is open, and the sconces already lit. I stay close to the wall as I peek around the corners. Saar sits on a stool in the middle of the room, my bow and quiver at his feet. All the arrows are scattered, broken in half. All but a single arrow. 

I enter the room, searching for Lily as I approach. 

“Well, you have come after all. I almost wondered if perhaps I was wrong about you, Gavin.” He says my name with a sickening tone of anger. 

“Where is the princess?” I ask through clenched teeth. 

Saar stands and unlocks the door beside him. He disappears inside the room. “Leave me alone, you monster!” Lily shouts as Saar drags her from the room. Her hands are tied behind her back. There is chaffing on her ankles which means she was able to escape from those bonds, or Saar needed her to be able to walk. Either way, seeing the cuts on her legs brings me pain. 

“You know, I thought long and hard about how I would kill Lily, knowing you would never do it. I tried to warn Cordae that we lost you. You are weak and useless. But he was blinded by your charisma. I, however, have known since this started that something was off. This evening when you left the fort, I followed you, watched your every move. Imagine how surprised I was when you led me right to the princess. I could have killed her already, but I thought perhaps you would like the honors.” He smiles, truly happy with himself, kicking my bow and the arrow to me. 

My heart falls, realizing I was so blinded with love and duty and the need to save her that I walked her to her death after all. 

“I will not kill her, and you know it. However, I will gladly kill you,” I retort. Saar must have expected my answer because he steps behind Lily for protection. 

“You can kill her, Derrick. Or you can watch her die just as Gavin watched his parents die. Which will it be?” He pulls out a dagger and holds it against Lily’s throat. I pick up my weapons, knowing it is what he wants me to do. 

“Wise choice.” He steps to the side, knowing the arrow could pierce him through Lily. The thought is sickening. I nock the arrow, pulling the string back so it is level with my cheek. I take aim, but not at the princess. “Oh, and did I mention that I have a backup plan should you fail to kill the princess?” I notice a form standing behind me. 

I turn on my heel and face one of Saar’s goons, his arrow aiming right at my heart. “I don’t want to do this, Derrick. I don’’t want to believe Saar is right about you. Do what you’ve come to do so we can move Cordae’s plans along,” he says as if he knows me.  

I look back, now unsure what to do. Either way, I can’t save Lily from both of them. We’re stuck, my arrow pointing at Saar, Saar’s man’’s arrow pointing at me, Lily’s hands tied, Saar just waiting to kill her if I don’t. 

“One thing you counted on, Saar, is my needing to be rescued,” Lily says. 

 I look at her from the corner of my eye as she raises her arms, the ropes falling away, and stabs Saar in the chest. The man behind me moves a centimeter to re-aim, but my arrow buries itself in him.

He crumples to the ground. I turn and find Saar yanking the knife from his chest. If she missed his heart, it was only by a slivers length. “You will pay for that dearly.” He stands, blood seeping over his clothes. 

He fists Lily’s hair, yanking her back. She reaches for anything, trying to stop him from plunging the same knife through her heart. I grab the dagger from my waist and hold it by the tip, aiming carefully as I throw it toward Saar. 

He sees it just in time and sidesteps, causing Lily to be in the path. My heart stops as I realize my mistake. But she reaches out, catching the blade in her hand. Blood drips down her arms as she takes the dagger and plunges it into Saar’s chest. 

She doesn’t miss the mark and he falls to the ground, groaning as the last bit of life leaves him. The dagger falls to the cold, hard ground. Lily sinks to her knees, clutching her hand to her chest. I kneel down beside her. 

“Let me see it.” I don’t wait for her permission, but grab her wrist and look at the cut. It’s deep and runs across her entire palm. I rip the sleeve off my shirt and wrap it around her hand to help stop the bleeding. 

“We need to get you to the infirmary.” I guide her by her elbows as she stands. She is already losing too much blood. Her dress is soaked in red, though some of that is from Saar. I walk behind her and guide her every step.
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I lose my balance and begin to fall. “I’ve got you.” Gavin whispers behind me, placing an arm below my knees, and the other behind my back. He lifts me up and carries me. 

I wrap my arm around his shoulder, trying to help, but unable to comprehend if it’s doing any good. My head feels light. My dress feels heavy. I just want to fall into the darkness threatening to consume me. 

“Lily, stay with me,” Gavin says. At least, I think it’s Gavin. Or Derrick. I don’t remember anymore. 

“She’s lost a lot of blood. Please help her. Save her.” 

I can feel something soft beneath me now. And I’m no longer moving. I try to open my eyes, but my eyelids refuse to budge. I stay put. Feeling more secure, I let the blankness take over.

[image:  ]

“Your Highness?” a woman asks. 

My eyes flutter open before immediately closing again. I try once more to look up at the person speaking to me, but it seems my body isn’t ready to move again. 

“It’s all right. You relax. But you do need to drink this. Can you open your mouth?” the same woman asks. 

“Lily, I’m going to help open your mouth, all right? Just don’t spit the liquid back up. You need to drink it,” a man says. The way he speaks my name, the silkiness of his voice. Gavin. 

I try to nod, though it doesn’t work very well. I attempt to open my mouth. Strong hands, though they are incredibly gentle, help hold my jaw as someone pours liquid into my mouth. It has a strange flavor, but it is cool and comforting. I swallow and try again to open my eyes. 

Hera is standing beside the bed. Sitting on my other side is Gavin—or Derrick. Now I’m unsure which to call him. But I can’t fight with him right now. Despite helping to cause my injuries, if only by being a part of my life, he did save me. 

He told me he loves me. He wouldn’t say that if he didn’t mean it, would he? I don’t know. I suppose right now, it doesn’’t matter. 

“Lily?” I look up to find Father approaching me from the doorway. He hold something in his right hand, but as he comes closer, I see him set it on one of the empty beds before pushing Gavin aside and wrapping his arms around me. 

“I’m all right, Father,” I whisper, though I don’t even know if it’’s true. 

“What happened?” he asks me, but I can’t answer. I don’t recall enough to piece everything together.

“I told you what was coming, Your Majesty. One of the men got here early and took her, knowing she is the reason I no longer work for our enemies. He was going to kill her just to get back at me. I went to save her, but mostly, she saved herself. Unfortunately, in the process, she lost a lot of blood,” Gavin explains. 

Never once does he look the king in the eye. Instead, he looks into mine, and all I see there is sorrow and regret and pain. Perhaps worse than the pain I’m feeling physically right now. 

“Come with me,” Father says to Gavin. 

He nods and stands up, releasing my hand. 

Father kisses me on the forehead. “I’m so glad you’re all right.” He looks at Hera, who is still standing at my side. “Keep her safe.” 

With that, he picks up the item from the other bed and walks out, Gavin following after him.
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“You said the only way to win this war is with dragons. I myself cannot call upon them and ask for help, but I knew one who could. King Osric of Wentsden and Umare had in his possession the sword of dragons. Whoever owns such a weapon can call upon the king of dragons at any time and the king must answer.” Chavez looks down at the sword, wrapped in cloth, he is holding in his hands. 

“Osric bestows upon you the power to wield this sword. Go forth and do so. Call for help,” he says, putting the weapon in my hands. 

“Thank you.” I bow and turn to leave.

“Gavin, you must win this war. Any destruction caused, any people we lose, you will answer for.” Never before have I feared a man so much. 

“I understand. I can promise you one thing, Your Majesty. I will win. Or I will die trying. Protecting your family is all that matters to me now.” I nod and walk away. 

Hardly watching where I’m going, my eyes stuck on the sword, I run hard into somebody. I look up only to find myself staring into Lily’s eyes. Or that of her mother. 

“Your Majesty—”

“Don’t say another word,” she says softly, sadly. “Know this. My daughter loves yo. You have wronged her—all of us—in many ways. But there is still hope. You are willing to give everything you have to save her, to save all of us now. Lily may feel a kind of hate for you because you betrayed her. You hold her heart and her love, and you hurt her. But all wounds can be healed. Do not go out there and only think of dying in battle to pay for your mistakes. You will live. You will survive. And you will win. You have my word that no matter how this plays out, there is good still to come. You have not one, but two armies at your side. Mine, and that of the dragons. Never give up hope.” She leans forward and kisses my forehead. 

“Thank you,” I say, my voice hushed, tears welling up in my eyes. 

“Now go. Save us all so you can save yourself.” She smiles, and it gives me a new hope. A stronger hope. 

I walk outside and find a place in the garden that seems large enough for a dragon to land. I realize now that I should’ve asked for more instruction on how to call for the king of dragons. 

Not knowing what to do, I raise it to the sky. “King of dragons! I call upon thee!” 

I wait, hoping for any kind of sign saying it worked. But I can’t expect the dragon just to appear out of nowhere. It could take hours for him to arrive, depending on how far away he is. Or he could simply not be coming at all. 

I sit down on a small stump and wait. A strong wind blows through, causing the trees to sway and leaves to be pulled from their branches. I look up to a darkened sky, but the shadow passes rather quickly. 

It wasn’t a cloud. It was the body of a dragon. Only he isn’t landing inside the garden, but swooping around again and flying overhead once more. 

“He can’t land in here,” a man says from behind me. 

I whip around to be startled by Elian standing there. 

“What?” I say, not sure if I’m more confused by his statement or the fact that it’s him, of all people. 

“The dragon is too large to fit in the garden. Go outside the city walls,” he explains. 

“Understood. Thank you!” I run, not bothering to get Kova, weaving past and around people and shrubbery and horses and carts. 

I jump over pigs and goats, and run between the trees. No matter how hard I push myself, I feel like I’m going nowhere. But finally, I reach the gates leading outside the city. 

I run faster, harder, stronger. Elian was right. The dragon, with scales a light teal and a stomach silvery white, sits before me. I skid to a stop and marvel at the dragon’s stature. 

“You called, assassin?” His voice is so deep, the very ground beneath me trembles. 

“I am no longer an assassin. My name is Gavin. And yes, I called, for Tivor needs your help. I need your help.” 

“I know why you have brought me here.”

“You do?” 

“Of course I do. How do you think Tohomoth got the venom needed to create an army of dragon-like soldiers?” 

“I—I don’t know. I didn’t really think about it.”” 

“Of course you didn’t,” he roars. “But I do. I have to weep for the loss one of my loyal subjects. His life was taken so Cordae could build an unbeatable following. And now you need me to save your life and the lives of all those who reside in this forsaken kingdom. So tell me why I should help you. Why I should risk the lives of more of my kin so that you may live and be forgiven and get your happiness back?” 

“You may not care about me, Your Majesty. But you can’t tell me that you don’t care for a single other person who lives in Tivor. I’’m not asking you to do this for me. Help me destroy this army so that neither of us will ever face this situation again.” 

“I will help you on one condition.” 

“What?” 

“When this is all over, the sword is returned to King Osric.” 

“Done.” 

“I will help save Tivor. Now, I must know—what do you plan on doing to help when this is a battle for my kind?” His voice darkens, as if he is afraid of my answer. 

“Whatever you ask of me.” Because honestly, I don’t know what to do.

“You kept a vial of the potion, did you not?” 

“I did.” 

“Drink it. You’ll need the extra strength.” He turns away from me. 

“Wait!” I reach out as if I could grab ahold of him.

“What?” He bends down so he is eye level with me, making it so the bottom of his chin rests against the grass. 

“We’re trying to destroy this army. If I have the same powers, will you not have to kill me when this is over?” 

“Leave that to me. When the time comes, you will seal your fate one way or another. Of that, I am sure. Perhaps dragon life is my gift to you, if you prove worthy of it.” He doesn’t stay a moment longer. He flaps his expansive wings, beating up a dirt cloud as he goes. 

He takes flight and disappears toward the East Mountains. 

I walk back to the castle, filled with doubt. How is this going to work? I stop and pull the vial from my boot. Holding it carefully in my hands, I examine it again.
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“If I drink this, I will be as strong as Cordae’s army. The strength of a dragon. Unbreakable to anyone but a dragon itself,” Gavin says aloud, speaking to himself. 

“And what of your future children? Will they hold the same power, or will it fade away?” I ask. 

He jumps, startled. He turns to find me approaching him. “Your Highness, what are you doing out of bed?” 

“I wasn’t going to lie around and let others fight for me.” I explain. 

He nods, either accepting my answer or simply refusing to argue with it. 

“I don’t know. The dragon king has agreed to help. He has gone to form an army to protect Tivor. He asked how I intended to help—”

“I know. I heard. What I didn’t hear was any discussion of what you’re going to do after you no longer need to be as powerful as dragons.”” 

 He pulls the phoenix pendant from below his tunic and holds it up. “I’m going to use this as a second chance, Lily. Reborn from the ashes of my past, and rise once more as a new man. Only because of you was I able to find my true self again. And I will never return to being the person Cordae made me.” 

“And your true self? Who is he?” I continue walking toward him, careful with my every step. My right arm is bandaged and held against my side with a sling. 

“Gavin. A poor man who only wishes to work for everything he receives. A weapon’s master in love with the princess he hurt.” 

“What if that life isn’t as great as your old one?” 

“It’s already better. I am not a monster people fear. I have an honest job, and should I survive this battle, even if I lose that, I will have a clear conscience. I will find work elsewhere. I fell in love, and that is something only Gavin can say. And even if I should lose the woman who owns my heart, I cannot complain because I do not deserve her.”  

“What if you did deserve her? What if despite the hurt, the lies, all of it, she couldn’t find it in herself to hate you for very long?” I stop walking. 

Now he approaches me. “I would live every day working my hardest to prove to her how much I love her. How much I care about her. I would shower her with gifts and kisses and everything I have left.” 

We stand only inches apart. I hate forgiving him so easily. And a part of me knows that I am still angry—livid, even. But another part of me also knows that I may never see him again. 

I lean forward, my lips almost against his, and wait for him to close the distance. Just as our lips meet, a roaring sound so loud, it feels like my ears are bleeding, fills the sky. I step back, holding one hand over my ear, trying to block out the noise. Gavin covers my other ear, seeing as I can’t use my hand. 

We both look northeast. No fewer than a thousand men march toward us, all roaring with the might of a dragon. 

“Run!” Gavin grabs my free hand and pulls me along as he runs for cover behind the kingdom wall. I run, but find I am not able to keep up with him. I drop his hand, falling behind at an alarming rate. 

He stops and backtracks, whisking me up in his arms and carrying me. I don’t argue, realizing it would only slow him down further.

“What are we going to do? Fuentes has not returned.” 

“I’m going to get you to safety. Then I’m going to drink the potion and try to do as much damage as I possibly can until backup arrives.”” He puffs, still running while carrying me. 

We make it inside the wall just before the gates come slamming closed. Gavin sets me down on my feet, keeping his arm around my waist to steady me. 

“Gavin?” I look up at him, hating everything about this situation.

“Yes?” 

“I haven’t forgiven you, and there’s still a lot we need to discuss. But know that I do love you. So go out there and bring down whoever is trying to hurt the ones I love. And then you come back to me.” I bite my lower lip, clenching my fist. 

“Thank you.” He kisses my forehead. 

“For what?” I grab his wrist, stopping him from just walking away. 

“Giving me the power I need to survive.” With that, he’s gone. 

I stare at the gate and clench back every tear threatening to escape me. “Oh, forget it.” I rip my sling off and run after Gavin. 

“Wait!” I yell, trying to catch up with him.

“Lily, you need to get to safety. Go inside the castle, find your father, and let him know what’s happening.” 

“No.” I stand my ground, putting my fists on my hips.

“What happened to your sling? You’re bleeding again.” He presses against my arm where the blood has started to run free again. 

“I don’t care. I’m not going to stand here and let you defend my home. I’m coming with you whether you like it or not. So go drink that potion, do what you have to do, and meet me back here.” 

“Lily, this isn’t a regular fight. I’ll only barely match their strengths, their powers. You will be nothing to them.” 

“Then I will die protecting everything I care for.” I stand tall, refusing to back down. All I’ve ever wanted was to fight, to protect, to be a princess who could take care of herself.

“You and I against the world?” He holds his hand out toward me. 

I take it, wrapping my fingers around his, though my hand only covers half of his. “Until the end.” 

“Then go. Get a new bandage on that.” He nods toward the bleeding. “A change of clothes into something like breeches might be helpful as well. And I will see you out here in no more than twenty minutes.” His Adam’s apple bobs. I can see the fear in his eyes, and I’m sure my own features mirror his. 

“Don’t you dare go out there without me. I mean it.” I squeeze his hand before dropping it and running to the castle doors.
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“You’re going to allow her to enter a fight we both know she can’t win?” 

I turn, surprised I didn’t know Elian was behind me. “I’m not going to stop her, that’s for certain. It is her wish to enter this battle. And while I hate it, while I fear even now that I will lose her forever, I also know that aside from perhaps locking her back in the dungeon, there is no way I could stop her from joining it. So it is better that she stay beside me, where I can at least protect her to the best of my ability.”  

“I want to fight as well. I know of the potion you carry. I’m also sure that it is enough for at least two. Allow me to drink as well. It may not even the odds, but perhaps it will give us enough time for our reinforcements to arrive.”” He looks at the bottle in my hand. 

I want to share it. To only have half the burden. But I also know Fuentes is livid with the situation. He only allows me to live freely—should I survive at all—with these powers because it is his gift. Even so, I do not understand it. “The king of dragons will surely kill anyone who carries dragon blood inside him. I cannot condemn you to death only for wanting to help.” 

“That is a price I am willing to pay if it means we can save everyone else. Captain Armando is already preparing his soldiers for war. They don’t realize the kind of battle they’re going into. I do.” 

“Elian, I’ve already lied, betrayed everyone here, killed, and helped bring this war upon us all. If anyone deserves to die, it is me.” 

“I don’t care who deserves to die and who actually does so long as my family is kept safe. For whatever reasons you did what you did, I do not know. But I am aware that the only reason we have any time to prepare for this is because of you. So drink up, and pass the vial.”” 

I take the cork out and drop it in the grass. I take a whiff of the liquid, noting its lack of smell, grateful for it. I close my eyes, put the cool glass against my lips, and swallow the elixir. 

I pass it off to Elian and watch as he does the same, finishing off the rest. We look at each other, wondering what happens next. 

“Any idea how long it will take to go into effect?” He hiccups. 

“No idea. I only hope it’s incredibly fast,” I say as a funny feeling takes over my entire body. It almost feels as if my very blood is on fire. It feels as if my bones are cracking, breaking, and just as fast, repairing themselves. A roar rips through my lips, an unstoppable pain ripping through me. 

Elian makes a noise very similar, his face contorted, his arms reaching out. 

The pain stops almost as fast as it began. Seconds later, the prince looks relieved as I feel. 

“Are you ready?” Lily touches my arm. “Whoa!” She jumps back, startled.

I look down. Skin like dragon scales, stronger than armor. Without a mirror, I can only guess how the rest of me looks. Based on Elian’s appearance, very human with scales. 

“Let’s go.” The three of us, side by side, march toward the gates of Tivor. The approaching army can be seen nearing fast. 

“Raise the gate!” Elian yells to the guard at the station. 

“Your Highness, Captain Armando has given clear instructions that no one is—p”

“I said open the gate! Close it as soon as we’re through,” Elian demands. 

The soldier visibly gulps before doing as he was told by his prince and future king. I have a newfound respect for Elian—able to walk toward an oncoming army, give concise orders, and doesn’t take no for an answer. 

The gate slams closed behind us, causing a tremor to work its way up my spine. There’s no going back now. “For Tivor,” I say to the both of them, who each glance at me. Elian quickly looks back to the oncoming enemies. Lily holds my gaze, taking my hand in hers and giving it a gentle squeeze before letting go again. “For you,” I whisper before charging forward. 

Elian is quick behind me. We meet the men head on.

Every man before us is just as much beast as Elian and I. Their skin shimmers in the sunlight. Their armor, only for decoration. 

“Derrick!” Cordae yells. I had never again wanted to hear my name shouted with such fury. But seeing Cordae here at the front of the lines causes me to smile. Easier to kill him if he isn’t hiding away and allowing others to do his work for him. 

Elian is standing in front of Lily, protecting her like a shield as he fights off the front line, letting others run past him only to die on the princess’s blade. 

“It appears this kingdom will easily fall into my hands. Did you really think that the royal children, a prince and a princess,” he laughs, “could defend an entire kingdom against my thousand men?” 

“No.” I grin, looking out at the horizon as no less than a thousand dragons descend into the valley, flying directly for us. “However, I advise you not to so easily underestimate the princess. If not for your stolen powers, she could easily best you.” I sneer.

“Then I’m ever the more glad I have these forsaken abilities, for with them, I would easily choke the life out of Princess Lily——if I’m not mistaken, the woman you betrayed me for.” There is no question in his accusation. “I hope she was worth it. Now you will stand by and watch as everything you gave up destroys everything you’re fighting for.” 

“I gave up nothing of value. Torture and death are all that remain if I had stayed.” 

“A world of power lay at your feet. You could have ruled by my side. You were like a son to me and I gave you everything, despite Saar’s constant attempts to make me hate you as he did.” 

“You were never my father. You had him killed. Remember?” I draw my sword, done with the verbal battle. 

“You know, I was going to allow him to live. Just as I was going to let your mother go free. I didn’t even know about you. It was Saar who decided Brentley needed to die. You were the price your father paid by not keeping good on his promises. Don’’t hate me for that.” 

“There’s no reason to try to turn my rage toward Saar. He’s already dead. And now I’m coming for you.” I charge, knowing his every move.

He pulls out his sword and blocks the blade in my right hand. I pull the smaller weapon from my left hip and slash at his right arm. The blade sparks as it grinds against his almost gray skin—no longer skin, but scales. 

“One of the many benefits of being the most powerful, Derrick. I told you I was that of a dragon. You never understood. I should’ve known then that you would one day choose the lesser side.” He pulls his blade away from mine and slices my left thigh. 

The pants are all that are damaged. Cordae looks down at the tear in the fabric quizzically. 

“You thought someone cheated you out of one of your precious vials. I’m happy to say I stole it, no longer sure where I stood with you. Two can play at this game, Cordae. After all, isn’t that all it’s ever been for you? A game that you continue to lose? Well, don’t plan on a change in your luck.” 

Cordae takes a couple of steps to the right. I follow his moves, taking a step each time he does. “Eat your own words, dark assassin. It looks like you’re about to lose the one you never had.” His laugh is sickening, but I can’t risk Lily getting hurt. 

I look over Cordae’s head and see that he has intentionally maneuvered between us. I look just as she trips over one of the corpses littering the ground. Dragon fire burns the bushes and trees. The roars of all the winged beasts fill the air. 

Chaos surrounds us. Men slashing at dragons. Dragons sweeping through men as if they are no more than blades of grass. 

Cordae jumps toward me and charges, catching me off guard. I trip backward and fall to the ground. I scramble to my feet just in time to watch as he stabs Elian in the back. 

The sword bounces back, and Elian turns to defend himself. Before he can swing with his blade, Cordae thrusts his sword up into Elian’s sternum, straight through his heart. 

“No!” I scream, though it’s hardly noticeable over the yells and cries of Cordae’s army being picked off by Fuentes’s dragons. 

I run forward just as three of Cordae’s men step in front of me.
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I watch as my brother falls to the ground, Cordae ripping his sword from Elian’s chest. Tears form before I can scream. I march toward the man who has now hurt everyone I care about. He looks at me gleefully, too happy with the destruction he’s caused. 

“Come to join your brother, Princess?” he taunts. 

I kneel down at Elian’s side, taking his hand in mine. The tears drip one by one, uncontrollable, unstoppable. The pain is something even Gavin couldn’t have taught me to control. My breathing is uneven.

Without spite, without anger, I look up at Cordae. “No.” I shake my head and pull Elian’s head up on my lap. 

“You’re not even going to try to stop me? Kill me, perhaps?” He laughs, walking closer. 

He circles around us once. The hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stand on end. 

“No.” I shake my head. “But he is.” My breath catches. 

“Ahhh!” Gavin screams as he charges forward. 

Cordae’s brows draw together in confusion. He turns at the oncoming yell just as Gavin gets closer, stepping on a rock and propelling himself forward. With another outburst, his sword plunges into Cordae’s heart.

Gavin falls on top of him as they both collapse to the ground. Gavin grunts as he gets back to his feet. He limps toward me, slumps down by Elian, and looks me in the eye. 

“I’m so sorry. Elian was a good man.” He bows his head. 

“Yes, he was. And he was going to make a great king.” As selfish as it may be, I worry what king of ruler I will make now that the throne falls to me. 

“Gavin.” We both look up to see Fuentes, king of the dragons, bowing his head in honor of my brother. It surprises me how softly he can speak for his large stature. 

“I’ll be right back.” Gavin gets to his feet and walks a few steps away from where I kneel in the mud, surrounded by death and destruction, holding on to my lifeless brother. 

“We have destroyed every dragon-like soldier but one,” Fuentes says. Even speaking quietly, it’s hard not to overhear him.

“If you must destroy them all, do so now and get it over with. I told you I would pay whatever price necessary to right my wrongs,” Gavin replies, dropping his sword on the ground. 

An anger I didn’t know I carried sweeps over me, filling me with adrenaline and rage. I pick up my fallen sword and approach Gavin. 

“This isn’t about what you did!” I swing at him. Furious at Cordae. Angry with Gavin. No longer able to keep my emotions in check. 

He ducks, collecting his sword and holding it up to defend himself. I wail on him, sword against sword, hoping to bring him down with time. Metal to metal, sparks flying everywhere, I work swing until my arms feel weak, like my bones have gone soft and my calluses turn to blisters.

I swing again, only finding no strength left to keep myself going. The sword drops. He catches me and pulls the sword from my fingers, letting it fall to the ground as he wraps his arms around me. 

Tears pour down my cheeks, soaking his tunic as he holds me to his chest. “Shhh. It’s all right.” He kisses the crown of my head. 

“It seems your punishment is now out of my hands, Gavin. I know this is not the best time, but I must warn you; it will be best for all if the world knoweth not of your abilities. Speak with Hera. She should be able to mask the scales and make it so you may live with your newfound power without attracting unwanted attention.” 

“Thank you. I shall.” I can feel every word Gavin speaks, and though it is not enough to stop the grief overcoming me, I find comfort in it.
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A black veil covers my face, for which I am grateful. It hides the tears I cannot cry, for they are dried up after crying for the last sennight. Mother stands beside me, her matching veil pushed out of the way as she wipes her tears. 

The ceremony lasts what feels like only a moment, but I know the pain will be forever. Having Gavin by my side helps lessen the eternal agony. 

He reaches down and intertwines our fingers. Though it may not be proper or expected, I do not care; I rest my head on his shoulder, allowing myself to feel whole and safe with him.  

“This day, we mourn the loss of our beloved son and prince. Elian was brave and kind and strong. He gave his life to protect all of us. He did so without question, without price. He will forever be in our hearts,” Father says.

A sea of tear-streaked faces turned upward to Father. Then, as he bows his head, they follow him, bowing their heads as one, united in tears.
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I stand in front of the floor-length mirror, doing up each button on my shirt. The red isn’t my color of choice, but it doesn’t look too bad, honestly. 

I straighten the sword at my side and pull on my sleeves at the cuff. I stand a little taller, just a bit straighter. I am confident, I am strong—who am I trying to fool? I’m nervous. My palms are sweating, my foot is tapping, and I can’’t quit messing with my clothes. They are fine. 

I am not. “You can do this, Gavin. It’s all right. There’s nothing to worry about,” I say to myself.

“No, there isn’t.” I turn at the sound of Lily’s voice. She comes up beside me and rests her hands and chin on my shoulder. “And you look magnificent.” She kisses my cheek. 

“Thank you.” I turn my head so I can kiss her lips. 

“Are you ready?” She takes a step back and appraises me, making sure I didn’t miss a single detail. 

“I think so. Are you?” I look her up and down, appreciating her flowing red dress, a phoenix pendant at the base of her throat, one that perfectly matches my own. 

“Of course. There are only three other days I am looking forward to more than this one. Today you become a knight. The next, we will wed. One day, you will be king.” 

“That’s three days, including today. What is the fourth day you so look forward to?” 

“The day I become a mother and you a father.” 

“I too, look forward to those days.” I lean down and kiss her, having never been happier.
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