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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    TOMORROW MIGHT BE the final day my mind is my own.  
 
    I’m not sure why everyone plays the loss of one’s individuality off as an honor. For those in the Relic class—like me—the Transfer of Life Ceremony is the end of any freedom we pretended to have ever had. Might as well fuse a ball and chain to your ankle, if selected. My life will be set, and not in a good way. Plus, I’ll have to live with the creepy memories of some random elder.  
 
    Yup, super great honor.  
 
    But today, there’s still work to be done. So, get to it Bel. 
 
    A sigh of exhaustion exits my lips as I slam my hands against the steel cart and give it a shove. The damn thing is heavy enough without the four inches of mud from last night’s rain pushing back at its thin wheels. I’m strong, but this is becoming ridiculous. It’s nearly the end of the work day, and I still don’t have much to show for it. Just a few yards of copper wire and a couple boxes of busted up circuit boards. Hopefully we can strip some gold from this archaic tech. If not, the Tenant class merchants will stop frequenting our shop, and we need their tokens of Lore or we don’t eat. The Royals don’t do handouts. No Tenants, no tokens—no hope. 
 
    My feet are soaked. Silt and gravel ooze through the holes in my boots with every squishy step. A gentle breeze wisps by and I shiver. Strands of hair flutter annoyingly in front of my face. That I can at least fix this moment. I reach back and grab my too-long waist-length hair, grimacing when I notice how the drab, brown color matches the mud caking my shoes—I didn’t need that visual right now—and wrestle the wind-tangled mess through a spare hairband dangling from my wrist. A sting slaps the skin of my hand first, and then I hear it. Snap. Holding back the urge to roll my eyes, I throw the broken tie to the ground. Ugh, this day really can’t get any worse. 
 
    And, as usual, I’ve spoken too soon. 
 
    Taro and Salis make their way over to me from across the road. The orange-haired brothers think they’re so much better than everyone else for having the ears of the top Tenant class buyers. Their bulky frames fight to not rip through their tops. These boys spend a good portion of their week staying in shape even without having to drudge heavy carts around all day. Probably just to make sure they can push around anyone who tries to compete for the same political leverage.  
 
    Since I rarely see the two pulling hours of hard labor at any of the ruins, like the rest of us, I’ve decided they have other ways to make a living. But I don’t really care to find out what that might be today. 
 
    In one well-choreographed swoop, I grab the hem of my mud-soaked skirt and tuck the fabric into my belt. Then, with a determined grunt, I give the cart a hard shove.  
 
    Nothing happens. The cart refuses to give. Not even a charitable inch. My eyes dart first to the right wheel—nothing unusual. Then the left—the treacherous wheel that betrayed my plans of escape, sinking into the mud instead. 
 
    I let out a long, slow breath and steel myself. “Hey boys.” I add an extra dose of artificial sugar into my tone. 
 
    Taro takes the lead and makes a beeline right for my cart. He’s the taller of the two, and sports a crooked nose courtesy of his brother, who clocked him in the schoolyard. The whole thing happened maybe six years ago, when I was about ten or eleven.  
 
    The brute slows before me and snatches up my wiring. Holding the stolen goods in the air, as if the near-trash were a trophy, he says to his approaching brother, “This will bring a few tokens, yeah?”  
 
    I yank the coiled wire from his grasp. “For me. Not you.” 
 
    Salis maneuvers in a flash to within inches of where I stand and growls, “Not anymore, little girl.”  
 
    His putrid breath accosts my senses and I recoil. For a split second, my mind goes blank. Then, as if on instinct, my fist forms a ball. A feeling surfaces. A familiar injustice. My brother used to steal food directly from my plate, in front of everyone, as if he were entitled to my share. Anger simmers to a boil until it overwhelms me, and my fist collides with Salis’s nose in a satisfying yet sickening crunch! Vibrant red blood seeps through Silas’s fingers as he cradles his injury.  
 
    “There, I fixed your face,” I sneer. 
 
     Pride from my victory wells up in my chest at the sight, but it’s short lived.  
 
    Taro lunges at me over the cart, but I’m quick, and he’s not. I side-step around him and hightail it down the street. Who cares about some stupid wiring and ancient junk? No clue why it was so important to me a few minutes ago either. I twist back after several successful running-stomps through the mud, but Taro, undoubtedly fueled with adrenaline, is nearly on top of me. Gripping my arm, he uses my momentum to throw me to the ground, topping off this disastrous day as mud covers and drips down my entire body. 
 
    “You pigs!” I scream. 
 
    Taro raises his foot to kick me in the side, and I brace for the crushing pain, when a body plows into Taro and slams him to the ground. I can’t help but gape. Six feet away from me lies Taro, face down in the mud.  
 
    Scrabbling to my feet, I whip my gaze the other direction just in time to see a village boy with a mop of wavy wheat-gold hair. Asher flicks his famous rascally grin my way before twisting around to meet Salis. I want to roll my eyes again. I don’t need his help. But, without hesitation, Asher’s powerful right hook meets Salis’s jaw with a dull crack. Salis staggers back and catches himself. For a second, it looks like he might continue the fight. Instead, he straightens his tunic and spits a mixture of blood and saliva into the mud. 
 
    Salis curls his lip and growls at my savior, and then grabs Taro by the arm and pulls him up. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The brothers stumble off and out of sight. 
 
    “I didn’t need your help,” I eventually say. Mud drips down my forehead and I wipe it away. Great. I probably just smeared the mess across my face. 
 
    “Arabella of the House of Garin.” My pleased-with-himself savior bows low, as if he were addressing me as Royalty—a ridiculous notion. Something Asher knows will irritate me. “I am quite aware of your fighting prowess, but it appeared as if you needed a wee bit of assistance back there.” 
 
    I scoff, but it’s truthfully more of a laugh. 
 
    He offers a hand, and I take it and allow him to pull me to my feet, even though I don’t need his help with that either. Asher is only eighteen, but his hands are already rough with calluses. However, pretty much everyone who lives in Arlos, and all the other Relic class towns dotted across the Queendom, have calloused hands. Living out here is brutal. There’s no getting around that fact. 
 
    To return his gallant bow, I lower into a playful, deep curtsy. “Asher, of the House of Caine, I thank you for your loyal service.” 
 
    Asher smiles widely and, without releasing my hand, tugs me into his arms. “I’m forever loyal to you, Bel.” 
 
    I try to squirm from his embrace. “I’ll get you all muddy.”  
 
    “So?” The tenor of his voice rumbles through me. “I can’t resist a girl who can break a guy’s nose without a second thought.” 
 
    Now I smile wide, remembering the shock on Salis’s face when I did just that. “You saw?” It was more of statement and less of a question. Still, he answers. 
 
    “Yeah, I did. And I didn’t want to let you have all the fun.” 
 
    Focusing on Asher’s gorgeous emerald eyes and square jaw, I almost forget about my awful day. He’s the ray of sun I can’t imagine living without. I lean in and press my lips to his, soft and warm. Kissing him always feels like coming home again. 
 
    And, as promised, he doesn’t care about the muck and returns the kiss with enthusiasm. 
 
    Much too soon, I step out of his arms to note the sun’s position in the sky. “It will be dark in a few hours.” 
 
    Asher bobs his head slightly. “I am ever at your service, ma’am.” He fetches the copper coil still lying on the ground and tosses the metal into my cart. 
 
    Together, we wiggle the cart free and start down the drier dirt path toward home. I spend a few minutes finger combing clumps of mud from my hair and clothes. The stains on my skirt and bodice are bad. Mama is going to be upset, but I’m not as mud-caked as I had originally thought.  
 
    Even as the light dims, I can’t help but admire the strong contours of Asher’s jawline as he easily pushes the cart for me. Walking side-by-side, I drive my shoulder into his arm.  
 
    He peers down and smiles. “What was that for?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe because I can . . .” I pause and raise an eyebrow. “… or maybe because I love you.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes before facing forward again. “I love you, too.” 
 
    He won’t admit it, but I can feel how he’s carrying far more than his share of the cart’s weight now. I don’t bother saying anything this time. He did valiantly save me back there. Not that I’ll boast about that to anyone. 
 
    A few minutes pass and we reach my family’s reclamation shop. It’s not much, but with all the overtime hours Asher has put into remodeling the place, it can almost pass as more than a Relic class merchant shack. Before he started working on it, the brittle wood walls and cracked cement foundation barely held up. He’s made the shop respectable with his retrofits. We can’t afford to pay him extra, but I get the feeling he doesn’t mind. He does get extra attention from his supervisor, though—not that he needs my real supervision.  
 
    Mama won’t say it, but she would be lost without us. Father passed away a few years ago and my brother went off to the Lore Training Institute. Asher treats her well, even if he’s underpaid. And since he didn’t get a marking last year at the Ceremony, he’s here to stay. 
 
    I walk up the few steps to the front entry. Like usual during this time of year, I have to yank the handle. The foundation settles every Fall, warping the frame. After a few tugs I manage to pull the door fully open for Asher as he grabs today’s haul from the cart. 
 
    “I’ll take your bounty to the back.” Asher’s full lips twist into a sly grin. 
 
    I poke his side as he passes me. “Yeah, you do that, servant boy.” 
 
    Mama sits at the service counter studying the shop’s accounting books. She doesn’t even acknowledge us. Her gray-streaked brown hair hangs over the side of her face. The strands almost block the tiny worry lines around her eyes and mouth, ones that have seemingly formed overnight.  
 
    We’ve been short on Lore tokens this month. Without them, we’re forced to use the wood stove to heat the living quarters above the shop at night. Every building, old or new, has been integrated with Lore components. I’m not sure what the tokens we all slave for actually are, but I know better than to think they’re magic coins to summon electricity. The Royal Lores will never reveal their secrets. Hiding this knowledge from the working classes is just one more way of control. 
 
    I head over to Mama, but a scream sounds off in the distance and I freeze.  
 
    The woman screams again, louder this time. I rush to the front window. 
 
    “What’s going on Arabella?” Mama calls out. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Asher storms out of the supply room. The floor cracks beneath his heavy footfalls. He meets me at the window and then we peer through the foggy glass. Up the road, near the ruins, is a gathering. 
 
    “I’ll check it out,” he murmurs. “Stay here.” 
 
    “Nice try. I’m coming, too.” I grab the gray cloak hanging on a hook by the front door—an unusual, light color of gray compared to the typical drab varieties in Arlos. In a flash, I have it on and tied around my neck. 
 
    Knowing full well who I am, he doesn’t even try to convince me to stay 
 
    “Please, be careful you two!” Mama hollers after us as she moves toward the back room to hide. She hates any sort of violence. 
 
    The crisp air hits my face. Running only makes my skin colder and so I pull the hood of my cloak over my head. Near the old-world ruins, several people are gathered around a Tenant class collection carriage. The crumbling cement and steel building towers above the landscape, casting a long, dark shadow onto the road. Asher flings an arm across my chest, forcing me to a skidded stop. His gaze is locked forward. brows tightening further as he studies the scene. Even on my toes, I still can’t see what’s going on. Asher has about seven inches on me, which he sometimes forgets. Like now. 
 
    “What’s going on up there?” I ask, stretching up on my toes again. But the only thing I can really see are Salis and Taro’s big heads near the front of the crowd. 
 
    “Not sure. I need to get closer.” 
 
    I grab his hand and drag him forward, but away from the bully brothers. His lips thin into resigned annoyance. I have as much respect for caution as I do anything— 
 
    The crowd’s fidgeting bodies have gone rigid and unmoving, as if afraid, cutting off my thoughts. Then several people tear away from the gathering. My heart thuds hard in my chest at the sudden, panicked dispersal. Asher no longer lets me pull him forward. His grip tightens and anchors us in place with the remaining onlookers. 
 
    Asher mutters, “It’s Favian.” He releases my hand. 
 
    I narrow my eyes and find the older man as the crowd thins. Favian, the town drunk, is barking slurs at the Tenant coachmen in front of a supply carriage, holding a device in his hands I recognize.  
 
    A bomb.  
 
    Favian is somewhat of a pyrotechnic. If he’s not drinking, he spends most of his day nearly burning down his little workshop just outside of town. He’s not a bad guy, not really. It’s just his life has been more difficult than the average villager’s.  
 
    About five years ago, his wife and two young sons were murdered. No suspects were found, though not that much time was put into finding them. Peasant lives aren’t worth much. 
 
    The spooked carriage horses bounce up and down, snorting loudly. The Tenant coachman has his palms up, pleading with Favian to calm down. Not a chance that’s going to happen. For whatever reason, Favian hates the Tenant class almost more than he hates the Royals.  
 
    “I have nothing more to give, you pathetic vermin,” Favian snarls at the coachmen. “I’m no longer a slave for this oppressive Queendom.” 
 
    “We need to go, Bel,” Asher pleads. 
 
    “I can talk him down.” 
 
    I break free from Asher and start forward when a bright blue burst of light floods the road, launching Favian ten feet into the air. The device flies from his hand and lands several yards back from where he hit the ground himself. I shield my eyes and crouch down, expecting another blast, but nothing happens. Asher races up to me and wraps his arms around me.  
 
    Favian rolls on the ground, struggling to breathe. From around the corner of the ruins, a thundering echo precedes the entrance of a massive horse. Atop the beast sits a regally armored man, carrying a staff aimed at Favian. His uniform appears nothing like our simple peasant clothing. The bright blue sash draped over his black leather- and metal-studded armored breastplate is made of silk, not a fabric we see much around here in this mud hole of a town. A silver dagger is sheathed at his side. I have no doubt he could have the weapon aimed at any one of us in a hot second if he wanted to.  
 
    He’s a Royal Guard of Lore. 
 
    The Guard dismounts and struts over to Favian, who’s now sliding through the mud to retrieve his bomb. The Guard raises his staff and a blue glow brightens the tip. Favian seizes—in apparent pain—and then his body lifts from the ground until he hovers in mid-air, frozen. 
 
    The Guard turns to survey the scattered gathering. “The House of Lore does not tolerate defiance,” his deep voice booms over the crowd. “Without order, chaos emerges. Chaos brings punishment. By the power of the House of Lore, I sentence this man to death for crimes against the Royal family.” 
 
    My body tenses, but Asher’s strong hold prevents me from moving. This isn’t right. I look at Asher, tears welling up in my eyes. “Please . . .” 
 
    “He’ll kill you, too, Arabella.” 
 
    Feeling helpless, I turn to watch the horror. My chest tenses. I can’t let this happen. With a yank, I pull my hood down farther to conceal my face and then burst through the crowd before Asher can stop me. The Guard steps closer to Favian, the staff’s power still holding him a few feet above the ground. The crowd gasps. Honestly, I’m not sure if the crowd’s response is from my stupidity or for what’s about to happen with Favian. 
 
    Regardless, I snatch the bomb from the ground and slide in front of the doomed man. 
 
    “Favian is crazy!” I yell, lowering my voice to disguise it a bit. “We all know this!” I hold the bomb out to the side. “He needs help, not punishment.” Head still covered, I keep my chin down, but face the Guard. My heart pounds against my rib cage as if it might blow up, like the bomb. Even still, I refuse to glance Asher’s way. 
 
     “If you do not wish to join his fate,” the Guard snarls, “I suggest you step aside and go about your business.” 
 
    At this point, I fully realize how holding a bomb is probably not the best way to resolve this whole problem and how I could actually be making it worse. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, several magicless Guards from Arlos approach me. 
 
    “I will use this!” I show them the bomb and they stop in their tracks. 
 
    The Royal Guard releases an exasperated sigh right as the bomb in my hand glows blue. My breath hitches and I flinch back in fear. The device drops from my hands and into the mud with a plop. Before the bomb explodes or the can Guards dog pile me—or whatever—I race past the nearest Guard and into the crowd to lose his comrades. From behind, I hear Asher’s voice and glance back at him, but I continue my escape down the street instead of toward him. I quickly hide behind a shop and release a steadying breath when the Guards pass by without spotting me. Crouching lower, I ditch my light gray cloak into a nearby rubbish bin. I’ll have to come up with some excuse for losing it.  
 
    I peek around the corner and, with a flick of the Guard’s staff, Favian’s body twists, bones cracking and limbs distorting. He’s not even able to scream. The Guard pulls the staff upright, disengaging the power, and Favian’s body drops to the ground in a deformed heap.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    STILL ON EDGE, I open a cabinet in the kitchen and remove an ornate, carved box made of antique oak. I can almost feel my father scraping his chisel over the raw materials as I run my fingers over the intricate patterns. Most people thought his hobby was a waste of time. Creating beauty is never a waste, he would say. Sometimes for me. Sometimes for himself. And sometimes to dismiss the pessimists.  
 
    Reaching into my pocket, I feel for the key Mama gave me, then gently open the lock. With a click, I lift the lid. I’ve forever thought the lock was a bit pointless. If someone wants to steal our tokens, they’ll take off with the entire thing, not worry if they have the key.  
 
    Inside are three golden tokens engraved with the face of Queen Isolde. I’m told she’s beautiful, but the portrait etched on the metal is too severe for me—high cheekbones, cold eyes. The coins emit a slight sapphire glow. When I was little, they seemed like marvelous treasure, but these days they’re just something we never have enough of.  
 
    Mama insists I use one to heat the shower water this morning. When I told her how hot water was a waste, she nearly chewed my ear off. It didn’t help that I had to also explain my run-in with Salis and Taro and the mud. I failed to mention what happened last night in the street with Favian. No one came for me after I snuck back in the house except Asher, who chewed me out, of course. Maybe my cloak hid who I was well enough. Mama would have just died, if she knew the truth. 
 
    “You need to appear like a lady at the Transfer Ceremony,” she whispered, as if the rising sun might hear her, too. “I won’t have people thinking our family is in need.” 
 
    Mama can’t provide much, but she’s still proud and determined to take care of us like she promised Papa. 
 
    I pinch a token between my thumb and forefinger. I have no idea if the sensation is only in my head, but a whisper of energy radiates through my fingers. I place the chest behind the mostly empty food storage tins in the cabinet. 
 
    “I’ll take a short shower,” I call out to Mama. “You should enjoy the warm water, too.” 
 
    She answers me down the hallway, from her room. “You take as long as you need.”  
 
    I roll my eyes. “Don’t be a martyr, Mama.” I’d already planned to save her plenty. 
 
    I glance down at my nightclothes then peer out the second story window. The street appears empty. Plus, I’ll only take a second. No one will see me, if anyone is opening shop. I race down the stairs, slip out the front door, and rush across a well-worn path, clutching the token in my palm. 
 
    Out front stands the metal token box for our cluster of ten shop houses. I find our number and place the token in the round, cut-out slot. As I pull my hand away, the coin glows a brighter blue, then vanishes. Magic. 
 
    Now we’ll have one tank of hot water and electricity for at least an hour. Now that’s magic.  
 
    Ignoring the eye of our nosey neighbor, who had pulled back her curtain the second I stepped foot off the front stoop, I race back home. In a flash, I’m up the creaky stairs to the bathroom and starting the shower. The water is warm straight from the faucet. I can’t strip out of my pajamas fast enough before flinging myself into the cascade of heated water heaven. Which is nothing like the thirty seconds of icy hell I endured last night to scrub as much mud off me as I could. 
 
    Five minutes is all I allow myself. I leave the rest for Mama, especially as she left me her bar of fancy lavender soap and a dollop of perfumed shampoo to use. I wring out my hair, then step from the stall and wrap a towel around my body. 
 
    “Your turn, Mama,” I shout as I leave the bathroom and walk toward my room. She doesn’t answer. A few steps later, I enter my tiny bedroom and gasp. My body freezes in place. “Asher!” I squeak, pulling my towel tighter around my body. 
 
    Asher sits on my bed, dressed in his best dark green-hued tunic. He knows I love that one because the color matches his eyes. A mischievous grin stretches over his lips, a reminder that he’s in my room. On my bed. 
 
    Pointing toward the hall, I scold, “What are you thinking? Leave.”  
 
    He doesn’t budge.  
 
    I lower my hand and lift my chin. “How did you get in anyway?” 
 
    His wry grin turns lopsided. “You know, we’re going to be married.” 
 
    “So? We’re not married now. And how can you be so lighthearted after last night?” 
 
    “Death isn’t a new thing around here, Bel. You know that. But nothing happened in the end.” He paused with a pointed look my direction. “This time.” 
 
    “Nothing happened to me. What about Favian?” 
 
    Asher’s lips form a thin line. 
 
    I gesture him outside my room again. “Shoo,” I order. 
 
    Asher stands, and he passes me with a courteous dip of his head. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    After he leaves, I grapple for my underclothes and the dress that’s laid out on the chair next to my bed. Ten years ago, the shabby thing was the height of fashion. Still, I pull everything on as quickly as I can. Then, not wanting Asher to linger in the hallway for Mama to discover, I throw open the door. And there he is, no more than six inches from where I stand, gaping at me as I stand frozen before him—again. Ugh. It’s getting old. 
 
    “What?” He shrugs. “I’m just doing what you said!” 
 
    Before he can say anything else, I punch him in the arm. “Get inside.” I yank him in while he feigns injury. 
 
    Asher plops onto the bed, and I grab my mirror and brush from my side table. I lower myself into my chair and rake the brush through my hair, occasionally checking my reflection. 
 
    Asher pats a spot on the bed next to him. “You could bring those big brown eyes over here.”  
 
    “My eyes and I are perfectly comfortable over here.” I pull at a tangle near the back of my head as he stares my way, unwavering. 
 
    I stop what I’m doing and furrow my brow at him. “Don’t forget, I’m going to the Transfer of Life Ceremony in a couple hours.” 
 
    He waves his hand in the air. “You’ll be fine. I overheard talk in the town square. You only have about a five percent chance of being chosen to receive the marking this year.” 
 
    “A zero percent chance would be better,” I mutter. 
 
    “Well, at least you’re not volunteering to have a life like your brother.” 
 
    Neil didn’t get the marking, but right after the Ceremony, he was one of the few who was accepted into the Lore Training Institute. He wanted out of this hell hole and was willing to do anything to escape—even if meant leaving us behind to serve the Royals in a low position with no freedom. The town of Borandice is just a few miles away, but we never see him anymore.  
 
    “There’s always been a chance that I could be chosen today,” I say. “Mama’s going to need him, if I actually am.” 
 
    Asher stuffs his hands into his pockets. “Neil wasn’t happy salvaging worthless scrap all around the ruins.” 
 
    “And you’re saying I am?” 
 
    “Of course not, Bel. But I have a theory that the Transfer knows your soul’s desire.” 
 
    I snicker at his silly belief that magic is a good thing, then playfully drawl, “And what is my soul’s desire, oh Wise One?” 
 
    The mischievous grin consumes his lips again, and he leans in my direction. “Well, me, naturally.” 
 
    I chuckle. “Shows what you know about my soul.” I rest the mirror and brush on the side table. “Now, let’s go downstairs and explain to Mama why you were in my room.” 
 
    He gallantly gestures toward the exit. “She loves me, and you know it.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    The wood on the steep, angled staircase creaks loudly with every step as we go down. There’s no sneaking out of this home. Not that Mama monitors me. She knows she can always rely on me. 
 
    At the bottom, Mama comes from the storage room and clicks her tongue at Asher behind me. She shakes her head and grins. Her hair is pulled back today, revealing her elegant cheekbones and warm eyes. I can see why Papa was so madly in love with her. 
 
    “Don’t you have a home?” she jabs at Asher. 
 
    “Sure ma’am, but my home isn’t filled with beautiful ladies.” 
 
    And right there is why he can do no wrong in Mama’s eyes. 
 
    Ignoring Asher’s charm, Mama scans me up and down. “I can’t believe that dress has held up. The last time you wore it was . . .” Her gaze drops. “. . . um, was at your father’s funeral.” 
 
    It’s a simple maroon fabric, with ribbon detail on the front of the bodice and cap sleeves. Nothing flashy, but the dress was all I had.  
 
    Papa deserved much more than the modest cremation and small family Ceremony we gave him in the woods. Spreading his ashes was the moment I knew life would be different. I was no longer Papa’s little girl. I had to grow up, and my brother Neil just wanted to get out. Now I’m facing another life-changing moment wearing the same dress. 
 
    Mama spins me around and ties the thin ribbon at my shoulders. She pats me down, smoothing out any lingering wrinkles. I rub my palm across the exposed skin on my upper arms. Will today be last time I’m free of the marking? 
 
    “You’re stunning,” she says, interrupting my thoughts. 
 
    Asher places a hand on the small of my back. “She sure is.” 
 
    My cheeks flush, and I quickly brush a loose strand of hair behind my ear. To further hide my growing embarrassment, I head over to the small kitchen, tucked into the back corner across from the storage room. 
 
    “Is there anything to eat?” I ask 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Mama joins me in the kitchen. “I still have biscuits from last night’s supper and we have eggs I can cook up.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” I insist. “I can cook.” 
 
    “I got this.” Asher grabs the bowl of eggs from the counter. 
 
    “Um, no, thanks.” I grin. “The last time you cooked, the burnt smell lingered for days.” 
 
    “Psht, whatever,” he says with a perfect smile. 
 
    Mama grabs the small bowl from his hands. “Sit you two. It’s a big day. I’ll make the eggs.” 
 
    I don’t argue and snag two day-old biscuits from the small wicker basket on the counter. Grabbing Asher’s hand, I lead him to the small bench near the front of the shop. I toss him a biscuit and he catches it without looking. He downs the bread in two bites before we even sit. 
 
    I take the spot closest to the front window. My gaze drifts up the road to where Favian was brutally sentenced to death yesterday. There’s no sign of his body or that he was ever there. I could have been killed myself.  
 
    Any desire to eat leaves me. 
 
    Asher wraps an arm around my lower back, pulling me in closer to his warm body. “Hey, you can’t keep thinking about last night,” he says, as if reading my mind. “You’re the one who’s always telling me how we should live the best life we can and hopefully one day everything will be different around here.” 
 
    “It would be so much easier if I wasn’t required to do this stupid tradition. If the land outside the Queendom wasn’t radiated, I’d make you and Mama pack your bags and we’d seek our fortunes.” 
 
    Asher pulls my hand into his lap. “I’d follow you anywhere if we could go.” 
 
    The soft blue of Papa’s eyes set in his frail face pops into my mind. He got sick by extending his scavenging beyond the borders. He desperately wanted to provide for us, and the ruins beyond the town, inside the borders, were becoming barren of anything valuable. It only took a few weeks before he withered away to nothing. 
 
    A bellowing horn triumphantly sounds in the distance, pulling my attention from Asher and my thoughts. People in the street begin to stir.  
 
    They’re coming. 
 
    Rising from the bench, I yank the front door open and step out to stand on the entry porch. 
 
    A slow procession of elegant horse-drawn carriages rolls down the road in-between lines of Relic citizens. Silver gilt outlines the beautifully lacquered blue oak panels covering the first two lead transports. Five rows of privileged older women and men ride atop each carriage. Even from here, the regal gowns these living elders don contrast sharply with the dull setting of Arlos. It’s as if we’re supposed to think of the rich as gods.  
 
    But they’re nothing more than a symbol of handed down wealth and status—former winners of the almighty Transfer of Life Ceremony. None earned their place, but the fact doesn’t stop the chosen from wearing their arrogant smirks. I guess I shouldn’t really blame them. It’s the House of Lore that chooses the ideal candidates who will remain loyal to the Queendom—those who receive their markings. 
 
    Behind the Elders’ carriages trot two majestic horses mounted by Royal Guards. The Guards wear the same outfits and carry the same staffs as the one who murdered Favian yesterday, but I can’t tell if that man is one of these horsemen. 
 
    Around the bend in the road, a sleek, matte silver craft magically hovers a few feet above the dirt street. Not pulled by horses, this craft glides silently behind the Royal Guards. The same power that resides in those deadly staffs must course through this impressive vehicle. Behind glass windows sits a female Council of Lore member. I can’t quite make out which one she is. The Council consists of four women and two men, handpicked by Queen Isolde herself. These six manage the daily affairs of the land, as well as administer the Transfer of Life proceedings. Three more Royal horsemen surround this craft, their staffs pointed at the people who line the street. No one would dare move on the Council’s transport. Especially not after yesterday.  
 
    Not sure why I do it, I stretch my neck out to see if the Queen is attending. I’ve only seen her once, and not up close. She’s never attended one of these ceremonies. Even though she’s done nothing for the Relic class, her presence here would be a sight, for sure.  
 
    Arlos has a town center with a decent sized stage. That’s the only reason anyone important comes here, since they wouldn’t dare hold the Ceremony at the castle. Our peasant filth might tarnish their pristine grounds. 
 
    The Royal procession moves toward the town center at the end of the road, people following like herded sheep. 
 
    “We’d better go,” Asher mutters. 
 
    “Yeah.” I take a deep breath and exhale slowly. “Let’s get this over with.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    ASHER GRABS THE last biscuit from the table and stuffs a large bite into his mouth. 
 
    “You coming, Mama?” I ask while she grabs our plates and places the dishes in the sink. 
 
    “I’m going to take advantage of the last bit of hot water for the dishes, then I’ll be right down,” she says. 
 
    “Bel will have to be at the front, but I’ll save you a spot in the back-right,” Asher manages through his final swallow of biscuit. 
 
    Mama pats him on the shoulder. “Now go, before you miss check-in and we’re fined.” 
 
    I tug Asher out of our house and onto the street. 
 
    Above us, the sky is a clear blue. Not a cloud in sight. I inhale the crisp air and let it settle my nerves. The weather is so beautiful. If this were any other day but Transfer Day, I would have already dragged Asher off for a picnic. Mama always lets me have Saturday off from the shop and my foraging duties, but any allotted free time is sacrificed for today. 
 
    The streets are crowded, and every step we take on the cobblestone between the town’s shops weighs on my heart. If I’m chosen for a Transfer, the so-called privilege will take me away from Mama. I would send every bit extra I made to her, but she’ll have no one. And although Asher claims we could still be together, he knows that’s probably not true. I would be sent away for training, to secure my position as an Elder. He says he would wait for me, but I know better. 
 
    Asher grabs my hand and interlaces our fingers. “Remember. Five percent chance. You’re going to be fine.” He gives me a devious smile. “And to celebrate not being chosen, I even have a surprise for you tonight.” 
 
    “A surprise?” My heart flutters and, for a moment, I forget all about my dread. “What is it?” 
 
    He chuckles as he guides me to the side of the road when a carriage comes up behind us. “You do understand what a surprise is, right?” 
 
    “You know how secrets drive me crazy?” I stop walking and prop a hand onto my hip. The tan carriage passes, the speckled horse pulling it tossing its head into the air. 
 
    “Yep. I figured the wondering would keep your mind off other things.” 
 
    Before I know it, the narrow street opens onto the crowded town square. Everyone eligible, as well as many of their immediate families from towns all across the Queendom, are here today. Supposedly, there are around a hundred Transfer candidates.  
 
    At the opposite end of the square from us is a cement stage. Above it are Royal blue and gold sashes strung across the air to honor the colors of the House of Lore. Generally, the space is plain and used for city announcements and occasional entertainment. But today, directly in the center of the stage, is a large, ornate golden box, flanked by two burly Guards dressed in the standard blue and black uniforms. They each hold a large wooden staff at their sides, ready to take on anyone who may be stupid enough to challenge them. 
 
    From a lifetime of attending each year’s Transfer Ceremony, I know the gold box contains the Lore Talisman. When an Elder dies, their Essence lives on somewhere outside of what we know. Only during the Transfer Ceremony does the Essence find its way into the metal- and colored-glass device to await the chosen Vessel. Their memories, experiences, and skills, as well as their titles, are somehow held in stasis within this fancy amulet. 
 
    And soon, each of the candidates will get a turn to see if they’re the best match for the bottled Elder. 
 
    The whole process is quick and organized. They line us all up, and each candidate will touch the device. If we’re not a match, nothing will happen. If we are, the Talisman will glow blue and a symbol belonging to the departed Elder will float above the device. In that same moment, the symbol will materialize on the Transfer’s upper left arm, branding that person for life. The Council of Lore and the Queen hold ultimate power over the Essence Transfer. A person’s fate is set.  
 
    I grab Asher’s arm for support. 
 
    We make our way through the large, noisy crowd to the front. I continuously keep my eye on the Guards, in case one of them recognizes me––the person with a death wish who tried to stop Favian from getting killed. But no one seems to notice me. I do see Salis and Taro, both with smug looks on their faces. Taro raises an orange eyebrow went he spots me. Once there, I take my place in one of the lines with several other nervous looking girls and one boy.  
 
    “I’ll see you soon.” Asher plants a quick peck on my cheek. “And think of my surprise.” 
 
    Trying to forget the nervousness welling in my stomach, I slip my hands around his neck and press my lips to his. Just the soft feel of his kiss and knowing he’ll be waiting for me when this is over gives me the courage I need. When I’ve had enough, I release him and plaster on a sweet smile. “Just in case you thought I’d ever forget about you or your surprise.” 
 
    His eyes brighten, and he’s wearing an ear to ear grin as he walks to the back-right of the crowd, just like he told Mama he would. 
 
    “Do you know where we go after this?” I ask the pale-skinned, freckled girl with strawberry-blonde hair standing in front of me. I don’t know her, but she has a kind face. 
 
    The girl smiles and points to the left side below the stage. “Everyone is waiting there.” 
 
    Sure enough, a crowd of young people stands in a slightly raised, roped-off area. I don’t know why I didn’t see the spot before. Probably too nervous. I recognize several faces from my shop’s neighborhood. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say as she turns and steps forward to the check-in station. 
 
    I twist my neck toward the crowd and my stomach drops. Salis is speaking with a Guard. And, in his hand, is a ratty light gray cloak. My ratty light gray cloak. My eyes go wide as he turns my way and points directly at me. Maybe I can weasel out of the cloak being mine. Lots of peasants have similar outerwear. 
 
    “Next,” a plump woman calls out. 
 
    Shaking, I scurry toward her and hold out my hand. “Please hurry!” Without a word, she takes my wrist and places my palm down on what appears to be a plain metal plate. 
 
    Electricity jolts through me for a split second, and then she releases my hand. “Arabella of the House of Garin.” As she announces my name, an ‘L’ written in calligraphy—symbolizing the House of Lore—appears on the back of my hand. 
 
    “This marking is your ticket into the waiting area. You may not exit once you enter.” 
 
    “Can anyone who isn’t a potential come in?” I flick my attention to Salis who is still speaking to the Guard and then back to the woman. 
 
    She scowls. “No, and after you have completed the Ceremony and if you remain unchosen, the mark will disappear.” She waves me on to the holding area. 
 
    I race forward and follow behind the freckled-face girl and watch as she holds up her hand, showing her marking to the Guard at the entrance.  
 
    “Hurry, hurry, hurry,” I mutter. Quickly, I catch up with her and do the same. The Guard grunts and allows us to pass. Relief settles over my body for the moment, but once I get out of here, I’m likely to be hauled away and, at minimum, branded as a dissenter.  
 
    “What’s your name?” I ask the girl, hoping to stave off some of my nervous energy by finding someone to talk to. 
 
    “Esme,” she answers. “House of Cole.” 
 
    “Are you nervous?” 
 
    Esme smiles. “I think I might fall over and die, I’m so nervous.” 
 
    Just knowing I’m not the only one helps me feel a bit better. 
 
    Up on the stage, a woman with tightly drawn-back, jet-black hair nearly floats to the center. She wears a long, turquoise, satin gown with gold brocade at the bodice. Her neck is draped by a matching sash and the hem of her dress sweeps the ground, as if she were walking on air. Like all those associated with the Royal class, her Transfer marking is on full display through a window styled on the sleeve on her arm. The marking is hard to see from here, but it’s a fancy pattern. The intricate details create a sense of importance, and is probably why most of their clothing is designed to show their Transfer markings off. By her wardrobe and the way she holds her head high, it’s obvious the woman is highborn. 
 
    A hush falls over the crowd when she raises her hands to command their attention. 
 
    “I’m Lady Albright from the Council of Lore. Today we are here to celebrate the Transfer of Life Ceremony,” she says in a superior tone. “This sacred ritual grounds the Queendom of Lore in both tradition and magic. 
 
    “In the year of 254, after the Breech, four of our Elders have passed on. This means we will require four recipients for the Transfer of their Essences.” She gestures down to us. 
 
    Please, not me. Please, not me. 
 
    “You candidates represent the future of our great land,” she continues. “You will gain purpose and fulfill the House of Lore’s great tradition by becoming more than you are now.” 
 
    Her smug words are meant to inspire, but they’re nothing more than a fancy way to talk down to us. 
 
    She paces from one side of the stage to the other. “Today we honor those passed. A Royal Alchemist, an Executive Lore Maiden, a Weapons Engineer, and a Lore Traditions Keeper. Their purpose and skill will live on in those selected.” 
 
    The jobs are important, but never ones of real power. The pool of candidates for positions like the Council or the Queen herself are taken from a much smaller, less random selection. But there’s still some mystery in the process . . . not even Princess Thea is guaranteed to sit on the throne, if her mother were to die. 
 
    Lady Albright gestures to the Guards and they dutifully move the box to the front of the stage, setting it on top of a large table covered with a blue silk cloth before falling back in line. She unlatches a delicate clasp and slowly lifts the lid. I instinctually stretch my neck, but I’m unable to see the Talisman from this lower vantage. 
 
    Slowly, Lady Albright lifts the jeweled trinket from the chest. The Talisman shimmers in the early morning sun, sparkling with every slight movement. No bigger than her hand, she presents the ornament to the crowd, and murmurs flutter through the gathering. A tightness in my chest forms and I glimpse back, desperately trying to find Asher and Mama, but onlookers block them. 
 
    Lady Albright places her free hand over the top of the Talisman. A soft purple aura shines out from all sides. She removes her hand, but the bright glow remains. 
 
    “We are ready to proceed,” Albright says. “Bring up the first in line.” 
 
    The gathering of candidates surrounding me begins to stir. A Royal Guard beside the stage hammers his staff against the ground, grabbing our attention. He points at the first boy that’s closest to him and nods toward Lady Albright. The slender boy glances over his fellow candidates, his eyes wide with uncertainty, before slowly stepping up. His features are still childish with his chubby cheeks, but only seventeen-year-olds are forced to do this. His mop of brown hair shields his face, but with his gangly arms locked at his sides, I know he’s terrified.  
 
    Lady Albright moves the Talisman closer to the boy, but nothing happens. I watch as his chest lowers in a deep exhale. He’ll be able to go back to whatever life he’s chosen for himself. A forced smile ekes its way onto Albright’s lips before she directs him to leave the stage at the opposite end. 
 
    One by one, the candidates’ mixed emotions collide with the gravity of the situation, but no one is chosen yet. A subtle warmth of fear rolls over my body as candidate after candidate is paraded up. 
 
    A light brown-haired girl, wearing a delicate blue dress, strolls to the front and a flash of light bursts out of the Talisman. Over the device hovers a symbol of a calligraphy pen and open book. The girl flinches and clutches at her arm. A soft red electrical pulse forms on her shoulder before fading away and revealing an identical symbol etched into her skin. 
 
    “We have a new Lore Traditions Keeper!” Albright exclaims. “We welcome your service to the Queendom.” 
 
    Tears pool in her eyes. Albright naturally treats them as tears of joy, as she congratulates her. But I know better.  
 
    Shaking slightly, the girl walks off the stage and is greeted by a Royal Guard, who leads her away and out of sight. Again, I try to find Asher in the crowd, but just as I catch a glimpse of his familiar green eyes, another burst of light draws me back to the stage. 
 
    It’s Esme. She’s been selected as the Executive Lore Maiden. Shock locks her mouth open while her eyes dart from side to side. She doesn’t even move as the silver marking forms on her arm. 
 
    “Executive Lore Maiden is a highly respected position at the castle,” Albright says. “We welcome your service to the Queendom.” 
 
    Esme studies the crowd and turns back to meet my eyes. I can do nothing more than mouth the words, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    A moment later and she’s gone. 
 
    I manage to fall back deeper into the group. I receive a few nasty looks as I bump into others while backpedaling away from the stage. Not that order will change anything, but I just can’t manage to face the possibility of what might come.  
 
    Several minutes pass and no one else is selected. Nearly half the candidates still shuffle about in the cramped space.  
 
    A tall boy with shaggy dark brown hair lumbers up the stage. A burst of light halos around his large body before the illumination fades. He pumps his fist in the air and lets out a deep bellow of joy. Not everyone dreads this process, like I do. And who knows, as the Royal Alchemist, maybe his new future really will be a better life than the one he previously knew.  
 
    A few more survive unscathed and I find myself fast approaching the line’s front. There’s no more room to filter to the back this time. Peering over my shoulder, I estimate there are nearly forty or so candidates remaining and just one more spot left to fill. Fairly good odds. 
 
    I’m at the head of the line now when another candidate passes through unchosen. My throat runs dry as I struggle to swallow down the lifelong fear right in front of me.  
 
    It’s time. 
 
    The Royal Guard points his long staff at me, directing me to Albright. I take each step as if in slow motion. Rising higher now makes it easier to spot those in attendance. Asher has his arms around a petrified Mama. Our eyes meet and he mouths, “You got this.” 
 
    “Step closer, dear,” Lady Albright insists, but my feet don’t want to move. 
 
    I inhale deeply and then exhale a slow, shaky breath as I reach her. Albright’s deep brown eyes lock with mine. She moves the sparkling Talisman closer to me.  
 
    This is it, my life is in her hands now.  
 
    My legs grow weak as fear seeps into my core, pulling at every muscle. I will myself to take a step closer when a piercing siren blares, pulling my attention away from the Lady. Torn in two, I try to focus on the siren and keep my eyes on the Talisman. 
 
      
 
    Queen Isolde is dead. An emergency hearing will take place at the castle shortly. Check in with your Royal Authority for further instructions. 
 
      
 
    The words resonate through the air and a shiver travels up my chest and neck. All the blood seems to drain from Albright’s face, and she pulls the antique back. 
 
    The announcement stops and murmurs from the crowd increase. Several Royal Guards step into the crowd, barking orders at the people. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I plead to Albright, but her attention is on the Guards in the restless crowd. 
 
    Did I just hear that right? The Queen is dead? My already weak knees buckle, and I lose my balance and stumble into the Lady. My arm presses to the Talisman and I try to keep myself upright. 
 
    “Get away from me, you wretch.” Albright elbows me and I stumble back a step. But I trip instead, landing in a confused heap on the stage behind the silk cloth covered table. All I see is royal blue, nothing more. Not even the crowd. 
 
    “I’m sor—”  
 
    Before the words exit my lips a bright golden burst erupts around the Talisman, blinding me. My body warms, and all my previous fear dissipates. Energy surges through me and prickles every bit of exposed skin on my body. Streams of vibrant, chaotic visions flood my thoughts. They move so fast, all I see is a blur of colors as my head spins. I raise to one knee as the light dims. A burning heat coils over my shoulder and I grab at the branded skin, willing it away, but it doesn’t work. 
 
    The flurry of sensations stops. I peer up. Albright’s back is to me as she shouts orders at the Royal Guards. I tug on her dress and she swivels my way, lips pinched in disgust, a tiny scowl appearing between her brows. Her eyes lock on my arm, then narrow into an intense glare.  
 
    “There must be a mistake.” Albright shifts her gaze between me and the Guards. “It can’t be.” 
 
    “What can’t be?” I whip my head toward my left shoulder. A golden symbol absorbs the sun’s light, glistening with beautiful detail—an intricate fleur de lis pattern topped with a crown. I don’t know what all the markings look like, but everyone knows the marking of the Queen. 
 
    Albright rips her sash from her neck and tightly wraps it around my arm, over the marking. Then she yanks me to my feet. 
 
    “I–I don’t understand,” I stammer. 
 
    “Take her to my coach!” Albright orders a nearby Guard while still holding onto me. “And say nothing to anyone.”  
 
    The Guard bows his head. 
 
    Before releasing me to him, she leans in close. “How in the Queendom did you forge the Royal marking?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The symbol burns like fire on my skin. I try to clutch at my upper arm, but a steel-faced Guard rips my hands behind my back and snaps a metal device around my wrists. 
 
    I let out a yelp. 
 
    “Walk,” he demands in a gruff voice. 
 
    From my vantage point, I gawk at the onlookers. Blue- and black-clad Guards line the front of the stage and push against the mass of panicked townspeople. 
 
    “Please return to your homes,” says an unseen voice. “The Transfer of Life Ceremony is postponed. Please return to—” 
 
    The voice repeats its message as I scan the mob for Mama and Asher, my eyes darting from one horrified face to another. My heart pounds and I gasp for air that won’t come. The whole scene blurs. 
 
    “This isn’t real . . . this isn’t real,” I whisper to myself. I glance over at where the golden symbol on my upper arm lies under Albright’s sash. Before I can attempt a closer examination, a hand seizes my arm again. A set of sharp nails dig into my skin.  
 
    “You better walk off this stage,” Albright hisses into my ear, “or I’ll kill you myself right now, you little traitor.”  
 
    I jerk back. Lady Albright’s now merciless face is only inches from mine. 
 
    Submissively, I lower my head and force my feet to follow her toward the stairs. Once I’m down the steps, a second Guard marches me toward a gaudy gold and blue carriage. 
 
    The driver opens the door and Lady Albright, now returned to her haughty, but calm demeanor, straightens her shoulders and quickly climbs both steps into the cab. I lift my shaking foot to the first step, but I’m not given the chance to ascend on my own. One of my Guards grasps me by the waist and all but tosses me inside. 
 
    I scramble to my feet, then fall into the seat across from Lady Albright. With my hands still secure behind my back, I wedge myself into the corner farthest from the exit. 
 
    As the carriage door slams shut, I snap my attention toward the Lady, who’s now straightening her skirt. Are they leaving me with her by myself? What if she murders me?  
 
    “Please,” I whisper, “I don’t know what happened. I just want to go ho—” 
 
    She raises a small dagger at me that begins to glow with a bright purple aura. Electricity weaves its way around her hands and blade, crackling.  
 
    Lady Albright’s cheeks flush. “Shut up, or I will kill you,” she snarls, then glances to the symbol peeking through the bunched sash over my arm. 
 
    I press my side further into the corner of my seat and look away from her. Out of the corner of my eye, the aura dims, and the sparking sound stops as she tucks the blade into a small satchel. 
 
    Tears burn at the corners of my eyes. Rotating further toward the wall, I let them fall. I draw in a deep breath, and with the increased oxygen, the pain in my arm surges again. I grit my teeth and close my eyes to fight the burning sensation. 
 
    Dizziness swims through my fogging head, and then I find myself racing down a corridor. New emotions flood me—joy, anticipation . . .  
 
    Confused, I stop and look down at my body, but it’s not me anymore. I bring up my hands and study my fingers. The digits are tiny, and the nails are perfectly clean and manicured. Not lined with dirt around the nail bed, like my own. The dress I’m wearing is white lace. I pinch the fabric, rubbing the exquisite detail of the weave between the pads of my fingers. I drop the delicate folds, almost afraid to touch the garment. This dress would cost more than my family earns in months. 
 
    “Ready or not, here I come!” I twist toward the child’s muffled voice, but they’re hidden. 
 
    I gulp, and the memory of what I’m doing comes back to me. I need to find a hiding spot. I step forward, and dizziness spirals me back into the horrid cab of the carriage.  
 
    “It’s begun, hasn’t it?” Lady Albright speaks in a low, gravelly tone. 
 
    “What?” I oddly feel a strong sense of duty. To what, I’m not entirely sure yet. 
 
    “The Transfer of memories. The visions start with the earliest and tend to work themselves to the present. But it’s different for each Transfer.” 
 
    Muted shouts come from outside as the carriage bumps over the road. 
 
    “Have you ever met the Queen?” she demands. 
 
    I shake my head, afraid to speak. 
 
    Her eyebrows knit together. “Been to the castle?” 
 
    Once again, I shake my head. “I’ve barely been outside Arlos. I have no idea what happened.” 
 
    “The Queen was murdered!” she roars. “You are the one who bears her marking. How could you have no idea of what happened?” 
 
    “I didn’t want any Transfer. Why would I want to be Queen?” 
 
    She tightens her jaw and twists her head away from me. Lady Albright doesn’t acknowledge my existence for the next twenty minutes. Not until the carriage jostles to a momentary stop. 
 
    Albright cocks her head toward me. “We will arrive at the castle in a moment. When we exit the carriage, you will do as you are told. And without resistance.” 
 
    I bob my head several times as her pale, ice blue eyes pin me where I sit. 
 
    “The only reason you are not dead right now is because you are the Queen’s Vessel. Nothing more. A Vessel.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am—” 
 
    “Shut up. If you do anything—and I mean anything—to make me think you will attempt to escape or risk the Queendom, I will have everyone you love tortured and then executed.” She pauses for a second. “Are we clear?” 
 
    Mama, Neil, and Asher’s faces flash in my mind, and my stomach twists with nausea. “Yes…” I start to reply, then slam my mouth shut and lower my eyes. 
 
    “Good.” Albright straightens and composes her expression.  
 
    The door of the carriage flies open and bright sunlight fills the space. I squint against the glow as Lady Albright stands and climbs down the stairs with the aid of an escort’s hand.  
 
    After she’s clear, the same Guard that forced me inside appears in the doorway. 
 
    Without being prompted, I jump to my feet and allow him to tug me from the cab. I nearly trip on the stairs, but his firm grasp on my arm holds me steady. 
 
    Outside, I almost expect to see another angry mob, but there’s only a scattering of Guards and what I’m guessing are officials of some kind. My escort nearly drags me past them as we follow Lady Albright toward the entrance of what must be the Castle of Lore. 
 
    The hulking building is three stories high and constructed of gray-flecked stone. On the roof, perched on steel watch towers, soldiers stand guard, staffs in hand. Vibrant green vines crawl up the sides of the castle like tendrils of organic magic reaching for the sky. 
 
    A tall, muscular soldier joins Lady Albright a few feet from the entrance. He appears around his mid-forties, with ash-gray hair creeping up to his temples. The sleeve of his uniform is lined with multiple gold stripes.  
 
    The Captain of the Guard.  
 
    I’ve heard rumors about him. None of the whispers bode well for me. 
 
    “Should we advise the rest of the Council?” he asks Albright. 
 
    Lady Albright glances at me before turning back to the captain. “Captain Ravenoak, I have full authority with matters of this nature. I will speak with them later this evening. Lock her up and wait for further instructions.” 
 
    “Understood, My Lady.” 
 
    Ravenoak pulls a dagger from a sheath on his thick, leather belt. Pointing the weapon at me, a blue glow brightens and circles the blade, flowing around the edges like a snake made of pure energy. “This way.” He gestures with his other hand while his amber eyes pierce me with their intense gaze. 
 
    I don’t hesitate another heartbeat, and make my way toward a darkly lacquered wooden double door that stand at least ten feet tall. Two Royal Guards grab the large brass handles and, in perfect unison, pull them open. Inside is a regal lobby with ivory marble tiles spilling across the floor from the entrance and a wide staircase that fans out at the base. My eyes follow the long set of steps up to a grand second level, flanked by ornate redwood railings.  
 
    Leaning against the top railing, a beautiful blonde girl in a sleeveless silver dress watches me enter. White lace tendrils flutter from the sides of the gown, dancing with every slight movement she makes. The delicate lines and patterns on her Royal marking tattooed onto her upper arm give her away—Princess Thea. Her bright blue eyes brim with tears as she looks down at me. I turn away, not wanting to intrude as she grieves such a crushing loss. She probably thinks I have something to do with it too. 
 
    Ravenoak nudges me with his hand and I pick up the pace. A tall young man, with short brown hair and an eager expression, greets us at a second set of doors under the overhanging staircase. His broad shoulders fill out his uniform, one that’s similar to Ravenoak’s but lacks the marks of rank and decorative flare. 
 
    “Captain.” The boy stiffens and sets his hands firmly at his sides. 
 
    “At ease, Guard,” Ravenoak says. 
 
    The boy relaxes a bit, but his stance is still rigid. “Your orders, Captain?” 
 
    “Take this prisoner down to the holding cells.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” The young Guard shifts his brown eyes toward me and quickly grabs the gap between my cuffs, pulling the restraint. The metal digs into my wrists, pinching my skin. I wince and the boy notices. He lowers the restraints a bit, relieving the pressure. 
 
    “This way, please,” the young Guard insists. 
 
    The Captain returns the way we came, leaving me alone with the Guard. Silently, he guides me through the entryway and into a dimly lit corridor. Large canvas paintings cover the walls every few feet, depicting images of stuffy Queens and other people whom I don’t recognize. Everything about this castle is grand and more than a bit excessive: polished wood paneling, pristine plank flooring, thick crown molding, and a prevailing floral scent that nearly makes my nose wrinkle. 
 
    Our echoing footsteps grow louder the further we travel down the hallway. Eventually we reach a stone staircase with iron rails that leads down even deeper. 
 
    “I don’t deserve this,” I plead. “I did nothing wrong.” 
 
    The Guard turns to me but avoids my eyes. “I’m just following orders.” 
 
    “Your orders are dumb.” I snap my lips shut. It’s not something I should have said, but it’s true. 
 
    He huffs, nearly letting out a chuckle, but says nothing. 
 
    The farther we descend, the more I wish I wasn’t wearing the short sleeves required for the Transfer Ceremony. The hairs on my arms stand on end from the lowered temperature. The strong floral scent dissipates, replaced with a stale, musty smell. 
 
     We reach the bottom and head down a tunnel with a rounded stone ceiling lit by simple flickering light fixtures. Everything about this place sends a shiver down my spine. At the end of the tunnel, we reach a metal door with a small, barred window. 
 
     With his free hand, my escort places his palm on a dark panel at the door’s side. A soft blue glow halos below his hand from the panel and an unexpectedly loud clank sounds, making me flinch. 
 
    “Step back.” 
 
    He heaves the door open, revealing a narrow pathway. Separate cell doors line each side. Each one is metal, cold, and as intimidating as the next. I’m led to a cell near the back where the Guard unlocks the latch with his handprint.  
 
    He’s about to pull me in when a flash of heat hits me and I drop to my knees. A bright light floods my vision, then clears. I now stand in front of a young woman, whose hazel eyes and pale, narrow face snap toward me. She’s terrified to be down here. I reach out for her and she does the same. Before we touch, a booming voice calls out to her from behind. I spin around to find a handsome boy. He wears the same uniform as the younger Guard, albeit a simpler, older style I’ve only seen in a few books. But his eyes are familiar. Amber. Captain Ravenoak, but much younger.  
 
    I sigh, more frustrated than anything. This isn’t real. It’s another one of the Queen’s memories invading my mind. I turn around and the girl does the same. I’m confused, until I notice the mirror. 
 
    “It’s time, my love,” young Ravenoak says. “We can’t have a coronation without the future Queen.” 
 
    The flash of light returns and my head spins. I squint until the dingy dungeon hall fully resurfaces. 
 
    The young Guard grabs my arms and helps me to my feet. “Are you all right?”  
 
    “I . . . I don’t know,” I whisper. “I had another vision of the Queen. She was with Ravenoak. They were young.” 
 
    He steps back, confusion widening his features. “You’re experiencing the Queen’s memories? Then why are you here?” 
 
    Before I have a chance to answer, he directs me into the small cell. Grabbing my wrist, he pops the restraints off in a few swipes. He then heads out and shuts the door behind him without a backwards glance, but I can still see him through the bars. 
 
    A chill curls in my middle as I inspect the lifeless box I’m now contained within, panic seizing my pulse. Cement walls surround me with only one tiny window, the slitted opening no bigger than my hand. On the back wall, positioned up off the ground, lies a small cot. Opposite the cot is a toilet beside a steel sink. That’s it.  
 
    I take a deep breath to settle my nerves, but the action does nothing. 
 
    “Hurry up in there,” a voice hollers from the end of the hallway. 
 
    The Guard glances toward the exit, then peers back at me through the bars, his eyes even wider and sparking with conflict. His focus moves to the golden symbol on my arm, and then he bows low. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    The Guard raises his head, but avoids my eyes. “My loyalty is bound to the Queendom. And if what you say is true, then you are my Queen.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    AS I LAY on top of the sagging, dust-filled mattress in my cell, I study the stone ceiling. Condensation forms on the gray- and brown-flecked surface before the water drips to the floor in a slow trickle. 
 
    Every second I can recall before and during the Transfer of Life Ceremony runs through my mind in a constant loop. Flashes of Mama making us breakfast; Asher telling me he had a surprise for me tonight; the realization that I might never find out what his surprise was. I search my reeling thoughts for the events of the Ceremony.  
 
    Did I somehow bring this on myself?  
 
    I come up empty. 
 
    I’m innocent. If I’m found guilty of forging the Queen’s Essence, though, I’ll be executed. But this has never happened before in Lore.  
 
    What will happen to Mama and Asher?  
 
    I throw my hands to my face and roll onto my side toward the damp wall. It’s a hopeless attempt, but I try to push the possibilities from my mind again and again. 
 
    Goosebumps rise up on my skin. I wrap my arms around myself to stay the chill of the drafty, damp cell, but it’s very little use. I look down at the golden fleur de lis on my arm and, for a wistful second, trace the pattern with my index finger. As I do, sickness seeps into my stomach and I cover the design with my hand, wishing once more for the mark to go away. 
 
    Every Relic class citizen accused of a crime is the same. Guilty until proven innocent. Even if the authorities don’t charge Mama and Asher with conspiracy, their lives will be ruined. Shamed. Possibly even shunned and driven from town.  
 
    The metal door behind me groans and pops open, yanking me from my thoughts before it slams into the wall. I gasp and shoot up to see who’s there.  
 
    In the opening stands the young Guard. My heart pounds at the sight of him and my eyes pour over his defined cheekbones and full lips. I know he said he was loyal to the Queen, but that isn’t me. I’m a simple girl. A nothing. 
 
    The golden symbol on my arm stings and I slap my palm over it once more. 
 
    Heavy steps echo off the wall as he enters the cell. He holds out his hand, clutching a dagger. Instantly the metal crackles and emits a blue glow. The weapon hums with electricity. 
 
    My stomach tenses and I push my back into the wall. This Guard is here to kill me now. They know I’m a fraud. 
 
    He extends his other hand, palm down, to stay me. “Relax, Arabella. The weapon is only protocol.” Then he turns into the darkness of the corridor and gestures to someone. 
 
    From the shadows steps a girl with long, loose, golden hair.  
 
    Princess Thea. My mouth falls open at the sight of her. 
 
    She’s changed from the gown she wore earlier. This new one is made of black velvet and extends to the floor. The sleeves are tight down to her wrists, where a tiny bit of white lace pokes from the cuffs. The scooped neckline mimics the lace detailing on her sleeve. I wonder if the corset she wears prevents her ability to breathe deeply—her waist is the smallest I’ve ever seen.  
 
    I wonder if I would have to wear one too, if absolved from this misunderstanding. The value this costume holds would support a large family in town for more than a year. The thought of such waste turns my stomach. 
 
    Princess Thea enters my cell, but then leans against the barred, iron door just below the small window—near the exit. She doesn’t want to be here. Not that I can blame her. That gown may get ruined, and she’s confronting the supposed thief who stole her mother’s marking. 
 
    The Guard peers her way, and she gestures as if to tell him to take the lead. He eases closer to me and bows his head ever so slightly. His dagger dims as he stows the weapon back into its sheath. 
 
    “I didn’t have the chance to introduce myself the last time,” he says. “My name is Tristan of the House of Davos, and I serve as personal Guard and confidant to Princess Thea.” He glances at Thea again. The look he gives her is easy to recognize. There’s a bond between them that’s more than just a servant’s loyalty. “She has asked for an audience with you.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. “She’s just going to lop off my head tomorrow anyway.” 
 
    “I’ve informed the Princess of what you told me,” he continues. “She requested to come down at once to see you for herself.” 
 
    What? To inspect the riff-raff housing her mother’s Essence? 
 
    The Princess straightens herself, as if gathering all her courage, and takes three steps toward me. “To be honest, Arabella…” 
 
    Despite her soft-spoken words, her use of my name forms a nervous lump in my throat. 
 
    “…I’m not sure why I’m here.” She brings a lace handkerchief to her eye and dabs at the corner. “Everything was so sudden. Mother had years left to rule, and this should never have happened. I’m so confused.” As the last word leaves her mouth, she turns away and sobs. 
 
    “Do you need me to escort you back to your room, Your Highness?” Tristan asks. 
 
    The Princess twists back, wiping her eyes again with the lace cloth. “No. Thank you, Tristan. I can do this.” She exhales a long slow breath, drops her shoulders, then glances my way. “May I see the marking?” 
 
    Instinctively, I move my hand to cover the symbol. I want to tell her no, but how do you say that to the Princess of Lore? 
 
    “I swear . . .” comes out instead. “I have no idea what happened at the Ceremony. You can have the Essence back. I don’t want it.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Arabella,” Tristan reassures me. “She only wants to help.” 
 
    His sincerity momentarily calms me, enough that I flick my attention back to the Princess. Reluctantly, I slide my palm down my arm, and reveal the symbol. 
 
    Princess Thea steps toward me and leans in. “Will you please stand?” 
 
    I inch my body to the edge of the cot and try not to cringe when the coils under the mattress squeak. Remembering my manners, I attempt a curtsy once on my feet, but I’m sure I’m doing the motion all wrong. 
 
    When I lift my head, I find the Princess’ face is unchanged by my obvious inexperience with Royal etiquette. 
 
    “Please?” She reaches her delicate hand to my arm, and I rotate to allow her a better view. With the tip of her index finger, she traces the elaborate metallic pattern. When she’s through, she keeps her finger on my upper arm and shuts her eyes, as if she’s remembering something.  
 
    When she opens her lids, she glances back at Tristan. “The marking appears to be genuine.” 
 
    Tristan bows his head. “Yes, Your Highness. It is as I said.” 
 
    The Princess throws her arms around my shoulders and I stiffen against her embrace, my arms locked at my sides. My tension only makes her tighten her hold. 
 
    “I was so afraid the Queen’s Essence was lost. I’m not certain how this even happened, but it’s a miracle. She’s still here—still with us.” 
 
    Tristan clears his throat. “My Princess, I’m pleased to see you so hopeful again. But I believe it would be best if you confirmed the Transfer with magic.” 
 
    The Princess releases me and inches back. She smooths her bodice and skirt, pursing her lips. 
 
    “Please, sit,” Thea says, directing me to the cot. 
 
    “Um, okay.” I step back and slowly lower myself onto the edge of the bed. 
 
    I grip the metal frame just under the thin mattress and squeeze tightly as my nerves flare up. The Princess sits to the left of me and positions herself far too close. I don’t think I’ve ever been near someone so clean. It takes everything for me to not scoot over, but I don’t want to be rude. A hint of fresh strawberries or some sort of fruit fills my nose. She smells as Royal as she appears. 
 
    “May I?” Thea asks, pulling me from my thoughts. 
 
    My heart pounds. A familiar blue glow floats above her skin as she lifts a hand toward me. The last time I saw that magic, I lost everything and was then stuffed into a carriage and brought here.  
 
    “Will the magic . . . hurt?” I ask. 
 
    Thea tilts her head up and catches my gaze. “You’ll feel nothing, I promise.” 
 
    She rests her palm on the marking and closes her eyes. A moment later, Thea’s breath hitches and her lip quivers. Her hand drops to her lap as her eyes open. Tears well in the corners, but she blinks them back. 
 
    “Is the Transfer genuine?” Tristan asks, stepping closer to us. 
 
    Thea simply nods. 
 
    I jump to my feet, my body rigid. “What does this mean?” 
 
    Tristan approaches. Thea’s eyes brim with tears as he helps her up. She then buries herself into his chest as he wraps his arms around her.  
 
    “It means the Transfer was true,” Tristan says to me. “You are the Vessel for the Queen’s Essence.” 
 
    My breathing quickens at his words. “Well, I don’t want this Transfer.” 
 
    Thea turns her head my way. Two lines form between her delicate brows. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say. “There must be something we can do to remove the marking.” 
 
    “I believe your testimony.” Tristan pulls away from the Princess. “But there will be a commission held by the Council of Lore to investigate what’s happened.” 
 
    “Can’t we just get her Essence out of me and give it to you?” I plead to Thea. 
 
    The tension on the Princess’s face softens. She takes my hand. “It would be my honor to hold my mother’s Essence. But, for whatever reason, the Transfer wasn’t passed down to me.” 
 
    “And,” Tristan says, “if it wasn’t passed down to the Queen’s own daughter, then there must be foul play involved.” 
 
    What? Someone is using me against the House of Lore?  
 
    My chest clenches, and it’s as if all the air were sucked from the cell block. I plop onto the cot, gasping for breath. There’s no way this is going to end well. 
 
    “Arabella,” Princess Thea begins softly, “the Essence can’t be taken out of you. You have to learn our magical ways and perform the Transfer yourself. It’s the only way.” 
 
    “Wait, what? How am I supposed to learn magic?” 
 
    She sits beside me again. “The House of Lore discovered the true power of magic long ago, and has imbued the gift into our family’s genetic structure. Magic lives within us—within you now.” 
 
    Tristan rests a hand on my shoulder. “We’ll figure this—” 
 
    A hammering thud cuts Tristan off as the cell door flies open and Captain Ravenoak storms in. “What is going on here? Princess, you should not be here.” 
 
    “Sir,” Tristan pleads. “This is my doing. I thought the Princess could find answers and maybe some peace of mind.” 
 
    Ravenoak’s eyes narrow on him. “Both of you need to leave. Now.” 
 
    “But, Father . . .” Thea says. “I wanted to know.” 
 
    Father? Princess Thea is Ravenoak’s daughter? That explains my memories of the Queen when she was younger, but this isn’t public knowledge. At least not outside of the court. 
 
    “Now!” Ravenoak snarls. 
 
    Thea and Tristan look to me, but say nothing more as they leave my cell. 
 
    “The Princess doesn’t need your permission, Guard, to be anywhere in the castle!”  
 
    What just came out of my mouth!?  
 
    This man could probably kill me with his bare hands, but part of me doesn’t care. Probably the stupid part. 
 
    Ravenoak turns to me with fire in his gaze. “Captain of the Royal Guard—”  
 
    “And her father,” I mutter. 
 
    His cold stare holds mine for a moment before he speaks again. “The Queen was murdered.  No one is to speak with the suspect before the investigation.” 
 
    “Murdered?” I ask, confused. “I don’t even know how she died, let alone have anything to do with it! I did nothing wrong, and I demand to be heard.” 
 
    Ravenoak squares himself. “I am here to relay a message. Tonight, you will stand trial before the Council.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I WIPE THE tears from my face and push the tray of cold food to the side, wrinkling my nose at the untouched bowl of sloshing, milky gray porridge. Some last meal. 
 
    My mind spins with the multiple ways I might die: beheading, slow torture, firing squad, ripped apart by a blast of blue magic. At least the last one is memorable. 
 
    A click sounds, and I snap my head toward the cell’s door. 
 
    Tristan. 
 
    Or maybe he’s the grim reaper. But he looks a lot like a tall, attractive guy with dark brown hair. Not so much the dark angel vibe. 
 
    “Here to escort me to my death sentence?” 
 
    “Not if we can help it. The other Guard will be here in a moment, but Thea wanted you to be aware of a few things before you meet the Council.” 
 
    I scoff. “I’m sure this will be very helpful for my cause.” 
 
    He crosses his arms over his chest, the silk fabric pulling tight over his large biceps. “I don’t have much time, so you need to listen.” 
 
    I gesture around the cell. “I have no place else to go.” 
 
    Tristan’s lips press into a thin line. “I’ll start with the bad news. Lady Albright is the Council leader—” 
 
    My heart sinks with his words. “Then I’m doomed.” 
 
    Tristan ignores me and continues. “But there are five additional members. Two of them, Lady Jacquelyn and Lord Terrowin, side with her on everything. But Lord Fairden, Lady Muriel, and Lady Rose tend to speak their minds. If you can properly plead your case, you may have a chance, or at least buy yourself more time. Lord Fairden generally doesn’t make any decisions without thoroughly studying the evidence.” 
 
    “How many will have to vote against Lady Albright for me to keep my life?” 
 
    He glances away. “Three.” 
 
    I open my mouth to tell him that I’m doomed again, but he steps in quickly, and I snap my lips shut. 
 
    “I believe you can do it, Arabella. Lord Fairden, Lady Muriel, and Lady Rose will ask you fair questions. They will not try to trick you. Answer the queries honestly, and I believe they will see your pure heart and that of the true Queen.” 
 
     “What will happen to the Queen’s Essence if I die and the marking isn’t passed on?” 
 
    “Then the Transfer will be lost, and a new Queen will be crowned,” he says. 
 
    “Princess Thea?” 
 
    “No. If the Essence is dissipated, a new lineage must be created. The Talisman will not pass a new marking to Thea or any of her direct heirs.” 
 
    My chest tightens. “Is the successor named?” 
 
    Tristan exhales loudly and doesn’t answer. 
 
    “It’s Lady Albright, isn’t it?”  
 
    “She is one of the potential Vessels.” 
 
    I pause for a moment to consider his words. “You know I’m doomed, right?” 
 
    Before Tristan gets the chance to answer, a second Guard dressed in blue and black appears outside my cell and clears his throat. 
 
    “Sir,” the Guard says, “it’s time to escort the prisoner.” 
 
    “Thank you, Leif.” Tristan produces a pair of metal cuffs from his pocket and holds them toward me. “Sorry, but I must follow protocol.” 
 
    The bowl of mush tips over as I stand, spilling its gray contents over the tray. “Not that I’ll be coming back to eat that anyway.” I present my hands to Tristan. 
 
    “Hopefully that’s because you’ll be living upstairs.” Tristan fastens the cuffs around my wrists and takes my arm. 
 
    Leif, who’s still outside the cell, pushes the door open and Tristan pilots me out. 
 
    The two escorts flank me as we emerge from below the castle and stride down various grand corridors until we reach a pair of golden double doors. The woodwork is beautifully carved in intricate patterns, and in the center of each panel is an “L” scribed in calligraphy.  
 
    “Wait here.” Tristan hands me off to Leif and disappears inside.  
 
    I’m met with a stone-faced Leif, but he only clutches at my arm and pays me no further heed. Expecting no sympathy from him, I glance down at my dress, now stained and ruined. From the side, I can see a clump of my tangled hair hanging limply over my shoulder. Most likely I have dirt all over my face, too. I’m sure the disparity, when compared to the surrounding cleanliness, only serves to make me appear even worse. 
 
    The door cracks open, and Tristan appears again. “They’re ready for you.” 
 
    My heart picks up speed with his words. What if I’m not ready? 
 
    My feet feel as if they weigh about a thousand pounds. Still, my escorts pull me into the room. Above us, the ceiling must be as high as three stories, and the detail mimics the golden woodwork chiseled on the entrance. Ten Guards line the sides of the room, five on each side. They each hold staffs. At the head of the line on my left is Captain Ravenoak. His jaw is locked and squared, and he’s focused straight ahead. 
 
    Before me, lined up in a row on a dais, are seven large white-leather chairs with elaborate gold trim. What must be the Council occupy six of these seats. Lady Albright, now dressed in a black gown, paired with a black hat decorated with feathers, is perched directly in the center. Her eyes are trained on the marking on my upper arm. 
 
    Tristan leans in close to my ear. “Lord Fairden, Lady Jacquelyn, and Lady Muriel are to Albright’s left. Lord Terrowin and Lady Rose are on the right.” 
 
    Who am I supposed to convince again? Lady Jacquelyn or Rose? My breath picks up as I study the members. Lord Fairden appears to be a kindly man with dark skin and dark hair that’s peppered with gray, but his eyes are a deep and unusual green hue. He acknowledges me with a curt nod. 
 
    Tristan and Leif guide me to a single wooden chair positioned in front of the Council, below their dais. I plop into it, my hands still cuffed in front of me.  
 
    “Please rise,” Ravenoak’s booms through the room.  
 
    Princess Thea enters the room, nearly floating. The Council stands, and I scramble to my feet. Princess Thea’s blonde hair is pulled tightly back, and she’s still wearing black, but a new gown. This full-length dress is form fitting, and she wears a velvet cape around her shoulders. A black veil, affixed to her hair, covers her eyes, just touching the bottom of her nose. Thea’s lips are painted a pale pink and, in her hand, she clutches a handkerchief. 
 
    We all watch as she climbs the stairs of the platform and takes the last empty seat. 
 
    When the Princess sits, the rest of the Council does as well. Thea dips her head in greeting toward Albright. She returns a less than genuine smile. 
 
    Slowly, I lower myself to my seat. 
 
    “Welcome everyone,” Albright says, panning from side to side. “This commission was called over the unprecedented tragedy that has befallen the Queendom. Gathering like this is unfortunate, and saddens me. Yet we have a duty to the former Queen. Her legacy will not end like this.” Her eyes move to me, and if daggers could shoot from her pupils, they probably would. 
 
    I peer up at Tristan and he subtly nods. He’s the closest thing to a friend I have in this cold, unfamiliar place. Shifting back to the platform, I find Thea’s eyes locked onto me before she quickly turns her gaze away. 
 
    Albright clears her throat and continues. “This commission will have three parts. First, we will convey the known facts surrounding the death of the Queen. Next, we will question the Accused. Then, lastly, we will summon material witnesses to establish the Accused’s character and possible motives. Once this is completed, the Council will come to a decision on the Accused’s fate.” 
 
    A token-sized lump forms in my throat.  
 
    Albright raises a hand and gestures to Lady Jacquelyn. 
 
    Lady Jacquelyn’s straight, pure white hair falls to her shoulders, narrowing her facial features. Her deep brown eyes forms slits as she scrutinizes me. She shifts to the edge of the regal throne. “On the 35th day of the 254th year after the Breech, our Queen was poisoned by the Sarrow Root administered in her morning tea. As no official successor was named, Queen Isolde’s Essence Transferred to Arabella of the House of Garin. Without a sanctioned acknowledgement of the Queen’s next Essence Vessel, the decision of the Queendom’s future lies in the hands of the Council of Lore. We will now open up questions to the Accused.” 
 
    The Queen was poisoned? My mind races, trying to absorb the new information the Council has thrown at me.  
 
    “Stand, Arabella of the House of Garin,” Lady Jacquelyn says. 
 
    My stomach does a flop as I force myself up on shaking legs. 
 
    Lady Jacquelyn pinches her lips together while she leers at me in disgust. “Present the symbol.” 
 
    I turn slightly to allow the Council view of the tattoo.  
 
    “We all agree that this peasant bears the marking of the Queendom?” she asks.  
 
    Each on the Council agrees, and Lady Jacquelyn returns her attention to me. “You will keep your answers focused on facts and not emotional discourse.” She gestures for me to sit. 
 
    I nearly melt into my seat. But I am emotional. They are going to make me an example no matter what I say. I can’t do this. 
 
    A heavy-set woman with red wavy hair raises her chubby fingers to grab my attention. Her dark emerald corset is so tight her ample chest nearly spills over the edge. “Hello, dear. I am Lady Rose, and I’ll begin the round of questioning.” 
 
    A chill settles in my center. 
 
    Lady Rose smiles softly. “Do you know what Sarrow Root is and where it is found?” 
 
    As the words leave her mouth, I recall the memory of when my father scolded Neil and me for digging up some while on a scavenging run. We were just kids, and mistook the dense, potato-like root for the wild edible, Hopniss. Papa nearly knocked Neil to the ground to prevent him from taking a bite. He would have died in minutes from the mutated plant. 
 
    “Yes, I know what Sarrow Root is, and that the herb grows near the border,” I say. 
 
    “And do you know that the plant is most prevalent near the outskirts beyond the town of Arlos?” Rose asks. 
 
    “So what? Anyone can travel there and harvest it!” 
 
    “Relax, young lady,” Albright insists. “We are doing our due diligence here. Just answer the questions and refrain from any outbursts.” 
 
    With my hands restrained, I push up using my toes and straighten in my chair. I take a deep breath, holding the air in for a bit before slowly exhaling. Lady Rose’s bright blue eyes wait for me as I return my attention the Council. “Yes, I am aware. That root grows everywhere near my town.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Lord Fairden clutching something inside his closed fist. A soft amber hue pulses out slightly. 
 
    “What is in your hand?” I ask. 
 
    Lady Albright leans forward and scowls. “We do the asking here.” 
 
    “It’s alright, Albright,” Fairden says. His dark eyes relay a sense of ease. “She has the right to know.” 
 
    Albright rolls her eyes and sits back. “Fine.” 
 
    “My dear, this is a Truth Stone.” He extends his open hand to me, exposing a small, dark-red gem. “Just as the name implies, the stone can determine if you are telling the truth or not. It’s not perfect, but it can read your body’s internal reactions to our questioning.” 
 
    Magic. I hate it. Nothing about the wizardry makes sense, and only those in power control it. 
 
    Fairden lowers his hand and conceals the stone once more. He gestures for Lady Rose to continue. 
 
    “One last question from me,” Rose says in my direction. “How did your father die?” 
 
    My breath hitches at her question. It feels wrong for these people to pry into my personal life like this. 
 
    I pause and carefully dig out the right words. “He died of Breech sickness while trying to provide enough for his family.” 
 
    Lady Albright raises her hand to Lady Rose. “Let me take it from here.” She holds a bag in her hands, one I hadn’t notice before. 
 
    Lady Rose tips her head in agreement. 
 
    Albright continues. “Your father held resentment for the Royal authority for how we rule our land. He constantly pushed past our mandated scavenging borders. This resentment spilled over to you. This all leads to a clear motive.” She reaches into the bag and pulls out something I don’t want to see and had completely forgotten about in this whole mess. My light gray cloak. My stomach drops farther than I thought was possible. 
 
    She holds up the cloak and allows it to fall full length for the entire Council to see. “Is it true that you threatened to kill a Royal Guard last evening in Arlos.” 
 
    “I . . . I was only trying to stop him from executing a man who’s gone a little crazy because his family died!” 
 
    “You resent the Queendom.” She drops the cloak to the floor. 
 
    “That’s not true,” I snarl in reply. “Everyone from the Relic class feels like this to some degree. I am not a murderer or a rebel. I didn’t steal the Queen’s Essence. I. DO. NOT. WANT. TO. BE. QUEEN!” 
 
    Tristan and Leif step closer to me, as if I’m going to break from my restraints and charge the Council. The Lords and Ladies bend their heads together, and the murmuring sound of their private discussion irritates me further as I await the next question. 
 
    Lord Terrowin, the only other man on the Council, hammers his fist down against the arm of his chair, effectively grabbing the attention of the room. He stands and stretches his arms out to settle the room. He’s tall, with dark circles around his eyes. His completely white hair complements his wrinkled, pale skin. I figure he’s the oldest member of the Council. 
 
    “I would like to hear from those close to the accused,” Terrowin says. “There is more to be learned by asking those who are not accused. I recommend we cease questioning the girl until after we’ve spoken to the intended witnesses.” 
 
    “Witnesses? Who?” I ask, swinging my attention to Tristan. 
 
    His eyes widen. He doesn’t know who they’re talking about either. 
 
    The back doors open and in come two Guards, escorting Mama and Asher. My heart nearly leaps from my chest. 
 
    Mama’s shoulders are slumped, most likely with exhaustion and worry, but at least she doesn’t appear hurt. 
 
    “Mama!” 
 
    She catches my gaze as I try to stand, but Leif’s strong hand pushes on my shoulder, forcing my body back down.  
 
    “The Accused will be silent,” Albright orders. 
 
    Asher pulls his arm free from the Guard. “I’ve come here willingly, and I’ve been accused of nothing.” His eyebrows push together and he clenches his jaw. 
 
    “He’s correct,” Fairden says to the Guards. “Please treat our citizens with more care.” 
 
    Asher sneers at his escort, but the Guard doesn’t retaliate in any way.  
 
    “Please, Asher of the House of Caine and Mary from the House of Garin, approach the Council,” Fairden says. 
 
    I keep my eyes trained on them as Asher and Mama step forward. Once their Guards fall back, Asher rushes to Mama and places his hand on her shoulder, protecting her. As always. He turns his attention to me and mouths, “I love you.” 
 
    I attempt a trembling smile as they pass my chair. Mama momentarily glances my way and then back to the Council. The two Guards take their place behind Asher and Mama, close enough so if either cause problems, they can be subdued quickly. 
 
    “Mary of the House of Garin, step forward,” Terrowin says. 
 
    Asher drops his hand from her shoulder, and Mama takes two tiny steps forward. She raises her chin to Terrowin, and my stomach tenses when her lip quivers. 
 
    Terrowin opens his mouth to speak, but Lady Albright rises and quiets him with her hand. Everyone’s eyes are on her as she walks down the stairs to Mama. Albright stops about a foot in front of her. Mama bows her head, and her hands shake at her side. 
 
    “Mary . . . of the House of Garin,” Albright says. “You run a salvage shop near the town square, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, My Lady.” Mama maintains her focus onto the marble floor. 
 
    Albright circles her like a vulture. “And after your husband passed away, you managed this shop with the help of your son and daughter?”  
 
    “Yes, My Lady.” 
 
    She stops in front of Mama again. “But your son, Neil, left for training at the Institute two years ago, and you haven’t seen or heard much of him since.” 
 
    Mama lifts her head, but avoids Albright’s eyes. “I’m very proud of both of my children.” 
 
    “But Neil abandoned you. He has only provided you with a small amount of his remuneration, and it’s left your family in . . . difficulty.” 
 
    Mama opens her mouth, but Albright cuts her off.  
 
    “Your daughter, Arabella, is jealous, and sees how Neil has more than you will ever have. She found the Sarrow Root and snuck into the castle. She worked with someone to poison the Queen and stole her Essence. This is the only explanation.” 
 
    I clench my jaw, dying to scream at the horrible woman. 
 
    Asher lunges forward, and his Guard catches him. “What are you talking about?” he shouts. “This is all lies!” 
 
    “No!” Mama yells. “Why would she do that? Arabella is happy in Arlos. We don’t have much, but we love each other—” 
 
    “Silence.” Albright waves her hand in Mama’s face. “Get these peasants out of here.” 
 
    My breath shortens and the room spins. I didn’t commit murder! 
 
    “I have the right to speak, too!” Asher yells as the Guard drags him from the room. 
 
    Mama’s knees buckle. Her escort snatches her arm and yanks her back onto her feet. 
 
    “Why are you treating us like this?” I scream. “We’ve done nothing!” 
 
    The doors slam shut behind me, and I twist toward the sound. Mama and Asher are gone. 
 
    My heart pounds so hard it’s as if it’s trying to escape my rib cage.  
 
    Albright turns, and her gown flicks behind her. She marches up the steps of the dais and back to her seat. “I will not allow this girl to make a mockery of our government. We will call this to a vote, immediately. All those in favor of death, raise your right hand and say aye.” 
 
    Most of the Council sit with wide-eyed shock on their faces. No one moves. 
 
    “But Lady Albright…” Fairden says, “…the Truth Stone.” 
 
    “We are all aware that the Truth Stone is inconsistent. I don’t know why you insisted on using it today.” She glares at Fairden. “All those in favor of death, raise your right hand and say aye,” Albright repeats with more force in her voice, raising her right hand. 
 
    Lady Jacquelyn and Lord Terrowin slowly raise their right hands and say, “Aye.”  
 
    Albright scowls at the rest, her nostrils flaring. 
 
    I flit my attention between the remaining three. Lady Muriel sighs and raises her right hand. “Aye.” 
 
    At the word, I retch and fall forward. Since I haven’t eaten since yesterday, nothing comes up. “I didn’t do anything . . . I didn’t do anything!” I cry out as tears gush from my eyes. 
 
    A screech cuts through my whimpering pleas. Princess Thea thunders to her feet and faces the Council.  
 
    “I call on my right, as the unmarked Royal heir, to pardon Arabella of the House of Garin, and assign her to my care until this matter can be fully sorted.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    THE COUNCIL ERUPTS at Princess Thea’s words. Not entirely sure of what just happened, I examine each member for clues. Does this mean I don’t have to die? 
 
    I twist toward Tristan, but his eyes are locked on Thea. Did he know she would do this? 
 
    “This is not possible,” Albright hisses. “Without a ruling Queen, the Council’s decision is final.” 
 
    Thea squares her shoulders and turns to Albright. “According to passages in the Code of Lore Honor, the unmarked heir is allowed two votes on the Council until a new Queen is crowned.” She looks to Fairden and Rose. “So, unless Lord Fairden and Lady Rose object to my proposal, we are at a standstill, Lady Albright. There is no reason to rush this issue, and the Council should have additional time to make a proper decision.” 
 
    “She is correct,” Fairden says to Albright. “In special circumstances, such as this, the anticipated heir is granted the special privilege of two Council votes. Of course, this right has never been used before . . .” 
 
    “And I will be exercising this right.” Thea studies the two members who have yet to vote. “Now, do you Lord Fairden or you Lady Rose have any objections?” 
 
    “No, your Royal Highness,” Fairden says. “I agree with your proposal to allow us more time to garner evidence.”  
 
    Lady Rose smiles, and her plump cheeks turn a soft shade of pink, suiting her name. “I wholeheartedly agree. More time would be most helpful.” 
 
    Albright sneers and grips the arms of her chair. Lord Terrowin leans closer and whispers something into her ear. A purple glow emits from both of Albright’s hands, then dissipates.  
 
    I swallow the lump forming in my throat and slump back into my seat. Mama’s worried face flashes before my mind, and I quickly push myself up straight again. “Please, may I see my family, then?” 
 
    Albright whips her attention to me, her eyes wild with simmering anger. “Quiet!” she shouts. 
 
    I freeze. 
 
    “Lady Albright,” Thea scolds. “May I remind you that I am still the Princess of Lore. I have made my choice, and you must abide by it.” 
 
    Albright’s eyes narrow into slits, and she leans back into her seat. “Yes, your Royal Highness.” 
 
    Thea holds the Lady’s cold stare until Albright breaks away. Princess Thea considers me. “Your family should still be inside the castle. You will be allowed to speak with them.” 
 
    The corners of my eyes sting with tears. “Thank you.”  
 
    Ravenoak steps forward from the Guard, his brows furrowed. “The Accused is still not free.” 
 
    “Arabella will be under my care,” the Princess says. 
 
    “It would still be best if she is not allowed any visitors beyond today,” Ravenoak says. “I would advise that she never leave the castle grounds. A temporary pardon is not an acquittal.” 
 
    Thea nods to her father. “This is wise advice. While I desire to bestow kindness, we do not want to risk the alteration of vital information or the possibility of escape.” 
 
    Ravenoak bows his head and returns to his place. 
 
    “Please escort Arabella from the House of Garin to the Wisteria suite, and, when she settles, allow her family to visit her for one hour.” 
 
    I gaze tearfully at Thea, overcome with gratitude. At least this is something. At least someone is helping me. 
 
    A steady hand rests on my arm and I flinch. Tristan’s lips stretch into a slight smile. “Let’s go,” he says. 
 
    My mind spins as we exit the hall and wander down one corridor after another. I don’t even recall the way he takes me. 
 
    My mouth falls open and I gape when I finally behold the chamber prepared for me. The room boasts a grand set of windows covered in thick, white drapes that run nearly floor to ceiling. A massive, carved wooden bed with a fluffy, white comforter and far too many pillows takes up a large space in the room. To the bed’s side is a seating area with a couch and two tufted chairs in a soft floral print. A large wardrobe stands on the opposite wall, and a door next to it looks as if the opening leads to a bathroom nearly as big as the bedroom itself. As kids, Neil and I shared a tiny room, no bigger than one of the corners of this elaborate space. He would love this so much. But I’m beyond uncomfortable with this kind of excess. 
 
    I turn to Tristan. “This is where I’m staying?” 
 
    “It’s one of the nicest guest quarters in the castle.” He reaches for my hands and removes the shackles. 
 
    “Thank you.” I rub at my wrists as I walk farther into the room. 
 
    “There should be clothes of various sizes inside the wardrobe. The Queen always kept garments stocked for guests.” 
 
    I pick at the folds of my rumpled dress. “Maybe this one could just be washed.” 
 
    Tristan chuckles. “Even if the garment could be, I’m not sure your dress would do.” 
 
    A pit forms in my stomach.  
 
    Tristan furrows his brows in an expression that I realize mirrors my own. “This is difficult, I know.” 
 
    I lower my head as he strides by. 
 
    “But your family will be here soon, and you might want to clean up.” Tristan pauses on the threshold. “I’ll be waiting outside your door, should you have need of me.”  
 
    When the lock clicks shut, I crumble to the floor in sobs. I cry until I think my eyes might fall out and my chest will cave in. I’m not sure how much more my heart can take this day. Or the next. 
 
    A soft touch on my shoulder startles me. With a gasp, I open my eyes. How long was I on the floor? I expected to see Tristan before me, but it’s not him.  
 
    “Oh, Mama . . . Mama.” I scramble to my knees and throw my arms around her shoulders. Fresh tears pour down my cheeks and into her hair. “I don’t know what happened.”  
 
    “I know, sweetheart.” She grasps me even tighter. “I have you . . . I have you.” 
 
    I’m not sure how long we stay this way. The time could be minutes—or hours. Eventually, I pull away from her and notice Asher standing off to the side, still wearing my favorite green tunic. 
 
    I push myself to my feet and throw myself into his embrace. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I cry. “I don’t know what happened.” 
 
    He clutches me tighter. “You didn’t do anything. There’s nothing to be sorry for.” He pulls back from me to peer intently into my waiting gaze. “I’m getting you out of here.” 
 
    Fear seizes my chest. “Please don’t do anything stupid. I need to know you and Mama are safe.” 
 
    “I won’t let them hurt you,” he says. 
 
    I step back so I can look at both him and Mama. “Princess Thea is helping me. She gave me a temporary pardon so the truth can come out. She’s been so kind.” 
 
    “It didn’t seem to me that the Council wanted to know the truth,” Mama whispers. 
 
    “Please,” I say. “I need to trust Princess Thea and Tristan—” 
 
    “Who’s Tristan?” Asher asks. 
 
    I point to the door. “My Guard. He and the Princess believe I didn’t steal the Queen’s Essence and are willing to help me give the Transfer back.” 
 
    “Can you do that without dying?” Asher asks. 
 
    My heart twitches. I hadn’t thought of that. “I think so?”  
 
    Mama shifts nervously on her feet, stress crinkling her forehead. 
 
    “Something is very wrong here,” Asher says. 
 
    “Of course something is wrong,” I say. “But this isn’t a problem you can fix, Asher. Not this time.”   
 
    The corners of his lips turn down and he averts his eyes. “Everything was going so well. How could this happen?” 
 
    I wrap my arms around his waist. “It will all be okay.” I say this, but I’m not even sure I believe the words myself. “We just have to wait.” 
 
    “I don’t want to wait. Everything was planned. Tonight was going to be perfect.” Asher pinches the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “What was going to be perfect?” 
 
    Asher’s lips press into a thin line, and then he lets out a sigh. Gently, he removes my hands and pulls a small, soft cloth bag from his pants pocket. “That.” 
 
    I pull open the drawstring and tip the contents into my hand. My breath catches, and I blink back tears. Behind me, Mama gasps.  
 
    In the center of my palm rests a silver ring with an emerald solitaire. Asher and I have been talking about getting married for over a year now. We wanted to wait until after the Transfer Ceremony. How did he afford this? 
 
    My heart pounds so loudly, I’m sure it echoes off the room’s walls. I curl my fingers over the ring and search Asher’s face. This boy is my partner—the person who I want to share everything with. “Yes,” I whisper to him. 
 
    His face brightens, and his beautiful smile fills the room. Taking my hand, he slips the ring onto my finger. After he gazes at the ring for a second, he wraps me in his arms and holds me close with every bit of his being. The bag drops to the ground. 
 
    If magic is truly real, I want it to take us far away from this place. 
 
    Mama can’t control herself and piles on, hugging me from behind. Love encircles us with a warmth that I never want to release. 
 
    Pounding footsteps rattle the floor beneath my feet. I turn just as Ravenoak storms in with two more Guards, destroying any joy I might have momentarily felt. Asher and Mama pull back from the embrace. Asher maneuvers himself in front of me, holding my wrist to secure my protected position behind his solid frame. 
 
    “Visiting time is now over,” Ravenoak declares. “Please go with these men, and they will escort you out.” 
 
    “They just got here.” I step out from behind Asher. “I need more time. Please.” 
 
    Ravenoak’s eyes narrow to slits at Asher before turning to me. “At this time, you have no rights as an unauthorized Vessel of the Queen’s Essence.” 
 
    Mama holds onto me, squeezing tight before pulling back. “I love you, and will see you again.” 
 
    Her head drops and tears brim from her eyes as she’s escorted out of the room.  
 
    Asher’s arms are folded across his chest. 
 
    “Asher,” I say, “I’ll figure out a way to see you soon. I promise. I won’t let these people separate us.” 
 
    Asher opens his mouth to speak. 
 
    “Let’s move, young man.” Ravenoak gestures toward the door. 
 
    I give him a brave smile. “It’s okay.” 
 
    Asher takes a deep breath, then heads out, his gaze fixed on mine until Ravenoak and the other Guard cut in front of him and shut the door.  
 
    My lip quivers and my breath staggers with each intake of air. I plop down on the end of the bed as tears stream down my cheeks once more. But, through my blurry vision, I admire the beautiful ring Asher gave me. 
 
    Eventually, I let my body become absorbed by the pillow-like blanketing. My eyelids grow heavy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’m jostled awake by a steady knocking. Turning to the covered windows, I see there’s no light that enters the room. I don’t feel like I’ve slept very long, even though it’s night. 
 
    “Ma’am?” a female says from the hallway. 
 
    Taking a few steps toward the door, I call out, “Yes, who is it?” 
 
    “I’m here to bring you supper. May I enter?” 
 
    Fiddling with my hair, I pull myself together. Not that it’s going to help much. “Yes, come in.” 
 
    The door creaks and slowly swings open. The girl walks in carefully, a soft smile warming her face. A face I recognize . . .  
 
    Esme!  
 
    A sleek gray and purple dress hugs her petite body, and the short cut of her cap sleeves allows the dark circular symbol on her right upper arm to be visible. She stops just inside the room. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I’d nearly forgotten she was given an Elder’s Essence today too. 
 
    “I’m assigned to be your Executive Lore Maiden.” She links her hands in front of her.  
 
    I furrow my brow. “What? Why?” 
 
    She shrugs. “It’s simply the order I received.” 
 
    “I don’t need an Executive Lore Maiden.” Then I glance down at my still filthy clothes and embarrassment spreads across my cheeks. 
 
    “Something tells me you might.” She takes a step closer to me. “And it’s not as if I really have a choice. But if I’m going to assist someone, I’m glad it’s not some stuffy old lady.” 
 
    I sit back down on the end of the bed. “Maybe, between us, you can just be my friend.” 
 
    “That sounds good, and I do have some supper for you. A friend can bring another friend food right?” 
 
    I smile. “Sure. Thanks.” 
 
    She wheels in a cart of vibrant, rich food. A platter of fruit catches my attention. The Royal garden is known for its pristine fruits and vegetables. Set in a spiral rotation, the strawberries, grapes, oranges, blueberries, and what I think are mango slices glisten under the lighting in the room. I swallow, not wanting to drool all over the cart. 
 
    Next to the fruit platter is a steaming basket of warm, fresh sliced breads, all varied in colors and textures. Their buttery smell makes my eyes close in pleasure. 
 
    I don’t even care what’s under the other two silver lids on the cart. I dig into the soft bread and inhale piece after piece, chasing it down with the sweetest blueberries I’ve ever tasted. 
 
    Esme stands to the side and watches me gorge. 
 
    I quickly swallow down a mango slice and clear my throat. “Sorry, I haven’t eaten in a while.” 
 
    She grins. “I get it, trust me. This is all new to me, too. It’s the same thing with not needing tokens anymore. We’re just provided for here.” 
 
    Grabbing the smooth cloth on the cart, I wipe my mouth, pretty sure my face is covered in food. I grab a crystal glass filled with a bubbly liquid and guzzle the deliciousness. The sweet nectar fizzes as the liquid flows down my throat. I swallow, then lean in closer to her. “Do you know what they really are? Tokens, I mean. How do they work?” 
 
    Esme shakes her head and chuckles. “Heck no. I might be an Executive Maiden, but all that magic stuff is beyond my required knowledge base. But I think you will discover that answer soon enough, given your position.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully I won’t be around here long enough for that,” I say, returning the smile. 
 
    Esme looks around the room, as if someone might be watching, then turns back to me. She places plates piled with food on a table near the bed, then rolls her cart toward the door. “You might want those dishes later, but I need to go. Lady Jacquelyn oversees me and will be wondering why I haven’t brought her daily reports already.” 
 
    “Please come back when you can,” I say. I barely know Esme, but she’s like me, and it feels like no one else in this place is. 
 
    She tips her head down. “I’m sure I’ll be back in the morning.” She leaves a napkin full of candy on my nightstand as she goes. 
 
    A sinking feeling returns to my gut as quiet fills the room once more. I glance at my ring. It doesn’t take long before my desire to return to Asher consumes my thoughts. I want to be with him right now, feel his hands on my body, his lips caressing mine, beginning a new chapter with him as his wife.  
 
    Just as fast as Asher entered my mind, he vanishes in a bright light and a new memory spills out before me. I’m lying down and something rests in my hands. A flush travels up my chest and warms my neck—an intense feeling of love. In my arms rests a newborn baby wrapped in the most delicate, laced blanket.  
 
    Princess Thea. And I’ve—no, the Queen—just gave birth. 
 
    “Arabella . . .”  
 
    I clutch my arm. A mild burning sensation throbs over my skin, as if the tattoo is digging itself in deeper. I blink to regain focus and the sensation fades. My gaze snags onto two figures just inside my room: Tristan and Lord Fairden.  
 
    “Sorry Dear,” Fairden says. His deep green eyes gleam intensely and command stern attention, but the way he smiles at me this moment almost puts me at ease. There’s kindness in his voice. The way he speaks reminds me of my Papa. “We knocked, but you didn’t answer. Young Tristan here was worried and let us in. Forgive the intrusion.” 
 
    “Uh, no, I’m sorry.” I slip off the bed. “I was lost in thought.” 
 
    “Please leave us, young man,” Fairden says, shifting to Tristan. 
 
    “Yes, My Lord.”  
 
    Once Tristan exits, Fairden takes a step toward me and my heart races. He seems nice, but I have no idea if anyone on the Council is trustworthy. 
 
    “I wanted to inform you that your training begins tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Training?” I echo. 
 
    “Yes. I will begin your education in the discipline of magic. The process might give us clues into why this marking . . . happened. The Queen’s power resides in the Essence that you’ve received. It’s time for you to awaken that power to fully understand your place in the Queendom.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    BAM! BAM! BAM! 
 
    I shoot straight up in my bed. My heart drops as I study my surroundings, the ornate room. It wasn’t a nightmare. I’m still in the castle. Away from Mama. Away from Asher. 
 
    Bam! Bam! Bam! 
 
    The banging sounds once again. 
 
    “Your Maiden has arrived,” Leif’s muffled voice calls from the hall.  
 
    “Um . . .” I consider my white cotton nightgown and rake a hand through my tangled hair, still slightly damp after bathing last night. “Send her in.” 
 
    The door cracks open, and Esme’s kind face appears in the opening. Leif, with a scowl, pushes the door open farther and Esme ambles inside with an armload of dresses. Leif pushes in a food cart.  
 
    “I’m not a waiter,” he mutters, though he wheels the cart into the middle of the room. 
 
    Esme places the dresses at the end of my bed and turns to Leif. “Thank you for your help, anyway.” 
 
    His jaw tenses before he spins on his heel and exits the room. 
 
    Esme wipes her brow. “I had to make two trips for all this stuff.” 
 
    She walks to the window and throws open a set of curtains. I raise a hand to my eyes to block the sudden burst of sunlight streaming in. She finishes opening all the drapes and turns to me. 
 
    “You have a big day ahead.” 
 
    With my eyes still stinging from the light, I sigh and swing my bare feet to the carpeted floor. The fibers squish between my toes, and as I stand, my feet sink in slightly. Carpet isn’t a luxury I’ve had much experience with. 
 
    While Esme fiddles with a pile of clothes, I walk to the cart and pluck a piece of buttered toast from a plate. I bite into the toast and close my eyes, thoroughly enjoying the experience. Butter is expensive, and Mama only buys it on special occasions. 
 
    “What about this one?” Esme asks, breaking my momentary bliss. She holds up a garish pink gown made of entirely too much lace. My eyes widen. Esme chuckles. “I’m only kidding.” She tosses the hideous garment aside. “That thing would itch like a burlap sack.” 
 
    “I thought there were gowns for me to wear in my closet?” I walk toward the wardrobe. 
 
    “The Princess doesn’t want you wearing those, apparently. Too out of fashion, she said. These are the latest.” Esme holds up a lime green satin dress this time.  
 
    I stop walking and wave my hand at her. 
 
    “Well, you have to pick one.” She rifles through the pile again and yanks out a pale blue garment. The fabric of the skirt is flowing, but the bodice appears tight. 
 
    I contemplate it, but truly, I could never see myself in something so lovely. Or uncomfortable. “How am I supposed to breathe in that thing?” 
 
    “It’s the best you’re going to get. And the silk is exquisite. At least, that’s what the Princess said when she gave the lot to me.” 
 
    “Fine. But if I look like a sausage, I’m blaming you.” I eat another piece of toast with scrambled eggs while Esme makes up my bed. I feel completely useless and guilty while watching her work, but she tells me I’m not allowed to help. 
 
    Afterward, she slides me into the blue gown, not once glancing at my tattoo or mentioning it. Instead, her fingers make quick work of the intricate fasteners in the back. And I was right, the dress’s tight bodice pinches at my waist and torso, and I fidget with the fabric along the side. But the sleeve length does cover my marking. For that, I’m grateful. 
 
    “Stop squirming. This isn’t even as tight as the corset could be.” Then she makes me sit at a vanity and works on my hair. 
 
    She runs the comb through my long strands. The pulling and yanking smarts. I grit my teeth against the pain. 
 
    “Sorry,” Esme says. “But why didn’t you comb this out last night?” 
 
    “I was lucky enough to get a bath.” I chuckle. “I think I fell asleep in the tub.” 
 
    She clicks her tongue. “Well, starting tonight, I think I’ll be allowed to attend to you before sleeping, so this mess doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    I wince as she attempts to run the comb through again. Eventually, she gets all the knots out and somehow arranges my hair into an elegant style, a contrast to my usual mess. Soft curls fall over my shoulders, and she pins the top half back with a jewel-covered hair comb. 
 
    From a drawer beside the vanity, Esme takes out several types of colored powders and creams and applies the cosmetics to my face. At first, the experience makes my skin crawl, but it soon turns to fascination as I watch her transform a simple girl into something quite different. My skin is the smoothest it’s been in my life, and my lips are painted a pale pink. I wouldn’t go so far as to say I seem Royal, but this is the most Royal I’ve ever looked. 
 
    “How do you know how to do this?” I ask, stunned at the quality of the work.  
 
    She shrugs. “When the Transfer overtook me, all this new knowledge settled on my brain. I can’t exactly explain it, but it’s as if I’ve styled people’s hair thousands of times. Even this morning more of the Elder Executive Maiden’s Essence has been made clear to me concerning her organizational duties and all the inner workings of the castle. I woke up and just knew them. It’s a bit overwhelming, but I feel like I was born to do this job.” She pinches her lips together as if she’s considering her words. “Haven’t you experienced something like this yet?” 
 
    My heart jumps at her question. “I don’t think it’s the same for me. I’ve seen several memories, but I don’t have any knowledge. Just the few things I saw in the visions.” 
 
    Esme tips her head and studies me as if she’s trying to determine if I’m telling the truth. Finally, she clicks her tongue. “Well, you are stunning.” 
 
    I glance into the mirror again. The thought seems terribly conceited, but she’s right. If I didn’t know I was sitting here, I would have no idea the person in the reflection was me.  
 
    A pang of guilt tightens my chest. This is not me. 
 
    “Do you feel like the Transfer changed you? I mean, really changed you?” I ask. 
 
    Esme purses her lips. “It’s too early for me to say. But honestly? So far, I feel like a better me. I thought I would hate this, but I don’t. Not yet, at least.” She puts the finishing touches on my makeup and hair and smiles. “There. You’re done.” 
 
    I let out a steady breath and stand, still gaping at my reflection. 
 
    Esme cleans and rearranges the vanity, then pushes her cart over near the door. Humming a tune under her breath, she hangs the new dresses in my closet, even the ugly pink one. 
 
    “At some point, you’ll have to stop admiring yourself and deal with your day,” she says. 
 
    I break from my reflection and spin toward her. “What do you know about my day?” 
 
    “That Lord Fairden will be here soon to retrieve you. But, for now, I recommend not asking him too many questions about the Council. Everyone is pretty up in arms about the Princess temporarily pardoning you.” 
 
    “I thought Fairden was supportive of the pardon?” 
 
    Esme places a hand on her hip. “He is. But you should still be careful.” She opens the door and dramatically clears her throat.  
 
    Leif appears, scowling again, but holds the door for her. 
 
    “I’ll see you tonight,” Esme says as she exits. 
 
    I mutter a goodbye as she locks me in my gilded cage. 
 
    Turning back around, I can’t help but glimpse myself in the mirror again. My eyes have somehow grown in size, and my cheekbones are brushed high in rouge. It’s a rich stranger’s reflection. Despite wanting nothing to do with the Queen’s Essence, something inside of me is drawn to this lifestyle.  
 
    I can’t hold back the Queen’s Essence forever. I’m afraid her memories will eventually bubble to the surface and consume more and more of who I am.  
 
    A steady knocking pulls me from my thoughts. 
 
    I straighten my dress and rise. “Come in.” 
 
    Lord Fairden casually walks in, his hands locked regally behind his waist. His shoulders are pulled back and his head is held high. He wears dark slacks and a white collared shirt with a deep purple vest, an ensemble that isn’t quite as rigid as the stuffy suit he wore at the Royal commission. 
 
    “Good day, young Arabella. You are ever so regal this morning. I hope the accommodations were to your satisfaction?” 
 
    My eyes shift down to my feet and my mind drifts to my lowly peasant upbringing. “It—It was fine. It’s far more than I need.” 
 
    He steps closer to me while interlocking his fingers in front of him. “Listen, I understand how overwhelming this is for you. The Council is here to protect the Queendom and all those who live within our borders. I’m certain not all feel this way, but the Council is not your enemy. Nor am I here to sentence you to death. I just want to be clear about all of what has happened.” 
 
    “But death is what awaits me if the Council sees fit,” I blurt out, regretting my words right away. 
 
    A soft smile inches up Fairden’s face. “My dear, the truth will be revealed, and, if you’re honest with us, you will have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    I’ve been nothing but honest and I’m still here. His words are not comforting me—at all. 
 
    As if sensing my unease, Fairden steps closer and rests a hand on my shoulder. I tense at what should be a comforting gesture. 
 
    “We need to start your magic tutelage,” he says, maintaining his warm smile. “Are you ready to proceed?” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    Fairden chuckles lightly. “Well, this is a great honor for most. And if you hold the Queen’s Essence, then this experience will amaze you.” 
 
    He extends a hand toward the exit and indicates for me to leave my quarters. I have so much I want to say, but the words stick in my throat. 
 
    Once we reach the hall, Leif glares at me with his usual pent-up animosity. I wish Tristan was on duty. Lord Fairden takes the lead and guides us down a long corridor I’ve not yet seen. Formal looking oil paintings adorn every panel we walk by. Blue and gold banner sashes hang from marble pillars. There’s no chance anyone would forget where they are or who controls this castle. 
 
    “This way, please,” Fairden says, turning down a narrower hall. 
 
    We reach the end of the short corridor at a rustic wooden door. Beautifully carved symbols cover every inch of the wood. Leif steps forward and pulls the door open. Light floods the hall and a gentle breeze pours in. The sweet smell of jasmine fills the air, the fragrance hitting the back of my throat.  
 
    In this expansive courtyard—one completely surrounded by the castle—flowers of almost every color line several walkways that lead to a large cobblestone patio in the center. Two burly Royal Guards, staffs held at their sides, stand at attention in the central patio.  
 
    This just got serious. 
 
    “Walk with me, dear. Never mind them.” Fairden strides down a path to the patio. 
 
    Easy for you to say. 
 
    With Leif at my back and the Royal Guards eyeing me, I decide to follow. 
 
    As soon as my feet hit the cobblestone, Fairden turns and lifts both hands at me. A soft purple haze flows over his palms. A pit forms in my stomach. “Wait, what are you—” 
 
    A bright burst hits me and an intense warmth in my chest throws me back. I topple over and barely avoid hitting my head on the stone underfoot. 
 
    Grasping at my chest, I search for burns. Nothing. Not even a small mark. I scuttle back, hampered by this stupid dress, as Fairden casually walks toward me. His hands no longer glow. Instead, he’s reaching out to me. “Please, let me help you up.” 
 
    “What the hell!” I snarl, refusing his hand. 
 
    Fairden raises one eyebrow and keeps his hand extended. “I’m sorry, but I needed to test your innate ability to sense magic. Please, let me help you up, and I’ll explain.” 
 
    I don’t move for a second, eyeing everyone around me. To my side, Leif smirks at me. Behind Fairden, the two Guards stand like lifeless statues, completely unfazed by what’s just unfolded. Knowing I can’t get out of this, I push myself off the ground, still refusing Fairden’s assistance. He smiles as he takes a step back. 
 
    “What did you do to me?” I demand. “I thought magic required a staff or dagger or something?” 
 
    Fairden returns his hands behind his back. “Magic comes from inside, not from external objects. Sure, such devices can focus the energy, but your ability comes from the Essence you hold.” 
 
    “So you thought attacking me would be a good idea?” 
 
    Fairden tips his head. “Once your Essence fully takes hold, it binds to you—the power protects you.” 
 
    I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I didn’t want a Transfer mark! I just wanted a normal life.” 
 
    “It is what it is, my dear. If what you are saying is true and you had no part in the Queen’s death, then you were chosen for a reason. I need to learn how the Essence interacts with you to fully understand what is happening here. Let us continue.” 
 
    My heart spurs into a gallop. “Continue with what?”  
 
    Before he can answer, my head spins and I drop to one knee. The courtyard fades and a brightness fills the area. Squinting, I look through the fading light. 
 
    I’m no longer outside, but rather inside a large ballroom. Oaken wood floors sprawl from one white marble wall to another. Queendom of Lore sashes decorate every inch of this grand space. Glancing up, a man with dark skin approaches me. As he comes closer, I recognize him, but he’s much younger.  
 
    Young Fairden holds a glowing, raised dagger in one hand as he inches closer. Just as he lunges at me, a coolness fills my chest and a calmness ripples over me like a babbling brook. I cross my arms before me in a defensive posture—hands curled into fists, thumbs tucked near my chest. A faint purple aura expands out from my forearms. Fairden strikes me, but the magical barrier stops his attack and reflects the magic his way. The older man staggers back several feet with a triumphant grin. 
 
    “Arabella?” a muffled voice calls out to me. “My dear . . . are you with us?”  
 
    The ballroom vanishes into smoky darkness and my breathing quickens as I return to reality in the courtyard. 
 
    Lord Fairden pulls me up by my arm. “Did you have another Essence memory?” 
 
    “Yes,” I whisper. 
 
    “Understand this, the memories manifest as you live moments that relate to them. Consider the recollections as a part of your growth in fulfilling your calling. They will help you transition.” 
 
    My calling? I don’t want a calling. I just want to be with my family. To live my own life. 
 
    I take a single step back. “Can we be done with this now?” 
 
    “My dear, your training has just begun.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
     “DAMN YOU,” I sneer at Fairden as I rise for what must be the twentieth time. I notice a small tear in my skirt’s fabric as I pull the folds down. “If the Princess knew I would be fighting, then why did I have to wear this ridiculous gown? Esme could have at least dressed me in something appropriate . . . and comfortable.” 
 
    My lungs attempt to draw in a full breath, but the tight corset keeps them from filling. 
 
    Fairden tips his head and his dark green eyes soften. “My dear, none of this is about comfort. If you want to live, then you will need to adapt to this life and all it holds.” 
 
    I push myself from the ground and plant my feet on the hard stones. I grit my teeth and fixate on him, but I have nothing to say. I know he’s right. Most of the Council wants me dead. I’m actually surprised no one came in to murder me in my sleep the last two nights. If it weren’t for risking the Queen’s Essence, I’m sure I wouldn’t have seen another morning.  
 
    I hang my head and close my eyes. The sun’s warmth graces the exposed skin on my body, and a gentle breeze blows back a loosened tendril of hair once clipped atop my head. I focus my thoughts on the tips of my fingers while releasing a long, ragged breath. 
 
    My mind slows, and I have no idea if the whole thing is just my imagination, but the air around me vibrates. The sensation settles on my skin and builds in my chest, then works down my arms and into my palms and fingers. Slowly, I look to my now extended hands. In the center of my palm, a faint lavender glow forms. The glimmer snakes over my hand. I gasp, and the apparition vanishes. 
 
    “Tsk.” Fairden clicks his tongue. “You must maintain your focus, Arabella.” 
 
    I drop my hand to my side and return my attention to him. “This is the first day I’ve ever used any sort of magic. Do you expect me to master the ability on the spot?” 
 
    Fairden crosses his arms over his chest. “The magic will either flow through you, or it will not. But as the Vessel of the Queen, you have no choice. Her magic must flow through you freely, or you cannot be the Vessel. My task is to determine this.” 
 
    I gawk at my hand again. The glow hasn’t returned, and any sensation I felt before has vanished as well. 
 
    “The Queen’s memories will assist you and awaken the magic inside of you, but you can only be the true Vessel by your own merit. It’s rare, but a body can reject a Transfer.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of this,” I say. “Who has done so?” 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    I squint at Fairden, confused. “You?” 
 
    “Well, not me, but the Transfer before me.” He averts his gaze to the ground. “She did not take well to the Essence. I was the second choice. And, honestly, I nearly failed as well. But on the last day of training, after several weeks, everything fell into place. Even then, time was necessary for me to hone my magic. But the powers came.” Fairden catches my gaze and holds it. “But you do not have this luxury. You must succeed, and quickly.” 
 
    A pit forms in my stomach. I want to tell him I’m trying and that I need more time, but before the words exit my mouth, Fairden twists toward the Guards and raises his hand. The sentinels come to life and their staffs illuminate like torches. 
 
    The two Royal Guard rush Fairden, but the old man stands his ground, eyes narrowed with determination. Fairden fists his hands at his side. From a clenched palm, a pulsating, purple energy sword appears. In his other hand materializes a bright, translucent shield. He jabs the sword toward the rushing Guards and simultaneously shields himself. One Guard lunges his staff at Fairden, but the older man uses his shield to block the hit. Vibrations of magical power reverberate through the air and illuminate the courtyard. Fairden wheels around to the other Guard and drives his sword through him. The soldier gasps and falls to the ground—dead—blood spilling from his chest.  
 
    This is real, not training.  
 
    I backpedal from the scene. Any success I’ve had with bullies in town will not help me against magically trained Royal Guards. If I intervene, I’m dead. I search for Leif and then realize, in all the madness, he’s left.  
 
    If Fairden dies, who will help me? I can’t do this on my own. 
 
    The remaining Guard comes at Fairden full force and the horrific scene goes on for what feels like several agonizing minutes, but Fairden holds his own against the much younger and more muscled Guard. 
 
    My head begins to spin as I hold my breath. Just when I think I might pass out, Fairden drives the remaining soldier to the ground using a blast of purple magic from his hands. The Guard loses his staff, and eventually stops moving.  
 
    Fairden’s chest heaves for breath. The sword disappears within his grip, as well as the shield. 
 
    I glance at the still bodies on the ground as my heart pounds. They’re both dead. 
 
    Fairden straightens. “You see, my dear, our shells are deceiving. The magic is strong, and can inhabit the most unanticipated Vessels.” 
 
    “You killed them?” My head spins faster now and I stumble toward him. Before I get far, the second Guard leaps to his feet, and the end of his staff illuminates a brighter blue than I’ve seen so far. Teeth bared, he drives the end of his weapon at Fairden’s back. My mentor is unaware.  
 
    I don’t scream. I don’t push Fairden out of the way. Instead, I throw my hands forward as my body fills with electricity. A burst of blinding purple light discharges from my hands and strikes the Guard with such force he’s thrown across the courtyard and crumples into a heap. 
 
    I drop to my knees. Terror fills my stomach.  
 
    Did I kill him!?  
 
    Eyes wide, I train my attention on Fairden. 
 
    His lips curl into a knowing smile. He swivels on his heel toward the Guards on the ground and waves his hands. The Royal Guards vanish. 
 
    I suck in a sharp breath. 
 
     “My Queen.” Fairden extends his hand. “I knew you had magic in you.” 
 
    I gape at where the soldiers were only moments ago while slowly climbing back to my feet. “They weren’t real?” 
 
    “Real enough.” Fairden lowers his proffered hand. “But created in this simulated training arena. These spawns can kill you, and will. But if your magic is strong enough, the apparitions are stoppable.” He glances back to where the battle took place. “As you can see.” 
 
    A simulated arena? The House of Lore’s power is much greater than I imagined. 
 
    Fairden guides my hand to the crook of his arm and begins to walk us toward the castle entrance. “You only needed a reason to find your magic.” 
 
    “And if I hadn’t?” 
 
    “But you did.” 
 
    I stop walking and force Fairden to halt. “Answer my question.” 
 
    “The illusion I cast needed to be as real as possible. The Guards were made to fight to the death. It was the best way to know.” 
 
    I tip my head and furrow my brows. “Know what?” 
 
    Fairden pulls me forward again and continues his leisurely stroll. “If you were genuine.” 
 
    We each remain lost to our thoughts as he escorts me back to my room, where I discover Leif standing before my door. As we slow, a smile pulls at the corners of Fairden’s lips. “But I knew I was not wrong.” 
 
    I throw my arms around Fairden’s neck and squeeze, as if I’ve known this man forever. At once, I regret the action and recoil. 
 
    He pats my shoulder. “You’ve had a busy morning. And I have no doubt you are missing your family.” Fairden smiles again and eyes my torn dress. “For training tomorrow, why don’t you wear something more suitable?” 
 
    I chuckle and, for a moment, nearly forget the gravity of my situation. Fairden bows and then pivots sharply on his heel. I watch him walk down the hall and turn the corner. Satisfied, I enter my room and practically skid to stop.  
 
    “What—what are you two doing in here?”  
 
    Tristan comes to his feet. “I’m sorry Arabella, we didn’t mean to intrude.” He bashfully glances at Princess Thea, who remains seated on my couch. “We just needed to speak with you.” 
 
    “Yes, forgive us for barging in,” Thea says. “We required privacy, and wanted to see you as soon as you returned.” 
 
    I guess I can’t be too offended. This isn’t my castle or my room. I’m still basically a prisoner. 
 
    I walk to the middle of the room and pause a few feet from them. “It’s okay. I just didn’t expect to find anyone in here.” 
 
    Thea sidles up to Tristan’s side. A bit too close. He grins down at her.  
 
    He’s definitely more than just her personal Guard. 
 
    “We are worried about you,” Thea says. “We know how hard magical training can be the first time.” 
 
    Tristan pulls away from Thea and steps closer to me. “Fairden is a fair man, but he can be hard on his mentees. Not many have been able to summon their magical abilities on the first day of training, so don’t get too down on yourself.” 
 
    A soft chuckle slips from my mouth. “Uh, well, I was actually able to take down the simulated Guards with my magic.” 
 
    Thea’s head cocks to the side and her eyes narrow. “Really? I didn’t think that would be possible. I mean, you have no connection to my mother or the Lore ancestry. You’re just Relic class.” 
 
    “I’m aware that I don’t belong,” I say. “All I want to do is figure the mystery out so I can go home.” 
 
    Thea places her delicate hand on my forearm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by my words. I only meant you shouldn’t possess a natural ability.” 
 
    “It’s fine, really. You just lost your mother and some stranger has her Essence. Trust me, as soon as I get a handle on this magic stuff, I will give you the Essence.” 
 
    Thea shares a worried look with Tristan. “Arabella, allow me to explain. An Essence only works for the proper Vessel. Whether you want to give it up or not, simply surrendering the gift is foolish. The Queen’s Essence is the most powerful and important Transfer one can hold. There has to be a reason you have it, and why you’re able to use its magic.” 
 
    “Thea would make a just Queen,” Tristan interjects. “But as Her Highness explained, becoming Queen is not as simple as handing someone your Lore tokens. There’s a beauty to the Transfer of Life, and we can’t overlook the greater picture here.” 
 
    “Yes, indeed.” Thea watches her fingers as she plays with a loose ribbon on her dress. “We have to protect the Queendom—no matter what.” 
 
    Tristan winces, then turns his attention to a large carved clock hanging above a white desk. “I forgot the Captain wants me to run perimeter duty with him today. I can’t be late again.” Tristan flicks his eyes from me to Thea. “Let me escort you back to your quarters, Your Highness.” 
 
    “It’s not necessary. Go,” Thea insists. “I can find my way back just fine. I’ve only lived here my entire life.” 
 
    Tristan’s brows tighten, as if the wheels are spinning in his head. The hesitancy becomes crystal clear to me. Though he trusts me, he doesn’t trust me enough to be alone with the Princess. Still, after a few awkward heartbeats, he eventually bows to both of us and slips away. 
 
    Thea and I remain in the middle of the room, holding the pocket of silence for a moment.  
 
    Finally, Thea smiles and steps closer to me. “I want to help you. I know you’re dealing with a tremendous amount of stress. And Fairden isn’t allowed to teach you everything.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I want you to be aware of all there is to know—every power the Queen’s Essence holds.” Thea’s wideset sapphire eyes radiate compassion as she locks her gaze onto me. 
 
    “Do I really want to understand all this? This isn’t my life.” 
 
    Thea glances at the door. then she leans in close and whispers, “I just want to preserve my mother’s Essence. Whether you hold it or not, her legacy should be preserved.” 
 
    “So you think it was a mistake, don’t you?” I study the floor and not her kind face. 
 
    “I think whatever happened, happened for a reason. I can see you are a good person. I believe everything will work out as intended.” 
 
    I take in a long breath and exhale slowly. If I lost Mama and there was a way to keep some part of her alive, I would do whatever I could to protect that. Thea has been put in an impossible position.  
 
    “Alright, how do you want to do this?”  
 
    Thea’s expression softens as she takes my hand. “The Council will not approve of me extending your training, so we must use discretion. You need to be able to protect yourself. I will have Tristan escort you to my quarters tonight. I’ll tell Fairden I want to learn more about you and would like to meet with you for supper in my chambers.” 
 
    I swallow thickly. “All right, I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    “Don’t worry Arabella, we’ll figure this out—together.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    IT FEELS LIKE time has stopped. 
 
    I’ve been pacing my room for the last thirty minutes or so while thinking of what’s to come. Being alone only enhances my homesickness. 
 
    Asher and Mama are probably dying of worry. I miss my family so much. 
 
    Gazing down at the silver ring on my finger, all I can think about is Asher’s warmth and soft touch. We should be planning our wedding, not waiting in separation to see if I’ll be executed or not. 
 
    I glance in the full-body mirror that stands in the corner of the room. I’ve taken Fairden’s advice and put on something more comfortable and suitable for training. Pivoting from side to side, I take in the informal, ankle length, lavender dress I found in my wardrobe. I touch the spot on my arm where the tattoo is, but the sleeves on this dress also thankfully cover the mark. Unless the Council makes me, I don’t plan on wearing any more air-restricting gowns. Quickly, I twist my hair into a low bun and secure the style. 
 
    Three soft knocks pull me from the mirror. I’m not ready for more training just yet. 
 
    “Arabella?” Esme calls from the hall. “May I enter?” 
 
    Relief floods over me as I step toward the entrance. “Yes, come in.” 
 
    The door swings open and Esme grins before returning to the hall. A moment later, she rolls in a silver cart with several platters of food and sets the buffet next to the desk. 
 
    When she finally has a chance to take me in, she scowls. “You took out your hair and removed your makeup.” 
 
    “None of that fancy stuff is me.” 
 
    Esme inhales deeply, then slowly lets the air out. “Well, lunch time,” she says. “I bet you’re starving after your training session.” 
 
    As if in response, my stomach growls at her words. “Are you allowed to eat with me?” 
 
    Esme glances as the still open door, pinches her lips, and then hurries over to close it. “No,” she says, twisting toward me. 
 
    “Why not?” I look around at the empty room. “There’s no one else here.” 
 
    Esme scuttles to the cart and lifts the covers from the plates and bowls. A steaming container of stew loaded with meat and vegetables fills my hungry vision. 
 
    “You know there’s enough on that cart to feed four families in town,” I say. 
 
    “I already ate.” Esme ladles the chunky stew into a delicate white bowl and places the meal and utensils on a small table flanked by two chairs.  
 
    The savory aroma fills my nose and my mouth waters. I walk to the table and sit, ready for a hearty lunch. 
 
    “Bread?” She lifts an herb-flecked slice from a cloth-covered basket. 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Do you even need to ask?” 
 
    Esme chuckles. “The bread is amazing here. The baker has real talent.” She loads two generous pieces onto a plate and delivers them along with creamy butter to my table. 
 
    “Well, if you won’t eat, then please sit.” I gesture to the other chair. 
 
    A tiny line forms between Esme’s brows, but she does as I ask. I take a bite of the thick stew and let the richness fill my mouth. The pungent, peppery flavor dances on my tongue and I close my eyes, relishing the luxury. Mama always did her best with the little we had, but I’ve never known food to have so many layers of flavor. 
 
    “You think this stew is made with magic?” I ask. 
 
    Esme’s lips quirk into a smile. “I think Royalty has enough money to hire the best. And only the choicest ingredients are used. Not the leftovers we’re used to.” 
 
    I drop my spoon into the stew bowl; the metal clanks against the china. My stomach roils with guilt. While I’m here eating expensive food, Mama and Asher may be going without. 
 
    Esme leans on the table. Her eyes flit to the ring on my finger. “Did you have that before?” 
 
    I lean back in my seat, touching the silver. “Asher . . . my boyfriend gave it to me when the Council allowed my family to visit. He asked me to marry him.” 
 
    Concern wells in Esme’s eyes. “Um . . . marrying him may not be possible. There are rules which must be followed.” 
 
    My thoughts return to the way Tristan looked at the Princess. “Well, something’s going on between Tristan and Thea.” 
 
    “I don’t know about the princess and Tristan, but discreet relationships and distractions among the court are one thing. The Queen does not marry. There will be no King of Lore. You know this.” 
 
    My chest tenses. I wonder if Tristan is a distraction for Thea. “I’m not going to be here forever. This whole nonsense was a huge mistake. I’m not Royal anyway.” 
 
    Esme straightens and catches my eyes. “What if you are?” 
 
    Heat rakes up my neck. “I’m not,” I whisper.  
 
    “Arabella,” Esme lowers her voice, “you know as well as any of us the monarchy system hasn’t been kind to the lower class. People are suffering. What if the magic just had enough, you know, and chose a new direction? What if this is the chance for us to rise up—become better?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I know all of this. I’ve believed this forever, but I was supposed to have a different life. I took over the shop in Arlos.” I touch the spot where my marking is under the fabric of my sleeve. “Thea would be a just ruler,” I shoot back. “So far she has been very kind to me, and even saved my life.” 
 
    Esme shrinks back. “The Queen began that way too, but power changed her.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Esme looks away and then back at me. “More visions have come to me, of the Queen. Her Majesty was not always kind to this Essence’s former Vessel. Darkness sometimes overtook her.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Most are just feelings coming back. But once my predecessor was made to eat nothing but stale crumbs and water for a week because the Queen did not approve of a hairstyle given to her. At the end of the week, she was given ten lashes.” Tears slip from Esme’s eyes and her face pales. In a way, I know she’s reliving the experience. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” I reach across the table and touch her arm. “I didn’t mean to pry.” 
 
    Esme wipes the moisture from her eyes. “It’s fine. But visions like that one are the reason I want to follow the rules as best I can.” 
 
    I was going to tell Esme not to paint my face and that my bun would suffice for the rest of the day, but knowing her job is to take care of these tasks, I allow her to rearrange my hair simply and then apply a light coating of makeup. I won’t ask her to eat my food or sit with me again. 
 
    “There . . .” A small smile touches her lips as she smooths the top of my hair. 
 
    “It’s lovely, thank you.” I barely get the words out when the room begins to spin. 
 
    “I can’t believe you failed again!”  
 
    The cold words exit my mouth, but in a stranger’s voice.  
 
    No, not a stranger’s . . . the Queen’s. 
 
    Esme is gone, replaced by a young girl of maybe eight years, with blonde ringlets and bright blue, devastated eyes. 
 
    Thea. I would know her face anywhere. 
 
    “I’m trying, Mother. But this magic is too difficult.” Her little hands shake. 
 
    I scoff, then swing the back of my hand hard across the child’s face. The smack burns my skin. Even so, I raise my hand to strike Thea a second time. 
 
    “Isolde!” a male voice booms from nearby. I spin toward the sound. Ravenoak’s younger self stands behind us. “You need to control yourself.” 
 
    “I’m the Queen!” I growl between my teeth. “You have no right to tell me what to do.” 
 
    Ravenoak bows his head and places his hands behind his back. “Before you sent me away, you always shared how my presence was calming to your nerves.” 
 
    My shoulders relax. Out of the corner of my vision, I watch as Thea races from the room. I allow her to leave without an additional word. 
 
    I defer to Ravenoak and allow my eyes to trail along his strong jaw and broad shoulders. My arms long to wrap around him, but instead of acting on the impulse, I tighten my jaw and square my shoulders. 
 
    “You were a convenience.” The tone in my voice is hard, but something in me knows the words are a show. A barrier to keep me—the Queen—from allowing a much deeper pain from consuming me. “And you have served your usefulness in my bed.” 
 
    A twinge of hurt registers in Ravenoak’s eyes, but he doesn’t flinch. “It will not serve you well to train your daughter to construct the same walls in her heart.” 
 
    I square my jaw. “Of course my instruction will prepare her. Thea may well be Queen after me if the Essence is passed on to her. She will need to guard herself at all times in case this happens.” I step toward him, head held high. “Return to your post before I have you removed.” 
 
    Ravenoak puffs out his chest, then bows low. “Yes, My Queen.” 
 
    As if waking from a dream, I’m pulled into the present moment, a bit dazed. A familiar tingle travels over my arm as the tattoo once again pulses with warmth.  
 
    “I know that expression,” Esme says. “A memory surfaced, right?” 
 
    I blink, refocusing on her. “Yes. An intense one.” 
 
    “Understand your memories are yours and yours alone,” Esme says. “But if you need someone to talk to, I’m here.” 
 
    She’s the only one I know here who would understand. Tristan and Thea have never lived through a Transfer before. I need to figure out what’s going on. 
 
    “I—I mean the Queen––was so harsh with young Thea. Isolde pushed everyone she was close to away. Ravenoak was there, too. Did you know Ravenoak is Thea’s father?” 
 
    “Yes. The former Executive Maiden was there when Thea was born. She—I––helped bring her into this world. Ravenoak and the Queen were in love back then, but I also hold the memories of them fighting and eventually separating.” Esme cleans up the beauty supplies as she continues. “The Queen would confide in the previous Vessel. Isolde was angry at how tradition wouldn’t allow them to be together, but even the Queen didn’t have the authority to change this foundational law. After that, she just pushed everyone away and sometimes took her rage out on those she was closest to.” 
 
    Even the mighty Queen of Lore is bound by the laws of those before her. I’m sure the Council could have helped her if they wanted to, but the protections surrounding every aspect of Royal life are so entrenched that I assume she was helpless.  
 
    I just don’t understand how that could make her turn on her own daughter. Tough love is one thing, but hitting a child is disgusting. 
 
    “Well, I’m meeting with Thea tonight.” I scan the room, as if others might be listening. “She wants to help me understand more about my magic. I can’t sit around while my fate is being determined by everyone but me.” 
 
    Esme takes my wrist. “You need to be careful. Magic tutelage is strictly for the Council to instruct. If they find out, you both could be in serious trouble. And there’s more you should know.” 
 
    “What is it?” I insist. 
 
    Esme cranes her neck toward the door and whispers, “I overheard Captain Ravenoak speaking with the Council. There’s an army building outside of Lore’s borders. Something big is about to happen.” 
 
    “Wait, what? Outside of the borders? There’s nothing but death and radiation out there. I don’t understand.” 
 
    Esme pulls away from me and busies herself with gathering her supplies. “I’ve said too much. I can’t put you in danger like this. Information is powerful, but it can be deadly, too. Please, keep this to yourself. Speaking of this to anyone will only do you harm. I only tell you this because you are the Queen’s Vessel, and they’ll need your situation resolved quickly––before they address whatever’s out there.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    AS THE FADING SUN sets on the castle, shadows creep across my room like eerie silhouettes lurking from every corner. I’m sick of being held captive in this space. The luxurious feel of my quarters has lost its allure. It’s feeling more and more like a prison. 
 
    While waiting to be escorted to Thea’s chambers, I’ve thought of nothing else but what Esme shared regarding the outside threat to the Queendom. Mama and Asher have no idea what might come. No one in my village does. There has to be a way to send word to them. 
 
    I wiggle the ring on my finger and pull it off while staring at it. The green emerald and silver setting is the most beautiful thing in the Queendom—because Asher picked it out, just for me. 
 
    A soft rattling breaks me from my thoughts and the ring nearly falls from my hand. What if someone else questions me about it? Quickly, I shove the ring into my pocket. 
 
    “Arabella, are you ready?” Tristan calls from outside the room. 
 
    Apparently, Lord Fairden bought Thea’s lie about her just wanting to get to know me better. It doesn’t feel right to lie to him, but I have to start looking out for my family. Thea’s help with my magic is the best way to do that. 
 
    As I pull open the door, I’m caught off guard by Tristan’s less formal attire. He wears a fitted, button-up shirt and dark jeans. His muscles are barely contained by the top, and heat climbs my chest and neck at the sight of them. I slip my hand into my pocket and feel my ring, each touch a reminder I really shouldn’t be paying such close attention to Tristan’s body. 
 
    “I’m surprised Lord Fairden agreed to this,” Tristan says. “I think he’s taken a liking to you.” 
 
    I smile, avoiding his eyes. “A little bit of girl time won’t kill anyone.” 
 
    “Well, the three other Guards stationed outside Thea’s room will prevent any and all murders.” He catches my gaze and winks at me with a grin. “Plus, the Princess can handle herself.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare hurt—” 
 
    “Relax, Arabella, I was joking. She trusts you, and so do I.” 
 
    A soft chuckle escapes my lips. “I knew that.” 
 
    I wonder if Tristan is aware of the impending threat to the Queendom. Everything in me wants to ask, but I need to protect Esme. 
 
    Tristan guides me down a hall, where a new Guard I haven’t seen before acknowledges him. Tristan gestures for me to keep walking. After a few turns, we reach a marble staircase adorned with gold leaf woven into beautifully carved wooden balusters that follow each step up. 
 
    He stops a few steps up and turns to me. “One flight up and we’ll reach the Royal wing of the castle. Not many outside of the Royal family and Council are permitted there.” 
 
    “Well, I guess it’s lucky I have the Queen’s Essence,” I say. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” he replies with a smile. 
 
    We start up the long staircase, our footsteps echoing off the stone walls. My palms dampen. I don’t know what to expect. 
 
    “Arabella,” Tristan says, pausing again halfway up, “you know I serve the Lore Queendom above all else, right?” 
 
    “Sure, I guess. What are you saying?” 
 
    He turns to me. “Thea is a bit of a wildcard, always has been. I hope you understand how serious the Lore laws are. Just be careful.” 
 
    Duty and loyalty ground Tristan. I feel bad for lying to him like this, but I don’t know what tomorrow will bring. I have to be prepared for whatever’s to come, no matter what. 
 
    “So, what’s the deal with you and Thea?” I ask, wanting to change the subject. 
 
    A furrow appears between his brows. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Never mind. Forget I said anything.” 
 
    Tristan hops up one step and playfully towers over me. “It’s okay. I’ve known Thea my whole life. She’s like a best friend to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see that. I just think she might see you as something more. That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    Tristan studies the ornate railing while placing a hand to the back of his flushing neck. “Um, yeah… We should get moving. She’s waiting eagerly for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” 
 
    Reaching the top of the elegant staircase, we enter a large lobby. Tall white doors adorn curved walls with thick crown molding and royal banner sashes. Lush, lavender-colored carpeting softens every footfall. The sweet scent of fresh-cut flowers draws my attention to a line of narrow tables in the center of the lobby. Crystal vases line each one, bursting with colorful bouquets.  
 
    “The room is a little farther,” Tristan says, and gestures toward a corridor. 
 
    I blow out a quick breath to release the nervous energy brewing in my chest. Then I hold my head high in preparation to meet Thea. 
 
    “Guard!”  
 
    My heart jumps at the unexpected voice. I twist to find its source, but I already know who the gravelly voice belongs to: Ravenoak. His voice is familiar to me on so many levels. 
 
    Behind him are four Guards—two male, two female. Each is armed a staff, and wears a matching scowl. 
 
    Tristan steps in front of me. “Yes, Captain?” 
 
    Ravenoak’s jaw tenses and a vein on his forehead pulses. “Why are you here? And not in uniform?”  
 
    “Sir,” Tristan protests, “I am acting on unofficial duty for Princess Thea. She has requested Arabella to be escorted to her Royal quarters.” 
 
    Ravenoak ignores Tristan’s words and advances toward me, hand extended. Everything in me wants to run. There’s no way this is good. Did Ravenoak or the Council find out Thea was preparing to instruct me? I avoid the Captain’s grasp and step farther behind Tristan. 
 
    Ravenoak parts his lips slightly and bares his teeth. “Step aside, boy.” 
 
    “I am under orders given by the Princess,” Tristan says. “She outranks you.” 
 
    I close my eyes for a moment. I need Tristan. He’s one of my few allies. I can’t risk him being removed from his station—or worse. With a steadying breath, I drift out from behind him.  
 
    “At least tell us what this is about,” I say. “We were both only following Princess Thea’s orders.” I keep my voice steady and calm. “If you need him to, Tristan can escort me back to my room.” 
 
    Ravenoak grabs my upper arm and shakes me. The tingle of magic races through my fingers, but I grit my teeth and hold the feeling back. This isn’t the time for me to test the bounds of my ability. 
 
    “The Council has called an emergency conclave,” Ravenoak growls. “You will not be returning to your room.” He pulls me toward the Guards. 
 
    “This is not standard procedure,” Tristan protests. 
 
    The Captain, with fire in his eyes, twists his attention to Tristan again. “You are dismissed.” 
 
    In unison, the staffs come to life in the Guards’ hands with crackling blue magic. Ravenoak shoves me their way, and I nearly tumble to the ground. The female Guard on my right grabs my wrist and yanks me to my feet. 
 
    “Throw her in a holding cell!” Ravenoak shouts. 
 
    “No, no, no!” I yell, my eyes on Tristan.  
 
    But instead of coming to my aid, he remains where he stands, pinching the bridge of his nose.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    THE DANK, MUSKY air of the cell turns my stomach. I have no idea how long I’ve been down here. A bowl of mushy porridge waits on the floor, a rubbery film stretching across its surface. Beside the bowl is a cup of water. 
 
    I haven’t touched either. Beggars can’t be choosers, but I’m past feeling hungry. 
 
    Lying on my stomach with my arm hanging over the side of the cot, I touch my pocket, feeling for the hidden ring inside. If Ravenoak had seen it, I’m sure he’d have confiscated it. I pull out the band and compare the shiny silver to the dullness of my prison. 
 
    I sigh, and daydream about Asher’s strong arms around me, encircling me in safety. There’s no way I would be able to afford a new dress for our wedding day, but I wouldn’t care, and neither would Asher. Wealth isn’t what’s important in life. It doesn’t bring happiness. Queen Isolde was dripping with wealth and power. Neither brought her any measure of joy.  
 
    Asher leans in for a just-married kiss, and my breath hitches at the tenderness of his soft lips. The dream vanishes like a wisp of smoke on the wind. Reality fades back to the near darkness of my cell, and I gasp for a gulp of stale air.  
 
    Asher never should have given the ring to me. Proposing was a terrible idea. I mentally scold myself for even allowing the fantasy to enter my mind. My chances of getting out of this place alive are next to none. He has to let go of our longings. 
 
    I drop the ring back into my pocket, out of sight. 
 
    Just as I’m about to roll to my back, I startle at a loud clanking sound, like someone’s entering the dungeon. I shoot up from my bed. 
 
    Heavy footfalls from multiple people clomp across the stone floor. A dull, bluish glow illuminates from around the corner. 
 
    Please be Tristan. I repeat the words in my mind several times while the sounds of steps grow louder. Closer. My heart thuds. 
 
    But it isn’t Tristan. Two familiar Royal Guards—one male and one female—round the corner, their illuminated staffs in hand.  
 
    “Stand back,” the male orders. 
 
    My hands are currently wrapped around the bars of my cell. I don’t even remember walking across the cold floor and taking hold of the even colder iron. I uncurl my fingers and ease back to the middle of the cell. 
 
    The two Guards eye me, and then the female hands her staff to the other Guard to retrieve a set of cuffs from her belt. The irons now in hand, the female unlocks my cell, which swings free with a high-pitched creak. 
 
    “Hands out.” Her voice is coarse, unwavering. 
 
    I obey, even though I took down those simulated soldiers with my magic. I didn’t know at the time they were merely illusions, but these Guards are real—fellow humans.  
 
    My hands shake as she pulls the cuffs tight and then retrieves her fighting staff, leaning the glowing top my way.  
 
    “Now move,” she orders. 
 
    Once again, I obey. 
 
    “Where am I going?” I ask when we’re halfway up the stairwell. Neither Guard answers. 
 
    They finally lead me to the main floor of the castle, and we pass through the servants’ quarters. A young maid with tight curly hair and large brown eyes spots me. Her eyebrows arch with surprise, her mouth a perfect O. She turns and scurries off in the opposite way. 
 
    A similar thing happens with two other servants along the journey. Everyone seems to act as if I have the plague and they can’t risk catching the disease. 
 
    Finally, we reach our apparent destination, a pair of ornate golden doors with a stylized “L” on the carved face. This is the same place I came upon my arrival––the Council Hall. 
 
    I skid to a stop, not wanting to go in there. Nothing but death awaits me inside. 
 
    As if on cue, two Royal Guards pull on long golden handles and the doors open, slowly revealing the grand hall and the Council seated before me. With a nudge from the muscular female Guard behind me, I’m escorted to the same chair I sat in upon my arrival. She removes my restraints and I rub at my chafed wrists. The Council is already seated high on their perch, leering down at me. 
 
    I’m not restrained, but the glowing staffs, held firmly at each Guard’s side, keep me in place. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, Ravenoak and two more Guards make their way to stand beside the Council’s stage. Ravenoak folds his arms across his chest. The weathered expression on his face remains frigid as he eyes me. 
 
    My attention is snapped to the front as Lady Albright clears her throat. Her narrow gaze hones in on me. The well-shaped eyebrows arching above her dark eyes push together as she sits forward in her chair. She’s older than I first thought. Wrinkles crack the heavy coating of foundation plastered over her face.  
 
    “I’ve called this emergency conclave due to the alarming circumstances outside our borders,” Albright says, shifting her gaze from the Council to Ravenoak. “What we’ve suspected for the last few months has come true. We no longer have the time to postpone our decision on the fate of the Queen’s Essence. The Queendom is at risk.” 
 
    This still doesn’t make sense to me. There’s nothing beyond the borders but radiation and loss. My Papa’s face and his warm, inviting smile swims in my mind. A tightness forms in my stomach. I miss him now more than ever. He would know how to fix my situation. He was one of the smartest people I’ve known. 
 
    The Council stirs in their seats, muttering to each other before Lord Terrowin raises his frail hand to call the session to order. “I demand answers,” he says. “We mustn’t continue with young Arabella’s proceedings until we are made fully aware of this threat of war.” 
 
    “I agree,” Fairden says, locking his eyes on me. “The matter of the Queen’s Essence is not something that can be rushed. We need to fully understand what’s going on.” 
 
    “Very well,” Albright says, interlocking her fingers. “Captain Ravenoak, please update the Council on your findings.” 
 
    Ravenoak takes a few measured steps into the center of the room before turning to face the Council. “We have confirmed that the threat is indeed Lady Maxia. She has amassed an army of over one hundred insurgents. Most appear to be using magic.” 
 
    Lady Rose adjusts her gown and leans forward. “How could this be? Where did this army come from? How could she imbue this many people with magic without the Lore Transfer process?” 
 
    The more they talk, the more my heart tries to rip from my chest. I want to speak up, but my nerves lock me in place.  
 
    Ravenoak glances at me before quickly shifting away as he steps toward Rose. “This is neither the time nor the place to discuss sensitive details on this matter. All you need to focus on is how to handle the Queen’s Essence during this crisis.” 
 
    “I fully understand protocol, Captain,” Lady Rose hisses. “But if the former Lady has returned with an army, I demand to know everything.” 
 
    “Who is Lady Maxia?” I blurt out before catching myself and sinking back into my seat. 
 
    The room quiets. In one swift motion, the entire Council turns its attention toward me.  
 
    Lord Fairden raises a hand. “Let me handle this.” 
 
    “Be quick,” Lady Albright states. “We have a decision to make here.” 
 
    “If I’m not allowed to speak, then why am I even here?” I ask. 
 
    Fairden grins at Lady Albright before turning to me. “My dear, Lady Maxia was a former Lore Council member who was exiled from Lore. What is supposed to be a death sentence has turned into a serious threat to our sovereign lands. Maxia betrayed our––” 
 
    “That’s enough, Fairden,” Albright snaps. “Those details are none of Arabella’s concerns.” 
 
    “She must be made aware so that the Queen’s Essence is aware of the proceedings,” Fairden replies in a low, gravely tone. 
 
    “Just take the Essence and let me go!” I cry out. “I just want to go back to my family.” 
 
    “It is not that simple, my dear,” Fairden says. “An Essence cannot be Transferred from a Vessel during the transition stage. You have weeks before the Transfer has fully taken hold within you. Removing it now will only kill you.” 
 
    “I don’t deserve this. I didn’t steal the Essence.” 
 
    Ravenoak scowls, pointing a finger at me. “You do not deserve my Queen’s Essence. A Relic Class peasant has no place here.” 
 
    “Mind your place, Captain,” Albright says.  
 
    Ravenoak turns his gaze to the ground. “Yes, My Lady. Forgive me.” 
 
    Albright stands and takes one step down from the Council stage. “Our investigation has not determined your innocence—or guilt. Unfortunately, we have simply run out of time. We must protect the Queen’s Essence above all else.” 
 
    I choke back the rising emotions. “Please—” 
 
     A loud crack echoes through the hall as the double doors fly open. Princess Thea storms into the room, her eyes filled with fire. Tristan follows her, but stops abruptly when the Guards raise their staffs, effectively blocking his path. His brows furrow, compassion filling his eyes. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Thea snarls as she moves to the center of the hall and steps before me. “Why wasn’t I informed of this conclave?” 
 
    Lady Albright takes the last step down to be on the same level as Thea and me. She walks up and takes Thea’s hand. “Your Highness, we meant no disrespect, but our laws state the Council has the full authority on matters of Queendom security when a Queen is not residing over our lands. Your presence and votes are not required.” 
 
    Thea rips her hand from Albright’s grasp. “How dare you! This is my mother’s Essence. I have the right to be here, and Arabella shouldn’t be treated like this. She has rights, too.” 
 
    “Thea!” Ravenoak calls out. “You are young. There is still much for you to learn about our Lore traditions.”  
 
    “This is not right, Father. I should have a say here.” 
 
    Albright waves off Ravenoak and turns back to Thea. “You may stay as her witness, but laws are laws. You were able to force a stay of execution, but the final fate of a Queen’s Vessel can only be determined by the Council.” 
 
    Thea shakes her head in disgust at Lady Albright, but remains silent as she marches to her seat. 
 
    I look at her intently, but she’s avoiding my eyes. Thea and Tristan were my only hope, but now I have no one. Even if Fairden believes in my innocence, he’s outnumbered here.  
 
    “We must proceed with this hearing,” Albright says, returning to her chair. “We must decide if the Queen’s Essence will be Transferred to the Talisman for secure holding, or if Arabella will continue to be the Vessel during this crisis. I will now hear from each of you as we take this vote.” 
 
    My heart pounds and my head grows light. Through my panicked haze, the room spins. Almost as if my consciousness floats from my body to view the scene from up above, I watch in horror as Fairden stands and shouts words I can’t understand. He waves his fist in the air toward Lady Albright, but after she bellows something in return, he lowers himself back into his seat. 
 
    I want to yell—to scream––but all my protests are trapped inside my head, and for some reason, all I can do is observe. My pulse thrums in my ears like the beating of a relentless war drum. My fingers wrap around the arms of my chair, and I dig my fingernails into the wood as I strain to grasp the words of the Council, but it’s of no use. 
 
    Princess Thea sits silently, breathing hard, her eyebrows lowered. Her face takes on a stony appearance I haven’t seen on her before.  
 
    Lady Rose points my way and then shakes her head. Albright stands and raises both of her hands to control the interruptions. She trains her glare on me and somehow, in that very moment, her words come back, full volume.  
 
    “Two votes to Arabella of the House of Garin’s claim to the Essence, and four votes for immediate extraction to preserve the Queendom.” 
 
    My eyes widen, and I gasp before falling out of my seat and onto the cold, hard floor in a heap.  
 
    “The procedure will begin now,” Lady Albright says. She gestures to a Guard standing near Ravenoak, who produces the familiar gold Talisman box and delivers the relic to her. 
 
    “You can’t do this,” I mumble. I want the words to come out more forcefully, but they don’t. “You have to at least inform my family—give me one more chance to see them.” 
 
    Albright clicks her tongue. “I’m sorry, my dear, but there is not the time for your request. If it makes you feel more comfortable, we will inform your loved ones that you performed your duty willingly for the sake of the Queendom.” She directs her attention to the Guards at my sides. “Restrain her.” 
 
    The Guards yank me to my feet and clutch my arms.  
 
    Albright opens the gold box and removes the Talisman. As she raises it into the air and marches down the stairs, my breath comes in short pants. I swing my attention around to plead help from someone, anyone, but Thea, Fairden, and Lady Rose do not come to my aid. No one wants to risk becoming a traitor to the Queendom and suffer a similar fate. 
 
    The clicking of Albright’s shoes batters my eardrums as she approaches.  
 
    Pressure builds in my chest, as if I might explode.  
 
    My hands form into balls. 
 
    My entire body fills with electricity. 
 
    “No!” I scream.  
 
    The second the word leaves my mouth, it’s as if I detonate. An intense, glowing purple force booms all around me. My captors fly back and land with heavy thuds. The two Guards now lie on the ground, unmoving. I have no idea if they’re dead or alive. 
 
    “I . . . I . . .” 
 
    “We must contain her!” Albright screams. 
 
    Ravenoak and his men launch my way from both sides. My hands tingle with pulsating energy again, but before I can raise them, a purple wall of light forms in front of the soldiers, halting them in place. 
 
    I lower my hands, confused. Lady Rose and Lord Fairden march down the stairs, each with a glowing purple hand extended, both glaring at Albright, who still holds the Talisman.  
 
    “You will stand down, Lady Albright,” Rose practically growls. She and Fairden maneuver themselves between me and Albright. “We will not risk the Essence in this way.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I FLIT MY attention between Fairden, Lady Rose, and the remaining Council members, before I finally settle on Albright’s stony face. Her hands are locked claw-like at her sides, and if she could pounce and rip me to shreds right now, I think she would. 
 
    My arms and legs tingle from the magic I just produced. My stomach swirls with nausea at the sight of both lifeless Guards on the ground beside my chair. 
 
    “This is treason, Lord Fairden!” Albright seethes. “Arabella is dangerous, and likely stole the Essence.” 
 
    Next to me, Fairden’s chest heaves in steady succession. “And how do you believe she could have possibly stolen the Queen’s Essence? We have seen no evidence of any theft. I’ve sent out my investigators to Arlos to research this possibility further and have uncovered nothing incriminating. Arabella is what she appears: a simple girl, content to lead a simple life with a family who loves her.” 
 
    My heart quivers while thinking of investigators being dispatched to Arlos. Did they speak with Mama? Asher? Were they kind, or was my family mistreated? 
 
    “The magic of the Queendom is within her, and we have no right to remove it without further investigation,” Fairden continues. “The circumstances are highly unusual—unprecedented even. But you know as well as I that it is rare for an Essence to Transfer to an incompatible Vessel.” Fairden glances at me, then back to Albright. “And she appears to be a very compatible match. The magic has taken so quickly to her, like no other Vessel before her. We would be fools to deny her ability. The likely outcome of her stealing the Essence—if such a thing is even possible—would have been death.” 
 
    Albright doesn’t answer, only pinches her lips together. 
 
    I rub my sweaty palms on my skirt and attempt to make eye contact with Thea, but her eyes are trained on Albright. The Princess squares her shoulders and glides down the stairs, head held high. Everyone turns their attention to her as she positions herself not more than a foot away from Albright. Still, the Lady remains unmoving, as if she were a statue. 
 
    “My mother’s Essence is inside of Arabella.” Thea strengthens her voice. “She was murdered, and I’ll be damned if I will stand by and allow you, as well as this . . . Council . . . to steal from the wishes of the Transfer.” Thea points at the members in front of her. “Our entire way of life is built upon trusting the Transfer of Life process. If we begin to doubt now, everything we have worked to achieve will crumble.” 
 
    Thea moves her attention back to Albright and inches closer to her face. “By continuing to believe this fallacy that Arabella somehow stole the Essence, you are the traitor to the crown, not Lord Fairden and Lady Rose. They are protecting my mother’s legacy. Protecting the Queendom.” With those words, Princess Thea spins on her heels and takes several steps toward me. I swallow back a knot of emotion while waiting for whatever’s going to happen next.  
 
    My breath hitches when she lowers her head and bows into a deep curtsy. “My Queen.” 
 
    I stare at the Princess. Several of the Council members gasp at her actions. From the corner of my vision, I see Ravenoak and his Guards poised and ready to attack. 
 
    Just as Thea rises from the curtsy, a dull popping followed by a rumble sounds from outside the castle. Lady Albright jerks her head toward the interruption. She eases away from Thea and raises her hand slightly to Ravenoak, indicating for him and his soldiers to stand down. 
 
    “This is not over,” Albright snaps at Thea before turning to Ravenoak. “Find out what that was and meet us back in the War Chamber.” 
 
    Ravenoak pauses for a moment as he considers his daughter. Then, he turns to Lady Albright and dips his head in agreement. He orders one of the Guards to attend to the unmoving bodies of the man and woman whom I had blasted to the far walls. The last Guard follows him out of the room. 
 
    Tristan rushes forward, but two Guards stop him. His eyes are wild as his gaze darts from Thea to me.  
 
    My skin shudders when a single finger taps on my shoulder. I’m almost afraid to look up, but I do to discover Lord Fairden, Lady Rose, and Princess Thea. “We must take our discussions elsewhere.”  
 
    Albright has her gaze fixed on me. Lord Terrowin, Lady Muriel, and Lady Jacquelyn remain still as they wait for Albright to act. 
 
    “Lord Fairden, Lady Rose,” Albright calls out, “I ask you to keep things in order as we address this threat. We will reopen discussions as soon as it is permissible.” 
 
    Fairden twists away from me to face the rest of the Council. “Agreed. We must do what is best for the Queendom of Lore.” 
 
    Thea threads her arm through the crook of my elbow, pulling my body close to hers. No one from our group says another word as we cautiously walk toward the exit. The two Guards step aside, still honoring Rose, Fairden, and Thea’s authority. I glance over my shoulder to see the rest of the Council funnel out a side passage on the far side of the hall. 
 
    Once we’re in the corridor Tristan rushes up to Thea, taking her free hand. “Are you all right, Your Highness?” 
 
    Thea glances down the long corridor and spots her father, who is speaking with a couple of Royal Guards. Angling her gaze to the floor, she whispers, “I’m fine.”  
 
    Tristan looks from Rose to Fairden. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Fairden folds his arms across his chest. “The Council is fractured. Lady Rose and I stood with Arabella and the Princess. As expected, that didn’t go over well, but we did prevent the extraction of the Queen’s Essence.” 
 
    Tristan steps toward me, his eyes wide. “I wanted to break the walls down when I heard a large boom from inside. I’m glad you’re both safe.” 
 
    Thea studies him with a slightly wrinkled brow. She then answers with a soft bow of her head. 
 
    “Well, Arabella here surprised us all,” Lady Rose boasts. “This little thing tapped into some serious Royal magic in there.” 
 
    Tristan’s mouth drops open. “Wait, that was you?”  
 
    “Yeah… it just happened. I didn’t want to die, and I guess that summoned my magic.” 
 
    “Listen,” Fairden says, glancing around, “we must keep things cordial. No one wants this monarchy to fall into chaos. Especially with the border attacks.” 
 
    “What attacks?” Tristan asks Fairden.  
 
     “A former Council Lady has returned to our lands. It appears she is set on revenge.” 
 
    “Wait, who?” Tristan pleads. 
 
    “Lady Maxia,” I tell him. 
 
    Tristan’s body stills. “Lady Maxia should be dead by now.” 
 
    “Apparently she’s not,” Rose says. 
 
    Off to the side, I spot Ravenoak and his men strolling up to our gathering. My back stiffens and I move in closer to the Princess, whose arm is still linked with mine. 
 
    From a distance, Thea and her father exchange an uncomfortable glare. She’s lost her mother, and now her father stands against her. 
 
    “We are all still part of the Lore Queendom,” Ravenoak says, eyeing each of us. “I trust you will do what is right in this time of need?” 
 
    Standing at attention, Tristan says, “Sir, I will not allow the Queendom to be placed into jeopardy.”  
 
    “Well, young man, that is good to hear. The Royal Guard still has a duty to keep the Queen’s Essence secure, and that includes the Queen’s Vessel. Escort Arabella and the Princess to one of the fortified inner chambers while we address this attack.” 
 
    I step toward Ravenoak. He’s even taller and broader than I thought. “I will not stay locked up anymore. I’m part of this now, and I will use my ability if I need to.” 
 
    The taller of the two Guards moves in front of me. His staff sparks blue and a scowl consumes his face. 
 
    “Stand down, Lex,” Ravenoak orders. 
 
    The man’s chest heaves up and down, but eventually he returns to Ravenoak’s side. 
 
    “Proper procedure must be placed aside,” Fairden says to Ravenoak. “We will all be part of this now. The Lady and I are still Council members, and Thea is the Princess of Lore.” Fairden trains his gaze onto me, and I gulp with nervousness. “And young Arabella does hold the Queen’s Essence.” 
 
    Ravenoak purses his lips at Fairden. “Fine. Follow me.” 
 
    Ravenoak rolls his eyes as he turns down the hall. Unease tightens my stomach muscles. Still, I defer to Tristan to guide our next steps. With a deep breath, I follow the Guards beside my supportive group. A few minutes pass by quietly, the silence only broken when we reach a towering metal door.  
 
    “Wait for Thea and Arabella out here,” Fairden tells Tristan. 
 
    Tristan frowns, but obeys. 
 
    One of Ravenoak’s Guards unlatches a thick lever and pulls the massive gate open. I peek inside and discover a large circular room. Glass panels with rows of lit up buttons cover several manned stations around the curved, dulled metal walls.  
 
    “Is that old-world technology?” I whisper to Fairden. “I recognize those types of displays and tech from our reclamation shop.” 
 
    He grins. “Our land cannot run on magic alone. We’ve managed to replicate some of the more useful devices of the past to build this War Chamber.” 
 
    “Why are they here?” Albright demands from the far side of the chamber. 
 
    “My Lady,” Ravenoak addresses her. “They insisted.” 
 
    Rose steps in front of Ravenoak. “As Council members, we have every right to be here, and there is no law forbidding me from bringing Thea and Arabella along.” 
 
    Albright sneers. “This is foolish. Our Lore system has turned into a joke.” 
 
    “Please,” Fairden begs. “We need to work together to address this threat. Now, fill us in on what you’ve learned about the incident outside our castle walls.” 
 
    I cradle my midsection as a thread of nausea roils through my stomach. This whole experience is overwhelming. I spot a small window up high on the wall near us. It’s dark outside. In the evenings, I used to play board games with Asher and Mama. What I wouldn’t give to be there now. 
 
    An operator with curly black hair at one of the stations spins in her seat and addresses Albright. The Lady nods, and the young woman turns next to Fairden. “A small bomb detonated just inside our east perimeter. Our cameras have not identified any terrorists. There was minimal damage.” 
 
    “It appears Maxia wanted to demonstrate just how close she can get to us,” Albright states. 
 
    “Well, she’s got our attention, that’s for sure,” Rose muses. 
 
    I stand on the sidelines, mostly drinking in everything the Council has to say about Lady Maxia and the lands beyond the border. 
 
    My whole life, I’ve been taught to believe that area was the deadlands, completely uninhabitable. And yet, as harsh as the conditions may be, life continues . . . and maybe that life is even growing strong enough to invade the Queendom and take our land for themselves.  
 
    “There is no longer time to hold off on any dealings with Lady Maxia,” Albright says. “There are simply too many lives at stake.” She turns her attention from the Council to Ravenoak. “Take a small team of your best Guards to investigate the activity at the border. If possible, maintain a safe distance, and do not engage in battle. Report back to us without delay.” 
 
    Ravenoak bows and his attention flits Thea’s way. “I recommend for each of you to return to your quarters.” He keeps a steady gaze on Thea. “I will double the Royal Guard on duty around the castle until I prep for a strike.” 
 
    Albright straightens herself. “The Council will not be forced into hiding, for any reason. Our duty is to serve and protect this Queendom.” She addresses Thea and me. “But I will concede that the Princess . . . and Arabella, should return to their Guarded quarters.” 
 
    I open my mouth to protest. 
 
    “Immediately,” Albright snaps before I have the chance to get any words out.  
 
    I look to Thea, who inclines her head in compliance. 
 
    “I agree,” Fairden says, folding his hands behind his back. “For their protection.” 
 
    With a sigh, the Princess and I wordlessly leave the War Chamber behind and meet Tristan in the corridor.  
 
    When we’re out of earshot of any Guards, Tristan asks, “What was discussed?” 
 
    Thea launches into details without a breath of hesitation. Tristan is far more to Thea than he thinks—not just her confidant, as he explained. 
 
    As she speaks, the anger builds in my chest at the Council for not allowing me to stay. For not allowing me to speak. Maybe Fairden is only attempting to protect me, but Albright is not. If I am the Queen, then it is my duty to protect and lead the Queendom as well!  
 
    I draw in a quiet breath. 
 
    Shock ripples through me.  
 
    Why do I suddenly feel so protective toward the crown?  
 
    Before I can stop myself, I spit out, “I want to go to the border.”  
 
    “What?” both Tristan and Thea say in unison. 
 
    I stop walking. “If I am the Queen’s Vessel, then this is something I need to see for myself.” 
 
    Thea’s eyes widen at Tristan. “She’s right. We can’t be left in the dark like this. We should see this threat for ourselves.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    TRISTAN PACES IN the middle of Thea’s room while rubbing the back of his neck. “You two are going to get yourselves killed.” He stops and looks to me. “We really should think about this. Even with the border decontamination barrier in place, we’re still risking irradiation the longer we stay out there. And that will be the least of our worries if we run into Maxia’s army.” 
 
    “We’re doing this Tristan,” Thea insists. “It’s not your decision.” 
 
    Tristan shakes his head, but says no more. 
 
    Thea fumbles at the back of her wardrobe. She pulls out several pairs of cotton pants and a few long-sleeved shirts. “These will work.” She picks two pieces for herself and tosses me a gray top and a pair of khaki pants. “I used these for training sessions, but they’re enough like peasant wear for us to blend in outside of the castle walls.” Thea glances at me and indicates her dress. “I need your help getting this thing off.” 
 
    Tristan is so caught up in mumbling to himself that he doesn’t even notice we’re wanting to change. 
 
    “Tristan?” Thea says.  
 
    He returns his attention to her, but his brow remains furrowed. “Yes, Your Highness?” 
 
    “We will be in need of a few weapons,” she says. “Magic is well and good, but we have no idea what we’ll encounter at the border. You will need your staff, and a few daggers may suffice. But if you see anything in the armory we can use, please pack them as well.” 
 
    “And what will I tell the armory Guard on duty?” he asks. “The Royal Guard can’t simply take any weapons they like without a Royal order.” 
 
    Thea pinches her lips together and presses her clothing into my hands. She rushes to a dainty rolltop desk across the room and produces a slip of paper from the middle drawer. With a pen, she scribbles something on the paper, folds it, and then grabs a Royal seal from the desktop. Thea presses the blue seal to the paper before marching back to Tristan.  
 
    “Tell them that I’m afraid for my life,” she says. “There’s good reason for me to be, as my mother was just murdered. The note states that I require my entire Royal Guard to be heavily armed. They will be unable to refuse you.” 
 
    Tristan clutches the note affixed with the Royal seal. He lets out a long sigh, but bows his head. “Yes, Your Highness.”  
 
    After Tristan leaves, I assist Princess Thea out of her garish teal dress. As I unhook the buttons and laces, my mind drifts to our plans. I’m going to be outside the castle’s walls. What if I could escape? I could head back to town and find Asher. We could run off together and have the life we’ve always wanted.  
 
    The impossibility of this forming plan hits my chest like a load of scrap metal. Where would we go? There are only so many safe places to hide within the Queendom. And with the radiation—and now upheaval—at the border, it can’t be safe outside either. We would never be happy. The two of us would either end up dead, or be on the run for our entire lives. 
 
    “Thank you,” Thea says, interrupting my thoughts. I step back as she finishes changing. 
 
    My dress is much easier to remove, but I sit on a nearby chair and slip my hand into my pocket. I fish out my ring and gaze at it. Tears sting at the corners of my eyes. 
 
    “What is that?” Thea asks. 
 
    My heart jumps, and I slide the ring on my right ring finger instead of my left. “Um . . . a family heirloom. It’s all I have from my old life.” 
 
    Thea’s eyes are lit up with delight. “Looks like a wedding band.” 
 
     “It’s an engagement ring,” I mumble, and quickly change into my new outfit.  
 
    Just as I fasten the last button, she takes my hand to examine the piece of jewelry. “An engagement ring?” 
 
    “From my boyfriend, Asher, back in Arlos.” 
 
    Thea releases my hand. “How long have you known him? What’s he like?” 
 
    Asher’s perfect smile flashes in my mind. “My whole life . . . and he’s amazing.” 
 
    Thea’s smile widens and her voice takes on a childlike tone, seemingly forgetting all about the dangerous journey we’re about to take. “He loves you?” 
 
    “Very much,” I say, thinking of the thousand stolen kisses we’ve shared. 
 
    The Princess places a hand over her heart and sighs. “You are very fortunate.” 
 
    “All things considered . . . I’m not so sure that’s true anymore. And you have Trist—” 
 
    Knock! Knock!  
 
    I grip the ring on my finger and face the door, wide-eyed. 
 
    “It’s Tristan,” he announces from the hallway. 
 
    My shoulders relax and I release my finger.  
 
    “Enter,” Thea calls out. 
 
    The gold-painted door opens and Tristan enters, his fighting staff and a satchel in his hands. “I have what you requested.” 
 
    “Good,” Thea says. “Then we should be going.” 
 
    Tristan leads the way out of Thea’s chamber and through the dimly lit corridors. He stops at a corner and then points to the left. “If we head this way, we should avoid the scheduled patrols. Regardless, we need to be quick.” 
 
    We quietly make our way through turn after turn. Eventually we reach a metal service entrance at the west end of the castle. Tristan places his palm onto a glass panel near the handle and a soft glow halos around his hand. 
 
    My spine tingles with excitement as the door opens with a metallic clank, even though worries still flood my mind. What am I getting myself into? The risk of something horrible happening is almost certain. 
 
    Thea rests a hand on my shoulder, as if sensing my unease. I return a smile as I exhale deeply. 
 
    “We can do this,” Thea says, lowering her arm back down to her side. 
 
    Tristan pushes the exit fully open, exposing a dark outer yard housing all sorts of maintenance equipment. Large rusted vehicles with massive wheels and all sorts of gardening tools litter the space. Some of this stuff would have made my scrounging for scrap a lot easier back home. A pungent smell—like rotting vegetation—tickles my nose.  
 
    “Arabella?” a soft voice calls from inside just as we step out. 
 
    Tristan and Thea jump and ready themselves. Thea’s hand sparks with a cool blue haze and Tristan’s staff comes to life as he points his weapon toward the entrance. 
 
    “Hold on,” I tell them. “It’s okay.” 
 
    Out of the night’s shadows, Esme emerges from the entry. The whites of her widened eyes are bright in the darkness. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Thea marches over and stops inches from her. The magic pulsing from her now raised hand casts an eerie glow on Esme’s face. “This is none of your concern, Maiden. Return to your post at once.” 
 
    “Wait, hold on, please,” I say, coming to Thea’s side. “She’s my friend. We can trust her.” 
 
    Esme peers over her shoulder before turning back to us. “My apologies, Your Highness. I’m Arabella’s Executive Maiden. I just want to make sure she’s all right.” 
 
    Thea’s shoulders relax and she steps back. The energy surrounding her hand fades. “You’re right to look after her, Maiden. After all the Queendom has endured lately, I’m simply on edge.” 
 
    I take Esme’s hand and then spill the details of our plan. “Ravenoak and the Council are shielding us,” I explain further. “But as I hold the Queen’s Essence, I have every right to know the truth. My family and the entire Queendom could be at risk.” 
 
    Esme’s squeezes my hands. “Please be careful—” 
 
    “Ladies, we don’t have time for this,” Tristan interrupts. “We need to head out.” 
 
    A commotion rattles from just inside the castle. I drop Esme’s hand and step back. “Someone’s coming,” I say. 
 
    “We need to run,” Tristan whispers urgently. “Now.” 
 
    “Go,” Esme says to me. “I’ll distract them.” 
 
    “Be safe,” I plead. “And thank you.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you Esme,” Thea says with a warm smile. 
 
    Esme heads back into the castle and shuts the heavy door behind her. 
 
    I sigh when Tristan’s staff dims. He takes Thea’s hand, and I follow as he guides her into the dimly lit yard. Up ahead, we halt before a three-foot tall rusted grate burrowed into the outer stone wall. Overgrown thickets of weeds nearly hide the crosshatched bars, each gap no more than a few inches wide. 
 
    Tristan releases Thea’s hand and wraps his fingers around one of the bars. “If we can get this grate open, the path will lead us to a narrow gully just beyond the walls.” 
 
    He rests his staff against the wall to yank on the bars. He grits his teeth. The corded muscles of his arms tense and shake. Still, the grate doesn’t even budge an inch. 
 
    “Step aside,” Thea commands. 
 
    Tristan and I take a few steps back. He places an arm across my midsection before angling his body before mine—face to face—as if to embrace. I swallow, not sure what to do. In the dim light, I can see faint stubble along his jaw, smell the spice of his soap. Asher is strong, but he isn’t built like Tristan, and I find my mind stuttering at his nearness. He’s far too close. This can’t be proper. But perhaps he’s attempting to shield me from whatever Thea’s about to do. To protect the Queendom. 
 
    So, I focus on her, and not him. 
 
    Thea’s hands raise and burst with deep blue ripples of energy. Light consumes all of her arms. In a single motion, she directs an intense wave of power at the grate. The hinges crack and buckle. The bars bend in, and the whole metal structure pushes through the wall until it collapses in a dull, clanking heap on the other side of the castle wall. 
 
    Tristan wraps his other arm around my shoulder and pulls me in tight. My face naturally tucks into his neck. I can feel the thundering pulse in his chest beneath my fingertips and the way his quickened breaths flutter wisps of my hair. Is this all really necessary? 
 
    Thea’s magic flickers out. A grin stretches across her lips as she turns toward us, her eyes equally wide with excitement, but her happiness quickly fades. Brows first raised in triumph now furrow as she studies Tristan, then me, then Tristan again. Noting her disapproval, he quickly releases me to step toward her. Thea darts her gaze my way one last time before inspecting the grass at her feet. 
 
    “Wow,” Tristan says. “I’ve never seen you use that much magic before.” 
 
    A small smile softens her downturned lips. “I’ve been practicing. I’ll share more later, but we should start moving.” 
 
    The opening Thea made is dark, with faint smoke trickling from its edges. The air is still warm from her magic. Tristan again leads the way with Thea closely behind him. I hunch over as we slowly make our way through the thick wall. As we journey deeper inside, a faint glow from the heated metal grate provides enough light to glimpse an opening farther ahead. I didn’t realize how thick the walls are or how dark the passage would be. Creeping through the exit, I lift my face toward the night sky and listen to the rustling leaves of the Lore Forrest. Before us is a small clearing, rimmed by the silhouettes of tall evergreens.  
 
    “There.” Tristan points to something in the distance. A faint haze of light trickles through the lush woods. 
 
    “What is it?” Thea asks. 
 
    “The Royal Guard,” Tristan explains. “Patrol teams will usually meet just outside the walls, before the radiation begins, to get specific orders on their mission. Let’s get a closer look.” 
 
    I sidle up to Tristan and narrow my gaze. “Wait, what? Shouldn’t we avoid them and head out?” 
 
    Tristan pivots to face both Thea and me. “Our best chance is to gain as much intel as we can. I don’t want any surprises once we get to the border.” 
 
    The hairs on my arms stand on end, and I try to rub the chilly feeling away, but it doesn’t work. I don’t like this, but he’s right. We shouldn’t head out blindly. 
 
    We take a wide berth and head into the darkness. A few moments later, we reach the tree line and filter through, concealing our position. Murmurs echo in the distance as we inch closer to whoever’s up ahead. Along the way we sidestep tree trunks or use them for cover. Upon reaching an opening, we discover a gathering of a dozen Guards, each armed with staffs or long daggers. They all face Ravenoak, who’s addressing them. Not surprisingly, he’s barking out orders and motivating his fighters. 
 
    “We’ll head southwest down this road.” Ravenoak points down a darkened stretch. “Maxia is likely dangerous, but this is a recon mission, and we are not to engage. Staffs will be kept darkened unless I order otherwise.” He scans the Guard and yells, “Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” they shout in unison. 
 
    “We leave in ten.” 
 
    I lean toward Tristan and whisper, “If we move now, we can stay off the main road and get a ten-minute head start.” 
 
    Tristan nods and the three of us silently make our way around the forest. As we race through the trees, I glimpse the road on our right. A cluster of large, familiar boulders grows visible in the darkness as we approach. While out exploring on my own, I’ve rested at this very spot. I slow my pace and glance to my left, grazing my thumb over my ring. Arlos isn’t too far from here. Maybe a few miles. 
 
    An ache for Asher pulls at my heart. I could go to him right now. That’s where I want to be— 
 
    “Come on,” Thea growls. “If we slow down, we’ll lose our lead on Ravenoak.” 
 
    Her words shake me from my thoughts, and I watch as Tristan races ahead. I bury my feelings and shoot forward to catch up with him while Thea trails behind. 
 
    Before long, and with the light of the half-moon illuminating our way, a dotting of firelight comes into view. Panting, we stop and take cover. A low fence marks the border with periodic red and white warning signs to keep us from going beyond the Queendom. It’s all that’s needed. Everyone knows only death lives beyond the Lore boundaries. 
 
    Through the fence, I can see there are several abandoned shipping containers on the outskirts of the camp. I’ve run into a few of those before, but there’s never been anything good in them. The contents were pillaged long ago. 
 
    “It’s not large enough to be an army,” Tristan says. 
 
    He’s right. I don’t know a lot about a gathering of troops, but the sparse collection of tents and flickering campfires couldn’t represent more than fifty people. And if conditions are as bad as I think they are outside of the border, how is a band of fifty reasonable against the Royal Guard?  
 
    So why are they here? 
 
    I whisper, “Maybe it’s nothing but a few nomads.”  
 
    “We need to get as close to the border as possible to get a better view,” Thea urges. 
 
    “You think it’s worth it? Doesn’t look like much.” 
 
    “Arabella’s right,” Tristan pipes in. “We should go back. You’ve seen what you wanted.” 
 
    Thea clicks her tongue. “You two don’t know Lady Maxia very well, do you?” 
 
    Admittedly, I don’t. The only thing I’m aware of is her exile and what I learned at the meeting today.  
 
    Neither of us answers and Thea grabs Tristan’s arm. Her eyes widen and glisten under the moonlight. “I do, and we need a closer inspection.” 
 
    Tristan bows his head in submission. “Your Highness.” 
 
    “We came all this way,” I add. “It would be stupid to go back now.” 
 
    Keeping a low profile, we creep toward the fence on our stomachs and squeeze under the metal wiring.  
 
    Tristan goes first and helps both Thea and I to our feet as we emerge on the other side. We race to the safety of an abandoned shipping container standing not fifty feet from the camp. We lean our backs against the rusty metal where the remains of a cracked, peeling, unreadable logo clings to the surface. Even if it were daylight, I doubt I’d be able to make the symbol and words out. 
 
    I peer around the side of the container at the camp. There’s no place to hide between here and the first row of tents. A few people mill about, but most seem to be asleep. 
 
    “We can make it to that one.” Thea points to the closest tent and uses her head to gesture toward a man now walking out of sight. “Maybe we can hear something if we—” 
 
    “I don’t know Thea,” I whisper. “I think I’ve seen enough.” 
 
    Thea glares at Tristan and me, and then opens her mouth to speak.  
 
    The second she does, my body is yanked back and everything goes dark. A writhing, electrical tingling I know must be magic races through my hands and arms. Panic jumps in my chest.  
 
    “Shut up,” a gruff voice orders. “If you scream, you die.” 
 
    I snap my mouth shut as several rough hands grab my upper arms and force me forward. My feet drag over the scrubby grass. 
 
    This is it . . . I’m dead. I should have run back to Asher when I had the chance. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    I’M SHOVED ONTO the hard ground and fall into a heap. My breath comes in short pants. Breathing through the scratchy, burlap bag on my head only makes this worse. 
 
    But they haven’t killed me yet. I still have a chance. 
 
    Everything in me wants to use my magic. I focus on summoning the mysterious energy, but nothing comes. I can’t even feel it. Our captors must be blocking it somehow. With my head covered like this, even if the magic did work again, Thea and Tristan are probably here, and I might hurt them since I really have no idea what I’m doing. 
 
    “You are going to regret this!” Thea’s voice is muffled, but it’s definitely her. 
 
    There are scuffling sounds across from me, and I fear Thea is involved. 
 
    Stop it, Thea. She’s going to get us killed. 
 
    As if reading my thoughts, someone grasps the burlap over my head and yanks. The fabric trails fire across my raw skin. Not even the rush of cool air soothes the pain. 
 
    “Ouch!” I say, then immediately regret my outburst. 
 
    An angry, unhooded Thea is across from me. Tristan is to my left. I try to get my bearings, but we’re surrounded by the canvas of tent walls. Thea bares her teeth at one of our captors with dark hair and ratty clothes, and I gasp. Half of his face is patchy pink and red with burned, scarred skin. I snap my attention over the other captors. Each of the five men and women present have burn marks across their faces, coupled with other blemishes on their exposed skin. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” the lead captor snarls. 
 
    I answer with a little shake of my head and quickly glance away, but not before I catch Tristan’s stare.  
 
    He mouths, “Radiation.” 
 
    A hand grabs at my face and my heart nearly jumps into my throat. I gape at the man’s burned face. 
 
    “You privileged have it all,” he growls, nails clawing at my cheeks. “Such pure skin. Free from the sickening poison we breathe everyday outside your safe little territories.” 
 
    I wince and let out a soft cry. 
 
    “Let her go!” Tristan barks. 
 
    The man heaves me aside and sneers at Tristan. “How about I let you go, then shoot you in the back?”  
 
    Tristan scowls and twists at his restraints. The man starts to lunge at Tristan when a blast of light blows him to the ground. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, Jarin.” A tall, willowy woman with a gaunt, but unmarred face ambles toward our circle. Tipping her head my way, she says, “It’s been so long since we’ve had guests.”  
 
    A long coat with rustic leather trim nearly drags on the ground as she approaches. Knee-high black boots kick up dirt with every slow step. The older woman stops just a few feet from us and peers down over our group. Luminescent magic dances on her fingertips before fading out.  
 
    Lady Maxia. 
 
    Jarin scuffles to his feet before sidling up beside her with his hands behind his back. He turns his head down, avoiding her hazel eyes. “My Lady, we found these three snooping at the edge of our camp. We’ve extended patrols in case there are more.” 
 
    “Very well. Now leave me. All of you.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Maxia snarls. 
 
    The men and women quickly funnel out of the tent, leaving just Lady Maxia and us behind. 
 
    A pit forms in my stomach as the inside of the tent quiets. Thea no longer fights back. She clearly knows who this is. 
 
    “Well, well,” Lady Maxia says with a withered grin. “Princess Thea, here at my doorstep. My, how you’ve grown into quite the beautiful young woman. I thought you would be preparing for your Ascension Ceremony, not running off into the woods like a simple Royal Guard. You disappoint me.” 
 
    Tristan leans forward. “How dare you speak to the Princess this way. We demand you release us now!” 
 
    A pop of lavender light bursts from Lady Maxia’s palms and propels toward Tristan. Energy ripples through the air as he’s sent back against the stiff fabric of the tent. He writhes in pain, then topples to his side, unable to catch himself with hands tied behind his back. 
 
    “Did I speak to you, boy?” 
 
    “Please stop,” I plead. “Leave him alone.” 
 
    Lady Maxia twists her gaze my way, eyes brimming with intensity. “And who is this?” 
 
    “She is my Maiden,” Thea says. Chin lifted and shoulders back, she says to me, “Know your place, Maiden.” 
 
    Thea knows Maxia mustn’t discover who I am; more importantly, what I’ve become. She’s right, but I’ve never been able to just sit by and watch people get hurt. 
 
    “My apologies, Your Highness.” I lower my eyes and play up my best cowering posture. 
 
    Tristan manages to return to a sitting position. A streak of sweat trails down the side of his face. 
 
    “Let’s get right to it, shall we?” Maxia teases. “Your vile mother has been murdered and the Queendom is in disarray. What I need to know is why you have not assumed power, Princess.” 
 
    Thea’s brows draw together. “So . . . this is why you and your mutant friends are moving on my Queendom.” 
 
    Magic crackles at Maxia’s fingertips and she lunges at Thea. The Princess scuttles back against the tent. Lady Maxia claws at Thea’s arm and rips off her coat sleeve, exposing her skin.  
 
    Maxia gasps, her mouth hanging open in confusion. She tosses the torn fabric to the ground, then crouches down in front of the Princess.  
 
    “Where is the Royal marking?” 
 
    Before I have a chance to react, my eyes roll back and my mind fades from this tent. Straight away, I’m brought back to the castle, sitting on a warm, soft throne inside the Council Hall. Before me stands a slightly younger Lady Maxia. The streaks of gray in her shoulder length hair are not as prominent as they are now. Her eyes are wide, posture rigid, and a contemptuous glare fills her face. 
 
    Maxia steps toward the Council stage. “Our Queendom is at risk,” she says. “Our land’s resources are not as plentiful as they once were. We must demand more of the Relic class. Those peasants have had it far too easy. We must insist that they double their contributions to the Lore Queendom.” 
 
    A murmur blends from the Council as they take in Lady Maxia’s words. I stand and step off the dais, my long shawl dragging behind me. “Are you questioning my leadership?” 
 
    Maxia takes a step back. “Your Majesty, I meant no disrespect, but times are difficult. We must adapt or we will suffer as the rest of the world has outside our lands.” 
 
    “I know very well the situation of our resources. I have no need for my Council to point out the obvious. What I demand are solutions that do not require taking more from people who already have nothing.” 
 
    Fire burns in Maxia’s eyes. “They would not be alive if it wasn’t for our generosity. They owe us their lives, and if the weak cannot live on less, then they should be left to die like the rodents they are.” 
 
    “The Queen is right,” Lord Fairden shouts from behind me. “We mustn’t weaken our Relic class. They are the foundation of our society. Without them, we would crumble.” 
 
    Lady Maxia pivots toward Fairden. “You were not selected to pander to those less than us. The Essence that flows through you should be disappointed.” 
 
    My chest flames with anger as the skin on my forearms tingle. I ball my fists and quickly release a purple discharge of energy, a burst that brightens the entire hall. “Maxia, you will stand down from this discourse or I will have you removed. Nor will you challenge the wisdom of tradition, or my Queendom further.” 
 
    My magic dims as I relax, and the warmth on my arms fade. Lady Maxia remains still and silent for a moment before she grits her teeth and steps forward, pausing just inches from me. “You are pathetic. Your rule will end this great Lore dynasty.” 
 
    I stand over her and snarl, “You have sealed your fate.” 
 
    I turn to signal to the Royal Guards who stand in all corners of the Hall. Before I order them to take her, Maxia shoves her palms at me, flinging me backwards into the base of the stage. My back stings with intense pain from the impact and I cradle the magical burn circulating through my middle. I flip my gaze back her way, anger rapidly boiling inside me. 
 
    Maxia’s face pales. “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean . . . Please forgive me.” 
 
    Her violet magic sparks before it vanishes. Four Guards rush to her. A female Guard jabs her staff into the Lady’s back. Blue light bursts around Maxia and she drops to her knees.  
 
    All the air is sucked from the hall in a frozen moment. Then Fairden and Lady Albright jump from the stage and reach under my arms to pull me to my feet. The remaining Council now stand with panic etched across their faces.  
 
    I push Fairden and Albright from me and square myself. The tingle of electricity moves through my hands and purple magic ignites. I raise my right hand toward Maxia and grit out from between clenched teeth, “I could kill you now, Maxia.” A collective silence steals all other sound in the hall but the crackle of magic sparking in my palm. 
 
    Maxia prostrates herself on the floor. “Your Majesty!” she cries out. “I beg your forgiveness. Please have mercy.” 
 
    “Mercy?” I snarl. “You have no mercy! Your heart and mind are darkened by the sickness of power.” 
 
    Maxia remains with her face to the ground. “No, Majesty. I was wrong. I only desire to protect the Queendom.” 
 
    I exhale a sharp breath. The magic in my hand vanishes as I lower it to my side. “Unlike you, I am merciful, Lady Maxia. But you may not stay here. If protecting the Queendom is so important to you, then you may Guard it from outside of our borders. You are, from this point forward, banished. And you may not return.” 
 
    Maxia raises her head, eyes wide. “Banished? How is this merciful? There is nothing but a slow death waiting for me outside of the Queendom’s borders. You know this!” 
 
    “Take her! I shout. “My decision is final!” 
 
    The Guards ignite their magic before Maxia can call on hers. She slumps to the ground, and they drag her limp body from the hall. The double doors slam behind them, and the sound shocks me into a very different scene. 
 
    I suck in shaky breath. My arm stings as if fire blazes through it. I glance down and gape at my upper arm. A royal fleur de lis illuminated in gold casts its glows through the fabric of my sleeve. 
 
    Maxia studies my arm, a single brow arched. “Now this is interesting…” She brings her gaze to my eyes. “Your Majesty.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    THE TENT FALLS silent, and I flit my attention to Thea, her eyes wide. Maxia is no longer interested in either Tristan or the Princess, instead stepping toward me. Pebbles crunch under her boots as she approaches. I hold my breath and scoot a few inches from her, but there’s no place to go in this small space. 
 
    Maxia reaches for me, and I turn my head from her. Teeth clenched, she yanks me to my feet, gathers my sleeve, and rips it from the seam. The nails of her other hand dig into the flesh of my upper arm around the marking. 
 
    A cry escapes my mouth. I glance first at the torn fabric in her hand, and then to my tattoo, which has begun to dull and return to normal. 
 
    “This is our new Queen?” Maxia jeers. She studies me from head to toe and back up again. “This thing isn’t Royal.” She tightens her grip on me. Her face now inches from mine, she sneers, “No refinement or grace. A mere peasant!” Spittle flies from her mouth and lands on my cheek. 
 
    Maxia releases me with a shove. I nearly lose my balance, but catch myself before stumbling over. 
 
    “How is a peasant the Vessel of the Queen?” She rounds on Thea again, whose eyes are still as wide as saucers. 
 
    “I would remind you that you’re speaking of our new Queen, Lady Maxia,” Tristan says. 
 
    Maxia slowly turns her disgusted gaze toward Tristan. “I would remind you, boy, that you do not have the advantage out here. I do.” 
 
    Tristan closes his mouth and tenses his jaw. From the low spark of dying embers in his eyes, I know he wants to do something—but can’t. 
 
    Maxia purses her lips together for a moment, as if in thought, then finally speaks. “I’ve heard of this before. The stories are old, but it is said that if the Queen dies an untimely death . . . a murder, that her Essence will immediately seek out a worthy soul to reside within.” She glares at me. “Are you a worthy soul? Or did you murder the Queen?” 
 
    “I . . . I . . . I’m nothing!” 
 
    “Please, my dear,” Maxia coos. “You don’t need to restate the obvious.” She moves her attention back to Thea. “But why are you not the worthy soul?” 
 
    “You are lying,” Thea says, ignoring Maxia’s question. “There are no such old stories. I would have heard them, if there were any to be told.” 
 
    “These are not stories you hear in the Queendom. Within its boundaries, most of the histories and stories have been repressed. Much of history has been rewritten to suit the will of the Council. I’ve learned much since I left—” 
 
    “Left?” Tristan sneers from the corner. “You were thrown out on your a—” 
 
    Maxia wheels around Tristan’s way and a bolt of purple light flies into his chest before he has a chance to finish the insult. He drops to the ground. 
 
    “Tristan!” I scream. 
 
    Maxia turns to me, her eyes nearly lit with flame. “Don’t you worry about your little lover, girl. I only intend to shut him up for a while. Sometimes it’s best for men’s mouths to be closed until what they have to say is useful to you.” 
 
    Lover? My chest tightens, and Asher comes to the forefront of my mind. “He’s not my—” 
 
    “Oh, maybe not yet,” Maxia says. “But strong, handsome Guards like that almost always end up in the Queen’s bed––if they play their cards right.” 
 
    I slide a hesitant glance toward Thea, who’s clenching and unclenching her fists. 
 
    Maxia’s lips curl into a satisfied smile. “Now, what is your name, peasant?” 
 
    I whisper, “Bel . . . Arabella of the House of Garin. 
 
    Maxia straightens her spine and lowers her shoulders. She peers down her nose at the unconscious Tristan, the looks back to me. “Well, Arabella of the House of Garin, it’s too bad you’ll never actually be Queen. Guards!” she calls. 
 
    Almost instantly three burly guards fly through the tent’s opening, coming to stand at attention in front of Maxia. 
 
    “Take the Princess and Guard from here. Keep their magic bound.” She eyes Thea. “Watch her closely.” 
 
    Thea opens her mouth to protest. 
 
    “I would watch your tongue if you want to live, girl,” Maxia snarls. “I may still have a use for you, but don’t make me change my mind.” 
 
    The Princess slowly closes her mouth and glances at me just as one guard forces her toward the exit. The other two gather Tristan’s limp body and drag him behind Thea. 
 
    When they leave, Maxia returns her attention to me. She gestures to two chairs sitting near the wall of the tent and sits on the closest one. I stay standing. “Please, have a seat,” she says. 
 
    I slowly lower myself into the indicated chair, my hands shaking behind my back. 
 
    “So . . .” Maxia begins in low tones, “now that they are gone, tell me how you ended up with the Queen’s mark. And don’t leave anything out. I will know if you are lying.” 
 
    I have no clue if Maxia can tell if I’m lying or not, but I also have no reason to lie to her. I did nothing wrong. Maybe she does still have a heart, and if I’m truthful . . . 
 
    I admit my story, from the day of the Transfer of Life Ceremony until now.  
 
    “And you have seen the visions of the Queen’s past?” she asks. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then, however it came to be, you are the lawful Queen of Lore.” 
 
    Hope springs in my heart. I don’t want to be the Queen, but at least if she believes me, maybe she won’t kill me. “You believe me?” 
 
    “Oh yes, and it is excellent news.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    Maxia doesn’t answer. Instead, she reaches into the collar of her shirt and pulls out a miniature golden Talisman attached to a chain. The pendant appears nearly identical to the ornate version used in the Transfer Ceremony, but a quarter of the size. 
 
    Fairden’s words from the conclave echo in my mind. If the Essence is removed before the Transfer is complete, I will not survive the process. My heart races. 
 
    “Wait, what are you doing? You can’t—” 
 
    Maxia leans in close, cutting me off. “Oh, I can do whatever I want. You are not my Queen. You banished me, don’t you remember?” 
 
    I swallow deeply. “That wasn’t me. I had nothing to do with that decision.” 
 
    Maxia angles her head to the side as a smug grin fills her face. “You have the Queen’s Essence. Arabella is no more. All that remains is this shell—the Queen of Lore. But, lucky for you, I will change this.” 
 
    “Please, you can’t. Removing her Essence will kill me.” 
 
    “Living as a false Queen when you’re really just a simple peasant girl would be a far worse fate to endure. The Queendom needs a true ruler, and she is simply not you.” 
 
    Maxia places her hand over the glimmering Talisman as a soft glow emanates from her palm. The jewel radiates a warm, golden light. With her eyes closed, she raises her head up.  
 
    “It took me years to craft this replica. I only hope it works as intended. If not, this could be much worse for you than the premature Transfer process.” 
 
    I yank on my restraints, but they don’t budge, and only cut into my skin. “Please. Please, there has to be another way. I never wanted a Transfer.” 
 
    I try to stand, but a burning wave of pain flames through my entire body, locking me in place. A scream escapes through my gritted teeth.  
 
    No, it hurts so bad. The burning. The burning.  
 
    Asher’s perfect face pops up before my mind. I’d give anything to clasp his strong, calloused hands right now. I hold onto the thought of him for as long as I can. But as each second passes, it only gets worse. My chest feels hollow, tearing at any bit of air that remains in my lungs.  
 
    I’m going to die. 
 
    Just when I think I might pass out, the pain is ripped from me, and I gasp for air. I’m drawn back to the current moment—somehow still alive. Blinking over and over, I fight to regain focus when a burst of light illuminates the side of the tent. Maxia’s no longer paying attention to me. Her interest is pulled to whatever’s happening out in the camp. The magic is gone, and the makeshift Talisman no longer glows. 
 
    “No, no, no . . .” Maxia groans. “I don’t have time for this.” 
 
    Jarin barges into the tent, and the breeze from the flap flying open cools the sweat that’s formed on my forehead. He pants for air before standing at attention. “My Lady, the Royal Guards have breached the camp. We must get you to safety.” 
 
    “I need more time,” Maxia barks, glancing at me. “Bring her to my transport carriage while I deal with these pathetic guards.” 
 
    Maxia storms to her feet, knocking her chair over in the process, and marches out of the tent. Jarin approaches me, a smug expression on his deformed face. I stiffen, but the interrupted Transfer process has robbed me of energy. He grabs my arm and practically drags me toward the flap of the tent. 
 
    Jarin halts right before the opening. “The Lady wants you alive. Doesn’t mean I can’t beat you within an inch of your life, though, so behave.” 
 
    I avoid his eyes. Does he know what I am? Maxia never mentioned it, and she just learned herself. I don’t care what he threatens. I need to get out of here—now. 
 
    Jarin peeks out the tent flap and I ready myself, mustering every ounce of strength I can find. Lifting my leg, I drive my boot into the back of his knee. He buckles and drops to one leg, still clutching my arm. Without skipping a beat, he swings his free arm at my midsection. The heavy blow rattles my body and sends me toppling over hard onto the ground.  
 
    I can’t breathe.  
 
    My eyes close from the pain. I try to suck in air, but I can’t. Not even a tiny breath.  
 
    “Stupid girl. Time to teach you privileged scum a lesson.” 
 
    I force my eyes open and suck in small wisps of air into my tightened lungs. Jarin stands over me now, fists clenched. Before I can catch my breath, he kicks his foot into my gut, forcing the remaining air from my body. I grit my teeth as he pounds me over and over, each kick worse than the last. 
 
    Jarin stops to catch his breath. Sweat pours down his discolored, rippled cheeks. He licks his dry, cracked lips. Drawing his leg back, he steadies himself for another massive blow, but he goes rigid instead. Cool blue light encompasses his upper body. His eyes bulge before his jaw drops open. The life leaves his face right before he drops to the side like a stiff board. His body hits the ground and dirt kicks up into the air.  
 
    Tristan—frantic—stands in the tent’s opening, a glowing staff in his hand.  
 
    “Arabella, no.” Tristan drops to meet me on the ground. “I’m so sorry. Can you move?” 
 
    I take in a staggered breath. “I-I think so. Get these restraints off, please.” 
 
    Placing the staff on the ground, he reaches over me and fiddles with the cuffs. A moment later they pop open and I slowly bring my arms in front of me. My shoulders remain stiff from being held back for so long, but the feeling starts to return. He helps me sit up and then inspects me for any wounds to treat. 
 
    “Can you move?” he repeats. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll be all right. Where’s Thea?” 
 
    Grabbing his staff, Tristan assists me to my feet and hauls my arm over his shoulders for support. “I only pretended to be unconscious. She was separated from me as soon as Maxia ordered us out of the tent. I didn’t see where they took her.” 
 
    Shouts from men and women roiling in pain come from just outside the tent. Adrenaline pumps through my veins as the situation worsens. Tristan holds up a finger over his lips, signaling for me to remain quiet. Peeking out for a second, he turns back to me and gestures me forward. Time to move. 
 
    Tristan takes a deep breath and exhales slowly. He rips open the tent’s flap and pulls me out. His weapon bursts to life with crackling magic. 
 
    We stick to the shadows and move from tent to tent, avoiding the open spaces. When we make it to an overgrown tree just outside the camp, Tristan scans the area while determining our next move. 
 
    I lean in close to him and whisper, “We have to find Thea. What’s our plan?” 
 
    He lowers his glowing staff to limit the light and turns to me. “If we have a chance to get to her, we will, but…” he pauses for a second, looking torn, “…but we need to get you to safety. You are my Queen.” 
 
    My chest tightens. “Tristan, we can’t leave Thea.” 
 
    He glances around again at the chaos, then brings his attention back to me. “She could be anywhere. If we go back in, I . . . I risk losing you. My number one duty is to protect the Queendom.” 
 
    His voice is soft. Affected. And the way he looks at me… as if I, Bel—a girl who’s merely a peasant—am a precious treasure to be cherished.  
 
    I break from the intensity of his stare and study the tents instead. The battle is breaking out not far from our present location. Amongst the skirmishes, sparks of blue magic appear, lighting up the dark sky, then disappear as Ravenoak’s troops fight back against Maxia’s camp. Someone screams, and then the sound is cut short. Dead, I guess. 
 
    I inhale a shaky breath and think of Mama and Asher. We could go to them––I could go to them, if I could only escape from Tristan. 
 
    I open my mouth to speak, but before a word gets out, someone grabs Tristan from behind. Another pair of hands catch me and toss me to the ground. A massive man with dark, scraggly hair slams his foot into my chest, pinning me. Sharp rocks dig into my back. Tristan isn’t using his magic. Maxia must have a weapon that blocks magic usage, like back in the tent. 
 
    “Get your hands off me!” Tristan tries to twist away from his light-haired attacker, but it’s no use. The man is inhumanly strong, and without his magic, even Tristan is no match. 
 
    My guard snarls and leaves my side to charge Tristan. Stupid choice. 
 
    Magic bursts to life within me, and both my hands ignite in purple flames. Despite my injuries, I leap to my feet, fueled by the electricity running through my body. 
 
    Jaw clenched, I throw my hands out at the guard who’s lunging for Tristan. Bolts like lighting emit from my palms and strike my target. The man crumples in a fury of lavender energy. Sparks fly and crackle around him. No way he survived that hit.  
 
    I race past the body and point my right-hand at the other guard’s chest. He and Tristan freeze, both pair of eyes wide. 
 
    “Let the Guard go,” I growl. “Or I’ll kill you, too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    THE LIGHT-HAIRED man glances at his comrade’s burned body and curses under his breath. He releases Tristan, jerking his hands away as if they’ve been scorched. Then he scrambles toward the camp without a single glance back my way. 
 
    “You should have killed him,” Tristan pants as he watches the guard go. “More will be co—” 
 
    Before he finishes, my knees go weak. Not able to catch myself, Tristan lunges toward me, but not before I hit the ground with a solid thwump. 
 
    “We can’t leave Thea,” I mumble to Tristan, who scoops me into his warm, strong arms. 
 
    “We need to get you out of here, Your Majesty.” His tone brooks no argument. 
 
    The world spins until everything goes dark, but I force my eyes open. I have to stay conscious.  
 
    But I don’t. My vision seems to clear though the world around me changes. The night sky vanishes and I’m back in Arlos. Tristan is gone, and instead of being held in his arms, it’s Asher’s embrace. He smiles widely at me and, while studying his twinkling green eyes and tousled blond waves, I return the expression. I’m home! My heart flutters with relief. This was all just a terrible nightmare. Finally content, I wrap my arms around Asher’s neck and run my fingers through his soft hair, releasing the intoxicating scent of sunshine and earth. 
 
    “Asher, I love you so much.” I draw in close to his lean, strong chest and breathe him in, never wanting to let go. I tip up my chin and my mouth finds his. The kiss is gentle, and the sweetest thing I’ve tasted in . . . well, forever. His hands drift over my back and sides and I grow hungry for more of him, but instead of accepting my advance, confusion pulls at his features and he draws away from me. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask. 
 
    “Bel!” 
 
    Asher’s face fades away and I want to scream, to pound on the earth and sob. As my heart begs for just one more shared breath with the boy I love, Tristan’s face slowly comes into focus. 
 
    I look around, confused. And then everything floods back. Shock ripples out to each limb and shatters my already breaking heart. What did I just do? Heat rakes up the back of my neck as guilt gnaws on the souring edges of my gut. 
 
    I struggle against Tristan’s arms. “Put me down!”  
 
    “You must be hallucinating,” Tristan whispers.  
 
    “Not anymore,” I say, my words catching on a sob. Everything is becoming painfully clear. I’m never going home to Arlos—to Asher. “Please, Tristan. I–I need to stand for a moment, okay?” 
 
    Tristan stops and gently lowers my feet to the ground. 
 
    I twist toward the camp. Flashes of blue light still illuminate the sky through the trees. The sick feeling in my stomach churns faster, and I chance a glance at Tristan. “Did I do something really stupid?” 
 
    Tristan studies the ground, refusing to meet the question in my eyes, and I know the answer. 
 
    “You were only hallucinating, Your Majesty,” he quietly offers. “That thug, Jarin, did a number on you, and your magic is growing stronger. Your body is being forced to adjust to the changes the powers are making in you.” 
 
    “If my magic is getting more powerful, then I can go back and fight—rescue Thea. You saw what I did to that guy a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “I also saw what happened to you afterward. The aftershocks of using magic may get worse before they settle. The risk is too high.” He casts a longing look toward the camp.  
 
    “You don’t want to leave her either.” 
 
    Tristan scoffs. “Of course I don’t want to leave Thea.” He squares his shoulders. “Can you walk?” 
 
    “What if I order you to go back with me?” 
 
    A vein on his left temple twitches. “Then I will carry you to safety and risk the consequences.” 
 
    “You would risk dungeon or death for defying me?” 
 
    Tristan furrows his dark brows. “It is a soldier’s duty to place the Queen’s life above his own.” 
 
    I shake my head and release a frustrated breath. There’s no use in arguing with Tristan. Physically, he’s much stronger than me, and I won’t use my magic against him. Plus, he knows I won’t throw him in the dungeon anyway.  
 
    “Maxia is unlikely to kill Thea,” he says. “She will want the Princess for leverage. We will have to attempt to rescue her later, if Ravenoak doesn’t first. Now please, let’s go.” 
 
    We don’t get far into the forest before a group of Royal Guards, armed with blue glowing staffs, comes into view. Tristan pulls me behind a massive tree trunk, but I can still see them from my position. Ravenoak waves another fleet of Guards forward while he scans the area in our direction. Narrowing his eyes, he points his illuminated staff directly toward us. I suck in a quiet breath and will my body to remain still. The light passes over us before our bodies disappear into the shadows once more. Seemingly satisfied, he returns the staff to his side, but peers our way for a second longer. 
 
    “Keep moving,” Ravenoak finally shouts to his soldiers before racing to the front of their formation. 
 
    “Do you think he saw us?” I whisper. 
 
    “I have no doubt. Not much gets past that man when it comes to people who are involved with his daughter.” Tristan takes my arm and pilots me in the direction of the castle. 
 
    Staying off the path, the two of us jog over the uneven ground, twigs snapping under our feet. My throat cinches as fear locks up my ability to swallow. I push through the unease, letting Tristan guide me. He knows these woods well. Without him, I might end up back in Arlos. But I can’t return now, there’s too much at stake. I have to do what’s right for all of the Lore Queendom, and that includes Mama and Asher. 
 
    A few agonizing minutes pass, and the burning in my legs has just begun to numb when Tristan throws his arm across my chest, stopping me in place. He hunches over, dragging in deep breaths. I peer over his shoulder and spot a faint, hazy light trickling through the thick vegetation up ahead. 
 
    “Where are we?” I ask, trying to catch my own breath. 
 
    Tristan straightens and wipes sweat from his forehead. “The main gate to the castle is up ahead. I know a rarely used back entrance. The Guard who’s often there owes me a few favors. I’m sure the way we escaped will be sealed now” 
 
    I step closer to him. “I’m not hiding anymore. We’re going through the front gates.” 
 
    “Bel . . . Your Majesty, I can’t allow you to do this.” Tristan’s eyes round. “The risk is too great.” 
 
    I gulp down the pulse pounding in my throat. “I am your Queen, and you will do as I order.” 
 
    Tristan allows a long breath to fall from his lips. “I am at your service.” 
 
    I step toward the main gate and, without further hesitation, Tristan follows my lead. Pulling back branches, we reach the end of the tree line. The forest floor gives way to a cobblestone road that curves toward the castle. The main gate stands about twenty yards ahead. I didn’t see this entrance when I was dragged here against my will last time.  
 
    We move slowly and I study the ornate shrubbery that lines the road. The path is lit by tall golden torches, allowing me to see the beautiful rose bushes, strangely in full bloom in early winter. My breath picks up with anticipation. I have no idea what’s to come, or how the Council and Royal Guards will greet us. 
 
    A loud clank forces us to stop just yards from the iron gates standing before us. Tristan rests a hand on my shoulder, his staff gripped in his other hand. Slowly, the gate begins to open. With every inch opened, more light spills out and puddles across the road. I shield my eyes for a moment as I adjust to the brightness. I take a single step back and Tristan follows. Uncertainty roams over my body as a coolness enters my middle.  
 
    At the edge of the gate, a dark silhouette emerges, golden light haloing around them. Then two more darkened figures move forward, flanking the first person. My eyes fully adjust, and Lady Albright comes into view with half dozen Royal Guards gripping their glowing staffs. 
 
    “Arabella, so nice of you to return,” Albright teases. “Did you think we wouldn’t know if the Queen’s Essence left the grounds?” 
 
    Tristan steps forward. “We had to see the threat for ourselves. Arabella has the right to know. She is—” 
 
    “Enough!” Albright cuts him off. “Young man, you have betrayed your Queendom and trounced all over your oath to your Council. You will be taken to the holding cells until the Council decides your fate.” Albright narrows her sights onto me. “And Arabella, your reckless actions have further shown how you are not worthy of the Queen’s Essence.” 
 
    Lady Albright signals to her Guards to haul us into the castle. A fire rips through me as determination grips my entire body. Stepping forward, I flick my hands out as bright magic dances down my wrists and balls at my fingertips. The deep purple aura expands, radiating several yards from me. Energy pulsates through me, forcing me to stand tall. 
 
    “You will not take us anywhere,” I demand. “I hold the Queen’s Essence. I will be the one who decides my fate. If you dare challenge my right to the Queendom, you will be met with the full force of my powers. I am the Queen of Lore!”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    LADY ALBRIGHT’S EYES widen as she takes a step back, as if uncertain. But she quickly regains her composure, and then signals for the Guards to attack. 
 
    Some of the Guards hesitate, watching each other to see who will charge first. A taller Guard—with broad shoulders and deep blue armored plating across his chest and midsection—lifts his staff and sprints toward us. A woman and another bulky man follow his lead, their staffs bursting to life with blue magic as they move on us. 
 
    Tristan steps to my side, just feet from the expanding field of magic I’ve summoned. Facing the fast-approaching Guards, I tighten my middle and every muscle in my arms contracts. Then, with a guttural scream, I unleash a wave of energy. A ripple of power slams into them all at once, as if hit by a massive log, knocking the Guards back several feet. They stagger, unable to stand. 
 
    The remaining Guards flank Albright and form a half circle around her. She grits her teeth, a scowl pinching her face. Purple magic swirls around her arms like deadly snakes, settling atop her open palms. Blue light hazes around Albright’s magic as the Guards ready their staffs. They march several feet forward before a burst of fire explodes between us and Albright. 
 
    Seemingly out of nowhere, Fairden and the rest of the Council come into view under the torchlight. Embers of lavender energy trickle from each of them. 
 
    Lord Fairden slowly steps onto the singed cobblestone road. “This has gone too far,” he says to Lady Albright. “It must end. Our quarrel is with Maxia, not Arabella.” 
 
    Lord Terrowin, Lady Rose, Lady Muriel, and even Lady Jacquelyn join Fairden and stand between our two groups. 
 
    “Step aside, Fairden,” Albright hisses. “We have no time for your weakness.” 
 
    Terrowin slowly steps before Fairden. “My Lady,” he says to Albright, “this is not how our distinguished Council acts. We do not resort to force without full support of the Council as a whole. We must ask that you stand down.” 
 
    A smug grin fills Lady Rose’s face as she sidles up to Terrowin. “I am bored with this fighting. The girl has shown no ill will toward us. We have to honor her place in our Queendom. She is our Queen, and we need her more than ever with Maxia’s return.” 
 
    My magic dims as I relax. I’m unable to blink as the Council continues their discussions. Tristan moves closer to me, eyes locked forward. 
 
    “Jacquelyn?” Albright growls. “How can you stand for this?” 
 
    Fairden and Rose step aside as Lady Jacquelyn struts forward, her arms folded across her chest. “I don’t like it, but Rose is right. We are stronger as one, and with the Queen by our side, we will wipe Maxia from our lands. We need to repair our mistake and destroy her, not this girl.” 
 
    “Are you going to stand against a united Council?” Fairden asks. 
 
    Albright fidgets a second longer, and then she lowers her head. Moments pass, and she finally lifts her chin to Fairden. “I stand with the Council. I will comply with our laws and do what’s best for the Queendom of Lore. I think this is foolish, but I will not stand in the Queen’s way.” 
 
    I glance at her hands, which are balled into fists. Albright is biding her time, and doesn’t want to be cast from the Queendom like Lady Maxia. Even though I don’t need her assistance at present, I also don’t want my first official order to be banishing someone from the Council. If banishment is necessary, it will need to wait. 
 
    Blowing out a slow, intentional breath through my nose, I relax my shoulders and body. 
 
    “Where is the Princess?” Albright asks. “We know she accompanied the two of you across the boundary.” 
 
    I shoot a worried look Tristan’s way. “She was captured.”  
 
    Albright scoffs and turns from us. 
 
    “And you were not?” Lady Rose asks. 
 
    The muscles in my stomach tighten. “We were. Maxia and her army found us and took us captive. They have something that––at least temporarily––rendered our magic useless. Both Thea and Tristan were taken away, and I stayed with Lady Maxia.” 
 
    Jacquelyn takes a step my way. “And then what happened?” 
 
    “Maxia attempted to remove the Queen’s Essence from me,” I say. “She wore a small version of the Talisman. If Tristan hadn’t escaped from the guards and returned, I believe she would have taken it.” 
 
    Albright’s lips pinch together and she wrings her hands. “So, her goal is not only to usurp the throne—but to actually steal the Essence.” 
 
    “And you were unable to locate the Princess after your escape from Maxia?” Lady Rose asks. 
 
    I open my mouth to speak, but Tristan interrupts. 
 
    “Excuse me, Your Majesty and Council members, but I decided to leave Princess Thea.” 
 
    Fairden’s eyebrow’s quirk in surprise.  
 
     “The Queen was too weak, and I needed to remove her from the battle zone,” Tristan continues. “I knew either Ravenoak’s army would find Thea, and if that didn’t happen, that the Princess would be valuable leverage for Maxia. Either way, she will not be killed. Leaving her was the best strategy to keep the Queen safe, and I am fairly certain no harm will come to the Princess.” 
 
    “Is Ravenoak aware of this fact?” Fairden asks. 
 
    I think back to the woods were the Captain may have seen us.  
 
    “He may know now, but the Queen and I were not able to inform him or any of his Guard,” Tristan says, taking a step back and bowing his head to me. 
 
    “Tristan made the best choice with the information he had,” I say. “I did not agree with him at the time, but I understand now.” I straighten my back and catch the attention of each of the Council’s members. “We need to return to the War Chamber to discuss our next steps. We must also retrieve the Princess as soon as possible.” 
 
    Several of them glance at each other, probably a little shocked at my new-found authority. 
 
    Fairden bows his head slightly. “Yes, Your Majesty. Right away.” He gestures behind us and Tristan comes to my side, bringing himself to full attention, ready to escort me. 
 
    Having him near eases some of the tension from my shoulders. Tristan is entirely loyal to the crown, and that means he’s completely loyal to me. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I notice Albright’s face twist into a scowl, but she composes herself as Fairden leads us to the War Chamber. 
 
    As we enter the room once more, the atmosphere is even tenser than the last time. Again, multiple operators work at the glass screens while inputting information. A short woman with fiery-red hair pulled tight into a bun, her uniform that of a ranking soldier, paces across the room. She has a device in her ear that must be used for communication. 
 
    My mind flickers with a memory from Queen Isolde. I’m able to process the visions much faster now. The woman now pacing back my way is First Lieutenant Luanda, ranking under Ravenoak. Just like him, she can be brutal when she needs to be, but I know she’s fair and a good leader. Those under her respect and admire her—and never underestimate her size. She’s killed enemies nearly double her stature and weight. The Queen before me trusted Luanda with her life, and I will too. 
 
    I push past Fairden and walk directly to her. “Status at the border?” I demand. 
 
    Luanda flicks a look at me and then to the Council.  
 
    Fairden nods. “Arabella is inhabited by the Royal Essence. She is our Queen.” 
 
    Without a beat of hesitation, First Lieutenant Luanda bows low. Her face and body emit an air of strength, but a glimmer of worry sparks in her eyes. “There is much to report.” 
 
    Tristan settles himself at the exit, his staff at the ready, and the others sit along the large table. At the end, the head chair remains empty, which is like a smaller version of a throne. 
 
    The peasant in me balks at the idea of sitting in that seat, but the Queen knows that acting as a leader is my duty now. I will not let any of these people see my weakness. Strength is my only option. 
 
    Quickly, I take the seat and turn my attention to the First Lieutenant. “Please inform us.” 
 
    She clasps her hands behind her back. “I’ve just received word. Ravenoak and his Guards have pushed Maxia and her army back—for now. They are returning and should arrive shortly.” 
 
    “Do you know if the Princess is with them?”  
 
    “Not to my knowledge, your Majesty,” Luanda says. 
 
    My stomach sinks with this news, but I must keep my mind focused on the safety of the whole Queendom and not on one person—even if that person is the Princess. 
 
    “Please inform us of the battle details and Maxia’s current location,” Lord Terrowin requests before I get the chance, “so we will be able to discuss this with Captain Ravenoak when he arrives.” 
 
    But before the Lieutenant gets one word in, the War Chamber door flies open, slamming against the wall. Ravenoak appears, his jaw clenched and his face flushed in fiery anger. His attention aims at Tristan, and before any of us recover from his violent entrance, Ravenoak raises his staff. A burst of blue magic slams Tristan against the wall behind him. 
 
    “Tristan!” I scream and fly to my feet. But I can’t reach him. Fairden and Lady Jaquelyn have blocked me from Ravenoak, their hands ignited with purple flame. Luanda pounces from her current position near my side to make an additional barrier between the Captain and myself and the Council. 
 
    “How dare you enter the War Chamber in this manner, Captain!” Fairden booms. 
 
    My breath comes in quick pants as I work to focus my energy and calm myself. The electric magic tingles at the tips of my fingers, but I hold back. Instead, I search for Tristan’s body on the ground. When I find him, I watch as his chest moves up and down in a slow rhythm. He’s still alive. My body warms with relief. 
 
    Ravenoak’s breath, by contrast, comes in quick pants. He points his still glowing staff at Tristan. “This Guard has sworn his duty to the Princess, and instead of ensuring her safety, he chose that of a peasant!” The last word pops on his lips as he says it. 
 
    I shove past Fairden and Jaquelyn. “Captain Ravenoak.” 
 
    His glare locks onto mine. 
 
    “This peasant is your Queen,” I say. “Tristan was protecting the throne—also his sworn duty.” 
 
    A low growl comes from Ravenoak’s throat, but he says nothing. 
 
    Tristan moans and his eyes open. In a flash, he’s on his feet and at my side once more, leaning his not yet glowing staff toward the Captain. 
 
    Anguish twists the muscles of my stomach as I fixate on Ravenoak. He isn’t only protecting the Princess—he’s a father who wants to protect his daughter. Papa would have done no less for me. 
 
    “I empathize with your pain, Captain,” I begin, a catch in my voice. “Thea was Queen Isolde’s daughter, too. That is not lost on me. We intend to get the Princess back as soon as possible.” I gesture to the table. “Would you like to join us in the planning?” 
 
    Without uttering a reply, Ravenoak spins on his heel and exits the room, slamming the door behind him and stealing the atmosphere from the room. 
 
    For a few seconds, no one moves. Then, as if the air comes back into the room, I glance at Tristan. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He draws in a quick breath through his nose. “I’ve had worse.” 
 
    I know he’s lying, but I’ll have to deal with that later. Turning to Luanda, I say, “Please continue with your report.” I walk to my chair and sit. The Council follows my lead. 
 
    Luanda returns to a more relaxed stance and again clasps her hands behind her back. She begins a play-by-play of Ravenoak and the Guards pushing Maxia farther from the border. 
 
    “We will monitor the border and double patrols, but we should wait until first light to make our next move,” she advises. 
 
    A minor discussion ensues among the Council, but we quickly agree with Luanda’s assessment. 
 
    “Your Majesty should get some rest before that time,” Fairden says. “You should return to your room. Right now, there is nothing more to discuss.” 
 
    I have no idea how I would rest, but some time alone would probably be best, so I can process everything that’s happened tonight. 
 
    “I agree,” I say and stand. 
 
    Tristan snaps to attention, and all the Council members rise. 
 
    “Please inform me immediately if something changes,” I say. “You are all very brave, and I know my Queendom is in capable hands.” 
 
    “Yes, your Majesty,” Fairden says. 
 
    An effortless air of confidence fills me. I’m not quite sure how, but something inside me is different now. I make my way to the door and Tristan opens it, allowing me to exit first. Once in the hall, it’s as if the weight of the world falls on my shoulders, but my newfound strength forces down the emotions I know lurk inside. Needing a distraction, I turn to Tristan at my side. 
 
    “Are you okay? Truly okay?” I ask. 
 
    His chiseled jaw remains strong as he says, “I’ll admit it. That hurt.” 
 
    The words barely exit his mouth before I wrap my arms around him. I’m the Queen, and Tristan could be mine if I wanted him to be, and, in this moment, I may want this. His muscular chest is warm, and I breathe in his spicy scent. My knees weaken, and not long after his free hand is clasping my back. “I don’t want to lose you,” I whisper, my heart fluttering. 
 
    His pupils dilate, and I can fee his heart pounding. “I don’t want to lose you, my Queen.”  
 
    I gently pull a few inches from him. “Bel,” I correct. The peasant girl knows I’m not feeling myself, and that I shouldn’t be doing this, but an urge in the back of my mind casts any questions aside. My chest and neck flush with warmth as his smooth palm cups my waist. 
 
    Tristan’s lips stretch into a small grin. “Bel.” 
 
    We stay there a few more moments, not speaking as a beautiful energy flows between us like magic. Maybe it is magic. My fingertips remain on his chest as I step out of our embrace. I don’t want to let go of him, and am thankful when he offers me his arm. He escorts me to my room, neither of us speaking. Both of us are lost to this pull, this overwhelming connection.  
 
    It isn’t until I enter my chamber that I pull out of this strange trance. Especially when loud sounds clamor from outside. Is the castle under siege?  
 
    “My Queen,” Tristan warns when I race toward the nearest window. “Stay away from there.” 
 
    But I don’t listen. After swooping the weighty fabric away, I fling open the window to see what’s happening. At the gate, multiple staffs light the darkness. A tall boy stands in the middle of Guards and yells: 
 
    “I must see Bel!” 
 
    My chest tingles with excitement and energy. In the same moment, my stomach swirls with guilt for what I had just shared with Tristan. I would know that voice anywhere.  
 
    Asher.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    MY CHEST TIGHTENS as I see my Asher. I can barely make out his expression, but by the determination and intensity in his voice, I know he’s here for more than a visit. 
 
    I release the drapes and whirl toward Tristan, who’s not more than a foot behind me. 
 
    “Please, Your Majesty.” He places his hand gently on my upper arm. “Let the Guards deal with that disturbance. They will not let peasants inside.” 
 
    “Peasant?” I growl, my eyebrows furrowing at his words. “That peasant is my fiancé, and there is obviously something bigger going on than him just wanting to get through the gate! He wouldn’t be here otherwise.” 
 
    Tristan’s eyes widen, and then he casts his gaze to the ground. “My apol—” 
 
    I don’t let him get the words out before I rush past him. How could I ever get so close to Tristan and think the kinds of things about him that I was a few moments ago? That isn’t me. Asher is everything to me. My sunshine. My choice. 
 
    From my room to the lawn of the castle is a complete blur of hallways and stairs mixed with voices bidding me to stay inside. I peer over my shoulder and spot Tristan hot on my heels, but I pick up the pace to reach the man I know I love—not someone I barely know. As I approach the yard, Asher’s attention locks onto me. 
 
    “Bel!” He side-steps a Guard who’s threatening him with a glowing staff, but doesn’t get far. Asher throws his hands in the air and shoots one of the Guards a nasty glare. 
 
    “Sir, you must back from the gate, or we will be forced to arrest you!” the Guard shouts at Asher. 
 
    “You will do no such thing!” I order, realizing that my right hand is glowing purple and crackling with electricity.  
 
    The four Guards train their focus on me and snap to attention, while Asher gapes at me in complete shock. 
 
    “Bel?” he mutters under his breath, raking a hand through his disheveled blond hair. 
 
    I focus on the Guards instead of him. “You will allow Asher of the House of Caine to enter.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” a female Guard protests. “We are at war, and are not allowed to let any unauthorized people onto the grounds.” 
 
    Tristan steps in behind me, staff in hand. Somehow, I can feel the radiation of disappointment coming from his body. Maybe I’m imagining it, but I don’t think so. 
 
    “As the Queen, do I have the authority to authorize him?” I ask as the purple glow dissipates from my hand. 
 
    The female Guard snaps to attention again. 
 
    “As Queen, you have the authority to do almost anything you wish,” Tristan answers. 
 
    I turn to him. Tristan’s face is stoic. His smile—the one of a man who desires to become my lover—is now the granite determination of a Royal Guard whose duty is only to protect his Queen. 
 
    Watching his face, my heart is torn. Guilt flutters in my stomach. I didn’t mean to lead Tristan on, nor did I mean to be untrue in my promise to Asher. And yet, those feelings with Tristan . . . they felt real. All consuming, even. How can I fall in love a boy I hardly know? The boy I love is one I’ve known my whole life.  
 
    My thumb grazes across the back of the simple ring on my finger. 
 
    I blow out a slow breath and straighten my back. “Allow Asher in,” I order. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” the female Guard barks while two Guards unlatch and pull open the large metal gate. 
 
    Asher gives each of us a wide-eyed, tentative look before he rushes through. I open my arms to him and step forward. 
 
    Asher collides with me, enveloping me in his arms. “I had to make sure you were still okay,” he says into my ear. “I’d heard rumors that the Queendom was under attack.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I whisper, melting into his warm frame. Asher’s embrace feels so familiar, yet completely new. I loosen from him and grasp his hand. “But we do need to get back inside.”  
 
    I shoot a quick glance to Tristan, but he averts his eyes and gestures for the other Guards to secure the gate. As I pilot Asher toward the castle entrance, the clank of metal sounds from behind, and Tristan dutifully follows us. 
 
    At the entrance to my room, Tristan takes his place to the side of the door, as Guard only. I bite the inside of my cheek, knowing we will need to have a conversation—and soon—but not now. 
 
    The click of the door latch closing sounds as I lean my back against the heavy wood. Asher steps into the middle of the room, peering around at the luxury again. He does a near three-sixty before his gaze falls back onto me. His eyes move from my head to my toes before landing at the fully visible marking where Maxia ripped off my sleeve. 
 
    “You’ve changed,” he says. 
 
    I whisper, “I’m the Queen.” 
 
    A mixture of confusion, pain, and relief twists his face. “So this means the Council will not kill you to regain the Essence?” 
 
    I consider his question. “For now.” 
 
    Asher closes his eyes and allows a slow breath out through his nose. Then he opens his eyelids again. “What does this mean for us?” 
 
    I don’t know what this means for Asher and me. But at this moment, I no longer care. Instead of answering him with words, I sprint toward Asher, who opens his arms for me. Then we collide—bodies, breaths, smiles. I snake my hands over his shoulders as my mouth crashes onto his. He hungrily meets my lips, and the sweet taste of his kiss makes me greedy for more. And more. 
 
    This is where I belong. 
 
    Asher’s calloused hands work their way into my hair, and, once again, I’m reminded of how he always feels like home. He’s the best partner I could ever wish for, and I don’t know how any of the magic, wealth, or Tristan could have made me forget that fact—even for a moment. 
 
    “I’ve missed you so much,” I murmur as I come up for air. Our bodies melt together, and all I want is to remain in our tangle of arms and sighs and kisses forever. 
 
    But this time, probably for the first time ever, Asher is the one to break from our embrace. “Bel, I want you to be my wife so badly. There’s not a second we’ve been apart that I haven’t thought about you.” His green eyes are filled with so much sincerity that I could never doubt him. 
 
    I smile and glance around for a place for us to talk . . . not the bed. After tonight, I’m not sure much talking would take place there. I settle on the small table with two chairs where Esme brings my meals and gesture for Asher to sit. 
 
    When he does, I reach across the table and grab his hand. “Why did you come here tonight? You knew they could have arrested you—or worse if I couldn’t have come out.” 
 
    Asher’s jaw tightens. “There are rumors that war is coming to the Queendom. That intruders are already at the border. Your mother was sick with worry that this might mean the Council would attempt to extract the Queen’s Essence from you and then kill you or throw you away in the process.” 
 
    I swallow the lump in my throat. Mama’s fears were not that far off. 
 
    “I kept trying to tell her that wasn’t going to happen—but I knew it could, too. War would force the Council’s hand.” 
 
    I want to tell Asher all about what I saw outside the border, about Lady Maxia, but I don’t want to make the situation worse than it already is. “What else have you heard in Arlos? What are the people saying?” 
 
    Asher sighs and lets go of my hand, allowing his own to fall onto his lap. “Everyone is confused. First, they want to know how there are even people at the border. How are they even living outside the protection of the Queendom? Some of the townspeople want to see for themselves . . . maybe even leave to find a better fortune out beyond the boundary.” 
 
    “They shouldn’t do that. Yes, people are living out there, but it doesn’t mean they’re safe. It’s dangerous, I saw it—” The words slip out before I can take them back. 
 
    “You’ve been there?” 
 
    My chest tightens, and my mind spins with what I can tell Asher and what I should not. “From a distance,” I lie. “The people from the outside are . . . affected.” 
 
    “Affected how?” 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t have all the information yet. Everything has been moving so quickly. But we were not lied to. Radiation has made the land outside the Queendom harmful.” 
 
     “Well, the people need assurance.” Asher looks me over again. “As Queen, that is something you need to provide. They are shaken with the death of Queen Isolde, and now a war is impending.” 
 
    Part of me knows he’s right, and I’ll need to discuss this with the Council. Another part of me still just wants him to hold me and wish this whole nightmare away. Tears sting at the corners of my eyes. Not being able to hold back the emotion bubbling inside me, I push back the chair with a screech and nearly throw myself in Asher’s direction. He’s quick to his feet, and wraps me in his arms. 
 
    “Just kiss me,” I say, and he’s ready to comply.  
 
    This time his kiss is warm and tender as he gently uses his thumb to brush the moisture from my cheek. 
 
    “I love you, Asher of the House of Caine,” I say. 
 
    His lips curl into a rueful grin. “Arabella, you are the only woman I will ever love. Ever.” 
 
    My body floods with heat and the world fades away. The only two people who exist are me and Asher. 
 
    The thought of the bed enters my mind and I tug him that way. I’m the Queen, and rules be damned. Rules are meant to be changed. 
 
    Bam! Bam! Bam! 
 
    I gasp as reality comes back. A purple glow of magic surrounds us and I curiously watch as it dissipates. I didn’t even know that would happen.  
 
    Asher’s eyes round. He must have seen the glow too. 
 
    Bam! Bam! Bam! 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Tristan’s muffled voice calls out. 
 
    I loosen from Asher and race to the door, throwing it open. Tristan stands in the opening, a bead of sweat running from his temple. He glances at Asher behind me, and then back my way. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he pants. “The enemy has broken through the border and is believed to be en route to the castle.” 
 
    My mind swirls. Protectiveness for the Queendom intensely grows in my chest. “Then I must meet with the Council to make a plan. Maxia will not have the throne!” The words come out in a decisive tone I barely recognize. 
 
    Almost forgetting Asher is here, I make for the exit to join Tristan. 
 
    “Arabella,” Asher says from behind, and I whirl on my heel to face him. 
 
    “Stay here,” I order. “If anyone sees you, they might assume you’re an enemy. You’ll be safe in my room.” 
 
    Asher’s hands tighten into fists as his brows push together. “I’m going with you. I want to fight, to protect you.” 
 
    “I need you alive, not your protection.” With those words, both of my hands come alive with sparking purple magic. “And if I need protection, I have Tristan and the soldiers like him who are trained to provide it.” 
 
    Asher’s eyes narrow a tiny bit. “Like him?” He flicks a glare at Tristan, whose staff is now glowing, then narrows his eyes farther at me. “You mean the people who have magic? Is he better than me now? More able? I can fight, Bel, and you know it.”  
 
    My chest tingles with heartbreak, like I’m losing him all over again. “That’s not what I mean. The Guard is trained to fight intruders. Their duty is to keep the Queendom and her people safe.” The words come out harsher than I intend, and so I lower my voice to a whisper. “I want you to be safe. I want to come home to you.” 
 
    “And this is your home now?” he asks, gesturing around the room. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Asher scoffs softly and glances away. “I thought I was coming here to protect you . . .” 
 
    My heart sinks deeper and I blink back forming tears. Asher wants to be my savior, but I’ve never really needed his protection. I love that he’s cared for me and my family, but it’s not why I need him. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Tristan urges, “we must leave.” 
 
    The magic leaves my hands as I walk to Asher and take his arm. He catches my eye. “Please stay here,” I say. 
 
    Asher places his hand over mine, and then his fingers graze over the ring he gave me. 
 
    I rise up on my toes and kiss him on the cheek. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    Even though I despair at leaving Asher like this, I spin around, and Tristan pilots me from the room.  
 
    We don’t get far before Lord Fairden comes around the corner. A muscle pulses in his jaw, his eyes filled with concern. “Your Majesty,” he says as he sees me. 
 
    “Update?” I ask, continuing toward him with Tristan by my side. 
 
    Fairden stops and seems to consider his words. “It appears that Maxia’s plan is not to attack the castle.” 
 
    “But that’s a good thing, right?” 
 
    Fairden shakes his head. “The attack is on Arlos.” 
 
    A pit in my stomach drops to depths I’ve never known. “Mama . . .” I whisper.  
 
    I twist back toward my room just as the door clicks shut. At least Asher is safe inside.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    I FOCUS ON Fairden. “I’m going to Arlos.” 
 
    Fairden’s brow furrows. “Your Majesty, I would not advise this. There is too much of a coincidence that Arlos is the chosen target. Maxia is attempting to draw you out.” 
 
    My body stiffens. Fairden is right. Arlos is a Relic class town . . . a nothing-place full of nobodies. There’s no reason to attack my birthplace other than the obvious. If Maxia wanted to swing a more significant blow to the Queendom, she would strike a higher-class Tenant town.  
 
    I push away all those rational thoughts. 
 
    “Then let her draw me out.” I ball my fists as the words exit my mouth. “Prepare my passage.” I push past Fairden. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Tristan calls from behind as my boots pound the marble floor toward the staircase. 
 
    I stop, twisting toward him. “You’re not going to stop me.” 
 
    Tristan’s brown eyes are clouded with worry. “I want to make sure you are thinking clearly.” 
 
    Tristan’s right, I’m not thinking clearly, but going to Arlos is something I have to do. I never let bullies get the best of me, even when I was a simple girl.  
 
    “Guard,” I say, “you’re either with me, or you’re not.” 
 
    Tristan inhales deeply and snaps to attention. “My Queen, I am with you until the end.” 
 
    “Good,” I say. “Because I want you there.” 
 
    His eyes fall onto my tattered sleeve. “But I would advise you to lead as the Warrior Queen you are. And your appearance should play a part in that position.” 
 
    I touch my arm.  
 
    “I can arrange for a garment more suitable,” Tristan says. 
 
    Despite all the chaos swirling in my brain, Tristan’s presence and faithfulness gives me a small slice of peace. Looking the part will provide me with the authority I’ll need. Not only does the Guard need to fully recognize my rule, but the people within the Queendom do as well.  
 
    I’m not a peasant anymore. 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    Tristan smiles and gestures me down the stairs. We make quick work of the steps and are met at the bottom by Fairden and Lady Jacquelyn. Tristan leaves me to care for the details of my carriage and new clothing. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Lady Jacquelyn says, “it is not protocol that the Queen would leave the castle for a battle. Fighting is the Guard’s duty.” 
 
    I openly stare at her and the others in disbelief. “Perhaps it’s time for new protocol. The Queen should fight for her people. Without them, the Queendom is meaningless.” They say nothing to this, so I continue, “The Council will remain safely in the castle. This way, if things do not go well for me, there will still be a committee to run the Queendom.” 
 
    Silence fills the air until Fairden finally speaks. “With your permission, Your Majesty, I will join you.” 
 
    I bring my full attention to him. “It would be my honor to have you by my side, Lord Fairden.” 
 
    His eyes are sad, but the dark skin around them crinkles as a small smile forms on his lips. He turns to Lady Jacquelyn. “Find the others and return to the War Chamber for updates.” 
 
    Jacquelyn nods, and then she leaves us. 
 
    Fairden leans in closer to me. “Arabella of the house of Garin, you are more than worthy of the throne.” 
 
    My lips turn up into a slight smile. As a peasant, I always wanted life to be better for me, my family, for the Relic Class. But because I couldn’t really do much of anything, I think it was all talk. As the Queen, there’s the possibility I can make this Queendom one that the people can rally behind. 
 
    “Thank you Lord Fairden.” 
 
    He bows his head, and I allow him to lead me outside of the castle and toward the stables where Guards are gathering. On the way, he fills me in that we will be passing through the Tenant Class town of Borandice, which is the quickest route to Arlos. Borandice is where Neil is studying at the Training Institute. Maybe I’ll see him as I pass through.  
 
    The thought sends a pang of nervousness through my stomach. What would he think, seeing me as Queen? Would he find me worthy?  
 
    I toss the thoughts aside for now. It doesn’t matter what my brother thinks of me, although I still care. 
 
     We’re met by Tristan and several women, including Esme, who’s carrying a blue and gold garment in her arms. She curtsies as she approaches.  
 
    “I have your battle attire, Your Majesty.” She holds it out for me to see. The fabric is luxurious—and very expensive. Sewn into the waist and part of the bodice are metal scales. “The metal on the front is mainly decorative, but it is also built into the underside for protection,” she adds. 
 
    “Will it be heavy?” I ask. 
 
    Esme shakes her head. “It’s lighter than you might think—magic infused.” 
 
    “We will prepare your carriage, while you change,” Fairden says, and they leave me with Esme and the other women. 
 
    Esme guides me to a temporary screened-in area, set up by her maids for privacy.  
 
    “Are you always this prepared?” I ask Esme as she hands the gown to a maid with curly chestnut hair. 
 
    “This is our job.” She strips me of my boots and torn outfit as if she’s done it a thousand times. “When the Queen needs something, we are there to provide the service at once.” 
 
    Another maid sets a wooden chair beside me, and I sit as Esme helps me with a pair of fitted pants.  
 
    “Hold up your arms, Your Majesty,” she says. 
 
    I obey, and she slips the top over my head. Once on, she adjusts the sides, pulling the waist tighter where it needs to be. After she’s done, the black-haired maid pulls on my boots as Esme quickly brushes my hair and affixes my tresses into a low, tight bun. 
 
    She circles around the front and offers her hand. I take it, and she studies me, her eyes stopping at the opening in my sleeve on my upper arm. The window is framed in delicate gold detail, designed to show off the Queen’s marking. My marking. 
 
    This is the first outfit I’ve worn intended to do so.  
 
    I straighten my back, and Esme and each maid curtsies.  
 
    “Ready?” Esme asks. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The maids remove the privacy screen from around me and promptly carry it back to the castle. Esme stays by my side. From the pocket on the side of her gown, she pulls out a leather pouch, teasing open the drawstrings. Inside are at least a hundred tokens—each one of them still etched with Queen Isolde’s face. My face will replace hers soon. 
 
    She holds the bag out to me. “For your people.”  
 
    I accept the bag. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    Esme lowers her eyes. “I gathered them from the castle staff. Many of them are good people and want better for the Relic class.”  
 
    Esme has known want, just as I have. If I have the opportunity to pass some of these out in Arlos, the act will go that much further in securing the people’s trust and support. Before now, townships like Arlos accepted that they were outcasts, abandoned by the Queendom—mostly. 
 
    “Thank you. I will pay back the debt.” 
 
    Esme curtsies and departs for the castle as I scan the area for Tristan and Fairden. Tristan isn’t far, and escorts me to the now ready carriage, hovering over the ground. 
 
    To my surprise, Ravenoak is also waiting with Fairden near the carriage, at attention. My thoughts move to Thea and my desire to rescue her from Maxia. I walk to him, my head held high.  
 
    “I am in need of your service to secure the Queendom, Captain.” 
 
    Ravenoak’s jaw tenses for a moment, but then relaxes. “I am at the service of the Queendom.”  
 
    I know this man’s heart from Queen Isolde’s memories. Ravenoak was a good person, and a good father. Despite his outburst earlier, I will give him the benefit of the doubt that this is still true. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say. “You are a tremendous asset, and I am confident in your skills for leading us into battle.” 
 
    A vein on the side of the captain’s left temple twitches. “It is an honor, Your . . . Majesty.” With a slight bow of his head, he returns to his troops. 
 
    I shoot a quick glance to Fairden. His stoic expression gives little away, but I surmise that he or another from the Council must have met with Ravenoak after his outburst in the War Chamber.  
 
    “It’s time to get you in the carriage,” Fairden says, and gestures toward our black mode of transportation. 
 
    “You know that I’m quite capable of walking with everyone else,” I say.  
 
    “A carriage is always how the Queen is transported into the townships,” Fairden says as he pats the side of the vehicle in a series of thumps. “Built into the hull is an extra measure of protection. It’s best to take advantage of it until we know what we are getting into.” 
 
    I don’t argue and step toward the carriage. Tristan offers a hand to help me in. The inside is luxurious, like everything else at the castle. The fluffy, royal blue seats give slightly as I settle in. Tristan and Fairden climb inside and take their places across from me. The door shuts with a click. 
 
    “Onward,” Ravenoak’s muffled voice sounds from the outside. 
 
    Through the overhead window, the darkness of the sky begins to be replaced with the faint orange glow of the sun. It’s as if a painter’s brushed long strokes of pink and orange to brighten the world. As I watch the show, the gravity of our situation really starts to sink in, and my stomach spasms with dread. The Queendom of Lore is at stake today, and I have no idea if I’m truly ready to protect her. How can a peasant girl do this? 
 
    I blink from my thoughts and push away my doubt. There’s no place for it here. 
 
    We must have been traveling for a while, because Borandice is already coming into view. The overgrown dirt roads make way to the familiar cobblestone paths similar to the ones around the castle grounds. Off the road a bit, I make out the stone walls that frame the entire town—as tall as two people stacked. Tendrils of ivy try to hide the gray stones, but there’s no missing this boundary. Built, no doubt, on the backs of the Relic class, and meant to keep those very same people out. I’ve never been here because of this, but Neil has described Borandice in his occasional letters to Mama. And, just as he wrote, the buildings are taller and grander than in Arlos, which always felt a bit small and dirty to him. 
 
    Passing the well-guarded main entrance, we move through the town. This is one of several Tenant class towns dotted throughout the Queendom of Lore. Even though our lands only stretch out for several miles across, the people of Lore have populated almost every inch of it. Only the handful of Relic class towns and villages reside close to the deadly borders. As peasants, we had to take what we could get, I guess.  
 
    A twinge in my heart throbs at how poorly the Relic class has been treated. I will change this. I will make things better. 
 
    It doesn’t take long before our convoy reaches the heart of the town. The Institute is the tallest of the buildings, and I spot it right away on the skyline. Smooth cement walls reach up just above the horizon. Standing tall like a tower, this structure—unlike the other structures in Borandice—is meant to show importance and prestige. Is Neil there now? Is he even aware of what’s going on in Arlos, or even with me? My Queendom hasn’t been officially announced to the subjects yet. There hasn’t been time. 
 
    The soldiers and my carriage pass through Borandice. For as early in the morning as it is, many people are crowding along the well-maintained streets. The news of the invasion must have reached them already. Curiosity mixed with anxiety peppers the faces of those who watch us parade through the center of town.  
 
    A few people wave, but most of them huddle together as families for security. I always thought poorly of Borandice and the other Tenant towns when I lived in Arlos, partly because I assumed that they thought themselves better than us. But scanning the crowd, I see only people. Their dress might be better, but all they want is peace and security, just like my family does. 
 
    “Can they see me through the window?” I ask Fairden. 
 
    He shakes his head. “The windows have been temporarily darkened. For your safety.” 
 
    “They need to see me . . . not just the soldiers marching through their township.” 
 
    A small crease forms between Fairden’s brows and he twists his lips for a moment, but eventually says, “Yes, Your Majesty,” and then touches the inside of the carriage beside the window. The inside of the cab brightens with the morning light, and several people outside perk up and strain to get a view of me. 
 
    I raise my hand in greeting toward them and try to gently wave to as many people as I can. I make sure to keep an eye out for Neil, but, so far, no such luck. As we continue to travel through the town, many people wave back, and one woman even lowers herself to her child’s level and points my way. The girl’s worried mouth turns into a warm smile, and she waves at me. 
 
    I smile and return the gesture, my chest filling with warmth. 
 
    Tristan clears his throat and I peer his way.  
 
    “We’re nearly out of the city,” he says. “I advise blackening the windows again. Who knows who we may meet along the road between here and Arlos.” 
 
    Disappointment seeps through me, but I agree. Fairden darkens the windows once more. 
 
    I let out a long sigh and steel myself, knowing that our next stop will be Arlos, my true home. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    THE CARRIAGE STOPS just on the outskirts of town, and the crunch of Ravenoak’s footsteps sound outside. My stomach drops as his stern face appears at the window and I squeeze my hands together on my lap. No turning back now. 
 
    Fairden opens the door. Before he has the chance to speak, the captain stops him.  
 
    “You should remain in the carriage, Your Majesty,” he says. “The Royal Guard will assess the situation in Arlos first.” 
 
    A burning sensation fires the skin around my marking with such intensity, I believe this may be a prompting by Queen Isolde. “Thank you for your concern Captain Ravenoak, but I will do my own assessing.” 
 
    Tristan reaches for me, but I’m too quick for him. Head held high, I push past Ravenoak in the opening and carefully march past him. 
 
    My feet touch the dirt road, I peer up at my hometown—and go still. Anger surges through my entire body at the sight before me. Smoke billows over the town as well as the people, who are running down the streets in panic. A few families have loaded up carts with their belongings and have begun pushing them out of town. I have no idea where they’ll go. Other towns, like Borandice, won’t take Relic class people—people like Mama and Asher. 
 
    “We have to help them.” I swing around to Ravenoak, Fairden, and Tristan. “We need to find my mother.” 
 
    Three female Guards approach us, bow their heads to me, and then focus on Ravenoak.  
 
    “Maxia’s army is nearing the town center,” a Guard with chestnut hair, tightly pulled into a low bun, reports. I recognize her. Her squad is stationed in Arlos, to keep the peace. “So far there have been no deaths, only property destruction.” 
 
    “Maxia is just taunting us,” Ravenoak mutters. 
 
    Fairden pulls his attention to Ravenoak. “Have your Guards order the people of Arlos to remain inside. Mass panic will only hinder our efforts. We must keep the Lore people away from Maxia’s army.” 
 
    My mind wanders back to the memory of Favian, the town drunk, and how he tried to engage one of the Royal Guard. That soldier killed Favian without a second thought—and that Guard is now one of my men. Maxia’s army is even more likely to kill without remorse since Arlos is filled to the brim with peasants, and peasants are a token a dozen.  
 
    My legs begin to shake, and Tristan sidles up to me and offers his arm, as if sensing my need for support. I take his kind offer and, strangely, his nearness makes me feel more courageous. At least Asher is safe at the castle, but I need to ensure his family and my Mama are safe, too. 
 
    “I’m going into town,” I declare.  
 
    Fairden’s mouth slackens. “Majesty—”  
 
    “I will escort her,” Tristan says.  
 
    Ravenoak squares his shoulders. “As well as an entourage of Royal Guard.” He waves to a group of Guards, and they begin jogging toward us, staffs in hand. 
 
    “Sir!” a dark-skinned Guard calls out as he stops in front of the Captain. 
 
    “You and your men will accompany the Queen into Arlos,” he says. “Protect her with your lives.” 
 
    With a curt nod to Ravenoak, the Guard says, “Yes, sir!” He then spins on his heels to face me. “We are ever in your service, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I thank you for your loyalty.” I straighten my back and step forward toward Arlos. 
 
    Surrounded by my small personal army and with Tristan at my side, we enter the town. The crumbling cement and steel buildings loom over us like an impending storm. Guards are already in the process of ordering the people to stay inside, but many townspeople are too frightened to listen. One man tries to tie up what might be all his earthly belongings on the back of a mule, but the beast keeps stepping away, and the man’s hands are shaking too much. I recognize him, a man named Doran who sometimes hunts outside Arlos. Mama buys meat from him for special occasions, like my birthday. I know he doesn’t have much. 
 
    I reach into my pocket and graze my fingers over the pouch of tokens inside. I pull a few coins from the pouch and jog toward Doran, placing my hand onto his shoulder as I arrive. 
 
    He flinches and twists his head toward me. Doran’s attention lands on the decorative window in my sleeve framing my marking. Not even looking at my face, his eyes widen as he recognizes the marking of the Queen. He shoots a glance to the army around me and falls to his knees on the ground, shaking.  
 
    “Your Majesty,” he sobs. “Please don’t punish us. We are only trying to save ourselves.” 
 
    “Please stand,” I say. “I need for you to return to your home, to remain safe.” 
 
    Doran throws me a quick glance, but just as he averts his eyes, recognition fills them. “Arabella?” 
 
    “Yes.” I place the tokens into his hand. “Take these and go home. The Royal Guard is here to protect you and all of Arlos on my order.” 
 
    Moving his attention back and forth between my face and the tokens in his palm, Doran eventually grabs my hand and kisses it. “Thank you, Your Majesty, thank you.” He quickly gathers his mule, and then pulls his belongings toward his home. 
 
    A crowd now gathers nearby. Many of them whisper but don’t approach me, as if unsure of what to do. I hear my name mentioned multiple times, but there’s no time to explain why I’m Queen, especially after I was hidden away at the Ceremony. Instead, I hold my head high and start handing out more tokens to them. 
 
    “Go back to your homes,” I call. “The Royal Guard is here to protect you, not harm.” 
 
    As I distribute the tokens, I’m fully aware of what they mean to them. Quite a few shed tears and mutter their thanks.  
 
    Cowering behind several people, I spot two scruffy, orange-haired brothers I know—Taro and Salis. Nervousness roils in my stomach. These two bullies often made my life a living hell. But instead of letting the past rule me, I continue working my way through the crowd. When I get to them, they keep their heads low, but I push several tokens into each of their palms. Salis glances down at me, his eyes welling with uncharacteristic thankfulness. 
 
    “We all have demons in our past,” I whisper. “Go home to your parents and make sure they are safe.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Taro mumbles, and then they scurry off. 
 
    My gaze lands on a mother and her child, both wearing tattered clothes, who are hovering near the edge of the dwindling crowd. I dump the last bit of tokens into her hand. She sobs as she stares wide-eyed at them. 
 
    “Bless you,” is all she says before she scurries away. 
 
    “Return to your homes at once,” Tristan announces. “The Queen needs to attend to her duties.” 
 
    Stabbing guilt pains my heart. I don’t have enough tokens for everyone. Sadness lines the faces of many in the dispersing crowd, men and women who will go without tonight, unlike their neighbors. I etch their grief into the forefront of my mind. Their disappointment will haunt me later. I don’t want to forget them.  
 
    “Bel!”  
 
    The voice breaks through my thoughts. 
 
    I whip around, and the word tumbles from my mouth. “Mama!” 
 
    Mama, with her hair loose and messy, races toward me. I catch her in an embrace. We squeeze each other so tight, I wish I could never let go. 
 
    “You’re okay?” I whisper into her ear. 
 
    She eases from me, and I get a full view of her tear-stained face. “A neighbor told me you were here.” 
 
    “Do you know if Asher’s parents and brother are safe at home?”  
 
     “They decided to stay a bit longer to protect their farm. Josef said he’d fight anyone off with a pitchfork.” 
 
    I shake my head. Asher’s father is just as determined as Asher. A good man. 
 
    “But I don’t know where Asher is. Maria is worried sick.” 
 
    “He’s at the castle—safe.” I gaze deeply into her eyes. “We need to get you safe and sound, too.” 
 
    “What about you?” Mama asks. “You really shouldn’t be out here, either.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Tristan interrupts from my side. 
 
    I swing my attention to him and note his furrowed brow.  
 
    “We must move from here and meet up with the rest of the Guard,” he urges. 
 
    I nod. “Please ensure my mother is escorted home and that a Guard is stationed outside.” 
 
    Tristan bows. “Very well, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I grab Mama for another quick hug and release her to the care of two Royal Guards. “I’ll be fine, Mama.”  
 
    The line forming between her brows tells me she wants to argue, but she doesn’t, and allows the Guards to pilot her away. Tension pulls at my shoulders and neck as I watch her disappear from view, but I allow Tristan and my entourage to guide me to Ravenoak and his soldiers stationed at the town square. 
 
    Fairden greets us, his face drawn with worry. “Your Majesty, we can still return to the secured location, outside the town limits and in our carriage.” 
 
    I shake my head. I’m well aware Fairden isn’t saying this out of cowardice, only concern for my safety. “No, this is where I need to be. I want my people to know I will fight to defend them. What is the plan?” 
 
    Lord Fairden bows his head. “Ravenoak and his soldiers will lead the attack, and we will follow behind. If there is an opportunity for a negotiation to end the fighting or retrieve the Princess, then you and I will be called upon. But this does not mean that we will avoid fighting, so you will need to prepare your mind to use your magic for an extended period.” 
 
    I honestly don’t know what it’s like to use magic for more than a few seconds. My expression must give away my concern because Fairden places a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Quiet your thoughts as much as you can and allow the energy to flow through you. Don’t question—just do.” 
 
    I gulp down the lump in my throat and touch his hand. “Thank you for believing in me.” 
 
    Tristan ushers us forward, and my entourage of protectors flank us and follow behind on the now mostly empty streets. Above us, occasional windows open and townspeople peer out from their shops. 
 
    The town center lies ahead of us, with Lore’s flag still waving in the air. “Why are Maxia’s people all in the square now?” I ask. “All in one place?” 
 
    Before Tristan or Fairden get the chance to answer, weapons and magic explode into a deafening roar and brighten the streets ahead of us.  
 
    “Attack!” Ravenoak yells, and the Guards in front spring into action, staffs lit blue. 
 
    My hands also erupt with purple magic, as does Fairden’s. The clang of swords unsheathing sounds from behind. I whirl on my boot heels. Before me is a small army; each man and woman fighting for Maxia, each face pinched with anger, teeth bared, weapons at the ready. 
 
    Tristan plants himself near me and extends his glowing staff. “Stay near me!” he yells over the chaos. 
 
    My heart pounds as my personal Guards engage the enemy. The electricity of blue magic shoots from their staffs and hit several attackers square in the chest. A woman with a scarred face and tattered clothes drops to the ground in a heap. I tear my attention from her to a Royal Guard who’s screaming as a sword pushes through his middle. 
 
    After a clear view of his attacker, I throw my hand out before me. A purple burst of lightning shoots from my palm and strikes the murdering woman directly in the chest. She’s driven off her feet and slams into the ground ten feet back. 
 
    Tristan drives the end of his staff into the middle of a man who had raced toward me, sword raised. The man crumbles to the ground. 
 
    I mouth a thanks to Tristan. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he says, and then lunges at another man to his side. 
 
    Nearby, Fairden uses his magic with surprising grace. The ease in which a man of his years moves is impressive. Each movement has purpose. 
 
    We continue to attack and drive back Maxia’s army, until I hear the shout: “Retreat!” 
 
    In no less time than it took to start, the battle is over. The attackers who survived fall back. 
 
    “We surrender.”  
 
    The words echo to us from where Ravenoak was fighting. Fairden gives me a tentative smile. 
 
    “We need to go up there.” I gather my breath as Tristan returns to my side. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Fairden agrees.  
 
    A handful of my Royal Guard are dead, but the majority of bodies scattered across the ground belong to Maxia’s camp. On the way to the front lines, I avert my eyes from them and focus on the stage in the middle of the town square, where Ravenoak has surrounded the remaining enemy. 
 
    A tall woman with stringy white hair throws her sword down, as do the people all around her. The weapons clank as they hit the ground. 
 
    “You have won,” she declares. 
 
    I consider the woman and reply, “We want to live in peace.” 
 
    The woman’s lips twitch into a wry smile and she moves to the left, apparently signaling the rest of her group to do the same. 
 
    Behind them is Thea, bound and flanked by several burly men. Her clothes are ripped and dirty. She hangs her head, and her knees shake as if she could fall at any second. The hulking men are not armed, but they hold out their hands, palms up. My eyes widen as each of their hands light with a red glow.  
 
    My stomach drops. Some of these people have magic. 
 
    “Thea?” I call out, unsure of what’s going on. 
 
    Ravenoak starts forward, but I catch his arm.  
 
    “No,” I warn. “Something is wrong.” 
 
    Ravenoak rips his arm from my grasp as a low growl escapes his throat, but Tristan holds his ground and extends his staff toward the Captain. 
 
    “You are out of order, Captain Ravenoak,” Tristan says. “Stand down.” 
 
    Quick as a snap, Ravenoak turns his staff on Tristan again and releases its magic. The blue bolt hits Tristan in the shoulder, and his weapon flies from his hands as Tristan stumbles to the ground. 
 
    “Tristan!” I shout and start for him.  
 
    He holds out his hand. “I’m fine.” 
 
    I race to his side and touch his face. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he repeats. “Deal with Thea.” 
 
    I straighten and find Fairden already scowling at Ravenoak, but he quickly returns his attention to the white-haired woman. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” he demands, but the woman doesn’t answer.  
 
    I turn my attention back to Thea, her attention wavering back and forth between me and Tristan. Her jaw is tense, and her chest rises and falls in quick breaths. 
 
    Before I have the chance to say anything to her, a group of five Guards race toward Ravenoak and conference privately with him. Ravenoak shoots a longing gaze up to his daughter, who’s in the process of being gathered up and pulled away. Ravenoak then turns to his army.  
 
    “This was a diversion. Maxia is attacking the east side of Arlos.” 
 
    Fear shudders through my body.  
 
    My home is on the east side.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    A SCREAM PIERCES the air. I whip my attention toward the shrieking, but can’t see anything. Thea and Maxia’s people are gone, and only an echo of the Princess’s terror now remains, quickly fading into the street. 
 
    “Thea.” Ravenoak growls his daughter’s name again and again as my chest tingles with nervousness. 
 
    A sob catches in the back of my throat and I turn on Tristan. “You said they wouldn’t harm her.” 
 
    Tristan grunts as he stands, clutching his hurt shoulder. “I may have been wrong. Nothing here is going as planned.” 
 
    I leave Tristan to risk speaking with Ravenoak. His duty must still bind him to me because he hasn’t abandoned me to go after Thea. 
 
    “If Maxia’s people are going to harm the Princess, we need to rescue her, and now,” I say to him. “Tristan, Fairden, and I will lead the defense on the east side, and you take part of the Guard to get her back.” 
 
    “I would highly advise against that,” Tristan says. 
 
    Fairden joins him at my side. “I agree. Splitting the Royal Guard is not advisable.” 
 
    “I won’t have Maxia take any more from this Queendom than she already has,” I say.  
 
    “But this is not the way to do it,” Tristan urges. 
 
    I puff up my chest. “You were wrong the last time I listened to you.” 
 
    Lines form along Tristan’s forehead, but I ignore them. There are much more pressing issues than his disagreement. 
 
    “The Royal Guards have far more training than Maxia’s army,” I add. “We just need to drive her camp back for now.” 
 
    Tristan opens his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. 
 
    “I am the Queen, and these are my orders!” I glower at Ravenoak. “Do you agree, Captain?” 
 
    Ravenoak’s chest heaves, his attention flicking the way the scream came from again. His eyes soften slightly from his anger toward me. “Yes, Your Majesty.” He bows his head and calls for a large group of Guards to follow him.  
 
    “We must gather the troops and head east, at once,” Fairden says. 
 
    “Yes,” I say, and gesture for Tristan to order them forward—and he obeys. 
 
    My mind twists with thoughts of Mama, and I pick up the pace. The air is thick with smoke as we reach the Arlos’ east side. People no longer remain in their homes as we advised. Families flood down the main street, heading the opposite way of us. No one stops them, and I see why. Growing flames lick at many of the buildings, consuming the brittle structures.  
 
    Their homes are burning to the ground, and there’s nothing they can do put out the fires. 
 
    I steel myself as a horde of Maxia’s army marches our way. 
 
    “Attack!” Tristan’s voice comes from my side, and he waves the Guards behind us onward. Bursts of blue magic erupt, and enemy after enemy is quickly taken out. 
 
    As we move forward, windows blow out of homes and shops with tremendous force. Orange flames and smoke spread, and a gray haze fills the air above. 
 
    Several women and children scream, cover their heads, and race past us.  
 
    I spot my shop and home: Garin Salvage. The worn sign hanging above our shop swings free on one side, broken. I scan the area for Mama but don’t see her. The building is untouched, but the two Guards I stationed with her are not outside. 
 
    On the same block, townspeople are fighting in hand-to-hand combat with Maxia’s army, but I can’t tell who’s winning. Bodies are everywhere. 
 
    While sickness roils in my stomach over the loss of life, my hands light with magic. I race ahead toward the building, followed by Fairden, Tristan, and a handful of Guards. 
 
    As I get closer, my eyes widen. Fighting off a group of four men is Asher. He wields a scavenged sword with surprising skill and grace. Two children that I recognize as Asher’s cousins cower behind a cluster of wooden barrels. 
 
    Asher lets out a string of curses and stabs one of his attackers in the chest. Just as another raises his sword to my fiancé, I throw out my hand, and a burst of purple energy slams him in the chest, ripping the life from his body. Fairden slams his fist on the ground, releasing a mighty force that cracks the earth. A separate wave of energy takes out the other attacker.  
 
    I rush to Asher, unable to stand back. “Why are you here?” I demand. 
 
    Asher swings around to me, panting. “For the same reason you’re here. Because neither of us wants the little we have taken away!” 
 
    I clamp my mouth shut and throw my arms around him as the two small girls come out from hiding. Quickly, I release Asher and shoo the children over to a Guard with instructions to get them to safety. 
 
    I glance around the street. Maxia’s people are either all dead, or gone. In the last few moments, we were able to contain the attack, but many homes and shops are lost, the flames still consuming wood and possessions. There’s nothing to extinguish the blaze. 
 
    I yell for the Royal Guard who are present to find water and extinguish the burning buildings. Half of them race away. 
 
    “All clear of the enemy!” one of the Guards finally shouts, but as she does, through the smoke, a limping figure emerges. I squint to see who it is as they make their way down the middle of the street. 
 
    Both Fairden and Tristan turn to see why I’m gaping, and then Tristan’s lips part slightly. 
 
    Thea nearly drags herself down the road as two Royal Guards come to her side.  
 
    I leave Asher to greet Thea. “They released you?” 
 
    “I . . . I escaped.” The words are barely more than a whisper. 
 
    I take the Princess in my arms. As I do, my marking burns, but I ignore the feeling. “I’m so sorry, Thea. We wanted to rescue you from the camp, but we couldn’t.” 
 
    The two Guards who were assisting her step aside as Tristan and Fairden join us, but stay close in case she needs them.  
 
    “We are so glad you are alive,” Fairden says. “Ravenoak and his men searched for you.” 
 
    Thea moves her attention to Tristan, who stands with one hand behind his back and his staff in the other. “You are very quiet, Tristan. Are you pleased to see me alive?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” he says. “Very pleased.” 
 
    As they speak another thought enters my mind—Mama. 
 
    “Tristan,” I say, “I need for you to find my mother.” I turn and point to our building. “The Guards were supposed to take her home. She could be hiding inside.” 
 
    Tristan bows his head. “Directly, Your Majesty.” He turns and gathers several Guards to search my home. 
 
    More than anything, I want to go too, but the guilt of leaving Thea behind keeps me anchored at her side. Mama will be safe with the Guards. “We need to have your wounds cared for as soon as possible.” 
 
    She lets out a heavy sigh while peering over my shoulder. I turn and find Asher walking our way.  
 
    “That’s my fiancé,” I say.  
 
    Thea’s eyes brighten. She holds out her hand to him and he takes it. “You’re Asher?” 
 
    Asher nods, and his lips stretch into a tentative smile as Thea continues to clutch his hand. 
 
    “You and Bel are so lucky to have each other . . . to know such happiness.” She joins my hand to Asher’s, keeping her hand on top. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” a voice from behind shouts.  
 
    I twist my head toward the sound, but Thea doesn’t let my hand go. 
 
    A Guard stands outside my front porch. “There’s no one here—” 
 
    He continues saying something else, but I don’t hear a word. Fire erupts in my marking. My vision blurs and my head goes light. 
 
    When my eyes clear, I’m no longer in Arlos. It’s the Queen’s bedroom. Not mine, but Queen Isolde’s. I’m sitting at a small table with a spread of pastries and tiny sandwiches laid out over the top. 
 
    “Mother,” Thea says, and I swing my attention to her, knowing I’m seeing everything through Isolde’s perspective. 
 
    Thea is sitting across from me, stirring a cup of tea. The Princess is dressed in a red and metallic gold brocaded gown. The sleeves puff out slightly, making them appear a little like butterfly wings.  
 
    “You know this is the right thing to do,” she insists, her mouth turning into a pout. 
 
    “I know no such thing, Thea,” I say, placing a raspberry pastry on her plate. “When I die, the Queendom will be passed to a worthy heir. Just as it has always been done.” 
 
    Thea furrows her brow. “Are you saying I’m not worthy?” 
 
    “Of course not. If it were my choice, I would have you declared the heir. But it is not.” 
 
    Thea places her tea onto the table and opens her mouth to speak. 
 
    “When I die,” I say, cutting her off, “the Talisman may very well choose you. My mother was Queen—” 
 
    “But not her mother before her.” 
 
    I glance down. “No, you are correct. There is no guarantee, because this Queendom can be cruel. You know very well that my life hasn’t always been as I wished it to be. But I have come to terms with the traditions, and see the wisdom in upholding the institutions for the survival of our people.” I wave my hand in her direction. “But you will continue to be well cared for as part of the court, even if you are not chosen.” 
 
    “But if you did have the choice?” Thea asks. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Thea’s lips press into a thin line, and she reaches for the teapot and pours me a cup. Afterwards, she reaches into a pocket of her dress and pulls out a small version of the Talisman.  
 
    My heart pounds at the sight. 
 
    Like the one Maxia had.  
 
    “What if I told you there might be a way to guarantee your Essence would be passed to me when you died?” Thea says. 
 
     “Nonsense. Put that thing away—nothing but counterfeit magic.” I take a sip of my tea. “Let’s not talk of this further.” 
 
    “It will work,” Thea presses. 
 
    “No Thea it wo—”  
 
    As vivid as real life, a tightness forms around my throat and I grasp my neck, desperate for air. 
 
    “Are you well, Mother?” Thea asks. 
 
    When air doesn’t come, I accidently knock the tea cup to the ground. The liquid spills onto the carpet, emitting a pale blue glimmer. 
 
    I glance up as the now wild-eyed Princess lunges for me, a wicked smile curving her lips upward, the Talisman in her hand now glowing. 
 
    “Don’t worry Mother,” she soothes. “I’ll take care of the Queendom for you. The Essence will be safe with me.” 
 
    I gasp, and my eyelids shoot open to the present moment in Arlos. The bedraggled Princess is still in front of me, still holding my hand. The marking bites at my upper arm. 
 
    “Y-you,” I choke out. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    I RIP MY hand from Thea’s and Asher’s and throw my arm across Asher’s chest, pushing him backward. He stumbles to the ground. 
 
    Nearly unphased, Thea shakes off her crumbled posture and stands tall—still dirty, but every bit the Princess that she ever has been. Both of her hands light with magic, and the two Guards near her change in appearance. Gone are their Royal Guard uniforms. Instead, they wear the everyday, tattered clothes Maxia’s people wear. The men both grin as their hands light with red, glowing magic. 
 
    “You murdered Queen Isolde!” I scream at Thea. “I trusted you, and you’re a murderer!” 
 
    Many of the Royal Guard have left in search of water to put out the burning town behind us, but those still with me gape in shock. No one around us moves until Fairden realizes what is happening and charges at Thea, but she’s ready for him. The Princess’s hands crackle with magic, and she releases the full force of her energy at him. His body freezes in mid-air, and she yanks him close to her. The Royal Guard are ready to pounce. 
 
    “My magic is more powerful than anyone thought,” she snarls as she glares at us. “I would advise holding your positions.”  
 
    Thea lowers Fairden’s feet to the ground, but maintains her magical influence over him. A shiver runs down my entire body. I blink in disbelief at the weak, trapped Lord dangling above the dirt. 
 
    “Fairden is a good man,” I plead. “Don’t do this, Thea!” 
 
     “Fairden would only prevent me from taking the throne, so I don’t really care if he’s a good man or not,” she jeers. “The only person I trust is Maxia. She wants what I want.” 
 
    Beside me, Asher attempts to stand, and Thea darts her gaze to him. I throw my hand down, gesturing for him to back away, but I don’t check to see if he does so, and have no idea if he obeys. 
 
    “You planned all of this?” I ask.  
 
    Thea sighs, still holding Fairden in place with her magic, and studies the ground. “Nothing went as expected.”  
 
    I steady myself. “You had everything at your fingertips. I don’t understand.”  
 
    Thea’s eyes narrow on me. “Not everything. My mother made sure of that. Maxia is a means to an end. She provided me with the black magic needed to take mother’s Essence in exchange for allowing her a place in the Queendom again. I was to store it until the Crowning Ceremony, and then allow the Essence to join me instead of an instant Queen, and no one would be the wiser.” Thea readjusts her grip on Fairden. “But then you made things so much more difficult. In the end, the results are the same: Maxia returns to the Council, and I gain the throne.”  
 
    “You do know,” I begin carefully, “that Maxia tried to remove the Essence when she had me alone in the tent?” 
 
    Thea eyes narrow to slits, and the magic glow around Fairden dulls slightly before it returns. “She was removing the Essence for me.” 
 
    “Are you so sure?” 
 
    Her nostrils flare. “Don’t you try to turn me against my allies!” 
 
    “Thea?” Tristan asks. 
 
    Thea’s attention darts in his direction. It’s as if bolts of lightning might shoot out of her eyes at any moment. 
 
    “You need to stand down, Guard,” she growls. “I have not requested your presence.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this Thea?” Tristan asks. “You had everything.” 
 
    She eyes me, and then returns her glower to him. “You would have thought that, but really I had nothing. I sat around all day twiddling my thumbs. Life at the castle is boring when everyone treats you like a child. I didn’t even have your love.” 
 
    “You know I cared for you.” 
 
    “Not as much as you care for her!” Thea nearly spits the words. 
 
    I sense Asher’s stare on my back, and my stomach tightens. 
 
    “Bel is the Queen. I am bound by duty to her, as well you know,” Tristan says. 
 
    “Oh, you sure as hell know it’s more than that, Tristan!” Thea snaps. “I’ve seen the way you two gawk at each other.” 
 
    “There’s nothing between Tristan and me!” I yell, not only to Thea, but for Asher’s benefit as well. But I’m not fully convinced of my own statement.  
 
    Thea glares at Asher, who a glance over my shoulder reveals is now standing a few feet behind me. “You know this right? You pour all your love and devotion into Bel, and what does she do to you the moment she gets a little power? She finds someone new—higher class.” 
 
    Tears sting at the corners of my eyes. Hurt shadows Asher’s face, and then he darts his questioning gaze to me. His chest rises and falls erratically, the hurt twisting sharper on his every beloved feature while he waits for my answer.  
 
    “She’s insane! Don’t listen to her. None of this is true!” 
 
    Thea snickers. “Whatever you say, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Did you take my mother?” I demand. 
 
    Thea throws a glance at her bodyguards and relaxes her stance. “Having a few of my men infiltrate the Royal Guard was a reasonably easy task. Two of them merely escorted your mother to safety.” 
 
    “Where is she?” I yell. 
 
    Thea shakes her head. “Oh, don’t fret, Arabella. You worry too much about the safety and feelings of other people. It’s what made deceiving you such an easy task.” 
 
    “What have you done with her!?”  
 
    “She’s fine. I need her as assurance that you will cooperate with me.” 
 
    My mind reels. Should I try and use my magic right here and now to kill Thea? But then I risk her killing Fairden in the process. If Thea’s magic is as strong as she says it is, I’m not sure if I could destroy her before she kills us all. 
 
    I raise my hands in the air. “I’ll cooperate.” At least it gives us some time, and I escaped before. 
 
    Thea’s lips twist into a cruel smile. “I knew you wou—” 
 
    Before she has the chance to finish her words, movement comes from my side. I spin to see Asher charging for Thea. 
 
    “No!” I scream. 
 
    Thea releases Fairden, and he crumbles to the ground, gasping and clutching his throat. Quick as lightning, a bolt flies from Thea’s hands into Asher. His body flies through the air and crashes into a building. 
 
    I scream as his limp body hits the ground.  
 
    Among the chaos, Fairden seemingly regains himself and raises his hands towards Thea from below. But as quick as ever, Thea growls like a wild animal and blasts the Lord with magic. His body goes still. 
 
    Her men throw red magic at the crowd of Guards, and several fall over dead.  
 
    “Get back!” the shorter of the two booms. 
 
    Thea sneers. “When will you people learn?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just kill me from the start?” I yell. 
 
    Thea rolls her shoulders back and presses her lips together. “I had to make sure the Essence came to me. If the Council took it, then the situation was more difficult to control.” She shrugs. “Plus, the whole thing was fun.” 
 
    Fun?  
 
    Tears stream down my face as I stare in shock at Fairden’s unmoving body. Asher might be dead, too. The pain gripping my heart is unbearable. I want to curl up in a ball and die with him, my love.  
 
    I should just give up.  
 
    I’m done.  
 
    I open my mouth to say so, but an army of men, led by Ravenoak, pours from the street to our side. Magic bursts from the horde, aimed straight at Thea and her men.  
 
    “For the Queendom of Lore!” the Guards bellow. 
 
    Several more of the Royal Guard reveal themselves as Maxia’s and fight back. Red and blue magic explodes, the streets bleeding purple. 
 
    Time seems to slow as Thea stretches her hand to me, but her bodyguards grab her and tug her away. I gape in shock as Tristan and a few of my Guards follow in pursuit. 
 
    Someone seizes me from behind. I twist and begin to fight back. My body cools when I discover Ravenoak. Then, to my surprise, he places protective arms around me. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, My Queen,” he pleads. “I was blinded and couldn’t see what was right in front of my eyes. Please forgive me.” 
 
    The Captain pulls me away, and I catch sight of Asher. My pulse shudders as the memory of his body hitting the building flashes in my mind.  
 
    “Help him!” I scream in renewed terror.  
 
    Ravenoak waves what’s left of his men to Asher’s still body. 
 
    I burst into heaving sobs as they lift his limp frame from the ground. I want to touch his face. To hold him and apologize. To kiss his lips and taste his love for me once more. Agony lashes at what remains of my heart as I struggle to free myself from Ravenoak’s firm grasp. 
 
    “I cannot allow you to go to him,” he says. “We will take him into our care.” 
 
    “Mama,” I choke out on a whisper. 
 
    “Yes, we will find her, too,” Ravenoak soothes. 
 
    My marking burns and my head spins. The world darkens as Queen Isolde’s raspy voice enters my mind. 
 
    “Our time will come, my dear. But preserving the Queendom comes first.”  
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