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			Prologue

			Fifteen Years Ago

			Myron was late. Damned late. And these godsforsaken mountains were freezing, even though it was spring. The snow had melted for the most part, but patches of it remained scattered across the mountain, leaving the loamy forest floor a patchwork of soggy grass, crumbling dirt, and dirty snow.

			Titus rubbed his hands together, clinging to the paltry heat that the friction caused, the kidskin gloves a pathetic ward against this icy wintry air. Dark. It was so dark that it was hard to see much more than the hands in front of his face. And he did not dare risk a fire as he waited. And waited. And waited for Captain Myron to return to their designated, clandestine meeting place.

			The Navarian Commander looked up to the inky skies through the ceiling of conifers and aspens, marveling at just how bright the stars were here on the side of the mountain. Brighter than normal, somehow. Like he was closer to the gods.

			But Titus knew that the gods paid no attention to him. They never had. And judging by the fact that Myron was at least an hour late, the gods very well might be smiting him, just for the Sheol of it.

			Not that he didn’t deserve it.

			The distant clomp of horses’ hooves tore his attention from the glittering skies, and he squinted to make out any sign of whoever was approaching. 

			Please let it be Myron.

			A bronze Midvarish medallion glinted in the starlight—Myron’s horse. Thank the gods. Titus nearly cried out in relief, but silence was key tonight. Silence and secrecy, the two currencies of Titus’s whole godsdamned life.

			“Where have you been?” Titus growled as Myron dismounted his dapple mare.

			“We were delayed,” he said, carrying a limp bundle in his meaty arms. 

			“I take it you got one,” Titus said, stepping across the space between them, reaching out for the cadaver sprawled in the captain’s arms.

			“The boys found several for you to choose from,” Myron said, making to hand over the child. “But they took such a damned long time about it, I just chose one for you and brought her as quickly as I could.”

			Titus took hold of the bundle of ebony hair and dirty nightgown, taking just a moment to steal a glimpse of the child. A little girl.

			A breathing little girl.

			“What in Sheol is this?” Titus barked. Stirring. Godsdamnit, she was stirring!

			“The tincture is wearing off,” said Myron casually. “You’ll want to find some more of it if you want to keep her quiet. She was the quietest of them, but gods, Titus, little girls? What in Sheol are you planning to do with them?”

			“Not them. One. I said I needed one,” Titus barked, the weight of the child in his arms suddenly unbearable. “A dead one!” he added.

			“What?” asked Myron, furrowing his brow. “You never said that.”

			“Yes, I did!” Titus barked.

			“You damn well did not! You just said to bring a little girl. You never specified that she needed to be dead!”

			The girl stirred in his arms, her eyes fluttering. Tiny. She was so godsdamned tiny. He hadn’t expected that.

			“Shit, Myron! What am I supposed to do with her?” Titus asked, the panic welling.

			Myron reached to his belt, pulling out a dagger. 

			And in the matter of a heartbeat—one single heartbeat—Captain Myron slit the throat of the little girl in Titus’s arms. Blood, warm and thick, glistening in the moonlight, poured down her neck, across Titus’s arms. Bile burned in his throat as he watched the light leave her heavy eyes, as he felt her go even more limp in his arms.

			He looked up to Myron, reeling from the shock. “What. In. Sheol. Is. Wrong. With. You,” he growled.

			Myron snorted a laugh. “You’ve gone soft, Titus. You’ve been working for that damned Navarian king too long. Grow some balls and finish your job—whatever the Sheol it is.”

			Rage. Rage and disgust and downright nausea roiled within him. It took a considerable amount of effort not to lunge for his sword and gut the haughty bastard. But that would require putting down the girl, and it just didn’t feel…right.

			Myron turned his back, slinging a foot into the stirrup of his horse, a useless smirk on his drawn mouth. “Good luck, commander,” he purred. “The gods know you’ll need it.”

			And then Myron was off, flinging himself onto his trusted horse and turning back toward the direction he had come in one fluid movement, leaving Titus standing dumbfounded in the mountain forest, holding a dead little girl in his arms.

			It took him a moment to gather his thoughts and figure out what in Sheol to do. Her warm blood still dribbled down his arm, and blinding guilt nearly crushed him. He had meant for them to bring a dead child. A dead one. The whole point had been to avoid this very situation. Not that Myron needed to know that.

			Titus knelt on the ground, setting down the tiny little girl as carefully and gingerly as if she were his own. He took off his cloak, the black wool merging with the midnight and darkness, the Navarian seal expertly embroidered on the collar catching starlight. He laid it across the girl, wrapping her still-warm, blood-soaked body in it before scooping her into his arms again. The only warmth he could offer her. The last warmth she would ever know.

			He flung her over his shoulder, grunting as he mounted his own horse, setting off down the mountain, into the foggy mist below, knowing damn well that he just added murder to a very long list of the reasons why Titus Melamed would burn in Sheol.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter I

			Present Day

			Something like a tidal wave of relief washed over General Titus Melamed, retired Commander of the Navarian armies, as he crested the rolling hills that surrounded his land. His home. It had been a grueling journey across the plains that separated Navah from the north of Midvar. A month of dingy inns and sleepless nights. A month of bread too dry and wine too sour. A month of nothing on his mind but starting over.

			His horse crested the last hill that separated the wilderness from his land—the land he had inherited at the too-young age of eighteen. His parents had died of the sickness that had spread too quickly through the land, leaving him with nothing but responsibilities. No wonder he had sold his soul to King Derrick. To fight. To win. He had nothing else and wanted nothing else. 

			The moment his foot hit the earth beneath him upon dismounting his trusted steed, he fell to his knees, breathing deeply, releasing a solemn tear. 

			He picked up a fistful of dirt, the grit and pebbles grinding against his hand as he let it escape, floating on the breeze like a phantom. The familiar air smelled of summer and sun, cypress and mountain cedar, persimmon and pomegranate. The Midvarish skies shone with lazy vanilla light, the dusk slowly showing her splendor, dancing in a riot of pinks and coppers like a fire waiting to consume the day with one glorious final stand.

			Home. 

			The manor was just as he remembered. Moderately-sized. Nothing too ostentatious, but certainly no shack or cottage. “Just right,” Penelope had always called it. The gray stones were covered in moss and lichens, with vines climbing up the walls like spindly green arms reaching for the realm of the gods. 

			Inviting, that’s what it was. Like a long-lost friend.

			She must have caught sight of him before he saw her, for after his eyes had finished surveying the house, the land, he spotted his wife, standing in the front door, looking directly at him. He was too far away to read her expression, but she stood stock-still—a monument to bygone times.

			No matter how glad he was to be back, he would never know if she shared in his gladness until he faced her. Would she forgive all those years of neglect? Of pushing her aside for the king’s duties? Would she ever trust him?

			Perhaps the most worrisome question of all—would all of his sins come back to haunt him? How would the gods make him pay for his treachery?

			The questions weighed heavier and heavier with each step he took to the house, to her, to his future. The future that he had clung to like a rock in storm. The future that had gotten him through the last few months—a light in the darkness. The future that suddenly seemed full of shadows and doubt.

			She, too, began to walk to him. Slowly, tentatively. Every step closer tore at him in a way he hadn’t expected. 

			Penelope. Wife or enemy? 

			Yes, she had stayed. But why? Out of hope? Or spite?

			It might have been an eternity before they reached each other. An eternity of steps crunching across the expanse of summer grasses between them. Fitting, he thought, that his final steps toward her should feel like dragging an anvil behind him, the weight of nearly twenty years of regret and stupidity a vice that would surely determine his fate.

			He froze, taking her in. Her long auburn hair pulled into an intricate chignon at the nape of her neck. Her gown falling around her like a field of poppies. There was a little more silver at her temples than he had remembered. Then again, there was a lot more silver in his hair these days. 

			Beautiful, that’s what she was. Stunning. A shooting star streaking a dusky summer sky. 

			“You’re really here,” she said so quietly he almost missed it.

			Her smile was tentative but true. And it was hope—hope that coursed through his veins like a summer wildfire. So he reached for her hand. “I missed you.” 

			She didn’t quite return the eagerness of his grip, her hand hardly clasping his. But he held on anyway.

			“You look tired,” she said. 

			He touched the beard that had grown on his face since leaving Navah and looked down to his dirty clothes and mud-caked boots. He chuckled. “I think you’re being generous.”

			She breathed a soft laugh, looking down to their clasped hands. When she finally met his eyes again, there was silver lining hers. So Titus threw caution to the wind and took his wife in his arms, holding her close. To his surprise, she returned the embrace, her breath warm on his neck. 

			“I missed you, too,” she whispered.

			He breathed deeply, relaxing at the feel of her in his arms, taking in her sweet scent, the way her stray auburn tendrils tickled his neck in the breeze. “It’s been too long.”
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			Chapter II

			It was by a feather-light touch that he had awoken. Like a flutter of wings against his cheek, the intoxicating scent of lavender whirling about him as he opened his eyes and understood it hadn’t been a dream. 

			She was alive. Elizabeth was alive. And she had kissed him good morning from the place where she had slept beside him. His back barked in protest as he shifted from his seated position on the floor of her cottage, feeling as if he had been thoroughly beaten from where the settee had apparently dug in all night. Prince Ferryl hadn’t even remembered falling asleep. He had only remembered that kiss of hers—the one that had shifted the entirety of the firmament, had changed his whole world—and the ensuing conversation. Of dreams forgotten and remembered once more, of a purloined past that had been mercifully restored. He couldn’t recall when that conversation had drifted into dreamless sleep as they sat arm in arm against the settee on the floor of her small sitting room. The fire that had burned brightly in the hearth only a few hours ago had died to nothing more than embers.

			But he didn’t really care when they had fallen asleep, exactly. For she was beside him, waking as she stretched her lithe limbs, the feel of her curves in his arms a welcome, beautiful distraction. He buried his face in her neck in response.

			“Good morning to you, too,” she said as she tilted her head back, giving him better access. He obliged her by peppering kisses along her honeyed skin. 

			Providence, this woman, this love of his life.

			She was alive. And she was back. 

			He would never let her go again. 

			His lips found their way to her mouth, and he claimed her with a savagery that could only come from loving and missing one person for so long. She ran her hands through his hair and he took no small amount of satisfaction from the little groan that escaped her as he pulled her onto his lap. 

			“I wonder if you have any idea how much I love you, my Lizybet,” he said onto her skin, his lips migrating down her cheek and neck to that inviting place where it met her shoulder.

			“An inkling,” she said, with a smile in her voice. 

			Lavender encircled him once more, threatening to intoxicate him into oblivion. Heavens above, that scent. He had loved it for years. He knew it, because he remembered it, thanks to the magic that found him with her kiss last night. But while he knew the scent, he had never thought to ask why she seemed to wear it so often. 

			“Why is it that you always smell of lavender, my love?” he asked as he dared to pull aside the shoulder of her dress to kiss the alabaster skin he found there. 

			She didn’t immediately answer. And while he might have remained distracted by the velvet softness of her shoulder, he found himself slightly curious as to her silence. 

			“My love?” he asked, lifting his head to meet her eyes. It was heat that kissed her cheeks. A grin threatened his mouth. 

			She fussed with a toggle on his jerkin, not daring to meet his eyes. “It’s embarrassing, Ferryl.”

			“Embarrassing?” he asked, lifting her chin. 

			She bit her lip, likely knowing the effect such a thing had on him. But he was as stubborn as she was. Perhaps more. So he merely draped his arms around her waist and waited.

			She sighed in resignation, pursing a smile. “For my sixteenth birthday, Mary gave me a vial of lavender water, but I thought it was too fine a gift for a servant, so I wouldn’t wear it. I put it away, thinking such things should only belong to someone important.”

			Her cheeks heated once more, and he didn’t resist the urge to kiss them as she continued. “But then one day I decided…I wanted to know, you see, what it might be like…” She finally dared to meet his eyes as she said, “I knew I was falling in love with you, Ferryl. And I wanted to pretend—just for one moment—I wanted to know what it might be like…to be your princess.”

			Rose colored not only her cheeks but her neck and her décolletage, but Ferryl did not laugh at her, did not poke fun. 

			“So I washed my hair with the lavender water and put on my best dress that day. And you…”

			Oh, he remembered. He remembered that day, indeed. She had walked to the stables, her hair falling in soft, humid curls about her shoulders, her dress so simple and yet so invitingly fitted to her slender waist…

			“If I recall, I think I told you that you smelled like an angel,” he said, laughing at his adolescent attempt at flirtation. He had wanted to tell her that she was the most beautiful creature he had ever beheld, too. But even knowing the closeness they shared—had always shared—the thought of revealing his feelings for her had terrified him then. So he had opted to flirt instead. 

			Apparently it had worked.

			Elizabeth bit her lip again, and so he tilted her chin and claimed her lips once more. 

			“That was the first time I knew that I wanted you. Not just that I loved being with you—I had known that for years,” he said. “But that was the first time I knew that I wanted to taste those lips of yours.”

			“You didn’t, though.”

			No, he hadn’t kissed her that day. It had taken him nearly a year to get the courage to kiss her. But by the time he had, he understood that he had been falling for her—slowly, surely, steadily, roots to a mighty oak—for all of that time. And all the years they had known each other. 

			“I kissed you, my love, when I knew for certain that I would never kiss another.”

			For a blinding moment, guilt flashed down his spine. For he had kissed another: Delaney—the Midvarish duchess to whom he was currently, inconveniently betrothed. He had kissed her only last night. 

			But not because he had loved her—not the way he loved Elizabeth. He had kissed Delaney because he had needed her. Needed her to help him feel something again instead of the numbness that had plagued him from the moment he had thought Elizabeth to be dead. 

			But she wasn’t dead. Elizabeth was alive. Alive and in his arms, looking at him for all the world as if she too had known she would never—could never—love another. 

			Providence above, should he tell her that he had kissed another?

			“Ferryl?” she asked, her hand on his cheek, looking at him with that way she had of knowing him down to very marrow of his bones. Guilt nipped at his soul once more as he opted to press his brow to hers. 

			“You’ve always been my princess, Lizybet,” he said, stroking a hand down her hair. “And soon, the world shall know it.”

			“Today is your wedding day, Ferryl,” she said with a hint of reprimand. 

			“Yes, and that is as good a reminder as any that I should get back to the castle and inform my parents of my change in bride.”

			She chuckled a bit sardonically. “If only it were that simple.”

			“It will be,” he said, making to stand, offering her his hand that he might help her stand as well. “I will settle for nothing less.” Easy words. Such easy words when he knew that when it came to his mother, nothing was ever simple. 

			There was skepticism in her eyes, which he knew he would find. His Lizybet was nothing if not practical. But behind that skepticism, a whisper of longing. It was the sight of that longing that had him pulling her to him once more. 

			“Trust me, Lizybet. Nothing will stand in our way this time.”

			A coughing fit momentarily stole her attention from him, and when she looked back, that longing had melted into worry and dread. 

			Because her father was ill. Irrevocably ill. And she had arrived last night only to discover a damning truth—Bedell was dying.

			Another cough, this one deeper, more strained, and Elizabeth didn’t hesitate to tear across the small space to the adjoining bedchamber where her father had been sleeping. 

			Ferryl followed her, thinking he could delay the dreaded conversation with his parents—a conversation that would likely change much more than just the person he would marry. Yes, he could delay that conversation just a little while, if only to comfort the woman he loved at her dying father’s bedside.
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			Chapter III

			Duchess Delaney Dupree stood before the edge of the gardens at Benalle Palace—before the edge of the world, it seemed—letting the ocean winds whip her hair around her face, letting the endless waters, the pounding waves soothe as the dawn approached. The cliff-side garden nestled in the heart of the bow-shaped castle had become a favorite retreat. To escape. To think. No one really visited it much either, which she didn’t understand, considering the breathtaking views and lush flora. But while she would never understand the ignorance of such beauty by the court at Benalle, nor did she complain as she stood alone on the cliff’s edge, watching the sky brighten from gray to purple, from purple to the palest pink. She closed her eyes, willing herself to breathe deeply, the briny tang of the air like a tonic to her churning stomach. 

			But whatever relief it offered from the insufferable nausea she had had for weeks, it did nothing to ease the twist in her gut from the conversation she had just had with her father.

			“Get yourself together,” he had snapped, barging into her chambers this morning without so much as a preamble. “You’re acting aloof and disinterested. Your little performance last night was abominable. Leaving early from your wedding feast? You had better thank the gods that the prince left early too or else you would be hanging from the gallows this morning.”

			“Father, I don’t feel well,” she tried to protest. For it was true. She had been sick to her stomach for almost two weeks. “I do apologize. I—”

			“I don’t want to hear excuses. You’re marrying the crown prince of Navah. It’s about time you stop acting like a selfish, spoiled cow.”

			Her father had turned on his heel and marched off without so much as a good day, and Delaney stood alone in the foyer of her chambers, wishing she had a different life. Wishing she had a different father, anyway. She hadn’t asked for this. It wasn’t in her plans to be shipped to this gods-forsaken kingdom to be married off like chattel.

			But she had been shipped off anyway, forced to leave behind her life in Midvar and her beloved little sisters—the only piece of her mother she had left—without a second thought. It didn’t matter what she had wanted. It didn’t matter what she had thought. All that mattered was that she was of marrying age, eligible, and a prosperous match for both her kingdom and Navah. 

			Prosperous, indeed. 

			Never mind their kingdoms had been sworn enemies for a millennium. Never mind there was no chance in Sheol that this marriage would be anything more than a sham, if they even married at all. 

			For indeed, today was her wedding day. And while Ferryl had surprised her—no, shocked her, really—when he visited her chambers last night, when he poured himself onto her, touching, kissing, holding her with a need that had set her blood to boiling, the shock had been nothing compared to the moment he suddenly pulled away, a look in his eyes of devastation, of complete loss. For one moment she had thought he wanted her as much as she was beginning to think she wanted him. 

			And then he had just left. 

			No explanation, no apologies. The crown prince of Navah had just kissed her and disappeared. And she wasn’t sure if she could face him today. 

			Their wedding day.

			She wrapped her arms around her waist and squeezed tightly, breathing deeply again, willing away the tears that were threatening to fall. 

			What about her life? What about what she wanted?

			Apparently, it didn’t matter. Not only did it not matter to her father, or her uncle—His Insufferable Majesty King Derrick of Midvar—it apparently didn’t matter to Ferryl, either. Or Ravid.

			Ravid, who had followed her here to Navah, who had schemed with her, made promises to her. Ravid who had loved her. Yes, for a little while, she would have sworn he loved her. But he had apparently forgotten all of that. 

			Like a phantom, Ravid came and went through her life as he pleased these days, visiting her chambers little, speaking with her even less. For every bit of fun and laughter they shared in their years in Midvar, they shared equal silence and avoidance now. 

			Maybe there was a time when she would have said she loved him. But now—now, she wasn’t so sure. While Ravid had always showered her with affection, he hadn’t exactly been a friend. But Ferryl had. Ferryl had been her friend, had been unexpectedly kind and warm. And the way he kissed her… 

			But she had been wrong. Terribly, terribly wrong. Wrong about Ferryl. Wrong about Ravid. Wrong about too many things.

			Despite herself, a tear slipped down her cheek. She quickly wiped it away, staring across the quiet waters, the endless void before her.

			The sound of footsteps crunching in the gravel tore her from her thoughts, and she peered over her shoulder, the winds whipping her hair wildly about her face, to see Michael—the palace guard—strolling towards her with a careful grace, which could only mean one thing.

			Of course.

			She wondered what bad news the guard was harboring.

			“Your Grace,” said Michael with a smile. And not an apologetic one, either. Despite the caution with which he had approached her, it was…it was delight in his eyes. “What are you doing up so early?”

			The rising sun glinted on the pommel of his sword, his black and white uniform crisp and perfectly-tailored to what was surely a beautifully-sculpted form, if the broadness of his shoulders, the strong column of his neck, and girth of his arms were any indication. She tore her eyes from his body only to be transfixed by the shock of silver in his eyes, illuminated all the more by the piercing rays of the early morning sun…and the kindness she found there.

			“Are you all right?” he smiled, and she realized with no small amount of horror that she had forgotten to answer his previous question. Whatever it had been.

			“I’m fine,” she said, lying for the sake of sparing him the gory details of the stomach issues that wouldn’t end. Another wave of nausea swept over her, and she turned back towards those glorious ocean breezes.

			Michael stepped closer—close enough that their shoulders almost brushed. Almost. She cut her eyes to him as he stood beside her, staring at the ocean before them. His glossy chestnut brown hair—like sunshine and earth and honey—tossed wildly in the winds. He looked much like the crown prince in many ways—that signature Navarian tan, those high cheekbones. But Michael had a ruggedness about him that no prince or nobleman she had ever known possessed. Forged. Like a blade. Like the steel silver of his piercing eyes. 

			Nausea ebbed at her again, waves lapping at her feet. She bit back a grimace.

			“Are you sure?” he asked, and she wondered about his keen observation of her health and wellbeing. Then again, he was a palace guard. Paying attention to every detail was his job, not a kindness. She merely nodded.

			Michael stood wordlessly by her side, his hands clasped behind his back as he, too took in the sunrise as it spilled over the ocean, staining the waters with violent shades of gold and pink, silver and red. 

			Why was he here?

			“Are you on duty?” she asked, shattering the blessed silence.

			“Hmm?” he asked, as if robbed from a daze. “Oh, no. I’m off rotation until tonight’s festivities.” 

			Until the wedding, he meant. She stifled the urge to make some baiting comment about the likelihood of said festivities—not after the way Ferryl had fled from her last night. “Do you ever not wear your uniform, then?”

			He faced her, a grin threatening his mouth. “Do I offend, my lady?”

			“My lady. Your Grace. Such formalities. I thought I asked you to call me by my name.” Gods, she was snappy this morning. And she didn’t mean to be, but—

			He chuckled. “I’m sorry, Delaney. Old habits, and all of that.”

			She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or roll her eyes. She opted to look back at the ocean instead. “You haven’t answered my question.”

			“What question?” She could hear the mirth in his voice. Was something funny? She resisted the urge to bare her teeth at him for being so stupidly chipper at such an ungodly hour.

			“I never see you in anything but that old thing,” she said, gesturing to his uniform. “You said you’re off duty. Don’t you have regular clothes?”

			She felt more than saw his grin. “I do. I suppose I prefer to stay in uniform. Just in case.”

			“In case of what?”

			“In case I am needed.” Needed for his sword, he meant. Because if nothing else, Michael was loyal to his kingdom, even to a fault. She had observed his friendship with the crown prince in her time here—their quiet conversations in the corridors, their card-playing and wine-drinking into the wee hours of the morning. But she had also observed that Michael, perhaps above all other guards in the palace, was loyal. Dedicated. A servant to Crown and country. And he thrived on such loyalty. 

			Which begged the question… “What are you doing here?”

			She immediately regretted the question, the way it sounded. She hadn’t meant to be so abrupt, but if the prince had sent the guard here to spy…

			“I can leave if you want. I didn’t realize my presence would bother you.”

			She might have told him good riddance, might have let him walk away if it weren’t for the hint of hurt she could have sworn she heard in his voice. As if…as if he had chosen to be here, to come stand by her. It was that thought alone that had her recklessly grabbing him by the elbow as he moved to walk away. 

			“It doesn’t bother me,” she said when he turned to face her. “I’m… I’m glad you’re here.” And she realized she was. In some strange way, Michael, of all people, had become something of a friend. Perhaps it was the fact that he had held her hair back as she had vomited her guts up a few weeks ago. Perhaps it was the fact that he always spoke to her with such kindness. Perhaps it was that wherever she was, he always seemed to be there, too. 

			Maybe…maybe the crown prince was having Michael keep an eye on her. 

			Or maybe Michael just wanted a friend, too. 

			He returned to her side, and she didn’t fail to notice that it was a little closer this time, their shoulders brushing. And her skin—gods, it was as if her skin came alive at that whisper of a touch. So she leaned slightly away, just because she was a stupid fool. Everything that had happened thus far only proved it. No need to drag another man into the idiocy that was her life. And certainly not Michael, even if it seemed like his offer of friendship might actually be genuine. No, she would not stand close enough to let her shoulder brush his, to let her stupid, foolish mind wander down paths it had no business going.

			“Any word about tonight?” he asked. The question suddenly reminded her of last night. Of emerging into the ballroom for First Feast, observing the waiting crowd…and being taken aback by the look on Michael’s face as she stood on Ferryl’s arm. 

			Had it been disappointment?

			And why?

			Despite herself, she turned to see his face, to see if it held any of the same disappointment. But it was cool disinterest she found instead. She quickly faced the ocean when she sensed him turning to meet her stare. But then she registered the question he had asked. And the strangeness of it.

			“What do you mean any word?”

			“The prince. Has he said anything?”

			Gods. Oh gods. Had Ferryl told Michael about their kiss? Or his disgust with it? Heat flooded her cheeks. And nausea. Oh gods, the nausea. 

			“Delaney,” Michael said, his hand suddenly at the small of her back. Warm. Steady. Calming. “Let me take you to Mary.”

			“No. It’s fine, it’s…”

			“I beg your pardon, but you’re not fine. You’ve been ill for a while. You should see the healer. Let her help you.”

			She shook her head as she covered her mouth with her hand. “No, no. It’s fine. What did you mean about tonight? Has Ferryl told you something? Does he not wish to marry me?”

			“He hasn’t spoken to you? I thought maybe that’s why you were out here so early,” Michael said, his hand still at her back. She resisted the urge to lean into his steady touch, instead shaking her head as she met his eyes once more. There it was again. Disappointment. 

			“Delaney, I—” His other hand found the back of his neck, and he looked to the ground as he fussed with his hair. She got the distinct sense that he wanted to tell her something. Something he had no right to tell her. 

			To her eternal shock, he told her anyway. 

			“It’s Elizabeth, Delaney. She…”

			“Elizabeth? What about her?” she asked, her heart pounding in her throat. 

			He met her eyes again, and oh gods, that kindness. It was mixed with regret. And worry. She would have had half a mind to console him if she hadn’t suspected that he was about to deliver news that would require her own consolation. 

			“She’s back, Delaney. She returned in the middle of the night.”

			Elizabeth. The woman Ferryl loved. The woman he had searched for, that he only stopped searching for once he thought she was dead. She apparently wasn’t dead. She was apparently very much alive. And back. 

			Which meant that the wedding—

			“Are you all right, Delaney?”

			“I’m fine,” she managed, holding her hands to her stomach as if somehow she could coax the nausea, the stupid, childish panic to subside. Breathe. It was becoming hard to breathe. 

			“Please, let me help you to Mary,” he said, turning her, resting his arm at her waist as he took her other elbow that he might guide her back through the gardens.

			She attempted a lighthearted laugh, firmly planting herself in place. “I’m fine, Michael, truly.”

			“Forgive me, but it is obvious you are not. You have been ill for some weeks now, haven’t you?”

			She nodded despite herself, a cold sweat beading on her brow.

			“Delaney,” he said, and she met his eyes at the way her name sounded coming from his mouth, taken aback by the concern in his voice. “I shouldn’t have told you. I—I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. Please…please just go and see her. I should like to take you to her now, if you will.”

			“I’m fine, Michael. It’s just a bit of a stomach malady. Nothing to worry about.” Delaney tried to turn and walk away, for if she didn’t leave soon, she wasn’t sure if she could contain herself. Vomit. She was going to vomit. Was she nauseous because she was ill? Or because she was broken-hearted? And why should she be broken-hearted about a man who never loved her anyway? Another wave of nausea rose, this one burning her throat with bile. Michael caught her by the elbow, his grip firm but gentle as he stepped in front of her. He caught her by the chin and tilted her face to meet his. 

			“You’re going, Delaney. I won’t take no for an answer.”

			Maybe it was the look on his face—the sweet concern, the kindness. Maybe it was the air of authority with which he spoke, the firm but gentle reprimand for daring to ignore his wishes. Or maybe it was just those silver eyes she couldn’t avoid. Whatever it was, she found herself nodding her head and letting him walk her to the infirmary, reminding herself that there was nothing wrong with leaning into his embrace. He was simply doing his duty, after all.
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			Chapter IV

			He hadn’t bargained on such a crisp wind. In Navah, autumn had never been anything more than a small reprieve from blistering summer heat. Crisp? Nearly cold? Never. Not until well into the winter. And never for any real amount of time. But autumn—true autumn—had apparently decided to grace the morning of his wedding with brisk, cool breezes slithering along his skin.

			Ferryl trekked across the palace grounds, still lush and green from the summer, rubbing his arms against the chill as the morning shone bright and glorious. The sun’s welcome heat kissed his neck, as if she were still battling for glory despite the unexpected arrival of autumnal gusts. He took a deep breath of the fresh air. Then another, pockets of familiar heat assaulted by rivers of chilly wind. Then he stepped across the threshold of the grand entrance to Benalle Palace and whatever fate awaited him with the coming conversation. 

			A man, he reminded himself. He was a man of twenty-one years. Not a boy. A man and the heir to the throne. He would decide his life, thank you very much. Not his mother or father. And certainly not some foreign king’s decree that his niece should marry the crown prince of Navah. No, Ferryl son of Aiken, Sovereign Heir of Navah was a man on a mission. A man determined to seal his own fate once and for all. 

			His boots clicked and clacked much too loudly across the endless marble of the main foyer, echoing through the towering stone corridors as he made his way through the vast palace, up and up the endless flights of stairs until at last he made it to the top floor—the king’s floor, where this conversation awaited him. 

			Hello, mother. Hello, father. Just so you’re aware, your Chief Advisor is on his deathbed. And I’m not marrying the duchess tonight, the reason being that the girl I fell in love with when I was only a boy has returned, and I intend to marry her, instead.

			Providence help him, there was no simple way to say what he had to say. No way to ease the blow, the shock. 

			So he figured he would just say it and damn the consequences. 

			He was a man, not a boy, he reminded himself again. A man. 

			He hated himself as the page opened the door to his father’s receiving room. Hated the fact that he felt anything other than a man when standing before his father—King Aiken of Navah, the battle-wizened, benevolent sovereign of this kingdom. Beloved by his subjects, feared by his enemies. A formidable man. An oak in a forest of saplings. 

			Nor did Ferryl feel like much of a man before his mother—Queen Meria of Navah. Her blonde locks were fashioned into an intricate sculpture of braids and curls and twists and jewels atop her head. Her pointed chin and even more pointed stare didn’t chill him as much as her black, depthless eyes—dark and deadly like the space between the stars. 

			It didn’t help that she was wearing a grandiloquent blue gown that nearly swallowed the whole room, her neck ruff as ostentations as a peacock’s tail. She looked proud. Formidable. 

			Fearsome. 

			No, Ferryl did not feel like a man at all, but a little boy. A prince come to ask mommy and daddy for a favor. 

			He bowed to the king and queen before just…taking them in.

			“Yes, my son?” his mother asked, her arms draped down the arms of her chair, her delicate hands resting on the heads of the caracals whose gaping maws were carved into the ends. Those ancient beasts who once roamed the lands of Navah—cunning and clever and deadly fast. The caracal had become something of a legend in the kingdom—a sign of power and great forces at work, but mostly of irrevocable change on the horizon. His family had long ago adopted the wildcat as a mascot, carving their snarling faces into chairs, pillars, and great hearths throughout Benalle Palace. Despite their prevalence in legends, the creatures had not been sighted in these lands in centuries.

			But under the queen’s hands…pets. Two deadly wildcats in complete submission under the hands of a far deadlier predator.

			A moment of horror had Ferryl wondering how long he had been gaping at them. He cleared his throat, squared his shoulders and simply said, “Father, mother, I am come to speak with you about important matters.”

			“Oh?” said the queen. The king said nothing. He might have nodded, but it was nearly imperceptible as he sat in the ornately carved chair beside his wife. 

			The carved caracals seemed to snarl, to mock Ferryl, so he closed his eyes, took a breath and tried again. 

			“I am sorry to inform you that Bedell has taken ill.”

			Worry flickered in his father’s eyes. And then it was gone, replaced once again with the glassiness that had become alarmingly familiar in recent weeks. A glassiness that forebode some sort of illness. Or worse, a battle Ferryl could not understand.

			The queen placed a quiet hand on her king’s arm where it rested beside hers. 

			“I am sorry to hear it,” she said respectfully. “And is there hope of recovery?”

			“I have spoken with the healer. She does not seem to think so,” Ferryl said, sadness tearing at his heart not only for the impending loss of such a great man, but for the daughter who grieved for her father. He tore his thoughts from Elizabeth, lest they betray him. 

			“That is tragic. Bedell was a great man. He will be greatly missed,” said the queen. 

			The king, as if…Providence above it was as if he were straining for every word, finally said, “We shall go to him. I should like to see him.”

			Terror. It was terror that flashed down Ferryl’s spine. Because if his father, if his mother went to that cottage right now, if she saw who was tending to the dying advisor…

			“I just left there,” Ferryl said hastily. Too hastily. He reined in his nerves. “He is resting right now. Perhaps later.”

			“Yes,” the queen said. “Later.”

			Those depthless eyes of hers met Ferryl’s and…lingered. He dared not ponder as to the meaning. 

			“There is…” Ferryl cleared his throat. “There is something else I…something else I came here to discuss.” Damn it, why couldn’t he just say it? Why couldn’t he just don that nonchalance, that swagger like his brother, Derwin? That I-don’t-give-a-damn-what-you-think mentality?

			Because he was his father’s son, that’s why. Because he was the crown prince. Because there were expectations. Not like Derwin, not like the second son. He wasn’t the heir. He would never understand the burdens Ferryl carried. 

			“Yes?” his mother asked, her perfectly arched brow raised. 

			Ferryl pushed a shaking hand through his hair. “I am…” Say it, damn it. Just say it. “I am not marrying the duchess tonight.”

			His father’s stare was a branding iron. But when Ferryl finally found the nerve to meet it, he didn’t find ire. He didn’t even find disappointment. He found… He found…

			“Perhaps you are right, my son,” said the queen, and Ferryl turned his shocked eyes to his mother. “Perhaps it would be distasteful to hold a wedding tonight, what with our dear advisor’s condition. We should honor him. You are wise and benevolent to suggest it.”

			Genuine acknowledgment from his mother. Ferryl didn’t know what to do, what to think of it. 

			“I…yes. I agree,” he managed. “However, I am not marrying her tonight. Or ever.”

			A raised brow was his mother’s only response. His father said nothing. 

			So Ferryl went on. 

			“I will not marry her, mother. She is…she is a good girl, yes. But she is not Elizabeth. She is not the woman I love.” His mother folded her hands in her lap, her perfect face a mask of indifference. He found his heart pounding in his throat. 

			“After the passing of our chief advisor, I shall marry the woman of my choice. I shall marry Elizabeth.”

			There was no shock at his declaration. No surprise at the fact that she was alive. Just…silence. 

			Ferryl might have come out of his skin for that silence. 

			But then, “Whatever you wish, my son,” said the queen, waving her hand dismissively.

			Ferryl stood for one more moment before his parents, his breath hitched, his thoughts a jumbled mess. 

			Whatever you wish, my son. 

			Agreed. His mother had agreed. 

			He wasn’t sure whether to be thoroughly pleased…or utterly terrified.
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			Chapter V

			The sunlight streamed in through the small window of her father’s room, bathing him in mocking golden rays. For even the warmth and splendor of the sun did little to give the old prophet any color. Blanched, that’s what he was. Blanched and sallow. Weak. 

			Dying. 

			She knew it. Even before Ferryl had confirmed it sometime in the night, Elizabeth had known the moment she had entered his room and seen the way Ferryl knelt beside the bed that her father’s breaths were numbered. 

			It had shredded her heart. 

			She shouldn’t have wandered in Navah so long, searching for a past and answers that her father had had all along. If only she had stayed. If only she had been brave enough to face it all—Ferryl’s curse, the queen’s ire, the arrival of the duchess—instead of running like the coward she was. 

			But she had run. 

			And it had cost her the precious little time she had remaining with her beloved father. The wizened, aged prophet who had found her and rescued her from a fate worse than death in the Wild Wood. The man who had reared her when he didn’t have to. She would know. For she had been back to the Wild Wood herself this summer. She had seen the evil it harbored with her very eyes. That he had saved her, that he had brought her here to live with him, rearing her as his own after her family had abandoned her there bore witness to the depth of goodness in his heart.

			Tears slipped down her cheeks as she watched Bedell breathe, the movements taxing, labored. The illness in his blood and bones would not let him last much longer. Even Mary had said so when she visited only a little while ago. Tonics and potions would only delay the inevitable now. 

			So she waited. 

			Alone in the quietness of his chambers, Elizabeth waited for her father to breathe his last.

			Ferryl had returned to the palace a little while ago. Having sat by her side for the better part of the morning, insistent on being there for her, by the time the sun had risen well into the sky, she had finally managed to convince him that he needed to return to the castle—if for no other reason than to tell the royal family that the king’s chief advisor would soon pass on to the next realm, the next life. But she knew Ferryl would also tell them of her return. 

			Her return and his intention to marry her. 

			She could only imagine how that conversation would go. 

			She fiddled with her father’s frail hand, huffing a sardonic laugh. 

			“What’s that smile for, love?”

			Elizabeth shot her eyes to her father, popping up from her chair that she might fuss with his cottony hair, his blankets, his comfort. “Father, are you all right?” Such a silly question, she realized. A meaningless question we ask when we don’t know what else to say. 

			She expected nothing less than a meaningless answer, too. 

			“I’ll be all right, love,” he said, patting her hand with fatherly affection. “Don’t you worry yourself.”

			She pressed a kiss to his brow before sitting back down. 

			“You’re home,” he said warmly, if not weakly, his voice rough and ragged from the incessant coughing. 

			She took hold of his hand with both of hers. “I’m home, father.”

			“I knew you’d come back.”

			“You did?”

			“Of course, love. Your destinies are entwined, remember?”

			Destinies entwined. How many times had he told her as much? That she and Ferryl apparently had some fate they had to face together. As if he knew. As if…as if he really were a prophet and not just some old man with wise words. 

			But magic was real. If nothing else, her mindless wandering through the Navarian countryside this summer had proven as much. And if that hadn’t been enough, then last night…that kiss that had somehow given Ferryl his memories back….

			Yes, magic was very, very real. And it changed everything. Well, it changed the way she saw everything, anyway. So if magic was real, then perhaps her father…perhaps his obtuse musings and incessant ramblings over the years weren’t so far-fetched. Perhaps…perhaps there truly was some Providential plan for her life. 

			As the Promised One.

			For that’s what she was. That’s what her father had told her all her life. She hadn’t really believed it, hadn’t really put much stock in it before now.

			She swallowed once. Twice. 

			A chuckle. “Don’t fret, love. He will show you what you need to know.”

			“Who will show me?” she asked. “You mean Providence? Providence will show me?”

			“Every question you have has an answer, love. You need only seek it out. He will show you.”

			Every question has an answer. She wondered unhelpfully if Providence had time for all of the questions that pressed on her heart. 

			Why all of this had happened. Why Ferryl’s memory had been taken. Why he was cursed—and apparently by his mother. Why she was the Promised One and whatever that was supposed to mean.

			But maybe the questions that pressed on her heart had nothing to do with any of that. Maybe…maybe the questions she most wanted answered were the questions of who she was and from where she had come. Why she had been abandoned by her family as a child of only five years old. 

			And why she could remember nothing before Bedell had found her. 

			Of course, if it had been something terrible, something dark that had happened to her, perhaps it was no surprise she couldn’t remember it. Perhaps her own heart was shielding her, protecting her from the very memories that might destroy her. If her dreams were any indication of what had happened, if that dark dream of glittering halls, of childhood frivolity gone very, very wrong, then perhaps…

			Perhaps some questions were better left unanswered. 

			“Tell Ferryl,” her father said, stopping to cough, his very breath failing him. “Tell your prince to follow the white wolf.”

			“What?” she said, standing to her feet, patting his brow and cheeks with a damp cloth. She wished he would stop speaking nonsense and just rest. 

			“Tell him, my Elizabeth. Tell him…” Another cough, this one deep, rumbling. There was blood on the cloth as she held it to his mouth. “Tell him not to be afraid when the time comes. The wolf will guide him to the truth.”

			“Shhh, father,” she said, brushing back his hair. “Rest, now. It will be all right.”

			But he didn’t rest. He didn’t falter from the intent in his watery old eyes. He took hold of both her hands in his own, shaking with exhaustion and the promise of death. “Tell the prince,” he went on, his voice quivering. “Tell him he will never marry Elizabeth.” 

			She stopped, frozen solid beside the bed, his trembling hands in hers. She stopped breathing even as she managed to ask, “What?”

			“Your prince. He will never marry Elizabeth.”

			“Father,” she breathed, her eyes welling, tears threatening to fall. To drown her. 

			He looked up, sharp, keen eyes boring into her as he said with surprising clarity, “I love you, my Elizabeth. You have been…” He breathed, the air garbled and ragged as it struggled to find his lungs. “You have been the brightest light in my life, the greatest joy of my heart. You made me a father, love. And that is a privilege I never knew would be mine.”

			“Oh father,” she said, her lip wobbling as she bent to kiss his brow once more. “Oh father, I love you more than you know. More than you know,” she said again. She pressed her cheek to his brow, wishing she could give him her strength, her very breath. 

			But it wasn’t until she pulled away, until she looked upon his face once more that she understood that her father had passed into the next life and left her here to face the rest of hers with too many unknowns looming before her.
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			Chapter VI 

			Delaney’s hand trembled as she knocked on the scarred wooden door at the bottom floor of the castle. She had told Michael to leave, that she was fine and would seek him out afterward. He had reluctantly consented to her wishes. 

			Why she was trembling, she couldn’t quite say. Maybe it was because deep down…deep down she didn’t really want to know what was wrong. 

			A plump woman with jolly cheeks answered. “Your Grace,” said Mary, her lilt a pleasant melody. “What brings you here, dear?”

			“Mary, may I speak with you?” She wanted out of this corridor. Away from prying eyes and prattling court tongues.

			Mary’s eyes didn’t leave the duchess for a moment, and Delaney found herself twiddling with the voluminous skirts of her dress to ease her nerves. Maybe it had been two seconds, maybe it had been two minutes—Delaney couldn’t tell how long it took the healer to open her door. But when she finally did, Delaney rushed inside so quickly she knew she was giving away just how uncomfortable she was. 

			“Everything all right, child?”

			Delaney took a seat at the small table in the stuffy room without invitation. Potions and herbs lined the walls and the air was thick with spices and smells that overpowered her, setting off another powerful wave of nausea. Gods, it was particularly bad this morning. She opted to distract herself with the wealth of tchotchkes that blanketed the room. If she didn’t know any better, she would say the space more closely resembled a witch’s lair than a healer’s infirmary. “Mary, I was hoping I might speak with you. I haven’t been feeling well for a while now, and I can’t seem to figure out what is the trouble.”

			Mary took a seat across from her, a study in polite concern. “What are your symptoms?”

			“It’s my stomach. I seem to be getting sick every morning. For most of the day, usually.”

			“Sick how?”

			“Nausea. Vomiting. Constantly. I feel like it should have eased up by now.”

			“Are you ill now?” Mary asked. 

			“Yes. But I wasn’t when I woke up. It seems to come and go without warning.”

			“And how long has this been going on?”

			“Several weeks.” Gods, had it really been that long? Worry flooded her gut. Maybe Michael hadn’t been overprotective in suggesting she come here. “Have you any idea what could be wrong?”

			Mary didn’t say anything, examining the trembling duchess for an uncomfortable minute. “Do you have any other symptoms?” she finally asked. 

			“Like what?” 

			“Sleeplessness, perhaps?”

			“Yes,” said Delaney. “I fall asleep just fine, but then I wake up all through the night.”

			“And your appetite?”

			“When I’m not retching, I feel as if I can’t eat enough, actually. I am assuming that has to do with the fact that I can’t seem to keep much down.” A small flame of relief kindled within her. It seemed Mary might know what was wrong after all.

			“Hmm,” said Mary, still eyeing her warily. “Tell me, child, when was your last bleeding?”

			“My what?” asked Delaney, looking up to the healer and seeing a knowing in her eyes that she couldn’t quite place. Why would she ask such a question? What in Sheol would her courses have to do with—

			Gods. 

			Oh gods. 

			Bile burned her throat as she stood from the table, shaking her head in protest. “No, that’s not—”

			“Child, you needn’t worry now. Nothing that is said here will leave this room. I’m here to help you, but I can only help if I know how.”

			Delaney backed away from the scarred table step by blind step, willing away the revelation that would damn her, that would be her downfall. It couldn’t be true. It couldn’t be possible. No…no, not…not this. Anything but this. 

			She knocked over a few vials of shimmering liquid on the shelf behind her, turning and kneeling on shaking legs as she struggled to retrieve the fallen objects without dropping them. She stood with the vials in hand and placed them gingerly on the shelf, afraid the violent tremolo in her fingers just might result in bringing the whole lot down. 

			“Your Grace…” said Mary, her words heavy with concern.

			“No. No, you’re wrong,” she said, her voice hoarse and fractured. Her hand went to her throat in response, her back to the healer as the little glass vials in her hands rattled against the shelves.

			“I’m not accusing you, child. And I am certainly not passing judgment. Perhaps you have some sort of virus or—”

			“Please,” Delaney begged, whirling to face Mary. “The prince…he… He can’t know—”

			Mary’s eyes met Delaney’s again. “No one has to know anything right now, child. But it won’t be something you can hide forever. You needn’t worry. The prince will be happy that he has an heir. Everything else can be sorted out in good time.” Mary stood to her feet as if to make her way over to the duchess. To comfort her, perhaps?

			But it didn’t matter. Delaney didn’t want the healer’s comfort. She didn’t deserve it at all. She deserved the gallows for this. Adultery against the Crown was treason, punishable only by the gallows.

			And that’s where she would go as soon as the world knew she was carrying a bastard in her womb. 

			~

			Delaney stumbled though the black and white palace corridors like a drunkard, her breath failing, her eyes stinging with unshed tears, her throat raw and angry. What had she done? What could she do? Could there be any possibility that Mary had been wrong?

			But even as she bargained with herself, she knew Mary hadn’t been wrong. She was pregnant. With Ravid’s child. Ravid, who hadn’t spoken to her in weeks. The question Mary had asked confirmed it—she had missed a few bleedings now. Why hadn’t she thought of it? Why hadn’t it occurred to her?

			Because she was a selfish, reckless fool, that’s why. Because she had been brazen and stupid and thoughtless when she let Ravid into her bed. No amount of explanations would suffice. There was no excuse for this. Yes, she had been lonely and scared. And yes, she had turned to Ravid for comfort. But never—never—did she think that choice would lead to such a damning price. And now she would pay. Oh she would pay. 

			With her life. 

			And gods help her, death would be a welcome reprieve from whatever revenge her father would exact.

			And Ferryl. What would he think? What would he do when he learned of her treachery? That she had made him a cuckold?

			Hot tears poured down her cheeks as she tore through the corridors, the black and white marble spilling before her in endless monotony. She climbed the first set of stairs and made her way down the long corridor of guest chambers until she found a familiar door, knocking a bit too eagerly. She forced herself to take a deep breath. Then another. 

			She knocked again. A bit less intently this time. 

			Lazy eyes, disheveled hair and wrinkled clothes assaulted her vision. Ravid leaned against the jamb with a fiendish grin on his mouth. 

			“Delaney, love. It’s a bit early for a visit, don’t you think?” he purred. 

			Gods, he looked as if…he looked as if he hadn’t slept all night. And judging by the way his shirt and pants looked…hastily slung on, whatever he had been doing clearly didn’t require clothing. And was that… giggling coming from his chambers?

			“Ravid, what in the name of the gods—”

			He tossed a lazy glance inside his chambers. “You’re more than welcome to join us if you—”

			“Us?” she spat. “Us? What are you doing, Ravid?”

			“Exactly what I came here to do,” he hissed, his voice icing over—hoarfrost spreading on a crisp autumn hillside. 

			She did not allow herself to think about what he meant, what he was doing as she said, “We need to talk.”

			“Here to lecture me, princess? Because last time I checked—”

			“Ravid, I’m with child.”

			A blink. Then another. Then a wolfish grin growing slowly across his mouth. He slung his arms akimbo and crossed a foot in front of the other. Casual. Lazy. A cat pawing a dead mouse.

			“Say something,” she demanded. 

			“Congratulations,” he purred. 

			“What?”

			“Looks like you got what you wanted. Your crown is secured, princess.”

			“Ravid, what are you—”

			He stepped closer, leaning down, his lithe, towering form inches from her. His lips nearly brushing hers, he breathed, “I can’t say I won’t miss you, love. It was certainly fun. So…innocent, you were. So untouched. I almost felt bad that it had to be this way. For you, of course. Not for me.” His grin was nothing short of feral now. “But now that it’s official, I’m afraid it has to come to an end, my darling.”

			“Now that what’s official?” she asked, her heart pounding in her throat.

			“Now that you’re bearing the heir of Navah.”

			“Ravid, you know damn well it’s not Ferryl’s.”

			“Isn’t it?” he asked, crossing his arms as he leaned back against the jamb once more. “You are his betrothed, after all. You were brought here to bear his heirs.”

			“Wh—”

			“Please don’t tell me that even after all this, you still don’t get it.” An incredulous laugh. “Oh my darling,” he said, brushing a knuckle down her cheek, her neck, her décolletage… “You really had no idea, did you?”

			“No idea about what?” she asked, closing her eyes at his touch. The familiarly of it. The greed in it. “What are you talking about?”

			“It never occurred to you why your servants gave you a wide berth? Why no one questioned my constant presence in your chambers? It was all just a game, my darling. Just a game of kings. And apparently, I did my part well,” he gloated, his eyes sliding to her belly. Such pure male arrogance. Such satisfaction. As if—

			“What game, Ravid? What are you talking about?”

			“Think about it, love. What better way to clench your power than to set a Midvarish princess on the throne with a pure Midvarish heir in her womb, poised to take the throne? And a prince who is none the wiser? It really is brilliant, if you ask me, even if it was the king’s idea. And the timing is perfect, my dear.” A kiss. Soft. Sensual. Possessive. He brushed a knuckle down her breast as he breathed on to her mouth, “I must admit I’ll miss this. Though I suppose it need only be temporary. At least until the Pig Prince is convinced of his virility.” A dark chuckle. “Has he taken you to his bed yet? Rumor has it that he was rather eager last night.”

			She stepped back in disbelief, shaking her head. She realized she was crying again when she felt warm tears trickle down her cheeks. “Uncle? Did my uncle set you up to this?”

			“Of course, my darling,” he trilled. 

			No. No, it couldn’t be true. She hadn’t…she hadn’t been used. He had…Ravid had loved her. Had taken her to his bed because he…loved her, not because he had been playing a game. Had been set up to… To sire her child. Her Midvarish child. The child that would sit on the Navarian throne with the royal family none the wiser. No, it was all…it was all too much. Too much…

			“Don’t look so shocked, darling. You know we’re all just the king’s dogs. You, me, your father… Although I suppose you’re technically more like his prized bitch, aren’t you?”

			Delaney bit back the sob threatening to escape, backing away from him, unable to hear another word.
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			Chapter VII

			There was a spring in his step and a grin on his mouth as Ferryl strutted down the palace corridors, a peacock on display.

			“Well you’re in a pleasant mood,” purred the queen, standing just outside his chambers. 

			Ferryl paused, surprised that his mother was…here. “Hello, mother. What brings you to this part of the palace tonight?”

			“Just thought I’d come and check on my son. I like to do that from time to time.”

			“I see,” he said, unwilling to let her cryptic answer sway him. Nothing could tonight. Not since—

			“Any particular reason for your mood?” she pried. 

			There was no way she could have known that he had asked for Elizabeth’s hand today. No one knew except the two of them. And they had decided they would keep it that way, at least for now. A chance to just enjoy the moment before all the hullabaloo of a royal wedding began. “It’s a beautiful night, isn’t it?”

			“Oh, it’s lovely. But I never knew you to be so taken by a few stars in the sky.”

			“I would hazard you’d be surprised to learn many things about me, mother.” Ferryl shuffled past the queen, intent on enjoying a quiet evening in his chambers. Perhaps he’d even invite Michael for a few hands of cards.

			“As I would hazard that you’d be surprised at just how little I have to learn, son,” she said sweetly. Too sweetly. 

			He turned to face her, crossing his arms.

			“This wouldn’t have to do with a girl, would it?” He didn’t answer. “A certain…stable girl?”

			Ferryl only raised a brow. 

			“Oh come now, Ferryl. If you think the whole court isn’t abuzz with your trysts, you’re much too naïve for your own good.”

			“You know I gave that up a long time ago, mother.”

			“Do I? You seem to spend an awful lot of time with that little stable rat.”

			Ferryl ground his teeth, a muscle feathering in his jaw. How dare she—

			A throaty laugh. “Come now, Ferryl, you needn’t be so affronted. You’re certainly allowed a little tumble in the hay now and then.”

			He stepped close. Close enough that his snarl was in her face. “She is no tumble in the hay. And if I were you, I would mind your filthy tongue.”

			“So defensive, my son,” said the queen. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

			He stepped back, regaining his composure and turning his back on the queen of Navah—knowing exactly the effect it would have on her. “I tell you what, mother. You stay out of my life and I’ll stay out of yours,” he called over his shoulder as he sauntered away.

			Silence greeted him. Not some poison-laced quip. His curiosity, damn it, got the better of him.

			Ferryl turned to face the queen, freezing in place when he felt her hand on his arm. He hadn’t even heard her follow him. Her grip was too cold. A biting freeze. Like hoarfrost spreading up his arm. 

			“If you think I’m not aware that you proposed marriage to that girl this morning, then you’re even more ignorant than I thought. Then again, you’ve made it a point to remain painfully unaware of what’s going on right in front of you for most of your life.”

			“Why are you telling me this?” he asked, shocked at the strength in her vice-like grip. He couldn’t have gotten out of it if he had had ten times the strength. 

			“Because when you wake up, your life will be back to how it should be—rid of the obstacles you seem to be so fond of.”

			“Mother, I love her. And I am going to marry her.”

			“On the contrary, my son, that is never going to happen.”

			“What do you mean?” he growled.

			“I mean, my son, that the king has plans for you. And if you’re not careful, you will destroy yourself. I mean, my son, that you will never marry Elizabeth. Not as long as there is breath in my body.”

			“Mother—”

			His mother stood before him, a fiery determination in her eyes that soon melted to cool indifference. Whatever conversation they had just had… 

			She kissed his cheek, tearing him from thoughts that seemed to be dancing away from him, dissipating like fog melting in the sweltering sun. 

			“I love you, sweetheart.”

			~

			Sweat poured down his brow despite the chill from the autumn front that had settled along the cliffs. Ferryl wiped it away, sitting up in his bed, just…reeling. 

			Had it been a dream? Or a memory?

			Even as he asked himself the question, he knew the answer, the memory so real it was as if it had happened yesterday. The day he had first proposed marriage to Elizabeth last summer. The very same day his mother had cursed his memory to forget all about her. 

			His mother. His mother had cursed him, Providence help him. With a Midvarish curse, no less. He hadn’t remembered it until now. Hadn’t even really cared to think on it, too overwhelmed, too thankful that Elizabeth had returned. Had been alive, not dead. 

			But a few days had passed since her return. And life had gotten back to normal. 

			Well, as normal as life could be with the death of the king’s chief advisor, the wedding that was put on hold in his honor, the marriage that might or might not happen, and the memories of what happened to Ferryl slowly trickling in. Like a leak in a dam. 

			He wondered when that dam would break. 

			A knock on his door tore him from his thoughts and he got out of bed, sliding on a shirt and pants before emerging into his sitting room. But it wasn’t Elizabeth who had called on him, much to his chagrin. It was a friend whom the page had let into the prince’s chambers this morning. 

			“Michael,” Ferryl said amiably, plopping down into an armchair to take advantage of the tarts and tea that waited for him at the nearby table. He gobbled an entire pastry before the guard even got in his returning salutation. 

			Ferryl gestured with a laugh for his friend to take a seat. 

			“What brings you here so early? Keen for a hand?” Ferryl asked, popping another tart. Apple with gobs of cinnamon. The spicy tea beckoned him but it was only after he had swallowed the first sip of welcoming warmth that he noticed the worry in the guard’s eyes. “Everything all right, my friend?”

			“Of course, yes. Of course,” said Michael. “I only wondered if you had spoken to Delaney.”

			Ferryl momentarily wondered at Michael’s casual use of the duchess’s given name. It had taken him at least three years to convince the guard to call him by name. 

			“I haven’t,” he admitted. “I haven’t really had a chance to.” Never mind he hadn’t seen her once since the night of First Feast. Since he had kissed her so ravenously and then just…left. He wondered if his friend would buy the excuse that he had just been too preoccupied with Bedell’s death and funeral arrangements, not to mention the return of the love of his life, to even think about the duchess. 

			Damn it, he was such an ass sometimes. But the look on the guard’s face… “Is she all right, Michael?”

			“I’m sure she is,” Michael said, brushing off that worry. “It’s just…”

			“Just what?” Ferryl asked. 

			“Well, I haven’t seen her about court in a few days.”

			“You haven’t? Not even at dinner?” Of course, Ferryl wouldn’t have known if Delaney had been at dinner the last few nights. He had been dining with Elizabeth in her cottage, enjoying whatever delectable concoction she had made for him. She had always loved to cook for him. And he, consequently, had always loved to partake in her cooking. 

			“She hasn’t been to dinner since First Feast,” said Michael. 

			“She hasn’t?”

			“I haven’t seen her since the morning after.”

			The morning of their wedding, he meant. The morning after Ferryl had kissed her and then disappeared with no explanation. Damn it to Sheol, he was such an ass. She probably hadn’t appeared since then because he had been too much of a fool to face her, to apologize, to explain himself, for Providence’s sake.  

			“This is my fault,” Ferryl said. 

			Michael only looked at the prince. 

			“I did this. I messed up, Michael.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I visited her. I visited her chambers. After First Feast.”

			It was disbelief that dawned in Michael’s eyes. 

			“And you haven’t spoken to her since?” the guard asked quietly. 

			“I haven’t… Shit, I’m such an imbecile.”

			Ferryl pushed his hand through his hair, standing from his chair as he took to pacing the room. 

			He heaved a heavy sigh and then said, “I’ve got to fix this. I’ve got to speak with her.”

			“She has been ill, Ferryl,” Michael said gravely. 

			Ferryl whirled to his friend, who was still seated before him. “Ill?” 

			Michael nodded. “She has been for a few weeks.”

			A few weeks? How had he missed it? “Is she all right?”

			“I don’t know,” Michael said. “I haven’t seen her since she went to see Mary about it. That’s why I came here. I was hoping you knew if she was all right.”

			Michael was thorough and devoted to have taken such concern with Delaney. Ferryl felt like even more of a fool that he hadn’t extended the same courtesy to the duchess who had turned out to be his friend. Even if he wasn’t going to marry her, he still cared. And he damn well should have noticed that she was getting ill. 

			He needed to go and see her. He needed to make things right. He needed to make sure she was all right, for Providence’s sake. 

			But the thought of going to her… The last time he had visited her chambers…

			Michael must have noticed the stupid, useless nerves that suddenly plagued Ferryl. He hadn’t told Elizabeth of his visit to the duchess. Hadn’t wanted to think of it, really. 

			Now, it seemed, he needed to face it. 

			To his utter shock, Michael said, “I could go to her. See if she is all right. Perhaps find out if she is up to seeing you.”

			“Yes, I…yes, that would be good.”

			Michael only nodded as he stood to his feet. But Ferryl put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Thank you, Michael. You’re a true friend.”
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			Chapter VIII

			The prince had thought that his friend was being courteous. Or perhaps thorough. Maybe even disproportionately kind. 

			But Michael didn’t really know why in Sheol he had offered to make right what the prince had so thoroughly made wrong. Or why he was knocking on Delaney’s door. 

			But he was. 

			The problem was, she wasn’t answering. Michael had half a mind to turn on his heel and march back to his chambers before he said something stupid. 

			But for reasons he couldn’t name, he didn’t. 

			Maybe it was that he felt sorry for her. All those times he had stood guard outside her door, all those arguments he had overheard, the vitriol with which her father spewed his poison. Maybe he just…understood her. Broken to broken. Wound to wound. 

			Or maybe he was just a damned fool.

			Either way, she still wasn’t answering his knocks. And his heart was responding with a betraying, pounding pulse. 

			He was a palace guard, for Providence’s sake! One of the crown prince’s most trusted, even if he was just a nobody. He was better than this. He had a Sheol of a lot more self-control than this, that was for sure.

			So he opened her door, ignoring the consequences of barging in on the duchess from Midvar: his prince’s betrothed or whatever she was supposed to be now. He walked into her chambers like he had a right. 

			But she was nowhere to be found. 

			Not in her foyer. Not in her sitting room or the balcony beyond. Which left only one possibility.

			His hand trembled on the lever that separated him from her most private quarters. Her bed, her privy…

			A quiet call of her name went unanswered. He called a little louder. Nothing. 

			So he walked in. 

			She was standing on her balcony—a statue holding vigil, the autumn breezes tossing about those glossy auburn locks of hers. But she did not move a muscle. Not a muscle. 

			Carefully, one step at a time, he crossed to her balcony, though she gave no indication that she was aware of his presence. 

			She wore nothing but her robe and shift, her hair down. Not curled carefully or pinned with jewels or pearls as he had grown accustomed to seeing on her. Just…unkempt. 

			“Delaney?”

			She made not a single move. He came to her side, slowly, carefully, afraid she might shatter should he approach too quickly. She was so much more fragile than when he had found her in the gardens on the morning of her wedding. The morning when he had been headed to his chambers to sleep a few hours before the wedding but his betraying feet had carried him to the gardens where he had spotted her instead. And like a damned fool, he had gone straight to her. 

			Like a moth to a flame.

			He tried her name again. 

			It was only a slight turn of her head that let him know she heard him. 

			“Are you all right? I—we’ve been worried about you.”

			She hugged herself tightly, staring out across the ocean below them. He moved to stand by her side, hoping he might think of what to say. 

			“Delaney?”

			A tear rolled down her silken cheek. If her father had said something…had done something else to hurt her…

			“It’s over, Michael.”

			Her voice was so soft, so broken. As if she hadn’t spoken in days. Hadn’t done anything but cried. 

			“What’s over? What’s—”

			She turned to him slowly, her face ashen, her eyes sunken from the tears that had no doubt spilled over for days and days. Had she been crying since last he saw her?

			“Michael, I’m pregnant.”

			The words just…plunked. 

			One by one.

			Stones in a river.

			And then the world stopped.

			She had turned back to the ocean view, to the breezes kissed with the first hints of autumn before he realized he hadn’t said anything. 

			“You—” He cleared his throat, his thoughts. “Does Ferryl know?”

			She shook her head. 

			So this was why she was crying, why she had holed herself up here. Because she was carrying Ferryl’s child. 

			And he had no intention of marrying her now that Elizabeth had returned.

			Michael placed a hand at the small of her back, at a loss for words. What could he say, after all? He had been the fool who had told her that Elizabeth had returned. Ferryl should have told her; that was his truth to tell. 

			But Michael had seen the way she worried, the fear in her eyes and he had just…told her everything. 

			After all, someone needed to be honest with the girl. She needed an ally in this place that was not her home. 

			He should know. That’s all he had needed. From the moment he had arrived at the age of eleven—sent to Benalle Palace as a means for his father to get him out of the way—all Michael had really wanted was a friend.

			That was why he had felt the need to befriend her. To show her kindness. He understood her loneliness perhaps more than anyone else.

			So he sidled a little closer to her, leaving his traitorous hand at the small of her back. 

			“You should tell him,” he said softly. “Before anyone else does.” 

			The rumors…this prattling court had already begun spreading rumors, theories about the prince and his betrothed. And after what had happened on the night of First Feast, perhaps those rumors weren’t so unfounded…

			But still, Ferryl needed to know. Elizabeth or not, he needed to take responsibility for his actions. 

			“How can I tell him?” She shrugged, another tear falling down her cheek. 

			“He will want to know, Delaney. I know…I know everything has changed now that Elizabeth is back. But he will want to know. He will take care of you. He will. He will not leave you to deal with this on your own. He will own up to his actions.”

			She huffed a sardonic laugh, her arms still hugging her torso tightly. As if she could keep out the world and protect herself from…from what?  Herself?

			How could Ferryl have been so brazen? So flippant?

			Michael knew full well that Ferryl had never taken Elizabeth to his bed. He had often stood watch outside the prince’s chambers, observed how Ferryl had never so much as sneaked the stable hand in the middle of the night, and had often marveled at Ferryl’s iron will. He also knew because they had discussed the matter many times: Ferryl and his idealistic notions of love.

			So the fact that he had taken Delaney to his bed…

			Michael clenched his hand by his side, reining in his temper on a tight leash. Right now…right now, it didn’t matter that Ferryl had been so careless with the girl. The only thing that mattered—the only thing that mattered was the utter fear that shone in the duchess’s eyes. The worry that ached and gnawed at Michael’s iron will that was clearly not so iron, considering his hand that still lingered on her back.

			But at the moment, he didn’t give a damn about propriety. Didn’t give a damn about crossing some unspecified line between the prince’s guard and the prince’s betrothed. 

			No, in that moment, Michael only wished he could wipe away those tears one by one. 

			“There is nothing for him to own up to,” Delaney finally managed, her voice so small, he barely heard it. 

			“Of course there is, Delaney. He—”

			“Michael, the child is not his.”

			Silence stretched taut between them as Michael understood, as the truth slapped the sense into him. 

			She wasn’t crying because she was bearing the unwanted child of the prince.  

			She was crying because she was bearing evidence of her cuckoldry. 

			And her child…her child was not an heir. 

			Her child was a bastard. 

			The word clamored through his mind, bile burning in his throat.

			His fingers constricted at the small of her back—and then flattened against her again. He hadn’t realized when he had inched so close to her, hadn’t recalled when he had sidled close enough to smell the bright floral aroma of the soap she used in her hair, the way delicate curls kissed her temples in the ocean breezes…

			“I know the rumors. I’ve heard what the court is saying. He did come to me after First Feast. But…he did not touch me, Michael. The child is not his. Even if he had taken me to his bed that night, there is no way I could know so soon that I was bearing his child.”

			Relief. It was relief that washed over him somehow, knowing the child wasn’t Ferryl’s…relief followed by—

			“Who is the father?” The words weren’t even fully out of his mouth before he regretted asking them. What business of it was his? “Forgive me, I have no right—”

			“The child is Ravid’s. My father’s vassal.”

			“I know who he is,” he growled, the fist at his side curling so tightly he nearly drew blood from his palm. Oh, he damn well knew all about Ravid and the reputation he had built after only a few months at court. There wasn’t a woman in Benalle Palace who hadn’t either sung the praises or lamented the woes of the whoremonger that was the Midvarish duke’s vassal. 

			But that he had lured Delaney into his web of debauchery…

			Michael ground his teeth. “Delaney, did he—”

			To his surprise, she met his eyes, boring into them with her own. “No. It wasn’t like that. It wouldn’t have worked, you see. It had to be…it had to be by my invitation. If I had been raped…”

			Bile burned in his throat at her casual use of such a vile word. Such an unfathomable word. He shoved down the pictures that tried to dance in his mind. Pictures of Ravid with his hands all over her—

			“If I had been raped, I might have been able to claim myself as a victim. But this way…this way I would be none the wiser. And so would Ferryl.”

			“What way?” Michael dared to ask. 

			“By taking him to my bed thinking it was because he loved me. Because he cared…” 

			Whatever further words she had to say hung in her throat as she choked on a breath and looked back out across the ocean. 

			Ravid had…used her. Had betrayed her in the deepest sense. 

			But what for? Why bother luring her? Was it spite? Some sort of game of vengeance against her father? Michael knew full well how the duke spoke to his daughter. Perhaps he was no better to his vassal. Perhaps Ravid had wanted to hurt Delaney to get to Duke Hevel. 

			“Do you love him?” Michael asked, again regretting the question. It was none of his business. None at all but…

			“I thought I did.”

			“And now?”

			A tear slipped down her supple cheek. She hastily wiped it away. “I don’t think I know what love is. I don’t think there is such a thing. And even…even those who seem happy—like the prince and Elizabeth—they can’t be, can they? Thanks to me, even their perfect færytale will be destroyed. And Ferryl? He will hate me for it. So will Elizabeth.”

			“He will help you, Delaney. He will. Ferryl is a good man. I’ve known him since boyhood and—”

			“Help me how? By claiming the child as his own? By lying for the sake of a liar? By losing the love of his life over someone else’s mistake?”

			“We will think of something,” he said desperately, naïvely. “We’ll help you—”

			“Michael, you don’t understand,” she protested, shaking her head as more tears escaped down her cheeks. “It doesn’t matter. Even if…even if by some miracle, Ferryl were to forgive me, were to find some loophole that will keep me from the gallows…it won’t matter. Not really.”

			“Delaney, it will. It—”

			“No, Michael. It won’t. You don’t know my father. You don’t know the king. You don’t know what they’re capable of. Death at the gallows…it would be a welcome reprieve from what they will do. From whatever they are already plotting. I’ve been played a fool. And I will pay for it. So will Ferryl. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But they’re not finished. And the games they play…the stakes are too high.”
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			Chapter IX

			It was wrong to be here, wrong to be going through all of this…stuff. It felt like a horrific invasion of privacy. But he was gone. Forever. And his room just…sat there. Quiet. Untouched. Eerie. 

			Elizabeth had come in here this morning with the sole intention of pretending her father was still there. She hadn’t meant to start going through his personal belongings, but here she was going through drawers, trunks, boxes, and chests. 

			Bedell had little that he kept for himself. A few books, worn and well-loved, most of which were historical or political. No more than four tunics to his name—because fashion was the lowest of priorities to the old prophet. In the chest at the foot of his bed, she found a small wooden box, expertly carved with mountains and forests, wolves and…were those færies? She ran her fingers across the delicate wings carved into the dark wood, marveling at the intricacy of every detail. She opened the box to find several letters, most of which were from names she didn’t recognize, speaking of events she’d never recalled. The paper alone was so brittle and old that it might as well have been ancient. 

			Maybe it was.

			But each letter was addressed to Bedell himself. Or to “old friend.” Some of the particularly old ones weren’t written to him at all, but were addressed to someone named Messenger or Chidah Messenger—whoever that was. But none of the letters made sense. At least not to Elizabeth. And it occurred to her how little she knew of her father’s personal life, of who he was apart from her. 

			Perhaps it is the usual plight of a child that she should never stop to consider that her parents would have a life of their own, a past of their own, but as she rifled through Bedell’s personal artifacts, a profound sense of sorrow washed over her that she had missed so much. So much that she would never know.

			Not anymore.

			It was the bottom of the chest that caught her eye. Leather-bound and worn, wrapped in a leather thong, she fished out an unmarked book and carefully untied the delicate fastenings, her curiosity taking precedent over whatever qualms she had had about going through her father’s private belongings. 

			But it wasn’t a book. No, it was a journal. Handwritten lovingly, painstakingly in her father’s careful cursive. 

			Her father’s own writings.

			Her heart stopped as she read the familiar syntax, his soothing lilt nearly leaping off the page. Musings, really. Musings about the world, about the wonder of creation. 

			No, not musings.

			Prayers.

			A personal conversation with Providence.

			The perdurables will come, and with them a mighty Wind

			A storm of Light and fury.

			And by it, the war decided.

			She slammed the dusty book shut, suddenly uncomfortable with the idea of reading such personal material. 

			“Everything all right?”

			Her eyes shot to the door of her father’s small bedroom, where Ferryl leaned cross-armed on the jamb, a curious smile on his handsome mouth. 

			“Yes, I just…”

			“You shouldn’t feel guilty, my love,” he said, uncrossing his arms as he pushed off the doorway, making his way to her side. “He was your father. I don’t think he would mind.”

			He crouched beside her when she had finished retying the delicate leather thong around the journal, tucking the book under her arm. 

			She stood, and Ferryl joined her, taking hold of her shoulders and kissing her softly before going on. “He loved you very much, Lizybet.”

			“I know,” she replied softly. Sorrow…it comes in waves, she realized, as one of them washed over her.

			Ferryl must have noticed, for he pulled her to him, kissing the top of her head as he lovingly stroked his hands along her arms, her back. She settled into his steady embrace and breathed him in—his constancy, his companionship, his abiding love. He—the only thing she had left in the world.

			Another wave crashed at her soul.

			“Hey,” he said, lifting her chin. He held her eyes for a moment, tender and sweet. 

			Tell Ferryl he will never marry Elizabeth.

			Her father’s words clanged through her mind, washing her in another wave of sorrow.

			No, not washing.

			Drowning.

			Ferryl took her face in his hands, forcing her to meet his eyes again before he said, “I love you.”

			He didn’t wait for her response before he kissed her softly, tenderly. And she felt the promise in that kiss, the hope he had always had where the two of them were concerned. She felt it in every brush of his fingers along her skin, every place their bodies touched, melted against one another. But even as his kiss deepened, as his arms tightened around her, pressing her more fully against him, she did not know what to believe. Not anymore.

			When at last he pulled away, he brushed her hair from her face before bending that he might kiss each tear from her cheeks. 

			“Has a date been set?” she asked when he finished and had settled his arms around her waist. 

			“The funeral will likely be Saturday after next, although it has not been formally announced. But it is usually customary to wait three weeks after the death of a court noble. It gives the nobility in the kingdom time to travel to the palace.”

			Elizabeth nodded in silence, wishing she could be there to see a kingdom’s worth of dukes, lords, knights, and gentry pay their respects to her father, the king’s chief advisor. The greatest man she had ever known, with only one exception. 

			Ferryl pressed a kiss to her brow. “You will attend, my love. I will have it no other way.”

			She huffed a breath as she fussed with a button on his collar. “Yes, and pick a fight with your mother in front of the entire kingdom? No, thank you.”

			He flattened his hands at her back, lifting a brow. “If my mother decides to throw a tantrum because of your presence at your own father’s funeral, it is she who will be picking a fight, not you, my love.”

			“Still, Ferryl, I don’t see how I could possibly be there. I haven’t been allowed in the castle since Providence was a boy.”

			Ferryl chuckled at her attempt to lighten the somber mood. He took hold of her chin, tilting her head that he might bore into her with those sapphire eyes of his. “You are the future princess of Navah. And you are the daughter of the king’s chief advisor. You will attend the funeral. I will accept no alternative.”

			“Perhaps I’ll stay in the back with the rest of the servants. Stay out of your mother’s way.”

			“You will stand by my side, Elizabeth. You will stand in a place of honor as you are his daughter and my intended. You will not be stuffed into the back of the throne room like a slave.”

			He brushed his lips against hers. Ammunition. Because he knew just what his kisses did to her. And how powerless she was to protest when faced with the prospect of tasting his lips. She bit her lip as she bit back a defeated chuckle. 

			But it wasn’t mirth in Ferryl’s eyes. Or even his signature stubborn determination when it came to her. 

			No, in his eyes, she saw…

			Guilt. 

			“Ferryl?”

			“Hmm?” he breathed, the glaze in his eyes disappearing nearly as quickly as it had come. 

			“What’s wrong?” she asked, taking his face in her hands. 

			“Nothing, my love,” he said. 

			But she knew him too well—better than he realized if he thought he could get away with that look.

			She knew there was something he wasn’t telling her. 

			Her thoughts sprang into a gallop, a few thousand possibilities tearing through her mind. She did not get to sort through them, did not even get a chance to settle on a likely possibility before there was a knock on the cottage door. 

			Ferryl let go, shouldering past her a little too eagerly that he might answer it. 

			She furrowed her brow.

			He was dodging her. 

			“Amos?” she heard Ferryl ask, and she deposited her father’s journal on the sitting room tea table as she made her way to the door. What was a castle guard doing here?

			“Your Highness,” the red-headed guard said with a bow. “Elizabeth,” he said amicably as she made her way to Ferryl’s side. “I have been sent to inform you that a date has been set for the advisor’s funeral.”

			“Ah,” said Ferryl with a nod. He slipped an arm around Elizabeth in solidarity and comfort. The prospect of putting her father in the ground…

			“The queen has determined that the funeral will be tomorrow,” said the guard, and by the look on his face, Elizabeth could see that he was not exactly keen to deliver the news. 

			“Tomorrow?” Ferryl barked. “But that will hardly give the nobles time to arrive!”

			The red-haired guard bowed. “I know, Ferryl,” he said, dropping his formal demeanor for the more familiar manner the crown prince shared with so many of the guards—the men with whom he had trained from the time they were boys.

			“Why? What is the purpose?” Ferryl asked. 

			“Her Majesty has determined that it is in the best interests of all parties that the funeral not be delayed any longer.”

			“Yes. And thank you for so dutifully delivering the answer you were instructed to give,” Ferryl drawled. “Now would you kindly tell me the real reason, Amos?”

			An apologetic shrug. “I wish I knew, Ferryl. The queen has been…disturbingly quiet. The court thinks she is in mourning over Bedell’s death.”

			“But…” Elizabeth prodded. 

			Amos met her eyes. “But I think she’s up to something.”

			“She’s always up to something,” Ferryl grumbled, pushing his hand through his thick sandy locks. “I will go and speak with her. This is entirely unacceptable, and I would hazard that there is a slew of nobles who would agree with me. Perhaps father can talk some sense—”

			“No, Ferryl. Tomorrow, it is. We should not risk a quarrel with the queen. Not now.”

			Ferryl met her eyes and she could see the protest melt away as he understood she was right. 

			As he understood that if they ever wanted to marry properly, they needed the queen’s approval. 

			“Tomorrow, then,” Ferryl conceded, and Amos bowed again before taking his leave. 

			Ferryl turned on his heel, making his way back into the tiny cottage, peppered with light from the hearth and the candles that dotted the room. 

			“What was that about?” Elizabeth asked, trailing after him. 

			“I’m not sure. My mother is always—”

			“No, not your mother. Earlier, Ferryl. That look in your eyes.” She marched up to him, meeting him face to face. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

			Nothing. There was nothing on his face but marked indifference. And judging by the fact that Ferryl was indifferent about positively nothing, Elizabeth was more convinced than ever that he was hiding something. 

			“Ferryl.”

			“Everything will be fine, Lizybet,” he said, taking hold of her shoulders. “You’ll see. Everything will work itself out.” 

			He kissed her brow and promptly made his way to the cupboards and the assortment of tarts and pastries waiting there. 

			But Elizabeth only watched him as he partook of a macaroon with his back to her, wondering what it was he wouldn’t say, what it was the queen was up to, and why, exactly, she had the sneaking suspicion that the two topics were not unrelated.
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			Chapter X

			Ferryl had been shocked at the fullness of the room. It seemed that despite his mother’s hasty announcement, a surprising amount of people had shown up to Benalle Palace to pay their respects to the old prophet. Hundreds and hundreds were present, noble and common born alike. 

			It seemed that Bedell’s influence went much deeper than Ferryl had ever imagined. 

			Ferryl stood at the front of the throne room with the royal family, ignoring his mother’s quiet glare, the inexplicable triumph in her eyes, ignoring his father’s hazy gaze, ignoring the guilt that tugged at him over the fact that he still hadn’t spoken to Delaney—that he had shown up here today, Elizabeth on his arm, without having had a chance to explain to the duchess in person. Michael had simply said that she was ill and would come to him when she was ready. Ferryl had respected her wishes, no matter how guilty he felt. She stood near the back of the crowd of nobles, dressed in a simple slate gray gown, shoulder to shoulder with Michael, her eyes reddened with tears. She looked as if she might retch any moment. Ferryl tried several times to catch her eye to smile or nod in her direction. 

			She never once met his eyes. 

			So he kept his attention instead on the woman beside him, who wore a black gown, courtesy of his sister-in-law, that hugged her wondrous figure in all the right places, spilling into an ocean of inky black silk that shimmered in the candlelight. Her jewels consisted of nothing more than the stone—an amulet, Ferryl had always insisted—she had had since she was a child, raw and glittering, falling just between her breasts. Her midnight hair trailed down her back in soft curls. Combined with the gown, Elizabeth looked nothing less than walking starlight. 

			Solemn tears trickled steadily down her rosy cheeks as she silently bade farewell to the man she called father. Ferryl’s arm had not left her waist once, despite the many appraising looks from nearby nobleman and courtiers alike. 

			The funeral had been beautiful. Even now as they listened to the songstress deliver the final hymn with her glorious soprano, Ferryl took a moment to press a kiss to Elizabeth’s temple, to remind her that she would never have to mourn alone.

			The song floated over the room—a single voice echoing and reverberating across the vaulted ceiling, the towering pillars of the throne room. 

			Providence—He is near to the broken-hearted

			The weary find rest in Him 

			For in Him is Truth

			And in Truth is found freedom

			His magic howls within like the wolf

			Like the mighty wolf high in the mountains

			It awaits the call—the call of hunger

			The hunger for more

			Deep calls to deep

			Magic calls to magic

			Like a well

			Like a vast ocean

			And only in Him will it arise

			Arise! O Mighty One!

			Bring forth Your mighty armies

			Your might and power 

			To save the nations

			You alone shall rescue and save

			And Your magic, like a well

			Vast and unending

			From glory to glory

			Eternal, evermore!

			The words danced in his mind. His magic howls within like the wolf. 

			Had it been the magic of Providence that had delivered him from the curse that had stolen his memories? Did Providence…dole out magic? And if so, then had it been the magic of Providence that his mother had used to curse him in the first place?

			Or something else?

			So many questions left unanswered. So many loose ends that Ferryl couldn’t help but wonder if Bedell might have been able to tie up. 

			But it was too late for that now. 

			What a fool he had been! A fool to have ignored so many warnings, so many signs from the old prophet. To have remained so painfully naïve for so long, to think that he had all the time in the world. 

			Today—burying this man whom Elizabeth had loved, whom he had loved—Ferryl understood. For the first time, the truth whispered in his soul. 

			It was time to start finding answers. Time to stop behaving like a boy. 

			It was time to be a man.  

			“Ferryl,” said Derwin, pulling him from his thoughts. His brother nodded towards a small antechamber just off the throne room where the royal family was being escorted. Ferryl took hold of Elizabeth’s hand and guided her beside him. 

			They emerged into the room to find his father waiting there. Derwin and Leala followed behind. 

			To Ferryl’s eternal shock, his father walked to Elizabeth, taking both of her hands in his. He pressed a kiss to each of them before he said, “Elizabeth, my dear. I am so sorry for your loss. Your father was a great man.”

			“Thank you, Your Majesty,” she managed, a blanket of emotion weighing on her shoulders as she bobbed a perfect curtsey. 

			The king merely smiled solemnly, a surprising gesture of clarity in comparison to his haziness of late. But it was only when he took Elizabeth’s hand and placed it in Ferryl’s that the prince realized that his father seemed…himself. As if…as if whatever fog had been over him had been momentarily lifted. And that’s when he realized the queen…

			…the queen was nowhere to be found.

			“There is something I must tell you,” the king went on, to the rapt attention of everyone in the room. He met Ferryl’s eyes with intent before he said, “I do not have long, my son. Even now, I am on borrowed time.”

			“Father, are you ill? What’s—?”

			The king cut Ferryl off with a fatherly pat to the hand. “Listen to me. Both of you,” he said, looking to Derwin, then to Ferryl again. “Everything that has happened—everything has been to protect you. I don’t want you to forget it.”

			“Father?”

			The king took hold of Ferryl’s hands, gripping them firmly. “I am proud of you, son. I am proud of you both,” he added, to Derwin. “I am proud of the men you have become.”

			“Father, what’s wrong? What’s happening?” Ferryl begged, panic threatening to steal his breath. 

			“Follow your heart, Ferryl. You always have. Don’t ever stop, do you hear me? No matter what, don’t stop.”

			He looked then—really looked—at Elizabeth. Into her eyes, speaking to her soul without saying a word.

			And as if she understood and could hear him, she merely nodded, tears staining her cheeks.

			“Father, please—” Ferryl tried again, trying to understand what his father was saying. 

			“Your Highness,” said a page, entering the room. “I am sorry to intrude but Her Grace, Duchess Delaney is asking for an audience with you.”

			Frustrated by the intrusion, Ferryl didn’t bother to acknowledge the eager boy. “Father—”

			King Aiken took hold of a hand from each of his sons. “I know you will be a great king, Ferryl. And you Derwin, a mighty commander. Take the advice of the wise around you. Trust each other. And do what is right. No matter the cost, do you hear me? No matter the cost.”

			Something like crushing panic welled in Ferryl as his father spoke. The words were so desperate and yet so obtuse. What—what did he mean? What was the purpose of such pleas? Such warnings that sounded so final?

			“Your Highness?” the page tried again. “What should I tell Her Grace?”

			It was Elizabeth who answered for him. “Tell her she is welcome.”

			The page bowed out of the room, and the king turned his attention back to Ferryl, placing heavy hands on his shoulders. “My son,” he said. “The course has been set for you long ago. Stay true to yourself—and to her,” he added, nodding to Elizabeth, “no matter the cost.” 

			“Father,” Ferryl tried, nearly choking on his own tears. 

			But the king shook his son’s shoulders, his grip nearly crushing. “No matter the cost.”

			Ferryl did not miss the tear that glistened in the corner of the king’s eye as Aiken pressed a kiss to his brow. 

			And then, without another word, he turned and left the antechamber, the silence a pealing death knell in his wake.

			Derwin held Ferryl’s gaze for a long moment before Leala tugged on his arm. Ferryl soon realized why, for there on the threshold, stood a page. 

			With Delaney. 

			Leala tugged Derwin to leave with her, but not before the princess stopped to hug her friend tightly and press a kiss to Elizabeth’s cheek. Elizabeth gave her best attempt at a smile. 

			But Ferryl couldn’t help but fixate on the duchess waiting silently at the door, a look of remorse on her face. 

			It was terribly awkward to be standing in the same room with the two of them—the woman he loved…and the woman to whom he had been betrothed. 

			So he decided to just face it. 

			“Delaney,” he said, making his way to her. He took both of her hands in his and kissed them chastely. “I hope you are feeling better.”

			Delaney merely nodded, that inexplicable remorse never faltering from her eyes. 

			“May I introduce you to someone?” He took her hand and guided her across the small room to where Elizabeth waited, a kind smile in her emerald eyes. 

			“This, Delaney, is—”

			“Elizabeth,” Delaney said quietly. “I had guessed as much,” she said with a smile that did not meet her eyes. When Elizabeth reached to take the duchess’s hands, Delaney did not balk. 

			Elizabeth curtseyed and said, “Your Grace, I am so glad to finally meet you.”

			Delaney merely nodded. “I was glad for the prince when I learned of your return.” Ferryl momentarily wondered as to how she learned of such information, chalking it up to the gossiping court at Benalle who surely had put two and two together. “He missed you more than you know,” the duchess added. 

			“I will be forever indebted to you for what you did for him in my absence.” Delaney tried to brush Elizabeth off with a shake of her head, but Elizabeth persisted. “Truly, Your Grace. I would not be standing here today were it not for your kindness. I am glad that he found a friend in you. And I want you to know that I consider you my friend as well. I will not forget your kindness in helping him look for me.”

			Delaney looked down, nodding almost imperceptibly as she twined her fingers within the folds of her gown. 

			“Delaney, are you feeling all right?” Ferryl asked when the duchess did not look up again. When she finally did, there were tears, thick and silver, lining her eyes. 

			“Ferryl, there is something I need to tell you,” she said, her voice so quiet, oddly stricken.

			How ill was she, exactly?

			She took another moment to look at Elizabeth before looking at Ferryl, tears falling freely as she placed her hands at her abdomen. She swallowed and took a breath.

			“Ah! If it isn’t the happy couple!” trilled the queen, barging into the room with the finesse of a dull blade. That triumph remained in her black eyes, coupled with the kind of smile Ferryl knew meant she had news to deliver. 

			News he would not want to hear. 

			“I am so glad to find you all here together,” the queen went on. “I trust you are all as thrilled as I am with the happy news.”

			“Happy news? What happy news, mother?” Ferryl asked skeptically, crossing his arms. Elizabeth stood as still as death by his side, her eyes shifting to Delaney—to the hands that still rested at her belly. 

			A throaty laugh. “No need to play coy with me, my son. The news is out. Everyone is rejoicing!”

			“Rejoicing over what?” Ferryl ground through his teeth, already tired of whatever game his mother was playing. 

			“Why, the fact that I am going to be a grandmother, of course.”

			A grandmother? Had—had Derwin and Leala announced—

			“Of course, I’m a bit young,” the queen trilled on. “But how can I complain when my son has given us an heir?”

			Heir?

			But Derwin’s child would not—

			Ferryl’s eyes shot to Elizabeth, wondering what she must be thinking. But she was not looking at him or the queen. 

			Her eyes remained steadfastly on Delaney. 

			Delaney said nothing,  and did nothing but breathe, her eyes growing wider. 

			“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” Ferryl said. 

			His mother stepped to him, placing a cool hand on his shoulder. “My darling,” she cooed. “You needn’t play the virginal prince. There is nothing of which to be ashamed. Why, I don’t think there is a king that has sat on the throne of Navah that did not take his bride to his bed on the night of First Feast. It’s something of a rite of passage. I do find it sweet. Two lovers, unable to wait even one more night.”

			Heat and fire kissed his face and neck as he looked again to Elizabeth. 

			Providence help him, he still hadn’t told her about visiting Delaney. About what had happened between them. That kiss. That need that had nearly consumed him…

			But…an heir?

			“Mother, I’m afraid you are mistaken.”

			Another laugh. “Oh darling, the whole court is talking about it. The way you practically threw yourself at her. Why, from what I understand, it’s a wonder she didn’t conceive sooner, considering how well you two have been getting along.”

			“I have not taken her to my bed,” Ferryl warned, a dangerous, guttural growl. 

			“My darling, how else could she be carrying your child?”

			All eyes were on the duchess now, who seemed capable of little more than breathing. Heavily.

			“Delaney, tell them it’s not true. Tell them it’s not possible. That you are not with child.”

			Tears poured fast and heavy down her cheeks. “I cannot, Ferryl,” she breathed. “It is true what the queen says. I am with child.”

			“That child is not mine,” he ground through his teeth even as his heart threatened to pound right out of his chest. 

			“Of course it is, my darling,” the queen purred. “She is your betrothed, is she not? And as such, she carries the heir of Navah in her womb.” The queen cocked her head to the side like a caracal. “Unless you’d like to claim that you didn’t visit her?”

			He needed to catch his damned breath. “You cannot prove that child is mine.”

			“Of course I can, darling. Because if it’s not, that would make you a cuckold, wouldn’t it? And our dear sweet duchess—why, if you don’t claim your child, you’ll condemn her. Adultery, darling—that’s quite a serious accusation. Treason, actually. Are you saying that you want to send our sweet little duchess to the gallows?”

			Ferryl stumbled backward, his hand going instinctively to his throat as if…as if he could feel a noose tightening around him. With one sentence, one damning confession, everything—every. single. thing—had come crashing down around him. He stumbled back a step, then another, shaking his head, willing away the revelation, this truth that would damn him. 

			This revelation that would destroy everything.
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			Chapter XI

			Ferryl, it seemed, had lost all ability to breathe or form cohesive sentences. Elizabeth was no better off. She stood wordlessly before the queen, the prince, and the duchess who bore a damning truth in her womb. 

			She—the stable hand who had fallen in love with her prince. The orphan who had nothing to offer. 

			Frozen before these noble-born, these men and women who would rule kingdoms, she knew only one thing…

			It was over. 

			“Come now, there is no need to look so solemn,” the queen drawled. “Tonight calls for celebration! You have sealed your legacy, my son. Sealed it in the womb of our blessedly fertile little duchess!”

			No one looked anyone else in the eye. None but the queen, who gloated like a peacock on display, her gaudy jewels glistening about her brow, ears, and neck. She did not wear black to mourn the loss of the king’s advisor. 

			No, Queen Meria of Navah had worn red. Blood red, dripping down her décolletage in a bib of rubies that glistened in the candlelight. Elizabeth couldn’t help thinking it looked like her throat had been freshly slit. 

			But she knew too well that it wasn’t the queen whose throat had been slit; it was hers. 

			For surely—surely she was dying. 

			It was over, after all. 

			In one fell swoop, it had all come crashing down. 

			“I shall go and fetch Sir Thomas and Duke Hevel. We shall drink to the happy couple tonight! I’ll have the servants bring the finest wine. We’ll have a little party in the king’s receiving room, don’t you think?”

			Without another word, the queen whirled on her heel with the grace of a dancer, prancing off with her shoulders back, her chin high. 

			She had won. 

			This little game she had waged, whatever it was, she had won soundly. 

			Perhaps there was a time when Elizabeth would have said that nothing could have kept them apart. That no power in Heaven or Sheol could have thwarted their love. But if banning Elizabeth from the palace as a child hadn’t worked, if cursing Ferryl to forget Elizabeth hadn’t worked, if convincing Elizabeth to leave and never return hadn’t worked, then seeing to it that Ferryl’s betrothed now carried his fate in her womb surely did the trick.

			However she had accomplished it, whatever she had done to see that it happened…Elizabeth did not allow herself to think too long on it. To wonder what sort of power the queen possessed that she should achieve such a thing. 

			It was ire—blood boiling ire—that shone in Ferryl’s eyes as he took a step toward the duchess. 

			“Tell me she is lying,” he growled. “Tell me this is not true.”

			Delaney’s breaths were labored, her eyes downcast. “Ferryl, I am so sor—”

			“How dare you call the prince by his given name! That,” he spat, “is a privilege reserved for those he trusts.”

			Those tear-laden eyes finally met his, her delicate hands trembling as she wrung them before her still-flat belly. “Please, I can explain.”

			“Oh I think it’s all perfectly clear, isn’t it? Though I do have one question.” Ferryl took another step towards the duchess before he continued. “Tell me why is it that my mother knew and I did not.”

			“I—I don’t know,” Delaney admitted, her voice quaking. “I did not tell her. I did not tell anyone. Well, Mary knows. And Michael.”

			“Michael?” Ferryl balked, jutting his chin backward. “Why in Sheol does Michael—No, you know what? I don’t want to know. I don’t want to know anything more. I’ve heard enough.”

			He whirled on his heel and marched toward the door. 

			“Ferryl, please,” Delaney pleaded. “Please, I beg you—”

			He turned again to face her so quickly that the locks of his unruly tresses settled on his brow. “I. Will. Not. Hear. The. Begging. Of. Whores.”

			“Ferryl,” Elizabeth chastised. 

			But he was gone. 

			The room was eerily quiet in his absence. It was a moment before Delaney was willing to lift her chin. 

			“Elizabeth…”

			“However angry he may be, he had no right to call you that.”

			A tear fell down her cheek as she looked down again. “He’s not wrong. I made a terrible mistake.”

			She took a step toward the duchess. “Mistake or not, he has no right to call you a whore.”

			Delaney slowly slid her eyes to Elizabeth’s again, holding them for a moment. “He does not lie,” she finally said. “The child is not his.”

			“I do not doubt him,” Elizabeth said solemnly. “Who is the father?”

			“His name is Ravid,” she admitted, to Elizabeth’s surprise. “My father’s vassal.”

			“And do you love him?”

			“I did at the time,” she breathed. 

			“And does he love you?”

			Delaney held Elizabeth’s searing gaze for a moment. “Why are you asking me this?”

			“Because I need to know why. I need to know why this happened.”

			Delaney searched Elizabeth, her brows furrowing delicately. “He has been my friend from my youth—from the time he went to work for my father. He came here with us because…because I thought he loved me. It turns out I was mistaken.”

			“He has abandoned you?”

			“He never chose me. I just thought he did. I thought…I was so afraid, Elizabeth. Coming here, I thought…” The duchess stopped herself, shaking her head slightly. “None of it matters. There is no excuse for what I have done. Ferryl is right. I am nothing more than a whore. And I deserve whatever punishment he decides.”

			There was something about her, the look in her eyes, the way her shoulders curled inward, the way she fussed with her trembling fingers that was so foreign to this majestic creature before her. She had obviously been reared with grace and poise, but the person who stood before Elizabeth now was nothing short of destroyed: a beautiful statue, crumbling with decay.

			And so Elizabeth closed the gap between them, took hold of the duchess’s trembling hands and gripped them firmly. 

			“I meant what I said,” she declared, with not an ounce of hesitance. Nor sympathy. Just cold truth between them—the two women who had sealed Ferryl’s fate without even knowing it. “I will not forget what you did for Ferryl. I am indebted to you, Delaney Dupree. And on my word, I will not forget it.”

			And with that, Elizabeth turned on her heel and disappeared. 

			~

			It had been so long—so long since she had walked these halls. So many games of hide-and-seek as children. Of laughter and running through the black and white corridors of Benalle Palace.  

			But there was nothing happy about her trek through these halls today. 

			“He is in his chambers.” That had been all Michael had said when he found her outside the throne room. Found her and then wordlessly escorted her through the castle, up several flights of stairs to the door that now loomed before her. 

			“Thank you, Michael,” she said simply before she knocked gingerly on the carved wooden door. 

			Ferryl answered, a storm lingering in his depthless blue eyes. 

			He said nothing, merely stepping to the side that she might enter. 

			No mention of the fact that she had not been to these chambers since she was a child of eleven. No sign that the same memories that flooded her mind at the sight of the grand room had flooded his mind as well. 

			No, nothing but boiling rage pouring off of this prince of hers. 

			“Don’t you think you were a little hard on her?” she tried. 

			“I don’t think I was hard enough,” he spat. 

			“Ferryl.”

			“You do realize what this means, right?” he asked, pacing the room with his hands clenched into fists. 

			“I do, Ferryl. But she is a person. And she made a mistake. Perhaps you can show her a little grace.”

			“A mistake?” he bellowed, whirling to face her. “How is willingly taking another man to your bed a mistake?”

			“She loved him, Ferryl.”

			“That is hardly an excuse.”

			“Oh no?” she asked, marching to where he stood near the fireplace that warmed his sitting room. “And would you condemn her for loving another? Because if that is a crime then you are guilty of the same, are you not?”

			He took a step closer, his teeth clenched as he growled, “I have yet to take you to my bed, Elizabeth. In case you’ve forgotten.”

			That tone… That ire… “Perhaps,” she said, lifting her chin that she might hold his glare. “But even if you had, the consequences would hardly be the same.”

			“How is that?”

			“Had you sired a bastard, it would hardly be anything more than an inconvenience. But Delaney, Ferryl. She must bear the consequence of her choices in an ever-growing womb, a brand for the world to mock. And she must bear the scorn of being the mother of a bastard the rest of her life. There is no escaping such a choice for a woman. Not like for a man. Not in this world or any other.”

			He crossed his arms, lifting his chin, and with his silence, she knew he could think of no retort. 

			“What exactly would you have me do, then?”

			“What is right, Ferryl. Isn’t that what your father said?”

			His mouth fell slack. “What are you implying? That I should claim this child? That I should forsake you? For her?”

			“What else can you do? If you condemn her, Ferryl, you condemn the life of the child in her womb as well.”

			She could see it—the desperate attempt to find a solution. “I’ll wait. I’ll wait until she bears the child before—”

			“And condemn the child to a life without a mother or father? The life of an orphaned bastard?”

			Defeat blossomed in his eyes, his countenance.

			“I know you, Ferryl. You’re upset now. But you will not be able to live with yourself should you decide to condemn her for this.”

			“It is treason, Elizabeth. Adultery against the Crown is treason. I cannot help the law.”

			“And you know full well that the law does not take the situation into account. She is young, Ferryl. She made a mistake. Can you blame her?” 

			He scoffed, turning on his heel to resume his pacing. But Elizabeth did not relent. “Imagine what it must have been like for her, Ferryl, to be shipped off to a foreign kingdom to marry the enemy. To know no one and nothing of what she faced. Can you blame her for taking comfort in the arms of the familiar?”

			“I can take comfort while my clothes remain on, thank you very much.”

			“And so you are more righteous, is that it? You, who visited her chambers the night before your wedding. Tell me, Ferryl. Why is it that you went to her? Was it because you were in love with her?”

			He crossed the room in two steps, taking hold of her arms with a desperate grip. “No, Elizabeth. No, I swear it. Nothing happened between us. I did not love her, I…”

			But even as he spoke, she could see the truth dawning in his eyes. The truth she had instinctively known from the moment she understood that he had visited the duchess. 

			Ferryl had been scared, too. Scared to face life without the woman he loved. And he had sought comfort in Delaney’s arms.

			He shut his eyes, the ire dissipating into defeat as his grip slackened but did not loosen. “You were gone. Dead. I had never felt more alone in my life.”

			“I know, Ferryl,” she breathed, shutting her eyes, shutting out the consuming memory of it. “I felt the same when I was apart from you. You cannot condemn her for the very same thing.”

			“What am I supposed to do?” he pleaded, worry limning his sapphire eyes. 

			“The only thing you can do,” she said, placing a hand on his cheek. 

			He met her eyes. “I cannot live without you, Elizabeth. I cannot. I have tried.”

			“You won’t have to, Ferryl. I’m not going anywhere. I will remain by your side. Always.”

			He shook his head, disbelief furrowing his brow. “No, I cannot. I will not cheapen our love by making you my mistress, Elizabeth.”

			“Nor will I, Ferryl. But I will always be your friend.”

			He took a tentative step towards her, his arm circling her waist. “I cannot go back. I have tasted…I have tasted the sweetest love there is. I cannot be only your friend.”

			He brushed his knuckles down her cheek; closer and closer he came, until only a breath separated them and nothing but an iron will kept her from pressing her lips to his. 

			But Ferryl’s will was not so iron, and his lips found hers, the caress soft and familiar, a plea. A prayer. 

			But she would not give in. She could not.

			“You can,” she breathed, pushing away. “And you must. It is the only choice. The only thing that is right. That is moral. That is logical—”

			“Damn you and your logic, Elizabeth!” he spat. She froze, blinking once, twice, before she took a step back. Out of his arms. Away from him. 

			“Perhaps I am to be damned by my logic,” she said, her hands trembling. “Perhaps you are right. But you will most certainly be damned by your refusal to embrace reality, Ferryl. For it will surely be the noose by which you hang.”

			[image: ]

			End of Part One

		

	
		
		

	
		
			~Part Two~

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XII

			His new life was quiet. Lonely. As Titus woke and stretched with the dawn streaming through his bedchamber windows, he wondered if he’d ever know the pleasure of his wife’s embrace again. 

			It wasn’t that she was ignoring him. Or even avoiding him. But she certainly didn’t share his bed. Their words, although pleasant enough, were few and far between. It seemed that she was hesitant to trust him, for which he couldn’t blame her. Nearly twenty years of marriage and all they had to show for it was the sole fact that they were still married. 

			No children. Not even a life they had built together. Penelope had never been able to conceive when they were young. None of the healers had been able to explain why, either. These things just happen. All they had ever heard—flippant answers, as if it never mattered to begin with. 

			And once Titus had taken his post as commander of the Navarian army, his visits home became fewer and fewer, offering them even less chances of starting a family. She was too old to conceive now. And while Penelope always swore that it didn’t bother her, he knew it did. She had always dreamt of a child. A family. Certainly a different life than what they had. 

			So who was he to blame her for her distance? Her hesitance? He was a lying, traitorous bastard. He wouldn’t want to spend a lifetime with himself, either. 

			But he had chosen that life for them, hadn’t he? Yes, at one point he had even wanted it: to be King Derrick’s favorite. To be appointed as a general in the Midvarish army when he was only twenty-five. To fight alongside legends in the Great War. To win. For Midvar. For glory. 

			In his youth, he had relished the idea of working undercover in the enemy kingdom, playing King Aiken for a fool. To win his trust and then use it against him. Mercenary. Soldier of fortune. Commander of his pathetic excuse for an army. Boys. That’s what they were—gung-ho boys who knew nothing of warfare.

			And to be made Commander. To spend a decade looking your enemy in the face and lying to him. Telling him you were handling his problems, leading his men, preparing his army, when in fact all you were doing was handing vital information directly to his enemy. 

			Yes, it had been a job he had relished in his youth. 

			But time has a way of tarnishing even the most polished of silver. Of etching away assumptions as truth inevitably finds its way. Like a weed. 

			Yes, the truth had been a weed. A thorn in his flesh for too long. 

			His mission had been to work from the inside. His mission had been to destroy the people who had brazenly taken what wasn’t theirs. Midvar had right and claim to that land, not Navah. And Titus himself had been commissioned to do the impossible, to do what had yet to be accomplished in a millennium—take back what was rightfully theirs, from the inside out. 

			But Titus had discovered something along the way. Something that changed everything. 

			The people of Navah were good, their king just, their ways simple and decent. And as the years pressed on, he had found himself torn between his solemn duty and what he was beginning to understand in his heart—Navah wasn’t the enemy. 

			And it had begun to take its toll. The lying. The deception. The two-facedness. So when Prince Derwin had been selected as his successor to command the Navarian armies, he didn’t hesitate to step down in the name of retirement. 

			And it hadn’t been a lie, despite what King Derrick thought. Titus had wanted to go home. The one thing he wanted more than anything else in the world was to go home to Penelope. To the woman who had waited for him. Whatever her reasons.

			He supposed Penelope had always been somewhat of an enigma to him. Seventh-born daughter of a lord, high enough station that she shouldn’t have given Titus a second look, but last in line to any sort of inheritance or dowry, Penelope should never have married him to begin with. Her father had been much more interested in patronizing the king than taking care of his own family, so he had hardly noticed when she ran off and married the lowly knight-turned-soldier. 

			Their marriage had been stormy in those early years, for it seemed she had escaped a man who cared for little more than the accolades of a king only to marry one who turned out to have the same ambition. 

			Yes, Penelope should have left him a long, long time ago.

			He rummaged through his closet until he found a plain pair of trousers, a white shirt, and a worn pair of boots—perfect for the tasks at hand for the day, and a complete departure from the finery of his royal commander’s uniform. As far as he was concerned, if he never wore that damned thing again, it would be too soon. 

			He was done.

			Done with the past. Done with the man he had been. Liar. Murderer. Traitor. He was done with it all.

			This was his new life now. And even if he were doomed to solitude, he would face it with dignity. The gods knew he didn’t deserve the woman that slumbered in the chamber down the hall, no matter how distant she was now.

			~

			The sun was warm on his back, despite the crisp autumn breeze, and he relished the sweat as it dripped off his brow. The dirt was hard and packed from years of neglect, but that didn’t stop him from digging and plowing, preparing it for his plans. 

			His shovel sank into the ground only when his foot forced it, and his back was already aching from the labor. When his shovel hit a rock hidden under the dirt, his shoulder sang with the impact. He straightened and rubbed it, hoping to ease the ache that was welling. 

			He certainly wasn’t as young as he used to be.

			He leaned on the end of his shovel and surveyed the land around him, beautiful rolling hills and a forest surrounding his home. This was his family’s land, and he at last understood something he had failed to notice in his youth: it was breathtaking. Majestic. Real. Something worth working for.

			Not like his life as the king’s dog. For that’s what he had been—a dog sent on missions to carry out his master’s dirty work. And there was nothing too dirty for the King of Midvar.

			But even with the dirt covering his shirt and caking his nails, he still felt cleaner than he ever had as the king’s mercenary. He took a deep breath. The business of starting over was turning out to be much harder work than he had anticipated. But gods, it was going to be worth it.

			That’s when he heard delicate footfalls behind him. He turned to see Penelope approaching from the direction of the manor. The breeze had caught a few strands of her hair and they kissed her mouth as she walked. Her slender waist was only accentuated by the gown she wore. She could have been a queen, this woman he called wife. Stunning. Plain and simple. She was stunning. 

			“What are you doing?” Penelope asked upon her approach. 

			“Plowing,” he said. 

			“Plowing? What for?”

			“To prepare the fields. We’ll need them ready if we’re going to plant them for the spring.”

			“Plant them?” she asked, furrowing her brow. “Don’t we have servants for that?”

			He smiled, more to himself than anyone else, and wiped a drop of sweat that was threatening to fall into his eyes. “You used to say that you always wanted a vegetable garden. I thought I’d get started on it.”

			“You? Tending a garden?” she balked. 

			Titus faced the field beyond them, gesturing to the acres that stretched for what seemed like miles. “I figured it would be best to get started on preparing this field now while the weather is still mild. That way when spring comes, we’ll have less work to do.” Hard. The ground was hardened and cracking from neglect. It would take more than a simple plowing to prepare these fields to yield any bounty. 

			“You expect to still be here in the spring?”

			He faced her again, hating that doubt in her voice, that skepticism in her eyes. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said.

			Her brows furrowed for only a moment before she looked past him to the fields behind. She didn’t say anything, her eyes scanning the land before meeting his again. “We’ll see.”

			“I know you don’t believe me,” he said, knowing he sounded desperate. “I don’t expect you to. But I’m not leaving. Not this time.”

			“Until your next orders come, right?”

			“I’m sure my next orders will come soon, if I know King Derrick. But I won’t be following them.”

			She met his eyes again, searching as if she would find some jest in them. Or perhaps as if she could see past his lies. She didn’t say another word before she nodded silently and turned on her heel, back towards the house.

			His boots sank into the tilled soil as he watched her drift away.

			~

			The sun had risen high in the sky and Titus’s belly was rumbling with hunger. He had made quite a bit of progress on the hard ground. But as he surveyed the field around him, he knew he still had a long way to go. It would take weeks at this pace. Maybe longer. The daunting thought exhausted him.

			He had fought all day and all night on battlefields time and again. He had faced relentless enemies hungry to kill. But put a shovel in his hands and throw him in a field with soil as hard as stone and he was suddenly a weak, tired old man. 

			He laughed sardonically. Youth was certainly wasted on the young. 

			He turned to head back to the house when he saw her again, making her way towards him, something in her hands. He walked across the field to meet her half way. 

			“What’s this?” he asked, surveying the contents of her hands. 

			“I thought you might be hungry,” she said, lifting a basket, a quilt over her arm and a cup of water in her hand. 

			He met her eyes. She was smiling softly. 

			“Thank you.”

			She only nodded, handing him the basket. As she turned to leave, he called after her. “Would you like to join me?”

			She turned to him again, but he couldn’t read the expression on her face. Hesitancy was at least part of it. To his utter surprise, she said, “All right.”

			He spread the quilt out and the two of them sat down. When he opened the basket, he was surprised to find much more food than he would eat. 

			It was enough for two, actually. 

			When he met her eyes again, he could have sworn he saw something he hadn’t seen in a very long time. 

			Hope. That’s what he saw. It was hope in her eyes. 

			And so, with the autumn sun shining brightly in the impossibly blue sky above them, Titus shared lunch with his wife.
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			Chapter XIII

			Well, well, well, clearly I underestimated you, my daughter,” said the duke, strolling before her, his hands clasped behind his back. The briny autumn breezes picked up Delaney’s curls, tossing them lazily about her breast as she sat before him, surrounded by a riot of flora clinging to the last vestiges of splendor as autumn crept into the palace gardens. 

			“It seems your whoring has finally paid off,” he went on, not deigning to look at her as he gloated. “As I understand, I am to be the grandfather of the future king of Navah.”

			“I take it you spoke with the queen,” she said flatly. 

			“She is elated,” her father gloated. “She has even given me a vast holding of land in the southern region. A rather large manor. It seems that I am now not only a duke in Midvar, but a lord in Navah. I owe you a debt of gratitude, my fertile little daughter.”

			“Well don’t buy any furniture, father. The child is not Ferryl’s.”

			Her father abruptly stopped his pacing, shooting his scorching gaze to her. “If you value your life at all, Delaney, dear, you will never utter those words aloud again.”

			“I will not lie. I will not claim the child is his.”

			“You know, I had a sneaking suspicion that all those tantrums you threw about every detail of your wedding were nothing more than some sort of game you were playing with the prince. I should have known you were stupid enough to think you could get away with it.”

			A breathy laugh as she smoothed her skirts. “What bothers you more, father? That everything hinges on me, or that you were too stupid to hold onto mother’s wealth on your own?”

			His breath was a hot, sour assault on her face as he abruptly leaned to her. “Your mother was as much of a waste of space as you are.”

			Delaney looked away, unwilling to let him see the effect his words had on her, the sting of his hatred for her mother. 

			“What is the point of such nobility, pray tell? You do realize the consequences for adultery are not pretty.”

			“He loves her,” she said. “And I will not stand in their way. I will not deprive him of such a gift.”

			He snorted. “There is no such thing as happy endings for kings and princes. And there is no such thing as love. I knew you were naïve, Delaney. I didn’t realize you were so stupid.”

			She kept her head turned, unwilling to look him in the eye. But he did not relent. “From my understanding, the punishment for treason in Navah can be particularly…gruesome.”

			When she did not respond, did not react, he went on. “You listen to me and you listen well. You will convince the prince to marry you. Get that useless, grasping harlot of a slave out of the way. Bed him and bed him well. And make sure that when it is done, there is no question as to where he wants to dip his royal wick.”

			“I won’t do it.”

			“You will,” he growled, his yellowed teeth inches from her face. “You’ll do exactly as I say.” Her father curled his spider-like fingers around her throat, his grip like a vice, tightening and tightening—

			“Take your hands off of her.”

			It was with a start that her father jumped back, looking up to where the growling voice had come from, his snarl replaced with a feline grin. 

			“Michael,” Delaney breathed, relieved at the sight of the guard marching towards them.

			“Ah,” purred her father, standing erect and straightening his jerkin. “If it isn’t the dog that follows my daughter around like she is a bitch in heat. Well, I suppose you were right. But unfortunately for you, she is already with pup. Go sniff somewhere else.”

			“If you lay a hand on her again, I’ll make sure to take my time about removing that hand…from the base of your neck.”

			“And if you, guard, keep sniffing around the wrong dogs, you’re bound to wind up with fleas.”

			“Is that a threat?”

			His grin was positively vulpine. “Just a friendly warning. From one dog to another. I’d hate to see such a loyal guard lose everything…just for a chance to mount the castle bitch.”

			“Get out,” Michael warned, his voice a low, guttural growl. 

			But her father merely chuckled with a breathy sort of grin before he strolled away without a backward glance.

			The territorial ire and wolfish glare were instantly replaced with crushing concern as Michael knelt by her side. 

			“Are you all right?” he asked, a hand covering hers as it rested on her thigh.

			“I’m fine,” she managed, finding it difficult to speak around the lump in her throat. 

			He squeezed her hand. “Did he hurt you?”

			“He didn’t touch me, if that’s what you meant. No more than what you saw.”

			“I know that. If he had, he wouldn’t have walked away.”

			She met his eyes then, quicksilver and steel piercing right through her. She found she had to look away again. 

			“Did you mean what you said?” he asked. 

			“What do you mean?”

			“About the prince. That you will not claim the child is his.”

			She breathed once, then twice, the sound piercing the heavy silence. Finally, she nodded. 

			The shrill note of his sword leaving his scabbard had her turning to face him again, to find him placing that sword across his knee as he knelt before her. Solid steel, forged determination shone in his silver eyes.

			“Then on my honor, Your Grace, you shall have my sword and bow with you and before you. No harm shall ever come to you. You choose my prince and I shall choose you. No matter the cost. Unto death.”

			Still on one knee, Michael lifted his sword and laid it across his palms, presenting it to her as a token, a promise. 

			She beheld the heavy blade in his hands, the steady assuredness with which he held it. Not a quaver, not an ounce of doubt showed in this man before her. He would defend his prince to death. 

			And he had just promised her the same.

			He took hold of her shoulder even as he held on to the pommel of his sword with his free hand. “Listen to me, Delaney Dupree. So long as there is breath in my body, your father will never lay another hand on you, do you hear me? Not another hand.”

			She nodded silently, errant tears sliding down her cheeks as she shut her eyes against the onslaught of emotion. 

			He held her shoulder for a long moment, held her gaze with his own, searing, branding her with his promise, stripping her naked with his determination. Her breath, it seemed, became harder and harder to find. 

			So she did the only thing she could think of. The only thing that seemed fitting.

			She kissed his cheek.

			His eyes were as wide as an owl’s as she pulled away just enough to say, “Of all whom I have met here in Navah, I am most glad to have met you.”

			He said not a word as she rested her hand on his chest, as she held his eyes with her own. As if every word he might have said, every thought he might have considered had fallen right out of his head. He only blinked. Once. Twice.

			“I am glad we are friends, Michael Aman.”

			[image: ]

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XIV

			Ferryl, I need to speak with you,” said Derwin, standing resolutely in the prince’s doorway. 

			Ferryl sighed, uninterested in one of Derwin’s conversations. Just by the set of his shoulders, he could see that his brother had much on his mind. Heavy things. Things Ferryl was in no mood to discuss at the moment. Not since Elizabeth’s damning conclusion. And the silence that had settled in his soul in her wake…

			Then again, perhaps a distraction was in order.

			He gestured for Derwin to enter his receiving room. “Have a seat.”

			Derwin shook his head, opting to stand before the crown prince. Indeed, it was going to be one of those conversations. 

			“Ferryl, there is much we need to discuss.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I’ve tried speaking with father, but he is…”

			“I know,” Ferryl interjected. After the king’s words to him at the funeral—the first real conversation Ferryl had had with his father in months—the king seemed to have returned to his addled state. Only now…now it did not seem as if he could shake it off. No matter how he might try. 

			But it made no sense. No sense at all. While Ferryl knew his mother had cursed him last summer, knew she was capable of such atrocities, this…this glazed fog in which his father perpetually operated…it was nothing like what Ferryl had experienced. Right?

			“Tell me something, Derwin. And tell me the truth,” Ferryl said, standing to his feet. “Was that what I was like last summer? When I could not remember Elizabeth. Was my mind so addled as father’s?”

			It was precisely as he had feared when Derwin shook his head solemnly. No. He hadn’t been like that at all. Aside from the fact that he couldn’t remember the love of his life, Ferryl had seemed no different under whatever magic his mother had used. 

			So what in Sheol was wrong with his father?

			And why couldn’t he shake it?

			Derwin cleared his throat, but it wasn’t with annoyance. No, for the first time in his life, Ferryl saw remorse in his fiery brother’s eyes. “Ferryl…Ferryl he is not our king anymore. In truth, I do not think he has been for a very long time. Mother is…whatever she is doing is stripping him away more and more every day.”

			“Is it really mother? Is she really doing this?” Was she capable of such a thing?

			“We’re not getting into this now,” Derwin grumbled. “I will never understand your need to defend a woman who blatantly cursed you.”

			“I’m not defending her, Derwin. I’m not. I just…I don’t understand. Any of it.”

			“Neither do I. Which is why I am looking to you now, Ferryl. You must rule this kingdom now that our father has been rendered helpless. You must be our king, even if only in deed.”

			Ferryl met his brother’s eyes, but found no jest, no catch. 

			Derwin had decided what this kingdom needed. And Ferryl wasn’t inclined to disagree.

			“I have received word from one of my generals in the northern legion. Ramleh, one of the border cities, has been destroyed.”

			“Destroyed?” Ferryl balked. “What do you mean, destroyed?”

			“From the reports I have read, there aren’t many survivors. Not even women and children.”

			Ferryl took to pacing the room. “Who? Who would do this? We are at peace with even our enemies.”

			“My reports say that it is rebels, of course. But I have other theories.”

			Ferryl only met his brother’s eyes, demanding an explanation. 

			“The primary reports come from General Agar, who is known for being anything but succinct. He’s a rather loquacious man, yet the reports I’ve received from him are short and vague. I have a feeling he’s hiding something.”

			“What do you suppose he’s hiding?”

			“If I had to guess, I would say that he’s avoiding putting the truth in writing.”

			“Why would he do that?”

			“There could be many reasons, but unless his life or the lives of his men are on the line, he would not do such a thing. I know him personally, and he is loyal to a fault.”

			Ferryl clasped his hands behind his back, resuming his pacing between his desk and the length of windows. “These attacks, they’re getting more and more organized.” He didn’t wait for Derwin to respond. Then again, it wasn’t really a question. “These rebels are not really rebels at all, are they?”

			“I haven’t believed King Derrick’s charade for a moment. There is no way that disorganized rebel factions are capable of such systematic, tactical moves. But to say otherwise would surely incite war.”

			“Then we must be shrewd.”

			Derwin nodded. “I am requesting your permission to go to Ramleh. I want to see what these bastards have done for myself. And I want to find out if there are any witnesses that might have survived. This rebel nonsense has to stop, once and for all.”

			“It’s on the border, you say?”

			“Of Haravelle, yes.”

			Haravelle.

			The answers you seek lie in Haravelle.

			Well. Ferryl surmised that perhaps now was as good a time as any to start taking the advice of prophets. Even dead ones.

			Ferryl looked his brother in the eye. “Derwin, you are the Royal Commander. You do not need to ask permission to go wherever you see fit.”

			“I am asking because I need you to look after my wife while I am gone. She is frightened, Ferryl. As we all should be. There is nothing stopping these so-called rebels from attacking Benalle. It is only by the grace of Providence that they haven’t yet.”

			“When do you plan to leave?”

			“Tomorrow.”

			Ferryl nodded. “I will not need to look after your wife. She can come with us.”

			“Us? What do you mean, us?”

			“I am coming with you.”

			“To Ramleh? Why?”

			“To do what my father cannot. You are right—it is time I step up to the role of looking after this kingdom. I, too, want to know what these rebels have done to innocent people. And since the city is on the border of Haravelle, we shall kill two birds with one stone.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“If these rebels are truly not rebels, then we have a war at our doorstep, whether we like it or not. And if that is the case, we need allies. Haravelle is our friend. We have helped them against Midvar before. Now it is their turn to help us. So I am coming with you. And we shall bring Leala with us as well, as I do not see the benefit of leaving her here at the mercy of our mother.”

			“I am equally not keen on the idea of leaving this kingdom at the mercy of our mother.”

			“We won’t have to. Michael is aware of mother’s antics. He has warned me of them before. There are few I trust more than him. I will inform him of what she is doing and place him in charge of keeping an eye on things while we are gone.”

			“Yes, but is he capable of stopping her should she decide to betray us?”

			“Are we?” Ferryl asked. “We are only just learning of her power, Derwin. We hardly know anything beyond that she has magic. I wouldn’t know how to stop her if I tried. That is part of what this journey is about. We must solve this riddle. The rebels. Mother’s power. Father’s illness. My sudden and forced betrothal to the duchess. They are all tied together. I know it. And I’ll be damned if I stand by and watch my kingdom crumble before my eyes anymore. We leave for Ramleh and Haravelle at first light.”

			“I’ll tell my men. We’ll need—”

			“No. No men. We will need to be inconspicuous if we want to avoid any Midvarish eyes who might learn of our departure. We need to delay anyone finding out about our journey as long as possible. And as far as anyone knows, we are only going to Ramleh as a show of diplomacy. No one can know that we are going to Haravelle. If King Derrick finds out, he will know that we suspect his rebels aren’t really rebels at all.”

			Derwin nodded, his eyes serious. “And should you tell mother and father, or should I?”

			“I will tell them. And I won’t be asking their permission. I am crown prince, heir to the throne of Navah, not a boy to be ordered around.” Ferryl turned on his heel towards his door, stopping in his tracks as he said over his shoulder, “And tell Leala to pack lightly. We will only take our horses. No carriage, understood?”

			Derwin nodded. “Tell me, Ferryl. Who are you and what have you done with my doe-eyed brother?”

			Ferryl froze. He did not bother to turn and face Derwin as he solemnly said, “That prince is gone. He disappeared the moment he realized that the only thing he had figured out was how to stay painfully blind to what was really going on around him. That prince had no desire to step up and be a man. To be king. And the cost…” Elizabeth’s face swam before him, her emerald eyes glittering with tears and regret. “…the cost for such naïveté is far too great.”

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XV

			Maybe he was brash. Maybe he was as impetuous as Elizabeth seemed to think, but as Ferryl marched through the corridors of the palace toward the doors behind which waited likely the most important conversation he would ever have, he couldn’t help but to think that for the first time in his life, he was actually doing something worthwhile. For once, he was stepping up to his responsibilities, putting the kingdom first. It had certainly helped that Michael had been so determined, so fearless. “I need you to look after things while I am gone,” Ferryl had told him, cornering him in a library antechamber. And Michael hadn’t questioned, hadn’t shown an ounce of trepidation. A solid, steady force was the guard Ferryl had called friend since boyhood. He knew that of all who might look after the castle—and the duchess—while he was away, Michael could handle the task.

			Addled king or not.

			So Ferryl knocked on his father’s door, deciding that, of the two conversations he was about to have, he might as well get the easy one out of the way first. But of course—of course, it was his mother who answered. 

			“Ferryl, darling. To what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?” she crooned, opening the door wider that she might usher him inside his father’s receiving room. It was oddly unsettling to see his mother in his father’s chambers, a place she rarely visited—until recently, apparently. Then again, he realized nothing should surprise him when it came to the queen. She, apparently, was full of surprises. Secrets. 

			He kept his ire on a tight leash.

			His father sat across the room, his body slightly slack. His eyes were like two glaciers as he stared into the empty fireplace without a word, his thick hands a solid yet unmoving force on the carved arms of his chair. Ferryl couldn’t help but think that his father looked too much like one of the statues of the ancient kings that lined the palace pathway. Immortalized. Immutable. 

			And irreversibly gone.

			He shook his head and decided to just go ahead with what he came to say. “I am come to inform you that Derwin and I are going to Ramleh to assess the damage from the rebel attack.” He decided, even as he spoke, that it was best that he did not tell his mother when he intended to leave, since, knowing her, she would likely try to stop him. The less she knew, the better.

			“I am not sure I understand the need. General Agar has assured us that the situation is under control.”

			“I wasn’t aware that our generals were in the practice of corresponding with the queen,” he retorted. 

			“I make it a practice to make sure the interests of Navah are always looked after. And with your father’s current health situation, I thought it best—”

			“Health situation. Is that what we’re calling it?” Ferryl folded his arms across his chest. 

			“Ferryl,” she said, her voice as saccharine as it was repulsive. She reached for his arm, but he snapped it away, taking a step back. 

			“You will not touch me.”

			She examined him for a moment, her expression inscrutable. Finally, she said, “And just when do you plan to depart on this little errand of yours?”

			“Soon. I have left my instructions that the duchess is to remain here while I am gone.”

			“Yes, regarding your betrothed, don’t you have a wedding to consider, son? And a child?”

			Those words. Betrothed. Child. Arrows in a quiver. Meant to find their mark. 

			They did.

			“I have much to consider on this journey.” Ferryl brushed past his mother and went to his father’s side, kneeling beside his chair. “Father,” he said, placing his hand on his father’s arm. 

			Heat radiated from his father. 

			No, not his father. 

			From him. 

			The same kind of heat that he had known in Elizabeth’s kiss. Scorching, devouring—but not burning. 

			Magic. 

			As if it were flowing from his very veins. No, not from… through. Ferryl looked to his hands, a small glow growing brighter and—

			“My son,” his father rasped, placing a hand over Ferryl’s. 

			And that’s when he saw it—the glassiness, the haze in his father’s eyes was…fading. 

			“Father,” Ferryl breathed, his heart a pounding drum. “I am leaving for a while. I am going to find out what is going on. I promise…” he lowered his voice a bit more. “…I promise I will figure this out. I promise I will help you.”

			The King of Navah held his heir’s gaze, his eyes burning with intent as he bored a hole straight through to Ferryl’s soul. “Listen to me,” the king managed, his words broken, forced. “Listen to me, my son. Derwin. He is not—” 

			The king stopped. Just stopped. He would say nothing more. No, the king could say nothing more. But whether because of his mother’s magic or his father’s own emotion, Ferryl couldn’t be sure. Either way, the heat, the glow dissipated almost as quickly as it had come. And soon, his father was nothing more than a statue of marble again, a lifeless ghost of what used to be a man.

			Derwin was not what? What had his father been about to say?

			It didn’t matter. Not now, not really. Not with the queen still behind him, listening to every word. 

			Ferryl would not, could not find out what his father wanted to say. Not right now. So he stood to his feet again, sliding an icy glare to his mother.

			But the queen betrayed nothing more than cool indifference, calculated disinterest as she stood resolute, her hands clasped before her bodice, her signature jewels dripping down her chest.

			Ferryl swallowed back the lump in his throat, his voice little more than a growl as he said, “Whatever this is you’re doing to him, whatever your reasons, I will find a way to stop you.”

			She held his gaze, her unflinching midnight eyes a depthless chasm of secrets. But there…for only a fraction of a moment, Ferryl could have sworn he saw something else. Something that looked a lot like…

			…like desperation. 

			“I have no doubt you will.”

			Nothing. He could think of nothing to say. So he left the room without another word. 

			The queen didn’t follow.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XVI

			Dawn. The sun rose in the east, casting buckets of vanilla light through the wall of windows in his bedchamber, drenching him in heat and fire as Ferryl lay wide-eyed and unrested in his bed. He hadn’t slept a wink. Not a single minute. There were too many thoughts, too many caveats marching through his mind. And the aching gap that had opened up between him and Elizabeth…

			He knew not how it would ever be bridged. How they would ever find their footing as friends. As only friends.

			But as much as he was loath to admit it, he knew she was right. He knew that he could no more condemn Delaney for her treachery than he could condemn himself for the same. 

			But that didn’t mean he had to like it. Or forgive Delaney. 

			No, Ferryl could see no path to forgiving a woman who would force him into marriage by her own brazen selfishness. He could see no path to letting go of the bond, the forged steel that was his love for Elizabeth. 

			Which was why, he supposed, it was high time they took the old prophet’s advice and journeyed north. To Haravelle.

			To find the answers they sought. 

			The prince dressed in a fog, packed a small bag of essentials, and was out the door before the servants had even begun to stir. Was he doing the right thing? Was his father safe here without him? Could he fix all of this?

			While part of him was glad of the chance to feel like he was finally doing something, another part of him was sick with worry that he had no idea what in the world he was actually doing. What was it that Bedell had insisted was in Haravelle? As his feet carried him through the lightening palace corridors, he couldn’t help but wonder what he was going to find. 

			And what he would find when he finally returned to Benalle.

			The journey to Haravalle was nearly a month in and of itself, which meant that he was going to be gone from his home for many weeks at best, perhaps even longer. His nerves threatening to get the better of him, he marched on. 

			No. He couldn’t listen to fear. He needed to listen to his gut. And his gut was telling him that Bedell was right—the answers he sought were in Haravelle. 

			Perhaps now his job would be to figure out what were the questions.

			Ferryl met his brother and the princess in the stables. Little was said as they prepared their horses for departure. Even the new stable boy hadn’t arrived yet. 

			Good. The less who knew of their departure, the better. 

			“Ready, brother?” Derwin asked as he mounted his steed, after helping Leala mount hers. 

			Ferryl mounted Erel and turned towards the back of the stables. 

			“Where are you going?” Derwin asked. 

			“I have one more stop. I will catch up with you down the road. You two go on ahead.”

			“Ferryl—”

			“I’ll be just behind you,” Ferryl called over his shoulder as he trotted away. 

			It was only a short jaunt before he dismounted and knocked on a scarred door.

			“Ferryl?” Elizabeth asked, her brows furrowed, her raven hair mussed and unkempt. She wore a robe of mossy green over her shift, the flecks of golden sun lighting her evergreen eyes. 

			His evergreens never wither, her father had once said. 

			Providence, nothing could be more true of this goddess of emerald and midnight before him. 

			“What are you doing here?”

			“Pack your things. We are leaving,” he said, shouldering his way into her cottage.

			“Leaving? What are you—”

			“There is not much time,” he said, marching straight to her bedchamber. “You will need to pack light. You won’t need food. Just a few dresses. Only take what you can carry on the horses.”

			“Ferryl, what are you talking about? Pack for what?”

			She followed him into her room where he shuffled through a chest until he found a suitable satchel. “I told you; we are leaving.” Next, he strode to her closet, fumbling through her dresses and cloaks.

			“And where exactly are we going?” she scoffed, not bothering to help him pack.

			“Haravelle,” he said, pulling a simple green dress and knowing himself to be a stupid, damned fool for picking a color that made her look like an angel on loan from heaven itself. He handed her the dress nonetheless. 

			She crossed her arms and raised a brow. “Ferryl, what is this about? Haravelle?” she asked. “Why?”

			“You know why,” he said, prying her hands apart and handing her the dress. “I’ve ignored your father’s advice for too long. Now get dressed. We leave at once.”

			“But why? Why now?” Even in her protests, she made her way into the closet and pushed the door closed.

			“Why not now?” he asked, forcing himself to look away from the sight of her bare shoulder through the small opening. Friends, he reminded himself. They could only be friends. The word burned like bile in his throat. “Don’t you want to know what your father knew? Don’t you want to know what it was he thought we needed to know?”

			Something came over her face as she emerged in that simple, gloriously emerald dress. Even in the dimness of her room, he could see it. Perhaps it was curiosity. But he knew it was something more. Something like…a knowing. He knew then that he had won. She would acquiesce. But of course, not without a little more protest. She wouldn’t be Elizabeth if she didn’t. 

			“Ferryl, have you gone out of your mind?”

			“Elizabeth, you are coming if I have to drag you all the way there,” he barked, turning her that he might tighten the laces up the back of the dress. But his hands at that invitingly slender waist, the smell of the lavender in her hair… He finished tying the laces as quickly as possible and took a step back. “Although I recommend taking Eagle, as it won’t be very comfortable to travel for weeks on end dragged behind a horse. Nor will it be very clean.”

			She furrowed her brows as she plaited her hair, but he ignored her, shuffling past in to her father’s old room. 

			“What are you doing?” she called after him. He saw before he disappeared around the jamb that she was packing the satchel with a few more items.

			He soon reappeared from Bedell’s room, her father’s beloved ancient tome in his hand. “We’re taking this,” he said. “Are you ready?”

			“Ferryl, can you just…tell me what this is? Where this is coming from?”

			He placed his hands on her shoulders, meeting her eyes before he said, “You yourself told me that I must do what is right. What I must. My father said the same. I am the heir to this kingdom, Lizybet. You’re right. You were both right. It’s time I start acting like it.”
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			Chapter XVII

			The winged beast wasn’t scoffing, per se, as horses weren’t inclined to scoff. But if Eagle could speak, Elizabeth was fairly certain that she would be prattling, grumbling incessantly about the pace which Ferryl had set for the journey. For while it wasn’t exactly a crawl, it was most certainly not the break-neck speeds Eagle preferred. And her intermittent huffs and snorts as they progressed through the thick brambles and conifers were quite effective at communicating her disgust. Elizabeth merely snickered under her breath and patted her winged companion on the neck.

			Ferryl must have noticed, for he had fallen in step with her, asking the question with nothing more than his brows.

			“Nothing,” was all Elizabeth said, which, judging by the look on Ferryl’s face, was not a satisfactory answer. 

			It wasn’t that she didn’t want to talk. It was that she didn’t know what to say if she did. He had hardly spoken two words to her since they departed from Benalle Palace two days ago, which was fine, except that she knew it meant that he was thoroughly and completely miffed with her.

			Perhaps she was equally miffed with herself.

			He gave her a sidelong look before trotting ahead without another word. 

			She merely took a deep breath and rode on. 

			While Ferryl hadn’t given her much choice in the matter, Elizabeth would have been lying if she said that she wasn’t keen on the trip to the kingdom in the north. She had never told Ferryl about the day when, while exiled on the border of Navah and the Wild Wood, the boy Joseph had mused that he thought she looked to be of Haravellian descent. He would know—he had been half Haravellian himself.

			And while she hadn’t put much stock in his theory, it had sparked a curiosity in her. She had absolutely no idea who she was, after all. Her heritage could have been anything. And her only link to her past—the rough cut stone around her neck—was little more than a mysterious trinket.

			So when Ferryl had knocked on her door with a determined furrow to his brows, she had known without a doubt that she would join him on the journey. Whatever it was her father thought awaited in Haravelle, she wanted to know. And if it held any key to her past at all, then, by Providence, she wanted to know about it. She fingered the half-stone around her neck, running it along its golden chain, its crystalline center sparkling in the sunlight.

			She wasn’t quite sure why knowing who she was mattered so much. Perhaps it was the loss of her father still raw on her heart. Perhaps it was knowing that she could never be with Ferryl. Perhaps it was the mysterious magic in her veins—magic that had manifested in a kiss and then disappeared again, as elusive as a will-o’-the-wisp. But whatever that curiosity was, that need to know, it gnawed at her heart like a wolf at a kill. And she knew that no matter what happened next, knowing who she was would be integral. 

			For in truth, she had never felt more lost, more fearful, more alone. Her whole life—everything she had ever known, ever counted on, ever hoped for—was gone. Over. Like dust in the wind. Her father was dead. Her love story over. Even her home, her livelihood, was gone. It didn’t exist anymore. And it was only a matter of time before the queen came knocking on her door to remind her of that fact. 

			So perhaps, if nothing else, Haravelle held something that Navah no longer held: potential. A new start. Hope. 

			There was certainly no more hope to be had in Navah.

			She nudged Eagle forward, uninterested in talking to anyone. No, right now, all she really needed was to think.

			Night was setting in, the skies darkening with the drum of the horses’ hooves on the ramshackle road. Elizabeth was very much looking forward to sleep—a chance to clear her mind of the thoughts that swirled in eddies.

			It was out of the corner of her eye that she spotted something…quick. Elusive. She searched the darkening forest surrounding them, trying to see what it was that had moved in the brambles. It had been small. Smaller than a woodland creature. A bird, perhaps? But she heard no rustling and no answering whistles in nearby trees. What had caught her eye?

			Whether because it was too dark to see, or because whatever it was had moved too quickly, Elizabeth saw nothing else.

			The four traveling companions decided to stop for the night in a small village nestled in the north Navarian hills. An inn claiming to be the best kept secret in the mountains (never mind that the mountains were about a thousand miles north) loomed before them, small and quaint, but cozy-looking. Elizabeth figured it was as good a place as any to lay her head.

			After a quiet and uneventful dinner provided by the eager innkeeper—broiled trout from the nearby stream, potatoes and onions, and a questionable ale—the not-so-merry crew pitter-pattered to their respective rooms for the night. Three rooms—one for Leala and Derwin, one for Ferryl, and one for Elizabeth. The innkeeper was more than thrilled at all the business. Apparently the best kept secret in the mountains was indeed a secret after all, judging by the look he had in his eyes every time another round of ale was ordered. 

			Elizabeth had just changed into her shift when she heard a soft knock on her door. She padded to the small, marred wooden door and peered around to see Leala, a perfunctory pout to her lower lip. 

			“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked. 

			“Not particularly.”

			“You’ve hardly said three words the whole journey. If this is how you’re going to be for the next month, we may have to bury Ferryl somewhere along the way.” Leala chuckled but Elizabeth only shrugged. Leala’s brow furrowed. “Are you sure you don’t need to talk, Liz?”

			“I’m sure,” she said. “Won’t Derwin miss you anyway?”

			“Oh, he and Ferryl are still in the dining room downstairs playing cards. Apparently Ferryl sweet-talked the keep out of a bottle of wine. They’ll likely be at it for a while.”

			Elizabeth huffed a small laugh. “I don’t mean to be a killjoy, Leala. I just don’t feel much like talking right now.” 

			“You know I’m here when you’re ready, right?”

			“Of course I know.”

			“All right. Well, goodnight then.”

			“Goodnight, Leala.”

			Elizabeth snicked the door shut and hunkered down in her straw bed, thankful that the little inn was indeed so unknown. It would, at the very least, be a quiet night’s sleep.

			But it was curiosity, not sleep, that tugged at her soul. So, when she could stand it no longer, she slipped out of bed and across the small room, rifling through her satchel until she found it. Something she hadn’t told anyone she had brought—especially not Ferryl. Something she had been itching to get her hands on as soon as she had a moment alone.

			Well, here was her chance. She ran her hand across the supple leather, worn and aged, unfastening the leather thong as she settled back against her pillow in her bed, opening her father’s journal to finally read what he had tucked away for safe keeping.

			She thumbed through the pages, some of the script careful and perfect, some rough and furious, as if he hadn’t been able to write fast enough. It was one of the latter pages that caught her curiosity.

			Quiet thoughts. Deep wells. A stranger in a strange land. All things to all people, at a time set forth long ago. Many who are blind will say they see. But the sightless shall find the truth. 

			Mashiach. The prophecy of the one who is promised.

			And Providence shall send forth his Promised One. Born among the mountains, dwelling among them still, until the time comes. Until the time set forth long ago.

			Her heart pounded mercilessly in her chest, the words—her father’s words—a strange hymn to decipher. A legend, perhaps.

			Or a prophecy.

			So many times—her father had spoken so many times of the Promised One. Of her. 

			And yet…and yet none of it made sense. Why was she the Promised One? And what did it mean? 

			She slammed the old book shut, resting it on her lap, running her hand along the supple leather cover. Warmth. She could have sworn there was a quiet warmth to the book, a subtle glow, too. Or maybe that was just a trick of the candlelight. She sighed, moving it to the table beside her bed before snuffing out the lone candle and hoping for sleep.

			She fussed with her pillow and nestled down into the lumpy bed, her eyes wide, her thoughts a swirling eddy. A hurricane that would surely swallow her whole.

			~

			“Come out, come out, wherever you are!”

			She stifled a giggle as she listened to the heavy footsteps coming closer and closer down the glittering corridor. She dared to peek out of the tiny alcove in which she hid. Father was coming! He would surely find her! But father was walking funny. Not in the strong, proud manner with which he usually strode. But slowly. Creeping. Like a snake. What a silly game he was playing! 

			She put her hand over her mouth to keep from being heard. Perhaps this time he wouldn’t think to look here. Although he usually did. Come to think of it, she needed to find a new hiding spot. Father always found her when she hid here!

			His footsteps grew louder. He was so close now. She pushed herself as far back into the darkness as she could. 

			But father found her anyway. She giggled rather merrily. “Father! How did you find me?”

			“Hush child,” father said. “The game is not over. You mustn’t make a sound!”

			He put a hand over her mouth as he grabbed her by the shoulder and yanked her from the alcove. “Ouch!” she tried to cry, but the sound was muffled by his foul-tasting hand. 

			“Father!” she attempted again, but this time, he picked her up, carrying her to his chest like a baby. 

			His hood hung over his head low enough that most of his face was hidden by shadows, save for his eyes. But his eyes weren’t the piercing emerald of her father’s. No. His eyes were impossibly silver. Like steel and moonlight. Deadly calm and fearsome.

			It was only then that the terror came over her. 

			This wasn’t father at all.

			She writhed and kicked as hard as she could, but he only held her closer, one nasty hand hard on her mouth. “Shut up, child, or you’ll get us both killed,” he spat, his voice an oily whisper.

			He slithered through the palace corridors, quick to hide in the shadows anytime someone came near. A wraith. That’s what he must have been. A mean, nasty wraith, come to take her away. 

			~

			Elizabeth sat up suddenly, her heart pounding in the still, thick darkness that surrounded her in the sleepy inn. Outside a cricket suddenly stopped its chirping, the silence heavy in its absence. 

			Empty. Her tiny little chamber in the tiny little inn suddenly felt cold. Empty. And the craving, the need to feel Ferryl’s arms around her, to know that everything would be all right so long as he was near, nearly ended her.

			Her dreams had returned. Dreams of playing games with her father, hiding and seeking in glittering, candlelit halls.

			But it hadn’t been her father at all. And why was she having these dreams again? What did they mean? She had no memory of playing hide and seek with Bedell growing up. But the dreams seemed so…real. More like memories. And every time she dreamed, the story told a little bit more. A terrifying memory. 

			The problem was that she didn’t want to know how the memory ended.
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			“So she calls things off with you and then refuses to speak to any of us. Do I have that about right?” asked Derwin, draining his wooden cup of wine and shuffling the deck for another hand.

			“You know her, Derwin. She has to think things through. I suppose she is simply not used to having to think with so many of us around.”

			“So many?” Derwin scoffed, dealing the cards. “We are her three closest friends. If she cannot be herself around us, who can she?”

			Ferryl only shrugged as he sorted through his hand. Nothing. He had nothing. Neither in his hand nor by way of answers.

			“Do you know what I think?” Derwin asked, pouring himself more wine before sitting back in his chair sporting the signature smirk he couldn’t parry any time he was dealt a good hand. Ferryl resisted the urge to fold before the hand even started, opting instead to gamble a gold talent. Derwin took the bet. “I think you make too many excuses for her.”

			“I most certainly do not.” He laid down four cards. Four. Wonderful luck.

			“You do, Ferryl. How many times are you going to let her break your heart?”

			“She’s the one that stayed when I didn’t even know who she was, for Providence’s sake!” He took the ungodly amount of cards Derwin dealt him and sorted them in his hand. Another useless hand. A pair. Of twos, no less. Gloriously pathetic luck. He bet another talent, just because he was a fool.

			Derwin took one card and tossed his own gold into the pile. “Yes. And she’s also the one that ran at the first sign of trouble. And now she’s running again. When is enough enough?”

			Ferryl took a hearty drink of his wine as Derwin called. He laid down his pair without ceremony. “So you’re telling me that Leala has never disappointed you? Never broken your heart?”

			A gloating grin curled Derwin’s mouth as he pulled the spoils of his inglorious win toward himself. “Ferryl, I’m not a simpering fool. Love is not perfect. Of course she has disappointed me before. Of course she has. But she’s never left me. She’s never pushed me away or shut me out. Never. That’s not how love works, Ferryl. Love works things out. No matter what. And she—”

			“I know what love is,” Ferryl spat, snatching the cards from his brother’s fumbling hands. “You’re drunk. And you’re a terrible dealer.” He shuffled the cards thoroughly, relishing the sound of the wax coated paper as the cards fanned through his hands. Cards were always something he could wrap his mind around, even when the world went to shit around him. 

			“True and true. But neither of those facts mean that I’m wrong, and you know it.”

			Ferryl dealt the hand without another word on the subject.
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			Chapter XVIII

			You’ve been in the fields all day,” said Penelope by way of greeting as Titus entered the foyer of their manor. 

			He smiled at his wife—at her effortless beauty, at the way her hair tended to spill from her chignon, wreathing her angular face and narrow chin in wispy curls kissed with hints of newly-minted silver. “I enjoy it.”

			“Working this hard? Every day? You enjoy it?” she asked, and he nearly laughed at the skepticism in her eyes, at the way she folded her arms across her breast. 

			“I do,” he said.

			That skepticism shifted into something else. Something that looked a lot like concern. “You’re not getting too hot, are you?”

			He resisted the urge—the need—to touch her cheek. “The weather has been nice. Today was even a little cool. It looks like rain is on the way.” Indeed, he had watched a line of thick, gray clouds, heavy with rain, tumble closer and closer throughout the day, relishing the petrichor in the air. Even now, he expected a downpour any minute. As if in an answer, thunder rumbled softly in the distance.

			His wife looked on in disbelief, as if it were all a great joke and at any moment, he would reveal some great secret. But there was no secret, and it was no joke. Something had changed within Titus. Something deep and abiding. And it was unwavering.

			Because despite it all—the lying, the whoring himself to the king of Midvar, the mistakes, the wishing he had done things differently—he had understood the moment he returned home, the moment he saw Penelope again that he still had hope. He still believed in something better. And now he was willing to do whatever it took to have it.

			He pulled out a bunch of wildflowers he had hidden behind his back. 

			She looked to the flowers, then to him, her eyes expressionless, bordering on skeptical. He knew the cause for that skepticism, knew the reason she doubted every motive, every move he made. 

			He’d have given anything to take back what he had done. 

			“For me?” she asked softly.

			“Yes, for you,” he said, wondering if he could remember a time he had ever given her flowers. Wondering if he could remember a time when he had ever done anything for her.

			“What are these for?” She took the flowers, tentatively smelling them without meeting his eyes. 

			“Because you’re beautiful,” he said, touching her cheek despite himself. He could have sworn he saw them flash with a touch of pink, if only for a second. He smiled to himself as he ambled into the sitting room, plopping into the nearest armchair. Yes, he dearly enjoyed working in the fields. But he would be lying if he didn’t admit that it was exhausting. A servant brought him a welcome glass of water. 

			“Thank you,” he said, taking the glass and downing its contents in only a few swallows. From the corner of his eye, he saw the surprise in the servant’s eyes. Apparently he had never bothered to thank her before.

			Penelope stood in the frame of the door, watching him, her face expressionless. He slid his eyes to hers, holding her gaze, letting his mouth curl into the smile that threatened anytime he so much as looked at her. He could have sworn her full lips were hinting a smile when there came a knock on the front door. Titus stood to his feet when the butler emerged, handing him a letter with a bow.

			“This came for you, Your Excellency.”

			The butler handed him a thick envelope of ivory parchment, not delivered by a raven, but by a person. A messenger. Not good. The front, in black ink that slithered across the paper like a snake, read: 

			General Titus Melamed, First Class: Urgent

			But on the back, sealed in crimson wax, shone the royal seal of Midvar. 

			So here it was. The king’s next assignment. Did he dare open it? He was fairly certain as to its contents. King Derrick had told him before he even left Navah that he was expected to report to Goleath Palace to begin his work commanding the Midvarish army. His army. King Derrick was preparing for war—provoked or not. And Titus knew all too well what would happen if he didn’t report to the king soon. 

			“Are you going to open it?” Penelope asked, her voice quiet with concern as she watched him from across the room.

			He met her eyes and searched them. He could see the expectation blooming that he would start offering his excuses, his reasons for why he had to leave, just as he had always done. He hated himself for all the years he had missed out on this—on her. For what? Little more than a few accolades that meant nothing. Not anymore. 

			But he was done. Done with all of that. And it was high time his wife knew it. 

			So he turned to the fire burning in the hearth and chucked the unopened letter into the flames. 

			He watched it curl into itself, blackened by the licking flames, a line of brightest orange heat along its edges as it disappeared before his eyes. He didn’t hear his wife walk across the room. But when he noticed her out of the corner of his eye, standing beside him, watching the letter disintegrate, he spotted silver glimmering in her eyes. 

			Thunder rumbled in the distance.
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			Chapter XIX

			Why is it that every time I open my door these days, you are there?” Delaney asked by way of greeting as she emerged from her chambers. 

			“Does my presence offend?” Michael asked, a grin threatening his lips. 

			“If I didn’t know any better, I would say that you have been commissioned to be my own personal watchdog while the prince is away. Is that it?”

			Michael puckered his lips into a frown that might have been a smirk. “Of course not. Why would you ever get such an idea?”

			“You’re pathetic,” Delaney drawled, strolling past him, unable to hide the smirk that threatened her own mouth. Michael followed in step. “Am I really such a threat?” 

			“Terrible. Security has been tripled. You are not to be trusted,” he drawled, and when she whirled to face him, he nearly stumbled into her. She crossed her arms and furrowed her brows. 

			“Tell me the truth. Did Ferryl put you up to this?”

			The mirth in Michael’s countenance fell, replaced by heat that colored his cheeks. Heat and remorse. “Yes,” the guard finally admitted. 

			Delaney only turned on her heel and marched onward. 

			Michael followed, of course. 

			Because she was apparently too much of a gamble to be left unsupervised. 

			“You do realize this is ridiculous, right?” she grumbled. “I’m not leaving. Where in Sheol would I go?”

			It was a heavy hand on her shoulder that finally stopped her huffed march. “I know, Delaney. Believe me. I’m sorry.”

			“No, you’re not,” she retorted. “You’ll do exactly as the prince says without question. It’s your job.”

			Hurt seeped into his steel eyes. She realized her shoulders were tense and relaxed a bit. “Truly, Delaney. I am sorry. I know you don’t need to be watched. And I think Ferryl knows that, too. He just…”

			“Just what? Hates me?”

			A sigh. “Needs to sort through everything.” She whirled again, marching on. Where, she didn’t know. “Give him time, Delaney. He will do what is right. He—”

			“And what exactly is right, Michael?” she balked as she kept up her grueling pace. Michael kept in step with her. “Believe me, I cannot blame him for hating me.”

			“Well, I would.”

			She just…stopped and turned to face him again. There was such kindness in his eyes. She wanted to claw them out for that. It was more than she could stand from the prince’s own guard dog. 

			“He has no right to hate you, Delaney,” Michael said softly. 

			She cocked her head to the side. “He does, and you know it.” She tried to turn and walk away, but his hand covered hers, his grip strong and steady. Unyielding. 

			“Give him time,” was all Michael said. 

			Fine. She could do that. Give Ferryl time. She knew—somewhere deep down—she knew Michael was right. Stupid, loyal Michael was right about Ferryl. He was a good man put in an impossible situation. And Ferryl was her friend. 

			Or had been. 

			Maybe she did just need to give him time. 

			But for what? To marry her?

			She couldn’t help the laugh that escaped, a sardonic little puff that Michael did not ignore. 

			“What?” he asked, his calloused hand still covering her own. She found she did not mind. 

			“Nothing,” she said, turning to walk again. “If you’re going to be my personal watchdog, you might as well come with me.”

			“Where are you going?” he asked, falling into step with her once more, though his hand had conspicuously dropped hers. 

			“The gardens. Don’t dogs like the outdoors?” 

			He leaned down, sniffling her ear, and she barked a laugh as she shoved him off. 
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			“Is the nausea any better?” he asked as he strolled beside her, clasping his hands behind his back lest he get any more reckless ideas like holding her hand again. 

			“A little, yes. It seems to be ebbing lately.” She stopped her casual stroll to pluck a wilting petal from a nearby flower, as if she had made it her personal mission to keep the palace gardens at Benalle in immaculate condition. 

			“Is that normal? For it to go away?” he asked, sudden concern blooming at the thought that perhaps nausea in a pregnancy was a good thing. And if it were to go away—

			“It’s normal,” she chuckled, meeting his eyes. “Don’t worry. It will eventually subside. It’s rare for it to last the whole nine months.”

			“How do you know so much?” he asked. 

			“I have four little sisters, Michael. I watched my mother give birth to the two youngest.”

			“There are four more of you?” he gawked. 

			“Terrifying, isn’t it?” she smirked. 

			Michael chuckled. “Utterly terrifying. How old are they?”

			“Well, Dabria is fifteen, although she would be quick to point out that she will be sixteen soon. Demelza is fourteen and quick to rescue any cat that might come within a fifty-mile radius of our manor, much to my father’s chagrin.” Michael laughed, falling in step with Delaney once more. “Dinah is ten and has the quickest wit of anyone I know. And little Dysis is seven and every bit the baby of the family.”

			“And are they home with your mother, then?”

			It was sorrow that washed over her. A deep, painful loss that was evident in every step she took, every breath she breathed. Michael bit down on the desire to pull her close, to comfort her. 

			“My mother died giving birth to Dysis.”

			Like a fool, he let his traitorous hand find the small of her back. “Delaney, I’m sorry.”

			She shrugged. “My sisters are home with our governess while my father grasps for land and title here in Navah and I carry a bastard in my womb. They write to me whenever they can.”

			He cringed at the calloused indifference with which she spoke, the way she shrugged off her father’s own selfishness as if it were nothing more than games. 

			“What about you? Do you have any siblings, Michael?”

			“No,” he said, swatting at a bee that buzzed by his face. “I’m afraid one was all my father could stand.”

			“That doesn’t sound like much fun. No wonder you’re such a stick in the mud.”

			He stopped, even as she strode on, keeping her back to him. He didn’t know whether he wanted to growl at her for her insult or chase after her, wrap his arms around her, and do something reckless. 

			He knew how to have fun! Why was she so insistent that he was nothing more than a dutiful guard? 

			Yes, he was loyal to Ferryl and King Aiken. And yes, he would do whatever they wanted. But that didn’t mean he didn’t know how to have fun now and then, damn it!

			She turned to face him, a wicked grin on those rosebud lips of hers. 

			“Admit it, Michael. You’re a bore. You probably sleep in that uniform, too.”

			A step. Then another. By the third he was nose to nose with her as he purred, “This coming from the girl who has refused the last three dinners to which she was invited.”

			“I’ve been nauseous, Michael.”

			“I’ve seen your appetite, Delaney. Nausea isn’t what’s stopping you from attending the queen’s dinners.”

			She flung her arms akimbo, even as her breath mingled with his. “Right, because I would be such a welcome guest at the royal family’s table. I, the girl who carries evidence of adultery like a badge on my belly.”

			“If I didn’t know any better, I would say that you, Delaney Dupree, are the stick in the mud. The queen wants nothing more than to parade you around like a prize. You, the mother of the heir.”

			A smirk. A smirk and a shake of her head. “So you’ve decided to play her little game too, then?”

			“A game is a game, Delaney. I’d hate to be accused of being a stick in the mud.”

			A pause. A pregnant moment between them and then, “Is that so?”

			A nod, even as a smile threatened to give him away. 

			“Well then why don’t you prove it?” she purred, arching her perfect brow. 

			“What?” he gawked stupidly. 

			“Prove you’re not a stick in the mud.”

			“How?”

			“I’m sure you’ll think of something,” she drawled, spider-walking her fingers up his chest. 

			He grabbed her hand, holding it still between them. Whatever it was she wanted, whatever this game was, she was winning. Decidedly. Never mind the fact that her lips were inches from his, the fact that he was entertaining horrifically traitorous thoughts…

			He dropped her hand and took a step back, carving a wide berth between them. 

			“I have to get back to my post,” he said. 

			But she said nothing. She didn’t need to—he could see it in her eyes. She knew the truth. She was his duty, his job right now. Not some random door in some random part of the palace. 

			As the duchess who was betrothed to the crown prince, she was his solemn, sworn duty to protect and watch over, not just by commission of the prince, but by his own foolhardy promises. 

			And here he was, backing away like a fool. Like a yellow-bellied coward.

			He could not back away fast enough.
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			Chapter XX

			Am I the only one who finds it odd that we haven’t run into a single rebel in three weeks?” asked Leala as she, Derwin, Ferryl and Elizabeth trotted down a narrow path through a thick forest of juniper and pine. 

			No, she wasn’t. Ferryl had been wondering the same thing. Their problem-free journey had been…unsettling. Where were the rebels that plagued Navah? Why hadn’t they seen even a trace of their whereabouts?

			“I think I’ve figured out their secret,” said Derwin, to which everyone looked at him. 

			“Which is?” Leala asked. 

			“They’re only attacking areas where our legions are posted. And so far, we’ve only been traveling through small villages and countryside, far from any of our men.”

			“What does that mean?” Leala asked. 

			“It means that they’re intentionally trying to keep our soldiers busy,” said Elizabeth. Ferryl looked to her at her astute answer, but she didn’t bother looking back, keeping her eyes steadily on the path before them.

			“For what purpose?” asked Leala. 

			“To wear them down,” Elizabeth went on. “So that when they’re ready to declare war, we’ll already be well on our way to exhaustion of both manpower and resources.”

			The ire began boiling in Ferryl’s gut. Bastards. All of them. The Midvarish people were useless, traitorous bastards. His betrothed being no exception.

			“Elizabeth is right. I’ve suspected it for some time,” Derwin added. “But this uneventful journey has only confirmed it.”

			“So what are we going to do?” Leala asked. 

			“Call for reinforcements,” said Derwin. “And change our strategy.”

			Ferryl heaved a heavy sigh. War. It was on his doorstep whether he liked it or not. And with his father’s condition… Gone were the days of blissful, ignorant youth. His kingship loomed before him like a hurricane on the horizon, a black-bellied maelstrom poised to devour the last vestiges of his youth.

			The sun was setting beside them, casting a golden blanket across the forest as they trotted through the narrow road that cut through dense brush and trees. 

			“I don’t think we’re going to make it to the next village before dark,” said Derwin. 

			Ferryl only nodded, opting to ignore Elizabeth’s silence, just as he had been trying to ignore it for the duration of their journey so far. But he could feel his resolve crumbling with each passing day. And he wasn’t sure what would be the outcome once it was well and truly gone.

			“We’re going to have to find a suitable place to bed down here tonight,” Derwin continued. 

			Ferryl looked around. The trees were old, towering and fat, the underbrush thick and wild. But just ahead and to the left of the narrow road, he spotted a small clearing. “What about there?” he pointed. 

			Derwin followed his finger to where he pointed. “Looks good enough for me.”

			The four companions fell in step with one another as they turned off the road and into the thick brush, the horses stepping carefully through the brambles. The clearing was indeed perfect, with space enough for a fire and their bedrolls. Derwin dismounted and went to Leala’s side, helping her from her stallion. Ferryl spotted Derwin kiss her cheek when she reached the ground, and Leala smiled contentedly before wrapping her arms around her husband. He felt a small twinge of jealousy at how simple their love had always seemed.

			Elizabeth had already dismounted Eagle when he turned to look at her. Her back was to them, and she was fumbling with something in her satchel. The longing to go to her, to take her in his arms, to hold her as he once would have, gnawed day and night. For three weeks now, it had been a devouring worm, boring its way through his very soul, piece by piece. And now…now the few feet of distance between them might as well have been an ocean. A wall, tall and formidable, of everything left unspoken. And aside from whether or not he could climb it, he wasn’t sure she would even want him to. So he turned to Erel and began unstrapping the saddle to give his companion a break from his load for the night.

			Derwin had already set about making a fire by the time Ferryl finished.

			“Leala and I will go and find something for dinner,” he said without preamble, and before Ferryl could respond, his brother and sister-in-law set off hand in hand into the wilderness, bows slung over their shoulders, a sparkle in their eyes at other events that would surely transpire in the privacy of the woods.

			Thus, he was left alone with Elizabeth for the first time in weeks.

			And he was utterly and completely flummoxed as to what to do, let alone say.

			He fussed with the fire that needed no tending, looking for suitable logs to keep it going all night. Elizabeth had found a spot by a fat trunk, nestled comfortably with the ancient texts in her lap. She glowed in the twilight as she read, the firelight dancing on her skin. She was an eternal flame, living and active, burning away at him, devouring his soul with her mere presence.

			Worse. This existence was so much worse than when he had thought her dead. 

			At least when she was dead, there was some sort of absolution, some sort of notion of moving on. And even though he had been reluctant to let her go, he knew he eventually would have. But this. This…chasm between them. This…void. It was so much more difficult to navigate than grief. And the helplessness—not only regarding her, but regarding the war that loomed before him—only left him burning with ire and disgust.

			After a while, with Derwin and Leala still on the hunt (though Ferryl knew full well that Derwin was more than capable of procuring dinner in a much more timely fashion), Elizabeth stood to her feet, setting the tome aside without a word and walking into the brush. He watched her disappear, wondering if he should follow, wondering what in Sheol he should do. 

			Every step she took crunched on the forest floor, and Ferryl could only stand in silence as she disappeared, the sound of his breaths his only companion. That’s when he heard it—a rustling in the thick overgrowth. He whirled in the direction of the sound, absently reaching for his bow and quiver, expecting to find a fox, or maybe a rabbit in the underbrush.

			He saw neither. 

			Instead, Ferryl found butterflies. Four of them, their wings a riot of impossible colors—colors he had never seen before. Not on butterflies, anyway. He took tentative steps toward them, hoping that he might get a better look. But before he could get too close, they scattered, taking flight in a cloud of color and light. They whirled about his face for a moment, and instinctively Ferryl swatted them away, their furious flight too similar to the moths that had once followed him. 

			A shudder ran down his spine at the memory of the nuisance moths that had plagued him for so long. For the briefest of moments, he wondered where they had gone—that is, before he realized he didn’t care. They were gone, thank Providence.

			Good riddance.

			~

			Elizabeth had been gone for a while, and—whether out of genuine concern or mere curiosity, he wasn’t sure—Ferryl decided he needed to find her and make sure she was all right. At least that’s what he told himself as he trudged through the thick underbrush, slicing through brambles and thorns with his blade as he went.

			He found her by a stream not too many steps from their campsite, washing her face and hands. Perfectly safe, of course. Of course. Because she didn’t need him. Not really. Maybe she never had.

			His crunching footsteps caught her attention, and she looked up at him, but only for a moment before she looked back to the water. Silence. More silence. Of course. He was surprised at how quickly the ire washed over him.

			“So are you ever going to speak to me again, or is this how it’s going to be for the rest of our lives?” he hissed, not attempting to hide the disdain in his voice. 

			“What?” she asked, looking up to him. 

			“I just want to know so that I can prepare myself.”

			“Ferryl—”

			“I’m not sure what it is I’ve done to deserve the silent treatment, but I’ve had just about enough of it.”

			“That’s not—”

			“We were friends, Elizabeth. Friends for a lot longer than we were anything more. So unless you’ve some disease that has stripped you of the ability to speak, I’m not sure I understand your behavior. In fact, I’m not even sure I understand why you came, if you’re just going to act like a child.”

			She stood to her feet, her eyes aflame with her own ire. “Why I came? Why I came?” She took a step toward him. Then another. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Ferryl, but as I recall, you threatened to tie me up and drag me here behind Erel if I didn’t oblige your demands.”

			He barked a protesting laugh. “Elizabeth, you know damn well that I couldn’t make you do anything you don’t want to do. You’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever met in my life.”

			Her scoffing laugh sent a wave of chills down his spine. “Yes, Ferryl. I’m the stubborn one. You’re the even-tempered, level-headed one in this relationship. So sorry I forgot.”

			“A relationship? Is that what we have? I’m surprised. I thought relationships were for people who actually conversed with one another.”

			Her voice rose, the timbre a little higher, her breath a little sharper. “Ferryl, I’m so sorry that I’m not accommodating your conversational needs at the moment. In case you’ve forgotten, my father just died. Not to mention my entire life—everything I’ve ever known—has been ripped away. I have nothing, Ferryl. Nothing. I have no family. No home. No life. I can’t have you. I can’t even pretend to be a damned stable girl anymore! So you’ll pardon me that I haven’t been in the jolliest of moods on this trip. Shall I bow to you now? Kiss your feet and beg your royal forgiveness, Your Imperial Majesty?”

			Ferryl’s heart remained pounding, but he had frozen in place at her words. An ass. That’s what he was being. A complete and utter ass. 

			If there had been some sort of magic that allowed him to go back in time, grab himself by the jerkin and shake some sense into himself, he would have used it in that moment.

			He had surmised that she might be mourning her father, but beyond that, he hadn’t taken even one moment to consider what else might be going on. Or her perspective. 

			Selfish, that’s what he was. 

			That’s what he had always been when it came to Elizabeth. 

			A selfish, damned fool.

			“Ferryl, I don’t even know who I am,” she continued, her voice calmer but still trembling in the wake of her rampage. “I’m no one. An orphan. I don’t know who my family is, or if I even have one. I don’t know my real name.” Fat tears poured down her cheeks—errant drops of rain after a torrential downpour. He wrestled—fought tooth and nail—with the desire to wipe them away. To go to her and hold her and remind her that even though he was an idiot, he still loved her desperately. But knowing that if he had the gall to so much as touch her right now, she would likely hate him forever, he held his arms firmly by his side. 

			“I thought you, of all people—my friend—might understand that. But apparently I was wrong,” she spat.

			She didn’t say another word as she marched away, and Ferryl stood in place by the stream, hating himself and hating her pain even more.
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			Derwin and Leala returned to the fire, hand in hand with conspiratorial grins on their mouths. Derwin had exclaimed rather proudly that his wife had shot the fat rabbit that was currently roasting on a spit over the fire. It looked juicier and heartier than any meal they had had in any of the inns so far on this journey. Elizabeth was impressed with Leala’s hunting abilities and even more impressed with Derwin’s cooking—or rather roasting. Dinner was more than satisfying. 

			Which was a welcome reprieve from the conversation she had had with Ferryl. He hadn’t returned from the stream, which was just fine with her. Never—never in all their years together had they gotten into such an argument. And never had Ferryl spoken to her with such hatred or disdain.

			She wasn’t sure whether to burn his bedroll on the fire or curl into herself and never come out again. Either way, one thing was clear—things had irrevocably changed between them. And not for the better. 

			Whatever they were now, and whatever they would be in the future, would be forever colored by the conversation they had just had and by the fear and ire that had poured from both of them. She wondered if they would ever find their footing again.

			She hadn’t even known she was crying until Leala came and sat beside her. 

			“What happened earlier?” she asked, her voice a whisper. Derwin, ever the great war commander, was across the fire, utterly immersed in sharpening his sword with his whetstone. A warrior, that’s what he was. A warrior to the very marrow of his bones. She marveled at the fact that their marriage seemed so effortless, their love so uncomplicated. 

			Elizabeth looked to her friend, a question in her eyes. 

			“Derwin and I could hear your voices from a mile away.”

			Elizabeth looked down, kicking a small stone with her feet. “I don’t know what happened. I don’t know what came over him.”

			“He misses you, Liz. He hardly knows what to do with himself.”

			“Well that’s no reason to act like an ass.”

			“No, it’s not. But it’s the reason, nonetheless.”

			“What am I supposed to do? Pretend as if he’s not the crown prince of Navah?”

			“Calm down,” said Leala, patting her arm. “I’ve never heard you talk like this.”

			“Well, he acts as if everything is my fault. As if I’m the reason we can’t be together.”

			Leala gave her a look that threatened to make her blood boil. “It’s not my fault we cannot be together, Leala! Don’t look at me like that!”

			“All right, all right,” she said, her hands up defensively. “But can I just ask you one question?” She met Elizabeth’s eyes before she continued. “He has always been crown prince. And you have always been you. So why is everything different now?”

			“Because I grew up, Leala. I grew up and faced reality. It’s about time he did the same.”

			Elizabeth curled into her bedroll without another word to Leala. She was in no mood to have this conversation any longer. She didn’t stir for the rest of the night, not even when she heard Ferryl pad silently to her hours later. Even when he knelt by her side and brushed a strand of hair from her face, she didn’t let him know that she was awake.
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			Chapter XXI

			Eagle trotted ahead of him, her wings extending now and then—as if at any moment she might take flight, leap into the air with her raven-haired rider and glide above them like her namesake. 

			But she never had. And absurdly, as Ferryl watched the woman he loved effortlessly ride her mysterious mare, he wondered why she hadn’t. 

			It was painfully obvious that Eagle was bored. She would have been much more content galloping ahead at impossible speeds. She had always been that way. From the time they were children, with only one exception, Erel and Ferryl could never win a race against Eagle and Elizabeth. The memories of their childhood washed over him: summers in their secret place, stolen kisses in the stables. Elizabeth had been his for as long as he could remember. 

			Until now. 

			It wasn’t until he was beside her that he realized he had urged Erel in step with Eagle. The pleasantries of the memories he had been entertaining had left the ghost of a smile on his mouth when he looked over to Elizabeth. 

			But that smile faded quickly when she would not meet his eyes, finding sudden interest in her hands and fingers laced through Eagle’s breezy mane. So Ferryl said nothing. Did nothing about the fissure growing ever wider between them, the chasm of everything he shouldn’t have said. 

			And everything he should, but couldn’t.  

			“Do you suppose we’re close to the border?” he asked Derwin over his shoulder by way of distraction, slowing Erel that he might fall in step with Derwin’s steed. 

			“We’ll likely be there by nightfall. Perhaps sooner. There is a small mountain village just on the other side in Haravelle—Har Omer—where we can stay tonight. Then you and I can depart for Ramleh in the morning while the girls stay behind.”

			“Again, why do we have to stay behind? We’re not helpless, you know.”

			Derwin turned to face his wife on his other side. “We’re not having this conversation again, love. You’re not going, and that’s final. I don’t know what we will find in Ramleh, but it has just been obliterated by rebels. On the off-chance that any of them have remained, I am most certainly not bringing my wife to find out. You will stay in Har Omer with Elizabeth.”

			“And what are we supposed to do in a tiny little village while our hus—” Leala stopped, clearing her throat before continuing, “…while you’re both away?” If Elizabeth had caught the fact that Leala had nearly referred to Ferryl as her husband, she didn’t let on. But Ferryl had caught it. And he wasn’t sure if he liked the fact that Leala couldn’t seem to let go of the notion of them being together either.

			“Perhaps you can go shopping,” said Derwin, and then pulled hard on the reins of his stallion to avoid the fist that was coming for his arm. He chuckled at his wife. “I know you’re not helpless, my love. But if anything happened to you, I would never forgive myself.”

			“I see. But I, on the other hand, will be perfectly fine if something happens to you.”

			Derwin directed his horse back to his wife’s side, took hold of her hand from across the space between them and kissed it sweetly.

			Ferryl put his eyes back on the road, unwilling to look and see if Elizabeth had registered the conversation, or if there was even an ounce of the concern in her eyes that was currently in Leala’s.

			“You know that if I thought there was a way that you could safely go, I would take you in a heartbeat,” said Derwin. 

			“Yes,” Leala answered, albeit a bit begrudgingly. “All part of being a commander’s wife, right?” she added, as if repeating a line she had heard a thousand times.
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			The four of them arrived in Har Omer a few hours before nightfall, just as Derwin had predicted. The quaint village was nestled in the midst of two mountains, and while their heights didn’t quite rise above the timberline, they were grand and majestic nonetheless. Elizabeth decided the village itself looked as if it were right out of a dream.

			Small buildings of varying heights lined the streets, painted in bright colors—reds and yellows, greens and blues—with coordinating brightly-painted shutters and steep gabled roofs that lined up in points, mimicking the mountain peaks in the distance. The cobblestone streets were buzzing with patrons, despite the brisk chill in the late autumn air. Windows were lined with evergreens and berries and every street corner boasted lamps with brightly-colored banners strung between them. 

			It looked as if there was a celebration in the making, and the smells of freshly-baked breads and pastries wafted through the air, intoxicatingly sweet and tempting.

			There was a distinctly different culture here, even though they were barely over the border of Haravelle. 

			“Is something going on that we don’t know about?” asked Leala. “The whole village looks as if it’s preparing for some kind of festival or holiday.”

			“I’m not sure,” said Ferryl. “I’m quite unfamiliar with Haravellian traditions.”

			Passersby tipped their hats and waved their hands, calling their hellos and how-do-you-dos with cheerful merriment. The whole town seemed to be bursting at the seams, and whether it was with residents or visitors, they couldn’t be sure. 

			They found an inn just up the inclining mountain road as it snaked through the buildings, and a livery just across from it. So, after dropping off their horses and doing their best to keep from laughing out loud at the look on the stable hand’s eyes when he caught sight of Eagle and her imposing white wings, they walked across the street to the brightly-lit inn. 

			The building was at least four stories high, and the many windows that climbed up the front were flanked by cobalt shutters. The plaster was a bright, fresh white, and the wooden accents were left natural, scarred from centuries of standing. Birds had made several nests in the crevices of the beams that decorated the building, and the roof itself hung slightly off-kilter, giving the whole structure an inviting dose of whimsy. Though it wasn’t anywhere near sunset, the towering mountains that surrounded the village obscured the sun as it began its descent behind them, making for early shadows on the streets and buildings. While the rooftops glowed brightly in the afternoon light, the street level was already feeling more like nightfall. Smoke poured thickly from the two chimneys that climbed from the inn roof, and golden candlelight poured from the windows, painting the street below in a pattern of golden squares.

			Something deep down and untouched cried out from within Elizabeth. 

			Love.

			She was absolutely in love with this village and the mountains in which it was nestled. She wanted to explore every nook and cranny, her heart knowing a lightness it hadn’t in many months.

			“Heavens, it’s cold!” cried Leala. 

			At her admission, Elizabeth realized that indeed, it was quite cool, the air brisk against her cheeks, her breath curling before her. But it didn’t seem to affect her nearly as much as it affected the rest of her companions, and she stifled a chuckle as she watched them rubbing their hands and arms.

			“No wonder you’re cold with thin cloaks like that,” said a jolly man behind a cart just down from them. Upon inspection of his wares, Elizabeth realized he was selling cloaks and chuckled under her breath. 

			“And the snow’ll be coming in soon, too. I was about to pack up for the night, but I’d be glad to let you look if you’re interested.” He gestured to the cloaks that were neatly folded on the counter before him and those hanging along the sides of the cart: white cloaks, black, reds, blues, wool and fur, every length and style.

			“No, thank you, sir,” said Derwin. “We’ll just—”

			Leala tugged on his arm. “You’re the one who insisted we needed to go shopping, Derwin. And now you would deny me?”

			He eyed her warily, but when she puckered her bottom lip, he said, “I thought you were insulted at such a suggestion.”

			“It’s only insulting because you think I’m incapable of defending myself. It’s not insulting that you know I like pretty new things.”

			He glared at her some more, to which she only glared back. And then he chuckled, “I don’t know why I even bother arguing with you.”

			“I don’t either,” she said, ambling to the cloak cart. 

			Elizabeth followed, Ferryl not far behind her—his presence consuming her every thought as she watched Leala ooh and aah. His arms crossed, Derwin followed behind his wife.

			“Do you want to look at any of them?” Ferryl asked Elizabeth, a meekness to his voice, as if he wasn’t sure if he was allowed to speak to her.

			Elizabeth shrugged without turning to him, walking to the cart and perusing what the kindly man had to offer. His work was exquisite, and the details were as beautiful as they were intricate. “You’re an artist,” she said, running her hands over an impossibly soft and luxurious white fur cloak.

			“And you have impeccable and rare taste, my lady,” said the clerk, gesturing to where her hands rested.

			“Why? What is this?” asked Ferryl, stepping up to the cart by Elizabeth. Close by Elizabeth. 

			“You don’t know what this is?” the man asked. 

			They shook their heads. 

			“It’s only the rarest and finest of cloaks. It’s the fur of the Haravellian white wolf. So shrewd, so cunning are they, that few have ever seen one. They have ruled the Majestic Mountains for centuries, but few have ever crossed their paths.”

			“Is that so? Then how is it that you came about one?” From beside her, Ferryl huffed a quiet laugh.

			“This pelt has been in my family for centuries. The story is that my great-great-grandfather stumbled across this wolf in one of his treks deep into the mountains. They say he saw things no man should see. Things that would change a man forever. My family has been trying to sell it ever since.”

			“And why can’t they?” Ferryl asked. 

			The man leaned in, eyeing them conspiratorially before he whispered, “Because too many know. Too many have heard the tales.”

			“Tales of what?” Elizabeth asked.

			“The white wolf,” said the cloak salesman. “Never follow the white wolf.”

			Her breath caught in her throat, her father’s final words echoing in her mind.

			Follow the white wolf. That’s what her father had said just before his final breath. Tell Ferryl to follow the white wolf.

			Fear bloomed in her stomach. 

			She had written off her father’s words as the nonsensical ramblings of a dying man. But that was not all Bedell had had to say.

			Tell Ferryl he will never marry Elizabeth.

			She had wanted to ignore it. She had wanted to pretend he had been addled by impending death. She hadn’t told Ferryl any of it for that very reason.

			But now…

			Now, knowing that legends existed of a mysterious white wolf in the Majestic Mountains… 

			Now, she wondered exactly what her father had meant. And more so, what he had known that he never told her.

			It was Ferryl who broke the silence. “Do you really believe such tales?”

			“Only a fool would not,” the man said, incensed.

			“Then why don’t you just sell the cloak and be rid of it?” Elizabeth finally managed.

			“Well we’re not just going to give it away, now are we?” balked the man, standing straight again as he folded his arms across his chest. 

			Elizabeth looked at the little tag attached to the cloak only to find that indeed, the price of the cloak was high. Extravagantly high. She wondered why the old man even bothered trying to sell it, for there were very few in this world who could afford such fineries, much less find need for such a rare, exquisite item.

			Ferryl chuckled at his answer, to which the clerk only shrugged. But Elizabeth could not shake the feeling that whatever this white wolf was—færytale or legend or fable—this would not be the last time she heard of him.

			Leala had not, apparently, found anything to her liking, so the four of them left the cloak cart and made the short trek to the inn instead. Derwin took hold of Leala’s hand as they traversed the cobblestone streets, the mountains making for a steep incline through the village. Elizabeth caught Ferryl lifting his hand, as if he might rest it at the small of her back. But he apparently thought the better of it and quickly dropped his hand again. Elizabeth wasn’t sure what bothered her more—that he had tried to touch her as he once would have…or that she was disappointed he hadn’t.

			The four of them entered the cozy inn just up the street to find the entire first floor bustling with patrons, merriment and libation in copious amounts. A scruffy old man with a towel slung over his shoulder called out in a booming voice, “Welcome to the Nachalah Inn, good sirs and good ladies! What will it be for you?”

			“We’ll need a few rooms and a warm meal, if you have it,” said Ferryl. 

			“You’re in luck!” he said. “You’ve just found the last two beds in Har Omer!”

			“Two?” Ferryl asked, looking to Derwin, then to Elizabeth. 

			“We will need three,” said Elizabeth, without hesitation. 

			The keep, along with several of the patrons bellowed a hearty chuckle. “Then you had best move along, my friends, for there are no more rooms to be had in this town.”

			“Why? What’s the occasion?” Ferryl asked, looking around the room.

			The keep’s brows furrowed, but he chuckled nonetheless. “You must not be from Haravelle.”

			“No sir, we’re not,” said Ferryl. 

			“Why it’s Yasha, of course!”

			“Yasha?” Ferryl asked. 

			“Don’t tell me you don’t know about Yasha!”

			“Should we?” Derwin chimed. 

			“It’s only the most important day in Haravellian history! The day Providence turned the tides in the Great War! The day of victory!” The crowd erupted in to raucous cheers and cries of To Providence!, mugs and goblets rising into the air as the four of them looked about the room. “We like to celebrate for a whole month around here.”

			There were more cheers and laughter as maids ambled through the room, refilling mugs and kissing cheeks. 

			“What should we do?” Ferryl asked over the hum of the resumed merriment.

			“I’ll stay with Elizabeth,” Leala offered. “And you and Derwin can—”

			“If you think I’m sharing a room, much less a bed with my brother, you have lost your mind,” said Derwin. 

			“Derwin,” said Leala, “be reasonable. What are they—”

			“It’s fine,” said Elizabeth. “I’ll sleep on the floor.”

			“You most certainly will not,” said Ferryl.

			“Let’s please not have an argument here,” said Leala, her brows lifted in a plea.

			“Let’s just eat. We’ll figure out room accommodations later,” said Derwin, huffing into the room and leaving them behind, taking a seat at one of the only remaining tables. 

			The four of them sat down, and without hesitation, a maid ambled to their table, an accommodating smile on her face and a lilt to her voice which Elizabeth now understood to be distinctly Haravellian. “What’ll it be, ladies and gents?”

			“What’s on the menu tonight?” Derwin asked. 

			“Roasted boar, potatoes, and greens, of course! And there’s root vegetable stew if you’re interested.”

			“Boar?” Ferryl asked. “What’s it like?”

			“You’ll love it!” said the maid. 

			Ferryl gave a skeptical look around the table before nodding his hesitant approval of the fare. 

			She chuckled. “And what’ll you have to drink?”

			“Any wine?” Ferryl asked. 

			“Of course! Four?”

			At the nods around the table, Ferryl voiced his consent and the maid disappeared into the crowd. 

			“Boar? Who in Sheol eats boar?” Derwin asked. 

			“Haravellians, apparently,” said Leala with a laugh. 

			“Well I suppose if we were looking for an adventure, we’ve found one,” said Ferryl. 

			The maid returned surprisingly quickly with four mugs in hand. She set them down before them and had almost disappeared again before Ferryl spoke up. 

			“I’m sorry, we ordered wine.”

			“Of course!” she said with a smile. 

			“What is this?” Ferryl asked, looking skeptically into the mug. Elizabeth examined her contents as well. Something that looked like berries floated in the dark, steaming liquid that swirled in her cup. 

			“Wine, of course,” said the maid.

			“What’s floating in it? And why is it warm?” Derwin asked, scrunching his nose as he sniffed the contents of his cup. 

			“Haven’t you ever had mulled wine?” laughed the maid, scuttling away before either prince could protest further. 

			“Have you ever had mulled wine?” asked Derwin. 

			“Never in my life,” said Ferryl. 

			Elizabeth watched her companions eye their drinks skeptically and scoffed at their hesitance. She took the first drink. 

			It was warm. Spicy. And utterly delightful. 

			“Wow,” she heard herself say. 

			“Is it good?” Leala asked. 

			“It’s incredible,” said Elizabeth, happily taking another sip. 

			Ferryl eyed his wine for a moment longer before taking the most timid of sips, his nose scrunched. Elizabeth stifled the urge to roll her eyes and chuck her fork at him. But after one sip, he took another. Then another. Before she knew it, the table had followed suit and erupted in praise for the delightful drink. 

			“Warm wine. Who’d have thought?” Derwin asked, eyeing his cup, uplifted in his hand. 

			“It is nice, especially considering how cold it is. Can you believe it?” asked Leala. 

			“It’s as if the temperature dropped the moment we stepped into Haravelle,” added Ferryl. 

			Indeed, the weather was surprisingly cool. Then again, Navah, especially the coastal areas, was so uneventful as far as weather was concerned that she supposed any drop in temperature would feel like a shock to them. 

			It wasn’t the maid who returned with their meal, but the scruffy keep who had greeted them upon their arrival. He carried a stack of plates on one forearm and two large, steaming bowls and a heavy platter on the other, all of it impossibly balanced all the way from his elbows to his fingertips. He set the steaming food down before them, his yellow teeth revealed behind his smile. 

			“Tell me, girl, how did you end up traveling with a bunch of numbskulls who know nothing about our culture?” When Elizabeth realized he was directing the question to her, she wasn’t quite sure what to think. 

			“I’m sorry?” she asked. 

			“Where’d a pretty thing like you pick up such a rag tag bunch for Yasha?” he asked, his smile crooked but genuine as he set about expertly distributing the plates around the table.

			“I’m not sure what you mean,” she said. 

			“Are they your family in town visiting or something?”

			“No, why would you ask that?” she asked. 

			“You’re obviously from Haravelle. But as for the rest of your—”

			Her heart hammered in her throat. For the second time in her life, she had been mistaken as Harvellian. She wasn’t quite sure how to respond, but she didn’t have to. It was Ferryl who interjected. “She’s Navarian, same as we are.”

			The keep snorted. “Right. And I’m from the western continent.” He took a seat at the table with them as if an old friend invited to catch up on old times, picking up a large fork that he might distribute the boar meat. “So tell me, where are you headed right in the middle of Yasha?”

			“What?” Derwin asked. “I’m not sure how that’s—”

			“Don’t get your underthings in a twist, fellow. It’s just that most people have already settled in with their families by now. It seemed a bit curious that you’re traveling through this time of year.”

			When the patrons around the table eyed the keep skeptically, he slapped his hand to his forehead. “Goodness, where are my manners? I’m Tadeas. Owner of this establishment for the past thirty-seven years.” He gave a friendly nod. “What are your names?”

			Ferryl gave Derwin a quick glance before extending his hand to Tadeas. “My name is Michael.”

			“I’m Titus,” said Derwin. 

			Leala rolled her eyes and pursed a chuckle. “I’m Leala and that’s my friend Elizabeth.”

			“Well, Michael, Titus, Leala, Elizabeth, whatever your reason for traveling during Yasha, I’m glad you’re here! Eat up! There’s plenty more!”

			“Thank you,” said Ferryl, who threw his brother another sidelong glance before serving the remainder of the feast to everyone around the table. Even Tadeas joined in, chewing his food a bit like a bull. 

			The boar was good, albeit a strange flavor. But the spices on it more than made up for its earthy gaminess, and the potatoes were soft without being creamed—both russet and sweet mixed together. And the greens, well they weren’t cold, crisp greens. They were warm. In some sort of vinegar broth. Ferryl and Derwin weren’t quite keen on the idea of warm, mushy greens, but Elizabeth gobbled them up, savoring the riot of smoky, bitter flavors and wondering if it would be too impertinent to ask for the recipe.

			“So you really don’t know anything about Yasha, do you?” asked Tadeas, drinking heartily from his cup of mulled wine. 

			“No. What is it, exactly?” asked Ferryl, his court manners in direct contrast to the casual, slightly inebriated manner of the majority of the room. He set his fork down gingerly before wiping his chin with the napkin he had folded perfectly in his lap.

			“Once a year, all of Haravelle celebrates the miraculous victory of the Great War. You youngsters were nothing but cherubs back then, if you were even born. But let me tell you, it was Sheol on earth. The Midvarish, they’re terrible monsters. I heard that they recently burned a whole city to the ground not an hour’s ride from here.”

			“Ramleh?” Leala asked, and Elizabeth saw the brief nudge Derwin gave her. Keep your mouth shut, he might as well have said. 

			“Yeah, Ramleh. I take it you heard about it?” said Tadeas, speaking around gargantuan mouthfuls of boar and potatoes.

			“Yes, we heard something about it. Do you know anything about what happened?” Ferryl asked before taking a healthy drink from his mug. 

			Tadeas waved his fork in the air as he spoke. “I have a friend who trades most of his wares in Ramleh. Or did, anyway. He visited two days ago. Said it’s completely gone. Nothing left. They burned everything as if…as if they wanted to completely annihilate everyone.” He stabbed a bite of greens, the juices dripping onto his plate as he held the fork in mid-air, his watery eyes burning with intent. “I’m telling you, I don’t think your king has any idea what he’s really up against. He hasn’t sent a single soldier or general to inspect it.”

			Derwin went taut—a bow poised to launch an arrow—his retort brimming on his tongue. But it was Ferryl who spoke first, Ferryl who nearly always protected his little brother from the taste of his own boot. “What do you think he’s up against?”

			“The same thing we Haravellians were up against in the Great War. Monsters. It’s a miracle the whole kingdom of Haravelle wasn’t annihilated the same way Ramleh was. So you’ll understand why we take a whole month to celebrate. Providence is good, I tell you,” Tadeas added, shaking his head. “He’s the only reason we survived.”

			Providence. Bedell had always told her that it was Ferryl who saved the whole kingdom of Haravelle during the Great War. The boy Ferryl—the great protector, whatever that meant. Haravelle had been losing the war soundly until Bedell told King Aiken that the only way to save them would be for Ferryl to show up. 

			Magic, that’s what Bedell had called it. And while there was a time when she would have laughed such a notion off, now was not such a time. So if Ferryl had saved Haravelle by his magic even when he was only a boy, could he save Navah from the same threat now? Did none of the people of Haravelle know Ferryl’s miraculous story?

			“They’re saying war is coming again,” said Tadeas, interrupting her thoughts. “And from what I understand about what Midvar is up to, I wouldn’t doubt it.”

			“What are they up to?” Ferryl asked, his food and even his wine forgotten in his rapt attention on the innkeeper.

			“An army,” said Tadeas. “A secret army of mass numbers. More than can be counted.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” scoffed Derwin, sitting back against his seat. “Where could they house such an army? Do you think both Navah and Haravelle wouldn’t know it if such an army existed?”

			“Titus,” said Tadeas, waiting until he had captured Derwin’s full attention before going on. “Not everything is in plain sight, son.”

			“And what is that supposed to mean?” Derwin scoffed. 

			“There are rumors. Rumors of evil. Lurking in the darkness.”

			Ferryl looked to Derwin, and Elizabeth knew he was doing his best to disguise his shock. His fear. His worry. So was Derwin. Always calculating, always assessing, this Commander of the Royal Army. Elizabeth wondered momentarily as to Leala’s mantra: all part of being a commander’s wife.

			Would it have been any different as a prince’s wife?

			It was choking disappointment that caught in her throat as she realized she’d never know. Not now.

			“Do you know—” Derwin tried again.

			“If I knew anything more, do you think I’d be sitting here telling you about it?” Tadeas asked. “I’d be out there killing those bastards myself if I knew where to look! But they’re like phantoms, they say. Lurking about in darkness and disappearing so quickly that no one knows when they’ve come or gone. Like wraiths, they are.”

			Derwin slapped his hands on the scarred table. “We have to go. Now.” He stood to his feet, but both Leala and Ferryl grabbed his arms. 

			“Sit down, sweetheart. It’s almost night. You’re not going to do anything about this in the darkness,” said Leala. 

			That easily, the prince sat back down in his seat, looking harassed but defeated. Elizabeth marveled at the hold her friend had on her hot-tempered husband. Derwin had certainly met his match with Leala.

			“I’m glad to know you feel the same way I do,” said Tadeas, nodding his approval. “That’s why we celebrate Yasha. To remind ourselves that Providence came through before. And he’ll come through again when we need him to. He always does. And with the prophecies—”

			“What prophecies?” Elizabeth interrupted. 

			“Don’t tell me you don’t know about the prophecies either!” He looked around the table to the eager eyes centered on him and chuckled. “They’re all tied together, you see. The Great War. The prophecies. The legends. Even the lost princess.”

			“The lost princess?” Ferryl asked. “What lost princess?”

			“Of Haravelle, boy!” Tadeas balked. 

			“She’s dead,” Derwin pointed out. “She was killed as a child. Everyone knows that.”

			“That’s what they say,” said Tadeas. But then his voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “But there are those who swear that she is alive. Hiding. Biding her time until the perfect moment to emerge from the shadows and fulfill the prophecies.”

			“What prophecies?” Derwin asked. 

			“The Promised One,” breathed Elizabeth, her heart, for the second time this evening, thundering in her chest.

			“That’s right,” said Tadeas, eyeing Elizabeth. “The Promised One.”

			Just as her father had always called her.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XXII

			It was all Elizabeth could do not to fidget like a maniac in the old, wooden seat as the pockmarked keep told his stories. Her father had been telling her the prophecies about the Promised One—about her—since she was a little girl, though she had never understood them. And even when she tried to get him to explain, he would always say that it was something she would understand when the time was right. Was the time right? Was she to finally understand what her father had meant? Elizabeth clutched the stone that hung from her neck as Tadeas went on.

			“It all started at the very beginning, not long after our world was founded,” said Tadeas, relaxing into his chair, his voice full of mystery and thrill, as if telling a bedtime story to a gaggle of small children. The constant hum of noise in the room seemed to die out as the table of companions sharpened their focus on the storyteller. “Several generations had been born and the world was becoming more and more populated. But there were no kingdoms then. No kings. Only Providence, who walked among them, they say. 

			“There were two brothers, you see. Sons of a great man named Achim. Achim was rich in land and livestock, a blessing from Providence because of his faithfulness. Upon his death, he left all of his land and possessions to his firstborn son, Neshaun. But Neshaun had a younger brother, Hasse, who was jealous of his brother’s birthright. Neshaun, being a peaceful man, decided to give his brother a portion of his land inheritance. But instead of being grateful, Hasse took the gift as an insult. 

			“Thus began a rift between the brothers. Many generations were born and Achim’s children had children, their children had children, and so on, until the world became heavily populated, so much so that amidst the chaos, it was decided that no longer was Providence enough—a rule of law was in order. 

			“But the rift that had begun among brothers had soon spread to become peoples against peoples, ideals against ideals. The sons of Neshaun decided that a king should be chosen from among their own, while the sons of Hasse decided that a king should be chosen from among their own. 

			“Needless to say, an agreement was never reached. And from the stubborn pride of a generational curse were born the kingdoms of Haravelle and Navah: kingdoms which were never meant to be separate. Kingdoms that were always meant to be one. 

			“But the story doesn’t end there, you see,” continued Tadeas, to the rapt attention of the table. “Among the sons of Neshaun, many generations after Navah had been established, there arose a boy. His name was Midian and he was stronger, faster and more cunning than those of his ancestry. 

			“The legends say that his mother, a beautiful Navarian woman, had lain with a mighty giant and birthed her son among the angels. And because of his bloodlines, he was blessed with strength beyond mortal men. 

			“That strength became Midian’s pride. And that pride became his destruction. 

			“His family, who loved and cherished him as a boy, grew to despise and hate him as a man, for he was said to be arrogant and ill-tempered, cunning and selfish. When it was clear that Midian was no longer accepted among his own, he set out across the lands, forging his own kingdom in the east, vowing to avenge himself someday for the scorn of his family. 

			“Midian’s kingdom became the kingdom of Midvar. And to this day, they have held to the hatred and scorn of the Navarian people, swearing vengeance for generation after generation.”

			It was Derwin who interrupted the old man’s story, “If that’s true, then why did Midvar attack Haravelle in the Great War and not Navah?”

			“Ah!” said Tadeas, raising his finger. “Because that is not all of the story!

			“After the rift of Hasse and Neshaun and the forming of the kingdoms of Haravelle and Navah, many prophets emerged—prophets of Providence. Prophets foretelling of the Promised One. The one who would save us. Unite us. Be our final salvation.”

			Elizabeth could feel her heart in her throat. Save us? Be our salvation? Her father had to have it wrong, for how could she be the Promised One? 

			“The Promised One,” Tadeas continued, “would only come once the kingdoms of the brotherhood were reunited. There is a prophecy, given by a great man who they say still walks among us. An ancient man, said to be over two hundred years old. He is called the Chidah Messenger. His prophecy is something like this:

			“And in those days, when the brothers remained divided, Providence looked until he found a king who would protect his people with faith and fealty of heart and a queen who would rule with sound judgment. And through them he forged a bond—eternal and unbreakable—uniting as one under the mighty banner of praise and promise and peace, until such a time as the way could be made for the Promised One—the one who would bring about the salvation of all mankind.

			“A queen in the shadows

			Who will bring forth the light

			A king’s song sung through the night

			On the wings of eagles they would fly

			That the way for the Promised One would be made.”

			The fervent pounding of Elizabeth’s heart rang in her ears. How many times? How many times had she heard her father recite that very prophecy?

			“So you see,” Tadeas said, “the story is not over. And one day the kingdoms will be united again, to the glory of Providence. One day, my friends, we shall rise united, as Providence had intended. And we shall vanquish this foe that has threatened us for a thousand years, once and for all.”

			“But what does that have to do with the princess of Haravelle?” Leala asked. 

			“Ah!” he cried, a bony finger in the air. “She was the one believed to fulfill the prophecies, you see. She was the long-awaited one. That is why she was killed, no doubt. And that is why there are those who swear she lives. She was called the hope of Haravelle!”

			Elizabeth had heard enough. She needed to get out. Think. Clear her head. But Ferryl continued the questions. 

			“This Chidah Messenger, have you ever met him?”

			“No, I haven’t. But I know some who have. I have been told he lives in Navah. I have heard that King Aiken named him his chief advisor, or some such nonsense.” Tadeas chuckled. “An ancient prophet, deigning to parade as a mere advisor to a king! Can you believe it?”

			Elizabeth hardly heard the man for the pounding in her ears. Ferryl asked the question she couldn’t bring herself to ask.

			“Does this Chidah Messenger have a name?”

			Tadeas met the prince’s eyes. “They call him Bedell.”

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XXIII

			He’s a kook, that’s all there is to it,” said Derwin, plopping down onto his bed in the small room he and Leala would share. 

			“He didn’t seem crazy to me,” said Leala. “He seemed perfectly lucid.” She sat on the edge of the bed beside her husband.

			Ferryl leaned against the doorframe of the cramped quarters. “I don’t think he was crazy, but I don’t see how he could possibly be right. I mean, he said Bedell was more than two hundred years old. No one lives that long. How is that even possible?”

			From the chair on which she sat, Elizabeth answered under her breath, “That’s how long the ancient prophets lived.”

			“What?” Leala asked, all eyes turning to Elizabeth. 

			“It’s in the ancient texts. The prophets of old—the original prophets of Providence—they would live for centuries. Some even lived to be nearly a thousand years old. It was not uncommon at all.”

			“Do you really believe your father was that old, Elizabeth?” Ferryl asked. 

			She shrugged, unsure what she should think of any of what the old innkeeper had said. “Did you know how old he was?”

			“No,” Ferryl said quietly. 

			“Neither did I.”

			“Still, all that nonsense about the legends and prophecies. You’d think I would have heard of at least some of that,” balked Derwin, crossing his arms.

			“You haven’t?” Leala asked. 

			“Have you?”

			“My mother used to tell me the story of Hasse and Neshuan all the time when I was little,” said Leala. “But they weren’t just brothers, they were princes in her version. And their father was a king. I never knew they were supposed to be the fathers of the kings of Navah and Haravelle, though. It was always just a færytale she told me. Prince Neshuan and Prince Hasse both loved the same girl, and fought over who would win her heart.”

			“What happened to them?” Elizabeth asked curiously.

			“Their father devised a plan to solve their predicament: he cut the girl in half and gave both princes a piece of her,” said Leala. 

			“Your mother told you such pleasant bedtime stories, my love,” said Derwin, patting Leala’s thigh. 

			Leala only chuckled. “I always knew it was symbolic. It was supposed to be a story of the curse of selfishness and pride.”

			“Cutting a woman in half? Sounds more like a story you tell by a fire to scare the Sheol out of your friends,” chuckled Derwin. 

			“Maybe the woman was symbolic of the land Tadeas spoke of. The land that would become Navah and Haravelle,” said Leala. 

			“Land that was never meant to be divided,” said Elizabeth distantly. 

			“Regardless of whether his stories and legends are true or not, we found out something very valuable tonight,” said Ferryl, still leaning against the doorframe, the resolve of a determined king in his stance, the set of his shoulders.

			“What’s that?” asked Leala. 

			“That somewhere there is a secret Midvarish army. And they are rising up to do to us what they did to Haravelle twenty years ago,” he said. “And if that’s true, then the rebels are most certainly a part of it.”

			~

			After a conversation that threatened to stretch into the wee hours of the morning, Derwin finally insisted that everyone get to bed so that he and Ferryl could depart for Ramleh before dawn. He kicked Ferryl and Elizabeth out of his room without apology. 

			Elizabeth was fumbling through her bag for a suitable shift for the night when Ferryl emerged from the small bathing chamber that was attached to their cramped room. His thin white shirt clung to him on the spots that weren’t quite dry from his bath, and when she realized he had caught her looking a little too long, her cheeks heated. But his face was much softer than it had been in recent days. As if…as if he wanted to talk. To mend. She turned her back to him, fussing with her satchel.

			“It’s all yours,” he said quietly, his feet padding nearly silently across the scarred wood floor. “Thank you for letting me bathe first.” 

			“You need to get to sleep,” she said. “And you’re taking the bed tonight. You need to be rested for tomorrow.”

			“Elizabeth—” 

			She finally faced him again. “Ferryl, I don’t want to argue about it. Just get some sleep.” She crossed to the bathing room without another word. 

			But when she emerged from her bath (in the tiny tub that was a pathetic excuse for a place to bathe), she didn’t find Ferryl on the bed, but on the floor, sound asleep on his bedroll.

			“Ferryl,” she said, nudging him as she knelt beside him. But he was out cold and wasn’t budging an inch. She tried again to get him to wake so that he might take the bed, but he didn’t. 

			She shook her head, rolling her eyes at the sight of the stubborn fool passed out beneath her. Then she padded to the small straw bed in the corner and curled up for the night, dreaming of glittering golden halls and a game of hide and seek gone wrong.

			[image: ]

			Ferryl awoke to the sound of a dove cooing on the sill of the small window in their room. The light of dawn was just beginning to stretch across the mountain sky, and he stood to get a better view of the silhouetted peaks in the distance. 

			The Majestic Mountains had been aptly named. Haravelle was nothing short of breathtaking. He had been a child the last time he had laid eyes on these mountains. A child who had not appreciated their splendor. As if when a man looked to the mountains, he saw not how large, how formidable they were, but how small, how insignificant he was. The mountains, he realized, were Providence’s way of humbling even the mightiest of men.

			He breathed deeply of the pine and smoke air, stretching as he turned to watch Elizabeth resting peacefully in the bed, her black hair spilling wildly around her face. Even in the wan morning light, her lips shone pink and supple, and foolishly, he let himself imagine what it might be like to crawl into that tiny bed beside her, to feel her warmth stretched out beneath him, to wake her with a shower of kisses along every inch, in every corner of her body. To run his fingers through that curtain of midnight hair and relish the little sounds she’d make as he worshipped her with painstaking affection.

			He closed his eyes, shutting out the pointless thoughts with a heavy sigh, before padding to his bag that he might begin dressing for the day’s quest. He strapped on his sword belt, the leather supple as he fastened the gleaming buckles. It seemed Derwin had found the time to polish more than just their weapons in their nightly fireside stops.

			“Are you nervous?” Elizabeth asked quietly. He turned to see her sitting up in the bed, pulling her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around her legs.

			“After what Tadeas said last night…” Those rebels like wraiths, impossible to find. He wondered if they’d be even more impossible to fight… “I would be lying if I didn’t admit that I’m a tad nervous, yes.” He finished buckling his belt, sheathing his sword at his side. The pommel—a caracal’s head—glistened in the candlelight. A gift from his father upon reaching manhood. 

			But in that moment, he was little more than a boy—a prince, pretending like he knew what he was doing. A speck of sand at the base of a mighty mountain.

			Elizabeth nodded silently, not saying another word as he finished strapping various weapons on his body. His sword, a quiver at his back, his bow, and a dagger in his boot for good measure. He wasn’t sure if he should be glad of his wealth of defenses or scared out of his mind that he was putting himself in a situation that could possibly merit such an arsenal. Couple that with the fact that it had been several years since he had been in any real combat situation and yes, he had about a dozen different reasons to be nervous.

			“When will you be back?” she asked, and stupidly he let himself cling to the hope that flickered to life at the worry in her voice.

			He didn’t look at her for fear that he might not look away, that he might betray his own worry threatening to swallow him whole. “It’s only about an hour’s ride from here. Derwin thinks that if we make good time, we should be back by midday anyway.”

			“And if you’re not?” she asked, her voice so quiet he almost didn’t hear it. 

			He looked her in the eye, the desire to pull her into his arms tugging at him. He shoved it somewhere deep, deep down and merely held her gaze. “I don’t want you leaving the village, Elizabeth. If something happens that means we cannot return before nightfall, I will send a raven to inform you. But if you do not hear from us by the morning, I do not want you leaving here without an escort. Derwin and I have arranged for Tadeas to help you. If there is some sort of problem, he will look for us. And he will get you home safely, if need be.”

			“Ferryl—” she said, getting out of the bed. She stood, as if the inches she gained from doing so could somehow solidify whatever argument she was concocting. He allowed her no such liberty.

			“It’s not up for discussion, Elizabeth. You are not to go to Ramleh. I do not know what we will find there. Maybe nothing at all. I hope that is the case. But I will not allow you to put yourself in harm’s way.”

			“Ferryl, we’re talking about war here. That’s a rather unrealistic expectation,” she said, crossing her arms.

			“We’re not at war yet, Elizabeth. And we won’t be, if I can do anything about it. So for once in your life, please just promise me that you will listen to me and stay here where you are safe.” He clasped her shoulders, meeting her eyes that she might see the weight, the depth of the sincerity of his request. 

			It was a long moment before she finally asked, “How do you know we’re safe here?”

			He paused at the unfettered worry in her question. “I don’t,” he admitted, relaxing his grip on her shoulders. He ran his thumbs along her collarbone, up her neck, until he was cupping her chin, reveling in the way that she instinctively melted into his touch. “But I do know it’s safer than Ramleh,” he said softly. She had just begun to fuss with a button on the front of his leather jerkin when there was a knock on the door. She lifted her eyes to his once more, the worry limning her emerald-and-starlight eyes nearly knocking him over.

			Another knock, this one much less patient. “Ferryl,” Derwin barked from the other side of the door. “Wake up, you lazy ass!”

			Elizabeth chuckled, a gesture that lit up her whole face. “You had better answer that or Ramleh will be the least of your worries.”

			A grin curled his mouth as he took her advice and crossed the small room to find Derwin in the hall, looking more like a walking arsenal than a man. His forearms were clad in vambraces replete with fighting knives and daggers, his sword hung at his side, a bow and quiver rested on his back, and an array of throwing knives were strapped across his chest. And those were just the visible weapons. Ferryl inspected his profusely-armed brother in astonished silence, but Derwin only chided, “Better to be prepared for anything, brother. Are you finally ready or do you need to primp a little longer?”

			Ferryl snorted, knowing the insults were nothing more than an attempt to diffuse the tension that might otherwise consume them both.

			Ferryl shoved aside the thoughts, turning back to Elizabeth. She only looked at him with those determined eyes of hers. She was an oak, his Elizabeth. A fortress. A small part of him wondered why he worried for her at all. But he did. 

			“Promise me,” he said. 

			She nodded only once, but the gesture allowed for the morning light to glimmer off of the silver that lined her eyes. So he nodded to her as well, and wished he could speak to her mind to mind—a legend about which he had read time and again as a child. Lovers, soul mates, bonded by ancient, powerful magic, able to speak without words, their magic a sort of conduit, a gift. Yes, he wished for such magic with her—if only so that he could tell her how much he loved her, how much he still wanted her, how sorry he was for everything that had happened.

			Instead, Ferryl swallowed, turned on his heel and followed his brother down the darkened corridor. 

			“Wait,” said Ferryl, stopping to knock on Derwin and Leala’s door.

			“What are you doing?” Derwin grumbled. “We need to be on our way.”

			“Just wait here,” Ferryl said, opening the door upon Leala’s invitation. 

			“What is it, Ferryl?” Leala asked when he entered her small room, a mirror to the one he shared with Elizabeth. 

			Ferryl took her hand and placed a heavy satchel in her palm. When she felt the weight of the coins, she met his eyes. 

			“What is this?” she asked. 

			“Something I should have done a long time ago,” he said. 

			Leala’s brows furrowed. 

			“We leave from here to go to Chesedelle Castle—to meet the king and queen of Haravelle. Elizabeth is not a servant. Nor has she ever been.”

			Leala threw a hand on her hip, though he could tell by the sparkle in her eye that she understood his meaning all the same.

			Ferryl chuckled. “Help Elizabeth to see herself the way I’ve always seen her.”

			“And how is that?”

			“Like a queen.” 

			Leala kissed Ferryl’s cheek and bit down on a grin. “Leave it to me.”
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			Chapter XXIV

			Where are we going?” Elizabeth asked, following a rather eager Leala as she trudged and shouldered her way down the crowded streets of Har Omer. 

			“You’ll see,” she said, not bothering to turn her head. 

			They walked a few more blocks, battling the crowds and the blistering autumn sunlight. The breeze blew briskly through the narrow cobblestone streets, bright banners—for Yasha, no doubt—swaying in succession like airborne dancers clad in festive costumes. “I thought you were offended by Derwin’s shopping suggestion.”

			Leala snorted a laugh as she kept her back to Elizabeth, her steps hurried and intent through the crowded village. “Please. That was just a ruse because he knows how much I hate being left behind. But shopping? I’ll never balk at shopping, Elizabeth. Nearly twenty years as a palace servant certainly taught me to count my blessings when it comes to the fact that I married a prince. Maybe he refused to take us with him. He can make up for it by buying us ungodly amounts of gowns.”

			Elizabeth couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped. “You’re spoiled, Leala.”

			At last, the princess turned to face Elizabeth. “I would argue that it is my husband who is spoiled. I am merely enjoying the benefits of a prosperous marriage.”

			The girls laughed, clasping hands as they resumed their jaunt through the streets of the bustling border town, at last stopping at a quaint little shop door, painted in bright green and intricately carved with flowers and vines. Leala pushed on the door without hesitation. 

			“Where are we?” Elizabeth asked, following her friend. 

			Leala only flashed a conspiratorial grin. 

			They entered a small shop, the walls lined with fabrics and notions of all colors and weights. Crisp white linens, daring red velvets, cheery pastel silks in every shade imaginable, yards and yards of lace and trim stuffed into every nook and cranny of shelves that climbed all the way to the ceiling. A dressmaker’s shop. 

			“Good morning, ladies! Welcome to my shop!” came a cheery voice. Elizabeth looked up to see a bright-eyed woman behind a narrow counter, smiling merrily as she adjusted the measuring tape slung around her neck like a scarf. Her raven-black hair was pulled back into a loose chignon, strands of silver showing at her temples. Her alabaster skin seemed to glow despite the wan light of the stuffy shop. But her eyes—her eyes were as green as the conifer forests that climbed up the sides of the mountains surrounding them. 

			And when those emerald eyes found Elizabeth’s, she froze under the weight of the woman’s intent gaze. 

			“What can I help you with?” the dressmaker asked at last, clearing her throat, her voice distant, distracted. 

			Leala looked to Elizabeth, then to the shopkeeper, then back to Elizabeth before she cleared her throat to say, “We are in need of some gowns.”

			The ice shattered from the shopkeeper’s countenance, her face lighting up as she said, “Ah, for Yasha, I presume?”

			“Yasha?” Leala asked. 

			The merry dressmaker bustled around the counter, taking Leala by the elbow and ushering the two of them through a heavy, draped curtain into an attached room. 

			“Every lady needs a new gown for Yasha!” smiled the shopkeeper. “I’m Talia, by the way.” She looked again to Elizabeth—perhaps a little too intently before she said, “Unfortunately, with the holiday happening so soon, I’m afraid I won’t have time to make something custom. But I do have a few ready-made in here that I think might work. Do you have a color in mind?”

			She bustled about the stuffy room, outfitted with racks of gowns, shelves of fabrics, and a small table in the corner, surrounded by a few mismatched wooden chairs. She took to the nearest rack, shifting through a small collection of gowns as she bit her bottom lip. 

			Elizabeth was positive Leala was watching the dressmaker with as much intent as she was, but it was only when Leala’s knowing eyes landed on Elizabeth again that she felt heat crawling up her neck. But Leala said nothing about whatever she was thinking, shattering the moment when she finally trilled, “We don’t need a Yasha gown. We’re not from Haravelle.”

			“You’re not?” Talia asked, turning to face them again. Her glance fell on Elizabeth once more, and she fought the urge to squirm under the woman’s gaze. 

			“Oh,” said Talia, deflating a bit. “Then what kind of gown were you looking for?”

			“Just gowns. As many as you have. This one,” Leala said, slinging her thumb over her shoulder to Elizabeth, “is much too content in homespun.”

			Sheer delight shone in Talia’s eyes at the prospect of outfitting Elizabeth in an entirely new wardrobe. She crossed the few steps between them and took Elizabeth by the shoulders, turning her slowly, appraising her form as if she were a canvas upon which she would paint her masterpiece. 

			“Yes, yes,” said Talia. “Slender little waist, dancer’s arms, and nice long legs.” She turned Elizabeth to face her fully. “I think I have just the thing.”

			Talia spun round and picked up a few of the gowns, slinging them over her slender arms before bustling Elizabeth behind a dressing curtain. 

			“Let’s start with this one,” beamed Talia, handing Elizabeth a red gown through the curtain first. “I think it will suit you quite well.”

			An hour later, after having tried on what felt like every gown in the place, Elizabeth—no, Leala really—had settled on a dozen gowns, none of which she was apparently willing to part with. 

			“Leala,” Elizabeth chastised. “Who could possibly need this many gowns?”

			“You,” Leala said, all but ignoring Elizabeth as she gathered them one by one from the dressing room. “You’ll need them at the palace, won’t you? You can’t exactly meet the king and queen in a homespun dress and apron.”

			“The castle?” Talia asked, busily helping Leala fold the gowns. “You’re going to meet King Aaron and Queen Avigail?”

			Leala eyed Elizabeth for a moment, and she knew they were thinking the same thing: what exactly was safe to tell the bright-eyed dressmaker? Their trip was supposed to be as secret as possible. 

			“Uh, yes, just a formality,” said Leala, brushing it off as if it were commonplace to visit the castle, much less meet the monarchs. Elizabeth knew by the look on Talia’s face that she wasn’t convinced. 

			Talia stopped her work for a moment, appraising the two girls once more. When her eyes met Elizabeth’s again, she resumed her uncomfortably long gaze. 

			“You said you’re not from Haravelle?” Talia asked, her eyes peeled on Elizabeth. She fidgeted with her fingers as Leala answered for her. 

			“We’re from Navah.”

			“Navah,” said Talia, absently. “What brings you to Haravelle if you do not celebrate Yasha?”

			“Just…coming for a visit,” Leala said, still busying herself with gown folding. 

			Elizabeth, however, held Talia’s gaze with intent, searching those startlingly familiar emerald eyes before her. 

			But after an awkward moment—a silence too long to be casual—Leala, of course, couldn’t take it anymore. 

			“Is there something wrong with my friend?” she barked, spinning, her arms perched on her hips. 

			“What?” Talia asked, shaking her head quickly as if shaking off a fog. “Oh, no. I’m sorry, it’s just…”

			“Just what?” Leala demanded. “You’ve been staring at her for the past hour. I don’t see warts sprouting on her face or vines growing from her ears. Can you tell me what is the problem?”

			“No, no. You misunderstand,” said Talia, bobbing flat hands before her in a plea. “I do not meant to offend, it’s just…she reminds me of someone. Well, she reminds me of what I imagine someone would look like.”

			“Who?” Leala snapped. 

			“My daughter.”
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			Chapter XXV

			I thought my wife was going to murder me with her looks alone this morning,” said Derwin. “She is not happy we are making this trip.”

			“Elizabeth was nervous, too,” Ferryl admitted, swallowing back his worry at the memory of the tears in her eyes. “Do you think it will be that dangerous?”

			“I don’t know. From what I understand, there is nothing left of the place. I cannot imagine why we should be terribly concerned, as I don’t see why anyone would remain. Even General Agar has taken up a new post in Chereth, just east of Ramleh.”

			The comment might have been intended to reassure both of them, but Ferryl knew better. The arsenal of weaponry on their persons alone told the true story. But he didn’t want his little brother, who was by far the larger and more formidable of the two, to know just how nervous he was. So he only nodded and urged Erel onward.

			The two princes had set off from Har Omer with the sun before them, coming up from behind the mountains, bathing the narrow valley in molten gold. The autumn air had claimed the leaves, turning them to riotous colors, and the little golden aspen leaves shimmered like færy wings in the brisk breezes.

			Erel seemed particularly eager today, setting off at a brisk pace as they wound back down the mountains and toward Navah again. The chill in the air was already making Ferryl’s hands feel like ice on the reins.

			Down through narrow ravines, winding round hills and climbing over foothills, the journey to Ramleh was anything but a straight shot. But it was beautiful, and Ferryl didn’t mind the distraction the landscape provided.

			The trek was mercifully uneventful, the mountain pass from Har Omer cutting through the narrow valley like a blade. But the road itself was well traveled—a trade route—and they made it to back to Navarian soil in an hour, just as they had expected.

			Their horses rounded a bend, the road cutting between two foothills, obscuring any view of the valley below. The air smelled strongly of smoke and ash, and despite the riotous fall foliage, the day had somehow become gray. Lackluster. It was enough to send Ferryl’s stomach straight to his throat.

			Erel whinnied, slowing as if he didn’t want to take another step. 

			“Come on, boy,” said Ferryl, ushering his stallion onward. 

			Derwin’s horse was hesitant as well, and Ferryl wondered why. When they rounded the last edge of the hill and the valley finally came into view, he understood the horses’ behavior. That same trepidation washed over him at what loomed before them. 

			Their view might have been obstructed by trees and brambles, but it was obvious that the valley that held Ramleh was…obliterated. The reports Derwin had received described total destruction. But whatever it was Ferryl had pictured in his head paled in comparison to what he saw.

			The valley that was once the thriving and bustling trade city of Ramleh was flattened to the ground. The only thing remaining was death. Gray, smoking death. 

			A sea of ash stretched before them like an ocean burned by the sun. Nothing remained of the border city. Not a single piece of timber stood where a building might have been. There was not a house to be seen or a structure in sight. Not even rubble. Everything—every bit of life that had once been here—was completely and utterly annihilated. Flattened. And the only evidence that a city had ever existed was the endless fields of ash stretching before them for as far as the eye could see. 

			Vultures circled overhead, looking for the remains of anything that might have survived the flames, no doubt. But there was no carrion in the air, for not even rotting life remained. Yet out across the ashen expanse, Ferryl spotted an animal—no, not just any animal. A caracal—that legendary cat whose cunning and speed had made her something of a myth in his kingdom. They were long-since extinct. Or so everyone had thought. But here she was, a lone caracal, her wicked ears tufted with a swatch of black hair at the points, her paws armed with deadly claws like her very own blades, her tail thick and powerful, swishing lazily behind her. She paused across the expanse, inclining her head to the visitors as if nothing more than a curious house cat. She was nearly camouflaged against the stark landscape, her gray-brown hair a near match to the burned destruction around them. But there was no mistaking her haunting presence, as if she too were on the hunt for any remaining life on which to feed.

			She would find no life here.

			The creature stared at Ferryl for an uncomfortable moment, their eyes locked in unspoken understanding. The air was so inert, Ferryl could only hear his shallow breath as he eyed the beast across the valley, utterly still and haunting—like a painting. A painting of a world that once was. A world that was gone forever. A terrible burden rested on Ferryl’s shoulders as he understood. This would be the fate of the world, not just this town, if he didn’t do something to stop it.

			If he didn’t rise to be the king his father could no longer be.

			The wildcat turned and disappeared into the forest beyond, leaving nothing behind but the smoking piles that peppered the valley and the deadly silence thick enough to slice with the blade at Ferryl’s side.

			“Who could ever survive something like this?” Ferryl breathed, his voice hoarse, but whether from emotion or the smoke in the air, he couldn’t say. 

			“No one was meant to survive,” said Derwin ominously as their horses stepped lightly over the decimation. The smoky wind picked up, blowing thick and cold. Solemn. Like a mourning song. Whistling past their ears, telling the stories of the victims who fell here.

			“This is not just a message, Derwin. This is…this is…”

			“Pure, unadulterated evil is what this is,” said Derwin. 

			Ferryl couldn’t help the tear that escaped his eye. “Something must be done, Derwin. These rebels, they must be stopped. Once and for all.”

			“No, they mustn’t be stopped. They must be destroyed,” said Derwin through his teeth. Ferryl could see his brother’s blood pounding through a vein at his temple. “They must be crushed and burned, the same way that they’ve killed these people. Our people. They must be annihilated.”

			It was a gravelly voice—an otherworldly voice—that carried over the wind from behind. “Well then what’s stopping you, princesses?”
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			Chapter XXVI

			The words, they just…hung between them. Like an acrobat frozen in the space between two trapezes. Elizabeth realized she was gawking at Talia as the moment stretched taut between them. She reminds me of what I imagine someone would look like.

			Daughter. Elizabeth reminded Talia of her daughter, those haunted emerald eyes holding hers. 

			“Your daughter,” Elizabeth heard herself rasp. “Where is she?”

			Talia looked down, fussing with the end of her measuring tape, but even so, Elizabeth didn’t miss the quiver to her lip. “She’s gone.”

			“Gone?” Leala asked, abandoning dress-folding to step closer. “Gone where?”

			“I don’t know,” Talia said, her voice small. “My husband swore she was dead but I…” Talia looked up to Elizabeth once more, searching her eyes before she said, “I never believed it.”

			“What happened to her?” Elizabeth asked, her chest heaving as frantically as her heart pounded. 

			“She was taken,” Talia replied, searching her with eyes too much like her own for her comfort. “Soldiers in the night. They stole her away. We never knew why. We never knew what became of her.”

			“When?” Leala asked before turning her wide eyes to Elizabeth. “When was she taken?”

			“When she was five.”

			Taken. 

			When she was five. 

			Elizabeth’s heart pounded harder and harder, making it difficult to breathe. 

			“And when was that?” Leala asked, her voice breathless. 

			“Nearly fifteen years ago. She would be twenty this year.”

			Elizabeth clasped a nearby chair, just to stabilize herself. But it was Leala who asked, “What was her name?”

			And then Talia said it. She said the words that changed everything. The words that tilted the world on its axis. 

			“Her name was Elizabeth.”

			Leala’s hand flew to her mouth as she sucked in a breath, but Elizabeth kept her eyes rapt on the woman before her. The woman who looked much like her. A mirror of herself, some twenty years in the future. 

			The woman who might be her mother. 

			“What is it?” Talia asked. “What’s wrong?”

			How could she say this? How could she possibly tell someone, I think I might be your daughter. I know it’s a coincidence—I mean, what are the odds that the first shop I visit in the first town where we stop in Haravelle, I find my long-lost family? But I think I just might have. 

			Elizabeth breathed. Then she breathed again. 

			The answers you seek lie in Haravelle. 

			Maybe…maybe Bedell had been right. 

			Maybe this was one of them. 

			“Is everything all right?” Talia asked again, surveying the trembling girls before her. Leala’s eyes shone with unshed tears, but it was Elizabeth who finally found the courage to say, “Talia, I think we need to talk.”

			~

			Tears. So many tears as the girls recounted stories and Elizabeth explained her memories of the Wild Wood, of being found by Bedell, of her life in Navah in the years that followed. There was no use hiding who she was now, or any use in hiding with whom she traveled, either. 

			“Your best friend is the crown prince of Navah?” Talia asked in wide-eyed wonder. The three of them sat around the small table by the window of the dressing room, sipping tea while the morning sunlight poured over them, the dresses forgotten on the other side of the room. 

			“Yeah, and he’s in love with her, too,” said Leala, sipping her tea innocently. 

			“He’s in love with you?” Talia beamed. “The prince is in love with my daughter?”

			Daughter. The word pulled at her, scratched at her. So strange. It was so strange to be sitting at a table with—with her mother. 

			The woman whom she had imagined over the last fifteen years, wondered what she was like. 

			Now, sitting here sipping tea with her mirror-image, she wondered why the word felt so foreign. Cold. 

			Unreal. 

			“He wants to marry her,” Leala went on. “But this one is as stubborn as a mule, and has a list ten thousand reasons long why they cannot.”

			Talia chuckled. “Your father was stubborn, too.”

			“Was?” Elizabeth asked, looking up from her tea. 

			“He died about five years ago,” Talia said softly. “Such a good man, your father. I don’t think he ever got over losing you. He looked for you, you know. For months afterward. He searched high and low for any sign of you.” Tears glistened in Talia’s eyes as she recounted her husband. Elizabeth’s father. 

			Another word that felt foreign. Wrong. 

			Bedell had been her father. Bedell had loved her. Found her. Protected her. 

			Why hadn’t her father looked harder? Why had he given up?

			Why had she been taken in the first place?

			And why was she already harboring resentment for people she had just discovered actually existed?

			Elizabeth returned her attention to her tea. 

			“What was his name?” Leala asked. 

			“Hansel,” Talia answered softly, lovingly. “His name was Hansel. He was a farmer. A farmer and a good man.”

			Hansel and Talia. Father and mother. Elizabeth swirled the cooling contents of her cup, wondering why she wasn’t more thrilled, why this moment wasn’t more…profound. 

			Well, maybe it was profound. Maybe she just needed time to process it. 

			“Goodness me!” said Talia, looking out the window. “The sun is half way across the sky! You must be hungry!” Talia stood, hustling from the room without an answer from her guests. 

			Indeed, it was the noon hour—just when Ferryl and Derwin were to return from their trek to Ramleh. They needed to wrap up this reunion and get back to the inn. 

			Leala eyed Elizabeth for a moment, a look of worry and something else in her eyes. Worried for Derwin, no doubt. 

			But was she also worried for Elizabeth?

			It was then that she felt it—a faint thrum through her heart. Tugging at her soul—a warning. 

			But a warning for what?

			She swallowed back the lump in her throat and stood from the small table. 

			“We should be going, Talia,” Elizabeth said, following the dressmaker across the room. The name stuck on her tongue, an awkward heaviness settling on her. Should she call her mother?

			And why didn’t she have any memories of this woman before her? Why couldn’t she recall a single thing about her childhood in Haravelle?

			Maybe it was the trauma of being taken—apparently stolen away from her family by enemy soldiers—maybe that had blocked her memories. That’s what she had always assumed.

			“Do you have to go so soon?” Talia asked, turning to face them. 

			“We must get back to the inn. Ferryl will be waiting for us.”

			“Ferryl,” she said, a proud smile on her rosy lips. She could see it in the dressmaker’s eyes—not His Highness. Not Sire. Elizabeth called the crown prince of Navah by his name.

			She nodded as Leala fished out a purse of coins, setting them on the counter. “Thank you for the lovely gowns, Talia. They will look beautiful on her.”

			“Oh don’t worry about it,” Talia said, pushing back the coins. 

			“Talia,” Leala said. “We cleaned you out of every gown you made today. We’re not walking away from here without paying you!”

			“There are too many, anyway,” Elizabeth said. “Perhaps we’ll just buy a couple of them.”

			“We’re buying them all,” Leala practically growled through her teeth. “Stop arguing.”

			“Leala, you don’t have to do this,” Elizabeth said. Leala only tossed her a conspiratorial smirk before turning back to the counter. “You’re taking the money, Talia. And we’ll stop by for the gowns in the morning before we depart, all right?”

			Talia only smiled, tears glistening in her eyes once more. She bustled around the counter, pulling Leala into a bone-crunching hug before at last facing Elizabeth. 

			She put her hands on her shoulders, smiling softly. “You’ll never know what today has meant to me, Elizabeth. I knew—I always knew you were out there. Somewhere. I always knew that someday Providence would bring you back to me.”

			Elizabeth swallowed back yet another lump in her throat as Talia pulled her into an equally suffocating embrace. They both trembled in each other’s arms, though Elizabeth couldn’t help but wonder if it was for the same reason. 

			There were many things she couldn’t help but wonder as she at last let go of this woman who was her mother, as she turned her back and walked out into the brisk mountain air, the warning tugging on her soul once more.
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			Chapter XXVII

			Ferryl and Derwin whirled on their horses to see a man—no, not a man, a beast—standing behind them, a wicked, hungry grin on his rotten teeth and gnarly, blood-stained knives in his hands. His hair was filthy with blood and dirt and Providence only knew what else, his skin so caked with grime that it was hard to tell if he was a man or a monster. If it weren’t for the fact that he spoke the common tongue and stood on two feet, Ferryl might have thought him to be a demon incarnate. He was stupidly tall—a giant, and the muscles of his arms and legs pulsed with feral rage. 

			Where he had come from was anyone’s guess, as there was virtually nowhere he could have been hiding, the desolation around them absolute. Perhaps that was why a wave of terror came over Ferryl at the sight of him. Terror for him and Derwin—but more so for Elizabeth and Leala and what might happen to them should this go wrong. That terror pulsed from his very soul—a warning beacon ricocheting off the foothills that surrounded them.

			He shouldn’t be here. He shouldn’t exist. A man that size couldn’t possibly appear out of thin air. He was too large, too formidable for Ferryl and Derwin to not have heard something.

			But Ferryl hadn’t heard a thing. And judging by the look on Derwin’s face, neither had he.

			“Don’t you want to come and play?” the man cooed. 

			Derwin was already off his horse and on his feet, crouched onto his haunches like a predator ready to sink his teeth into his prey. Two daggers glistened as they spun in his hands, and he smiled wickedly at the beast-man. “You’re welcome to play with us, little girl, but I should forewarn you. Mommy never taught us to play nice.”

			For a wild moment, Ferryl wondered where in the world Derwin found the balls to speak to the monster in such a way. The man only growled a chuckle that sent a spiderweb of shivers down Ferryl’s spine.

			This situation was going straight to Sheol. And fast.

			Ferryl was on the ground in an instant, his sword at the ready, but the man moved so quickly, he didn’t even see him coming. The three of them were a tangle of steel and fists within moments, and Ferryl was fighting with the kind of force that should have killed any man. And quickly. 

			But this wasn’t any man. 

			He moved like the wind, a study in speed and agility, despite his size and filth. And he smelled—damn it he smelled like burning, rotted flesh. It was all Ferryl could do to keep from retching all over them. The man lunged and feinted, spinning and ducking with expert skill. This was no untrained rebel. 

			This was a warrior, pure, unadulterated strength and power coursing through the very marrow of his bones. 

			It was a wonder Ferryl and Derwin weren’t dead yet. 

			No, it was a wonder Ferryl wasn’t dead yet because Derwin…Derwin, too, was fighting like a wraith. Like a mighty wind, taking down everything in his wake. And he could see in the beast’s eyes that he had not expected to still be fighting. Ferryl was suddenly reminded of his father, the look—the plea—in his eyes as the strange heat, like magic, poured from his hands. What was it his father had said? 

			Derwin, he is not—

			But the king had been cut off, unable to finish his thought and likely because of the queen’s magic. What wasn’t Derwin? As Ferryl fought alongside his impossibly fast brother, he knew, among many things, his brother was not just a regular man. His gifts of strength and speed were…preternatural, to say the least.

			Ferryl seized a feint to plunge his sword deep into the beast-man’s thigh, grimacing at the sickening crunch of his bones under the blade. The blood that sprayed was thick and dark, hot and sticky on Ferryl’s hands as he struggled to remove the blade again. But the man didn’t cry out. No. He growled, foam bubbling through his sickening teeth. 

			Derwin rose to gut the beast-man as he glared Ferryl down. But the man blocked his blow with minimal effort and instead lunged for Ferryl. 

			For his heart. 

			As if everything had slowed, Ferryl understood that the blade coming for him would claim his life. Quickly. Effortlessly. 

			And if it weren’t for Derwin’s sudden blow to the man’s head, death would have come. 

			Instead the wicked blade only cut Ferryl’s side, just under his arm. Deep. And only inches from his heart.

			Ferryl cried out as he fell to the ground, clutching the wound on instinct. That’s when he saw Derwin, like a caracal pouncing on its prey, rise and charge the man-that-might-have-been-a-demon. 

			But the demon was faster. 

			And in an instant—in a breath of an instant, Derwin was down. 

			Sliced from navel to neck. 

			Red and white rage flashed in Ferryl’s vision as he jumped to his feet, searing pain screaming from his wound. 

			But he would not let this son-of-a-bitch win. 

			Not today.

			The beast lunged, instantly knocking the blade from Ferryl’s helpless, weakened hand. 

			Terror nudged at his soul again. But he would not let it win. 

			He lunged for the dagger in his boot, flinging it with all his might to the beast man who prowled around him, a wildcat circling its kill. The dagger landed true, sinking with a sickening shriek into the man’s gut. 

			But still he did not fall. 

			“You’ll have to do better than that, princeling,” he growled. 

			Ferryl did not take a moment to wonder how on earth this stranger—this beast—knew who he was. Instead, he reached for his bow and drew an arrow from his quiver, stepping back several paces.

			Let the bastard think him scared. Let him think he was retreating. 

			Indeed, the monster took the bait. 

			“Afraid, little prince?” he mocked. “You should be.”

			Blood, black and thick, poured from every wound inflicted on the impossible man. Ferryl stole a glance of his prone brother nearby, swallowing back the panic as he readied his bow, nocked the arrow and took aim. 

			He could not best this man with a sword. He was too quick. Too powerful. 

			So Ferryl would best him with another weapon. A weapon he wasn’t very good with. A swordsman, that’s what he was. Not an archer. Michael was the archer. 

			But it would be by the arrow that this man would fall. 

			“Before this is over…” the man grinned, his voice a garbled growl. “Before this is over, everything you love will be destroyed, you hear me? Everything.”

			“Not if I kill you first,” Ferryl said, circling the man. Sizing him up. Weighing his options. 

			A mocking, shuddering laugh bellowed from the creature. “You cannot beat me. You cannot beat us, you spineless little shit.”

			“I’m not going to defeat you,” Ferryl breathed, knowing a confidence he did not feel. “I’m going to destroy you.” Ferryl drew back his bow, as he felt the tension pull the muscles of his arms taut, he threw up a quick prayer to Providence, gritted his teeth…

			…and let the arrow fly. 

			It flew so fast he barely saw it—a streak of what he could have sworn looked like flame as it tore across the space between them.

			It found its mark in the beast’s left eye, right in the middle. Deep. Almost to the fletching. 

			For one moment, the beast stood still—a terrifying breath. Then another. 

			Then in an instant, he fell backward—a logger felling a mighty oak. Ferryl waited the span of two breaths before he took a step toward the fallen monster. Two steps. Three. Four steps and he was leaning over his foe, checking with painstaking care for any sign of life or breath. 

			But there was none. No movement from the beast beneath him. Nothing except…

			…except the remnants of a blue flame, closing in on itself around the arrow—silent, final death in its charred path. 

			Magic. 

			His arrow had felled the beast-man. 

			But magic had killed him.

			~

			It was difficult to open his eyes, not only because of the searing pain in his side and the fact that he felt as if he had been hit by an anvil, but also because the sun was blinding overhead, burning into his face with sharp, piercing heat. 

			He must have passed out.

			Ferryl groaned as he tried to move, to sit up, anything. But he soon realized that there would be no moving. Not now. 

			The air was still and quiet, the smell of ash and smoke and the reek of the beast man lingering in his nose. That’s when he remembered. 

			Ramleh was destroyed. 

			And he might have been killed by a monster were it not for his impossibly fast brother and the arrow that shouldn’t have been so true. So perfect. 

			He wasn’t an archer. He had never been very good at it. 

			He should have died.

			Then again, he might die anyway if the bleeding didn’t stop and soon. 

			He touched his side just under his arm and winced again, pulling his hand away to see it coated in thick, red blood. His blood. 

			He was bleeding out.

			He needed to get help and fast. 

			Where was Derwin? Sudden blinding fear coursed through him as he remembered the sight of his wounded brother, face down in the ash.

			He lifted his head in an attempt to see where he was and, more importantly, where his brother was. But his watering eyes did little to give him answers, and given that there was utter silence all around him, it was likely that Derwin was dead. 

			So the giant-beast-wraith-man had won, after all. 

			Rage boiled in his veins at what the bastard had said. At what he, and likely many others, had done to Ferryl’s own people. To his brother.

			He would be damned if he let himself die here on this bed of ash and soot. No. He would live. And he would destroy every last one of the bastards who had done this, or conspired to do this, or helped in any way to make this happen. 

			Even if it meant killing King Derrick of Midvar himself. 

			He would gladly kill the king with his bare hands if he found out that he had anything—anything at all, no matter how insignificant—to do with this massacre at Ramleh. 

			He heard the crunch of footsteps behind him and strained to see who it might be. If it was another one of those giant monsters, he would go down with a fight, not lying helpless on the ground, thank you very much. So, despite the pain that tore through him with even the slightest move, he tried to sit up, fumbling for his sword. 

			“Don’t move, brother. We’ve got to stop the bleeding.”

			Derwin. 

			Derwin was…alive. Alive and…

			…and fine.

			What in Sheol…?

			The pain overtook any vestiges of logic, and Ferryl collapsed again, sucking in a shuddering breath. 

			Derwin didn’t hesitate to rip off Ferryl’s shirt and begin wiping the blood away from his wound. Ferryl stifled his groans through gritted teeth. 

			“What are you doing?” Ferryl managed. 

			“It’s bleeding pretty badly. I need to clean up some of the blood before I can use the yarrow.”

			“Yarrow?”

			Derwin held up a cluster of delicate white flowers. “It’ll keep infection from setting in before we can get back to Har Omer.”

			Ferryl closed his eyes as Derwin worked, but when he felt his brother push something into his wound, he ground his teeth at the agonizing pain. Then Derwin ripped Ferryl’s shirt into shreds and tied it tightly around his chest. 

			“This will do until we can get back to the inn and clean it properly. We need to get out of here. I don’t know if there are any more of those bastards around, but we can’t take the risk, because you’re in no condition to fight.”

			Derwin crouched behind Ferryl and hooked his arms under his brother’s, helping him to his feet. “Think you can walk?” he asked. 

			Ferryl stood on shaking feet and nodded his head. Derwin put a shoulder under Ferryl’s good arm and an arm around his waist, letting Ferryl rest most of his pathetic, dead weight on him as they walked. 

			“How in Sheol can you walk?” Ferryl protested, looking to his brother. 

			“It was just a scratch, Ferryl,” Derwin said, minimizing the moment. 

			But Ferryl had seen the blood, seen the wound. 

			It had not been a scratch that had torn Derwin open from navel to nose. 

			“Derwin,” Ferryl said, surprised at how hard it was to speak, how weak he was. He tried to stop.

			“Don’t talk, Ferryl. Just walk.”

			Ferryl stopped anyway. “Derwin, you shouldn’t be alive.”

			“Always underestimating me.”

			“I’m serious, Derwin. That wound…you shouldn’t be alive. Neither should I.”

			“When are you going to learn that Providence isn’t just a færytale, Ferryl?”

			Ferryl froze, examining his brother. The little brother with impossible speed, impossible height. “I know he’s not a færytale.”

			“Do you?” Derwin asked, nudging Ferryl to keep walking. “Honestly, I don’t know why you’re so damn stubborn, so blind to what’s around you. What’s in you.”

			“What’s in me?” Ferryl asked.

			“You know the stories, Ferryl. Everyone does. You’re the great protector, remember? Haravelle won the war when you were a boy just because you showed up. Our castle has never been attacked. Not once since you were born. And today, with my guts spilled on the ground, I’m already walking. And you still don’t see it.” Derwin shook his head, a disbelieving laugh puffing from his mouth. 

			“See what?” Ferryl asked, stopping at last. 

			Derwin turned to face his brother fully. “The magic is strong in you.”

			Magic.  

			The magic of Providence. 

			Somehow…somehow he knew Derwin was right. 

			“Do you know how rare that is, Ferryl? How many men whore themselves, their families, their very souls out in search of even a trace of the magic you bear? How do you think those damned Midvarish demons got to be the way they are?”

			“How?” Ferryl asked, swallowing against the pain searing down his side. He was going numb. “How do you know all this?”

			“Leala,” said Derwin, a sparkle in his eyes for his wife. “She’s the only one of us who’s always believed the truth. It took me a damn long time to believe it, too. But now that I do, I see it, Ferryl. The magic—it’s everywhere. And it’s particularly strong in you.”

			“Why me?” he asked, breathing heavily. “Why is it strong in me?”

			“Providence only knows,” Derwin smirked, shrugging his shoulders. “I’ve wondered the same thing, seeing as I definitely got the superior genes of the family.”

			Ferryl laughed, shaking his head. But then, “How? How did you heal so quickly?” Had he somehow healed his brother? Had he, the great protector, somehow saved Derwin without knowing it?

			“I told you, Ferryl. The magic is everywhere.” Derwin clasped Ferryl under the shoulder again. “That’s enough. We need to get you back to Har Omer.”

			Ferryl was inclined to agree, the pain throbbing through his whole body now. So he walked—one agonizing step after another. Then, “You saved my life.”

			“It was a combined effort,” Derwin chuckled. 

			“Still. I owe you, Derwin. You…if you hadn’t incapacitated him…”

			Derwin met Ferryl’s eyes, searching. “That’s what brothers do.”

			“We should be dead. I should be dead. I’m only alive because you’re the only person in the world who could have slowed that man, that…thing down.”

			A snorted chuckle.

			“Derwin…”

			Derwin laughed. “Finally admitting I’m faster than you, are you?”

			“I’m serious, Derwin. I’ve never seen anyone move like that.”

			“I’m faster than you. I’m more charming than you. I’m definitely better looking than you. I don’t know why you’re just now figuring this out, Ferryl.”

			This time, it was Ferryl who chuckled.
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			Chapter XXVIII

			Do you suppose everything is all right?” Elizabeth asked, pacing the room. That thread—that pulse of warning she had felt… it had hounded her all the way back to the inn.

			And all the hours of silent waiting afterward.

			If something happened to Ferryl…

			Leala sat on the edge of the bed, watching Elizabeth roam back and forth, back and forth. 

			“They were supposed to be back by the noon hour,” she continued, eyeing her bow and quiver where it sat in the corner of the room. Would she need to use it?

			“I don’t know, Liz. But it’s only mid afternoon. Let’s just give them a little more time. We’re not doing ourselves any good by worrying like this.”

			Elizabeth shot Leala a contemptuous glare. “You’re not worried about your husband?”

			“I am concerned, yes. But he’s no fool. Neither is Ferryl. They can handle themselves. And you’re awfully concerned for someone you all but ignore these days.”

			Another glare. “Just because we’re not on the best terms right now doesn’t mean I don’t care that he’s all right.”

			“This seems like more than just friendly concern.”

			“Would you stop trying to read into things, please? Nothing has changed, you know. I still care about him and we still can’t be together.”

			“Remind me why, again?”

			Elizabeth stopped in her tracks. “Because he is betrothed, Leala. Or have you forgotten?”

			“Exactly. Betrothed. Not married.”

			“What are you suggesting? I become his mistress?”

			A wicked grin. “I thought that’s what you already were.”

			Elizabeth couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled, despite the worry that gnawed at her. Leala laughed too. “Providence only knows what they’ll think I am at Chesedelle Castle. Oh, Your Majesties, may I introduce Prince Derwin, Princess Leala, Crown Prince Ferryl…oh, and um…Ferryl’s…woman.”

			They laughed more—a welcome distraction from wondering what in Sheol had happened to Ferryl and Derwin that they should be so late.

			“Judging by the way Talia reacted, I’m fairly certain she believes you’ll be the princess of Navah in no time,” said Leala, still chuckling. 

			Talia. The name clamored through the air, a deafening reminder of what had happened earlier. Of what they had discovered. 

			“Do you really think she is my mother, Leala?” Elizabeth asked soberly. 

			Leala looked up, appraising Elizabeth before speaking. “Do you?”

			Elizabeth didn’t have time to answer before the wooden door swung open and Derwin burst in the room carrying—carrying Ferryl under his arm. Ferryl’s face was wan and pale, sweat beading his brow. 

			“What happened?” Elizabeth asked, pure panic propelling her into a sprint across the room to help Derwin with Ferryl. That’s when she spotted it—blood staining his side. A lot of it. A thrill of terror coursed through her veins.

			“Ferryl!” gasped Leala, clasping her hands over her mouth. 

			Elizabeth choked down her fear and helped to set Ferryl down on the bed. He sucked in a breath as Derwin ripped away bandages that Elizabeth realized were nothing more than torn shreds of Ferryl’s shirt. 

			“We need to get the wound properly cleaned. I don’t want infection to set in, so we need to dress the wound as quickly as possible,” said Derwin—a commander, a warrior, seeing to the needs of one of his men.

			“Derwin, what happened?” asked Leala as Elizabeth bustled into the bathing room. She returned promptly, a bowl of water and towels in tow. 

			“We were attacked, caught off-guard,” said Derwin.

			“Where? How?” Leala asked. 

			“In Ramleh,” was Derwin’s only reply, but she could see the story in his eyes. Something was wrong. Or had gone wrong.

			The blood was thick on Ferryl’s side and there was so much of it. Too much. The wound was deep and angry. She cleaned it as gingerly as possible. Ferryl wasn’t saying anything, wasn’t reacting. 

			Something was definitely terribly wrong.

			“Are you wounded?” Leala asked Derwin. 

			“No,” he said quietly, eyeing Ferryl with a look Elizabeth couldn’t quite place.

			The blood was cleaned enough now that Elizabeth could see the wound. It was deep and…and too close to his heart. It was all she could do not to spiral into crippling panic. 

			Someone had tried to kill Ferryl. 

			“Are you all right?” she whispered for only him to hear. 

			He met her eyes and…oh, his eyes. She could see fear in them. But also determination. Resolve. She wasn’t looking at her prince. She was looking at…

			She was looking at a king, that’s what.

			He cupped her face, his touch so gentle and welcome. Nearly a month of ire and silence between them dissipated in one touch of his hand to her cheek. He nodded silently.

			“Tell me what happened,” she breathed as she finished cleaning the wound. Derwin stood beside her, rubbing a bunch of white wildflowers into mush in his hand. He spat into the concoction, making it into a paste.

			“Here,” he said, leaning toward Ferryl, applying the poultice to the wound. “Now that the wound is clean, we can bandage it properly. But the yarrow will help it heal much faster.”

			Elizabeth did as he said, working carefully with the bandages so as not to hurt Ferryl. Or at least to cause as little pain as possible. He never flinched, never winced. She wanted more than anything to just…hold him. To let him hold her. If she ever lost him… If he ever…

			She used her shoulder to wipe away the tears that blurred her vision. “How does that feel?” she asked as she finished tying the bandage. 

			He moved his arm and turned his chest. “It feels good.” Then he took her hand. “Thank you.”

			She didn’t say anything, only squeezed his hand tightly, unwilling to let go.

			“You should rest, Ferryl,” said Leala, taking Derwin by the hand and ushering him out of the room. “You can fill us in on what happened later. Derwin and I will go get some food. I know you’ve got to be hungry.”

			They were almost out of the door when Elizabeth stood and turned to Derwin. “Thank you,” she said. “I think your quick thinking saved his life.”

			“Not just his quick thinking,” said Ferryl. 

			Derwin only nodded, giving Ferryl a long look before leaving with Leala on is arm.

			After Derwin and Leala disappeared, Elizabeth turned back to Ferryl. “She is right. You need to rest.”

			“I’m all right, Lizybet,” he said. 

			Lizybet. 

			He hadn’t called her that since they had left Navah. And for reasons she didn’t want to think about at the moment, hearing it again did her heart a wealth of good.

			“Still, you need to rest. That wound is deep.” He squeezed her hand again. “Tell me what happened, Ferryl. I can see it in your eyes—you’re not telling me everything.”

			Ferryl looked off into the distance. Into nothing—his eyes searching somewhere else as he recalled what happened. “He was so fast. Too fast. We never heard him. Never saw him coming. He just… He just appeared. Just like Tadeas said. Like a wraith.”

			Elizabeth sat down beside him on the bed, trembling at the fear in Ferryl’s voice.

			“We made it to Ramleh. Or what was Ramleh. It was destroyed, Elizabeth. Burned to the ground. There was nothing left. Nothing at all. I’ve never seen anything so…complete.” She could feel him trembling too as she held his hand in her lap. “And then… And then, he appeared out of nowhere. He was… He was not like any man I’ve seen, Elizabeth. He was a giant. And his eyes…such darkness. Such evil. 

			“He moved faster than a man should. He knew who we were and he wanted us dead. I think… I think he was there just to send a message. Ramleh was a message, too.”

			“What message?” she asked. 

			“They’re coming for us. And they won’t settle for mere victory. They want to destroy us. Annihilate us. And they fear nothing. Not even death. I shouldn’t…I shouldn’t be alive, Elizabeth. But Derwin, he… He was so fast. I mean, I’ve always known he was more skilled than I. Faster. But I never knew… I never knew he was so…powerful. He is the only man who could have killed that monster.”

			Ferryl looked down, closing his eyes, breathing in a ragged breath. But she knew him. After fifteen years of friendship, she could read him like a book. The slump of his shoulders telling the rest of the story. The part he wasn’t saying.

			“But he didn’t, did he?” she asked quietly. Ferryl met her eyes again. “He didn’t kill him, did he? You did.”

			Ferryl only nodded, looking out again. At nothing. At everything he faced. “A whole army of them, Elizabeth. How could we ever face a whole army of those monsters? How could we ever face them and win?”

			She put her arm around him. “You can. And you will, Ferryl. This task was assigned to you for a reason.”

			He huffed a sardonic laugh. “Why? Why me?”

			She turned his face to hers again, boring into the depthless cerulean of his eyes. “Because you have faith. Because you always believe, Ferryl. You believe in things when no one else does. You always have. It’s who you are. You just have to keep believing. You have to find it within yourself to apply the same faith you’ve always had to this. Because it is yours to face.”

			Tears gathered thickly in his eyes. “I cannot face this alone.”

			She cupped his cheek. “You won’t, Ferryl. You’re not alone. Never.”

			“My father…he is gone, Elizabeth. He cannot help me, not—”

			“I’m not talking about your father,” she said, brushing a thumb across the patchy blonde stubble on his jaw.

			He met her eyes again, searching. He touched her face, so softly, tentatively. As if he had to ask permission. 

			And she hated it—that hesitance in his touch. That trepidation that she had placed in him. 

			So she threw her arms around him and buried her face in his neck, ignoring all the practical, logical reasons why she shouldn’t hold him. Why she shouldn’t savor the ease with which he wrapped his arms around her in return, pulled her so close to him. Ignoring all the reasons why she shouldn’t need him—this prince, this best friend of hers.
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			Ferryl woke to see Elizabeth sitting in a chair beside his bed, immersed in the ancient texts. If he knew her at all, then he knew she had likely never left his side. He smiled at the sight. The room was dim now; the sun must have been long since gone for the day.

			“How long have I been out?” he asked. 

			She looked up, setting aside the tome in her lap and leaning to press a hand to his forehead.

			“A while. You don’t feel feverish. That’s a good sign.”

			He smiled, taking her hand, playing with her fingers. 

			Her cheeks flushed as she fussed with his hair, pushing it from his face. She fluffed his pillow and made sure his blankets were comfortable. He did his best to hide his grin lest she stop, enjoying her fussing much more than he was willing to let on.

			“Are you hungry?” she asked, not daring to meet his eyes.

			He nodded, donning his most pathetic face. No, he didn’t mind her fussing one tiny little bit. And while he wasn’t nearly as pitiful as he was letting on, he was in a fair amount of pain. The wound wasn’t healing quite as miraculously as Derwin’s had, though he hadn’t bothered to stop and wonder why. Still, the pain was enough that her care—her fussing—wasn’t completely unjustified. 

			Oh, who was he kidding? He just liked having her close and if this was what he had to resort to, then his pride could take a back seat. She brought him a bowl of some sort of stew, testing it with her finger.

			“This is not as warm as it should be. I’m going to get you a fresh bowl.”

			“Elizabeth, it’s all right,” he said, wincing as he sat up in the bed, the pain shooting down his side like ice—numbing and tingling and stabbing all at once. “I don’t want it hot, anyway.”

			“Ferryl, it’s lukewarm. You can’t eat lukewarm soup.”

			He took hold of her elbow. “It’s fine. Now quit fussing and sit down with me.”

			She eyed him warily before finally doing as he bade, sitting down on the edge of his bed, holding the bowl in her lap. When he realized she had every intention of feeding him, he couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m not dying, Lizybet.”

			“No, but you’re also not using your arm. So don’t try to argue with me. You already know you’ll lose.”

			Well that was the damned truth if ever he heard it. So he obliged and let her feed him, which as it turned out, was a rather pleasant experience, what with her leaning close to him, that familiar magic between them raging through his veins like a rain-swollen river, a deluge of fire and need. He wondered if she could feel it, too.

			Judging by the way she went to painstaking measures to avoid his eyes and the way her cheeks flushed every time she leaned close, he figured she could. He wondered what she might do if he just took that bowl from her hands, set it down and pulled her to him, if he buried his face in her neck and his hands in her hair, if he tasted that honeyed skin of hers, let his hands explore every glorious curve of her lithe figure.

			He wondered more what she would do if she knew he was thinking such things of this woman he was not supposed to have anymore.

			It was for no other reason than his own sanity that he turned his attention back to his dinner. The stew was not nearly as cold as she had let on. In fact, it was quite delicious. 

			“What is this?” he asked. 

			“I believe it’s a concoction of whatever was leftover from last night. So I’m guessing it’s got boar, and potatoes, and greens, and Providence knows what else.”

			He chuckled as she scooped another bite, tilting the spoon to his lips with meticulous care. Maybe she could not be his wife. But being his nurse was certainly an enjoyable alternative. “Well it’s good, anyway.”

			“I liked it, too,” she said. 

			When the bowl was empty, she wiped his face with a cloth and fussed with his hair some more. “How are you feeling?”

			“Sore and tired,” he said, which wasn’t a lie, merely a gross understatement. “But you make me feel better.” That, though. That was the truth.

			She touched his cheek for a moment, holding his gaze with an inscrutable expression in her eyes, before she stood, bustling to a small table where sat a kettle and cups. “Do you want some tea?”

			“Please,” he said, admiring her ability to know what he wanted before he could even think to say it aloud. 

			After she handed him a steaming cup, she took a seat in the chair beside the bed again, yawning and stretching her arms. It took an unprecedented amount of self-control to keep from ogling that perfect figure of hers as she arched her back. 

			Perhaps it had been easier when she was ignoring him. Because this…

			“You must be tired,” he said, moving to get out of the bed. “Why don’t you sleep?”

			She put her hand on his chest to stop him. “If you think you’re getting out of that bed, think again.”

			“Elizabeth, you need to sleep, too.”

			“I plan to,” she said, gesturing to the bedroll on the floor. 

			“You are not sleeping on the floor.”

			“And I suppose you think you are?”

			“Lizy—”

			“Ferryl, your chivalry is sweet. But there is no need for it right now. You are injured and I am perfectly fine on the bedroll. So don’t argue with me, please. Just get some rest. You will need it. We still have quite a bit of riding ahead of us.”

			Without another word, she stood from her seat and lay down on the floor, folding her hands behind her head and sighing contentedly, as if there were no more comfortable place in the world to lay her head. 

			Stubborn, that’s what she was. 

			The most stubborn person he had ever known.

			And he loved her madly for it.

			So he nestled back down into the bed and closed his eyes, the lingering scent of lavender filling his soul to the very brim.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XXIX

			Ferryl sat up in a panic at the sound of screams—Elizabeth’s screams—filling the room. He jumped from the bed, wincing at the pain searing his side as he clambered to the floor beside her. She was writhing and screaming, sweat beading her brow, causing her inky locks to cling to her neck and face. She breathed—panted, really—crying out as if scared for her life, a shrill sort of scream that tore straight to Ferryl’s gut. 

			But perhaps strangest of all…she was asleep for every bit of it.

			“Elizabeth,” he said, taking hold of her arms, though she didn’t stop writhing and thrashing in protest of whatever terror haunted her dreams. He called her name again, a plea, a cry piercing through the darkness. 

			Still she acted as if she did not recognize his presence. 

			He shook her shoulders, but she made no reaction. So he took hold of her chin and forced her to face him, despite the fact that her eyes were shut. “Elizabeth,” he tried again, his words a resounding gong. “My love,” he said more softly, the endearment an impulse he wondered if he would regret.

			Her eyes shot open, settling on him, the storm within the evergreens slowly dying. When at last he could see that she was lucid again, he relaxed his grip on her face.

			“You were dreaming,” he said, brushing hair from her cheek. “It was only a dream.”

			She sat up, her body trembling as tears poured thick and heavy down her cheeks, her skin ashen. 

			“What happened?” he asked, taking her face in his hands. 

			She met his eyes only for a moment before leaning into his embrace, pressing her brow to his chest. He held her as closely as possible, stroking her silken locks while she willed herself to breathe calmly again.

			“It’s all right,” he repeated again and again. “It’s all right. It’s over.”

			When she finally regained some composure, she straightened, though a faint tremble still emanated from her core. 

			“Do you want to talk about it?” 

			“It felt so real, Ferryl.”

			“A nightmare?” he asked, brushing a thumb across her cheek.

			She shook her head. “I don’t know. It was more than that.”

			“A memory?”

			She met his eyes, searching, her brow furrowed as she considered the question. “It felt so real. It always does. More than just a dream.”

			“You’ve had it before,” he said. Not a question. 

			She nodded, looking down to her fidgeting fingers.

			“Tell me about it,” he said gently, trailing his hands up and down her arms and back. 

			“Always, every time, I’m playing hide and seek.”

			“We used to play that all the time,” he said, smiling softly at the memory. “When we were children. You were terrible at it. You always chose the same hiding spot.”

			“I know. But I’m not playing with you. I always think I’m playing with my father.”

			“I don’t remember you playing hide and seek with Bedell.”

			“I didn’t. But that’s just it. It’s not actually my father. It’s…someone else. Someone dark. Someone who wants to hurt me.”

			“Where are you in this dream?”

			“I don’t recognize it. It’s too dark. But it’s…glittering, I think. In the candlelight. Shimmering, glittering floors. That’s all I can see. The dark man, he… He grabs me and takes me away. But it has always ended there. I’ve never had more of the dream. Until tonight. Tonight he…put something over my head and shoved me into…a carriage, I think. Or a wagon. Something that moved. I was screaming… Screaming when…”

			When the terror wrenched her from her sleep. That’s what was written in her eyes, in the soft tremble of her hands and arms. He pulled her closer to him, letting her soak in his warmth.

			She took a deep breath. Another. Then, “What does it mean, Ferryl? Do you suppose… Do you suppose it’s a memory? A memory of…”

			“Of what happened to you as a child,” he finished, unable to temper the worry in his voice. All he had ever known, all he had ever been told was that she had been found by Bedell. Found in the Wild Wood when she was a little girl. But he wasn’t a fool. He had always known that something must have happened to her. Some reason that she had been abandoned. Maybe she was remembering. Maybe after years of blocking it out, her memories were surfacing again. And maybe they were too dark to face. 

			He stroked her hair, her cheek. “I don’t know, Lizybet. I don’t know.” He pulled her into his embrace again. “But you don’t have to be afraid. I’m here. I’m right here. I’m not leaving.”

			“Ferryl, there is something I need to tell you,” she said, her voice hoarse, strained. 

			He pulled her back, meeting her eyes, unsure what it was he found there. Confusion? Worry?

			“What is it?” he asked. 

			“It’s just…” she looked down, fidgeting with a thread on her shift. “Today. Leala and I… We went shopping. And well, we met someone.”

			“Who?” he asked. 

			She looked up, searching his eyes for a moment. Yes, it was worry in her eyes. Worry and remorse. 

			“My mother.”

			She said the words so softly, so faintly, he barely registered them. But then, “What?” he asked. “Your mother?”

			She nodded, looking down again, a tear threatening to fall down her cheek. 

			“Her name is Talia, and she had a daughter who was taken by Midvarish soldiers. When she was five years old.”

			“What makes you think it was you?” he asked. 

			“Her name was Elizabeth,” she said, shutting her eyes just to breathe a deep sigh. 

			“Why, though? Why was she taken?”

			“She didn’t know. She had never known. Neither had my father. He had apparently searched for me for months before giving up and concluding that I was dead. But Talia had never thought I was. And today, she just kept looking at me, staring. It wasn’t until Leala asked why that she confessed her thoughts.”

			Ferryl wasn’t sure what to think, what to even say to such a revelation. He just sat there with her, holding her. Breathing with her.

			“I’m frightened, Ferryl,” she finally said. “And I don’t know why. She just… Is it really that simple? Could I really have met my mother so easily?”

			He thought of all the reasons he had come to Haravelle, had dragged her with him. 

			Yes. Yes it could be that easy because Bedell knew. He had practically painted a picture for Ferryl before he died. Of course… Of course her family was here. It was one of the answers she had been seeking, wasn’t it?

			He pressed his brow to hers, wrapping his arms around her waist. “Shhh,” he said. “Just rest, my Lizybet. It will all be sorted in good time.”

			So she melted into him, her head buried in his chest, her arms wrapped tightly around him. He did not dare move.

			~

			He held her there on the floor for a long time, his wound screaming with pain, his back aching with the strain of holding her in the same position for so long. 

			But he didn’t care. He wouldn’t have let her go to save his life. It had been too long—too long since he had held her in his arms. And after everything that had happened today—and the monster that should have taken his life—he would be damned if he let something as petty as discomfort keep him from holding her all night, if that’s what she needed. 

			But she knew him. She could read him like a book, his Lizybet. So he shouldn’t have been surprised when she said, “Ferryl, I know you’re sore and tired. I wish you would go and lie down.”

			So he decided to beat her at her own game. 

			“All right,” he said, shifting to lie down on the floor beside her. 

			“What are you doing?” she protested, raising a brow. 

			“What you said. Lying down.” He slung an arm behind his head, winking at her for good measure. She merely glared.

			“Ferryl, you’re not lying on the floor. You’re injured and—”

			“I’m not leaving your side, Elizabeth. And that’s the end of this argument.” He tugged on a strand of her hair where it hovered near him—a gesture that reminded him of their childhood, of pulling at her hair anytime she argued with him—which, consequently, was too often to count.

			She eyed him warily for a moment, biting down on an annoyed smirk as she watched him nestle into the blankets. But then, most unexpectedly, she stood to her feet and walked across the room. 

			“Where are you going?” he asked, turning to watch her. 

			She climbed in the bed and settled into the edge along the wall before she turned and gave him that look. Her you’ll never win an argument with me look. “If you want to lie beside me, you’ll have to come here, because you are not sleeping on the floor, Ferryl. You’re wounded, in case you’ve forgotten.”

			He shook his head and rolled his eyes, shuffling the thin blanket off of him. “There is only one person I know more stubborn than you,” he said, climbing into the bed beside her. 

			“Who is that?” she asked, fixing the blankets just so, fluffing his pillow. Fussing. 

			“Me,” he said, pulling her down nearly on top of him, kissing her brow. 

			She paused, propped on one arm beside him. “Ferryl.” He knew by her tone and the furrow of her brow that a lecture was coming. And Providence help him, he both hated and adored her lectures. “Nothing has changed between us. We can’t—”

			“You’re wrong, Elizabeth. Everything has changed. You’ve changed. I’ve changed. The world has changed. Or maybe the world is what it has always been and only our perception has changed. I don’t know yet.” He pushed a strand of hair behind her shoulder as he went on. “What I do know is that I meant what I said. You and I were friends long before we were more. And I know all the reasons why things cannot be the way they used to be. But none of those are reasons why we cannot still be friends. 

			“Because that’s what you are, Lizybet. My best friend. It’s what you have always been. From the beginning. Even when I didn’t remember who you were, you became my friend immediately. Because we belong together.”

			He ran his fingers along the top of her hand where it rested on his chest, savoring the silken softness he found there. “We can find our footing again, Lizybet. We can figure out where to go from here, but only if we figure it out together. Not apart. Together. We’re better when we’re together.”

			He stopped his idle exploration of her hand, taking a firm hold of her chin as he said, “So quit coming up with your excuses and quit pushing me away. Lie down and let me hold you, because I know you want me to. It’s what I want, too. I’ve always wanted you, Lizybet. Always. And I’m not going to stop wanting you just because you’ve decided that it’s easier to be apart. Do you understand?”

			Her eyes, fixed in a combination of shock and protest, held fast to him for a moment, dancing back and forth, back and forth from one to the other. But he stifled a chuckle as he watched the hint of a defeated smile curl the edge of her mouth. She didn’t say a word, that stubborn woman of his. She just nestled down beside him and rested her head on his shoulder, draping an arm across his chest, the chirping crickets outside the only sound in the room as he idly stroked his fingers along her arm.

			But then, “Am I the only one who finds it ironic that after nearly fifteen years, it’s under this circumstance that we finally share a bed?”

			A laugh bubbled in his throat. “Ironic. Or terribly unfortunate. I haven’t decided.”

			More silence, though he could practically hear the thoughts blooming in her head. She propped herself on her arm again, her eyes boring into him, her brows furrowed most becomingly when she asked, “But why, Ferryl? Why did you never take me to your bed?”

			He knew she’d someday ask him this question. He often wondered what theories she had formed on the subject, for Providence knew it wasn’t for lack of desire. No, in fact it had taken every shred of self-control to keep from taking her to his bed all this time. 

			And yet now—now she chose to ask why. 

			When there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it anymore. 

			Ironic, indeed.

			“Ferryl?” she tried again, so he met her eyes. 

			And told her the truth. 

			“Did you think that I didn’t want to?” he asked with a lazy, male sort of grin. 

			“I am keenly aware of just how much you did, on the contrary,” she quipped, biting her lip and averting her eyes a moment later, suddenly fascinated with a thread on his shirt.

			He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and huffed a laugh or a sigh—he wasn’t sure which. “I know what we had. Have. I know how precious it is. How rare. I’ve known since we were young. And I refused to take it for granted. So I wanted to give to you what I would give to none other. And I wanted to give it in covenant or not at all. Because anything less would have been a disservice to you, to us.”

			She found his eyes again, silver lining her own as her hand stilled on his chest again. “That’s why?” she breathed. “You were…waiting? Waiting for our marriage?”

			A nod. “What did you think I was doing?” he chuckled. 

			“I don’t know, I thought… I thought perhaps you were just nervous or something.”

			“Oh, I was nervous, too, I suppose,” he admitted, figuring now was as good a time as any to reveal all his embarrassing secrets. “But believe me, Lizybet. No amount of nerves could have kept me from you forever.”

			But a promise, a covenant. That was worth waiting for. She was worth waiting for. 

			She shook her head ever so slightly, her brows furrowed as a small tear escaped her. Then she pressed a lingering kiss to his cheek and simply said, “You’re a beautiful man, Ferryl of Navah.”

			And when she rested her head on his chest again, when he felt her breaths relax into a steady cadence, Ferryl closed his eyes and let himself fall asleep with his arms around her, his lips at her brow. 

			He had never slept more soundly in his life.
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			Chapter XXX

			You look beautiful when you sleep,” said Ferryl, buttoning his jerkin. 

			“Is that something a friend would say to a friend?” Elizabeth asked, lifting her brow. She sat up in the bed, stretching her legs, the amulet around her neck falling lazily between her breasts. 

			“It is when your friend is as beautiful as you,” he said, pulling on his boots. 

			She pursed a smirk. “You’re an impossible flirt, Ferryl.”

			“Perhaps. But I’ve never heard you protest.”

			True. So stupidly true. She stretched again, thinking she might have slept better last night than she had slept in a long time. And considering that she had slept in Ferryl’s arms, she wasn’t quite sure what that said about her resolve. Or common sense, for that matter. She shook her head and rubbed her eyes. 

			“Are you hungry?” he asked. 

			“Yes.”

			“Derwin and I are going to get breakfast for us before we depart.”

			“Ferryl, you don’t need to do that. I can get it,” she said, fussing with the blankets as she went to get out of the bed. 

			“I’m fine, Lizybet. You just get dressed so that we can leave. You know Derwin. He won’t want to tarry.”

			“How are you feeling, Ferryl?” she asked, finally standing to her feet. 

			He ambled to her, wrapping his arms around her, pulling her to him. “Better than I’ve felt in a long time.” He hugged her to his chest and held her for a moment, their breath falling in sync with one another. And she let him, breathing a sigh, damning whatever lecture she should have given him—and herself. For truth be told, she felt better than she had felt in a long time, too. As if a part of her that had been missing had been restored. In a way, it had been. 

			She pulled back a bit from his embrace, gingerly running her hand down his side, checking for any issues with his wound. There was no visible blood on the bandage since she last changed it, thank Providence. Still, she could tell by the way he held his arm at his side that it was painful. Likely much more painful than he was letting on. “Ferryl, please let me go and get breakfast.”

			“Stubborn to the bitter end,” he chuckled, thumbing her nose. “I’ll be back in a little while.”

			And Ferryl left, her arms strangely empty in his wake. 

			She had always been a fool where Ferryl was concerned. And now, with the lines between them more blurred than ever, she knew she was the queen among fools.

			She heard a knock on the door and opened it to see Leala’s smiling face. “Good morning, sunshine. You look…rested.” Leala, always knowing things she shouldn’t, eyed Elizabeth. “Are you going to tell me or am I going to have to pry it out of you?”

			“There’s nothing to pry,” Elizabeth said, crossing her arms.

			Leala’s glare melted into a conspiratorial grin. “You worked things out, didn’t you?”

			Elizabeth shrugged, schooling the smile that was threatening to give her away and turned her back to her friend, ambling as casually as she could back into the room. “Mind your own business.”

			Elizabeth could hear the smirk in Leala’s tone as she shut the door behind her. “You two can’t be kept away from each other.”

			“Nothing happened except that we came to an understanding. So if you’re hoping for a romantic tale, you’ll have to look somewhere else, nosy.”

			“There’s more to romance than sex, Liz. And I know the look of a woman in love. I’ve been watching you fall more deeply in love with that man every day for the better part of fifteen years!”

			“He knows we cannot be together.”

			“Mm hmm. Do you?” she asked, flinging her arms akimbo.

			“You’re impossible,” said Elizabeth, ambling casually to the bathing room. 

			“Well if that isn’t the pot calling the kettle black,” Leala quipped, not giving Elizabeth a chance to retort before she continued. “Which dress do you want to wear to meet the king and queen? The crimson one or the sapphire one?”

			Elizabeth peeked her head around the bathing room door at the mention of the dresses Leala had insisted they purchase yesterday. “You can’t be serious.”

			Leala furrowed her brow. “Fine. I like the crimson one best, anyway. I’ll be back.”

			“Why would I—” but before Elizabeth could ask why in the world she would need to wear one of her new gowns right now, considering they still had a good bit of traveling left, Leala disappeared. 

			Like the conspirator she was, she returned momentarily, a crimson gown slung over her arm. “You are going to look gorgeous. This is one of my favorites.”

			“Leala, we have a long ride ahead of us. Why do I need to put on the gown now?”

			“What are you going to do? Stop in the middle of nowhere and change behind a tree? I mean, I guess you could. Perhaps even Ferryl could help you. Those laces can be awfully stubborn.”

			Elizabeth snatched the dress from Leala’s hands so fast she was surprised it didn’t rip, sticking her tongue out at her friend before disappearing into the bathing chamber.

			~

			“Where is my cloak?” Elizabeth asked, fumbling through a satchel. Standing in the cold livery, she couldn’t find it in any of the bags they had brought. 

			“Where did you last have it?” Leala asked. 

			“I thought I brought it with me into the room, but I couldn’t find it.”

			“You can have mine,” said Derwin, moving to remove his cloak. 

			“You will freeze, Derwin. You cannot ride without a cloak,” she said. 

			Not a moment later, Ferryl appeared in the livery, a basket of their breakfast on his arm, a figure trailing behind him, covered head to toe in an intricately embroidered cloak. 

			“I thought we should bring her with us,” he said, and it was only at his words that Elizabeth realized who it was. 

			Talia. 

			Her mother. 

			Wearing a wide grin and a heavy riding cloak. 

			“Ferryl,” Elizabeth tried. He ignored her, helping Talia to mount her own horse, which she must have ridden here. 

			“I was hoping I might come as your lady’s maid,” said Talia, at last sitting astride a rather thin mare. 

			“Lady’s maid?” Elizabeth scoffed, looking up to the woman who was her mother. 

			Maybe. 

			Sort of. 

			Providence. 

			“Every princess needs a lady’s maid,” she said, a sparkle in her eyes as she looked at Ferryl across the way. He was ignoring everyone as he readied his steed. 

			“Ferryl,” Elizabeth tried again. He still ignored her. So she returned to sorting through saddlebags, looking for her missing cloak, frustration mounting for about eighteen different reasons. “While I appreciate the sentiment, I am no princess. Nor will I have you acting as my own personal maid. It’s…”

			“It’s what?” Leala asked, raising a brow. As if she were in on the conspiracy. 

			“It’s weird, all right?” Elizabeth conceded, moving to another bag. Where was that damned cloak? It was weird enough that Talia should come along. This woman she hardly knew. Who might be her mother. 

			That she should come along as her lady’s maid…

			“Where is my cloak?” Elizabeth barked, sifting through yet another bag. It hadn’t been in her chambers. She couldn’t find it here, either. And suddenly…

			Suddenly it became imperative that she find that stupid cloak.

			“Oh, here it is!” cried Ferryl, at last turning to face her. “I found it.”

			“Oh good,” said Elizabeth, closing the satchel attached to Eagle. At least something had gone right this morning. At least she’d have a cloak to keep from getting this ridiculous gown covered in dust.

			Ferryl walked up from behind her, placing her cloak on her shoulders. But when she felt an unfamiliar weight, she looked down to see that it was not the black wool cloak Ferryl had given her years ago.

			It was a white fur cloak. The very white Haravellian wolf fur cloak that the merchant was selling on the street a few nights ago.

			“What is this?” she asked, turning to Ferryl. But it was no use. He was terrible at lying and even more terrible at hiding anything. And she knew immediately what he had done. “Ferryl, you shouldn’t have done this. I don’t need a new cloak. My old cloak is—”

			“Exactly, your old cloak is old,” he said, fastening the expertly-carved toggles at her neck. “Not to mention a hand-me-down. It was well past time for a new one. And in these temperatures, you need something more substantial.”

			“But Ferryl, this is too much. I cannot wear something this fine.”

			From the corner of her eye, she spotted Talia pursing proud lips.

			He touched her cheek and leaned in close, his breath mingling with her own in whirls between them. “I gave your old cloak to Tadeas. His was in terrible condition. So you’re wearing this one or you’re freezing to death. It’s your choice, Lady Elizabeth.”

			She glared at him, and he flashed a toothy grin before turning his back and mounting Erel. When she understood that he wasn’t going to hear another word on the subject, she strode to Eagle, mounting when the animal bowed, and the five of them set off on their journey to Chesedelle Castle.

			A few miles down the road, Leala trotted to her side. “It suits you,” she said. “Much more than those rags you usually insist on wearing. Not to mention it looks absolutely gorgeous on you.”

			“I didn’t need a new cloak. I don’t know why he did this.”

			“You can’t think of a single reason?” asked Leala. She cocked her head to the side before trotting away, catching her horse up to Derwin’s steed. 

			Elizabeth wasn’t sure whether she wanted to give Ferryl a sound lecture or hold him for a very long time. She opted to usher Eagle into step with Erel. “The dresses were your doing too, weren’t they?”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Ferryl, keeping his eyes on the road. 

			“Ferryl.” She waited, but the stubborn fool wouldn’t face her. But she could see it—the conspiratorial grin slowly curling his sensuous mouth. She was half thrilled, half terrified of what that smile did to her. 

			“You look absolutely stunning, by the way. It would have been blasphemy to cover that gown in a worn out wool cloak, anyway.”

			“You’re insufferable,” she said, but it came across much more merrily than she had intended. 

			Still, he kept his eyes on the road before them. “I shan’t have my chief advisor arriving in hand-me-down clothing.” 

			“Your what?” she nearly choked. “Ferryl, you’ve got to be kidding me.”

			“Didn’t I tell you? I’ll be needing an advisor, what with a war on our doorstep. I can think of no one I trust more. No one whose opinion I value more.”

			“Ferryl.”

			“It comes with a title. Henceforth you shall be known as Lady Elizabeth,” he said, waving his hand before him as if he were presenting her the known world as a gift.

			“You are ridiculous.”

			“And you are as stubborn as you are beautiful.” He fumbled with a cloth in his lap, procuring a muffin and holding it out across the space between their horses. “Now eat your breakfast, Lady Elizabeth. I won’t have you getting light-headed on the journey because you refused to eat.”

			She eyed him warily before snatching the muffin from his hands. A few more paces ahead, the muffin devoured, she looked at him again. She waited until he faced her too before she said, “Thank you.”

			Ferryl only winked before urging his horse ahead.
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			Chapter XXXI

			I don’t care what the queen said,” Michael heard Duke Hevel growl, his voice grating like stone on stone. “Nothing—nothing is final until that man is your husband. And you had better pray to any god who might listen that he still marries you.”

			“What do you want me to do, father?” Delaney pleaded, and Michael, tired of the routine of overhearing the wrath of the Midvarish duke from the other side of the wall, clenched his fists and counted down from ten, praying to Providence that he could rein in his temper before he did something irrevocably stupid.

			“Get yourself together!” the duke barked. “You’ve been moping about this castle like a victim for too long. Do you know what the court is saying?”

			“No,” she said, and Michael nearly tore down the walls stone by stone at the tremble in her voice.

			“They’re saying Ferryl has no intention of being a true husband. That he plans to take that harlot of a servant for his mistress.”

			“Father, how can I control what the courtiers are—”

			“The court would have no reason to gossip if you weren’t giving them ample subject matter!” the duke shouted. “Your behavior is doing nothing for your reputation, which is hanging by a thread as it is. You have been spoiled, indolent, rude, and disingenuous the entire time we have been in Navah, Delaney! Do you not realize that this entire court is watching your every move?”

			“I do father, I just—”

			“Then quit making excuses. You have duties, obligations. Stop hiding in your chambers or prancing about with that damned guard on your leash. You are never going to be princess as long as you keep acting this way. At this point, I will be shocked if the prince follows through with the wedding at all. Your loose morals have put too much at risk. I did not rear you to act this way.”

			“And how exactly would you say you reared me, father? As a virtuous, moral woman of high standing? Or as a dog—a bitch—to be sold and bred—”

			But Delaney didn’t finish her sentence, cut off by a sudden sound. A slap. 

			And at the sound, and her accompanying gasp, Michael’s blood was boiling, his hand on the door handle before he could think, aching to burst in and beat the Sheol out of—

			“That’s for your vile behavior.” Another slap, a whimper, a brief pause. “And that’s for your mouth. I’ve had enough, Delaney. You are not the only one whose entire life and reputation are on the line. It’s about time you learned it.”

			Michael tore through the door so suddenly it nearly came off of the hinges. The shock that drove him melted into vitriol as the duke fixed his blazing gaze on Michael. 

			“Is there something you need?” the duke barked. 

			Michael had the pompous ass shoved against the wall before he thought better of it, nose to nose, breathing the same air. “Yes, actually. I need you to either learn how to treat your daughter like a human or leave her alone, because I’ve had just about enough of your sorry excuse for fathering.”

			“Take your hands off of me, you—”

			Michael shoved him harder into the wall. “And if you ever come near her again, you can kiss goodbye any hope you had of remaining on the prince’s good side, understood? You may be a duke in Midvar, but in Navah, you’re nothing but sniveling, grasping scum. And it won’t hurt my feelings one bit to make sure the prince knows every detail of your behavior.”

			“You will not threaten me, guard. I’ve seen the way you follow my daughter like a—”

			Another shove, his face so close he could taste the duke’s vile breath. “Keep your hands off of her.”

			“Michael,” Delaney breathed, a look of utter horror on her face. 

			Michael slowly released his grip on the duke and stepped back just enough to let him leave, never taking his eyes off of him. The duke said not another word as he passed, merely straightening his tunic and glaring. 

			Delaney breathed, watching her father disappear from her chambers. “Michael, you—”

			“I heard what he said to you,” he growled. He needed to calm down.

			“Michael, you can’t—”

			“Can’t what? Speak to your father that way?” He didn’t mean to snap at her, but he was still so on edge, so—

			“Michael, you don’t know what he’s capable of.”

			“No, Delaney. He doesn’t know what I’m capable of.”

			She stared into his eyes for a long moment. And only when he had calmed did he finally see the red at the corner of her lips, the bruises already blooming on her cheek and nose. The duke had hit her hard. He swallowed down his rage and took a step to her, touching her lips. 

			“Are you all right?”

			Her nod was so small he barely saw it. He took a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped the blood from the corner of her mouth, gently, carefully, unwilling for her to know even a moment’s more pain. A warm tear fell onto his hand. He wiped her cheek even as he snaked an arm around her and drew her into him. 

			And Providence help him, the way she melted against him, the way her body fit against his…

			He heard her breathe his name as she buried her face against him and wept.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XXXII

			What’s on your mind, my friend?” Amos asked Michael at breakfast the next morning. The mess hall, as they affectionately called it, was almost empty, guards ambling from the room to report to their morning posts, Captain Samuel sipping his tea and fumbling through a mountain of papers from his usual lonely table in the corner. But Michael hadn’t found the energy to get up from the long table at which he sat, hadn’t found himself capable of taking his mind off of Delaney or the way her father treated her. So he remained in his seat, opting to sip his now cold tea a little longer as he sifted through reports from the eastern legions. It seemed that more trouble was brewing. More attacks. Nothing as severe as Ramleh, but still, war seemed to be a very real possibility. Which meant maybe his chance to serve his kingdom on the battlefield would come sooner than later. 

			“Michael?”

			He looked up from the stack of parchment on the table. “Sorry, Amos. What was that?”

			Amos, a fellow guard, chuckled amiably, his thatch of carrot red hair bobbing as he sat down across from Michael. “You’re distracted this morning, my friend. Anything wrong?”

			“Nothing’s wrong. Just reading these reports. It seems there’s more trouble in the east.”

			“Yes, but you read those reports yesterday. And the day before that. I don’t think they’ve changed,” Amos chuckled, stabbing a bite of eggs so large Michael wondered how he could fit it in his mouth. 

			He looked again at the papers and realized they did look vaguely familiar. And the date written at the top…three days ago.

			Wonderful. 

			He was so distracted that he couldn’t even remember what he was doing from one day to the next. He shook his head. Perhaps it was time he got over his aversion to alcohol and learned to drink. Heavily.

			Amos snorted a chuckle. “Duchess got your underthings in a twist?”

			“What?” Michael protested, his heart suddenly in his throat. “That’s not… No, of course not. What are you—”

			“Michael, if you think every guard in this castle isn’t taking bets on whether or not you’ve taken her to your bed, you’re as blind as you are distracted.”

			“Amos! For the love of all that is holy! I have not taken her to my bed!” Providence help him, Michael was trembling. If word got out that he was sleeping with Delaney…

			Amos dove into his eggs with a shrug. “I didn’t figure as much, but the boys don’t believe me.”

			“The boys? You…you’re talking about this with the boys?” Michael asked, as he stole a nervous glance about the mess hall.

			Amos laughed as he swallowed another bite. “They think you’ve already bedded her. But I told them, no man who has that look on his face all the time has had the pleasure of bedding the woman he wants.”

			“What look? What… What in Sheol are you talking about?” Michael begged. 

			“Like you swallowed a patch of thorns,” the red headed guard chuckled, devouring the remnants on his plate. 

			Michael was fairly certain he was gaping. “And this is a topic of regular discussion among the guards, then?”

			A shrug. “I told them I doubted you were bedding her. I know you too well, Michael.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Amos momentarily ceased the assault on his breakfast, fork frozen in midair as he stared at Michael with an incredulous smirk. “Two things. One, you’re too damn loyal, and two, you’re too damn stubborn.”

			“Too stubborn for what?”

			“To admit the truth to yourself,” Amos chuckled casually, returning to his sausages with equal enthusiasm. 

			“There’s nothing to admit,” Michael protested. “I’ve been commissioned to guard her. The prince asked me to…I mean, yes, she is my friend. She—”

			“No one here is judging you, Michael. Shit, half the guards here would give their eyeteeth to take that girl to their bed. She’s gorgeous, there’s no doubt. Rumor has it that she’s already visited that vassal’s bed. Some even say she’s carrying his child.”

			“Watch. Your. Damned. Mouth,” Michael growled. 

			And at the ire with which he spoke, Amos froze, the fork half way to his mouth as he smirked. “Damn, you really are clueless sometimes, my friend.”

			“The prince commissioned me to guard her,” Michael protested. “That’s all. I’m just her guard. Captain Samuel knows. He…Ferryl told him that I would guard her.”

			That insufferable smirk remained on Amos’s mouth. “Guard. Yes. Well you’re certainly thorough. I’ve never known a guard to go for long walks with his ward. Or visit her chambers so often.”

			“Damn it, Amos. It’s not like that!”

			“Relax,” said his friend, gripping Michael’s shoulder across the table. “You need to relax. Get out. Why don’t you come out with the boys? We’re going to the Vault tonight.”

			The Vault. The most notorious brothel in Benalle City. Too many nights out with the boys and too many stories he would never tell a soul left him raising a brow and simply saying, “No thanks.”

			“Are you sure? You look like you could use a distraction.”

			Distraction. Yes. Because to Amos, waking up naked as the day he was born, facedown in a ditch in the capital was a perfectly acceptable form of distraction. 

			“I’ll pass on your brand of distractions, thank you very much.”

			It was with one raised brow that Amos fussed with the remaining bits on his plate, moving them around with his fork as if he were disappointed that they hadn’t been bigger. But then…

			“Then take her out.”

			“What?” 

			“Yeah, take her out. Why not?”

			“Amos, I could not possibly—”

			“Why? If you’re just friends, why does it matter?”

			“Because!” Michael barked, unable to come up with a suitable counter argument fast enough. “Because—”

			“Because she’s betrothed to your best friend?”

			“Yes, because she’s betrothed to my best friend, you idiot!”

			A snorted chuckle. “Yes. And I’m sure, now that Elizabeth is back, Prince Ferryl is chomping at the bit to marry the niece of the enemy king.”

			“You don’t understand, Amos. He—” But what could he say? How could he explain that Ferryl was obligated to marry Delaney without telling Amos the great secret? The one Amos already knew, even if only by rumor. 

			That it was not Ferryl’s child that Delaney carried. 

			And it was for that very reason that Ferryl would have to marry her or send her to her death. The thought burned like bile in the back of his throat. 

			“I understand it perfectly, actually,” Amos said. “You’re loyal to a fault. To your own detriment sometimes. But I know you, Michael. I see the way you look at her. I’ve never seen you look at anyone like that, not even what’s her name. And I never once saw her look at Prince Ferryl the way she looks at you. So maybe it’s complicated. But who gives a shit?”

			“It’s not complicated. She is my ward. And my friend. End of story.”

			“Right. Because nothing is more important than Ferryl’s approval.”

			“He gave me a home, Amos. When I had nowhere else to go. I will not go behind his back.”

			“Do you honestly think he’ll marry her now that Elizabeth is back?”

			“He has not said either way,” Michael pointed out. “And even if he did—”

			“Even if he did,” Amos interrupted, “you’ll still never touch her. You’ll let him run your life forever.”

			“He doesn’t run my life!” Michael barked. 

			“No, he doesn’t. Not outright, anyway. Because he’s not that kind of monarch. But you? Well, you let him decide your fate anyway. With your damned blind loyalty.”

			“Loyalty is a virtue, Amos. It should be for you, too.”

			“I’m loyal to my kingdom. I’m loyal to my king and the royal family. But I’m not blind. I have eyes. I have my own brain, my own thoughts. And I won’t let any of them choose my life for me. And I’m certainly not going to fall on my sword for no damned reason.”

			Michael swore under his breath. “The bottom line, Amos, is that she is his betrothed.” He couldn’t explain the rest. He couldn’t explain to Amos how her fate hung in the balance, betrothal or not.

			“No, Michael. The bottom line is that he doesn’t love her. He never did. But you do. And I’m pretty damn sure she loves you, too. What exactly do you think you’re accomplishing by ignoring that?”

			Michael just sat there, silent, every thought fallen out of his head.

			“All right, fine,” Amos grumbled, standing to his feet as he picked up his plate. “But one of these days, Michael, you’re going to have to pull that stick out of your ass and get yourself a life.”
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			Chapter XXXIII

			The dust that covered his pants, shirt, and boots must have been trailing behind him like a cloud. He was filthy, caked in dirt and sweat from a day of labor in the fields. 

			Titus chuckled as he knocked his boots against the frame of the servants’ entrance at the back of the manor. He made his best effort to dust off his clothing as well, not wanting to leave a trail of filth for the servants to have to clean.

			Dirty and bone tired, that’s what he was. 

			And he absolutely loved it. 

			A young servant girl—Daphne, he was fairly certain—smiled meekly upon his entrance into the kitchens. “Milord,” she said, her lilt a strong indication of her less-than-noble upbringing. Her mousy brown hair hung limply around her face, tangled from sweat and a hard day’s work. “I wish you would let us take care of the field. You’re working too hard.” She fussed over him before handing him a glass of ice-cold water, which he gratefully accepted, downing it in all of two gulps, its icy bite a welcome bout of refreshment. She refilled his glass and handed it to him again before he spoke. 

			“I’m fine, Daphne. I like the work.”

			“But why do you do it, milord?”

			“Because the lady of the house has always wanted a vegetable garden. And it’s about time she had something she wanted, isn’t it?” He smiled, finishing his water and handing her the glass. 

			“More, milord?”

			He wanted more. He wanted to douse himself in a vat of ice and water until it melted to steam from the heat of his body. But he also didn’t want a bellyache from downing too much too fast, so he said, “That will be all for now. Thank you.” He ambled through the steamy room, thick with heady smells of whatever was cooking for dinner tonight. Likely roasted rosemary chicken, turnips, and some sort of yeasty, sweet bread, from the smell of it. He had one foot on the steps when he heard her speak again. 

			“You love her very much, don’t you?”

			He turned to face her again, and she flushed at the attentiveness with which he looked at her.

			The young girl looked down to her feet, her plump pink cheeks glistening with sweat as the evening sun kissed her skin. “She still loves you, milord, if you’ll pardon my saying so.” She paused for a moment, fussing with the hem of her dull, flour-coated apron before adding, “Just give her time.”

			He smiled at the youthful innocence of the girl. “She can have all the time she needs.”

			~

			He was only just though his bedchamber door, about to shuck off his sweat-dampened shirt, when he spotted her, sitting on the edge of his bed, an unearthly stillness in her eyes. As if she were capable of boring a hole right through him.

			Perhaps she was.

			“Oh, hello,” he said stupidly, suddenly unable to think straight. 

			“Hello,” Penelope replied, nearly inaudibly. The setting sun cast long shadows into the room, the darkness masking her face, hiding her expression from him.

			“Are you all right?”

			She nodded, the lines of her long, slender neck catching pockets of sunlight as it streamed past her from the window behind his bed, dust motes dancing in the light like stars flickering in the heavens. 

			“Do you need something?” he asked, immediately hating the question. He didn’t mean—

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t think…I can leave, I just—”

			He crossed the gap between them in all of three steps. “I don’t want you to leave,” he said gently, taking her in. Her dress was simple today, but no less flattering than usual, her curves accentuated by the way the material hugged her slender waist, the curve of her breasts. Gods, it was going to take so much self control not to even touch her as she sat on the edge of his bed, looking completely and utterly touchable.

			Time. She needed time.

			He could give her that.

			“I just…” There was something about the tone of her voice that snapped him out of his trance. “…I just wanted to check on you.”

			He took another step closer, and to his surprise, she stood as well, stepping to him. She—she closed the distance between them. And, damn him, his heart began thundering—a love-struck schoolboy panicking before a beautiful classmate.

			He should be thankful. 

			Instead, he was horrified that he would cross some unforeseen and utterly delicate line between them.

			“I’m worried about you, Titus.”

			“You needn’t be.”

			She fidgeted with her fingers as if she didn’t know what else to do with them. “You’re working so hard.”

			“I enjoy it,” he said softly. 

			Then she met his eyes, and he could have kissed her right there, the heady scent of her skin swirling about him like a storm of desire and need. Gods, she was gorgeous. 

			“Why?”

			“Because I enjoy working the land and—”

			“No, why are you doing…all of this?”

			“For you,” was all he said. 

			And then she touched his cheek. A featherlight touch. Like a whispered prayer of a saint. And yet it set him ablaze—a thousand forest fires burning through his veins.

			How long had it been since he had known the thrill of her touch? Years. Too many years. And for no other reason than his own damned selfishness and petty blindness.

			“Would you like me to draw you a bath?”

			If she couldn’t feel the thundering of his heart, she surely could see it through his shirt. He needed to do something to calm himself down. A joke, perhaps. “Are you saying I stink?”

			All right, a pathetically lame joke. Gods.

			“Terribly,” she quipped right back, her brow raised, a hand resting on her hip. 

			And then he laughed. And so did she. 

			So he dared touch her. Her impossibly soft cheek. Her pink, plump lips. “I’ve missed that.”

			“Missed what?”

			“That smart mouth of yours. It’s why I fell in love with you, you know.”

			She merely smirked and took him by the hand, leading him to his bathing chambers, fussing with the faucets over the bath, testing the water temperature and readjusting until she was satisfied. 

			She straightened again. “See if the temperature is to your liking.”

			“It’s perfect,” he said, without moving an inch, drinking in the sight of her. 

			She held his gaze, and an awkwardness grew between them like a void, a chasm of everything left unsaid. Every apology he was too much of a fool to utter. Every fear he didn’t dare breathe. Every missed moment. Every tear she had shed on behalf of his brazen, calloused ego. Every dream he had let slip through their fingers.

			She didn’t say a word, she only breathed, her breast rising and falling like the tide of the Great Sea. Should he wait to undress until after she left? What was she just standing there for? Then again, what was he just standing there for? 

			She was his wife. And he was her husband. 

			He took off his shirt and chucked it aside. 

			Her eyes raked over his chest and he could have sworn—sworn that he saw a hunger flash in them. But as soon as she met his eyes again, she stiffened and cleared her throat. “I’ll just go and get your robe.” She was out of the room before he could blink.

			Well. That settled that argument. 

			And so he bathed in silence and peace, smiling when he sank into the water that was indeed the perfect temperature, utilizing the cloth and soaps she had laid out for him. 

			Time, he reminded himself. She just needed time.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XXXIV

			Titus heard the snick of the door and turned from his bath to see his wife enter the bathing room, a robe slung over her arm. 

			“You’re just in time,” he said. “I’m almost finished.” He had taken a nice, relaxing bath, thinking he likely wouldn’t see his wife again, maybe not for the rest of the evening. Thus, when she walked back in, his heart nearly leapt into his throat. 

			She surveyed him for a moment before crossing to the tub’s edge and holding the robe open for him without a word. She treated him like a king, he realized. It was past time he started treating her like the queen that she was. 

			He stood and stepped out of the tub, unashamed of his nakedness, and donned the robe she offered. Her eyes stayed unblinkingly up, but when he turned to face her again, she took her time about tying the robe around him. 

			And he didn’t mind one tiny little bit. 

			Then she touched his face, her fingers running through his damp beard. And the silence…both utterly terrifying and wickedly heady. He wasn’t sure whether he wanted to wrap his arms around her or run for the door.

			Again, he needed a distraction. “I’m thinking of shaving it off.”

			“Your beard? Why?” she asked. 

			“Because it’s much too gray. It makes me look old. And it’s not nearly as full as I’d like it.”

			“I think you look handsome.”

			Well then. He snaked an arm about her waist at her admission. “Do you want me to keep it?” 

			“I don’t have a preference. I think you look handsome either way.”

			At that, he slipped his other arm around her waist and pulled her just a little closer. She rested her hands on his chest and fiddled with the lapels of his robe with her fingers. 

			“If you do decide to shave it off, will you let me?” She met his eyes again from under her lashes. 

			“I would like that very much,” he grinned, sure he was dreaming.

			So she led him to the basin, searching through the cabinets for his blades and balms. She set everything up like a healer might prepare an infirmary for a wounded patient, a skilled artisan meticulous about her craft. Then she hopped up onto the counter and sat on the edge, beckoning him to stand close. 

			Her tender fingers spread the thick balm on his beard with trembling gentleness, and her legs brushed either side of his thighs as he stood close enough for her to work, the heat from her body pouring into him like a fine wine. He swallowed once. Twice. 

			Penelope lifted a brow. “Do you really trust me with a blade at your throat?” she asked with a smirk. 

			He chuckled. “Do your worst, Lady.”

			She huffed a laugh and set about her work, her deft hands working with a surety that set him at ease. 

			Gods, he could do this all day, being this close to her while her soft fingers touched his face and her breath tickled his throat.

			Her eyes were sharp, focused on her work like a master craftsman. Only once did she stop to look up at him. Only once. But when she did, he saw a warmth there he knew he hadn’t seen in many, many years. He couldn’t help the smile that curled his mouth. 

			“Don’t do that. I might cut you.”

			“Then would you have to be my nurse, too?”

			She paused, raising a brow before chuckling. “Enjoying this, are you?”

			He waited until she paused to wipe the blade before speaking. “Immensely.”

			She finished quickly. Too soon, actually. He was disappointed the excuse to be so close to her was nearly over.

			“What do you think?” she asked, surveying her work. 

			“It’s perfect.”

			She cocked her head with furrowed brows. “You haven’t even looked at it, Titus.”

			He leaned to the looking glass, surveying his face, feeling his skin for the first time in months. “Lopee, it’s perfect. I may commission you to do this every time. It’s the closest shave I think I’ve ever had.”

			She only looked to her fidgeting hands in her lap.

			He turned back to her, taking hold of her chin with his thumb and forefinger, savoring the sweet spice of her breath as it mingled with his.

			There was a lingering hesitance in her eyes, her fidgeting hands. He hated himself for it. Hated that he had ever been anything but what she needed. What she wanted. He searched for the words to tell her so, to make it right. But the words failed him.

			She leaned over the counter, retrieving a cobalt glass bottle. Pulling the cork from the top, she poured a small amount of the liquid in her hands. 

			“What’s this?” he asked. 

			“Oil. I thought it might feel nice after your shave. I use it on my face. It helps keep it soft.”

			He brushed his knuckles down her cheek. “So that’s your secret.”

			She huffed a soft laugh as she set about her work, warming the oil in her hands before rubbing it on his cheeks, his chin, his neck. But her hands—they slowed. And then they slowed some more until she wasn’t rubbing in the soothing oil so much as she was…exploring.

			Then she looked at him. And her breath, locking in shallow rhythm with his, sang an ancient song, wild and unfettered. She touched his face, his hair, his lips, locking her eyes there as if contemplating the very meaning of Creation itself. 

			And then she kissed him.

			He might have lived a thousand lifetimes in that kiss, for surely it was his whole heart—his whole world—right there on her lips. So soft, so tender was her kiss. Like the feather of a spring pheasant. Every single ounce of his self-control was wrapped up in keeping himself from taking things too far. 

			One step at a time. One step at a time. He chanted the credo in his head like a monk in a monastery. 

			She paused, pulling away to meet his eyes, taking a moment to search him; and when she realized they were asking the same question, breathing the same feral song, she kissed him again. 

			But this time…

			This time she poured herself into that kiss. And gods, oh gods, his restraint was crumbling. Her hands played through his hair like a færy bestowing blessings—her lithe body pressed against his, warm and intoxicating. Her lips moved over his—a dance of the gods moving to the rhythm of their thundering hearts. 

			He heard a small groan escape her throat and lost himself completely, pulling—clawing—her closer to him, tugging at the laces of her dress. But as suddenly as she had kissed him, she stopped, her lips still pressed to his as she breathed his name. 

			“I’m sorry,” he panted, practically gasping. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I…I shouldn’t…I know it’s…It’s too soon, I—”

			“No, it’s not that,” she said, pressing a finger to his lips. “It’s just that…”

			“What is it, Lopee?” 

			She was blushing. Blushing. Gods. 

			“It’s the middle of the afternoon, Titus. What will the servants think?”

			He nearly fell dead right there. Instead, he smiled—almost laughed—when he touched his lips to her neck and blazed a trail of kisses along her skin. “They will think, my love, that the master of the house is madly in love with his wife.”

			And when she kissed him again, he scooped her into his arms and carried her to his bed.

			~

			Titus lay in his bed, staring at his ceiling, relishing the feel of his wife on his arm. She was sprawled out beside him like a cat, her head resting on his shoulder, her hair strewn wildly about, her fingers gently exploring his freshly-shaven face. 

			“I like the way it feels,” she said. “Your face, after a shave. I like how the hair is just slightly scruffy.”

			He barked a chuckle. “Is that what you were waiting for? My freshly-shaved face?”

			She pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Maybe.”

			He pulled her closer to him until every inch of the length of her body touched his. Perhaps she was a cat sprawled beside him, but he was fairly certain he was the one purring.

			“You’re different, Titus.”

			He traced his finger along her jaw. “Is that good or bad?”

			“I was so afraid. I was so afraid to believe it. When you were away and writing to me, I hardly knew what to think. I felt…I felt as if I were writing to a different man.”

			A different man. Not the bastard she had married. But a man who actually paid attention to her. A man who took even a moment’s notice of the little miracle that was his wife.

			Yes, he was a different man when it came to Penelope Melamed.

			“And when you came home,” she went on, “I didn’t know what to expect. But…but you’ve really changed, haven’t you?”

			He adjusted so that he might look into her eyes. “I’ve made so many mistakes, Lopee. Things I can never undo.”

			She touched his cheek. “And do you think I’ve been perfect?”

			“No, but I will never understand why you didn’t leave me a long time ago.”

			She huffed a laugh. “I thought about it.”

			“You did?” he asked, jutting his chin backward.

			She merely nodded.

			“Still,” he said, playing with her lazy curl that spilled across her shoulder, “you didn’t leave. I’m not sure I would have been so selfless.”

			“Titus,” she said, “you’re making me sound like a saint. I was quite angry with you for a long time. There were days when I thought I might not get out of bed. There were days when I didn’t. Maybe it took you a long time to figure some things out, but it took me a long time, too.”

			“And what is it that you figured out?”

			“I realized something, Titus. I realized that commitment is a choice. We don’t marry perfect people. And there is no such thing as a perfect marriage. But there are good marriages. Committed marriages. And I could either choose to stand by my commitment or not. I realized that I could dwell all day on all the things I thought you were doing wrong, but in truth, I was not perfect, either. And at the end of the day, I knew two things: you were still the man I fell in love with, a good man. And I could either blame you for everything and live in my own bitterness, or I could choose us and choose to hope. So I chose hope.”

			He shook his head, pushing hair behind her ears, leaving his hand on her cheek. “I’ll never know what I did to deserve you.”

			She touched his hand. “I love you, you old bastard.”

			He breathed a laugh as he pressed a kiss to her brow. “I love you, too. More than you know. More than I’ve shown, you, that’s for sure. But I plan on spending the rest of my life making it up to you.”

			She kissed him tenderly, her lips supple and warm. “The past is just that, Titus: the past. Let’s not dwell on it. Let’s just live now. Let’s enjoy each other. And let’s look to the future we will make together.”

			Then she kissed him again, and there was a hunger in it—the hunger of all the wasted years, of the small joys they had shared—of the hope for the joy they had yet to share. For who they might have been and who they still might be. Her kiss deepened and she pulled him into her embrace. But Titus pulled away, to find surprise in her eyes. 

			“Penelope.” He smirked. “Twice in one afternoon? What will the servants think?”

			She hooked a leg around him, a feline grin on her mouth as she curled herself up against him. “That the lady of the house is wildly attracted to her husband.”
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			Chapter XXXV

			Take a deep breath,” Ferryl chuckled. “You look like you’re going to pass out.”

			Elizabeth did as Ferryl bade, breathing deeply of the crisp mountain air as she gripped Eagle’s mane, but it did little to quell her nerves. The winged horse seemed to grunt in protest, and Elizabeth slackened her white-knuckled grip on the silky hair.

			“You grew up in a palace,” he continued. “Why are you so petrified?”

			“I didn’t grow up in a palace, Ferryl. I grew up adjacent to a palace. I have much more experience shoveling dung than I do at any court.”

			“There is very little difference between the two, I assure you,” chimed Derwin. 

			The four traveling companions—and the new addition who was apparently Elizabeth’s own mother—trotted their mounts down a winding path as it cut through the mountains. There were so many trees, thick and evergreen, the wind biting their cheeks and noses, but every once in a while, through the thick growth, Elizabeth could see glimpses of Chesedelle Castle. 

			It was breathtaking. Spires and spires, as high as the eye could see, climbed into the bluest skies, kissing the clouds. The castle itself sat on a mountainside, hugging so closely to the rocks, it looked as if it grew right out of the mountain. Then again, perhaps it did because the stone from which it was built was the very color of the mountains. Purples and blues and grays and flecks of gold shimmered and glistened in the afternoon sun. A forest of evergreens surrounded it, cascading down the mountainside to the valley and village below. 

			Chesedelle was something out of a dream. 

			She stole a glance at the gray mare to her right and its wide-eyed rider. Her mother gawked at Chesedelle Castle with the very same wonder. Elizabeth wondered how many times Talia had gotten to see the glittering palace before them. 

			The path finally led to a clearing and Elizabeth sucked in a breath. Without the trees in the way, the castle was even more imposing and powerful. Nothing like Benalle with its breezy, open fields spilling onto the cliff sides. No, Chesedelle was a beacon. A fortress. A marvel of intricate architecture and ancient splendor.

			“Wow,” said Leala. Elizabeth agreed with the sentiment. 

			“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Ferryl asked. 

			“Slightly ostentatious,” said Derwin, arching an auburn brow. 

			“Oh, it is not,” chided Leala. 

			“I think it’s magical,” said Talia, and Elizabeth couldn’t help but agree, unable to stop ogling the castle. The closer they got, the more she had to crane her neck to see it. 

			“We made good time,” said Derwin. “It’s just past the noon hour.”

			They trotted through the village that sat at the foot of the mountain. Building after building, much like the ones in Har Omer, dotted the road as it wound through the valley. More merry people bustled about beneath bright banners and streamers identical to the ones in the previous villages. 

			“I suppose they’re celebrating Yasha, too,” said Ferryl, clutching his side and wincing quietly as Erel jolted, dodging an eager passerby. 

			Elizabeth nudged Eagle closer to him. 

			“I hear there is a ball at the palace. Do you suppose we’ll be here for it?” Leala asked. 

			“I don’t know,” said Derwin. 

			Talia chimed in, merrily prattling with the traveling crew. But Elizabeth didn’t hear the conversation anymore, too focused on Ferryl—on the pain he was so clearly hiding. 

			“Are you all right?” she asked him under her breath. 

			He looked to her and smiled weakly. “I’m all right, Lizybet. I’ll just be sore for a while. There’s no need to worry.”

			“It’s too late for that,” she retorted. He only breathed a laugh. 

			“A Merry Yasha to you!” cried an eager shopkeeper as they passed. 

			“And to you,” cried Ferryl, nodding his head from atop his mount. He looked like a noble king, clad in wool and ermine, come to visit his allies. Elizabeth smiled softly.

			It didn’t take long to make it through the village, despite its bustling streets, and before she knew it—before she was ready—the five of them approached the castle’s imposing gates: the two princes, the princess, the dressmaker, and the nobody.

			Perhaps it was that they were expected—Ferryl had sent the raven himself not long after they had left Benalle. Or perhaps it was that Ferryl and Derwin were decked in the royal colors of Navah—black, white and gold from head to toe—but the guards didn’t hesitate, smiling warmly as they nodded to a man in a small tower to one side. 

			“Welcome, Prince Ferryl, Prince Derwin, my Ladies, to Chesedelle Castle!” the guard said. The man in the tower began turning a wheel and the gates opened slowly, steadily, the towering bars surprisingly quiet, without creaking or groaning. As ancient as it looked, the palace was obviously well kept and well loved. 

			The path winding up to the entrance was lined in perfectly manicured greenery, still bright despite the chill in the air. 

			Evergreen. It seemed to be a theme here.

			A small courtyard spilled from the towering, ornately carved wooden doors that made up the entrance to the castle. Unlike Benalle Palace, Chesedelle Castle had a relatively small footprint. But it made up for it in height. The castle seemed to stretch all the way to heaven. Or at least all the way to the top of the mountain on which it perched. Elizabeth wondered just how many floors it held. From the looks of it, dozens and dozens. 

			A man and a woman stood at the head of the greeting party, clad in fur from head to toe and smiles from ear to ear. If they were the king and queen of Haravelle, then they were nothing like Elizabeth had expected. Perhaps in her mind King Aaron and Queen Avigail were old and gray, wizened and aged. But in reality, they were young and beautiful. Maybe in their early forties at best. Very little gray peppered their inky black hair. The king’s face was clean-shaven, the ermine falling from his broad shoulders fluttering in the mountain breeze. He wore no crown, but he didn’t have to. The set of his jaw, the look in his eyes bespoke of a man wizened beyond his years. He was as mighty as the mountain kingdom he ruled. 

			The queen wore a small, twisted band of gold on her brow, which stood out from the silken, black hair that spilled over her shoulders and down her chest, well past her waist. Her beauty seemed to radiate from within, a quiet joy that colored her delicate features. Behind that sparkle of joy, Elizabeth did not miss the whisper of sorrow that lingered in her eyes. But it did not take away from her warmth, the kindness that beamed from her smile. Such a stark contrast to the queen Elizabeth had grown up with. Whereas Queen Meria of Navah was a star-flecked night, full of whispers and secrets and darkness, Queen Avigail of Haravelle was…she was a spring morning, glittering with dew and the merry song of forsest fauna.

			“Welcome, honored guests,” said the king, his voice a rich, deep timbre. He stepped down a few steps to greet Ferryl and Derwin as they approached the king, bowing gracefully, which reminded Elizabeth to dip into a curtsey. Leala curtseyed, too, a nervous smile on her mouth as she stepped up and took Derwin’s arm. 

			“Your Majesties,” said Derwin proudly, beaming as he presented his wife, “allow me to introduce to you my wife, Princess Leala of Navah.”

			King Aaron took Leala’s hand, but he did not wait for her to kiss his. No, the King of Haravelle kissed Leala’s hand himself. “A pleasure, Your Highness.” The blush that rose to the princess’s cheeks might have put a rose to shame.

			“We are thrilled that you would visit us,” said the queen, hugging Leala. Hugging her. Elizabeth tried not to stare.

			Indeed, this queen before her was a stark contrast to Ferryl’s mother.

			At least Elizabeth hoped so. 

			“And who is this enchanting creature?” asked Queen Avigail, turning her attention to Elizabeth. She could feel her cheeks flush with heat. Oh, um, I’m just a stable girl, Your Majesty. Don’t mind me.

			“This, Your Majesties,” said Ferryl, his chest puffed out so far, Elizabeth wondered how he was still standing, “is Lady Elizabeth. She is my closest friend and my most trusted advisor.” Elizabeth tried not to laugh. She really did. But a laugh escaped her anyway. Well, it was more like a snort. Ferryl ignored her.

			“Lady Elizabeth, what an honor it is to have someone amongst our company of whom Prince Ferryl thinks so highly. I am looking forward to getting to know you,” said Queen Avigail, hugging Elizabeth as heartily as she had hugged Leala.

			Genuine warmth, like a summer’s day, enveloped her in the queen’s embrace. She smiled and curtseyed again, unsure what else to do.

			“Lady Elizabeth,” said the king. Elizabeth turned to face him, wondering what to do with her fidgeting hands when the king of Haravelle took hold of them. “It is truly an honor.” His eyes held hers for a moment, searching for something she could not place. Evergreen. His eyes were as evergreen as the conifers that lined the path to the castle. As green as fresh spring grasses. 

			She decided it must be a trait of Haravellians—those evergreen eyes. So much like Talia’s. So much like her own. Maybe the boy Joseph had been right. Maybe she really was Haravellian. And maybe the woman a few steps behind her really was her mother.

			She swallowed, dipping into a curtsey as she said, “The honor is mine.” 

			Perfunctory smiles and greetings and a smattering of bows and curtseys from the small gathering of courtiers greeted them as they followed the king and queen of Haravelle up the shimmering steps and into the castle.

			“Ah!” said the king as they stopped in the entry hall. 

			The glittering entry hall.

			Elizabeth froze in place, taking in the sight of the towering room. Ancient paintings hung all the way up, one after another, some so high they were impossible to distinguish—a history of Haravelle, its kings and battles, no doubt. Glistening suits of armor stood in a line before them—silver soldiers readied for battle. An intricate golden spiral staircase greeted them, towering to such heights that it too disappeared above them. The walls shimmered, rough with crystals like the exposed center of a rock. In fact, the whole place seemed as if it were not a castle, but the miraculous heart of this formidable mountain. But it was the familiarity of it that spoke to her most of all. A familiarity which she decided was obviously a result of having dreamt of such a place night after night for close to a year.

			Still, though, this place…it resonated with her. Pealed familiarly. Like a temple bell. 

			She breathed, willing her heart to calm.

			“Prince Ferryl, Prince Derwin, Princess Leala, Lady Elizabeth, may I introduce you to my brother, Prince Andrew, his wife, Princess Rachel, and their son, Lord Adam?” said the king. 

			“So many new names! I hope there will not be a test, brother,” chuckled Prince Andrew, his hair as black as the king’s. Just like his wife. Just like his son. No doubt black hair was also a trait of most Haravellians. Bows and curtseys and the pleasure is all mines abounded as Elizabeth watched the royal family before her. Prince Andrew and his wife seemed kind enough. Perhaps not quite as warm as the king and queen, but still amiable. 

			Their son, Lord Adam, on the other hand, wouldn’t take his eyes off of her, his attention fixed on Elizabeth as if she were a work of art to be studied, deciphered, desired. She felt heat rush to her cheeks at his inexplicable fixation, unsure whether he thought her beautiful or wanted to eat her alive. His perfectly coiffed hair and highly polished boots were in stark contrast to the looming darkness about him. The chiseled features of his pale skin set against the inky blackness of his hair made him seem as if he were made of moonlight and midnight, thunder and lightning. He was a storm—this nephew of the king—terrible and beautiful all at the same time. And she found herself transfixed as if under a spell. His spell. Of quiet secrets and sensual beauty and—

			“I am sure you all are tired and hungry,” said the queen, shattering her fixation. “There is lunch waiting in your rooms. I thought you might enjoy settling in for the afternoon. We will dine together at dinner this evening.”

			“That is very kind of you, Your Majesty,” said Ferryl with a small bow. “Thank you. And thank you for having us.”

			“We are so very glad that you have come,” said the king. “Lord Adam, would you see our guests to their chambers?”

			“Of course, Your Majesty,” said Adam with a bow, his voice courtly, polished, his eyes never once leaving Elizabeth.  

			The rest of the Haravellian royal family bade their farewells before disappearing down a narrow corridor. 

			“Shall we, then?” asked Lord Adam, gesturing to the spiral staircase before them, his thin lips curled only just.

			The party followed the Haravellian lord up flight after flight, past floor after floor, ascending spiraling staircases and straight staircases, turning staircases and staircases that were one degree shy of qualifying as a ladder. The castle seemed to climb endlessly higher, a labyrinth of corridors and stairs. And every one of them carved right out of glittering stone. The castle shimmered even more on the inside than the outside—like a rock cut in half. Just like the rock that hung from Elizabeth’s neck. She felt it underneath her cloak, pulsing with a quiet sort of energy. 

			Or perhaps it was her own nerves getting the better of her.

			They wound through hall after hall, each one a little different than the last. Elizabeth chuckled. 

			“What is it?” Ferryl asked conspiratorially, leaning toward her as they walked. 

			“This place is a veritable maze. I don’t think I’ll ever find my way out.”

			“I think that was the general idea.”

			“What, you think the king and queen are trying to trap us?”

			“No, no, I simply mean that these ancient castles were designed to be as confusing as they are beautiful. Much like a woman in that regard.”

			She narrowed her eyes at him. But Ferryl only winked.

			“It’s a means of security,” he added.

			“That’s reassuring.”

			Ferryl chuckled. “Never mind that, Lizybet. Do you honestly think Derwin hasn’t already memorized every turn, every nook, and mapped out every possible escape route already?”

			She laughed again. 

			“Something funny?” Lord Adam asked, turning to face them, his jade cloak fluttering behind him on a phantom wind.

			“We are having a laugh at my brother’s expense,” said Ferryl. 

			“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” said Derwin flatly. 

			Leala chuckled; Talia pursed a beaming smile.

			Lord Adam’s smile slowly made its way to the corner of his mouth. “I’ve no siblings of my own. I would imagine that it makes for an interesting dynamic.”

			“Oh it’s just loads of fun,” chimed Derwin. 

			Lord Adam huffed a quiet laugh, like he understood something they did not. He opened a door at the end of the small landing. The five of them emerged into a vast sitting room, much too large to have fit into the spire where it rested. “Your chambers. Prince Derwin, Princess Leala, your bedchamber is just through this door,” he said, pointing to the other side of the room. “Prince Ferryl, this is your room,” he said, pointing to the door just to his left. “And Lady Elizabeth,” he turned to her, heat and fire rising to her cheeks as his gaze bored into hers. “This is yours.” His hand gestured to the door beside him and Elizabeth nodded. From all the climbing, and from the view out the window on the other side, Elizabeth surmised that they were in one of the many castle towers, one that housed perhaps only these few rooms. “Your maid,” he added, “can stay in the servants’ quarters.”

			Elizabeth caught sight of Talia, who only beamed as if it were an honor to be here. As if staying with the servants was acceptable. But before Elizabeth could protest, Ferryl spoke up. 

			“Thank you, Lord Adam,” said Ferryl, stepping closer to Elizabeth. Quite close. So she hadn’t been the only one to notice Adam’s attentions, then.  

			The black-haired lord bowed. “Your rooms are well accommodated. I trust they will meet your needs most sufficiently. Is there anything I can get you before I depart?”

			“I believe that will be all,” said Ferryl curtly.

			Lord Adam’s eyes still bored holes right through Elizabeth as he stood before them for an awkward moment longer. “May I help you with your cloak, my lady?” he finally asked. 

			“Oh,” said Elizabeth, stumbling for words. “Um, yes, thank you.” She turned to allow him to remove the cloak from her shoulders—and could practically taste the territorial ire pouring off of Ferryl. 

			She gave Ferryl a look. Calm down. He’s only being hospitable. Ferryl only glared at the Haravellian lord, and she made a note to give him a sound lecture as soon as Lord Adam disappeared. 

			Lord Adam handed her the cloak, his eyes shamelessly devouring her gown from head to toe. But when he caught sight of her amulet, he lingered at her breast uncomfortably. “What an interesting choice of jewelry you’re wearing, my lady.”

			“Oh?” she asked, taking hold of the stone that hung from her neck. 

			Lord Adam smiled, but it didn’t quite meet his eyes. “It’s just that most women choose stones of a more valuable type to display on their person. Diamonds, rubies, onyx… I find it so…creative that you should choose a simple stone.”

			“What concern is it of yours what kind of jewels she chooses to display on her person?” Ferryl asked, taking her by the elbow and moving to usher her into her chamber.

			Oh, Providence above.

			The curious lord chuckled. “Forgive me if I am being impertinent. I do not mean to imply that it is not beautiful or valuable. It’s simply an interesting choice. I do apologize if I have offended.” He bowed slightly, still keeping his eyes riveted to the stone as if he were expecting it to jump off of Elizabeth’s neck and start performing tricks. She clutched it tighter. 

			“I shall leave you to your rooms. Should you need anything, we have plenty of servants who will tend to you. I will see you at dinner.” And with that, he disappeared back through the door of the sitting room. 

			Derwin rolled his eyes without a word before opening his door and ushering his wife inside their chamber. Talia merely smiled. “I’ll be back later to dress you for dinner.” She gave Elizabeth a quick hug and a peck on the cheek before turning on her heel and practically skipping out of the room.

			She bustled quietly out of the chambers and down the steps—to find the servants’ quarters, no doubt. Elizabeth sighed, wondering what in the world she had gotten herself into. She turned to her door, wishing for nothing more than a long nap and perhaps to wake up back in Navah—back in the simple days when life was uncomplicated, when she was a servant girl in love with a prince. She pushed on the door to the chamber Lord Adam had called hers.

			But Ferryl didn’t go into his own; he followed Elizabeth instead. 

			“What was that about?” he asked, closing the door behind him. 

			Elizabeth couldn’t think to answer, too stunned at her room to even care about the strange encounter with Lord Adam. 

			Considering how small and narrow the hall outside was, the room was shockingly huge. It was only one large room—a large bed in the corner, a sitting area to the side, and a door just past a roaring fireplace, which she assumed was the bathing room. But it seemed impossible that such a room should fit into one of the castle towers. It was much too vast for reality. 

			Despite its size, it was warm and cozy, with fur rugs dotting the stone floors, furs on the bed, fur pelts on the wall. Evergreen velvet curtains lined the windows of one wall, puddling on the floor like the train of a queen’s gown. Elizabeth walked to them, opening them wide to see what was quite possibly the most beautiful sight she had ever beheld. 

			Mountains, tall and formidable, stretched out before her as far as she could see. From these heights, she felt as if she might reach out and touch their snow-capped peaks, but she knew they were much farther away than they looked. The valley stretched below, lazy white puffs of smoke from cozy little cottages and inns rising into the sky as if to mingle with the clouds as old friends. The air was brisk and biting. Autumn was in full force here. The cloak salesman in Har Omer had likely been right—snow seemed an inevitable outcome. Elizabeth very much looked forward to seeing snow for the first time.

			“Have you ever seen anything like it?” Ferryl asked, stepping behind her.

			“I’ve always thought the cliffs of Navah are breathtaking and beautiful. And they are. But this… This is a different kind of beautiful. It’s…it’s …”

			“Soul stirring,” he answered for her. 

			Exactly. The mountains stirred her soul in its deepest corners. And she was forever in love.

			Ferryl stood close behind her, the heat and warmth of his nearness like a kindling fire. He breathed a warm sigh that tickled her ear. 

			“You, by the way, are completely insufferable,” she said, turning to face him. He had been standing so close, she had to take a step back just to be able to look at him.

			“What? Why?” he asked, affronted at her question. 

			“He was being hospitable, Ferryl. There was no need to bare your teeth and growl at the poor man.”

			“I did not bare my teeth, Elizabeth.”

			“But you did growl,” she lectured. “Need I remind you that we are not—and cannot be—together?”

			“Are you intending to pursue him as a suitor?”

			She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “I am simply saying that you cannot act like a wolf on the prowl any time a male of the species so much as looks at me. It’s ridiculous.”

			“Perhaps it is,” he agreed. “But you, Lady Elizabeth, need to remember that this new whatever we are business is going to take some adjustment. So you’ll forgive me if I’m not thrilled at the prospect of you entertaining suitors so quickly.”

			“Well you need not worry, Ferryl. I’m not entertaining suitors. But someday I might. We’re only hurting ourselves if we keep pretending otherwise.”

			Ferryl crossed his arms, looking down at her like a child in need of a sound lashing. “I’ve already found love. I’m simply not allowed to have it. So if you don’t mind, Lady Elizabeth, I’d like to decide what’s best for myself, thank you very much.”

			She bit her lip and shook her head. “You’re insufferable. And stop calling me Lady Elizabeth.”

			“Why? That’s your title.”

			“It is not and you know it.”

			“It most certainly is,” he said. “Must you make everything an argument?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“Because you are crown prince of Navah, Ferryl. If someone doesn’t keep you in line, you’re destined to become a tyrant.”

			He barked a laugh and pulled her into his arms, affording her the opportunity to rest her head on his chest and savor the sound of his steady, beating heart. 

			This man. No matter what the future held, he would always—always—hold her heart. And even though they couldn’t be together, perhaps he was right. Why couldn’t they still be the friends they had always been?

			“What would I do without you?” he asked. 

			“Suffer terribly,” she quipped, hugging him even closer.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XXXVI

			Elizabeth stirred from her nap at the sound of a knock on her door. She stretched, thinking the bed was quite possibly the most comfortable she had ever slept upon. She hopped down, smoothing the skirts of her gown as she crossed the large chamber. 

			“Yes?” she asked, opening the large door. 

			It was Talia wearing a beaming smile. “Hello, Elizabeth.”

			“Hello, T—” she stammered, stumbling over her name. She didn’t want to offend her, but Elizabeth wasn’t exactly ready to call her mother. Not yet. She stepped back, allowing the dressmaker into her chamber. 

			“Rest well?” Talia asked as she took in the lavish surroundings. 

			“Yes,” said Elizabeth, following her further into the room. Talia ran her hands over a fur flung over the back of a chair. “It’s so beautiful here, isn’t it?”

			“Have you ever been here before?” Elizabeth asked, genuinely curious about this woman before her. 

			Talia turned to face her more fully. “Never. But I always wanted to. When His Highness came to my shop this morning asking if I’d like to come along, I confess it wasn’t only to be with you that I said yes.”

			So she had never been to the castle before? Then why had Elizabeth been dreaming of it every night for the past year?

			“I’m sure he won’t mind if you call him Ferryl,” Elizabeth said by way of changing the subject. 

			Talia laughed. “He said as much in Har Omer. Such a kind prince you have. Still I don’t think it would be fitting for me to call him by name, even if he is in love with my daughter.” 

			Daughter. 

			The word hung between them, droplets of water flung from a hummingbird’s wings. Elizabeth knew not how to grab ahold of them, to take hold of such an idea. 

			Guilt lapped at her, so she looked away, making to the windows. 

			“May I ask you something?” Talia asked, following Elizabeth across the room. 

			“Of course,” she said, wondering if she’d regret the offer. 

			Talia made her way to Elizabeth’s side before she finally said, “Will you tell me the story? The story of how you fell in love?”

			Not the question she had been expecting. Not at all. But still. “It hardly matters anymore,” Elizabeth said, looking out across the valley below. 

			“Why?”

			“Because we need to find a way to fall out of love, or we will both regret it.”

			“Why should anyone ever fall out of love?” Talia asked. It was a genuine question—perhaps of both concern and curiosity. But genuine, nonetheless.

			Elizabeth turned to face the woman beside her. “Because he is betrothed.”

			“But Princess Leala said it is a formality that can be easily—”

			“And she is with child,” Elizabeth added. 

			Disbelief and disappointment washed over Talia. “Oh,” she finally managed. “Oh, I see.”

			“I should clarify that it is not his child. Not in the strictest manner of speaking,” Elizabeth offered, turning her attention back to the windows and the views they offered. 

			“I’m not sure I understand,” Talia said. 

			A sigh. “If I tell you, will you swear to never tell another soul?”

			“Of course,” Talia said, placing a warm hand over Elizabeth’s. She couldn’t help but to savor the feeling, an old desire welling—one she had long-since forgotten—to know the concern of a mother. 

			“His betrothed—she is a Midvarish duchess—conceived another man’s child while betrothed to Ferryl. If he…” She swallowed, ignoring the chocking disappointment that threatened anytime she thought of it. “If he does not claim her child, he condemns her to death and his kingdom to war. And she… She is a good person, Talia,” Elizabeth said, suddenly pleading her case as if she needed to explain her stubbornness. As if for once, someone might agree with her on the subject. “She is. And she does not deserve to be hung for this. Even if it was wrong, even if it broke the law. I believe it was a mistake. And I believe that she regrets it immensely. How can he condemn her for such a thing?”

			A sympathetic smile turned Talia’s mouth as she patted Elizabeth’s hand. “You’re right. He cannot.”

			“What am I supposed to do?” Elizabeth asked, tears, sudden and numerous, spilling down her cheeks. “What am I supposed to do, Talia?”

			Talia draped an arm around Elizabeth’s shoulder, sighing heavily. “You remind me so much of your father, Elizabeth.”

			“I do?” she asked, wiping her eyes. 

			Talia’s smile was kind and warm. Comforting, even. “He always did the right thing. Always. Even when it was hard. I loved him dearly for it, even though it drove me mad sometimes. I think perhaps Ferryl feels the same way about you.”

			“A fat lot of good it does,” she said, wiping another stupid tear. 

			Talia laughed quietly and kissed Elizabeth’s brow. “Come. You could do with a distraction.”

			“A distraction?” Elizabeth asked. 

			A conspiratorial grin curled her mother’s mouth as Talia said, “I am to understand your gowns have already been deposited in your closet.”

			~

			Talia was like a child in a confection shop as she dressed and fussed over Elizabeth. By the time she was done, Elizabeth wasn’t sure if she was more suited for a royal dinner or a formal ball. She felt…fussy. But when she got a look at the finished product in the looking glass, she couldn’t deny that she felt beautiful. Grand. Majestic. The plum-and-gold gown fit as if it had been custom-tailored just for her. And she couldn’t deny that she loved how luxurious the fabric felt on her skin. She also didn’t mind that the neckline afforded her the opportunity to tuck her amulet in her gown, for she wasn’t sure why it had bothered her so when Lord Adam had taken such a keen interest in it, but it had. So she hid it without another thought.

			Then there was her hair. Talia seemed to know exactly what she was doing because Elizabeth couldn’t believe that all the intricate twists and braids didn’t come crashing down. It was built on her head so craftily that she marveled at it for several minutes. 

			Yes, a girl could get used to this.

			“How can I ever thank you? You’ve transformed me into a work of art!”

			“There is no such thing as transformation, darling. There is only accentuation of what is already there.”

			[image: ]

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XXXVII

			Relax, Lizybet. You’re doing fine,” whispered Ferryl, resisting the urge to press a kiss to the shell of Elizabeth’s ear. The way she looked tonight—the way that gown hugged her glorious curves, the way she held her shoulders back, her chin up as she sat at the royal banquet table—she was a queen in her own right. She had always been. And despite the tremble in her hands, Ferryl knew she had been born for this—born to sit among kings. Born to be a queen herself. His heart ached at the thought that she wouldn’t be. Not his queen, anyway. 

			But he took hold of her hand under the table anyway. He told himself it was to calm her nerves. He told himself it was for her, not him. 

			Derwin and Leala sat just across from them, Leala smiling toothily—the smile she usually donned when she was terrified out of her wits. But despite that smile, Leala was poised. Demure. Beautiful, truly. Ferryl had almost forgotten that she too was fairly new to this world—this cocoon called court life—for she had also taken to it with little fuss. She was every bit a princess these days, and Ferryl knew Derwin was as proud of her as he was of Elizabeth. So Ferryl smiled at Leala. She winked in response.

			“What?” Derwin asked, bouncing his eyes between his wife and his brother. 

			“Your wife looks happy, Derwin. That is all. You must be doing something right,” said Ferryl, taking to a goblet of wine with a smirk.

			Leala pressed a smacking kiss to Derwin’s cheek. “He’s just a cuddly little lamb in grumpy wolf’s clothing isn’t he?”

			Derwin barked something that was somewhere between a laugh and a growl. Leala only chuckled. 

			The door swung open behind them and in trotted the royal family—King Aaron with Queen Avigail on his arm, behind them, Prince Andrew with Princess Rachel beside him, and trailing behind them, a sleazy smile on his mouth, the king’s nephew, Lord Adam. Only a few hours around the man, and already Ferryl hated him. Not only for the way he ogled Elizabeth, but for the way he carried himself. That haughty, pompous air that bespoke—practically reeked of a man who thought way too highly of himself. The only men he knew with boots that unworn were distinctly suspicious and insufferably arrogant. Ferryl would have liked very much to pummel him right in the mouth. Instead he turned his back on the lord and took to his goblet of wine—mulled, of course. It must have been a Haravellian favorite. He drank healthily from the emerald and gold glass.

			The royal family made their way to their seats, the king and queen sitting at the head of the table. Of course, Lord Adam chose a seat across from Elizabeth. And of course, he never took his eyes off of her. If he hadn’t known that she would have slapped him across the face, Ferryl might have taken her into his arms and kissed her thoroughly right there, just to show the ogling ass exactly where he stood.

			“Lady Elizabeth,” crooned Adam. “I must say you look exquisite this evening. That gown is positively sinful on you.”

			“Thank you,” she said, her voice small. 

			“I hope you like duck,” said King Aaron, smiling amiably from the end of the table. The courtiers around the table replied in smiles and approving nods—all except Ferryl, who had chosen the distraction to glare at Lord Adam. The Haravellian lord kept his attention on the end of the table, but Ferryl did not miss the smirk that threatened his mouth. 

			“Excellent,” the king continued. “And I believe there is a treat for dessert this evening as well.”

			The queen huffed a laugh and took her husband’s hand on the table, squeezing it gently. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it tenderly, and Ferryl could see that despite all they had been through—wars and loss and even the death of their only child—a deep and abiding love poured off of them. It was almost shocking, really. Watching them made him realize that he wasn’t sure he had ever seen such an example of a happy marriage before. It was quite evident that theirs was a marriage built on love, not duty. Nothing like his parents. 

			Nothing like the marriage that awaited him in Navah. 

			The love the king and queen of Haravelle shared seemed to be a love much more like…well, like what he knew for Elizabeth. Despite everything between them, despite the what-ifs that towered before them, Ferryl still held on to the dream of a life with her, clinging to it like a lifeboat in a storm. Someday, Providence-willing, he hoped to still look at Elizabeth the way Aaron was looking at Avigail—like she was the only thing in the world that mattered.

			Because to him, she was.

			“I do hope you have plans to stay until the Yasha Ball,” said Queen Avigail to Ferryl and his companions. 

			“Oh?” asked Leala. “When is it?”

			“It is Saturday after next,” said the king. “It is a glorious tradition of our kingdom, celebrating the gifts and favor of Providence during the Great War. And it would be an honor to have you, Prince Ferryl, as our guest this year, as you are one of the reasons we can celebrate victory.”

			“That’s right,” said Prince Andrew, raising a finger. “You’re the miracle of the Great War, Ferryl. The Chidah Messenger gave us a great gift when he told your father to bring you here.”

			“You must attend, Ferryl,” exclaimed Princess Rachel. “It would make the ball so special!”

			Ferryl felt rather overwhelmed at the honor they were bestowing upon him, especially considering that he remembered little to nothing of his involvement in the Great War, aside from showing up and exploring the castle with the Princess Adelaide for an afternoon. He was just a boy then. And while he knew what they called him the great protector, he felt a name like the lucky one or you just happened to be here when Midvar started losing was much more fitting. Still, how could he refuse their eager requests?

			“We would not miss the ball,” he said, to the delight of the Haravellian royal family, along with the two women sitting near him. He looked over to see Elizabeth bite her bottom lip and knew that no matter how unfit he felt for such accolades, it would be worth it to go to the ball just to see her eyes light up at the splendor of it all. Not to mention, he had absolutely no protest to seeing her in a ball gown. Nor did he mind the annoyance that colored Lord Adam’s face at his declaration.

			Dinner was quite delicious. Duck and dressing, several roasted vegetables, breads of many varieties, soups, even a salad. Ferryl thought he might burst as course after delicious course was served, each one more irresistible than the last. But it was dessert that took him by surprise. And Elizabeth, too.

			“For those of you who do not know,” said King Aaron, “my wife has a rather delicious hobby. And while life as the queen does not afford her much opportunity to indulge in it, she does—on special occasions—treat us with some kind of delectable dessert. And tonight, my honored guests, is no exception.”

			Just then, the servants bustled through the doors, carrying a large cake made of several layers on a polished silver platter. Covered in fresh fruits and cream, intricate little designs sculpted into it, the cake looked like something out of a storybook. The guests around the table marveled at the towering confection before them. 

			Elizabeth turned to look at Ferryl, wonder and amusement in her eyes, and he knew it was at the idea of sharing a favorite pastime with the queen of Haravelle. He smiled encouragingly, placing his hand on the small of her back for good measure. But his skin crawled at the feel of Lord Adam’s expressionless gaze from across the table. 

			“I like to call this Queen’s Cake,” boasted the king. “For there is no one else in the world who could make such a treat but my queen.”

			Queen Avigail huffed a merry chuckle. “I do hope you like it.”

			“I will be personally affronted if they do not,” said the king, and at this, every guest at the table laughed. 

			Servants sliced generous portions of the fluffy concoction, which looked more like a cloud than a cake, passing it around the table until everyone had a piece. It was as delicious as it was beautiful, and despite his full belly, Ferryl ate every last morsel. So did Elizabeth. So did everyone else around the table.

			“Do you think it would be impertinent to ask for the recipe?” Elizabeth whispered, leaning to Ferryl. 

			He laughed, taking hold of her hand under the table, lacing his fingers between hers. To his delight, she held on as tightly as he. 
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			“Prince Ferryl, Prince Derwin,” said King Aaron, “if you don’t mind me prying you away from your lovely companions for the evening, I should like to speak with you both if you will join me in my drawing room.”

			The king stood to his feet, along with Ferryl and Derwin. 

			“Alas, it’s down to business,” said Ferryl, smiling.

			“Do you think you’ll be long?” Elizabeth asked, standing as well. 

			“I am not sure,” he admitted, still toying with her fingers laced between his. Why she was even letting him hold her hand in such a way…

			“You needn’t worry,” chimed Lord Adam from across the table. He stood as well, brushing his hands down his jerkin. “She will be in good hands.”

			A muscle feathered in Ferryl’s jaw, even as his hand absently clutched hers a little more tightly. “You are not attending the meeting?” he asked Lord Adam. 

			An oily smile spread across Lord Adam’s face, and Elizabeth didn’t miss the fact that Ferryl’s grip on her hand tightened to uncomfortable levels. “Oh no. This is just a formality. The king only bothers inviting me to the important things.”

			Elizabeth furrowed her brows. What did that mean? As nephew to a king without any living children, wouldn’t that make Lord Adam heir to the throne? If so, then why wasn’t he invited to a meeting which was likely to at least begin the discussions of the possibility of war with Midvar?

			She turned to look at Ferryl, who was eyeing the lord with unbridled skepticism before he turned to look at her, reluctance coloring his tone. “I’m afraid I shall have to bid you goodnight, as I am not sure how long I will be detained.” 

			“Of course,” she said, covering his hand with hers.

			At her touch, Ferryl’s gaze transformed, honing in as if all the world disappeared and there was only her and there was only him. “Goodnight, Lizybet,” he said softly.

			“Goodnight, Ferryl.”

			He brought her hand to his mouth, kissing it softly. Not the dutiful kiss of a chivalrous prince, but the tender kiss of a lifelong friend, the intoxicating kiss of a passionate lover. She wished she didn’t enjoy it so much. When he finally let go of her hand and strode off to join the king and his brother, he did not look back. Some stupid, self-loathing part of her wished madly that he would.

			Ferryl and his brother disappeared with the king, important discussions looming in their eyes, and Elizabeth couldn’t help the smile that bloomed at the sight of her future king—his shoulders set in determination, his chin high. 

			“What’s that smile for?”

			Elizabeth whirled to see Lord Adam standing dangerously close to her. She hadn’t even realized he had joined her side.

			“What?” she asked, distracted by the startling presence of this mysterious man. 

			A chuckle and a lingering gaze skittered down her spine as Lord Adam also turned his attention toward where Ferryl had just disappeared.

			“What was that the prince called you?” he asked with a laugh in his eyes as he clasped his hands behind his back. 

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Lizzy-something, I think he said,” his eyes still on the closed door on the other side of the room. As if he could see what was beyond it. 

			Or maybe as if he was irked that he couldn’t. 

			“Oh. Lizybet,” she said absently. 

			“And what is a Lizzy Bet?” he asked, turning to face her again. 

			Heat kissed her cheeks at the intent of his gaze. “It has been my nickname since we were young. I couldn’t quite pronounce my own name when we were children, and Ferryl used to poke fun at me, calling me Little Lizybet. But long after I finally mastered my name, he was still calling me Lizybet and it just sort of…stuck. I suppose it has become a term of endearment, really.”

			“You’ve been friends since you were children?” Lord Adam asked, cocking his head to one side.

			Elizabeth smiled at the thought, turning back to the door through which Ferryl had disappeared. Ever since Ramleh there had been something different about him, a confidence and determination she hadn’t see in him before. “Yes. He’s my dearest friend in all the world.”

			“Hmm,” said Adam. 

			“What is it?” she asked, looking back to him. 

			“It’s just that I thought your relationship was of an entirely…different nature.”

			Elizabeth huffed a defeated, if not sardonic laugh. “Yes, well, different is certainly one way of defining the nature of our relationship.”

			“I do hope I haven’t been impertinent. Again,” he said, tilting his narrow chin.

			“Not at all,” she said casually.

			“Oh good,” he said. “I was afraid I had gotten off to a terrible start. We males of the species tend to be excellent at saying all the wrong things at all the wrong times.”

			“I’m quite familiar with the phenomenon,” she said, to which Lord Adam laughed. It was a merry sort of sound, the laugh of a man comfortable in his own home. This was his world, she realized. His domain. She was the stranger here. And he, nephew to a childless king and queen, was the heir to the throne of Haravelle.

			“I do not know what possessed me to make such comments about your necklace, Lady Elizabeth. I noticed you’re not wearing it tonight and I hope that it is not on my account. I did not mean to imply that it is not beautiful.”

			She became suddenly conscious of the lump of stone under her gown and wondered if the curious lord could tell that she was hiding it. “No need to worry. I take no offense.”

			“I am glad to hear it,” he said, his reply charming, beguiling. Perhaps it truly was nothing more than a case of a male of the species being utterly and completely clueless as to how to properly communicate with a female of the species without sounding a fool. She was torn between laughing at the poor fellow and feeling sorry for the fact that he was stumbling right into the middle of the awkward mess that was her as yet to be defined much less worked out friendship with Ferryl. She had half a mind to warn him to run as quickly as he could in the opposite direction. Not to mention, as heir to the throne, if he had any idea that he was paying so much attention to a dung-shoveling stable girl, he would likely scoff at the impertinence of her very presence.

			“You cannot have her all to yourself, Lord Adam,” said a merry voice coming from behind. She whirled to find it was none other than the queen’s, her eyes lit like gemstones by the fire that burned in the hearth of the rustic dining room. She looped an arm through Elizabeth’s and winked. 

			Adam laughed graciously, stepping back and bowing politely to the demure queen. “It seems I am not the only one enthralled by the lovely Lady Elizabeth, Your Majesty.”

			The queen inclined her head slightly to the lord before ushering Elizabeth to walk with her, brushing off her nephew without a backward glance. From across the room, Leala caught Elizabeth’s eye, her brow raised in disbelieving humor as Elizabeth strolled arm in arm with the queen of Haravelle. 

			“I apologize if Lord Adam is bothering you, my dear.”

			“Oh, it’s not—”

			The queen patted Elizabeth’s hand, her lips pursed, her golden eyes in a knowing glare, and in that moment Elizabeth realized that while the queen was warm and inviting, she was still every bit a queen, and she commanded respect by her very presence. Elizabeth marveled at her ability to marry such an approachable air with unquestioned authority. 

			“He means well, I am sure. But he can be forward sometimes. Too forward.”

			Yes, Elizabeth had to admit the lord had certainly come across as forward.

			Now at the opposite end of the room, the queen stopped and faced Elizabeth. “Tell me dear, is your chamber to your liking?”

			“Oh it’s quite accommodating, thank you.”

			“And how do you like Chesedelle? Are you enjoying yourself so far?”

			“The castle is mesmerizing. I have never seen its like.”

			“It is remarkable, isn’t it? I have always loved it here.”

			The way the queen spoke puzzled Elizabeth…as if she considered it a privilege to be a resident. Then again, it was the king who had been the heir to the Haravellian throne, not the queen. Aside from that, Elizabeth knew little more of Queen Avigail’s story. Perhaps she too had been nothing more than a girl with whom the prince of Haravelle had fallen in love.

			A girl who became a princess. A princess who became a queen. 

			“I hope I am not too forward in saying that your cake was remarkable. I have never tasted or seen anything like it.” The queen pursed a proud smile and Elizabeth couldn’t help but to add, “You must have quite large ovens!”

			The queen laughed. “My dear, do you know anything about baking?”

			“It is my favorite pastime, actually.”

			“Truly?”

			Elizabeth nodded. 

			“And do you have a favorite thing to bake?” 

			Heat rushed to Elizabeth’s cheeks. “I make a macaroon that Prince Ferryl is quite fond of.”

			“A macaroon, you say? A confection I’ve never been able to master,” the queen admitted.

			“There is a simple secret to them,” Elizabeth said. 

			“Well then. I shall have to take you to the kitchens so that we can bare our culinary secrets with one another.”

			Elizabeth was the one to laugh this time. “I would love that!”

			The queen of Haravelle paused her casual stroll, taking both of Elizabeth’s hands in her own. “We are so very glad to have you here with us—all of you. But we have been especially looking forward to getting to know your Prince Ferryl.”

			“Oh?” Elizabeth asked.

			“We wanted to know if the stories were true.”

			“What stories?”

			“It is said that Prince Ferryl is quite special. A unique soul. The kind of man that makes up his mind and does not waver. My Aaron and I have a keen interest in knowing the character of the generation that will rise up to rule when we are gone. I am eager to know if Ferryl is truly the kind of man he is said to be.”

			Elizabeth glanced back at the door Ferryl had gone through, as if she could see him behind it, see the man he was becoming before her very eyes. She turned back to the queen before her, glad to report that the stories were true. “I am not sure you will find a better man than he.”

			The queen of Haravelle appraised Elizabeth for an uncomfortable moment before she said, “That is quite a thing to say.”

			“I do not say it lightly,” Elizabeth admitted. 

			“No, I do not take you as the kind of person who says things she does not mean to say.” 

			Queen Avigail held Elizbeth’s gaze a little longer. Then, “You two are very close.”

			“He has been my best friend since we were children.”

			Elizabeth could see questions lingering in the queen’s eyes. But she did not pry, she only nodded kindly. There was something intriguing about the older woman—something Elizabeth couldn’t place. It pulled at her, tugged at her. A secret she couldn’t quite put her finger on. 

			It was the queen who changed the subject, her voice almost motherly. “You must be tired from your journey.”

			“A little, yes,” Elizabeth agreed.

			“Then I shall leave you to retire for the evening.”

			“Thank you, Your Majesty. We are grateful for your kindness.”

			The queen patted Elizabeth’s hand. “Goodnight, Lady Elizabeth.”

			“Goodnight, Your Majesty.”

			Elizabeth bobbed a curtsey as she watched the graceful queen sweep away. 

			[image: ]

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XXXVIII

			What are you doing here?” Delaney asked as she opened the door to her chambers. Her foyer was dark, the sun having already set for the night, and the few candles that peppered the room did little to provide light. 

			Michael let himself in anyway. “What are you doing here?” he parroted to the duchess, her auburn brows furrowing as she stepped back to let him in. 

			“What do you mean?”

			“Aren’t you supposed to be at the dinner?” he asked, his back to her as he took in her sitting room. The quietness of it. The dark, looming despondence that shadowed every untouched pillow, every wilted flower petal in every dry vase. Obviously, Delaney had stopped caring about actually living here, for this wasn’t the cheery place as she usually insisted. No, this place was more like…like a prison. Michael turned to face her again. But she wasn’t looking at him, too busy fidgeting with her fingers. 

			“The queen is expecting you,” he tried again. 

			“Yes, well, I have absolutely no desire to be paraded about, thank you very much.”

			She brushed past him, not bothering to look at him as she made her way to her settee and plopped down, picking up an open book from where it had been sitting facedown on the tea table. 

			“This dinner is in your honor, you know,” he reminded her, wondering why he was trying to convince her to go. He certainly wouldn’t want to either. Not if he were in her position. Still though, she had holed herself up in here so much lately…

			“Yes. A dinner to honor the mother of the heir. The betrothed of the prince.” She made a guttural sound, huffing as she slammed her book shut and dropped it to the table again before crossing her arms. “It’s all a farce, and one which I have no interest in.”

			“Not even for a chance to see your father fawned over? Not even for a chance to have your hand kissed by every prattling courtier from here to Teman?” he teased as he sat down beside her, nudging her with his elbow. 

			A hint of a smile ghosted her lips. Still, she did not look at him when she said, “Not even for that. Turns out the regular ailments of pregnancy are a valid excuse for just about anything you don’t want to do.”

			He wondered if that included having a life.

			Then again, he wasn’t exactly a glistening jewel of social prowess either. Amos’s chastisement echoed in his head. 

			One of these days, Michael, you’re going to have to pull that stick out of your ass and get yourself a life.

			Get himself a life, indeed. 

			But one look at Delaney sitting beside him—at the quiet worry that ate away at her—and Michael abruptly stood to his feet, marching across the dismal room to the door that separated it from Delaney’s bedchamber. 

			“What are you doing?” she barked, following after him. 

			He didn’t bother to answer as he pushed through her bedchamber door, marching across her room to her closet on the other side. Once inside, he began sorting through the wealth of gowns, the duchess hot on his trail. 

			“Michael, what in Sheol are you doing?”

			“Here,” he said, handing her a simple gown. “Put this on.”

			She eyed the gown with dripping skepticism, crossing her arms without so much as brushing a finger to it. “Absolutely not.”

			“Why not?”

			“Michael, it’s hideous! I wouldn’t be caught dead in it! It looks like I’d be better suited for scrubbing floors!”

			Her exaggeration made him shake his head—the gown was anything but suited for scrubbing floors, despite the fact that it was not in keeping with her typical fanfare. “Well, you can’t wear that,” he protested, shoving a finger at the cobalt gown that hugged her slender waist, her budding belly hidden behind the yards of fabric that made up the voluptuous skirts. 

			“And just why not? What is wrong with this gown?” she asked, her arms akimbo as she looked down to inspect herself. 

			Nothing. There was absolutely nothing wrong with the gown. Or the way it showed off her perfectly curvaceous—

			Michael cleared his throat and returned his eyes to her face. “It’s just too…”

			“Too what?”

			“Duchess-like.”

			“In case you’ve forgotten, Michael, I am a duchess.”

			“Yes. Which is why you need to change your gown.” He turned back to the rows and rows of dresses that lined her closet, thumbing through until he found another simple gown. Not quite the drab brown thing he had first selected, but still decidedly less splendid than her usual attire. 

			“How about this?” he asked, trying to give her the new dress. 

			“Michael, what is going on? Why do I need to change my gown?”

			“Because you can’t wear that.”

			“Why?”

			“Because you will stand out like a sore thumb!” he said, shoving the new gown into her arms. 

			Reluctantly she took hold, still making no move to put it on. 

			He paused, struck by a sudden thought. Providence help him if she needed help getting out of that cobalt gown… Perhaps he would have done well to think this through a little more. Impulsivity was not in his nature. Not usually. But she had looked so lonely…

			“Stand out where? Am I going somewhere?”

			“We are,” he said, pathetically unable to stifle the stupid grin that threatened his lips. 

			“Where exactly are we going that I should be forced to wear such a…thing?” she grumbled, eyeing the simple black dress. It was with no small amount of horror that he realized upon further inspection of said gown that it boasted a rather deeply cut back, which meant that his hand would likely be resting on bare skin for the majority of the night. 

			His heart, it seemed, had found a new home in his throat.

			“I think it’s about time you got yourself out of here for a change, don’t you think?” he managed. 

			And at the brow she raised and the conspiratorial smirk she donned, he knew the thrill of sudden victory as she marched herself past him and shut herself in her closet, black, deeply cut gown in tow. 

			When she emerged again only a few minutes later, her auburn curls spilling down the fitted bodice, it was all he could do to keep himself from sweeping his eyes down and back up, just to take her in. Mercifully, he was distracted from such a notion when she finally said, “I need your help.”

			And then when she turned to reveal that deep plunge in the back of the gown and the laces she couldn’t quite tie, he realized it was not mercy that distracted him from devouring her body with his eyes. 

			It was damnation. Eternal, fiery damnation. 

			For surely he was headed straight to Sheol for the thoughts he was currently entertaining about the betrothed of the crown prince of Navah.

			Somehow—somehow he managed to pull himself together long enough to tie said laces that rested at the small of her back. Somehow he managed to keep himself from trailing his fingers up her spine, touching the bones of her shoulder blades where they peeked from behind her gown, or curling himself around her and breathing her in. Deeply. 

			She was a Siren, this enchantress who somehow managed to rip every sound thought from his head just by being in the same room. He did not know how he managed to tie her laces and step back. Far back, hoping he could put enough distance between them that she might not notice the heat he could feel in his own cheeks.

			But when she turned to face him again, he could have sworn her cheeks were flushed, too. 

			And he knew he was in a whole new world of trouble.
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			Chapter XXXIX

			He had been so unnervingly quiet the whole ride in the carriage. Where they were going, Delaney couldn’t say, but one thing was for certain: it wasn’t anywhere on the palace grounds. And judging from the fact that the carriage driver made turn after turn down the cobblestone streets of Benalle City, it was obvious they were going somewhere in the capital. Privately, Delaney was thrilled at the notion of getting out for a while. Even if it had to be in such a terribly uneventful gown. 

			Then again, Michael had at the very least removed his black and white guard’s jacket, opting for the plain black trousers and breezy white shirt underneath, complete with polished black boots that climbed up to his knee. Of course, he hadn’t removed his sword from his belt. Not Michael. Not ever. 

			She heard herself chuckling as the carriage bobbed and bumped down the dimpled streets. 

			“What is it?” Michael asked. 

			“Well. Finally speaking, then?” she quipped. But the joke was apparently lost on him, for while he gave his best attempt to look amused, it was painfully obvious that something was on Michael’s mind. 

			Had she done something wrong?

			He had seemed so eager to get her out of the palace. That is, until she emerged from her closet in the stupid black gown he had picked. Because wherever they were going was apparently lowbrow enough that her usual attire would not suffice. 

			Still, one look at her in the ugly dress and his whole countenance had changed. As if it pained him to so much as look at her. 

			Served her right, she supposed. She shouldn’t be privately hoping for the lingering glances of any man these days, much less her only friend in the entire kingdom of Navah. 

			Still, it had been nice to feel beautiful. The way Michael always looked at her, she had the growing suspicion that Michael thought her at least passably attractive. So the fact that he couldn’t even look at her now was…well it was terrible. And she knew her longing for those lingering looks from this guard that was her friend was little better than the pettiness of a petulant child. 

			But she longed for them anyway.

			She fussed with the few folds of her skirts as the carriage plunged onward in painful, awkward silence. 

			At last, they came to a stop in what she could only describe as the underbelly of the capital city, the dilapidated buildings and lingering scents of urine and vomit a rather unpleasant assault. 

			“This is where we’re going?” she balked, looking around the lantern-lit street. Revelers and drunks trudged arm in arm, singing bawdy tunes and not bothering to hide their ogling of what was most likely a gaggle of prostitutes at the end of the street. 

			“Just come on,” he said, shocking her when he took her by the hand and helped her from the carriage, even more when he did not drop her hand as they walked across the street. 

			Then again, maybe he was just keeping her from falling on the slick cobblestones. 

			“Michael Aman, as fond as I am of the notion of getting out of the castle for the night, I am most decidedly not going to a brothel, thank you very much.”

			He stopped, whirling to face her, the lanterns casting buttery light on his strong, stubbled jaw. “Do you really think I would take you to a brothel?”

			“Then what would you call this place?” she countered, gesturing to the rather generously endowed woman who had slipped her arm into the crook of a painfully inebriated man, encouraging him inside a thick, scarred door. 

			She could have sworn she spotted Michael cast a weary glance in the prostitute’s direction. But that weariness was soon replaced with an incredulous smirk. “It’s a tavern, Delaney.”

			“And pray tell, what is the difference?”

			He chuckled as he leaned in, nearly nose to nose. Her breath hitched as he purred, “Afraid I’ll corrupt you?”

			“Me?” she scoffed, pitching her free hand on her hip despite the fact that he was much too close to see it. “The mother of a bastard? The castle adulteress? You think you’re going to corrupt me?”

			Perhaps in her mind, the sarcasm had been a winning attempt at a joke. But judging by the flick of his brows and the disapproving scowl, it was obvious Michael wasn’t humored by her assessment of herself. He took a small step back, appraising her for a moment before he finally said, “You know, one of these days you’re going to have to stop listening to your father.”

			Well. 

			That, she thought, was a winning, if not nearly impossible idea. 

			She followed him into the tavern without another word, her hand resting securely in his. 

			~

			“Well either we’ve all been cursed by dark magic, or Sheol itself has frozen over, because I do believe that a ghost just walked in the door!”

			All eyes in the tavern whirled to Michael and Delaney at the declaration of the barmaid—the same rather generously endowed woman that had escorted the rather inebriated man back into the tavern only a moment before. 

			And at the sight of them, the room erupted in cheers and mugs flinging libation. 

			“Michael, is it really you?”

			“Welcome back, my friend!”

			“Long time, no see!”

			Michael, it seemed, had turned an entirely new shade of purple at the rather raucous and eager welcome from the whole of the tavern. 

			The large-breasted barmaid shouldered her way through the crowd straight to them, her sweat-dampened curls spilling from her messy pile of hair, clinging to her slender neck, her exposed décolletage, the arch of her ample bosoms.

			Delaney supposed she was pretty. For a barmaid. 

			Or a prostitute. 

			Gods help her, was Michael friends with a prostitute?

			“Michael!” cooed the woman, flinging her svelte arms around his neck. “It has been far too long, my friend!” Delaney took particular notice of the eagerness with which Michael returned her embrace. 

			Oh he was definitely her friend. 

			Likely more. 

			Much more. 

			Nausea bit at Delaney’s stomach. And not the pregnancy kind. 

			But when the barmaid pulled away from the embrace, when she clamped her hands on either side of his face and planted a sloppy wet kiss right to Michael’s lips, Delaney used every ounce of decorum and manners that had been hounded into her from birth to keep from clawing the bitch’s eyes out. 

			It was with no small amount of satisfaction that Delaney watched Michael take hold of her hands and bodily remove the woman from him. 

			“Niria,” he said, his cheeks still sporting that damning shade of plum. 

			“Michael,” she purred, stroking his cheek again. “It has been too long, darling.”

			“I’d like you to meet my friend,” he said by way of changing the subject, turning to Delaney. 

			“Pretty little thing, aren’t you?” asked Niria, appraising Delaney head to toe. “Much too pretty for the likes of this establishment. Moving up in the world, Michael?” she added with a smirk. 

			Crimson joined plum in the blush spreading down his neck.

			“Of course you are, my little castle savant,” she crooned, patting his broad chest. “I would expect no less from you. I always knew you were going places, Michael Aman. And apparently you’ve even landed yourself a genuine noblewoman.”

			Delaney thought Michael might pass out right there at the notion of being caught with a palace noble, much less a palace noble who happened to be betrothed to the crown prince—never mind that no one here knew that. So she stuck out her hand in a very un-noble-like fashion and said, “Well, aren’t you sweet! I’m no noble. But I am wearing a new gown. Michael picked it out for me. Do you like it?” She flung a hand to her hip and even turned to give the barmaid a view of the deeply cut back of the gown.

			And when the barmaid’s eyes resumed their lingering and—to Delaney’s delight—jealous appraisal of her still-slender figure, she added, “My name is Demelza. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Niria.” Her sister’s name, she thought, would be a better choice than her own. 

			Just in case.

			“The pleasure’s all mine,” Niria crooned, taking Delaney’s hand and shaking it with bone-crunching intensity. The kind no proper lady would ever bother to possess. 

			Delaney didn’t bother to stop the smirk that slowly curled her lips. 

			“Well, now that we’re all introduced, perhaps we should get a drink,” said Michael. 

			“Ale’s on me, love,” said Niria, patting his cheek again before flouncing back off into the crowd. 

			Michael turned his guilty attention to Delaney at last. 

			“Friend of yours?” she purred. 

			A shrug. “Once upon a time.”

			Right. Sure. As if the lingering color on his cheeks hadn’t given enough away about the nature of that friendship, Delaney asked anyway, “And how long ago were you in love with her, then?”

			That is…if he wasn’t still. 

			Damn it, why was it so hot in here?

			Michael watched Niria as she poured ale after ale, planting kisses on the cheeks of every willing candidate, offering generous views down her plunging neckline. Delaney rolled her eyes and looked back to Michael. 

			“It was years ago.”

			“Years ago? How many?”

			“Probably five or so,” he said absently, still watching Niria at work. 

			“Five? You were hardly out of boyhood!” Delaney scoffed. 

			At her assessment, Michael finally faced her, a smile cracking his mouth. “Boyhood? I was eighteen, Delaney.”

			“Eighteen? You were eighteen five years ago?” she asked, doing the math in her head. 

			“Yes. How old did you think I was?”

			Not twenty-three, she wanted to say. Not six years older than she. 

			She turned back to watch Niria flirt and kiss and coo and fawn, resisting the urge to stick out her tongue at the unfairly endowed and unfortunately kind-of-pretty-in-a-sweaty-barmaid-kind-of-way woman. 

			Woman. Likely Michael’s age. 

			Not girl. Not a barely-woman-still-really-just-a-girl adolescent like she. 

			Though why she cared…why she even gave a damn…

			“Break your heart, did she?” she asked, hoping to deflect the sudden disappointment that stung stupidly in the back of her throat. 

			“More like I broke hers,” he said. 

			That disappointment…it stopped stinging. 

			And started burning. 

			“What happened?” she heard herself ask. 

			Michael met her eyes. Burned into them, really. That steel and quicksilver drawing her in much too quickly, as he said, “I’m what some might call a one woman man. And she…” He trailed off, turning his attention back to the woman at the bar who was most certainly not a one man woman. 

			It might have been a little relief that lapped at her toes. Maybe. Or just more jealousy. Stupid, pointless jealousy. Delaney wondered which was more useless. 

			She stopped caring when he wrapped his warm, calloused hand around hers again. “Care to dance?” he asked. 

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XL

			Where did you learn to dance like this?” Delaney asked as Michael whirled her with surprising agility through the smattering of dancers in varying degrees of drunkenness. 

			“Surprised?” he smirked. 

			“Yes, but when did you ever find the time to learn to dance? Was it between your shifts? Simultaneously during sword practice?”

			He glared, nudging her just a bit closer, leaving little space between their warm bodies as he stepped and turned and whirled her about. “I’m not nearly as much of a stick in the mud as you’d like to think I am, Demelza.”

			“Oh no? How come I’ve never seen you have any fun before tonight?”

			“You don’t think I have fun spending my time guarding you?” 

			Maybe he had meant it as a joke. Maybe he had been teasing her. But the sincerity with which he asked the question…the way he looked at her when he asked…she didn’t think he had been teasing at all. 

			It was she who stepped a little deeper into his embrace this time. He didn’t seem to object. And the feel of his calloused hand resting on her bare back…

			Gods above, why did he have to smell so good?

			She let her gaze slip to his, let herself linger in those silver eyes of his. One song bled into the next and her eyes never left his. She could have sworn she even caught him glance to her lips a few times and she wondered… Wondered what loyal, straight-laced Michael would do if she had the gall to just plant her lips on his the way Niria had earlier. Wondered if he would like it as much as she thought she would… Wondered if he would taste as sweet, as musky as he smelled…

			“By the way,” he said, shattering her train of thought. “I know you don’t like the dress. But you look beautiful in it.”

			“I do?”

			A smile. A smile as warm and genuine as he. Then a nod. 

			“Oh.”

			“What?” he asked, furrowing his brow, a becoming little wrinkle creasing the skin between his chestnut eyebrows. 

			“It’s just…”

			“What is it?” he asked again, his hand pressing against the skin of her lower back. They were so close. No space was left between them. Nothing but the arch of her rounding belly pressed against his taut form and the smell of him, musky and sweet and masculine, swirling about her. Beckoning her. 

			“I just thought you didn’t like it.”

			“Why ever would you think that?”

			“You just… You just got so quiet. I thought… I thought you hated it.”

			He didn’t stop. But he slowed the dance just enough that he might capture her full attention as he said, “On the contrary, I find you—”

			“You can’t have him all night,” crooned a grating voice. 

			Niria. 

			Standing next to them, invading their intimate space, lingering like a tick, a leech poised to suck dry any pleasantries for the night. Delaney called on her most practiced forms of self-control lest she growl in the buxom barmaid’s face. 

			The barmaid who once loved Michael. Whom Michael once loved. 

			Maybe he still did…

			Michael didn’t drop his hand from the small of Delaney’s back even though he had stopped dancing. The callouses on his hand scraped softly against her skin.

			“It’s my turn,” said Niria, pushing—shoving her way in between them, a look of unmistakable lust in her eyes. 

			And Delaney, deflating and seething, merely stepped back, hoping Michael would decline the offer from his former love.

			But he didn’t.

			So she walked away without a backward glance. 

			~

			“Careful, love. You’ll drink yourself into a stupor,” said the barmaid. Not Niria. No, Niria danced happily in Michael’s arms around the makeshift dance floor in the middle of the stuffy tavern. And Delaney had taken to guzzling the amber-colored liquid they called ale. She had heard of it. She had known of such a drink. But she had never tried it. 

			Now she knew why. 

			Ale was disgusting. And tasted a lot like what she thought piss might taste like. 

			But she drank it heartily nonetheless, praying it would numb the stupid jealousy that was threatening to make an adolescent fool of her in front of all of Michael’s old friends. 

			“How’d you do it?” the barmaid asked. 

			“How’d I do what?” Delaney asked, her tongue oddly thick, her thoughts slow, like honey dripping down a cold spoon. 

			“How’d you get him to come out tonight?”

			“I didn’t,” Delaney admitted. “It was his idea.”

			A snort, then a laugh. “Right.”

			Delaney turned to look at the barmaid, the whole room spinning with her sudden movement. 

			The ale, apparently, was working. 

			“Michael hasn’t been out of the castle once in years.” 

			“What, since he ended things with Niria?” Delaney scoffed.

			“No. Since…”

			“Since when?” Delaney asked, suddenly curious to know every detail this barmaid knew of Michael’s past. 

			A shrug. “He just threw himself into his job at the castle. Some said it was because he was broken-hearted.”

			“Over Niria?” she heard herself ask. 

			The barmaid shook her head even as she puffed a sardonic laugh. “Niria? That girl is nothing but trouble. Michael knows it, too. I think he just wanted to save her from herself. To rescue her, to be her hero. That’s who he is. He’s a warrior at heart. And he will always defend what matters to him. But a person has to want to be rescued. And Michael might be an optimist, but he’s no fool. When he let Niria go, he never looked back.”

			“Then what was he broken-hearted about?”

			“His father, of course.”

			“His father?” Delaney had known that Michael didn’t exactly have a stellar relationship with his father. But he had never told her why.

			“What happened?” she asked. 

			The barmaid looked to her then, pity and something else coloring her countenance. “He hasn’t told you?”

			“Told me what?”

			There was a contemplative pause as the barmaid watched Michael whirl Niria around the dance floor. “It’s not my story to tell,” she finally said. “But I think… I think he stopped coming around here because he found something else. Something much more important.”

			“What?” Delaney asked. 

			“His calling.”

			“What? Being a guard?” Delaney mocked, a hiccup tearing through her throat. 

			The barmaid at last turned her attention from Michael and Niria. 

			“No. Not just being a guard. Being the prince’s guard. Serving the royal family. He found… He found a family there. And that’s something I don’t think he ever had before. I don’t think anything will ever matter to him as much.”

			Delaney turned back to face Michael and watch him dance. To wonder what really mattered to him. 

			Not her, that much was clear. At least not the same way he mattered to her. She hadn’t picked him up out of the gutter, given him light, a flicker of hope. Not like he had for her. 

			No, to him, she was just his ward. His duty to the Crown. And Delaney understood. For the first time in her life, everything was clear. She had always been a stupid, immature fool. Stupid enough to love a man who had never loved her. Stupid enough to take him to her bed. Stupid enough to think that such a thing could bear no consequences. 

			Stupid enough to hope that the prince might forgive her for her adultery, might give her a second chance, might spare her the gallows. 

			And perhaps worst of all—stupid enough to think that this guard, this friend she had made, had learned to love… Stupid enough to hope that he had learned to love her too.

			Delaney, it seemed, was destined to remain a stupid fool.

			[image: ]

			“Are you all right?” Michael asked, steadying Delaney with a hand at her waist as she leaned sloppily against the bar at the back of the room. 

			“I’m fine,” Delaney drawled. 

			But Michael knew she wasn’t fine. Somehow, during the few songs that Niria had badgered him into dancing, Delaney had drunk one too many ales.

			He could still smell the lingering, nauseating scent of Niria’s perfume all over him, and he frowned again at the way she had flung herself at him, had made it quite evident what she offered should he follow her upstairs…

			“Do you still love her?”

			“What?” Michael asked, whirling to meet her glazed stare. 

			“She still loves you, doesn’t she?” Delaney asked. 

			She had definitely had too much ale. “Yes,” he admitted. “In her own way, yes, she still thinks that she loves me.”

			“And do you still love her?” Delaney asked again, swaying. He circled an arm about her waist and drew her into him. To steady her, of course.

			“I don’t think I really loved her. I just thought I did. I was young then, Delaney. Young and naïve.”

			“You were older than I am now.”

			“Yes,” he nodded. 

			“Are you saying I’m too young and naïve to know what love is?”

			He searched her eyes, sparkling in the candlelight from under heavy lids. She rested against his arm as he held her. “I don’t think anyone knows what love is until they find it for themselves.”

			“How do you know when you’ve found it?” she asked, turning to face him, pressing her body against his. 

			He didn’t know. It was a question he had asked himself many times, especially when he saw the way Ferryl loved Elizabeth. Needed her. Chose her again and again. They had been best friends since childhood, and theirs was a færytale love so few would ever know. 

			How could he ever hope to find something as deep? As genuine? As life-altering?

			“Michael,” Delaney finally said, touching his cheek. He fixed his gaze on her once more. 

			And then she pressed her soft lips to his. A whisper, a brush of a kiss. Something perhaps she might never have done if not for the ale currently coursing through her veins. 

			And yet… Yet he let himself linger in that brush of her lips against his. Let himself pretend that it wasn’t the flippant gesture of alcohol-induced judgment. Let himself pretend that he had any right at all…

			And then she said them. The words he knew he would carry with him forever, wrestle with like a caracal might wrestle a gazelle. The words that changed everything.

			“Michael, you’re my best friend.”

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XLI

			Come on. Let’s get you to bed,” Michael said, practically carrying Delaney into her bedchamber, the alcohol in her blood and the fatigue from her pregnancy making for a rather unstable disposition. She leaned into his embrace as if her very life depended on it. 

			He shouldn’t have left her side. He shouldn’t have let Niria bully him into dance after dance. If he had known…if he had realized that Delaney had discovered ale…even a little bit of it could wreck a young girl who wasn’t used to its effects. Not to mention she was being quiet. Too quiet. 

			“Everything all right?” he asked as she walked silently beside him. 

			“I’m fine,” she said. 

			And of course, he knew she wasn’t. Not the way she said it. 

			“Delaney, what’s wrong?” he asked, guiding her across her bedchamber. 

			“I’m just a bit tired, that’s all,” she said, trying to brush him off.

			But he would not be dissuaded. He slipped both arms about her, pulling her into his embrace, savoring the feel of her bare back under his hands one last time. 

			Because he was a damned fool. 

			She met his gaze dully. She was certainly tired. But there was something more in her countenance. Something that had found its way to her face the moment he had peeled Niria off of him and found Delaney talking with Ahna at the back of the tavern. It hadn’t left her face the whole carriage ride home. 

			Whatever their conversation had been, it now weighed heavily on Delaney. 

			And ate away at Michael. 

			He brushed an errant curl behind her ear just for the excuse to cup her chin. 

			“I had fun tonight,” he said softly. 

			“So did I,” she said, a soft smile ghosting her rosy lips. 

			He tilted her chin to better look into her eyes. “Then we’ll have to do it again.”

			“And is that the only tavern in the city, or do they all feature your former lovers?” she drawled. 

			Ah. So there it was.

			Still, Michael couldn’t help his smile at the becoming pout to her lips and the way she averted her eyes. “There might be one somewhere. It’s hard to say. There have been so many of them…”

			She shot her incensed gaze to him so quickly that had it been an arrow, he would surely have been felled. But when she caught the grin on his mouth and the chuckle bubbling in his throat, she relaxed, rolling her eyes before drawling, “I suppose that’s all I am, then. Just another one of your many conquests.”

			The way she said it, the look in her eyes…she was teasing. Sort of. Because it wasn’t just toying.

			Delaney wanted him to pursue her. 

			She hoped he would pursue her. 

			He could see it now as clearly as the stars that studded the sky outside her window. 

			Michael dropped his hands from her back, stepping away that he might put a more respectable distance between them. 

			All of this had been because…because he had wanted to be her friend. To show her kindness. Because she had become his best friend, too.

			Yes, Providence help him, she was beautiful…and maybe, maybe if things had been different, he would have…

			No. No, things weren’t different. And he would never, not in a thousand lifetimes would he pursue the betrothed of the prince, of his best friend. Whether the prince loved her or not, Ferryl had claim to Delaney. And Michael… Michael would rather die than for Ferryl to think that he would ever betray him in such a way.

			“Michael, are you all right?” she asked, stepping tentatively to him. 

			But he backed away, nodding his head. “I’m fine, yes. I just…I had better go, that’s all. Goodnight, Delaney.”

			And Michael turned on his heel and disappeared.

			~

			“Well, if it isn’t the hero of the day!” a voice purred, halting Michael from his harried march down the palace corridor. Away from Delaney. 

			He turned to find Ravid strolling casually toward him, a hand in his pocket, an insufferable grin on his narrow mouth. 

			“I’m sorry?” Michael asked.

			“Tell me, Michael, is it? Do you defend all the fair maidens of the palace with such gallantry, or just our duchess?”

			Defend? What—

			But his confusion dissipated almost as quickly as it had come, the truth dawning on him as he inspected the skinny weasel strolling toward him. Delaney’s father, apparently wasn’t man enough to face his own problems. “I see. So the duke has sent you to do his dirty work, then?”

			“No, no,” Ravid chuckled throatily. “You are mistaken, my friend. I did his dirty work when I bedded his daughter.”

			Rage and malice boiled in his veins. Michael was going to kill the skinny twit and take his time about it. 

			“But I must admit it was a disappointment,” Ravid continued, his nasally voice a grating drawl. “Don’t let her beauty fool you, Michael. She’s not nearly as skilled as you might assume. She’s rather a novice in the bed. Or, was a novice, I should clarify. Who knows? Maybe she’ll be more satisfying for you. She has certainly learned a few tricks.”

			His grin was such that Michael found his palm instinctively resting on the pommel of his sword, eager to gut the bastard right then and there. Instead, he merely strolled across the small distance between them, shock coloring Ravid’s face a sallow shade when Michael grabbed him by the throat, lifting his pathetically skinny body off the ground. “I wonder which would be more satisfying: to spill your innards or slice your throat from ear to ear.”

			Sheer terror flashed in the skinny man’s eyes before Michael finally set his feet back on the ground. Michael merely smirked, straightening his shirt and turning to walk away when Ravid spoke up again.

			“Such gallantry. No wonder she turns to you for everything these days. Although I do wonder…” 

			Michael knew—knew the ass was only taunting him, baiting him. But he slowly turned on his heel and faced him again anyway. Ravid prattled on, examining his fingers as he spoke. “She didn’t make me work nearly as hard to bed her.” Michael felt a growl burn in his throat. “And after such a delightful evening of dancing and brawling in the capital, one would have thought you might have been asked to stay longer in her chambers tonight.” Ravid cocked his head, furrowing his brow before he went on. “I wonder what it is you lack.”

			Michael’s fist was in Ravid’s face before he could think twice, and as easy as that, the fool was on the ground, fear shining in his eyes. Michael knelt beside him, a dagger trained at his groin as quick as lightning. 

			“You forget, you spineless little shit, that I am trained to take care of any problem at the palace quickly…” he ground through his teeth, shoving the blade harder, Ravid breathing a pathetic whimper, “…and quietly. So unless you want me to cut off your balls and feed them to the dogs, I’d suggest you learn your place, understood? And if you so much as look at the duchess again, losing your manhood will be the least of your problems.”

			Michael stared him down, resisting the urge to spit in his face as Ravid trembled beneath him. He got up slowly, but Ravid remained on the ground, staring at Michael as if waiting for him to suddenly change his mind and make good on his promise to turn him into a eunuch. Mortified, that’s what he was. Good. Michael sauntered back down the corridor, replacing his dagger in his boot before clasping his hands casually behind his back. 

			It was only when Michael had made it far down the hall that he heard the scrape of boots on stone, the sound of the coward running the other direction.
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			Chapter XLII

			She wasn’t answering his knocks. As he stood outside her door, tapping his foot anxiously, he wondered why.

			“Come on, Ferryl. We don’t need to be late to this,” said Derwin, shutting the door to his chambers behind him as he emerged into the shared sitting room in the towering spire that overlooked the valley below Chesedelle Castle.

			“Why isn’t she answering?” Ferryl asked, knocking on Elizabeth’s door again. Was she still asleep? It was long past dawn and she wasn’t usually one to sleep in.

			“I don’t know, but we cannot wait any longer. The meeting starts in ten minutes and this damned labyrinth of a castle is confusing enough. It will not look good if we are late to a meeting we called,” said Derwin, marching across the common room, ignoring Ferryl’s rising worry.

			If she wasn’t in the meeting today…

			Ferryl knocked one more time. “Elizabeth?” he called through the door. Only the silence greeted him. Reluctantly, he gave up his quest and turned to follow his impatient little brother out of their chambers.

			~

			She wasn’t in the meeting room either, much to Ferryl’s chagrin. He had half-hoped upon arriving in the king’s rustic and—yet again—surprisingly large meeting room that he would see here there, waiting for him with a smile on her face.

			But she wasn’t there.

			Dread welled in his gut at the thought of facing all these unknown council members without her by his side. Not because he was intimidated. No, because he had meant it when he named her his chief advisor. She was, after all, the person he trusted most, the advice he had always turned to. That she should not be here as he sat before a table of strangers to beg them for help in a war that may or may not happen…

			“Everything all right, Your Highness?” drawled an oily voice.

			Ferryl was torn from his worried thoughts by the baiting question of one black-haired lord of Haravelle. 

			“Lord Adam,” he said, resisting the urge to grit his teeth. “Good morning.”

			“You seem distracted,” the lord said, cocking his head to one side. Not one hair on his overly-combed head moved even a fraction of an inch.

			Cretin.

			“Distracted?” Ferryl asked, indulging the imbecile for the sole reason that, without Elizabeth, he had nothing better to do until the meeting started.

			“Are you looking for someone?” the lord asked, a mischievous smirk on his face.

			“I haven’t seen Lady Elizabeth this morning. She is supposed to be in the meeting,” he said, looking over Adam’s short head through the narrow windows on the other side of the room. A balcony lay beyond, overlooking a valley littered with aspens and conifers, glowing in the glorious morning sunlight. But still no Elizabeth to be found.

			The dread—and disappointment—welled deeper.

			“Lady Elizabeth?” Lord Adam balked. “Why ever would she attend this meeting? This is for the advisors.”

			“Yes, and seeing as she is my chief advisor, it would benefit me to have her here,” Ferryl snapped, frustrated by the lord’s unnecessary prying. Why did he care, anyway?

			“Chief advisor. Yes,” said Lord Adam. “I had not realized that was the title you had given her.”

			Ferryl at last looked the lord in the eye, wondering as to his emphasis of the word title. “What exactly are you implying, Lord Adam?”

			A chuckle, greasy and smooth, dripped from his mouth like the oily snake that he was. “I—”

			“Councilors,” said King Aaron, unwittingly interrupting his nephew. “It is time that the meeting should commence. I believe we are all here.”

			Just then, out of the corner of his eye, Ferryl spotted something. Someone, rather. She was clad in white fur from head to toe, her raven hair spilling down her back in careful curls—a product of her talented mother, no doubt. His heart leapt at the sight.

			“Pardon me, Your Majesty,” Ferryl said. “But I have spotted my chief advisor just outside. If you don’t mind, I shall go and retrieve her for the meeting.”

			“Of course,” the king said, a sparkle to his eyes as he bowed his head to Ferryl. The prince hurried out of the meeting room, eager to retrieve the one person he knew could make his case.

			~

			“There you are!” he said, stepping out into the freezing air. “I couldn’t find you this morning.” 

			Elizabeth turned to face Ferryl as he crossed the stone balcony.

			“Why were you looking for me?” she asked, looking unfairly beautiful in that fur cloak of hers. This woman…

			“I need you in the meeting,” he said.

			The wind picked up one of her curls, brushing it across her lips. 

			“The meeting? With the advisors? Whatever for?” she balked, a laugh threatening her mouth as she pulled the hair away.

			“Because you are my chief advisor,” he said, for what felt like the thousandth time.

			She rolled her eyes and turned back to face the valley below. “You are insufferable, Ferryl. If you keep that up, people are going to believe you.”

			He took her by the elbow, turning her to face him again. “I am serious,” he said softly, holding her eyes with his own. “I need you, Elizabeth. I cannot do this without you.”

			“Yes you can,” she said.

			“All right. But I don’t want to. And that is an important distinction.” 

			She huffed a small laugh. “You don’t need me, Ferryl. You are more than capable of convincing them to help us.”

			He stepped closer, bridging the small gap between them, taking her shoulders in his hands. The wolf fur was warm to the touch despite the chill in the air. “There is no one I trust more than you. No one in the world whose advice and thoughts I value more. You are and have always been my chief advisor. Why shouldn’t you have the title?”

			She breathed a laugh, shaking her head as she looked down. He thought for a moment he had lost the argument, that she would somehow come up with some logical, insufferably practical reason why she should not be there.

			To his surprise, she at last looked up, raising a brow as she said, “You know, I think you might be right.”

			“About what?” he asked, a smile growing as he realized she was giving in to his request.

			She turned towards the castle, her back to him as she walked. She called over her shoulder, “That the only person more stubborn than me is you.” 

			He barked a laugh and followed her back into the castle.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XLIII

			It was going well. It was, truly, Ferryl thought. The advisors had seemed amenable to his ideas, even his absurd request for a hundred thousand men.

			A hundred thousand. 

			Because after having faced even one of the Midvarish soldiers, Ferryl wasn’t about to take any chances. Especially once he sent the letter he was currently drafting in his chambers—the one informing his father—and Delaney—of his plans.

			It was time he took his life in his own hands.

			And it was about damn time he marry the woman he loved, impending war or not. He had already decided—he would claim the child the duchess bore. He would claim it as his own. The kings of old often bore bastards with their mistresses. It wasn’t exactly an anomaly. So he would do the same. He would lie for the life of the child. He would lie for the sake of the duchess.

			But he would not marry Delaney. He would spare her the gallows. But he would not marry her.

			So when the meeting had been going well, when it seemed as if he was going to come home with good news for his father, for his kingdom, he breathed deeply and relaxed a bit in his chair in between Derwin and Elizabeth.

			That is, until one of the opinionated old lords on the council spoke up. Lord Roth, that was his name. An aging advisor who had obviously been on the council so long that he thought his opinion as high as Providence’s. 

			Insufferable, really.

			“Let us be clear, Prince Ferryl,” said Lord Roth, clasping his spindly fingers before him. “We, as Haravellians, certainly understand your plight in the efforts against Midvar. And we would be loath to leave you helpless. But I must point out that you are not technically at war with our neighbors. In fact, as I am to understand it, you are under contract for a marriage that is to end all Midvarish threat of war. I fail to understand why you should come all the way here to garner support for a war that is unlikely to happen at all. Just as I fail to understand why Haravelle should so obligate itself for yet another costly war with Midvar.”

			“I do understand your apprehension,” said Ferryl, deciding now was not exactly the time to explain his plans to dissolve his supposedly advantageous marriage to the duchess. “And I certainly appreciate your candor, Lord Roth. You are correct that at this time, Midvar has made no formal announcement of war. But if you had seen what they have done to the city of Ramleh, you would understand why we feel the need to gather our allies.”

			“Perhaps,” replied Roth, his tone condescending, as if he were speaking to a child, not an heir to a throne. “But is this not a rebel threat? Take some of your legions to the areas of most rebel activity and put an end to their revelry.”

			“What a novel idea!” cried Derwin, the sarcasm dripping from his voice. He lifted his hands as if Lord Roth had just given them a jewel of wisdom, an idea that would save them from their fates. “Why hadn’t we thought of that, Ferryl? What silly fools we are. Well, thank you all for your time. We shall return home and simply put an end to these threats at once.” He pushed out his chair, making to leave. And whether it was an act of sarcasm or a decision to give up on the council, Ferryl couldn’t be sure. He looked to Elizabeth, who only shrugged softly before he spoke up again.

			“Derwin,” said Ferryl, and at the tone of his voice, Derwin sat back down. Ferryl returned his attention to the dissenting council member. “Lord Roth, for the past year that has been our sole objective. But it has become evident that these rebels are too organized to simply be extinguished with a little force.”

			“Are you implying that King Derrick is behind them?” It was Lord Adam who asked the question from down the table, his brow raised in incredulity—as if it were a sacrilege to even make such an implication.

			“There is much evidence to make that case, yes,” said Ferryl. 

			“If these are not rebels then there is no threat of war at your doorstep. War is already at your doorstep,” said King Aaron wisely. 

			“Precisely,” said Ferryl with a nod. From beside him, Elizabeth took hold of his hand under the table. 

			“A war which we are in no way prepared to back or finance,” Lord Adam pointed out. “Our kingdom is only just now beginning to recover from the devastation of the Great War and it was nearly two decades ago!”

			“I am aware,” said Ferryl, keeping the desperation he felt on a tight leash. As if she knew, as if she could sense it, Elizabeth gave Ferryl’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “I do not wish to put any more burden on you. Believe me, if I did not feel that this was a matter most urgent, I would not have come.”

			“Tell me, Prince Ferryl. Why is it that your father did not come?” Lord Roth asked. 

			Ferryl looked to Derwin, then to Elizabeth, unsure what he should say, how much he should tell. But it was Elizabeth who answered the question, moving to the edge of her seat, her shoulders back, her exquisite sapphire gown giving her the appearance of a crown jewel. A gem—rare and pure and priceless.

			“King Aaron, councilors, if I may, I would answer that question,” said Elizabeth. She took a breath, though Ferryl knew it was not to calm her nerves, but to gather her thoughts. She was a queen at this table, addressing her subjects with confidence and poise. Even he found himself transfixed by her spell. 

			“You see, I have learned,” she said, “that this is no ordinary foe we face. And this is not the work of a hodgepodge band of misfits intent on making a statement. This is the work of a king and his kingdom long devoted to serving the interests of Midvar at the expense of both my kingdom and yours. And this threat is not just of war and its inevitable financial burdens. This threat is the very lives of our people. This is not just one kingdom versus another. This is one ideal versus another. Darkness versus light.”

			A table full of men—seasoned, opinionated, obstinate in some cases, and here she was, this young woman, poised and confident, capturing their undivided attention, her words a soliloquy of unexpected wisdom.

			“My lords, Your Majesty,” she went on, “the people of Midvar do not fight with blade and bow alone. They do not fight with cunning and secrecy alone. They do not fight with magic alone. They fight with every weapon in their arsenal, every arrow in their quiver. And they are coming for us. Not just for Navah but for Haravelle, too. And I do not think it is a stretch to say that once they have our continent, they will continue on to the others. They want everything. They want our kingdoms—both of them—under their rule and reign. They want to take away that which is sacred and replace it with the counterfeit. 

			“Theirs is a religion of ambition. Of conquest. And they will stop at nothing. There is no trick too dark for them. I have seen the results of their ambition. I have seen firsthand their treachery. I myself have been to the Wild Wood—I have seen the aftermath of their magic. They have used dark magic at the heart of Navah, at Benalle Palace, on Prince Ferryl, even on the king himself.”

			Every eye around the table grew wide, looking around, disbelief and terror at her words. Yes, the king of Navah himself had become a victim of the dark magic of Midvar. Why hadn’t Ferryl thought to bring it up? 

			“That is why he is not here,” she said soundly. “My king has been incapacitated by their darkness. You will understand that this is information that can never leave this table. But you need to know it to understand what we are up against.”

			“I’m sorry,” Lord Roth interrupted, scoffing incredulity lighting his features. Ferryl ground his teeth, practically snarling at the man for daring to question the magnificent creature beside him. “Am I to understand that you are implying that the Midvarish army is employing some sort of magic?”

			“I make no implication,” said Elizabeth, unfazed by his skepticism. “Only an assertion. I understand your hesitancy, and perhaps even your shock. I, too, once believed magic to be a myth. We all did—until it showed up on our doorstep. And I can assure you, my lords, that magic is as real as the noses on your faces. And it comes in many forms.

			“But the magic of Midvar is a magic that controls, manipulates. It is darker than magic—a curse, wicked and powerful. And if you will not agree to help us finish this threat once and for all, I fear we will all suffer.”

			More silence, more disbelieving looks exchanged around the heavy table. Still, she did not falter.

			“You won the Great War, yes,” she said. “But only because the fighting stopped for a time. They were not vanquished. Their threat was not annihilated. It was only temporarily halted. 

			“Well now it has resumed. And if you decide to stand idly by for the sole reason that it might cost you too much, then I fear that you will lose much, much more than you bargained for.”

			She sat back in her chair, relaxing her shoulders. She looked around the room, an inscrutable expression on her face. Maybe she was nervous about what she had just said or to whom she had just said it. But not a hint of fear shone in her features. Ferryl placed his hand at the small of her back, taking no small amount of delight at the way she relaxed to his touch.

			Across the table, Lord Adam smirked knowingly as he watched Ferryl—and that hand at Elizabeth’s back. Ferryl narrowed his eyes at the Haravellian lord—the nerve, the gall the bastard had had to imply that Elizabeth was little more than his paramour, his mistress…

			The room was silent, men eyeing men, royalty and nobility eyeing the advisor that was once a stable girl—this marvel who had commanded the attention of a room of men far more experienced than she. And not a soul dared argue. Not one dared open their mouth. Not even Lord Adam, who only lifted his chin at Ferryl’s searing glare.

			Elizabeth finally looked to Ferryl, her eyes shining with a silent worry that grew with every passing second. He only nodded his head, rubbing her back for good measure. 

			“My lady, you have left nothing to be discussed,” said King Aaron, finally breaking the spell on the room. There was awe in his voice and a hint of mirth—likely at the way Ferryl had been as dumbstruck as the rest of them. “You have left us with much to consider,” he went on. Ferryl saw Lord Roth and a few other of the noblemen around the table eye each other skeptically. But none dared to question their king. “Thank you for your expertise on the matter. We will take everything into consideration and get back to you with a decision promptly.”

			~

			“You are brilliant. And so am I,” said Ferryl closing the door to her chambers. 

			She laughed, crossing her arms as she turned to face him. “Both of us? Why is that?”

			“Because you had the King of Haravelle himself eating out of your hand, not to mention his entire council. You are glorious, Elizabeth. Simply glorious.” 

			She shook her head, biting her lip to repress the smile that threatened.

			“And why is it that you are brilliant?” she asked, leaning against the back of the chair that faced the fire. The light from the afternoon spilled across the room, bathing her in a warm glow. A wildfire. She was a wildfire burning through his very soul.

			“For bringing you to the meeting, of course,” he crooned, crossing the room.

			She huffed a laugh, looking down as she drummed her fingers on her arm. But when he stood before her, she met his eyes. And held them.

			Magic—familiar and sweet coursed through his veins. The magic of her nearness. Her smile. He reached out, running his hands down her arms.

			“Thank you, Lizybet. I will never be able to thank you enough.”

			“Ferryl, I did little more than point out the obvious,” she said.

			He took hold of her chin. “You were brilliant. And clever. And commanding. You’d make an excellent king.”

			“You are biased,” she laughed. “You’re not upset that I told them about your father?”

			“No. They need to know what these monsters are capable of.”

			“We don’t even fully know what they are capable of, Ferryl. It was your mother’s magic that did this to your father.”

			“I know,” he said, dropping her chin. “I don’t know why she would do it. I cannot possibly understand why she would do anything that might help King Derrick. But I know she is. I’ve known it for far longer than I cared to admit. I have seen it in her eyes when she looks at him. It’s the reason she’s cursing my father. It’s the reason she cursed me. It’s the reason she’s trying to force my marriage to the duchess.”

			She held his gaze for a moment, remorse and worry coloring her features. 

			“I’m sorry, Ferryl,” she said at last, touching his cheek.

			He held her hand to his face, stroking his thumb along her silken skin. “Don’t be sorry, Lizybet. Just promise me you’ll help me. Promise me that we’ll face all of this together.”

			“Ferryl, I’m not going anywhere.”

			Her eyes were warm, comforting. And he knew—he had always known—there was no one else in the world like her. No one more clever. No one more beautiful. None he trusted more. No one he could ever want as much. No one else to be his love, his wife, his princess.

			“Elizabeth,” he said, drawing her into him, his heart thrumming at the feel of her small frame in his hands—her waist, the curve of her hips. He leaned to her, brushing his lips to hers, the headiness of her nearness pulsing through his veins at even such a whisper of a touch. “Beloved.”

			“Ferryl,” she breathed, her breast rising and falling with each shallow breath.

			He let his hands explore her back, her hips, pulling her into him, as closely as possible, until there was no space left between them, nothing in the world but the two of them. He wanted her. Providence above, he wanted her desperately. Needed her with a desperation that overtook him with one touch. 

			His lips found her neck, tasting the honeyed sweetness of her skin, taut with a rush of chills at his touch. 

			“We cannot do this,” she said between breaths. “You…you are still betrothed.”

			He did not take his lips from her as he breathed the words onto her skin. “You yourself said today that war is inevitable. Why should I care if our love starts a war? The war is already upon us. Give me my love and damn the Midvarish.” He took in her intoxicating scent, his fingers pressing into her back, his lips trailing kisses along her jaw, her chin as he let the heat of her body pour into him, longing to kiss her breathless. 

			“I wrote a letter,” he managed, reluctantly pulling his lips from her neck that he might look her in the eye.

			“A letter?” she asked.

			“I will claim the child as my own. But I will not marry Delaney.”

			She searched him for a moment, surprise and disbelief in her calculating eyes. “Ferryl, you cannot—”

			“Why not?” he asked, resting his arms at her waist. “It is certainly nothing new that a prince should sire a bastard. And even though it is not mine, you’re right. You’re always right—I cannot condemn Delaney to the gallows. Not in good conscience. And so I shall save her life and marry the woman I love at the same time.”

			He ignored the retort growing in her eyes and pressed his lips to hers, savoring the aching familiarity, the growing need. 

			Elizabeth would forever be the only drug, the only vice for him. To his surprise, she let herself kiss him, too. 

			So he deepened the kiss.

			And then she pulled away, breathless from his affection. Then again, so was he. “Ferryl,” she at last managed. “Ferryl, even if that would work, it is still unfair to Delaney. And the baby. She will be nothing more than a washed up mistress. She will lose her title in Midvar, and she will be nothing more than a common whore in the eyes of everyone who knows her story.”

			Ferryl shook his head. “No. I will see to it that—”

			“That what? Everyone in the kingdom behaves properly? Treats her with respect? What will you do, Ferryl?” she asked, stepping back from his embrace. “Will you make a royal decree? Will you hang any dissenters? Will you hunt down the naysayers? You cannot do this to her, Ferryl. This is no solution, for it still damns her to a life of shame and ridicule.”

			“She damned herself when she spread her legs!” he barked, running a hand through his hair, exhausted by this argument. “Lizybet, for once in your life, will you just stop arguing? It’s the best possible solution, and you know it.”

			“No, Ferryl. The best solution is for you to take responsibility for your obligations,” she retorted.

			He stepped back, shaking his head in disbelief. He drew a breath, then another, watching her with intense frustration.

			“How can you be so callous to this?” he asked, slicing his upturned hand through the air like a blade poised to destroy.

			And at his question, a flash of pain shone in her eyes. Hurt, even. “I am not callous, Ferryl. I am not.”

			“I would beg to differ,” he growled, turning away from her.

			Silence. Excruciating silence. Then, “Ferryl, you are the air I breathe. You are everything,” she said, placing a trembling hand on his shoulder from behind. He did not warm to her touch.

			That hand moved away before she said, “Ferryl, you are the love of my life.”

			He turned to face her, pleading with her. “Then stop coming up with reasons why we cannot be together.”

			A tear, solemn and sparkling, slipped down her cheek. “We cannot avoid reality, Ferryl. Not you, and not me, either.”

			“So what, then? Keep on like this? Avoiding the truth between us? Pretending like we are not in love with each other? You know damn well this is not working.”

			She looked down, fidgeting with her fingers, her voice little more than a whisper as she said, “No, it is not.”

			The silence pealed, screamed in his ears as he realized that this argument—on this one thing—they were still not on the same page. Perhaps they never would be. Perhaps, on this topic she would forever remain on the side of reason, while he watched her helplessly from the other side. The side for naïve dreamers and broken-hearted fools.

			He let the door slam shut behind him as he walked away.
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			Chapter XLIV

			He hadn’t spoken to her since the meeting this morning. She hadn’t even seen him around the castle, actually. He was supposedly in meetings. But Elizabeth knew Ferryl well enough to know that even if he had been in back to back meetings for the duration of the entire day, he would have taken the time to find her, to walk with her, if only for a few minutes.

			Worry gnawed away with every passing hour. He hadn’t even been at dinner. Neither had Derwin. Leala had, eyeing her from across the dining table with little to say. 

			So she knew what had transpired, apparently. And she wasn’t happy about it.

			Then again, neither was Elizabeth. 

			But what was she supposed to do? Reality was reality whether they liked it or not. They could no more deny Ferryl’s obligations to the Crown than she could deny the fact that she was a nobody in love with the impossible.

			So she had gone to bed without speaking to anyone. Talia had offered to help her change from her dinner gown, but she had refused. She had gone to bed with nothing more than an aching tear right through her soul.

			She wondered if it would ever heal. She wondered if she would ever find a way to stop wanting Ferryl. To stop loving him. 

			She doubted she ever would. 

			The meeting had been successful, at least. At least they could return to Navah with allies in tow, good news for the kingdom with the threat of war breathing down their necks. But at the thought of Navah, Elizabeth couldn’t help but wonder what life would be like there once they returned. Would she live in her father’s cottage? Would Queen Meria even let her? 

			And what of Ferryl? Would he still be her friend? Would he get over the ache that had burned in his eyes this morning?

			It didn’t surprise Elizabeth that she did not sleep a moment that night.

			~

			The next morning, she was startled from her restlessness by a knock on her door. A quiet knock. Timid, almost.

			She got out of bed and donned a robe, taking a moment to smooth her wild hair before answering the door.

			It was Ferryl who stood on the other side, something dark in his countenance. Resolved. She swallowed and let him in without a word.

			He crossed the threshold and turned to face her as she shut the door behind him. And at the look on his face and the heaviness that had settled in his shoulders, she knew this wasn’t going to be a pleasant conversation. 

			“I’ve come to apologize,” he said, his voice strained, solemn.

			“Apologize?” she asked.

			“You’re right, Elizabeth,” he said, standing still. Too still. “You’re always right.”

			She furrowed her brow, unsure where this was going.

			“I have a duty,” he said. “And I must fulfill it.” He looked up then, holding her eyes with his sapphire gaze before saying, “I will marry the duchess. I will make her my wife and her child my child. I will do what is right for my kingdom. And for her.”

			The words tore a jagged slash in her heart. She wondered if he could hear it. At last he was embracing his duty, at last he was accepting the reality she had been trying to get him to accept.

			Why did it have to hurt so?

			She looked down, unwilling to let him see the nuisance tears that were pooling in her eyes. She swallowed back the lump in her throat.

			“I am sorry that I was hard on you yesterday,” he said, his voice softening. “I never want to hurt you.”

			“Nor I you,” she breathed, still unable to look at him. She saw his scarred boots take a tentative step towards her across the fur on the floor.

			“There is something I must tell you,” he went on. And at the tone of his voice, she at last looked up. There were tears in his eyes, too.

			“I am leaving in the morning,” he said.

			“Leaving?” she breathed as she searched him. What did he mean, leaving?

			“King Aaron has asked Derwin and me to come with him to one of his army encampments in the mountains north of here.”

			“I see,” she said, looking down again. “When will you return?”

			Silence yawned long and damning between them. “I will not return.”

			Everything—every part of her just shattered. Collapsed. But he went on.

			“Derwin, Leala, and I will leave from the encampment to return to Navah.”

			The three of them. But not her. She could not help the tears that fell fast and heavy down her cheeks.

			“I see,” she breathed.

			“I think you should to stay here, Elizabeth. I think you should get to know your mother, to find out what your life was like, your history, your family. Haravelle is your home. We both know that. And I think…” he said, tripping on his own emotion now. “I think it is best if you stay behind.”

			She knew he was right. It was a logical, practical solution. For her to get to know her mother, for her to find out who she was and how she had grown up. To search for the memories that evaded her.

			But most importantly, for her to find a life away from him.

			Because it could never work as long as they were together. As long as they were together, they would always want each other, always love each other, always torture each other with a dream that could never be.

			And for the first time in her life, Elizabeth hated every damned logical, reasonable word out of his mouth.

			“I have spoken with Talia,” Ferryl went on. “She is glad to take you back to Har Omer with her.”

			It was settled then, wasn’t it? All the plans had been arranged perfectly. Her breath caught in her throat, stifled by the sob that overcame her.

			Ferryl crossed the small gap between them, taking her face in his hands. A thick line of silver in his eyes told the story of his own grief. She wanted to scream and cry and thrash in protest at the unfairness of it all.

			But he was right. So was she. 

			This was for the best.

			It was a soft kiss—tender and sweet—that he pressed to her lips. A goodbye. 

			“I will always love you, my Lizybet,” he breathed. “Always.”

			And then he was gone.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XLV

			The cellars were always cold, no matter the time of year. But tonight they were particularly chilly—just another indication of the weather that was slowly settling in around them. Penelope rubbed her hands together as she perused the rows and rows of bottles that lined the dark earthen walls—his family’s trove of some of the finest wines Midvar had to offer. 

			Titus stood behind her, rubbing her arms as she looked through the dusty bottles.

			“Any requests?” he asked. 

			“I want to celebrate tonight,” she said. Celebrate. Because today was his birthday. He hadn’t even remembered. But she had. And when she had slipped out of the bed this morning, fatigue still heavy in her eyes, dressed and out the door in a matter of minutes, he wondered where she was going. But she had refused to tell him, nothing but a conspiratorial smirk dancing in her eyes. He had simply made her promise that they’d get to bed as early as possible tonight. And when she had asked him why, he had only raised his brows. The kiss of rose at her cheeks as she had walked away had given him a good laugh.

			When she had returned a little while ago, she pranced into the house, hiding something behind her back, announcing that she was headed to the cellars. Titus had followed her out of curiosity, more than anything. He had only just put it together—the present she was hiding, the wine she was procuring. She wanted to celebrate his birthday. He wouldn’t have given it a second thought. 

			But his wife wanted to make a night of it. He pressed a kiss to her neck where he stood behind her while she read label after label.

			She was slowly making her way to the oldest of the bottles. A few of them, he knew, dated back six or seven generations. And if his father had known that his wife was considering opening such a treasure for something as insignificant as a birthday, he would have scoffed.

			Titus reached for a bottle of red, the label so old it was hardly legible anymore. 

			Penelope’s furtive grin let him know her approval of his choice. So he took her by the hand and let her lead him back out of the labyrinthine cellars below his family’s manor.

			Cellars weren’t that uncommon, although few families’ estates contained such ancient heirlooms as his. But few knew just how connected those cellars were. In ancient times, they had been constructed as a network for slave trading and clandestine operations. Today, they were little more than forgotten underground roads that were more mystery and legend than of any actual use.

			So when Penelope stopped in front of one of the doors that led to those tunnels, her breath growing shallow, Titus only took her hand and teased, “Not afraid are you?”

			But Penelope didn’t move, didn’t take her eyes from the ancient, dust-laden door. And in the stillness, the eerie quiet, Titus couldn’t help the nerves that spider-walked up his spine.

			“Come on, sweetheart. Let’s go eat,” he tried again. 

			Still, she stared wordlessly, as if the door—and the darkness behind it—were beckoning her, whispering to her, telling her its secrets. 

			“What’s wrong?” Titus managed.

			Penelope cocked her head—her movement more animal-like than human. 

			“Where do you suppose it goes, Titus?”

			“Nowhere. Those tunnels don’t lead anywhere, they just…connect. They haven’t been used in centuries.”

			But even as he said it, he could have sworn he heard a faint noise on the other side of that ancient door. Maybe it had been nothing, so distant was the sound. But his skin went taut as his mind ran away with itself. And he couldn’t shake the sense that indeed, something lurked in the ancient darkness behind that doorway. 

			A doorway to the unknown.

			He pulled at Penelope’s hand—unwilling to let his mind wander down ridiculous and pointless paths any longer—and mercifully, this time she followed.

			~

			The servants had held dinner until the two of them emerged from the cellars, and when Titus realized it was all of his favorites—roasted duck with vegetables and apricot tarts—he understood something he had never understood before: that his wife knew him better than he knew himself.

			He could count on one hand the times in his life that he had been brought to tears. This was nearly one of them. 

			But he could tell that she was anxious for him to finish his meal so that he could find out whatever was in the tiny little package wrapped in brown paper and tied with a red ribbon that sat between them. So when she asked if he was full, even though he could have eaten several more plates full of the delicious fare, he took another swig of the impossibly smooth wine and said yes. Her smile alone made it worth it. 

			She handed him the tiny little package, and he scooted away from the table that she might sit in his lap while he opened it. He couldn’t ever remember a time when someone seemed so eager for him to open a gift. He wondered what in the world could be inside such a little box. 

			So when he opened it and saw the little silver contraption staring up at him, he felt terrible that he had no idea what it was. 

			Penelope must have known that he was clueless, because she chuckled when she said, “Happy birthday, Titus.”

			He picked it up, eyeing it from all angles, trying desperately to imagine what it was and why she was so thrilled about it. It was made entirely of silver, a small handle protruding from a cluster of bells of all shapes, sizes, and timbres. 

			“Do you know what it is?” she asked. 

			He shook his head, but when he met her eyes and saw the tears falling from them, his heart—his whole world—froze in place.  

			“I must confess I had a few reasons to go to town today,” she started. “Firstly to find you a birthday present. I knew you hadn’t remembered that it’s your birthday. But secondly, because I’ve been so tired lately. There are other things, too. Things I haven’t really told you about.”

			“What do you mean?” he asked, worried as to where this conversation was going. Was she ill?

			“I went to see a friend of mine.” She paused for a moment, chewing on her lower lip. “A midwife.”

			“A midwife?” he asked, confused. But then he looked back to the contraption in his hands and it hit him like a thousand soldiers charging at him from all sides. 

			A rattle. A baby’s rattle.

			“I didn’t think this was possible. I thought…” She was having a hard time speaking now, her words broken between her tears. “I thought I was too old. But my friend told me that it’s not uncommon for a woman approaching the change of life to find herself with child.” She took hold of Titus’s face between her hands. “And that’s what I am, Titus. I am carrying your—our child.”

			She was trembling, tears falling down her face. 

			But so was he. 

			He poured himself into her arms. He couldn’t hold her closely enough. 

			“Are you sure? Are you sure that’s what is going on, Lopee?”

			“I’m sure, Titus. You’re going to be a father.”

			He wasn’t sure whether he should kiss her or weep or fall on his knees, so he just held her close and stroked her hair and cried onto her shoulder, saying over and over, “I love you so much, Lopee. I love you so much.”

			They wept and laughed and wept more, never leaving his seat there at the long dining table. But after a while, and once they had calmed down a little, Penelope stood, taking Titus by the hand, their eyes reddened from the many tears they had shed. 

			She led him out of the room, through the foyer and up the stairs, making good on her promise from that morning. Indeed, they retired rather early that night.
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			Chapter XLVI

			Michael, tell me what happened.”

			Delaney stood at his door, her arms akimbo, her toe tapping nervously on the marble floor. 

			“Delaney it’s barely dawn. What are you doing here so early? Come to think of it, what are you doing here at all?” he asked, sudden alarm in his eyes. 

			No, it wasn’t exactly appropriate that she had cornered the red-headed guard—Amos, she seemed to recall—demanding that he guide her to Michael’s chambers. In the wee hours of the morning, no less. 

			But after what she had heard…

			“All I hear is court gossip and rumors about the guard that threatened to cut off Ravid’s balls!” 

			Michael’s eyes shone wide with shock as he grabbed her arm and pulled her into his chambers. It was surprisingly small and simple. A bed in the corner of the stone room. A lush but worn rug draping the floor. A fire burning healthily in the small fireplace. A desk piled with papers and a few blades. 

			There was nothing regal or ostentatious about the chambers of the guard now standing before her, his hair disheveled from an apparently rough night’s sleep, his shirt hanging loose and untucked over his trousers. 

			Michael had defended her honor. 

			To his detriment. 

			Gods help her. Gods help them both. 

			“Delaney, where did you hear that?”

			“Every courtier has been prattling about it. It’s all I heard yesterday. And when I didn’t see you…” 

			She had panicked when Michael hadn’t been at her door, guarding her as she had become accustomed. Her own personal watchdog, courtesy of the prince. She had first thought perhaps it was because of the way he had looked at her after their night out in the city, like he couldn’t stand the sight of her, as if the thought of touching her was repulsive…

			But then when the whole day had passed and she still hadn’t seen him…when Amos had barely said two words to her about him…that’s when the panic had set in. When she put two and two together and realized that the only reason Michael would have to threaten Ravid would be if Ravid had threatened Michael. 

			Which meant her father knew. 

			He knew about her night out with the guard. 

			And he would not let it slide. He would punish her. Likely by punishing Michael. Because no daughter of his could ever have a life of her own, opinions of her own. No daughter of his could ever have been seen with any man but the crown prince. 

			Never mind the crown prince was gone, with no return in sight. Never mind the crown prince hated her. Never mind that while her father insisted on propriety as far as the court could see, he had certainly turned a blind eye while she brought Ravid to her bed—the man that had been paid to sire her bastard. 

			Full of double standards, her father would never stand for anything but his own plans. 

			And if Michael were somehow seen as a culprit in ruining those plans… She shuddered to think what her father would do to her. Worse, to Michael. 

			So she had panicked and insisted that Amos bring her to Michael, early hour be damned. 

			“It was nothing, all right?” Michael said, scrubbing his face with an unsteady hand. 

			“It was obviously not nothing,” she argued. “My father gloated like a pig all day yesterday, Michael. He knows. He knows we were together.”

			“I know, all right!” he barked, immediate regret shining in his eyes. He turned to face her more fully, taking hold of her arms. There was such strength in his grip, coupled with heartbreaking gentleness. 

			She hated herself for how much she loved his touch. 

			“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice softening. “I just… I know he knows. Ravid knew exactly where we went. He must have followed us. Or had someone follow us, I don’t know.”

			“Michael, it doesn’t matter. As long as you’re all right, I don’t care what my father knows. Or thinks.”

			“As long as I’m all right? Did you think something happened to me?” he asked. 

			“When you weren’t at my door all day, I thought…”

			“Thought what?” he asked, stepping a little closer, the warmth of his solid strength pouring into her like sunshine on a summer afternoon. 

			“I thought he had hurt you, all right?”

			“Who?”

			“My father,” she admitted. 

			“Delaney, he’s not going to hurt me. I’m sorry I worried you. I just spent the day trying to figure out who had followed us and why. Turns out Ravid has eyes all over the palace. Apparently he’s more than just your father’s vassal. He’s also your father’s eyes and ears.”

			“I could have told you that,” she said, stepping out of his grip and plopping herself down on his uncomfortable settee. “You don’t know my father, Michael. He won’t let this slide. He’ll retaliate. Maybe not today. Maybe not tomorrow. But he will retaliate.”

			“I’m not afraid of him, Delaney,” he said, ice and steel in his voice. 

			“You should be. You don’t know what he’s capable of.”

			Quiet. It was a long, quiet moment between them, Michael standing behind her, doing what, she didn’t know. 

			But then he moved to sit beside her, rolling up the sleeve of his shirt, the tan skin of his right forearm taut with lean muscle. But it wasn’t until he turned his arm over, exposing the underside, that she saw it.

			A scar. 

			Deep and brutal. Carving a jagged valley up the length of his arm. Pink and knotted, the skin shining slick in the candlelight. 

			And utterly, terribly horrific. 

			It was on impulse that she touched the gnarled skin, running her fingers delicately along its gruesome length. 

			“What is this?” she breathed. 

			“I know what fathers are capable of, Delaney. Mine isn’t so very different from yours.”

			She met his eyes then, and saw the grief hovering in them. Her heart broke into a thousand pieces at the sight of the pain that shadowed his features.

			And then he spoke.

			“I don’t remember a time when my father ever liked me. From the time I was a boy, he would chastise me for every little thing—from the games I played to the friends I chose. He never seemed to approve of my choices. 

			“But that became most apparent when it was time to start training me in the family business. 

			“I was eight years old when my father decided it was time that I learn his trade. He’s a merchant, you see. Going back three generations. My family is not noble, but common born. And yet my father and my grandfathers before him had worked hard to build a name for the Aman family. They are respected around the kingdom for their fair trade. 

			“So when I showed no interest, no proclivity for his vocation, my father’s disappointment turned to downright hatred.

			“I tried. For three years I tried to learn the trade of being a merchant. I tried to please him. But I had no head for numbers, no taste for the buying and selling. I was terrible at it. And the more I failed, the angrier he became.

			“On the morning of my eleventh birthday, my mother woke me before dawn, slipping into my room and grinning from ear to ear. She handed me a slender gift, wrapped in parchment. She wished me happy birthday before she said, ‘It’s time you know the truth.’ When I asked her what she meant, she just smiled and said, ‘Providence has plans for you, my son.’ Confused, I unwrapped the gift to find a bow. A handmade bow and three arrows, fletched with pheasant feathers. 

			“It was the most glorious sight I had ever beheld. She even took me out into the woods and gave me some pointers. She was quite good, I realized. Someone had taught her the finer points of archery. And so she taught them to me. Every morning for months she would sneak out with me before dawn and teach me to shoot my weapon. And every time the sun would rise, sadness would sink into my gut as I followed her from the woods back to our home, hiding the bow and three precious arrows in the stacks of hay in the back of the barn. 

			“Until one morning… One morning, I came back to the barn to hide my contraband only to find my father already there, hatred and rage burning in his eyes. 

			“He snapped the bow and the arrows, throwing them into the fire, never once asking where I got them. I didn’t tell him either, though I never knew if he found out and beat my mother for it. I didn’t see evidence either way because if I had…”

			Michael stopped, inhaling a ragged breath before he could plunge onward, fixating his eyes on the fire before them. 

			“He pulled the iron from the fire and gave me this,” he said, running his hand along the nasty scar. “A week later I was shipped off to the palace for training. The king had a program back then for young boys to train for battle under Commander Titus. My father thought it would be a punishment. 

			“But ten years later, when I still hadn’t returned home, or given any indication that I ever would, he showed up here, demanding to see me. And when he realized I had found my calling—my real home—he walked away without even saying goodbye. 

			“I’ve not spoken to him since.”

			A wide chasm of silence yawned between them as she took in his words, his story. The echo of the pain in every jagged eddy of the scar on his arm, in each silent breath he took. 

			She was trembling, she realized, because she understood that pain that still clouded his features, still burned into his soul. 

			She understood it because she knew it herself: the depthless waters of the wounds of fathers, the fathomless ache of the longing for something that would never be theirs. 

			So she took hold of his scarred arm and lifted it to her mouth. And when she pressed her lips to his gnarled skin, she could have sworn she heard his breath hitch. 

			Then again, so did hers.

			She kissed his scar once. Twice. Thrice along its length—the fine hairs on his arm tickling her lips, her nose. She held his arm to her face and did not let go, did not part from his skin for a long while, the tremolo of her hands echoing the tremble of his arm. 

			And when at last her lips parted from his skin that she might meet his eyes, the sweet sorrow she found there was more than she could bear. Tears, fat and warm, fell thickly down her cheeks. Tears for him, tears for her, for a childhood stolen by a selfish father, for love they would never know. 

			His hand at last found her cheek, the callouses along his thumb scraping her skin as he brushed each tear away with painstaking gentleness. 

			“I swore to you that I would protect you, Delaney. And I meant it. Not because I have to, because I want to. And I won’t let him hurt you again.” His voice, rough and broken, washed over her like a balm. 

			But it wasn’t for her own safety that she was worried. 

			But his. 

			Still, she closed her eyes at his promise, more tears raining down her cheeks, resting in the steadiness of his hand on her face. Until at last, a second hand found her face, and warm lips found her brow. 

			And she knew she had found the only thing that really mattered. Here, in Michael’s steady embrace, she had found home at last.
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			No one, not one soul in the world knew from where that scar had really come. He had always had a story for it—sword practice gone terribly wrong. Not even the crown prince knew the truth. But he had wanted to tell Delaney. For months now, he had wanted her to know of it, to know the truth of it. To show her that he understood her. That they were the same. 

			But nothing in all the realms of heaven could have prepared him for her reaction. For the way she touched him, kissed his scar. For the way she looked at him. Soul to soul. 

			He had known no sweeter thrill. 

			And no greater terror.

			To the very marrow of his bones, he was terrified of the way she had looked at him. And the way he knew damn well he had looked at her.

			I see the way you look at her. I’ve never seen you look at anyone like that. And I never once saw her look at Prince Ferryl the way she looks at you. 

			Amos’s words echoed over and over in his mind as he patrolled the corridor outside the king’s drawing room, opting to take a different post for a few hours. After what had happened this morning, he wasn’t sure he could face Delaney right now. 

			Or ever again. 

			He was thankful for the reprieve from his torturous thoughts when he saw Samuel, the aged captain of the guard, ambling feebly towards him. 

			Captain Samuel was just old enough that not much drew him out of his office these days, making the guards come to him for most everything, including meetings. To see him out of his stifling little office meant only one of two things: either something had gone very wrong, or someone was in a lot of trouble.

			Michael realized he had a fairly good idea which of the two it was.

			“Ah, Michael,” the old man huffed. “I am glad to have found you. I need to speak with you at once.” The captain had certainly seen better days, glory days, but he was still every bit their fearless leader. And as such, even the tone of his voice was quite capable of striking fear into the heart of any of the guards, Michael being no exception.

			“Everything all right, captain?”

			“Follow me,” said Samuel, not bothering to answer. 

			He swallowed hard. Everything was definitely not all right. 

			Perfect.

			Michael followed the captain down the corridors and into a small, rarely used antechamber. He knew the only reason they weren’t making the trek to the captain’s office was because the old man was too tired to walk all the way back. 

			The captain walked inside, only turning to face Michael once he had taken a seat in one of the black-and-white wing chairs by the window. Michael took the other chair, sitting on the edge, his sweaty palms resting on his knees as he waited for his captain to speak. 

			The silence seemed like an eternity. Then, finally, the captain said, “Am I to understand that you threatened the Midvarish duke and then turned around and assaulted his vassal?”

			Well. That was to the point. “Sir, if I can explain, I—”

			“Answer the question, Michael.”

			Michael cleared his throat. “Yes, sir. It’s true.”

			“Have you lost your mind?”

			Probably. But better to answer with a heavy dose of humility than try to explain the actions of a man tortured by conflicting notions of nobility and honor. “No, sir.”

			“I would beg to differ.”

			Michael found he couldn’t argue with the logic.

			“I don’t want to know your reasons for such behavior as I am sure that any explanation would be less than satisfactory. Suffice it to say that it is only because of your stellar reputation and immaculate record in this palace that I was able to convince the queen that you did not deserve to be sacked. Or worse.”

			Michael only nodded, his eyes downcast, studying the intricate patterns of the carpet like his life depended on it.

			“Just tell me what in the world you were thinking, Michael. This is not like you.”

			Michael finally found the gumption to meet his captain’s eyes. “Sir, I have no explanation other than to say I wasn’t thinking. Not clearly, anyway.”

			“Had they upset you in some way?”

			Enough that he had had half a mind to slit both of their bellies from navel to nose. Michael nodded. 

			The captain inspected him for another excruciatingly long minute. “Some of the guards tell me that you have not been yourself lately. Some even speculate that your preoccupation has to do with a female. Is this true?”

			Oh Providence above, if the captain suspected that Michael had any sort of involvement with Delaney— 

			Damn. Double damn. He needed to get his mind right, his thinking clear. And fast. Or he would lose everything—his mind, his friends, even his livelihood. 

			“Michael?”

			“Sir, I can assure you that it will not happen again. Yes, I have been distracted lately. But I will not let it affect my performance anymore and I sincerely apologize for all of this. If there is anything I can do to fix—”

			“Michael,” Samuel said, placing a heavy hand over Michael’s. His tone was almost…fatherly. Providence knew Michael wasn’t used to hearing kind fatherly tones. “Whatever is going on, I know you well enough to know that it is much more than just some infatuation with a woman. You’re the best guard at this castle. And you’re a damn good man. I don’t know what’s going on, but I want you to know that if there is anything you need, anything with which I can help you, I hope you know that you can ask me.”

			Michael stared at the aged man before him, his stupid mouth agape—utterly and completely at a loss for words. 

			“Sir, I—”

			“Just promise me that nothing like this will happen again, and this will be the last time we speak of it.”

			“Absolutely, sir. It will not happen again.”

			“Good,” said the captain, standing to his feet. “Then there is nothing else to discuss. Return to your post, officer.”

			“Yes, sir.” 

			The captain had almost made it to the door when Michael spoke again. “Captain.”

			The captain turned on his heel, his watery eyes forged straight from steel, from an iron will.

			“Thank you.”

			Captain Samuel nodded and disappeared behind the door without another word.
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			Chapter XLVII

			Chesedelle Castle was cold. It seemed there was no fire that could warm its drafty corridors. But Elizabeth had the sneaking suspicion that the frigid temperatures had little to do with the encroaching winter and much more to do with the lingering emptiness, the gaping chasm that had grown since Ferryl left.

			Three days.

			It had been three days since Ferryl had left with Derwin and Leala in tow. Three days since Leala had hugged her goodbye with little more than pursed lips and unshed tears—and words Elizabeth knew the princess wasn’t saying. Three days since Ferryl hadn’t bothered to see her, to stop by her chambers before he departed. Apparently, he couldn’t stand the sight of her anymore. Then again, she could hardly stand the sight of herself. 

			It was so very different this time—what with him leaving on his own accord, not hers. Last summer, she had left Benalle Palace with no intention of returning. She had left to start over, to find answers. She had mostly left to protect Ferryl and Bedell from the wrath of the queen of Navah.

			It had been difficult. But it had been necessary.

			Yet this…

			The castle had been cool since they had arrived; now it was downright unbearable. She wrapped her white fur cloak more tightly around her as she trekked down the corridors, missing the man she had loved since she was a girl. Wishing it was his warmth that comforted her, not the cloak he had bought her, the extravagant gift she had not deserved.

			Ironic that only once she was wrapped in such undeserved indulgence, did she realize the true extravagance had been the love she had known.

			The love she had thrown away in the name of practicality.

			But her father had been right.

			Tell Ferryl he will never marry Elizabeth. 

			Bedell had been painfully, irrevocably right.

			Suddenly, even the cloak could not warm her.

			“Elizabeth?” 

			She whirled to the sound of the oily voice. Lord Adam was strutting down the corridor, his hands in his pockets. 

			“My lord,” she answered with a small bow of her head before resuming her walk. 

			He caught up to her, falling in step beside her. “I confess I am surprised to see you here.”

			“Oh?” she asked, unsure why she was obliging him. Ferryl had told her that Adam thought her to be Ferryl’s whore. And the way he looked at her, the way he spoke of her…she wondered exactly what he expected…

			“I had thought you would be in the mountains with the prince,” Lord Adam went on, walking beside her. 

			She surprised herself when she heard the words she muttered under her breath, “So had I.”

			A heartbeat. Then another. Then, “Ah,” he purred knowingly. “A lover’s spat, is it, then?”

			She rolled her eyes, turning a corner through the labyrinthine halls. “Something like that.”

			The nosy lord stayed in step with her. “No need to fret, Elizabeth,” he said, noticeably dropping the Lady part of her title. Maybe it had been made up by Ferryl, but Lord Adam hadn’t known that. So the fact that he had dropped it only grated more on her already fraying nerves. “Men are fickle. Especially the royal kind,” he added begrudgingly, and Elizabeth had the sneaking suspicion that Adam was grumbling about more than just Ferryl’s choice in women.

			“Thank you for the advice,” she said, turning another corner, this one curling around what was no doubt a spire down which they descended. Still, Lord Adam stayed in pace. 

			“Don’t take this the wrong way, Elizabeth,” he said. “But may I ask what you are still doing here? In Chesedelle, I mean?”

			She at last looked the lord in the eye as they continued their trek, curious to know how he might react to her answer. “Her Majesty invited me to stay for the Yasha Ball.”

			It was surprise that bloomed on Lord Adam’s cheeks, followed by something that looked a lot like suspicion.

			“Did she now?” he purred. “Well, that is something, isn’t it?”

			Elizabeth slowed her pace just long enough to get a read on this nosy lord who walked with her. 

			“Without the prince?” he went on.

			“Yes. Without the prince,” she said, the skepticism deepening. What was his issue with her invitation? The queen had pulled her aside two days ago, asking if she might stay. Granted, Elizabeth had been surprised at the invitation, too. But still…

			“Interesting,” was all he said before something snapped in his countenance—a candle snuffed by a breath of wind. “Well pay no mind, Elizabeth. You shan’t be without patrons for long. I would hazard that within a week of news getting out of Ferryl’s departure, you will have a line of eligible young Haravellian noblemen, eager to…” His eyes raked up and down her body. “…sample your wares.” 

			“Wonderful,” she drawled, grinding her teeth. But in truth, she was uninterested in defending her own honor. She didn’t really give a damn what Lord Adam thought of her. Not anymore. Not when everything was falling apart anyway…

			But the imbecile just couldn’t seem to help himself. “And if in the meantime you find yourself without suitable companionship, I would be more than willing to oblige, my lady,” he added. “I confess, your prince’s…infatuation with you has me curious to know what all the fuss is about.” She let him take hold of her elbow, let him stop her, turn her to face him as he went on. “I am no prince, of course. But I am, at least, an heir,” he purred.

			“Are you?” she drawled, raising a brow. “I hadn’t realized the king had made it official. I suppose congratulations are in order then,” she drawled, knowing full well that the king had signed no such decree, had not named Lord Adam as his heir, despite the lord’s insistence. She and Ferryl had had several conversations about it since their arrival. She had at first wondered why they hadn’t named him. Now, getting to know him, the answer wasn’t too hard to guess.

			The well-polished lord merely folded his arms across his chest, his mouth curling into a serpentine smile. “You know, I’ve always said it’s a mistake to let women into council meetings. They start getting ideas. Forming opinions. It’s…tedious, at best. You’re better off on your backs.”

			She took a step closer, despite her repulsion, sizing him up as she eyed him with a swagger she did not feel. “Perhaps you’re right, my lord. Perhaps we are better off on our backs. Then again, I’ve only a taste for royalty. So while I appreciate your offer, I’m afraid you couldn’t afford me.”

			She left him gawking at the bottom of the steps.

			~

			The kitchen at Chesedelle was a wonderland of confections and cakes, savory pies and sweetmeats. Nestled at the very bottom of the castle, the room itself was vast, a stone hearth with a hearty fire glowing, several pots of various sizes hanging over the flames—a veritable haven away from the corridors where Lord Adam lurked like a spider. Large cast iron ovens lined one wall, the smells of baking breads and pastries filling the room with a sweet, heady aroma. Copper pots and pans hung from a rack and a wall of shelves was lined with basins and baskets, copper kettles and herbs. A long, scarred table stretched through the center of the room, covered in herbs and vegetables, knives and utensils, and on one end, a collection of confections that would satisfy an army of sweet-toothed soldiers. Several cooks bustled about, chopping and slicing, stirring and smelling. Lunch preparations were well underway despite breakfast having only just finished. 

			Elizabeth took a deep breath, her head swimming with the delectable aromas wafting through the warm, steamy room as she shrugged off her cloak—and Lord Adam’s obnoxious comments—hanging the white fur on a peg on the wall.

			“Your Majesty,” said an old woman—likely the head cook—as she bobbed a curtsey. Elizabeth whirled to see the queen emerge into the steamy room behind her. She, too, fell into a deep bow. Even though she had been anticipating it for days, meeting the queen of Haravelle in the kitchen of the castle of all places still seemed…surreal. Down to earth. She found she could not help the smile that crept onto her mouth at the sight of her—this unassuming woman who wore a simple, yet elegant dress, who tied a stained apron about her waist. She was no stranger to this place. This was her home, this room her solace, her escape. Even the wealth of servants did not balk at her presence. She was most welcome here, this unpretentious queen of the kingdom. 

			Queen Avigail smiled at the head cook. “Good morning, Naomi.” 

			Naomi’s apron was covered in flour and spices and her salt-and-pepper hair spilled loose tendrils from the tight bun at the nape of her neck. But for the most part, the woman was immaculate, her homespun dress neatly pressed, her apron bright white underneath the spices. She smiled heartily as she curtseyed before Queen Avigail. They were friends, Elizabeth realized, the pieces coming together in her mind.

			“Good morning, Avigail.” The cook smiled, returning to stirring the pot before her. 

			“I’ve brought a friend with me today,” said the queen, turning to Elizabeth. “This is Lady Elizabeth.”

			Naomi bobbed another curtsey. “A pleasure, milady.”

			“Naomi, everything has been quite delicious. I must say, you have a talent in the kitchen,” said Elizabeth. 

			The old woman pursed a grin, waving off the compliment. “Milady is too kind.”

			“I am glad to know you consider the truth a kindness,” said the queen. “We are come to do a little baking, if you can spare us some room. Lady Elizabeth apparently has a macaroon recipe that will send even the crown prince of Navah into a tailspin. I’m afraid I must know her secrets.”

			“There is always room for you, Your Majesty,” said Naomi. “Feel free to use whatever you need.”

			The queen turned to Elizabeth, placing a hand on her arm. “Shall we?”

			Elizabeth nodded with an eager smile and thus the queen and the stable girl set about baking and sharing culinary secrets, prattling merrily with the kitchen staff as if they were just old friends catching up. Surprise bloomed in Elizabeth’s heart at the ease with which she could speak to the queen. And as the minutes bled into hours, she realized every ounce of trepidation had melted into little more than a natural comfort. It would be so easy to become friends with Avigail of Haravelle.

			The queen finished kneading dough and set it in a bowl, covering it with a towel to let it rest while they turned to their next culinary project. “Tell me about yourself, dear,” she said. “I am aware of Princess Leala’s romantic tale, but I know little of yours.”

			“What would you like to know?” Elizabeth asked, wiping the flour from her hands on a towel.

			“From where do you hail?”

			“I have lived in Navah—at Benalle Palace—my whole life. Well, for as long as I can remember.” Elizabeth measured sugar before asking, “Do you have coconut? I will need it if we are to make macaroons.”

			Naomi set aside the spoon with which she had been stirring the boiling contents of a pot and bustled to a pantry, pulling out a jar of fat, white flakes. “You are in luck. We only recently got a shipment in of the finest Navarian coconut.”

			Elizabeth smiled. “Perfect.” She spooned the sweet little flakes into a separate bowl. “We’ll need egg whites only,” she added to the queen.

			Queen Avigail set about carefully cracking eggs, setting aside the yolks. “What did you mean, ‘as long as I can remember?’” asked the queen, her attention on her work. “Do you not remember all of your life?”

			“Does anyone remember every moment?” she asked, unsure what the queen would think if she knew she was not entertaining a chief advisor, but a nobody who tended stables. An orphan with no past.

			The queen’s golden eyes flashed with something so fleeting that Elizabeth didn’t have a chance to read it. She returned to whisking whites. “I see. You grew up at the palace. Were you reared at court?”

			Elizabeth huffed a humorless laugh, thinking just how very different this queen was from the queen with which she had grown up. Perhaps the queen of Haravelle wouldn’t balk at the fact that Elizabeth was a nobody. Still… 

			“No, no,” she clarified.

			“What is so humorous, my dear?”

			Elizabeth met her eyes. They were smiling. “I’m afraid Queen Meria would never have allowed that. I was not allowed to set foot inside the palace from the time I was quite young.”

			“Why would that be?” the queen asked as if she were appalled at such an idea.

			“I didn’t understand it at the time,” Elizabeth admitted, returning her attention to measuring. “But in retrospect, I think perhaps the queen was not keen on the closeness I shared with her son.”

			Queen Avigail donned a smile, nodding thoughtfully. “A closeness you still share.”

			Elizabeth could not bring herself to admit what had happened, how Ferryl had left; how Elizabeth herself had ended that closeness…perhaps forever.

			She swallowed the lump that formed in her throat and reached for a basin of salt, spooning some into a small bowl with trembling hands.

			“But he left without you.”

			Elizabeth sighed and nodded, unable to look up. 

			Queen Avigail stopped her work, letting a silence yawn long enough between them that Elizabeth at last looked her in the eye. “He is still in love with you, Elizabeth.” And when she was taken aback that the queen should even know such a thing, Avigail went on. “Oh I know your story. Enough of it, anyway. I know that he is betrothed to a Midvarish girl. And I have observed in your time here that he could not possibly love her—because I see the way he loves you. And though he did not see you that morning, believe me when I say, Elizabeth, that he was miserable and did not want to leave. His brother even asked him why he hadn’t gone to you, but your Ferryl only replied that he did not think you would want him to.”

			Would not want him to? Would not want him to? She wanted to balk and protest such a ludicrous thought until she realized that it was she who had given him such an idea. She who had pushed and pushed and pushed him away since the moment she had found out about the duchess’s child. 

			She was the one who had destroyed them.

			Not Delaney. Not circumstance. Not some unfair fate.

			She. Insufferably logical Elizabeth.

			Maybe Ferryl had been right—maybe they could have raised Delaney’s child together. Maybe he could have protected her from the gallows. What was so ridiculous about that idea? At the moment, Elizabeth couldn’t seem to remember the flaw in his logic.

			“I think you’ve got enough salt,” the queen pointed out with a sparkle of mirth in her eyes.

			Elizabeth looked down to the mound of white crystals on the table before her and immediately began to clean up the careless mess she had made, wishing that cleaning up the mess she had made with Ferryl could be so simple.

			The queen helped her, stepping around the table, brushing the extra salt into a bowl. “Duty never takes our hearts into account, does it?” she asked wisely.

			“No, it does not,” Elizabeth admitted. 

			The queen finished brushing off the table, then walked around to resume her whisking. “Is this good?” she asked, tilting the bowl for Elizabeth to see its contents.

			“Not quite,” said Elizabeth, carefully observing the mound of white froth the queen had been whisking. “They need to be fluffier.”

			“Ah. No wonder I’ve never mastered them,” mused the queen, continuing to whisk vigorously. Elizabeth was reaching for a glass vial of vanilla beans steeping in amber liquid when Avigail said, “He loves you deeply, my dear.

			“I know,” Elizabeth admitted.

			More whisking, more silence. Then, “And I daresay you love him deeply as well.”

			She didn’t know what to say, didn’t know how to respond to such a pointless observation as she measured and stirred.

			The queen looked up from her whisking. “You needn’t fret, Elizabeth. If it is the will of Providence that you should be together, nothing in heaven or on earth will stop it.”

			Tell Ferryl he will never marry Elizabeth.

			Her father’s words echoed in her mind. It seemed it was not the will of Providence. Not by a mile.

			“Seeing the two of you together, it makes me wonder…” the queen trailed off, and even without knowing her very well, Elizabeth could see her thoughts turning heavy. 

			“Wonder what, Your Majesty?”

			She blinked back quick tears. “If he would have looked at my Adelaide the way he looks at you. They were betrothed once, you see. I am not sure if you know it.”

			“I do.”

			“I see now the flaw in our thinking.”

			“How so?” Elizabeth added the rest of her ingredients to the queen’s fluffy, sugary eggs, listening intently as she carefully folded the mixture.

			“The betrothal was little more than a failsafe to ensure that the will of Providence could not be thwarted. You see the irony, I’m sure. The ancient prophecies speak of a king and queen who would unite Navah and Haravelle again. It had been generations—centuries, really—since a son of Navah and a daughter of Haravelle had been born close in age to each other. When our Adelaide was born, we felt surely that she was the queen and Ferryl the king that would fulfill the prophecies, so we drew up the contract soon after her birth. King Aiken signed it willingly, along with Queen Meria. It seemed all was falling into place.

			“So once we lost our Adelaide, I will admit that I felt quite lost. I couldn’t imagine why Providence would allow such a thing to fail. The prophecy is his will, after all.”

			“Why do you think he let it fail?” Elizabeth asked, spooning the batter into little balls on a smooth, flat baking stone.

			“In truth, I do not fully understand. But I have learned many things over the years, and even now, upon your visit, I am still learning. You see, Providence does not need us in order for his will to come to fruition, he only wants us to participate in it. And he does not want us to participate unwillingly. He is not interested in force or coercion, but only a genuine heart, yielded to him. 

			“When we betrothed our daughter to your Ferryl, we failed to take this into account. But seeing him here—seeing the way he looks at you, the deep abiding love he has for you—I understand now what I did not then. The prophecies spoke of a king who would rule with courage and fealty. Those traits do not come from a forced hand, they come from a true heart. By forcing Ferryl to marry Adelaide, we might very well have taken from him the very characteristics that made him fit to carry out the will of Providence in the first place. Love is not something that is forced, it is something that is forged.

			“I think…” the queen said, staring off into the room as if she could see her young daughter playing merrily around the bustling kitchen workers. “I think if my Adelaide were here today, I would release her from the betrothal after all. For I would never want her to be forced to marry for even the noblest of reasons. Marriage, by design, was meant for so much more. Who am I to deny such a privilege to Ferryl? Or my own daughter?”

			“And even after losing her—Adelaide—do you still trust Providence? The prophecies?” Elizabeth asked. Immersed in the conversation, the batter balls lay forgotten before her.

			“I will admit that I…” The queen paused for a moment, and Elizabeth could see the emotion she was tempering. “…I lost a lot of hope, my dear. I wondered what Providence could be thinking or why he would allow such a tragedy, such a senseless murder. It has taken me many years to find joy again in the midst of such sorrow.”

			“How did you do it?” Elizabeth asked. 

			“I do not deny that there are days that are darker than others. But I have learned over the years that if I truly believe in something greater than myself, I must trust there is a plan, even if it is not mine. And that just because I cannot understand it does not mean it does not have purpose.”

			“In truth, I wish that I could understand how there could possibly be a purpose for my own life,” Elizabeth admitted to the motherly queen. “Sometimes I feel as if everything in my heart is little more than a long list of impossibilities.”

			The queen put her hand on Elizabeth’s. “My dear, it would not be faith if it were only a matter of believing in things that are probable.”

			Elizabeth had never thought of it that way. That faith, by definition, was nothing more than trusting Providence in the impossible. That, she realized, was likely the most logical thing she could do.

			The queen looked long at Elizabeth, a quiet sorrow in her golden eyes. “You are much like what I imagined her to be.”

			The queen didn’t have to explain for Elizabeth to know who she meant, and at the implication, Elizabeth knew a deep sense of loss, of sympathy for this queen who had lost her only heir—this mother who had lost her only daughter. 

			A loss she could understand. 

			It was jealousy, then. Jealousy that swept over her. Jealous of a little girl who had known the abiding love of a mother. Jealous for the mother Elizabeth had never known.

			But maybe she could know her now. Maybe it was time. Time to start a new life with Talia. Time to finally know the love of a mother—her mother.

			The queen of Haravelle sniffed, wiping the errant tear that fell down her cheek, leaving a trail of flour in the wake of her finger. “Perhaps I shall adopt you and call you my own. Providence knows we need an heir to the throne,” the queen said flippantly, to which Elizabeth huffed a small laugh. 

			The queen picked up the baking stone covered in coconut batter and took it to the ovens. “How long for these?” she asked over her shoulder, opening the heavy iron door.

			“This is the trick, you see. Just put them in there and then put out the fire.”

			“What?” Both the queen and Naomi, busy chopping vegetables, asked at the same time. 

			Elizabeth chuckled. “Trust me. Put out the fires and they’ll be perfect by dinner.”

			Naomi lifted a skeptical brow before obeying the strange advice and putting out the fire that burned hot and bright in the chamber below the oven.

			Elizabeth, however, couldn’t leave the queen’s last comment unexplored. “If you don’t mind my asking, Your Majesty, what did you mean about needing an heir? I had assumed Lord Adam would inherit.”

			“He would be the obvious choice, wouldn’t he, as he is my husband’s nephew?”

			“But he is not,” she added, waiting for the queen to continue.

			Avigail sighed, and Elizabeth caught Naomi’s sidelong smirk. Apparently, this was not a foreign topic of conversation in the Chesedelle kitchen. “Alas, he can be shortsighted, among other things. And while I know there is good in his heart, as I have borne witness to it personally, it is not good by which he is driven, but ambition. And that is just the sort of character that we are loath to see succeed the throne of Haravelle.”

			“What will you do then?” Elizabeth asked. 

			“As in all things, we wait.”

			“Wait on what?” Elizabeth asked.

			“On Providence, of course.” This came from Naomi who had returned to her pot by the fire, stirring carefully, methodically.

			“I must admit, Elizabeth,” said the queen, eyeing the ovens as if she could see inside them. “I have never heard of such a recipe that calls for putting out the fires in the oven. But I suppose some of the best things come in the most unconventional ways. I am most curious to taste these famed macaroons.”

			The three of them laughed merrily. “Well, I must admit, I’ve never known of a queen that cooks,” admitted Elizabeth. 

			“Her Majesty is not like most queens,” said Naomi. “She is the most humble of handmaidens.”

			“I’m sure I fail to see how the love of baking is a humble virtue,” laughed the queen. “It is merely something I enjoy. And since my husband certainly enjoys the fruits of my labor, I figure it is a hobby worth indulging.”

			“Indeed,” agreed Elizabeth, knowing precisely what she meant. 

			Avigail set about cleaning up the mess they had made, taking a cloth to the sugar and salt that had spilled on the table. 

			“How many times must I remind you, Your Majesty? I will get this!” scolded Naomi, taking the cloth from the queen with a huff. 

			“I fail to see why cleaning up my own mess should not be my responsibility.”

			“You are queen of Haravelle, Avigail!” said Naomi, and Elizabeth was taken aback at the cook calling the queen by her given name.

			“And you are quite possibly the bossiest cook I know!” chimed the queen. 

			Elizabeth laughed at how much Avigail and Naomi reminded her of her own relationship with Leala—sisters not by birth, but by hard-earned friendship forged in the truth and humor between them. “You two are very close,” she said. 

			“There are few things in life that bond more than good food and cooking,” said the cook wisely, lifting a spoon for emphasis.

			“No wonder Ferryl is so in love with you,” laughed the queen. “He likely took one bite of your confections and was hopelessly devoted.”

			Elizabeth felt heat rush to her cheeks. “They say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.”

			“Oh I know it to be a certainty,” said Naomi. “I’ve been married for close to forty years, Lady Elizabeth. And I can bear witness that there are few things that can forge an unbreakable bond like a good piece of pie.”

			[image: ]

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XLVIII

			This had not exactly been his idea of what a trek through the mountains to the army encampment would look like. Bundled in a wealth of furs, his breath curling around his nose, Ferryl was fairly certain that his father would never once have insisted that he and his companions find and kill their own food for the night.

			But that’s exactly what King Aaron had declared just a few hours ago when it was evident that this high up in the mountains, there would be no cozy little inn to receive them. So they had made camp for the night on the mountainside, gathered enough firewood to last them for an entire winter, then mounted their horses and set off into the wilderness in search of sustenance.

			They traveled lightly, King Aaron, his brother, Prince Andrew, Derwin, Leala (after a heated argument with Derwin), and Ferryl. Mercifully, Lord Adam had stayed behind at Chesedelle, claiming he didn’t need to see the army to know that it wasn’t ready to battle Midvar. Ferryl had been privately thrilled that he, at the very least, didn’t have to face the prospect of suffering these mountains with the cretin in tow. 

			Bows slung on their backs, their eyes keen and intent, the unlikely crew searched for something to fill their bellies. Ferryl kept to himself, scouring the forest without much to say to anyone, ignoring the worried glances and pouting lips from Leala and ignoring the aching absence in his heart even more. He wondered if Elizabeth had made it back to Har Omer with Talia yet. If perhaps Talia would offer her a place at her little dress shop. He wondered if Elizabeth would ever get over her trepidation and learn to know and love the woman who was so clearly her mother. 

			Suddenly, Derwin stopped his horse, holding out his hand that the rest of them might follow suit. They did, all of them dismounting to continue their hunt on foot.

			They trudged through gnarly brambles and thick brush, careful to make as little sound as possible. The grove they had found would likely be teeming with deer, but only if they didn’t scare them away first.

			They fanned out, each of them taking their own path through the forest, each of them seasoned in the hunt—even Leala. But for whatever reason, Ferryl felt particularly keen on making the kill today. And so his eyes scoured the forest for any sign of his prey. 

			An hour passed. And another. There were no sounds from the surrounding hunters, though Ferryl knew it was not because of distance, but determination that the party remained so silent. Still, aside from a rustle in the brush here and there, there was no sign of any suitable dinner.

			Another hour went by, and Ferryl found that his legs were growing restless from the relentless cycle of crouching and waiting, crouching and waiting through the brush. He was about to give up and find the rest of the hunters when he saw it—the faintest of movements in the distance. A proud set of antlers almost camouflaged by the surrounding winter brambles. The stag stared in his direction, majestic and noble, obviously aware of his presence, but unmoving nonetheless. Ferryl held his breath as he slowly pulled back his bow, an arrow nocked and ready to fly sure and true.

			And when he was certain that it was a shot worth taking, he did. 

			The stag took off like a bolt of lightning, running through the forest and away from him in a flash so fast that Ferryl wondered if he had missed. He called for his companions and within moments, the five of them were back on their mounts, tearing through the forest, kicking up snow into thick white clouds behind them.

			A thin trail of blood was the only sign of the beast as they sped through the brush. It wasn’t long before they found him, lying still on the forest floor, an arrow just above his front leg.

			Ferryl dismounted and knelt beside the majestic creature, placing a hand on his still-warm belly. He had hunted so many times in his life, seen so many beasts fall by his arrow. But this one seemed different. 

			King Aaron knelt beside him, a hand on the stag’s neck, stroking his thick hair. “We thank you for your gift,” said the king to the animal. “We do not take it lightly.” The king looked to Ferryl. “It is no small thing that it was your arrow that will feed us tonight. It is a sign of the blessing of Providence.”

			Ferryl hardly knew what to say to such an idea, but relished it nonetheless. He stroked the belly of the stag and silently thanked him for his sacrifice.

			~

			The flames danced around the logs, the fire working wonders to stave off the incessant mountain cold. They dined on roasted venison and the wine that King Aaron had mercifully insisted on bringing as they chatted around the licking flames under a canopy of conifers and mountain peaks. They would reach the army encampment tomorrow, but from these heights, it was visible below them in the distance—an ocean of tents flickering with winking lanterns and crackling firelight. Above them, an owl cooed her nightly cry. 

			“You are quite the outdoorsman, Leala,” chimed King Aaron. “I did not know you had it in you,” he said, the fire sparkling in his eyes as he took another healthy sip of his wine.

			“She doesn’t,” said Derwin, eyeing his wife over the rim of his own goblet to hide the smirk on his lips. 

			Leala only glared at her husband beside her on a log as she said, “Just because I enjoy fine gowns and jewels doesn’t mean I can’t wield a bow with the best of you.” 

			“Well said,” laughed Prince Andrew, lifting his goblet for good measure.

			King Aaron eyed the Navarian prince and princess for a moment before he said, “You’re not fooling anyone, Derwin. Least of all me.”

			“What do you mean?” asked Ferryl, darting his gaze between the king and his brother. 

			“I know who holds your leash, Prince Derwin,” smirked King Aaron, sipping again of his wine. “Just as I know you happen to like it that way.”

			Derwin’s face turned a shade of red Ferryl had never seen, and suddenly the second-born son of King Aiken found particular interest in the remaining bits of deer meat before him. Leala, on the other hand, took hold of Derwin’s arm, kissed his cheek, and scratched behind his ears with a smirk. Derwin grunted as he shoved her off. But Ferryl spotted Derwin catch Leala’s hand out of the corner of his eye. Catch it…and kiss it with predatory intent. Leala’s own cheeks flushed with the promise in her husband’s eyes—the promise of precisely how he would later exact his revenge.

			Derwin, indeed, was madly in love with his wife—tether and all. 

			“I understand your own betrothed is already carrying your heir,” said Prince Andrew, taking another chunk of the spicy meat from the spit, chewing on it with measured enthusiasm. Ferryl nearly choked on his wine.

			“Good news travels fast,” Derwin murmured under his breath as he toyed with Leala’s hands, to which Ferryl breathed a sardonic laugh. 

			“It is not mine, actually,” he said, fiddling with a bone. “Though that is not exactly public knowledge.”

			King Aaron looked up suddenly, wordlessly observing Ferryl as Prince Andrew went on. “Oh no?” he asked. “May I ask whose it is?”

			Ferryl looked up, meeting the curious gaze of the Haravellian prince. “A lover of hers. He came with her family from Midvar,” he said, shrugging.

			“And you have not set her aside?” Prince Andrew asked.

			“Noble to the bitter end,” grumbled Derwin, taking a hearty bite of meat. Leala eyed her goblet, swirling its contents without looking up. King Aaron turned his attention to Ferryl. Inspecting. Weighing. As if…almost as if he thought Ferryl might sprout wings and fly.

			“There’s no point,” Ferryl admitted quietly. Not anymore. Not now that Elizabeth had made it abundantly clear that it was over between them. 

			Permanently, irrevocably over.

			“Well, I think it’s a wise move,” chimed Prince Andrew, ignoring the sudden shift in his own brother, the way the king of Haravelle seemed…seemed what? Bothered? Disappointed?

			“Why is that?” Ferryl asked.

			“You can never be too sure, Ferryl,” said the Haravellian prince, chewing his venison as he spoke. He took a hearty drink of his wine and went on. “It is not every king who is as lucky as your father to issue two healthy heirs.” Prince Andrew passed a glance to Derwin before he continued. “Look at the king of Midvar. His own issue died at childbirth. Even my brother no longer has an…” 

			The prince’s nonchalant words trailed off, his casual manner melting into awkward silence as he realized the implication of what he said. Ferryl looked at King Aaron, whose eyes were glazing over with unspoken irritation directed at his brother. 

			“I’m sorry, but it’s true, isn’t it?” Prince Andrew went on. “We all grieve the death of your daughter, Aaron. Of course we do. But it is too much of a risk to rule without an heir. Especially on the brink of war. If Ferryl has an opportunity to clinch his legacy with an heir, he should take it.”

			King Aaron pursed his lips. “We are not having this conversation here, Andrew.”

			Despite the king’s mounting frustration, the prince did not relent. “If not here, where? If not now, when? You cannot ignore it forever, Aaron. Especially not when you are entertaining the notion of going to war again.”

			“Andrew,” King Aaron said sternly, sitting resolutely, his proud shoulders back, his eyes fixed on his younger brother.

			“You cannot possibly think it wise to go to war without naming an heir. I cannot believe you have not bothered to name one yet. Especially not now that your wife is past her childbearing years.”

			He did not move, did not flinch as King Aaron said again, “Andrew. Enough.”

			“I know your thoughts,” Prince Andrew pressed on, undaunted by his formidable brother. “I know my son can be brash, opinionated.” Ferryl heard Derwin mutter something like, “I wonder where he gets that?” But Prince Andrew was relentless. “But Adam is clever and strong and he will rule this kingdom well. Much better than leaving it to chance and the bickering council, should, Providence forbid, something happen to you.”

			“You’ve made your opinions more than clear over the years, Andrew. Thank you,” said the king. “I have heard all I will hear.”

			“Obviously not, if you still won’t make up your mind,” Andrew persisted.

			“Enough,” King Aaron said, his patience razor thin.

			“Aaron, you cannot go on pretending like—”

			“That. Is. Enough.” said King Aaron, standing to his feet. The forest fell deadly silent. Even the creatures around them seemed to still at the king’s booming demand. King Aaron said not another word as he walked away from the fire and disappeared into the black forest beyond.

			~

			Ferryl walked through the forest, his mind swirling in depthless black storms that mimicked the impenetrable darkness around him. Night in the mountains somehow seemed blacker. Darker. 

			Fitting, he supposed, considering the loneliness that threatened to devour him body and soul.

			He missed her. Terribly. And walking away from her, not even saying goodbye to her…

			It had been the hardest thing he had ever done. But, as he practically felt his way through the dark forest, he reminded himself over and over again that it was what she wanted. That it was for the best.

			He came upon a low-lying branch, ducking his head and lifting it that he might pass. As he released the gnarled arm of the tree, something landed on his shoulder. Instinctively, he brushed it away. 

			But it only landed again. Nimbly. Gracefully. 

			Odd behavior for an insect.

			And this close to his ear… Was that music coming from its wings?

			He tried to make out what it was, but in the darkness, it was nearly impossible to tell. Not an insect. No, it was too intuitive to be that…

			The moonlight glinted off the wings of the creature on his shoulder and that’s when he understood—it was a butterfly. Just like the butterflies he had seen on the journey to Haravelle all those weeks ago. One with impossible wings—colors not found in nature. Iridescent, opaline, glittering wings flickered in the wan moonlight. 

			He just wanted to touch it. To hold it in his hands and inspect the creature more closely. But it flitted away before he could get any closer, the haunting song of its wings fading into the darkness.

			He nearly walked face-first into the king of Haravelle, who stood beside a trickling stream, staring into the darkness beyond. A small clearing in the thick forest had lent just enough moonlight that he could make out the outlines of the king’s angular face.

			“So sorry, Your Majesty. I did not know you would be here,” Ferryl said.

			“No,” said King Aaron. “It’s fine. I am glad of your company. Please. Stay.”

			Ferryl took a place beside him, standing shoulder to shoulder. This king who was as resolute as he was kind. As formidable as he was merciful. Ferryl had come to know and respect the man deeply during his time in Haravelle. King Aaron reminded him so much of his own father in many ways, magic curses notwithstanding.

			“I am sorry about earlier,” King Aaron said.

			“There is no need to apologize,” said Ferryl.

			The king clasped his hands behind his back, still staring off into the wilderness before them. “I’m sure you can tell that it is a long-standing argument between my brother and me.”

			Ferryl merely nodded, unsure what to say.

			“I suppose what bothers me most is that he is right,” the king went on.

			Ferryl looked to the king, inspecting him for a moment before he said, “May I ask why you do not name an heir?”

			The king met him face to face before he said, “Aside from the obvious reasons?” 

			Adam, he meant. Lord Adam was the most likely choice by blood and birth. And simultaneously the most disappointing. Yes, Ferryl understood why Aaron had not named him heir. The king went on, “I confess, Ferryl, that I did not only accept your request to visit my kingdom so that we might discuss our status as allies.”

			“You did not?” Ferryl asked, furrowing his brow. Why else had the king wanted him here, then?

			The king looked again to the forest beyond, to an invisible world—a better world. The world he wished his kingdom to be. “I wanted to get to know you. I knew you as a boy. But I wanted to know you as a man. And I am glad I did, Ferryl, because you are a good man.” The king turned to look Ferryl in the eye. “You will rule your kingdom well someday, I have no doubt of it.”

			It was a genuine honor to have the confidence of such a man. Ferryl bowed his head. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

			“I would like to think we are friends, Ferryl. I’d rather that you called me Aaron.”

			Another nod. “Indeed.” Ferryl smiled softly.

			The king turned his attention back to the forest, his hands still clasped behind his back. “But I must confess to you that I am surprised that you are still considering marrying the Midvarish duchess.”

			“Why is that?” Ferryl asked. “Because of the child?”

			“Yes, because of the child,” Aaron said. “Because it is not your child. Not only that, but it is a pure-blooded Midvarish child.” He turned again to face Ferryl. “Don’t you see it? It is a game they play. A dirty, soulless game. It’s clever, I’ll give them that. Convincing your parents to sign a marriage contract under the guise of peace, tethering you to a duchess who bears a full-blooded Midvarish child in her womb, and then baiting you with threats of war should you put her aside.”

			“I do not think it is a game that the duchess is playing, Aaron. I believe she just…made a mistake.”

			“Whether by ill-intent or naïveté, Ferryl, she is a pawn in their game.”

			Ferryl was surprised to hear himself come to her defense, surprised that he felt the need to defend her at all—especially considering how angry he had been with her before he left. Still, he said, “Delaney is a good person. I do not believe she did this intentionally.”

			“Regardless, you have become a pawn. Because if they cannot vanquish in war, then they will vanquish in the womb, Ferryl. Either way, they will put a Midvarish heir on the throne of your kingdom if you let them.”

			He had not thought of it that way. He had not thought of the implications of claiming her child. All he had thought of was following Elizabeth’s advice—of sparing the duchess, of sparing his friend the gallows for her adultery.

			Because he realized that deep down, all along, he had never truly believed that Delaney had betrayed him. He had known that she had not meant to hurt him, she had not meant to put Ferryl in such a bind.

			“I confess to you,” the king went on, “that I have considered handing my kingdom to you, when the time comes.”

			Shock. It was shock that washed over Ferryl at the king’s confession.

			Aaron looked Ferryl in the eye. “It was to be yours anyway,” he said, a deep, unfathomable sorrow in his evergreen eyes. “When you married my daughter,” he went on, his voice little more than a breath. Even in the paltry moonlight, Ferryl could have sworn he saw tears lining the king of Haravelle’s eyes. Sorrow for the daughter he lost too soon. 

			Silence yawned between them, and Ferryl wondered what the king might be thinking. Perhaps it was of whatever memories he still bore of his daughter. Perhaps it was of what his kingdom, his reign might have been like had she lived. Perhaps it was of all the loss he had known. 

			So it surprised Ferryl when the king spoke again, not a trace of sorrow in his voice anymore. “But I cannot hand my kingdom to you. Not if you are going to put a Midvarish heir on my throne, too.”

			“Your Majesty, I—”

			“Let us speak plainly, Ferryl, man to man,” the king interrupted. Ferryl only nodded, sure that the king could hear him swallow. 

			“Sometimes, Ferryl—sometimes a man must make a decision not based on his mind, but on his heart. And we are monarchs, but are we not men, too? Do we not break and bleed like any man?”

			Ferryl merely nodded, dumbstruck by the sincerity of the man before him. 

			“I know you love her,” the king said. “And I know she loves you.” 

			He was speaking of Elizabeth now. Ferryl forgot how to breathe as he listened to the king go on.

			“I see the way you look at her. I see the way she looks at you, the way she lights up the moment you walk in the room. The way she watches you across a room, as if her body is keenly aware of your presence at all times.

			“I see the way she reacts when you so much as brush your hand against hers. The way she looks at you when she thinks you’re not looking. And I see you do the same with her. 

			“That you would give all of that up for any reason makes me question whether I have gotten to know you after all. You do not strike me as a fool, Ferryl. But when I watched you mount your steed a few days ago and ride away from that girl, I wondered if I had been wrong. 

			“Because hear this, Ferryl, and hear it well. It is a rare gift indeed when a king finds one that would love him for who he is, not what he is. It is rarer still when he is in a position to marry her. That you think you are not tells me that you still think like a prince, not a king. You think you are subject to what those around you would tell you is right.

			“But you are not, Ferryl. You are not. And the sooner you learn that the only one you must answer to is Providence himself, the sooner you will realize that you only have to be a pawn in these games if you choose to.

			“You are the future, Ferryl. You are the next generation that will rule this world. 

			“It is up to you and you alone how you will rule.”

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter XLIX

			Ferryl! You have to find me! You have to find me!”

			“Adelaide, where are you? I cannot…I cannot find you!”

			Ferryl rushed through the thick forest, running as fast as his legs would carry him, searching frantically for her, the dead princess’s voice echoing through the wilderness.

			“Ferryl, please! I’ll die if you don’t find me!”

			“Adelaide!” he called, his breath coming up short as he sprinted over crags and brambles, his thighs aching in protest of the steep mountainside. “Adelaide, my darling! Where are you?”

			He could not lose her. He would not.

			“Ferryl! Ferryl please! Help me!”

			He ran and ran some more, stumbling over rocks and thick roots, the air sharp in his lungs, piercing like daggers of ice as he drew each taxing breath. He had to find her. He couldn’t let her die. Not again.

			“Ferryl, I’m over here!” she called, and he took a sudden turn towards her familiar voice. “Please! I’ll die if you don’t find me!”

			“Adelaide! Please, Adelaide! Where are you?” The panic was welling higher and higher, thick and heavy. Like lead and quicksand all at once. Consuming. Inescapable. If he ever lost her. If she ever died—

			“Ferryl, darling. There you are.”

			Ferryl whirled towards the sultry voice, but it wasn’t Princess Adelaide calling him. It wasn’t the woman he loved. It was—

			“Delaney? What are you doing here?”

			Delaney stalked towards him like a caracal stalking her prey, dropping her gossamer robe in one fluid, sensual movement. Her bare, tan skin shone silken and supple in the moonlight, her rounding belly protruding before her. She placed her hands over it, smiling seductively, biting her bottom lip.

			“Our child, Ferryl. This is our child. Come and love me. Come and have me. Come and claim what is yours.”

			She stalked ever closer, undaunted by her nakedness, even as Ferryl backed away. “Don’t,” he breathed, his voice weak and unsure. “Don’t come near me.”

			“You wanted me once, didn’t you? That day in Benalle. You wanted me when you thought you could have me. You can have me, Ferryl. Take me. I’ve been waiting for you.”

			“Delaney, I don’t want you,” he breathed, but even he could hear the doubt in his voice. 

			“Don’t you?” she cooed, cocking her head to one side. “Don’t you want me?”

			He shook his head, backing farther away. 

			“If you won’t have me, Ferryl, then you will see your kingdom fail. You will see everything you love destroyed. Is that what you want?” That’s when he noticed the webs. They came from her fingers, from her toes, trailing behind her in a sticky path of silver and silk. Silken webs. Like a spider.

			“Stay away from me!” he called. 

			Her laugh was as wicked as it was sensual. “You’ll never escape me, Ferryl. Don’t you see? You’ll never escape.” She lifted her hands to touch his face, unhindered by the tangle of spider-silk that covered her arms.

			He only shook his head as he backed away, tripping over a root and falling to the ground. Still he crawled away, farther and farther. He had to escape the duchess. He had to get away from her. From her webs. Before they ensnared him. 

			A sharp laugh sounded from behind. He flipped on the forest ground to see the king of Midvar standing behind him, a black cloak on his shoulders whipping wildly despite the still night air. His tight auburn curls spilled over his dark brow, his face set in a wicked grin.

			“You think you have something figured out, little princeling? You think you can marry her simply because you’re betrothed? You’re a coward and a fool, Ferryl. And you’re blind to what’s right in front of you.”

			“What? What’s right in front of me?” Ferryl begged the smug king. 

			Another laugh, this one deep and rumbling, like thunder in a storm. “Ferryl, little princeling. You’ve already failed. You’ve sold your soul—the welfare of your entire kingdom—for that girl. And the price will be much higher than you ever imagined.”

			“What price? What is the price?” Ferryl begged again, fear consuming every corner of his soul. “Where is she? Where is Princess Adelaide?”

			A grin. “She’s gone, Ferryl. And you’ll never get her back.”

			No. No it couldn’t be. “Adelaide!” he called, looking around the mountain forest again. “My love! Where are you?”

			“Don’t you see it, Ferryl? You’re the reason she’s gone,” the king mocked. “You did this to her. You did this to your kingdom. You did this to yourself when you weren’t man enough to do what needed to be done. You’re a coward, Ferryl. And you always have been.”

			Ferryl shook his head, tears streaming down his cheeks. “No,” he breathed. “No, you’re wrong. I can do this. It was foretold. The prophecies, they—”

			A wicked laugh. “The prophecies, Ferryl? You’re an even greater fool than I had thought. There is no prophecy that can stop me. Not you. Not anyone. It’s already over, Ferryl. And all because of you. You did this to yourself.”

			Ferryl shook his head, frantic, frightened. “No.”

			He heard screaming behind him and whirled to see the duchess crying out, utter and complete terror in her eyes. 

			“Help me, Ferryl!” she cried. “You’re the only one who can!”

			Ferryl realized she was lying on the floor of her chamber, sweat beading on her brow, her breath heavy and ragged, screaming in agony and fear. She propped herself on her elbows and ground her teeth, crying out through them, struggling against the torturous pain. Her face was red and strained, her fists clenched so tight that blood dripped from her palms. 

			She cried out into the night, her head falling back as her bare belly tore open to reveal a monster—a wraith-beast-monster—crawling out. 

			No, not one monster.

			Thousands. Tens of thousands of them, crawling out and falling into form, marching through the castle that materialized around them, through the whole of Navah, leaving nothing but destruction in their wake.

			And Ferryl could only watch helplessly, knowing he had failed. Knowing there was nothing to do but embrace the black fate that awaited him.

			~

			If it had been cold in Chesedelle Castle, it was downright freezing in the mountains. And the dream he’d had the night before…the princess who had been dead for fifteen years…mourning her as if…as if he had loved her the way he loved Elizabeth…he shuddered.

			Ferryl could not shake the cold that stole over him no matter how hard he tried. 

			The journey down the mountainside to the army encampment where King Aaron’s men trained had taken much longer than Ferryl expected, for though it had been visible from their camp the night before, they did not reach it until midday the next day. But what a sight it was. A valley littered with tents, the promise of war looming with every flash of steel, every whir of arrows. An endless sea of men at the ready, nestled in a deep valley between two imposing mountains—men salivating to defend their king and their kingdom, should it face a threat.

			Indeed, the Haravellian army was ready for war, despite Lord Adam’s insistence to the contrary. King Aaron had been no fool. He had not let his guard down for one moment since the Great War had ended fifteen years ago. Losing a child—his only child—had not turned him soft. It had made him wiser, shrewder. The evidence was clear with the sea of practiced, eager soldiers before them.

			“Yes, I believe this will do just fine,” Derwin whispered to Ferryl, practically drooling at the sight before them, bathed in the golden light of the setting sun. Derwin was in his element here among these soldiers.

			To his right, Leala looked on the valley with trepidatious eyes. 

			Ferryl forced himself to breathe slowly and evenly. The sight had not set his heart to hope. Nor had it whetted his appetite to engage Midvar once and for all. 

			No, the sight of thousands upon thousands of soldiers trained and ready for battle only reminded Ferryl that war was imminent…and he would face it without the one person by his side who mattered. 

			The moment he had walked out of Elizabeth’s chambers at Chesedelle, Ferryl had hated himself. There was no one who could upset him faster, no one who could cut right to the core like she. And yet even in a few days without her, he had hardly borne the aching loss. Two miles outside of Chesedelle, Ferryl had stopped his horse, lobbed himself off, and vomited into the brush along the mountain road. 

			He had tried to live without her before. And that was when he hadn’t even remembered who she was, what she meant to him. But this…

			“Everything all right, Ferryl?” Leala asked, lingering behind with him while Derwin followed King Aaron and his men into the valley.

			Erel whinnied, eager to follow, to get to water and the rest he knew was coming. Ferryl absently pet the horse’s mane as he stared before him. 

			He only remembered that Leala had asked him a question when she added, “It doesn’t have to be this way, you know. It never did.”

			The letter burned in his pocket—the letter he had written a few days ago. The letter he had intended to send home to his father, to Delaney. He had lost the gumption to send it after that argument with Elizabeth. After he had walked out of her chambers knowing he’d never return.

			She didn’t want him to, that much was clear.

			There was no point in sending it now. There was no point in calling off his marriage to the duchess who had unwittingly come between him and everything he had ever wanted.

			~

			They settled into camp that night, Ferryl taking his own tent without complaint. He had been in no mood to sit around the fire with the king, Derwin, Leala, and a smattering of Haravellian captains and generals. He had not felt like boasting of bygone battles and drinking himself into a stupor. 

			So he had taken to his tent and collapsed onto his bed, hoping a good night’s sleep would stave off the looming dread that threatened to swallow him whole.

			But somewhere in the dead of night, he was awoken quite suddenly, the echo of a lone wolf howl reverberating through the mountains that surrounded them.

			Maybe he had dreamt it; maybe it had only been his imagination. But when the howl sounded again, louder and clearer this time, he jumped to his feet and fetched his pants and jacket, shrugging them on before lacing up his boots. He found his sword for good measure before wrapping himself in furs and escaping the tent as quickly as he could without making a sound. Tiptoeing through the camp, he made his way to where Erel slept. Ferryl flung the saddle on his back, fastening it as quickly as he could in the frigid temperatures. 

			And Erel—loyal Erel—seemed as if he understood what Ferryl needed to do. Just as he had always understood Ferryl. So he didn’t even whinny in protest when Ferryl mounted him, bucking into a canter as soon they were outside the camp. 

			The pair of them climbed up the steep mountainside, following the eerie howls of the elusive creature Ferryl had heard. For some reason he knew he had to find him. 

			He had to follow the Haravellian wolf.

			The sky had mercifully decided to begin its journey to morning, the faintest hints of grey showing in its starry expanse. The towering evergreens and aspens that surrounded him seemed to kiss the stars as Ferryl looked up, leaning his head nearly all the way back just to take in their splendor.

			The wolf cried again, and this time, Ferryl understood that he was near. 

			And he was calling him.

			Never follow the white wolf.

			The cloak salesman’s words echoed in his mind. But for reasons he could not explain, Ferryl ignored them. Undaunted, he was determined to follow the haunting howl, white wolf or not.

			He urged Erel onward, picking up the pace as best he could despite the steep incline upon which they traveled. The forest was thick, but not so thick that Ferryl couldn’t see just how high they were climbing. Much higher, and Ferryl was fairly certain they would be able to reach the heavens and Providence himself.

			Another howl echoed, this one even closer.

			Ferryl kept his eyes peeled through the dim morning light, looking for any sign of the beast. The day was beginning to come to life, the woodland creatures coming out of their holes and burrows—rabbits and foxes, squirrels and birds, thick and fat with their winter downy. The piercing wind bit his nose, but the furs he wore did well to keep him warm against it.

			They continued to climb, the terrain growing rockier and steeper, the air growing thinner. Erel’s footing faltered only once, but it was enough for Ferryl to understand that this was no place for a horse, so he stopped, dismounted, and tied his steed to a tree.

			“Rest here, my friend. I’ll be back,” he said, and then he continued his uphill trek on foot.

			His boots crunched in the snow, leaving behind deep tracks in the fluffy white ground cover. He pulled his furs tighter around himself and trudged on, his thighs already burning with the exhaustion of such a climb.

			He heard another howl, stopping to incline his head in the direction from which it was coming. 

			And that’s when he spotted him. His thick white fur. His proud gaze. His formidable stature.

			A Haravellian wolf.

			As white as the fur from the cloak he had given to Elizabeth. 

			He stood still for a long while, just staring at the creature as he stared back. Neither of them moved. Neither of them breathed.

			But soon the wolf turned and padded away, further up the mountain. And Ferryl followed.

			The rocks were huge now, protruding from the mountainside like jagged steps to heaven. Ferryl used them as best he could, but he couldn’t match the wolf’s agility as he effortlessly conquered the mountainside. Soon the wolf came to a clearing in the rocks. Like a dais for a king. Overlooking the valley—no, the world—below them.

			Ferryl could see farther than should have been possible, as if the whole world were visible from here. He couldn’t help but pause and just take it in.

			The Majestic Mountain range stretched like arms far into the distance, weaving and carving right through the earth, their peaks towering so high even the clouds couldn’t reach them. The valleys nestled between boasted thick forests and winding streams, shining like silver snakes in the growing dawn. The sun was only just beginning to appear over the jagged peaks, lighting up the tops of the mountains with haunting beauty. 

			But far, far beyond the mountains, the earth stretched out beyond into vast expanses of hills and cliffs, lakes and countryside.

			Remove your boots, he heard. 

			He whirled to the sound of the fearsome voice behind him. But there was no one in sight. There was nothing up here. Not a creature, not even the wolf. The only thing in sight was a blinding light, peeking from behind a boulder. He couldn’t even look into it, so bright was its light. Brighter than the sun and more brilliant. A thousand more colors than he had ever known existed, impossibly warm and riotous. A light so bright, so penetrating, no shadow could be found. 

			Remove your boots, he heard again. 

			A strange request, he thought. But one he felt he should likely heed, for some reason. 

			“Why?” Ferryl asked. “Who are you?”

			Take off your boots, Ferryl. You stand on holy ground. 

			For reasons he couldn’t explain, Ferryl felt the urge to obey the disembodied light-voice-thing and crouched to his knees, pulling at his laces with trembling hands.

			“Who are you?” Ferryl asked again. 

			I Am, the voice replied. 

			“I am? What do you mean, I am?” His hands trembled as they worked to remove his boots. And why were they so damned tight today?

			You had a dream, Ferryl. 

			“How did you know that?” he said, suddenly looking up, though he didn’t know why. There was nothing to look at, nothing to see. Well, nothing except that strange light…

			I see, Ferryl. I know. 

			He should have been terrified, should have been running for his life at the words coming from…from nowhere. But he wasn’t. He wasn’t because he realized— “Are you…” He could hardly bring himself to ask the question. It was too preposterous. Too ridiculous. 

			I Am, the voice said, as if he had heard Ferryl’s train of thought. And he knew—in his gut, in his very soul, he knew why.

			It was Providence.

			The light…it was Providence.

			I have come that you may know it is time.

			“Time?” Ferryl asked. “Time for what?”

			The light flared slightly, whorls of iridescence, of radiance beyond words curling in tendrils and tentacles—a resplendent, impossible conflagration of other…

			Time for you to prepare the way. 

			“What way? What are you talking about?” he tried. But the voice only went on, devouring every shadow with its impossible light.

			Do not be distracted by the black wings, Ferryl. The voices that would deceive, that would lie.

			He was trembling so violently now that he wasn’t sure if the little pebbles danced around his bare feet because of him or because of Providence. “The black wings?” he heard himself ask.

			The light-voice brightened, if that were possible. Brightened and flared, the tentacles reaching out, and Ferryl could have sworn one of them touched his face, though he knew no burn, no heat from the caress. Do not be led by the lies, by your fears, Ferryl. They will devour, multiply, suffocate. Like moths to a flame, they will feed on your fears. And they will be your undoing if you let them.

			Moths. Black moths. Feeding on his fears. Oh Providence, how he knew a thing or two about those moths. And he realized that he hadn’t seen them, hadn’t felt them around him since—

			You must not be afraid. You must believe. And you must prepare the way.

			“Prepare the way for what?”

			The Promised One, Ferryl. If it were possible, Ferryl would have sworn the light…smiled. With the purest kind of joy. You must prepare the way for the coming of the Promised One.

			“When? When will the Promised One come?”

			When he is needed. When you are ready.

			He? Not she? He.

			“Who is he? Who is the Promised One?”

			The Mashiach, Ferryl. He is coming.

			“Why? Why is he coming?”

			Because you need him. 

			“I don’t… I don’t understand any of this,” Ferryl said, and it was fear, he realized that was lapping at his soul, threatening to devour him whole. Who was he to prepare the way for some promise? Who was he that Providence should choose him for such a task, much less speak to him at all?

			Take heart, my son. And do not lose your faith now.

			Son.

			The word clamored through him, a flood of memories of his own father—of growing up with a man who had loved him well, who had given him everything.

			The idea that Providence should think of him in such a way…

			“But the dream,” Ferryl suddenly said. “I lost everything. What if… What if it’s too late?”

			Do not be afraid, Ferryl.

			“I cannot lose her. I cannot live without her,” he said, his breaths falling short.

			HAVE YOU NOT HEARD ME, FERRYL? the voice bellowed, and at the thunderous outburst, Ferryl fell to his knees, weeping. The light, the absurd brightness devoured everything, until there was nothing but white, nothing but light and radiance and…joy. Undiluted joy. A ludicrous contrast to the fear that only a moment ago had seemed so real, so legitimate. I Am. And I do not fail, the voice said, softening—a father soothing a son. Ferryl found he could only breathe, even as tears fell silent and numerous down his face.

			“Show me,” he dared to breathe, that joy, that glorious radiance filling him with a kind of audacious hope that set him to his feet again. “Show me who you are. I want to see you.”

			No man can see me and live.

			“Please. Let me see your face.”

			The engulfing whiteness seemed to pause, to consider. As if… As if it were possible that Ferryl had convinced Providence himself to reconsider.

			No man can see my face and live, Ferryl, he finally said. But I will show you my goodness. And you will know.

			Then the light-voice began to converge, gathering in on itself, tendrils and branches of splendor convalescing into a raging storm, a churning orb of resplendence, of radiance and energy, of light and darkness and beginning and end, and fire and ice and all that was and all that could be, of stars and galaxies and worlds beyond. Ferryl collapsed to his knees again, pressing his face to the ground, dumbstruck by the show of eternity and firmament before him. 

			Providence was… He was…

			Beyond. 

			Beyond anything Ferryl could put into words. His light. His color. The radiant glory and power emanating from him like a tangible wave of heat and power and infinity. Eternity. Future and past. The book and the pen that wrote it. The song and the notes that composed it. The canvas and the brush that painted it. Fury. Splendor. Fire. Wonder.

			Ferryl wept, a sob tearing from his throat.

			But that light, that radiance, it reached out to him again, and this time he knew for certain that it touched him.

			Changed him.

			Forged him anew. 

			Do not be afraid, Ferryl. Believe. Believe and love. And then the world shall know my magic.

			And just like that, the light went out, disappearing into nothing in the blink of an eye, leaving Ferryl behind on the mountain, the dawn and glorious view behind him now paltry and disappointing in comparison. That’s when he saw them—a thousand butterflies resting on every rock, every branch, every crevice the light had penetrated. Impossible butterflies of every color imaginable, and some colors beyond imagination, their wings fluttering, glinting off of the sunrise. 

			Ferryl only wept.
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			Chapter L

			Joseph!” she cried. “Joseph! Let go! You have to let go!”

			“I can’t, Lizabeth! You have to save me! Please!”

			“I can’t, Joseph. I don’t know how!” 

			“Please, Lizabeth! You have to save me!”

			Elizabeth scoured the forest for anything that might help the boy, tangled in the branches that seemed to be alive, which she realized were suffocating the life out of him. Yes, she had to save him. But she didn’t know how. She didn’t know what to do. 

			What could she do against a magic tree?

			Her eyes stung with unshed tears. She was utterly terrified. Of the forest. Of her own lack of courage. Of the fact that an innocent boy was slowly dying right in front of her and she was helpless to do anything about it.

			“Do something,” she scolded herself. “Stop being such a coward.”

			The boy writhed and screamed in the gnarly tree as the branches, alive like asps devouring their prey, squeezed and suffocated him. Every shrill cry of his voice sent a new wave of terror down her spine. 

			He was dying. And she was too much of a coward to help him. 

			“Providence, help me!” she cried, her voice garbled, weak with fear and cowardice.

			Elizabeth watched the tree where the boy was being suffocated to death. But all at once it was still, calm. The branches hung at their normal arch. And there, below the tree, crouched a girl, hovering over a boy as he coughed and breathed. Alive. 

			A girl with raven hair and skin as white as moonlight.

			“Is that me?” she heard herself ask.

			But it was. That day—that day in the Wild Wood. With Joseph. She was not afraid then. She had saved him without hesitation. Without a second thought.

			And she knew—knew as she watched herself beneath that tree, brushing aside the boy’s hair as he panted and coughed—she had acted on faith that day. 

			Faith. 

			Not fear.

			She heard a voice then. Disembodied—everywhere and nowhere all at once. A resplendent voice, radiant with the light of a thousand stars, the power of a thousand storms. A voice that was a song and a war and a fortress all in one.

			It only said one thing. One credo, chanted over and again. A battle cry. A hymn. A mantra for her soul.

			Do not be afraid. 

			Do not be afraid. 

			Do not be afraid.

			Do not be afraid.

			~

			Elizabeth stood with Talia in the bedchamber closet, perusing the plethora of gowns from which to choose, the wet hair from her bath making her back cold under her robe, despite its ermine collar. A droplet of water made its way down her spine, setting off a wave of gooseflesh in its wake. A fitful night’s sleep had left her sluggish all day. And even the nap she had taken hadn’t helped, restless dreams plaguing her. She couldn’t remember what she had dreamed, the details fading like fog burning off in the morning sun. Save for one credo—one chant, a chorus repeating in her mind.

			Do not be afraid.

			Do not be afraid.

			Do not be afraid.

			She yawned, stretching her arms as she watched the dressmaker before her.

			“Did you have one in mind?” Talia asked as she searched. It was apparent that Talia was taken with a rather ostentatious red gown—the same one Leala had insisted she purchase back in Har Omer. Not rich and understated crimson. Red. Obnoxious red. Red that would have looked more like she was bleeding to death than attending a ball.

			“I had thought I might wear this blue one,” Elizabeth said, pulling out a gown that reminded her of Ferryl’s eyes. 

			“It is lovely,” Talia said, but Elizabeth could hear the disappointment in her voice. “Are you sure it’s right for Yasha, though?”

			“Is it not?” She hadn’t realized there were expectations for a Yasha gown. A sudden wave of nerves roiled in her belly. “You have to help me. I’ve never done this.”

			“Never done what?” Talia asked absently.

			“Gone to a ball. Much less a Yasha ball.”

			Talia giggled. “Grown up in a palace and you’ve never gone to a ball? You’re funny, Elizabeth.”

			She wished it were a joke. Perhaps then she wouldn’t be so nervous. “Unfortunately, it’s no joke.”

			“What?” Talia asked, whirling to face Elizabeth. “But I thought—” 

			“I’m not a lady of the Navarian court, Talia. I am nothing more than a servant in a pretty dress.”

			Talia only looked at Elizabeth for a long while, appraising, thinking, gathering her words in a way Elizabeth imagined a mother might. “Why does he call you Lady Elizabeth?”

			“Ferryl decided back in Har Omer that our friendship apparently merited a title on my part. It’s ridiculous, really,” she added, turning her attention toward another dress hanging before her, fussing with the yards of lace on the hem.

			“Is it?” Talia asked, a warm hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder. “Is it so strange that a man who loves you would want to make sure you feel honored?”

			Ache ripped through her anew. 

			She wondered if she’d ever see him again. 

			Do not be afraid, she heard again. 

			Right. 

			All that practicality. All that logic. And all it had done was leave her more frightened and alone than she had ever been.

			At last, she looked to Talia, into the warmth of the emerald eyes beside her—eyes that were a mirror of her own. She wished she could wrap that warmth around her. Wished she could find a way to ease the ache that wasn’t waning—no, it was growing. Devouring her, body and soul.

			Talia kissed her brow. “Sweetheart, love is beautiful, but it’s not easy.”

			“Were you in love with Han—with father?” she asked, correcting herself. But the word was foreign, ash on her tongue. Because Hansel—maybe he had sired her. But Bedell… Bedell had been her father.

			But it was time, wasn’t it? Time to embrace her new reality. Time to find her new life here in Haravelle.

			With her mother.

			Talia’s smile lit her whole face. “He was my heart, my darling. My whole heart. I miss him every day. But he is always with me,” Talia went on. “Love—it does not leave you. Not the real kind. Not ever.”

			Despite herself, a tear fell. Talia wiped it away and put her arm around Elizabeth’s shoulder. She wanted to relax into this woman’s embrace. She wanted to bask in the kindness, the concern. So she sighed and leaned her head against the kind woman.

			“I know,” Talia said softly.

			“What?” Elizabeth asked, looking up.

			A sorrowful smile lined Talia’s lips. “I know you feel lost, Elizabeth.”

			Talia took a moment to wipe another tear from Elizabeth’s cheek before she went on. “I know you are afraid. But Elizabeth, you are not alone. And I am proud of you. You did the right thing. You both did.”

			Elizabeth sniffed, playing with a thread on her robe. “I suppose I should have known. I suppose I should have admitted to myself that it could never happen. He is heir to the throne. And he has obligations to his kingdom. Obligations that do not include a nobody.”

			Talia pushed a strand of hair behind Elizabeth’s ear. “Your Ferryl is not the kind of man who is concerned with titles or birth. And I know that if he could, he would spend the rest of his life with you.”

			She knew it, too. She had always known it. Always hoped for it, even if somewhere in her heart she had always known it was a færytale. For the first time in her life, Elizabeth understood that she had always believed, always had faith in the impossible, too. Just like Ferryl. 

			Only the impossible would never happen. Not for them, anyway. 

			“I know you are afraid, darling,” Talia went on. She pressed a kiss to Elizabeth’s temple. “And I know it’s overwhelming—us. Finding each other like this. I’m not asking you to pretend like it’s not. All I’m asking is for us to become friends. To get to know each other. 

			“There is a place for you,” she went on. “In Har Omer. I know you are lost right now. I know you don’t know what to do next. But if you’d like to come back with me, I would be honored to have you.” She patted her cheek, motherly concern and kindness in her touch. “You’d make a lovely shop girl.”

			Elizabeth huffed a laugh, sniffing before she said, “I would be honored. Truly honored.”

			And maybe, just maybe, she’d find a life—a real life—somewhere here in Haravelle. And finally get to know this precious woman who was her mother. Finally learn all the stories that evaded her—the purloined past that she could not recall, no matter how hard she tried.

			A knock on the chamber doors tore their attention away.

			Talia furrowed her brow. “Who could that be?” She bustled past Elizabeth, out of the closet and across the chamber.

			“Oh,” Talia said, and from the surprise in her voice, Elizabeth’s curiosity got the better of her. Despite her soggy robe and sodden hair, she peeked around the closet jamb, only to find—

			“Your Majesty,” Talia said, dipping into a low curtsey. 

			“Talia, dear. Is the Lady Elizabeth here?” Queen Avigail asked from the door.

			“She is, Your Majesty. But she is indis—”

			“It’s all right, Talia,” said Elizabeth, emerging from the closet, falling into a curtsey at the sight of the queen at her door. “Your Majesty,” she said, her chin nearly resting on her chest.

			The queen’s kindly smile lit up her whole face. “Getting ready for tonight, then. I’m glad to see you’re not already dressed.”

			Elizabeth furrowed her brows. “Oh?”

			Queen Avigail at last walked into the room, her steps graceful and demure as if she floated on a cloud. She had something green and sparkling slung over her arm. “I was wondering if you might do me a favor, Elizabeth.”

			“Of course, Your Majesty,” said Elizabeth, cocking her head to one side.

			The queen held up the green thing, which turned out to be an inconceivably gorgeous velvet gown encrusted with whorls of emeralds from the top to the bottom. “I know this is not exactly in keeping with the latest fashions, but when I was selecting a gown for this evening, I spotted it and thought of you. It matches your eyes, you see. I wondered if you might wear it tonight.”

			Elizabeth had to make sure she heard correctly. “You…want me…to wear your gown tonight?”

			“No obligation, of course. But it would be a shame to let this gown hang in my closet another year. I’m much too old to wear such a thing anymore, you see. It should be worn by someone young and beautiful with the world ahead of her.”

			“Your Majesty, I—”

			“Do you like it?” the queen asked. 

			“I—” What a silly question, Elizabeth thought, flustered. “I love it, but I couldn’t possibly—”

			“You would be doing me a favor, Lady Elizabeth. I have too many gowns that I never get to wear anymore,” said the queen.

			From the corner of her eye, Elizabeth spotted Talia observing the exchange with a mixture of awe and humor.

			The queen laid the heavy gown across Elizabeth’s arms and for a moment, she found herself hypnotized by the wealth of jewels in her arms. They had to have been worth a king’s ransom. “Your Majesty, I don’t know what to say.”

			Queen Avigail touched Elizabeth’s cheek, a warmth to her countenance that somehow etched away any vestiges of doubt in Elizabeth’s heart. “I look forward to seeing it on you.”

			Without another word, she turned and disappeared behind the door.

			“Well,” Talia said, shattering the dumbfounded silence. “That is quite an honor, Elizabeth darling.”

			Elizabeth looked at the gown hanging across her arms. “I hardly know what to think,” she said absently.

			“She must think very highly of you.”

			“But I cannot possibly wear it,” Elizabeth protested. “This is a queen’s gown, a—”

			“You already accepted,” Talia interrupted, humor dancing on her features. “To not wear it now would be an insult.”
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			Chapter LI

			You know, you could at least pretend like you’re glad to be here.”

			Ferryl watched the courtiers bustling about the room—the glittering headdresses, the feathers flicking about shoulders and trains, the ostentatious diadems, prattling noblemen and noblewomen alike, all of whom were kissing asses, drinking wine, dancing. 

			Towering golden pillars were adorned in colorful banners and thick evergreen boughs. Candles flickered from ornate iron and crystal chandeliers, the wax dripping down like tears from heaven. Music played over them—aching stanzas and merry choruses. A celebration, a prayer.

			The Yasha Ball.

			“I’m not her, I know. But am I that bad?” Leala said. 

			He looked down to his side, his attention finally on his sister-in-law. She looked beautiful in a black gown that hugged her curvaceous frame, her golden hair spilling in effortless waves down her back, her head adorned with a gold and onyx circlet. 

			The princess of Navah.

			“You’re perfect, Leala,” he said, pressing a kiss to her hand. “I’m sorry, I’m just…”

			“Wishing I were someone else. I know,” she said, patting his hand. “Don’t worry. The feeling is mutual.”

			Ferryl huffed a laugh, turning his attention back to the dancing court, wondering if Leala missed Derwin as much as he missed Elizabeth.

			His brother, ever the dutiful commander, had stayed behind in the army encampments, sending Ferryl and Leala off home ahead of him.

			Because this was war and there was no time to waste. Derwin would soon commence on a quest to find the source of the Midvarish armies, combining his resources with that of Haravelle’s so that he might figure out once and for all exactly where King Derrick was hiding his arsenal of wraith-like soldiers.

			Derwin, the hero. Ferryl, the attender of foreign balls. He had kept his growing stockpile of retorts to himself and acquiesced to his demanding sister-in-law’s request to come back here for the sole reason that he knew she already missed Derwin as much as he missed Elizabeth. 

			“Ah, Prince Ferryl,” said Queen Avigail, strolling up to the prince on her husband’s arm. “When Aaron told me you were returning for the ball, I was glad to hear it. We are honored to have you.” There was a sparkle in the queen’s golden eyes as she said it. Ferryl wondered about its meaning only for a moment, growing distracted by the way she wore her hair tonight. Down. Long. A river of midnight spilling down her back. 

			Providence help him, she looked so much like Elizabeth with her hair like that—

			“The honor is mine,” said Ferryl, bowing to the king and queen. Leala dipped into a practiced curtsey.

			“Please do enjoy yourselves,” said King Aaron. 

			“Of course,” Ferryl said, wondering how he would. It had been because he loved Leala like a sister that he had indulged her insistence that they stop by Chesedelle for the ball before returning home. 

			“It’s on the way, Ferryl,” she had said. “It’s not like we’ll have to make a special trip. And besides, we’ll need to sleep somewhere tonight.”

			Ferryl had privately wondered how Derwin put up with Leala’s opinions all the time. 

			Until he realized that the woman he loved had a wealth of opinions of her own.

			Opinions he had cherished.

			All except one.

			“Ferryl,” said Leala, her voice a song. “Hello!” She waved a hand in front of his face, and Ferryl realized that the king and queen were nowhere in sight anymore. Distracted, indeed.

			“Dance with me,” she said, taking him by the hand and leading him to the dance floor without waiting for his response.

			He willingly obliged.

			~

			He had only turned Leala around the dance floor twice when he saw her, standing at the top of the steps, clad head to toe in emeralds.

			His heart stopped at the sight.

			Goddess. Angel. Divine bearer of light and splendor. Queen. 

			Providence, if there was a more beautiful creature in all the world, Ferryl was certain he had never seen her. Elizabeth looked…looked like…

			Like the love of his life, that’s what she looked like.

			He had stood before the very splendor and majesty of Providence himself on that mountain only a few days ago. Yet as he watched Elizabeth at the top of the stairs, he realized that a part of that wonder, a part of that splendor had always been a part of her, a part of how he felt about her. 

			Perhaps…perhaps that was what made love…love.

			But what was she doing here?

			She descended the steps of the ballroom like a song, every graceful fall of her foot like a note in a symphony composed by Providence himself, she a lone cello, dancing above the instruments, singing her siren song like a prayer, calling him, beckoning him, making him whole and tearing him apart with every harrowing note.

			He wanted nothing more than to fall at her feet and grovel at her splendor.

			She had noticed him, too, for her countenance had lit up like the sun spilling across the Great Sea below the cliffs of Navah. The thought that her smile should be for him struck him speechless. He didn’t deserve even so much as a passing glance from such an angel, much less her smile. 

			Providence, he loved her more than his own life. 

			“She looks…she looks…” 

			“She looks like a queen,” said Ferryl, finishing Leala’s sentence.

			“Exactly,” agreed Leala, stopping the dance to stand by Ferryl’s side. Around them, the dancers seemed oblivious to the wonder who currently descended the steps into the vast ballroom.

			At last Elizabeth stepped among the dancers, her eyes never leaving Ferryl’s. As if Providence had parted the heavens just for them, the crowd of courtiers never blocked his view of her.

			So he looked deeply into her eyes as she took each step towards him, his soul pulling towards hers, a tie—a bond—unbroken by the time, or the hurt, or the circumstances between them. He understood it then. He understood that every tear, every laugh, every moment between them had only served to forge a stronger bond. Unbreakable. Unwavering. Eternal.

			If only she still believed it.

			At last, she reached him.

			“What are you doing here?” she asked, her voice little more than a breath.

			“I could ask you the same,” said Ferryl.

			“The queen asked me to stay for the ball,” said Elizabeth, taking a moment to glance about the room, her slender neck adorned with a bib of emeralds. This woman…

			“The princess insisted the same,” said Ferryl, mirth in his words as he gestured to Leala. 

			“Of course she did,” said Elizabeth, a laugh threatening her mouth. Leala only shrugged.

			“You look gorgeous, Liz,” said Leala, hugging her friend. Elizabeth hugged her back. Fervently.

			“I don’t remember buying that gown in Har Omer,” the princess added.

			A rosy pink kissed Elizabeth’s cheeks. “We didn’t,” she said, looking down, fussing with the voluminous, emerald-encrusted skirts. 

			Ferryl cocked his head to the side, furrowing his brows. “Where did it come from?”

			Elizabeth met his eyes. “Queen Avigail lent it to me,” she said quietly.

			“Truly?” Leala said, eyeing the gown with a healthy dose of awe and perhaps a touch of envy.

			Elizabeth shrugged, taking in a breath that she might speak. But she seemed to change her mind when her eyes caught Ferryl’s again and for an awkward moment, she said nothing, instead searching his face. Searing him. Branding him.

			“Ferryl, there is something I need to tell you.”

			“There is something I must tell you, too,” he said, a piece of paper—a letter—burning like fire in his pocket. He had thought he had more time. He had thought he would have this conversation in Har Omer, where he had planned to stop before he went home. Instead—

			“Ah, Your Highness, what a pleasant surprise,” said Lord Adam, slithering towards them—a snake on the prowl. He bowed slightly to Ferryl before capturing Leala’s hand and pressing an oily kiss there. Leala, bless her, didn’t bother with decorum as she snarled and snatched her hand away.

			“A pleasure as always, Princess Leala,” said Lord Adam. He turned his attention to Elizabeth, brazenly appraising her from head to toe. Had he lingered at her breasts even a second longer, Ferryl would have gladly ripped his eyes out. 

			“Elizabeth, darling. You look…utterly sinful,” said Adam as he took her hand and pressed a kiss that was anything but chaste to her skin. “Wherever did you get that gown?”

			It was the way he asked it…as if…as if he knew something she did not…that put Ferryl on edge.

			“It was a gift,” Elizabeth said a little defensively, ripping her hand from his grip. She shot her eyes to Ferryl.

			“A gift. Of course,” Lord Adam said, his words relaxing back into his usual greasiness. 

			“I confess, I had not expected to see you here, Prince Ferryl,” said Lord Adam, turning his attention away from Elizabeth. A sensual smirk colored his features. “What happened, then? Not enough women in the army encampment in whom to dip your wick? Had to return to an old faithful before the long journey home?”

			“You are as vile as you are stupid,” Ferryl growled in his face.

			That grin only turned the corners of his mouth further upward. “You are the one who gave her up, Ferryl. You can’t have her all to yourself anymore. You’ll have to share.” Lord Adam wisely whirled away from the storm that was brewing in Ferryl’s eyes, saying instead to Elizabeth, “Shall we dance then, darling?” 

			It was as he extended his elbow for her that Ferryl said, “She most certainly will not.”

			“I will, actually,” Elizabeth said, taking Adam’s arm. The lord turned his back to Ferryl, a triumphant grin on his face as Elizabeth took his arm. But she looked over her shoulder as they walked away, giving Ferryl a look that he assumed was supposed to reassure him.

			It did not.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter LII

			Why in the world did you agree to dance with that horse’s ass?” Ferryl grumbled as Elizabeth at last made her way back through the throng of dancers.

			He had watched her with Lord Adam—all right, he had mainly kept his eyes on the cretin to make sure he didn’t try anything. She had moved around the dance floor like a færy, her gown cascading down her lithe figure like a blanket of summer grasses, a ballet of spring, of new life. Like a river of the finest jewels of the crown. The song had ended—a lively waltz—and Lord Adam bowed to her, extending his hand to continue with another dance.

			“Shall we?” Adam had asked Elizabeth. 

			To his relief—and delight—she had refused, her eyes on Ferryl as she answered. It was gladness and annoyance with which he watched her return.

			“I’m sorry, Ferryl,” she smiled, at last reaching his side. “I did not mean to alarm you.”

			“Is there a reason you agreed to dance with him?” he asked, relishing her nearness like a starving man might relish a smorgasbord. Providence, he had missed her. 

			“He’s up to something,” she said, eyeing Adam as he threaded his way through the crowd. Conspicuously, not a single courtier vied for his attention or asked him for a dance. Apparently Ferryl was not the only one around here who loathed him.

			“He’s always up to something,” protested Ferryl, crossing his arms.

			She laughed. “I know. But I think he’s up to something that involves me. And you by extension.”

			“What?” Ferryl asked, his curiosity piqued.

			“I don’t know,” she admitted, sipping from a goblet of wine she had procured from a passing servant. She at last turned to face him. Breathtaking, that’s what she was. Utterly spellbinding. “But I am determined to find out.”

			Of course she was. Of course. A laugh bubbled in his throat. “Well can you at least find a way to investigate in a manner that does not involve his hands all over you?”

			Her cheeks did not heat. No, she only held his eyes, looking right through to his soul. Just as she always had. “Come and dance with me, Ferryl,” she finally said. “Yours are the only hands I’m concerned with.”

			He gladly obliged her.

			Ferryl extended his hand, and she took a moment to move, to answer his silent question. But something in her countenance changed in that moment. An understanding in her features, the answer to a question she had been asking herself. So she set aside her goblet, placed her hand in Ferryl’s, and let him lead her into the dance. 

			~

			She fit so perfectly in his arms, as if she had been handcrafted just for him, every curve, every detail a thrill to touch, to know. The honey lavender of her scent whirled about him as he spun her around, letting the aching stanzas of the music carry them far, far away from the crowds around them until it was only Ferryl and Lizybet. Only the thread of hope, of love, of all the years between them. And once she locked eyes with him, she did not look away, her cheeks and neck flushed with exhilaration, her eyes sparkling with contentment and desire.

			He drew her into him ever closer, no more distance between them, no more chasm, her body moving as one with his, a pulse of fire and need, the heat of her nearness like a licking flame.

			The song carried on, a crescendo of triumph, agony, need—a fitting soundtrack to their story. 

			A story that wasn’t over. Not as long as there was breath in Ferryl’s body. 

			No, their story had only just begun.

			He spun her around, her hair and dress trailing behind in a whirlwind of ethereal beauty—like stars in the eternity of the firmament, her lithe curves a testament to the wonder of Providence’s creation. 

			Another song folded into the last. A lover’s cry in the night. A ballad of love lost. Of love reborn in the ashes. The mourning cry of the cello, the passionate thrum of the bass, the lovers’ duet of the viola and violin. 

			They were unmade and made new again on that dance floor. It was a piece of the heavens where they found their footing together again, where love was found and love was made as they danced with their arms locked around each other.

			Another song. And then another. On and on the music played, the story of their years unfolding before a court of Haravellian nobility on this, the night set aside to celebrate the right hand of Providence. A night set aside to celebrate all he had done. 

			And for Ferryl, a night to thank him for the woman in his arms, a gift he had been given when he was only a child. 

			A gift he would never take for granted again. Because he understood it now. Like a candle suddenly shining in a dark room, Ferryl understood as his eyes locked with hers, as his arms held her close. It was not her heart he had to win. No, her heart was his. It always had been. 

			It was her mind.

			It was that insufferable, beautifully logical mind of hers that he would have to win if he were to ever make things right between them again. A chuckle escaped despite himself, and Elizabeth furrowed her brows in question.

			She looked down, her eyes fixated on the small gap between them when she said, “I was wrong, Ferryl.”

			“About what?” he asked.

			She looked up, meeting his eyes. It was remorse he found in hers. “I was wrong to tell you what to do, how to live your life. It was not my place.” She sighed, her shoulders tensing a bit as she went on, still dancing in his arms. He could feel a faint tremble in her body. “You are the heir of Navah, Ferryl. I had no right to tell you what you should do. Or what is best for your kingdom. And I’m sorry. For many, many reasons, Ferryl, I’m sorry. I was wrong and—”

			“No, Elizabeth,” he interrupted. “You were right. You’re always right.”

			She met his eyes again as he went on. “It is too much risk—not only for my kingdom, but for the duchess, if I were to put her aside. You were right. Don’t ever stop telling me the truth, Elizabeth. You’re the only one who does. I should marry her. It is my duty.”

			Something…something like devastation colored her features, sank her shoulders. He held her closer as he went on. She looked down again, nodding in silent agreement.

			“The thing is,” he went on. “I don’t really care.”

			Her eyes shot to his again, confusion and a flicker of hope in the depthless emerald. That’s when something caught Ferryl’s eye out of the towering windows of the ballroom. When he looked back to Elizabeth, she only furrowed her brows. “What?”

			“Come here,” he said, taking her by the hand as he guided her through the crowds to the edge of the room. 

			He pushed through a tall set of glass doors that led to a quiet balcony beyond. The wind bit his skin, icy cold and remorseless. No one was stupid enough to be out here. Not in this weather. 

			But he had brought her out here anyway. Not for the quiet, the solitude. But for the snow.

			“Oh Ferryl,” she said, extending her palm that she might catch the delicate flakes. They floated through the air like minuscule feathers—the downy underside of Eagle’s wings—hither and thither in a drifting winter dance until they landed on her hand. She toyed with the tiny snow stars, a smile upon her mouth.

			“It’s perfect,” she said, entranced by the growing pile in her hand.

			And then, as if the heavens had opened just for them, as if Providence had whispered, There is so much more to their very souls, the clouds parted and the errant flakes of snow whirled about as the skies sang a song of their love. Riotous stars peeked from behind the clouds. Fire danced across the heavens in shades of green and blue: a promise flecked with the diamonds of eternity.

			Elizabeth’s eyes sparkled with delight at the sight, at every new flake she caught, and he didn’t resist touching her cheek. “How is it possible?” she asked, eyeing the parted heavens, the snow falling from fire-lit skies.

			Beautiful. Awe-inspiring.

			But it paled in comparison to her. 

			“I’m beginning to realize that Providence has a habit of making the impossible possible,” he said. And at his words, she tore her attention from the snow, meeting his eyes. 

			“I received a letter today,” he said.

			She only furrowed her brows.

			“It is from my father, accepting the terms I proposed for the dissolution of my marriage contract to the duchess.”

			She said not a word, and he knew she was letting him speak.

			So he did.

			“You were right, you know. That it is a great risk to put her aside. But when I walked away from you—when I left your chambers that day—with every step I realized something. Something I had never realized before.”

			He stepped to her, wrapping his arms around her, giving her his warmth against the icy wind and fluttering snow.

			“I’ve always known I need you, Elizabeth. From the time we were young, I’ve known that I not only wanted you by my side, but I needed you, too. I need that clever mind of yours. That wit. That determination. Maybe I’m a piece of dandelion fluff dancing on the wind, but you, Elizabeth—you’re an oak. A tree planted by raging waters. Immovable. Immutable. And Providence help me, I’ve always known I need that. I need you.

			“But when I walked away, when I turned my back on you for what I thought was the last time, it hit me. I finally understood it, Elizabeth. Maybe I need you, yes. But maybe… Maybe you need me, too.

			“Because the truth, Elizabeth, sometimes it’s black and white—as black and white as the halls of Benalle Palace.

			“But sometimes, Elizabeth… Sometimes the truth is as nuanced, as colorful as the glittering halls of Chesedelle. And it requires something more of us. Something beyond logic, beyond reason. Sometimes the truth requires…”

			“Faith,” she interrupted softly, tears lining her eyes.

			“Yes,” he nodded. “Faith. And I think the fact that it requires both faith and logic is what makes it truth at all. I think the fact that it’s both unchanging and depthless is what makes it formidable, eternal.

			“And that’s us, Elizabeth. You and me. Together,” he said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Together we are unbreakable. Because together—we’re better when we’re together. 

			“And I think, my love… I think that’s what Providence intended.”

			She said not a word as he held her there on the balcony, the snow peppering her midnight hair with flecks of starlight. The quiet stretched taut between them, leaving him to wonder what she might be thinking. 

			He knew it was his own impatience that had him nudging her. “Say something,” he pleaded.

			But she didn’t say anything.

			She just kissed him.

			Deeply. 

			She wrapped her arms around him, giving and giving and giving.

			He could not help but to give and give and give in return.

			It was a long moment before she at last broke away—likely for no other reason than to catch her breath. She met his eyes when she said, “Logic, it seems, would dictate that we should marry here. In Haravelle. Before we leave.” She pressed her lips to his again before she said, “Perhaps even tonight.”

			It was a smile, broad and bright, that curled his mouth as he spoke against her lips. “I’ve always known you had a brilliant mind, Elizabeth.” 

			So he kissed her again. Deeper.

			“How lovely,” drawled a voice from behind them. Reluctantly, Ferryl pulled his lips from hers.

			“What do you want, Adam?” No titles. Not for this ass who dared interrupt them. “We’re busy.”

			“I can see that,” Lord Adam drawled. “Though you could at least have the decency to take her to your chambers before you indulge in her delights, Ferryl.”

			“What bothers you more, Adam?” asked Elizabeth, standing resolute by Ferryl’s side. “That he should have the privilege of indulging in my delights…or that you never will?”

			The Haravellian lord did not balk, did not even react to the taunt. He merely held their eyes and crossed his arms casually. “I must admit, you’ve kept me quite entertained. Both of you. Whatever it was you did to procure the princess’s gown, Elizabeth, it was quite clever of you.”

			“The princess’s gown?” Ferryl balked, crossing his arms. “What are you talking about?” He turned to look at Elizabeth, whose face had gone bone white.

			“The princess’s gown?” she breathed. 

			A throaty chuckle. “Everyone in Haravelle knows that gown was made generations ago for the Haravellian princesses—upon their coming out. How exactly did you manage to get your claws on it, Elizabeth? And that necklace of yours—the one you hid between your breasts every day… You’re very good. The doe-eyed routine is quite effective, Lady Elizabeth. But I’m sorry to inform you both that the charade is over.”

			“You should slow down on your consumption, Adam. Drunkenness does not become you,” snarled Ferryl.

			A serpentine grin. “Guards,” Lord Adam called over his shoulder. As if they had been waiting for his call, four Haravellian guards appeared beside him.

			“Arrest them.”

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter LIII

			What is the meaning of this?” Ferryl protested, stepping instinctively in front of Elizabeth just as the guards reached her. But it was no use. The guards were huge. 

			“Bind their hands,” drawled Lord Adam, near-boredom in his tone, ignoring Ferryl’s question as he surveyed his perfectly manicured nails. “To the dungeons with them.”

			The guards moved to obey their orders, but Ferryl stood his ground, reaching behind to take hold of Elizabeth’s hand as he spoke. “You will not touch her,” he growled.

			“You have no authority here, Ferryl,” mocked the lord, leaning against the doorframe of the balcony.

			“I am crown prince of Navah, and I say you will not touch her. Explain yourself. Now.”

			“No, Ferryl. You two will explain yourselves. To the king. I confess, I am very much looking forward to it,” said Lord Adam triumphantly. “Bind their hands. Now.”

			Despite Ferryl’s protests, the guards did as they were bade, tying Ferryl’s and Elizabeth’s hands in rough rope. It burned as they tightened it against his wrists, rage boiling in his gut at the thought of these guards causing Elizabeth any pain. A guard with particularly fat and calloused hands took hold of Elizabeth’s arm, pulling her with him, in step behind Ferryl and his guard. Ferryl turned to give her a reassuring look. She did not protest; she did not fight. She merely attempted an answering smile that he knew was solely for his benefit as the two of them were marched from the balcony, right into the crowd of Haravellian courtiers in the ballroom.

			“What is the meaning of this?”

			Ferryl straightened at the daunting voice coming from the other side of the ballroom.

			“Your Majesties,” Lord Adam drawled. He dipped into a low bow. 

			“Adam, what are you up to?” The queen balked, and at the look on her face, Ferryl understood that perhaps she was kind, warm even. But she was a queen to the marrow of her bones. He was immensely thankful that it was Adam, not he, who was on the receiving end of that look.

			“Your Majesty, I—” tried Lord Adam, only to be cut off by the king as they at last approached. 

			“Unhand them,” said the king to the guards, who immediately obeyed. Ferryl turned instinctively to Elizabeth, checking her wrists, making sure she was all right. She nodded, a strange expression in her eyes.

			Almost like…she knew what this was about.

			“Ferryl, what is the meaning of this?” the king asked. Not Adam. Ferryl. Good.

			“To be honest, Your Majesty,” Ferryl said, turning to King Aaron, “I am unable to answer that question as I, too, am in the dark.” 

			Lord Adam practically growled. “Don’t lie. Don’t you dare lie to His Majesty. Tell him the truth!”

			“What truth?” Ferryl mocked. 

			“What is going on?” the queen asked. “Is all this really necessary?” She looked to Elizabeth and genuine worry shone in her eyes, as if she, too, understood what it was about.

			Lord Adam breathed an exaggerated sigh. “Your Majesties, I am loath to inform you that it has come to my attention that the Lady Elizabeth is in possession of one of the most valuable artifacts of Haravelle. I can only conclude that she has stolen it, as there is no other explanation for her having possession of it.”

			“Of what?” asked the king, exasperated.

			Elizabeth’s eyes grew to the size of little moons. She knew what this was about. Her hands flew instinctively to the stone hidden beneath her ethereal gown, and that’s when he understood as well. 

			“You know nothing of which you speak,” breathed Ferryl. 

			“Ah. So you admit that she is possession of it,” said Adam, pointing his skinny finger.

			“What is she in possession of?” asked the queen, her eyes still fixated on Elizabeth, who was looking back at her.

			The triumphant grin on Adam’s face was enough that Ferryl used every shred of remaining self control to keep from throttling the fool despite the gathering crowd around them. 

			“Your Majesties, Elizabeth has stolen the Amulet of Haravelle.” He paused dramatically at the sound of the gasp that came from the crowd surrounding them. “I have it on good authority that she is working with Prince Ferryl here to deceive you in a plot to take the throne of Haravelle for themselves!”

			Ferryl couldn’t help but burst into laughter. “You are a damned fool, Adam. Worse than I thought.” He crossed his arms, glad to hear that this ridiculous notion was the something that Lord Adam had been up to.

			“Adam, she is in possession of no such thing,” said the king, reaching inside his brocade jerkin. He pulled out a necklace identical to the one Elizabeth had been wearing for as long as Ferryl had known her. “I have the Amulet of Haravelle. And seeing as only my wife and I can wear it, I find it highly unlikely that Elizabeth has it.”

			“Then it is worse than I thought,” Adam said, unwilling to relent. Such ridiculous drama from this nephew to the king. No wonder King Aaron hadn’t wanted to name him the heir. “For she must have created a forgery and is wearing it even now.”

			Elizabeth clutched the stone beneath her gown as if it were simultaneously her salvation and damnation. He decided to speak for her, to come to her defense. “Your Majesties, I am not sure where Adam gets his information, but I can attest that Elizabeth has had that necklace for as long as I’ve known her. It has been hers and only hers since she was a child.”

			The queen stepped forward. One step. Just one. And it occurred to Ferryl in that moment just how much she reminded him of Elizabeth. They moved the very same way. “What necklace? I have seen no such thing on her,” breathed the queen.

			Elizabeth was trembling so violently that Ferryl put his hand at the small of her back. Carefully, her eyes still on the queen, she pulled the stone from between her breasts, revealing its crystalline beauty where it rested in her shaking hand.

			The queen stepped closer. So did the king. 

			“May I see it? May I see the necklace?” asked King Aaron. Emotion—raw and unchecked—shuddered in his voice. Ferryl was dumbstruck by it.

			Elizabeth obeyed, pulling it over her head, her black hair—the same inky midnight black as that of the king and queen before them—spilling over her shoulders at it fell from the chain. She handed it to the king, her hand trembling like a newborn fawn. 

			“See? I knew it!” exclaimed Adam, shattering the moment. “She has forged a paltry replica of the amulet. You see now. You see now that she had intentions of deception and—”

			“Silence yourself, Adam,” barked the king, his command a clap of thunder in the glittering ballroom. The entire room had gone silent—the eerie stillness before a raging storm. 

			The king held up her amulet, studying it in the candlelight, examining every nuance. Then he looked at his wife. That’s when Ferryl realized that the queen too was trembling, her eyes shining with tears. The king looked back to the stone in his hand as if it were a living, breathing thing—as if it would sprout wings and take flight—before looking at Elizabeth for one long moment.

			He searched her, his depthless eyes hunting for something.

			Emerald eyes the same shade as hers.

			Providence above.

			Then the king did something utterly strange. 

			His own necklace in one hand, Elizabeth’s in the other, he joined the stones face to face. Two halves of the very same stone.

			The room—the entire castle shook with raw energy. Lightning and wind and thunder raged through the room. A few of the watching courtiers fell to the ground at the surge of power.

			No, not power.

			Magic. That’s what it was. Magic erupted from the united stones. Ancient, powerful, reunited magic.

			To the marrow of his bones, Ferryl could feel the thrum of the power. It called forth the magic in his own blood, fire and heat playing at his fingertips. At Elizabeth’s fingertips, too.

			No, not Elizabeth. That was not her name.

			Her eyes—Providence help him, her eyes had been a depthless, intoxicating evergreen before.

			But now…

			Now they were eternal. Prismatic. Impossible. Emeralds and starlight and lightning and thunder. 

			Her eyes had come alive with the magic that still thrummed around them.

			And for the first time, he understood. Every little detail about her. Every gap in her story. It made sense. As clear as an autumn dawn, the magic had waylaid the fog. Destroyed it.

			The magic—it was Truth. Glittering, shimmering Truth.

			The queen stepped towards Elizabeth, the small gap between them crossed in a single step. The queen lifted a trembling hand to her cheek.

			Not dead. Not lost. Found. Alive. Hidden until such a time. Hidden in the only place where she could not be found.

			Silent tears streamed down the queen’s face, her whispered words coming between breaths that caught in her throat. “I knew it. All along, my darling. In my heart, I knew it was you.” And at the words—at the queen’s touch—Ferryl could have sworn he heard her breathe mother.

			“Knew what?” demanded Adam, his shrill voice cutting through the moment with the finesse of a dull blade.

			Ferryl took the liberty of answering—pride and wonder coloring his trembling voice as he watched in awe.

			“That she is Princess Adelaide. She is the lost princess of Haravelle.”

			End of Part Two

		

	
		
		

	
		
			~Part Three~


		

	
		
			Chapter LIV

			It was a carriage or wagon or something. I cannot know for sure because my head was covered by that point. But I remember the jolting movement as we journeyed. And the clop of horses’ hooves.”

			“How long? How long did you journey?”

			“Several days, at least. That part is a bit foggy.”

			“Did he… Did he hurt you, sweetheart?” the king asked his daughter, the words hard for him to say. 

			She shook her head, her eyes heavy with the tears they had shed, and with the exhaustion Ferryl could see creeping up on her. They had been talking with the queen and king for hours. Telling stories, events she had not remembered before this night.

			The ancient magic from the amulet that rested at her breast had finally restored to her the memories that she hadn’t even known had been stolen.

			Just like Ferryl’s memories had been stolen not so very long ago.

			Another Midvarish curse shattered by the magic of Providence.

			And now Princess Adelaide was home, her heirship restored, her family, and her true heritage. Even her rightful name returned to her after having been stolen so many years ago.

			A little girl caught in the games of the Great War. 

			Ferryl had been there the night it had happened, visiting with his father on the insistence of the Chidah Messenger. And he hadn’t even known it. His parents hadn’t told him until they had returned to Navah that the little girl—the little princess he had played with—had been murdered in the dead of night. Right under all of their noses.

			But she hadn’t been murdered. She had been stolen. And someone else had been put in her bed. A child to fool the king and queen into believing their only daughter dead.

			Why? That was the question that hung between them as the details of the story unfolded.

			Why was she taken? And why were her parents made to believe her dead?

			Maybe… Maybe whoever had taken her had had some mercy. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to kill her.

			But he had killed someone, hadn’t he? Another innocent child.

			Perhaps even Talia’s daughter. Perhaps that is what had happened to her. Elizabeth. The true Elizabeth.

			Perhaps she had been stolen from her home, her family only so that she could be a sacrifice—a replacement for the true murder that should have taken place.

			Bedell had known. He had to have known of all of it. The ancient magic within him must have told him the truth. And he must have named the child Elizabeth for this very reason—so that when the time came, when the truth was ready to be revealed, the pieces could be put together. So that she would know. So that Ferryl would know.

			Their destinies forever entwined.

			A purpose, prophesied before their birth.

			Maybe Adelaide had been taken, stolen from her family all those years ago, for the sole reason that it was the only way she might live. The only way she might escape the clutches of a maddened king, intent on killing her.

			On stopping the prophecies.

			King Derrick of Midvar. 

			The haunting dream from the mountains played in Ferryl’s mind again, the taunting king’s damning declaration.  

			There is no prophecy that can stop me. Not you. Not anyone. It’s already over, Ferryl.

			A chill shuddered down Ferryl’s spine, one that had nothing to do with the wintry cold that had settled in the corners of Chesedelle Castle.

			Once King Derrick discovered Princess Adelaide was alive…once he realized he had failed…what would happen then?

			Whoever it was…whoever had taken her—if it had been King Derrick who had commissioned him, would he return? Would he try again? Maybe he had spared her once. Would he spare her again? 

			And to think that all his life, the raven-haired girl he had grown up with and who had stolen his heart was the same little princess he had met at the mysterious castle in the mountains when he was a little boy.

			Elizabeth the stable girl. All along, he had been madly in love with his destiny, with Princess Adelaide of Haravelle. His betrothed, since her birth nearly twenty years ago.

			He had felt several tears escape tonight. He wiped away another one as he held her hand tightly in his, sitting next to her in Aaron and Avigail’s private chambers as she answered every question, her voice going hoarse as they combed over every detail into the wee hours of the morning.

			“I confess I don’t remember much about the Wild Wood except that I remember being scared. I think I must have slept though most of it. But I remember when Bedell found me. He was so kind, so comforting. Somehow, even though I didn’t understand what was happening to me, I knew I could trust him. So when he lifted me up off the forest floor and set me atop a horse, I didn’t protest.”

			“And then he reared you at Benalle as his daughter and never told you who you were,” said the queen. She wasn’t angry. No, Avigail was in awe. And her eyes had not stopped pouring tears all night. Neither had the king’s. Why should they? Their daughter—who should have been dead—was alive. Sitting before them. A beautiful miracle. And a mirror image of her magnificent mother, save for her eyes. She had her father’s emerald eyes. 

			Adelaide nodded, another fat tear escaping down her cheek. Ferryl rubbed her back in solidarity and comfort.

			“Sweetheart, you are exhausted. We all are,” said the king. He stood and took hold of his daughter’s hands, pulling her to stand with him. “Sleep,” he said, resting his hand on her cheek, beaming at the marvel before him.

			“We have the rest of our lives to catch up,” the king went on, pressing a kiss to her brow.

			Elizabeth—Adelaide—nodded and smiled through her tears as her father—her true father, the man who had sired her and reared her into her childhood—pulled her to his chest and stroked her hair, kissing the top of her head. And she melted into her father’s embrace. Familiar. Not foreign. He was not the king of Haravelle. He was her father and she his only daughter. They were reunited at long last. 

			The queen stood as well, and the king extended his arm, pulling her into their embrace. He kissed her hair, too, a laugh that might have been a sob escaping him.

			Ferryl could only watch in awe at the little miracle before him.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter LV

			It was all overwhelming. She was Princess Adelaide, Sovereign Heir of Haravelle.

			And she was home.

			Overwhelming, and yet…

			Somehow… Somehow it was right. She knew it, deep down. Perhaps she had always known it. But the fog, the darkness that had kept the truth from her, it was gone now, replaced with light. Resplendent, glittering light.

			Truth.

			She wiped what felt like the thousandth tear from her cheek as she walked hand in hand with Ferryl up the last flight of steps leading to their shared chambers.

			“You going to make it?” he chuckled, squeezing her hand.

			They crossed into the common sitting room, her bedchamber door just across the way, Ferryl’s just down from it.

			She only breathed a soft laugh.

			He kissed her hand before he asked, “Are you all right, my love?”

			My love. Providence, how she loved it when he called her that.

			“I am many things. I suppose all right is one of them.” 

			They reached her bedchamber door, but Ferryl did not stop, instead guiding her inside before him. He followed her without stopping the conversation. “Tell me what else you are,” he said when she turned to face him, placing his hands on her shoulders. He massaged them gently as she spoke.

			“Thankful,” she admitted. “Overwhelmed. Happy. But also scared. Maybe a degree above terrified.”

			“All of that at once?” he asked, breathing a laugh.

			She only shrugged, a yawn escaping her.

			“I think I might add tired to that list.”

			“Indeed,” she agreed.

			He pressed a kiss to her brow. “Go and change out of that gown, Princess Adelaide. You may not care now, but you will come morning if you attempt to sleep in it.”

			“It’s almost morning now,” she pointed out. The conversation with her parents had lasted all night, which had been just fine with her. When the spell, the curse that had robbed her of her memories of them lifted, the overwhelming need to speak to them, to hear everything that had happened since she had been gone, just to hear the familiar lilt of their voices, had consumed her. 

			How she had missed them, missed her home, though she didn’t fully understand what she had been missing.

			There had always been inside her that ache for something she hadn’t understood.

			“Then you’ll sleep all day,” Ferryl said. “Now go and change, Lizybet.” He shook his head at his mistake. “Adelaide. Sorry. I suppose that will take some getting used to.”

			She pressed a kiss to his lips. “Don’t ever stop calling me Lizybet, Ferryl.”

			He rested his hands at her waist. “But you are not Elizabeth, my love. You are the heir of Haravelle.”

			“I know. But I’m still your Lizybet. And I like it when you call me that.”

			“Why?” he asked, tilting his head to one side.

			“Because it reminds me that I am yours. And always have been.”

			He kissed her, softly, tenderly. “And always will be,” he added, the words a caress of feathers against her lips.

			A smile curled her mouth as a mischievous thought came over her. She kept her lips against his as she said, “I’ll have to call in Talia. This gown is too complicated to get out of on my own.”

			Ferryl stilled, frozen before her, a man weighing his options. It was all she could do not to chuckle. “You shouldn’t wake her at such an hour,” he finally said, matter-of-factly. “It would be cruel.”

			“Indeed,” she breathed, a thrill of need coursing through her at the way he was looking at her.

			Like he might eat her alive, one kiss at a time.

			And knowing they were betrothed…and had been since her birth… The irony, of course, was that he had never been betrothed to Duchess Delaney. Not legally. Not when Adelaide of Haravelle had been alive the whole time. Waiting…

			She turned that she might give him access to the complex laces at the back of her gown, and Ferryl set about loosening them, though his fingers were slow about their work, his lips having found her neck.

			And Providence help her…

			“You’re terrible at this,” she said, a smile threatening her mouth even as gooseflesh spread over her skin. “Talia would have had these laces loosened by now.”

			“I would hazard,” he said onto her shoulder, “that Talia does not grow distracted by the sight of your skin. Nor has she spent the better part of the last few years imagining all the ways she plans to explore it.”

			She tilted her head, giving him better access to her neck, his fingers deftly, methodically working the laces of her gown until it was loosened. But he held an arm about her waist and did not let it fall.

			She turned to face him, searching his sapphire eyes, glazed with a need for her that waxed with every breath.

			He kissed her again. A sweet, soft kiss. “Go and change, Little Lizybet. I’ll stoke the fire.”

			Reluctantly, she peeled herself out of his arms and went to her closet. Ferryl made good on his promise and set about stoking the flames in the hearth back to life.

			She emerged a few moments later, dressed in a shift that would stave off the biting winter cold, though it wasn’t exactly much to look at.

			Ferryl didn’t seem to mind, following her every movement as she walked barefooted across the bedchamber and climbed into her bed. He had shrugged off his heavy Navarian uniform jacket and boots, but his trousers remained, his shirt untucked and hanging loosely from his broad shoulders. Though he had made himself comfortable, she wondered if he intended to stay in here with her tonight. She did not lie to herself about it either—because she did not want to be parted from him. Not tonight. Not ever again.

			He walked to her bed, sitting on the edge beside her, brushing hair from her face.

			“I think I knew it,” he said at last. “I think I always did.”

			She knew what he meant.

			“I think I did, too. It feels like I did. Though I’m certain that if you would have asked me a few hours ago, I would have denied my heritage vehemently.”

			He huffed a laugh. “I know. I felt the same way when my memories of you were stolen from me. I didn’t understand anything except that I was falling madly for a stranger.” She smiled at his words. “No, I wasn’t falling,” he corrected. “I knew I was already in love with you. My only struggle was that I thought I was going mad!”

			“There are many forces trying to keep us apart, Ferryl.”

			“They’ve failed,” he said, bending to press a kiss to one cheek, then the other. “And they’ll keep failing.”

			“Do you think Delaney will be all right until we can get home?” she asked, all the loose ends dangling before her, clouding her thoughts.

			“You mean do I think my mother will spare her any harm before we can do something about it?” Ferryl asked. Adelaide only nodded.

			Ferryl looked down, fiddling with a thread on the blanket. “I can only pray. I know Derwin would argue with me, but to be honest, while I know my mother is…not exactly trustworthy…I don’t…I just don’t see…”

			She knew. She knew what he was trying to say. That Ferryl, despite it all, despite everything they had learned, still believed in his mother. Still wanted to, anyway. And he was willing to risk Delaney’s safety for that belief. That fragile hope. 

			A son who loved his mother, despite everything. 

			“I know,” she finally managed. “I know, Ferryl.”

			When he looked at her again, he was attempting a smile, soft and sweet, holding her eyes with his own. Husband. Tomorrow he would be her husband. And she would not only be the princess of Haravelle, she would be the princess of Navah as well. She wondered what his mother would think of that. What the world would think of it. She might as well have had a target painted on her back. The stage had been set, hadn’t it? She had spent a near lifetime in blissful ignorance. 

			But not anymore.

			But the marriage plans had been made. No, they would not wait until they returned to Navah. They would marry tomorrow. In Haravelle. Her homeland. As much a celebration as it was a precaution. 

			And she could see that caution in his eyes, even as he took to massaging her shoulders, her arms. Exhaustion settled heavily on her as Ferryl kneaded her stiff muscles. 

			He stretched out beside her a moment later, propping himself on one hand while he still kneaded her neck and shoulder with the other. But exhaustion soon claimed him as well, his hand relaxing to little more than a gentle caress. She breathed a deep sigh as he lovingly stroked her back, her hair, pressing intermittent kisses to her brow until she was drowsy beside him.

			And just before she nodded off, just before sleep claimed her, she could have sworn she heard him whisper, “I love you, Adelaide of Haravelle.”
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			Chapter LVI

			And just where have you been?” Penelope asked, her arms akimbo as if she were truly put out. But Titus could see the amused smirk on her mouth. 

			“And a good afternoon to you too, my wife,” he said, removing his rain-sodden hat and cloak and handing it to the waiting servant. 

			“I thought you were going to the fields, but when I went to look for you earlier, you were nowhere to be found. And with the storm coming in, you gave me a fright!” Penelope continued. Her rounding belly wasn’t quite visible under the fabric of her skirts yet, but at night, when he would hold her, he could feel the fullness of it under his hand. 

			A child. Their child. His soul overflowed with joy.

			He chuckled and kissed her softly. “I decided to go into town.”

			“What for?” she asked, following him into the sitting room. He took a seat on the not-very-comfortable settee just to have the excuse of sitting beside her. To his delight, she sat close.

			“I heard from a friend that there was a new shipment of a variety of fruit and vegetable seeds at the mercantile. So I wanted to get first pick for you.”

			Her eyes lit up like stars. “What did you get?”

			He pulled a small burlap bag from his pocket, filled with little folded parchments, the names of the plants written on the outside of each little envelope. “Carrots and peas, I’ve got some parsnips and turnips, too. I thought you might enjoy having some herbs as well, so I have mustard and basil and mint. And we’ll save some potatoes and plant them, too.”

			She sorted through the little packets in his hand like a child sorting through gifts on her birthday. She leaned her head on his shoulder and sighed contentedly.

			“Are you pleased?” he chuckled.

			She just kissed his cheek and rested her head on his shoulder.

			He leaned his head against hers and said, “Not too many more months until harvest now.”

			It was she who chuckled this time, resting a protective hand over her belly. “Do you think we’ll have a boy harvest or a girl harvest?”

			“I don’t have a preference; do you?”

			“Truly?” she asked, lifting her head from his shoulder. “Isn’t it the wish of every man that he has a male heir?”

			“My only wish is to grow old with you. The rest is just added benefits,” he said, and meant every word.

			She stifled her coquettish grin—the grin that set his blood thrumming—and rested her head on his shoulder again. “Well I, for one, want a boy.”

			“You do?” he asked. 

			“Yes. That way I shall remain the queen of this castle.”

			To this, Titus barked a laugh and took his wife into his arms, nuzzling her neck as he relished the feel of her soft form. He wondered if he would ever tire of the way she felt to him, if there would ever come a day when she wouldn’t bring him the sweetest kind of joy just by walking in the room. 

			But then he noticed a reluctance to her touch, and he pulled away enough to see her face. 

			“Everything all right, my love?” he asked. 

			She touched his face, her brows narrowing slightly.

			Worry. It was worry in her eyes.

			“What is it?”

			She sat up a bit, reaching into the bodice of her dress for a parchment she had hidden there. “This came for you today.”

			She handed him the letter with a tremble, standing to pace the room, unable to meet his eyes.

			Black letters curled across the front of the parchment like flame. Urgent, it read.

			Another letter from King Derrick.

			“How did it come? By raven?”

			She only shook her head as she crossed the room, one worried footfall at a time.

			Another messenger, then. Not good. If Derrick was deigning to have his lackeys make the trek all the way out here just to hand deliver letters, then he wasn’t going to relent anytime soon. And it wasn’t that Titus cared—let Derrick beg all he wanted. Titus wouldn’t answer. Not this time. He wouldn’t have let it bother him—except that he knew it worried his wife. 

			And he wouldn’t stand for that.

			“Its all right,” he said standing. He crossed the room in three steps, touching her cheek when he met her where she paced.

			She stopped, turning to face him, a hint of tears in her eyes. “He was quite forceful, Titus. He wanted to wait for you but I wouldn’t let him in. If it hadn’t started raining—”

			“I don’t want this to bother you, love,” he said with a casualness he did not feel. Rage simmered in his veins. If that bastard king ever dared to send one of his ilk after Penelope again… 

			He swallowed, shoving the thought aside. “You know Derrick. He doesn’t like it when he doesn’t get his way.”

			“Titus, I’ve never known him to not get his way.”

			“Well there is a first time for everything,” he said. 

			“It’s not going to be that easy.”

			No. Likely not. But he would be damned if he ever let—

			In a heartbeat, Titus flung Penelope behind him, the dagger from his boot in his palm. 

			“Get out,” Titus growled through his teeth. He could feel his wife’s breaths—short but steady—behind him. 

			A man—a messenger stood in the foyer of the manor, a wolfish grin showing his yellowing teeth.

			“Come now, general. Is that any way to speak to His Majesty’s man?” 

			Titus recognized him—a washed-up lord who had come crawling to Derrick’s feet some years ago in search of absolution. What he got instead was a leash and a price on his head, should he choose to be disloyal. In a way, Titus felt sorry for the fool. 

			Sorry, because he was in very much the same boat. 

			“You dare come to my home, threaten my wife,” Titus sneered, the dagger in his hand. The messenger—Kleid was his name—eyed the weapon brandished at Titus’s side. 

			“Oh, come now, Titus. Let’s be reasonable,” he purred. 

			“Indeed,” Titus breathed. “Let’s.”

			Violence danced in Kleid’s eyes even as his own hand methodically made its way to the blade at his side. A lesser man might not have seen the movements. But Titus had been a military commander for twenty years. He stalked closer to Kleid, baring his teeth like a hungry lion. 

			“Don’t you ever set foot in my home again,” Titus breathed. 

			“Ah, but you see you’ve been ignoring your post, Titus. I was concerned that perhaps something had happened to you,” said Kleid. “But your…lovely wife—” his eyes slid like serpents to Penelope, devouring her head to toe as he went on. “—let me know that you were merely out for the afternoon. I simply couldn’t resist the temptation to deliver my message in person.”

			His simmering rage came to a full boil at the way the man eyed Penelope. The dagger remained a comforting weight in his hand as he slowly stepped toward Kleid. 

			“I have no interest in messages from your king.”

			An incredulous smirk as Kleid’s eyes made their way back to Titus. “My king? Not yours, then?”

			“Not anymore,” Titus said. 

			Kleid cocked his head, his hand nearly to the hilt of his dagger now. “I think he would beg to differ. Do you or do you not live on Midvarish land, Titus? Do you or do you not benefit from its bounty? I saw the garden you’re starting. It’s exquisite. No doubt your crops will be bumper, what with that rich Midvarish soil.”

			A final step brought him close enough with the messenger to taste his foul breath on the air. “Get out,” Titus growled. 

			Kleid merely smirked, even as Titus watched him rest his hand on the hilt of his weapon. From behind him, Penelope remained silent, save for a small intake of breath—her only warning to Titus. 

			The men glared at one another, not a sound in the room save for the sounds of their breathing.

			In a moment as quick as lightning, Kleid brandished his dagger, the wicked blade pressed against Titus’s belly. Penelope’s scream tore through the heavy silence, terror at the sight of her husband being gutted before her. 

			But Titus would allow no such thing, too quick for Kleid, well-trained as he was. Titus’s dagger met the messenger’s throat, slicing clean across, leaving a curtain of crimson in its wake. 

			Kleid collapsed to the ground, a heap of bones and flesh. Penelope collapsed behind him, but not before he turned to catch her in his arms. 

			~

			“Will… Will she be all right, master?” the servant girl asked, struggling to hold in her tears as she fanned Penelope, spread out on the settee. 

			“She’s fine, Daphne,” said Titus, brushing an errant curl from Penelope’s brow. 

			“What… What happened, sir?” the young girl asked, sliding her eyes to the trail of blood in the foyer from where Titus had dragged Kleid’s body out.

			“His Excellency simply took care of a problem,” Penelope said, sipping from a cup Titus offered her. Titus met her eyes as she went on. “Now fetch some of the servants and go and clean up, will you?”

			Daphne nodded, dutifully scurrying off to obey. 

			“I’m sorry, Lopee,” Titus said, looking down to his fingers. “I’m sorry that I—”

			Penelope took his face in her hands, still clammy from fainting. But the color had already come back to her cheeks. “Don’t ever apologize for doing what needs to be done.”

			“I killed him,” Titus said, wondering why he hated himself for it. 

			“Yes. And I’m glad you did,” she said, and at her words, Titus stared at her. “If you hadn’t, I would have.”

			“Lopee, I—”

			“Listen to me, Titus. We’re not going to let him run our lives. Not anymore.”

			“We may have to leave. We may not be able to stay here. He won’t quit. Not for a moment will he leave me alone.” 

			“Titus,” she said. “I’ll follow you. Wherever you go, whatever we have to do, even if we have to move to the western continent, I don’t care. I’m coming with you. We’ll do whatever needs to be done to protect our family.”

			Titus made his best attempt at a smile, leaning to press a soft kiss to Penelope’s lips, taking comfort, even if only for a moment, in her naïve determination, her tender brevity. For truth be told, he had known for some time that there might very well come a day when they would have to escape the tyranny of King Derrick. And that day was likely sooner than they realized.
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			Chapter LVII

			She supposed it was inevitable, really. At some point, she was going to have to attend one of the queen’s dinners in her honor. In honor of the “heir” to the throne. 

			The fact that her father had insisted—threatened, really—that she attend tonight was certainly motivation enough. After she had missed an important dinner a few nights ago with some of the king’s personal friends, she knew she could not avoid her duty much longer. So Delaney put on one of the only gowns she had left that she could still tie around her budding belly, put on a brave face, and trudged her way down the corridor and up the stairs to the king’s dining hall, nerves fluttering like an eclipse of moths in her belly. 

			It didn’t help that Michael was nowhere in sight. Again. It didn’t help that Amos was currently escorting her down the black and white corridors. She, the prisoner that was not a prisoner. The mother of the heir who carried a bastard. She, the walking contradiction. 

			It would have been really nice to have Michael, her friend, nearby tonight.

			She emerged into the dining hall, having forgotten the splendorous views the wall of windows provided. The sun setting over the ocean bathed the shimmering waters, the vast lawns, and the gilded dining room in riotous shades of pink and crimson and gold. 

			Yes, this castle on the edge of the world was glorious. It was a small consolation for the mess she had made of herself since arriving. 

			A few courtiers had already gathered as Amos deposited her into the vast chamber, but the queen and her father were nowhere in sight. Neither were Ravid nor the ambassador, Sir Thomas. Good.

			She ambled casually through the room, reveling in the silence for a blessed moment as she watched the sun set through the windows. Hands clasped behind her back, she nearly fell over backward at the sound of the voice suddenly beside her, shocked beyond reckoning at who had spoken to her. 

			King Aiken was dressed handsomely in Navarian black and gold, his broad shoulders back, his thick, unruly blonde locks—so much like Ferryl’s—combed as neatly as possible atop his strong brow, flecks of silver peppered here and there throughout his hair. 

			She realized that in the months and months that she had lived here, she had never once spoken directly to the king who was so unlike her own back in Midvar. Not a vacuum of darkness, not a violent hurricane given flesh, but a mountain. A pillar of fire and resplendent light. A beacon. 

			“Beautiful, isn’t it?” the king asked, his eyes fixed on the sun’s final crawl across the sky. 

			His voice sounded normal. Not forced. Or labored. Just…pleasantly conversational. 

			She fell into a deep curtsey. “Your Majesty.” 

			The king turned his piercing sapphire eyes to her. “I know we’ve not had much chance to get to know each other, Your Grace.” He took hold of her elbow, lifting her from her curtsey before continuing, “But I want you to know something. No matter what happens—no matter what, Delaney—I am glad you came to my kingdom.”

			She let him hold her gaze, let him search her with an intensity she hadn’t seen in all the months she had known him.

			“I am glad I am here, Your Majesty.” And she meant it.

			He nodded, his eyes turning thoughtful…even hopeful. And certainly more intense. “You have reminded me, Delaney, that enemies are not born. They are made. And you, Delaney, you are no enemy to this kingdom. Whatever happens, I don’t want you to forget it. Here, in Navah, you are an ally. And a friend.”

			Her vision blurred, a lump forming in her throat at his declaration. The king brought her hands to his mouth and kissed them solemnly. A seal. A vow. A promise.

			“Your Majesty, I am glad to call Navah my new home.” For however long that would be. It still remained to be seen whether or not Ferryl would extend the same kindness, the same forgiveness to her that his father apparently had. 

			Or maybe the king just didn’t know what she really was. Maybe he didn’t know of her treason, of the bastard growing in her womb.

			But looking at him and seeing him for the king that he was—noting his proud, quiet strength—she wondered how he could not have known. He was a man of few words, perhaps, but a deep well. A fathomless depth. And standing before him now, she wondered if there was anything this king didn’t know about his kingdom. 

			And what exactly that meant for her. For all of them.

			The rest of the dinner guests trickled in, including her father and Ravid. The queen burst through the doors a moment later, a storm of blue and gray, her blonde locks swept into intricate braids and curls atop her head. Her neck, as usual, dripped with jewels—diamonds and sapphires to match the hues of her voluminous gown. She bustled across the room, her neck ruff so tall that it kissed the back of her head with every step she took. 

			“Husband,” she said, pressing a perfunctory kiss to the king’s cheek. But the queen did not bear her signature pomp. She was not a bee busy at the hive. Tonight she was… Tonight she was altered. Almost…frightened. Her black eyes alone told a story Delaney wondered if many had ever seen from this queen before her. She did not bother addressing anyone else in the room, her attention solely on the king, holding his eyes with an inscrutable expression.

			King Aiken seemed unbothered by it, for he searched his wife’s face only for a moment before he pressed a kiss to her lips. And not the mechanical kiss of married monarchs. No, the king kissed his wife like…like he wanted to.

			“You are beautiful, as always, Meria,” he said. 

			Her Majesty’s eyes—swirling, enigmatic and black as the firmament—grew wide as she beheld her husband and absorbed his unexpected show of affection. But it wasn’t shock that shone in her features. 

			It was fear. 

			Fathomless, to the marrow fear. She said not a word as she handed King Aiken a letter. Delaney could have sworn she saw the queen’s hands trembling. But Aiken took to the letter, reading it in a matter of moments. He looked up again to his wife, searching her with an unreadable expression. 

			“The king and I will not be attending dinner,” Meria finally said, taking hold of his elbow. Aiken followed her without a word. But before she disappeared, the queen of Navah took one look at Duke Hevel, handing him the fated letter before she and the king disappeared.

			The dining room was eerily quiet in their wake, the small gathering of dinner guests looking around, at a loss for what had transpired.

			But it was Delaney’s father who finally spoke up. He finished the letter, crumbling it in his fist as he said, “It seems the queen has received a rather important letter.”

			Nerves fluttered again in her belly—soft little tickles, like the wings of butterflies. She placed her hands absently across her stomach as the man who had sired her child spoke up. 

			“Anything interesting, Your Grace?” crooned Ravid. 

			“Indeed,” the duke replied, never taking his eyes from Delaney. 

			Oh gods. Oh Providence. She cast a plea to any deity that might listen. Her heart hammered in her throat. “Who is it from?” she managed. 

			Just then, the door opened, and in walked a guard. No, not any guard, a candle, a flickering flame of hope. 

			Michael.

			Relief fluttered again in her belly, those butterflies having taken flight.

			Or were they butterflies?

			He caught her eyes, apology shining in the quicksilver. But he said not a word as he took his post, clasping his hands behind his broad back. And at just his presence, his nearness, those little fluttering wings in her belly…

			“The letter is from the prince,” said the duke, ignoring Michael.  

			“What did it say?” asked Ravid, sipping from a goblet with casual ease, as if carrying on a trivial conversation about an upcoming ball or the change in the weather.

			“It seems he has come to a decision about the status of his marriage.” Rage. It was trembling rage in her father’s hands, a vein pounding in his temple.

			Sweat beaded her brow as she fiddled nervously with the folds of her gown. She stole another glance at Michael, who only nodded subtly. Did he know what the letter said?

			“What is his decision?” asked Ravid. Her father looked over his vassal once, the iciness in that gaze alone sending shivers down Delaney’s spine. She knew—she knew that her father’s title, fortune, and position in society depended entirely on the contents of that letter. Brother-in-law to the king of Midvar or not, it came down to this: a profitable marriage for his daughter or poverty and shame. 

			The duke squared his shoulders, boring down on Delaney as if she were a tick needing to be smashed. “He has commissioned for the dissolution of his marriage contract.” No cushioning the blow, then. No beating around the bush. Just dropping the truth like an anvil on the table between them. And it had hit with a thud, to be sure.

			“Divorce?” Ravid crooned, a mocking laugh to his tone.

			“He has no intentions of marrying my daughter, as her deplorable behavior is hardly becoming of a princess. She certainly would not represent his kingdom or reign with any sort of propriety.”

			Delaney glared at her father, torn between tearing out his beady eyes or spitting in his face. She opted to just stare. The butterflies danced some more. And that’s when she understood. 

			They weren’t butterflies at all. 

			They were her child. Her baby. Quickening in her womb. She splayed her fingers across her belly as she looked down, a sudden lump forming in the back of her throat. She could practically feel Michael’s attention fixed solely on her. And when at last she looked to him, there was nothing but concern in his eyes. She smiled softly.

			“I suppose I can hardly blame him,” Ravid drawled, oblivious to the little miracle that had just taken place. “He shouldn’t have to marry such a brazen harlot, after all.” The vassal’s mouth curled into a serpentine smile. “Did you think no one had noticed, darling? It’s shameless, really—hopping from bed to bed the way you do. Then again, once a whore, always a whore, right?”

			Delaney choked back a retort, gripping the folds of her skirt so hard her hands ached. So this was it then. Everything—all these months in Navah, waiting to become their princess, only to have it all dissolve in one fell swoop. One stupid mistake that had cost her everything. Ferryl would have no mercy. Why should he? She was most certainly a failure. And not worthy of the throne of Navah. Not that she had ever wanted it. 

			So why wasn’t she drowning in panic? Where was that choking, suffocating fear that she had assumed she would feel with such an announcement? 

			No, she wasn’t afraid. Not at all. Oddly, she felt…liberated. Even if the punishment was exile, it was certainly better than this sham of a life under her father’s scheming, grasping, lying wing.

			“May I see it?” Delaney asked suddenly, extending her hand to the duke. 

			“See what?” Duke Hevel balked. 

			“The letter. I would like to read it for myself.”

			“It was not written to you, my dear. This is the queen’s private communication. She will share it with those she deems fit to read it.”

			In his answer, she understood that indeed, she needed to read that letter—that it most certainly held more information than her father wanted her to know. But she also knew that she would get nowhere with him—the man whose entire fate rested in her hands. So she bit her tongue and reveled in the flutter of activity in her womb.

			“Have you nothing to say for yourself?” asked her father. 

			She lifted her gaze, a mocking smile slowly curling her lips. “What would you have me say?”

			“You defiant little wretch,” he spewed, and from the corner of her eye, she saw Michael’s hand fly to the pommel of his sword. “How dare you speak to me in such a manner. You are lucky the prince didn’t call for your immediate hanging. Had I known… Had I known you had been up to such treachery, such shame!” Hevel looked about the room, a plea in his eyes. As if his little act could convince the gawking courtiers that he had been oblivious to his daughter’s deplorable behavior. 

			“How do you know he didn’t?” chimed Ravid. “That’s the punishment for adulterers, isn’t it?”

			Delaney turned on her heel, unconcerned with the fact that she hadn’t been dismissed. All propriety be damned. She wasn’t the prince’s betrothed anymore. Nor was she their little pawn. She was nothing. No one. 

			A glorious, free nobody. 

			So she found a boldness she wouldn’t have dared even a few minutes ago, and said, “You can all—every one of you—go straight to Sheol.”

			Then she marched herself out of the room.
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			Chapter LVIII

			Delaney, your heart is pounding,” Michael said, having followed her all the way back to her chambers. The moment they had stepped foot into her receiving room, she had thrown herself into his arms, drawing a breath that might have been a sob.

			He held her tightly, stupidly savoring the way her rounding belly felt pressed against him. Despite himself, he pressed a kiss to the top of her head.

			“It’s over, isn’t it? It’s all over.”

			Yes, the game, the charade was over. He rubbed her back and kissed her hair again. “I thought you’d be more upset than this,” he admitted. 

			She pulled back enough to meet his eyes, but kept her arms wrapped firmly about his waist. “I’m not afraid. But I have to get out of here.”

			“What do you mean?” he asked. 

			“The prince has ordered for our divorce. He won’t marry me. I have to get out of here, Michael. I have to leave. Tonight.”

			“Why?” he asked. “Why do you have to leave now?”

			“Michael, don’t you see? I’ll hang for this. It’s adultery against the Crown. They’ll hang me for it. I can’t let them. I can’t let them kill my baby.” She placed her hands at her belly again, the same way she had in the king’s dining room. And when he saw the silver that lined her eyes, he finally understood. 

			“You felt it. You felt the baby quicken tonight.”

			She nodded as a tear slipped down her cheek. He took his time about wiping it away. 

			“I won’t let them take her from me.”

			“Her?” he asked, furrowing his brow. 

			She shrugged as she kept her gaze on her belly. “I’ve got it in my head that it’s a girl. I don’t know if I’ll be disappointed if it’s not.”

			He lifted her chin, filled to the brim by the fragile hope in her eyes. “Do you want it to be a girl?”

			She nodded. 

			“Then it’s a girl.” He smiled, pressing his lips to her brow. Breathing her in. Holding her close like he had a damned right. Like she was a free woman and he a worthy man. 

			When guilt licked at his soul, he slackened his hold just a bit, unable to take his arms away completely. 

			Fool. He was a damned, stupid fool when it came to this girl. 

			Still, she needed to know the truth. She deserved to know the whole truth. Not the picture her father had painted. 

			He led her by the elbow to her settee and sat her down, pouring her a glass of water before sitting beside her.

			“Is there something you’re not telling me?” she asked, and he wondered at her ability to read him so well. 

			They were one and the same, he reminded himself. Two souls who just…understood each other. Michael, you are my best friend. Well, she had become his, too. 

			He held her hand in his as he sat beside her. “You don’t have to run, Delaney. Your life is not on the line.”

			“What?” she asked softly. 

			He reached into his jacket pocket, retrieving the letter that had been delivered to him only a little while ago by the harried page who had apparently gone to painstaking measures to find him and deliver the letter discreetly, lest the queen find him first. It was the reason he had been late to dinner. Michael took her hand and placed the letter in it. She met his eyes only for a moment before she took to the letter.

			To Her Grace, Duchess Delaney Dupree

			Dear Delaney,

			I am writing to you to let you know that after much consideration, I have concluded that our marriage contract should be dissolved effective immediately, and have written the necessary letters as such. I apologize for the manner in which this letter will reach you, and hope that you will understand that I am having Michael deliver it to you for the sole reason that I do not trust you will receive the letter by any other means.

			I understand the dilemma in which this will likely put you, but after careful consideration of all ends, I believe it to be the best decision. 

			In addition to the dissolution of the marriage contract, however, it is also my royal decree and express desire that you be granted clemency and sanctuary in my kingdom for as long as you desire, that you might give birth to your child in health and peace, and decide for yourself what your future might be, as I am aware that your title and station in Midvar will likely be stripped. You are in no way to be indicted for any treasonous offense against the Crown, as I am relieving you of your obligation to our marriage and therefore any claim I might have to your indictment.

			Please accept my deepest thanks for your patience and kindness. I wish you the best of health for the remainder of your pregnancy and look forward to returning to our good kingdom—and our friendship—soon. 

			Sincerely,

			Crown Prince Ferryl, Sovereign Heir of Navah

			Delaney read the letter again, as if she hadn’t read it correctly the first time, as if the words of her freedom would disappear if she didn’t commit them to memory right there. Michael held her hand in his own. 

			“You don’t have to run, Delaney. You’re home now. You’re safe.”

			“Michael,” was all she managed to say as she flung herself into his arms. “Oh, Michael.”
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			Chapter LIX

			It was funny, Delaney thought, that it wasn’t until she ruined her own life that she realized she never wanted it in the first place. Funny that though she had no idea where she would go from here or what would become of her, she didn’t really care. Funny that a bastard—an abomination, a mistake—could be so liberating. And wanted.

			But that was really it, she realized. All she really wanted, all that really mattered to her anymore, was the bastard she carried. The brand of her folly. 

			Funny that she didn’t give a damn what anyone thought anymore. Funny how losing your entire life could make you see what was really important.

			It had been such a blessed relief to live and function in the castle without the looming presence of her father, waiting to chastise every mistake, waiting to criticize every move she made. Her father and Ravid had all but disappeared. She wasn’t even sure if they were in Navah anymore—for she hadn’t seen them in days. If she knew them at all, they had probably fled in the middle of the night. Cowards, the both of them. Good riddance. For the first time in her whole life, Delaney Dupree tasted freedom. 

			And freedom tasted good.

			So she grinned and laughed as she strutted down the black and white corridors of Benalle a week after receiving her letter, smiling and nodding at the passing, staring courtiers. Chuckling at their whispers. Letting their gossip roll off her back like rain drops in a storm.

			For she knew the truth. The storm was finally over, the rain only a burden while it fell. Once it was done, once that storm died, the world was fresh and new again, refueled for growth. For something new.

			For something beautiful.

			She splayed her hands across her belly as she walked, hoping she might find Michael. Perhaps they’d even celebrate at that grubby little tavern tonight. 

			“Aren’t you just the picture of sunshine?” came a voice from behind. She whirled around to see her father standing resolute at the end of the corridor, his hands folded across his stomach, his eyes narrowed on the girl who would not become the princess of Navah, on the child in her womb who would not become his pawn. 

			A grin threatened Delaney’s mouth. 

			“Good afternoon, Your Grace.” Delaney dipped into a deep, mocking curtsey. The gods knew it felt good to mock him, this bastard who had played Delaney as a pawn so long as it suited him. This man who had called himself her father. 

			“You shall have to tell me your secret, my dear,” the duke purred, moving closer at last. One step. Then another. The click of his boots echoed menacingly down the marble halls.

			“What secret?”

			“The secret to how you keep up such a sunny disposition.” 

			Delaney wondered for only a second whether she would regret telling her father the truth. But then she decided she didn’t care. Not really. Not anymore. And the look on his face when she learned the truth? Well that would just be an added bonus. So she flung her arms to her waist and said, “Well, you see, Hevel, I received a letter of my own from Ferryl.”

			“Did you now?” asked the duke, cocking his head to the side. But there was no surprise in his tone, no hint of worry. “And what, pray tell, could it have said?”

			Delaney swallowed her doubts. “Simply that I am free as he will not indict me of any wrongdoing.” She took a step toward the man she once called father, the hem of her black gown pressing against his polished boots. “So you see, you have failed. Your little game is over.”

			“And how is that, my dear?”

			“You can only trap the will of a boy who is unwilling to do what is right. And the prince of Navah is no boy. He is a man. And a much better one than you.”

			The duke’s oily laugh dripped down Delaney’s spine, sending chills spider-walking across her skin. “You must truly think I’m a fool. You must think I put all my hopes in your uncle’s schemes. You might be surprised to learn that I’ve made a few plans of my own. Plans I think your uncle will heartily approve of.”

			Nausea bit sharply at her stomach as she glared at her father—at the wicked gleam in his eyes. 

			But Delaney said nothing. Instead, she turned on her heel to walk away. She would not let him get to her. Not today. Not ever again. 

			But she stopped dead in her tracks when the duke spoke again. “Tell that guard of yours to be careful. You never know what he might be blamed for.”

			Delaney’s heart pounded in her throat, but she forced herself to turn slowly, to face her father once more. She met his eyes, loathing the coolness in his gaze. No triumph. No humored victory. Only icy calculation. Only frozen contempt. 

			The duke was not the fool in this corridor. 

			It was Delaney. 

			For the game—it was not over. It would never be over.

			And she would never be free. 
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			Chapter LX

			Ferryl woke slowly, his eyes adjusting as he realized he wasn’t in his own bed. He was in Elizabeth’s. 

			Adelaide’s. 

			The Princess of Haravelle. 

			But she wasn’t.

			He rubbed his eyes, realizing he must have fallen asleep without knowing it. He stretched his legs before propping himself on his arm that he might look around the room, the impression of her body in the bed bringing a satisfied grin to his mouth. He ran his hand through his hair, her lingering honey-and-lavender scent hitting his nostrils, his very veins. Thank Providence they would be married in only a few hours… 

			But his betrothed was nowhere to be found. That’s when he spotted the shaft of golden light streaming from under the bathing chamber door and heard the sound of sloshing water. 

			Perhaps it made him a glutton for punishment, but he couldn’t help the grin that found his mouth as he slipped out of bed and padded across the room, his bare feet barking in protest at the biting cold of the stone floor.

			He pushed on the bathing chamber door, the silent movement not having captured her attention from where she bathed in a pool, carved straight from the insides of the glittering stone that made up Chesedelle Castle—whorls of pearlescent, iridescent colors glittering underneath the water. A bath fit for a princess. He smiled, leaning against the jamb of the door just so he might watch her. 

			She finished washing the last of the soap from her shoulders, submerging fully into the water before standing to her feet.

			And at the sight of that porcelain skin, that raven hair dripping with bath water…

			Blood thrummed through his veins, delighting in the view of the work of art that was his intended. And when she looked over her shoulder at him, it was not shock that colored her face, not protest at his presence, but a conspiratorial grin as she asked, “Enjoying the view?”

			“Tremendously,” he drawled, stepping into the crystalline room to retrieve her robe from where it hung just out of her reach. 

			He draped it around her shoulders, offering her his hand that he might help her step out of the bath. 

			“I don’t think you’re supposed to be in here,” she said, biting that lip of hers. “You’re not supposed to see the bride before the wedding.”

			“There has been nothing orthodox about this betrothal so far. I don’t see why we should start now,” he said, bending to press a lingering kiss to her mouth.

			She did not protest, wrapping her arms around his neck. Her bare skin, heated from the bath, pressed against him…

			“Is this a morning wedding or an evening wedding?” he asked, snaking his arms beneath her robe, just to feel her skin in his hands.

			She laughed. “It is an as-soon-as-we-can-get-everything-ready wedding.”

			He kissed her again, his arms wrapped tightly around her, his fingers trailing down her dripping back. “Well then for the love of Providence, let’s get everything ready.”

			There came a knock on her chamber doors just then. “You’re in luck, Ferryl. I do believe that is Talia even now.” 

			“Good,” he said, reluctantly pulling away from her just enough that he might secure her robe around her, stealing a glance of her glistening skin as he finished his work. 

			“You are an oak, Ferryl of Navah,” she purred, kissing him with a chuckle.

			“I am a masochist, I think,” he said onto her lips, at last pulling away from her at Talia’s second, more persistent knock.

			She followed him through the chamber and to the door, laughing under her breath at the shock on Talia’s face when Ferryl answered.

			Ferryl laughed as well, pressing an exuberant kiss to Talia’s cheek. “Good morning, Talia!” he beamed. “Come in, come in.”

			“Och, Your Highness,” she said, blushing. 

			“If you do not start calling me Ferryl, I will take it as a personal offense.”

			The blush in Talia’s cheeks brightened, but she managed to say, “You had better shoo, Ferryl, or we’ll never get this wedding off the ground.”

			He only chuckled as he said at last, “My only request: don’t take too long.”

			And then he whirled, turning to leave her chambers, the last time he would see her before she was his wife. His wife.

			“Where are you going?” Adelaide asked. 

			He turned on his heel to face her once more. “I have an errand to run, my beloved. I shall see you at the temple.”

			And with that, he disappeared.
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			“Can I steal you away for a little while?” Avigail asked for only her daughter to hear. Leala, Talia, and a handful of servants bustled about, pinning and stitching and gathering and working—preparing for the wedding that would happen in only a few hours. Adelaide tore her attention from the mirror—from staring at the curl-and-braid-and-gem sculpture Talia had spent the better part of the morning working on. She turned to meet her mother’s eyes, wondering what that look meant—contemplative, perhaps even conspiratorial.

			“Of course,” said Adelaide, standing to her feet. Leala eyed them curiously, happily digging into some berry-and-cream concoction she had procured. But it was Talia who kept her gaze on them—the queen and her princess—a proud, if not slightly mournful smile on her mouth. Adelaide gave the dressmaker a kind smile, hoping her offer this morning hadn’t offended her. The thought of leaving here without her—it hadn’t sat well. Not from the moment she realized Talia was not her mother, after all. It had been Avigail’s idea to ask Talia to be her permanent lady’s maid. To return to Navah with her and Ferryl. And while Adelaide had loved the idea, she had privately hoped it would not feel like an insult to the dressmaker.

			But Talia had beamed so brightly and hugged Adelaide so tightly that she thought perhaps it had honored her in the way she hoped it would. So as Talia watched the princess follow her mother through the chambers, Adelaide gave her a bright, wide smile. And in response, Talia winked. 

			“Where are we going?” Adelaide asked, her curiosity piqued as she followed her mother out of the chambers and down the spire.

			“There’s something I want to show you.”

			Adelaide followed her mother down one chilly corridor after another, all the while keeping her eye out for Ferryl. She didn’t want him to see her. Not yet. Not until the ceremony. But he was nowhere to be found anyway. She wondered what errand he had to run the day of his wedding.

			Up a few more flights of stairs, they emerged into a wide hall, decorated a little more lavishly than the other corridors of Chesedelle. Golden sconces illuminated the glistening walls and floors, lush drapes fell from the windows dotting the hall. A suit of armor stood on one end, an intricate mountain scene painted behind it. 

			The queen pursed a smile as she pushed on the only door in the hall. 

			It was a foyer that led to a wealth of chambers. And in the middle of the foyer, carved expertly from white marble stood…

			…a lone, howling, white wolf with a butterfly perched on his snout.

			“What do you think?” the queen asked.

			“Where are we?”

			A huffed laugh. “Your chambers, of course.”

			“My chambers were on the other side of the castle, mother. I remember them being close to yours and father’s.”

			“Yes,” said the queen, clearly moved that she remembered such details of the home that had been stolen from her. “But those were your maiden chambers. These, darling, are your marriage chambers.”

			Adelaide looked around again, in awe of the rooms she had never seen. During her relentless exploration of the castle as a child, in all her games of hide-and-seek, she had never come across these.

			Marble pillared archways lined the long foyer, each one housing another door. Colorful tapestries hung on the glittering walls, the room a riot of embroidered flora and fauna. At the end of the long foyer, she could see an opening spilling into a room—a rather large, sunny room, full of chaises and settees and a roaring fireplace. A sitting room, then. 

			“This is where your father and I lived before King Adiel died, when we were still Prince Aaron and Princess Avigail.”

			A smile found her mouth at the thought, and she set about exploring the chambers that were attached to the foyer.

			“Not that one,” the queen said, laying her hand over Adelaide’s, stopping her from pulling on the lever before her.

			“Why not?”

			“You’ll see,” said the queen, a sparkle of mischief in her eyes. “Now follow me.”

			Adelaide followed her mother down the long foyer, counting the many doors as she went.

			“Why so many chambers? What are they for?” she asked.

			“Your children, of course,” said the queen, her back to her daughter as she led her down the long corridor.

			A thrill of hope found her heart at the word.

			Children.

			Yes, Providence-willing, she would have many children with Ferryl. She smiled at the thought of the kind of father he would be. Doting. Affectionate. A terrible disciplinarian. A laugh bubbled in her throat.

			“What is it?” Avigail asked when at last they emerged into the vast sitting room. She turned to face her daughter at the question, but Adelaide was too distracted by what she saw. 

			It was vast. Much too large for any spire or tower in this castle, just like every other room here. 

			It was magic, she realized. The Castle at Chesedelle was magicked. She wondered if her parents knew it.

			But before she could ask, Avigail said, “Come, child. There is something you must see.”

			~

			“What is this?” Adelaide asked, for there upon a chaise near the fireplace laid a gown—no, a work of art—covered from top to bottom in miniscule, shimmering crystals, the different colors of stone intricately designed in patterns and whorls. Every possible shade of silver and gold and bronze and cooper and even iridescent stone. It was… It was…stunning.

			“Oh mother.”

			“What do you think?” asked the queen, running her hand along the bodice. 

			“It’s absolutely remarkable.”

			“Do you know what it is?”

			Adelaide only shook her head. 

			“This was my wedding gown. And your grandmother’s. And her mother’s. And every princess of Haravelle for the past eight generations.”

			Adelaide stared wide-eyed at the piece of history set out before her, marveling at its intricacy, its splendor. 

			“I wanted to show it to you because it is yours to wear if you so choose,” said the queen. 

			Adelaide chuckled. “Eight generations? It doesn’t sound like I have much of a choice.” Not that she wanted one. 

			“On the contrary, darling, you do. You see, you are not a princess marrying into the royal line. You are the royal line. You will not be a regent of the throne of Haravelle as I am. You are the throne. And you are the first princess to inherit in three and a half centuries and only the second woman to ever inherit the throne. You are under no obligation to wear this gown. I am only showing it to you so that you will know of its existence and have the option. But you are heir in your own right. Foretold by the prophets. So if you want to wear your own gown and forge a new tradition, then it is your prerogative as heir.”

			“And if I want to wear the gown?” she asked, looking up to her mother.

			The queen’s eyes lit up with pride and conspiracy. “Then it is yours to wear. And we shall break tradition in another way.”

			“Break tradition? How? And, more importantly—why?” Adelaide asked, laughing at the way her mother was biting back a smirk. 

			The queen turned and fetched a small trunk, setting it on a table between them. She opened it, pulling out the most impossibly intricate coronet Adelaide and ever laid eyes on. Gold and silver vines twirled and tangled into five points around the circumference, encrusted with what seemed like a galaxy emeralds of all sizes.

			“This, my dear, is the queen’s coronation crown. It is only to be worn on coronation day, a symbol of the power of a queen inherited by marriage. But that power is already yours, darling. So if you wear that gown, I think you should wear this crown with it. And tell the world exactly who you are.”

			She laughed. “And has this been your plan all along, mother?”

			Avigail touched her daughter’s cheek, a tear glistening in the corner of her eye. “It was, yes. But I never thought I’d get to see you marry. I never thought I’d have the privilege of seeing your wedding day, my darling.” She sniffed as she wiped a tear. “But I confess, now that I am, I thought we might as well make a show of it.”

			Adelaide huffed a laugh as she looked down to the crown again, glittering and shimmering in the afternoon light.

			“Should we be telling the world so soon?” she mused, fingering the jewels. “It seems to me that once they know I’m alive, all Sheol will break loose. I’m supposed to be dead, aren’t I?”

			When her mother didn’t answer, she looked up again. It was intent that replaced the sorrow in her eyes. “That is why I’m giving you a choice, Adelaide. And it is your choice.”

			“What would you do, mother?”

			Avigail only grinned.

			~

			A few hours later, the festivities nearly ready, Adelaide returned to her chamber, Talia waiting with a feline grin, to find a note waiting for her on her dressing table.

			You have always been my princess.

			Sitting beside it, topped with an intricate sculpture of a horse with glorious wings, sat a crystal vial of lavender water.

			This time, it was Adelaide who grinned.
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			Chapter LXI

			Nothing—nothing—in all the wonder of the world and all the splendor of the heavens combined could have prepared him for this. For how he would feel the moment he saw her emerge into the sanctuary of the resplendent castle temple where they would pledge their forevermore.

			If he had thought she was a shining star at the Yasha ball, she was the very source of light itself now. If at the ball she had been a goddess, today she was religion itself. 

			Oh Providence above, this creature walking down the aisle toward him, radiant with beauty and wonder and joy—she was everything. And he was dumbstruck by her. In awe. Without words or thought for anything but the overwhelming knowledge that he didn’t deserve her. 

			Princess Adelaide walked down the center aisle of the temple, her hand resting in the crook of her father’s arm—her father wearing a smile so wide, his chest puffed with pride, that Ferryl couldn’t help the little chuckle that bubbled. 

			The haunting beauty of the song of violins and cellos wove through the room, rising up and up to the ceiling, a song for Providence himself to enjoy. The gold and silver temple, as if it hadn’t been spellbinding enough on its own, had been draped in shimmering gold fabrics that billowed from the arched ceiling, connecting the ornate chandeliers like the golden clouds of that magical hour just before the sun makes her nightly parade to give way to the stars. Candles covered every surface of the room, reflecting and refracting off of the crystalline walls and floors, as if Ferryl and the handful of guests were standing right in the middle of the firmament itself.

			And perhaps he was, because an angel clad in gold was making her way towards him.

			She took each step with the grace of a dancer, her black tresses falling in careful curls down her back, a golden crown atop her head. Not a diadem for a princess. 

			A crown for a queen born for this destiny.

			An equal. 

			Side by side they would face this world as cohorts, companions, and lovers eternal.

			He laughed, a tear falling at the sight of her.

			Her gown hugged her curves, spilling out behind her in a river of gold and silver iridescent stones that trailed behind for what might as well have been a thousand miles. The smile that curled her mouth was as radiant as her eyes—those impossible eyes of hers that were somehow even more emerald today, vivid as an ocean of summer grasses and lush flora, a galaxy of evergreen and riotous life.

			All Ferryl could think to do was smile in return, as a tear escaped him. 

			Heavens, this woman. 

			Friend.

			Companion.

			Soulmate.

			Lover.

			Wife. At long last.

			He shook his head while his whole being sighed in relief, contentment, and sheer exhilaration.

			“Who gives this woman in holy matrimony?” asked the priest. 

			King Aaron smiled proudly and said, “Her Majesty and I do.”

			He brought his daughter’s hand to his mouth and kissed it, touching her face before walking her the few remaining steps to Ferryl. When the king handed him his daughter’s hand, Ferryl took hold, the privilege, the weight of such an honor hitting him like an anvil.

			Tears pooled in her eyes, and her hands trembled. Ferryl held them firmly in his own. A comfort. A promise. She squeezed his hands in return.

			They turned their attention to the priest before them, listening intently as the old man spoke of marriage. Of covenant. Of promises eternal and vows unbreakable. And when he asked Ferryl if he would love and honor and cherish this woman beside him all the days of his life, the deepest kind of joy welled in him as he answered yes. Because today, before Providence, forever had finally begun.

			~

			The ceremony hadn’t lasted long—vows and promises exchanged before a smattering of Haravellian nobility. But before it was over, before their marriage was officially announced, it was King Aaron himself who took to the dais once more. 

			He took his daughter’s hand and Ferryl’s, joining them in his, smiling warmly, proudly before he spoke quietly in the old language, a song—a sonnet on his lips—ancient words memorized for days such as these. “Vem hihhshigachh varich vitch veshmovr vitch,” he said, his own eyes filling with tears. “Hev shev lehfivach ti finv lezrvich lech, velhivt dev lich. Hev rem ti resht finv lich v’nek lech shelvim.”

			May Providence bless you and keep you. May he make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you. May he lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.

			Then he kissed their hands in his and said proudly, “Go. And start your lives together.”
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			Chapter LXII

			Where exactly are we?” Ferryl asked, looking around the ornate corridor, perplexed.

			Adelaide huffed a laugh, reaching for the handle of the doors before her. “Our chambers, of course.”

			“No, no,” said Ferryl. “Our chambers are about three hundred winding halls and ninety flights of stairs that way,” he said, pointing up.

			Adelaide breathed a throaty chuckle. “Not anymore,” she said conspiratorially, at last opening the door.

			She stepped in first, Ferryl close behind her.

			“What are these?” he asked.

			“Our chambers, Ferryl. Set aside for us upon our marriage. They were my parents’ before us. And their parents’ before that.”

			He looked around wordlessly, absently taking hold of her hand beside him as he did. 

			But when his eyes met the white marble wolf before them, he froze.

			“What is this?”

			Heat kissed her cheeks as he fixated on the intricate statue. “Ferryl, there is something I never told you.”

			His brows furrowed, but his eyes never left the haunting beast with the butterfly on his snout.

			“When my father—when Bedell was dying, he…” Why hadn’t she told him this before now? Why hadn’t she fulfilled her promise to her father? 

			Because she hadn’t believed him, that’s why. But now…

			“He told me to tell you to follow the white wolf.”

			Ferryl said nothing, showed nothing in his expression, his eyes everywhere and nowhere all at once. Adelaide wondered as to his preoccupation.

			“He told me something else,” she went on, stepping closer to his side, observing the beast. “He told me to tell you that Ferryl would never marry Elizabeth.”

			Still, Ferryl was all but indifferent to her words. “I didn’t tell you and I’m sorry. I should have but I just… I didn’t believe him. Or I didn’t want to believe him. But the thing is…”

			She squeezed his hand, at last getting his attention. He looked at her deeply, and that’s when she noticed it—his eyes were…glowing.

			“The thing is,” she went on, swallowing. “I think he was right. Because you didn’t marry Elizabeth. You weren’t meant to. But you were meant to marry me.” She felt like she was rambling. But still… 

			“He was right, Ferryl. About so many things. He was right about us. About you. Maybe even about me… So I think… I don’t know what it means—follow the white wolf—but I think… I think we should figure it out and—”

			“I already have,” Ferryl said at last, turning his attention back to the statue.

			“You…what? What do you mean?”

			“I followed him. He called to me.”

			“When? Where?” she asked, her heart pounding in her throat, whether out of fear or excitement, she couldn’t say. Maybe both.

			“In the mountains. When I was with your father and the army. The wolf called to me. So I answered.”

			“You…” she said, remembering to breathe. “You didn’t tell me this before?” Ferryl merely stared at the statue as if… As if he could see its soul beneath the polished marble. “Where? Where did he take you?”

			And then he said it, his words little more than a breath on his lips.

			“To Providence.”

			To Providence? “What?” she asked, too dumbfounded to ask better questions.

			“The wolf…he led me to Providence. On the mountain.”

			He stepped forward, running his finger along the delicate wing of the butterfly perched on the wolf’s snout. 

			“What do you suppose they mean?” he asked.

			“What?”

			“The butterflies. There were thousands of them.”

			“Thousands—? Where? On the mountain?”

			“With Providence,” he nodded absently.

			“You saw him? You saw Providence?” she marveled. The glow in his eyes brightened at the memory.

			He nodded silently.

			“He spoke to you?” she prodded. “What did he say?”

			“I Am.” Ferryl said, his shoulders back, his face expressionless. But his eyes… His eyes told the story. The magic…that’s what he saw.

			Ferryl had seen the raw magic of Providence.

			“This…Adelaide, all of this…it’s about him. Every moment has led us to this. Not just to tonight,” he said, turning to her at last, taking her hands in his. “But to us. To our union and the reunification of our kingdoms. To the future we will make. Together. To the future that Providence has laid out for us. For the world. The era of the Promised One.”

			“I know,” she breathed. “I know.” A tear slipped down her cheek. “Everything has changed, hasn’t it?”

			Ferryl took the time to wipe that tear from her cheek, cupping her chin when he was done. “Yes, my love. Everything will change when the world finds out you’re alive.”

			Dread—pure and undiluted—washed over her. But not Ferryl. No, her husband stood resolute before her. Fearless. 

			A king in the making.

			And she was his princess. His future queen.

			He stepped to her, pressing his brow to hers. “He has brought you this far, Adelaide of Haravelle. He has gone to painstaking measures to keep you safe, to keep you alive. I don’t think he’s going to stop now. You’re the future, you see. You’re the one.”

			“No,” she said, shaking her head against his. “Us. We are the future, Ferryl. We are one, after all.”

			He lifted his head that he might meet her eyes. But it was not resolution there anymore. It was love. Pure and simple. And a hint of mischief as he said, “Not yet, my love.” He wrapped his arms around her, pressing his lips against hers as he went on, “But we’re about to be.”
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			Maybe Ferryl had always assumed that love would wane. That over time, that thing that had driven every thought, every action for as long as he could remember would eventually fade into something settled. Still waters running deep. And perhaps in one sense it had. Loving this woman all of his life—a love that had blossomed from a childhood friendship into something…other—had taught him many things. But the fact that his heart still beat only for her, the fact that her kiss could still set his heart about a gallop only made him smile as he held the love of his life—his wife in his arms.

			It took him a moment to realize that the restraint that had characterized every touch, every taste of her sweetness for all these years was no longer necessary. 

			Yes, she was his wife. And he was her husband. 

			And thank Providence for that. 

			Prince Ferryl lifted Princess Adelaide into his arms in the foyer of their newly minted chambers and carried her to the nearest door, assuming it was their bedchamber, but caring little. He fumbled to find a handle, pushing open the door with their bodies, only to find what must have been a thousand lit candles glimmering on every surface of the room, illuminating it as if the very stars in the heavens had been borrowed for them for this moment. Yes, he had found their bedchamber. 

			He set her down carefully, giving her a moment to take it in, standing behind her that he might wrap his arms around her, breathing against her neck. She loosed a contented sigh as she leaned against him. His lips found that inviting place where her neck met her shoulders, and he lingered for a while, breathing…savoring. Her very breaths fell in cadence with his, and when he could feel her skin prickling under his touch, he was done for. Claimed.

			His fingers brushed up her back to the laces that bound her gown around her, trembling as he pulled gently, slowly, cherishing this moment. He would not rush tonight. He would take his time on this journey to awaken their love. He would mark every step, breathe every breath with intent, delight in the sweetness of every secret his lips uncovered.

			He could feel her trembling as the gown fell to the floor, billowing as if on a phantom wind, revealing a shift of silk and lace that hugged her curves, her alabaster skin peeking out from under the lace. The sight sent his heart pounding so hard he was certain she should be able to hear it—certain the whole castle could probably hear it. He let the tips of his fingers explore the ivory skin it uncovered, and she only sighed, resting her head back against his chest. He breathed in the lavender in her hair—the lavender she wore for him—unable to help the smile that escaped.

			Then she turned to face him and he saw a hunger in her emerald eyes he had never seen before. Gorgeous. Providence above, she was too gorgeous for words. He knew that he had never adequately told her just how beautiful she was. 

			But now he could show her. 

			Oh, how he would enjoy showing her tonight.

			A golden glow cast through her shift, the gentle lines of her figure silhouetted by the makeshift starlight of the glittering candles. He let the back of his fingers trail from her cheek to her lips, down her chin and to her chest, delighting in the supple fullness he found. And at his exploration, at his lingering, something came alive within her. Unbridled, feral and free like her winged mare. She closed her eyes and bit her lip, a little sigh escaping. And Ferryl was lost in her. Found in her. Made whole by her.

			When he could stand it no longer, he lifted her into his arms and carried her to the bed, laying her down like a rare gem—a precious jewel, irreplaceable, pure. Carefully, methodically, one lace at a time, he loosened her shift, pulling at the hem until he lifted it over her shoulders, her midnight locks spilling savagely on her pillow behind her. In a few deft movements, he had done the same with his own clothes.

			When at last there was nothing to separate them, no shred of fabric between them, he let his lips find purchase on every curve, every dip, every corner of her alabaster skin. His fingers were like tender explorers of uncharted lands: mountains and valleys, hills and forests. There was magic in every new place he uncovered, until he was stretched out above her, body to body, soul to soul. He held her ever closer as she trembled beneath him, their breath mingling as he just looked at her. Took in the need, the hunger, the unfailing love in her eyes. And when their lips met again, when her trembling hands found his face, her kiss deepened and he knew—knew there could be no sweeter thrill than she. Than his mate. His wife.

			So he moved and she moved with him, holding her eyes all the while, losing himself at the exquisite rapture of her embrace. She took in a quick breath, shutting her eyes for a moment. He stilled, brushing the hair from her sweat-glistened brow, kissing it softly, breathing, willing his body to catch up with his heart—to keep the pace with her. 

			At last she opened her eyes, meeting his. 

			“Are you all right?” he asked softly.

			She huffed a small laugh. “Were you thinking of stopping?”

			He laughed too, pressing his brow to her bare shoulder. He would. Providence save him, if she needed him to, he would…

			“Ferryl,” she said, and when he lifted his head again, she took hold of his face and kissed him so deeply, so thoroughly that he thought he might shatter into a thousand pieces. From the corner of his eye, he spotted something flickering and faint, a blue flame dancing to life around them. A wreath of fire and firmament. Colors as wild and impossible as the light of Providence.

			And he—Ferryl was a wave lapping on a shore. He was the ebb and flow of the tide of the Great Sea, and she was the moon guiding him, coaxing him, beckoning him. A moon limned with blue flame.

			Magic flowing wild and free between them. Between their joining, their mating—a promise.

			A blessing.

			He could have sworn he heard her call his name as flames erupted around them—glowing, consuming. But not burning.

			And when at last they stilled, their breath mingled, heaving sighs as they watched each other. For long moments, that’s all they did. Eye to eye, body to body, soul to soul. Flame to flame.

			He was hers and she was his. Wholly. Completely. Irrevocably.

			Bound. Unbreakable. Eternal.
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			Chapter LXIII

			The silvery morning light was only just peeking through the thick curtains in their mountaintop bedchamber as Princess Adelaide sighed contentedly, her husband trailing his fingers up and down her bare arms, cooing sweet words while she dozed beside him. Words of her beauty, of his love for her, of how thankful he was for her. Only married a few hours, and Adelaide was fairly certain they were already the sweetest hours she had ever known. The way he had held her, the way he had claimed her, called her his own… 

			Her toes curled at the hours-old memories of his devoted, persistent attention…

			He kissed her shoulder softly, his breath a shock of warmth against her cool skin before he rested his head there. 

			“You are sweet, Ferryl,” she said, her eyes still closed after a night of very little sleep. “But I’m surprised you’re not still asleep.”

			“I’m barely awake,” he said dreamily. “I didn’t realize I had woken you.”

			“Praying out loud, and you didn’t think you’d wake me?” she laughed. 

			“I wasn’t praying.”

			She turned on her side to face him, propping herself on an elbow. “Yes, you were.”

			He opened his eyes, a skeptical furrow to his brows. “No, I wasn’t.”

			“Ferryl, I heard you. I suppose you thought you were whispering, but believe me, you were not.”

			Ferryl seemed uninterested in the conversation, inching to her, pressing his lips to her neck, her collarbone, resting his warm hands at her hips. “I wasn’t whispering, my love. Because I wasn’t praying. Well, I mean, I was praying. But not that you could hear.”

			“What?” she asked, pushing him away. “Of course I could hear!”

			He was apparently unfazed by her protests, because he pulled her back to him, finding her neck and…exploring. Her toes curled; so did the corner of her mouth. 

			“Well then maybe you can read my thoughts because I assure you, not a word passed my lips.”

			“Read your thoughts?” she balked, surprised that he wasn’t more intrigued by the idea. No, he seemed much more interested in the taste of her skin. He only groaned an answer.

			“Ferryl, what are you saying? That suddenly I can read your mind?”

			“Perhaps. If you heard my prayers, then you must be reading my mind.” Still, he was all but indifferent to such an idea. And so, apparently, were his lips.

			But Adelaide was not. She propped herself up a bit in the bed, ignoring the coolness of the air kissing her bare shoulders. “Can you read my thoughts?”

			“I don’t know,” he said, taking her hand that he might trail kisses down her arm, her hand, her fingers.

			Her breath, it seemed, was finding it difficult to function. Still she pressed on. 

			“All right, I’m going to think something random, and I want you to see if you can tell me what it is.”

			Ferryl sighed, and she took it as an agreement. He played with her fingers for a moment before he said, “You’re thinking of how you might procure the recipe for those terrible, mushy greens we had in Har Omer.”

			“Ferryl!” she cried, bolting upright, the linen sheets and furs tumbling down, baring her fully to her new husband. “You can read my thoughts! What does this mean?”

			“I have no idea,” he purred, devouring her with his eyes before pulling—clawing—her back down next to him. He kissed his way down to her bare belly, draping an arm over her hips. 

			“Think something,” she persisted, determined for answers despite the shiver of desire that coursed through her, nearly robbing her of all sense. “See if I can still read your thoughts.” 

			Ferryl only paid skillful homage to her belly, kissing and tasting her skin without saying a word. 

			“Prince Ferryl, what tawdry thoughts you have!”

			Ferryl chuckled, his breath a puff of warmth against her taut skin. “I am lying in bed next to my naked wife on the morning after our wedding, and you are appalled at what’s on my mind?”

			She nestled down further next to him, huffing a laugh, giving in to his silent pleas.

			You’re not even a little curious as to the fact that we can read each other’s minds? she asked without words, draping her arms around him, plunging her fingers into his unruly hair.  

			I’m terribly curious. Can’t you tell? he drawled, kissing and teasing and exploring every inch of her.

			What do you think it means, Ferryl?

			He sat up, finally looking her in the eye, a mischievous smirk on his mouth as he let his finger travel down from her chin farther and father and farther… Haven’t you heard the legends?

			Legends? she asked with a furrowed brow. What legends?

			You know…the legends, he said. Of lovers, graced with magic. A rare, pure magic. A bond. 

			I’ve never heard of anything like that, she admitted, her chest rising and falling, the cadence increasing with every brush of Ferryl’s fingers.

			I’m surprised Bedell never told you of such a thing, especially considering how often he spoke of our entwined destinies. He thought the last two words with a smirk, bending to press a kiss to her belly.

			Is it he who told you of such legends? she asked.

			No, actually. I read about them, in storybooks. When I was a boy. His fingers danced along her skin, his lips pausing here and there to explore.

			Storybooks? she asked.

			Lovers of yore, he said, his eyes dancing with mischief as he kissed his way across the plane of her stomach. Bound by eternal magic. Rare and pure. Bestowing upon them the gifts of Providence. More than just friendship, more than just attraction. Something… Something much deeper. A bond eternal. And only for them. 

			“Magic,” she breathed aloud.

			“Magic,” he echoed, working his way up to her mouth where he kissed her soundly.

			“Why us, Ferryl?” she asked when he relinquished the languid kiss.

			“I don’t know, my love,” he said. He tucked a strand of her unruly hair behind her ear. “But I know this. The færytales have it wrong. The story doesn’t end with the kiss.” He pressed his lips to hers, soft, simple. “A kiss, my love, is where the story begins. And I have a feeling that in this—our union, our bond—our story is only just beginning.”

			“Our destinies entwined.” She smiled, tracing his jaw with her finger.

			“A queen in the shadows who would bring forth the light.” He smiled, kissing her again.

			“A king’s song sung through the night,” she went on.

			“On the wings of eagles they would fly,” they continued in unison. “That the way of the Promised One would be made.”

			The Promised One, she echoed in her mind.

			He held her eyes with a steadfast gaze. The Promised One, he nodded.
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			Chapter LXIV

			Where exactly are we going?” Delaney asked, following Michael’s brisk pace through the corridors of Benalle Palace. The day had dawned particularly sunny and beautiful, the skies boasting rich hues of cerulean, peppered with fluffy white clouds. Despite the fact that it was now autumn, a signature Navarian heat had graced the morning, those uncharacteristic chilly winds nowhere to be found. Which was why, he supposed, he had knocked on her door.

			“Out,” was his only reply. 

			“Isn’t it a little early in the day to be visiting a tavern?” she protested. 

			He pursed a grin, looking down his nose at her even as he marched on. “We’re not going to a tavern.”

			“Where are we going, then?” she tried again, though the fact that she was keeping pace with him was evidence enough that she wasn’t planning on staying behind. 

			“You’ll see.”

			“Well then, Sir Cryptic, can you at least tell me if I am properly dressed for wherever we are going this time?”

			He slowed his pace just enough to inspect her silver and white gown—and the becoming way that it stretched taut across her budding belly, the way her glossy auburn locks spilled invitingly down her chest…

			Providence help him. 

			He picked up his pace again. 

			“You’ll do just fine.”

			“Not too duchess-like, then?” she drawled. 

			He did not look at her, did not so much as crack a smile as he pinched her waist. But when she grabbed his hand to stop him, she did not let go. 

			Neither did he. 

			They marched on past a few guards who did not balk at the fact that Michael was currently walking hand in hand with the duchess through the palace corridors. So he laced his fingers through hers for good measure.

			Though he still wondered what rumors would ensue. Not to mention he still wondered when the queen would decide to retaliate. 

			But she was no longer betrothed to the prince. In fact, she was technically no longer a duchess, either. While there had been no official declaration of her title from the Midvarish king, her father had made it clear that he had no intention to recognize her any longer as his heir. He and Ravid had disappeared not a week after receiving Ferryl’s letter, leaving behind nothing but a scathing letter for Delaney. Then a gaggle of servants had arrived in her chambers last night and cleared out all of the things, save for a few gowns and shoes. 

			But she hadn’t balked. She hadn’t even shed a tear. Not even when they had taken all of her jewels and baubles. She had merely stood resolute, her arms crossed, her chin high, saying not a word while they took every artifact of her nobility without remorse. 

			She hadn’t said a word about it to Michael since. 

			But he knew. 

			He knew how it wore on her. Not losing the jewels and finery. He knew her well enough to know that she didn’t care about those things. Not really. 

			But what her father had done. The way he had just thrown her away like an expendable trinket. 

			It had been eating at her incessantly since. 

			And so he had decided to do something about it. 

			Outside the palace, the birds chirped merrily, as if in mockery of Delaney’s darkened spirits. But Michael knew the bright day was exactly what she needed. So he hadn’t hesitated to get dressed, to inform the captain and a few of the guards that—for the first time in his tenure at the palace—he was taking an unscheduled day off. And then he had marched himself straight to her chambers, to get her out of the castle even if only for a little while. 

			“Well maybe I look duchess-like, but you certainly don’t look guard-like,” she said as they descended the palace steps of the front lawn. 

			“Do you disapprove of my wardrobe, my lady?”

			She didn’t answer, the silence yawning between them. He looked to her as their feet hit the soft green lawn that separated them from their destination, but she wasn’t looking at his face. 

			When he caught her staring at his torso, his shoulders, she looked up to him suddenly, a rosy heat kissing her cheeks. “You look fine,” she said curtly, even as he chuckled. 

			The breeze was cooler than he had realized as they trekked across the palace lawns towards the cliffs of Benalle. “Are you cold?” he asked. 

			“I’m fine,” she said, not bothering to meet his eyes. 

			But the closer they got to the cliff’s edge, the more the skepticism grew on her features. 

			“Where are you taking me, Michael?”

			He only grinned as they at last reached the jagged edge of the towering cliff. 

			“Is this your way of trying to kill me?”

			“Delaney, if I wanted to kill you, I would have done so a long time ago.”

			To that, she chuckled. So he gripped her soft hand a little more firmly and went to step off the cliff. 

			“Michael!”

			“What?” he asked innocently, freezing mid-stride. 

			“Have you lost your mind?”

			“Not that I’m aware of.”

			That skepticism had crumbled into utter terror, so he wrapped an arm about her waist and guided her to the edge, presenting her with the hidden steps that were carved into the cliffside. 

			“You have lost your mind if you think I’m taking those death traps,” she said. 

			He chuckled. “Oh come on, it’s fine.”

			“Who in their right mind would ever use these?”

			“I’ve done it a thousand times, Delaney. They’re not as bad as they look.”

			“No. They’re much worse.”

			He stepped toward her, closing the small gap between them. “Do you want to see the ocean or not?”

			By the sparkle of curiosity in her eyes, he knew she did.

			“Come on, then. I won’t let you fall.”

			“I don’t see how you can promise such a thing,” she pointed out. 

			“I can promise,” he said, pressing her body to his, “because I’m not going to let you go. So if you fall, I’ll fall too. And I weigh more than you, so I’ll land first and cushion the blow.”

			She bit down on a smirk and shook her head, slipping out of his grip and stepping around him that she might brave the ancient steps on her own. He kept his word about staying close and holding on to her. 

			An easy promise to keep. 

			The first few steps were no issue at all. Wide enough for both of them, they managed to descend a few feet without issue. 

			But a particularly dilapidated step gave Delaney pause, her trembling hands clinging tightly to his shirt. 

			“Just don’t look down,” he said, snaking an arm around her waist. 

			“I have to look down to see the steps.”

			“All right,” he chuckled. “Don’t look past the steps.”

			She gave him a wary look before returning her attention to the treacherous descent that loomed before them—the jagged cliffside, so steep that parts of it were not even visible from this vantage point, the angled rocks carved as if to ensure a sure, swift death to any fool who dared to descend them. 

			All right, perhaps the steps were terrifying. 

			But not nearly as terrifying as the way she looked today—like a winter storm on the horizon—all ice and snow and swirling gray clouds, a promise of glorious frozen splendor in her wake. The silver silk was…well, it was…

			It was too damn becoming on her, that’s what it was.

			A few more steps and Delaney seemed to gain a little confidence. That is, until her foot slipped off the edge of the next step, sending a cascade of rocks and pebbles careening down the unforgiving cliffside. She flung herself into Michael’s arms, trembling violently. Michael admittedly had nearly lost his lunch at her slip as well, holding her to him as if her life—and his—depended on it. 

			But despite the sheer drop-off beside them and the crumbling steps that had been in much better shape when he was a boy, Michael and Delaney made it down the black cliffs at Benalle, alive and intact. 

			And then Michael just…stopped. 

			Stopped to take it in. 

			The vast ocean spread before them, the horizon so distant, it was impossible to tell where the blue of the ocean ended and the blue of the skies began. The black sand beneath them glittered in the autumn sunlight. 

			It was perfect. 

			He promptly began removing his boots. 

			“What are you doing?” Delaney protested, standing on the last step behind him. 

			“You can’t wear your shoes on the beach, Delaney. It’s a sacrilege.”

			Barefooted, Michael walked across the soft sand, aching to dip his does in the foamy waves lapping at the not too distant shore. It was as glorious as he had remembered. It had been too long since he had come down here. He shouldn’t have let so much time pass. 

			Soft steps sounded behind him, and he turned to see one bare-footed former duchess tip-toeing across the black sand, her skirts gathered in awkward billows in her arms, leaving her slender legs and bare feet exposed. Her heeled boots lay forgotten behind them.

			“What are you doing?” he chuckled as she hesitantly stepped into the shallow waters. 

			“I thought you said I was appropriately dressed,” she grumbled, fumbling with the yards of fabric that made up her voluminous skirts. 

			“Well unless you’d like to be naked, I’m not sure what constitutes as appropriate dress for the beach.”

			She only scowled at him before jumping to dodge a wave. 

			“Delaney, it’s the ocean,” he laughed. “I don’t think you’re going to avoid getting wet.” Even as he said it, a small wave lapped at his ankles, drenching the bottom of his trousers. 

			“This is silk, Michael. It will spot if it gets wet.”

			“One of these days, you’re going to have to learn to relax,” he laughed. As if Providence himself agreed, a particularly eager wave crashed at her ankles, splashing the skirts she held in her arms, her bodice, and even her face. 

			Michael tried not to laugh. He really did. 

			But Delaney scowled, bending over. He thought she was perhaps playing with the foamy waves, or running her fingers through the sand. That is, until she splashed Michael so thoroughly she showered his shirt and face in the salty brine. 

			She stood straight again, a brow raised, her skirts still gathered in her slender arms. 

			An invitation.

			So of course, Michael splashed Delaney in return, soaking her skirts and bodice. 

			But Delaney did not scowl. She did not huff her protest. 

			She only narrowed her eyes, dropped her skirts… 

			And ran. 

			Michael’s grin turned positively vulpine as he followed suit. 

			She ran surprisingly swiftly down the narrow beach, her bare feet leaving perfect imprints in the wet, black sand. The wind tossed her hair wildly behind her, a wave of humid auburn curls just begging to be explored.

			Her eyes sparkled with mirth every time she stole a glance behind her. Michael couldn’t help but to think her smile the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. 

			He was letting her win, of course. He could have easily outrun her. But where would the fun have been in that?

			Until she came to a sandbar that Michael knew held a secret: a pool, a lagoon of sorts, hidden behind the small hill. 

			And much deeper than the lapping shallows along which they ran. 

			Before he could say anything, before he could stop her, she ran full speed over the dune, careening into the pool so fluidly and gracefully that Michael wondered if she hadn’t planned it. 

			But a few moments later, a damning silence yawning before him, Delaney still hadn’t emerged from the lazy waters. Seconds, maybe minutes passed without so much as a bubble to indicate her presence beneath the surface. Terror lumping in his throat, Michael leaped into the murky depths of the pool.
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			Chapter LXV

			Darkness and weightlessness engulfed her as she thrashed and kicked in the warm waters. She couldn’t think, couldn’t focus past the blind terror that she did not know how to get to the surface of the water. She had never swam a day in her life. 

			And if Michael didn’t find her…

			How deep were these waters? She had no idea, the sun having difficulty penetrating her surroundings, the black sand gobbling up the sunlight, an abyss of darkness beneath her. Beside her. Above her. 

			She opened her mouth to scream, filling her mouth and lungs with burning, salty brine. And then the corners of her vision turned black, stars wheeling as she stopped fighting, stopped thrashing. 

			And embraced the darkness looming before her.

			Perhaps she was sinking. Perhaps she was rising. The water seemed to have no depths, no heights. It was just…endless. A firmament of salt and bubbles and rippling shafts of golden light penetrating hither and thither. 

			And then hands. Strong and steady under her arms. Pulling. Lifting. Light growing, even as darkness beckoned, threatened. 

			A burst of light and the sting of air on her face and cheeks had Delaney gasping for breath. Glorious, glorious breath. A warm, solid form pressed her close, hands at her face, brushing back her soaking hair. 

			“It’s all right, just breathe,” Michael said. “I’ve got you.”

			So she breathed, the air protesting the water that had invaded her lungs. She sputtered and coughed and breathed some more, her heart a pounding drum in her throat. 

			Those steady arms found her waist and drew her in tighter against him as he treaded the water with expert ease.

			“Breathe. Just breathe. It’s all right.”

			And a calm, a peace lapped at her soul at the sound of Michael’s words, his reassurance, his strength. 

			“You can’t swim,” he said softly, but it wasn’t really a question. 

			“It’s not something a highborn lady typically learns,” she said, a tremble settling into the very marrow of her bones. Then again, she was no lady. Not anymore. “Will you teach me?” she suddenly asked. 

			He met her eyes, a hint of mirth mixed with something else in his disposition. Understanding. “Of course. But the ocean is no place to learn. It’s a bit too rough. There’s a pool not far from here. When the weather warms, I’ll take you there.”

			She breathed. And breathed again, nodding as she shut her eyes and willed herself to calm. 

			When she opened her eyes again, she found his locked on her, steady and searing. Searching.

			Her breath caught in her throat, a phenomenon that had nothing to do with the water lingering in her lungs. 

			“Give me your hand,” she said. 

			And Michael didn’t hesitate; keeping his other arm wrapped tightly around her, he let her flatten his palm on her belly under the water, pressing hard against the little miracle beneath. 

			“Do you feel that?” she asked. 

			A quick shake of his head. “Is she moving?”

			“Quite vigorously,” Delaney grinned, thrilled at the idea that Michael should refer to the baby as a “she.”

			His eyes found her belly beneath the lazy lapping water of the small lagoon that had tried to claim her. “Does she do that a lot?”

			She shrugged. “Sometimes. Mostly when you are near.”

			His eyes found hers again, a quiet pride looming in his gaze. She pressed his hand more firmly into her rounding belly. But he showed no sign of feeling the little one frolicking about her womb. 

			“What does it feel like?” he finally asked, a quiet awe to his voice. 

			She shrugged again. “It’s hard to explain. It’s subtle right now. Like… Like wings. Butterfly wings.”

			A small smile found his mouth even as he kept his rapt attention on her stomach. And suddenly she wanted him to know. She wanted him to share in it with her. It seemed suddenly important that he should be a part of this…of whatever this was. 

			So she raised her fingers to his neck, to that little dip just below his throat, drumming her fingers softly on his sun-kissed skin. “It feels like this,” she said. 

			His skin went taut at her touch, his eyes finding hers again. She hadn’t noticed the hand that found its way to hers, that took hold of her drumming fingers and held her there between them, his thumb exploring the palm of her hand even as his eyes marked her. 

			She could have sworn his face was somehow closer, his lips a hair’s breadth away. As if he had closed the gap between them. As if he couldn’t stand an inch of distance between them anymore. 

			And then he just stopped. Froze. He inched away ever so subtly and said, “We should dry off.”

			Point taken.

			~

			He led her by hand out of the water and up the bank to the narrow black beach again, never letting go, but not meeting her eyes, either. When he stopped and dropped her hand that he might remove his shirt, she nearly passed out. 

			“What in the world are you doing?” she barked. 

			He turned to face her, features dancing with mirthful incredulity. “Drying off,” he said, matter-of-factly, as he bent to remove his trousers. 

			“Naked?” she asked, crossing her arms. 

			“I am hardly naked, Delaney,” he said, gesturing to his braies. 

			He spread his shirt and trousers on a nearby boulder, the sun pouring thick and hot on them. 

			“This is your plan? To dry our clothes on rocks whilst we trounce about the beach in nothing but our underthings?”

			“Did you have a better plan?” he drawled. 

			“Michael! What if someone sees us?” she asked, looking to the treacherous stairs not far down the beach. 

			“Are you kidding me? No one would dare brave those things!”

			She scowled, flinging her arms akimbo. “Sometimes I really hate you.”

			“No you don’t,” he said casually. 

			No. She didn’t. 

			Still…

			She stood before him, fully-clothed and wondering how in the world he expected her to keep her eyes averted from his annoyingly perfectly sculpted torso. Had she known that was what had been hidden beneath his uniform all this time… She would have been too much of a coward to do a damn thing about it, that’s what. She swallowed once. Twice.

			“Delaney, are you embarrassed?” he asked, stepping towards her. 

			She took a step back. “Yes,” she barked. 

			“Why ever should you be embarrassed?” he asked, still inching towards her. 

			“Because.”

			“Because why?” Another step. Another. 

			“Because my shift is hideous!” 

			“What?” he laughed, still crossing the gap between them, one step at a time.

			Gods. 

			Providence. 

			Why was it so hot?

			“It’s the only thing I can find that will fit around my fat belly! And it’s hideous!” 

			It was true. She was wearing so many yards of fabric that it was barely shy of a circus tent. It was the only damn thing in the entire kingdom that fit anymore. 

			And it was utterly horrid. There was no way in Sheol—

			“I’ll be the judge of that,” he said, reaching her at last. 

			No, not reaching her. He stopped just shy of her, his heat, his nearness a searing brand. 

			“Is this your attempt to get me naked?” she quipped, attempting to diffuse nerves. 

			“This is my attempt to help you dry your clothes. But if you’re offering to be naked, I heartily accept.”

			She scowled, turning her back to him. But there was something about the way he spoke to her, something about the ease with which he had always spoken to her that had her pulling at the laces of her sodden silken gown, only to find them too wet to give in to her silent demands. 

			And then warmth encompassed her once more, hands found her back, and Michael set about untying her laces for her. 

			And she thought she might shatter into a thousand stupid, pointless pieces right there. Because the way he touched her, the way he took such careful time about his work…

			At last the laces were loosened and she slipped off the stubborn gown, suddenly reminded of how terribly matronly and utterly non-scandalous was her shift. Heat kissed her cheeks as she turned to face Michael at last. 

			“Are you telling me that your regular shifts are more appealing than this?” he asked. 

			“Don’t make fun of me. And don’t pretend like you find this appealing,” she balked, fussing with the absurd amount of fabric that it took to fit around her growing belly. 

			“On the contrary, I find everything about you appealing, Delaney.” She shot her eyes to his, letting him hold her gaze as an utterly male smile grew on his mouth. “And don’t pretend like you didn’t know that.”

			No, she didn’t know that. Well, maybe she did. 

			No. No, she didn’t. Not with his annoying habit of getting close and then pulling back again. As if she was simultaneously everything he wanted and exactly what he needed to stay away from. 

			Then again, maybe she was. 

			After all, she was the palace adulteress. The mother of a bastard. Not to mention a nobody. And he was gorgeous and the prince’s favorite and absurdly perfect in every way imaginable. 

			Michael had ambled back up the beach, deciding to lie down on the sand, stretching out his sculptured form and crossing his arms behind his head. She decided to change the subject. 

			“So do you often bring women here and find flimsy excuses to strip them down to their underthings?” she asked, sitting down beside him, hugging her knees to her belly. 

			A chuckle. “No, I’ve never brought Niria here, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			“I wasn’t asking that!” Of course she wasn’t. Not at all. Of course not. 

			Even though the thought had been gnawing at her…

			“Why ever would I care if you’d brought Niria here? Are you implying that I’m jealous?”

			“Are you?” he asked, annoyingly glorious as the sun kissed his skin, patches of black sand clinging to him.

			“Absolutely not! Why would I be jealous of her? It’s not as if you’re together.” Gods above, why did it matter if they had ever been together? “That would be like saying that you’re jealous of Ravid.”

			But Michael didn’t say anything, merely raising an eyebrow in that maddening habit he had of just looking at her, as if he could see straight through to her soul.

			“I’m terribly jealous,” he finally said, holding her gaze for an excruciatingly long moment before resting the crook of his arm over his eyes and lying back in the sand. 

			What?

			“Are you… Aren’t you worried about getting sand in…?”

			In what? His teeth? His hair? His braies? Gods, why was she asking such a question?

			Because she needed a diversion, that’s why. Because whatever he had just admitted…

			He laughed and repeated. “One of these days, you’re going to have to learn to relax, Delaney.”

			It was true. And she knew it. 

			“Sorry, I just…” She settled more soundly into the sand, leaning back that she might prop herself on her elbows, soaking in the sun, the unfettered view, the sound of rushing waves. In nothing but her shift. Next to a man clad in nothing more than his underthings. 

			She couldn’t help the incredulous giggle that bubbled. 

			“I guess I’m just not quite used to the prospects of my new life, these days,” she admitted. “I don’t know that I’ll ever get used to not having my father lurking around every corner, waiting to lecture me on propriety and expectation and the behavior of future princesses and blah, blah, blah. I suppose it will take me a while to remember that I’m a great big nobody now.”

			“You are most certainly not a nobody,” he said, propping himself on his elbows, too. 

			“Well I’m definitely not a somebody.”

			A smile curled his full lips. She ripped her eyes from those lips before they gave her away. 

			“Well from one nobody to another, I’m here to tell you it’s not so bad, down here amongst the commoners,” he said. 

			“Is that so?”

			“Yeah. You can trounce about the beach in nothing but your underthings and no one bats an eye.”

			She chuckled, elbowing his taut side. He laughed with her. 

			She shifted her gaze out across the ocean before them, breathing a sigh as she watched the waves tossing white foam on the black sand, the sun glittering on the shifting waters. “It’s strange, you know. I went from having my life laid out before me to having no life, no prospects at all.”

			“That’s not true,” he said. “You have a life here, in Navah now.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Michael, don’t be so daft. I cannot possibly stay here.”

			“Why not?” he asked, sitting up now. “Ferryl offered you sanctuary. You can stay as long as you like.”

			“And do what? Live off the good graces of the crown prince? Hope no one on the council decides they’ve had just about enough of the presence of the niece of the enemy king?”

			“Delaney, you needn’t worry about the council. King Aiken is—”

			“Oh no? Well what about the court? What about all the whispers? I see how they look at me now, when none of them knows the truth. But what about once Ferryl returns and announces that our marriage is dissolved because of my cuckoldry?”

			“He won’t do that. He’s not—”

			“Oh, maybe he won’t say it,” she barked. “But everyone will know it, won’t they? When he marries Elizabeth, they’ll know for certain. Not to mention I won’t be able to hide my belly under my skirts much longer. They’ll know. They’ll all know that I’m the castle adulteress. The niece of the enemy. The mother of a bastard!”

			Something…something shifted in Michael’s countenance at the use of such a vile term for the child in her womb. He shifted more closely to her, reaching to take her hand. 

			But she did not let him. “Michael, I’m not a fool! I have no prospects here. I have no prospects anywhere! I have sealed my fate with one stupid decision, one pathetic attempt to feel wanted, to feel needed. And it has left nothing but destruction in its wake! There is no hope for me in Navah. There is no hope for me at all!”

			“That is not true,” he protested. “There is always hope, Delaney. Always.”

			“That’s easy for you to say,” she scoffed, immediately regretting the flippant error in her judgment. 

			“Is it?” he asked. “Delaney, I was like you, once. I had nowhere to go. I had no prospects. When the training was over, when the commander was done with the boys he had trained for nearly a decade, he sent us home. He sent us back because there was no war. Nowhere for us to serve. And while I am glad I serve a peaceful king, I had never been more terrified of going back home. Of facing my father again. 

			“But Ferryl…he helped me. He found me a job at the palace as a guard. He offered me a life here when I had nowhere else to go. And I will never forget that kindness. As long as I live, I will never forget it! He reminded me that there is always hope. Always. 

			“My mother had always told me that from the time I was little. When my father was particularly mean, or particularly drunk, she would sneak into my room in the dead of the night. She’d curl in my bed beside me and tell me stories, sing me songs. And always—always when she was done, she would say, ‘Never give up, Michael. Never lose faith. With Providence, there is always a way. And with a way, comes hope.’

			“So don’t you dare tell me that I wouldn’t understand you. I do. I understand completely. And I’ll be damned if I let you go run and hide from your problems because you think no one cares. Just like I’ll be damned if I let you keep pretending like I don’t care!”

			“Michael, I know you care. I do,” she said, nearly breathless from his tirade. From his…passion. “But you don’t…”

			“Don’t what?” he barked, his brows furrowed, his body dangerously close to hers. She found she could not move away, even as she breathed, “Don’t care for me… Not the way I care for you.”

			There. 

			She’d finally said it, damn it. She shut her eyes, letting the tears fall, knowing herself to be the world’s biggest fool for the stupid ideas she had let bloom.  For the idiotic notions she had entertained: notions that when he looked at her like he had, when he held her so tenderly, that he had enjoyed it as much as she had. That he had wanted it the same way she did.

			But she knew she was wrong. No man in his right mind could love a woman like her. And certainly no man could love a woman who brought with her the burden of a bastard. 

			Her eyes flew open when she felt his searing touch, his hands on either of her cheeks, his eyes boring into hers. 

			“You’re wrong about that,” he said. 

			And then he kissed her. 

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter LXVI

			Power. Strength. Impossible tenderness in his touch, his kiss. He did not break his embrace, did not slacken his hold when he at last broke from her lips, breathing on her cheek as he said, “Your lips are even softer than I imagined.”

			Heat crawled up her neck and cheeks. Her heart turned flips at his declaration, even as she found the gumption to ask, “You’ve imagined my lips?”

			His mouth worked its way to her jaw, down to her neck—gods help her—as he said into her skin, “Among other things.”

			She might have melted into a puddle right there if not for his solid arms around her, anchoring her. The same way he had always held her. And somehow… Somehow it was starting to make sense. Maybe Michael had been as afraid of falling in love with her as she had been of falling for him. 

			But he did not seem afraid anymore. His lips continued their relentless exploration of her neck, her shoulder, just below her ear…

			Gods above, this man. 

			She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled herself closer to him. He obliged by settling her on his lap. At the need, the hunger in his kiss… She wondered how long he had wanted her. How long he had refrained from telling her.

			He pulled away just enough to meet her eyes, searching the depths as if he could reveal all of her secrets with just a look. He probably could.

			But when he did not say anything, simply kept his gaze on her, his steady arms warm around her, she finally asked, “What is it?”

			A smile ghosted his lips. “I’m in love with you, that’s all.”

			Such intensity, such sincerity, such unfettered desire in his words, his eyes. She found she could scarcely breathe. 

			Like a feather, he brushed his lips against hers as he went on, “You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to tell you that.”

			“How long?” she asked, a sweet thrill of curiosity coursing through her. 

			Another featherlight kiss. “I’ve been falling in love with you since you arrived, Delaney Dupree.”

			“Such scandal,” she teased. “A guard in love with the prince’s betrothed!”

			The joke struck a chord. She could see it in the subtle shift in his eyes, the tightness of his shoulders. So she ran her hands along his shoulders, relishing the feel of the salt and sand on his smooth skin as she asked, “Do you think he will be upset?” She knew he knew to whom she was referring. 

			“Not upset, no. Ferryl is not that kind of person.” Michael looked down, absently gazing at her belly resting between them like a summer cantaloupe. “But he will certainly be surprised.”

			“Good surprised or bad surprised?” she asked, also staring at her belly. 

			But Michael lifted his gaze to her before he finally said, “I suppose we’re about to find out.”

			She lifted a brow, nodding her trepidatious agreement. “He is like a brother to you.”

			A nod. “Yes but there are things even he doesn’t know about me. Things I’ve never told anyone. Except you.” Her eyes wandered to his arm, to the jagged scar that told the secrets of his past. The scar he had never explained to anyone but her. She rested a hand on his arm, running her thumb lightly down the shiny skin. Michael closed his eyes at her touch, breathing deeply before going on. “And seeing that Ferryl fell in love with his best friend, I would hope that he would be a fair enough man to understand why I fell in love with mine. Even if she was once his betrothed.”

			He added the last sentence under his breath. 

			And Delaney understood. For the first time, it all made sense. 

			It wasn’t that Michael had been hesitant to fall in love with her. He had been hesitant to love a woman that had once belonged to his friend. But not just his friend, his prince. The man he swore to serve. To protect. Faithfully. Loyally. 

			Michael was worried that his loving Delaney would be seen as disloyalty to Ferryl. 

			Bile burned in Delaney’s throat, and fear bubbled in her belly. What if Ferryl didn’t approve? What if he somehow came up with reasons why she and Michael could not be together? No matter how asinine, no matter how inane they might be—would Michael choose Delaney?

			Or would he choose Ferryl?

			She might have been swallowed up by the rabbit hole had it not been for Michael’s touch—his hands finding either side of her face, his lips finding hers again. He kissed her. Claimed her. Whether he was prepared to follow through with it or not, Michael had claimed her today. 

			And so she claimed him too. “Michael, I’m in love with you. I think I’ve been falling in love with you from the beginning, too.”

			“I know.” He grinned, a satisfied, lazy smile. 

			“What do you mean, you know?” she scoffed. 

			“I mean you either have the worst sense of direction or you were purposefully getting lost all the time when you first arrived. Because I’ve never had to help someone so much as I had to help you find your way through the castle.”

			He… How did he know that? She thought she had been clever, thought she had been sly—asking him to help her find this room or that chamber. After that first time he had legitimately helped her…well, she couldn’t resist his handsome attention, his searing smile. 

			So she had gotten lost. 

			A lot.

			“I was not purposefully getting lost!” she lied. 

			“Is that so?” he asked, letting his lips find her neck again. 

			“And what about you?” she asked. “Why is it that of the hundreds of guards in this castle, you were the only one available to escort me?”

			“Because I made sure that I was,” he said, and she could hear the grin in his words as he kissed her neck and shoulder. “I told you, I’ve been falling in love with you since I met you. You’re too beautiful for your own good, you know.”

			Beautiful.

			Not a soul had ever called her beautiful. Not once. But the way Michael said it, the way he touched her, held her… He made her feel beautiful to the very marrow of her bones. 

			He sensed her pause, her shift in demeanor. Lifting his head from her shoulder, he met her eyes and said, “I’ve never known anyone more beautiful.”

			And she knew to the depths of her soul that neither had she. 

			~

			They made it back up that sorry excuse for stairs in one piece, thank the gods. Or Providence, perhaps, if Michael was right. They had traipsed back across the palace lawns, a lightness about her that she hadn’t known in months or even years. Maybe not since before her mother had died. 

			He had held her hand and even stopped at one point just to kiss her thoroughly, to pull her against him. She hadn’t objected. 

			But the closer they had gotten to the castle, the more something shifted in Michael’s countenance. 

			A few horrid moments had her worrying that he couldn’t face anyone with her by his side. Not after everything had so thoroughly changed. 

			But it was soon evident that it wasn’t trepidation on the part of having her close that was worrying him. He hadn’t dropped her hand, hadn’t put so much as a hair’s breadth of extra space between them as they at last emerged into the black and white corridors of Benalle. 

			It was something else entirely that gnawed at Michael. Something that looked a lot like fear. 

			“What is it?” she asked, an answering fear clutching her at the expression in his otherwise steadfast eyes.

			He did not tear his gaze from the castle, looking around the empty foyer wordlessly. 

			“Michael?” she tried again. And then it hit her. 

			The empty foyer. 

			No one was in sight. No courtiers. No pages or servants bustling about. And perhaps most damning of all, no guards at their posts.

			“Where is everyone?” she asked under her breath. 

			His grip on her hand became a vice. “I don’t know,” he said ominously, still scouring their surroundings for any clues, any ideas. 

			And then he set off, practically dragging her behind him as he ascended the grand staircase before them. 

			“Where are we going?” she asked, straining to keep up with his grueling pace. 

			“I’m taking you to your chambers.”

			“What? Why? Let me help you.”

			He stopped, whirling to face her. “Never—never in all my twelve years here have I ever seen the guards disappear like this.”

			He whirled again, setting off at a near-run, still gripping her hand.

			“But what is happening?” she panted behind him. 

			“I don’t know. But I need to get you to safety so that I can find out.”

			“How do you know my chambers are safe?” she asked unhelpfully. 

			“I don’t. But I will make sure they are before I leave you.”

			“Michael, I want to help you. Let me come with you.”

			“The answer is no.”

			“Michael—”

			He whirled to face her again, taking her face in his hands. “If anything were to happen to you…” He stopped himself, shaking his head before going on. “Just let me assess what is going on. Let me see what it is. I will come back to you afterward. I promise.”

			He brought her hands to his mouth, pressing a fierce kiss to her knuckles before resuming his march through the corridors, no time to wait for her response. 

			She was going to protest…until she saw the worry in his eyes. Worry for her. 

			Because he loved her. 

			The thought filled her soul so fully that she found she had no protest left. And so she let him deposit her in her rooms, a sitting duck, waiting for word of whatever in Sheol was going on. 

			And then she heard it. The whisper in her gut that promised fear like she had never known. The reminder of all that had transpired since her arrival in Navah. And the assurance she had given Michael…

			“You don’t know what my father is capable of.”

			Providence help them all, she prayed in earnest that Michael was not about to find out.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter LXVII

			The corridors were too quiet as Michael marched his way towards the captain’s office. He needed the calm assurance of his captain, to get his orders, to be reminded that everything was as it should be. 

			Surely… Surely he was overreacting. 

			Maybe some castle servant was celebrating a birthday in the kitchens…and maybe the guards, and every courtier, and every page, and every single soul in the castle had decided to join in on the festivities. 

			Right. 

			Shit. 

			Michael tore into a run, worry gnawing at him for whatever this was, for the safety of the royal family, for Delaney…

			He rounded a corner, fully expecting to find Amos at his post for the day. But the doors to the ballroom were unguarded and ghostly quiet. He ran faster, down the gilded hall and toward a back staircase that led to the captain’s quarters—the quickest route to his destination. 

			Down the narrow, spiraling staircase, lit by flickering torches, Michael at last descended the remaining stone steps, assaulted by a bitter tang in the air, a buzzing, acrid sting. 

			Magic. 

			Dark and sinister magic.

			He rounded a corner to find a throng of guards filling the narrow hall in the back of the castle. The hall that housed the captain’s office and private chambers. Michael stopped dead in his tracks when he saw Amos, crouched on the floor next to Captain Samuel. The old man was sprawled out on the floor, and that’s when Michael spotted it. 

			Crimson and glistening like a moonlit lake in the candlelight.

			Blood.

			It pooled quickly under the old man. Too damn much blood. Samuel labored to breathe, his eyes growing glassier and glassier. 

			“Captain! No!” Michael yelled, shouldering through the guards before falling to his knees beside his captain. “Amos, what’s going on?”

			But Amos didn’t answer. And it took Michael a moment to register the fact that he had a sword in his hands. A sword covered in blood. 

			He looked slowly to his friend only to find ice and death in the redhead’s eyes. 

			“Amos?” he begged. 

			The guard only glared at him. Wordlessly. Motionlessly, the bloody weapon limp in his hands. 

			“What did you do?” Michael asked, panic welling higher and higher. 

			Captain Samuel choked and gagged, as if he were trying to say something. Michael tore his eyes from Amos to attend to the old man. 

			“Captain,” he breathed. “Captain, it’s all right. Just relax.” He brushed hair from the captain’s face, fighting back the tears that were threatening to fall for the man who had treated him like a son.

			“It wasn’t…” The captain struggled against the call of death that loomed before him, the blood dripping down the corner of his mouth, pooling dangerously around him, tumbling from the gaping wound at his gut. He wouldn’t last much longer. 

			“Shhh,” Michael said. As if calming him would help. As if anything would help.

			“It wasn’t Amos,” the old man finally said, gasping, writhing for the last vestiges of air he would breathe. “Michael,” he garbled. “It wasn’t Amos.”

			And then the captain stilled. Frozen in Michael’s arms, a shell of the man he had once been, the captain breathed his last.

			“Providence,” Michael heard himself breathe.

			Michael looked back to Amos, who only glared at the captain. No expression. No remorse. No…nothing. 

			“Amos? Tell me! Tell me what’s happened!” Michael begged, growing frantic at his friend’s coolness, his unearthly stillness. He let go of the captain that he might grab his friend’s shoulders, shaking him violently. But Amos showed no sign that he even recognized Michael, much less what he had done. 

			Something had happened to him. Something had robbed him of his mind, his faculties… Something like…

			Like a curse. 

			He could see it. Plain as day. Plain as the icy glass that had so often robbed his king of his faculties. 

			Amos had been cursed to do this. 

			But why? And by whom?

			Shit. 

			There was only one person in the castle capable of such a curse, of such remorseless darkness.

			Michael jumped to his feet and raced down the corridor, calling to the other guards over his shoulder. “Keep Amos here. Don’t let him go anywhere!”

			He tore through the endless corridors of Benalle, up a flight of stairs and down another corridor until he reached the stairs that led to the top floor. 

			The king’s floor. 

			Something in his blood boiled because he knew—knew—what he would find. It was her. It was the queen. She had done something to Amos. And even though he didn’t know why she would target a guard, Michael knew that he had to get to the king. And fast. 

			Because something wasn’t right.

			But when Michael burst through the king’s private chamber doors, the queen of Navah was nowhere to be found. 

			The tableau before him was infinitely worse. 

			Sir Thomas Nachash, the quiet Midvarish diplomat, knelt wordlessly on the ground. 

			By the king. Prone and unmoving.  

			Michael’s heart stopped and then raced back into action, all fear falling off of him. He was going to kill—kill the bastard. He tore across the room like a caracal on the hunt, grabbing the diplomat by his hair and yanking his head back, yanking the dagger from his boot and training it on the diplomat’s throat in one fluid movement. 

			“What have you done?” he growled. 

			But he realized it was too late. He was too late. 

			King Aiken was dead. 

			“What have you done?” he heard himself bark again, pressing the dagger harder against the diplomat’s neck. A trickle of blood began to fall. 

			“The world, it seems, has been ridded of a nuisance,” said Sir Thomas, and it took every single ounce of restraint not to kill him right there. But Michael needed to understand. He needed more information.  

			“Why? Why did you do this?” Michael panted, pulling harder on Thomas’s hair, the skinny weasel of a man wincing like a little girl.

			“Why did I do this?” Sir Thomas protested. “It wasn’t me! I came in here only to find that guard sneaking away. Michael, I think—”

			Someone burst through the doors just then and Michael turned to see a few more guards tearing across the room. “Michael, what is going on?”

			“Michael?” Sir Thomas asked, and Michael looked down to see panic coloring the man’s features. “But I thought…”

			“Where is Amos?” Michael asked the guards, ignoring the murderer in his grip. 

			“He’s locked in the dungeons. But he’s scared out of his mind, Michael. He doesn’t remember killing the captain.” 

			“Amos? That was Amos?” Sir Thomas breathed, panic devouring him breath by breath. “I thought… I thought he was Michael. I thought he was you,” he stammered. 

			Michael growled as he yanked the man’s head back that he might look in his eyes. “What do you mean you thought he was me?”

			“It wasn’t supposed to be…” stuttered Sir Thomas. “He’s going to kill me. Oh gods, he’s going to kill me!”

			“Who’s going to kill you?” Michael growled.

			But Sir Thomas ignored Michael’s questions, terror overtaking him. “He’s going to kill me. Oh gods. Oh gods!”

			And then Sir Thomas grabbed the hilt of the dagger trained at his throat. Not to pull it away. No, he plunged it into his own throat, collapsing onto the floor in a heap of blood and flesh.

			“Michael, what’s happened?” he heard a guard ask. 

			But he could hardly register the question. He could hardly think past the overwhelming shock. Sir Thomas’s body sputtered and gurgled for only a moment, the blood pouring in a river from his throat, staining the intricate carpets crimson, mingling mercilessly with the blood already there. 

			The blood of the king. 

			Michael crawled through the thick, crimson pool, kneeling beside the king. His king. He shook the limp shoulders. 

			“Your Majesty!” he tried. “Your Majesty, please!”

			But it was no use. 

			As liquid dripped from his nose, mingling with the tears falling fast down his cheeks, Michael knew the truth. 

			The king of Navah was dead. 

			The king of Navah had been murdered.

			And he had let him die. Right under his nose. He hadn’t been fast enough to protect him. 

			He breathed, trying to collect himself. Trying to think, to understand what had just happened. To sort through the chaos. He needed to go to the captain. Get his orders from the captain. He needed…

			But captain was dead, too.

			Dead. Just like the king.

			“Where is he? Where is my husband?” a voice burst into the room. It was the queen, her eyes alight with trembling fear. She scanned the room, freezing dead in her tracks at the bloody heap behind Michael. The Midvarish diplomat. And her husband. Both dead. 

			She cried out—a harsh, desperate cry—falling to her knees, her hands covering her mouth, trembling violently. She had always been an expert at feigning whatever emotion she deemed most valuable. 

			“Aiken!” she wailed. A few guards rushed to her side, to console her, to help her, to keep her away from the bloody massacre because they thought she was innocent.

			But Michael knew better.

			“Did you know about this?” Michael breathed, slowly rising to his feet, his voice little more than a growl. He pulled the dagger from Thomas’s throat, the blood sticky and warm on his hands as he inched toward the queen.

			“What?” she asked through sobs. 

			“Michael,” said one of the guards, as if shocked that he should question the queen.

			“Did you know about this?” he growled again, blood dripping from the dagger in his hands. Maybe she hadn’t been there. But Michael knew better than to believe that she was innocent of any involvement in what had just happened. This was the queen who had brazenly cursed the king. Who had plotted and schemed against her own sons. Who had used the woman Michael loved and then tossed her aside when she could no longer serve her interests. Michael didn’t believe her dramatic sobs for one moment. The dagger felt like a weight in his hands.

			“Michael, she is in shock,” said the guard, his eyes alight with fear and disbelief. “Leave her be.”

			The queen buried her face in the guard’s embrace, sobbing and sniveling. She had always been good at crying when necessary. The queen wore many masks, and Michael had seen most of them. He dropped the bloody dagger, and it fell to the ground with a thud before he marched across the room and to the doors. 

			Dead. The king was dead. And so was the captain. 

			It was… It was—

			“Take Her Majesty to her chambers and keep her there. And you two—” He pointed to two more guards in the back of the room. “Guard the doors. Don’t let anyone else in here until you get my word. I’ll call for servants to attend to the king.”

			He marched out the door and into the corridors, already buzzing with whispering, nervous courtiers. Where in Sheol had they been earlier?

			“Guard!” one of the courtiers called. “What is going on?”

			“No one is leaving this castle until we know that it is secured.” Michael said, his growling voice echoing through the stone corridors like thunder. “Everyone back to your chambers. You will receive word when it is safe to come out again.”

			“But what is going on?” another asked. 

			Michael approached two more guards, shock and confusion on their young, inexperienced faces. “Guard the castle doors. Everyone is to return to their posts. No one is to leave or enter until I say so, understood?”

			“Understood, sir,” they answered in unison, marching off to fulfill his orders. 

			Michael looked around, unsure what to do next. He should be getting orders from the captain now. He should be—

			But there was no captain. And as one of the highest-ranking officers in the royal guard, he knew the castle was in his hands. 

			It felt like it was the whole world. 

			A dead calm filled the castle chambers. Thick. Like fresh tar. What should he do with the queen? And what of Amos? And what in Sheol had Thomas meant when he said he thought it was Michael? Had he meant for Michael to kill the captain? Had he meant for Michael to kill the king?

			And more importantly—why?

			Questions piled higher and higher. Questions that he knew would not be easily answered. Not when everyone involved was dead. His feet carried him through the corridors, his body feeling heavier and heavier with each step. 

			The king was dead. 

			The king was dead.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter LXVIII

			Michael, what’s wrong?” Delaney asked. He hadn’t even realized where he was going until she opened her door and he saw her face, a wave of relief washing over him. 

			She was all right. She was safe. For now, she was safe.

			He pulled her into his arms and expelled the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Are you all right?” he finally managed.

			“Michael, I’m fine. What is going on?”

			He took her face in his hands, unable to stop the tear that fell. 

			“Michael?” she asked, taking hold of his wrists. That’s when he realized there was still blood on his hands. Sir Thomas’s blood. Captain Samuel’s blood. The king’s blood. His king. He quickly pulled his hands away, her eyes growing wide when she saw them.

			Wordlessly, she pushed on her door, took hold of his wrists, and guided him inside. He stood in her foyer for a moment, a silent scream ringing in his ears while she padded softly to her bedchamber, returning in a moment with a bowl of water and a towel. She pulled him to her settee, sitting down beside him and rolling up her sleeves. 

			Then she set about cleaning him up, her delicate hands trembling as she carefully, meticulously washed his hands, his face, his neck, the bloody water dripping down her arms and fingers as she worked. She fixed her gaze on every new place she set about cleaning, her eyes thick with worry and questions. But he didn’t miss the relief in her eyes when she at last realized he wasn’t injured. Not physically, anyway. 

			It wasn’t his own blood on his hands.

			A wave of crippling sorrow washed over him, coupled with nausea.

			When she was done, he took the towel and dipped it in the bowl, wringing out the bloody water as best he could before taking it to her face that he might wipe away the blood he had left on her cheeks. Perfect crimson prints—a brand of his failure on her beautiful face. And when he was done, he took hold of her face and kissed her softly. 

			“Delaney, I love you,” he breathed, resting his brow against hers. He just… He needed to touch her. To feel her. To know she was all right. To know that at least with her, at least for now, he had protected something that mattered. 

			“I love you too, Michael,” she said, her voice quiet, trembling. 

			He could hardly bring himself to tell her. He didn’t want to give her any more reason to fear, to worry, than he knew she already had. So many burdens this duchess of his carried. This woman he loved more than his own life, his very breath. That their stolen moments by the ocean—perhaps the sweetest he had ever known—would be the reason Sir Thomas’s plans for him had failed…

			He loathed the thought of adding any more burdens to what Delaney already carried. Hated that he should be the bearer of such news, that it was a man representing her kingdom, her heritage that had done this…

			But he knew she would eventually find out…and better to come from him.

			“The king, Delaney. He is…”

			“King Aiken? What’s wrong?”

			He met her eyes, stroking her impossibly soft cheek. Delaying the inevitable.

			Somehow… Somehow he finally managed to breathe those damning words. “He’s dead, Delaney. The king is dead.”

			“Dead?” she breathed. “But who…?”

			“Sir Thomas,” he said, apology in his voice. 

			“Sir Thomas? Sir Thomas killed the king?” 

			Thick, silver tears pooled fast in her eyes. He wanted to kiss them away one by one. To sweep her into his arms and promise her over and again that everything was fine. That everything would be fine. 

			But he knew damn well it was not. 

			Michael only nodded, feeling a warm tear travel down his own face. “I don’t understand it,” he admitted. “I don’t understand what could have provoked it.”

			Delaney’s brown eyes were pensive, her shoulders tight. “I do,” she said, her words barely more than a whisper.

			“What?” Michael asked.

			“I know what provoked it. Or who, I should say.”

			When Michael didn’t say anything, she went on. “It was my father. My father set this up. To punish me for failing him. To punish you for helping me. My father set this up with Sir Thomas to have you blamed for murdering the king.”

			Michael couldn’t find words. Couldn’t think straight.

			Her father had… Commissioned the murder of the king of Navah. Because destroying his daughter’s life hadn’t been enough. He would destroy everything she loved, too. Her father had—

			“Where is he now?” Delaney asked.

			“Who?” Michael asked, her question tearing him from his thoughts.

			“Sir Thomas. Where is he?”

			“He’s dead,” Michael said. 

			Her eyes widened and she looked to the bloody bowl on the table beside them. “Did you kill him?” she whispered.

			No. But he should have. He should have gutted the bastard for what he did. For whatever he had tried to do… And if he ever saw Duke Hevel again… He shook his head as his thoughts whirled, a storm cloud, a deluge poised to devour him whole. 

			It had been he who had been the target of that curse. Sir Thomas had thought he had cursed Michael, not Amos. Michael had been meant to kill the captain. 

			And was meant to be blamed for killing the king by extension. 

			And because he had been gone—only because he had spent a glorious day with the woman he loved—Amos would be blamed. Amos would take the fall for the murder of the king of Navah. While Hevel and Ravid were long gone from Benalle Palace, safe on the journey home to Midvar. And Sir Thomas—dead men have no tales to tell. The one man who could vouch for Amos was dead.

			“Michael?” Delaney asked, her hand on his face.

			He met her eyes, tears falling fast and heavy down her pink cheeks. “Sir Thomas took his own life,” he said at last.

			Fear and dread poured off her like hot oil, draining the life from her eyes and the color from her cheeks. He pulled her to his chest and kissed her hair, unwilling to ever let her go, silently thanking Providence above that she was safe. That she was all right. That nothing had happened to her. That whatever this was—whatever had happened—had not involved her today. 

			She clung more tightly to him, as if she were thinking the very same thing.
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			Chapter LXIX

			Back among the living, I see,” said Leala with a smirk as she hugged Adelaide. 

			“Despite Ferryl’s protests to the contrary,” said the Haravellian princess, sauntering into her father’s drawing room, her new husband following closely behind. The moment she stopped walking, Ferryl curled up behind her, pressing a shameless kiss to the back of her neck. 

			She found she did not mind.

			Not one little bit.

			“And how was your little respite?” asked Queen Avigail, a motherly smile on her face as she stood to her feet, hugging her daughter and son-in-law. 

			“It was perfect,” said Ferryl, winking at his wife before snaking an arm around her waist. It had been a magnificent two weeks of just the two of them holed up in their private chambers at Chesedelle Castle with little more than a giant fur-covered bed and a glorious crystalline bath to keep them entertained. 

			Perfect, indeed.

			“Anything exciting happen while we were gone?” asked Ferryl. Adelaide watched him grin—no doubt at the sudden heat kissing his wife’s cheeks.

			“Blissfully uneventful,” said King Aaron, pressing a kiss to Adelaide’s brow. 

			“Well that’s always good,” laughed the princess of Haravelle. 

			“Any word from my brother?” Ferryl asked. 

			“Not yet,” said Leala, and Adelaide didn’t miss the worry in her friend’s words.

			“It’s a bit soon to hear from him,” said King Aaron, his words calm, reassuring. Fatherly. 

			“I know,” Leala shrugged, sitting back down on the chaise behind her. “I guess I just miss him.”

			Adelaide walked to Leala, taking hold of her friend’s hand, wishing she had some comforting words—something other than the token I’m sure everything will be all right. For in truth, she didn’t know that everything would be all right. They were on the brink of war, and Derwin was at the forefront. And once the world figured out that Princess Adelaide of Haravelle was alive…

			It would have been an empty promise to assure her that things would be all right. Still, she squeezed her friend’s hand a little tighter.

			“Oh, Ferryl,” said the queen, strolling to a small desk. She retrieved a sealed letter and extended it to Ferryl. “I forgot. This came for you yesterday.”

			Ferryl broke the little wax seal and began devouring it without a word. Ferryl had received his father’s letter regarding the dissolution of his betrothal. King Aiken had agreed, his words short, to the point. But he had agreed. The king’s official decree. A necessary formality. Never mind Ferryl had never been betrothed to Delaney—not really. Not as long as Adelaide of Haravelle lived. So what was this letter about?

			Judging by the way that Ferryl’s breath grew more and more shallow and his brow narrowed with every word he read, Adelaide could only imagine what he was reading.

			“Ferryl?” she asked, placing her hand on his arm. 

			He didn’t answer. 

			She looked to her mother, a question in her eyes. Avigail only shook her head once. Her father seemed oblivious too. So whatever the contents of the letter, this was the first any of them were learning of it. Adelaide squeezed Ferryl’s trembling arm. “My love?” she asked again, searching—searching his mind for answers.

			But his thoughts had stilled. Such empty, dreadful silence where his mind usually teemed with ideas—a comforting presence she had learned to love over the last few weeks as she acclimated to the strange ability they shared.

			But this…

			“Ferryl?” the king tried. 

			He still didn’t answer, and with his trembling silence, a bubble of fear grew in her belly. Ferryl, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?

			When his eyes finally met hers, they were heavy with tears. Wordlessly, he handed her the letter, his hand trembling as he held it between them. 

			The paper, so thick and crisp, might as well have been a clap of thunder in the silent room as she unfolded it.

			Her ears rang as she read its contents.

			And read again to be sure.

			“What’s happened, darling?” asked Avigail, stepping to her daughter’s side.

			Adelaide looked to her mother, a tear escaping down her cheek as she tore her gaze from the parchment. “It’s a letter from Michael. He… He’s a guard. At the palace. At Benalle, I mean.” She was stammering, every word an effort. 

			“King Aiken. He is…” She couldn’t bring herself to say it out loud, afraid to hear it. Afraid to make it true.

			“He is what?” asked her father, deep concern in his emerald eyes.

			“He is dead,” said Ferryl, his voice flat, lifeless, his face void of expression or emotion.

			Shock. He was in shock.

			So was she.

			“What?” breathed Leala, standing slowly. “Who would do this?”

			Adelaide handed the letter to Leala, the room growing strangely smaller, stifling. “It was Sir Thomas,” she answered, her words surreal, as if someone had spoken for her.

			The king was dead.

			The king was dead.

			A lump formed in her throat, constricting her breath even as her eyes stung.

			But Ferryl… Ferryl stood motionless beside her. A statue. A formless void. 

			“Thomas Nachash? Your diplomat?” asked King Aaron.

			“Not our diplomat,” said Ferryl, a hint of ire in his hardened words. His hands slowly curled to fists at his side. “He is not Navarian.”

			Sir Thomas was from Midvar. There had been a lying, traitorous murderer in their midst for years. 

			How long? How many years had they trusted him? Trusted his presence as a representative of peace between two nations? 

			And all the while, he had been nothing more than a viper. A spider waiting in the shadows…

			Adelaide looked back to Ferryl, his face telling nothing of the raging thoughts now boiling in his mind, save for the pulsing vein at his temple.

			“Why? Why would he do this?” Leala asked, tears falling freely down her cheeks, the fated letter still in her trembling hands.

			It was Aaron who answered, his distant eyes fixated anywhere and nowhere as he impassively said, “The games of war are brutal and—”

			“It was because of me,” Ferryl interrupted, focusing at last on the people around him. “It’s my fault. It’s my fault my father is dead.”

			“No, Ferryl,” said Avigail, stepping to him, placing a hand on his cheek. “That’s not true.”

			“It is,” he said. “It’s a message. A message meant for me.”

			“What do you mean?” Leala asked. 

			Ferryl looked to his wife, a lone tear finally escaping. “Because of my divorce.”

			“But you were never betrothed!” Leala protested. “Not really. Surely they—”

			“They don’t know that. Not yet,” Adelaide said, her heart a pounding drum. A drum of war. 

			Of the war that was coming for them. Swift as an arrow.

			The king was dead.

			The king was dead.

			“But what message could they possibly try to convey by murdering your father, Ferryl?” Leala asked.

			“That it’s not over with them,” said Ferryl. “That Midvar will not accept a divorce without retaliating. Maybe it was Sir Thomas who delivered the message. But it is King Derrick’s message. I have no doubt of it. King Derrick. And my mother.”

			“Your mother?” King Aaron asked, his brow narrowed in confusion. “Why would your mother—?”

			“Because she hates my father,” said Ferryl, ire and disgust darkening his words and tone. Adelaide placed her hand on his arm but he hardly seemed to notice. “She has always hated my father. And she arranged my marriage because she is helping King Derrick. I know it. I think I’ve always known it.” His hand found Adelaide’s on his arm, but not for comfort. No, Ferryl gripped her hand like a vice, a death grip, even as his eyes found some distant place out the window, his gaze transfixed on nothing. On everything. Everything he now faced.

			As king.

			King of Navah.

			Which meant that she was not just a princess. Not anymore.

			Bile burned in the back of Adelaide’s throat.

			“I must return home at once,” Ferryl at last said, his tone shifting to resolution. Determination. “My kingdom needs me.”

			“I will come with you,” said King Aaron, to which Ferryl nodded curtly, turning to leave the room.

			“Yes, we should depart at once. I will go and pack—” Adelaide stopped when Ferryl whirled to face her again. 

			“No. You will stay here with your mother and Leala until I send word for you,” said Ferryl. 

			“What? Why?” Leala asked, stepping forward.

			“Ferryl, we don’t need to stay, we—”

			“I do not know in what condition we will find Benalle, Adelaide. But this was an act of war. Of treason. I am not risking bringing you into a war zone.”

			“Ferryl, I am your wife and—”

			“Exactly. You are my wife now. It is my duty to protect you. You are staying until I know that it is safe for you to return.”

			“You cannot protect me from everything, Ferryl.”

			He looked into her eyes, his own hardened with stubbornness, sorrow, and undiluted fear, rising with every breath like the tides of the Great Sea. “You are staying and that is my final word.” Ferryl turned to the king. “I would like to leave as soon as possible. Do you think you can be ready to depart by tomorrow?”

			“I shall send for some of my generals and the southern legions to accompany us. We will arrive with proof of the alliance of our kingdoms. The rest of the legions can come when we better assess the situation. I will write the necessary letters, and we will depart by first light tomorrow,” said the king. 

			“Thank you, Aaron. You don’t know what it means to me to have the help of your kingdom,” said Ferryl with a small bow. 

			“We are family now, Ferryl. This is about a lot more than my kingdom and yours.”

			Ferryl only nodded his head, steeling himself before turning again to leave.

			“Ferryl,” Adelaide tried again.

			But he was already out the door.

			~

			Adelaide wasn’t sure what she would find when she returned to their bedchamber that evening, for Ferryl had spoken little to her, busy writing letters to Michael, to Derwin, and to his mother informing them of his return to Navah, busy readying for his journey. But the finality in his tone when he had ordered her to stay in Haravelle… Not once in the decade and a half that she had known him had she heard him speak to her like that.

			She tiptoed across the chamber to a pair of windows where Ferryl stood, his back to her, facing the towering mountains that stretched out before them, his hands clasped behind him. He was so still. As if the weight of all he faced rendered him immobile. He made not a sound, the late afternoon light muted by the cover of thick gray clouds that blanketed the sky, casting a silvery glow about him, the snow falling lazily out the windows.

			Ferryl, she said to his mind. He did not turn. Did not make any indication that he was aware of her presence. “Are you all right?” she asked quietly, stepping to his side. 

			Ferryl breathed deeply, never taking his eyes off the mountains. “It’s over now, isn’t it? The færytale is over. Real life has begun.”

			His words pulled at her heart as she shared in the mourning, the grief that poured from him. Already, the loss of their king yawned before them—an impassable chasm of black and darkness. “I used to think that. That the færytale couldn’t last. That eventually, inevitably, the real world would come crashing down on us.”

			It was a moment before he met her eyes and asked, “And now?” 

			She tilted her head slightly, a small, concerned smile ghosting her lips. “I’ve learned something, Ferryl, through all we’ve faced. I’ve learned that life is only what we make of it. I’ve learned that a færytale is nothing more than a man and a woman fighting for what they believe in, for what they love. And it’s never over, not as long as they keep on fighting. 

			“One part of our story is over, Ferryl. We don’t have to fight to be together anymore. We’ve been given the gift of spending the rest of our lives with each other. But that’s just it, Ferryl. We have the rest of our lives yet to live. The færytale is only just beginning. And I, for one, am not going to give up the fight. It’s a different battle now. A different foe. But it’s the same cause. We’re still fighting for what we believe in, Ferryl. And we’re still fighting for love.

			“Let’s face it together, not apart. Because you were right—we’re better when we’re together.”

			He turned to face her fully, his damp eyes heavy with burden and sorrow. But he took her hands between them, gripping them gently, steadily. Lover, husband, friend. Right now, he needed her as much as she had always needed him. “I’m not ready for this. I’m not ready to be king.”

			She gave his trembling hands a gentle squeeze. “But you were born for this. You were chosen for this. And despite how it feels, I do not believe that anything has taken Providence by surprise.”

			With heartbreaking gentleness, he touched her cheek—such deep, drowning sorrow in his sapphire eyes. But somewhere in the depths she saw it. Small and faint, it was little more than a glimmer. But it was there, nonetheless. 

			Hope. 

			And she understood it then. She understood what she was to him. What she needed to be. 

			So she smiled. She smiled for him, for their future, for their love and all that had already been and all that would be. He pressed his brow to hers at her smile, breathing deeply. 

			I can’t, he said to her mind, his thoughts choking on his emotion as if he were saying them aloud. I can’t do this without you. But if something ever happened to you…If you were ever hurt…

			You can’t protect me from everything, she said.

			I’m supposed to be the great protector. Isn’t that what they call me? I don’t even know what it means. But I’m not. Not really. I couldn’t protect him. I couldn’t protect my father from my own mother. If I can’t protect you either—

			I think you’ve missed it, Ferryl, she interrupted, pulling away that she might meet his eyes again. The magic, Ferryl, it’s not ours. It never has been. We don’t control it. It’s Providence’s to wield, to bestow as he sees fit. He saw fit to protect me when I didn’t even know I needed protection. And he chose you to do that. That’s why you’re the great protector, Ferryl. Because your love protected me from those who wanted to destroy me. To destroy us. 

			That hope, the kindling fire in his eyes waxed with every word she spoke. Ferryl put his hands on her cheeks as she went on, pressing his brow to hers as he closed his eyes, his breaths steady and deep. So she wrapped her arms around him and went on.

			I don’t know what it means for us moving forward, she said. I don’t know what tomorrow brings, Ferryl. I don’t need to anymore. Because I know this: it’s love, Ferryl. I think love might be the purest kind of magic there is. And I think maybe that’s why we were chosen. Because love—love is the way Providence wants to show the world his magic.

			He pulled away, meeting her eyes and searching them deeply, his own speaking volumes where words had failed him. And then he bent and pressed a gentle kiss to her lips. A soft kiss, lingering and steady. And when at last he pulled away, he only shook his head gently, brushing his thumbs along her lips as he whispered, “My queen.”
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			Chapter LXX

			Do you think you’ll be gone long?” asked Titus. 

			“Not more than a few hours,” said Penelope with a grin. “Why? Already missing me?”

			“Of course,” he said, sliding an arm around her as he walked her to the waiting carriage. 

			“If you want to join me, Titus, you certainly can. I just assumed you wouldn’t be keen on the idea of dress shopping. But I am going to have to find something that fits that’s not…this.”

			He extended his hand, helping his wife step into the carriage, chuckling at the memory of her frustration this morning. Her budding belly had rendered most of her dresses useless. He had watched her chuck one gown after the other onto the ground, grinning when at last she settled for the sole skirt she could tie around her waist and one of his shirts.

			He pressed a kiss to her hand when she sat down on the leather bench. “I’ll leave you to your shopping, my lady. I must finish the fields today, anyway. We won’t have many more days like this.”

			She looked out the small carriage window, assessing the clouding skies. Winter was rapidly approaching Midvar. 

			“Gods above, you’re beautiful,” he said, admiring the way the silvery light kissed her glowing cheeks, her slender neck. She met his eyes again and merely grinned.

			“You’re a shameless flirt.”

			He leaned in the carriage, pressing a lingering kiss to her plump lips. “Don’t be gone too long, Lady Melamed.”

			“I wouldn’t dream of it,” she murmured, her sultry tone setting his blood to boiling. That easily, he was tempted to tear her from the carriage and taste every inch of the goddess he called his wife.

			Instead, he merely chuckled and kissed her quickly before stepping off the carriage and knocking twice on the cab.

			The driver obeyed the signal and cracked the reins, the horses jumping into a canter, pulling the little carriage down the road, kicking up a cloud of dust in its wake.

			Titus watched his wife ride away until she was nothing more than a speck in the distance before he looked to the sky. It was gray. Thick. Heavy. Yes, winter was definitely on its way, for autumn was slowly making its march into colder temperatures. He had maybe a day, at best, to finish his fields before a hard freeze prevented him from doing anything more until spring. 

			He headed back inside to fetch a hat and cloak, for the day was cooler than he had expected. But before he so much as reached for the hat, he stopped dead in his tracks in the foyer of the manor, staring into the sitting room and the man who waited for him there.

			That smirk. How he hated that godsdamned smirk.

			“Ah, General Titus. How good to see you. I was worried you might be dead.” 

			King Derrick reclined in an armchair like an old friend in town for a pleasant visit, one arm draped over the back of the chair, his black, perfectly-pressed doublet glistening with the silken threads that ran throughout. 

			“Your Majesty,” he nearly choked. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Maybe keeping his tone light would convince the king that he meant no ill will by blatantly defying his orders.

			Maybe.

			“Sit down, Titus.” That fast, the nonchalant, pleasant tone disappeared.

			Titus stood in the doorway and glared at the insolent peacock who had dared to invade his own home. 

			“I’m not here to punish you,” the king drawled, steepling his fingers before him.

			A likely story.

			“Although I must say, I find it intriguing that you were unable to respond to my letters. You seem in good enough health that you can hold a pen to paper.” He cocked his head to the side, the gesture so feral, so animalistic that Titus wondered if the king weren’t part beast.

			Or perhaps part demon.

			“I cannot help but notice… Is that blood staining the carpets beneath your boots?” the king asked knowingly. Titus didn’t dare to shift his eyes from the king of Midvar.

			“There is no reason to respond to a question to which you already know the answer,” Titus said. He was pushing his luck with the king. And he knew it.

			“I hadn’t realized you thought it merely a question,” said the king, those steepled fingers momentarily going taut before relaxing into a casual manner once more. “Dear me, perhaps I need to change my methods of communication.”

			Ass. This man—this king of his was a complete and utter ass. Titus did not deign to respond to his threats. “Is there something I can help you with?” he asked instead, crossing his arms across his chest.

			A smirk ghosted the king’s lips even as he picked at the threads of Penelope’s favorite chair. “Your wife is looking well. I couldn’t miss the contented glow about her. You two must be quite happy in your little nest.”

			Damn him. Damn this man.

			“I couldn’t help but notice,” the king went on, at last looking up from the place where he picked the threads. “Has Penelope gained weight?” His pompous head tilted to the side, a knowing smirk on his mouth. Titus only glared. He would die before he let the king know of his wife’s condition. 

			That is, if he hadn’t already figured it out. 

			“I’d hate to think you were hiding joyous news from me, Titus,” he said with a mocking pout.

			It was all Titus could do not to tear across the room and throttle the man. Instead, he dug his fists into his arms.

			“If you’re worried of my being jealous, you needn’t. I made peace a long time ago with the fact that my little wife couldn’t give me an heir. That is, that she couldn’t live through giving me an heir. Pregnancy, alas, was too much for her.” The king paused for a moment, no doubt to make sure Titus understood exactly how much he had been spying on him. He sighed, then said, “That’s the thing about childbirth, Titus. It can be…unpredictable. Difficult. Even deadly.”

			If this rutting bastard ever laid a hand on Penelope… “What do you want, Derrick?” he snarled through his teeth.

			“No need to get upset,” the king said, raising his hands as a gesture of innocence. “I am simply here to inform you that you have a job to complete.”

			“And what job would that be?” Titus asked, but he already knew the answer. He was supposed to be heading up the Midvarish army right now. Preparing them for an unprovoked, unnecessary war. A war of ego and nothing more.

			The king’s tone was light, playful, as he fiddled again with a loose thread on the chair. “Just a little unfinished task. Something you started years ago but never completed.”

			Something he started but never completed? 

			“I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’ve done everything you asked.” Well, everything except remain his lap dog.

			The king looked up, and something in those black eyes gave Titus pause… 

			“Oh no? You cannot think of a single thing that you failed to complete for me, Titus? Nothing at all?”

			Let’s see. In the two decades since he had been serving the bastard, he had committed treason on several counts, torture, smuggling, perjury, not to mention assault and murder. He had run the gamut of despicable acts, none of which he had left unfinished. No, Titus had always been thorough. And when it came to his reputation, thorough only began to describe it.

			Titus uncrossed his arms, settling them at his sides with a calm he did not feel. “I can think of nothing for which I have not more than satisfied your particular demands.”

			King Derrick chuckled, drumming his fingers, decorated with a wealth of ostentatious and tasteless rings, on the chair. “Well, Titus, either you’re a liar or you’re incompetent. Or perhaps you are both.”

			Titus ground his teeth against the barrage of welling retorts, crossing his arms instead, his patience pulled taut like the string of a bow.

			Derrick stood to his feet and took a step toward Titus, a show of his power. But Titus didn’t flinch. Two decades as a war commander had given him a thicker spine than any pathetic attempt this king could make to threaten him.

			“I have learned from several of my sources that Prince Ferryl has taken a wife.”

			“Considering that he is betrothed to your niece, I am assuming that she is not the wife you have come all the way here to tell me about.”

			A serpentine smirk curled the king’s angular mouth. “Still as sharp as a dagger. I do like you, Titus.”

			He wanted to spit in the king’s face. 

			“Wouldn’t you like to know who the boy has married?” he asked, cocking his head.

			“I’m just dying of intrigue.”

			Derrick stepped closer. “It is a miracle of miracles, Titus. For you see, Ferryl has somehow found and married the long lost Princess Adelaide of Haravelle. Surely you remember the name. It was you who were commissioned with her disposal, as I recall.”

			Titus froze in place, unable to believe the words that had just tumbled from the king’s lips.

			Gods. Oh gods. 

			At the sound of her name, a shockwave of fear and disbelief had coursed down his spine. The princess of Haravelle was alive? How in all the realms of Sheol had she survived?

			Yes, it had been his job to dispose of her. Kill her. He had found her in the Haravellian castle that night. She had thought she was playing an innocent game with her father. 

			But it wasn’t her father who had found her. 

			And Titus had taken her away from everything—her home, her family, her kingdom—with the intent of killing her, per King Derrick’s demands. 

			Except that he couldn’t kill her. Something had stopped him. Maybe it was her innocence or maybe it was just layers and layers of guilt finally beginning to take their toll, but that night—that terrible night fifteen years ago—Titus had dragged the child from her home to kill her and instead, left her to a far worse fate in the Wild Wood.

			Because no one survived the Wild Wood.

			Except apparently five year old little girls. Or perhaps except Adelaide of Haravelle.

			And that girl—that child he had gotten one of the Midvarish captains to find for him—she had been murdered instead—murdered to cover up what Titus was too much of a coward to do himself. Killed so he wouldn’t have to murder a princess.

			He was a traitorous commander who had spent the better part of his life building his reputation as a ruthless soldier, and he had been rendered spineless by the sight of child. So he had cursed her memories and dumped her in the only place he was sure no one would find her, or find out what he had done. But the princess should have died, anyway. The Wild Wood should have done what Titus could not. 

			So either Ferryl married a fraud…

			…or the sins of Titus’s past had finally come to haunt him. To claim him. 

			He met the king’s eyes and steeled himself to regain his composure.

			“Something the matter, Titus?”

			“Derrick, I—”

			“Let’s not fool with excuses and apologies, shall we?” One step closed the small gap between them until Titus could practically taste the king’s breath. “I’m in no mood for ass kissing today. What I want is to be rid of her, as I thought I had been. She cannot be a factor in this, Titus. Do you hear me? She cannot be a part of this game.”

			Why was the king so terrified of a little girl? Then again, she wasn’t a little girl anymore. She was a woman. A princess. An heir. But still just a female. 

			So why was there such fear in the king’s eyes?

			“She should not have married Prince Ferryl, Titus. She should not have lived at all. And you’re the reason she did. So now you shall be the reason she finally dies.” The sheer brutality in his voice would have been enough to scare the Sheol out of any soldier. And damn him, it wasn’t exactly comforting Titus. 

			“And what would you have me do? Waltz into Chesedelle Castle and slit her throat? She’s a woman now, Derrick. Not a little girl. And I would imagine that her security has increased ten-fold now that she has been found. She won’t be so easily trapped.”

			“I don’t give a damn about your methods, Titus!” the king roared. “I don’t care if you have to burn the whole damn place down, so long as she’s in it! Do you understand? Ferryl thinks he has put one over on me, throwing aside my niece. He thinks he has shown me his power. He knows by now the rebels are mine and he’s taunting me, don’t you see it? 

			“But he cannot win. Adelaide of Haravelle has to die. The tables have to turn. I showed his father, and now I will show Ferryl who is the true King of Navah. We must send the message loud and clear, Titus. Not just to them, but to the world. And you are the man to do it.”

			“And if I refuse?”

			The king thrust his face forward, his assaulting breath a foul warmth, his words little more than a growl. “Rest assured, commander. I never make the mistake of letting someone fail me twice.”
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			To my amazing online community—I honestly get giddy like a school girl when I read your comments and messages. Your support and encouragement blows my mind. I hope this book makes you as happy as you make me.
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			And finally to the One who paints the skies in wonder and fills our hearts with hope—every bit of this, every word is meant to tell the world about you. May your magic be our light. Always.
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