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Ermber

(_'_ [ I ] 1'( ” ] ¢ A After leading an indulgent lifestyle, Prince Lawrence is suddenly

z I poised to ascend the throne, with Lady Clover at his side. Clover’'s

== i F goal of claiming a crown appears to be moving forward as planned,

even though it's a life she no longer wishes to pursue. She finds
herself trapped between responsibility and love, desperately missing
the commander who claimed her heart.

Meanwhile, Henrik is in Ferradelle, under the rule of a vicious
princess who has declared herself queen of the High Vale people.
With magic at her side, it seems no one can stop Camellia from
taking over all of Caldenbauer.

War appears to be inevitable, unless Henrik can discover the root of
Camellia’s power and escape the swamp island to deliver the
information to the soon-to-be king. The fate of the entire kingdom
rests in the commander’s hands, but Camellia will do everything in
her power to thwart his plans.

And time is running short. As Lawrence’s coronation draws near, so
does a royal wedding—one Henrik is determined to stop...
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CLOVER

| clench my hand in the neck of Lawrence's doublet,thisclose to inflicting bodily
harm upon the heir to the throne.

“l understand you're angry,” he says calmly, “but do you think it's a good idea to
murder your intended?’

“You said you'd fix it!” | exclam. “You said—" | release him with a fera growl,
whirling away and shoving my handsinto my hair.

Lawrence crosses his arms, watching me pace like a madwoman in his spacious
study. There’sahint of asmirk on hislips, but his eyes betray his distress.

The truth is, I’'m not the only one who feels like desperation and anguish have
become live, untamable beasts in the last few weeks.

A fortnight ago, | lost Henrik to Camellia, but that same night, Lawrence lost his
father forever—and found out his sister is stark raving mad.

We suspected the latter, but having our suspicions confirmed was far less satisfying
than I’d always imagined. In fact, it wasn't satisfying at all.

It was tragic.



| choke back the lump in my throat, refusing to cry again. Every time | accidentally
let down my guard, | think about Henrik.

Isheall right? Is he alive?

The commander and | had been acquaintances for the better part of our adult lives,
but it wasn’t until recently that | stumbled in love with him.

It wasn’'t my fault. How was | to know | have a weakness for uptight, often-impatient
commanders?

If | had realized | was susceptible, | would have guarded my heart. | would have
trampled that seed of interest when it tried to take root—I| would have left Henrik in

the mountains when he told me to go.

And al because this emotion I'm feeling now is too awful. It's going to consume me
like a plague, eventually steal my breath and leave me shattered, broken, and empty.

| want to forget. | want to be numb.

I’'m also a liar because when Pranmore offered to lock the precious memories away
for a bit, warning | might never be able to retrieve them again, | adamantly refused.

| don’t want to go back; | don’twantto forget.

| just want Henrik here.

But even if he does escape Camellia somehow, we can't be together—because
Lawrence won't release me from this betrothal .

| growl again, feeling the anger expanding in my hollow chest.



“Thisisn't the right time to break the engagement,” Lawrence says reasonably. “Y ou
know that aswell as| do.”

Idoknow. The king just died, and the princess betrayed her entire family—the last
thing the people need is a sign their prince isn't stable enough to take the throne.
They’re already worried as it is—Lawrence has a reputation.

Y es, lunderstand.

But suddenly, we have a wedding date. Minda is begging to fit me for a gown, the
royal pastry chef is cornering me to ask about wedding cakes, and the gamekeeper is
diligently trying to persuade me that venison is preferable to beef for the wedding
feast.

Amidst the ondaught of disaster, the people have latched onto our engagement and
made it their beacon of light.

Because, oh joyous day, the rogue prince is finally ready to settle down. He's taking
his position seriously. Like the Phoenix King before him, he’s going to rise from the
ashes of this turmoil and bring us into a stable era once more.

It'salot of pressure.

“Let’s speak to your father,” Lawrence finally says. “He was my father’s most trusted
confidante—he' Il tell us how to navigate these difficult waters.”
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My father—yes. He'll help me. If anyone will know how to end a royal engagement
with tact and aplomb, it’s him. He was on King Algernon’s council for twenty years.
He'll know what to do.

It's going to be all right.

“You'll summon him?’ | ask.

“I will.”

| sit at the large hickory table in the middle of the room, staring at him.

Taking a step back, Lawrence widens his eyes. “Rightnow?”’

| clasp my hands in my lap and give him acurt nod. “Right now.”

Father sits backin his chair, studying Lawrence and me. Finally, he says, “Y ou cannot
break the engagement.”

He's acalm man—rational, wise, excellent at seeing pitfalls up ahead.
It's always made me alittle crazy, to be honest.

Pressing my forehead to the cool tabletop, | groan. “So, you think it’'s best to wait a
while?’



“No, Clover,” he says gently. “I mean you cannot break the engagement at all.”

Slowly, I lift my head to stare at the man across from me—my flesh and blood, a man
who used to carry me on his shoulders and read to me before bed.

“Define‘at al,”” | say slowly.

Lawrence looks down a the table saying  nothing. He's
certainlythinkingsomething—I can tell from the strange crease in his brow and the
angle of his mouth. But what, exactly, | have no idea.

Undaunted by my displeasure, Father says, “King Algernon approved of the union.
After worrying about Lawrence's inclination to take a wife for years, he was
overjoyed to learn you two wished to marry. Not only would your separation be
detrimental to the people's confidence in their monarchy, but it would go against his
last wish to see you settled together.”

“l didn’t agree to marry Lawrence!” | cry. “Why did no one bother to ask me how |
felt about the matter?’

My father raises a brow. “Are you telling me that | have not heard about your desire
to marry Lawrence from the time you were sixteen?’

Eyes going wide, | glance across the table at the prince. He' s looking up now, eyeing
me with the strangest expression.

“N-no!” | stammer, and then | wince. “I mean, | might have mentioned something
like that. But that was years ago!”

Camly, Father continues, “This summer, right after you and your brothers returned
from one of Lawrence's hunts, you told Gavriel you would make him muck stalls as



Soon as you became gqueen.”

“That was—" | cut mysef off, changing my mind hafway through. “You
misunderstood. | didn’t mean...”

Oh heavens, Lawrence’s expression has turned into a smirk. I’m never going to hear
the end of this.

“Obviously,” Father continues, al but ignoring me, “I cannot tell Lawrence what to
do. If he wishes to break the betrothal, it is within his power to do so. But for the
people, and for his recently departed father’s sake, | strongly advise against it.”

My eye twitches. | turn to Lawrence, horrified by the look on his face.

“You're certain my father wanted this?’ he asks quietly, avoiding my eyes.

“He did—very much,” the traitor-who-sharessmy-blood answers solemnly.
“Lawrence, you made him very happy the day you asked to marry Clover.”

“Then...” Lawrence pauses. “Perhaps, for now at least, the wedding should move
forward as planned.”

| make a choking noise, feeling as if I’'m drowning. “Lawrence!” | exclaim. “You
can’'t possibly intend to go through with this!”



Page 3

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 6:35 am
He stands, meeting my eyes only briefly before he looks away like aroyal coward. “|
didn’t say | do. | simply believe that we shouldn’t make any rash decisions. The
wedding isn't for five months—we have time to think this through.”
My father nods as if he approves.
“In the meantime, what do the two of you expect of me?’ | demand.
Lawrence looks at my father for help.
“You will behave like a princess of Caldenbauer,” Father answers. “Y ou will dine by
Lawrence's side and join him for tactical meetings. Stroll the gardens and castle—let

people see you together.”

The prince nods. “And | will make an effort to get to know your brothers and mother
better.”

“Lawrence,” | say weakly, true fear making my stomach squirm.

The prince glances up, smirking in a way that’s never been unwelcome until now.
“Why don’t you let Minda begin on your wedding gown? For appearances.”

Father rises. “I think this is a wise course of action. In the interim, we will focus on
your coronation, Y our Highness.”

Suddenly, Lawrence's teasing expression vanishes. He nods solemnly, looking like
he ate something off. “Yes.”



Father excuses himself, apparently not caring that he's leaving me alone with a man
with a highly questionable reputation.

| turn to Lawrence when the door closes, setting my hands on my hips, ready to
battle.

But before | can utter one word, the prince presses his hands to my shoulders and
looks meright in the eyes.

“Forgive me, Clover, but | need you. For just a few months, let me use you as a
crutch. You are my dearest friend, and | cannot get through this without you. It's
selfish, | know. But I’'m asking you to help me.”

The fight leaves me, and my face crumples. “That’slow.”

Lawrence tugs me in for a hug. “Isit so wrong to lean on each other for awhile? I'll
offer you my shoulder, and in return, I would like to use yours.”

“What about Henrik?’ | ask softly, refusing to return the embrace.

Lawrence pushes me out at arm’s length, giving me a stern look. “Henrik took a
dagger to the sword arm to ensure your safety. He accepted our engagement, and he
told me to take care of you. Let me make good on my promise, even if just for alittle
while. If Henrik returns—"

“WhenHenrik returns.”

“When Henrik returns, we will reassess our situation.”

“And if five months pass and he' s still not back? Do you expect me to marry you?”’



Lawrence's expression softens with pity. “If five months pass, and he still hasn’t
returned, it’s not likely he's coming back.”

HENRIK

“We had an agreement, Camellia,” Augmirian snarls. “If you're not the heir, what
good are you to me?’

“Father’ s death was a mere setback in our plan,” Camellia soothes her husband. “Y ou
must trust me.”

| stand in the corner, staring at the opposite wall of the room asis expected of me. My
arm is bandaged and hangs in a dling, useless. The elven court physician said it’s
possible I’ll never have full use of it again, which means Lawrence has excellent aim.

He didn’t even hesitate, though | doubt maiming me was a hardship for him.

“Most of my people do not want another war,” Augmirian argues. “We must go about
this cautiougly. If they know what we' re planning, they’ll revolt.”

“They won't,” Camellia coos. She places her hand on her husband’ s thigh and glides
it up and down, placating him. “Yes, it would have been ideal if Father hadn’t died
before he signed the agreement, but we must make do with the situation we're given.”
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I’ve heard a dozen different variations of this same argument in the last few weeks.
Usually, Camellia can successfully distract Augmirian with a soft stroke or sweetly
murmured words—she is beautiful, after all, and Augmirian’s convictions are weak at
best. But thistime, he pushes Camellia s hand away, rising to escape her touch. “Give
me one reason why | shouldn’t order your death and be done with it?’ he demands.

Camellia' s eyes flash with warning. “1 would like to see you try.”

Augmirian’s attention moves to the not-so-subtle orb of sickly green magic in his
wife's palm, not as confident as he was a moment ago.

The duke is all too aware that he's an empty shell of an elf, containing no magic in
which to fight Camellia. Thanks to intel from his aunt, 1 know that as well, and |
suspect Camelliais not unaware of the fact either.

“Stop fighting with me, Augmirian,” she purrs, extinguishing her flame. “Let me give
you back the kingdom which is rightfully yours. My ancestor stole it from you. It's
only right I make up for my family’swrongs.”

She goes to him, looping her arms around his neck—an easy task considering she's
so much taller than he. He gives in as aways, groaning when Camellia runs her
fingers through his curls.

“You may go now, Henrik,” the princess says, smiling for her husband.

Gladly, | stride from the room, already dreading her next summons.



Outside the door, two human knights stand guard with several of Augmirian’s
men—Dalvin and Bendon, brothers from House Blancole. They traveled here with
the king, but they didn’'t return to Cabaranth with Lawrence. Instead, they remained
in Revalane, pledging their allegiance to the princess.

The elves don’t trust them, and for obvious reasons, | don’t either.

They watch me go, never saying anything to me, but | can sense their resentment.
They gave up everything for Camellia, betraying their new king, hoping their gamble
would pay off when she won the throne. Y et the princess barely spares a glance for

the pair, taking their loyalty for granted.

Lost in my thoughts, | don't see the female elf until she stops right in front of me.
Startled, | look up, pausing just before | run into her.

“Audra,” | say.

She gives me a halfhearted smile, but her eyes are filled with pity. Her gaze dips to
the sling before she looks back up. “How’ s your arm?”’

“The same.”

Slowly, she nods. Her eyes dart down the hall—not as if she's making sure we're
alone, but like she’ s uncomfortable.

| decide this wasn’t an accidental meeting. “What isit?’

The pretty elf pushes her long brown hair behind her shoulder and finally meets my
eyes. “Lawrence and Clover’s wedding date has been set.”

It feels like someone punched mein the gut. The air leaves my lungsin aloud exhale,



and my stomach tightens.

“l just heard from Lyredon,” she adds, and her eyebrows draw low as | try to mask
my reaction to the news.

“He' s returned then?’ | ask.

She nods.

My fingers twitch, itching to find the comfort of a sword that | cannot wield. “They
made it back to Cabaranth without incident?’

“Yes,” she says softly.

“And the...wedding?’ | nearly choke on the word. “When isit?’

“The twenty-seventh of Palnim.”

A little over five months then, after the long, dark nights of winter have passed, the
thaw has stolen the snow, and the first flush of wildflowers has bloomed in the hills.

“Thank you for informing me,” | say, preparing to pass her.

Before | can escape, Audra grasps my good arm, surprisingly strong for such a
slender woman. “Areyou al right?’

Pretending | don’t know why | wouldn’t be, | frown. “I’'m fine.”
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Her worried expression softens. “Much can change in five months, Henrik. Lawrence
doesn’t seem like the type to commit to forever.”

“He' s not the type to commit for aweek.”

Slowly, she releases my arm and drops her voice. “Should | have kept it to myself?
Will it distract you from your mission?”

| shake my head curtly. “It will not.”

The elven noblewoman looks around again, this time to make sure we are alone.
“Have you overheard anything about my cousin’s plans?’

“Nothing we don’t already know.”

“Any mention of Ayan?’

“No.”

L ooking pensive, she nods. “We' ve hidden him well.”

Lady Elaine, Audra's mother and the late duke's sister, planned to reveal Ayan at the
council meeting that was held a week ago, but she decided to wait in light of recent
events. Camellia's magic makes her unpredictable and dangerous. We need more

information before we can remove Augmirian from his place of power.

Thoughtfully running her fingers through her hair, Audra says, “Has Camellia said



anything about the necklaces?’

“She’ s being cautious with the information she shares.”

Especially information about the deadly charmed necklaces she gave to the elven
noblewomen and my sister. Camelliais well aware that | remain by her side for my
sister’s sake alone. The moment | find a way to remove the necklace, | will stedl
Brielle away from Revalane and gladly give Lawrence any information | have
collected.

Although Camelliamay hold my lead, | am not loyal to the murderous princess.

“She’ll let her guard down eventually,” Audra assures me. “Do everything in your
power to win her trust. Y ou must get her to confidein you.”

“I'will,” | promise.

But there are limits to my dedication. Camellia would likely tell me everything if |
were to enter into arelationship with her—she’s made that more than clear.

But | won't betray Clover, even if she's promised to Lawrence.

Five months.

It's plenty of timeto learn Camellia’ s secrets, escape to Cabaranth with my sister, and
convince Lawrenceto call off the wedding.

It hasto be.

* % %



“You look like death,”Maisel sayswhen | step into my quarters.

The gnome woman sits in her favorite chair by the sleeping hearth, knitting an ugly
tunic she’'s been working on for weeks. She's so short her feet only extend just past
the cushion, making her look like atiny child.

But looks are deceiving. The Dorian gnome is awarrior—and a spiteful one at that.
“Why are you still here?’ | sigh as | sit in the chair next to her, being careful to give
the rock leopard at her feet plenty of room. Ulfric lifts his head and glares at me

before he stretches his legs, showing off his claws, and then he goes back to sleep.

“Someone’ s gotta keep an eye on you, you traitorous git.” Maisel hops from the chair
and pausesin front of me. “Try it on.”

| eyethetunic. “I’m not wearing that.”

“You'll wear it if | tell you to wear it. Now stop your fussing and put it on.”

“It’ s sweltering hot. What do | need with it?’
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Maisel glares at me. “Calendulais likely worrying herself to death, hoping someone's
taking care of you—making sure you're eating, tending your wound, keeping you
clothed. I'm doing this for her, not you.”

Eyeing the gnome with a tight frown, | yank the tunic from her hands and then pull
off my brigandine. | dlide the knitted garment over my shirt, giving her a pointed look
to ask if she’s happy.

She studies me. “Hold out your arms.”

| do as she asks, and she shakes her head as if disgusted. Looking at my wrists where
the fabric has pulled up, she says, “Too short. All right, take it off.”

Glad to be free of the itchy, hot fabric, | tug it over my head and thrust it back at her.
Then | walk to the balcony door and stand outside, drawing in several gulps of sticky
southern air.

It's Sempra now. It could be snowing at home.

The image of Lawrence and Clover cozy by afire, her head on his shoulder and his
hand stroking her back makes my stomach revolt.

They’ re engaged—officially. Royally. And now the date of their wedding is set.
Groaning, | shove my good hand into my hair, and my fingers twist in the strands as |

try to force the image out of my mind. With a groan, | lean forward and rest my
forehead on the iron rail. | give myself just a few seconds to mourn everything I've



lost, and then | straighten and return inside.

| can't dwell on events that haven’'t yet come to pass, especially when | have very
present worries,

CLOVER
The thwack the arrow makes when it meets the target is highly satisfying, and | shoot
again and again, ignoring the way the cold bites at my numbing fingers and makes

my lungs feel like I’m breathing in shards of frozen air.

It hasn’t snowed yet, but | smell it coming. The clouds are thick and dark, scented
with a crisp brightness that can only mean it’s imminent.

“It's cold,” Pranmore says from my side, huddled under his heavy cloak. “Y ou should
goinside.”

After spending most of his life in temperate Dulane, the Woodmore still hasn't
adjusted to the cooler region.

| eye him curioudly. “Pranmore, how isit you are comfortable wearing wool ?”

Looking frozen half to death, he answers, “I thanked the sheep for its gift, and all is
fine. It went on its merry way, and | went on mine.”

| blink at him. “Isthat one of your poems?’

“It’s an old Woodmore saying.”



I’m not sure what to make of that, but then again, Pranmore still baffles me more
often than not. I’'m grateful for him, though. So grateful.

“You'll freeze out here, Y our Highness.”

| pull another arrow from my quiver and nock it into my bow. “Don’t call me that.”
“Evenif | use your name, it doesn’'t change who you are,” he answers.

Now that I'm engaged to Lawrence, my rank has been honorarily elevated. It's a
strange human tradition, one that came from our ancestors kingdom of Caendria. |
am now a princess of Caldenbauer, in title if not blood.

No one lessisworthy of marrying our king.

At onetime, | would have lorded my new status over Camellia, but now...everything
Is different.

“1 don't feel like a princess.” | shoot, but this time the arrow misses its mark, and the
sting in my hand becomes too painful to ignore.

“You look like one.”
Hesitantly, | touch the circlet nestled into my hair, burdened by its presence. It’'s just

asimple gold band, nothing ornate, but people treat me differently because of it. “I'm
an imposter.”
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“An imposter?’ Pranmore asks, following me to the target. He assists me as | pull
arrows from the coiled straw mat, replacing them in my quiver himself.

“1 have no intention of marrying the king.”

He watches me with his dark brown eyes, too knowing for my liking.

“Lawrence isn’'t the king yet,” Bartholomew says from a few spots down, fighting to
nock an arrow in his bow. Despite the fumbling, he’s getting better. He aimost hit the
bullseye today. “Not until tonight.”

We're mere hours away from Lawrence's coronation. He's been locked away with
his council for most of the day. | should be with him, but | claimed a headache and
napped for less than fifteen minutes before | escaped to the bailey for fresh air.

It wasn't an excuse. The tension still sits heavy on my shoulders, radiating up my
neck and into the back of my skull. Pranmore warned the cold air could make it
worse, and he was right as usual.

“You're bleeding,” Pranmore says mildly.

Startled, | look down at my hand. Sure enough, the long practice was too much.

“Let’'sgoinside, and I'll tend it for you,” Pranmore urges.

Bartholomew follows us. Together, we leave the practice yard, and people watch as
we enter the castle through the side entrance.



From the looks we get, | imagine we make a funny group, but | don’t care. Pranmore
and Bartholomew understand. They are the only people who miss Henrik like | do.

Well, maybe not exactly like | do, but just as much.

No one questions their constant presence at my side, likely because Lawrence
approves. He knows he has nothing to fear from the Woodmore €elf or his young
cousin.

We enter the quarters Lawrence gave Pranmore—a spacious trio of rooms in the
physician’s wing.

Pranmore pauses when we step inside, startled to find someone waiting for him.

Minda rises from the bench near the window, her hands fluttering self-conscioudly at
her waist. The Woodmore €lf is like Pranmore, with pretty freckled spots on her
temples and fawnish brown hair. She has antlers as well, but hers are two petite
spikes that poke out from her hair, where Pranmore sports a full, impressive rack.

Though, believe me, you don’t want to comment on them.

“Hello, Minda,” Pranmore says when he recovers from his surprise, ushering
Bartholomew and me inside. “Are you injured or feeling ill? Have you come for
treatment?”’

It's not a shock she's here. Pranmore opened this entertaining area for waiting
patients, though many in the castle are still wary of the elf.

“1 thought you might like to join me...” Minda's eyes move to me as if looking for
support, and | give her an encouraging nod. She swallows and looks back at
Pranmore. In ahorrible rush, she finishes, “I was hoping you might like to walk in the



tea garden—>but it seems you’ve just been outside, and | imagine you're chilled, and
it'saready so late, and | need to go.”

She hurries from the room, leaving Pranmore looking befuddied. When she's gone,
he turnsto me. “What...what was that about?’

| want to tell him not to be daft, but Minda is shy enough she might never forgive me
if I explain to Pranmore exactly why she'slike that around him.

Bartholomew only shrugs as he takes Minda’s recently vacated seat and stares out the
window at the sleeping garden below. The colorful autumn foliage has fallen from the
trees and bushes, leaving branches bare, and the summer flowers have gone brown. It
looks like winter now.

“Sit down, Clover,” Pranmore instructs, gesturing toward a chair at the small tea
table. “I’ll fix your hand.”

| wince as he works, never quite growing used to the pinch and pull of his magic.

Once he's finished, Pranmore releases my hand and sits back. “Y ou should consider
wearing gloves next time.”

| nod absently, thinking of the pair of soft |leather ones Mother bought for me when |
turned seventeen. She said a lady shouldn’'t have calloused hands. | suppose a
princess shouldn’t either.

A gueen even more so.

| shudder at the thought, acknowledging how close I've come to my life's goal.
Apparently, | set the plan into action even better than | realized.



Pranmore studies me, and the furrow in his brow betrays he doesn’t like what he sees.
“Why don’t you lie down? This evening will betiring.”
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| nod, now tired enough | might be able to sleep for a bit. My insomnia has been so
bad lately, I've found it’s been a little easier in the daylight hours. At night, | spend
my time staring at the ceiling and hoping | won’t dream of Henrik when | doze. The
dreams are too painful.

Instead of leaving, | lay my head on the table, pillowing my cheek on my arm.
“Perhaps I'll rest here for abit.”

“Y ou would be more comfortable in your bed,” Pranmore says gently.

| close my eyes, already feeling the tug of exhaustion pulling on my eyelids. “I sleep
better when I’m not alone.”

| sense Bartholomew and Pranmore’ s worry even with my eyes closed.
“At least lie down on the settee—"
Pranmore isinterrupted by a knock on the outer chamber door.

He answers, looking prepared to send the visitor away, but he pauses instead,
listening to whatever the person hasto say.

He then glances into the room, concerned. “Y our friends have come looking for you.
They’re here to help you prepare for the coronation.”

“Has it aready grown that late?’ | ask as | straighten, my stomach twisting with
apprehension. “Wait...what friends?’



Calla steps into the room with Lavender, Hyacinth, and severa ladies maids. She
gives me a sympathetic look before she frowns at my wind-blown hair and haven't-
slept-in-days appearance. “It’ s going to take a while to make you look presentable.”

| sigh, knowing there’'s no point in arguing. But | pause as my eyes drift over the
additional ladies. Calla and | are friends—I know why she's come. But I've never
been particularly close to any of my other fellow ladies-in-waiting.

“What are you doing here?’ | ask.

Lavender and Hyacinth exchange a look before Calla answers, “Lawrence requested
we transfer our duties to you since it doesn’t seem likely Camelliawill return.”

“Tome?’ | say dumbly.

Callawidens her eyes, silently begging me not to make a fuss.

“All right,” | say, resigned.

Perhaps it won't be so bad. After al, these three chose not to accompany the princess
to Ferradelle, and it’snot asif | don’t know them well enough.

Once Henrik returns, I'll shed my honorary title and the ladies, but for now, I'll play
the part.

“1 have an errand to run, so | will now take my leave.” Pranmore bows his head and
then gestures for Bartholomew to follow him from the room. *Please remain as long
asyou would like. Y ou are aways welcome, Y our Highness.”

| watch the pair leave sullenly. Though | want to call them back and beg them to stay,
I’m going to have to get through the next few hours on my own.



As soon as they're gone, Lavender giggles. “Are you having a fling with the
Woodmore, Clover?’

| barely resist the temptation to throw my circlet at her. “We're friends, you great
gossip. And he transferred a life debt to me.”

L ooking disappointed, she stares wistfully at the door. “1’ve always wondered what it
would be like to kiss a Woodmore.”

Looking equally intrigued, Calla says, “Do you think his antlers would get in the
way?’

The maids stand in the corner, trying not to laugh. They seem taken with the
handsome €lf, too.

“1 have no desire to find out,” | answer. “If you want to know, go chase him down
and seeif he’'s open to an experiment.”

He wouldn't be.
Calagrinsasif imagining it, and then she primly sits opposite me at the tea table and
pulls her long, blonde braid over her shoulder. “What do you mean he transferred a

life debt to you?’

| haven't told her about Henrik—I haven’t told anyone.
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“It doesn’t matter,” | say. “You're here to help me dress for the coronation. We might
as well go back to my rooms and begin.”

“She’sright.” Hyacinth grins as she nudges my shoulder. “1f we start now, we might
have Clover presentable in time.”

King Algernon’ ssteward opens Lawrence' s door when | knock, smiling when he sees
my ladies and me. “Hello, Y our Highness.”

The greeting makes my smile freeze on my face, and | remind myself he’s no longer
Algernon’s steward, but Lawrence’s. And | am no longer a mere lady-in-waiting.

“Prince Lawrence is expecting you,” he says.

Lawrence appears behind him, stepping into the doorway. “I’d like a moment with
Clover.”

When | see the prince in his coronation finery, my greeting catches in my throat. He
looks very much like a young king. Tears sting my eyes for no reason | can name,
and | realizeif I'm not careful, | will undo all the work the ladies and their maids put
into me.

“Of course.” The steward bows his head as he steps past me into the hall. “I will
return when it’stime to leave.”



Before the man has the words out of his mouth, Lawrence grabs my wrist and drags
me into the room. To the ladies behind me, he says, “I’ll return Clover to you soon.”

They giggle, likely thinking the moment is more romantic than it is.

“We'll wait for you near the back entrance to the great hall,” Calla says as they leave.
“That's fine.” Lawrence firmly shuts the door and then releases me. With a shaky
grin, he gestures to his burgundy velvet doublet. It's studded with gems and
embroidered with gold—very different from his everyday attire. “What do you think?
Do I look kingly?’

Hisfaceis pale next to hislight copper hair, and his eyes are too wide.

“You can do this,” | say softly, ignoring his bravado.

His expression dims, and he rubs a hand over his eyes. “I’m not ready.”

“1 don’t think you have a choice.”

He drops his hand, frowning slightly. “Aren’t you supposed to offer encouragement
at atime like this?’

| smile. “I thought the truth might be more helpful in this case.”
Slowly, his eyes travel over me. Minda prepared a silken dress in dark emerald, with

long, fitted sleeves and a high neckline with a sweetheart cutout that keeps it modern.
I’ve worn it before—I stood in Camellia' s place for the final fittings several months

ago.

How fortunate we wear the same size.



“You look beautiful.” He pinches my sleeve between his finger and thumb, rubbing
the fabric as he studies me. “I’ve always liked you in green. It brings out the fire in
your eyes.”

“You'regoing to beafineking,” | tell him quietly. “You know that, don’t you?’

A self-deprecating smile flickers over hisface. “1 will be an adequate king at best, but
no one will care. The people will be blinded by my beautiful queen, seeing nothing
but her. It'sadevious plan, but | think it’s going to work.”

“You'reridiculous,” | whisper, feeling that all-too-familiar, painful hitch in my chest.

The prince sets his hands on my sides and pulls me into him. His light brown eyes
meet mine, pleading. “Let me pretend you' re mine—just for tonight.”

“Lawrence...”

“Let me pretend that you love me.”

| set my hand on his cheek. “I do love you, and | know you're going to get through
this.”

Surprising me, he leans into my touch and closes his eyes. “ Say it again, but thistime,
try to make it sound less like you’ re talking to one of your brothers.”
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| breathe out a quiet laugh and remove my hand. “Y ou know where my heart lies.”

Lawrence opens his eyes partway, studying me with a hint of asmirk. “If | can’'t have
your heart, | could be placated with other parts of you, you know.”

| cock my head to the side. “Have you always been this horrid, or was it a learned
trait?’

He laughs, genuinely amused. And then his expression becomes solemn. Dropping
hisvoice, he says, “It’'s not a crime for me to desire you, Clover. We are engaged.”

“On paper.”

He takes a step closer. “If Henrik returns, | will give you up—but only because it's
what you want. It has nothing to do with alack of devotion on my part.”

| know what thisis, even if Lawrence doesn’'t. He' sterrified, and he' s always soothed
his anxiety or boredom in the arms of a woman. Determined to be faithful, he's

resisted the urge to seek someone out, so now | am the only option.

Oddly, it reassures me our friendship is solid. Lawrence respects me enough to
deprive himself, and | acknowledge the sacrifice, as ridiculous as it may seem.

| raise an eyebrow. “If your affection runs so deep, why didn’'t you pledge your love
sooner? Why waste your time chasing after so many other women?’

He grins. “Would you believe | wasterrified by the depths of my emotions?’



“I wouldn't.”

He laughs, looking away. “1 wouldn’t either.” Then he becomes solemn. “Who would
put a man like me on the throne?’

| take his shoulders, giving him a gentle shake. “You're going to be a brilliant king,
Lawrence. You're feeling suffocated by your past, but as yourfriend, 1 know very
well there's more to you than meets the eye.” | tap the royal crest on his chest. “It’s
time to rise above your reputation and become the man | know you can be. You're a
phoenix, Lawrence. And you' re going to make me proud.”

Slowly, he smiles. “Do you truly believe that, Clover?’

“I do-”

He offers his arm and huffs out a bolstering breath. “ Then let’ s go claim a kingdom.”

Nodding, | step up next to him.

We're amost to the door when Lawrence pauses and turns to me, flashing me a
lopsided grin. “What about a kiss for luck?”

“Do you want to accept your crown with ablack eye?’

He chuckles as he continues for the door once more. “I’'ll take that as a no.”

HENRIK

I’ ve avoided the smithy, but my father’s presence is like a bur that keeps embedding



itself deeper into my flesh the longer | ignore it.

There are other blacksmiths working today, but the elves make no attempt to stop me
as | wak past them and turn down the stairs that lead to a private workroom. It's
sweltering in the heat of midday, and the high humidity makes it feel like I'm
venturing into the depths of oblivion.

Water seeps through the walls, glistening on the rock and pooling on the floor in
severa low places. It seemsit’s impossible to keep the swamp out completely—even
the magic-wielding High Elves cannot accomplish it.

Either that or they care little for the comfort of their manual |aborers.

The workroom is silent today, making me wonder if Father is out. | pause at the door,
looking through the bars. The forge sleeps, and the room is dark.

Trying to decide if | care enough to wait, | loiter for a minute.
| hear the telltale sound of the resident smith descending the stairs long before he
announces himself—theshuffle, thud, shuffle, thudof his wooden leg meeting the

stone steps and echoing in the stairwell.

| cringe at the familiar sound, my hand balling into a fist, and | immediately wish |
hadn’t come.
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“Henrik?’ arough voice says.
| turn to face my father, saying nothing.

His eyes travel over me, but there's no warmth in his expression. “1 wondered when
you'd finally show your face.”

He brushes past me, pulling a key from his heavy work apron. With a creak of the
hinges, the door swings open.

“All high and mighty now, aren’t you?’ he continues. “ Serving the princess herself.”
“It seems |’m not the only one.” | follow him in, working my jaw. | know what | truly
want to say—I want to ask how he could blindly follow Camellia and then demand he
tell me what he was thinking creating all those talvernum necklaces.

| want to ask him if he knew one was intended for his daughter’s throat.

But | know even he's not that wretched. He was blinded by money and glory,
thinking he was finally doing something worthwhile. Something to take pridein.

“You gonna talk, boy, or did you come to stare at me?’ Father says gruffly as he
turns back to face me. His eyes drop to my injured arm, but he doesn’t mention it.

“Did you finish the armor you were creating for Camellia?’ | ask.

He begins straightening his workspace, gathering tools and scraps of metal. “About a



week ago. |'ve already given it to the princess.”

“What did she want it for?”

He glances up, his eyes partially hidden under his heavy graying eyebrows. “It's a
wedding gift for the duke.”

“Why would she have you make such athing?’

“How should | know?’

“You made it from atalvernum alloy, just as you made the necklaces.”

“Who am | to question the princess?’ Father sneers. “ She provided the materials, and
| did as | was asked—for a lot better pay than Algernon ever gave me, I'll tell you

that.”

“What good could possibly come from talvernum necklaces?’ | demand. “Y ou realize
they can be charmed, don’'t you?’

“Wouldn’t be a point in using the metal if that weren't the intention.”
Growing irritated with his complete lack of concern, | step forward and lower my
voice. “And when you agreed to make all these, did you know Caméllia is a

sorceress? Did you realize she’ s been using blood magic?’

Father glances up to make sure he won't be overheard, but he doesn’t meet my eyes.
“What do | care what she has planned for the elves?’

Shaking my head, | turn to go, wondering how much Father knows of Camellia's
plans but unable to bring myself to ask him. My stomach feels hollow, and I'm afraid



I’ll lose what little respect | have left for him if | learn more.

| pause as | step through the door. “ She gave a necklace to Brielle.”

“What?' Father says sharply, finally showing some emotion. “Your sister is at

Dulnmarin’s.

“She’s here. Camellia fetched her from school and is using her to control me with one
of the necklaces you created.”

| leave without waiting for his answer.

I’ve barely steppedinto my quarters when an impatient knock sounds at the door. |
glance around before answering it, making sure Maisel isn't here.

When I'm confident the gnome is absent, | open the door. Immediately, Camellia
pushes her way inside. She shoves her hands through her golden hair and groans like

the day has been too long.

“Please, comeinside, Y our Highness,” | deadpan, wishing my patience was infinite.
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The princess turns back and gives me a coy smile, but it's tinged with frustration.
We' ve found ourselves in a strange, antagonistic relationship.

Camellia doesn’t trust me, and | loathe everything about her, especially the fact that |
was so blinded by her pretty face at one time. When | look at her now, | see my
weakness—I| see a cruel, selfish woman who wrapped me around her finger, and it
fills me with shame.

“1’ve never met such an infuriating man,” she seethes.

| study her with little feeling. “ Are you referring to the duke or me?’

She lets out a mirthless laugh and then wanders the small room.

“It doesn’'t have to be like this between us, Henrik.” After a few seconds, she turns
her bright blue eyes on me. “We could be so much more.”

“You have taken my family prisoner, Your Highness. Explain how different things
could be.”

She clenches her hands into fists. “Stop sayingthat. Irescuedthem from their
miserable existence. Everything I’ ve done, I’ ve done foryou.You' |l seeit eventually.”

“You put a poisoned necklace around my sister’s neck...for me?’

Camelliarolls her eyes, looking genuinely frustrated. “Only because you gave me no
choice. Do you have any idea how much it pains me that you' ve made me resort to



such athing?’

“Do you even hear yourself?’ | demand, stepping forward. “Camellia.”

She crosses the room to face me, her eyes pleading. “Tell me you love me, Henrik.
Pledge your sword and swear your allegiance, and | will remove your sister's
necklace.”

| snort out alaugh, looking away. “Andif | lie?’

“You wouldn’t lie.” She grasps my uninjured arm, and | clench my jaw, resisting the
urge to shove her away. “If you made the vow, you' d honor it. | know that.”

| meet her gaze and deadpan, “I love you. | pledge my sword and swear my
alegiance.”

Her face crumples like an angry child's, and suddenly, she slaps me. The sound
echoes in the small room, startling though not unexpected. It’s not the first time she's
struck me since she chained me to her side.

“Don’'t toy with me, Henrik,” Camellia warns, her eyes glossy. “And don't vow
empty words while your eyes curse me.”

| lean forward and say harshly, “Then don’t ask for something you know | won't give

you.
“1 could kill your sister,” she says softly, running the tip of her finger down my chest.
“Right now, without even being in the same room. For all you know, Brielle is

gasping for breath as we speak.”

“Camellia” | grab her wrist, stilling her hand. My stomach rolls as | bow my head to



her. “Please.”

“Apologize.”

“I"'m sorry.”

“On your knee, commander.”

| immediately drop, turning my face to the floor.

“Say it again,” she commands.

| nearly choke on my anger, but somehow, | manage to sound remorseful. “1’m sorry,
Y our Highness.”

Temporarily placated, Camellia sets her hand on my head. Thoughts of Brielle are the
only thing keeping me from flinching away.

“Your sister isfine.” She strokes my hair. “But don’t forget the power | wield.”

| look up, careful to keep my expression blank.

“And stop fighting me, Henrik,” she says. “It might not feel like it now, but I'm
standing before you, offering the world. I’ vechosenyou. Don’t you understand?’
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Slowly, | stand. As | rise, my eyes fal on her dagger. The steel glints in the
lamplight, taunting me. Begging meto take it.

To finish this madness.

Camellia's eyes follow my gaze, and then she laughs. With a subtle, twisted smile,
she pulls the dagger from its sheath and offers it to me. “What wicked thoughts are
you having, Henrik?’

| look away, hating myself.

She takes my left hand and shoves the hilt of the dagger into it, wrapping my fingers
tightly with her own. Then she steps forward, pressing the tip of the blade against her
breast. “Y ou want to kill me?’

| try to yank away, but she holds me tightly.

“Doit,” she purrs, jerking my hand forward.

“Camellia,stop.”

“Do it if you want to.” Her eyes are mad as they dance over my face. “You're one
breath away from freeing yourself, but can you kill an unarmed woman? Can you

murder me, valiant soldier?’

And for one terrifying moment, | waver. My hand presses forward, and Camellia's
eyes widen.



“Do it,” she taunts again at a fevered whisper. “If that’s what you want, I’ll die for
you. That’s how deep my devotion goes.”

Her slap still stings, as does the humiliating way she continually pets me like a dog
and threatens my sister's death. She is a wretched human being, a threat to all
Caldenbauer.

“Kill me,” shewhispers. “Murder is powerful, Henrik. See for yourself.”

With a growl, | yank the dagger from her hands and heave it across the room,
stepping away and breathing hard.

Blood seeps into Camellia’ s gown, oozing from a dlice that didn't go far enough to
cause real damage. She looks down, pressing her finger against the small cut in her
bodice, and then shelaughs. Her fingers are stained with her own blood, and she rubs
them against her thumb, entranced.

My stomach heaves at the sight, and doubt makes me break into a cold sweat.

Did | miss my opportunity? Will | regret this moment?

“Now we know where we stand.” Camellia steps up so close, | can feel her breath on
my skin. Running her stained fingers over my neck, she whispers, “Y ou cannot kill
me, and | won't let you go. Do you know what that means?’

| gulp, trying to control the bile that risesin my throat.

She stands on her tiptoes, her lips far too close to my own. “You belong to me,
Henrik. Chained, bound.Mine.”



CLOVER

| suppress a yawn, knowing full well I'm on display and must at least appear
somewhat invested in the historical event taking place before me. And perhaps | was
in the beginning.

But | didn’t realize that historical moments are quite this boring.

WEe've been in the throne room for aimost two hours now, surrounded by most of the
noblemen and women of the kingdom, along with all the high-ranking soldiers in the
roya military.

A trio of honored scholars have taken turns blathering on about this and
that—basically giving a history lesson even though we're al well-aware of our
heritage.

| glance at Lawrence, wondering how he's faring upon his throne, but he stares at the
present speaker, every muscle in his body tensed, his mind likely on his father’s
newly buried body.

Algernon now restsin a new marble tomb in the royal crypt, along with his ancestors,
including Telgin, the great Phoenix King who freed us from the High Val€e s tyranny.

| sit near Lawrence on the dais, surrounded by my poor ladies who have been forced
to stand. If I'd known there wouldn’t be proper seating, | would have demanded extra
chairs be placed before the ceremony.

Lavender shifts, obviously growing weary. She's prone to dizzy spells when she
doesn’t eat, and with all the excitement, I’m not sure she remembered to feed herself.
| finally decide that propriety can be cursed—it’'s better than the poor girl fainting
dead away. People murmur as | stand, and the speaker turns, startled by the



interruption. | press on Lavender’s shoulder, wordlessly telling her to take the sedt,
and then | motion for the man to continue his never-ending lecture.
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Lavender looks like she'd like to protest, but she doesn’'t dare make a fussin front of
this esteemed crowd. She sits, pasting a smile on her face, and | take her place next to
Cdla

After several seconds, | ook back at Lawrence and find him smirking at me, perhaps
glad for the small interruption.

And then, my father appears at the entrance of the throne room with King Algernon’s
crown resting on ared, tasseled pillow.

A collective breath is taken as he walks up the aisle, his footsteps silent on the plush
runner.

| glance at Lawrence and find the blood has drained from his handsome face, leaving
him looking pale and terrified.

My heart goes out to my friend who doesn’'t feel he's ready for this cloak of
responsibility.

The bishop moves into position next to Lawrence. When my father reaches him, he
takes the crown.

“Prince Lawrence Telgin Gevaldry,” the man begins solemnly, “son of King
Algernon Gevaldry, direct descendent of Telgin, the great Phoenix King, the day has

come for you to claim your birthright.”

L awrence swallows, looking straight ahead.



“By the power vested in me, | crown you the sovereign king of Caldenbauer.”

Lawrence sits straight and tall, flinching only slightly when the crown settles upon his
head.

“May the kingdom prosper under your rule and your days be long.” The bishop bows
his head to Lawrence and then stepsto the side.

Father comesto the front to address the waiting audience. “ Stand.”

The crowd does as they are directed, with their eyes on our new king.

“lI present to you Lawrence Telgin Gevaldry, King of Caldenbauer. Swear your
allegiance and bow before him now.”

And like a wave, the people fall. Women drop into deep curtseys and men lower on
bended knees.

Lawrence stands, taking in the moment, looking overwhelmed as he surveys the
nobility solemnly. After several seconds, he says, “Y ou may rise.”

His voice rings throughout the throne room, strong and sure, and | nearly burst with
pride.

He turns to me, extending his hand. | immediately join him, smiling to tell him how
well he's doing. His fingers squeeze mine as if grateful 1I’m by his side, and then we
turn forward once more.

“Those who wish to be considered for my guard, come forward,” Lawrence says,
continuing the ceremony.



We're nearing the end now.

At least fifty men are here for this moment, including my brothers. They are a mix of
noble-born sons sent from their houses and high-ranking soldiers eager to make their
mark in history, each hoping to gain His Majesty’ s favor and secure his spot as one of
the elite. They come before the dais, the noblemen standing in the colors of their
houses and the soldiers wearing their military best, all handsome and proud.

But my heart bleeds because Henrik is absent. He belongs here, fighting for his sedl,
and it absolutely destroys me. | lift my chin, refusing to show weakness in front of the
court.

Looking even more nervous than Lawrence, Bartholomew steps forward to address
the men who will be under his command one day. It was decided that he should
oversee this part of the ceremony even though he’s too young to claim his position as
roya duke marshal.

He glances a me nervously, looking for support. | give him a small smile, subtly
nodding him along. After taking a deep breath, he turns to the men.

“You have al served King Algernon valiantly, and the royal family thanks you for
your dedication and sacrifice. King Lawrence will now bestow seals upon his chosen
elite. They will rise above their peers and stand as the king's personal guard. It is not
an honor to take lightly. If any of you believe you should not hold the position, please
step down.”

No one so much asflinches.
Colter catches my eye, my ridiculous brother grinning at me. Denny elbows him in

the side, reminding him this is a sober occasion. Immediately, Colter rips his eyes
forward, but he doesn’t completely mask his mirth.



My eyes scan the rest of the gathering. The knights who served on Algernon’s
personal guard have been retired with honors, though several requested to be
considered for Lawrence' s guard as well.

| take a deep breath, wishing...
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But it doesn’t matter what | wish.

“Miguel of House Galdega,” Lawrence says to no one's surprise. The sealed knight
served Algernon, and he and Lawrence are good friends.

The audience claps as Miguel steps forward to stand behind Lawrence.

“Denny of House Flauret,” Lawrence continues.

My brother blinks, startled to receive the honor. Colter has to shove him forward,
surprising him out of his stupor. | clap furiously with the others as he bows before the
king and joins Miguel.

“Alfred of House Sumner and Xander of House Yalnen,” Lawrence finishes.

There's a pause, followed by a buzz of murmurs. Father clears his throat, stepping
close so only Lawrence and | may hear him. “Your Majesty, the king's guard usually
consists of five men.”

Lawrence glances at me, looking burdened. “I’ d like to keep one spot open.”

My heart warms, and my eyes gloss with tears. | barely manage to blink them back,
determined not to shame myself in front of this vast audience.

Father frowns with confusion. “Of course, that is your choice.”

L awrence nods. “ Please compl ete the ceremony.”



| stand quietly, smiling for the people while desperately wanting to drag Lawrence
somewhere private to thank him.

Finally, the coronation is over.

| accept Lawrence's offered arm, and we walk down the aisle, followed by the king's
new personal guard.

We end up in a small, private room. Before | can speak with Lawrence, he must
address his knights.

“Congratulations on a successful coronation, Your Majesty,” Miguel says.

“Did you worry we'd run into trouble?’ Lawrence asks, seeming at ease around these
men he considers friends.

Solemnly, Miguel answers, “I think we all worried your sister would show up.”

The others nod. They weren't al in Revalane, but rumors have a way of spreading
through the court like wildfire.

“Congratulations,” | say to Denny. “Mother was so proud she began to cry. Did you
see?’

He gives me an ornery grin. “Never mind Mother. Do you think Gavriel shed a few
tears?’

“Possibly,” | laugh, “but for adifferent reason, I'm sure.”

“Your eldest brother has his own retinue to command,” Lawrence says. “He'll get
over it.”



“Why four?’ Xander asks, stealing my question.

He's the sixth son of a wealthy lord from Ladora, almost as serious and dedicated as
Henrik.

| turn to Lawrence, holding my breath as | wait for his answer.

“1 want to keep my options open,” the new king hedges.

| narrow my eyes at him, knowing he' s bluffing.

“Go on.” Lawrence jerks his head toward the door, dismissing his knights. “They
should be starting the feast. | need to speak with Clover for a moment, and then we'll

joinyou.”

Before they go, | catch Denny’s arm and make him stand for a hug. “I’m truly happy
for you.”
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He smiles, nodding once. “Who would have thought the day would come that I'd
have to serve my little sister? Appalling, isn't it?’

| shake my head, trying not to laugh. “Just horrible.”

Denny isthe last to leave, and before he goes, he bows his head to Lawrence one last
time.

When we're aone, | say, “Thank you, Lawrence. Y ou’ ve honored my family.”
“Denny earned the position with merit. | am glad to have him at my back.”

| cock my head to the side. “ And the fifth position?’

He looks away. “What about it?’

“Who are you holding it for?”’

When he looks back, he gives me a cocky grin. “I told you—I just want to keep my
options open.”

“It'sfor Henrik.”
Quickly, he shakes his head. “No.”

“You are agood man, Lawrence.”



“It'snot his spot,” heinsists, but we both know.

| sigh, conflicted. “Y ou’ ve done aterrible thing.”

He eyes me. “What' s that?’

“I’'m afraid you're growing as a person, and | don't know what to do with this new
side of you.”

He grins, stepping in. “Did your heart skip abeat? Am | making you waver?”’

“It stuttered alittle,” | tease. “But I’'m not wavering.”

13 Yet-”

| roll my eyes, laughing despite myself. “Are you ready to join your feast, Your
Majesty?’

He rubs his stomach. “I don’t think | could eat.”

“Meeither.” | offer my hand. “But let’s go push things about on our plates.”

CLOVER
The coronation was a week ago, and Lawrence is slowly settling into his new role. I,
however, fed like an imposter sitting in the seat beside him. This spot should be

reserved for the true queen-to-be, whoever she might be.

Not me.



And after sitting through three hours of this wretched council meeting, | couldn’t be
more sure about my decision to give up my chance at the crown. Lawrence, his
advisors, severa high-ranking noblemen, and his personal guard have debated and
argued, no one having a clear answer about what should be done about Camellia.

Lawrence is at the head of the table, and | am seated to his right. An empty teacup
rests in front of me, along with a porcelain plate and crumbs left from a shortbread
biscuit. A maid will clear the dishes soon, and not for the first time.

Apparently, we're stuck here until Lawrence makes a decision.
“Camellia attacked Clover,” Gavriel exclaims, growing frustrated as he sits back in

his chair and crosses his arms. “ She openly used blood magic. With all due respect,
Y our Mgesty, you can’t ignore her crimes, even if sheisyour sister.”
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“Gavriel.” Father rubs his temples. “Enough.”

“He has a point, Rodger,” Lord Garamond says. “She's not just your
daughter—Clover is our future queen.”

Lawrence silently listens to the argument, his chin resting on his clasped hands.

“But we mustn’t forget that Camelliais married to Duke Augmirian,” Father adds. “A
move against his duchess could be seen as an act of war. It could void the treaty.”

“Considering Camellia has yoked herself to the High Vaes,” Gavriel argues, “what
she did could be considered a breach of the treaty ontheirpart.”

“1 till don’'t understand.” Lord Winston shakes his head. “It seems as if the duke is
using Camellia. Why do you all make it sound asif she's the source of the trouble?’

“My sister is not innocent,” Lawrence finaly says, drawing every eye in the room.
“She was working with Augmirian, and she tried to deceive my father. She's been
using blood magic, she admitted to killing the man who was found in her closet, and
she committed an act of treason against the crown. This discussion has nothing to do
with her guilt—she is most certainly guilty. It's whether or not we're willing to drag
the kingdom into war because of it.”

“1 doubt she will give up, Your Majesty,” Miguel says, the voice of calm reason in
the agitated crowd. The sealed knight shakes his head, looking genuinely pained.
“Her plan was thwarted in the worst possible way, but if she's gone to these lengths,
she will regroup.”



Agreeing, Gavriel nods. “And she's alied with the High Vales, so she has access to
their resources.”

“Let’s not forget they’ re making war golems,” | add hesitantly. “Even before Duke
Augmirian agreed to Camellia's marriage proposition, he began illegally mining
talvernum in the Dorian Mountains. Henrik, Bartholomew, Pranmore, and | saw it
ourselves.”

“It'strue,” Bartholomew says.

Pranmore stands near the wall, looking as if he’'s unsure he belongs, but he nods as
well.

“Where is Henrik?” Lord Garamond asks, and the room goes quiet. “The
commander’ s name repeatedly comes up, but no one has explained his absence.”

“He remained in Revalane to protect his sister,” Lawrence says. “Camellia has taken
her hostage.”

“The princess has taken hostages?’ Lord Winston exclaims. “Camellia has prisoners,
and we're not sending in men?’

“It's complicated,” Lawrence answers, growing agitated. “Pranmore, explain.”

The Woodmore steps up to the table, looking uncomfortable. “The girl wears a
talvernum necklace that’s been laced with Camellia’'s blood magic. The princess
gifted them to al the high-ranking noblewomen of the dukedom, and she can inflict

pain or even death through them at will.”

| stare at the table as the men ask him questions, wishing | could run away.



“l heard it was Henrik who attacked Clover,” says Sir Patrick, the retired sealed
knight drawing the discussion back to an unwelcome topic. “Is it possible he has
defected to the princess?’

“Henrik has very specific orders,” Lawrence says. “He' sworking for me.”

“ And what orders are those, Sire?’ Lord Winston asks.

“He's placed himself by Camellia s side, working as my shadow rogue.”

“Henrik?’ Gavriel laughs. “A shadow rogue?’

My eldest brother is right—I might laugh myself if | didn’'t feel like | was choking.
Henrik wasn't created for deception and spying. He' s too upstanding, too straight and
true.

“We are dealing with the situation we were given,” Lawrence snaps, his tone startling

more than just me. “And I’'m not comfortable making any decisions until Henrik
sends me information. My first act as king will not be to drag Caldenbauer back into

war.

“But if we act now—"

“We could kill every elven noblewoman in Revalane,” Lawrence snarls. “I will not
put my people in danger until | have more information.”

“Y our Majesty—"
“We're finished.” Lawrence stands. “| want extra patrols along the coasts. Send word

to the guard posts and coastal fortresses. If Camellia attacks, | doubt she will come
through Heistone. | suspect she will march her soldiers through Doria. Thankfully,



the mountains are impassible thistime of year, so that might buy us some time.”

“There are no portsin Doria, Your Magjesty,” Sir Patrick argues. “The cliff's—"
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“The High Vales need no ports. Do not underestimate their resourcefulness.”

Lawrence offers me his hand, and | scurry from my seat. Together, we leave the
room. Chairs scratch across the floor as his knights hurry to follow.

Just in case someone in attendance missed his subtle signal, Lawrence announces as
we walk through the door, “The meeting is over.”

We continue down the hall, closely followed by his guard.

“1 need to speak with Clover a minute,” Lawrence says, gesturing into a small study
in which he obviously wishes to disappear.

“Allow us to search the room, Your Magesty,” Miguel says, stepping inside with
Denny. Xander and Alfred wait with usin the hall as the two make their sweep. Once
it's deemed to be safe, the pair returns.

“Was that really necessary?’ Lawrence asks dryly.

Miguel laughs. “Whether it was or not, the roomis clear.”

Lawrence rolls his eyes as he escorts me inside. As soon as he closes the door, he
sags against the wall, resting his head back as he groans.

| join him, standing shoulder to shoulder. “Y ou did well.”

“1 don’t know what I’'m doing.”



“1’m sure no new king ever does.”

He groans softly. “If | could pluck Camellia out of Revalane without casualty...”
“But you can’t.”

Peering at me from the corner of hiseye, he says, “I know.”

We stand in silence for several long seconds, and then | turn to face him. “Is Henrik
actually acting as your shadow rogue, or was that an excuse to keep his reputation

intact?’

“No, it's true. But our plan was concocted in less than a minute, and we were far
more concerned with your safety than espionage at the time.”

“You work well together considering you both claim to hate the other.”
“l cannot tell you how frustrating it is that so much currently relies on Henrik’s
return.” Lawrence shakes his head as if disgusted, but there's a smile in his voice.

“What atruly wretched turn of events.”

“Camellia has done an excellent job of protecting herself,” | say darkly. “What kind
of monster do you have to be to use innocent women as a shield?”’

“She is a master manipulator. Though we both knew that, didn’t we?’

| let out amirthless laugh. “It’ stoo bad no one ever listened.”

Lawrence takes my hand, grasping it in afriendly way. “They are now.”

“They are,” | agree softly.



He turns his head to look at me. “| suppose | should return you to your ladies.”

| roll my eyes. “ Speaking of that, | don’t remember asking for an entourage.”

“l knew you'd hate it.” He laughs as he pushes away from the wall and walks to one
of the windows. The drapes are pulled back, letting in the late afternoon light.

“1"ve asked Father’s steward to see to your new suite of rooms,” he says after several
seconds. “ They should be ready soon.”

“My new rooms?’ | ask, startled. “Why do | need those?’

The setting sun brings out the red in his hair, and it catches my attention as he turns to
look at me. “Y ou' re the queen-to-be, Clover.”



Page 19

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 6:35 am

“Notactually.”
“Asfar asanyone elseis concerned.”

| cross my arms, studying him. He's been acting suspiciously, as if he has no
intention of breaking the engagement like he promised.

WEe'll have to talk about it soon, but not right now. The day has already been long
enough.

“It's largerthan Camellia's suite,” Lavender whispers to Hyacinth, loud enough for
everyone in attendance to hear her.

And she’'s not wrong.

The antechamber opens into a large entertaining area. A set of glass doors lead into a
spacious study that's already full of books and a roomful of feminine furniture
upholstered in an ivory fabric with golden leaves stitched into it. The balcony beyond
Is covered in frost now, but the eastern-facing patio would be a pleasant area to take
teaor read in the cool shade of the summer months.

The bedchamber is twice the size of my current one, and the bed's drapes are made
from the same ivory fabric. Gossamer sheers cover the window that looks across the
garden for daytime privacy.



| pause in front of a painted scene that takes up most of the north wall. It's a
landscape, depicting King Telgin and his queen Hortensia walking in the gardens. It's
incredibly detailed, constructed of several panels that are fastened to the wall...and a
bit gaudy for my taste.

Turning, | take in the rest of the space. There's even a smaller room off this one for
one of my maids. And just like Camellia, | have a spacious closet that could home an
entire family but instead holds a selection of gowns.

“What do you think?’ Lawrence asks, beaming at me—obviously proud of himself.
“It'slovely,” | say. “But don’t you think it’s a bit much?’

“For my queen? Absolutely not.”

We're surrounded by people, so | don’'t dare correct him, but | shoot him a stern look
that he blatantly ignores.

“1 had the entire room completely reupholstered to fit your tastes,” he continues. “The
space was a bit dark before.”

A shadow crosses his face before he quickly dismissesit.

| turn to him, glancing at my nearby ladies and deciding they’re too enamored with
the room to pay me much attention. Stepping close so | won't be overheard, | ask,
“This was your mother’s room, wasn't it?’

Lawrence wrinkles his nose before he nods. “I suppose it was.”

“Y ou suppose?’



When he looks back, he wears an easy smile. “I don’t remember her, Clover. | was
little more than a baby when she died.”

“You shouldn’t place me here,” | whisper. “Save this room for your real queen. I’ll
just have to return to my old one once this is over, and that seems like far too much

fuss.

He cocks his head, smirking. “Y ou don’ thaveto.”

“Lawrence—"

“Your Majesty,” the king’'s steward says, coming into the room. “Lord Winston
wishes to speak to you.”

Lawrence sighs as he looks back at me. “I’ ve been summoned.”

Frowning, | jerk my head to the door, telling him he’'s freeto leave.

Before he goes, he grins. “Take a closer look at the drapes.”

“Why?’

He leaves without answering.
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Curioudly, | examine the fabric.
“Oh, isn’t that sweet?’ Calla says, joining me.

“They're little clovers.” Lavender sighs. “He must have had all this made just for

you.
“Who knew Lawrence could be so romantic?’ Hyacinth says wistfully.

While they swoon, | look at the closed door Lawrence just passed through, my heart
feeling heavy.

| lieatop my new bed, staring at the clovers on the bed drapes, racked with guilt,
when there’ s aknock at the wall.

Not the door, mind you, thewall.

Deciding I've finally lost my mind, | sit up, straining to hear, and nearly jump when it
echoes softly throughout the room again.

“Clover,” Lawrence calls. “Are you decent?’
“Lawrence?’ | scramble off the bed. “Where are you?’

Suddenly, a section of the royal garden mura rotates, and the king sticks his head



into my room. He smirks, taking in the gown | wore to dinner. “Apparently, you
aretoodecent.”

Gaping at thewall, | hurry forward. “What isthat?’

Lawrence steps inside, letting me inspect the swiveling panel. It's lightweight, and it
pivots right in the center. The other side is painted as well, and when | step into the
other room, | find a gargantuan bed and more gilded knickknacks than a person could

ever need in their life.

| turn around and discover a mural on this side of the wall as well, this one depicting
King Telgin and Hortensia upon their thrones.

“Thisisyour room?’ | ask, taking in the space.

Lawrence follows mein, his smile dimming. “I suppose.”

“It was your father’sroom,” | correct myself.

Slowly, he nods.

“Youdon't sleep in here?’

“1 moved in, but I’ ve been staying in a guest-chamber on the other side of the suite.
Eventually, | suppose I'll sleep in here.” He gives me alazy grin. “Maybe when I'm
married and need more space.”

“The queen’ s bedchamber leads right in here,” | say.

“Scandalous, isn't it?”’



“Hardly. | know little of royal matters, but | never understood why the queen requires
a separate set of rooms from her husband.”

“To appear grand,” Lawrence says with a laugh. “Normal couples share a set of
rooms in the castle. The king and queen have two.”

| smile, shaking my head.

He jerks his chin toward the open panel. “Thisisthe real reason | moved you in.”

| raise an eyebrow. “I hope you' re not getting any ideas.”

“Oh, Clover, | have so many ideas... But | won't act upon them if you're not
willing.” He pauses, giving me awolfish look. “By chance,areyou willing?’

“Goodnight, Lawrence.” | walk back through the panel.
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He chuckles, following me into my bedchamber. “I actually thought it might be nice
to have away to visit each other where people won't be—"

“Hovering?’ | interrupt.
Smiling in afriendly way, he nods. “That’ sright.”

“You promise you won't come in unannounced?’ | ask warily, scanning the wall for
alock.

“Only to occasionally stare at you while you sleep,” he says in a deep, teasing voice,
stepping close so the words tickle my ear.

| swat him back. “Y ou’reridiculous.”
“1 won’'t come in unannounced,” he promises, covering his heart with his hand.
Knowing he's seriousthistime, | nod. “1 won't either.”

“You see, that’s the difference between you and me.” Lawrence steps into his room.
“1 didn’t ask for such a promise.”

| inspect the panel onceit’s closed, marveling at how it blends in seamlessly with the
rest of the painting.

“Now I’'m abit lonely...” Lawrence calls through the wall.



Laughing, | turn around and head toward my bed. “Go to sleep, Y our Majesty.”

HENRIK

The court physician studies me as he asks me to do multiple exercises. * Extend your
arm—good. Now rotate it, twisting your pam up.”

| grit my teeth, knowing something is wrong even though the injury appears to be
healed. The bruise is gone, and a scar is al that remains of the laceration, but my arm
feels weak—useless. | can move it for the most part, but | have no strength. Even my
bicep looks odd, not as it was before the incident.

“1’ve seen enough,” the physician finally says, taking a seat and inviting me to do the
same. “| had hoped for afull recovery, but it seems the damage was too severe.”

Master Calphias is an elderly elf, with long gray hair and small spectacles that sit on
the bridge of his nose. He's a kind man, even to the likes of me, but I’m not sure he
was overly invested in my care. | belong to Camellia, after all, and rumors about the

night the king died have travel ed.

The mgority of the High Vale people don’'t seem comfortable with the dark magic
she wields.

“Do you still experience pain?’ Calphias asks.

“Not pain, exactly.”

He frowns at my arm. “We can attempt surgery, but I’'m afraid it’ s too late.”



When he first examined me, Calphias was hesitant to operate upon my arm, hoping it
would heal on its own. Like humans, High Vales rely on surgical procedures,
ointments, and bandages to provide aid. Woodmores, they are not.

But | suppose that’s a blessing. Camellia cannot use me like this.

“1’m thankful you’ ve done so much,” | say, “but | must ask—is there a chance | will
be able to wield a sword again?’

The physician meets my eyes, pressing his thin lips into a grim smile. “Perhaps you
should learn to fight with your other hand.”

Resigned, | bow my head in thanks and leave the infirmary.

* % %

The weeks pass,each one a little faster than the last, the days falling into a pattern.
Camelliafights with Augmirian, and then she visits me to vent her frustration.

She hasn't commanded | give her physical comfort, likely because she's proud
enough to assume I’ll come to her eventually.



Page 22

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 6:35 am

She'll die waiting.

Clover and Lawrence’ swedding isin only four months now, and word has reached us
that the new king and his beautiful bride are knee-deep in preparations.

I’m no closer to escaping Revalane with Brielle than | was the day King Algernon
died. Ever since our confrontation in my quarters, Camellia tells me nothing that |
wouldn’'t already hear around the castle.

Not that I'm terribly friendly with those in the palace. Augmirian’s men don'’t trust
me, Audra’'s men question my loyalty to Lawrence, and Dalvin and Bendon resent
my presence altogether. The brothers likely believe me unworthy of Camellia's
attention, being the lowly son of a mere blacksmith while they are noble sons of a
lord. | would gladly let them take my place if | were able.

Despite the tension in the ranks, it's elven custom for the duke and duchess's elite
knights to dine together after the duke has retired, and I've fallen into the same
routine. I’ m addressed rarely, but I listen.

And even though | join them in the evenings, | don’t consider myself a knight, no
matter what Camellia calls me. She has no authority to elevate my position. Until |
wear my seal, | remain acommander.

If | wear my seal.

Now that the king is dead, and | am tethered to the sorceress princess, it seems the
chances have become very slim. My entire life' swork...



But no. That, too, is something | won't dwell upon.

| stab the potato on my plate, yet again wondering how things have become so
bleak—and so quickly at that.

My elven companions look toward the dining hall entrance as Brielle walks inside.
They might not trust the princess or me, but no one can hate Brielle. They smile when
they see her and then turn back to their meals.

My sister grins as soon as she spots me, hurrying a little faster than is socialy
acceptable. The cursed necklace is ever-present at her throat, and | lose my appetite at
the mere sight of it.

Pushing my meal aside, | stand. “What are you doing here?’

“Did you know Father is in Revalane?’ she asks, too innocent to know she should
detest the cold man.

My smile freezes, and | glance at the men. They watch, likely because there’ s nothing
better to keep their attention.

“1 did,” | say gently, unsure how to navigate this.

Brielle's eyes flicker with hurt that she's not quite able to hide—I’m not even sure
shetries. “Why didn’t you tell me?’

“He sworking for Princess Camellia,” | say carefully. “ She' s kept him busy.”
Immediately, Brielle's face goes slack, and she glances at our audience as her hand

strays to the pendant at her throat. “He’'s working for Princess Camellia...like you're
working for her?’



She has no love for the princess, nor is she delusional enough to think almost dying in
the meeting room was an accident.

“Something like that, yes.”

Believing Father is a prisoner in the same way we are, her eyes become glossy. “Am |
allowed to see him?’

| want to keep her as far from him as possible. Even | haven’t seen the man since the
solitary time we talked in the lower level of the duke’s smithy.

But he's still our father—and he should see what he's done. He needs to be held
accountable for his actions.

Just as| have.

Reluctantly, | relent. “I’[l take you to him now, but try not to be disappointed if he's
not available for avisit.”

Brielle nods, too eager.

We leave the dining hall, not speaking again until we're alone.

“Are you al right?’ She's not quite able to look at my face as she asks. “Is your
am...?

“It'shealed, and | am fine.”
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“Audrasaid you still can’'t use your sword.”

I’'m glad she’'s been spending time with the elf—Audra is far better company than
Camédllia

“It'snot agreat loss,” | lie.

My sister glances at me, looking hesitant. “May | ask you something?’

“Y ou may.”

But | wish she wouldn’t.

“Ayan says you're in love with the woman Camellia—" she stops abruptly, looking
around us before she lowers her voice. “The woman Camellia ordered you to kill.
Prince Lawrence' s intended.”

The question is more painful than | expect, and | don’t hide my reaction fast enough.

“Oh, Henrik, I'm sorry,” Brielle says hastily. “I didn’'t mean to bring up a tender
subject.”

| swallow, shaking my head. “I’'m fine.”

“Avyan says Prince Lawrence knew your heart, and that he attacked you out of mercy.
He said the prince will know you didn’t turn from the crown.”



“Ayan talks alot, doesn’'t he?’ | answer curtly, not as eager for Brielle to spend time
withthatparticular elf.

“Isit true?’ she asksin asmall voice.

| turn to her, studying her before | nod. “I asked Lawrence to intervene should it
cometoit.”

Her eyes swim. “Why didn’t you save her yourself?’

| let out a long-suffering sigh. “Why are you asking me this when you know the
answer?’

She blinks several times. “| shouldn’t have left Dulnmarin’s.”

“Asif you had a choice when the princess herself came to fetch you.”

“1 could have donesomething,” she insists, too naive for her sixteen years.

“You were at her mercy with the rest of us.”

We continue walking, and | nearly groan as we step into the humid night. Evenings
should be cooler than the day, but it's not like that here. The swamp holds the heat,

carrying it through morning. There is no respite, even this late in the year.

Brielle steals another glance at me. “Since we're on the subject, may | ask you
something else?’

“And if | refuse?’

She gives me atentative smile. “I’ll probably ask anyway.”



“Then get on with it.”

“Why did you allow yourself to fall in love with Prince Lawrence’s intended? That's
not like you at all.”

“We didn't know,” | say darkly. “Y ou learned at the same time as us.”

“You didn’tknow?”

“Lawrence didn’t bother to share the information with Clover or me.”

Instead, he let us carry on like fools.
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It's late when we reach the dark forge—hopefully, Father will have retired for the
night. | have no idea where he slegps, nor can | say | care.

We enter the hot building, but Brielle doesn’'t flinch from the heat or the sooty filth.
She was raised in a smithy, and she knows what they are like.

Unfortunately, the clang of a hammer meeting metal drifts up the stairs, telling me
Father isworking late.

Brielle descends the steps by my side, looking increasingly nervous. It's been well
over a year since she's seen Father, and if it were up to me, that stretch would be
longer.

He never hurt her, nor did she endure the verbal abuse | became accustomed to, but
he was far from a good parent. He ignored her for the most part, working long hours,

chastising her when our house wasn'’t clean enough or the food to hisliking.

| believe she reminds him of Mother, and he's too cowardly to face his pain, so he
runs from it.

She pauses at the bottom of the stairs, grabbing my arm. “Do you think Father will be
angry if we interrupt his work?’

“We don't have to do this, Bridlle.”

She steels herself, standing straighter, reminding me of someone. Someone who I'm
afraid isme.



Stepping forward, she raps firmly on the wooden door.

The sound of hammering is replaced with the thud of Father’s wooden leg. He comes
to the door, spotting me first.

“Henrik.” He unlocks the door and shovesit open. And then he sees Brielle.

He comes to a standstill, his eyes faling to the necklace at her throat. Slowly, he
shakes his head and whispers, “No.”

“I’m so glad to see you,” Brielle says, her eyes wide and bright, looking like a small
child hoping for approval and love.

Gruffly, Father clears his throat. “Why aren’t you in school 7’

Brielleblinks. “1...”

“Does the money that Henrik spends on you every month mean nothing to you?’ He
turns away from us and ventures deeper into the room. “You think you can take a
holiday on awhim?’

He's angry with himself, probably scared too, but he doesn’'t have a right to take it
out on his daughter.

| step forward, placing my hand on Brielle' s shoulder as she composes herself. “The
princess fetched her. Y ou expect Brielle to turn down aroyal order?’

Father looks back at me, his eyes dark as he draws into himself. He picks up the
hammer and returns to his work, hitting the cooling metal with more force than
necessary.



“Father...” Brielle says, looking like she's going to cry.

| knew this was a mistake.

Nudging her toward the stairs, | say, “Let'sgo.”

Suddenly, Father lets out a guttural cry and heaves the hammer across the room. It
hits the wall and falls to the floor, creating a horrible racket. Brielle flinches, stepping
partially behind me.

But Father doesn’'t yell and rage. He crosses the room and presses his hands to a
workbench, hunched over as he takes ragged breaths. After amoment, he asks, “What

doesit do?’

“The princess can force magic into it,” | say heavily, knowing he's speaking of the
necklace. “And if Brielle triesto removeit, it will kill her.”

Father turns back, his face scrunched under his heavy graying beard. He turns to
Brielle. His voice shakes as he asks, “Has she hurt you?’

Immediately, Brielle shakes her head. “I’m fine—"

“The night King Algernon died, Camelliatried to suffocate her.”

Father rips off his gloves and throws them on the bench. He then rubs his face,
looking haggard.
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“Do you have any idea how they work?’ | ask, deciding it’s as good a time as any to
broach the subject. “A clue as to how to remove it?’

Father swears under his breath, making Brielle flinch. “I just made them. It's a
talvernum alloy, but you know that already. How would | know how magic works?’

Looking small and terrified, Brielle breaks away from me and walks forward. Father
watches her from the corner of his eye, unable to bring himself to look at her directly.

She wraps her fingers over his arm, saying nothing. He clears his throat and then pats
her hand roughly—as much affection as I’ve ever seen him give. Gruffly, he says,

“Go now. I’'m busy.”

Brielle nods and walks back to me. Her eyes are red, but she stoically holds in the
tears.

“If you think of anything that might help...” | say to him. “Anything at al...”
“I’ll find you,” he grunts.

| know he doesn’'t want to let us see him break. Taking pity on him, | usher Brielle
out the door.

CLOVER



“There's a strange rumor circling,” Calla says as she settles next to me on a bench in
the indoor practice arena. It snowed last night, and most of the knights have decided
to exercise inside.

There are no windows in the space, but the ice-ladened skylights let in light. With
nothing better to do, | huddle under my cloak and watch Lawrence spar with the

others, bored to death.

Lavender and Hyacinth immediately perk up, intrigued by Calla’s announcement, and
they turn on the bench to face us.

“And what’sthat?’ | ask, though I’'m not sure | want to know.

Calla leans in, her eyes practically sparkling. “Some people are saying you and
Henrik had afling while you were gallivanting across the kingdom.”

“Who are people?’ | demand.

Calla s eyes brighten with mischievous glee. “Hyacinth overheard Gavriel talking to
Denny.”

“Don’'t toss me into the fire!” Hyacinth exclaims, horrified.

| turn to face her, rolling my eyes. “I’m not going to send you to the stocks.”

“Is it true?’ Lavender asks, her dark blue eyes wide. “Did you and Henrik...” She
bites her lip, eagerly waiting for my reply.

They likely don’t realize they’ re prodding an open wound.

It's times like these | miss Pranmore and Bartholomew’s company. Ever since this



trio has been assigned to me, I’ ve seen them little.

| look away, shrugging.

“Itistruel” Callaexclaims. “Why didn’t you tell me?’

“Are you in love with him?’ Hyacinth whispers, her eyes dewy with what might be
actual concern.

Before | can answer either of them, Lavender clutches her hands to her chest and
exclaimsin aloud whisper, “How romantic.”

| sit back on the bench. “Xander is doing well today. He's bested Miguel and
Lawrence with the short sword, and that’s usually one of his weaker weapons.”

“Clover,” Callaexclams.

| look at my ladies-in-waiting, glaring. “Fine. Yes, it was romantic. Yes, | amin love
with him. And | didn’t tell you, Calla, because it’ spainful.”

Surprise flickers across their faces—apparently, none were prepared for an honest
answer.
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“What about Lawrence?’ Calla asks quietly.
“Lawrence and | are friends,” | say testily, watching the prince as he ducks an attack
and then boots Jove off balance. The knight falls, and the men laugh. “You know

that.”

Lawrence looks over, smirking when he sees me watching. He gives me a flirtatious
bow and then returnsto his practice, looking for his next opponent.

“Lately, he hasn’t been looking at you like you're a friend,” Hyacinth muses. “And
he hasn’t been making his rounds, either.”

“1 don’'t know why you all let him play with you like that,” | say absently.

“1 think Hyacinth’'s point is that Lawrence has been faithful ever since you became
engaged,” Calla says, her tone thoughtful as well. “Which is strange, don’'t you
think?’

“He' s not acomplete louse,” | argue. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

“Does he know about you and Henrik?’ Lavender asks softly.

| rub the dull painin the middle of my chest. “He knows.”

Hyacinth sighs. “How sad.”

Cadlla laughs softly. “Who would have thought Clover would be the one out of all of



us to get herself tangled up with two men?”

“Henrik and Lawrence,” Lavender whispers as if in awe. With a giggle, she adds,
“You certainly know how to pick them.”

But they’re wrong—I’m not tangled at al. My heart belongs to Henrik, and my hand
belongsto Lawrence. It's as ssimple, and sad, as that.

“Lawrence said he'll take care of it,” | say softly. “When Henrik returns, he'll fix it.”

Callalets out a startled gasp. “ Y ou’ ve aready set the wedding date.”

“1I"'m aware—thoughl certainly didn’t set it.”

“You think he will truly call it off?" Lavender asks.

“Enough about me,” | say. “Have you noticed how Barret has been watching Calla?
Ever since shejoined us, he's been glancing our way.”

Proving to be easily distracted, Calla subtly turns toward the sparring knights, looking
for the man in question. He's fighting Redge right now, but as soon as he bests him,
he looks over to find her. A wide grin spreads across the knight’s face when he sees
her watching him, and he holds up a hand to acknowledge her.

She flushes, grinning prettily, and then looks away as if shy.

The three launch into a conversation full of speculation, and | let out asigh of relief.

Again, Lawrence looks over, thistime raising hisbrows asif to ask if I'm all right.

| nod, and he returnsto his practice.



Asthe girls prattle on, my mind wanders back to Henrik. It’s been over a month now.

Is he well? Has he found a way to remove the necklace and escape Camellia? Could
he possibly be on his way back now?

Suddenly, | stand, refusing to dwell on it any longer.

“Where are you going?’ Calla asks.

“1I"m going to ask Lawrence to have a practice target brought in so | can shoot.”

If I don’t do something, my questions will drive me mad.

Making sure my ladies are properly distracted with Barret, | sneak away with the
excuse of fetching my bow, enjoying afew quiet minutes to myself.
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When | find Pranmore and Bartholomew in the hall near my rooms, the elf’s eyes
move behind me, and his face betrays his surprise. “Y ou’ re alone?’

| offer the pair agrim smile. “I found a distraction for my ladies and left them in the
practice arena.”

“And now you're free?’ Bartholomew asks with afriendly grin.

“Unfortunately, no. I'm just getting my bow, and then I'm supposed to return.” |
motion for them to walk with me. “You should come along—keep practicing your
archery, Bartholomew, and Henrik is sure to be impressed with your progress when
he returns.”

Bartholomew’s smile falters briefly, but when he glances at me, it's back in place.
“Then | shall be sureto practice daily.”

Does Bartholomew doubt Henrik will return? Surely not. He's the most optimistic
person | know. If he's questioning it...

My mood plummets.
When we return to the indoor arena, my target has aready been brought in from the
bailey. Lawrence joins me as | brush snow from the top. It falls to the sandy floor, not

likely to melt soon in the cool training space.

“Are you warm enough?’ Lawrence asks. “Shall | have someone bring over a
brazier?’



“I'mfine.”

“Your cloak isn't very heavy.”

| turn to the new king, setting my hand on my hip. “Y ou remember I’m not actually a
princess, don’t you?’

Lawrence smirks. “You talk like you were a war-hardened soldier | magnanimously
plucked from the barracks. Y ou’ re a nobleman’ s daughter, Clover. A gentle flower.”

| roll my eyes and turn back to the target. Ignoring the man at my side, | nock my
arrow, still my breath, and focus.

Much to my immense pleasure, the arrow hits the bullseye, and the men around us
hoot and holler, proving they were paying more attention to Lawrence and me than

their own practice.

“A fine shot.” Lawrence casually wraps his arm around my back and places his hand
on my side.

| flinch, looking up at him with a scowl. “What are you doing?’

“We have an audience,” he reminds me quietly, not above taking advantage of the
situation.

| want to elbow him in the side, but he' sright. | stand stiffly as a page runs forward to
collect my arrow.

The boy holds it in the flat of his paims and offers it with a deep bow. “Your
Highness.”



| smile for him, but I’'m disconcerted by Lawrence’ s manner.

“Bartholomew,” | say. “Why don’'t you go next?’

The duke takes my place, and | turn to Lawrence and lower my voice. “Let’' stalk.”

His eyebrows shoot up with feigned innocence, pretending he has no idea what he's
done. But he follows me, waving away his guards.

They follow us anyway, but at least they keep their distance. This is not a
conversation | want my brother to overhear—especially now that | know he and
Gavriel have such big mouths.

“Let’sgoto thelibrary,” Lawrence suggests. “ Then we can speak quietly, and no one
will think anything of it—or overhear.”

We step inside the large space, and | breathe in the scent of parchment, old leather,
and the lemon oil the maids use to bring out the shine in the wooden tables, desks,
and bookcases. A fire burns in the massive hearth, making the area warm and cozy.
Scholars and scribes dot the room, sitting at tables and resting in plush chairs.

Several more relax near the fire, engaged in a quiet conversation. They pause when
they see Lawrence and me in the doorway.

The librarian hurries over, smiling shyly at Lawrence. She's pretty, probably a little
younger than | am, with light brown hair and dewy eyes.

“Welcome, Y our Highness,” she says to me before turning to Lawrence. She looks at
him asif they are familiar. “Y our Majesty.”
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Appearing atouch uncomfortable, Lawrence clears his throat. “Hello, Marian.”

“May | assist you in some way?’ she asks. “Is there a specific text you are searching
for?’

Lawrence shakes his head. “We'll just look around a bit.”

The librarian nods, her doe eyes wide. “If you need anything...”

Lawrence thanks her, and he escorts me into the corner of the room, toward a pair of
chairs by awindow that are partially blocked by atall bookcase and a potted fern on a
small table.

“One of your girls?’ | ask wryly.

Lawrence smiles. “Jealous, princess?’

| sigh. “Curious.”

“My eyes haven't strayed from you since our engagement.”

| lean into the armrest of my chair, stacking my fists and resting my chin on them.

“What's wrong, Clover?’ Lawrence lowers his chin onto his own armrest to meet me
at eyelevel. “Why are we here?’

“Rumors are spreading about Henrik and me.”



“And you’ re uncomfortable?’

“I'm...” Sad doesn’t seem like enough.

Gutted. Broken. Empty.

| draw in a deep breath and close my eyes, turning from Lawrence, jumping a little
when he brushes my hair away from my face.

“I’m sorry you're hurting,” he says quietly.

“You meant it, didn’t you? That you' |l end this when he returns?’

Lawrence doesn’t answer right away. Slowly, | open my eyes.

“Do | haveto?' he asks, cocking his head to the side like he' s teasing.

| don’t have the energy to get upset. “Y ou promised.”

He frowns. “I did, but...”

“But what?’

Smiling, he laughs to himself, probably knowing I’'m not going to like what he's
about to say. “I’'m comfortable.”

“Comfortable?’ | say, feeling atinge of irritation stirring. “ Comfortable?’

He extends his hands in surrender. “I like you standing by my side. | like sitting with
you at dinner. | like...being with you.”



“Lawrence.”

“We're different together, Clover. Other women...” He shakes his head as if
struggling. “I like how they feel—"

“That’ s too much information,” | interrupt.

“No, listen,” heinsists. “I like the rush, but | don’t likethem. They’ re disposable—"
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“You are theworst.”
“But you...l don’t want to touch you.”
| straighten in my chair, wondering if I'll be arrested if | slap the king.

“Because you are precious,” he continues carefully. “And I'm afraid if | mess up, I'll
lose you.”

This conversation is dancing dangerously close to something real, and | didn’t expect
it. Lawrence has never convinced me his feelings are genuine, but right now...

“Stop.” | press my hand to my chest, to that constant dull ache that’s growing more
painful.

“See?’ Lawrence exclaims in a whisper, gently catching my wrist. “You're about to
run away, aren’t you?Thisiswhy I’m never honest with you.”

| look down at his hand. “Y ou said you didn’t want to touch me.”

He laughs, releasing me. “Let me amend my words—I want to touch you. | want to
touch youverymuch. I’ ve just never been stupid enough to try it.”

| sink back into my chair, drawing my legs up to my chin and pulling my skirts low
so I’ m decent.

Lawrence frowns, shaking his head. “Y ou initiated the conversation, not me.”



Again, | close my eyes. “| just wanted a confirmation, that’s all.”

“How about a compromise instead?’

| open one eye and scowl. “How could there be a compromise in a situation like
this?’

Lawrence leans close. “Fine, adeal.”

“Goon.”

He grins, but his light brown eyes are serious. “1 won’'t hold back—I’Il woo you like
I’ve never wooed a woman before, but in return, | won't touch you. If Henrik
returns—"

“When.”

He sighs. “When Henrik returns, | will release you from the engagement if that’s
what you want. But if you fall madly in love with me, promise you won't be too

proud to admit it.”

| think about it for several seconds. “So | have to put up with you smothering me with
affection?’

Heraisesabrow. “That’sright.”

“I don't likeit.”

He shrugs. “Takeit or leaveit.”

“Andif | leaveit?



Leaning very close, heteases, “I’ll probably marry you out of spite.”

Huffing out alaugh, | say, “Fine, | agreeto let you be nice to me.”

| begin to rise, but Lawrence grabs my hand. “Wait.”

“You've aready broken your side of the agreement!” | exclaim, yanking my hand
away.

A wicked look crosses his face. “Oh, princess, that is not the kind of touching | was
referring to.”

“Never mind. What do you want?’
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His expression becomes serious. “I would take your pain away if | could, even if it
meant giving you to Henrik. But, Clover, he's not here. And | don’t know if he's
coming back...or how damaged he'll be after my sister is finished with him. You
need to prepare yourself for that possibility.”

My heart rails against his words, but deep down, | worry.

Slowly, I nod. “I know.”

“There' s something else.”

| widen my eyes, telling him to hurry up and finish.

“1 admire your loyalty. | swear, | won't try to destroy it. It realy isyour choice.”

“May | leave now?’

Lawrence smiles, sitting back regally as he mock-graciously says, “You may be
excused.”

HENRIK

| pause in front of a statue of the late Duke Augmirian in the center of the indoor
solarium, noting how much Ayan resembles his father. Auggy, on the other hand,
must have taken after his mother.



When | turn, | breathe out a startled exclamation.

Hellebore stands behind me, silent as a wraith, eyes amost as black as coals. The
mute High Vale handmaid has always been disconcerting, but it seems she’'s been
suffering an illness lately, and it’'s aging her at a rapid rate. She's terrifyingly gaunt,
and her once-porcelain skin has taken on agray pallor.

“1 gpologize.” | clear my throat. “I didn’t hear you come up behind me.”

She offers me a sealed letter, and | pretend to miss the way her hand trembles with
sickness.

Masking my irritation at receiving the summons, | accept the note and bow my head
to the woman. “Thank you, madam.”

She leaves, her expression never changing.

Already knowing what I'll find, | rip open the letter. As expected, it's from Camellia
Apparently, her husband is engaged in a game of dice, and she won't be missed for
several hours.

With little choice but to go to her, | walk through the water gardens. Qil-burning
torches light the stone pathway. Their scented smoke is supposed to keep away
insects, but it doesn’'t seem to work. | swat a mosquito on my neck, cursing them and
the other biting nuisances that come out in the evening.

The constant sound of running water puts me on edge, and I’m not sure I'll ever pass
afountain without remembering my time in wretched Revalane.

Suddenly appearing beside me, Maisel asks, “Where are you going?’



| look at the gnome, growing used to her showing up whenever, and wherever, she
pleases. “ Camellia summoned me.”

“And you jumped, like athrall.”

“I might as well be athrall,” | say darkly. “As long as my sister wears the necklace,
I’m at the princess's mercy.”

“Y ou should have killed her when you had the chance.”

| look down sharply. “What are you talking about?’

“In your room. The fool woman put a dagger to her heart, and you didn’t finish the
job.”

“You were there?’ | demand.

Her expression flickers with indecision. “I wasn’'t going to tell you, but it seemed
worse to keep quiet.”

Shame embraces me like wet marsh weeds, clinging and impossible to shrug off. The
fact that anyone saw me on my knees...it's amost unbearable.
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“You did the right thing,” Maisel says quietly. “She was too eager. Blood
magic—nasty business. I'm not entirely sure what would have become of you if
you'd killed her.”

| pause. “What do you mean?”’

She frowns, studying a water lily bloom in the torchlight. “I’ve heard tales of
murdered necromancers rising soulless and far more powerful.”

Her words set me on edge, but | force a laugh. “Sounds like a story meant to scare
children. 1’ve battled blood magic users half a dozen times, and none of them ever
came back to life. Dead is dead.”

“You're young, Henrik,” she warns. “Do not let my beauty fool you—I've lived
several hundred years, and | am wise.”

| choke back alaugh and nod solemnly. “I'll keep it in mind.”

“Go on.” She motions deeper into the garden as if excusing me. Making the words
sound like awarning, she says, “I’'ll be nearby.”

Maisel then dlips into the shadows, leaving me seemingly on my own. Oddly, it
makes me feel dightly better to have the vicious gnome woman watching my back.

The clouds part just as | locate Camellia, and the moons' silver light falls on her,
making her look more like an ethereal faerie than a twisted witch. But her beauty is
now repulsive to me, and she cannot conceal the darkness on the inside any longer.



“Henrik,” she says with aradiant smile—the same smile she’'sworn for me for years.
Does she think | will dismiss all she’s done? How can she look at me like that?

Has she no conscience whatsoever?

Camellia crosses the garden to meet me, subtly swaying her hips with each step. She
wears a blue gown the color of the dark waters, and her pale hair is loose. It falls
around her shoulders, soft but no longer tempting.

“You summoned me?’ | ask tonelessly.

Hurt flashes across her face, and she pouts. “Must it be like this between us, Henrik?’

“Do you have atask you wish to give me?’

Her practiced expression falters, changing completely. Sounding defeated, she asks,
“Are you going to hate me forever?’

| stay silent instead of answering.

When she looks up, she appears exhausted. “Perhaps...”

“Perhaps what?’

She wraps her hand around my wrist, studying her pale fingers against my tanned
skin in the moonlight. “Perhaps | could have made some better decisions where

you' re concerned.”

Perhaps?



“Tell me what | must do to heal this rift between us,” she begs softly. “What will it
take for you to look at me like you used to?’

| shake my head. “Thereis nothing.”

“You were going to marry me at one time. Surely that must count for something?’
She tightens her fingers as she grows frustrated. “Didn’t | mean anything to you?
Have you become so jaded you can’t accept my apology?’

| pull my wrist out of her grasp. “I don’t remember you apologizing.”

Camellia steps right in front of me. Emotions pool in her eyes, making the blue
glisten like a crystal lake in the torchlight. “I’m sorry, Henrik—I am. | never wanted
things to be like this between us. | was jealous of Clover, and |—"

She cuts herself off, gasping back a sob.

| cross my arms and stare at her tears, feeling nothing. “And you what?’

“1 wanted to keep you.” She hugs herself, turning from me. “I thought if you had no
choice but to stay with me, that eventually, you’ d choose me.”
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Studying her, | wrestle with indecision. She's given me a golden opportunity, but will
| takeit?

Am | even capable?

| let out a heavy sigh, pretending to be moved by the display. “What is it you want
from me?’

She turns back, encouraged by my tone. “I just want you by my side. Nothing else.”
“Why me?’

Her eyes search mine, pleading with me to believe her. “Because | love you.”

“Are you capable of love?’ | ask gently, raising my brows.

Hurt flashes across her face. “That’s a wicked thing to say, Henrik.”

“It doesn’'t matter what you want, or even what | want. You're married, Camellia.
Have you forgotten?’

Her face scrunches with anger. “1 believe my husband’ s usefulness has expired.”
My insides coil with expectation, and | know | must tread carefully. Tentatively, |

prod, “You told me when | first arrived in Revalane that you didn’t intend to stay
married to him.”



She meets my gaze. “1 don't.”

“Why marry aman you don’t plan to keep?’

“Oh, Henrik,” Camellia says with aroll of her eyes. “Are you so naive? | needed his
title, but mostly, | needed hisarmy.”

“Hisarmy?’

She sits on the edge of the fountain. “1 was hoping it wouldn’t come to it—that Father
would care about me enough to sign the kingdom to me. Nice and clean.” Her face
darkens with true hate. “But the old fool couldn’t do it, could he?’

“So now that you' re the duchess of Ferradelle, you don’t need Augmirian?’

“Of course not. He was always disposable.”

“And you believe the High Vale military will follow their human duchess even after
you dispose of the duke?’ | ask incredulously.

She waves me over, gesturing for me to sit by her side. “I don’t just believe it—I
know.”

“And you plan to wage war against Lawrence?’
“Certainly not,” she says with a bright laugh that’s at odds with her plan. “It needn’t
come to that. As long as Lawrence surrenders his throne to me, all will be well and

fine.”

“Why would Lawrence do that?’



She’'s going to realize I’ m fishing for information soon, but she's not suspicious yet.

“He doesn’t want a war on his hands, does he?’ Camellia says. “I know the foolish
boy—he' | worry about the lives of his people and soldiers.”

“And you...won't?’

Her expression sharpens, and she slowly turns her head to look at me. “There are
always casualties in war, Henrik. That's simply the way of it. But the people should
be glad I’'m now in control and not Augmirian. He wants a battle, blood. Revenge. |
don’t need unnecessary bloodshed—I simply want the throne.”

“Why do you want to steal your brother’s crown so badly?”

She presses a hand to her heart and gives me such a pained look, | sit back dlightly.
“Animosity has been brewing between the High Vales and us for years, and Father's
exorbitant taxes have only made the problem grow. It's my greatest wish to unite the
kingdom and remove these walls which make us weak.”

| narrow my eyes at the carefully executed speech, far from convinced Camellia's
motivation isthat altruistic.
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“And you don't believe Lawrence is capable of such athing?’

“You know Lawrence as well as anyone. He's motivated by his own pleasure, and he
cares little for the people around him.”

| would have agreed wholeheartedly at one time, but I’m not so quick to nod now.
“He would be happy living with the status quo,” she continues, “ignoring the
animosity that is growing louder every day. Augmirian began building his war
golems long before | contacted him. How else would | have known he’'d be open to
the marriage?’

“How did you know?’

She laughs. “If Father had employed half the spies | do, he would have been a far
better king.”

“1 have one more question.”

She nodsregally.

“Do you truly believe placing the charmed necklaces on the necks of al the
noblewomen in the dukedom will endear the High Vales to you?’ | stand, unable to
listen to her any longer. “If you're serious about creating harmony amongst the

people, you might consider removing their shackles.”

She inhales sharply, perhaps startled she didn’t fully win me over with her speech.



| turn back. “Y ou can’'t use force to cultivate loyalty, Camellia. People will serve you,
yes, but they’ll also turn on you the moment they are freed.”

She narrows her eyes. “Isthat athreat?’
| shake my head. “I know what you are capable of, and you needn’t remind me. It
was merely friendly advice. That's what you want, isn't it? For us to be friendly

agan?’

Her face darkens, making her look like a petulant toddler who didn’'t get her way. “I
do want that.”

“Then don’t get angry every time | tell you something you don’t want to hear.”

| turn away from her, leaving her alone by the fountain.

10

CLOVER

| step into Pranmore’ s quarters, waving my ladies away. “Y ou don’'t have to wait. I'll
find you later.”

Pranmore looks up from his desk by the window, smiling before turning back to his
journal, waiting for me to finish my conversation.

“It's not like you to get so many headaches.” Calla studies me, looking far too
concerned.

“I'm fing,” | promise, feeling a little guilty for making them think the ailment is
worse than it is. “Pranmore will take care of it.”



The three ladies stand around me like sheep, happy to follow wherever |
|lead—notleaving.

“You certainly weren't this dedicated to Camellia,” | huff. “Why are you this devoted
to me?”’

Hyacinth laughs. “ Because you' renotCamellia.”

She’'s got apoint.

“Redlly, though,” | insist. “I'll be finein Pranmore’s care.”

The Woodmore finally takes pity on me. He abandons his journal and joins us, giving
the ladies a sincere smile. “1 will escort Clover back to you when we are finished.”

Starstruck by the handsome €lf, the girls al nod, and Lavender says, “Of course,
Master Pranmore.”

They reluctantly leave, waving more to Pranmore than me. The moment he closes the
door, | let out aloud sigh and throw myself on a chair in front of his desk.



Page 34

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 6:35 am

“Headache again?’ he asks.

“Sure.” | pull hisjournal toward me, reading his latest poem. They’re starting to grow
on me, though he doesn’t write as much as he used to.

Pranmore snatches it from my hands and returns to his seat. “It’s not finished.”
“Where' s Bartholomew?’ | ask, realizing he’ s not here.

“He left a little while ago—said something about practicing his archery.” The elf
gives me a knowing look. “He' s become a bit obsessed—Iikely because someone said

Henrik will be impressed with his growing skill when he returns.”

“I"'mimpressed with his growing skill. After seeing him with that ridiculous
crossbow, | never thought he' d take to archery.”

“He's rather skilled in horticulture as well. | made a tincture last week and needed
icebane. He had some growing in the solarium in his estate.”

“Bartholomew grew it? Not his mother or a gardener?”’
Pranmore shakes his head. “1 met his mother. She said Bartholomew grows and tends
everything else in the sunroom. If we get a chance to return to Dulane, there are some

seeds I’d like to give him. I’ ve collected them here and there—some are quite rare.”

“I’m sure he'll be pleased you' re trusting him with something so precious.”



Pranmore knots the tie of hisjournal and then setsit aside. “So why are you here?’

“Am | not alowed to visit you?”’

“Of course you are, but | thought you might have a purpose.”

“1 just needed to breathe.” | glance at the closed door, realizing anyone could walk
through it at any moment. Even my sanctuary is open to the general public.

Pranmore clasps his hands on the desk and studies me. “Feeling smothered?’

“Y ou have no idea.”

“1 suppose you'll get used to it.”

| narrowv my eyes at the éf. “I won't have to. Lawrence said he'll break the
engagement as soon as Henrik returns. | just have to survive until he escapes

Camellia.”

Pranmore looks down at his hands, avoiding eye contact. “Lawrence doesn’'t have the
look of a man who intends to end his engagement.”

“It'sashow,” | argue, “for the people’s sake.”

Sort of.

“Hepromisedme,” | add.

After along, skeptical look, Pranmore brushes the subject aside and stands. “| want to
show you something. Wait a moment.”



He disappears into his bedchamber. Just a minute later, he returns with a familiar
wooden box.

| recoil assoon as| seeit. “Why do you havethat?’

“Audra sent it to me.” He sets the box on the desk between us and then opens it,
revealing a rose gold necklace. The pendant is etched with a phoenix surrounded by
the High Vale knotted wreath, with a small diamond set in the center. “ She asked me

to study the magic further.”

It's identical to the necklace Henrik’'s sister wears, along with several dozen of
Ferradelle’ s High Vale noblewomen.

“Have you made any discoveries?’

“Possibly,” he says with a frown, prodding the chain with the tip of his finger. “I’ve
tried to dissect the magic, and I’ ve come to a strange conclusion.”

Wondering if I’'m going to have to draw it out of him, | ask, “And that would be...”
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“Not only is the blood curse extremely powerful, but there’s High Vale magic in here
aswell.”

“High Vale? Do you think it was Augmirian?’

Pranmore shakes his head. “According to Audra’ s mother, the duke has no magic,
remember?”’

| mull it over, and then it hits me. “Of course—Hellebore.”

“Hellebore?

“Camellia’s elven handmaid.” | frown at the cursed necklace. “But that doesn’t do us
alot of good, does it? What difference does it make if there are two types of magic or
one? It's deadly no matter how you look at it.”

He nods thoughtfully.

| sit back in my chair, crossing my arms. “1 don’'t suppose you’ ve found a safe way to
remove it yet, have you?’

Pranmore shakes his head. “Not yet, but I’'m working on it.”

A knock sounds at the door moments before it opens. Lavender sticks her head inside,
smiling apologetically. “I'm sorry to interrupt, Clover, but Madame Linwa says
Master Edart has just arrived with a selection of table settings for the wedding, and
they need you to decide which oneyou'd like.”



“I have to look at them right now?’

“They said if you don’t approve a design today, the dinnerware might not be finished
intime.”

“Can’'t Lawrence do it?”’

“Surely you don’t intend to involve the king in such decisions,” she says as if
personally horrified by the idea.

Heaven forbid we trouble L awrence.

“Why don’t you choose for me?’ | suggest, liking that idea quite alot. “Y ou’ re better
at that sort of thing anyway.”

Lavender gasps, and her dark blue eyes go even wider. “Clover!”

“Fine,” | sigh, pushing mysalf up. “I’m coming.”

As | leave, Pranmore calls me back. He glances at Lavender for only a split second
before he dons a professional smile. “Until your headaches improve, | believe you
should see me in the afternoons. Come before tea—I have a blend that | believe will

help.”

“Can't you package up the tea? Lavender says ever so helpfully. “Then Her
Highness can drink it with the rest of us.”

Pranmore falters for just a heartbeat before he quickly recovers. “I would like to
monitor the effects.” He gives her awarm smile. “I’m sure you understand.”

She nods at him dreamily. “Oh, of course.”



“Give usamoment, will you?' | ask Lavender.

But she ssimply stands there, staring at Pranmore as if she doesn’t hear me, completely
smitten.

“I'll be out in just amoment,” | say pointedly.

When Lavender still doesn’t move, | snap my fingersin front of her face. She blinks,
finaly turning her attention to me. “What?’

“Wait for mein the hall. I'll be out in amoment.”

“Don’'t be too long,” she warns, casting a last longing smile at Pranmore as she
pauses in the doorway.

“GO,” | mouth, shooting her a stern look.

She flashes me alook of her own, and then she flounces out the door.
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Once she'sgone, | turn to Pranmore. “Thank you.”
He nods.

“l don’'t suppose you want to help me choose the table settings for a wedding that’s
not going to take place, do you?’

“Not particularly.”
“Fine,” | say regally. “I'll just do everything myself.”

Pranmore laughs as | leave, aready heading back to his unfinished poem. When |
meet Lavender in the hall, she practically pounces on me.

“Can | come with you in the afternoons when you visit Master Pranmore?’

“No.”

“Why not?’ she demands as she fallsin step with me, offended. Then she narrows her
eyes. “Is there something going on between the two of you? You aready have
Lawrence and Henrik, and now you want Pranmore, too?”’

| snort at the thought. “No.”

Putting on a full pout, she clasps her hands at her chest. “Then, please, let me come,

too.



“Don’'t get all lovesick for nothing. Pranmore is still suffering from requited
childhood love. | haven't seen him so much as give any woman a second |ook.”

“He's heartbroken?’ she asks, sounding entirely too hopeful. In a dreamy voice, she
adds, “Perhaps | could soothe his pain.”

| shake my head, deciding to give up. “Maybe you could.”

“You think so?’ she asks eagerly.

“Sure.”

She goes on about Pranmore as we walk, but | only half listen, already feeling sorry
for the elf.

My concern for Pranmore is replaced with dread when we step into a room off the
kitchens. Tables have been dressed with linens, each in different colors.

There are no less than ten options of dinnerware, al meticulously crafted and likely
ridiculously expensive.

“Your Highness,” Madame Linwa says when she spots us, hurrying across the room.
She's Bartholomew’s maternal aunt and a well-standing member of the court even
though her husband lacks a title. Somehow, she ended up in charge of the wedding
preparations. “1 hope it was no trouble to meet us now. Master Edart said we are quite
tight on time, and he and his apprentices will need to begin crafting whatever design
you choose.”

“It'sfine.” | smile at the ceramist.

He stands toward the head of one of the tables, looking nervous that his precious



work is up for inspection.

| walk down the line, admiring the delicate porcelain. “You are an artist, Master
Edart.”

“Thank you, Y our Highness,” the man says, bowing his head modestly.

“Do you paint them aswell?’

“Many of them, though my daughter is growing quite accomplished. She studied in
Heistone.” He motions to a design with intricate, tiny vines painted in gold on the rim

of the dinner plate. “ She did this one.”

| can’t even begin to imagine how long the process would take. | look at Madame
Linwa. “How many settings are needed?’

“Five hundred.”

| nearly choke as | look back at the master. “And you’ll begin right away?’

“Yes, Your Highness. Just as soon as you decide. It will take months, but it is such an
honor.”
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They’re going to do all thiswork...for nothing.

“They're al so beautiful,” | say, panicking dslightly. “I don’t think | can make the
decision on my own. | would like Lawrence’ s opinion.”

Master Edart’s eyes go wide. “His Mgesty?’

“Surely you don’'t want to bother him with something such as this?” Madame Linwa
chides gently. “Men don’t usually—"

“I'll be back.” | leave before Lavender has a chance to follow me, gulping great
breaths of air as soon as|’m alonein the hall.

| can’t order five hundred settings when | know the wedding will be called off—how
horrible. It' s bad enough that Mindais already making a gown.

“Your Highness!” calls Saletta, aresident artisan who often resides at court.

| jerk my head up, hoping she didn’t notice me hyperventilating near the potted
pothos. “Y es?’

She steps in front of me, tall and slender, with an aristocratic nose and features that
are interesting if not beautiful. “I’m so pleased | ran into you.”

| force asmile, not certain I’ ve ever spoken with her in my life. “I aswell.”

“| started on the invitations as Madame Linwa requested, but | wanted your opinion



on the calligraphy.”

“Invitations?’ | say with a squeak.

She laughs. “Your wedding invitations, of course. Do you have a moment? Would
you mind looking at them?’

“I need Lawrence,” | blurt out.

Her dark eyebrows dart up.

“l1 mean, I’'mlookingfor Lawrence. So | can’t right now.” Or ever. “Why don’t you
give afew samplesto Calla, and she can show them to me?’

“Of course,” the woman says soothingly, and then she suddenly takes my hand. She
smiles in a maternal way that makes me hide a cringe. “Y ou seem on edge. Wedding
jitters are normal, Y our Highness. Don’t work yourself up too much.”

| manage alaugh, but | think it makes me sound half-mad. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
She bows her head, thankfully releasing me, and then continues down the hall.
“Thisis madness,” | whisper to myself.

It takes a little while, but | end up finding Lawrence with Denny, Miguel, and Alfred
in the entrance hall. A devastating smile spreads across the young king's face when
he spots me, and | falter for just a second. Lawrence has never looked at me like that

before.

Immediately, he breaks away from the knights. “Fancy meeting you here, princess.”



“Don’t call methat,” | say, more out of habit than anything.

Lawrence leans a smidgen closer, his eyes wicked. Dropping his voice to a sultry
whisper, he says, “Fancy meeting you here,Clover.”

“Don’t say that either!” | hiss.

Hegrins. “I can’'t say your name?’

11 NO.”

“Then what shall | call you?’

“Don’t...” | exhale, frustrated. “Don’t call me anything.”

“You'reridiculous.” He laughs, stepping back. “But you know that, don’t you?’
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Whispering to ensure my brother and the other knights won't overhear, | say, “Do
you realize | have to choose table settings for a wedding that will never take place?’

He glances at his knights, jerking his head to dismiss them. They move to the doors,
out of earshot but hovering close enough he's not truly alone.

“They’'re just plates, Clover. Bowls and spoons. Don't overthink it. Just pick
something you like.”

“They’ll cost asmall fortune,” | argue. “It's awaste.”
He shrugs. “A king only marries once.”
“We're not getting married!”

“Have you aready forgotten our agreement?’ He waggles his eyebrows. “I'm still
confident I’'ll win you over.”

“Lawrence...”
“Do you want to know another difference between you and 17?7
“There are far too many to list.”

He leansin until his lips are entirely too close to my ear. In a silken purr, he says, “I
like it when you say my name.”



My stomach knots, and | look away, refusing to let him affect me.

The evil king grins again. “I’ m getting to you, aren’'t |7’

“My reaction is purely physical, so you're not making as much headway as you
think.”

“1 can work with physical.”

| give him adroll look, but that only makes him laugh.

“Choose the table settings,” | say. “You'll likely use them for your real wedding, so
you might as well make the decision for me.”

“You want me to go with you?’ he asks, sounding genuinely surprised. Immediately
offering hisarm, he says, “Doesn’t that sound delightfully domestic?’

When they see we're leaving, the knights immediately fall into step behind us, and |
fear our entourage will grow when Calla spots us. She stands with Barret, looking at
the knight like Lavender looked at Pranmore earlier.

“Clover,” she calls reluctantly. “ Are you feeling better?’

Much to the knight’s chagrin, she presses her hand affectionately to his arm and then
excuses herself.

“A little,” | say when she joins us, and then | subtly nod toward the jilted knight.
“You didn’'t have to end your conversation on my behalf. I'm fine.”

She glances at Lawrence. “If you're sure...”



“Goon,” | say. “Lavender ison nursery maid duty right now. She' swaiting for me.”

After a few more seconds of indecision, Calla finally beams at me. “Well, all right.
I’ll seeyou at dinner?’

| nod.

She scampers off to rejoin Barret, much to his delight. As soon as she reaches him,
she dides her arm into his and tugs him away.

With a sigh, | realize court is exactly as it’s aways been—Iadies and knights flitting
around each other, people wholly concerned with the next festival—or in this case,
wedding. It al feels so superficial now.

But then again, maybe it always has.

And in many ways, | hope it never changes. Because if the High Vales and their
insane princess declare war, these trivial things will be of little importance. We'll be
concerned with battle, death count, and how much ground we're holding against the
elven war golems.
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Survival instead of life.

And | don't want that for the people of Caldenbauer—whether they be human,
boermin, gnome, or elf.

11
HENRIK

A strange sense of foreboding has plagued me ever since | received Camellia's
summons this morning. She requested a gathering of all the noble families, calling it a
celebration of sorts. I'm not sure how she convinced Augmirian to give her
permission considering their arguments have been growing more frequent and far
more chaotic.

Camellia smiles a me as | enter the room she's designated for the occasion. Brielle
stands in the corner just beyond the princess, looking nervous. My sister lifts her hand
in greeting, but she doesn’'t join me. My apprehension grows, but | give her a tight
smile.

| study the space. It's the same we met in when Camellia distributed the necklaces,
but this time, several long tables have been set up, alowing people to sit.
Refreshments wait for the guests—sweet biscuits and scones, tiny iced cakes and
steaming pots of tea.

When | join Caméllia, | say, “After yesterday’s argument, how did you convince
Augmirian to alow this?’



“It'smy apology,” she says with asmile that sets me on edge.

She has something planned, but what?

Hellebore stands just behind the princess, silent as always.

Members of the High Vale nobility filter into the room, casting wary glances at their
new human duchess.

Audra and her mother arrive with Lyredon. She catches my eye, silently asking me if
| know what thisis about.

| shake my head, wishing they hadn’t come. Not that they had any choice. If the
duke’'s own aunt and cousin were to refuse to attend Camellia' s event, it would look
like apolitical statement—one the princess wouldn’'t overlook.

Augmirian is the last to arrive, and he doesn’'t look pleased to be here. The duke
pauses as he enters the room, narrowing his eyes at Camellia. | amost think he's
going to turn on his heel and leave, but instead, he stalks to the head of the central
table and gits.

His knights take their places at the side of the room, and | stand near Camellia and
Hellebore.

The murmuring and quiet chattering falls away as Camellia steps to the front of the
room and dons one of her brilliant smiles. “Welcome, friends. I’'m so glad you could
all come on such short notice.”

Someone mutters something scathing that’s not quite loud enough for me to hear, and
Camellia's eyes travel to the lord. Her smile sharpens, and the man clears his throat
and raises his eyebrows as if to ask what the princess is going to do about his



defiance.

Uneasy, | look at his wife. She sits next to her husband, uncomfortable with the
attention they’re receiving. Camellia’ s necklace rests at her throat, just as its sisters
adorn every other High Vale woman in attendance. All except Audra.

Apart from Audra and her mother, |1 doubt the High Vales sense the cursed magic
that’s been inlaid into the talvernum. They haven't removed the necklaces thanks to a
charm they are likely unaware of. Right now, they wear the piece of jewelry because
they think it’stheir choice.

After another moment, Camellia graciously dismisses the man with a tilt of her nose
and turnsto her audience once more.

“When Duke Augmirian and | celebrated our wedding, the gift | had intended to give
him was not yet complete. Today, | wish to bestow that gift upon him in front of you
al.”

Augmirian casts Camellia a suspicious |ook.

To her husband, she quietly says, “Consider it an apology. | know you're
disappointed in me, Your Grace. But | vow that Ferradelle will rise in power very

soon.
Our attention turns to the door, where Bendon and Dalvin whedl in a full suit of
golden armor. It's expertly crafted and detailed—without imperfection. It's also
short. So short, in fact, it looks like it was made for atall child.

A chuckle burblesin my chest, but | hold my breath to keep it from escaping.

Intrigued, Augmirian stands to inspect the armor. It's the perfect size for him,



constructed by a master armorsmith—my father.

“Will you accept my gesture of goodwill, Your Grace?” Camellia looks at her
husband asif there is nothing she would rather gaze upon.

Augmirian glances back at the snake he married, softening at the sweet tilt of her lips
and eager-to-please eyes. With a grunt, he nods.

She beams and steps forward, gesturing for her knights to assist the duke. “Try it on.”
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Ten minutes later, the duke stands before usin full armor, looking like a man about to
proclaim war. My unease grows, and when | look across the room, | see my emotions
are mirrored on every face in attendance.

“You look magnificent, Your Grace,” Camellia gushes, clasping her hands together
as she inspects Augmirian. Dropping her voice, she adds, “And so handsome.”

He smirks like a proud, petite peacock, letting her praise go straight to his head.

Apparently, he and Ayan have something in common—women make them fools, and
they have too much pride for their own good.

“Your Grace,” a nobleman near the front asks, his face solemn. “Why do you require
armor?’

“1 suppose now is as good a time as any to officially announce it.” Augmirian’s face
sharpens, and his eyes light with his mania. Armor clanking as he walks, he takes the
front of the room. “You've likely heard rumors anyway. Today, let me confirm your
suspicions. In secret, I’ ve been building a golem army. Almost a hundred years ago,
the humans stole our land from us, and | will be the man who winsit—"

Suddenly, Augmirian goes still. People begin to murmur, startled by his strange
demeanor.

“Your Grace? one of the elven guards says hesitantly, stepping forward. “Are you
al right?’



But instead of answering, Augmirian’s eyes roll back in his head, and he falls to the
floor, creating a horrible racket when the metal armor clatters against the stone.

People jump to their feet, talking al at once, but Augmirian’s guards wave them
back.

“Give him room to breathe!” one commands as another kneels at the duke's side and
triesto rouse him.

“The armor must have been too heavy,” a woman mutters.

“Perhaps he overheated—it is quite warm in here.”

“How could he suddenly lose consciousness like that? One second he's talking, and
the next, hefals.”

“He' sdead,” the guard on the ground breathes.

“What?' another guard demands, shoving the first out of the way. He presses two
fingersto the inside of Augmirian’swrist, and then he goes pale.

“Well?' another asks.

The guard slowly lowers Augmirian’s hand to the ground. “There’ s no pulse.”

The room bursts into complete pandemonium until a soft, feminine voice rises above
the chaos.

“Everyone,sit down,” Camellia commands.

Slowly, the High Vales turn to her. An elderly nobleman pushes forward and accuses,



“Human witch! You killed the duke!”

Camellia looks only dlightly vexed. “I did, yes. And if you don’t want to suffer any
further casualties, then | suggest you heed my command.”

Magic is kindled around the room, making the air spark and crackle.

“Arrest the princess!” the foolish man demands.

Before anyone can touch her, Camellia merely lifts her hand, and the man’s wife
gasps out a startled, struggling mew and then falls to the floor.

That catches the room's attention. The man cries out and kneels at hiswife' s side.

“She’s not dead, but do consider it a warning,” Camellia says, sounding as if she's
fighting to remain calm. “ Sit down.”

Slowly, the elves release their magic and return to their seats—all except the aged elf,
who kneels on the floor with his unconscious wife in his arms. It’'s a painful sight to
witness, and a lump formsin my throat.

The rest stare at Camellia, just now realizing she's far more of athreat than they first
assumed.

“Augmirian’s armor was made of a blend of talvernum, steel, and gold,” Camellia
says conversationally once the room quiets. “That’s how | was able to enchant the
metal even though it doesn’t look like talvernum.”
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“Sorceress,” someone whispers in the back.

Camellia smiles. “The necklaces your wives and daughters wear are a talvernum
alloy as well, even though the metal looks different.”

She watches as the attending women'’s hands fly to their throats and the men stare at
the necklacesin horror.

“Consider them your bindings—I am now your grand duchess, and you will treat me
with the respect the position is due. If you choose to step out of line...”

A young woman suddenly shrieks as if she's in excruciating pain. Her mother grabs
her, panicking as the girl screams like she' s been thrown into afire.

| step forward to intervene, but Brielle's sharp cry grabs my attention, and | whirl
around to face her. My sister blinks at me, terrified. Her face flushes, and her eyes
gloss with tears; she was obviously in horrible pain only a moment ago.

“Henrik,” the princess chastises calmly. “Think of your sister.”

For Brielle's sake, | squeeze my hands into fists and hold my ground. My muscles
shake as | watch the horrific display, but | don’t dare move. There' s nothing | can do

anyway.
Finaly, it ends.

The young woman gasps for breath. Her face is bright red and marred with tears. She



hides behind her hands, shaking as she collapses into her mother’s arms.

Camellia clasps her hands at her waist and dons a serene smile. “As you can see,
death isn’t the only horror | can inflict.”

“Remove the necklace,” one of the men says to his wife urgently. “Now.”

The woman shakes her head, horrified at the thought. But with trembling fingers, she
locates the clasp at her neck and obeys her husband.

Camellia watches impassively, making no move to stop her.

“Don’'t—" | yell, but it’stoo late.

As Pranmore predicted, the moment the necklace is removed, the woman falls, first
hitting the table and then the floor.

Muffled exclamations of horror surround us, and | close my eyes when our fears are
confirmed.

“She'sdead,” a man announces sagely.

“Does anyone have any questions?’ Camellia asks.

A nearby woman snarls out a curse, clutching the necklace likeit's repulsive.
Camellia shakes her head, looking as if she's dealing with aroom full of disrespectful
children. “If you don’t fight me, you will see | am agentle ruler. | don’t wish harm or
pain to come to any of you. If you defy me, please know you are bringing punishment

upon yourself. Truly, | am blameless in the matter. Ultimately, it's your choice if you
suffer.”



Cold dread runs down my spine and then pools in my stomach. The humid room,
which was swelteringly hot afew minutes ago, suddenly feels cold.

“Come aong, Henrik. | believe we are done here.” To the room, Camellia says,
“Please, feel free to stay and enjoy the refreshments | have prepared.”

| stare at her, barely able to form words. “Camellia...”

She takesmy arm. “They’ll be fine. They just need aday or two to process.”

| want to yank away from her, but I’m just as trapped as the High Vale nobility.

As we walk, guilt churns in my gut, making me wonder if | should have killed her
when | had the chance. After al, the princess was never truly unarmed. She's been
wielding a sharp, double-edged blade this whole time.

Did those people die because | was too cowardly to use the dagger?

“Now that we' ve cleaned up that mess with Augmirian, | believe I’d like to attend my
brother’s wedding.” Camellia looks at me. “What do you think, Henrik? Would you

like to see Clover?’

“Y ou have become awretched human being,” | say tonelessly.
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She frowns as if frustrated | don’t understand. “Do not hate me because I’ m efficient.
And take comfort in the fact that fewer people will die if we do things my way.
Surely you agree that a handful of casualtiesis better than a bloody war?’

“Do you hear yourself?’

“Let’s return to this conversation in a few months when I'm seated on my family’s
throne, ruling Caldenbauer as its queen. The kingdom will prosper, Henrik. You'll

see.”

| stare at her back as she continues walking, vowing to myself that | will do
everything in my power to make sure her plans never come to fruition.

12

CLOVER

| stare out the window of a high tower, looking at the greening meadows that stretch
beyond the city's walls. Winter has come and gone, and spring has arrived with gentle

rain and windy days.

The change of the seasons has made the wedding feel imminent, and my hope is
slowly dying.

| press my forehead against the cool glass and close my eyes.

“Clover,” Lawrence says from behind me. “What are you doing up here?’



“You found me.”

He sets his hand on my shoulder, rubbing gently. “Were you hiding from me?’

“No. Yes.” With a sigh, | push away from the window and turn toward the king.
“Maybe. | was hiding from everyone.”

“Asam|.”

My eyes move past him. “Y ou’ve lost your knights.”

“For now.” His honey eyes search mine, and he frowns. Softly, he says, “Talk to me,
Clover. Tell mewhat’ s troubling you.”

“1 don’t know if Henrik is going to return in time,” | whisper.

Lawrence purses his lips, looking like he needs to tell me something but doesn’t want
to.

“What isit?’ | ask reluctantly.

“He's sent amessage.”

Standing straighter, | clasp hisarm. “Henrik?’

Lawrence nods. “ Through one of Audra’ s men.”

“For me?”

After studying me for a second, Lawrence slowly shakes his head.



| look down, feeling foolish for getting my hopes up. “What did he say?’

“Camelliahas killed Augmirian. She's seized control of the dukedom.”

My eyesfly to his. “Are you serious?’

Lawrence nods solemnly. “I’'m afraid so. She's controlling the nobility through the
necklaces.”

“We knew she was going to,” | whisper.

“We did. They haven't found a way to free Brielle yet, so Henrik remains by
Camellia sside.”
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Swallowing the lump in my throat, | nod.

Hesitantly, Lawrence raises his hand to my face, gently brushing my hair from my
cheek. “Areyou al right?’

“I"'m not.”

“1 thought after all these months...” He frowns. “Y ou weren’t together very long.”
Looking away, | shrug.

“There’'s more. Would you rather | wait? Tell you later?”

| shake my head, preparing myself. “No, I’'m fine. Go on.”

“Camelliaintends to come to our wedding.”

“Excuse me?’ | snarl, losing my composure. “After everything she’'s done—"

“We believe she' s traveling with a small group of nobles, not nearly large enough for
an attack. She's pretending it’s a gesture of goodwill—"

“1t' snot.”

“1 know that, and you know that—the entire kingdom knows that. But thisis political,
Clover. We must tread carefully.”



“1 hate politics. Can't we just destroy her?’

“Blood-thirsty princess, aren’'t you?”’

| crumple forward, feeling like we're helpless. Lawrence goes still as | rest my
forehead on his shoulder.

“Do you remember when we were only friends?’ | ask. “Before the engagement,
before you claimed to love me?”’

“All right,” he says slowly, not really answering.

“Can you hug me like you would have then? Without expectation or hidden
meaning?’

Slowly, Lawrence wraps his arms around my back.

| let out a sob, so frustrated and angry | aimost can’'t bear it. “Let’sjust attack her ship
and be done with it.”

“Henrik and Brielle are on that ship.” Lawrence rubs his hand up and down my back.
“Do you really want that?’

13 NO_”

“We're going to welcome my sister and the elves traveling with her, but don’t believe
for one minute | trust her.”

“What if it'satrick?

“I’ve ordered extra soldiers to the western guard posts to watch the coastline, just in



case. We're keeping an eye on things.”

| pull back. “Camelliawants your throne.”

“'m aware.”

“She’'s going to try to kill you, and yet you' |l welcome her?”

“1 trust my guards, and...” He winces, shaking his head. “I trust Henrik.”

| amost smile. “How painful was that to admit?’
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“So painful .”
“How are we going to get through this?’ | ask softly. “Everything is so...wrong.”

Lawrence releases me and turns to the window. “In some ways, I’m glad Father died.
It would have broken his heart to see this.”

“How did Camellia become like this?’ | ask, though | don’t expect an answer. “She
was always wicked, yes, but does she seem the type to plot something like this?’

“l have no idea. But it's occurred to me that | never knew my sister very well. She
was always with Hellebore.”

The air goes still, and we slowly turn to look at each other.

“Hellebore,” | say quietly.

Lawrence wrinkles his nose as he thinks about it, nodding to himself.
“Pranmore said there is High Vale magic woven into the curse in the necklace.”
“Perhaps there is more to the handmaid than meets the eye,” Lawrence muses.

“Where did she come from? Who is she really?’

He shakes his head. “I have no idea.”



“Perhaps it might be wise to find out.” Feeling marginally better now that | have a
task, | turn from the window. “1’m going to see if anyone knows.”

“Father would have known,” Lawrence says absently, his voice laced with sadness.

| turn back, hesitating before | set my hand on his shoulder. “Y ou’ ve played your part
so well; | didn’t realize you're still hurting.”

“1 lost my entire family in one night. | feel like an orphan king. Pathetic.”
“Lawrence...”

Still facing the window, he softly steals my words as he says, “Do you remember
when we were only friends? Before the engagement, before you realized | loved

you?’

| bite my lip, stepping close. | wrap my arms around his waist and press my cheek
against his back.

“I will beyour sister,” | vow. “I will be your family.”

He laughs, but there’'s no happiness in his tone. “I don't want you to be my sister,
Clover.”

| don’t know what to say, so | hold him tighter, wishing | could give him what he
wants. He places his hand over mine, and we both mourn in silence.

Today,it’s nice enough to shoot in the bailey with only a light cloak, and though the
breeze is cool, the sun is warm and welcome. A few birds chirp from budding tree



limbs, swooping down to the garden beds and searching for stray seeds they missed
the autumn before.

The weather is atease, though. Next week, it could snow.

As | draw my arrow back, focusing on the target, | half-listen to Lawrence and his
knights. They were shooting as well, but now they’re gossiping about the comings
and goings of court with my ladies.

“Your Magjesty,” asoldier says with a bow of his head, interrupting the conversation.
His arm pennant is green, and he wears a gold medallion upon it. He's a commander,
like Henrik. “We've just received a messenger pigeon from the Trimell guard post.
Camellia sretinue is headed south, toward Dulane.”

| lower my bow, turning toward the group.

“They must intend to come up through Forsten instead of Heistone,” Miguel says.

My heart begins to beat too quickly. “How long until they reach the port?’
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“Two days, maybe three at most,” the commander says. “ They were seen skirting the
coast, taking the same route as the passenger ships.”

“How many arein her party?’ Lawrence asks.

“One ship—they assume less than twenty passengers. There are women aboard as
well.”

“Of course there are,” Lawrence says darkly. “High Vale noblewomen, no doubt.” He
growls under his breath and then commands, “Send word to Forsten. Tell them to
detain Camellia until | can personally welcome her back. We'll leave today.”

Xander clears histhroat. “Y our Mgesty, I’'m not sure that' s—"

“You'll have my back, won't you?’ Lawrence interrupts.

“Yes...”

Lawrence nods, not about to be coddled. “Good. Tell the grooms to prepare our
horses.”

“I"'m going aswell,” | say boldly, preparing myself for afight.
I’m not disappointed. Lawrence whips back, giving me a sharp look. “Camellia has

aready tried to kill you once. Do you really think it's a good idea to give her another
opportunity?’



“She’ll have plenty of chances once she's at court,” | argue. “And | have no intention
of hiding.”

But we both know why | really want to go. Lawrence stands, indecisive. Finally, he
throws up his hands. “Fine.”

“Your Mgjesty,” Denny beginsto protest.

“I’mgoing,” | say to my brother, giving him alook of death.

It doesn’t work terribly well on him, but he closes his mouth, his stern gaze telling me
we' || have words later when he has a chance to corner me.

But then he turns to Lawrence, looking like something has just occurred to him.
“Your Majesty, if | may make a request, would you consider assigning Clover a
personal guard?’

“Denny!” | exclaim.

Don’t | aready have enough people trailing me?

Lawrence slowly nods, and then he turnsto me. “Bring Pranmore.”

“He'll come even if | want him to stay,” | point out, relieved by his suggestion. “He
transferred Henrik’ s life debt to me.”

“1 was thinking of someone with combat experience,” Denny says.

“Pranmore is better,” | argue. “He's excellent with wards, and since we're dealing
with magic users, that will be more effective than a sword.”



“How about someone who' s notafraidof a sword?’ Denny counters.

I’m about to snap at him when Lawrence says, “No, it's al right, Clover. Your
brother has a point. Pranmore is excellent when it comes to protective spells and
healing, but he's not a knight.”

“1 absolutely refuse to have anyone else following me. | can barely breathe asit is!”

“Hurtful,” Calla teases from the shade of a nearby wall, where she and my other
ladies drink tea at a small table and pretend they’ re not bored to tearsin the bailey.

| roll my eyes. “Y ou know what | mean.”

Then | focus on her,thinking.

“What?" she asks nervoudly.

“Lawrence, may | choose my knight?’ | ask.



Page 46

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 6:35 am
“That depends...” he says slowly.
“l want Barret.”
Cadla's eyes widen, and she presses her lips together to hide her pleasure.
She likely thinks it's a kindness to put her with her new love, but | have another
reason for choosing the knight—if they’re distracted with each other, maybe they’ll
give me alittle space. If | can find away to get rid of Lavender and Hyacinth, | might

have some time to myself.

“Barret is an excellent choice,” Miguel saysto Lawrence. “He's strong with a sword,
and he's coolheaded in tense situations.”

“Very well.” Lawrence turns to Calla. “Go fetch him, please. I’ m assuming you know
where heis?’

She blushes deep red as she hurries from the courtyard.
The king then turns back to me, hesitating like he wants to say something.

“Tell my steward my plans,” he says to his knights. Then he nods to Lavender and
Hyacinth. “ Please excuse us.”

The knights hesitate.

“I"'m not helpless,” Lawrence says, growing frustrated. “I can manage the courtyard



on my own.”

Apparently, I’'m not the only one feeling suffocated.

“There are guards on the walls and all the entrances,” he adds. “We're fine.”

“Very well,” Miguel says reluctantly.

The knights |leave with the ladies, and we finally have a moment alone.

“Are you sure you want to accompany us?’ Lawrence asks me. “It could
be...unpleasant.”

“You don't think Henrik will still want me?’ | ask with asmile.

Inside, though, I'm dying alittle.

Lawrence looks away, irritated. “I mean he's still chained to Camellia, and you're
still betrothed to me. Y ou must act the part until we agree to break the engagement.”

“1 won't bring shame on you or the crown,” | say quietly. “I will act according to my
current position—I promise.”

He sighs, looking back. “1f | ask you to stay here, will you?”’

“Don’t ask,” | beg softly.

Lawrence studies me, and | watch him right back. He's so handsome—it’s impossible
to deny. Since our trip to Ferradelle, he's been pulling his hair into a knot at the back

of his head like he doesn’'t have patience for it any longer. It brings the focus to his
face and makes him look more rugged.



“1 feel likelI’mlosing you,” he says after several seconds pass. “I’m not ready.”

“Lawrence...”

He smiles, looking at the ground between us. “I could keep you, you know. I'm the
king—I can have whatever | want.”

“1 trust you to uphold your end of the bargain.”

“1 wish you wouldn’t.”

“ Are you nervous about seeing Camellia?’ | ask, needing to change the subject.

Lawrence snorts out a laugh. “Our relationship won't change just because she wants
me dead.”
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“She’s likely wanted you dead for awhile,” | point out, trying to make the situation a
little lighter. “Now you just happen to know it.”

“Exactly.”

We smile together, laughing because it’s our only option—Iaughing because we don’t
know how much longer we'll have the chance.

13

HENRIK

Camellia leans against the paddle ship railing, staring across the water. It's a
moonless night, dark and thick with cloud cover. There' sjust a hint of rain in the air.
In the dim lamplight, alone like this, Camellia doesn’t seem like a necromancer intent
on taking over the kingdom.

She looks like awoman—Iike any other. And perhaps even alittle lonely.

It's a fleeting thought, and one that doesn't last long. Any sympathy | had for
Camelliais long dead. | was willing to overlook her flaws at one time, but that was
before | realized they ran so deep.

| stay clear of her, finding my own spot to look over the dark water.

Like timid puppies starved for affection, Dalvin and Bendon remain nearby, not
daring to get too close since Camellia has a history of snapping at them. But as usual,



they’re happy to be at the princess's beck and call—not that she ever makes use of
them.

The hum of the Vallen propulsion apparatuses mingles with the sound of the water as
the great paddle wheels cut through the sea. We'll reach main Caldenbauer in just a
few days, and Cabaranth only a day after that.

Home.

But I'm not sure what that word means anymore. After Mother’s death, our small
house near the smithy lost its warmth. It was a place of necessity but not comfort, a
place to dread. Once | could afford to send Brielle to Dulnmarin’s, | rarely spent time
there, choosing to sleep in the soldiers barracks instead, seeing Father more than
enough when | worked in the family forge.

With Father in Revalane, the smithy and house are now empty. But blacksmiths are
easily replaced. I’ m sure another has been found to fill the royal orders.

Was Algernon even notified when Father disappeared? They were friends once,
before Father became injured and rank came between them.

As | stare into the dark night, | try to imagine Father the way the older soldiers
claimed he was before the accident—noble, strong, generous.

Kind.

My eyes travel to my arm. Cursing under my breath, | yank my attention back to the
ocean.

| smell the scent of Camellia' s floral perfume seconds before she steps up beside me,
but | don’'t look her way.



“You seem pensive this evening.” She sighs as she crosses her arms on the rail.
“Does your arm ache with the storm?”’

“No,” | lie.

“l have an injury that pains me when the weather is poor,” she says softly, likely
hoping I’ [l ask her about it.

| don't.

“My mother died on a night like this,” she says anyway. “With clouds so thick it felt
like breathing water. But it was summer then, hot.”

Her voice is softer than usual, less haughty and calloused.

“People say | was too young to remember, but | do,” she continues. “I remember the
night, the taste of my tears. The raw feeling in the pit of my stomach after crying for
hours.”

Unable to resist, | turn my head to look at her.

“The nursery maids took me to Father so he could soothe me.” She lets out a soft
laugh as she pushes her long, blonde hair over her shoulder. “Do you know what he
did?’

| shake my head.

“He sent me away.” She looks a me, her expresson sour. “l was

heartbroken—devastated—and he rejected me. It's my first memory of him. I've
never been able to forget.”
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“Can | ask you aquestion?’
She nods.
“How did Hellebore come to you?’
“Broken things have a way of clinging to each other in hopes of becoming whole. |
lost my mother, and Hellebore lost her family. She's the only person | trust without
guestion.” She turns to me. “You're broken, too. I’ve watched you—I know. I’'ve
seen the way my father treated your father, the way he treated you. Y ou should have
had your seal years ago, and yet you're still a commander. Lawrence mocked your
hard work, taunting you openly. Why do you wish to protect him?”
| look away. “Because it’s my duty.”
“What can | do to winyou?’ she asks quietly. “What can | give you or say?’
“Allegiance can’'t be bought.” | glance back at her. “Neither can it be manipulated.”
The princess's expression hardens, making her look less like a young woman and
more like ajaded ruler. Casting her hand back toward the ship, she says, “It seemsto

work well enough, doesn’t it?”

“Those people don’t love you, Camellia—they’re scared. But a cornered dog will
eventually fight. Don’'t forget that.”

She begins to respond, but a shadow suddenly appears at the side of the rail, just



behind Camellia, climbing from the seaitself.
Out of instinct, | shove her behind me and lunge for the figure, taking him onto the
deck before he has a chance to react. But once he's down, he lashes out with magic,

pressing his hand to my shoulder and searing through my tabard.

| roar in shock, using the intense pain to fuel my fight and give me the upper hand. |
elbow the elf in the face and then draw my dagger with my good hand.

The elf breathes hard, glaring at me as | hold the blade to his throat. “Whose side are
you on?”’

| rear back.

“1 could have freed your sister,” he hisses.

Before | can reassess the situation, Dalvin and Bendon yank the man up by the arms.
“Use your magic, and you're dead,” Bendon growls.

“I’'m dead anyway,” the elf snarls back.

Breathing hard, | push myself to my feet and study him. Dressed all in black, with a
bandana covering his long hair, he was on a mission. The lack of weaponry means

nothing with an elf. He's an assassin, and | came between him and his target.

| glance at Camellia, feeling sick. Others in our party gather around as the duchess
stepsin front of the elf.

“Who are you?’ she demands.



“l am no one.”

“You'reright,” she says coolly. “But | don’t care about your identity. Instead, tell me
who sent you.”

He glares at her, refusing to answer.

“Arisel!” a woman cries as she pushes through the crowd. She's close to Audra's
mother's age, usually perfectly poised.

Horror crosses the shadow rogue’ s face. He begins to shake his head, silently begging
the woman to be silent.

She comes to an abrupt stop, her wild eyes going between the man and the wicked
duchess.

“You know this young man?’ Camellia asks.

“I’ve never seen her in my life,” the shadow rogue insists. “I acted on my own—this
has nothing to do with her.”

He' s young, twenty at the most.
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The woman beginsto cry. “It’ s not his fault. | sent him—it was me, not him.”
Camellia assesses the situation, looking amused. “Interesting. And you are?’

“I’'m Lady Ophelia of the family Tilmanai.”

Her husband appears at her side, his face ashen in the dim light. “What’ s going on?’
Camelliaignoresthelord. “And this boy...is he your son?’

“No!” the woman cries. “He’ s just ayoung man | paid. He didn’t even want to do it!”

Camellia turns back to the shadow rogue, kindling her magic in the palm of her hand.
“That’ s fortunate. If you were her child, it would be painful to witness her death.”

Suddenly the woman lets out a bloodcurdling scream, and she falls onto the deck. Her
husband falls to her side as she writhes, begging Camellia for mercy. The young man
rips away from Dalvin and Bendon, dropping to his knees beside the woman who is
so obviously his mother.

A few moments later, she goes limp.

“Toss her over the side,” Camellia says to Bendon. “And kill the boy and his father.”

| move forward to intervene, but Dalvin steps up next to me, pressing his dagger to
my side. “Y ou’'re no match for me with that injury, Henrik.”



| turn to glare at him, a heartbeat away from attacking.

He grins. “And if you were to cause trouble, Brielle would most certainly die.”

It'salow threat, but it turns me into the princess' s marionette every time.

| don’t watch as the bodies are tossed over the side of the ship, but my muscles
tighten, and | hold back the urge to be sick.

Around me, elves cry and murmur.

“1’m going to retire for the night,” Camellia announces to no one in particular. Before
she goes, she turns back to me with a knowing smile. “Thank you for saving me,
Henrik.”

| hold out just long enough for her to leave, and then | wretch over the side of the
ship.

| hopeto be arrested as soon as we near the waters outside Dulane, and I'm
disappointed when we aren’'t. But knowing the power Camellia wields, Lawrence
would be callousto risk so many High Vaeliveslike that. As much as| hate to admit
it, I don’t think he would.

| look at Brielle, glad she’s with us but wondering if it would have been safer for her
to remain with Audra in Revalane. She stands at the prow of the ship, letting the

breeze blow her hair back.

“Are you happy to be home?’ she asks when sherealizes |’ ve joined her.



“Ask me againin afew days.”

| have no idea what Camellia has planned. She wisely hasn’'t told me. As far as |
know, thisis simply a power move to make Lawrence squirm.

Or it might be another way to break me. Perhaps we are here just so | can witness
Clover and Lawrence’ swedding. It certainly wouldn’t surprise me.

My sister gives me a soft smile. “It will be al right.”

She is far more optimistic than | am, especialy after the events of a few nights ago.
Thankfully, she wasin her quarters and didn’t watch Camellia murder the family.

Because | don’t want her to worry, | nod.

“Thisvisit must be painful for you,” she whispers. “How are you holding up?’

“I"'mfine.”
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Brielle lets me get away with the lie, changing the subject to the weather before she
finally grows bored and wanders to her cabin.

| watch the coastline, dreading our arrival as much as | am looking forward to being
back on the mainland. It’s cooler here than Revalane, but the air is warm, and the sea
breeze is pleasant.

Under different circumstances, | would enjoy the detour—after all, people pay to take
tours of the coast in passenger ships such as Caldwell’s.

Well, maybe not exactly like Caldwell’s. We're lucky we made it to Ferradelle
without his ship springing aleak.

Absently, | wonder what happened to the captain after we escaped the swamp port.
He probably sold off the luggage we abandoned on his ship and is now sitting smug
and happy somewhere in Ferradelle. Clover’s gowns alone would have been worth a
fortune.

For just a minute, | let myself think about Clover. Knowing her as | do, | imagine
she's going stir-crazy in the castle. It was a life she thought she wanted, but being
cooped up doesn’t suit her.

| cringe to myself as Camellia joins me, acknowledging | stood here alone for too
long.

“It seems Lawrence has sent a welcoming committee,” the princess says as she
studies the distant port, sounding amused.



She’s not wrong. Our ship has been spotted, and a band of the king’'s men gathers on
the pier, their red and gold tunics a crimson smudge against the sandy shore. As we
sail closer, | begin to make out guards, recognizing stony faces.

Perhaps | was wrong—maybe Lawrence does intend to arrest Camellia here and now.

What will the princess do if she's cornered? | certainly don’t doubt she's capable of
theworst. | think of Brielle, and | become edgy.

The paddle ship drops anchor in the bay's shallow water, and the ship’s men begin to
prepare the dinghies so we may go ashore. Camellia watches with disinterest,
seeming completely at ease with the men waiting for us on the pier.

“We are ready to take you across, Your Grace,” Lord Fenninglore says coolly, only
as polite as necessary. He's about my age, with a young wife who is currently
expecting their first baby. She remained in Ferradelle, but that certainly doesn’t
ensure her safety, and Lord Fenninglore knows that as well as|.

Camellia has chosen him to lead her retinue.

“I’ll wait for the second dinghy.” A smile toys a her crimson lips as she turns her
attention to the waiting guards. “Let’s see what kind of greeting we receive before |
go ashore.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Lord Fenninglore says. He gives me a tight nod before he leaves.
A strange thing has happened since the High Vaes learned the necklaces true
purpose. They’ve realized that I, too, am Camellia's captive, and it has changed their

attitude toward me. They are warmer now, realizing we have a common foe.

With an air of detached curiosity, Camellia watches the first dinghy cross with a



small group of nobles and several of their Vallen guards.

A satisfied smile spreads over her face when they are greeted without issue. “It's as |
expected. Lawrence istoo cowardly to confront me.”

“Or perhaps he doesn’t want to risk the lives of the innocent women you’ ve cursed,” |
point out.

Camellia turns to me, her smile becoming darker. “While I'm glad you feel
comfortable enough to speak freely, I'm not entirely sure | like your tone.”

“Apologies, Your Highness.”

“Your Grace,” she corrects. “I am now the grand duchess of Ferradelle, no longer a
helpless, powerless princess under my father and brother’ s thumbs.”

| bow my head and correct, “Y our Grace.”
“Your tone is positively venomous, Henrik.” She turns to me, her expression
betraying her intrigue. “I like this side of you—this defiance. Was it always in you,

lurking under your eager-to-please exterior?’

Her tone is flirtatious, bordering on seductive, but | have no desire to engage. | give
her amild look, staying silent.

Laughing, she shakes her head. “Sometimes you're so dull. That's all right; I'm
patient. | will tame you one way or the other. Fight or roll over and expose your

belly—the choiceis yours. Thefirst is more fun, but the second is certainly easier.”

| bite my tongue, knowing she's purposely baiting me.



“Your Grace,” Lord Fenninglore interrupts. “Would you care to go ashore now?’

“l would, yes.” Camelliatakes my arm. “You'll escort me onto the boat, won't you,
Henrik?’
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“Yes, Your Grace.”
Brielle ends up in the dinghy with us, along with Lord Fenninglore and Camellia's
attending ladies. The four young women look pale, likely worrying they will face the

consequences of their betrayal soon.

We're halfway across when there is a commotion on the pier. Instead of giving
Camelliatheir full attention, the guards focus on something behind them.

“What isit?’ Camellia demands, preferring to be the center of attention.

One of the ship’s men stands for a better look. “I believe the king has arrived, Y our
Grace.”

“Lawrenceis here?’ she asks sharply.

“That’ s the way it appears.”

The crowd parts, and it feels like a vice squeezes over my heart. Clover pushes her
way to the edge of the pier, wearing a riding gown in ivory and copper. A circlet sits

in her golden-brown hair, catching the sunlight.

Our eyes meet across the water, and her lips part. Her face conveys everything in a
mere few seconds—that she missed me. That she still cares.

Suddenly, | can’'t breathe. An ache builds in my chest, spreading throughout my
body, making me fedl like I’ m drowning.



“Well, isn't this uncomfortable?” Camellia says, growing irritated. “Do | have to
remind you that Clover, though unworthy, is engaged to my brother?’

| pull my gaze from Clover, barely registering Camellia’ s words.

Instead of finding a playful look upon the princess's face, or one of casual taunting,
Camelliais livid. Her eyes spark with unveiled jealousy, and her fingers dig into the
side of the boat. “Do not ook at her like that, Henrik, or | will become angry. You are
mine, and she belongs to Lawrence. Do you understand?’

| swallow, redlizing I’ ve bared my neck to Camellia. Clover is as much my weakness
as Brielle. “Look at whom, Y our Grace?’

She scoffs, looking away. Beside her, Brielle and the princess' s ladies sit asif frozen,
terrified of Camellia s sudden temper.

“1 believed | was taken with Clover,” | say carefully, “but the absence has changed
my heart.”

The words aren’'t a lie. With each month, | missed Clover more. | yearned for her
smiles and her impulsive sunshine. Her heart. Her warmth. The way she made me
feel valuable just as | was, without having to earn her approval.

Without needing a seal on my arm to prove my worth.

“Good,” Camellia says sharply, not buying it for a moment. “Then don’t look at her.
Don’t give her even agrain of your attention.”

The men and Lord Fenninglore stare at the pier, too still, as uncomfortable as the
women.



“Understood.”

“I mean it, Henrik.” Camellia looks back at me, and her voice becomes shrill. “I
won't stand for it.”

| bow my head, hiding my own anger. “Forgive me for upsetting you.”

“When we arrive on the pier, you will stay by my side. Y ou aremyknight.”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

She leans closer, hissing low. “If you humiliate me, | will kill Clover and your sister.
Isthat clear?’

| look up, meeting her eyes. Smiling, | move close like | intend to whisper an
endearment in her ear. “Do not be rash, Camellia. | am by your side for their sakes
alone. If you kill them, my only goal will be to destroy you. Do not make an enemy
out of me—I promise you; you will regret it.”

She dowly pulls back. Her eye twitches, but she forces a smile for our audience.
Laughing asif | said something flirtatious, she looks away. “Henrik.”

Taking my hand like we've just made up after our spat, she squeezes her nails into
the palm of my hand.

But | don't flinch, not even when she draws blood.
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14

CLOVER

All | seeisHenrik.

Henrik leaning close to Camellia. Henrik sharing along look with her.
Henrik holding her hand.

I’m going to be sick.

Turning from the pier, | breathe in the moist sea air and amost run right into
Lawrence.

“Clover,” he exclaims softly, taking my shoulders. “Areyou all right?’
“I'mfine,” | say brightly, forcing asmile. “Just alittle seasick.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Don’t you have to be on the seafor that?’
“Obviously not,” | mutter. “I’m going to stand with Pranmore.”

Looking concerned even though he likely knows the reason for my distress, he lets
me go.

Pranmore waits near the horses—ours, not his. He still refuses to ride unless it’'s



absolutely necessary.

Lavender and Hyacinth have cornered him, the poor man, and he looks like a spooked
deer. Callaand Barret are nearby, flirting with each other. Oddly, Cortana stands with
Pranmore as well, and the guard seems slightly enamored herself.

She flinches when she sees me, dropping her eyes and looking properly ashamed. We
haven't spoken since Camelliatried to pin her blood magic crimes on me. The guard
believed | was guilty, and I'm sure she well knows she's not my favorite

person—especially since my innocence has been proven.

“Your Highness.” Like a coward, she bows her head and hurries to join her fellow
guards.

“What did Cortanawant?’ | ask even though my mind is still on Henrik.

Lavender scowls. “She said she twisted her wrist during morning exercises a few
days ago. She wanted Master Pranmore to look at it.”

Judging from Lavender’ s tone, that’s not all the guard wants from Pranmore.

He shifts, highly uncomfortable in the strange position in which he’s found himself.

“1 need to speak to Master Pranmore,” | say to the girls. “ Excuse us, please.”

Lavender puts on a pout, but | ignore it.

“l cannot go far,” Barret says gently, wisely picking up on my bad mood. “But | will
give you privacy. Should you need me, | will be close.”

| smile, thankful |1 chose him as my knight. He doesn’t smother, but he's attentive. |



give Calla an approving look, wholeheartedly approving of her choice. She smiles
back, biting her lip.

When they leave, | turn to Pranmore. “Y ou’ ve become quite the ladies man.”

He lifts his eyes to the sky, jumping when his large rack of antlers brushes against the
mare behind him. He turns, apologizing to the animal who couldn’t care less.

“1 don’t understand it,” he says when he looks back. “I’ve never been this popular. |
suppose it’s because | am a novelty.”

“You're not a novelty,” | say sharply. “They’ve just realized your worth. Y ou were
obviously wasted amongst your people.”

He gives me a doubtful smile. “My self-esteem is fine, Clover. There is no reason to
feed it.” His gaze sharpens on me. “What happened?’

“Nothing,” I lie. “I was just feeling alittle sick to my stomach, and | hoped you could
do something about it.”
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“1 cannot fix heartache, Clover,” he says gently. “I’m assuming you saw Henrik?’

Tears suddenly pool in my eyes, and | nod. Blinking quickly to chase them away, |
clear my throat. “It looks asif... | mean, it appears...”

“You're worried he' s forgotten about you?’

| bite my cheek hard, focusing on the pain as | nod. “He and Camellia seem to have
grown close.”

“Impossible,” Pranmore scoffs. “Henrik would never befriend a woman who nearly
killed you or his sister.”

| look back at him, knowing he’ s right but unable to get the picture of them out of my
mind. “He wouldn’t, right?’

“Not ever,” Pranmore says vehemently.

| stare at the €lf, letting his certainty soothe my irrational fear. Taking another deep
breath, | nod. “I’m al right now.”

He gives me a skeptical look. “Are you certain?’
113 &Jre.”

Laughing softly, he loops his arm around my shoulders, pulling me against hissidein
afriendly embrace.



| check to ensure no one is looking, but everyone's attention is on the princess's
retinue. | look up at Pranmore’' s antlers. “Y ou know, if | were much taller, this would
be impossible.”

He shakes his head, not bothering to be offended this time.

“You best release me,” | say. “I don’t want word to get around I’'m competing for
your affections. Someone might murder mein my sleep.”

“Honestly, Clover.” The elf chuckles as he lets me go. “Y ou’'reridiculous.”

Grinning, | turn back toward the pier. Then my smilefalls. I think they’ve arrived.”

“1 believe you'reright.”

“| should pretend I’'m brave and join Lawrence. |If Camellia thinks I'm hiding from
her, she'll be entirely too smug.”

“I’ll go with you,” Pranmore says, his tone growing solemn. “ Just to be safe.”

Knights and guards part as we make our way to the pier. | step up to Lawrence' s side
just in time to see Henrik offer Camellia a hand so she may exit the boat.

Fall, 1 whisper in my head, smiling as | imagine Camellia emerging from the bay
soaking wet and covered in seaweed.

Sadly, she makesit to the pier safe and dry.

Lawrence steps forward, pasting a pleasant ook on his face. “Hello, Camellia.”

She runs her eyes over him, smiling faintly as if amused. “Look at my baby brother,



playing king.”

Around us, knights stiffen, preparing for a confrontation.

But Lawrence only grins, unruffled. “Look at you, playing High Vae Duchess.”

She laughs, and they share an embrace that's awkward at best. | hold my breath,
terrified she’ s going to try to kill him right here and now.

Thankfully, they part without bloodshed.
Unable to help myself any longer, | turn my eyes on Henrik. But the commander
doesn’t look my way. In fact, he seems oblivious to my presence. His attention is on

Lawrence and Camellia, unwavering. He stands stoic, the perfect personal knight.

My heart aches as | drink him in. Was he always this handsome? This tall and strong
and capable?
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Did he truly hold me and promise forever? It feels like alifetime ago.

| wait, silently begging him to look at me. Just for a moment—one brief glance in my
direction to acknowledge | still mean something to him.

But instead of Henrik, Camelliaturnsto me. “Hello, Clover.”

“Your Grace.” | bow my head as is expected, but her tone isn’t cordial, and | don't
bother to pretend I’ m happy to see her either.

Her gaze moves to my circlet, and she wrinkles her nose. “That’s an interesting piece
of jewelry you're wearing.”

“Doyou likeit?

“Is it one of mine?’ She smiles. “Not that it matters. | am happy to share my old
things with those in need.”

Behind me, Calla draws in a startled gasp, but I'm too familiar with Camellia to be
surprised by her audacity.

“It was made for Clover,” Lawrence answers. “I certainly wouldn’'t give her your
castoffs.”

Camellia shrugs, easily dismissing the bite in his tone. She then extends her hand
behind her, silently beckoning her knight. Expressionless, Henrik steps forward,
allowing her to take his arm. She presses herself against him, smirking at me.



“Don’'t look down on castoffs, Lawrence.” She runs her free hand down Henrik’s
arm. “ Some things are more useful in another person’s hands.”

It takes every ounce of my willpower not to lunge at her. | could knock her into the
bay before she realized what hit her. She' d probably kill me, but | bet | could get one
good punch in first. It would almost be worth it.

Knowing me well enough to sense my thoughts, Lawrence subtly grasps hold of my
arm. | tremble under his fingers, so angry my vision blurs.

Henrik, however, doesn’'t flinch—he doesn’t do anything. He merely stands there as
if bored, not so much as letting his eyes drift to me.

Lawrence wisely changes the subject, asking Camellia how their short voyage went.
She is momentarily distracted, giving me a chance to remind myself | need to breathe
before | pass out and end up in the bay myself.

A moment later, Brielle joins us. She stands next to Henrik, casting Camellia a wary
look and frowning when she sees the way the new duchess clings to her brother.
Resigned to Henrik’ s fate, the girl’s eyes move over the crowd like she’s desperate to
find afriendly face.

Brielle is as pretty as Henrik is handsome, with dark hair and blue eyes that are a
shade brighter than her brother’s stormy color. She was radiant when we first met,
before she was aware she was being used as a pawn to control her brother, but her
beauty is now marred with fear. There are dark circles under her eyes, and her golden
skin looks washed out.

My attention drops to her necklace, and my anger rises anew. She's far too young to
be so affected by Camellia' s cruelty.



As| study Brielle, her eyeslatch onto someone. Intrigued, | follow her gaze.
Bartholomew stands in the crowd nearby, surrounded by the guard Lawrence
assigned to him. Realizing Brielle is looking his way, he blinks several times, subtly

glancing around him to see which knight has caught her attention.

She offers him a tentative smile when he looks back, obviously relieved to find
someone close to her age in the group.

When he realizes she's actually looking at him, Bartholomew blushes deep red under
his freckles, and he offers her a hesitant smilein return.

The exchange is so sweet, so innocent, it eases some of my anger. It cools my temper
and returns me to my senses.

| look back at Camellia, taking a deep breath.

Henrik is caged. What did | expect? That he'd sweep me into his arms right in front
of Camellia?

You'reridiculous, Clover.

| am engaged, sort of, and Henrik is under Camellia’s control. | don't like it, but
there’ s nothing we can do about it.

Not yet anyway.

“Are we going to talk on the pier all day?’ Camellia finally demands. “I’'m weary
from thetrip, and | would like to rest.”

“Lord and Lady Cordin have graciously invited us to stay with them before we return



to Cabaranth,” Lawrence says. “If it pleases you, we will accept their offer.”
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“Isn't Lord Cordin’s land half a day’'s ride from here? Camellia sighs. “I
suppose—as long as my retinue is welcome as well.”

“Of course, Your Grace,” our host says in response, stepping forward. “You are all
very welcome.”

“Well then.” She turns to Lawrence, clutching Henrik even tighter. “Let’s not linger
here any longer.”

As Camellia pushes past us, her shoulder jabs into mine.

| close my eyes, telling myself to remain calm. After al, I’ve dealt with her for the
better part of my twenty-two years. | can manage her now.

She suddenly turns around to ask Lawrence a question. The move inadvertently puts
Henrik very close to me since she's still clinging to him.

Slowly, hoping to be covert about it, | lift my eyes to his face. But even when we're
So near we' re amost touching, he ignores me.

Disappointed, | prepare to step away. But suddenly, Henrik’s hand brushes against
mine, lingering for only a second.

| stand stone-still, not even daring to move. My heart hammers in my chest, and |
can't help but wonder if it was an accident...or something more.

The commander shifts away, and when | find the courage to look at him again, he



appears oblivious,

Lord Cordin’sestate is in the middle of his expansive land, positioned almost
perfectly between Forsten and Cabaranth.

Lawrence's knights decide we are safer in a group. Therefore, | am given the room
next to Lawrence’s, and my ladies stay with me. Cots are brought in for their comfort,
though Hyacinth looks particularly put out at the thought of sleeping on something
that isn’'t a down-stuffed mattress.

But she falls aslegp quickly enough, and | envy her for it.

It's now the middle of the night, and I’'m the only one awake. | roll one way and then
the other, trying to get comfortable.

It'salosing battle.

Finaly, | sit up. The covers pool at my lap, too warm.

| need fresh air, but there are far too many knights outside my door to sneak out. |
could join them, however. Wasting time with my brother and his companions sounds
better than trying to sleep.

| tiptoe past my ladies as | pull on my dressing gown, and then | come to a dead stop.
A folded piece of parchment lies on the floor directly in front of the door. Someone
must have dlipped it under sometime during the night. The pale ivory message shines

in the dim light, begging to be read.

Glancing into the room to make sure the ladies are sleeping, | snatch the note off the



floor. It's too dark to see it well, so | edge closer to the candle’'s single flame to
inspect it. It's not sedled, and there's no signature. It simply reads, “Beyond the
garden, by the lake.”

Anyone could have sent it, but my hearthopes.

| study the handwriting, wondering if Henrik was its scribe. And if he was, how did
he get past the knights?

| would be afool to follow the note’ s directions. For all | know, Camellia sent it. She
could be waiting for me now, ready to finish me off.

In fact, that’s more than likely. Who else but a mage could sneak past the men?

And even if it was Henrik, how amlsupposed to sneak past the men?

| stand by the door for entirely too long, and then something hits me: we're on the
ground level of the estate.

What will stop me from dlipping out a window?

Even though | haven’'t made up my mind whether I’'m going or not, | sneak across the
room once more. As quietly as possible, | draw back the drapes and mouth a silent
curse when | spot one of Lord Cordin’s guards just beyond the evergreen bushes that
grow right up to the glass.

They’ ve thought of everything, haven't they? Am | a princess or a prisoner?

| let the drapes fall and pace the window a few times, wondering if there's another
way out—and then | have an idea. Determined, | step into the hall.
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Immediately, the three knights look up from their game of cards. Barret sits with
Denny and Alfred between the two doors, keeping an eye on both Lawrence and me.

“What are you doing out of bed?’ Denny asks, stifling ayawn.
They must be taking shifts. Miguel and Xander are likely resting.

“l couldn’'t sleep,” | say, wishing my brother wasn't here. “I’'m a little achy from the
ride, and | thought awarm bath might help. | was hoping to visit the bathhouse.”

Denny gives me a skeptical look, knowing the gentle ride didn’'t affect me in the
glightest. But Barret, innocent knight that he is, immediately nods. “I’ll take you.”

Xander gestures toward my door and tells him, “We'll keep an eye on the room.”

“Don’'t be long,” Denny says to me. “If you're gone more than an hour, we'll be
forced to wake His Mg esty and come look for you.”

If I’'m gone for more than an hour, | hope they form a search party to recover my
body.

The estate is quiet and still in the wee hours of the morning. Neither Barret nor |
speak until we're in front of the separate building that houses the manor’s bathing
facilities.

Barret looks unsure as we stand in front of the women’s entrance. “I can’t let you go
inside without checking things over.”



But going into the women’ s bathing chamber is obviously the very last thing he wants
to do.

“Perhaps we' [l announce ourselves at the door?’ | suggest. “If someone is bathing,
they’ll let us know. If no one answers, then you can search the room.”

Still looking less than eager, the knight nods.

Steam wafts out of the room when | open the door, lightly scented with expensive,
lightly floral neroli oil. “Hello?’ | call. “Isanyone in here?’

When no one answers, Barret and | step inside.

The oil-burning lamps have been dimmed for nighttime, and the small bathing pool in
the middle of the room is perfectly still. Quickly, Barret walks through the room,
checking the two separate changing rooms before he's satisfied it’ s safe to leave me.
“Don’'t betoo long,” he warns. I’ d rather not get on your brother’s bad side.”

“1 promise I’ll be finished before the hour isup.”

Hopefully.

As soon as he steps outside, | scurry into one of the changing rooms and climb atop
the wooden bench. It only takes a few seconds to swing open the small window,
though it's far more of a struggle than | expect to crawl out. The dressing gown
makes it challenging to climb, and | end up stuck halfway out the window, my rump
and legs flailing helplessly while | stretch for the ground. Suddenly, | dide

forward...anddown.

| try to catch myself with my outstretched hands, but | end up falling to the ground



with a quiet thump and a murmured “oof.” | freeze, worried Barret might have heard
from the other side of the building. Thankfully, the night remains quiet.

Dusting off, | push up to my feet and then quickly dart to the nearby brush. If |
remember correctly, the lake is just beyond this copse of cottontuft trees. Lower in
elevation here, and further south, the trees and bushes are fully leafed out, hiding me
with their foliage. Moments later, | see the moonlight glinting off the surface of the
water through the thick limbs.

| brush my fingers over my hip, realizing | didn’t think to bring a dagger. | was so
concerned with escaping, | didn’t even bother to arm myself.

| pause in the shadows just before the trees make way to grass, scanning the shoreline
as | look for a dark figure. A breeze blows through the cottontufts, and goosebumps
prickle my arms,

It feels ominous.

For several seconds, the wind moves through the grass like ocean waves, and then the
night goes eerily still. The cool lake water 1aps at the nearby shore, and though | can’t
make them out, frogs croak from their watery perches.

| don’t see anyone, and this doesn’t feel right. | should turn back.

But what if Henrik iswaiting for me?

What if it’ snotHenrik?

No, | can't risk it. Lawrence would be livid, and what is the point of getting myself
killed? There will be another chance to meet with Henrik. | have to believe that.
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Reluctantly making up my mind, | turn just in time to see a dark figure appear behind
me. It slips from the trees, a nocturnal hunter focused on its prey.

| gasp, cursing myself as| step into the grass.

The ginden stalks forward, keeping its head low as it follows me into the moonlight.
Light glints off its bared teeth—sharpteeth—and its tail whips back and forth. It's
shaped a bit like an overgrown rat, with short legs and a stout belly.

Except instead of fur, it has dark scales armoring its body. The beast is easily as long
as| amtall. Its eyesreflect the dim light, bright yellow and focused.

I’ ve never even seen one in person.

Slowly, | kneel in the grass, feeling along the ground for something | can use to
protect myself, not daring to look away from the ginden for even a moment.

| find a puny rock, small but somewhat sharp. As | clutch it in my palm, | debate the
best place to target my attack. Everything vital is protected by its scales.

Before I’ve made my plan, the creature leaps forward, screeching out a hunting cry
that makes every hair on my body stand on end. It hits me like a beast of stone, easily
knocking me to the ground. Using my rock, | strike the creature’ s head, grunting with
each impact...only realizing after the third or fourth hit that I’ m not dead.

I’m not even wounded, though the weight of the ginden atop me is certainly not
pleasant.



Before | can make sense of it, the beast is rolled away and replaced with a face I’ve
dreamt of so many nights.

“Clover,” Henrik says urgently, kneeling over me. “Areyou al right?’

Breathing hard, | stareup at him. “I killed it?’

He runs his eyes over me, looking for signs of injury. Once he decides I’'m in one
piece, he laughs. “Not quite.”

Groaning, | push myself up. Still in shock, | turn to face the beast, noting the way
Henrik’'s sword protrudes from its back. “Oh.Youkilled it. That makes more

sense—not that | don’t think my rock and | didn’t have afighting chance.”

Henrik sits back with a loud exhale, crossing his long legs under him. We're
surrounded by thetall grass, in anatural cocoon, safe from prying eyes.

| look at the ginden again. Henrik managed to slide the blade right between its scales.

“Impressiveam,” | say.

He breathes out atired laugh. “1 stabbed and got lucky.”

“Your arm?’ | ask quietly, feeling suddenly shy. “Did it heal ?”

I’ve longed for his return for months, and now that he's here, I'm a little
overwhelmed.

Henrik watches me in the moonlight for several long seconds before he clears his
throat. “The elven physician did what he could. | still have little strength—not
enough to wield asword.”



| nod toward the dead beast. “It looks like you did a decent job of it to me.”

A smile crosses the commander’ s face as he looks away. “1 canstab...just nothing that
requires more finesse.”

“Pranmore can heal you.”

“Perhaps,” he says, though he doesn’t sound convinced. “But it's best if Camellia
believes the injury is permanent.”

Just hearing him say the princess' s name makes me angry. | drag my eyes away from
his face, too cowardly to ask him why he was so cold earlier.

But | can feel him watching me.

Quietly, he says, “Camelliawill kill you if she thinksyou’'re athreat.”

“Camelliawill probably try to kill me anyway.”

“ She has forbidden me from even looking at you.”
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Slowly, I turn back. “Is shethatpetty ?”

“Serving the princess is a test in patience,” he says wryly, knowing I’'m well aware.
“She's hot-tempered and jealous, and | don't trust her not to murder you or Brielle on
awhim, so | am humoring her asbest as| am able.”

“Then why did you risk sending me the note?’

He looks startled. “ Note?’

“The message telling me to meet you,” | say, growing nervous. “The one you slipped
under my door?”’

Tensing, Henrik leans forward. “I didn’t leave you a note.”

Another cool breeze blows through the grass, making the nearby lake reeds sing. |
shiver, suddenly feeling vulnerable. “ Then who did?’

Henrik shakes his head, obviously not liking the situation any more than | do.
“What are you doing out here then?’ | demand.

“l couldn’'t sleep, so | came out for some fresh air.”

“Have you seen anyone else?’

“No.” He studies me long and hard, looking like he wants to say something. Then he



glances at the dead ginden and seems to change his mind. “You best return to your
room. It’s not safe out here.”

I, too, look at the creature, cursing it for killing what might have been a romantic
interlude.

But, giant scaled rodent aside, it's hard to think of romance when an unknown
someone lured me from my room.

They could be watching us right now.

The thought makes me uneasy, and | agree. “Barret is waiting for me in front of the
bathhouse. L awrence has assigned him as my guard.”

Henrik gives me a sharp look. “How did you escape him?”’

“1 crawled through a back window.”

“Why would you do that?’

Feeling bold despite the circumstances, | say, “I would do nearly anything for a
chance to see you.”

The commander’s expression softens, and for a moment, | wonder if he’'s going to
reach for me.

But maybe that’ s just wishful thinking.

“If | wanted to meet with you, | wouldn’t leave a note.” Henrik’s eyes capture mine.
“I"dwait until I could find you aone.”



My breathing hitches. “ Then you' d wait avery long time because I’ m never alone.”

“You're alone now,” he points out, his tone darkening.

But are we?

| shiver, feeling like we' re out here with targets on our backs.

“I’ll walk you back,” Henrik says, preparing to rise.

“What if we're spotted?”

“We'll stay low until we reach the trees.” He then yanks his sword from the ginden,
cleans the blade on the unprotected hide of its belly, and crawls through the grass.
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| follow, cringing as | pass the overgrown rat.

Only once we reach the shadows do we dare rise. Henrik offers me his hand, and |
stare at it for several seconds, swooning alittle when | finally takeit.

The commander helps me to my feet and then keeps me close as he scans our
surroundings. “I don’t see anyone.”

But my attention is no longer on the owner of the mysterious note. Instead, | focus on
Henrik’s warm palm and the rough, slightly calloused skin he earned with years of
manual labor and weapons training.

My hand feels dwarfed in his. And more, | feel whole.Right.
| slowly look up. Unlike this afternoon, Henrik looks back.

My breath stutters, and butterflies that have laid dormant for months stir in my
stomach.

If we' re caught together, there will be chaos. Asfar asthe rest of the kingdom knows,
| belong to Lawrence. They won't listen when | swear it wasn't real, or that the king
promised to call it off. I'll be disgraced to the point of shunning. | can’'t have these
thoughts yet.

But they swirl in my mind nevertheless, urging me to grab Henrik by the ties of his
brigandine and drag his mouth to mine.



Emotions that seem just as tumultuous as mine swirl in the commander’s eyes. His
hand tightens, and his gaze drops to my mouth.

Just the look is like a bolt of lightning to my heart. My stomach clenches with
anticipation, and | lean forward.

When | can take it no longer, | softly demand, “Are you going to kiss me or not? It's
been over four months, soldier. Surely I’ ve waited long enough.”

Henrik closes his eyes asif he'sin pain. In arough, strained voice, he says, “You're
engaged to Lawrence.”

| step close enough we touch, desperate to feel more of him. “It's a farce, atrick to
keep the people calm. | have no intention of marrying Lawrence, and he agreed to
free me upon your return. He said if | still want you, then he’ll end the engagement.”
| pause to put emphasis on my next words. “And, Henrik,l want you.”

The commander breathes out a groan, but this time, his hand ends up on the curve of
my side. A shiver races down my spine, and Henrik’'s fingers tighten over my
dressing gown when he feelsiit.

WEe' ve entered dangerous territory.

But I've never wanted something so badly as | want Henrik to kiss me. To have
physical reassurance he still needs me like | need him.

“And | want you,” he says gruffly. “But we can’t.” Slowly, he pulls his eyes from my
lips. His hand falls from my waist, and he takes a purposeful step back. “I’ll escort

you to the bathhouse.”

With afrustrated sigh, | follow him to the small building. | know he'sright, but | hate



his salf-control all the same.

“Do you need aboost?’ Henrik asks as we stare at the small window.

| glance at him, looking unsure. It was easy enough to get out, but | didn’t think about
how difficult it would be to climb back in.

But | imagine what a boost will require—Henrik’s hands on my waist as he lifts me,
then on my thighs as he supports me so | can shimmy inside.

My face heats, but not with embarrassment. The trouble is the idea is a little too
tempting.

“Clover?’ Henrik asks, pulling me from my thoughts.

“Hmm?" | look over and find him kneeling at my side, offering his knee as a step.
“Oh.”

He gives me a quizzical look and whispers, “Why do you look disappointed?’

“No reason.” | gingerly step on hisleg and grasp hold of the window frame.

| manage to pull my front through, but just like before, | end up stuck halfway with
nothing to clasp hold of or use to propel myself forward. And the trouble is, the stone
bathhouse floor wouldn’t make a soft landing should | crash thistime.

“A little help?’ | whisper.

“Where...” Henrik sounds flustered. “Where should | hold?”
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| snort out a nervous laugh that’s too loud in the silent night and instantly clamp my
mouth shut.

Henrik ends up wrapping his hands around my ankles, one more firmly than the
other. “I’m going to lower you slowly, al right?’

| squirm like a worm through the window, making progress thanks to Henrik’'s
assistance. Grasping hold of the wooden bench, I manage to pull my legs through
without falling. Immediately, | turn, standing on the bench to look out the window.

Henrik lingers on the other side, so close | could lean over and kiss him. He smirks,
amused by my lack of grace. “At least we didn’t need Pranmore to heal your head

thistime.”

“Next time we meet, I'm wearing trousers,” | say. “You have no idea how difficult it
Isto climb with fabric wrapped around your legs.”

He shakes his head, still smiling. “You’ ve mentioned it. Don’t forget to brush off
your dressing gown. Y ou’re covered in dirt and bits of grass.”

| look down, realizing he’sright. “How long has it been? More than an hour?’
“l don’t think s0.” He grins. “Do you have a curfew?’
“l do,” | answer darkly.

He chuckles quietly. “Go—clean up.”



“Henrik,” | call at a whisper when he begins to turn. Gathering my courage, | blurt
out, “I missed you.”

He pauses, and | hold my breath as | wait for his response.

My tone was rawer than | intended. | meant to say the words lightly, in a positive,
happy way to match the current mood.

But | failed.
The commander fills the window once more, no longer smiling. “Thoughts of you
were the only good thing | had to dwell upon, but knowing you were here with

Lawrence nearly drove me mad.”

“Even if, for now, | belong to Lawrence on paper, | am yours in heart and body. I'll
wait for you.”

Henrik’ s face darkens with an emotion that makes my heart ache for him.

“Goodnight, soldier,” | say softly. Then | close the window and hurry to the steaming
pool, determined to pluck my dressing gown clean before my timeis up.

15

CLOVER

Barret looks relieved when | emerge from the bathhouse. Perhaps he thought he was
going to have to come in after me.

“Y our time must be nearly up,” he says.



“Then let’s not dawdle.”

Even at this lower elevation, the spring night is cool with wet hair. I’d hurry back to
the manor even if we weren’t running late.

Denny looks agitated when we appear around the corner of the hall, but there' s relief
on hisface aswell.

“1 think | can sleep now,” | say airily, waving to them as | near my door.
Unfortunately, my brother’s eyes narrow on the skirt of my dressing gown. When |
look down, | find a stray blade of grass. Instead of making a flimsy excuse, | hurry

into the room and shut the door behind me.

He won't ask me about it in front of the other knights, but | have no doubt he'll
corner me later.

The girlsand | are just about ready to join the group for breakfast when there's a
knock at the door.
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Callaanswers, smiling prettily for Barret.

“I'll tell her,” she responds to whatever he says. They then share besotted smiles as
she slowly closes the door between them.

Were Henrik and | that ridiculous? | don’t think so.
“His Magjesty has requested you join him for tea before breakfast,” Calla says.
“Does Lawrence even like tea?’ Hyacinth asks.

“No.” Lavender shoots me a smile in the mirror as she brushes out her long, glossy
hair. “But he likes Clover.”

The girls al swoon, and | roll my eyes as | dismiss them. “I’ll see you at breakfast.
I’m sure I’ [l walk to the dining room with Lawrence and his knights.”

They all nod and then begin talking about one of the grooms that caught Hyacinth’'s
attention last night as | leave.

Denny opens Lawrence's door with a stony expression, obviously not liking the king
calling me for a private meeting. “Where did you go last night?’ he whispers.

| give him avague look and hiss, “To the bathhouse. Ask Barret.”

“You climbed out awindow?’ he guesses.



“If 1 did, it's my business.”

“Did you meet Henrik?’

| look at him sharply. “Why would you think that?’

“Clover,” Lawrence calls from inside the room. “Is that you loitering in the entry?”’

Denny shoots me a stern look. “We'll talk about it later.”

Not if | haveasay init.

| walk into the room, noting that Lawrence's is larger than mine. A pot of tea, fruit,
and a selection of pastries waits on asmall table.

“Thank you,” Lawrence says to the maid and the servingman who assists her. “You
may go.”

Looking flustered to be attending the king, the young woman flutters her hands at her
waist. “If you need anything else, please let me know.”

She then stares at him, not any differently than Lavender looks at Pranmore. After
several awkward seconds, her companion elbows her, and she jumps.

Lawrence hides a smile as they leave. As soon as the door closes behind them, he
gestures to the chair opposite him. “Come, sit. Would you like tea?’

“My brother isn’t pleased with our lack of chaperone,” | say with a wry smile as |
help myself to a shortbread biscuit.

“l was shortsighted when | decided to make him one of my knights.” Lawrence



scowls. “It’s awkward to have one of your brothers judging my intentions.”

| laugh. “Y ou made your reputation—you can't really blame him.”

Lawrence shrugs, more amused than he probably should be. “Where did you go last
night?’

“Go?’ | ask, wondering who ratted me out.
“Alfred mentioned that you were achy from the ride and requested to go to the
bathhouse. We both know you could outride me, so you must have had an ulterior

motive.”

Suddenly, the shortbread seems too dry. | gratefully accept tea when Lawrence offers
it and then pause, nodding for him to add one more spoon of sugar before | take it.

“1 found a note that had been dlipped under my door in the middle of the night,” | tell
him after | take along, slow sip. “It just said to go to the lake, so | went.”
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“How did Henrik get that past the guards?’
| frown, mulling that over. “Henrik said he didn’t send it.”

L awrence pauses with his hand halfway to the sugar bowl. “Then who did? And how
did you see him if he didn’t set up the meeting?’

“We have no idea, but thank goodness he was there. He ended up saving me from a
hungry ginden. | didn’t even realize they were carnivorous.”

“Gindens? They’re not. Y ou probably disturbed its nest—they’ re highly territorial.”
“Oh, that’s awful—Henrik killed it.”

Lawrence leans forward. “Would you focus?’

“We can't just leave the babies to fend for themselves,” | argue.

Exasperated, Lawrence sits back in his chair. “I'll send someone to look into it.
There's a Woodmore community only fifteen minutes from here. If we find young,
we'll send them there.”

Mollified, | nod.

“ 30, the note was signed with Henrik’ s name, but he didn’t send it?’ Lawrence prods,
redirecting the conversation back.



| shake my head. “The note wasn't signed at all.”

Lawrence stares at me, looking like I’ve lost my mind. “ The note wasn't signed, but
you blindly followed it?’

| take another sip of tea, scratching the bridge of my nose and avoiding his eyes when
| reluctantly say, “Basically, yes.”

“Clover!”

“I won't do it again.”

“What were you doing up in the middle of the night?’

| study my tea. “I couldn’t sleep.”

Lawrence doesn’t respond right away, and when he does, he clears his throat first. “|
need you to be cautious of Camellia. Don't taunt her like you usually do.”

“When have |l ever taunted Camellia?’

He raises his brows, skeptical.

“She brings out the worst inme,” | finally relent, hiding asmile. “It’s not my fault.”

“She’s dangerous,” he reminds me. “And she hates you. Don’'t provoke her. In fact,
stay as far from her as possible.”

“Fine.”

“And...” He suddenly becomes wildly interested in his scone. “Stay away from



Henrik, too.”
| narrow my eyes. “ Say that again.”

“Just for now,” he hastily explains—but he still won’t ook at me. “It’s obvious he's
trying to minimize your connection. Didn't you see the way he ignored you
yesterday?’

“1 noticed, thank you. He said Camellia ordered him not to look at me.”

Henods. “I suspected as much. I'm afraid jealousy runsin the family.”

“Lawrence...”
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“Don’'t. We're not talking about any of that right now. Henrik’ s not free, so we're not
breaking the engagement.”

| hold my tongue, knowing it would be pointless to argue about that right now
anyway.

“But I’'m not going to stop seeing him,” | say quietly. “Y ou know that, don’t you?’

Giving me a steely look, Lawrence nods. “Just don’'t get caught. It would be worse
for you than me.”

“I'm aware.”

“And it would destroy Henrik. He'll never earn his sea if he's caught sneaking
around with my intended. He'd be forever shamed. You'd have to move to
Ferradelle.”

| smile. “At least you wouldn’'t hang us.”

“I might,” he grouches, but he' s obviously bluffing.

“We should go.” | help myself to afew more biscuits before | stand. “If we'rein here
too long, Denny will have heart failure.”

Lawrence mutters under his breath. “This king nonsense is getting old.”

| grin at him as we step out the door, joining the knights. “If you think that’s bad, you



should try being a princess.”

Denny grimaces. “Do | want to know?”

| offer him abiscuit. “Not likely.”

Even though weonly left Cabaranth a few days ago, the king's return to the city
results in much fanfare. People line the streets, waving and cheering. Children push to
the front of the crowd, hoping for a glimpse of Lawrence...and me, as strange as that
IS.

It's especially bizarre when Lawrence regularly came and left the city before he was
crowned. | wonder if it's wearing on him as well. He nods and smiles, but he looks
like he’ sjust about over it.

Camellia, however, receives less adulation. People clap politely when she passes, but
rumors have spread, and the people are cautious of Ferradelle’s new grand duchess.
She travels in the carriage she insisted upon—nheaven forbid the woman ride like the
rest of us—and ignores the common people around her as usual.

The elven nobility that makes up Camellia's entourage get nearly as much attention
as Lawrence, though for a different reason. They ride their grand white and gray
horses, looking regal and distant. No one knows whether their presence is a sign of
peace or looming conflict, but | believe there’ s much speculation.

After passing through the city, we pause outside the gatehouse, waiting for the guards
to open the seldom-closed gates. The sound of the portcullis rising sets me on edge
and reminds me that the bright spring day masks the tension growing in the kingdom.
Father and the council, whom Lawrence left in charge in his temporary absence, must



have decided it was wise to protect the castle from attack while the king was away.

After al, we don't know what Camellia has up her sleeve.

As soon as the way is clear, our party continues past the barracks and armory.
Eventually, we go through the gardens and into the courtyard outside the castle's
main entrance.

Lawrence's advisors, including Father, wait on the steps. Castle guards stand in
formation, looking asif they were called to celebrate the king’ s return.

But | know better, and from the uneasy looks on the High Vale's faces, they aren’t
fooled either.

Lawrence dismounts his horse and hands the stallion to a waiting groom. He then
comes to my side as | dismount. A groom takes my horse as well, and we join Henrik
and several of Camellia’ s guards at her carriage.

Just like yesterday, Henrik doesn’t acknowledge me. The commander ssmply opens
the door and offers his hand to the duchess. Camellia appears, looking showy in a
turquoise velvet gown trimmed with snow-white fur—the colors of her newly won
dukedom. She exits the carriage like a queen, pausing to make sure everyone gets a
good look at her before she steps down.

| resist the urge to scoff, remembering the promise | made to Lawrence. | won't
intentionally anger Camellia, no matter how tempting it might be.

But | nearly forget my irritation with the new duchess when her handmaid appears
behind her. Hellebore wears black as usual, but her skin has a gray cast, and her dark
eyes are dull. She looks as if she's lost weight while in Ferradelle, and now she's
skeletaly thin.,



| accidentally meet her eyes and ook away, pretending | wasn't gaping at her.

“Your Grace,” Father says as he steps forward, bowing over Camellia's hand.
“Welcome back to Cabaranth.”

“Thank you, Rodger,” she answers loftily, looking around. “I see very little has
changed in my absence.”



Page 64

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 6:36 am

Father smiles, but it doesn’'t reach his eyes. “Discounting the loss of the king, |
suppose you are right.”

| draw in a startled breath, not expecting my father to be the one to chastise the
princess.

Camellia narrows her eyes at him, lifting her pert nose in the air. “Discounting that,
of course. Forgive me, but the memory is too painful to address. I'm sure you
understand.”

“1 apologize for bringing up atender subject,” Father says with a bow of his head.

Close to my ear, Lawrence mutters, “And | always assumed you got your sharp
tongue from your mother.”

| press my lips together, trying not to snort out a highly inappropriate laugh.
Lawrence's steward steps forward, bowing his head before the king and then turning
to Camellia. "Your rooms have been prepared, Your Grace. If there is anything you
require to make your stay more comfortable, please tell me. His Majesty has aso
assigned asmall group of staff to serve you while you are here.”

Camelliaturnsto look at Lawrence. “It’ s unlike you to think of such details.”

“I didn't.” He grins. “I have people for that.”

What Camellia doesn't know is that her new “staff” is comprised of disguised



soldiers brought in from a fortress in north-eastern Ladora. She won't recognize
them, but they will certainly be keeping an eye on her.

“And asfor my party?’ she asks, sparing aglance at her elven companions.
“If it pleases you, your guards will be housed in the barracks, and your servants will
be welcome in the staff quarters,” the steward says, casting the elves an uneasy

glance. “Rooms have been prepared for the rest of your group.”

Suddenly, Camellia glances at me. A smile curves her rosy lips before she looks at
Lawrence. “Henrik will stay with me in my quarters.”

“Severa cots have been set up for your personal guards, Your Grace,” the steward
assures her.

Camellia loops her arm in Henrik’s and presses herself close. “Henrik won't need a
cot.”

For the first time, the commander’s face betrays his anger. With a stony expression,
he stares across the courtyard, looking like it's a struggle not to shove the princess

away.

“That is between you and Henrik,” Lawrence says mildly, shooting the soldier a
concerned look. “We don’t need details.”

Camellia shrugs, looking far too smug for my liking.

| believeit’s a show, but what has she demanded of Henrik? What has he given her?

The thought makes me ill, but | mask my worry. | won’'t show weakness in front of
Camellia—I never have, and | am certainly not going to start now.



“Will the grand duchess's ladies return to their rooms?’ the steward asks Lawrence,
just now remembering their existence.

The four girls stand next to the carriage they just exited, looking as if they’re hiding
behind Camellia.

A quick glance at my own ladies confirms the three are staring daggers at the traitors.

“No,” Lawrence says coolly, unbothered by the fact that he's had romantic
encounters with most, if not all, of Camellia s ladies-in-waiting. “ They will stay with
my sister or return to their families—it's their choice.” He pauses, making sure
they’re listening. “And it'sthe only time I’ ll offer it.”

My eyes travel to the girls' necks, and | realize Camellia didn’t yolk them. She either
believes they are loya or thinks they’re too scared to abandon her even without a
necklace.

Camellia' s eyesflash. “I believe that is my decision, not yours, brother.”

Lawrence smiles. “That was true when we were merely siblings, but now you are but
aduchess, and | am your king. Things change.”

The princess's lips twitch, and | can almost see her wanting to scream that his days
are numbered. Wisely, she keeps her mouth shut.

“Of course,Your Majesty,” she says. “Strip me of my companions if you find their
presence threatening. | imagine your intended has a personal issue with your past
relationships, and that is the true problem.” She turns her witch eyes on me and
presses closer to Henrik. “ Some women are...insecure.”

| bite the inside of my cheek so hard, the metallic taste of blood fills my mouth.
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Iris steps forward, staring straight at me, looking terrified. “Your Highness, if | make
you uncomfortable, | respectfully ask to be sent back to my family.”

Camelliaturnsto her, giving her alook of sheer death.
The pretty girl trembles as she ignores Camellia. “Please.”

It's a cry for forgiveness and mercy, and | glance at Lawrence, wondering how he
will respond.

The king nods, jerking his head toward a nearby guard. “Take a small band of men
and return Lady Iristo her parents.”

“Of course, Your Mgjesty,” the man says.
Iris scrambles to the guard’ s side, still not daring to look at Camellia.
“Would anyone else care to leave?’ Camellia asks the girls.

Rose looks like she'd like to bolt as well, but she's not brave enough. Lily and Dahlia
stare at the cobblestones, staying quiet.

“Very well.” Camellia turns back to Lawrence. “It's been a long, trying day. I'm
going to retire to my rooms. Have dinner brought to my chambers for my companions

and me.”

Lawrence looks like he wants to either laugh or strangle her. “That’s not my job, but



I’m certain a staff member would be happy to see to your needs.”

With a soft “hmph,” Camellia ascends the steps, dragging Henrik along like she’'s
worried if she lets him out of her taloned grip, he'll escape.

| watch them go, silently seething.

The crowds begin to part now that Camellia’ s gone, and | turn away from Lawrence.

“Where are you going?’ he asks.

“1’m going to find Pranmore.”

L ooking genuinely baffled, Lawrence asks, “Why?’

“I’'m not going to be able to hold my tongue for long. We need to find a way to
remove those necklaces, and he' sthe only one | trust to find a solution.”

16

HENRIK

| yank away from Camellia the moment we step into the privacy of her bedchamber.
She flashes me a dark look but doesn’t mention it.

I’ ve never been in her rooms here in Cabaranth, but I’'m too disgusted with her to be
uncomfortable. We passed a portrait of the princess in her sitting room, hanging right
on the wall. How narcissistic can awoman be? And how did | ignore it for so long?

“1 need to speak with Vignim,” Camellia says, “but | cannot go to him myself. | have
no doubt Lawrence is watching my every move.”



“Who'sVignim?’ | ask.

“He' s an apothecary.” She looks back. “I need you to deliver anote to him.”

“lsn’t that the sort of task you usually assign your handmaid?’

A shadow of what looks like genuine concern softens the haughty anger in Camellia's
expression. Quietly, she says, “ She hasn't been well lately.”

“What's wrong with her?’ | ask, though | have my suspicions. Camellia didn’t have
access to blood to feed her magic in Ferradelle, not without being caught by the High
Vales. Has she been drawing it from Hellebore? | s that why the woman looks so close
to death?

“She'sill,” Camellia says, waving away the question, obviously not wanting to talk
about it. “But that doesn’t matter. Y ou are perfectly capable of delivering a message.”
Her eyes rake over my face, and from the dissatisfied pout of her lips, it's apparent
she doesn't like what she sees. “Go tonight. I'll keep Brielle company in your
absence.”

My muscles stiffen, and | give her acurt nod. “I’ll deliver it.”
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She studies me for several seconds, and then she waves her hand toward the door.
“Good. Go now. | need to rest.”

Camellia's ladies jump when | open the door, spooked now that they’re back in
Cabaranth. If they were smart, they would have leaped at Lawrence’ s offer and gotten
as far away from the princess as possible. But the ones who remain are terrified of
Camellia’ s wrath and too cowardly to flee.

“Where are you going?’ Lily asks, stepping forward as | head for the door.

“I’m going to make sure Brielleis settled,” | say.

My sister was placed in a small suite of rooms in the princess's hall, near Clover's
quarters. | believe it belonged to one of the ladies before they fled with Camellia, but
| don’t know which one.

“When will you be back?’ Dahlia asks, circling around me.

| frown at the three girls, uncertain why they’re clinging. They barely spoke to mein
Revalane.

“Camelliawill be angry if sheredlizesyou left,” Rose says, begging me to stay. She's
pretty, with blue-green eyes and a sweet face, but I’'m immune to it now. All of
Camellia's ladies are beautiful, and it certainly isn’'t an indication of the state of their
hearts.

“She’ll think you went to find Clover,” Lily whispers. “She’ll take it out on us.”



“Camellia said she’'s going to rest,” | tell them. “If she wakes and asks for me, send
someone to fetch me from Brielle’'sroom.”

“You promise you won't go to Clover?’ Rose asks quietly.

“Clover is engaged to Lawrence.” | remove Rose's hand from my arm, beginning to
lose my patience. “1 know my place.”

The three girls share alook, and Rose' s tone becomes somewhat caustic. “Y oumight,
but that doesn’t mean Clover does. If she wantsto see you, she'll find away.”

Her words are meant as awarning, but instead, they raise my spirits. They're right. If
Clover wants to see me, she certainly will.

| glance back at them as | leave, feeling somewhat guilty. They crowd together,
looking young and scared. Did they realize Camellia' s wicked acts before they went
with her?

Do they wish they’d chosen a different path now? And why do | get the impression
that they think I’ m going to be the one to save them?

| shake my head as | leave. They had their chance, but twice, they chose to stay by
Camellia’ s side. Just as | was afool to befriend the princess, they were foolish to trust
her.

We're all paying for our choices.
“Bartholomew,” | say when | step into the hall, startled to find my squire pacing

beyond Camellia’s door. A duo of elven guards watches him, apparently seeing no
threat.



“Henrik!” the boy says brightly, looking overjoyed. For a minute, | think he's going
to rush in to embrace me, but he composes himself in front of our onlookers. Clearing
histhroat, he says, “Y ou seem well.”

“Well enough.”

“Where are you going?’

“Tovisit my sister.”

He nods, looking unsure. “ Perhaps | can accompany you on your walk to her room?”’

| glance at the men, wondering if Camelliawill seeit asasign of betrayal.

One of the guards raises his brows. “We have no reason to volunteer information to
the duchess.”

And | do not doubt them. Their orders came straight from Lord Fenninglore, and he
certainly holds no tenderness for Camellia.

“Thank you,” | say. “I’ve aready told the duchess's ladies, but I' [l be with Brielle if
she needs me.”

They nod aswe walk away.

| glance at Bartholomew, smiling despite my somber mood. “Y ou’ve grown several
inches since we parted. You'realmost astall as| am.”
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But just as lanky as before.

He grins. “I still have several inches before | catch you.”

“Have you been practicing with the sword | bought you?’

“A little.” He shoots me a sheepish look. “Clover has been teaching me to shoot.”
| pause in the hall to turn to him. “ Archery?’

“I’m not too bad.”

| shake my head, smiling as | pretend to be disgusted. “Imagine my squire choosing a
bow over ablade.”

“Now that you're back, I’ll resume my practice,” he vows solemnly.

We're alone now, far enough away from eavesdroppers. With asigh, | carefully say,
“You know things can’t be the way they were before, not whilel’'m...”

Bartholomew nods. “1 know—but you're in Cabaranth. Asfar as|’m concerned, it's a
step in the right direction.”

Dropping my voice, | say, “I don't suppose Pranmore has puzzled out a way to
remove the necklaces?’

“Not yet, but he’'s been working on it. | can't tell you how often | walk into his



quarters and find him frowning over the one Audra sent.”

We continue to Brielle'sroom, and my eyes stray to a door as we passit. It leads into
Clover's chambers. I've been in there before. It's where | burned Camellia's letter
when the princess accused Clover of sorcery.

What | would give to go back to that night now.

Too astute, Bartholomew follows my gaze and frowns. “Lawrence moved Clover to a
different suite of rooms.”

“What?’ | ask sharply.

“She’s aprincess now,” he says carefully, gauging my reaction. “Lawrence has given
her larger quartersin hiswing.”

Pretending | don’t care, | make a noise of understanding and continue down the hall.
Before | get much farther, | realize several knights are gathered outside a door. They
watch Bartholomew and me approach, looking uncomfortable.

My concern grows when | realize they’re outside Brielle’' s room.

“What's going on?’ | demand. “Has my sister been moved?”’

Denny steps forward. “ She is entertaining visitors. Perhaps now isn't the best time.”
Bartholomew scowls at the knight as he steps past him and knocks on the door,
silently pulling rank. He then stands just behind me, nervously shifting from one foot

to the other as we wait.

When | look back, he gives me a self-conscious smile, making me suspicious. But



before | can ask him about it, Brielle opens the door. “Henrik!”

Even as she says my name, her eyes stray behind me, and her grin grows.

Instead of questioning Brielle's reaction, my attention is captured by the woman
standing in the room.

Clover stares back, as startled to see me as | am her. Lawrence stands by her
side...looking less pleased by my arrival. Pranmore is here as well.

“Let himin,” Lawrence says impatiently to what must be his new guard.

| glance back, startled by the sharp jab of disappointment. If things had gone
according to plan, | would be a knight by now. My eyes stray to the seal Miguel
wears upon his arm. He holds a position | have been working toward my entire life,

but now...

Now it’s not important. | need to focus on our present situation. If Camellia finds out
| met with Lawrence, she will belivid.

| should go...but | find myself stepping inside.
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“We came to give our greetings to your sister,” Clover says as if she must explain.
“And Pranmore wanted to inspect her necklace.”

Bartholomew shuts the door behind us, and the room falls silent.

“How’s your arm?’ Lawrence finally asks, looking more uncomfortable than I’'ve
ever seen the cocky prince.

King, | correct myself, remembering he is a prince no longer, but the ruler of all
Caldenbauer. While trapped at Camellia's side, | missed King Algernon’s funeral and

Lawrence' s coronation. Much has changed in my absence.

“l can't wield a sword if that’s what you’'re asking,” | say dismissively, not wanting
to speak of it again. “But it'sheded.”

Pranmore moves forward. “1f you'll let me look at it—"

“Not yet.” | step back, away from the threat of his healing magic. “For now, it's
better this way. Camellia cannot use mein this state.”

Lawrence rolls his eyes. “Who says Camellia has to know? Let her think you're still
useless.”

| study him, wondering if | dare.

“Oh, get off your high horse,” Lawrence says impatiently. “Camellia has been hiding
her sorcery from us, and yet you cannot keep a secret from her?”



“No, | can.” | nod toward Pranmore, concealing my nerves as | roll up my sleeve.
“Go ahead and look at it.”

But Camellia isn’'t the only reason I’'m reluctant. I’'m nervous that it’s too late and
even Pranmore won't be able to heal me. And if that's the case, I'll have to resign

myself to the knowledge I'll never be able to fight again.

Just like my father, my life's goal will go up in flames. I’ [l never be atrue knight. I'll
never earn my seal.

| inhale deeply, looking away while Pranmore prods the scar, wincing when his
magic nudges alittle too deep.

He eventually looks up, nodding solemnly. “Lawrence sliced through atendon. It will
take lesstimeif wereopen it so | can see what I’'m doing.”

“You have to cut hisarm again?’ Brielle asks with a gasp.

“1t would be easier,” Pranmore answers, “but | made a vow to never wield a weapon.
Someone else will haveto do it.”

“Some healer you are,” Lawrence mutters, but then he steps forward, looking a little
too eager. “I'll doit.”

“Y ou’ ve done enough damage,” | snap at him.

“1 can't,” Brielle saysimmediately, throwing up her hands.

Bartholomew steps forward. “I’ [l try—"

“No,” | cut him off, shuddering at the idea.



“I'll doit,” Clover says, and silence blankets the room.

| swallow as | turn to her. Her bright green eyes meet mine, and a look of
determination graces her face.

She stepsin front of me, so beautiful, and extends her hand. “ Give me your dagger.”
Slowly, | pull it from its sheath and extend my arm.

“We should sit down.” She nods toward the nearby tea table. Once we' re seated, she
says, “Rest your arm on the table to keep it steady. Pranmore, can you numb the
pain?’

“I Car].”

Her hand trembles as she grips the dagger.

“Can you do this?’ | ask quietly.
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“If I don't, you'll have to do it yourself, and that seems too cruel.” She tilts her head
from side to side to stretch her neck, preparing herself, and then she leans forward
and asks Pranmore, “Where do you want me to cut?’

“Along the scar.”

She presses the tip of the dagger to my skin. Quietly, she says, “You're making me
nervous. Don’t watch.”

Refusing to close my eyes like a child, | look at the table, studying the grain in the
wood. Brielle whimpers when Clover begins. Pranmore’s magic joins the first bite of
the blade, numbing after the initial sting. | feel the strange tug and pull, and there is
some pain, but it’ s bearable.

With arelieved exhale, Clover sits back.

“You did well,” Pranmore assures her, and then he takes her seat. “Once | begin to
work, it will be difficult for me to control your pain,” he warns.

| grit my teeth, waiting.

“1t’s not much different than what | did for Clover in the gnome village,” he says. “It
won't take too long.”

“Gnome village?' Brielle exclaims with a start, but Pranmore begins before | can
answer.



| jolt in my seat as the Woodmore works his magic, feeling like he’s ripping my arm
apart instead of putting things back together.

“Sorry,” Pranmore says when he hits a particularly tender spot. “It's aways a little
more difficult when it’s an old wound. A few minutes more.”

When the pain finally subsides, | ssump back in the chair.

“Finished,” Pranmore says, sounding pleased. “My best work yet.”

| look at my arm and find the scar is gone.

“You can't leave it like that,” Lawrence says as he takes a closer look. “If Henrik
suddenly loses his scar, Camelliawill realize something is amiss.”

Pranmore raises his eyes to me. “Do you often go around shirtless in front of the
princess, Henrik?’

“No,” | say sharply, glancing at Clover.

“Lawrenceisright,” she says mildly. “Better safe than sorry—you best fix it.”

L ooking disgusted, Pranmore shakes his head. “Fine.”

A few minutes later, a new scar graces my arm. It doesn’'t look exactly like the old
one, but | doubt anyone but me would notice.

“How long before he can fight?’ Bartholomew asks Pranmore.

“It’1l be tender for afew days,” Pranmore says. “But it’s fully healed now.”



| rotate my forearm, waiting for weakness. But my muscles respond as they used to,
my range of motion restored. My pulse begins to quicken.

Standing, | pull my sword from its sheath. Stepping away from the others, | hold it in
front of me.

“Well?' Pranmore asks. “How does it feel 7’

| look back, breathing hard. “1t feels good.”

Intense relief floods me with unexpected emotion.

“For so many months, | worried...” | clear my throat and turn to Pranmore. “Thank

youl.
He bows his head, accidentally hitting Bartholomew with his antlers. My squire
complains, and Pranmore turns to him, looking both chagrined and annoyed. “| would

think that you’ d know not to stand so close by now.”

“He' staller than he was afew months ago,” | point out.
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Brielle and Clover share a laugh, and | smile, genuinely happy for the first timein a
long while.

“Now that we've taken care of that, why don’t you tell us the real reason my dear
sister came for avisit,” Lawrence says as he takes my seat at the table. “What's she
plotting?’

“l don’t know.” | sheathe my sword. “We're not on the best of terms, so she tells me
little.”

“You looked like you were on decent terms in the boat as you came ashore,” Clover
saysasif she can't help herself.

| look at her, silently reminding her what we talked about last night. Her eyes lock on
mine, making me wish we were alone.

Lawrence's gaze passes between us, and his frown deepens. “She must have a
purpose. She wouldn’t leave her stronghold for no reason.”

“She would if she thought it would hurt Henrik,” Brielle says quietly, making me
realize my sister is more aware of the current situation than | hoped.

Lawrence turns his head toward the window. Perhapsit’s just me, but he looks like he
feel sguilty—not an emotion I’ m accustomed to seeing him wear.

Hesitantly, Pranmore asks, “Perhaps it’ s time to break the engagement?’



“It would cause chaos,” Lawrence says, still avoiding eye contact with me.

Clover groans and rubs her temples. “Especialy with Camellia here. The people are
already nervous about L awrence taking the throne—and who could blame them?”’

“Thank you, Clover,” Lawrence sayswryly.
Clover shrugs at him, smiling as if it's an inside joke between the two of them. A
bout of jealousy plagues me when | remember, yet again, how comfortable they are

with each other.

Perhaps picking up on my discomfort, Pranmore decides it's time to change the
subject. “How is Audra? Did Camellia punish her for helping us escape?’

“There was so much pandemonium that night, neither Camellia nor Augmirian
seemed to fully grasp the events that surrounded your departure.”

“And what about Ayan?’ Lawrence asks. “Has he been discovered?’

“Not yet.”

“1 didn’t see Audrawhen you arrived,” he says. “| assume she stayed with her mother
and Lyredon in Revalane?’

“That’ sright. They weren't one of the families Camellia chose to travel with us.”

“ And the High Vaes—do they know about the necklaces?’ Clover asks. “ Surely they
haven't given the princess their allegiance willfully?’

From the corner of my eye, | see Brielle absently touch her throat.



“No, they’re not following her by choice. She controls the nobility, and through them,
the army and the people.”

“1f we could just find away to remove the necklaces...” Bartholomew muses.

“I’m working on it,” Pranmore vows, though he looks dispirited. “But the magic is so
tangled.”

Clover then explains their theory about Hellebore lending her magic, and | tell them
that | believe Camellia has been taking her blood as well.

“Pranmore,” Clover asks, “if Camellia used High Vale blood in her magic, would that
transfer to the curse?’

He thinks about it, shaking his head. “I have no idea. | know so little about blood
magic, other than it’s repulsive. It would likely take a lifetime to study the effects of
merging the two.”

“Wedon't have alifetime,” Clover points out.

The Woodmore gives her afrustrated look. “I’m aware.”

A knock at the door startles us al, and we freeze.
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Miguel calls from the hall, “Y our Mgesty, you have a meeting with Lord Keverston
in fifteen minutes.”

“Isit that late already?’ Lawrence asks with a sigh. He then turns to Clover. “I have
to go, but I'll see you this evening at dinner. Don't forget to see Minda for your gown
fitting.”

Clover’s eyes dart to me briefly, but she nods for Lawrence.

“And don't leave without Barret,” he warns. “Now that Camellia is here, it's
absolutely essential that you remain with your guard.”

“Yes, fine.” She shoos him away with her hand. “I’ll stay with my keepers.”
Lawrence pausesin front of me before he leaves. “I’'m glad you're not dead.”
“Areyou?’ | can't help but ask, my gaze briefly flicking to Clover.
Laughing under his breath, he says, “Mostly.”

He then gives Brielle a nod and steps out the door. The room becomes silent in his
absence, and the remaining eyes fall on Clover and me.

“1 should go as well,” Pranmore says as if uncomfortable. “Henrik, if you need me,
Lawrence has given me asmall suite of rooms in the physician’swing.”

“I’ll visit soon,” | promise.



Once he's gone, there are only four of us. Brielle stands next to Clover, wringing her
hands at her waist like she doesn’t know what to do with them.

Bartholomew looks uneasy as well, and he clears his throat, scanning the room as if
looking for something to talk about. Suddenly, his eyes brighten when he spots a
plant that sits in front of a window in the adjoining sitting room. “Is that a weeping
dormantia?’

Brielle turns, glad for the distraction. “Oh, | don’t know. Isit?’

My sister has never taken an interest in plants, but she hurries toward it as if it's
wildly fascinating. Bartholomew gladly follows, leaving Clover and me alone.

When our eyes meet, my heart beats faster. As Clover steps forward, the evening
light glints on the golden circlet she wears, reminding me she’s forbidden.

| gulp as | swear to myself | will not reach for her no matter how tempting it might
be.

Not here.

17

CLOVER

Henrik glances toward Bartholomew and Brielle to make sure they’re still distracted,
and then he closes the distance between us, standing so near, | have to look up.
Lowering his head, he drops his voice to a bare whisper and says, “Do you remember

the old fountain in the back garden?’

My heart begins to beat faster. “The one | dragged you to when we returned from the



mountains?’

The barest smile plays at his lips. “If you can escape your keepers, meet me there at
midnight.”

He then takes several steps back, putting a respectable amount of distance between
us. My heart dances, and | press my lipstogether to hide my flustered smile.

“Astounding,” Bartholomew says as he and Brielle rgjoin us, sounding genuinely
impressed by a plant that looks like every other plant to me. “They’re native to the
Ladoran forests. | don’t think I've ever seen one. Who do you think brought it to
Cabaranth?’

“Most likely Rose,” | say absently, looking everywhere but at Henrik, afraid I’'ll give
away our plansif | so much as glance at him. “These were her rooms before she |eft
for Ferradelle with Camellia.”

Mentioning Rose makes me think of Iris, and | wince as | remember the look on her
face when she begged to return home. Though she was wise to get as far away from

Camelliaas possible, if the princess ever comesinto power...

No, the thought of Camellia wearing the crown is too horrible to contemplate. She'll
never find herself upon the Phoenix throne—L awrence won't allow it.

Ilwon’t allow it.

“1 should be going.” | turn to Brielle, offering her a warm smile as | continue to
studiously ignore her brother. * Perhaps we could meet for tea soon?’
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Her eyesflick to Henrik, and she gives me a sad sort of smile. “1’d like that.”

As | leave, | glance back into the room, unable to help myself. Henrik looks up, his
expression giving away nothing as he meets my eyes.

And yet, my stomach flutters, and | leave in far better spirits than when | arrived.

| knockon the swiveling wall panel that separates Lawrence' s bedchamber from mine.
As | hoped, my request goes unanswered, which means Lawrence is either still with
his council, or he's already preparing for bed in the guest room and didn’'t hear me
knock.

Gingerly, | push through the panel, poking my head in the crack before | go any
farther. A fire crackles in the screened hearth. Do the maids realize Lawrence sleegps
in adifferent room?

“Lawrence?’ | whisper quietly. “Areyou in here?’

When there’' s no answer, | fist my hand with triumph and tiptoe into the room, quietly
closing the panel behind me. | then hurry to the door that leads to His Magjesty’s
balcony and slip into the cool spring night. | shiver under my heavy cloak, wondering
when the evenings will be as pleasant as the days.

From the balcony, | climb a pillar that conveniently stands near a window in the study
in the floor above—a window | made sure was unlocked earlier in the day. My own



balcony has no handy architectural features to make use of.

| sneak through the dark room and into the hall, feeling very smug. Perhaps instead of
aprincess, | should be a shadow rogue. Laughing to myself, | reach for the daggers at
my hip, letting their presence soothe a few nagging reservations.

But | know the castle well, and most people are asleep at this hour. The oil lamps
burn low, offering just enough light to see by and casting dark shadows as | hurry
through the halls and down several winding sets of stairs.

A few minutes later, | dlip through a servants' entrance and into the garden near the
laundry quarters. Now that the weather is nice, the maids have been bringing the
linens outside again. Forgotten bedsheets hang from the lines, fluttering in the gentle
breeze like ghosts under the light of the sister moons.

| pause for just a moment to breathe in the blossoming snowstar bushes that grow
nearby. The froths of white flowers herald in the season, blooming before the other
bushes wake.

After | take a few seconds to get my bearings in the dark, | push forward, hastily
making my way through the sleeping garden. This time of year, no one bothers to
light the torches. In the summer, they burn down the pathways, welcoming people to
stroll through the gardens even in the middle of the night.

| get turned around a few times, not accustomed to walking the paths without light,
but eventually, I find the meeting place. The garden is overgrown here, the plants
thick and left to their own devices. Evergreens grow tall and wide, creating shadows
the moons' light cannot penetrate.

The fountain is a sad sight, abandoned and alone—a High Vale relic no one has
bothered to refurbish. The white, crumbling stones reflect an eerie glow in the night,



and old leaves litter its basin. | run my hand along the rough, pitted edge of the empty
pool, imagining it when it was new.

A rustle in the nearby bushes startles me, and | turn toward the shadows. My hand
immediately strays to one of my daggers.

“Hen—" | begin to whisper, and then | stop myself when | realize it’s best not to say
his name aloud.

Suddenly, a hand falls on my shoulder. | unsheathe my dagger and turn in one smooth
movement.

My heart beats at a frantic pace, and | exhale sharply as | drop my weapon. Henrik
wears a dark cloak, and his face is shadowed by the hood.

But | would know him anywhere.

“What are you doing?’ | demand. “I could have killed you.”

He tips his head back as he chuckles. The moonlight shines on the commander’ s face,
betraying how amused he is by my jumpiness. Then he takes my hand, drawing us
into the shadows. “1’d like to think | could protect myself against a lady-in-waiting.”
My pulse continues to race, but it's no longer from the shock. Henrik doesn’t release
my hand, and his body blocks me from the chill of the night. | want to wrap up in him
and never let go.

| return my dagger to my hip and say scathingly, “I’m a princess now.”

“I'm aware.” He shifts in place as if he wants to move closer but doesn’'t dare.
“Though I don't particularly likeit.”



“1 promised Lawrence | wouldn’t bring shame upon the crown,” | murmur as | set my
fingertips against his chest, testing myself, testing Henrik.

His voice dark and rough, he says, “ Then you shouldn’t touch me like that.”

| press my hand flat, spreading my fingers over his cloak. “Y ou misunderstood. That
doesn’t mean we must part—it means we must not getcaught.”

“Clover...”
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“Lawrence knows my heart,” | say quietly. “I’ve told him countless times | will not
marry him. So why can’t you hold me in the shadows? Why must we pretend I'm his
even when we'reaone?’ | look up. “I’m not his, Henrik. I’ myours.”

The commander groans quietly as he slides his hands under my cloak and catches me
by the waist. | draw in a startled breath as his warm pams press into my sides,

enjoying the unexpected closeness.

“You tempt me,” he murmurs near my ear. The words are gritty and dark, full of the
desperation | feel in my heart.

“Good,” | breathe, letting my head fall back as his thumb strokes my side. “I
shouldn’t suffer alone.”

Dropping his head, Henrik pushes aside my hood and whispers my name against the
crook of my neck. “I’ve missed you.”

Only his words touch my skin. The moment is agony laced with bliss, unfairly
forbidden.

“Kissme,” | beg, grasping his shoulder. “ Stop this torture.”

“l can’t.” He moves to my throat, never letting his lips touch me, though his breath is
acaressal onitsown.

A shiver passes over my skin, impossible to hide.



He murmurs, “Are you cold?’

“Frustrated.”

He barks out a startled laugh, and | smile even though | know I’'ve ruined the
moment.

Slowly releasing me, Henrik crosses his arms as if to prevent himself from reaching
for me again. “Good—I shouldn’t suffer aone either.”

| bring my hand to my face, so ridiculoudly irritated with the situation we've found
ourselvesin.

“How long do you have?’ he asks. “Do you want to walk into the city with me? I'm
afraid if welinger here, I'll do something I'll regret.”

“Really?’ | ask, intrigued. “In that case, I’ d rather linger.”

Henrik laughs quietly, sounding a bit like he wants to murder Lawrence, and then
takes my hand and leads me away from the fountain.

Happy even for thistiny bit of contact, | twine my fingers through his. “How did you
escape Camellia?’

“She gave me a message to deliver.”

“Now she's decided you're a courier?” | scoff. “I suppose it’'s inevitable, really.
Everyone who serves her finds themselves delivering illicit messages at some point.”

Henrik looks over, and his eyes travel to my hair. He smiles to himself and tugs the
hood over my head, hiding my face from anyone who might spot us. “I see you left



your circlet behind.”

I’m not surprised he noticed. Earlier, | found him frowning at it, its presence likely
reminding him we cannot be.

“It's hard to play shadow rogue with it shining in the moonlight,” | say lightly,
enjoying the simple pleasure of walking with him.

Just us, together.

“Shadow rogue?’ he asks with a quiet laugh. “Is that what you are now?’

“I must be. I’'m pretending to be a princess when I’'m no more than a lady-in-waiting.
Smiling for the people, lying with each benevolent nod.” | tug back my cloak and
motion to my hunting outfit. “Besides, don’t | ook the part?’

My dark brown trousers are fitted, and the matching deep blue tunic is cut like a short
dress. It's belted at the waist and free of fussy adornments. The dark ensemble is as

close to a spying outfit as | own.

“l see you made good on your promise to wear trousers. | like this better than the
outfit you bought in Denmel.”

“Liar,” | say lightly. “Y ou know you liked it.”
He laughs as we pause outside a rusted gate that few know exists. Retrieving his key,

Henrik works the lock and then holds the gate so | may pass through. “Maybe you're
right, he says, “but | didn’t like everyoneelseliking it.”
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Once we're through, he locks the gate once more, and we continue into the quiet city
Streets.

Something bothers me, and | pause, gently tugging Henrik to a stop. “It’s going to
work out for us. | truly believeit, and | need you to believe it too.”

The commander’ s smile softens, and he sets his hand on my neck, softly stroking my
jaw with histhumb. “Even if it doesn’t, I'm glad for the time we were given.”

“Henrik,” | say sternly. “I mean it.”

“I won't give up hope until there’s a ring on your finger,” he answers, though I'm
afraid he' s placating me. “| promise.”

“lI won't marry Lawrence,” | swear. “We're going to defeat Camellia, and then we
will be together.”

Nodding with aresigned look that breaks my heart, Henrik takes my hand once more.
“Y ou might not have as much say in the matter as you believe.”

| open my mouth to argue, but it’s pointless. On some level, | know he's right. But |
don’t think anyone realizes how determined | am.

Henrik ismine, and | am his. | gave my heart to him in Revalane, and that is simply
that. | will be with him when thisis all said and done, or | will give my life fighting.

There is no other option.
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HENRIK

The city is nearly silent this time of night, but as we near the section where Camellia
instructed me to go, the streets become slightly more populated. People loiter in the

shadows in small groups.

A guard turns the street corner, and two nearby men dlip behind a building to
continue their business. Whatever it is, they don’t want him to spot them.

The guard eyes Clover and me, taking note of our dark cloaks. | don’t know many of
the men stationed in the city barracks. But even though he doesn’'t look familiar, |

lower my head, hoping the shadows will obscure my face so he won't recognize me.

“Best be getting home,” he warns as he passes. “The hour is late, and | won't tolerate
any trouble in my district.”

“Is there a curfew now?’ Clover demands, getting riled up—as she is prone to do.
“Have we done something wrong and deserve to be singled out?’

| close my eyes with an internal groan, realizing bringing Clover along might not
have been the best decision.

Shadow rogue my foot.

“Our apologies,” | say, tugging Clover so she keeps walking. “We don’t wish to
cause trouble.”

The guard grunts, thankfully letting us leave.



And by some miracle, Clover lets me pull her away. When we're out of earshot, she
hisses, “He really shouldn’t harass people like that.”

“It'shisjob.”

“What about us looks suspicious?’ she demands.

“We're walking through the seedier section of the city in dark, unmarked cloaks at
nearly one in the morning. What about usdoesn’ tlook suspicious?’

Shegrinsup at me. “Y ou’ve got a point.”

“Let’s try not to anger the guards, all right?’ | say. “Things would get uncomfortable
if we were arrested together.”

A ruckus comes from a nearby tavern, and we pause as severa large men toss a
drunken patron onto the street. The man yells something incoherent, stumbling

forward as he shakes hisfist at the tavern men. Unmoved, they return inside.

“Camellia’ s acquaintance resides in a lovely area of the city.” Clover frowns as the
drunken man beginsto argue with a post. “Do you think he's all right?’

“A patrol guard will come through and collect him soon,” | say dismissively.
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We give the man a wide berth and continue to the closed apothecary shop. Clover
looks at the dark windows and turns to me. “Is this the place? It doesn’t look like
they’ re open for business in the middle of the night—imagine that.”

| pull the note from the inside pocket of my cloak. “Camellia instructed me to go
around the back.”

Clover nods to the folded piece of parchment. “What'sit say?’
“It's sealed, and she didn’t tell me.”

Clover studies the shop with a frown. “Do you think she's gathering ingredients for
something?’

“Most likely, though anything the apothecary sells should be harmless enough.”

“Something tells me Camellia wouldn't have sent you here for a common throat
tincture.”

Suspecting we' re dealing with necromancers just as Clover must be, | begin around
the back, taking a narrow winding path that meanders through an herb garden. “Only
one way to find out.”

The plants are just waking from their winter rest, sprouting from the ground to fill in
the stubby brown growth that was trimmed back the autumn before. Bushes and trees
fill the bare space, giving the dark garden structure even this early in the growing
Season.



A rickety wooden staircase leads to the entrance of the second level.

“Wait here,” | tell her.

“That’snot likely.”

Knowing there was little chance she' d agree, | nod.

“I’m not sure they’re going to welcome a visit this late at night,” Clover whispers as
we climb the stairs.

We pause in front of the door, noticing there’s no sign of light inside. The residents
are likely sound asleep. Uncomfortable calling this time of night as well, | knock
quietly.

When no one answers, | hesitate.

“Y ou could come back tomorrow,” Clover says.

“Camelliawon’t be pleased.”

“Camellia can choke on one of her potions for al | care.” Then she winces. “But she
has Brielle. I'm sorry—that was thoughtless of me. Go ahead and knock again.
Y ou're here on royal business after all.”

| rap again, this time soundly. Half a minute later, a bouncing light appears through
the cracks in the shutters. | take a step back, preparing myself, glad Pranmore healed

my arm.

The door opens a crack, and an elderly man peeks his head through the gap. “What do
you want?”’



“1 have a message from Princess Camellia,” | say.

He narrows his eyes a us. “Where' s the elf who usually comes?’

“She’ sindisposed.”

“And who areyou?’

“Her Grace' sknight,” | say tonelessly, nearly choking on the words.

He jerks his head toward Clover. “ And the girl?’

“She’safriend, though | don’t see how that’s any concern of yours.”

He raises his thin eyebrows, muttering to himself like he thinks we're a little too
pompous for his liking. But he releases the chain and opens the door. “Might as well
comeinside.”

We enter the room hesitantly, unsure what we're going to find. But it looks like a

normal home, with nothing particularly alarming in plain sight. A large black and
gray tomcat with bright yellow eyes and a matted coat sits on the table, watching us.
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Clover nods to the mangy animal and whispers, “Someone else doesn’t approve of

the late-night visit.”

The man shoos the cat away and sets his lamp on the table. When he turns back, we
get our first good look at him. He's tall, practically nothing but skin and bones, with
only afew wisps of long hair covering his balding head and a gray tinge to his skin.

He's a necromancer, | have no doubt.

Pretending not to notice, | offer him Camellia’ s message.

He turns the letter over, inspecting the seal before he breaks it, casting us a suspicious
look. He then scans the contents, wrinkling his nose. “I don’t have much of thisin
stock. Live blood rats are hard to come by this time of year. And | sold the last of my

bitterbark last night.”

“How long will it take you to gather what she requires?’ | ask, cringing at the thought
of what all that might entail.

“A week,” he sayswith agrunt.

| should have read the message before we handed it over as Clover suggested. “1 will
inform Her Grace.”

| press my hand to Clover’s back, directing her out the door. She hurries down the
steps without question, both of us relieved when we reach the street.



“Blood rats?’ she exclaims in a whisper. “What exactly does Camellia plan to cook
up?’

“Ill seeif | can find out. But for now, let’ s return to the castle.”

We're halfway back when Clover turns to me. “Why doesn't Camellia look like
that?’

“She must be using atambrel stone to contain the ill-effects of her magic.”

“S0, there’ s a chance she'll blow herself up?’

“The stones are known to be unstable,” | say.

Clover flashes me awicked grin. “Do you think we could be so lucky?’

I’m about to answer when a shadow behind Clover catches my attention. Acting on
instinct, | yank her behind me and pull my sword from its sheath.

| barely block the blow in time.
Like us, our attacker wears a dark cloak, but | recognize the blade—it’s army issued,
the kind gifted to swordsmen when they gain their blue-stripe pennant. | have one just

likeit at home.

| fight on instinct, drawing on years of training, but I'm a little rusty after so many
months without practice.

“Who are you?’ | demand, putting my full force behind a strike to shove the man
back.



“You seem to fight well enough for awounded man,” he says from the shadow of his
hood. “I’m sure Camelliawill be interested to hear you' ve been lying to her.”

Before | can answer, another man appears. | kick the first in the stomach, sending him
flying onto the cobblestones, and meet the second man’ s attack.

“Henrik!” Clover cries as a third shadow appears. | whirl around, ducking as the man
swings his sword too high. The second two aren’t swordsmen like the first, and their
attacks are clumsy.

| hear a yell from behind me, and | barely have time to register the dagger sticking
out of the man’s chest before the first pushes himself off the ground and makes a
lunge for me.

“Clover!” | holler when | see the other man heading her way.

“I’ve got it!”

My opponent fights hard, and his hood falls back in the fight. | recognize the
swordsman, though | don’t know his name.

He fights well, though, and I’ m already growing tired.

| wait for him to make a mistake, trying to reserve my energy. But I’m worried about
Clover. What do these men want?
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Finally, the swordsman dlips up. He attacks with too much strength and loses his
footing, giving me a chance to move in. With one hard strike of the butt of my sword
to his head, the man falls.

| whirl around just in time. The man Clover fights evades her dagger and manages to
grab her from behind. She struggles like a rock leopard, cursing him to Ferradelle and
back again.

He goes still when | press my blade between his shoulders.

“Release her and drop your weapon,” | command.

The assassin immediately obeys, and Clover darts away from him. Her hair is a mess,
and blood trails from her cheek. Even in the dark, her eyes flash with anger.

“Who areyou?’ | demand. “What do you want?’

“None of your business, traitor,” the man bites out.

| smack him across the back of the head. “ That’s not an answer.”

Clover saunters forward, twirling her dagger in her hand. “ Should we kill him?”’
“I’d like to make him talk first,” | bluff.

“You don’'t have the guts to kill an unarmed man,” he sneers, turning around to look
at me. “Everyone knows you’ re too high and mighty for such alow thing.”



“Henrik’s nicer than | am,” Clover says, drawing his attention back. She lowers her
hood and gives him a smile. “You know who | am, don't you? Tell me, are you
confidentiwon’'t kill you?’

The man balks.

“Let’ stake him back to Lawrence,” | say. “Y ou can torture him after we throw himin
the dungeon.”

She narrows her eyes, stepping close to the man. “Is that a promise?’

| nearly snort. Clover is enjoying this alittle too much.

She frowns. “I don’t have arope to tie him up with.”

“1 do,” athird voice says, startling us all.

| whip around and find Maisel examining the man | knocked unconscious.

“That’s anice sword,” she says as she peers at it. “Do you think it’s too long for me?
It might drag the ground as | walk.”

“What are you doing here?’ | demand.

She looks up. “What do you think I’m doing? | followed you.”

Ulfric, Maisel’s rock leopard, noses the second man, looking put out when Maisel
shoves him out of theway. “You can’t eat him, Ulfy,” she says. “He’'s not dead.”

“He couldn’t eat him even if he was dead,” | say blandly.



“You tell him that.”

“You're a Dornauth,” the still-conscious man stutters, gaping at Maisel like she's a
ghost.

Maisal looks at him. “And you're an idiot. We done calling each other names, or
would you like meto go on?’

He blanches, clamping his mouth shut.

“Did you throw that dagger?’ | ask Clover, impressed. The man nearly doubles over
when Maisel yanksit out of his chest.

She preens. “1 did.”
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“It was a good shot, Calendula,” Maisel says. “Unless you were trying to kill him.”

“1 guess | missed.” Clover turns back to our hostage and points her other dagger at his
heart. “But | bet | could hit my target at this close range.”

“Stop toying with your prisoner,” Maisel grouses. “We still got to haul them back for
questioning.”

“Maisel says| can't kill you,” Clover purrs as she sheathes her little blade. “It’s your
lucky day.”

The man gulps, looking both intrigued by and terrified of the pretty queen-to-be.
Aswe're discussing the most efficient way of transporting the men back to the castle,
the guard we spoke with earlier appears around the corner. He pauses a moment,
startled, and then he runs forward.

“You there!” he hollers. “What are you doing?’

Maisel dlips behind a nearby bush before she's spotted, leaving Clover and me to
fend for ourselves. “Ulfric!” she hisses. “ Over herel”

The rock leopard disappears just before the guard reaches us.

“What in the...” the guard begins, drawing his sword as Clover steps between him
and our prisoners.



“Do you recognize me, guard?’ she asks, this time giving him a good look at her
face.

“| saw you earlier.” He raises his sword. “Y ou told me you didn’t want any trouble.”

“Save me!” our conscious prisoner cries pitifully. “My friends and | were on our way
home from the tavern, and these two robbed us.”

| cuff him in the back of the head once more for good measure. “Enough.”

“You're under arrest,” the guard says, eyeing us nervously, most likely realizing he's
outnumbered. “1t’ll be better for you if you come peacefully.”

“I'm Commander Henrik Solbane,” | say with a sigh, “conducting official royal
business for His Mgjesty.”

The guard steps forward. “I’ ve heard of you. You're that traitor, aren’t you? The one
who attacked the new king’'s intended?’

“1I"mthe new king’sintended!” Clover exclaims, throwing up her hands.

The man shoots Clover a skeptical ook, and then he says to me, “Show me your
medallion.”

“l don’'t have it with me,” | say flatly.

“Courseyou don't.” He jerks his head to the man. “What’ s his crime?’

Clover lets out a huff. “ Heattackedus!”

WEe're not getting anywhere with this conversation.



“Listen,” | say with aresigned sigh, “if you help us drag these men to the constable
and promise to lock them up, we'll go with you peacefully. I'm suresomeonewill
know who we are.”

“Or we could knock you unconscious and arrestyoufor interfering with the king's
business,” Clover says, sounding asif she likes that idea better.

“Clover,” | warn under my breath.

She gives me an unrepentant shrug.

Not as confident as he was a moment ago, the guard finally nods. “All right. I've got
to take the lot of you in anyway to sort out what happened.”

Loudly, | say, “Just in case they don't report directly to Lawrence, | hopesomeonel ets
him know what happened to us.”

Clover glances toward the bush, but the guard looks at me like I’ve suddenly gone
daft.
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“Might want to move quickly.” Clover nods toward the man on the ground. “I’m not
sure how much blood he has |eft.”

The guard groans, and | feel a twinge of pity for him. When | was placed on guard
duty, | hated nights like these, too.

“1’ve never beenbehind bars before,” Clover says as she leans against the side of the
jail cell, refusing to sit on the filthy floor. She turns to look at the constable. “Y ou
sent a message to the castle, didn’t you?”

“1 did,” the bored man says, frowning at the table as he chooses where to place his
next card. “ Several hours ago.”

“To Lawrence?’

The man flicks his eyes up, traveling over Clover as if assessing her again. It's
obvious he finds her attractive...but difficult.

| understand all too well—I’ ve felt the same about Clover myself.
“If it makesiit that far,” the constable says.
“If | stay here al night, you, sir, will be out of ajob come morning,” she says hotly.

“Cam down.” | gently tug her arm. “They’re going to realize you' re missing anytime



now.
She looks back at me. “It’ s the middle of the night. They don’t even know |I’'m gone.”

“Maisel will tell Lawrence.”

“Y ou have more confidencein her than | do,” Clover says.

Our attackers share the holding cell with us. The swordsman | knocked out is awake
now. He and his companion refuse to talk. The third needs medical care, but afemale
guard roughly wrapped a bandage around his chest to keep him from “bleeding all
over the cursed floor” and decided that was good enough. He lies on a filthy straw

pallet. Sweat beads on his face, and his chest moves with his labored breaths.

Like us, the men carried no identification. It was apparently a night for illicit
missions.

A guard about Clover’s age comes into the room to ask the constable a question, and
he glances into the cell. He pauses when he spots my accomplice in crime, cocking
his head to the side. “You're...”

Clover steps up to the bars eagerly. “Y ou recognize me?’

“Of course | do. You're that girl who was arrested last year for that string of
burglaries, aren't you?' He sets his hands on his hips and squares up to Clover.
“What did | tell you about getting your life back on track? What' d you do this time?’

Clover growls and turns around, pressing her back to the bars. “Thisis madness.”

“What in oblivion is going on here?’ Lawrence demands from the doorway, startling
usall.



The guard’'s jaw falls open, and the constable drops his cards and scrambles to his
feet. “Y our Majesty!”

“Oh sure,” Clover saysto me, “they recognizehim.”

Lawrence jerks his head toward the cell. “L et the woman out.”

“What about Henrik?' Clover demands.

Lawrence sighs. “Fine, let him out, too.”

“Much appreciated,” | say dryly, extending my hands as the constable fumbles with
his keys to release my cuffs.

“l have so many questions,” Lawrence says, shaking his head as he eyes the men in
the cell. “I’m not even sure where to start. Are these the men you robbed?’

“Wedidn’t rob anyone!” Clover exclaims, sending anicy look at the constable.

Now that she stands next to Lawrence, the man looks dlightly less comfortable.
“Forgive me, [—"
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“They attacked us,” | tell Lawrence, and then | nod to the swordsman. “That one
there has an army-issued sword.”

“He might have stolen it.”
“Hefightslike atrained soldier.”

“Could he have left the army and turned to a life of crime?’ Lawrence muses. “Bad
choice of target if that’ s the case.”

“That one there called Henrik a traitor.” Clover covers her mouth as she yawns,
jerking her head toward the men. “And he knew about his arm. They were well aware
of who we were.”

Lawrence looks at her with concern. “Y ou must be exhausted.”

“A bit.”

He narrows his eyes. “Maybe you shouldn’t have sneaked out of the castle.”

With a smile, she answers, “Maybe you shouldn’t treat me like a prisoner.”

“How did you get past your guard?’

“1 dlipped through the panel between our rooms and climbed the pillar outside your
balcony to the floor above.”



He gives her an incredulous look. “Are you serious?’

“I climb well,” she says.

“Up—not down,” | add, earning a scowl from Clover that makes me want to laugh
despite the circumstances.

Lawrence shakes his head. “Never mind. | wish | hadn’t asked.”

“l have to get back,” | say quietly so the guards won't overhear. “I don’t know what
Camelliawill do to Brielleif I’'m gone too long.”

Lawrence nods. “Yes, go on. I'll sort this out.”

Before | leave, | look back at Clover. But with too many eyes on us, | can't say
anything. She offers me asmall smile, looking as frustrated as | feel.

19

CLOVER

“Do you think the Constable and his men will talk?’ | quietly ask Lawrence as his
knights escort us back to our wing of the castle.

Our attackers have been moved to the dungeon, where Miguel is persuading them to
give him their information. I'm not sure what that entails—but I’'m certain | don’t
want to know. They were identified as soon as we arrived. All three, as Henrik
suspected, are in the king’'s military.

Or rather, they were. Now they’ll be lucky if they leave the dungeon alive.



Lawrence shoots me a dark look. “Rumors will likely travel.”

We pause in front of my door. I'm not ready to end the conversation, but | don’t want
to speak with him in front of Lawrence' s knights. It’stoo awkward.

Palmer, my new door guard, looks baffled when he sees me. “Your Highness, |
thought you... Aren’'t you inside?’

“I’m pretty sure I’m right here.”

“Don’'t worry about it,” Lawrence tells the man, and then he turns to me. “Try to get
some sleep.”

| nod halfheartedly and go inside, worried about potential gossip and wondering who
the men were targeting. It would make sense if it were me, but it seems they were

after Henrik.

But mostly, I'm worried about Brielle.
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Did Henrik make it back too late? Did Camellia punish the girl because he was
delayed?

I’'m brushing my hair when there’s a knock on the panel. After throwing on my
dressing gown, | say, “Y ou can comein.”

Lawrence pushes through the wall and steps into my room. I'm not particularly
surprised to see him.

He studies me for several seconds, arms crossed and angry. “Why?’

| walk back to my mirror and pick up my brush, feeling a twinge of guilt. “Why
what?’

“You didn’'t have any ideathis could end badly?’

“How was | supposed to know we were going to be arrested?’ | say with a forced
laugh, hoping to keep the conversation lighter than it looks like it’s going to be.

“Those men are loyal to Camellia, Clover, and she wants youdead. If Pranmore
hadn’t healed Henrik’s arm, this night could have ended very differently.”

“But Pranmore did heal Henrik’ s arm, so that’s a moot point.”

He jerks his head to the side, refusing to look at me. Lawrence is never angry.
Frustrated, yes, but not this. | don't like it.



“So we' ve confirmed the men are working for Camellia?’ | ask.

“They must be.” He walks to a bookshelf and stares at the contents. “Tell me again
what they said.”

“The swordsman was particularly interested in Henrik’s arm. He said he was going to
tell Camellia that Henrik was no longer wounded. He made it sound like he knew
Henrik was deceiving her.”

“Then it’ s the only thing that makes sense.”

“But why would Camellia’'s men attack Henrik while he was running an errand for
her?’

Lawrence shakes his head. “I’ m not sure—unlessyouwere their target.”

“How would they know | left the castle? Y ou didn’t even know.”

But that response doesn’t do me any favors.

Aggravated, Lawrence looks back over, and | wince. Silently, he crosses the room,
his expression darker than I’ve ever seen it. When he's close, | back up, accidentally
bumping into the vanity. The brush drops to the floor, and | begin to reach down to
pick it up.

“Leaveit,” he says, taking my arm to stop me.

| look at his fingers wrapped around the thin material of my dressing gown, startled

by the contact. My voice wavers a little as | say, “Y ou're touching me again. I’'m not
sure you remember the terms of our agreement.”



“Why Henrik?' he demands, so close | can smell the subtle scent of the dark, fragrant
oil he applies after he shaves. “Why not me?’

“Lawrence.” | try to laugh, pretending he's only teasing as we' ve done so many
times.

But thisis different. | can senseit.

“Stop,” he murmurs when | try to pull my arm free. “Look at me.”

“Thisisridiculous.”

“Clover,” he commands, slowly running his hand up my arm to my shoulder. “I'm
not playing thistime.”

My mouth goes dry.

“Don’t do this,” | beg softly.

“l want you,” he says. “I have for years.”
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Tears swim in my eyes, and panic risesin my chest. “Please.”
“l loveyou.”

“Youdon't,” | say softly.

Lawrence' s chestnut eyes are intent on mine. “1 do.”

| can’'t answer because | know | will hurt him.

“I’ll take care of you, be loyal to you, dote on you every single day of our lives,” he
says quietly. “Just...choose me.”

A tear spills over, and he watches it as it trails down my cheek. | look to the side,
wiping the moisture away.

He waits several long seconds, and then he drops his hand with asigh. “No?’
Reluctantly, | look back. “I’m sorry.”

Slowly, he nods, raising his hand to his chest asif to shield himself from further pain.
After another long moment, he gives me a half-hearted grin. “Can’t blame me for
trying, right?’

“Lawrence.” | reach out for him and then pull back.

He turns to leave, and my heart clenches. Just before he reaches the panel, | race



across the room and hug him from behind.

“I'mtruly sorry,” | say again with my cheek pressed to his back. “But you must know
you are my closest friend, and that means the world to me.”

Lawrence stands motionless for severa seconds, and then he sets his hand over mine.
“I know.”

“Arewedl right?’

He twists his head to look back at me. “If you put yourself in another bad position
like you did tonight, Henrik will never earn his seal.”

| drop my arms. “That’slow.”

He turns around to face me. “I won't forgive him if something happens to you.”

“Why bring him into this?’ | demand.

Lawrence lets out a broken laugh. “Because he's the only thing | can threaten you
with. Now, hold still.”

“Hold still?’

Before | realize what he's planning, Lawrence wraps his arms around me and places
his hand on my back, pulling me against him. Then he moves in without hesitation
and presses his mouth to mine. When | begin to protest, he deepens the kiss with

warm, insistent lips, shocking me senseless.

I’ ve barely gathered my wits before he pulls back.



“W...what wasthat?’ | demand, pressing my fingers to my mouth.

Lawrence's eyes sparkle with mischief. “Now you know what you're giving up. It's
only fair—don’t you want to make an informed decision?’

“1 didn’t give you permission to kiss me!”

He grins as he pushes through the panel. “1 didn’t ask.”

| stare at the closed panel for several seconds, still not fully comprehending what just
happened.

But | think, in his own strange way, Lawrence just gave Henrik and me his blessing.

* % %
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The morning comes too soon,and | roll over, yawning as | ignore the dawn. When |
finaly open my eyesto seewhat timeit is, | nearly shriek.

Maisel lays atop the covers beside me, her head propped up on her hand. “I see
you' re awake now.”

| sit up, breathing hard. “What are you doing here?’

“1 came to check on you—make sure you made it back all right.” She sits up, shaking
her head so hard her strawberry blond braid swings back and forth like a rope tied to
the back of her tiny head. “ Seriously, Calendula, | get no respect around here.”
“Thank you,” | say once | recover from the surprise, eyeing the gnome as | leave the
bed and slip on my dressing gown. “For telling Lawrence. We'd likely still be in the

constable’s cell if it wasn't for you.”

“You shouldn’t have gone last night,” she chastises. “I could have told you that you
were being followed.”

“Well, then why didn’'t you?”’
“1 took care of one,” she says, mildly offended. “The other three slipped past me.”
“There was another?’

She nods. “I didn’'t get agood look at his face, but his voice was familiar.”



“Dalvin or Bendon? One of the brothers who defected to Camellia?”

Maisel shakes her head. “No, | know their brutish tones all too well.”

“What did you do with him?”

“1 smacked him on the head with the butt of my axe and knocked him out cold. When
| went back after you all were arrested, he was gone.”

That’s...not good.

Pushing aside my panic, | ask, “Where have you been al thistime?’

“] stayed in Revalane.” She gives me a sideways look. “Keeping an eye on your
commander.”

“Maisdl,” | say, pressing my hand to my heart.

“Now, don't go getting all squishy on me,” she says, frowning. “Someone had to
watch over him with that witch in control.”

| return to the bed, smiling. “I’m glad we stumbled into you in the mountains. You're
agood friend.”

The woman'’s cheeks turn pink, and she looks away as if embarrassed. “Enough of
that.”

“Is Devlin with you? Or did he return to Crevershim Hollow?’

She reluctantly looks at me. “He went back—wanted to tell Gruebin about the king's
death.”



“Oh, Maisdl, I'm sorry.”

She shrugs, but | can tell it stings that he left her.

| assure her, “You'll find someone who’s head over heels for you, and then that will
show him.”

Smirking, she jerks her head toward the panel. “Maybe I'll snare myself a giant
king.”

Laughing, | say, “Maybe you will.”

“I'll help you again if you want to see Henrik,” she says, hopping up to leave. “Don’t
go making plans on your own—the two of you are hopeless without me.”

“Again?’
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She looks back before she heads for the balcony. “Who do you think slipped the note
under your door in Lord Cordin’s estate?’

“That wasyou?’

“Take care of yourself, Caendula.” She then dlips through the door and disappears.

“The prisoners talked,”Miguel informs Lawrence. “They pledged their loyalty to
Camellia before she left Cabaranth to marry Augmirian.”

We'rein the hall, on our way to breakfast with Lawrence's knights. Lawrence pauses
to give Miguel hisfull attention. “Why did they attack Henrik?’

Miguel looks uncomfortable. Avoiding his friend's eyes, he says, “They followed
Clover.”

| cringe, glancing at Lawrence to gauge his reaction. He gives me a condescending,
“What did | tell you?’ ook that | probably deserve.

Miguel continues, “If Henrik hadn’t stopped them, they would have taken Clover to
Camellia and told the princess about Henrik’ s treachery.”

“He didn’t deal with them singlehandedly,” | say, wanting alittle credit.

“So that’swhy Camellia’s here?’ Lawrence asks, ignoring me. “She's after Clover?”’



Denny scowls at me, just as angry as Lawrence that | slipped my guard last night.
“According to them, they acted on their own,” Miguel answers. “Word has spread
that Camellia commanded Henrik to go after Clover in Revalane, so those who are
loyal to your sister—"

“Weget it,” | interrupt. “I’m a prize goose for the princess stable.”

Just what, exactly, does she intend to do with me anyway? And what did | ever do to
earn so much of her wrath?

“How many of my men are loyal to Camellia?’ Lawrence demands.

“1t’ simpossible to know how many she won over before she left Cabaranth.”

“Surely not that many,” Xander argues, joining the conversation for the first time.
The quiet knight usually keeps to himsdf, listening more than adding his own

opinions.

Miguel turnsto the knight. “It’s better to err on the side of caution. From now on, we
must be suspicious of anyone who comes close to Lawrence or Clover.”

Xander gives him a solemn nod, respecting the senior knight.

We reach the dining room, and | hesitate before | wak inside. It's an intimate
breakfast, with only those close to the king attending.

But Camelliawill be here, along with her esteemed companions and Henrik.

“What'swrong?’ Lawrence asks, pausing next to me.



“Nothing,” | answer quickly.

Together, we walk in. | breathe asigh of relief when | spot Brielle next to her brother.
She'sal right.

I’m less pleased when | see Henrik is seated at Camellia’'s right, not standing behind
her as her knight, but filling the place of a consort. Her hand is on his arm as if she
cannot bear to spend a moment without touching him.

She catches me looking, and a satisfied smile spreads over her face. Quickly averting
my eyes, | pretend not to notice as Lawrence leads me to the head of the table.

Dalvin and Bendon, the two brothers who openly turned traitor and remained in
Ferradelle with Camellia, stand at the back wall with a mix of elven and human
guards, looking moderately uncomfortable in the presence of Lawrence and his
knights—as they should.

But the pair is no great loss. Neither can shoot, and only Bendon is moderately
talented with a blade. Though | will admit they’re better with their fists, they’re both
large and somewhat stupid, and to be honest, I’ve never liked them much. Camellia
can have them.

But their presence reminds me of the men who attacked us.
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Just how many of our knights and soldiers are loyal to Camellia? Do we have far
fewer men than we realize? How many will side with Camellia if,when, she decides
to attack?

And is that her true purpose for the visit—to recruit more out from under our noses?
Distract us into watching our backs while we should be keeping an eye on the wolves
preying on our soldiers?

| thank Lawrence as he pulls out my chair, keeping my eyes off Camellia and Henrik,
hating to see her clinging to him. But | know she’s purposely trying to infuriate me,
so I’'ll ignore her childish games.

Breakfast is atense affair, with stilted conversation.

The visiting High Vale nobles aren’t pleased to be here, and they refuse to be drawn
into conversation. Camelliais content to silently revel in the discomfort she's caused,
and Lawrence is unusually quiet as well. That leaves the rest of the conversation to
Bartholomew’ s mother and whoever she chooses to address.

Duchess Alousia Gevaldry sits next to her son, two spots from me. She's a pretty
woman, with a familiar dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose and a quick
smile. Her younger brother is in attendance today as well, and | can’'t help but sneak
peeks at the man. He looks exactly like an older version of Bartholomew...and he's
very handsome.,

Blocking everything else out, | laugh to myself as| compare the young duke with his
uncle.



“What are you smiling about?’ Lawrence asks near my ear.

| lean close, keeping my voice low so | don't embarrass Bartholomew. “ After seeing
his uncle, I’ ve decided your cousin will be quite devastating when he grows into his
frame.”

Lawrence angles his head to look at me, looking rather put out. “Now | must compete
with Bartholomew as well as Henrik?”’

| laugh again, shaking my head at the ridiculous notion. When | pull my eyes away
from Lawrence, | find Camelliawatching us, her eyes dlightly narrowed.

Henrik drums his fingers on the table, studiously ignoring everyone and everything.
Brielle casts a nervous look in his direction, but he doesn’t notice.

“I had a grand idea,” Duchess Alousia declares when the meal is aimost over. “ Since
Camellia has returned in time for the wedding, she should throw a bridal tea for
Clover.”

| nearly choke, and a painful hush falls over the room.

Bartholomew’s mother doesn’t seem to notice. “It's a Calendrian tradition for the
mother of the groom to celebrate her daughter-in-law with such a celebration.
Because Cathriellais no longer with us, | think it would be lovely if Camelliawere to
take her place.”

Camellia dabs a folded napkin to her lips and clears her throat before she addresses
the room. “l would be happy to celebrate dear Clover and Lawrence' s impending
nuptials, but perhaps you, Your Grace, would be better suited to arrange such a
gathering? Of course, | will assist you however | am able.”



Duchess Alousia says gracioudly, “1 would be honored to host the event.”

“When isabridal teatraditionally held?’ Bartholomew asks his mother.

“A week before the wedding.”

That’s a little over two weeks away—plenty of time to figure out how to remove the
necklaces and bring doom upon Camellia’s perfect head.

“A tea sounds lovely. Thank you, Your Grace,” | say to Bartholomew’s mother. |
then boldly meet the princess's piercing blue gaze. “And thank you, Camellia. It will

be arare treat to have you fuss over me for once.”

Lawrence smacks his knee into mine, but | ignore him, beaming innocently at his
Sister.

Camelliareturns my smile, but her eyes are cold and calculating.

When we finally leave, Lawrence pulls me aside. “What did | tell you about taunting
her?’

| roll my eyes. “We aready know Camelliawill kill meif she gets the chance. Does it
realy matter if | take afew stabs at her when the opportunity presents itself?’

“Clover,” he says heavily. “Please be careful.”

“Fine,” | relent. “I won't do it again.”

“You promise?’

Resigned, | nod. But under my breath, | mumble, “Joy killer.”



Lawrence groans, draping his arm over my shoulders. “Better your joy than you.”
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20
HENRIK

Pranmore sits at his desk, his forehead resting against the tips of his fingers and his
eyes closed. He looks like he hasn't dlept in days, and his usually tidy hair is pulled
back in aratty tail.

“I’ve tried everything | can think of,” he says. “Even inserting a ward into the thread
of magic to break it. But it's like trying to stop water—it ssmply flows around,
completing the circuit.”

“Do the necklaces contain an energy crystal?’ | ask. “Perhaps they will weaken with
time?’

Vallen charms usually draw from the wearer to stay charged—if the wearer is elven.
Brielle has no magic of her own, so it must be diminishing without a crystal to keep
the charm active.

“It's not powered by a crystal but blood. The center diamond fuels the enchantment,
and it doesn’'t show any sign of weakening. I’m afraid the magic Camellia harvests is

far more potent than what we wield.”

“Keep working on it,” | beg him as | head for the door. “I can’t be gone long, or
Camelliawill come looking for me.”

“I"ll let you know if | discover something,” Pranmore says, aready returning to his



experiments.

| walk down the hall, keeping to myself. Very few people speak to me anyway. Even
here, inthe city | grew up and trained in, my allegiance is questioned.

When | return to Camellia's chambers, | nearly run into Hellebore as she's on her
way out. “Excuse me. | didn’t...” The words die as | take a good look at her gaunt
face and sunken eyes.

The elven woman casts a glance at me as she passes, saying nothing.

“Henrik,” Camellia calls from inside the room. “Where have you been?’

Dismissing my worry, | walk in. “I needed some fresh air.”

“There is a concerning rumor passing around the city.” She turns to her ladies
sharply. “Leave us.”

The three women exchange nervous glances, and then they hurry out the door like a
trio of spooked deer.

Once we're aone, Camellia walks to me, her eyes sparking with anger. “Did you
meet Clover when you delivered my note to the apothecary?’

| tense, uncertain how to answer.

“Your silence is al the response | require.” She turns toward the closed door of the
adjoining sitting room. “Bring her in.”

| go cold as the door opens, and Dalvin drags Brielle into the room. My sister looks
terrified, with her hair disheveled and her eyestoo large.



Without thinking, | step forward and reach for my sword.

“Stop,” Camellia commands, raising her hand.

| freeze with my sword halfway out of its sheath, intensely aware of Camellia's
power.

The princess's eyes travel to my arm. “1t seems some of your strength has returned.”

Slowly, I dlide the blade back in place. “What do you want?’

“Did you kiss her?” Camellia asks, stepping in front of me, blocking my view of
Brielle.

“No.”

“Did she want you to?’

| hesitate again, swallowing even though my mouth has gone dry.

“She did,” Camellia coos. “How pathetic—and treacherous. Imagine how the people

would react if they knew their future queen threw herself at my knight. Lawrence
might have no choice but to send her to the gallows.”
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“What do you want?’

“1 want you to meet with Clover again,” Camellia says, smiling. “Somewhere dark
and illicit—Ilure her into atrap. Seduce her, Henrik, so | can ruin her.”

My hand moves to my sword once more, and this time, I'm not sure | can stop it.
Suddenly, Brielle cries out, screaming like she's been stabbed.

Immediately, | raise my hands, surrendering as | shake with fury. Brielle gasps out a
sob, and my vision blurs with hatred.

“On your knees,” Camelliacommands.

| do as she asks, lowering myself before the sorceress. From the corner of my eye,
behind Camellia, Brielle, and Dalvin, | spot movement. Keeping my head lowered, |
focus on Maisel. She clenches her hand axe, moving toward Camelliaon silent feet.

| subtly shake my head, begging her to reconsider for my sister’s sake. It would only
take a heartbeat for Camellia to kill Brielle. And even if she didn’'t, | don’t believe
Dalvin would hesitate to use his blade.

Maisel glances at my sister, pursing her lips before she reluctantly nods. Then she
dips into the study, disappearing just as quickly as she came—hopefully to find
Clover.

“Oh, Henrik, you brought this on yourself, you know,” Camellia says as she strokes
my hair. “If you'd obeyed me, | might have considered leaving Clover alone.



Lawrence is so taken with her, after al. | can be benevolent.”

| close my eyes, focusing on the sound of Brielle's tears, ashamed and so angry |
almost can’t contain my rage.

Camellia runs her hand along my face, caressing my cheek before she strikes me with
the back of her hand. Her ring catches my cheek, stinging like poison, but | don't
flinch.

“Stand,” she commands.

| do as she asks, meeting her eyes, silently vowing | will destroy her. A trickle of
warm blood runs down my face. The princess studies it, looking half intoxicated. She
then wraps her hand around the back of my neck and drags me down like she expects
a kiss. But her lips meet my cheek instead of my mouth, pressing over the bead of
blood.

When Camellia pulls back, her lips are stained red. She presses them together as if
savoring the taste, and then she smiles. “Write Clover amessage. Tell her you'll meet
her tonight.”

21

CLOVER

I’m dozing on the chaise longue in my sitting room, exhausted from the long night,
when there's a knock at the outer door. | peek an eye open, dreading the idea of

visitors.

My ladies are in the room with me, pursuing proper feminine pursuits such as
sketching and needlework while | nap.



“Maybeit’s Barret,” Calla says eagerly, leaping to her feet.

The knight has been absent much of the morning. Though it certainly wasn't my
intention, I’'m sure | humiliated him when | slipped away last night. He' s supposed to
be protecting me, and | ended up in a holding cell in a constable’s office in the old
district of the city. It can’t look good for him. I’'ll apologize sometime when we're
alone. If | do it now, amongst the ladies, I’ll only embarrass him further.
Callagreetsthe caller, and | begin to doze once more.

A sudden hard shove to my shoulder jolts me, and | bolt upright, snapping, “What?’
Then | redlizeit’s Denny.

“Get up,” my brother says. “You can deep later.”

“What’swrong?’ | demand, hurrying to my feet even though my head is till fuzzy.

“Where are we going?’ Lavender asks.

“I’m taking Clover to speak with Lawrence,” Denny answers. “It will be best if you
remain here.”

Startled by my brother’ s tone, Lavender nods dumbly.

“What’s going on?’ | demand the moment we' re alone in the hall.

“Camelliafound out you met Henrik last night.”
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My stomach drops, and | hurry ahead of Denny, passing Lawrence's guards and
yanking the door before they can open it for me. | find Lawrence in his private study,
his knights andM ai sel standing with him.

Lawrence faces the window. His hand is pressed into the window frame, and his arm
istoo straight. He looks highly agitated.

Suddenly, he lets out a guttural yell and smacks his hand against the window frame.
The knights and | flinch at the uncharacteristic outburst. Maisel, however, stands

behind the king, unmoved.

“She's torturing the girl as we speak, and I'm supposed to stand by and let her do it?”
L awrence demands.

“Who's being tortured?’ | gasp.

“If you barge in, Camelliawill kill her,” Maisel says evenly, though there' sfirein her
eyes. She's not as calm as she appears.

“Who?' | cry.

“Brielle.” Lawrence pushes his hands into his long hair, grasping the strands like he
means to rip them out. “And Henrik through her.”

| grab the back of a nearby chair, taking slow breaths as the room begins to spin.

“Sit down,” Denny commands, pressing my shoulder so | have no choice but to obey.



“You're going to pass out.”

“Your Majesty,” Miguel says carefully, “it would be fairly ssimple to get rid of your
sister, if that is your wish.”

Lawrence turns to the knight, desperate for suggestions. “How?’

“She’ s not that well protected, at least not yet. If we attack, I’ m confident we'll win.”

Denny shoots him a disgusted look. “She’d kill Henrik’'s sister and all the other
women who wear her cursed necklaces as soon as she realized our intention.”

Miguel looks uncomfortable. “ There would be casualties, yes. It'svery likely.”

“Y ou expect me to sacrifice that many people to take her out?’ Lawrence demands.

The senior knight stands taller, though he looks troubled by his own suggestion. “I’'m
not saying it'sright...but | do believeit’s what your father would have done.”

And for just one moment, Lawrence looks like he's thinking about it. Then he
suddenly shakes his head, visibly slamming a door on that idea.

“No, that’s not an option,” Lawrence says firmly. “Not only will | not sacrifice
innocent lives, but | aso won't set Caldenbauer up for another war. Camellia has
ensnared every noble family in Revalane. If | give that command, there will most
certainly be an uprising even after she's...gone.”

He blanches at the last word, likely not comfortable discussing his sister’s
assassination.

“Henrik’ s sister is safe as long as Henrik submits to Camellia,” Maisel says, growing



impatient. “It’s Clover we need to worry about.”

The situation must be dire if she’'susing my real name.

“Why me?’ | demand.

Lawrence looks at me for the first time since | arrived.

One of Lawrence's door guards steps into the study. “Y our Mgesty, Calla has arrived
with a message that was delivered to Clover’ s room.”

Denny’ s hand tightens on the back of my chair.

“Allow her to comein.”

A few moments later, Calla joins us, immediately sensing the tense mood. “1’m sorry
to interrupt,” she says hesitantly. She lifts the folded piece of parchment asif it's her
passinside.

“Who'sit from?’ Lawrence demands, striding across the room to take it from her.

“The courier didn’t say.”
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| know better than to protest when Lawrence opens the message, but it’s hard to resist
the desireto rip it from his hands.

“Camellia doesn’'t waste any time,” Lawrence says, handing me the note once he's
finished with it.

| scan it, and my stomach knots.

“It'sfrom Henrik,” | say for the other’ s benefit. “He wants to meet me tonight.”
“It’ s not from Henrik,” Lawrence snaps. “It'sfrom Camellia—and it' satrap.”
“What' s she plotting?’ | ask Maisel.

Lawrence answers before Maisel has a chance, “She’s hoping to humiliate me and
destroy you.”

“Buthow?’ | snap, growing impatient.

“She wants Henrik to coax you into a compromising position so she can catch you
being unfaithful to your roya intended,” Maisel answers, glaring at Lawrence. “She
wants to see you hanged.”

“Henrik would never—" | cut myself off, redlizing it's precisely as Henrik feared
when we parted in Revalane. Camellia has cornered him, using Brielle to manipulate
him into hurting me.



“Don’t look so dgjected,” Maisel saysimpatiently. “He saw me. He knows you' re not
going to walk into the witch’s snare blindly.”

“What if you hadn’t been there?’ | say weakly.

“Don’'t dwell on things that didn’t come to pass,” Denny says, but his tone is gentle.
It's unnerving.

“All right.” | crumple the message in my hands. “What am | going to do?’

“You're going to go,” Lawrence says, his sharp gaze making me nervous, “and
you'’re going to reject him.”

It takes a moment for his words to soak in. Once they do, they chill me like freezing
rain.

After | find my voice, | demand, “What’s going to keep Camellia from ordering him
to kill me when she realizes her plan fell through?”’

“We'll follow you,” Lawrence assures me. “And I’'ll send in someone to hide before
you arrive.”

“Someone?’ | ask.

Lawrence looks at Maisel. “Can you still turn into arock?’

A swift grin crosses her face. “I can.”

Knowingwhat | must do and actually doing it are two very different things. | barely



touched dinner, but my stomach churns as if | ate something that didn’t agree with
me. Henrik and | are supposed to meet at the fountain in the garden, just as we did
yesterday.

| wish Henrik had chosen a different place. | don’'t want to taint our good memories
with these painful ones. Though Maisal swears Henrik will know my words are alie,
| can’'t help but worry he'll believe, on some level, that they are true.

| wear my dark cloak, and this time, | don’'t pause to smell the snowstar blooms or
watch the fluttering linens on the lines. | don't hurry, either. | wak down the
pathways, each step harder than the last.

Henrik waits for me by the fountain as expected, his back turned toward me. When he
hears my footsteps, he turns. “Y ou came.”

Hiswords are heavy, like he wishes | hadn'’t.

My mouth feels cottony, and | try to swallow, knowing | must make this convincing.
Maisel is here somewhere, along with Camellia and whoever else she decided to hide
in the shadows. I’'m not sure where Lawrence is, but | know he's nearby. | wouldn’t

be surprised if Denny recruited our brothers to join the watch as well.

| step up to Henrik and push back my hood. Slowly, he does the same. For several
moments, we stare at each other. | can’t read his face, but | see the struggle in his

eyes.
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I’ll makeit brief,| silently promise him.
“Clover,” hefinally says.

“We're done, Henrik,” | respond softly. “We talked about it last night. Why did you
ask me to meet you again?’

For the briefest moment, confusion flickers over the commander’ s face.

Before he can say something and ruin my carefully planned monologue, | continue, “I
love Lawrence—you know that.” My throat tries to thicken like an invisible hand is
clamped around my neck, but | press on. “Do not destroy my chance with him
because we had a fling in the mountains. It was fun, yes. But it didn’t mean
anything.”

The commander’ s expression flickers, stung by the sharp lies.

Looking away, | say, “And you still care for Camellia.”

Henrik exhales slowly, dropping his head as if he's afraid his expression will give
something away.

“1 know things feel unresolved between us, but it’'s time to part ways,” | continue.
“Don’'t ask me to meet you again—I won’t come.”

Henrik looks up, his eyes intent on mine. | stare at him for several heartbeats, feeling
broken.



Know that | love you. Even if | haven't been brave enough to tell you, don’t doubt it.
Then | turn, waiting for something to happen—anything. But the night is silent, and a
dliver of me begins to doubt. What if it was a lie? What if Camellia wasn't behind
this, and Lawrence simply wanted to build awall between Henrik and me...

No.

| won't doubt my friend like that. And Maisel wouldn’t betray me. Henrik knows
what this was—nothing more than an act to thwart Camellia' s spiteful plans.

| have to believe that, or | will never be able to forgive myself for the lies | just
spoke.

A breeze blows through the garden, chilling my cheeks and nose. | hold my dagger in
my hand as | walk, not trusting Camelliato leave me be.

However, | make it back to the castle without incident. But | don’'t go back to my
room. Instead, | knock on a door, holding my composure only until Pranmore
answers.

“Clover,” he says, startled to see me at this hour.

No longer able to hold in my tears, | fall apart as | step forward. Immediately,
Pranmore pulls me into the room and closes the door.

“What’swrong?’ he demands softly. “What happened?’

| look up at him, tears streaming down my face. “| had to do something awful.”

22



HENRIK

| watch Clover go, nearly sick with relief.

Maisel told her.

The words were for show. We never said we were going to end things last night, and
Clover knows | certainly have no feelings for Camellia

But her rgjection still cut deep.

With a sigh, | sit on the ledge of the fountain, giving Clover plenty of time to
navigate the gardens and return to the safety of the castle. | can only hope she didn’t
come aone, especially now that Camellia’'s plot didn't go the way the princess
expected.

Once I’'m certain we won’'t meet on the way back, | begin walking. Moments later,
Camellia steps from the shadows, joining me. Dalvin, Bendon, and severa of her
elven guards aren’t far behind.

“That didn't go as | expected,” she finally says, her tone agitated. “Did you warn
her?’
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| stop to face the princess, so tired of her manipulations. “I haven't left your side
since | wrote the message. How would | have warned Clover?How?”’

She crosses her arms, studying me. “Y ou look upset.”
Shaking my head, | continue walking.

This ended in the best possible way, but | feel asif I’'m nearing the end of my quickly
fraying rope. | don’t know how much longer | can go on like this.

When we step inside Camellia's quarters, | sit on the rug in front of the fire in her
bedchamber, where | dept the night before as well, refusing the princess's
bed—choosing to become her dog instead of her lover.

She closes the door, trapping us in here alone. Moving nearly silently, she steps up
behind me. | flinch as she sets her hands on my shoulders. | want to cringe away, but

there’ s no point.

She massages my muscles for several minutes before she finally speaks. “What did
Clover mean when she said you still care for me? Did you tell her that?’

| know why Clover said it, but | wish she hadn’t. | have no desire to placate Camellia.
“I’ve done as you've asked,” | say heavily. “Let me sleep.”

“Thefloor ishard,” she says. “And my bed is soft.”



Her bed is poison.

| turn to look at her. “Let me tend my woundsin peace. It'sall | ask.”

Disappointment flickers over the princess's face, but she drops her hands. “Very well.
But if you change your mind, know you are most welcome.”

Severa weeks pass,and a storm sweeps over Caldenbauer. | haven't met with Clover,
and she doesn’t look at me anymore. We coexist as strangers with a haunted past, and
the royal wedding marches closer.

I’m not a fool—I know Lawrence has no intention of calling it off.

Pleased with my heartbreak, Camellia has left Brielle and me be, though I’ m sure the
respite is only temporary.

“Go to the apothecary tonight,” Camellia says as she finishes her afternoon tea.
“Vignim should have gathered the ingredients | requested by now.”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

She pushes aside her cup and studies me. “You've been agreeable these last few
weeks, Henrik.”

| stare at her, not in the mood.
“Oh, but youarestill upset with me.” She makes a soft tutting noise. “Please

remember it was Clover who rejected you—you can’t blame me for that. Y ou should
be more careful with your heart.”



Camellia rises, coming to stand in front of me. She raises her hand to my cheek,
running her finger over the scar left by her ring. “I’m surprised your pet deer hasn’t
healed this like he healed your arm.”

| lift my eyesto hers, startled.

Camellia laughs softly, stroking her hand through my hair. “Oh yes, | know about
him. Tell me, has he had any luck with the necklace?’

| draw in a sharp breath through my nose, which only amuses her further.

“Because | like you, I'll tell you a secret.” She leans closer. “There is no way to
remove the necklaces. | wasverycareful with their creation. But since a small bit of
defiance seems to make you breathe a little easier, | won't stop the Woodmore from
trying to puzzleit out.”

“How?’ | demand, knocking her hand away.

“lI have my ways,” she says cryptically. “I do have one question, though. Perhaps
you'll indulge me.”

| narrow my eyes, waiting.
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“How, exactly, did you befriend aDornauth?’ She laughs. “Such a handy little spy. |
have a theory—would you like to hear it?’

Again, | refuse to answer.

“1 think your little gnome overheard our conversation, and she's the one who warned
Clover.”

My muscles begin to quiver, and dark thoughts overtake me once again. | could kill
the princess now—we're alone. Half-mad, | lift my hand, brushing her hair over her
shoulder.

A smiletoys at Camellia sfull lips, but she doesn’t move.

Swallowing hard, | lift my other hand, setting them both on her cool skin like a man
about to pull his lover in for a passionate kiss. | rub my thumb over her pulse point,
feeling her blood thrum in her throat.

| could do it.

| squeeze just alittle, testing myself.

Camellialaughs. “I1t would only take a second for me to kill your sister. You're aware
of that, aren’t you? Y ou could certainly murder me, but | wouldn’t go alone.”

Trembling, | meet her eyes.



“But I'm not scared of death, Henrik,” she whispers. “Go ahead. Let's see what
happens.”

With agrowl, | yank my hands away and turn my back on her.

“That's twice you've almost murdered me and then had a change of heart. Your
chivalry won't go unrewarded. Though | am eager to dispose of Clover, | think I’ll
give you a gift instead.” She loops her arms around my waist, pressing against my
back. “I think I'm going to allow her to marry Lawrence—let them have their
wedding night. | cannot promise much after that, but it feels like a generous offer
nevertheless, don’t you think?’

| pull away from Camellia and leave the room, not trusting myself to stay a moment
longer. After walking the castle halls with no particular destination in mind, | end up
in the practice arena. Since it’s gtill raining, training has moved indoors. But the
knights and soldiers who have gathered seem content to talk and loiter instead of

spar.

Men watch me as | stride into the space, shooting nervous looks my way. | step up to
the rack and choose a blunt sword, gripping the hilt in my hand. | no longer have a
reason to hide my recovery.

Turning to my audience, | announce, “It’s been far too long since I’ ve trained. Who
will fight me?’

The afternoon turns into evening,and then to night. | sit on a bench, dripping sweat.
I’m exhausted, and my anger is sated. I'm the only one left, and the arena is quiet
now.



| have no ideawhat timeitis.

With a heavy sigh, | pick up my discarded tunic and rise. When | turn, | come to an
abrupt stop.

Clover sits on one of the raised benches, watching me. “1’ ve never seen a man throw
himself into practice like that.”

She wears a gown of deep purple, looking regal. But her smile...it's still
mischievous. It still guts me.

“How long have you been here?’ | ask hesitantly.

How didn’t | notice her arrival?

“Most of theday,” she says. “My ladies were here for awhile aswell.”

| look around, alittle uncomfortable. “You're...aone?’

“| asked Barret to wait for me outside the doors.”

“And Lawrence—"

“He knows I’'m here.” Clover descends the steps, coming to stand in front of me.
Softly, she says, “There are no windows, and though | wouldn’'t put it past her, |
doubt Camellia has men hanging from the skylight. Y ou can relax.”

“She knows everything,” | say quietly, taking her arm and leading her down a hall
beyond the benches and into a small storage room, safe from anyone who might walk

into the arena. “About Maisel’s existence and that Pranmore healed my arm. She
even knows the Woodmore istrying to unravel the magic in Audra s necklace.”
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Clover'seyes go wide. “How?’
“1 have no idea. But right now, she’ sjust toying with us.”
“You have to figure out what she's planning.” Clover turns from me, perusing the
straw-stuffed training dummies that line the side wall. “There must be a way. She
keeps you closer than anyone. Y ou haven’t overheard anything?”’

| think about that, frowning. “ There is someone closer.”

“Hellebore.” Clover looks over her shoulder at me. “But she's practically a mother to
Camellia. She wouldn’t betray her.”

Wefal silent, and | watch her, feeling a sharp ache in my chest.

“I'm going into the city to see the apothecary tonight,” | say. “Camellia likely
believes I’ ve already left.”

“See if you can get him to talk. Maybe if we have some idea what she’s concocting,
we'll know what she's plotting.” She smiles as she joins me once more. “I’d go with
you if | could, but I don’t think it's agood idea.”

We study each other, and Clover’'s smile falls. Softly, she says, “1 didn’t mean what |
said that night. Y ou know that, don’t you? | haven’'t had a proper night’s sleep in two

weeks because | was terrified you might have thought...”

“I knew.” | look down. “But perhaps it would have been better if it were true. | think



| could manage if | knew you loved Lawrence, that you could be happy with him. I'd
step back—for you.”

Clover's eyes grow sad, and her gaze moves to my cheek. Lifting her hand, she
brushes her fingertips over the new scar. “What happened?’

“Camellia” After so many months of torment, it's impossible to resist the comfort
Clover offers. | close my eyes, leaning into her hand, not caring if she knows I'm

weak.

| start when Clover’s lips replace her fingers. She kisses my cheek softly, erasing the
memories of Camellia s unwanted touch.

“1 cannot imagine everything you’ ve been through,” she says quietly, wrapping her
hand around the back of my neck and massaging the tight muscles with gentle
fingers.

“I"'m sweaty,” | protest, half-heartedly pulling away.

“| don't care.”

Pulling me down to meet her, she kisses my mouth. Her lips are warm and soft, and |
want more.

“We can't,” | try to protest, but it's impossible to step away when we have so little
time left. This may be our last chance to be alone.

“1"ve missed you,” she whispers. “So much.”

“Lawrence truly knows you're here?’ | pull back just slightly.



Though | hate to bring him up now, for my peace of mind, | need to know that I'm
not betraying my king.

“He does.” Clover’s spring green eyes meet mine, confessing things she hasn't yet
said with her lips. “He's resigned himself to the fact I've picked you—not that he
likes it. But | don’'t want to talk about him. Right now, al | want to think about is

you.

“Clover...”

“Kiss me, soldier,” she pleads quietly, and the soft, desperate request is my undoing.

| press my hand to the small of Clover’s back, dragging her against me. The silk of
her dressis dlick against my bare skin, and she’s warm and small and perfect.

Too exhausted for self-control, | kiss her without reservation, my hunger fueled by
her soft exclamation of surprise. Perhaps if she tried to pull away, | could stop
myself. | could be rational. But Clover stands on her toes, clutching my shoulders as
she meets me kiss for kiss, sigh for sigh, breath for breath...

And | amlost to her.

23

CLOVER

Anyone could walk into the storage room at any minute, and Henrik and | are

surrounded by discarded swords and leather training armor. It's the least romantic
location, but | couldn’t care less.
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Henrik’s head falls back when | run my hand down his bare chest. “I should put on
my tunic,” he breathes.

| tease, “ Y ou are rather distracting.”

But the commander doesn’t move, and | don’t step away. My hand moves with each
of his labored breaths, rising and falling. His skin is a little tanner than mine, with a
light dusting of hair that | explore with my fingertips.

“You're like a painting,” | say quietly. “I used to scoff when the ladies giggled over
you—I must have been blind.”

Henrik takes my hand as if he cannot bear the contact anymore, holding it in his as he
brings it to his mouth. Instead of kissing me, he runs his lips against my knuckles,
nuzzling my skin. It's somehow sweeter...and more heartbreaking. With awry smile,
he says, “I remember. You clamed | would kiss like a fish.”

“l waswrong,” | say with alaugh, sighing when he proves, yet again, his prowess in
the art.

Henrik kisses me long and slow, skimming his hands over my sides, setting me on
fire with every touch. | pressinto him, wishing | were taller.

Shoving a stack of woven archery mats aside, the commander lifts me onto a table,
lessening the distance between his mouth and mine. | wrap my arms around his neck,
savoring each stolen second.



But the bliss is tinged with sorrow because our minutes are numbered. We can’t hide
in here forever.

When we're out of breath, and my cheeks are flushed, | rest my forehead against
Henrik’s shoulder. He gathers me into his arms, wrapping me against him. | breathe
deeply, taking in his scent and the way his skin feels against mine. I'll log the details

into my memory so | will remember them forever.

“You told me | wasn't allowed to give up hope,” he says gently, sensing the shift in
my mood. “Doesn’'t the same apply to you?’

“Everything seems impossible right now.”

He strokes my hair. “1 need you to know something.”

“Hmmm?’ | murmur, snuggling in closer, setting my hand against his warm chest
and feeling the steady thrum of his heart.

“| know what loveis now.”

| look up slowly. Though my fractured heart aches, it yearns to hear Henrik's
confession. It might break me...but | need it.

The commander’ s gray-blue eyes meet mine, solemn and calm. “I love you, Clover.
Y ou were right—love isn't something | chose or expected. | fell into it, unaware and
far too clumsy. And though | know | don’t have aright to feel this way about you, it
doesn’t matter. Because | do.”

“Henrik,” | whisper, overwhelmed.

“Never wonder, never doubt it.” He kisses my lips softly. “Even if life takes us in



different directions—"

“l loveyou, too,” | interrupt, clutching his face. “So much.”

| cling to Henrik as he kisses me again, wishing we could run away—I|eave
Caldenbauer and never look back. But too many people depend on us, and we can’t
flee.

And time, cruel asit is, moves quickly. Too soon, we must part.

“You go first.” Henrik holds my hand, walking me to the arena doors. “I'll leavein a
bit so we're not spotted together.”

But we linger, our fingertips clinging.

“l don’t want to go,” | tell him.

He smiles. “And | don’'t want you to go.”

“Be careful tonight,” | warn, wishing | could go into the city with him.

“1 will be.” He brushes one last kiss over my lips and then nudges me forward. “Now
go.

I’m just reaching for the door when Henrik calls my name. When | look back, he
says, “Don’t look for me again—it's too dangerous.” When | begin to protest, he
givesmeararegrin. “I’ll find you next time.”
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Barret doesn’t sayanything when | emerge from the practice arena, but I’ m certain my
red cheeks give me away.

“I’d like to see Pranmore,” | say to my quiet, attentive guard. “Let’sseeif he'sin.”

It's only nine days until the wedding now, and the bridal tea is in just two. We're
running out of time.

Barret only nods.

| glance at the knight, feeling guilty—an emotion that clings to me whenever I'm
with the man. Clearing my throat, | say, “Lawrence knows | met with Henrik.”

Barret gives me a sideways look. “That’ s between you and His Mgesty. And Henrik,
too, | suppose. Though the three of you share a strange connection, it's not my place

to analyzeit.”

“I"'m sorry | brought shame upon you when | slipped out of the castle. It wasn't my
intention.”

The knight gives me areassuring smile. “I know.”
We're aimost to Pranmore’s hall when | spot afamiliar trio up ahead. | come to a full
stop, staring at the group before I laugh out loud and hurry forward, surprising my

knight but not the newcomers.

Ayan opens his arms, giving me a lopsided grin. “Look at you, Lady Clover. No



longer alady, but aprincess.”

| raise my brows as | stop in front of him. “I’m not going to hug you.”

The handsome elf looks almost respectable, in tailored clothing that suits his High
Vale heritage, with hislong, deep brown hair half pulled back and smoothly brushed.

He gives me a knowing look and leans down. “Afraid you'll like it too much?’

| counter, “I’m afraidyou’ lllike it too much.”

Audra laughs, shaking her head.

“What are you doing here?’ | ask her. “I thought you stayed in Revalane.”

Ayan’'s cousin shares a look with Lyredon before she turns back to me and drops her
voice. “Henrik’s father requested assistance leaving Ferradelle. We' ve brought him
home.”

“Does Henrik know?”

“Not yet. They aren’t on good terms. But when Roarke learned Camellia gave Brielle
anecklace, he decided he couldn’t stay in her service any longer.”

“He didn’t know what Camellia planned?’

Audra shakes her head. “Not until recently. He didn't even know Brielle was in
Revalane. Henrik kept it from them both.”

| sigh, feeling like an additional weight has been added to my shoulders—and just
when | thought my heart couldn’t ache more for that man.



My attention drifts to Ayan once more. “Isit safe for you to be out and about?’

“ Sometimes the prize pony needs a little exercise,” he says. “ They’ ve taken me out of
the stable, but don’t worry—I"m still properly tethered.”

Audrarolls her eyes. “I don’t suppose you want to nanny him for awhile, do you?’

“Not particularly.” | smirk at Ayan, and he gives me a cheeky wink. “But | was just
on my way to see Pranmore. Would you all like to join me?’

Audra nods eagerly. “Has he discovered anything?’

“1 was hoping to ask him myself.” | nod to Barret, who has now joined us. “This is
Barret, my guard. Barret, thisis Lady Audra, her cousin Ayan, and their...Lyredon.”

The knight bows a greeting, looking mildly surprised that I’'m so well-acquainted
with the visiting High Vales.

“You have a keeper, too?’ Ayan asks me flippantly. “Look at us, moving up in the
world.”
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| turn to Audra. “How have you put up with him all these months?’

She smirks when Ayan pretends to be offended. “It hasn’t been easy.”

Up ahead, a woman in black turns the corner, and | look her way, leery. Hellebore
pauses when she spots us, and then she lowers her head and continues. Though it's
obvious she doesn’'t wish to linger, she walks slowly asif it’s painful for her to move
any faster. But in her haste to be past us, she stumbles.

Ayan darts his hand out, grasping her elbow to keep her from falling. The High Vale
looks like she's going to yank away from him, but her expression freezes when she

sees his face. She stares up at him, her thin, pale lips parting.

“It's dll right,” he says with a grin, unaffected by her haggard appearance. “I’'m used
to women falling for me.”

She lets out a scratchy noise—the first sound I’ ve ever heard her make.

Ayan’ s bright smile turns to concern. “Madame, are you all right?’

“Ayan,” Audrasays quietly. “Y ou’re making her uncomfortable.”

Hellebore begins to shake violently, and then her eyes flutter...and she passes oui.

Ayan catches her before she hits her head on the floor, and then he scoops her into his
arms like he's carrying adoll. Startled, he says, “Well, that’ s afirst.”



“Thisis Hellebore,” | say nervoudly. “Camellia s handmaid. Y ou haven’t seen her in
Revalane?’

“Ayan’s never been to Palace Eloudore,” Lyredon reminds me.

“I’ve been,” Ayan argues, and then he gives a half-hearted laugh, studying the frail
woman. “Just not recently.”

Audrafrowns. “I don’t think I’ ve ever seen her either.”

“She’'s a hit reclusive,” | say. “And she's mute, so it’s difficult for her to converse.
But that doesn’t matter right now. We best take her to Pranmore.”

When we arrive, we find Lawrence’ s four glite outside the door.

“Lawrenceisinside?’ | ask Denny, relieved.

My brother takes in our strange group, his eyes drifting to Hellebore's still-
unconscious form, and then he nods. “Heis.”

“That saves us the trouble of fetching him.” | push through the door, pausing when |
see Lawrence and Pranmore seated at the elf’ steatable, looking very solemn.

They glance over like I’ ve interrupted something, and | pause. “What’s wrong?’

“Nothing. Did you see Henrik—" Lawrence cuts himself off when he realizes |’ m not
alone. His eyes drift behind me, and he stands. “ Audra.”

“I's nice to see you too, Your Kingliness,” Ayan says, stepping inside.
“Congratul ations on the crown.”



Audra comes in behind him, her eyes going between Lawrence and Pranmore. But
thisisn’t the time for reunions.

Before Audra can say anything, Ayan looks down at Hellebore and asks, “Where
should | put her?’

Pranmore leaps to his feet, gesturing for Ayan to follow him into the room he's been
using for the occasional patient. Most go to the court physician, but some—especially

the female some—seem to prefer to visit the Woodmore.

Ayan places Hellebore on the bed, resting her head carefully on the pillow. “ Should |
cover her with ablanket? She'slikeice.”

“What happened?’ Pranmore asks me as he nods to Ayan.

“I’m not certain,” | say. “She was passing us in the hall, and then she fainted.”

“She’'s Camellia’ s handmaid, isn't she?”

“That’sright.”
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Pranmore begins his examination, and a look of revulsion crosses his face when he
touches her. He pulls back, crossing his arms.

“What isit?’ | ask.
“She’sriddled with dark magic.”
“Dark?’ Audrademands, startled and possibly alittle offended.

Pranmore turns to her, giving her an affectionate smile that’s tinged with revulsion.
“Not High Vale.”

“If not High Vale...thenwhat?’ Lyredon asks.
“Blood magic.”

It takes a moment for that to sink in, and the others don’t look any less befuddled than
| am.

“How isthat possible?’ | demand.
“l have no idea,” Pranmore murmurs.
“Can you do anything for her?’ Ayan asks.

Pranmore studies the woman, torn. Quietly, he says, “I’m not sure | should.”



We exchange looks, and then Lawrence says, “ She might have answers for us.”

“Even if shedoes, | don’t think she’ll give them freely,” | say.

He turns to me. “Were you able to discover anything about her?’

| shake my head. “| asked around a bit. It seems King Algernon was the only one who
knew anything about her.”

“Your father doesn't even know?’ Lawrence asks.

13 NO.”

“1 can’t guarantee she' s going to wake up,” Pranmore says. “But | will watch over her
if that’s what you would like.”

“Isthat safe?” Audra asks, looking at the Woodmore with concern.

“She’stoo frail to do much at this point,” Pranmore assures her. “I’ll put up award. It
will alert me when she wakes.”

Slowly, we filter out of the room. Pranmore closes the door, and then a web of blue
magic envelopsit, visible for only afew seconds before it fades.

Hesitantly, | ask, “Should someone tell Camellia?’

“No,” Lawrence answersin astern, unyielding voice. “Let this stay between us.”

24

HENRIK



The apothecary opens the door and studies me for several seconds before he invites
me to come inside. The light cast from his lamp creates shadows on his face,
reminding me of awarlock from achildren’stale.

“You got the payment?’ he asks.
| left right after parting with Clover, not bothering to go back to Camelliafirst. But as
if it's all part of the plan, | say, “Camelliawill send a courier with it tomorrow if the

goods are satisfactory.”

The man grumbles, but he doesn't look eager to turn me away empty-handed.
Apparently, he' s dealt with Camellia and her temper before.



Page 98

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 6:36 am
“Wait here,” he orders, disappearing through a doorway.
His cat saunters into the room in his absence, amost asif it's kegping an eye on me.
A few minutes later, the aged apothecary returns. He carries a small birdcage, but
there are no birds inside. Instead, it houses a pair of hairless rodents, both gray and
bloated, with pink tails and eyes that glow red with their own unsettling light.
“Blood rats?’ | ask.
The apothecary grunts as he tosses a square of black fabric over the cage. “Both
female, just as the princess requested. Best keep them covered while you walk
through the city, and don’t loiter while you're on your way. It's illegal to possess
them in Caldenbauer.”

He hands me a satchel with what | assume are the rest of the ingredients.

“It's none of my business,” the man says, “but if I'm correct in my assumption, you
best tell Camelliato be cautious.”

| stare at him, hoping my knowing silence will trick him into giving more away.
“Not many people have attempted the Kivear concoction,” he adds as if to defend his
warning, shifting from one foot to the other. “Dangerous business. Few have the

stomach for it.”

If the necromancer is telling me Camellia is dabbling in things more dangerous than



the norm, it must be bad.

“How long will it take to prepare?’ | ask, wondering how much time | have to figure
out what it does.

“The concoction takes about a week.” He narrows his eyes. “If Camellia begins
tomorrow, it’'ll be ready the day of the wedding.”

A chill passes over me, but | give the man a curt nod as if unaffected. “Good. You
can expect your payment tomorrow.”

“1 want my service remembered when Camellia takes the throne,” he says, eyeing me
as | take the covered cage and satchel.

“What’' s your name again?’ | ask as| step out the door.

“Vignim,” he says eagerly.

Nodding, | commit his name to memory, prepared to tell Lawrence. His service will
bewellremembered.

| walk briskly through the dark streets of Cabaranth, thankful when I make it back to
the castle.

Camellia sits on her chaise longue when | return, and her eyeslight when | step in the
door with her illicit goods.

“Out,” she commands her ladies, sending them to the small room that was intended
for asolitary maid. The girls happily scramble away, closing the door after them.

“Set them down,” she says eagerly, gesturing toward the tea table.



| cross my arms as she pulls the cloth from the cage. Even in the bright lamplight of
the princess's sitting room, the rats' eyes glow red. Opening the cage, Camellia pulls
one of the rodents out, inspecting it with afrown.

It squeaks its displeasure, but she doesn’t seem affected by its distress. “Plump, aren’t
they? They’ll do nicely.”

“If | were to ask what you have in mind for them, would you tell me?’

“That depends.” The princess puts the rat back in the cage and then peeks into the
satchel. “Areyou still angry with me?”’

“The apothecary said the concoction you’ re collecting ingredients for is dangerous.”
“He figured out what I'm making, did he?’ She laughs softly, obviously amused at
the thought. “It's not the first time I've made it. I’ve taken a steady supply of the
concoction since before | |eft for Revalane.”

“What isit?’ | demand, taking a step closer.

Camellialooks back at me, a self-satisfied smile twisting her lips. “Insurance.”

“Do you have to kill someone to make it?’
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“1 don’'t have to.” She shrugs as she pulls various herbs and unmentionables from the
satchel and spreads them on the table. “But it’s happened.”

“The man in your closet.”

“He amost ruined an entire batch.” She scowls, but she laughs when she meets my
eyes. “You should see your expression, Henrik. It's positively horrified.”

| stay silent, but my hand clenchesinto afist.

“Will you offer your blood then? To save an innocent life?’” She steps up to me and
brushes her hand against my thigh. “I could make it enjoyable.”

Revulsion makes me step back.

Annoyed by my regjection, Camelliareturns to her task. “ At least think about it. If you
refuse, maybe I'll ask your sister for assistance. But Brielle is such atiny thing. How
much blood do you think | could drain from her before she collapsed?’

| begin to step forward, but Camellia raises her hand.

“Or | could kill her now.” She watches her green magic as it swirls in her palm.
“Your choice.”

| don't move forward, but my hand strays to my dagger. She glances at me,
unimpressed. “Oh, stop being so dramatic—I didn’t say you have to decide right

now.



“I’ve been denying it, wondering if the thought makes me as wicked as you, but |
think it’sinevitable,” | say heavily. “I’m going to have to kill you one of these days.”

Camellialooks over, giving me another smile. “I’m counting on it.”

Again, Maisal’swarning circlesin my brain. The princessis too eager for death.

But why?

Or is this just another one of Camellia s head games intended to make me question
myself?

| waketo a knock at Camellia sinner bedchamber door. Still mostly asleep, | roll over
on the rug and look at the window. It's dark.

“What isit, Henrik?’ Camellia asks groggily from her bed.

“1 don’t know.” Clearing my throat and blinking the haze from my eyes, | answer the
door.

“A message has come for Camellia,” Rose says meekly. “The courier said it was
urgent.”

Nodding, | take the sedled letter from the lady-in-waiting and deliver it to the
princess. She sits up, yawning as she pushes her disheveled hair from her face. “Turn

up the lamp.”

| do as she asks, wincing as the bright light floods the room.



Irritated at being roused at this hour of the night, Camellia opens the letter and scans
the contents. Her face goes pale, and she rips back the covers, throwing her legs over
the side of the bed.

“Hurry,” she commands. “Get dressed.”

It's not a difficult task since I’ ve taken to slegping in trousers and a tunic since we
returned to Cabaranth. Not five minutes later, I’ m following Camellia out the door.

“Where are the Woodmore' s quarters?’ she demands.

“Woodmore?’

“Your ef friend,” she says sharply, more flustered than I’ ve ever seen her.

“Why do you want to see Pranmore?’ | ask warily.

“Guard!” she screeches, ignoring me. “Where are the Woodmore healer’ s quarters?’
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And unfortunately, hetells her.

| follow her at a brisk pace, at war with myself. | won't let her harm Pranmore, but
Brielle...

“Who sent the message?’ | finally ask.

Camellia spares me a brief glance as we practically run down the hall. “One of my
associ ates.”

“What’ s this about?’
“You'll find out soon enough.”

“Has he found away to remove the necklaces?’ | ask her, unable to think of anything
else that could put her in such atizzy.

“You'd like that, wouldn’t you?’ she snaps.
“What could you possibly need to see him for, especially at this hour?’
“He has something that belongs to me.”

| grab her arm, pulling her back. Quietly, | warn, “Do not hurt him. He is peaceful,
and he has never done anything to you.”

She yanks her arm away. “I’m not going to kill your fool deer, Henrik. Not unless he



getsin my way.”

When we arrive at Pranmore’ s quarters, Camelliajerks her head. “Knock.”

Though | would like to snidely ask if something is wrong with her hand, | do as she
regquests.

Pranmore opens the door afew moments later. “Henrik,” he says, startled to see me at
this hour. His surprise turns to reservation when he notices Camellia by my side.
“And Her Grace.”

Bowing his head, Pranmore steps aside, allowing usto comein.

“Where is Mairea?’ Camellia demands, thoroughly ruffled now. She looks around,
eyes wide, ready to tear the room apart.

“Mairea? Pranmore asks.

“Hellebore,” she saysimpatiently, sounding seconds away from bursting into tears.
“You know her name?’ | ask, startled. “What' s she doing here?’

Pursing his lips, Pranmore opens a side door. The female elf lies on a bed,
unconscious. Camellia rushes inside, throwing herself next to the woman who raised
her.

“What happened?’ | ask Pranmore quietly. “And how did she end up here?’

“She passed out,” he answers. “Clover brought her last night. Well, Ayan technically
carried her.”



“Ayan’s here?’ | ask, startled by the news.

“As are Audra and Lyredon.” As if just remembering, he adds, “I believe Audra
needs to talk to you. You might want to find her tomorrow.” He then lowers his voice
and asks, “How did Camellia discover she was here?’

“Someone sent her a message.”

“Who? No one knew she was here but our group, and Lawrence commanded us to
keep it quiet.”

“1 don’'t know,” | answer, growing increasingly uneasy.

We enter the room, and Camellia turns to face Pranmore. She's livid, and her blotchy
faceiswet with tears. “Why didn’t you tell me she was here?’

Instead of giving her an excuse, Pranmore bows his head. “My apologies.”



Page 101

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 6:36 am

“Is she going to be all right?’ she demands.

Pranmore studies Hellebore, frowning. “You've used her in place of atambrel stone,
haven't you, Y our Grace? She's been harboring theill effects of your blood magic for

you.

Camellia's lips part with surprise—she looks almost scared. Horrified, she whispers,
“How could you know that?’

“I"'m aWoodmore,” he says simply.

“She said it wouldn’t harm her,” Camellia insists, her voice shaking. “She said she
could dilute the effects with her own magic.”

“She was wrong.”
The woman on the bed moans, drawing our attention as she wakes.
“Mairea,” Camellia breathes, clutching the High Vale woman’s hand. “I’'m here.”

“Camellia,” Hellebore says in a voice that’s like a nail scraping against a piece of
date. It'samost inhuman. “My sonis alive.”

Apparently, she's not mute...at least not completely. But it's no wonder she chose
not to talk. It sounds painful, like each word is cruelly ripped from her throat.

“What?' Camellia asks, shocked.



“I saw him,” the ef manages, clutching Camellia's hand, growing hysterical.
“He shere.”

“That’s impossible,” Camellia protests, aghast. “Augmirian sent men after him, and
they swore he was dead—" Camellia comes to a stop, gasping softly when she
realizes her mistake.

Hellebore jerks away from the princess. “Y ou knew?’

“No,” Camellia says in arush, reaching for the elven woman again. “I mean, | heard
rumors that someone claiming to be Ayanleon returned, but it was before | ever went
to Revalane!”

Pranmore and | share a startled ook, but we both stay silent.

“You knew there was a chance he was alive, and you didn’t tell me,” Hellebore
accusesin a harsh, grating whisper. The elf’ s eyes flash with anger. “ Get out.”

“Mairea, please,” Camellia cries, bending over the woman as she begs. “ There was
no way to know he was your true son! Y ou said he died as a baby, didn’t you?’

“OUT!” Hellebore screeches, suddenly sending a bal of magic directly into
Camellia's chest.

The princess screams as she rears back, startled by the attack. She stumbles from her
chair and throws herself at me, cowering from the woman who raised her.

Hellebore pushes up to her elbows, trembling with fury. “I gave you Ferradelle, |
gave youmagic, and you dare keep this from me?”’

“I’'m sorry,” Camellia sobs.



“You worthless, ungrateful girl.” Hellebore fals back, wheezing with each bresath.
“Get out of my sight.”

| grasp Camellia by the shoulders. “Let’s go.”

Before | can coax the princess out the door, Camellia rips away from me, new anger
shining through her tears. “1 have been a daughter to you, doing everything you have
ever asked of me—stealing the dukedom away from Augmirian and destroying
Lillianna' s legacy, just as you wanted. I’ ve sacrificed for you, and now you think you
can toss me away because you've caught a glimpse of someone whomightbe your
dead son?’

Hellebore makes a choking noise, and her pale face turns red. Camellia lets out a
horrified mew as the woman’'s eyes flutter. The elven woman gasps and shakes, and
then she falls back onto the pillow...and goes still.

“Mairea?’ Camelliawhispers. “Maireal”

The woman doesn’t move. She lies like a discarded rag doll, eyes closed, gray and
skeletal, her face still red from the taxing argument.

Clutching my arm with horror, Camelliawhispers, “Is she...”

Pranmore steps up to Hellebore, blocking her from Camellia s view. After a moment,
he turns back to the princess. Gently, he says, “I’m sorry.”
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Camellia begins to shake as severely as Hellebore was only moments ago, and | pull
her out of Pranmore's quarters and into the hall. Her dress is singed from the High
Vae magic, and she'slikely burned. But if sheis, she doesn’t seem to notice the pain.

She yanks away from me, pacing like a madwoman, and lets out a keening wale

that’ s sure to wake anyone nearby. The princess then drops to her knees, sobbing into
her hands.

| watch, detached. Though Camellia is a painful sight, I can't bring myself to feel
much more than disgusted pity.

Camellia weepsthe rest of the night, falling asleep just after dawn and giving me
much-needed freedom this morning. My head swims with the information I've
learned.

Denny eyes me as | pause in front of Lawrence's door. After ending up in the
constable’ s holding cell with Clover, I’m not one of his favorite people.

“1 need to speak with the king,” | say, ignoring hislook of scorn. “It’s urgent.”

The knight jerks his head toward Lawrence’s door guard. “Tell His Majesty Henrik is
here.”

“And if he's asleep?’



“Wake him,” | say.

The man turns to Denny, waiting for authorization. When he nods, the guard
disappearsinside.

Denny is the only knight in attendance at this early hour, and we wait in stony
silence. Unbidden, my eyes drop to the gold medallion he wears on his arm. It bears
the king's phoenix, along with aring of rubies around the crest. Clover’s brother is a
sealed knight now, one of the king’sfive elite.

| look away, unable to quell my unfounded resentment.

A moment later, the guard appears in the doorway. “His Mgesty has granted you
permission to enter.”

| step inside, closing the door behind me. The room is empty, and Lawrence's
bedchamber door is closed. | wait, taking in the appallingly large space. | never
stepped foot in here when it was Algernon’s private quarters—was certainly never
close enough to the king to be invited or have a reason to request an audience.

Lawrence appears from down the hall, dressed but looking groggy. “What is so
important you had to wake me before the sunis fully up?’

“You're aking now,” | answer with an agitated bite in my tone that’s likely thanks to
lack of sleep. “Y ou no longer have the luxury of lounging in bed all day.”

“Oh? Are you an authority on matters of royal conduct now? | had no idea.” A wry
smile crosses Lawrence' s face, reminding me that even though we are friendlier than
we' ve ever been, it would still be satisfying to punch him just once. “Tell me, Henrik
the Disciplined, how should | schedule my day?”’



“Never mind,” | say impatiently. “Your sister is gathering ingredients for a
concoction a local necromancer said is highly dangerous, Hellebore was Ayan's
mother, and you have a spy in your guard.”

The new king stares a me, looking flummoxed. “You met a necromancer in
Cabaranth?’

“He' s the apothecary in the old part of the city, near the High Vale gardens. Camellia
sent me for ingredients she needs for the cryptic potion she’'s making.”

Orwasmaking. Now that Hellebore is gone, Camellia has lost her vessel for the ill
effects of her blood magic. If she uses magic now, she'll pay the cost herself. Will
she be willing to give up her beauty for power?

Lawrence cocks his head to the side, thinking it over. “So you're telling me this man

acts as a local grocer stocking necromancy ingredients? And he's running this
operation right under my patrol guards' noses?’

“Lawrence,” | say with agrowl. “That doesn’t matter right now.”

“1 suppose not.” He shakes his head, waving my concern away as he sits on a bench
with a world-weary sigh. “But it sounded like the least headache-inducing item on
your list. Let’s start with this Hellebore business. What do you mean she was Ayan's
mother? Are you saying Camellia’ s handmaid was his father’ s mistress?’

“So it seems.”

“Wait...washis mother?’

“Shedied last night.”



“How did you find out?’

“That brings us to the matter of the spy. Camellia received a message that Hellebore
was in Pranmore’s care in the early hours of the morning, and she stormed in to see
her. According to Pranmore, no one knew she was there except you, Clover, and
Audra sgroup. Aswell as...”
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“My sealed knights.” Lawrence follows my eyes to the door, and then he shakes his
head. “No, it'simpossible. I’ ve known them all for years. | would trust them with my
life—Ihavetrusted them with my life.”

“Camellia knows too much about our inner circle,” | argue. “She must be getting her
information from somewhere.”

A knock sounds at the door, making me uneasy.

“Answer it.” Lawrence gestures listlessly toward the entrance.

| raise my eyebrows, not as eager to obey his every whim as | was for his father.
“Do you want to be aknight, or not?’ he asks, not above lording it over me.
“You'll give memy seal for answering your door?’ | counter.

He smirks. “Not likely.”

But | go anyway and find Pranmore waiting in the hall with Denny and the door
guard, looking uneasy.

“Henrik,” he says, perhaps relieved to see a friendly face. “I’ve come to speak with
Lawrence.”

“That’swhy I’'m hereaswell.” | lead him inside.



“Are you here to tell me my sister was in cahoots with Ayan's birthmother?’
Lawrence asks, hiding his exhaustion with amusement. “Because if you are, Henrik
aready beat you toit.”

“Er...” Pranmore glances at me. “No. Actually, | thought you might like to speak with
Mairea before she passes away. She doesn’'t have much time left.”

| turn to Pranmore, genuinely shocked. “ She died last night.”

The Woodmore's face flushes red. “While that is what | wanted Camellia to
believe...it'snot strictly true. She merely passed out again.”

| stare at him, surprised by his subterfuge. “1 didn’t know you had it in you.”

“That would make two of us.” He wrings his hands, obviously uncomfortable. “Will
you come?’

Lawrenceis already on his feet.

Xander has joined Denny and the door guard now, and he greets Lawrence when we
step out of the room.

He and Denny begin to follow us, but Lawrence looks back, hesitant. “ Stay here for
now. I'll return soon.”

Denny turns his gaze on me. “Are you certain that is a good idea, Your Mgesty? No
offense to Henrik, but he is under Camellia’'s command. It would be unwise to trust

him.

| want to roll my eyes, but | settle for along-suffering sigh.



Xander watches, looking unsure but not as vocal about his doubts.

“At least tell us where you're going,” Denny argues. “So we can look for you if you
don’t return.”

A worm of doubt makes me pause and study Clover's brother. And then guilt
overtakes it. Denny isn't the spy—surely not. He wouldn’t turn on his own sister,
would he?

“l won't belong,” Lawrence answers, avoiding the request.

Confused by the unease between Lawrence and his knights, Pranmore hesitates for a
moment as we start down the hall, but he soon hurries after us.

Lawrence reaches the Woodmore's quarters first. When he sets his hand on the
doorknob, there' s a spark of light, and he hollers asif burned.

“Sorry,” Pranmore mutters. “1 warded it when | left. You can’t be too careful these
dayS.”

He steps inside, and Lawrence and | follow him into the side room. Hellebore lies on
the bed...looking as dead as she did when Camelliaand | |eft several hours ago.
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“Pranmore,” | say carefully, keeping my voice low. “Areyou certain...?’

He sits near the High Vale's side and softly whispers, “Mairea? Are you still with
me?’

She opens her eyes, her dead gaze meeting his. “Ayanleon.” She draws in a stuttering
breath. “1 want to see my son.”

Lawrence jerks when he hears her broken voice, just as startled as | was when | first
heard it.

“We can make that happen,” Lawrence says when he recovers. “In exchange for
information.”

Contempt and desperation mingle in her expression, but she nods. “ Anything.”
Lawrence asks me, “Can you find Ayan?”’
“I’ll track him down.”

Pranmore takes Mairea s hand, shuddering when he makes contact. He then turns to
me and quietly says, “You best hurry.”

| leave the room, my mind reeling. What secrets can the woman tell us, and will she?
It sounded as if she orchestrated her revenge on Augmirian’s family through
Camdllia



Did she raise the princess to become her persona weapon, planning this from the
time the queen died? Has Camellia been a pawn all these years?

Camellia was so young when her mother passed away. If King Algernon had been
more attentive, if he'd drawn his daughter closer instead of pushing her away, would
things be different now?

| find myself outside Clover’s door, hoping she might know where | can find Ayan.
Her guard watches me approach, his eyes growing wide with terror when he realizes |

mean to stop.

“Commander,” he says with a peep. “Perhaps you don’t know about the rumors, but it
might be best to—"

“Come in with me if you believe Her Highness needs a chaperone. | smply need to
ask her aquestion.”

Slowly, he nods. “One of her ladies arrived a few minutes ago, but I'm not sure Her
Highnessis awake yet. She returned very late last night.”

Turning, he knocks on the door.

A few moments later, Calla answers. The lady-in-waiting's eyes brighten when she
spots me. “Henrik!”

“Good morning, Lady Calla.” | bow my head. “I’'m sorry for calling so early, but |
must ask Clover a question.”

“Of course—come in.” She flutters her hands as | enter, and | try to pretend | don’t
notice she's till in her dressing gown. “Let me fetch her.”



A few moments later, Clover appears. She looks tired, with her honey-brown hair
disheveled and her eyes sleepy. There' s a softness about this early morning version of
the woman, and | grow warm. | think of the way she kissed me last night—of the
words we exchanged.

“Henrik,” she exclaims, holding back a yawn and then laughing. Though it’s obvious
she’'s surprised to find me, she smiles like I’'m very welcome. “What are you doing

here?’

“I"'m looking for Ayan,” | say. “Do you know what part of the castle he and Audra
are staying in?’

“I"ll take you—oh.” She winces. “I can't do that, can 1?”

Camellia won't be pleased if news reaches her that we roamed the castle halls
together, especially at this strange, quiet hour.

“Shall | fetch him for you?' she asks. “It will be easier than trying to explain where
they're at.”

I’m aready turning toward the door. “Bring him to Pranmore’s quarters. Tell Audra
and Lyredon to come as well.”

“What' s happened?’ she asks. “Did Hellebore wake up?’

“Shedid.”

“Wait—how did you find out?” Then she hurries away and calls over her shoulder,
“Never mind, you can explain later. I’'m going to get dressed.”
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“Clover,” | say before she disappears. “Y ou might want to warn Ayan.”

She pauses, turning back. “ About what?’

“We've learned that Hellebore is his mother.”

“What?’

“Hurry,” | remind her.

Dumbly she turns back. “I’ll...see you there.”

| return to Pranmore’' s quarters and shock myself on his blasted ward.

A moment later, the door opens. Lawrence must have heard my surprised curse.
When he sees me rubbing my hand, he grins. “ Apparently it’s only set on the outside.
Where's Ayan?”’

“Clover said it would be easier for her to fetch him.”

His smile dims. “Y ou spoke with Clover?’

“Are we going to do this right now?’

Eyeing me with a modest amount of disdain, he steps out of the doorway so | can
come inside.



“Did you learn anything while | was gone?’ | ask.

“Onething,” Lawrence says hesitantly.

“Did you find out what Camellia has planned?’

“No...” He averts his eyes. “But Hellebore did tell us how we can remove Brielle's
necklace without the curse killing her.”

“How?’ | ask desperately, just stopping myself from grabbing his shoulder and
dragging it out of him.

“It's complicated,” he hedges, oddly uneasy. “ Pranmore asked me not to tell you.”
Instantly angry, | demand, “What do you mean—"

“But | believe you have aright to know.” He glances toward the door. “But not now.
Pranmore says Hellebore doesn’t have much time left, and there's still so much we

need to ask her.”

Hellebore's eyes travel to me when | step into the room, but her face falls when she
sees|’m alone.

“He' s coming,” | assure her. “Clover knows where he is, and she’s fetching him.”

Hopefully, she won't be long.

25

CLOVER



Ayan looks only somewhat surprised when he finds me outside his door so early in
the morning. The handsome elf leans against the doorframe, sans shirt, languidly
looking me up and then down. “Oh, Clover, | knew this day would come. | told
myself | would stoically turn you away, but now that you're here...”

“Get dressed,” | snap, impatient.

He looks down, smirking. “But half your work is already done. Surely, you don’t
want to start from the beginning?’

“You're apig. Get dressed—we need to go to Pranmore’s quarters right now. Rouse
Audra and Lyredon as well.”

The flirtatious look falls from Ayan’s face, replaced with a frown. “Is it about that
elven woman?’
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| remember what Henrik told me, wondering how I’m supposed to gently broach the
subject in such a short amount of time.

After a moment’s deliberation, | decide. “ Apparently, she's your mother, and she's
about to die.”

Ayan gapes at me.

“Get dressed,” | snarl, grasping his shoulders, turning him around, and shoving him
back into his room. “Go.”

A few minutes later, all three of the elves join me.

“What's going on?’ Audra asks. Her brunette hair is tidily plaited into an intricate
braid, making me think she must be an early riser.

“I"'m not sure,” | say aswe walk. “But Henrik made it seem urgent.”

“He said the woman who fainted is my mother,” Ayan says, his tone solemn.

| glance at him, feeling for the usually cheerful elf. He looks nervous, hesitant even.
Audralooks at me, stunned. “But Maireais...dead.”

| shrug, telling her | have no idea.

When we arrive outside Pranmore’ s quarters, | reach for the doorknob.



“Wait!” Audracries, but it’ stoo late.

| yip, startled by a shock that stings my hand and travels through my muscles like a
jolt of lightning.

“It' swarded,” Audra says belatedly.

| clench and loosen my hand afew times. “I noticed.”

Henrik must have heard the racket | made. He appears moments later, allowing us
inside.

“Y ou could have warned me about the ward,” | say as | step past him.

He laughs under his breath and then leads us into the adjoining room where Hellebore
rests. Pranmore is with her, sitting on a chair by the head of her bed. Lawrence stands
to the side, looking very sober.

A hush falls over us as we' re reminded of the serious nature of our visit.

Hellebore turns her head, and her mouth parts in an inaudible cry when she spots
Ayan. He pauses in the doorway, the tallest man in the room, looking like he wishes

he were the smallest.

“Ayanleon,” Hellebore says in a scratchy, jarring voice that startles me so badly, |
jump. “You’'ve come.”

Pranmore rises, leaving the chair so Ayan may claimit.

The High Vale elf walks forward slowly, his eyes on the woman who claimsto be his
mother. Because he looks so much like his father, it's impossible to see a family



resemblance between them, especially now that Hellebore is so close to death.

| try to remember what she looked like years ago, before sickness took her.

Ayan sinks into the chair, carefully extending his hand to Hellebore when she reaches
for it.

Tears stream from her face, wetting her cheeks and pillow. Pranmore has removed
her ever-present cloak, revealing that she's aimost bald now.

At one time, she had long black hair, the color of araven.

“The dukedom isyours,” she says urgently. “Y our father named you as his heir.”

Ayan sowly nods. “So I’ ve discovered.”
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“Fight for your birthright,” she says, still crying as she clutches his hand between her
two frail ones. “Caldenbauer isyours.”

Ayan casts a look at Lawrence, uneasy. But the king only shrugs, not terribly
concerned by the whims of the dying elf.

“I'll try...” Ayan finaly says.

“Claim your throne,” Hellebore says again, not completely coherent.

“1 will.” He pats her hand awkwardly. “How...how did you come to serve Camellia?’
“Algernon offered me sanctuary,” she rasps. “After Lilliana murdered your father and
tried to kill you. I...I was a political refugee, biding my time until I could bring
justice upon...” She draws in a breath, her eyes clouding as she tries to put together

the pieces.

“Lilliana’s line,” Audra breathes, finishing for her. “So you've been here al this
time?’

Hellebore focuses on the elf, looking confused. “Who are you?’

She steps forward, kneeling next to the bed. “I’m Audra, Ayanleon’s cousin. Do you
remember me?’

“Ellaine' s daughter.”



“That’s right.” She brushes the fine hair away from Hellebore's face. “My mother
and | are going to see Ayan take hisrightful place, | swear it.”

Hellebore looks at Ayan, bringing his hand to her cheek, wetting his skin with her
tears. She nods, overwhel med.

“But we need you to help us in return,” Audra says. “Camellia is a threat to
Ayan—she' s athreat to all Caldenbauer. Please, tell us what she plans.”

“1 had no choice,” Hellebore saysto Ayan. “I...couldn’t alow...”

She begins to breathe hard, gasping as if her lungs will no longer work. She stares up
at Ayan, her eyes growing wild. “So handsome.” She coughs several times, but
they’re small, rasping things. “Like your...father.”

Ayan looks overwhel med.

“Take...your birthright,” Hellebore says before she draws in one final breath and
goes till.

A hush falls over the room, and | bow my head, filled to the brim with conflicting
emotions. This woman did wretched things, yet part of me feels sorrow on her behalf.
Or maybe I’'m aching for Ayan, for atraumatic past he was too young to remember.
“Isshe...?” Henrik asks Pranmore quietly.

The Woodmore nods. “ She’s gone.”

Looking stunned, Ayan slowly pulls his chair back, setting Hellebore' s hand across
her stomach. “Excuse me,” he says raggedly, leaving the room.



| stare at my feet, processing.

In the end, we learned answers, but none that make a difference in the grand scheme
of things.

Slowly, we filter out of the room, accompanied by the heavy cloak of death.

“We must cremate her body quickly,” Pranmore says to Lawrence. “The residual
effects of the dark magic she carries will leach from her and spread sickness.”

Lawrence nods. “I’ [l send for someone immediately.”

| leave the rooms, needing a moment to myself. But | find Ayan seated next to the
wall in the hallway, hisface in his hands.

With asigh, | sit next to him and rest my head against the wall. “Are you all right?’

He looks over wearily. “I’ve just learned that every wicked thing Camellia has
done—every murder, every person she' s tortured—is essentially my fault.”

“You were a child when the Woodmores slipped you out of Ferradelle,” | argue.
“You don’'t have to take responsibility for any of it.”
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“But it was done on my behalf—for revenge against Auggy’s mother. If nothing else,
| have to come to terms with the fact that my mother was psychotic.”

| don’t have an answer for that.

“She didn’t tell us how to remove the necklaces,” Ayan says heavily. “Why didn’t |
ask? | let her go on about my birthright, but | didn’t ask about the necklaces.”

“Actually,” Pranmore says, stepping into the hall and overhearing the last part of our
conversation, “she told us before you arrived. However, the answer is one | already
suspected but didn’t want to have confirmed.”

“What isit?’ | ask.

“Either Camellia hasto die to break the spell—"

“Not agreat loss, if you ask me,” | interrupt.

He shoots me alook. “Or | can ward the wearer so only the person working the clasp
will receive the brunt of the magic.”

| mull that over, not liking that the more | think about it. “ So the person who touches
the clasp will die, but the wearer will not?’

Pranmore nods.

| stand up, grasping his hand. “Don’t tell Henrik.Please.”



| know exactly what that fool man would do.

“Don’'t tell Henrik what?’ the commander asks as he appears in the doorway.

“Nothing,” | say quickly, shooting Pranmore a stern look. “Nothing.”

“It's about the necklaces, isn't it?” Henrik asks, looking exhausted. “Lawrence
already said Pranmore doesn’t want me to know about it.”

“Why would he tell you that?’ | exclaim.

Lawrence joins us in the hall, looking like a tired monarch. “Because Henrik should
make the choice, not us.”

* % %

The day has been long,and now we gather in Audra and Ayan’'s quarters.
Bartholomew has joined us as well. He sits next to me, looking overwhelmed by
today’ s events.

| stare at my clasped hands as Pranmore explains the process of removing the
necklace, refusing to look at Henrik.

“S0, you see, it's not a solution at al,” Pranmore finishes. “No matter how we tackle
it, someone will die.”

“Can’t you ward the person removing the necklace aswell?’” Audra asks desperately.

“1 can, but the magic has to go somewhere. If unable to find a path to flow through, it
would likely break both of the wards and kill the wearer and the person working the

clasp.



“No,” | say, growing angry. “| don’t accept it.”

“What don’'t you accept?’ Pranmore says, sounding less patient than usual.

“This can’t be the only way.”

“She’sright,” Ayan says. “Thisisn’'t asolution.”

“What do you expect me to do?’ Pranmore asks. “I’ve stared at the necklace for
months.”

“So you're saying we should just give up?’ | demand. “Henrik should sacrifice
himself to save his sister?’

“That is most certainly not what I’'m saying,” Pranmore responds hotly. “For now, |
believe we should leave the necklace be and focus on the source of the spell.”
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“You mean Camellia,” Bartholomew says when none of the rest of us dare.

“Now that Hellebore has died, it's possible she’'s had a change of heart.” Quickly, he
adds, “Clover, let mefinish.”

| clamp my mouth shut, glaring at the elf even though I’m not truly upset with him.
But he'safool if he thinks Camelliawas innocent in Hellebore' s plot.

“She’s been orphaned,” Pranmore continues, “bereft of her mentor, and is likely
realizing she’'s in over her head. Lawrence, if you're willing to call atruce, | believe

she might turn from her dark magic.”

“It's a nice thought, Pranmore,” Lawrence says skeptically, “but Camellia isn’'t as
innocent in all thisas you believe.”

| nod, thankful he took my side.

“And too many have died cruelly at her hands to simply excuse her of her crimes,”
Audra argues.

“l understand that,” Pranmore says gently. “But this is a political situation. If it
prevents more deaths, isit worth offering forgiveness? If it frees your mother?’

Pain crosses Audra’ s face, and she looks down at her lap.

“Thisisaturning point in Camellia’ s life,” Pranmore argues. “A chance to bring her
back from the edge of darkness. Shouldn’t we at least try?”’



“How do you propose we go about it?" Ayan asks. “And what do we do about
Ferradelle? The elves aren't likely going to allow her to keep the dukedom.”

“Ferradelle belongs to you,” Audra says vehemently.

Ayan smiles. “And while I'm excited at the prospect, I’'m not certain Camellia is
going to go quietly when we oust her from her ill-won throne.”

“The first step is talking to Camellia,” Pranmore reasons. “Let’s find out what the
princess truly wants.”

“Who's going to go to her?’” Audra asks, her eyes straying to Lawrence.

“1 nominate Henrik,” Lawrence says. “He' s the only person shetruly likes.”

But Henrik sitslike a statue, arms folded and tense, jaw clenched and eyes hard.

“What is it?" Pranmore asks, also startled by the dark expression that graces the
commander’ s face.

Henrik suddenly rises and heads for the door. “Choose someone else to make peace
with Camellia. | cannot.”

He strides into the hall, practically slamming the door behind him.
“What was that?’ Bartholomew asks, looking alittle like a spooked puppy.
“Camellia has manipulated, mentally tortured, and humiliated Henrik every chance

she’'s been given,” Audra says quietly. “It’s too much to ask him to extend the olive
branch.”



Pranmore finds a chair and sits, steepling his hands in front of him and resting his
forehead on his fingertips.

“I’ll talk to him,” Lawrence says heavily, aready rising.

“Should | come with you?’ | ask.

He studies me with afrown. “Not thistime.”

26

HENRIK

Lawrence finds me in the garden, in the overgrown section that seems to draw me.
Maybe | feel a connection with the broken, weathered fountain.

He sits on the ledge, studying me in the waning light as | stare at the dead leaves and
dirt in the basin. After several minutes, he says, “We should repair this.”
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“What’ s the point?
Lawrence shrugs, “If we can fix something, shouldn’t we?’

Angry, | look back at him. “Do you honestly believe Camelliawill turn from her dark
magic and allow you to lead her back into her place like alamb?’

“No.” Lawrence rolls his eyes at the thought. “But | believe she can be bought. Find
out what she wants so we can placate her. She's wicked, but she's not stupid.
Pranmore's suggestion is generous, and the women she’'s snared need to be our
priority.”

| think of Brielle's screams, torn between justice and my sister’s freedom.

Lawrence stands, stepping in front of me and suddenly looking very much like a king.
“If you pull this off, I will give you your seal.”

Perhaps | should feel joy or relief—my life’'s goal isfinally within my grasp.
But instead, | feel nothing.
“Henrik,” Lawrence says solemnly. “If you pull this off, I'll give you Clover.”

| meet his eyes, irritated he's bringing her into this. “You realize she's already mine,
don’t you?’

Lawrence grins, clasping my shoulder. “Her heart, perhaps, but | hold her hand. If



you want it, convince Camellia to retract the magic from the necklaces. Then | will
give the two of you my royal blessing. I'll even stand at your wedding, posing as your
friend since you have none.”
“I’m going to hold you to it.”

Lawrence takes a step back and extends his hand. “Y ou have my word.”

| stare at him for several seconds, and then | clasp his hand, sealing the agreement.

When there’sno answer at Camellia’'s bedchamber door, | glance at the princess's
ladies. “Are you sure she'sin there?’

Lily clasps her hands at her waist. “ She hasn’t left her room all day, and she's refused
food and company.”

“Has anyone gone in to check on her?’

“We haven't dared,” Dahliawhispers.

Nodding, | step inside, closing the door behind me.

| fumble through the dark, searching for the lamp. When | locate it and spark the
flame, Camellia groans from atop her bed and rolls away from the light.

“What timeisit?’ she asks groggily.

“After eight. Have you been in bed all day?’



She makes a noncommittal noise, amost as if she doesn’t want to admit it.

“There will be a small funeral held for Mairea tomorrow,” | tell her, sitting in a
nearby chair that faces the bed.

Camellia sits up. She still wears the same nightgown as before, and the fabric is
wrinkled. Her golden waves are ariot of tangles, and her eyes are puffy from crying.

She was closer to Hellebore than | would have ever guessed.

“Lawrence is giving her afuneral?’ Camellia asks, narrowing her eyes. “Why would
he do that? By now, he must know the things she plotted. If you didn't tell him,
surely the Woodmore did.”

“He knows,” | say heavily, hating my task more than any other I’ ve been given.

“Then why?’
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| hesitate. The unspoken words are bitter in my mouth. “Y our brother wants to call a
truce.”

“A truce?’ Camellia asks, startled.

“Mairea is gone, and you know as well as | do how unstable tambrel stones are. If
you continue to use your magic, you will bear theill effects.”

“My brother thinks I’m that vain?’

“You're very beautiful, Camellia,” | say, playing to her ego. “It would be a shame to
destroy yourself to continue someone else’s plot for revenge.”

She watches me, looking wary of the compliment but affected by it all the same.
Encouraged, | continue, “ Abandon the dark arts, retract the magic from the necklaces,
and Lawrence will forgive your crimes. Y ou could step out from under its oppressive
weight and move on, choosing whatever path you wish.”

“No one would be foolish enough to make that deal,” she argues.

“Then perhaps you best accept it before he retracts the offer.”

Feeling her wavering, | knedl in front of Camellia, taking her hand and hating the

man |’ ve become. Quietly, | say, “Aren’t you exhausted, Y our Highness? Tired of the
fight and this lonely existence? | know you are—I’ ve seen it on your face.”



She pulls her hand away, her eyes flashing. “Do you think | can be so easily swayed
with soft words? That | don’t see your attempts to manipulate me?’

| give her awry look. “Y ou would certainly recognize that scheme, but you’ re wrong.
| ssmply want to believe the princess | once swore allegiance to is still in there. That
this wicked woman you’ ve become is afacade, as easily removed as it was to slip on.
| want to respect you again, Camellia. | want to take pride in the fact that | serve you.
If not for yourself, do it forme.”

She focuses on me, her eyes softening. “If | agree and remove the necklaces, | want
something in return.”

“Lawrence has offered you more than you deserve,” | point out, impatience souring
my tone.

She shakes her head. “ Thisisn’t something Lawrence can give me.”

Dread overtakes me. “What isit?’

“l want you to step aside so Lawrence may marry Clover. If I'm going to sacrifice
everything I’ve worked for, then you must as well. Show me you're serious about
this—show me | have someone on my side.”

| stare at Camellia, breathing hard.

She leans forward, pulling my dagger from its sheath. Quietly, without the taunting
tone I’ ve become so used to, she says, “Or you could kill me now and be done with

it.”

“Why are you so eager to die?’ | demand.



A tear rolls down her pale cheek, glistening in the lamplight. “Because | have nothing
to livefor.”

She leans forward, clutching my tunic as she cries against me. “The one person who |
thought loved me threw me away in the end. Without you, | have nothing and no

one.

| freeze, refusing to offer comfort.

“Please, Henrik. I'll free your sister,” she begs, her eyes swimming with tears. “I’ll
turn away from the magic. Just choose me. Don’t leave me alone.”

“How can | forgive you?’ | say quietly. “After what you' ve done to my family and
me, how could | give myself to you as you want?’

Camellia pulls back, wiping her face with her fingertips. Dropping her eyes, she says,
“I don’t know.”

“Apologize,” | command.

Her eyesfly to mine, hopeful enough | nearly abandon my assignment.

But my resolveisgreat. | would die to protect my sister; | would lay my life down for
my kingdom. Thisis no different, though my suffering will be long.

It's politics, as Pranmore said. There will be casualties. Better me than Brielle or
Clover.
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“Apologize,” | repeat coldly, “and | will think about it.”
“Truly?’ she whispers. “Henrik, I'm sorry. I’m so sorry—"

“But if | agree to your terms, youwillretract your magic from the necklaces before we
marry.”

“1 will,” she promises, dropping to the floor beside me. “I swear | will—just as soon
as Lawrence and Clover exchange their vows.”

“You'll give up sorcery.”

She hesitates, but then she nods. “All right.”

“And you will give Ferradelle back to the elves.”

Aghast at the idea, she says, “Why?’

“Because it’s what Mairea would have wanted—to see the dukedom go to her son.”

“Fine,” she agrees on a hiss. “But do not take this show of devotion lightly. I'm
willing to give up everything for you.”

Soamll.

| stand, needing to get away. “I’ll give you my answer in the morning.”



“Where are you going?’ she asks, reaching for me as | leave.

“1I"m not sleeping on the floor like your dog again tonight.”

“Henrik!”

| close the door, not interested in whatever she hasto say.

27

CLOVER

“Duchess Alousia wanted to talk to you about the bridal tea,” Calla says as she and
Barret escort me from the dining hall. “It’s been so pleasant lately; she's thinking of

holding it outside. She was hoping to meet with you this evening to discussit.”

My ladies don’t know all that’s happened in the last twenty-four hours. They don’t
realize we're on the precipice of change—good or bad.

Call me pessimistic, but I'm inclined to think it’s bad.

“Go for me—tell her it's fing” | say, my mind on Henrik. Though Lawrence
returned, the commander wasn’t at dinner. Neither was Camellia

Rumors have spread that the princess spent the day locked up in her quarters, but no
one knows why.

“Clover, | can’t go inyour place,” Callachides. “Y ou know that.”

“Then tell her I'll meet her tomorrow. Would that be all right?’



“| suppose—"

“Good, why don’t you and Barret go now so she’s not waiting long.”

“We can't leave you alone.” She glances behind us and then whispers, “It’ s not safe.”

“It’s fine. Camellia has been preoccupied all day anyway. | doubt she's prowling the
halls now, hoping to take revenge on me.”

Calla crosses her arms, looking torn. But finally, she givesin. “Fine, we'll go—but
you must promise to head straight to your room.”
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“Calla,” Barret protests.

She takes his arm, shaking her head. They share a silent conversation, and when
Barret relents, | know Calla has won.

“Go right to your room, al right?’ Calla commands. “I mean it—don’t try to find
Henrik.”

With aheavy sigh, | nod and keep walking.
But | pause in the hall once I'm aone, feeling like the heaviness in my heart has
traveled into my limbs and stomach. Camellia doesn’'t deserve a pardon—not that

she'll agreeto it anyway.

And she certainly won't remove the necklaces, not when they’re her only protection.
But if we can’'t remove them, Henrik will be chained to her forever.

Or he'll sacrifice himself to free his sister.
| draw in a shuddering breath, realizing I’ ve felt this hopelessness for so long, it's
become a familiar companion. Though the raw ache is sometimes more prominent

than others, it’s always in the back of my mind.

“Your Highness,” Palmer says when | reach my door, the guard standing in his usual
post. “Where are your ladies? And your knight?’

“1 sent them away.”



“But HisMgjesty said you weren't supposed to—"

| offer him aweak smile. “I won't tell if you don’t.”

With a displeased sigh, Palmer opens the door. “If you need anything, please tell me.
I’m here for the night watch.”

“Thank you, Palmer.”

He closes the door behind me, leaving me alone. Lamps burn in the entertaining area,
and alow fire crackles in the hearth to ward off the chill of the spring evening. | pass
it without pausing, stepping out of my silken court slippers as | walk, not bothering to
pick them up.

As soon as | reach my bedchamber, | fall onto the bed, stomach first, letting the
coverlet press into my face and breathing in the familiar fragrance of the castle’'s
laundry soap. It smellsfaintly of lavender and violets, fresh and pleasant. But even its
cheerful scent isno match for my sullen mood.

“Henrik,” | moan softly, the commander’ s name muffled by the fabric.

The bed shifts as someone sits next to me, and | let out a startled scream as | turn
toward the intruder. | clutch a hand over my frantically beating heart, letting out a
great huff when it's Henrik’s eyes | meet. Leaning forward, | swat his arm. “You

scared me half to death.”

The commander holds afinger to hislips and whispers, “You're too loud. Y our guard
will come to check on you if you don’t keep your voice down.”

“What are you doing here?’



Henrik sits on the edge of the bed, studying me with a sorrowful sort of smile that
makes me nervous. | push myself up, crossing my legs and yanking at my gown’'s
skirts when they catch underneath me. “Howare you here?”’

Before Henrik can answer, there’s an urgent knock at my inner bedchamber door.
“Princess!”

“I'mfine,” | call to Palmer, my voice strained. “I...”

| flash Henrik a helpless |ook.

“You tripped,” he suggests at a bare whisper.

“He'll never believethat!” | hiss.

The commander widens his eyes, wordlessly telling me if | can come up with
something better, | best do it quickly.

Cringing, | reluctantly say, “I...tripped.”

| shift myself in front of Henrik, standing on my knees, prepared to use my body to
hide him if needed. Granted, it’s not the best plan, but it’s the only one | have.

“Youtripped, Your Highness?” Palmer asks.
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| wince, flashing Henrik alook over my shoulder. “ That’ s right.”

There's a heavy pause outside the door, and then the guard laughs. “Perhaps if you
didn’t leave your things strewn about...”

He must be referring to my dlippers. | roll my eyes, but I’m thankful he believes me.
“Y ou may go now, Palmer.”

His voice grows distant as he walks away. “Yes, Y our Highness. Sleep well.”
| sag with relief and gulp in several deep breaths.

“What exactly are you doing?’ Henrik asks, amused.

When | look at him, he gestures to my awkward position.

“l was going to hide you.”

He replies with alopsided grin that makes my insides melt. “Did you think that would
work?’

Instead of answering, | push myself up and turn the door lock. Then | turn back to
Henrik, clasping my hands at my waist to keep them from trembling. “Did you talk to
Camellia?’

Henrik rises from the edge of the bed, just as handsome as ever. A knight in
appearance if not title. “Let’s not talk about her right now.”



He pausesin front of me, close enough to touch. Close enough to kiss.

Henrik sets his hand on my neck, caressing my jaw with his thumb. My heart races,
and my mouth goes dry. | have no idea what’s gotten into him, but | don’'t dare risk
ruining the moment by asking.

| sigh at his gentle touch, realizing we are truly alone for the first timein far too long.

As he studies me, Henrik quietly says, “You have a habit of making me doubt
myself.”

| memorize every line and angle of his face, loving every inch of him. But he looks as
tired as| feel.

“What does that mean?’ | set my hands on the sides of his trim waist, needing to
touch him as much as | need to be touched.

Sighing, he leansin. “| came to give you and Lawrence my blessing—to set you free
from any promises that are binding your heart and making your path difficult.”

“What happened?’ | demand, craning my neck to look up at him. “What did Camellia
say? Tell me.”

“1 told you—I don’t want to talk about her right now.”

Before | can shove him away and demand answers, Henrik steps in even closer,
pressing our bodies flush and resting his forearms on the door on either side of my
head. “| told myself | could let you go, but then the first word that passed your lips

when you were alone was my name.”

My mind goes blank as | process his words and this sudden nearness. Pushing aside



my questions, | focus on this moment, reveling in the delicious weight of him as he
pins me to the door.

Every fiber of my being wants this man, but | draw in a shaky breath to control
myself. “If your name is so powerful, you should know it was on my lips every day
we were apart. There wasn't aday that | didn’t wish you were here.”

Wrapping his arms around my back, Henrik tugs me away from the door and into
him, wrapping himself around me. He's upset—I can feel it in the tense hardness of
his muscles and the strange way he talks like we'll never see each other again.

And that makes me very nervous.

“You have to tell me what’s happened,” | beg, holding him tightly.

“Camellia agreed to retract her magic from the necklaces.”

“What?’ | rear back, not believing it for one moment. “It'salie.”

“And to abandon her dark magic and leave the dukedom.”

Getting angry, | say, “Henrik, there’ s no way you believe her—"
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“But she made an additional term.”

Histoneisoff and cool...and | don’t like it one bit.

“What?’ | ask hesitantly.

“Y ou have to marry Lawrence, and |...have to remain by her side.”

| curse out loud, saying somethingveryunladylike, startling Henrik so much he almost
smiles.

“Absolutely not,” | snarl. “No.”
| push out of hisarms, angry enough | want to smack him for being so gullible.

“She said she'll remove the necklaces as soon as you and Lawrence exchange your
vows,” he says.

| whip back to look at him and say again, “ She’ dying.”

The commander pins me with his gaze, looking resigned. “I don’t think she is this
time, and what choice do we have but to believe her? Y ou heard Pranmore. There's
no way to remove the necklaces.”

“We'll find away.”

“Clover—"



“Stop!” Angry, terrified tears well in my eyes. “I won't hear it, Henrik. | will not
throw away our lives becauseCamelliamade a promise.”

“Marriages are often arranged for political gain. This is no different, Clover. We
knew from the beginning we were destined to walk different paths.”

“It’ s not right.”

“Itiswhat itis,” he argues. “Right or wrong, fair or not.”

Suddenly, the fight leaves me. “Will you give up so easily then?’

Turning to leave, he says, “Thereis no part of thisthat’s easy.”

My chin wobbles as | watch the commander stride to the door. He'll cause Palmer to

have heart failure if he walks out now, but he's not in the mood to care, and frankly,

neither am I.

| wait for him to turn around, to tell me we'll figure something out.

But he doesn't.

When | realize he truly meansto leave, | step forward. “Henrik!”

His name passes my lips before my pride has a chance to stop it. The commander
pauses, his hand on the doorknob, preparing to leave.

Slowly, he looks back over his shoulder. Our eyes meet and hold, and my heart
pinches painfully.

“Please don’'t go—not like this,” | whisper.



| fully expect him to walk out the door and leave me drowning in a pool of my own
tears, but instead...he turns around.

| hold my breath, waiting.

Without a word, Henrik crosses the room and pulls me into a crushing embrace.
Roughly, he says, “I’m doing this for you—don’t you realize that? For your future, so
you can live in a kingdom that’s not torn apart by war. You have no idea what |
would sacrifice for you, Clover.”

“But | just want you,” | say on a sob.

He tilts my head up, looking like a man about to go to the gallows. Like a vow, he
says, “I’m yours until morning.”
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“Henrik—"

He kisses me, cutting me off, and | wrap my hands in his tunic and tug him as close
as| am able. It'safrantic kiss, desperate and heartbroken.

We spend the night together, clinging to each other, vowing our devotion. If he were
any other man, he would likely take advantage of the situation and my heartbreak.
But he's Henrik.

He' s noble.

He's chivalrous.

And when we wake in the morning, wrapped in each other’s arms, greeted by the
light of pre-dawn, there are no regrets between us. No awkward moment where we

guestion our decisions.

Only the memory of this time we spent together, sharing nothing but sweet, desperate
kisses, wishing the night could have lasted forever.

28
HENRIK
| return to Camelliajust after dawn, resigned to my fate.

The elven guards don’'t question my morning arrival, and the sitting room is quiet.



Walking through the princess's bedchamber door, | find her awake, staring at the
wall.

She glances over when | enter, looking like she’'s cried all night.

“Where were you?’ she demands.

| step in front of her, hating her alittle more each day. “I’ ve made my decision.”
Something vulnerable flashes across her face. She watches me, waiting for my
answer, her mouth pressed into a tight line. She looks even more ghostly in the light
of early morning. Her grief has stolen the color from her cheeks and lips and left her
eyes lifeless.

“1 accept your terms,” | say.

Surprise overtakes Camellia sface. Quietly, she says, “Truly?’

| give her atight nod.

“You'll choose me?’ she questions asif skeptical.

“Yes—but only if you uphold your end of the bargain. You'll free the women, you'll
give up your magic, and you' |l break ties with Ferradelle.”

Nodding, she reachesfor me. “I will.”

| step back, evading her. “We're not together—not yet. Not until you remove the
necklaces.”

Anger sharpens her features. “I won't remove the necklaces until Clover and
Lawrence are married.”



“Very well.”

| feel like I’ ve signed my own death sentence.

“We'll be happy together,” Camellia promises listlessly, looking down at her hands.
“Eventually, you'll cometo love me as much as | love you.”

The princess is acting strangely, more reserved than usual—melancholy even.

| expected her to revel in her victory.

My eyesfollow hers, and | frown at her palm. It’s wrapped in white gauze.

“1 didn’t notice the bandage last night,” | say.

Camellia looks at her hand, and an embarrassed smile flits over her face. “Oh, this?
It's silly. | became hungry in the middle of the night, and | snuck down to the
kitchens.”

“What happened?’

“Nothing, really.” Camellia looks up, meeting my eyes as she gives me a dismissive
smile. “I merely cut my hand while | was slicing an apple.”

* % %

To be continued...



