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Kamryn stood on the edge of the grassy field where Ferne had saved her barely the month before from being killed in one-on-one combat by Captain Delaney. What a sorrowful day that had been, forced to slay her friends and her mentor, and all for the sake of Salia. Kamryn knew she wasn’t a perfect woman, and if she was honest with herself, she had felt a little bitter toward Salia after the fight in the fields outside Toadfen. Many of her friends were now dead and at her hand, and all because she sought to secure Salia’s freedom. And while she lay there bleeding out on the battlefield, Salia was off making love to Fara and not thinking of her at all! 

Deep down, Kamryn knew her suspicions were nonsense, that Salia had worried for her, that Kamryn was responsible for her own life and had chosen of her own freewill to flee her vows and turn her back on Vallor. However, the irrational, emotional part of her still blamed Salia. It had been so easy, as a result, to lay with Serime and then to lay with Eryet. It had been almost too easy.  

Now Kamryn was back in the same field, only Fara and Salia were with her, and it felt good not to stand there alone. In truth, she hated fighting alone, for when she was alone, death always seemed so certain. It unsettled her to know she might have met Idet in Heaven's fields long before Salia had it not been for Ferne.

Standing in the center of the field, waiting grimly for their approach, was a handful of Queen Rhian’s knights. They stood in a line, in golden armor, helms on their heads, long ponytails and braids lifting in the night breeze. They gleamed in the moonlight, and they were standing so still, the effect was unsettling, made them seem otherworldly, like ghosts waiting. Kamryn knew with much sorrow that the women would be ghosts soon should they challenge the Broin sisters and Princess Salia, warrior princess of Vallor, descendant of the gods. They did not stand a chance. Why were there so few of them? Were they mad to present so hopeless a challenge?

There were only six or seven knights, a small group, likely sent forth by Queen Rhian to confront the Broin sisters directly with some message, for if the queen was clever – and was truly intent on killing the Broin sisters—she would have sent an entire company, and the queen was clever. Regardless, she would have only sent the best, and indeed, Kamryn recognized some of the knights merely by their faces, while others she knew by name and had trained with at the academy. 

There was Erin, one of Kamryn’s best friends, a blonde woman with hard gray eyes who’d spent her early years as a kitchen wench for some lord before being sold off to the queen’s guard by her master. Only nobility could be knighted and attend the academy, but the queen had made an exception for Erin, the knight who came from nothing. 

Erin met eyes with Kamryn, and Kamryn was stung by how cold and dismissive her gaze was. But she wasn’t surprised: Erin had always taken her knightly vows seriously and would not have approved of Kamryn and Fara fleeing Breestone. Still, it hurt to see nothing of familiarity and friendship in Erin’s eyes. Such cold dismissal was painful. Kamryn stared a bit longer, silently pleading for recognition, but Erin’s gray eyes remained hard steel, and Kamryn unhappily looked away. 

To Kamryn’s despair, she recognized Mona, another blonde whose hair was a mass of curly ringlets, like a pretty doll. Kamryn and Mona had nearly fallen in love, but they had never truly devoted themselves to each other. Among the queen’s guard, it was forbidden, for it would distract the knights from their duties. And so, for years, they had bedded each other in secret, only to eventually drift apart when suspicion and hatred threatened their livelihoods. Now they must meet in battle as foes.

Mona’s regretful blue eyes found Kamryn’s, and she managed a very small, sad smile that no one else seemed to notice. Kamryn smiled discreetly in return.

Kamryn felt badly for Mona. The curly-haired knight would have heard that Kamryn was now devoted to Salia. How terrible for her to be there, witnessing it firsthand. She had loved Kamryn greatly, though Kamryn hadn’t felt the same. Mostly, Kamryn just enjoyed the steamy, unending sex in dark corners. Poor Mona that she must be here now as Kamryn’s enemy.

But the worst was yet to come, for Kamryn soon realized that the tallest among the queen’s knights was Deirdre. Kamryn’s heart burned with hatred as she looked upon the big knight. The redhead stood at the center of the line of knights, gold gauntlet on her sword hilt. To Kamryn’s horror, Dierdre was wearing the helm of the knight captain. Kamryn and Fara exchanged grim looks, and Kamryn felt sorry for the knight recruits back at the academy. Dierdre was the biggest ass in all of Vallor and surely would have made them miserable. Kamryn decided in that moment to do the recruits a favor and cut Dierdre’s head off. She went to pull her sword, but Fara reached out and stopped her, her blue eyes burning as she gazed upon Dierdre.

“Not yet,” Fara said in a low voice. “They have surely come with a message. I would hear it first, then we slay them.” 

Kamryn’s lips tightened, but she roughly shoved her sword back in its sheath. 

Kamryn, Fara, and Salia approached the solemn line of golden knights and stood facing them in the tall grass. The deep green grass was almost dark blue beneath the moonlight, bending gently in the breeze, rustling softly, and the breeze carried with it the sweet scent of Toadfen’s flowers. Such a calm, almost romantically beautiful night, Kamryn observed, and yet there they stood beneath the full moon, ready to slay each other.

“Ready yourselves, daughters of House Broin. The queen has sent us to slay you,” Deirde announced, smiling nastily, “and bring the princess to her alive.”

Salia stiffened indignantly. “Do not speak of me as if I were not present, beast,” she warned Deirdre, and Kamryn held back a chuckle when the big redhead blushed a little and her knights snickered. Even serious Erin was trying not to laugh.

Deirdre blinked awkwardly, “Your highness, I have ord-ders—”

“From my mother the queen, yes,” Salia said briskly over her, “but I am still your princess, and I will tell you this: if Kamryn and Fara are slain, I shall never forgive my mother,” she drew her sword and stood in fight stance, “nor will I go with you quietly.”

Deirdre and her knights went still as the prospect of facing Salia in battle settled uncomfortably over them. All of them would have heard the stories of how the princess slew Prince Amer and massacred his camp, before fighting her way through Mistmoor, of all places. If they faced her in battle, they would be slain, and none of them wanted the shame of being felled by their own princess. They looked to Deirdre for an answer, and Kamryn was amused to see the panic in their eyes.

“We cannot take
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