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  Chapter One
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She had nothing to be nervous about. 
Kambry paced before the door of her chambers, her long brown hair tickling her arms as she turned. She took her thick hair in her hands and braided it thoughtfully before laying it over one shoulder. She made herself to sit on the cream-colored couch and confirm it would force the sitter to face the chair a couple paces away. 
Her stillness lasted only a moment. She tugged at the strap that secured the leather scabbard to the back of her right hand. Twice she lifted the hidden cavity in the leather and watched the slim, jeweled queen’s knife handle slide into view. Sybil would arrive soon. She pressed the tiny blade back into the scabbard. She really needed to stop playing with the thing.
Kambry stood and paced again, tugging at the wrist strap, her hair slowly unraveling.
The firm knock on her door stopped her midstep, and she turned to face the entrance. After smoothing the fabric of her dress with damp palms, she said, “Come in,” laced her fingers together at her waistline and lifted her chin.
Guardsman Drew opened the door, his round face coming into view and intent on her own. Sybil stood behind him, her uniform dress in the old green and purple Kavin colors, pressed sharp to go with her stern figure. They may be new colors for her uniform, but she was in her established no-nonsense stance. As usual, the gray-streaked mess of a bun on the top of her head contrasted with her neat appearance. 
“The sybil is here as you requested, Miss do Brode,” Drew said.
“Thank you, Guard Drew.” Kambry nodded at him before giving the seer a steady gaze. “Please, enter, Sybil. There isn’t much time, and we have a lot to cover.”
Sybil nodded, her bun bobbing off beat, as if it was slow to catch up with her actions. When Drew stepped aside, she marched in, sitting immediately on the cream-colored couch. The door latched shut behind her, and they were alone.
Kambry narrowed her eyes. In fewer than three hours, they would crown her queen. Should her sybil be sitting in her presence without permission? She would have to consult Lady Laurents on the etiquette of such things. She stared at Sybil. Let her decide what she should do. 
Sybil rose, shoulders straight, and placed her hands behind her back. Even her bun seemed to straighten.
Kambry sat down on the satin chair she had placed to face the couch. She dipped her chin, and Sybil sat again, her lips twitching.
Was she amused by Kambry’s demand for respect?
“How can I help you, Miss do Brode?”
“I would like you to listen to me.”
Sybil gave her an attentive gaze, and Kambry tried not to fidget. This wasn’t easy, but she needed to set the precedent. Sybil had manipulated her and had been overly selective with her information. It had been appropriate when Kambry had first arrived, innocent of the intrigue and dangers of being a gullible plant selected by Prince Russal to ferret out his enemies.
But after being drawn into the conspiracy and betrothed to the prince, she should have been told the truth about her situation and how she could protect herself and the prince. Kambry allowed her annoyance to rise and thin her mouth with tension. The sense of frustration at how Sybil had finessed Kambry into specific actions and situations steadied her, and she settled her shoulders and steeled herself for what she had to say to the woman who was to inform and support her king and queen honestly and forthrightly.
“I am not comfortable with how you have withheld information, implied untruths, which I took for reliable facts, and arranged conditions to meet an ulterior plan of your own. Your actions have led me to question your appointment as sybil for Kavin leadership.”
Sybil’s stiff appearance faltered for a moment. “I have done what was necessary to protect the realm.”
“Am I queen of Kavin?” Sybil would know she was not referring to the ceremony that would commence later, of that Kambry was sure.
“Kavin has accepted you as queen.”
“An interesting way of putting it, Sybil. Do you agree with that acceptance?”
“I would not question Kavin’s choice nor our new king’s.”
“Another interesting way of answering.” Kambry leaned forward on the smooth satin cushion. “Am I your queen, Sybil? I hope that question is direct enough to receive a direct answer from you.”
Sybil was a pacer and a straightener when she needed to think or work off stress. Having to remain seated was already unsettling the woman. Kambry scrutinized her. Was Sybil uncomfortable because she didn’t believe Kambry would be a good queen, or was she feeling guilty for manipulating her future ruler?
“Miss do Brode, you have acted commendably in trying and dangerous circumstances. I approve of you very much. I regret having to force your hand to ensure the best interests of the realm based on my understanding of potential results. Had you been from Kavin, had you been educated and experienced in ways that would have prepared you to be queen, I would have acted differently.”
“My naivete made it necessary for you to be disingenuous?”
“I have been in a difficult position and had to make choices I thought my queen would expect of me, even if I undermined my trustworthiness. “
Kambry tugged at the strap at her wrist, then forced her fingers to still. Which queen was Sybil loyal to? “Who is your queen?”
Sybil’s legs tensed, as if to raise herself to stand. She crossed her ankles, her eyes focusing beyond Kambry’s shoulder. “It would be better if we had this conversation after your union with the king.”
“We’ll have it now. My first act as queen will be to discuss with Russal your continued position as sybil, so I need to know now if retaining you is the correct move.”
Sybil’s eyes trained on Kambry, the intensity enough to make Kambry concentrate her gaze.
“Queen Mya selected me,” Sybil said, naming Russal’s mother. “King Russal made it official shortly after the death of his parents. I have served Queen Mya’s intentions since, based on my understanding of how she ruled Kavin and made use of her sybil’s advice. After your dance during the Grand Review, I have been split in my loyalties, trying to meet what I believe Queen Mya would want and what would serve my new queen best. My loyalties, after the union and official crowning of queen this afternoon, will be entirely yours.”
Kambry rose to her feet and paced the room twice. She had prepared to hear Sybil was loyal to Russal or the traitorous mistress Maizalyn, but not Queen Mya and herself. She hadn’t thought even once of a continued fidelity to the murdered queen.
She faced Sybil. “What of King Russal?”
“Miss do Brode, betrothed to the king of Kavin, queens appoint sybils. She owes her loyalty only to the queen. Therefore, I answer only to my queen. This is tradition, though not public. The assumption that my loyalties lie with the direct-line ruler of Kavin is encouraged, but that is untrue. It lies with whomever is queen. I was loyal to the prince, now king, but in a manner my queen would approve.”
“You are referring to Queen Mya, not me?”
“You see my difficulty,” she said with an approving nod, seconded by her bun. “I have guided Prince Russal as my queen would have wanted me to. But once you danced with the prince and Kavin, my allegiance went to you. It has not been a simple transition, as you have not accepted the mantle of queen willingly.”
Kambry couldn’t deny the statement. She had refused to acknowledge she was the queen of Kavin. After today, that would no longer be a position she could argue. Though she still felt ill-equipped for the role, she accepted it as part and parcel of her union with Russal. So Sybil had a valid point.
Kambry sat down in the chair and folded her hands in her lap. “Perhaps specificity would help us clarify the issues I have with you. You knew Covey would be in the passages and that he would attempt to abduct me, yet you allowed my guards to believe me perfectly safe.”
“You were. You escaped just as my impression led me to believe.”
“And your impressions are always correct?”
“I have three apprentice sybils. I consult with them. If we are all in accordance, I can assume my impression is reliable.”
“So four of you knew that Covey would be in the passages?”
“And Marshal Burtram.”
“I will deal with him later.” Kambry wasn’t looking forward to that discussion. She relied on Burty, finding him one rock she could cling to when she felt insecure. That he had allowed her to come face to face with her nemesis was disconcerting. “There were four of you. You all had impressions that I would escape?”
“It doesn’t work quite that way.”
Kambry huffed. This was getting tiresome. She needed a thorough understanding of just how it all “worked” with Sybil’s access to future events. “Clarify, please.”
“Only your sybil, me actually, receives an impression.” She stopped, and Kambry leaned forward.
“There is an exception?”
“One of my apprentices gets occasional impressions. He is unique, but we believe it is because of a traumatic experience he had as a child. Only I received the impression. However, my apprentices perceive the rightness. Perhaps accuracy is a better term for my analyses. I can provide them with an interpretation and ask if they note any objection.”
“What interpretation did you supply them with?” Would an apprentice sybil be an informant for Covey?
“I stated that you would be free to roam throughout the castle without fear of attack or other dangers. I was not specific about where you would roam.”
So no possibility of an informant. “And they saw no concern for me?”
“They agreed there would be stress, but it would be short-lived, and you would be safe at all times.”
“That is a fairly accurate assessment, I suppose,” Kambry said grudgingly. “So you encouraged Marshal Burtram to expose me to this experience.”
Annoyance washed over Sybil’s face. “We discussed the matter, and Marshal Burtram stated he would suggest your senior guard Gordanza take you into the passages so you would learn more about the castle. I don’t make decisions about your safety, Miss do Brode.”
The statement that Burty had proposed setting her loose in the passages hadn’t made her happy, but Sybil’s last statement about her safety put her teeth on edge and redirected where she wanted their meeting to go. Burty had already explained that the best training required facing danger, and he was the individual to determine what she could handle. That wasn’t so with the sybil.
She stood and looked down at Sybil. “You have made decisions regarding my safety and Russal’s. You led me to believe if I left the borders of Kavin, then Kavin Wood would keep Russal from leaving as well. I believed because of your manipulation that my departure from the realm would secure the safety of both of us and result in Lady Amily’s rescue.”
“Did it not?”
“Covey kidnapped me, and a woman I have not yet identified intended to kill me or cut off my thumb to gain this ring.” She held out her hand.
Sybil exhaled a breath noisily, as if she had reason to be annoyed.
Kambry laced her hands behind her back, a finger batting at the strap. She struggled to keep from rolling her eyes at her own nervousness. She was the queen, wasn’t she? 
“You were safe. You escaped, you assisted in the rescue of Lady Amily and her children, the king came to no harm, and you all returned to Kavin, each according to my impression.”
All true. “You needn’t be smug about it, Sybil. It could have fallen out differently at any point.”
“No, it couldn’t. I warned you Covey would capture you. I told you that more than once. Your involvement resulted in the quick rescue of Lady Amily and the young heirs of Kavin, and you kept the king from leaving Kavin Wood. Had you stayed in Kavin and the prince proceeded in his plans to rescue his sister himself, he would have had to face Covey and the women that control him. You were outside Kavin Wood, captive, and that kept King Russal from leaving Kavin Wood. Hindsight is a lovely gift, but it sometimes lends itself to the belief that all would have worked out had we all just sat tight.”
Kambry paced from the door to her chair. Hindsight. How annoying. Russal hadn’t exited the tree line when Dorvea and Lessa had returned on horseback. Though there was no proof that keeping him inside Kavin Wood protected him from Covey, Kavin had refused to allow him to leave.
She had faced Covey instead with the ring and Kavin Wood magic, making it possible to force him to leave. Had that interference made the difference that kept Russal’s continued governance of the kingdom of Kavin? If Covey had them both and the ring, he might have been able to force his coup. 
Was it possible Sybil had other impressions she hadn’t shared in their entirety? “Do you know who wears the queen’s ring?”
Sybil’s face revealed a sudden understanding. “So there are two rings?”
Kambry nodded slowly, unsettled that she knew something Sybil had only suspected.
Sybil stood and took two steps and stopped. She faced Kambry. “May I walk about? It helps me think.”
“Of course, far be it from me to hamper your process.” She knew her tone was condescending, but she couldn’t keep her irritation hidden. There were just too many difficulties to face as a queen. She waved a hand. “Please, pace away, and straighten anything that moves your thoughts along.”
Sybil’s mouth fell slightly open and clamped shut. She paced with a marching step the length of Kambry’s chamber, from the glass doors of the balcony to the door that led to the castle halls. Kambry sat down and tugged at the wrist strap. She huffed. I need to break that habit.
Sybil stopped by her chair. “Two rings. One worn by a woman outside Kavin Wood. One worn by you, but yours belongs to the king.”
Kambry turned in her chair and looked up at Sybil. “Yes. But who wears the other ring? Do you know?”
“Just that she is a woman. I wasn’t sure that you and she weren’t the same. The impression is indistinct. I am never wrong when I am certain you are the focus. But there have been times I was unsure who was wearing the ring.”
“Because it wasn’t me?”
“It didn’t feel like you.”
They remained silent, one sitting stiffly, the other standing rigidly.
“I need time to unscramble my understanding. Knowing there are two rings changes the possibilities.”
“We need to talk to Russal.”
“About that, Miss do Brode. The reason I wanted to wait for this discussion until after the crowning is that King Russal must never know my loyalty is with you alone. It will be rare that what you need from me will challenge what he needs, but you will always win. It may seem unlikely now, but when you are queen, you will view the situation differently. With Marshal Burtram, the king always wins. They both understand their roles, and you must, too. It is important that you appear at all times united. A known split in the power of Kavin could cause dissension.”
Kambry stood and faced her. “I will not lie to Russal.”
“You have kept information from him before when you thought it would protect him. This is no different. In fact, it is far more necessary than any reason you held in the past. Think the implications through before you share this information. What would it add to this other woman’s strength to know the sybil is loyal to the queen only?”
She would think it through. Telling Russal was not making it public, and she knew the marshal was faithful to Russal and no one else. How could the sybil’s loyalty be any different? Except, Kambry wasn’t from Kavin and educated to be a queen. That changed the dynamics somewhat. She only had Sybil’s word that her loyalty was to the queen alone, but she would think about it before she spoke to Russal. It would have to wait until later today, as they wouldn’t see each other until the ceremony.
“You have little time to get ready for the union and your crowning,” Sybil said. “Are we finished for now?”
“For now.” Kambry caught her fingers reaching for the strap and stilled them. “I will consider what is best for Kavin before I speak to Russal.”
Sybil went to the door, her hand landing on the latch. She paused and turned. “Miss do Brode, in view of our new relationship, I do have information for you.”
Kambry leveled her gaze at Sybil. “Our relationship is still tentative.”
“Be that as it may, a woman will betray you, someone who has appeared loyal to you. I do not have details to help identify whom.”
A quick list of the women she trusted rattled through her mind: Dorvea, Lessa, Lady Laurents, Amily, Mom.... She gazed at Sybil. “I suppose that gets you off the list.”
Sybil’s mouth quirked up. “If you mean you have already lost faith in me, then that would be an accurate assessment.” Her face grew serious. “Be alert, soon-to-be-officially queen of Kavin. I cannot determine which woman, and I think that is because there is more than one.”
More than one? “You’re never easy on me, Sybil.” 
“But always loyal.”
“Hmm. Today, I will take your word for that. Will I see you at the confirmation?”
“It is part of my job description. I must approve and confirm that you offer no danger to the kingdom.” 
“I question that. I might very well offer danger.” 
Sybil’s fingers pattered on the latch handle. “My impressions do not support that, Your Highness. You are the reason for all the good that has come to Kavin in these months since your arrival. I will focus my attention on figuring out who the woman is or who they are as quickly as I can.”
“Do you argue that I have brought no danger to Kavin?”
“No danger of your own intention.”
“Ah, well, that we can agree on. At least, it is only women I must worry about.”
“Covey, this brother he claims, those who support him. My queen, I didn’t feel the need to point out there are an abundance of men to be watchful of.” 
Kambry sighed and shook her head. “Always assume you must point things out to me.”
Turning away from the door, Sybil faced Kambry and raised her chin. “There is something else. I think you may already know it, but as you say, you wish me to point out everything.”
“Go ahead.”
“You are aware of Kavin’s ambivalence?”
“Ambivalence?” How can magic be ambivalent?
Sybil lowered the volume of her voice. “That may not be the best word choice, but Kavin has given me reason to see Felip Covey in a different light.”
Kambry stepped close, whispering. “Describe this light.”
“Even small decisions change possibilities.”
“What possibilities have changed?”
“A decision he has made—don’t ask me what it is, I don’t know—has shifted the line.”
“What line?” Kambry demanded.
“Whose side he is on?”
“I don’t understand.”
Sybil lay her hand on Kambry’s tight forearm. “Kambry do Brode, Felip Covey may be on your side of a choice you will make. Until then, it is important Russal and Felip not face each other. Keep them apart.”
“Why?”
“So you can make the right decision.”
“What is the choice?”
“I don’t know.”
“Why shouldn’t they meet?”
“They should, just not soon. If you can, keep them away from each other.”
Kambry strode away, stopping near the foot of the lounge. She closed her eyes. Keep Covey and Russal apart. What would that entail? Stepping between them, hiding Russal. She tensed. Hiding Felip Covey from Russal?
“Are you certain?” Kambry hesitated. “What you ask could be difficult.”
“It is an interpretation. But I think it is accurate.”
“You’ve confirmed it with your apprentices?”
“Yes.”
Usually, a single-word answer always carried a certainty to it. Sybil looked certain, but in that single word, a subtle indecision fluttered. “I think you should leave. If there is more to tell me, save it for tomorrow.”
Sybil nodded and held her head down for an extended moment. 
Kambry suspected it was a gesture of respect and accepted it. “I will see you later, Sybil.”
The door had not latched behind the sybil before the sound was lost in the rustle of a dress and the tap of a cane. Kambry spun about, surprise tightening her shoulders.
Lady Laurents entered the room from the empty bedroom beside Kambry’s. “You handled that well for your first time, but you really must stop tugging on that leather brace.” She pointed her cane at Kambry like a long admonishing finger. “It reveals your nervousness. Perhaps you shouldn’t wear that ornament. It’s rather plain for a queen, anyway.”
In her intense observation of Sybil, Kambry had forgotten the woman was watching from her brother’s room. How much did she hear? Hopefully not the last part. Or the first part. She clenched her jaw, forced herself to relax, and covered her concerns with a stern rebuff. “I will work on breaking the habit, but the ornament stays, Lady Laurents.”
Lady Laurents smiled approvingly, leaned on her cane and stepped forward, revealing the slightest stiffness in her step. “Very good, Miss do Brode. Do you trust me? Perhaps I am the woman who betrays you.”
So she heard that part. Kambry’s shoulders drooped.  “Are you good at keeping your silence, Lady Laurents?”
“The loyalty issue? It is safe with me. I’ve always held Kavin’s security paramount. Why else would I saddle myself with the training of a new queen?” Lady Laurents tapped her cane. “I was Queen Mya’s confidant, and I pay attention.” She strolled across the room and opened the balcony doors. The golden light made her intricate arrangement of white hair brighten.
Turning from the balcony, Lady Laurents said, “I agree with Sybil. It would be best if we kept her loyalty to you secret.”
Kambry grimaced. “So you believe she is loyal even though she put me in danger?”
“Sybil knew you were going to thwart Covey.” Lady Laurents gazed out at the balcony and sighed. “Being queen puts one in danger.”
“I worry she did not expect Covey having someone else with him. It surprised her to learn about that addition to my challenge. It could have gone differently.”
Lady Laurents huffed. “Have you discussed this with Russal?”
“He said it was not unlike his sword training. He often suffered cuts as he gained in proficiency.”
“The marshal’s job was to make sure the crown prince was ready each time he raised the level of attack. Russal’s explanation is valid.” 
“Russal said he was always having to dig deeper to meet the new strategy.” Kambry’s voice fell in volume as she made a connection. “As soon as he gained some proficiency in a technique, he was having to use it at a level he hadn’t thought he could rise to. My skills were just up for the challenge.”
“They pushed you to be better than you knew. Russal accepts this.”
“Oh, I didn’t say he was okay with it. He understood the logic they were using, but he was still furious.”
“That’s how it is when you love someone,” Lady Laurents said. She had stepped up to the table and was pulling out, one by one, Kambry’s drawings. “You gave a set of these to Amily.”
“Don’t change the subject.”
“Kambry, parents, lovers, spouses, and dear friends want us to grow into our best selves.” She let the sheet she held drop and faced Kambry. “They understand it means we have to suffer and learn from mistakes and tragedy and through success, but they wish we didn’t have to, and if they can, they will intervene to save us from going through those struggles.” She tucked the pictures back into the folder. “Russal would have kept you from having that experience out of love and selfishness, even knowing you had to go through them.
“Fortunately, he wasn’t there to interfere.” Lady Laurents slid the envelope aside, turning to face Kambry. “So when you actually had to face Felip Covey, you had the confidence to get yourself out. Have you even considered that you escaped him with no one’s assistance? You drove him out of Kavin. You pulled magic from Kavin you didn’t know you had.”
Kambry crossed her arms. She was not ready to admit that her experience in the passages had improved her chances for when she faced Covey later at the border of Kavin.
Lady Laurents raised a corner of her mouth, and Kambry was certain she knew exactly what Kambry was thinking. “You escaped him the first time by acting immediately. You escaped him again because you had done it once before. Would the Kambry do Brode who asked for Kavin Wood to take her in have thought she would be victorious in such a situation?”
“I never asked Kavin to take me in. My brother’s friends said the chant.”
Lady Laurents shook her head. “I know who spoke the chant. But Kavin knew you needed to escape. Russal can open the path, just as you now know you can. But only Kavin can identify the need for help. Did it not help you leave when Covey stole you from Russal at the Grand Review?”
“I asked it to.”
“Russal must have told you no one goes home from Kavin, but you did.”
“Let’s go back to talking about Sybil.”
Lady Laurents exhaled, sounding like a snort trying hard not to be a chuckle.
Kambry eyed her suspiciously.
“As you wish. Trust Sybil. She is trying her best under difficult circumstances. She has a very green queen.”
It was Kambry’s turn to strangle a laugh. Green was indeed her color.
Lady Laurents returned to the open doorway to the balcony. “Call on Kavin. We need a little airflow in this still morning air. You’ll be wanting Kavin’s soothing attention once the dressers arrive.” She gazed out at the garden, her words drifting over her shoulder to Kambry who stood by the satin chair. “It will be the only thing that will keep you from knocking heads. I remember Mya on her coronation day hated their ministrations.” She turned and pinned Kambry with her narrow gaze. “The annoying twits treated her like a doll to dress up and quite took over her quarters.”
This time Kambry allowed her to redirect the conversation. She recalled the preparation for the Grand Review. The dresser and her assistants had overrun her suite and nearly ruined the illustration she worked on as a gift for Amily before she threatened to throw them all out and caused her guard to enter because of the ruckus. She already disliked the idea of being dressed and primped, but now tremors rattled up her spine. Soon the regiment of royal dressers would arrive. 
“Buck up, child. You just faced your sybil and set her in her proper place. You have me, much better equipped to aid you than I was so long ago with Mya.” A sadness draped her normally commanding features. They grew taut with her usual determined expression. “But today, they will heel appropriately to their new queen. Put up with nothing that annoys you. Set the tone. Take your cue from me if need be.”
“I don’t wish to be a queen known for her temper.”
Lady Laurents took no offense. “I don’t speak of temper. I speak of position. They have a job, of which they are very good. You must dictate how they go about it. You need not be a straw man for them to do their job. They need not consider this space theirs. They are servants in your domain. Set the tone, not the temper.”
“How?”
“Attitude and direction. Hold your head up and give them only what is necessary to do their job. Your hair, clothing, and feet are their concern. As for comportment, leave that to me. I’ll guide you.” She perused the room, her lips flattening with her consideration. “So what space do you feel should be theirs for the temporary occupation of your chambers?”
Kambry stared out at the landscape beyond the balcony. Had Lady Laurents deliberately redirected her to the preparations for the ceremony to keep her from challenging her to prove her loyalties? Would she keep Sybil’s secret? Should she bring the subject back up? If Lady Laurents planned to betray her, it might be best if she believe Kambry was no longer thinking about Sybil’s warning. 
She squared her shoulders and examined her quarters. The Condoris usually held these rooms when Amily and Tomo visited Russal, but Kambry and her family had been using them since the couple had headed home for the birth of their twins. Amily and Tomo stayed in another suite close by, and Kambry’s family also received rooms elsewhere in the castle. Her chambers, outside of her father’s room, which a live-in guard now occupied, were her own. Until later today, when she gave them up to enter the royal suite with Russal, she reminded herself.
Maybe the room Stahn had used during his brief stay in Kavin after the coup the Paddlyrun militia had aided in putting down would be the best place to have the dressers set up. It kept them out of her room where she could put items she wanted safe from their invasive bustle. She surveyed the space from the open doorway. The bed was on the far wall, leaving a tall wardrobe and a low chest of drawers for laying out items. The open area in the middle of the room would accommodate the inevitable bath she would have to take.
Lady Laurents joined her. “This room is an excellent choice. It is closest to the door and therefore limits their access to the rest of your apartment.” She cocked her head. “You have held them off as long as you can, perhaps even too long. They will show up soon.”
A knock on her door drew their attention.
Lady Laurents white brow rose. “I believe they are here.” She stepped into the bedroom. “I’ll pull the curtains and light a lamp or two. You go let them know who is queen in this castle.”






  
  Chapter Two
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The head dresser pressed the last amethyst-headed hairpin into place, scraping Kambry’s scalp.  
Kambry took a deep breath, exhaling silently, and shared an impatient gaze with Lady Laurents. 
Lady Laurents had remained standing by the door, an imposing figure that the dressers had skirted by as if she were crusted with sharp points. A smile that almost included her eyes pulled at her lips. She shook her cane. “Ladies, let Miss do Brode look. You’ve quite outdone yourselves, though you had a good canvas to work with.” The women murmured with delight at the praise. “Now you can leave.” They silenced at once, each scurrying to gather their paraphernalia and exit the room. 
Lady Laurents opened the wardrobe, revealing mirrors on the inside of the doors.
Kambry stood before one as Lady Laurents angled the second behind her. 
“Well,” Lady Laurents said. The lead dresser paused in the doorway. 
Kambry watched her reflection nod. The mirror revealed a queen standing before her.
She leaned forward, raising a hand to the soft curls framing her face. The dress was pale-green satin, like new leaves on aged vines, and clung to her figure. The bodice lay snug about her rib cage, the thin shoulder straps supporting a scoop neckline in front and a plunging V in back. Her arms were bare, the queen’s scabbard her only accessory. At midthigh, the dress flared out to a short shimmering train. She had known the dress had a cutaway that began halfway down her calves, the satin of the train draping away on either side, exposing her bare feet. Still, she held her breath as she took in the effect of their two hours of primping and prodding.
Delicate green lace overlay the tops of her feet, secured at the ankle with a satin tie and looped around her second toe. The soles of her feet tingled as she considered the import of approaching Russal in bare feet.
From her temples upward, combs pulled her hair taut and smooth to her head, meeting a froth of waves and twists secured snugly to her scalp. Strands of loose ringlets edged the line of her cheek and neck.
She had demanded simplicity be their guide, and other than the amethyst-headed hairpins that gleamed by turns as she looked side to side, they had followed her instructions. “This will do nicely,” she said, allowing herself a shred of a smile.
The lead dresser clapped her hands twice, and the last assistant dodged past her and out the door. The dresser curtseyed and followed her out.
Lady Laurents set a flat velvet-covered box on the chest. “These arrived for you. I hardly think you need a single addition to improve upon their work, but the populace will expect you to wear the wedding jewels.” She flipped the box open. 
A circlet of braided silver and gold rested on black satin. Within the space in the center of the simple crown, a braided necklace with a delicate dangle of amethyst beading and matching earrings glimmered. Lady Laurents nodded approvingly. She ran a finger over the crown. “Mya wore this on her coronation day. I think you two would have gotten along. Mya was unpretentious and favored simplicity, as well.” She lifted the tray. “Would you like my help?”
Kambry stared at herself in the mirror. “Don’t I wear the crown after the coronation?”
“Kavin has already accepted you. Now it is time for you to accept Kavin.” She held the tray out.
Kambry’s hands shook as she lifted the crown and set it in place, the ends tucked within the froth of curls. Small, dull teeth at the bottom of the crown’s curved ends held it in place. There was a slight pinch as she seated it. Russal had warned her crowns weren’t comfortable. She smiled, imagining his grin that she now shared the discomfort with him.
She steadied herself before taking an earring. The crown held her gaze, her hand pausing at her ear.
“It is overwhelming, but you will get through it,” Lady Laurents said. “This is the easy part.” A note of laughter marked her voice, and Kambry looked to Lady Laurents, expecting to see a smile. No such expression presented itself. Did she ever smile?
Lady Laurents pointed at Kambry’s other ear. 
Feeling her face warm, she took the remaining earring and put it on.
“I’ll help you with the necklace. Turn about.”
Her fingers were ice, the necklace just as chill. Kambry shivered.
“My, you are warm, my dear. Do you need to sit a moment?”
Before she could answer, Kambry heard the door to her apartment open. 
Gordy’s voice bounded into the room. “Miss Kambry, it’s time.”
“You’ll sit later.” Lady Laurents marched away, the tapping of her cane a solid cadence. “Guardsman Gordanza, are you Miss do Brode’s only escort?”
“No, my lady. The others wait in the corridor.”
“Are there twenty?”
Gordy’s eyes crinkled at the edges as Kambry entered and their gazes caught, and he answered, “Twenty-four, my lady.”
“Very good,” Lady Laurents said stiffly. “We will proceed.” She started for the door and then stopped. “You’ve had the corridor checked for debris and brushed everyone’s boots? Nothing must injure the queen’s feet.”
“Twice, my lady.”
“Very good.” She gazed at Kambry. “I’ll see you in the audience chamber. Chin up.” She pierced Gordy with her eye. “Guardsman Gordanza, I leave Miss do Brode in your care. You enter through the queen’s doors, you know.”
“We’ve practiced, my lady.”
“Very good.”
Why was she hesitating? Was Lady Laurents as nervous as Kambry? She’d already been informed that the doors opposing each other in the audience room had designations specific to who was to enter by them. The queen’s entry was on the north side of the chamber, the king’s directly across.
“It is time,” Gordy said.
Lady Laurents raised her chin and exited with silent dignity, and Kambry stepped to Gordy’s side. 
“What do I do, Gordy?” She gazed up at him, feeling quite small. Suddenly, she couldn’t remember the details beyond that she was to enter by the queen’s door.
His answer was kind and instructive. “The guards line the corridor. Walk between them. When you reach the center of their lines, they will keep pace. I will walk behind you, my sword drawn. Do not worry that they have their hands on their hilts. It is proper form to be ready to protect our queen.”
“All right then. I suppose I am ready. Will I know any of the guards?”
“You’ll see some familiar faces.” He smiled. “Don’t distract them. Though I’m not sure any of them will avoid staring at you. You make a lovely queen.” He gestured for her to follow him out.
He drew his sword and stood two paces behind the last guards. Kambry stepped between the two lines of guards and heard his footsteps follow her to the midpoint. Her feet pressed into the carpeted boards of the hall, reminding her of her naked soles. At her next step, the guards moved in sync with her.
Excitement and tension made her stride stutter, but she continued forward, smoothing her gait. 
The corridor was endless and filled her vision. Each door she approached took ages to drop away behind her. Would anybody be waiting for her when she arrived? At last, the guards leading turned, facing two doors wrapped in pale-green cloth pulled taut. The handles of the doors shone like mirrors.
She recalled Lady Laurents telling her to breathe, so she took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The narrowed vision that had led her through the corridors receded. 
She lay her hand on Gordy’s arm. “You don’t think Covey will show, do you?”
“Not a chance.”
“And Russal is safe.”
Gordy patted her hand. “King Russal has been standing at the king’s doors for the past two hours with a contingent of guards. He is safe, albeit a mite anxious.”
“He wouldn’t change his mind, would he?”
“I think he’s worried that you will.”
She snorted. No, she would not change her mind.
A mellow pipe sounded three pips, then dropped into a melodic beat that made her envision a forest, tree limbs shifting in the breeze overhead, beams of light dappling the shadowed ground.
Gordy nodded at the guards waiting with their hands to the door handles. 
Kambry gasped. During her entire procession through the castle corridors, she hadn’t examined the guards. Lessa stood to the right holding the door open, Cole to the left. Both had faces filled with delight and pride. Drew was in the line of guards along with Dorvea, both standing stiff, eyes forward, their jaws quivering against grins that twitched on and off like fractures of light.
She was among friends. Surely none of them would betray her.
The audience chamber was divided into quadrants by strips of satin on the floor. Looking through the doors, her gaze followed the green runner, a match to her dress, to the center of the room, where a purple runner crossed it. On the other side, a second runner ran in chocolate satin toward the king’s door. People lined the aisles, but she couldn’t focus on a single watching face. At the end of the dark runner, Russal stood at the threshold of the king’s entry point.
Their gazes caught, and she relaxed, smiling at the grin on his face. 
Even with all the people present, she heard no sound in the room other than the soft piping.
“Go on,” Gordy whispered, and she stepped forward.
As she crossed the threshold, Cole and Lessa filed in with her, the guards’ near silent steps proving her honor guard continued with her. The change in texture beneath her feet punctuated her excitement. Under the thin layer of satin, she felt the solid base of the audience chamber. The symbolism wasn’t lost on her. It all looked lovely, but beneath their fairy-tale moment lay the stout stone of Kavin and the difficulties that lay ahead in strengthening their kingdom.
Across the way, guards flanked Russal.
What would happen when they met in the middle? They were to turn and head down the purple runner to the throne to her right. Russal had
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