

    
        
          The Cost for Surviving

        

        
        
          Royal Factions, Volume 2

        

        
        
          W.J. May

        

        
          Published by Dark Shadow Publishing, 2020.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE COST FOR SURVIVING

    

    
      First edition. March 15, 2020.

      Copyright © 2020 W.J. May.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393015604

    

    
    
      Written by W.J. May.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by W.J. May

	    

      
	    
          
	      Beginning's End Series

          
        
          
	          Beginnings

          
        
          
	          Curiosity

          
        
          
	          Scrutiny

          
        
          
	          Foresight

          
        
          
	          Disavow

          
        
          
	          Trickery

          
        
          
	          Wisdom

          
        
          
	          Decree

          
        
          
	          Influence

          
        
          
	          Prevail

          
        
          
	          Dignified

          
        
          
	          Honored

          
        
          
	          Beginning’s End Series Box Set Books #1-3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Blood Red Series

          
        
          
	          Courage Runs Red

          
        
          
	          The Night Watch

          
        
          
	          Marked by Courage

          
        
          
	          Forever Night

          
        
          
	          The Other Side of Fear

          
        
          
	          Blood Red Box Set Books #1-5

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Chronicles of a Misspent Youth

          
        
          
	          This Changes Everything

          
        
          
	          Fight the Old

          
        
          
	          Mistakes and Bad Choices

          
        
          
	          Change is Inevitable

          
        
          
	          The Process of Change

          
        
          
	          Building the New

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Daughters of Darkness: Victoria's Journey

          
        
          
	          Victoria

          
        
          
	          Huntress

          
        
          
	          Coveted (A Vampire & Paranormal Romance)

          
        
          
	          Twisted

          
        
          
	          Daughter of Darkness - Victoria - Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Dusk to Dawn Series

          
        
          
	          Awakening the Night

          
        
          
	          Surviving the Eclipse

          
        
          
	          Hunting the Forsaken

          
        
          
	          Enchanted - Book of Spells

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Fae Wilds Series

          
        
          
	          Twist and Turns

          
        
          
	          Curse of the Fae

          
        
          
	          Force the Truth

          
        
          
	          Crown and Glory

          
        
          
	          Enemy and Rivals

          
        
          
	          Light in the Dark

          
        
          
	          Dusk and Shadows

          
        
          
	          Called by Midnight

          
        
          
	          Dark Memories

          
        
          
	          Above the Curse

          
        
          
	          Myth and Muses

          
        
          
	          Chase and Hunt

          
        
          
	          Fae Wilds Box Set - Books #1-3

          
        
          
	          Fae Wilds Box Set Books #4-6

          
        
          
	          Fae Wilds Box Set Books #7-9

          
        
          
	          Fae Wilds Box Set Books #10-12

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Great Temptation Series

          
        
          
	          The Devil's Footsteps

          
        
          
	          Heaven's Command

          
        
          
	          Mortals Surrender

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Hidden Secrets Saga

          
        
          
	          Seventh Mark - Part 1

          
        
          
	          Seventh Mark - Part 2

          
        
          
	          Marked By Destiny

          
        
          
	          Compelled

          
        
          
	          Fate's Intervention

          
        
          
	          Chosen Three

          
        
          
	          The Hidden Secrets Saga:The Complete Series

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kerrigan Chronicles

          
        
          
	          Stopping Time

          
        
          
	          A Passage of Time

          
        
          
	          Ticking Clock

          
        
          
	          Secrets in Time

          
        
          
	          Time in the City

          
        
          
	          Ultimate Future

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kerrigan Memoirs

          
        
          
	          Chronicles of Devon

          
        
          
	          Chronicles of Angel

          
        
          
	          Chronicles of Julian

          
        
          
	          Chronicles of Molly

          
        
          
	          Chronicles of Gabriel

          
        
          
	          Chronicles of Rae

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kerrigan Presidents Series

          
        
          
	          Leaders in Control

          
        
          
	          Director on a Mission

          
        
          
	          Devon Seeking Guidance

          
        
          
	          Gabriel's Vanishing Light

          
        
          
	          President on Edge

          
        
          
	          Agreeing The Future

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Mending Magic Series

          
        
          
	          Lost Souls

          
        
          
	          Illusion of Power

          
        
          
	          Challenging the Dark

          
        
          
	          Castle of Power

          
        
          
	          Limits of Magic

          
        
          
	          Protectors of Light

          
        
          
	          Mending Magic Box Set Books #1-3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      New Beginnings Series

          
        
          
	          Decisions

          
        
          
	          Pursue

          
        
          
	          Obstacles

          
        
          
	          Gateways

          
        
          
	          Predestined

          
        
          
	          Conclude

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Omega Queen Series

          
        
          
	          Discipline

          
        
          
	          Bravery

          
        
          
	          Courage

          
        
          
	          Conquer

          
        
          
	          Strength

          
        
          
	          Validation

          
        
          
	          Approval

          
        
          
	          Blessing

          
        
          
	          Balance

          
        
          
	          Grievance

          
        
          
	          Enchanted

          
        
          
	          Gratified

          
        
          
	          Omega Queen - Box Set Books #1-3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Paranormal Huntress Series

          
        
          
	          Never Look Back

          
        
          
	          Coven Master

          
        
          
	          Alpha's Permission

          
        
          
	          Blood Bonding

          
        
          
	          Oracle of Nightmares

          
        
          
	          Shadows in the Night

          
        
          
	          Paranormal Huntress BOX SET

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Prophecy Series

          
        
          
	          Only the Beginning

          
        
          
	          White Winter

          
        
          
	          Secrets of Destiny

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Revamped Series

          
        
          
	          Hidden

          
        
          
	          Banished

          
        
          
	          Converted

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Royal Factions

          
        
          
	          The Price For Peace

          
        
          
	          The Cost for Surviving

          
        
          
	          The Punishment For Deception

          
        
          
	          Faking Perfection

          
        
          
	          The Most Cherished

          
        
          
	          The Strength to Endure

          
        
          
	          Royal Factions Box Set Books #1-3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Royal Guard Series

          
        
          
	          Guardian

          
        
          
	          Paladin

          
        
          
	          Sentinel

          
        
          
	          Royal Guard Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Beauty of Magic Series

          
        
          
	          Whispers In Stone

          
        
          
	          Blood of Brigid

          
        
          
	          Crows of Connacht

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Chronicles of Kerrigan

          
        
          
	          Rae of Hope

          
        
          
	          Dark Nebula

          
        
          
	          House of Cards

          
        
          
	          Royal Tea

          
        
          
	          Under Fire

          
        
          
	          End in Sight

          
        
          
	          Hidden Darkness

          
        
          
	          Twisted Together

          
        
          
	          Mark of Fate

          
        
          
	          Strength & Power

          
        
          
	          Last One Standing

          
        
          
	          Rae of Light

          
        
          
	          The Chronicles of Kerrigan Box Set Books # 1 - 6

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Chronicles of Kerrigan: Gabriel

          
        
          
	          Living in the Past

          
        
          
	          Present For Today

          
        
          
	          Staring at the Future

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Chronicles of Kerrigan Prequel

          
        
          
	          Christmas Before the Magic

          
        
          
	          Question the Darkness

          
        
          
	          Into the Darkness

          
        
          
	          Fight the Darkness

          
        
          
	          Alone in the Darkness

          
        
          
	          Lost in Darkness

          
        
          
	          The Chronicles of Kerrigan Prequel Series Books #1-3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Chronicles of Kerrigan Sequel

          
        
          
	          A Matter of Time

          
        
          
	          Time Piece

          
        
          
	          Second Chance

          
        
          
	          Glitch in Time

          
        
          
	          Our Time

          
        
          
	          Precious Time

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Crimes of Kerrigan Series

          
        
          
	          Broken Time (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Stolen Tomorrow (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Hidden Secrets Saga

          
        
          
	          Seventh Mark (part 1 & 2)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Kerrigan Kids

          
        
          
	          School of Potential

          
        
          
	          Myths & Magic

          
        
          
	          Kith & Kin

          
        
          
	          Playing With Power

          
        
          
	          Line of Ancestry

          
        
          
	          Descent of Hope

          
        
          
	          Illusion of Shadows

          
        
          
	          Frozen by the Future

          
        
          
	          Guilt Of My Past

          
        
          
	          Demise of Magic

          
        
          
	          Rise of The Prophecy

          
        
          
	          Deafened By The Past

          
        
          
	          The Kerrigan Kids Box Set Books #1-3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Queen's Alpha Series

          
        
          
	          Eternal

          
        
          
	          Everlasting

          
        
          
	          Unceasing

          
        
          
	          Evermore

          
        
          
	          Forever

          
        
          
	          Boundless

          
        
          
	          Prophecy

          
        
          
	          Protected

          
        
          
	          Foretelling

          
        
          
	          Revelation

          
        
          
	          Betrayal

          
        
          
	          Resolved

          
        
          
	          The Queen's Alpha Box Set

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Senseless Series

          
        
          
	          Radium Halos - Part 1

          
        
          
	          Radium Halos - Part 2

          
        
          
	          Nonsense

          
        
          
	          Perception

          
        
          
	          The Senseless - Box Set Books #1-4

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Viking Tales

          
        
          
	          Adversity

          
        
          
	          Warrior

          
        
          
	          Defender

          
        
          
	          Contender

          
        
          
	          Affinity

          
        
          
	          Heroine

          
        
          
	          Victory

          
        
          
	          Harmony

          
        
          
	          Champion

          
        
          
	          Savior

          
        
          
	          Anguish (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          The Viking Tales Box Set Books #1-3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Shadow of Doubt (Part 1 & 2)

          
        
          
	          Five Shades of Fantasy

          
        
          
	          Zwarte Nevel

          
        
          
	          Shadow of Doubt - Part 1

          
        
          
	          Shadow of Doubt - Part 2

          
        
          
	          Four and a Half Shades of Fantasy

          
        
          
	          Dream Fighter

          
        
          
	          What Creeps in the Night

          
        
          
	          Forest of the Forbidden

          
        
          
	          Arcane Forest: A Fantasy Anthology

          
        
          
	          The First Fantasy Box Set

          
        
          
	          Christmas with the Kerrigans

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at W.J. May’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


[image: image]

Copyright 2020 by W.J. May

[image: image]

[image: image]

THIS E-BOOK/BOOK IS licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy.  Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual person, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.

All rights reserved.

Copyright 2020 by W.J. May

The Cost For Surviving – Book II of the Royal Factions Series

Cover design by: Book Cover by Design

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in articles and reviews.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​​​​​​​​​Have You Read the C.o.K Series?

[image: ]


[image: C:\Users\wanitajump\Documents\CoK Series\CoKBanner.png]

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​The Chronicles of Kerrigan

Book I - Rae of Hope is FREE!

BOOK TRAILER: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gILAwXxx8MU

How hard do you have to shake the family tree to find the truth about the past?
Fifteen year-old Rae Kerrigan never really knew her family's history. Her mother and father died when she was young and it is only when she accepts a scholarship to the prestigious Guilder Boarding School in England that a mysterious family secret is revealed.
Will the sins of the father be the sins of the daughter?
As Rae struggles with new friends, a new school and a star-struck forbidden love, she must also face the ultimate challenge: receive a tattoo on her sixteenth birthday with specific powers that may bind her to an unspeakable darkness. It's up to Rae to undo the dark evil in her family's past and have a ray of hope for her future.
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Website:

https://www.wjmaybooks.com

Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Author-WJ-May-FAN-PAGE/141170442608149

Newsletter:

SIGN UP FOR W.J. May's Newsletter to find out about new releases, updates, cover reveals and even freebies!
http://eepurl.com/97aYf
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IS IT REALLY LIVING when you spend your life in a cage...

The wait is over, the dust has settled, and the captives have been claimed. Elise thought the deadly game was finished, but the more time she spends in the palace the more she begins to fear the real game has only just begun.

In the aftermath of the ceremony, each of the friends tries to adjust to their new life. But some are having more trouble than others. Will’s perpetual defiance lands him in trouble with the queen herself, while Elise is playing a dangerous balancing act, trying to understand the affections of the prince. The man can be sweet, but also psychotic. At times he seems to truly care, but with a snap of his fingers she’d be sentenced to death.

Danger is brewing. In the royal court, nothing is as it seems. They are told repeatedly to content themselves with the life for which they’ve been chosen. But how can you live with monsters without becoming a monster yourself? Is it really a life, or just going through the motions?

The more time they spend in the palace the longer the days drag on, and the more a single word keeps rising in each of their minds... escape.
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I’m in shock. That must be what’s happening. I am in shock.

I remembered every detail of the claiming to searing, horrific perfection, but the second I was dragged out of the Great Hall things started to blur. Faces became interchangeable, colors were painfully bright, voices were loud and tinny—like they were speaking from the bottom of a well.

I was being rushed along at such a pace that my feet barely seemed to touch the floor. No sooner had something entered my mind than it slipped right back out again, so that by the time we stopped in front of a set of gilded doors I had very little idea of how we’d gotten there.

“In you go, Miss.”

I lifted my eyes in a daze, trying to focus on the man who’d spoken to me.

Miss? Before it was guest or girl or, more likely, they didn’t bother addressing me at all. Now suddenly, it was Miss. What would it be tomorrow?

I stared at him a second longer before glancing at the doors. “What is this place?”

He shifted uneasily, as if the two of us weren’t permitted to speak. “They are to be your new quarters. Adjacent to the prince.”

...adjacent to the...

My head whipped around as I suddenly realized we were in a part of the palace I’d never seen before. While I couldn’t be certain, it looked to be somewhere in the uppermost towers. Where the gilded parapets outdistanced mortal eyes and vanished into the clouds.

“But I can’t...” I took a step back, not knowing what I was going to say—knowing only that I must not enter such a place. “Isn’t there a way I could stay with the others back in the dormitory?”

It was a fool’s request, I knew this. Nothing more than the terrified ramblings of a girl scared out of her mind. The guards exchanged a quick glance, but I was unable to stop.

“All of my things are back there. My groom—he’ll be wondering where I am.” The words were spilling out faster now, nearly unintelligible with speed and panic. “I should really get back to them. If you could just tell me which way to go—”

I fell abruptly silent as a pair of strong hands clasped the tops of my arms. I hadn’t seen the guards approach. I hadn’t even realized I was backing away until they gently dragged me forward.

“I’m afraid not, milady. These are to be your new rooms. By order of the prince.”

Now it’s milady.

There was probably a rather natural progression to the way things were happening. If I’d been in a better state of mind, I might have been able to see it myself. As it was, the most I could do was stand silently between them, staring up at those imposing double doors.

After a few drawn-out seconds, one of the men seemed to take pity on me. Since I was clearly unable to move, he reached forward and pulled the handle down himself.

“I believe you’ll find everything you need inside.”

My head was nodding. Or maybe I was just shaking that hard. I took one lurching step forward, stumbling over the hem of my dress. Another hand shot out to steady me, but by the time I looked around both of the soldiers had already left.

I froze in shock, staring down the deserted hallway. Privacy wasn’t a concept they allowed in the palace. There was a time to dress, a time to bathe, a time to sleep—but in all of these we were observed. Despite the initial rejection of such a thing, over the last few days I had grown strangely accustomed to it. Not the probing eyes so much as the company. It had become something of a safety net. A security I found myself desperately missing the second I was alone.

Well...almost alone.

The soldiers may have left the doorway, but they hadn’t gone far. They’d merely split off in separate directions and stationed themselves around the corners at both ends of the hall. Even stranger still, they were trying to be discreet about it. The only reason I knew they were still there was because the torches mounted in the sconces beside them threw their shadows against the wall.

Still a prison, then. Just a different kind of cage.

...a much more dangerous cage.

Get inside. My own subconscious was at a loss for words. So, ironically enough, it was Rowan’s voice that echoed through my mind. Short, graceful steps.

In a blur of shimmering silk, I slipped through the doorway—shutting it immediately behind me. I had no idea what I would find. For all I knew the place could have been a harem, stocked with other captives who’d found themselves in exactly the same plight. But what I saw surprised me.

I was alone. Really, truly alone.

The room was dim, with only a few tapers lit beside the windows, but it was easy to see that it had been prepared with great care. There were books on the shelves beside the dresser, flowers in the vase by the bed. Almost an entire wall was made up of windows, covered only in a thin layer of silken gauze. And while I’d been chained in the dungeon, someone had come early and lit the fire.

I took a tentative step closer, waiting for monsters to leap out of the shadows and the illusion to shatter on the spot.

“...hello?”

My eyes darted into the corners and down the tiny walkway to the connecting room. It was simply impossible to fathom that I’d be here all by myself. Unscheduled. Unobserved.

“Is someone here?”

When no one answered the question, I ventured further—one hand raised slightly in front of me, as if to ward off whatever was coming next. My voice was muted by the thick tapestries hanging from the hall, my footsteps silenced by the carpet. For a split second, this alone was enough to throw me. The marble had been odd enough. But never in my life had I experienced such a thing.

I paused a moment, glancing around, then slipped quickly out of the gilded sandals my groom had given me, tracing the satiny surface with the tip of my toe. It rippled like water beneath my foot, soft as a petal on one of those roses I was missing so much.

For a moment I simply stared, completely undone, then there came a noise outside the door.

In a blur of speed, I slipped the shoes back onto my feet and rushed to the main part of the chamber. Not knowing where to stand, I took up position beside the roaring hearth—keeping an instinctual distance from the bed. The sound of muffled voices echoed from the hall. There was a sound of laughter, followed by a sharp tsking sound, then the door pushed open.

The relief was so strong it brought tears to my eyes.

“Rowan!”

I rushed across the room before I could stop myself, throwing my arms around his neck. In the days since we’d come to the palace the man had seen and touched every bit of my body, but never would I have dreamed of showing him such affection before now. As his arms came up behind my back I leaned into his chest with a belated shudder, trying hard not to cry.

“I cannot believe this has happened,” I whispered, unwilling to let go. “What is to become of me now?”

In truth, I didn’t want him to answer the question. He wisely avoided it himself. Instead he pulled back, looking me up and down with his hands on my upper arms.

“Little darling,” he murmured, slipping back into the same pet names the others had left behind, “if I had known there was a chance of this...”

He didn’t finish, but I had never in my life been more desperate for an answer. My fingers came up, tightening around his wrists as I silently pleaded with him to look me in the eyes.

“What?” I gasped, still fighting to hold back tears. “Please, tell me.”

He stared down at me for only a moment, then let out a quiet sigh. “I would have put you in a different dress.”

*   *   *
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AS STRANGE AS THE NIGHT had started, it ended in a rather normal way. Normal being a relative word for a captive plaything of the palace.

After giving me a few silent moments to collect my wits, he gestured me down the little hall that led away from the bedroom—revealing the bathing chamber that lay just beyond. I watched with wide eyes as he turned the nob of a faucet, spilling steaming water into an ivory tub. Upon her ascension to the throne the queen had banned the use of many modern conveniences the world had come to enjoy, but there were things she kept. Indoor plumbing at the palace was one of them.

When the tub was filled Rowan motioned me to turn with a twirl of his fingers, then swiftly unlaced the ribbons trailing down both sides. The dress I was wearing fell lightly to the floor as I stepped forward into the water, startling ever so slightly when he rushed forward to lift my hair.

“We mustn’t get this wet,” he murmured, pinning it to the top of my head. “I don’t have any of my tools with me, and we don’t know—”

He caught himself quickly, but the words echoed between us all the same.

—when the prince will arrive.

A shiver ran through my entire body at the mere thought of him. Despite the steaming swirls of water, my skin suddenly felt cold. Rowan lifted a sponge from a shelf mounted in the corner, dipped in a vat of sweet-smelling oils, and raised it to my back. But before it could touch me I threw a sudden look over my shoulder, staring him in the eyes.

“Do you think he means to kill me?”

Rowan stared back speechlessly, his face pale in the candlelight.

It seemed such a bold question to ask, but considering I’d spent the last night chained to the wall of a dungeon the words came to me without pause. And how could I not think such a thing?

The crown prince was known far and wide, in lands far beyond my own kingdom. Of all the living terrors who resided in the palace, he was the one who frightened me the most. A man who attacked without warning, who killed without thought. He was often likened to a snake, what with the speed and mercilessness of his actions. But having seen him up close, having stared into those black, soulless eyes, I would have thought him something quite different than that.

The prince was no man at all. He was a dark spirit, sent by the devil himself.

It took Rowan a moment to collect himself, but even once he had the sponge lay forgotten in his hand. “No, dear one,” he finally managed. “He did not need to claim you for that.”

His eyes searched me, as if imploring me to see something further. But I simply shook my head, lost in the madness of it. The day had turned into a nightmare, but the nightmare wasn’t mine alone. I thought of Count Lecron raising his glass to toast Isabelle of Zadie, so frightened she was unable to move from the spot. There had been the gut-wrenching moment where the commander had claimed Remy—a fate too crushing to put into words.

And then there was Will...

In my mind’s eye, I could still see the Lady Rosalynd—pushing slowly to her feet as one bejeweled hand reached for him, the way a spoilt child demanded a toy.

Our week of orientation had taught us a great many things, but there was no way to brace for such a storm. It would consume him, whether he fought against it or not.

It would consume us all.

“Lean back,” Rowan said quietly.

I stayed where I was, head spinning, lost to everything happening in the room. It wasn’t until he tapped lightly on my shoulder that I glanced back in surprise, wondering what he’d said.

“I’m sorry?”

He sighed again, even while forcing a smile. “I said lean back, milady. We must get you cleaned up—”

“Why did you say that?” I interrupted fiercely, surprised by the sudden surge of anger stirring in my chest. “Why does everyone keep calling me that?”

He retraced his hand slowly, looking down at me with the same expression hunters would choose when approaching a wounded animal, in those final seconds right before the kill.

“You need to take a breath—”

“I need you to answer me.”

There was no precedent for such defiance, but I was in a place where I was no longer able to care. Suddenly convinced that, of all my desperate questions, this was the answer I needed the most.

First it’s Miss, then it’s milady. What will it be tomorrow?

The man stared at me a long time, weighing the answer on his tongue. It seemed like years later that he finally managed to speak. My only comfort was that he decided to use my name.

“Elise,” he began softly, “you’ve been claimed by the crown prince. Surely you have to realize what that means...”

I stared up at him, waiting for that final axe to fall.

“One day, you’re going to be queen.”
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Chapter 2
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In a lot of ways, that first night was the hardest.

Except, each night kept getting harder after that.

Rowan had left shortly after his arrival, lingering only until I was dry and dressed. His skilled fingers let down my mane of curls, arranging them artfully over my shoulders before pulling back.

Now was the time I’d be given direction. Since setting foot inside the palace we had become mere puppets, silently awaiting our masters’ beck and call. But he said nothing. Indeed, he could scarcely look at me. The most he did was offer a quick smile and quiet words for luck.

Then he vanished through the doorway...leaving me to wait.

I would be waiting a long time.

The sun went down, the moon rose—the hints of starlight twinkled through the silks covering the window. And still, the prince had yet to arrive. In truth, I had been driven to a point where I had very little opinion on the matter. To come would be terrifying. To wait would leave me in a state of constant dread. There were things I could do to pass the time, of course. Books and games and other small amusements. But no sooner would my eyes fall upon them than they’d drift back up to the door—large and frightened, waiting for the handle to turn.

Sleep eventually took me. I probably would have stayed awake until dawn had I not spent the previous night locked in a cell
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