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			To Zach, my own smiling ray of sunshine. I love you.
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			​Chapter 1

			“I think that’s everything for this one.”

			“Okay, I’ll go help Daddy finish with the other cart.”

			It’s Astraday, which means it’s time for another day at the Weston market. It’s early in the morning, just after dawn, and I’m doing what I’ve done every Astraday morning for the last six weeks: helping my parents load this week’s harvest so we can cart it into the town square. It’s hard work, but it has to get done.

			I don’t really mind it though, even when I have to wake up extra early to take care of the animals. Things are usually pretty busy during the week, so I really look forward to when I finally get to go into town and catch up with everyone. It’s one of the only times I get to see some of my old school friends these days.

			“Just gotta load the last few crates on,” Daddy tells me, already lifting one onto the back.

			“Do you think these will sell well?” I ask, handing him off another crate.

			“I think so. I can’t stop eating them.” He grabs two of our newest crop from the next crate I hand over, tossing me one and eating the other himself.

			It’s a small fruit, bright red in color and very sweet. I bring it up to my mouth and bite in, loving the way the sweet flavor bursts on my tongue. They grow on the mainland in the forests farther to the south. “Strawberries” is what they’ve been named, though I’m not really sure why. They don’t look like straw or anything, but gosh are they good.

			“We’re not gonna sell any if you two keep eating them all!” Momma tells us both, hand on her hip. “Finish loading up and let’s get moving!”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” Daddy and I both answer, sharing a grin as we load the rest of the boxes.

			After we finish, I run up and hop onto the front cart with Momma. Once I’m in my seat, she whips the reins once, and we’re off, our horse-drawn carts following one after the other on the dirt road. As we round the mill and the town comes into view, I’m already wondering what kind of day to expect.

			If it’s anything like it has been the past few weeks, we’ll sell almost everything we’ve brought. It’s been a good season so far, with all of our harvests having great yields. Most of the crops aren’t native to Litkalaa, and my family was actually the first to cultivate some of them here: radishes, carrots, onions, and now strawberries.

			I like living on a farm. I mean, I’ve spent my whole life on one, so I guess I don’t really know anything else. We wake up early most days, and spend almost all day in the fields and stable. It’s a lot of hard work, but the reward of watching something you planted grow from nothing but a seed really does feel amazing. I know it sounds cheesy, but I love it.

			Lamplight Farm isn’t the biggest farm in Weston, but we are one of the oldest, and one day I’m going to take over for my daddy, just like he did for his daddy. Even if I didn’t want to stay on the farm (which I do!), there isn’t a whole lot else to do around here. Weston is a small village located on the (you guessed it) western side of the island of Litkalaa. If I’m remembering it right, it’s also one of the earliest villages built, founded over two-hundred and fifty years ago. But other than that, we aren’t really known for much of anything.

			“Peter, look.” Momma nudges me with her elbow then points ahead. “Aren’t those royal carriages from the capital?”

			Just on the outskirts of town are three black carriages, each bearing the crest of the royal family: a black wolf head over two crossed swords. The vehicles are big and fancy looking, painted in red and black, each one pulled by two brown horses. They’re large and muscular, and put our horses Abby and old Kino here to shame.

			“What do you think they’re doing here?” I ask, my mind racing.

			“I don’t know. I didn’t hear about anything.” She shrugs. “Maybe they’re just passing through?”

			“Maybe…” I bite my lip, eyeing them as we pass by.

			Kino pulls us through the open gates and into the village. Most of the buildings look the same with wooden walls and roofs, though a few of the older homes are thatched with straw. Old memories are stirred up when I see the schoolhouse, the red paint on the walls having long since faded. They’re mostly good memories. I’m not the smartest, and I was never really very good at it, but I miss school sometimes. I dropped out when I was sixteen, three years ago. I had to, for my family.

			My parents had me a little later in life than a lot of my friends’ parents, when they were both in their thirties. They’re both in their fifties now, and every year it gets harder and harder for them to do things around the farm. Daddy’s actually been talking about maybe hiring someone to help us out, but I’m not sure how he’d pay them. Sales have been good, but not that good.

			I shake off the thought; none of that matters right now. I wave to a few people as we pass the church on the way to the town square. It’s a good thing we’re not very religious because working on a farm doesn’t leave you a lot of time for church. We always make sure to say a prayer to Father Sun and Mother Moon on the solstices and equinoxes, but I know Momma and Daddy wish we did more.

			We pull into the square and make our way to our usual spot west of the center fountain. Wooden stalls have been set up courtesy of the village council for us and other merchants. I help Daddy unload while Momma brings the horses to the nearby hitching post so they can rest. Daddy has a bad habit of pushing himself, so I try to do most of the heavy lifting when I can, stacking the heavier crates closer to the stand.

			Ronald Lambert, my father, is about 5’8” and 140 lbs. He’s got blue eyes, brown hair that’s already starting to gray (including his beard), and while he’s not out of shape, he did just turn fifty-five. My mother, Mary Lambert, is four years younger at fifty-one. She’s two inches shorter and a little stouter, weighing a little more than Daddy does. She wears glasses over her brown eyes and usually keeps her dark blonde hair pulled back in a tie. My hair is just about the same color as hers, though I hear it get called “dirty blonde” more often than not, and I have blue eyes like my dad. I’m only nineteen, but I’m way taller than both of them at six feet even, and I weigh almost 250 lbs. Most of that is muscle—I’ve got a bit of a tummy. Momma says I’ve always loved eating.

			We only have about twenty minutes until customers will start arriving, so the three of us quickly get to work. We empty the first few crates in no time, filling the stand’s shelves with our best-looking offerings. Daddy always takes a little extra pride in the way he sets everything up. He says it’s like a puzzle, making sure the colors all blend together in a leafy rainbow.

			Before I even realize it, we’ve started. I swear, I go to grab another crate of radishes, and when I turn back around, the streets are full of people, Weston citizens making their way to each of the market stalls, including ours. It’s practically a routine at this point. They come over, maybe make some small talk, pick out some fruit or vegetables, pay, and then leave.

			“Hi, Peter!” Violet, one of those old school friends I mentioned earlier, steps up to the side of the stall with a wave.

			Violet Ferrier is my best and probably oldest friend. We’re the same age, or I guess she’s technically older by a few months. She’s a short girl with dark brown skin, brown eyes, and black textured hair that reaches her shoulders. Like I said before, we went to school together, although unlike me, she’s smart and actually finished. Her father is the town blacksmith, or at least he was before he got sick, and she’s been trying to pick up the slack.

			“Hey, Violet,” I answer her with a smile. “How are you? How’s your dad doing?”

			“He’s alright,” she lies. He’s been really weak lately and tired all the time, but no one, not even the village doctor, can figure out what’s wrong with him. “Did you see the royal carriages on your way in?”

			“Yeah, I did.” I look over at my parents to make sure they can handle the customers while I step farther off to the side. “Why? Do you know what’s going on?”

			“I heard the prince is here!” she whispers to me loudly, looking around like she just revealed a big secret.

			“Prince Makseka?” I pull back, not believing her. Why would the crown prince be in our dinky little town? “Are you sure? Why?”

			“That’s what Monica said. And I dunno.” She shrugs, still smiling and leaning in to speak low again. “Maybe he’s looking for a consort.”

			There aren’t a lot of things to do in a small town like this. There’s drinking, card games, and gossip, and you can do all three at the local tavern. Gossip is probably the most popular, and the only one I really partake in (I don’t really like the taste of beer, and I’m not very good at cards), and the royal family is a very popular topic in particular.

			Like a lot of other countries, Litkalaa is ruled by a king and a queen. But unlike most of those countries, Litkalaa’s rulers and royal family are all werewolves. Actual cursed-to-turn-into-monsters-during-the-full-moon werewolves. Or at least that’s what they say. I’ve never met or even seen a werewolf myself before.

			I remember the story from school. A long time ago, there were two groups of people living on the island: a tribe of werewolves, and a faction of non-werewolves. The wolves had been living here for hundreds of years, but this new faction had migrated to the island from somewhere in the east, across the ocean, to establish a new kingdom here.

			The werewolves lived in the forests to the north while the others built their cities on the plains in the south. For a long time, the two groups lived in peace, not bothering each other or even interacting much, until the day the new kingdom came under attack. It started with seaside towns being raided, but eventually, these attackers started moving inland.

			They soon learned the raiders had far more men and firepower, and that they wanted to control the island. The attacks became more and more frequent with them losing more and more land to these invaders each time. Finally, just when everything seemed lost, their king traveled north to beg the leader of the werewolves for help. 

			The werewolves were not worried about these invaders. Not only had they not yet been attacked, the thick forests of the north provided a lot of natural defense. Still, the werewolf chief was not heartless and did not want to see these outsiders wiped out. So he agreed to help them, on one condition: their king would step down, and the werewolf king would rule in his place. He would even marry his queen, tying their two families together. Not having any other choice, the king accepted.

			And that’s where this consort business comes into play. Because you see, the human king didn’t go away after stepping down. In addition to marrying his wife, the werewolf king claimed the former king as his consort. A consort is almost like the king’s second wife, with some, uh, key differences … like being a man. Ever since then, it’s been a tradition for all members of the royal family to claim and collar a consort. From what I’ve heard, it became so popular that it even started to spread outside of the royal family with a lot of nobles and other upper class people taking consorts of their own.

			“Are you blushing?” Violet teases me.

			“What? No.” Oh gods, am I? I quickly turn away, stacking a few of the empty crates back on our carts.

			“I always heard Prince Makseka was really good looking.” She keeps talking like I’m not trying to ignore her.

			“People say that about all the royals. So what?” I try to play it off, but I know she’s messing with me. Prince Makseka is only about five years older than us, and to say that only a few of our school mates had crushes on him would be a serious understatement.

			“Sooooo…” She just gives me a knowing look, swaying on her toes a little.

			“Peter, go grab us some more strawberries, please.” Daddy touches my shoulder, rescuing me with his request. “Hello, Violet. How are you doing?”

			“Hello, Mr. Lambert. I’m well. Thanks for asking.” Violet puts on her best talking-to-parents voice. “My father says hello.”

			I take my time getting the fruit for Daddy, Violet’s words bringing back even more old memories. I used to maybe be a little … obsessed with the royal family. Specifically the consort and collaring stuff. Like I said before, consorts can be men or women, and well… I like men. I’m gay, or at least I’m pretty sure I am, because I’ve never been interested in women. It’s not something I really talk about a lot. Some people can be weird or even mean about it. Violet was the first person I told, then some of our other friends, and eventually I got the courage to tell my parents. I was scared about how they would react, but all they did was hug me and tell me they’d love me no matter what. I’m less nervous about it these days, but I still don’t know anyone else like me, at least not in Weston. 

			But no one bats an eye when one of the royals takes on a consort of the same gender. Kind of the opposite, actually. There are a lot of books on the subject, romance novels, about the forbidden love between a royal and their consort.  Like the prince who risked war to bring his kidnapped love home, and the knight who fought through an army of demons to free his consort from a deadly curse. I used to sneak them out of the library and take them home, where I would read them over and over and over. I’d even hide them under my mattress, worried my parents might find them.

			 But that was years ago, and I haven’t read one of those books in ages. While I might have crushed on the prince myself when I was younger, I don’t give that stuff much thought at all these days. I have other responsibilities to worry about. Speaking of… I shake off the old memories and finally grab the crate of strawberries Daddy asked for. Thankfully, Violet is nowhere to be seen, so I can go back to work without feeling embarrassed.

			Sales are pretty steady the first couple of hours. All our regulars stop by and catch up with us while they shop. Mrs. Osbourne’s grandchildren are going to be visiting from Eastport for a week, and she needs a good recipe for pie. Mr. Plakard needs to repair his fence after last week’s rainstorm knocked part of it over and asks Daddy if he knows where to find some cheap lumber. And the Rizzo family just got a new pet dog and want to know what they should avoid feeding it.

			We help out everyone with the questions we know the answers to and direct them to others for the ones we don’t. Daddy always says we’re a community and that it’s important to support each other. Just as I’m handing Mrs. Marrow her change, I notice something happening on the other side of the town square. A lot of people are gathered around one spot in particular, and I can see those in the back whispering to each other. The crowd eventually parts to reveal the source of the commotion: Prince Makseka.

			My breath catches in my stomach when I see his rugged face. I’ve never seen him in person before, only heard about what he looks like from stories and rumors but… wow. Violet was right—he is really, really good looking. Hot even. He’s tall, maybe even taller than me, with wide-set shoulders, muscular looking arms, and a natural tan. He’s got short, jet-black hair, and his face is covered in a dark layer of stubble, right below his bright blue eyes. He’s dressed up like you’d expect a royal to be, wearing a red shirt over a black pair of pants with a small red cape on his shoulders.

			Standing around him are four knights in full armor—his bodyguards from the royal court, no doubt sworn to protect him. Not that he needs it. I’ve heard he’s just as strong and fast as any other knight, and I’d bet that would still be true even if he wasn’t a werewolf. There is another man with them, older and shorter, with graying black hair and dressed in similarly fine-looking robes, walking next to the prince. It seems like he’s trying to talk to the prince, but the prince either doesn’t hear him or is pretending not to, the shorter man getting more and more flustered.

			The people gathering around to stare and whisper are sure to give them all a lot of space, parting around them automatically as the group moves through the market. The prince stops at the various stands, talking with the owners who can only speak back nervously. I don’t even realize that he’s coming our way until we lock eyes, and he smiles. I look away in a panic, already feeling my face start to heat. What was that?

			“I told you, it really is Prince Makseka!” Violet says excitedly, joining me by the carts I’m trying to hide behind until my heart stops pounding. “What do you think he’s doing here?”

			“How should I know?” I almost snap at her. Why do I feel so nervous? Anyone would after almost meeting the prince… right?

			“Maybe I was right about the consort thing too,” she replies with a nudge to my side, before looking over my shoulder with wide eyes and then grabbing me by the arm and shaking. “Oh my gods, he’s coming this way!” 

			“What?!” I look up and see that she’s right. He’s coming right toward us, his eyes locked onto our stall.

			“Quick, get over there!” Violet tells me with a stronger shove than you’d expect from someone so short.

			“Good morning,” Prince Makseka greets as I stumble to the counter. “Is this your stand?”

			“H-Hello, Your Highness,” I stammer nervously. “Everything for sale is ours, b-but the stand belongs to the town. Th-the council sets them up for us and the other sellers to use on days like today.” Why am I explaining this to him?

			“I see. Well that sounds like a great way for your village to support its economy. I’ll have to make sure my father thanks them for it.” He flashes me another smile as he looks over the rows of fruits and vegetables. “Did you grow everything here yourself?”

			“I… I helped?” I answer, confused as to why he’s asking me these questions, or anything really. “I live on a farm right outside of town with my family. Lamplight Farm. It’s just me and my parents.”

			“Good morning, Your Highness.” Daddy steps forward and manages to not stumble all over himself like me.

			“It is a pleasure to meet you,” Momma tells him next, holding her dress and taking a small curtsey.

			“Please, no need for the formalities.” He waves them both off and shakes his head. “Just pretend like I’m any other visitor just passing through your village.”

			“We appreciate your visit, Your Highness,” Daddy says next, ignoring the request to be informal.

			“We have some farms near St. Kizis, but would you believe I’ve never actually seen one?” He picks up a radish as he talks, still aimed at me. “All the space you’d need for all the fields and animals, and having to tend to all of them… It must be a lot of hard work.”

			“I-It can be,” I admit, swallowing nervously. “You have to wake up really early most days, and you spend a lot of time outside, no matter the weather.”

			“But you like it?” He puts the radish back down as he asks.

			“I do.” I nod, feeling my heart start to beat faster again. “Sir,” I quickly tack on. Are you supposed to call a prince “sir”?

			“Sir, huh?” He smiles with a warmth that reaches his eyes before he continues. “Well, I won’t pretend that I’m familiar with a lot of physical labor, but it looks good on you.”

			“Th-thank you?” I’m not actually sure what I’m thanking him for, but I can feel that I’m starting to blush again.

			He leans in close, smiling again (at my nervousness?), and… Did he just sniff me? He reaches for a strawberry and pops it into his mouth. His eyes grow when the sweet flavor hits his tongue. “Oh wow, that is really good. What are they called?”

			“S-Strawberries, sir,” I answer him, not even caring that he didn’t pay for that. “Th-they’re new.”

			“They’re very good.” The way he says it makes me think he’s not talking about the fruit. “Is this everything you’ve grown, or do you get to keep any for yourselves?”

			“This is most of it,” I start to tell him. “We keep some of everything for our own pantry, and sometimes if a crop looks ugly or weird, we’ll feed it to one of our animals instead of selling it, but this is everything else from our last harvest.” Seriously, why am I still explaining all of this to him?

			“Are you out here every weekend, selling your crops?” Part of me feels like he can’t actually be this interested, but his face and tone say the opposite.

			“We actually only started a few weeks ago,” I start to explain. (I mean… he asked.) “We had to wait for the first of our spring crops to be ready for harvest. We will probably keep going until the end of fall.”

			“How long are you usually out here for?” He turns to look at some of the other stands, and I only just realize how everyone nearby is staring at the two of us talking.

			“Usually most of the morning and part of the afternoon,” I answer. “We will be here at least a few more hours today, unless we manage to sell everything. Sir.”

			He chuckles, turning back to face. “I probably should have asked this sooner, but what’s your name, Sunshine?”

			“I, uh, it’s P-Peter.” I almost choke on my own spit. Sunshine?!

			“Peter.” He rolls my name around on his tongue, and I feel my chest start to pound again. “It’s nice to meet you, Peter. I think I’d like to buy your stuff.”

			“You’d like some strawberries, Your Highness?” Daddy steps forward quickly, already prepared to do business.

			“No, sir. I mean all of it.” His eyes move from Daddy to me with a pleased expression. “Everything you have here.”

			“I’m … sorry?” Daddy is as confused as I am. He wants to buy everything?

			“Your Highness, no.” The older man who has been standing at the prince’s side finally speaks up, an exasperated look on his face. “We cannot purchase all of this man’s goods. We have no need for them.”

			“Oh come on, Kamo,” the prince tells the old man with a sharp slap on his back. “We have a huge castle full of soldiers and servants, and even the stuck-up people in the court have to eat sometime. Are you telling me Mona won’t be able to find a use for all this in the kitchens? She’ll love it. Especially these.” He pops another strawberry into his mouth. “So good.”

			“Your Highness, I just do not think we need to—”

			“I’ve already made up my mind, Kamo.” He looks at me again with a grin, his lips red from the fruit’s juice. “Now pay Mr. Lambert here so me and the others can start loading everything into the carriages.”

			The older man sighs, looking like this is an argument he’s had before. He adjusts his glasses as he turns to my father. “How much will it be for everything you have for sale here?” Kamo waves his hand over the stands.

			“Well, let me see.” Daddy and Momma start to count everything on the counters, doing the math in their heads.

			“Don’t forget about what’s in those carts either!” Prince Makseka calls out, stepping around to the side of our stand.

			“Th-thank you so much but … why?” I dare to ask him. “Why did you do that?”

			“How could I not buy everything from someone like you?” He shrugs, but the way his eyes move down my body makes me shiver. “Besides, I figured this way, you and your family will be able to go home early today. I’m sure you could use a day off.”

			“That’s very generous.” I don’t bother to tell him that there is no such thing as a “day off” on a farm. I don’t want him to change his mind. I’m glad my parents are handling the money because I can’t even imagine how much it must be. Probably more than our family has seen in years. “Thank you so much, sir.”

			“There’s that ‘sir’ again.” He grins as he picks up the first crate of crops, the royal bodyguards behind him doing the same. “It was really nice to meet you, Peter.”

			“I-It was nice to meet you too, Your Highness.” I stare at the back of his head as he turns and walks away, afraid that I might start shaking.

			“Peter, get over here and help me get the rest of the crates for Prince Makseka.” Daddy’s gruff request snaps me back to reality.

			“Yes, sir,” I reply, my body moving automatically.

			As I help my parents unload the last of our crops and my brain starts to work again, I wonder what the hell just happened. I see Violet standing off to the side, looking like she’s ready to explode with questions, but I ignore her for now. I try to focus on the work and clear the silly thoughts from my head, but every time I close my eyes, all I see are a pair of blue eyes and a warm smile.

		


		
			​Chapter 2

			“I can’t believe that just happened.”

			“Me neither,” I respond. “It did happen though, right?”

			“Believe me, I had to stop myself from biting into the gold right in front of him,” Daddy confirms. “It was real.”

			We’re headed back to the farm several hours earlier than we normally would be after a day at the market, Momma driving the cart behind us. Both of them are completely empty, except for the crates we used to carry the crops, which are also now empty. We’ve had good days before, but we’ve never sold everything—not until Prince Makseka.

			I still can’t believe it. Why was he even there? He was just … wandering around the market. Until he saw me. Then he kept asking me all those questions until he decided to just buy everything. He was probably the one person at the market who didn’t need a single thing there!

			The way he kept looking at me, his eyes, his smile… They’re burned into my brain. 

			He and his knights got everything loaded pretty quickly—must be all that werewolf strength—and then returned all of the empty crates. Which makes me think that one of those carriages must now filled with loose fruits and vegetables just rolling around on the floor. I guess it’s not really my problem. He can do whatever he wants with his food.

			We make the turn at the mill, home just ahead in the distance. Lamplight Farm isn’t the biggest, but we’re still a decent size at fifteen acres. About half of that is empty fields of grass, but the rest is still a lot of land for the three of us to work. We’ve got a small stable for our two horses, a decent sized barn for our three dairy cows, and a small wooden chicken coop. The farmhouse where we actually live is an old wooden building with two floors, covered in a layer of faded blue paint.

			“I don’t know what you did to get the prince’s attention like that,” Momma says as we park the carts next to the farmhouse, “but I think it just paid for a new roof.”

			“Whatever it was, you’ll have to do it again the next time we have a royal in town,” Daddy jokes as we step off.

			“I’m going to put this away,” Momma tells us, hugging us both before she steps inside. “It feels dangerous carrying around this much money.”

			While Momma stashes away today’s earnings in the safe, Daddy starts to pull the empty crates from the carts, stacking them in the shed near the fields so they’ll be ready for the next harvest. They’re light enough that he can handle it on his own, so I unhook Bess and Kino from the carts and bring them to our small horse stable.

			We’ve had these horses for as long as I can remember, and they’re both getting up in years, but they’re gentle-natured and hard workers. I get them both in their stalls and make sure they’ve got fresh water and plenty of forage to eat. Before I leave, I feed them both an apple, a reward for all the work they did today.

			My stomach starts to rumble after I leave the stable, so I head back to the farmhouse for lunch. Momma usually packs us sandwiches and a few snacks to eat while at the market, and I join her and Daddy at the dinner table to eat. When we’re finished, we each head off to take care of what we need to on the farm.

			Even though we woke up early to finish a few things, since we normally expect to spend most of the day in the marketplace selling, there’s still plenty to be done around farm. The chickens and cows were taken care of this morning, so with the horses fed, that should be all of the animals. I think that just leaves some hay bales in the barn that need to be stacked.

			“Good afternoon, ladies,” I greet the cows as I enter the barn. “Don’t mind me. Just moving some hay.”

			“Mooooo,” Holly greets me in return, coming up to the edge of her stall with her sisters Molly and Polly at her side.

			“Yeah, it was a really good day,” I start to tell them about our morning as I pick up the first bale, starting a pile in the corner. “You’ll never believe it: Prince Makseka was at the market today. Just wandering around like it was nothing.”

			“Moo?” Polly asks while I grab my second bale.

			“Yeah, he came up and started asking me all these questions about the farm.” I move another, already starting to feel the familiar burn in my arm muscles. “He seemed really interested for some reason, and then he bought everything. That’s why we’re home so early.”

			Okay, I know the cows can’t actually understand me, and no, I can’t understand them either, but that doesn’t mean they don’t like being talked to. They’re friendly girls, always eager to say hello. Sometimes I feel like they understand me anyways, and even if they can’t, it’s just nice to have someone who listens, you know? 

			“Moooo.” Sounds like Molly wants to hear more about the prince.

			“He was really nice, actually,” I tell her as I pull off my shirt, already soaked through with sweat, tucking it into the waist of my pants. “Not that I expected him to be mean. He was maybe a little weird, too. Kept asking me about what it’s like living and working on a farm, how much I liked it. And then like I said, he bought everything we brought with us. Down to the last onion.”

			“Moo?” Holly seems skeptical.

			“No, that was the other weird part. Even though Momma and Daddy were right there, I was the one he kept talking to.” I finish with one pile and move onto the next. “I’m not sure why he was so interested in hearing from me. They’ve been doing this a lot longer, especially Daddy.”

			“Moo.” Polly always did get to the right to the point.

			“Yeah, okay, he was nice to look at, too,” I admit, stopping for a second, pointlessly trying to wipe my brow with my shirt. “He’s really tall, and he has these bright blue eyes I noticed from all the way across the square. I don’t think he’d shaved in a couple of days, but it looked really good on him.”

			“Well, that’s a nice thing to hear.” The voice makes me yelp in surprise and drop the bale in my hands. Turning around, I see Prince Makseka leaning against the barn door. “Though I swear, I shaved just yesterday.”

			“Your Highness!” I blurt out, probably a little too loudly. “What are you doing here?”

			“I happen to have it on good authority that you were given the rest of the day off, so I thought I’d come and see what your farm was like for myself.” He steps farther inside the barn, his icy blue eyes scanning my body again. “Though it kinda seems like you’re still working anyway.”

			“I… I’m sorry, sir.” Why am I apologizing? “There’s just a lot of work to be done on a farm.” I gesture to the half-finished stack of hay bales.

			“I can see that.” Instead of looking there, his eyes are glued to my sweaty, shirtless torso, my chest hair matted to my skin.

			“W-Would you … like a tour of the farm, sir?” I’m right back to feeling that mix of nervousness and being drawn in, just like in town.

			“I would.” He nods once, stepping closer. “I really enjoyed meeting you today. So much that it made me start to consider some things.”

			“What kind of things, Prince Makseka?” It feels like he wants me to ask.

			“Please, call me Max,” he says before his expression turns more serious. “How much do you know about consorts to the royal family?” He looks almost worried about what my answer might be.

			“I… I know a little,” I lie, the question making goosebumps break out over my body. “I’ve read a few stories and heard about some other things from other people in the village.”

			“Well, I can promise you that only about half of them are true,” he teases, putting back on his charming smile. “But I’m glad you’re at least a little familiar because I have another question to ask you.”

			“Sir?” My throat suddenly feels very dry.

			“Would you do me the honor of becoming my consort?” he asks, taking a step toward me.

			“I… You… What?” There is no way I just heard him right.

			“I want to claim you as my consort,” he repeats, stepping closer.

			“But… But why? We just met today. Why me?” Everything around us has gone dead silent. Even the cows are watching the two of us closely.

			“To start with, Sunshine, you’re gorgeous.” He grins at me cockily. “But even if I didn’t find you incredibly attractive, you also seem kind, and gentle, and you’re obviously a hard worker. I think I wanted you from the moment our eyes met across the town square. And your scent?” He leans in and inhales through his nose, a pleasant smile crossing his face. I knew he was smelling me at the market!

			“Th-thank you, Your Highness.” I reel in my shock enough to force the words out. “B-But I’m sorry, sir. I c-can’t be your c-consort.”

			“What?” His head swings around at the obviously unexpected answer. “Why not?”

			“Well, my… my family. The farm.” I look around the barn and over at Polly, Holly, and Molly. “My parents are getting older, and they can’t do as much around here as they used to. They need my help. I quit school to be here for them. I can’t just leave.”

			“Of course you’d be selfless too.” He sighs, wearing a sad but still hopeful smile. “But maybe we can find a solution for that. Come with me.”

			“W-Where are we going?” I follow as he turns and strides swiftly out of the barn.

			“To talk to your parents,” he answers without ever looking over his shoulder. What is he going to say to them?

			We reach the main house, walking in through the already open back door and through the kitchen. Seated around the dinner table are both my parents, Kamo, and two of the royal knights, with the other two on our couch. The knights and Kamo all stand when we enter, my parents hastily doing the same.

			“Is everything alright?” one of the knights asks Prince Makseka, looking concerned.

			“Yes, I just need to discuss a few things with Mr. and Mrs. Lambert here.” The prince takes a seat in the only empty chair at the table. Everyone else returns to their seats as well, leaving me to stand awkwardly behind him. “So, to cut to the chase, I have asked your son if he would do me the honor of becoming my consort.”

			“You did what?”

			“You did what?!”

			Kamo’s question sounds a lot angrier than my mother’s. The knights all look surprised, their gazes moving between me and the prince, while Momma and Daddy are a mix of shocked and confused. Just like I was when he asked me. And mostly still am.

			“I would like your son to come back with me to the capital, live with me in the castle, and claim him as my consort,” Prince Makseka explains in the simplest terms possible. “Unfortunately, he told me that he can’t because you need him to keep the farm running.”

			“Yes, he’s a big help around here.” Daddy seems hesitant to answer. Both my parents are looking at me confused and worried, like neither knows what to say.

			“That’s something I can understand. He’s obviously devoted to this place and to the two of you.” He nods. “So what I would like to propose is that in exchange for bringing your son home with me, I compensate you with a monthly stipend you could use to hire a farmhand to work in his place. Would a thousand gold cover it?”

			I feel like the air is knocked out of me. One thousand gold a month!? That is the kind of money we could only dream of. We’d be able to get new equipment, new horses, fix up the house… With money like that, every month, my parents would never have to work a day themselves ever again!

			Both of their eyes go just as wide as mine, sharing a look. Daddy starts to speak for them both. “I… I’m sorry, Your Highness, but there is no amount of money that could replace our son. I’m afraid I have to—”

			“Wait,” I cut Daddy off, all eyes in the room turning to me. “Your Highness, could… Could I have some time to think about it?”

			“Of course,” Makseka agrees with a too-quick nod, hope plastered across his face.

			“Your Highness!” Kamo, who glares at me and my family in annoyance, puts his foot down. Literally, he stomps on the floor. “You cannot honestly be considering making this boy—”

			“Do you think you get a say in this, Kamo?” The prince challenges his “keeper” with a cool look and a cocked eyebrow.

			Chastised, Kamo takes a deep breath before continuing. “All I mean to say, my prince, is that we cannot delay our return to the castle any longer. We have already wasted enough time in this village and need to return home. The king and queen are expecting us.”

			“My parents aren’t going to miss me if we stay one more night.” The prince scoffs and rolls his eyes. Then he stands and turns to me. “I can give you until the morning. Would that be enough time for you to make a decision?”

			“Yes, sir,” I agree even though I know that’s not nearly enough time for something this big. “Thank you. I promise I will give you an answer in the morning, Prince Makseka.”

			“I told you: call me Max.” He gives me a smoldering look before taking my hand and kissing the back of it while Kamo and his knights stand, the group of them moving to the front door. “I’ll see you in the morning. Sleep well tonight, Sunshine.”

			My parents and I are at a loss for words after he leaves, standing in silence in the dining room.

			“Is today real?” Momma shakes her head and falls back into her seat.

			“I need a drink.” Daddy steps into the kitchen, returning with a bottle of whiskey and glass.

			“What… What should I tell him?” I ask nervously as I sit down.

			“You tell him no,” Daddy tells me as he fills a glass.

			“But … he offered us so much money, Daddy.” A thousand gold a month… I still can’t wrap my head around it.

			“And you are our son,” Momma asserts, taking my hand. “All the gold in the world couldn’t replace you.”

			“But Momma…” I know what she’s saying, but I still shake my head. “With money like that we could finally hire some help around here. We could expand the fields. You could both retire.”

			“I don’t care.” Daddy takes my other hand. “You’re our boy. This is your home. Nothing and no one is ever going to change that, even the dammed prince.”

			“We love you,” Momma says with a squeeze to my hand.

			“I love you both, too,” I respond, even though my mind is still reeling. “Is it okay if I go into town for a little bit? I kind of want to talk to some friends about this.”

			“Go right ahead, son.” Momma nods with a smile. “Just make sure you’re back in time for dinner.”

			“Yes ma’am.” I stand and hug them both.

			I jog upstairs to my bedroom to replace the shirt I took off in the barn—I need to remember to grab that or it’ll smell like the cows for days. Once I’m redressed, I head back downstairs and out the front door, walking down the dirt road away from the farm. Here, away from everyone else, I feel like I finally have the space to breathe.

			What… What the heck just happened? Why was the prince at my house? How did he even find it? Okay, so maybe it’s not actually that hard to find. But why would he want me to be his consort? I’m nobody, just a dumb hick. He talked to me for maybe fifteen minutes. What could he have possibly seen in me?

			I head straight to Violet’s house, knocking on the door way too hard. She looks surprised to see me when she answers, and behind her I can see two of our other friends, Monica and Ricky. Suddenly, I’m a little more hesitant to ask for advice.

			Monica and Ricky are the same age and went to the same school as Violet and I. They’ve also been a couple for a few years now. They’re fine, but the way they baby talk to each other can get a little gross. Monica is the daughter of the town baker, with brown eyes and mousy brown hair that she keeps in a ponytail. She’s a nice girl, usually very quiet and shy, at least when she’s not around Ricky.

			Ricky is … fine. Okay, honestly, he can be kind of a jerk sometimes. Don’t get me wrong, I like the guy. He can just be kinda … snobby. Which is saying something in a small town like ours. His family owns another farm in town, about twice the size of ours, and he lives there with his parents and two younger siblings. He’s a few inches shorter than me with a slimmer build but just as much muscle, and he has light brown hair and green eyes.

			“Peter!” Violet pulls me inside and leads me to where our friends are sitting. “I am so glad you came over. I was just telling them about what happened with the prince at the market this morning. I didn’t have a chance to talk to you before you left!”

			“I might have some more news about that…” I grimace as I take a seat on a chair next to the couch.

			“Oh my god, what happened?” she asks with excitement as she takes her own seat on the couch next to me.

			“He came to the farm,” I start to tell them about my afternoon.

			“What!?” Monica jumps up from the other side of the couch to move closer to me. “Why was he there? What did he want?”

			“He… He asked me to be his consort.” I let the words spill out of me. No point in beating around the bush.

			Violet lets out a high-pitched squeal and clamps her hand over her mouth. “WHAT?!”

			“Holy shit, seriously?” Ricky asks from his spot on the middle of the couch.

			“Yeah, he said he … really liked meeting me at the market and…” I can feel myself start to blush, and I trail off, remembering his words. He called me Sunshine. He said he wanted me from the moment our eyes met.

			“You?” Ricky continues to sound shocked. “What did he see in you?”

			“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Violet defends me, slapping Ricky on the arm.

			“Honeybun, that wasn’t very nice.” Monica turns and pouts at him.

			“Aww, I’m sorry, pumpkin. I didn’t mean it like that.” Might be nice if he apologized to me… “I only meant that it doesn’t make sense for the prince to want anyone from Weston as a consort. There’s nothing special here.”

			“That’s what I thought…” I ignore the way his words bring me down. “It doesn’t matter because I told him I no.”

			“You did what?!” Violet is scandalized.

			“I told him that I couldn’t leave the farm, that my parents need me here,” I explain, even though that was far from the end of it. “So then he offered my parents money. A lot of money. Enough for them to hire some farmhands to replace me and then some.”

			“How much?” Ricky asks and is smacked on the arm again. “Oww. Sorry.”

			“A lot,” I repeat, not wanting to tell them everything. “And I’m supposed to give him an answer in the morning.”

			“This is amazing!” Violet claps her hands together in excitement.

			“No, it’s not!” I look at her like her head just exploded.

			“What are you talking about?” She fixes me with a stern look. “You can’t tell me you’ve never thought about this before.”

			She knows I have. We used to talk about it all the time. Moving to the city, being swept off my feet by the prince, getting to live in the castle … and then the other, more private things that take place behind closed doors. It was one of the only ways I knew boys were even allowed to like other boys.

			“That was different.” I curl in on myself. Ricky and Monica both know, but it still feels weird to talk about with them. “Before, it was just a fantasy. It was never going to be real. What am I supposed to do: just say yes? Leave the farm, my family, all of you?”

			“Yes!” Monica exclaims, jumping up again. “I… I mean…”

			“She means it’s an opportunity,” Ricky explains for her. “One you should really think about taking.”

			“Come on. Isn’t there at least some part of you that wants to say yes?” Violet fixes me with a knowing look.

			“Maybe.” I sigh and shake my head. “But I still can’t do it. I can’t just leave everyone. This is my home.”

			“Yeah, alright.” Violet sighs, disappointed. “I understand. But I still think you should—”

			A series of loud coughs suddenly rings through the house—Violet’s father. She mumbles a small apology as she exits the room to take care of him. Violet is an only child like me, and her mother died when she was really young, so it’s just been her and her father most of her life. She’s the only one here to take care of him.

			He first got sick a few months ago. It was just a small cough at the start, but then he started coughing up blood, and since then he’s gotten much weaker. He’s always tired, and he’s lost a lot of weight. Violet has tried to step in for him, but her blacksmithing skills aren’t nearly as good as his yet. She comes by the farm about once a month to reshoe the horses, and after paying her, my parents always send her home with a box of food. She’s having an even tougher time than we are.

			The three of us sit quietly and awkwardly until she comes back, no one mentioning her father or his mystery illness. We hang out for another hour or so, talking more about the prince and some of the other things that happened at the market today. The girls in particular needle me for more details, pushing me to admit what I found attractive about him. I tell them a little bit, like about his eyes, and his stubble, but after I look out the window and see how late it’s getting, I say my goodbyes and head home.

			I’m glad I had the chance to talk to Violet and the others, but I’m not actually sure if it helped. It seems like they just wanted to talk about all the fun and scandalous bits, and not the “leaving behind everyone and everything I’ve ever known” part. I sigh to myself when I reach the farm, no closer to making a decision one way or the other. I head for the open back door, pausing when I hear my parents talking inside.

			“I can’t believe we’re even considering this.” That’s my mom.

			“We’re not considering this.” And there’s Daddy.

			“He is!” Momma corrects him.

			“Well, can you blame him?” Daddy counters, trying to see things through my eyes. “The prince did offer us a lot of money.”

			“Money that would go to us, not our son.” She makes a good point, but it’s one that makes me lean toward saying yes. “If he accepts, it’s only because of us.”

			“We raised a good son, Mary,” Daddy tries to console her.

			“Too good.” I can hear her sad smile. “We can’t let him do this. We’re supposed to make sure he lives a better life than we did, not the other way around.”

			“I don’t want him to leave either, hun. He belongs here with us.” I won’t lie. It feels really good to hear my parents want so badly for me to stay. “But that’s a decision he’s going to have to come to on his own.”

			“I know. Why do you think I’m making fried cod and scrunchions for dinner?” That’s my favorite! I knew I smelled something good.

			“We’ll have to hope that’ll be enough,” Daddy jokes with a sigh. “It would be a lot of money, though.”

			“What are you saying?” Momma sounds annoyed now.

			“Not that we should take it. But you can’t blame me for thinking about what we could use it for,” he defends himself, sounding wistful. “We could hire those farmhands like we’ve been talking about for years. Replace all our old equipment. And you know the horses are getting up in years. Just like us.”

			“All the new horses in the world aren’t worth our son,” Momma says with finality. “He was our miracle, Ron. We thought we would never—”

			“I know, hun. I know.” Daddy sighs again.

			As good as it is to hear my parents’ words, I also can’t help but think about everything they could use that money for. They’d never have to work again. With even more to think about, I quietly take a few steps backward, making sure to stomp my feet when I step onto the porch this time so they’ll be sure to hear me arriving.

			“Oh good, you’re back!” Momma calls over her shoulder as she stands over the stove. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

			“It smells great, Momma.” I lean over to kiss her on the cheek.

			“Son, I want to make sure you know you don’t need to say yes to the prince,” Daddy tells me as I join him at the table.

			“I know that, Daddy.” I nod, pulling in my seat.

			“But you’re still considering it,” Momma says as she sets a plate for each of us on the table before grabbing her own.

			“It’s just … so much money.” It would change our lives forever.

			“We’re doing just fine on money,” Momma insists, even though I know that isn’t entirely truthful.

			“I know we’re okay,” I lie with her. “I’m just trying to think about the future.”

			“We’re the parents here.” She reaches out to take my hand. “You let us worry about the future.”

			As nice a thought as that is, it’s not realistic. What the future holds is them getting older, and my needing to take care of them, on top of running the farm by myself. I can’t even wrap my head around that. At least if I accepted the prince’s offer, I’d know they’d both be taken care of, even if I wouldn’t be here to do it myself.

			We spend the rest of dinner talking about the work we need to do on the farm. Daddy wants to till the east field tomorrow so we can put down our first batch of potatoes for next season. The conversation feels a little like they’re just trying to distract me, but I go along with it anyway.

			When I am finished helping clean up after dinner, I decide to call it an early night and head up to my bedroom. My parents both hug me longer than usual, and I can tell they both want to ask me about my decision, but they don’t. I’m glad because I still have a lot to think about.

			I flop down on the bed once I’m upstairs and in my room. I keep thinking about what Momma said about the future. And it’s not that I don’t want to do those things—I really do love the farm, and I love spending time with both of them—it’s just going to be a lot of work. Not to mention expensive. And … would saying yes to Prince Max really be all that much worse?

			I mean, if I say yes, I’ll get to travel outside of the village and see a real city. I’ll get meet new people and try all sorts of new things. I wonder what the food is like? But if I stay here, then I know exactly what my future is going to be. Staying in this small town, on this farm, in this old house … alone forever. 

			I know I’m making that sound like a bad thing. I don’t mean to. I’ve just never really thought about the possibility of doing anything else. I know I’d basically be signing the rest of my life away to someone else, but … maybe it wouldn’t be so bad? Like Violet said, it’s not like I’ve never fantasized about it.

			That brings up another memory. I roll over to the side of the bed, sticking my hand under my mattress and feeling around. When my hands land on an old book, I pull it out, running my fingers across the worn-down cover and creased edges. This was one of my favorites.

			It tells the story of a prince and the love he had for another prince of a country far, far across the ocean. The two had met only briefly, shortly before war broke out between their two nations. After learning that his love is being held captive by his tyrannical father, our hero travels to the country in secret, seeking to free him. The story is filled with all sorts of action and drama, and I swear I must have read it over a dozen times. In the end, our hero manages to defeat the evil king, end the war, and rescue his love—who he of course claims as consort. I’ll let you figure out the rest.

			I slowly flip through the yellowed pages, the details of the story coming back to me like an old friend. I used to eat this stuff up, constantly daydreaming about what it would be like if I could meet a prince of my own. And now I have … so is it really so crazy if I take a chance and say yes?

			I can already tell I’m going to have a hard time sleeping tonight, no closer to making up my mind one way or another. I lay there, trying to read, trying to think, trying to sleep, but none of it takes. I turn and look out the window at the night sky. The house is quiet, my parents already in bed themselves. With a sigh, I roll out of bed and throw on some clothes.

			I don’t always sleep great, so sometimes at night I’ll take a walk around the farm to clear my head. And I could really use it tonight. I can’t believe I’m actually considering telling him yes. I can’t believe that this is even a thing I can say yes to. It’s a fantasy I used to think about a lot… but that’s all I ever thought it would be.

			I stop and lean against the fence, looking up at the moon. It’s only about half full, the moonlight pouring over the fields. Almost on cue, a wolf howl fills the air. One that sounds almost lonely. If I say yes, I wouldn’t just be the prince’s consort. I’d be a werewolf’s consort. And I have no idea what that means. But maybe I’m ready to find out.
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