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			​Chapter One

			I cannot remember a time when Coralia thrived. A time when food was plentiful and an honest day’s work provided an honest day’s pay. Even my father cannot remember such a time. The stories from our ancestors regarding Coralia’s greatness are fairy tales to console our children as they lie in their beds at night with nothing to fill their emptiness but a flicker of hope. That minuscule flame has long been tasked with providing warmth and comfort to the citizenry of Coralia.

			At one time, Coralia flourished with ingenuity and power. Once well-respected and economically prosperous, King Zephraim the Wise predicted Coralia would serve as a beacon of hope to the world—a standard for others to strive towards. We surpassed the rest of the world in art, literature, trade, agriculture, and production. Oh, but if King Zephraim had lived forever! We might still retain the glory of what Coralia once was and promised to always be.

			But Sargarus IV had different plans for his people—plans of war, destruction, and death. Our men were conscripted into never-ending battles, and those who did not die came home broken in body and spirit. We ran out of money, out of allies, and out of the will to go on. When Sargarus died, the survivors celebrated as only a subjugated people could.

			Our queen claims she longs to correct the horrors of the reign of Sargarus IV, but her impassioned declarations sputter and die. She taxes the wealthy, yet her people go hungry. She has traded war for an endless pursuit of approval from our former enemies, prostrating herself before the world like a rejected, disease-infested whore. When she is not suckling at the teat of our potential allies, she sits in her castle, intoxicated and demanding celebrations of her goodness from those who cannot refuse.

			Coralia deserves more from its leader. It deserves someone with a passion for her subjects, someone who is willing to make the necessary changes to ensure our people’s prosperity. If we continue with the Gaillane line, we are doomed to fester away into nothingness.

			I stand before you now, and I can see the lingering vestiges of hope grow dimmer with each passing day. Without nourishment, the flame will die. It is astounding to me that the caretaker of Coralia has little interest in its health. The House of Gaillane has refused its duty to its people for far too long.

			

		


		
			​Chapter Two

			“Wine, Your Majesty?” A young girl pushed a silver tray toward Queen Collette, her rough hands shaking nervously. The burgundy liquid swirled around in the jug, but not one drop spilled. Collette nodded. Placing the tray on a nearby table, the young servant poured the wine into a golden goblet. When filled, the girl presented the drink to Collette, earning a smile and a nod of thanks before she scampered off. 

			Collette sat on a dais, surrounded by ornate wooden pillars and a canopy to provide shade from the sun. Lush draperies flanked the sides of the secure stage, blocking out most of the excited sounds of the arriving crowd. In the distance, she could see the silhouette of Gadleigh Palace, but neither her home nor the crowd held much interest.

			The elaborate seating offered Collette and her entourage a comfortable place to enjoy the tournament marking her twenty-fifth birthday. While the attendees delighted in the displays of skill and athleticism, had the day been left up to her, a small hunting trip would replace the noise and decadence. She felt as though she was displayed on an altar for all to see.

			Bringing the goblet to her lips, she contemplated the allure of privacy. Near the practice fields on the far corner, a blond elf fiddled with a bow. Exasperated, he tested the draw weight while another man with russet hair looked on. Collette had to lean forward in her seat to better view the brewing conflict.

			Curtains parted, and Zephraim stepped onto the dais. He spared Collette a brief glance before heading to the table where the servant girl left the wine and poured himself a generous glass. “He’s at it again.”

			“You expected something different?” Collette asked her half-brother. She took another drink of wine. The sweet plum flavor delighted her taste buds.

			“I believe members of the court question why you let a fletcher carry on besmirching your name.” His red curls bouncing, Zephraim draped himself over the chair next to Collette. With his free hand, he tugged at his jacket collar, stretching the material.

			“He doesn’t bother me.” Collette shrugged, flashing Zephraim a wry smile. “And he’s never criticized you.”

			“It should bother you,” Zephraim remarked. As the crowd cheered, he studied the archers who lined up for the first contest. “Some might interpret your merciful kindness as weakness—something to use to their advantage.”

			“Anyone with that opinion should to talk to me.” She sat back in her chair, turning toward him. “A bit of criticism might serve us well, Zeph.”

			Zephraim tapped his fingers before replying. “I worry you might be asking too much from some members of the court. Removing the pest from outside the palace walls would be a gentle way of asserting your authority.”

			She shrugged and got up to refill her goblet. “You’re competing today?”

			Zephraim looked back at her. “Perhaps. It’s far too early in the morning to consider such things. Besides, Wrenn and Rhoslyn arrive from Galel today.”

			Collette’s lips pressed together as she returned to her seat.

			“Don’t be cross with me, sister,” Zephraim said. “It’s not my fault you and Wrenn refuse to get along.”

			“But you don’t need to make them feel so welcomed.” 

			Zephraim laughed. “You made a similar point when Riken left for Wildrun.”

			Collette remained silent as servants filed into the tent, carrying trays of rich, succulent meats, fruits, and pastries. Behind them entered a middle-aged man, his shoulder-length brown hair neatly styled. He dressed in his usual gray gambeson, black breeches, and dark leather boots. Around his waist sat a festive gold belt.

			Collette gave him a smile and beckoned him over. “I’d decided you weren’t attending, Whyldon.”

			Captain John Whyldon bowed before Collette, and he nodded his head in respect towards Zephraim. “I was delayed by some of the guard,” he explained. “The festivities proved a distraction to the ones on duty.”

			Zeph ignored the presence of Collette’s Guard Captain. He walked over to the table of food and grabbed a piece of pork with his bare hand. “I’m going to make the rounds and see if I can discover any interesting news. I’ll let you know when the Almeidas arrive.” He tore a piece of pork away with his teeth and exited the tent.

			Amusement emerged on Whyldon’s face after Zephraim left, his brown eyes twinkling.

			“Don’t start,” Collette warned. She motioned to the now empty seat beside her. “I’m not laughing about the Almeidas.”

			“I don’t claim to find them hilarious,” Whyldon insisted as he took a seat. “But one cannot help noting how indignant you become anytime you think you’ll have to look at them.”

			Collette gripped the arms of her chair, her knuckles turning white. “Rhoslyn Almeida is a sneaky, conniving witch of a woman who spends her every hour plotting against everyone besides herself.”

			“She’ll marry Zephraim before all is said and done. He’s quite taken with her, after all. She would be your sister.” Whyldon ducked his head to conceal a laugh.

			“Don’t wish such horrors on me, or I shall make Cremisus Hawke my guard captain.”

			“I suppose if you wish, Your Majesty, I could go back to Galel and resume my family’s tradition of farming.” 

			He laughed out loud as Collette swatted his arm. Had they not been in public, Collette might have punched him. She strolled over to the table and selected a piece of honeyed fruit from a tray. Only after she took a bite, chewed, and swallowed did she decide to return to the subject of the Almeidas.

			“Wrenn Almeida is the worst example of nobility run amok. He’s a lazy drunk who neglects his responsibilities. And—”

			“And Zephraim highly favors Wrenn and Rhoslyn. You’re better served to demonstrate civility towards them if you want others to accept the changes you’re making. Your brother believes you to be too harsh with the nobility. Show them you are not.”

			“How benevolent of you,” Collette said as she resumed her seat. Whyldon was right, of course, but she enjoyed complaining all the same.

			“Only for your sake, Your Majesty,” Whyldon said.

			Collette focused on the archers before her, finding the blond elf once more. She appreciated the ease with which he shot, and she studied the technique so she might duplicate it later. He was the best of the competitors thus far and the most stoic.

			“I didn’t know he decided to compete,” Whyldon said.

			Collette glanced at him. “Who is he?”

			“One of the new members of the guard. Quite disciplined and expertly skilled. Crem found him and brought him on.” Whyldon suddenly glanced up, sighed, and rose to his feet. “I think I’ll go see if any of the other men are competing.” He bowed once again to Collette and made his leave.

			As soon as she was alone, a thud sounded against the wood of the dais behind her which elicited the smallest of smiles. “You make far too much noise, Tolan.”

			“Perhaps I did it to catch your attention, my Queen,” Tolan replied as he knelt beside her, hiding himself from view. 

			The affectionate, more intimate address sent a shiver of pleasure down her spine. She wasn’t just his queen. She was his, in every sense of the word.

			“Of course, you did. You wanted Whyldon to know you were here. I believe that was why he left.” She let herself admire his sun-bronzed skin and dark, shaggy hair.

			Whyldon’s dislike of Tolan was the kind he ordinarily reserved for evildoers and storybooks, but it wasn’t exactly undeserved, Collette would admit. Tolan had a terrible and glorious habit of irritating and taunting Whyldon and the guards he supervised.

			“You didn’t hear me, though!” Tolan said. “If you had, you wouldn’t have been able to keep a straight face.”

			“Perhaps I was shielding you from Whyldon’s wrath,” Collette quipped. “He can be formidable when he chooses.”

			Tolan chuckled as he reached out and took Collette’s free hand, running his thumb in slow circles in her palm. Her skin burned with desire at his touch. “How long must you waste away here, unappreciated by the nobility?”

			“For at least a few events.” Her expression softened. She’d missed him in the interim since their last meeting.

			“And your plans for when those events are over? Do you have time in your busy schedule for a kitchen lad?”

			“Were it up to me, I’d spend as much time with the kitchen lad as he liked.”

			He took both of her hands in his. “Were it up to the kitchen lad, all your time would be spent with him. He would show you the entirety of the world, my Queen.” He kissed her hands. “Since it’s not a viable option, this kitchen lad shall instead win the gladiatorial portion of today’s event, which will have the unfortunate consequence of causing your guard captain to weep, I’m sorry to say. Afterwards, I will steal you away for a night of merriment, if it pleases Her Majesty.”

			She laughed at the thought of Whyldon issuing even a single tear. Her guard captain was many things, but weepy was not one of them. “If you actually manage to make Whyldon cry, I will be quite impressed with you. I might be persuaded to let you drag me away all the sooner, and for much longer than you plan.”

			Tolan gave her a soft smile. “You do know how to tempt a man, my Queen. I had considered giving your guards a fighting chance, but now... Well, I can only hope you’ll forgive me for embarrassing them as badly as I am about to.”

			“Promise?” she asked, leaning forward.

			“Promise,” he said, before kissing the tops of her hands.

			A gentle smile emerged. She longed to do nothing other than run away with him, but now was not the time. “You should go before Whyldon comes back. I’d like to make it through the day without his lectures.”

			Tolan nodded. “Before I take my leave, may I have a token of luck, my Queen? For the competition to come?”

			It was a bold request, but the warmth radiating from her smile didn’t dissuade him. “What kind of token would you like?” she asked, meeting his umber-colored eyes with her darker ones. “I’d stand in this very spot and declare my eternal devotion to you if you wanted. Is my undying devotion token enough?”

			“My heart jumps for joy at such a thought. However, since we are trying to avoid a lecture, I will settle for a kiss, or maybe this.” He held up her right hand where an antique gold bracelet rested.

			“As if you had to ask for either.” Collette removed her hands from his and removed the gold corded bracelet from her wrist, one which had once belonged to her mother. She held the delicate thing between her thumb and forefinger, inviting him to take it.

			His eyebrows knitted together, and disbelief followed by warmth showed from his eyes. He took the bracelet from her fingers and secured it to his own wrist before safely covering it beneath his long-sleeved tunic. “With such a blessing, there is no possibility of the guard captain not shedding tears when I trounce his men.”

			“I told you I was eternally devoted to you. You declined to have me announce it,” she said, reaching out to caress his face. Collette was contemplating kissing him anyway when Whyldon’s voice drew closer. “You really have to go now.”

			“I know,” Tolan said, and as though on a whim, he removed the necklace he wore and handed it to her as though it was a trade. “My Fythian necklace to keep you company,” he shared. He glanced around, then turned his attention back to Collette. “I shall dedicate my every fight to you, my Queen. My life, my love is yours from now into the next life.” Kissing her hand again, he took his leave in the same way he arrived.
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			I think I’ll go see if any of the other men are competing.

			She’d heard the voice before in a distant, familiar memory. A soft, smoky masculine voice whispered in her ear night after night, caressing her into a secure warmth she felt at no other time. All will be well, Nawalya. I will care for you.

			The voice penetrated her mind like so many other visions. No promise of warning or reality, only hints of possibilities in a future which might not be her own.

			It was the voice she heard the day of the massacre, circulating in her mind, buffering the outside world so she didn’t fall apart. Arian needed her.

			She didn’t know if the voice was real. Did it belong to someone? Or was it an amalgamation of different people her mind created to soothe her? After nearly a century, she thought the voice an extension of herself, an imaginative being keeping her safe when nothing else could. But then, no one else could hear or see what she experienced.

			The tournament presented Nawalya with a unique opportunity, unavailable since Queen Collette’s coronation three years ago. The nobility arrived days before, all to celebrate the queen’s twenty-fifth birthday. While she liked the queen in theory, she despised the bejeweled, lace-covered coxcombs who primped and preened while ignoring laboring tenants. Gathered together, Nawalya could investigate them and sort the schemers and warmongers from the rest. When her task was done, she’d dispose of the dangerous ones.

			Every so often, Nawalya would pause to stand among the spectators, local merchants, craftspeople, and farmers who appreciated a day off from work and free entertainment provided by the elite.

			No, the queen’s box sat in the middle, draped in fine curtains shielding the queen and her visitors from the rest of the crowd. To the right were other boxes and tents, all reserved for lesser nobles and their guests. Nawalya lingered in the area as much as she could, trying to glimpse faces or overhear useful conversations.

			The surroundings were forgotten the second she realized the voice, her voice, belonged to Captain John Whyldon.

			Whyldon’s reputation reached Nawalya long before she ever laid eyes on him. He was the superior ranking member of the Queen’s Guard, a special group of men who served and protected the queen. After Arian’s recruitment, his reports included details of the captain. Though soft-spoken, he was a strong leader and thorough in his orders. Arian liked him as much as Arian liked anyone, and Nawalya made a point of looking for him while at the tournament, eager to see who had managed to impress her oldest friend.

			When she’d spotted a bearded man entering the queen’s tent, she’d guessed he must be the captain. He was clearly a soldier based on the dark clothing he wore. His posture and natural gait—solid intentional steps—furthered this notion. The fine lines around his eyes and the graying hair at his temples suggested he was older. He was quite handsome, as much as a human man could be, and Nawalya smiled to herself in silent victory over identifying the captain without aid. 

			She’d meant to turn her attention back to the tournament. Arian stood among the other competitors, his grimace striking a contrast to them. He could at least pretend to have fun.

			She cheered when Arian took his first shot, his arrow striking the target’s center. Someone beside her grumbled about elves having an unfair advantage, and she opened her mouth to reply, but something stopped her.

			“Finally made it out of the kitchen, Crem?” someone said from behind her. She felt a strange numbness fill her lungs, preventing her drawing breath. That voice. Who had spoken?

			Looking around, she spotted Captain Whyldon standing near another similarly dressed man. She hadn’t realized Whyldon had left the royal box.

			“You know Diana,” the man Whyldon called Crem replied. “She’s in a frenzy with preparations for the upcoming feasts.”

			“I’d wager one of her kitchen workers being absent isn’t helping things,” Whyldon replied, nodding his head in the direction of the royal box. Crem laughed in response.

			It was him. Whyldon was the man she’d heard all her life, and it took everything in Nawalya to not to go running towards him, throw her arms around him, and weep. She felt herself moving forward, her feet having no regard for whatever lingering rational part of her mind said to do.

			“I think I’ll go sample some of your wife’s cooking,” Whyldon said through a chuckle. “Make sure it’s adequate for Her Majesty.” He and Crem began walking away, back towards the palace, as Nawalya made to follow behind.

			She felt a hand wrap around the upper part of her arm, and Nawalya growled in frustration as she was pulled back to reality. “Let me go,” she demanded.

			“Not today, Waya,” replied Larent, and it was for his sake alone she allowed herself to calm enough not to take a knife to him. “Last thing we need is for you to throw yourself at the guard captain.”

			“You don’t understand!” Nawalya protested. The noise from the crowd muffled her complaints, but she found she didn’t care much. She wanted to follow Whyldon. When Larent gave her a skeptical look, she added, “You don’t!”

			Larent wrapped her up in a warm hug. He did such things whenever he couldn’t think of a better response. “Why don’t we go wait for Arian to finish up,” he suggested. “He understands everything, and he will explain it to me.”

			Nawalya didn’t like Larent’s compromise, but with Whyldon out of sight, she found herself nodding.

			

		


		
			​Chapter Three

			The alcohol had gone to Collette’s head long before she’d taken her seat for dinner. Drinking during the tournament had been a jovial way to pass the time. There had been an expectation to share a cup of sweet, dark wine with anyone who stopped by the royal dais throughout the afternoon. She would deny outright intoxication, but her mood was elevated and her limbs a little heavy.

			She entered the dining hall, candles glittering from the dining table and side dressers between jugs of wine and platters of fruit. Torches hung every few feet along the wall, illuminating the corners of the room. The dim lighting accompanying the evening meal only served to accelerate Collette’s oncoming drowsiness.

			As she approached, three people stood from the table. Zephraim’s dark jacket, lined with silver flourishes, complimented his rose-gold hair and light gray eyes.

			In the space beside him stood Wrenn Almeida, Duke of Veitel, a stark contrast to the lean Zephraim. Wrenn’s wide shoulders and sculpted arms, both emphasized by the well-tailored purple doublet and lace-embellished cream undershirt he wore, paired well with his boyish grin. As handsome as he was, his slightly bloated face and shiny, red eyes revealed his dependence on drink.

			Wrenn’s younger sister, Rhoslyn, sat across from Zephraim, placing her to Collette’s left. She was the first of the three to acknowledge Collette’s arrival, bowing her head as she murmured, “Your Majesty.”

			Wrenn hastily repeated his sister’s actions, his smile crooked, and his general manner lacking the same respect Rhoslyn had shown. Typical Wrenn.

			Collette took her seat, and the others followed suit. Wordlessly, a servant came to Collette’s side and filled her goblet full of a wine so dark it looked blue as it cascaded into the silver cup.

			“You’re looking well, Lettie,” Wrenn said, forcing Collette’s gaze up to her guest.

			“Don’t call her Lettie,” Zephraim said with his own chortle. “You know she hates it.” He slouched in his seat, the air of apathy hanging on him as always, though the slight upturn in the corner of his lips indicated his pleasure at his oldest friend’s presence. His, and the presence of Rhoslyn.

			Rhoslyn was a year older than Collette, with long, straight cinnamon hair, flawless creamy skin, and wide, doe-like green eyes. A head shorter than Collette and with a slighter frame, Rhoslyn exuded a wispy femininity which had enchanted Zephraim for as long as Collette could remember.

			“We’ve known each other since the day she was born.” Wrenn waved his hand in dismissal. “She doesn’t mind.” The slight slur of Wrenn’s words confirmed how much he’d been drinking since his afternoon arrival.

			“I believe the last time we visited, she punched you in the stomach for calling her Lettie,” Rhoslyn said in her soft voice. She glanced towards Collette, covering her mouth in what Collette could only identify as feigned embarrassment.

			Collette pretended not to notice, instead taking a gulp of her wine and swallowing. “I assumed he sat at the far end of the table because he was afraid I’d punch him again.”

			A sputtering laugh escaped Zephraim’s throat as Rhoslyn covered her mouth with her hand. Wrenn glanced between the two and chuckled. Whether he found the whole thing amusing, or he didn’t want to be left out, Collette didn’t know.

			“You always did have a temper,” Wrenn conceded as the laughter began to subside. “Of course, it’s one of the reasons we have always adored you.”

			Collette waved a dismissive hand. “Using a name other than Lettie can be your proof of your professed adoration.” After spending the day listening to old family after old family recount their devotion to the royal house of Gaillane, she was interested in engaging in more honest commentary.

			“Behave,” Rhoslyn directed her brother in a soft, girlish voice.

			Wrenn brushed her off and leaned forward, resting his weight on folded arms. “What I want to know is where you learned to punch. Rhoslyn,” he tilted his head in his sister’s direction, “couldn’t make a fist.”

			Collette agreed with Wrenn’s assessment of his sister. Rhoslyn’s small stature and delicate hands would leave no mark.

			“That farmer from Galel,” Zephraim interjected.

			“Captain Whyldon,” Collette corrected.

			Rhoslyn covered her mouth again as Zephraim exchanged looks with Wrenn, who snorted. She shook her head in disapproval. “You know Wrenn would never purposely disrespect any member of your inner council.”

			“No,” Wrenn added as he placed a hand over his heart. “I know you favor the farmer.”

			“Our father did too, come to think of it,” Zephraim added. “Enough to make him part of the royal guard.” He caught Collette’s gaze, silently requesting she not lose her temper with Wrenn. The downside of their close relationship was Zeph’s ability to decipher her feelings.

			Letting out an audible sigh, Collette gave a stiff nod in acquiescence. “Our father did a great many things. Whyldon’s rise through the ranks was among the good.”

			“If our military successes are any indication, I’d have to agree.” Wrenn’s gaze earnestly focused on one of the kitchen workers as she carried pitchers of wine and ale to a side table. She’d forgotten how much Wren openly enjoyed breasts.

			The worker was followed by a line of other palace staff, Tolan among them, who were laden with trays of fresh bread, cheeses, and fruit. There were several things she admired about Tolan, and Collette could imagine many ways she could enjoy them. Such thoughts made her want to skip dinner altogether.

			When he looked up and briefly met her eyes, the corners of his mouth twitched upward before he returned to his work. He was much more discreet than she.

			Her thoughts were interrupted as a well-dressed page of no more than twelve came to her side, balancing a golden serving bowl full of pottage. Forcing a smile to her lips, she nodded her appreciation of the page’s offer, and he spooned the hearty beef and vegetable stew into her bowl. “Thank you,” she said, holding a hand up, when the bowl was full enough. The page nodded to her and moved on to Zephraim, the next-highest-ranking person at the table.

			With the first course served to all diners, Collette picked up her spoon and began eating. After a few bites, she found the effects of her earlier alcohol intake dulled. Whether it was a positive thing remained to be seen.

			“Lettie,” Wrenn said as he dunked his spoon in and out of his bowl. “This is rather simple fare for celebrating your birthday. Is it not?”

			Collette smirked as she saw Rhoslyn narrow her eyes at Wrenn. 

			“It’s quite delicious, and Her Majesty has deigned to invite us to join in her celebration,” Rhoslyn said. “You should be more grateful.”

			“I’m sure he is,” Collette said before lifting her spoon again. “With tomorrow night’s banquet, I could not see a justification for burdening the kitchen with more work.” She paused to enjoy her food, savoring the perfectly cooked beef and tender vegetables. Once she’d swallowed, she met Wrenn’s eyes. “Besides, there are three more courses. You’ll not be left hungry.”

			“Indeed!” Zephraim agreed. He gave Collette a smile of thanks and lifted his goblet. “Happy birthday, sister.”

			

		


		
			​Chapter Four

			A low groan escaped her throat as persistent knocking penetrated her sleep. Turning away from the door, she sought to return to the warm, comfortable peace of sleep, if only the pounding would stop.

			Collette threw her arm across her eyes to block out the blinding sun shining through the window. Why are the bed curtains still open? She registered the ache in her temples, a souvenir from a night of wine. Fucking had left her throbbing elsewhere.

			The throbbing in her head increased as she forced herself to sit up, the dark green blanket embroidered with golden patterns pooling at her waist. Tolan lay beside her, still unconscious. Her eyes narrowed in jealousy over his ability to sleep so soundly. She was about to stand when her childhood maid burst in looking worried. Short and round, Agnes moved with an unnatural youthfulness for a woman nearing sixty-five.

			Collette abruptly shoved Tolan off the bed to the cold floor. Though he moaned in surprise, or maybe pain, Collette cleared her throat as a warning for him to keep quiet. The elaborate bed frame kept him hidden so long as the maid did not wander towards the window.

			“Oh, Your Majesty,” the old woman cried. “When you didn’t answer, I feared something terrible had befallen you.” Agnes placed her hands on either side of the queen’s face, turning her head in multiple directions. The movement made Collette’s head pulse with each turn.

			“I assure you, Agnes, I’m in good health,” Collette replied. She took hold of Agnes’s wrists and tenderly removed the withered hands from her face. “You know I’m a heavy sleeper.”

			“You can’t blame me for worrying, Your Majesty.” Agnes argued with a familiarity that resulted from their years together. “You are prone to getting into trouble.”

			“Yes, but I’ve earned no injury in my sleep.” She gave the old woman a kind smile as she placed a comforting hand on Agnes’s fleshy forearm. “And I am up and well, so you needn’t worry.”

			As Collette was helped into her dress, she covertly glanced in the direction she’d shoved Tolan. Her head was abruptly pulled back. “Fuck!” she exclaimed as Agnes pinned a coiled braid to the back of her head. “It would be quicker to cut off my hair.”

			“What do you mean, Your Majesty?” Agnes asked indifferently.

			“I mean, take a blade to the lot if you insist on pulling the hair out of my scalp one strand at a time.”

			Agnes responded with a clucking noise, one Collette had listened to many times since childhood.

			Rubbing her aching head, Collette was interrupted by another knock on the door. Agnes brushed her hand away. “Come in,” she called.

			Whyldon entered, dressed in the dark gambeson and breeches. His long brown hair was pulled back and his beard trimmed. He looked in happier spirits than she felt, though he hadn’t been forced to out drink his lover like she had been. At least, she didn’t think so anyway.

			“Good morning, Whyldon,” she greeted as Agnes tidied up. Collette glanced towards the bed once again to see if Tolan was well hidden. Or possibly dead. He had been unconscious earlier.

			Whyldon bowed his head. “Good morning to you, Your Majesty. I hope you are faring well.”

			“Do I look as though I’m faring well?”

			“I’m afraid to provide an answer,” Whyldon admitted, his mischievous eyes twinkling.

			“I could ask the maids to adorn your head in a similar fashion if you would like.”

			“I fear my position prevents me from such frivolity.” Whyldon feigned his lament.

			“How terrible for you,” answered Collette. “I suppose I am left to suffer alone as always.”

			“You’re quite chatty for all your suffering,” Whyldon replied.

			“Captain!” Agnes cried, her hands on her generous hips. “You can’t speak to Her Majesty in such a way.” She abandoned Collette and approached Whyldon.

			Tolan popped his head out from behind the bed. Collette’s eyes darted between Agnes and Whyldon and back to Tolan hoping he had not been spotted. She gestured towards the window, and when he looked confused, mouthed window towards her lover.

			Tolan ducked back down as Whyldon side-stepped away from Agnes, who was shaking a finger in the captain’s face.

			Collette rose from her seat and glided over to the bed, careful not to draw the attention of the others. Kneeling, she grabbed Tolan’s arm and yanked him to his feet, pushing him towards the window so he could make his escape. Collette made sure to stand in front of him to conceal him. All the while, she kept glancing back towards Agnes and Whyldon.

			Tolan leaned over to give her a quick peck on the lips, but Collette pushed him from the room as Whyldon’s gaze turned back towards her. By the time Whyldon joined Collette, Tolan had disappeared through the window. His human father had done nothing to dilute his mother’s elven blood.

			“Observing the recruits?” Whyldon asked. He gestured towards a line of young men on the grounds below, but he turned to meet Collette’s gaze. He knew.

			“Yes, though they’re getting a slow start,” Collette said, brushing at her skirt. “Tell me, do you find me presentable, Captain?” She posed for him, arms out, so she could show off the sapphire silk dress Agnes had chosen. Tiny delicate pearls were sown into the bodice, and lace lined her sleeve cuffs and skirt hem.

			“Indeed,” Whyldon confirmed. “I imagine the emissary the Merpeople sent will feel quite honored by your presence.” He looked back to Agnes and inclined his head in respect.

			“Nereids,” Collette corrected. “These Merpeople call themselves Nereids.”

			“Of course,” said Whyldon, nodding his head.

			Agnes responded by pursing her lips as she continued straightening the bedchamber. “Have a lovely day, Your Majesty.”

			“You as well, Agnes.” Collette motioned for Whyldon to follow. 

			As they traveled down the corridor, she sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know if the Nereids will be receptive. The last correspondence from their king was rather dismissive. They may respond as the ambassador from Azmarin did.”

			“I doubt the Nereid are as bitter about a rejection of marriage as the Azmarin were.” Whyldon stepped aside to allow her to enter the meeting chamber first. “Or Lord Riken, for that matter.”

			“No,” Collette agreed. “They are quite upset that our people tried to commit genocide against them so that they could wear their scales as clothing. And Lord Riken has economic interests in Azmarin. Of course, he hated that I didn’t follow through.”

			The small room was primarily made of stone and plaster and sparsely decorated. An ancient wooden table occupied the middle of the wooden floor, while tapestries bearing the royal family’s crest hung from each plastered wall. An interior room, it lacked windows given the need for privacy.

			Collette sat at the head of the table, cursing her still aching head. “I am not waging war. I have no need for additional munitions and men. I have no need of a husband. So, I’ve no need to honor my father’s promises.”

			“I’d have never suggested you honor arrangements made by your father,” Whyldon said as he took his seat. A russet-haired servant entered carrying a jug of wine. Whyldon continued. “I do not like to speak poorly of your father, but he made many decisions which were in no one’s interest.”

			“Only his own, you mean,” Collette suggested. “We’re much better served to embrace the realities of his reign.”

			“Pardon my intrusion, Your Majesty,” said the servant, pouring the wine, “but the emissary from the Nereid has arrived. Shall I announce him?”

			“Of course,” said Collette. She cast a glance towards Whyldon as they rose from their seats.

			The servant opened the door wide and announced, “Duke Lithian, Emissary of the Nereids,” before retreating to a corner.

			When Jayden Drake, Duke of Lithian entered the room, flanked by a couple of his own guards, Collette did not know if she should be surprised or not. Having never met any type of Merperson before, she was surprised by how human he appeared. From what she understood, Merpeople moved between water and land with ease. Tall and tan, Jayden’s dark curly hair and broad shoulders reminded her of Tolan.

			The longer she studied him, though, the more obvious his Nereid features became. His eyes were hooded, and his pupils were a dark slit through iridescent gold irises so voluminous and round she saw none of the surrounding white. Along his neck were faint luminescent patterns which continued to the backs of his hands. A quick glance at his guards confirmed similar features.

			Jayden was the first to exchange greetings, inclining his head in a form of respect, while reserving the more traditional bow for his own ruler.

			Collette spoke. “Welcome to Coralia. I hope your journey was a pleasant one. Please,” she gestured towards an empty chair, “have a seat.” 

			Whyldon remained standing, as always more concerned with decorum than she was. The two guards moved to stand close to the seat offered to Jayden.

			“I want to thank you for your invitation,” Jayden began, taking his seat. “My king was quite surprised and intrigued by your willingness to enter discussions.” His expression remained light, but a well-earned skepticism showed in his gaze.

			Collette nodded, folding her hands together on the table. Her mother’s bracelet was still missing from her wrist. It made her feel strangely vulnerable. “I know the idea of peaceful discussions with any Coralian citizen to be extraordinary and uncomfortable. Especially the Head of State.”

			“Given your father’s proclivity for maiming, torturing, and decimating my people, I’d suggest extraordinary and uncomfortable are not strong enough words.” 

			Jayden spoke as though they were discussing much more pleasant matters, a disconcerting approach which kept Collette wary of the success of this meeting.

			“You’ll find I am not my father. His failures and cruelty are not traditions I intend to keep.” She lifted her wine and took a sip. “I cannot begin to atone for the atrocities committed against your people, and the suggestion of my having such an ability would be of the highest offense. What I wish to do is assure your king and your people no such act will ever again be committed while I am queen.”

			Jayden nodded. “I’m willing to entertain the notion of peace talks. I think you’re genuine in your desire to put an end to the conflict. However, Merscales still circulate in your country, let alone the ones beyond the borders.”

			Despite his calm demeanor, Jayden’s hands gripped the armrests on the chair. “I have been diligent in the collection of remaining Merscales from the populace in my realm,” she assured Jayden. “The punishments are deterrent enough for most, and I do not hesitate in prosecuting those who are not compliant.” She didn’t mention the rather boisterous protests coming from the nobility when she implemented this. That was her burden.

			“And those beyond your realm?” Jayden asked.

			“I am willing to participate in talks with the appropriate leaders and lend the necessary support. You can appreciate that I can only wield influence in such instances.” Coralia owned a substantial role in spreading the Merscale trade.

			“I see,” Jayden replied slowly. “I do believe it’s a start.” His hands relaxed. “I know almost everyone concerned wishes for peace. I hope it’s something we can give them. I’d hate to provide my people with false assurances.”

			Collette understood his meaning. Jayden believed there was a possibility she’d strike against them, or worse, passively allow her people to continue the exploitation of Merpeople without renewing hostilities. “I promise you, so long as I am queen, Coralia will aid you in any way we can.”

			“I shall send word to my king, so he might consider the options going forward. I am certain he will appreciate your dedication to righting past wrongs.” Jayden paused again. “If we are wrong in trusting you, my king suggests the consequences will be much harsher this time around.” 

			Collette didn’t miss the ever so slight smirk Jayden’s guards exchanged before falling back to neutral expressions. The threat was warranted, but it didn’t make it any more palatable to Collette. She was not inclined to submit to such claims, nor chase after approval. Jayden demonstrated his respect with his blunt honesty.

			“I understand,” answered Collette.

			“Excellent,” Jayden said, a small but genuine smile forming. “Shall I alert you when I receive word back? I’m certain my king will be eager to pursue a better future for both countries.”

			“Of course. I eagerly await further discussions.” Collette stood again. “I am sure after your long journey, you would like time to relax and recover.” She glanced towards the servant. “Would you please show His Grace and his companions to their rooms and find them something to eat.” She offered the servant a brief smile before her attentions returned to her guest.

			“You’re exceedingly kind, Your Majesty,” Jayden said, his smile genuine. “I shall speak with you soon.” 

			After Collette nodded, he left the room, flanked by his guards with Collette’s servant following behind.

			When she and Whyldon were alone, Collette collapsed back
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