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Tell me, child, why do you fear me so?

The stories that my mother told.

What say she about my soul?

It’s as black as coal and a hundred years old.

—The Dungeons Keeper’s Rhyme
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The sea is a living thing, once it gets a feel of you, it takes hold of you and doesn’t let go.

—Aaryana Vijkanti
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CHAPTER 1
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This duel didn’t count towards anything, she had to remember that. It was simply a part of the festivities, to entertain the Island. It wasn’t a Task in The Contest. It’s just for fun, Aaryana told herself as she dodged another well-aimed strike of her opponent’s flail. But flails are known for their lack of precision in one-on-one combat. Flails weren’t supposed to hit the mark as accurately as this one was doing time and time again. It must be me...

It was. Her movements were slow today, her footing clumsy. Which was unheard of. How could Princess Aaryana Vijkanti, fourth daughter of King Vijkant of Adgar, favourite to take the Throne—the unofficial Heir—be a little rusty in a sparring match against a Lord from the neighbouring Island of Khadak? Not just unheard of, but utterly impossible. And yet, it was happening. Aaryana was getting a battering from this second-rate, pompous, egotistical rat, and she couldn’t fathom how.

Lord Farzah sauntered towards her, his spiked flail poised to swerve around Aaryana’s shield and make contact. Not only did it make contact, it made dents in her armour. She shuffled backwards, unable to thrust her shield out to block the next attack. It felt unusually heavy in her arms today.

At the start of the duel, Farzah had swung his flail at her and she’d thought she could disarm him with her sword—why she’d reasoned in such a way, she would never know—and had met his weapon with devastating results. The resulting lesions in her favoured sword arm were deep and jagged, almost touching bone, and it hurt enough to disrupt her concentration.

Normally, she wouldn’t be phased by a wound, or several, even one that was bleeding as profusely as this one was. But the smirk on the Lord’s face was gnawing at her and she couldn’t clear her thoughts long enough to focus on the match. She couldn’t raise her sword or shield to great effect and was barely averting the onslaught. Everyone probably thought she was drunk, but Aaryana hadn’t touched a single drop of alcohol today, despite it being everywhere she looked.

Yes, Adgar was in the midst of a week-long party leading up to her eldest sister’s wedding, The Contest on-hold for seven days, but that hadn’t kept Aaryana from the training ground every morning. Hadn’t kept her from practising with the Combat Master every afternoon. Hadn’t tempted her into downing a goblet of sparkling wine.

She didn’t think that her siblings—her four sisters and two half-brothers—were taking time off from training this week, either. Except maybe Leesha; the bride would want to rest and be fresh for her wedding day, wouldn’t she? No. Aaryana knew her sister better than anyone, knew how much Leesha wanted to be Queen. Knew that, deep down, Leesha deemed herself the rightful Heir to Adgar’s Throne. Because she was the King’s firstborn.

Indeed, the majority of the Islands around the world, including Khadak, honoured the old tradition that called for the King or Queen’s eldest child to be first in the line of succession. Luckily, Adgar still believed the Throne belonged to the Prince or Princess that deserved to rule. As such, the monarchs of Adgar pitted their children against each other in The Contest, to select a worthy Heir. 

Only the worthy. That was Adgar’s motto. Only the worthy can take the Throne. Aaryana was the worthiest out of all her siblings. Always had been. But today, she was losing to an amateur. 
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Something wasn’t right. Myraa could feel it. Princess Aaryana would never stumble and sway on her feet like that, not unless she was ill, and Myraa knew for a fact that the Princess wasn’t under the weather. Myraa had been with her all morning and the Princess had been her healthy, happy self.

Well, happy was a strong word. The Princess had been grumbling about The Contest being on-hold and how the duels this afternoon wouldn’t be fun to partake in because they were merely to entertain the Kingdom. King Vijkant had arranged all kinds of entertainment in the lead up to the Royal Wedding on Sunday—dancers, singers, acrobats, and so on—but the unofficial Heir had only been interested in the duels. She had been looking forward to going head-to-head with the Royal Guards and Courtiers that had trained for months to spar with the Princes and Princesses today. Lord Farzah wasn’t one of them. He’s not even from Adgar! 

Recalling why the Khadaki was sparring with Princess Aaryana in the Stone Ring, Myraa swallowed. It’s my fault. If she hadn’t caught his eye or if she’d agreed to meet him later like he was asking—no, demanding—the Princess wouldn’t have challenged him to a fight. How did my Lady even find me in the crowd? Yesterday afternoon, when Farzah had backed Myraa up against a market stall during the street acrobatics performance, Princess Aaryana was supposed to be training with the Combat Master and Myraa had been stunned to hear the Princess’s authoritative voice cutting through her terror.

Farzah had flung a couple of coins at the owner of the stall and told him to leave them alone, and despite being surrounded by Adgaris enjoying the street party, Myraa had felt terrified.

“Does anyone smell that foul odour?” Princess Aaryana’s words had drifted in from somewhere behind Myraa. Recognising the voice immediately, Farzah loosened his grip on Myraa’s hips but remained brushed up against her. “I’d say that some dead sea folk had washed up on the Island, but judging how Myraa is tilting her head back, I wonder if it’s your breath, Lord Farzah, that she’s cringing away from.”

Then, quick as a flash, there she was, pushing herself between Myraa and the Lord, her speed and strength causing dust to waft up from the dry earth. Farzah simply grinned at the Princess.

“Yes.” Princess Aaryana nodded thoughtfully. “It was definitely your breath.”

The Lord took a step back. “Your Highness, you do have incredible timing. Myraa and I were just talking about you.”

The Princess raised one of her neat eyebrows. “Talking?”

Farzah nodded, smiling carefree. “About you, Princess.”

The Princess raised her other eyebrow. “Me?”

“Indeed.” He used his large hands to smooth back his yellow-blonde hair, his box-like face looking more square than usual.

“Based on how Myraa was reacting, you couldn’t have been saying anything nice.”

“On the contrary! I was being very nice.”

Only then did the Princess turn to Myraa. With her back to the Lord, she creased her forehead, concerned. “You were talking?” Her voice was serious. 

“Yes, my Lady,” Myraa lied. If the Princess learned the truth, she wouldn’t be pleased with the Lord; she’d do something Myraa would instantly regret. And the King would not be pleased with that. Most importantly, Princess Leesha would be furious with her sister for hurting her fiancé’s closest friend.

Sighing, Princess Aaryana turned to face the Lord. Myraa finally noticed the crowd around them. People partying in the streets had stopped to see what was happening between the visiting Lord, the would-be Heir, and her lady-in-waiting. “Next time you want to compliment me, say it to my face.” The Princess’s voice had risen in volume so the crowd would hear her. “Then again, maybe don’t say it to my face, not with that breath of yours.”

Laughter erupted around them, making Myraa jump.

Farzah leered at the Princess, his bright blue eyes sparkling in the sunshine. Was he enjoying himself? Was he used to being mocked in public? “Your Highness, you do know how to jest,” was all he said.

“Next time you assault one of my friends, I won’t be jesting.”

“Friend?” The Lord arced an eyebrow. “I thought she was your lady-in-waiting?”

“She’s both!” The Princess’s grey eyes flashed. “She’s my friend first. And I don’t take kindly to anyone harassing my friends.” Myraa felt honoured to be one of the people the Princess was so protective of.

The Lord chuckled dismissively. “As Myraa and I said, we were simply talking. But she is incredibly lucky to have a friend like you to fight her battles for her, should my intentions have been less honourable.” He bowed his head, supposedly impressed by the Princess.

“Lady Myraa,” the Princess corrected him, for Myraa was the daughter of a Lord, “doesn’t need me to fight her battles. Every woman on this Island knows how to fight. It’s a prerequisite at school. I’d remember that if I were you, because unlike Myraa, who doesn’t want to cause any trouble leading up to my sister’s wedding, most Adgari women won’t think twice about taking you on if you were to invade their personal space without invitation.”

“Most Adgari women,” mused the Lord. “Does that include yourself, Your Highness?”

Princess Aaryana jutted her chin out, her fair hair whipping around her face in the warm summer breeze. “It most certainly does.”

“You would risk angering your father, the King, and your sister—”

“They’re always angry with me.” That was a lie. Everyone was usually exasperated with her—she could be quite cheeky. Stubborn, too.

Farzah’s face broke into a disgusting grin as he said “In that case” and walked right up to Princess Aaryana’s face. “I’m in your personal space now, Princess, what will you do about it?”

“I am so glad you did that.”

Before her Lady could follow up her triumphant smile and eager words with an action like unsheathing her sword, Myraa pushed in between them and put a hand on each of their arms. “Please, my Lady, don’t do this. Princess Leesha’s wedding... she’ll be enraged.”

“She’ll get over it.” The Princess’s eyes were trained on the Lord, her hand gripping the pommel of her sword.

“Please, Your Highness, don’t do this. Not for me. Princess Leesha will not be pleased with me.”

“This won’t be for you, Myraa.” The Princess’s grey eyes were still only on Farzah. “This will be about Lord Farzah invading my personal space without invitation.” She scanned the faces in the crowd. “See, witnesses will swear to that.”

“I beg you. My father...” Myraa’s eyes dropped to her feet. Bringing her father into it was a cheap shot, but it was the only way to convince her Lady to back down.

And she did. The Princess started walking away from the Lord, albeit with very slow, reluctant steps. Myraa followed. 

Until Farzah said, “That’s right, Princess, listen to your maid. It’s probably a good idea for you to sit out the duels tomorrow, too. We wouldn’t want the unofficial Heir to attend the Royal Wedding with cuts and bruises all over her pretty little face.”

Princess Aaryana halted. Myraa’s stomach dropped.

“You, like everyone else in the south, call me the unofficial Heir.” Princess Aaryana’s voice was cold, calm, as she spun around to face Farzah. “And yet, you don’t seem to know what that means.”

“I know exactly what that means,” argued the Lord. “It means you’re the King’s favourite—”

“So, I will enlighten you,” the Princess said as though Farzah hadn’t spoken. She hated it whenever anyone suggested she did well in The Contest because she was the King’s favourite; it had taunted and haunted her ever since she was small. “I am the best strategist, negotiator, and fighter on this side of the world. I can dismember men like you in my sleep, while dreaming about sea folk brushing my hair with sea shell combs. And if my sister wasn’t getting married this week, you’d already be missing a limb. Or two.” She shrugged. “But she is getting married, to your best friend no less, and I’d hate for my future brother-in-law to get married with a cripple for a best friend.”

Laughing derisively, he asked, “You really think you can beat me?” He clearly didn’t think anything of the sort. Which was stupid. 

Princess Aaryana looked him up and down, and Myraa noticed for the first time just how tall and broad the Lord was. She had never pictured him as a fighter, an opponent for her Lady, so she hadn’t considered his size and bulk until then. Not that she was afraid for the Princess: The unofficial Heir had brought warriors larger than the Lord to their knees, within minutes of entering the Stone Ring. Farzah would topple much too easily.

Still. He was a guest, best friend to Princess Leesha’s husband-to-be, Duke Parth; Princess Aaryana had to leave him alone. In her Lady’s posture and the set of her mouth, though, Myraa could see there was no arguing with her. She wanted to teach Farzah a lesson and there would be no stopping her.

“I can take on ten of you at the same time,” the Princess spit at him, “and still come away without a hair out of place.” It was true. She was incredibly gifted with weapons of all kinds and very rarely lost a match. She was still unbeaten against her siblings.

“You’re awfully confident for a woman.” Lord Farzah had the nerve to laugh.

“Fight me in the Stone Ring tomorrow, and I shall show you what women of this Kingdom are capable of. Unless you have other plans. Like brushing your teeth to rid your mouth of that bad breath...”

“Ah, Princess, I was wondering when you would say that.” He seemed far too pleased with himself.

“About the bad breath? Well, that comment was a long time coming, really.”

“I meant the invitation to spar with you, Your Highness.” He chuckled jovially. “I am looking forward to it immensely.”

“Then, it’s settled.” Princess Aaryana nodded. “You shall be my first opponent in the duels tomorrow,” she announced in that authoritative voice of hers. The crowd cheered. “And bring a weapon that actually works.” She shot an unimpressed glance at his groin area and quirked an eyebrow.

Everyone watching the exchange laughed.

Once the Lord strode away, Princess Aaryana left the market. Myraa tried to talk her Lady out of fighting the Lord, but she did so half-heartedly. The Princess’s mind was made up; she’d never go back on her words. The only people that had any chance of convincing her to let this go were the Combat Master and the King. Seen as it was best not to let the King get a whiff of this, the Combat Master would have to intervene.

As they entered the Royals’ training ground at the rear of the Palace, they saw the Combat Master waiting for his pupil under the marquee, arms crossed and expression stony. His dark brown eyes had turned black like his hair, despite the brightness of the summer’s day.

“Where have you been?” he demanded through clenched teeth when the Princess reached him. With those broad muscular shoulders, the training gear, and the warrior’s stance, he would have looked frightening to anyone that didn’t know him as well as Princess Aaryana and Myraa. “Because I’m pretty sure you couldn’t have taken a bathroom break that long.”

“Sorry, Rudro.” The Princess went to gather up a couple of daggers from the grass, presumably where she’d dropped them before leaving. Placing a hand just above her pelvis, she added, “Women’s business, you know...”

The Combat Master’s deeply tanned face darkened further with discomfort. “Oh.”.

Myraa shook her head. What was so shameful about a woman’s menstrual cycle? It allowed women to bear children. Not that the Princess was bleeding in the first place. “She challenged Lord Farzah to a duel in the Stone Ring tomorrow.” Myraa put her hands on her hips. “And subjected him to incessant mocking, too. Mainly about his breath.”

The Combat Master marched up to Princess Aaryana as though to spin her around by the shoulder, but she was already turning to face him. “Are you out of your mind? Lord Farzah—”

“Was assaulting Myraa and demanding that she go to his chambers tonight,” the Princess said in a calm voice. How did the Princess hear what Farzah had said? For how long had she been eavesdropping?

The Combat Master nodded. “Very well. Shall we continue from where we left off?” He took one of the daggers off the Princess.

Myraa pursued her lips. “Rudro, aren’t you going to stop her?”

“No point.”

“Won’t you even try?”

“Not on this occasion. Besides, Farzah really does have terrible breath.” Teacher and student laughed out loud and got on with their training.

That left the King as the only person that could save Myraa from Princess Leesha’s wrath, for the eldest Princess would take it out on Myraa. Unfortunately—or perhaps fortunately?—Princess Aaryana had spun a story so convincing—about Farzah having the lifelong dream of performing in the Stone Ring—that the King was happy to replace one of the competitors of the duel with the Lord from Khadak. Princess Leesha couldn’t object to the match but it looked like she knew that her sister was lying. As she left the Throne Room following that discussion, Leesha had hissed, “You better go easy on him, Aaryana.”

“It’s just for fun, sister.” Princess Aaryana chuckled. “Why would I not go easy on him?” She rolled her eyes indulgently. 

All Princess Leesha had said was, “Indeed.”

Her fiancé, Parth, followed her out, but mouthed the words “Thank you” to Princess Aaryana as he departed.

In the privacy of her Lady’s chambers later that day, Myraa had wondered out loud whether the Duke was grateful to Princess Aaryana for making his friend’s dream of fighting in the Stone Ring come true—that’s what it looked like to everyone in the Throne Room—or if he was relieved that the Princess had covered for the Lord’s despicable behaviour.

“The latter,” her Lady answered without hesitation. “Men like Farzah have reputations and the people closest to them know about their sick habits better than anyone else. The people closest to them are accustomed to covering for their indiscretions and can tell when someone else is doing the same.” 

“But Parth seems so wonderful! Why would he be friends with someone like Farzah?”

“He’s more indecent than the Lord,” scoffed the Princess. “Such a slippery character.” The Princess made a disgusted face. 

“No!” The handsome brown-haired, brown-eyed Duke, nephew to Queen Noora of Khadak, had seemed like such a gentleman when she’d first met him on Sunday, when the majority of the wedding party from Khadak had arrived.

Queen Noora and her children would arrive the night before the wedding. Her husband would take care of the Kingdom in her short absence. Myraa couldn’t find a bad word to say about Parth yet. No one could. Apart from Princess Aaryana, it seemed.

“Yes,” insisted the Princess. “Parth is a slimy thing, let me tell you now. You should be more cautious of him than his disgusting pet, Farzah. At least the Lord is open about what he is and what he does. The Duke hides behind his nice, polite façade, his silky hair, but he’s more cunning and sinister than he seems. I told my sister that, of course, but she thought I was being jealous.” She rolled her eyes.

“What makes you think so badly of your brother-in-law, my Lady?”

The Princess made an exasperated sound. “How many times do I have to tell you? When it’s just you and me, call me Yana. Rudro does.”

“Sorry, my Lady, I just worry that—”

“You’ll call me Yana in front of other people and get in trouble, I know.” She shook her head. “But I’d protect you, you know that.”

Myraa had sighed at those moving words. And now, in her front row seat in the Stone Ring, remembering that conversation, she sighed again. The beating Princess Aaryana was taking from Farzah, it wasn’t worth it. Myraa’s life and honour were not worth it. 
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Rudro raced towards the room in the castle that had been assigned to him when he’d been appointed Combat Master. He hadn’t left the Stone Ring because he couldn’t bear to watch Aaryana take another blow from Farzah’s flail—he’d only admit it to himself that it wasn’t fun witnessing his star pupil take such a battering—but because he’d realised that the Princess had been drugged. Rebuking himself for not figuring it out sooner, he flung open the door to the room he only used during the day. At night, he slept in his own bed, in the home he’d grown up in with his parents and two sisters. He rushed to his medicine cabinet and located the tonic that would wash the drug out of Aaryana’s system.

Well, it wasn’t a drug, really, but the juice of the nasha flower, known to relax the muscles, cause confusion, and disrupt balance. If taken in small quantities—like if you were to ingest one of those tiny violet flowers with their spider-leg petals. If you consumed a tonic made out of a whole bunch of them, boiled down to a concentrated solution... I should have figured it out straight away. Rudro pocketed the antidote to the nasha, a solution made from a petal of the gazon flower. Chewing a whole gazon would give you diarrhoea for days, acting like a laxative.

The Combat Master hurried out of his room, leaving the door unlocked in his haste, and headed for the Stone Ring. When the imposing stone stadium came into view—luckily, the Stone Ring was a short distance from the Palace—he spotted the unruly red hair of Myraa. The girl was hobbling towards him—her fancy shoes weren’t made for running—and was out of breath when they reached each other, Rudro halting reluctantly. If Myraa’s expression hadn’t suggested she had something important to say, he wouldn’t have stopped at all. 

“Rudro! I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” she panted. “Well, not everywhere, exactly. Just in my Lady’s compartment, where you normally stand, working your jaw as she duels—”

“Myraa, if you don’t get to your point in the next few moments, I will leave you standing here talking to yourself.”

“Right, of course. Sorry.” The girl took a deep breath. “She’s doing better now. Not her usual self, but my Lady is diving and ducking now.”

“Did she call for a water break?” He headed towards the Ring, walking fast enough that Myraa had to hobble to keep up with him.

“Yes, my Lady called for a water break just as I realised you must have left the Ring. She drank a lot of water, and when the match started up again, she was much better.”

“The water would have diluted the nasha in her blood—”

“No!” gasped Myraa.

“But I have the antidote, so I’ll call for a water break—”

“You can’t. My Lady would have to call for a break herself, and after the long one she just took, her ego won’t let her take another break so soon.”

“Oh, it’ll let her,” Rudro scoffed. “Once she sees the antidote—”

“But that’s the other thing.” Myraa sounded exasperated. “You can’t just give her this tonic; it will look like you’re giving her something to help her win. She’ll be accused of cheating.”

Myraa’s right. The race to and from his room had been a waste of time and energy. He would have been better off staying in the Ring, watching. No. Watching her get hurt, seeing her bleed... that wouldn’t have been better at all. The working of the jaw that Myraa had mentioned... well, that was only the beginning of what he would have done had he remained in the Ring.

And he would have given himself away.

After all these years of pretending he didn’t care for Aaryana, no more than a teacher does for his pupil, he would have revealed just how much she meant to him. And just how ridiculous he was for feeling that.

As he and Myraa arrived at the entrance of the Stone Ring, Rudro came to a stop. Myraa rushed through the tunnel and turned right, heading for the compartment that belonged to Aaryana. The would-be Heirs had ground floor compartments in the Ring’s seating space so they could enter the arena quickly and easily.

Apart from Rudro and his staff—responsible for tending to the Heirs—everyone else had to take the stairs to the upper levels for their seats. The nobility occupied the first floor—the Dukes and Lords had claimed that area years ago—leaving the rest of Adgar to fight for the next eight floors.

The topmost floor was where King Vijkant sat and watched his children battle it out for the honour of being named Heir, and that’s where Rudro headed now. Just because he couldn’t give Aaryana the antidote, it didn’t mean he wouldn’t try to stop this match. And the only person that had the power to stop this duel and punish Farzah for poisoning the Princess was the King.
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What an incredible place this was. Parth wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen the Stone Ring with his own eyes. The Duke hadn’t believed the stories Khadaki traders had shared with him about Adgar and its Stone Ring. Now that he was here, he could see why so many traders came to this Island and never left. Adgar was simply stunning and its Stone Ring was its finest piece of architecture.

Of course, all the Islands in the south were beautiful—green grass and clear blue skies, glistening lakes and charming meadows, dense forests and golden fields of corn, rice, and wheat—but Adgar’s phenomenal stadium carved out of what was once a mountain—a mountain!—was something else altogether. More than a phenomenon, it was a miracle.

The traders he’d spoken to—or rather, interrogated for information about Adgar and its Royal Family, to arm himself with as much knowledge as possible about what he was marrying into—told him how the Ring had come about, but it was only when Leesha confirmed it the other day that he could see the story in his head:

The mountain was more cylindrical than cone-shaped, and a King from several ages ago thought it would make a great stadium for sports and entertainment events. He reasoned that instead of building something from the bottom up, it would be easier to simply dig a hole in the mountain and carve out sitting spaces in the ring of stone that was left. As it turned out, it wasn’t easier; in fact, it was rather impractical. The monarch had committed to it though, and liked the sound of having a ring made out of a mountain, so it came to fruition.

Something else that was coming to fruition was Farzah’s plan to humiliate Princess Aaryana in front of the entire Island. The Princess had mocked Farzah on several occasions this week, simply because he’d attempted to woo her. It was as though she wanted to get revenge for that every time they interacted.

Neither he nor Parth had quite believed it when the Princess had rejected his advances so harshly—all Farzah did was ask if she’d show him around the Island, nothing indecent—and if she’d left it at that, Farzah wouldn’t have grumbled to Parth about wanting to give her a taste of her own medicine. Which led to Parth sharing some insider information with his friend, something else Leesha had mentioned: The unofficial Heir had a reputation for avenging any wrongdoing against her friends, most notably her lady-in-waiting, the redhead Myraa.

The childhood friends had needed little time to concoct a plan to get Aaryana in the Stone Ring with a goblet full of nasha in her system. When Farzah had inquired about how they would trick the Princess into consuming the tonic, Parth had simply said, “Don’t worry about that, dear friend. I’ll see to it that the Princess swallows every drop of the tonic before the match.”

“You better. Because, from what I’ve heard about her temper, I think she might just kill me with her first blow.” Farzah seemed rather afraid, too.

Parth flashed him a grin. “We’ll make sure the first blow comes from you.”

“And how are we going to get our hands on the nasha, without anyone knowing...?”

“Again, you leave that to me.” Parth patted the Lord’s shoulder. “I’ll be a Prince of Adgar in a matter of days. I’ll find someone trustworthy to do the dirty work. You just get Myraa shaken up nicely.”

“Well, that shouldn’t be a problem.” Farzah smirked.

“I reckon that will be your favourite part of the plan.”

That plan was going smoothly. Aaryana was getting a good dose of what she dished out every month in the combat Tasks of The Contest. Farzah was getting his revenge. Beating the one most likely to be named Heir... What an honour that was. An honour he had no right to.

On the subject of rights, Parth mused to himself. Princess Aaryana would have had no right whatsoever to the Throne had she been a Princess of Khadak. Well, she would have been fourth in line to the Crown—after his fiancé Leesha, and the twins, Princesses Sarsha and Ashwa—which was really no claim at all. In fact, he wasn’t sure why Leesha wasn’t leading The Contest; she beat a tree-trunk of a guard without breaking a sweat in the opening duel today. He had never seen anyone so skilled and ruthless.

Then again, he hadn’t seen Aaryana in her true skin. If she was better than Leesha... Let’s hope she never finds out I had anything to do with this defeat. For she would lose to Farzah today.
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“Your Majesty, the Combat Master wishes to speak with you,” the King’s aide could be heard saying.

Rudro waited at the entrance of the King’s compartment, hoping His Majesty would grant him an audience. As he’d climbed the steps to the top floor, Rudro had prayed that the match would end. Let her lose for the first time in years. Let her forfeit the match. Let it end, somehow. But he knew that, under the influence of nasha or not, Aaryana would never bow out of this duel. She would rather die than let the disgusting Lord win. 

She might just die if no one stops the fight! The Princess might be dodging and ducking now but judging from the sounds the crowd was making—disappointed sighs, “ouch” and “ooh”, reluctant applause—she was still on the back foot.

“Here to request the abandonment of this duel, no doubt.” The King’s tone was as detached as his expression usually was during the combat Tasks. Rudro imagined the King’s face was a mask of disinterest, too.

“He says it’s in relation to the Princess’s health, Your Majesty.”

“In that case, I better hear him out.”

Before the aide returned to Rudro, he marched inside. Performing the quickest of bows to the Khadakis and Queen Lilia, Rudro bowed to the King. “Your Majesty, thank you for granting me this audience.”

“If this is about my daughter’s health, you better explain everything as quickly as you can, Combat Master, for your star student is not shining so brightly today.” There was a mocking edge to his tone, supposedly unimpressed by the Combat Master and the child in the Ring.

Straightening up, Rudro said, “Your Majesty, I believe the Princess is under the influence of nasha, without her being aware of it.”

One of the King’s dark eyebrows arched. “You’re saying she’s been poisoned.” 

“I believe she consumed a tonic derived from the nasha flower,” Rudro said as politely and as carefully as he could. Evading the King’s question wouldn’t go unnoticed by the people in this room, but he didn’t want them to think he was throwing accusations around. “And that is why she doesn’t have full control over her body, why her reflexes are slow. I would say she’s also feeling confused and disoriented.”

The King’s gaze drifted towards the fight far below. “She seems fine now.”

She didn’t seem fine at all, but Rudro couldn’t say so. Arguing with the King, however kind and generous the man may be, wasn’t something Rudro could get away with. So, all he said was, “Yes, Your Majesty.”

Bowing to the King, then the Queen—who had a rather smug expression on her face, most likely because Rudro had failed to stop the duel; everyone knew just how much she resented her step-children, none more so than Aaryana—the Combat Master exited the King’s compartment and flew down the stairs. If he couldn’t stop the fight, he’d make sure to be in Aaryana’s compartment when the match came to an end. To give her the antidote as soon as possible.

[image: image]

She would hate herself for it. In years to come. Maybe forever. Yet, however abhorrent it may be—indeed, the mere thought of it made her shudder in disgust—it had to be done. If she didn’t do it, she’d end up damaged beyond repair. The injuries she’d suffered today wouldn’t heal properly in time for the next Task.

Aaryana could imagine what Myraa would say: “You loathe the idea of wearing a dress and doing your hair so much, my Lady, that you had to get yourself beaten black and blue three days before the Royal Wedding to avoid attending.”

Yes, she’d be a complete mess for her sister’s wedding. An improvement, Leesha would say of the cuts and bruises on Aaryana’s face—Farzah had taken to punching her face whenever he found an opening. The opening was provided by the nasha, of course, and despite the water she’d guzzled down, the poison was still affecting her every action. Which brought her back to what she had to do: Stay down. For ten seconds. Lose the match. Lose it. The idea sickened her. It wasn’t in her nature to lose. That’s why, despite deciding some time ago to forfeit the game, she kept getting back on her feet. Kept rising. It was instinct. Habit. It was who she was. Her name meant ‘of utmost strength’, but she was more than that. She was strength and stamina and steely determination. She was a winner.

I’m a winner. I’m going to win The Contest. I’m going to take the Throne. She would be Queen of Adgar soon, the first Queen in several generations, so she could afford to lose this battle. As such, the next time she went to ground, she forced herself to stay down.

She would find out who in the Palace had slipped her the nasha. And get her revenge.
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CHAPTER 2
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Certain that Aaryana would get to her feet a few moments after Lord Farzah was declared the winner and stalk to her compartment, Rudro sent her staff away so no one would see him give her the antidote. But as always, she surprised him. She stayed down.

The audience held their breath as they waited for Aaryana to rise, undoubtedly wondering if their beloved Heir was seriously hurt. Suffice to say, the sight before them wasn’t one they were accustomed to. The Princess rarely fell to anyone’s strike, and if she did, she brushed the dust off her armour and jumped to her feet almost immediately, unscathed more often than not. The idea of her being injured was one they rarely entertained.

He didn’t think she was so hurt that she wouldn’t be able to rise to her feet. Rudro started saying “What is she up to?” when Myraa rushed to the small table in the corner of the room and grabbed a pair of binoculars. The girl held the binoculars to her eyes and started scanning the top floor of the Ring. “What are you looking for there?”

“What my Lady wants me to see.”

Aaryana wanted Myraa to search the faces of the people in the King’s compartment? “I don’t understand.”

“I do.” Dropping her hands to her side, she turned to face him, her expression grim but satisfied. “See for yourself.” Myraa shoved the binoculars into his hands.

Not sure he wanted to see what Myraa had seen, Rudro aimed the binoculars in the direction of the King’s booth. One-by-one, he appraised the faces of the visitors from Khadak. Duke Parth and his family all wore quite guarded expressions. Queen Lilia, unsurprisingly, seemed pleased, but it was no different to the way she looked whenever any of her step-daughters suffered a setback.

The King was clearly concerned and a little confused, but he wasn’t making a fuss. He always acted particularly unbiased where Aaryana was concerned, to the point where he seemed biased towards the rest of his children.

Lowering the binoculars, Rudro murmured, “I didn’t see anything I shouldn’t have...”

“Then, you missed it. Because what I saw was this: Duke Parth looked far too happy for his friend’s miraculous victory, and if anyone looked more pleased than him, it was Princess Leesha.” When she said the name of the King’s eldest child, her tone suggested she was referring to something of great significance.

She couldn’t be. “You know the rivalry between Princess Leesha and Aaryana is the most heated of them all; they’re the leading candidates—”

Myraa’s dismissive head shake cut him off. “Princess Leesha is always careful not to show her emotions when my Lady falters. Today, she was just so happy she couldn’t control herself.”

“This duel counts for nothing; why would this please her so? Everyone could see Aaryana wasn’t herself and the Lord was most likely cheating.”

“And he couldn’t have done that on his own.” Myraa’s tone was calm and cold, her arms folded across her chest and her lips pursed. “He would have needed an accomplice.” She glanced towards the King’s compartment. “And the two most pleased people in the arena are...” The girl, thankfully, didn’t voice her suspicions again.

If anyone heard her accuse the King’s eldest child of such a disgraceful act... Even Aaryana wouldn’t be able to save Myraa from Leesha’s wrath. And what would the King do to the girl’s father?

“Just be careful what you say, Myraa. Especially if it’s something so serious.”

The girl made an exasperated noise and ran towards Aaryana in the centre of the Stone Ring! Rudro gaped, frozen to his spot. What’s wrong with her? She wasn’t allowed to go in there. “Myraa!” he called out when he could finally speak.

Of course, the girl didn’t answer or halt.

The next moment, he found himself chasing after her, wanting to stop her in her tracks before any of the guards spotted her and tackled her to the ground. Unauthorised peoples couldn’t enter the arena; only the guards posted at the perimeters of the stadium could approach the players. If medical assistance was needed, they called for the healers.

“Myraa, stop!” He caught up to her quite easily and quickly—did she really think she’d outrun him? Rudro was probably the fastest and fittest person in Adgar, after the Heirs. He grabbed her arm as he put himself in her way. “You’re not authorised. Come back before the guards—”

“I have to help my Lady,” Myraa wailed, her voice too loud.

“Keep your voice down!” He spoke through clenched teeth. “You’ll attract the guards’ attention.”

“I don’t care!” she roared. “My Lady needs help!” She pointed at the Princess, her green eyes shining, her breathing erratic. “She’s hurt, can’t you see?”

He couldn’t see anything apart from how silly and reckless this usually-sensible girl was being. Myraa was the one that kept Aaryana out of trouble. Most of the time. Well, half the time. Perhaps less than that. Regardless, she rarely stepped out of line. Now, she was digging an enormous hole for herself. And for her father.

What was stranger was the fact that her panic and concern seemed a little forced, fake even, and of course, it had manifested rather late. Worst of all, Rudro could hear the sounds of running footsteps approaching them at a good speed. So, they’d been spotted. He sighed, let go of Myraa’s arm, and took a step back. To his great surprise, the girl waited for the guards to reach them.

When they did, she said, in that loud, panicked voice from before, “Please, my Lady needs help. Just look at her!”

They did. And nodded. Rudro’s lips parted in shock.

“Yes,” said one of the two guards. “Where are the healers?”

“I sent them away,” Rudro began, before Myraa cut in with, “Because he knew my Lady would want to be alone after... He didn’t know she’d collapse like this.” As she spoke, Myraa took backward steps, edging closer to Aaryana. Astonishingly, the guards let her. “She needs help.”

Nodding, the second guard said he would find the healers and turned towards the stands—

A loud gasp from the audience.

A gasp from the guard looking past Myraa, towards Aaryana.

Rudro shifted his gaze to what every single person in the arena was looking at: Aaryana squirming on the ground, her arms trying to push herself up. And failing.

Myraa spun around, saw that the Princess was moving, and sprinted towards her. “Quick, we need to help her up!”

The guard followed, and then Rudro was running up to the stirring Princess. Myraa knelt beside Aaryana, who was slowly lifting herself onto her hands and knees, panting hard. 

“My Lady...” Myraa placed her hands on Aaryana’s shoulders.

The Princess spoke, voice low but clear, enunciating each word. “I lost.”

“I’m sorry, my Lady.” Myraa flicked a quick glance at the Combat Master. 

“I lost.” 

“I saw.” Myraa sighed. “I saw everything.” Her tone didn’t change as she said the last three words to let Aaryana know she’d seen what she was supposed to.

Aaryana scrambled to her feet. She acknowledged the guard and Rudro with quick nods before glaring at Farzah. The Lord was making his way over to them, a seemingly relieved smile on his face.

“Forget about him,” Rudro told her under his breath. “He didn’t deserve to win.” He hoped his tone made clear what he really wanted to say: Don’t make a scene. Don’t do or say anything. He would have said it out loud if he thought she’d listen.

“He didn’t win!” she spat at Rudro just as Farzah came up to them. “You did not win.” She sneered at the Lord.

“Oh, Princess, I do hope you’re alright. I was worried I’d hurt you.”

“You didn’t even manage a scratch,” Aaryana said through clenched teeth, hands balled into fists. Farzah raised a sceptical eyebrow and made a show of looking her over. “This is nothing,” Aaryana hissed.

Rudro appraised her injuries as inconspicuously as he could. She looked like hell. The Lord had hurt her more than any of her opponents in recent years.

“That is a relief.” Farzah chuckled. “Parth would have killed me if I’d injured his favourite sister-in-law. He really didn’t want me to beat you. Told me to go easy on you.”

Rudro couldn’t help but glance at Myraa. The girl was gritting her teeth, breathing hard through her nose. Incensed. Watch it, he wanted to tell her, don’t let on that you suspect the Duke of wrongdoing.

“I went easy on you, Lord Farzah! I can break men like you—”

“In your sleep, while dreaming,” the Lord cut in, speaking fast. “Yes, yes, you mentioned that already. I suppose I should count myself lucky that I caught you on a bad day.”

“Count yourself dead if you catch me any other day!” The Princess took a step towards the Lord.

Rudro stepped between them and held his hand up to his star student. But he spoke to the guard. “Accompany Lord Farzah to the stands and make sure he gets the best care possible.”

The guard nodded and looked to Farzah to follow him. The Lord threw one last smirk at Aaryana before gesturing to the guard to lead the way. The Combat Master turned to Myraa and told her to help Aaryana to her compartment. 

The girl nodded before asking, “Wait. What about the antidote?”

“Oh, I don’t think she needs it,” he snapped. “Seen as she’s already quite capable of making death threats.”

Aaryana chuckled. “You won’t give me the antidote?” Her tone suggested she didn’t believe he could do such a thing out of anger. “Really, Rudro?”

“Really, Yana.” He trained his gaze on Myraa and, in the most authoritative voice he could manage, told her, “Get her out of here, now.”

Myraa whimpered a little. Aaryana laughed out loud, but she let her lady-in-waiting lead her away. The audience erupted into ear-splitting applause, elated that their unofficial Heir was fine after all.

“You’re such a bad teacher,” Aaryana said to him over her shoulder, leaving him in the centre of the Stone Ring.

The entire Kingdom’s eyes were on him, but Rudro had never felt so alone.
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Teacher. That’s what he was to her.

Once, when he wasn’t much older than she was now, Rudro and Aaryana had been friends. In a way. Maybe. Were we? There was the age gap, wasn’t there? She was twelve when he’d first met her. A child, though he’d seen her bring grown men to their knees every month in The Contest. He had always enjoyed watching her in the Tasks, and he’d told her as much when he was introduced to her and the Royal Family on his first day as a Royal Guard.

“But I suppose Leesha is your favourite?” twelve-year-old Aaryana had said with a pout, a sad sigh.

“No, Your Highness,” twenty-year-old Rudro had blurted out like a two-year-old boy, “you are. You’re everyone’s—”

Luckily, he’d stopped before saying Aaryana was everyone’s favourite Princess. Truth it may be, but the others wouldn’t take kindly to having a guard say that to their faces. To his astonishment, Aaryana flashed him a cheeky grin, satisfied she got him to confess his admiration for her. She had baited him into embarrassing himself in front of the Royals! For her entertainment. It was a little irritating.

The next time they spoke was around a week later, when she’d turned up at the guards’ training ground. “According to my father, the King, I have far too much energy today and need to work it off! Who wants to spar with me first?”

By this point, Rudro had become friends with a couple of the guards he worked with, to whom he asked, “Is that permitted? Won’t we get into trouble if we hurt her?”

Their reply had stunned him. Apparently, the Princess routinely came to train with them, and was the one giving the training. “It’s a secret, though. So, keep it to yourself. We don’t want to lose her as a teacher.”

Rudro had frowned. Yes, he knew how good she was, but a teacher to grown men? She’s only twelve. What could she teach him? As it turned out, she could teach him a lot. Enough that he got selected as Combat Master a couple of years later. The youngest one in history. Indeed, Rudro was a talented fighter himself—he had graduated top of his class during guard training—but practising with Aaryana had elevated his skill set to a whole other level.

Once she’d turned fourteen and grew into the body she had now, she no longer looked like a child. He began to see her as an adult, someone he could call a friend. In secret—it was forbidden for the teachers of The Contest to fraternise with the Heirs.

Aaryana definitely saw him as a friend; she didn’t even bat an eyelid the first time he’d called her Yana. It had just came out. He liked the sound of it. Obviously, Aaryana hadn’t hated the sound of it, else she would have said so. They trained together in secret. On his days off work, they went riding together, gossiping about the nobles and making fun of Court life. As the Princess grew older, their friendship felt more natural, more real, and Rudro began to care for her as he did for his close friends and family.

They had discussed their relationship only once though, and it was on the day their friendship had ended. In his eyes, anyway. That day, Aaryana had unknowingly killed off a part of their friendship. This is how:

His friends had insinuated that she was responsible for his appointment as Combat Master and he didn’t want the job if that was the case. Aaryana denied it when he confronted her. “I’d love to take credit for this, Rudro, but I don’t get a say in who becomes our teacher. I’d get accused of cheating in The Contest if I so much as suggested someone.” She had a point. “Most of Adgar thinks I get preferential treatment from the teachers because I’m Father’s favourite. You know that’s not something I’m fond of hearing.” Yes, Aaryana hated having that over her head.

That was the real reason she worked so much harder than the rest, why she trained more. She wanted to prove she did well in the Tasks because she was the best, not because of favouritism. She could have relaxed and not given her all to The Contest, because she was indeed the King’s favourite child, but instead, she pushed her mind and body to the limit to win every Task. That’s why she was everyone’s favourite. The worthy one. The unofficial Heir.

“You had nothing to do with it?” Rudro still had to ask. The Princess nodded. “Really, Yana?”

“Really, Rudro.” She squeezed his arm. He smiled, feeling ecstatic. “Now, can I congratulate you?” she teased. He laughed, nodded. “That’s great news, Rudro. Does your family know yet?”

“Not yet. They won’t believe it.” He shook his head. “I still can’t believe it.”

Aaryana patted his shoulder. “Believe it. Sir,” she added with a dramatic bow.

He had gasped at the thought of being her teacher. Hard to believe, seen as she’d taught him so much. But the Combat Master’s job wasn’t merely to teach the Heirs how to fight and wield various weapons; it was more about overseeing their training, helping them prepare for upcoming Tasks, making sure they were ready for the Stone Ring. Yet...

Yet, I’ll be her teacher. Their secret friendship would have to remain secret, else they’d both get penalised. Rudro would lose his job; Aaryana would be thrown out of The Contest. Thankfully, his friends wouldn’t tell anyone that Aaryana and Rudro trained together as that would give their secret away too, and no one knew Aaryana and Rudro had their own training sessions, a friendship, otherwise he would have lost this Royal Guard job.

Going forward, we have to be extra careful, he’d told himself, perhaps stop meeting in secret. The stakes were very high. This was the fight for the Crown, after all. But... He liked being her friend, enjoyed her company, loved what she stood for. I don’t need this job, do I? It’s not like I ever wanted to be Combat Master. Or anything other than a Royal Guard. He was happy doing what he was doing. He could do it for the rest of his life. He didn’t need the stress this new job would bring. He didn’t have to break his ties to Aaryana. He could refuse the job.

“What are you thinking?” Aaryana’s words pulled him out of his thoughts.

“I was thinking that taking the position of Combat Master means I can’t... train with you anymore.”

“Being the Combat Master means you have to train with me more than ever.” She made a dubious face. “Are you feeling alright, Rudro?” She chuckled.

“What I meant was that we can’t train like this anymore, you know, in secret, here.” He looked around, making clear he was referring to the guards’ training ground.

“Yes. So?”

“So... We wouldn’t be... we can’t be...” Rudro couldn’t believe he was stuttering like a little child. “If I’m to be your teacher, I can’t be your... friend. The Combat Master, and all the teachers, have to be unbiased.”

“Ah.” She finally understood. “You’re right.” She sighed and gave him a sad smile. 

So, I can’t be the Combat Master, he wanted to say. I choose our friendship over this job. For reasons beyond his comprehension, what he found himself saying was, “I can’t be your friend and your teacher.”

“Then, just be my teacher.” Aaryana shrugged and smiled encouragingly.

Rudro’s heart sank. He realised why he hadn’t revealed his plans to reject the job offer: He wanted to see if she asked him to choose her over the role of Combat Master. See if she felt as strongly about their friendship as he did. Because if he became her teacher, he could never be anything else to her. And she’d failed the test. Why then, did it feel like he was the one that had lost?

Well, their friendship was over, he supposed. It had to be. That’s how she wanted it, and how he needed it to be. For his own well-being. He pictured himself letting go of her hand and walking away, and sighed as he realised he’d been mentally holding her hand all this time. She’d never had the same vision, it
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