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Aveline sat straight-backed at Prince Lucan's right hand, the very picture of poise in periwinkle silk. Her sea-blue eyes drifted across the banquet hall, scanning for an exit that didn't exist. Her blond hair was pinned in a bun so tight she could feel tomorrow's headache forming already.

Beautiful, they said. Though never quite in the usual way. Perhaps it was the unflinching slope of her nose, or the way her gaze seemed to see straight through people rather than at them.

Her gown brushed the floor like a trained hound, pearls catching torchlight in delicate flashes. She lifted her wine glass, white, of course, though she preferred red, and smiled when someone important made a toast. All very appropriate. Very polished.

Very suffocating.

Lucan looked devastatingly regal beside her, gold spun into cloth as if the metal had been born for his shoulders alone. His blond hair and blue eyes mirrored hers, though somehow his were more charming, more palatable. Theirs was a striking match, but no one pretended she was the beautiful one.

It didn't sting anymore. Not exactly. Just a quiet disappointment she kept tucked away, a truth Lucan had once weaponized in the name of honesty.

He lounged with effortless elegance, every laugh timed perfectly between sips of wine and polished diplomacy. Aveline kept pace, every retort crisp and well-placed. Together, they were a vision. The future. The ideal. Unity served on a silver platter.

And then the music changed.

Aveline's spine stiffened the way a hound does before a storm. This wasn't on tonight's program.

From the archway strode musicians and drummers, all sun-bronzed and clad in fabrics dyed richer than anything northern looms could dream. Their instruments clinked like wind chimes as they arranged themselves. Whispers darted through the hall: Southern Isles. A gift from their allies to the soon-to-be-king.

The music began. Rhythmic. Teasing. Alive.

The dancers entered, bolder than this hall had seen in a decade. Hips rolled. Anklets jingled. Smiles invited. One dancer spun so quickly her skirt bloomed like a poppy at dawn. Aveline clapped politely, smiling in the exact way she was expected to.

And then—her.

She didn't walk in. She arrived.

Light brown eyes rimmed in kohl, smoky and impossible to look away from. Dark hair loose and living, swinging with the rhythm of her hips. The fabric she wore clung like it had fallen in love, deep red, bold, the kind of color Aveline would never dare wear. Not indecent. That would've been merciful. This was intentional.

Her hips moved like they were writing love stories across the floor, each step a stanza, each twirl a promise. She didn't just dance. She conjured. Magic and seduction and something Aveline had never known, had never been allowed to be, a woman with desires that lived outside duty's cage.

The music dropped into something low and molten. Every sound curved around her like tide giving way. She was fire wrapped in shadow, moving with grace that didn't ask for attention so much as demanded surrender.

And Lucan surrendered.

His wine glass paused midair. His lips parted, unthinking. Aveline turned to look at him, meaning to laugh.

"Should I be worried?" The words came out lighter than she felt.

Lucan didn't answer. Didn't hear her, maybe. Or maybe he did and didn't care.

The dancer's eyes never left him, not once during the entire performance. But as she finished, bowing with feline precision, her gaze flicked to Aveline.

Just once.

Not mockery. Not pity. Something sharper. Like the dancer had peeked behind Aveline's carefully arranged expression and found the girl hidden there, the one with dreams locked behind her ribs years ago.

You're not the only one he sees.

The music ended in a swell. Applause roared.

And Lucan did not look away.

That night, Aveline waited.

She let her maid remove the earrings, the necklace, the gown that still smelled faintly of roses.

By the time she was alone, she’d settled into the velvet chair by the window, facing the darkened hall. Listening. Waiting.

Lucan always said goodnight. Always.

He’d appear with that tired smile, his silhouette framed in the doorway like some noble painting, and press a perfunctory kiss to her temple. Never too soft. Never too warm. But consistent.

She didn’t particularly care that he did, it wasn’t affection she craved. Only the comfort of knowing the rules hadn’t changed. They hadn’t chosen each other, but they had chosen to play the game. And Lucan, for all his polish and charm, was a man who kept to patterns.

So she waited, for the knock, the kiss, the quiet reminder that at least some things were still as they were meant to be.

But the hallway stayed silent. And the night stretched long. Tonight, he didn’t.

Down a candlelit corridor, she moved. No bells now. No music trailing behind her. Only the whisper of silk, her robe slipping around her like shadow made fabric. Beneath it, just a scrap of red, the same bold sin she’d worn on the ballroom floor.

She slipped through the half-open door with the precision of a thief and the poise of a woman who knew she would not be turned away.

Candlelight flickered over bare shoulders, catching on the smooth line of her collarbone, the gentle sway of her hips as she crossed the threshold. A breath, a hush, escaped into the warm air.

The door eased shut behind her with a soft click. Not loud. But final. Like a prize claimed. Like a promise never spoken, but understood all the same.

The next morning, Aveline sat before her vanity like a doll placed just so.

Her maid brushed her hair in soft, practiced strokes. The bristles made a gentle, repetitive whisper like falling ash.

“...and then Lady Corwin said the florists will use hydrangeas, can you believe it? For a coronation?” the girl chattered, utterly unaware.

Aveline nodded once. She watched herself in the mirror. Perfect posture. Pinned hair. Painted face. A ghost in glass.

In her mind, she was galloping across an endless field. The wind tore at her veil. Her lungs burned with joy. She wasn’t being watched. She wasn’t being kept.

Was this her life? A crown she never chose. A man who looked past her. A cage lined with gold?

Aveline blinked. Once. Twice. The silence in her chambers pressed in like a second skin. Maybe the rules had changed. And if they had, what did that mean for her?

The coronation loomed, just days away. After the proper mourning period had passed, after the court had finished pretending to care, crowns would be placed upon their heads. Regal. Unshakable. Bound.

The kingdom still draped itself in somber silks for the late King, who had, in some final dramatic gesture of devotion, followed his Queen into death within days. Aveline had been told it was romantic. She thought it sounded exhausting.

Once mourning ended, she would become queen. The crown, heavy and beautiful, would be hers at last, just as her parents had planned. Arranged, aligned, affianced before she even had teeth.

They were dead now. She often reminded herself of that. Dead and gone and unable to savor the fruits of their ambition. But they would have called this outcome enough. Their daughter, a queen.

And yet here Aveline sat, heart hollow and spine straight, with the certainty in her bones that something had shifted.

Lucan had changed. She had known him all her life, studied him like scripture, memorized his rhythms, perfected her role beside him until she could anticipate his breath before he took it. She was the consort he needed before he even knew he’d need one.

But something was new.

He’d had companions before, of course. He was discreet. Careful. It had never bothered her, those dalliances were expected, political even, and he’d always made sure to keep them neatly hidden, like stains scrubbed out before daylight.

But last night? He didn’t look away. Didn’t pretend.

This dancer, she wasn’t a secret. She was a spark, and Lucan had leaned into the flame.

And Aveline...Aveline did not yet know what that meant. Only that it meant something.
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The halls of the palace glimmered like they were carved from starlight, but Aveline felt the chill long before she touched the wall.

Her fingers grazed the stone, cool, smooth, dead. Beneath the layers of silks and lace, she still felt the cold. This was the price of beauty: everything gleamed, but nothing was warm.

She walked alone but not unseen. Guards stationed like statues. Servants bowing low. Behind her, quiet as breath, her lady’s maid followed, a shadow with good intentions.

Aveline passed portraits gilded in gold leaf and tall arched windows that looked out over the cliffs. The scent of beeswax polish and lavender oil clung to the air, clean and regal. Every step echoed. She didn’t really have a destination, still lost in her own thoughts. 

And then, giggles. She stopped. So did her breath.

They floated out from behind a familiar door. Prince Lucan’s chambers.

The laughter was soft, intimate. A ripple of deep red wine, the kind she wasn’t allowed to drink. Aveline stood frozen, hand slightly lifted as if she might knock, or open, or run.

He had never been careless before.

Always discreet. Always diplomatic. Even his mistresses had been shadows, unconfirmed and unspoken. But this... this was loud. Intentional.

Her chest ached. Not with jealousy. With knowing.

Behind her, her maid made a sound, low, instinctive. Not quite a gasp. Not quite a sigh. A sound full of pity.

Aveline straightened. Her hand fell. She walked on.

They passed under a stone archway and stepped into the gardens. Warm sun spilled over the hedges, softening the angles of the world. Bees drifted lazily through jasmine. Somewhere, a fountain murmured, the water catching the light like a falling jewel.

The air smelled alive here. Earthy and sweet, a blend of rose petals, crushed thyme underfoot, and something citrusy she couldn’t name. The wind rustled the leaves, whispering lullabies through the branches like an old friend. Aveline inhaled deeply. It was the first breath she’d taken all day that didn’t feel rushed.

She found her bench, a curved marble seat nestled between two flowering trees, and sat, the stone warm from sun exposure. The distant buzz of the palace faded behind her. She opened her book.

At first, the words blurred. Her thoughts trailed back to that door, that sound, that flicker of shame she’d swallowed like bitter tea. But the story pulled her in eventually. It always did. A world where the heroine rode wild horses and shot arrows, where she didn’t have to ask permission to speak, or smile, or leave.

Aveline could almost taste the apples the characters ate by the fire. She could feel the wind in their hair, their freedom dancing on the page like firelight.

The scent of gardenia drifted past her nose, sudden and strong. She looked up. Lucan.

He sat beside her as if he belonged there. As if the night before hadn’t happened. As if laughter hadn't bloomed behind his door like forbidden flowers.

“I hoped I’d find you here,” he said, smiling like he hadn’t just shattered something.

His voice was low, honeyed, practiced. The kind of voice meant to soothe and charm, not to confess.

She closed her book gently, marking the page with a ribbon.

The sun cast golden nets through the trees, catching in her hair. Birds trilled somewhere above them. Her hands were still, folded like they were holding something invisible and fragile.

She did not return his smile.
Lucan plucked a blossom from the bush beside the bench, careless with the stem, and twirled it between his fingers. The petals crumpled faintly with each turn.
“You don’t smile anymore,” he said at last. “Not really.”

Aveline didn’t move. She studied the page of her book like the words might save her from what came next.

“I smile plenty,” she replied.

“Not like you mean it.”

There it was. A boy’s confusion inside a prince’s mouth. He said it like he deserved her joy. Like it was owed to him, packaged and ribboned alongside the alliance.

“You’ve been given everything you ever wanted,” he added, softly, but with a knife beneath it.

Aveline blinked once. The pages of the book fluttered in the breeze.

Everything she wanted? Her thoughts turned traitorous and sharp: You mean everything my parents wanted. The title. The crown. You. None of it had been hers to choose.

“I’m pleased,” she said aloud, her voice practiced and precise. “Just tired from the day’s celebrations.”

She could have stopped there. She almost did.

But the laughter behind his door echoed again, and something within her, the part that had once dreamed of more, rose from its long sleep. She drew a breath. Let it steady her spine.

“It isn’t becoming,” she said carefully, “to be so public about your fascination with the dancer.”

Lucan stilled. Then scoffed. “Selixa.” He said the name like it tasted sweet.

Aveline’s jaw tightened. “Right. Selixa.”

He turned to her fully now, the blossom crushed in his fist.

“It’s not kind,” she continued, more sure now. “Not to me. And not to the servants who have to pretend they don’t hear what they hear. Perhaps it’s time the troupe returned to their kingdom.”

The silence that followed cracked like a whip. Lucan stood in a single, sudden motion. The crushed flower fell to the grass, forgotten.

“You don’t make the rules in this kingdom, Aveline,” he snapped. “I am the prince. My word is the law. Like any man’s.”

Her breath caught. The insult landed like a slap. He turned, walking away, and just before he vanished down the path, he tossed the final blow over his shoulder.

“She was right about you, you know. Selixa said you’re nothing but a cold little ice queen.”

Then he was gone.

Aveline sat there, frozen. She had taken a step. Spoken plainly. And for what? She stared down at the crushed petals by her feet.

Selixa said...
They had spoken of her. In bed, perhaps. Or over wine and candlelight. Aveline’s name passed between them like a joke.
The garden suddenly smelled too sweet. Cloying.

Her chest burned with something between fury and heartbreak. Her throat ached with all the things she hadn’t said sooner.

She looked out across the garden, past the fountain, the hedges, the ivy-covered walls, and imagined a road with no palace at the end of it. A wild horse. A horizon unchained. No titles. No doors left ajar. No giggles behind them.

Just wind. Just freedom. And no one ever finding her again. 
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It began with whispers.

A servant dropped her eyes when Aveline passed, but not before a smirk twisted her lips. At dinner, Lord Harwick's fork paused halfway to his mouth as he watched Lucan's empty chair. The silence stretched until someone coughed.

"The prince seems... occupied these days," Harwick murmured into his wine.

Aveline's knife scraped against porcelain.

The next morning, she stood at her window and watched Lucan ride through the gates. Not alone. Selixa sat beside him on the same mount, her legs bare beneath hitched skirts, arms wrapped around his waist. Her laughter carried up to the tower, bright and shameless.

The market square fell silent as they passed. A merchant's scales trembled in his hands. A noble lady's fan snapped shut.

Selixa wore silks the color of sunset, fiery orange and bruised plum with gold threads that caught morning light like scattered coins. Her bangles sang with every gesture, a melody that seemed to announce: I am here. I am unashamed. I am alive.

Aveline's fingernails bit into the stone windowsill.

At the court luncheon, the great doors of the Hall of Flame groaned open. Conversations died. Fifty pairs of eyes turned as Lucan entered with Selixa on his arm.

He didn't pause at the threshold. Didn't hesitate. He walked her to the head table, past rows of frozen faces, past Aveline's chair where she sat rigid as carved marble.

Selixa's unbound hair moved like smoke with each step. Oil gleamed on her throat. When she laughed, low and throaty, at something Lucan whispered, the sound ricocheted off the vaulted ceiling.

Lucan pulled out her chair. His fingers lingered on her bare shoulder as she sat. Close enough that Aveline could see the flush creeping up his neck, the way his breathing had changed.

"More wine?" Selixa asked, tilting her head. Kohl-rimmed eyes caught the candlelight, molten and knowing.

Lucan's hand trembled as he reached for the pitcher. Wine splashed over the rim, staining the white tablecloth crimson.

Across the table, Baron Aldric's jaw worked like he was chewing glass. His wife stared at her untouched plate, cheeks burning. The kitchen boy in the corner had stopped serving entirely, mouth agape.

Selixa leaned back in her chair, bangles chiming, and smiled at them all.

That's when Aveline felt it, the sharp twist in her chest that wasn't just disgust. It was something raw and hungry, watching how Selixa claimed space like it was hers by right. How she laughed without permission. How her body was a declaration instead of an apology.

Aveline's wine glass shattered in her grip.

Blood beaded on her palm. Conversations resumed in frantic whispers. But Lucan didn't even turn. His attention remained fixed on Selixa's lips as she spoke, as if the rest of the world had simply ceased to exist.

In the kitchens that night, Cook's voice drifted through the halls: "Mark my words, she'll be sitting beside him at the coronation next."

A plate crashed to the floor.

Aveline stood
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