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        “Long live the walls we crashed through

        All the kingdom lights shined just for me and you.”

      

        

      
        Long Live, Taylor Swift
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        My dear reader,

        

        All good things must come to and end.

        (Or, so they say.)

        I’d rather believe that nothing ever truly ends. Not really. We may turn a page to a new chapter, we may close the book altogether, but the story itself lives on.

        With that said…  I hope even after you have finished reading this final installment of Emilia’s epic journey, you will carry a piece of it with you. This series has ingrained itself deeply inside my heart. I will always look back on writing it with joy and immense gratitude.

        It’s no great secret that, about a year ago, this story popped into my brain and would not shake loose, no matter how I tried to focus on other projects or write the books I’d previously planned. I fought against it for a while, afraid this dirty fairy tale was far too different from my so-called brand;  too big a step outside my normal genre to ever resonate with my readers.

        After many considerations — Publish under a pen name? Write the books but don’t publish them at all?—  I decided to emulate this new character I’d come to love. To be like Emilia: brave in the face of uncertainty, fearless when confronted with an undecided future.

        I wrote the damn trilogy.

        Now, standing on the other side of that fear, I can genuinely say I’m so very happy I did.  I am so, so grateful that you’ve followed me on this unexpected trip to Germania.

        Before we dive back in for one last installment, I just want to say thank you. Thank you so very much for supporting my dreams, for allowing me to do what I love for a living, for leaving lovely reviews and telling your friends about my books.

        This world is large and life is short, so we may never have a chance to meet in person… but I hope you know how very thankful I am for each and every one of you.

        You have changed my life.

        (Perhaps not quite so drastically as Emilia’s is about to, though… )

        Oh.

        Didn’t I mention?

        That new crown she’s wearing comes at a heavy cost.

        The drama and danger isn’t over.

        It’s only just begun.

        

        Non sibi sed patriae,

        

        Julie
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        I stare at the imposter on the throne.

        Her ankles crossed with practiced poise.

        Her hands clasped in casual elegance.

        Buried beneath, a betrayed heart stutters.

        Hidden deep, tarnished hopes fray.

        She does not look backward at a broken past.

        She stares unflinching at an uncompromising future.

        A stolen destiny.

        A sordid empire.
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      Halfway through my fourth year of primary school, my class took a field trip to the medieval ruins at Easterly. There’s a castle there — what remains of one, anyway. Turns out, after fifteen-hundred years of decay, what remains is not much. It looked more like a grassy mound of mossy stones to my nine-year-old eyes. Only one wall still stood upright; the rest of them had long ago tumbled down, crude puzzle pieces from a game played by the ghosts of Germania’s past.

      Underwhelming, to say the least.

      Perhaps if I’d paid attention to our history teacher’s hour-long lecture on the bus ride to our destination, I would’ve been better prepared for what awaited us. But instead of listening to Mrs. Fiero drone on, I’d spent that vital hour conspiring with Owen over our weekend plans for adventure in his tree house. Of utmost importance: the development of a secret knock to bar any undesirables from entering via the trap-door. (Namely his meddlesome little sisters, who made a habit of injecting themselves into our every Saturday afternoon, whether we wanted them there or not.)

      My class poured out of the bus onto a gravel road and made a slow trek up the dirt path to the historical site. But as I took in the view that lay ahead of me… my excitement fizzled into vapor and fled on the crisp mountain winds. After all, Mrs. Fiero had promised a fortress. I’d been anticipating majesty. Some royal flair. A bonafide castle, with gold-paneled ballrooms and stained-glass secrets glittering in the early-spring light.

      I’d been expecting… Well…

      A fairy tale.

      How utterly disappointing to come all this way to see a bit of real, honest-to-god history up close, only to be met with this pile of inconsequential rubble.

      It sounded more exciting in the textbook, I thought somewhat bitterly, kicking dandelions with my shiny patent shoes. Can this really be all that’s left?

      When the rest of my class broke off to eat their paper-bagged lunches at picnic tables in the adjacent field, I remained by the ruins, oddly fixated. As though the stones might offer up an alternative if only I studied them hard enough.

      “Let me guess,” Mrs. Fiero murmured, coming up beside me with a knowing smile. “You were hoping for something a bit more impressive?”

      I flushed, embarrassed to be caught sulking. “I just thought…”

      Her eyebrows lifted.

      “I thought there’d be more. More left.”

      “Why? Because the people that lived here were royals?”

      I nodded.

      “Nothing lasts forever, Emilia. Not stone castles. Not the peasants who built them brick by brick. Not the soldiers who defended their walls with spear and arrow. Not even the kings and queens who lived in them. Time erases us all eventually.”

      “That’s sad.”

      “Is it?” Mrs. Fiero’s lips twisted. “I guess I think it’s sort of beautiful. No matter who you are, no matter what legacy follows you when you leave this earth behind… in the end, all that matters is what you do while you’re here. You can’t change it after you’re gone. You can’t shape the story others tell in your absence. History belongs to the living; the dead have no use for it anymore.”

      My brows furrowed. “So… you’re saying it doesn’t matter?”

      “What doesn’t?”

      “Any of it.” I shrugged. “Who we are, what we do. Since it all winds up a pile of rocks and moss anyway.”

      “Just the opposite, Emilia. It matters a great deal what we do with our lives. It matters more than anything. Because, whether you leave a big imprint on this world or fade without a trace, the passing of time is a great equalizer. It can render empires into ashes, can condense the greatest of legacies into a footnote on a forgotten page in someone else’s history book.”

      Mrs. Fiero laughed lightly — not at me, not in a way that made me feel foolish, but in a way that told me she knew something about life I hadn’t learned for myself yet.

      “When I worry that I’m not doing enough, that I’m living a small life, that I won’t be remembered by anyone of consequence for achieving anything resembling greatness… I like to remind myself that you don’t have to change the whole world to leave your mark on it. Even the smallest of lives has value. Because it’s how you live that matters. Not the things you leave in your wake. Not what comes after you when you’re gone.”

      Of all the lessons Mrs. Fiero ever taught me about great wars and old feuds, ancient cities and long-gone empires… this one, imparted in a whisper on a shivery spring afternoon by a pile of old stones, would wind up being the most important.

      Unfortunately for me…

      You never seem to realize the most important lessons in your life until after you’ve royally fucked things up.

      Emphasis on royally, in my particular case…
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      “Your Majesty?”

      A throat clears gently to my left. I do not turn to acknowledge the sound. I stare up at the Great Hall’s gilded ceiling far overhead, studying the angelic fresco figures painted there through narrowed eyes. The cherubs seem to mock me with their serene expressions, smiling down in perpetuity, strumming their gold harpsichords with stubby fingers.

      “Your Majesty… I’m sorry for the intrusion, but it’s quite late…”

      I don’t even blink.

      He swallows audibly. “What— What are you doing here?”

      Boy, if that isn’t the question of the year…

      What the actual fuck am I, Emilia Victoria Lancaster, doing here?

      In this goddamned castle?

      In this goddamned life?

      The throat clears again, louder this time. As though the man doing the clearing has somehow managed to convince himself I simply didn’t hear him, rather than the more obvious alternative — that I am doing my damndest to ignore his existence.

      “Is there anything I can assist you with, My Queen?”

      I don’t answer the quivering question. I don’t even lift my head from where I’m lying on the cold floor, my limbs splayed out like a starfish against the silver-veined marble. My eyes remain fixed upward, toward those mocking painted figures. I squint, struggling to make out their finer details in the faint light cast by the chandeliers.

      At this late hour they’ve been dimmed to their lowest setting; the wall sconces doused completely. That’s not a surprise. No one is usually in here at this time of night. Hell, most people aren’t even awake, this time of night.

      I hear the servant shifting nervously from one foot to another. I’m sure he’s at a loss for what to do in this scenario. I can’t exactly blame him. It probably came as quite a shock when he rounded the corner on some nightly errand and found me lying here on the floor of the vast Great Hall, clad only in a pair of old yoga pants and a thick cashmere sweater.

      A queenly sight, this is not.

      My advisors would be utterly aghast at this show of impropriety if they could only see it. But they aren’t here to chide me anymore, I think as the faces of Lady Morrell, my old etiquette instructor, and Gerald Simms, the former Palace Press Secretary, flash through my mind. They lost that right when they stabbed me in the back.

      “Y-Your Majesty? Can… can you hear me? Are you all right?”

      Persistent one, isn’t he?

      I press my eyes closed, as though that might make him disappear. I don’t possess the energy to deal with him right now. Frankly, I don’t possess the energy to deal with much of anything. These days, I consider it a miracle if I manage to last until the sun sets without crumbling into a ball of despair under the weight of my own exhaustion.

      When did simply existing start taking so much energy?

      The mere act of dragging my ass out of bed each morning after yet another sleepless night is enough to sap all my strength. And the outside world is even more emotionally taxing. Each time I step so much as a high-heeled toe outside the palace gates, a frozen smile fixed to my lips as the camera lenses click with unflinching regularity, I feel a little more of myself disappear.

      Smile, wave, nod.

      Show no weakness.

      Be the queen your subjects need.

      By the time I crawl back beneath the covers each night, I am a hollowed out shell — scoured clean of anything resembling composure, too weak to hold my memories at bay. Even sleep offers no reprieve, for my dreams are haunted by the horrors of my past. They lurk in the dark corners of my subconscious, striking out with razor-sharp talons as soon as my eyes drift closed.

      There is no one to soothe my nightmares when I wake to the sound of my own ragged screams. Not anymore.

      That person is long gone.

      He took my solace with him.

      There’s a sudden tightness in my chest that makes my breath catch. I press my shoulders harder against the cool stone floor, hoping it will ground me in the present. Hoping it will drive the vision of cerulean blue eyes to the very depths of my psyche.

      “Your Majesty…” The pageboy shuffles a few steps closer. “Should I escort you back to your chambers? Or perhaps call for your personal guard?”

      My eyes spring open. The last thing I need is Galizia or Riggs scolding me about my nocturnal wandering again. Pulling a deep breath into my lungs, I force myself to sit up and focus on the young servant. He must be new to the castle staff; I’ve never seen him before and his uniform is so firmly starched, it could probably stand up on its own. When our eyes meet, he looks like he’s about to pee his pants.

      “No,” I murmur softly. “Don’t call anyone.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” he bleats, reddening. “I apologize if⁠—”

      “There’s no need to apologize. Just go. Leave me be.” Is that truly my voice, so emotionless? So empty? “And, if anyone asks… you never saw me here. Understood?”

      “Y-Yes, Your Majesty. I promise. I-I-I won’t tell anyone.”

      He lingers, frozen like a deer in headlights. I lift my brows and jerk my chin in the direction of the doorway.

      “Go.”

      With a start, he gives a shallow bow and practically bolts from the hall. I listen to the patter of his shiny uniform shoes against the stone floors until they fade out of earshot. When silence once again settles over me like a blanket, I lay backward to resume my study of the castle ceiling.

      This is the third night in a row I’ve found myself here, gazing upward at the mural. I’m not sure what I’m looking for. Not answers. Perhaps just a momentary distraction from the colorless monotony of my life.

      Last week, it was the library — I spent every night walking the rows, skimming my fingers along the spines of books older than most democracies. The week before, it was the armory. Before that, the stables. The hall of royal portraits. The dusty records room.

      No rhyme or reason dictates my destination. Any forgotten corner of the castle that no one bothers to visit in the dead of night will suffice. So long as it’s somewhere I won’t be disturbed with those same pesky questions.

      Did you eat anything, Your Majesty?

      When did you last rest, Your Majesty?

      Can I call anyone to help, Your Majesty?

      Your Majesty?

      Your Majesty?

      Your Majesty?

      Since the truck attack on Vasgaard Square three months ago, these nightly explorations have become commonplace. Instead of sleeping, I pace around the empty halls while my ever-present contingent of guards and castle staff look on with increasing confusion and concern. No one knows what to say to make me snap out of this zombie-like state I’ve descended into, shellshocked from grief and pain and betrayal. No one knows how to help me.

      I’m not sure anyone can help me.

      I sent away the only person who ever stood a chance.

      So, I walk. I pace. From the guest rooms to the indoor glass gardens. Down grand staircases and past suits of armor. From dusk until dawn, my steps echo out into the darkness of the cold stone keep. They do not falter. They do not rush. They are steady. Unhurried.

      Why would I hurry?

      I have nowhere else to go.

      They say convicts fear release more than remaining forever in their prisons; that the world which exists outside their barred windows and locked doors is far more terrifying than the prospect of never stepping out into it again. For there is a certain sort of comfort in seclusion. There is safety in total isolation. Incarcerated, there are no unpredictable variables to contend with, no unexpected wrenches thrown into best-laid plans.

      No trucks exploding into balls of fire in a crowd of innocents.

      No friends and lovers artfully arranging truths to suit their own ends.

      No allies becoming enemies as soon as your back is turned.

      No parents shutting their eyes from yours forever.

      I have been locked away for three long months in this gilded cage. But my solitary confinement is self-imposed. I do not wish for release. I possess no desire to be paroled, need no one to commute my sentence. I am quite satisfied with this new way of living — though, if I’m being honest, I am not certain it’s accurate to call it that.

      Living.

      After all, most days, I feel only half alive; the phantom of a girl who used to exist. I cannot recall the last time I smiled or laughed or did much of anything except breathe. Inhale, exhale. Once an automatic process now feels like a chore; as though, without constant monitoring, my lungs might simply decide to cease functioning.

      Numb, I drift through the motions of my new duties with a detached sort of acceptance, for I know full well there is no other alternative. I have no choice but to carry on. There are too many people counting on me to do otherwise.

      A queen must never falter.

      Some days, the weight of newfound responsibility on my shoulders seems the only thing that keeps me tethered to this unrecognizable life of mine. Without it to hold me down, I might disappear entirely — evaporating into the ether, lost in the wind.

      “Must you insist on scaring the page boys during their first week of work?”

      The wry voice cuts into my reverie.

      Damn.

      She’s found me again. Third night in a row.

      I don’t turn my head but I know if I did, I’d see a tall blonde in military fatigues standing several feet to my right, staring down with bemused disapproval. My personal guard — and personal pain-in-the-ass — First Lieutenant B. Galizia, ranking officer of the Queen’s Guard. I didn’t hear her sneak up on me, but that’s not much of a shock. She’s highly trained in all forms of subterfuge and self-defense.

      Walking closer, she stands over me and peers directly into my face. “Are you going to lie there all night?”

      “Maybe.”

      Sticking out a hand, she waggles her fingers. “Come on. Up you go.”

      I heave a sigh, but I don’t resist. There’s no use fighting Galizia when she inevitably tracks me down and corrals me back to my chambers like an errant child caught out after curfew. Her hand is warm and callused when it clasps mine and tugs me to my feet.

      “How long are you going to keep this up?”

      My brows lift. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “With all due respect, Your Majesty… cut the shit. You know exactly what I mean. You aren’t sleeping. You’re barely eating. You don’t even speak unless you’re forced to put in an appearance at an event outside the castle — and those are rare, these days.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “It is true. How long has it been since you got some fresh air? Took your horse for a ride? Went for a walk around the grounds?”

      I’m stubbornly silent.

      “If you can’t remember, it’s been too long.” Her head shakes. “You can’t stay cooped up forever. It’s not healthy. You skip one more event, that new PR lady you hired is going to go apoplectic.”

      “Where is this overblown concern coming from, all of the sudden?”

      “It’s not sudden. If anything, it’s long overdue. I’ve wanted to say something for weeks. Months, even. We all have. But we thought giving you space and time would be enough to…”

      My brows go up when she trails off.  “To what? To fix me? To make me forget what happened that day in the square? To make me stop replaying the memories of thirty-nine caskets being lowered into the ground, one after another after another, for so many days in a row I could walk the cemeteries of Vasgaard backwards and blindfolded, I know them so well?”

      “No. Of course not. I’m not trying to minimize what you’ve been through, Your Majesty.”

      “Then give me a little space to work through it, Galizia.”

      “It’s been three months. I worry, if we give you any more space, you’ll never come back to earth.”

      “You’re blowing things out of proportion.”

      “Am I?” Her light blue eyes narrow a shade. “You have a degree in psychology, so I don’t think I need to tell you what’s happening here. All the signs are evident even to my untrained eyes.”

      “Are you implying that I’m depressed?”

      “I’m not implying anything. I’m telling you, flat out, that people are worried about you.”

      “Who? You?”

      “Yes, me,” she says without missing a beat. “Along with just about every other person who works in this castle. And, if you don’t start taking better care of yourself, the rest of the world will soon be as well. You know how many eyes are on you every time you step outside these walls.”

      “Then I’ll stay in. Staycations are all the rage, these days — haven’t you heard?”

      “How long do you think that’s going to work, exactly? The press gave you a free pass in the aftermath of the attack… and after you lost your father. But you know the public has a short memory. They’re not going to let you grieve forever.”

      I clench my jaw tight, not wanting to process what she’s saying. Not wanting to acknowledge that, deep down, I know she’s right. The press are always eager for any news concerning the royal family, but these days they’ve become especially rabid.

      If Simms were here, he’d handle them.

      But he’s not.

      Sucking in a breath, I try to infuse some conviction into my voice. “Look, Galizia, I truly appreciate this show of concern… but I’m fine. I’m not a shut-in. I haven’t been riding Ginger because the snow is so deep. Once it melts, I’ll get back to my daily outings. You’ll see.”

      “Mmm.”

      “I’m feeling better. Honestly.” I can barely get the words past my lips, let alone manage a limp smile. “So you can call off whatever intervention you and Riggs are plotting.”

      “What?” Her cheeks go adorably red at the mention of the Commander. “Riggs and I aren’t plotting anything.”

      “Right. Except your happily ever after…”

      “That’s absurd. Your Majesty, he—” Her head shakes. “He is my superior.”

      “Mhm. And has your superior asked you on another date recently?”

      “Dating him would be wholly inappropriate, given our respective roles in the Queen’s Guard. A Commander should never date one of his Lieutenants. It violates all manner of protocols.”

      “That wasn’t strictly a no, Galizia.”

      She’s even redder now, if possible. “Even if he asked, I’d never go.”

      “So he did ask! Didn’t he?”

      She doesn’t answer — which, in itself, is an answer.

      “Are you going to go?” I pester.

      “Of course not.”

      “Why?”

      “I need to be here at the castle, monitoring things.”

      “Twenty-four-seven? You can’t take thirty minutes off to flirt over coffee?”

      “No.”

      “Oh, okay. I see. It’s fine for you to cloister yourself away, but when I do it I’m ‘a shut-in with depression.’” I roll my eyes. “Seems like a double standard to me, Galizia.”

      She regards me for a moment in silence before murmuring succinctly, “You’re so full of shit.”

      “Are you allowed to say that to your Queen?”

      “I don’t know. Probably not. But someone has to say it, and right now…” A flare of something that might be sympathy streaks across her face. “I’m all you’ve got.”

      A lump forms abruptly at the back of my throat. She’s right. I don’t have anyone, anymore. Not anyone I can count as a friend, anyway. I am constantly surrounded by staff and yet I am more alone than I’ve ever been in my life.

      “Maybe you should call your sister.”

      I stiffen at the soft suggestion. “I can’t call Chloe.”

      “Why?”

      “I just can’t, okay?”

      Not after the things I said to her. Not after I accused her of being worse than her scheming mother, Octavia. Not after I had her thrown out of the palace without so much as a word.

      Regret simmers in my veins, tangling with shame and guilt and sorrow. I am a jumbled mess of emotions, incased in a fragile sheet of ice. One crack in my numb composure, it’ll all come flooding out.

      “Your Majesty.” Galizia’s expression has smoothed back into its normal mask of professionalism. “Please, just go back to your chambers.”

      “Why? It’s not like I’ll be able to sleep.”

      I swallow hard and stare down at my bare feet. They look small and pale against the ornate floor. I’m not trying to be difficult, it’s just… being in my room for any prolonged period makes me strangely claustrophobic. As though the walls are liable to cave in around me at any given moment.

      Of course, if I wanted, I could have any other suite in the castle. With a snap of my fingers, the servants would move my things anywhere I requested. Technically, I should be living in the South Wing, where Germania’s kings and queens have always resided during their terms. But I cannot bring myself to move into my father’s rooms. I cannot bring myself to even step inside them.

      “Who said anything about sleep?” Galizia’s strange question draws my gaze once more. There’s a wry twist to her lips that makes my brows go up. “You have a visitor.”

      My eyes widen. “It’s past midnight.”

      She just stares at me, unblinking.

      “You really let someone in to see me at this hour?”

      “I’m the one who called him.”

      “Galizia!” I scowl. “You know I don’t want to see anyone.”

      She shrugs, offering neither explanation nor apology.

      “At least tell me who it is.”

      “You’ll see when you go back to your suite,” she says diplomatically.

      “Seriously? I’m the queen. I can throw you in the dungeons for disobeying orders.” I pause. “I think.”

      “You think? Shouldn’t you know?”

      “I’m new at this queen stuff. The whole ‘off with their heads’ aspect still eludes me.”

      “Well, I don’t know about the rest of your enemies, but I’m certainly terrified,” she deadpans. “Now, let’s go. He’s already been waiting nearly an hour while I wandered around looking for you.”

      He?

      A breath snags in my throat. Beneath its icy cage, my heart starts to thump harder. After so many months of numbness, it’s odd to feel palpable curiosity sparking to life inside me, embers of a fire I thought doused forever.

      Who is waiting for me?

      And what does he want?

      “Whatever,” I say, swallowing hard. “It’s not like I care.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Whoever it is, I’m just going to order him to get out.”

      “Sure you are.”

      I bite my lip to contain another unconvincing comeback. Ignoring her knowing gaze, I stiffen my shoulders as I pivot away and leave the throne room behind. My guard trails after me dutifully, her amusement palpable as she watches me struggling to maintain my charade of indifference. To keep my pace restrained, rather than running full-tilt for my rooms.

      Each step is agony. Too slow, too small. The creeping pace chafes my nerve endings like sandpaper.

      Is it him?

      No.

      It can’t be him.

      Unless…

      No!

      I thought I’d never feel anything again. Anything except numb. But this sensation inside my chest — this fluttering, unfamiliar anticipation — is growing too strong to suppress.

      Hoping Galizia doesn’t notice, I pick up my pace ever so slightly, rounding corridor corners a little too fast, taking the stairs two at a time up the flight that leads toward my chambers. With each stride down my hallway, the battle drum of my battered heart pounds out a crushing tattoo.

      Thump-thump.

      Thump-thump.

      Thump-thump.

      Somewhere in the aching hollow between each beat, hope blooms — insuppressible, inextinguishable.

      Be him.

      Be him.

      Please, oh please…

      Let it be him.
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      I step over the threshold of my room, heart in my throat. Surprise, joy, and just the smallest bit of disappointment knot together inside my stomach when I take in the sight of the man standing by my terrace, the broad planes of his back filling out an army green jacket, his long legs encased in faded denim.

      Even in profile, he’s handsome as ever. Familiar as ever. That floppy blond hair falling into his face, always in desperate need of a trim. Those long-lashed brown eyes fixed out the glass pane, lost deep in thought.

      Hearing me enter, he turns.

      “Ems.”

      The crack in his deep voice breaks something inside me. Maybe it’s that ice around my heart. Maybe it’s my heart itself, unable to hold together any longer when confronted with a man who knows me better than practically anyone else in the world. I’m not sure. All I know is, one minute I’m standing by the door and the next I’m across the room, in his arms.

      My cheek hits his chest, his embrace closes around me like warm water after a pencil dive. My eyes press tight to keep the tears at bay, but there’s no denying the thickness of my voice — the word comes out a sob.

      “Owen.”

      His arms tighten around me so hard I can barely breathe. I get the sense he’s holding back; that, if my ribs weren’t at risk of fracture, he’d squeeze and squeeze and squeeze until he’d assured himself I was truly there, in his arms.

      In silent surrender, I let him hold me until we’ve both gotten our fill, until my curiosity wins out over his comfort.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, the words muffled against the fabric of his shirt. “It’s been months since I last heard from you. I’d be pissed as hell if I weren’t so damn happy to see you.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. Believe me, Ems, I’ve wanted to see you too. I wanted that so badly it almost killed me.” His arms tighten again, underlining his declaration. “Do you have any idea how much I missed you?”

      My voice is a mere slip of sound. “I thought…”

      “What?”

      “I thought maybe you didn’t want to see me anymore. That you…”

      That you’d left me, too.

      Owen loosens his hold to peer down into my face. “I didn’t leave you in third year when you messed up the word CHARTREUSE during a spelling bee. I didn’t leave you when you crashed my car through my parents’ fence after the spring semi-formal dance and got me grounded for the entire summer. You really think I’d abandon you now, just because you went and got yourself a royal title?”

      “Then why haven’t you been answering my calls?” I smack him on the arm, face twisting into a glare. “Do you have any idea how worried I’ve been about you, Owen Harding?”

      “I’m sorry, Ems. I’m so fucking sorry. I know you’ve been through hell these past few months. I wish I could’ve been here at your side. But I had to see this through. I couldn’t come back until I was absolutely certain you were out of danger.”

      My brows lift. “So, you being here… does this mean the threat is over? That I’m safe now?”

      “I’m sure the new Commander of your Queen’s Guard has briefed you on some of this already.” Owen’s nostrils flare slightly. “He’s got quite an attitude.”

      “Who, Riggs?” My lips twist as Emmett Riggs’ intent, angular face flashes inside my mind. “He’s just protective. Keeping me alive is kind of his raison d'etre.”

      “Some job he’s been doing. You’re skin and bones. When was the last time you ate a real meal?”

      “I’m fine.”

      He appears unconvinced. “You’re too pale. And you’ve got bigger bags under your eyes than you did when you were applying to the clinical psych program.”

      “It’s been…” I swallow. “It’s been hard, okay? Hard to worry about myself when…”

      “When you’re busy worrying about everyone else?”

      I nod weakly.

      “That changes now. I don’t care if you’re the queen. You’re a person first. You have to take better care of yourself.”

      “Okay, Dad,” I tease, on auto-pilot, then go still. That particular wound, that father-shaped hole in my heart, is still so fresh and unhealed I sometimes lose my breath just thinking about it. Saying the word Dad, even as a joke, makes me feel as though I’ve been sucker punched right in the stomach.

      Owen knows me well enough to swiftly change the subject. “Anyway. Your new Commander — Riggs, is it? — seems capable. Certainly confident enough in his role. He barely agreed to let me through the castle gates tonight. I think he would’ve started torture proceedings, if your personal guard hadn’t vouched for me.”

      I make a mental note to thank Galizia later. “You can’t blame Riggs for being suspicious of you — you’re a stranger to him. And you did show up at midnight.”

      Owen grunts noncommittally. “Like I said, I’m certain he’s already briefed you on the state of the country. Between the Vasgaard Square attack and the death of the king so soon after, there’s been a surge of patriotism throughout Germania. People are embracing the monarchy. Hell, they’re embracing each other in a way they haven’t since the empire’s glory days.” His mouth twists wryly. “You’ve seen the flags front of every house… The blue ribbons tied around every tree… The size of the crowd at your father’s funeral rites. I hear they were the most highly attended in history. I’m sorry I couldn’t be there for it, Ems. I watched it on the news. You were so stoic. I was damn proud of you.”

      I cough lightly, trying to clear the lump in my throat. In truth, most of the day I buried my father remains a blur in my memory. I was so deep in my own grief, I could not yet see the surface of the murky depths surrounding me on all sides. I could not yet pull a clean breath of air into my lungs or summon energy to pump my arms and swim for even the faintest sliver of light. It felt utterly impossible that a day might arrive when each moment would not feel like drowning; each water-logged breath a death-sentence.

      Owen clears his throat, drawing my attention back. “If you’d actually bothered to have a coronation instead of locking yourself away in this castle, it would’ve been a record turn-out, I’m sure.”

      I recoil slightly. “I was a bit busy attending the funerals of thirty-nine Germanians. Forty, if you include my father in that tally. It didn’t exactly feel appropriate to hold a big ceremony in honor of my new reign while I was burying my countrymen.”

      It also hadn’t felt appropriate to enjoy the holiday season as it came and went without fanfare. Or to celebrate my twenty-first birthday as it slipped by unmarked. Or do anything at all except cry and cry and cry until there were no tears left to fall.

      I’d spent Christmas curled up in a ball in my bed — unmoving, unwilling to see anyone. Not even the servants who showed up at my door bearing trays of food and bottles of water. My birthday and New Year’s Eve passed in much the same fashion.

      “That’s not fair,” Owen says, a thread of hurt in his voice. “I wasn’t suggesting a kingdom-wide round of JELL-O shots in your name, Ems. I’m just saying, the people would’ve rallied around you. Supported you. Comforted you.” He sighs. “If ever there was a time Germania has needed a fresh start… it’s now, when we’re at our absolute lowest.”

      “Why are you so sure they’d turn out in spades to support me? Last I checked, a large chunk of this country wasn’t too happy with the Lancaster line.”

      “There hasn’t been a single protest since the day that truck exploded in the square. But I’m sure you know that already. You must get security briefings.”

      I glance away, blowing out a sharp breath. I can’t refute him. It’s true — the anti-monarchist protests, led predominantly by a group called the Black Bandanas, have been noticeably absent in the wake of the terror attacks three months ago. The ringleaders, whose names I refuse to utter out of respect for the victims, were killed by their own hands — incinerated into mist by the homemade explosives that filled the back of their truck.

      Cowards, all four of them.

      I wish they’d lived, if only so they could be made to suffer like the families of those whose lives they stole. If only so I could punish them properly for the atrocities they committed in the name of nationalism.

      But I cannot say that in a press conference. My sense of stolen vengeance would be of no comfort to anyone — not me, not my subjects, not those directly affected by the attacks.

      Others can cry and scream and rage at the heavens. They can shake their fists at the sky and demand answers from a god they no longer believe in as tears of rage and grief streak down their reddened faces. They are free to be broken in a way I will never be.

      Not the queen.

      Never the queen.

      I alone must stand tall, a beacon of enduring strength and unshakeable Germanian pride. I alone must carry this burden on my shoulders, never faltering, never hesitating. And the weight of that — the unfathomable, excruciating weight of it — presses my heels so hard against the ground, some days it is difficult to keep my knees from buckling beneath me.

      Time and space offer some degree of solace. The slightest easing of immeasurable grief, like a corset loosened after an endless night — allowing your ribs to slide back into their rightful slots, letting life return to tight-cinched lungs. Those first few breaths feel so free, it’s jarring. As though your lungs have forgotten how to perform their only function after so long in confinement.

      Ah, there it is, you think, pulling in an aching gasp. Air.

      Inhale, exhale.

      I remember this, now.

      Riggs, who I promoted to Commander as soon as my reign began, has made it his personal mission to root out every radical even remotely connected to the attacks, vowing that nothing like this will ever happen on Germanian soil again. His predecessor, a foul man named Ramsey Bane, was far less disciplined. Not to mention highly displeased to find himself dismissed from a post he’d held for decades without so much as a fruit basket for his service.

      Owen’s eyes trap mine again. “If you don’t want to talk about this, I understand. But…”

      “I want to know. Everything.” I steady my shoulders. “The only thing worse than knowing why these attacks happened is not knowing.”

      He nods gravely. “Last time we spoke, I told you I was trying to infiltrate the Black Bandanas. It took some time, but eventually I succeeded in joining their group.”

      “I know. I actually saw you with them one day, when protestors surrounded my motorcade.”

      “You were inside that limo?” He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Ems. That must’ve been scary.”

      “I’m a big girl. I can handle it.”

      “Right.” He clears his throat with a touch of awkwardness. “These past few years, there’s been a resurgence of the anti-monarchist movement. There are several different protest groups, all with objectives of instituting a true democracy in Germania. The Black Bandanas are by far the most active. Not to mention the most aggressive.”

      Reaching up to my face, I wipe at an imaginary gob of spit on my cheek — a parting gift from a Black Bandana during one of my public appearances several months ago. I’ll never forget the look in that man’s eyes as my guards dragged him out of sight.

      Lancaster trash!

      Death to the monarchy!

      It’s strange to be hated so vehemently for something entirely out of your control. For the blood in your veins and the DNA that knits your molecules together.

      “I was hoping, if I got close enough, I could learn their plans before anything bad happened,” Owen continues, his face a mask of remorse. “Obviously, I failed in that measure. The truck attack… when I think about what happened to all those people… what very nearly happened to you… I’m so ashamed of myself for not being able to prevent it.”

      “No, Owen⁠—”

      “I was so damn close to their operations! It was right under my fucking nose and, still, I missed it somehow.”

      “It’s not your fault, Owen. You couldn’t have known their plans. And, even if you did, it’s not like you could’ve stopped them without getting yourself killed in the process. They were determined to wage war on the Lancasters, no matter the collateral damage.”

      “I should’ve done more. Earned their trust, embedded myself deeper. Then I could’ve made a real difference. I could’ve actually been useful to you.”

      Heart panging, I reach out and lace my fingers through his. I squeeze as hard as I can. “You did everything you could. You tried. Most people wouldn’t even do half that much.”

      He returns my squeeze, his strong grip swallowing mine. “I wanted to come back right away, as soon as it happened. But I needed to be sure they didn’t have a secondary attack planned. I had to be certain you were safe before I dared show my face here.” He pauses. “And I thought maybe if I had viable intel to contribute… you’d be able to forgive me for fucking up so severely.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive. I’m just happy you’re safe. I worry about you, you know.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t.”

      “Too bad, Harding. We’re BFF. That second f stands for forever, you know. So you’re officially stuck with me until we’re both old and gray.”

      The laugh I expected never comes. Instead, he takes a deep breath, seeming to steady himself. “I stayed with the Black Bandanas after the bombing. What remains of them, anyway. Most disbanded after they heard about the truck attack. They may be unhappy with the monarchy, but the majority of them aren’t radicals. They’re just normal people. They want governmental changes, not carnage in the streets.” He shudders a little. “What happened that day… it drove a wedge through the entire antimonarchist movement. It may’ve been meant to spark disenchantment into full-scale rebellion, but from what I can see, it’s had the opposite effect. Members scattered to the winds, unwilling to be associated with such an extremist group. Suddenly, a few tax dollars going to fund the occasional royal affair seems a small price to pay for safety within the realm.”

      “For now,” I murmur. “They may have forgotten their anger momentarily, buried as it is beneath this national horror we are all facing… but once the haze of grief and shock has thawed, all those issues that made them radical in the first place will still remain. This surge of patriotism is just a stop-gap.” I shake my head, eyes fixed far beyond my friend, far beyond this room, to a future that has yet to be shaped. “I may not know much, but I do know we can’t just ignore the antimonarchists and hope they go away. We can’t continue to treat them as pests to be exterminated. We need to fix the root cause of their frustrations. We need to actually sit down and talk to them, person to person, until we’ve reached some kind of accord. Otherwise… I fear we’ll end up right back here again — in six months or six years. With more blue and gold flags flying at half-mast as the heartbreakingly small caskets of our country’s children are lowered into the earth. And I’m not willing to take that risk. Not as long as there’s a crown on my head and an opportunity to prevent more death.”

      Owen’s gaze moves over my face, studying it with near-clinical intensity.

      “What?” I ask, defensive. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “You’re…”

      My brows lift.

      “You’re different,” he informs me. “You’ve changed so much since I last saw you. It’s making my head spin.”

      “I’m still the same old Emilia you grew up with.”

      “Don’t be defensive. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. In fact, it’s pretty damn amazing. The little girl with lopsided pigtails and ripped overalls who lived next door is now…”

      “A not-so-little girl with a lopsided ponytail and ripped skinny jeans?”

      “I was going to say a compassionate, contemplative leader. But yes, that too.”

      A half-smile twists at my mouth when he reaches out and tugs on an errant lock of hair. “I’m proud of you, Ems. Have I told you that?”

      “Don’t be cheesy.”

      He holds his hands up in surrender. “No cheddar here. I’m being honest. I know you’ve had a tough few months. I know stepping into this new role hasn’t been easy. But I’d be a pretty shitty person if I didn’t tell you I think you’ve handled it better than anyone else could’ve. You… I think you were always meant to wind up here.”

      “Who are you and what have you done with Owen?” I tease, trying to deflect some of the ache his words have set off inside my chest. “Are you the same man who ordered me to walk out of this life and never look back? When I first told you I was planning to take on the role of heir, you practically bit my head off. Hell, you nearly came to blows with—” I pull up short before the name Carter pops out of my mouth.

      Owen’s lips part to retort, but he must think better of whatever he’s about to say because they shut again without uttering a single syllable.

      “I guess I’m just surprised to have your support,” I murmur softly. “You’ve been adamantly against this from the start. Me, becoming a Lancaster. Becoming royal.”

      “Don’t have much choice, do I?” He shrugs, a casual move that fails to mask the stiffness of his shoulders. “This is your life. If I want to be a part of it, I guess I just have to accept certain things.” His voice goes rough around the edges. “The girl I knew is gone. Emilia Lennox is gone. And as much as I fucking hate that… as much as it fucking kills me… This is who you are now.”

      I flinch at the unmistakable needle of disdain threaded through his words. The word hate crashes around my head like a wrecking ball, smashing a foundation of friendship I thought impervious to structural damage after all this time.

      This is who you are now.

      Owen must see the look on my face and realize the pain he’s just inadvertently caused.

      “Sorry. That came out harsher than I intended.”

      “No,” I whisper, swallowing hard. “I think it came out exactly as you intended.”

      “Ems…”

      “It’s fine. I know how you feel about the monarchy. I won’t take it personally.”

      A lie, of course.

      How could I not take it personally that my best friend doesn’t like the person I’ve become? That he wishes I was still Emilia Lennox, rather than Emilia Lancaster?

      I try to fight off the tears, but quickly fail. Owen sees them glossing over my eyes and his expression crumbles.

      “Fuck, Ems, I shouldn’t have...” He runs a hand through his mop of hair. “I’m sorry. I’m a prick. I take it back. Okay?”

      I shake my head, unable to respond. I’m afraid if I open my mouth, all that will come out is a sob.

      The girl I knew is gone.

      With a pained sigh, Owen reaches out and gathers me into his arms. I don’t fight him. My face hits his chest, my hands ball in the fabric of his shirt. For a long while, he just holds me close, his heart thumping steadily beneath my cheek. I absorb his strength like a fortifying elixir, a balm to wounds so deep, it’s hard to see any possible course of treatment that might heal them. With my eyes buried in the crook of his shoulder, I allow a few tears to leak out, chastising myself all the while for falling apart in front of him.

      “Oh, Ems.” His hand strokes down my hair. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry. Okay?”

      “Mmm.”

      “I feel awful.”

      “It’s fine.” I sniff. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “So you forgive me?”

      “Of course I do.” My voice is clogged with unshed tears. “You’re my best friend.”

      There’s a marked pause. I wait for him to volley back, to return the sentiment, but it simply hangs there in the air — a baton passed between two runners with entirely different finish lines in mind.

      “Owen?”

      A tremble moves through him as he inhales sharply, then retreats a step — his arms falling away, his hands fisting at his sides. As I meet his eyes across the sudden gulf between us, the strangest sensation comes over me; that this is the last embrace we will ever share, the last time I will ever find myself crushed against that familiar chest, crying my eyes out the way you only can in front of someone you trust completely.

      “Emilia.” I know he’s serious when he uses my full name. “I am your best friend. I will always be your best friend. But in spite of that… and maybe because of that… I have to tell you the truth.” His brown eyes are more sincere than I’ve ever seen them, stripped bare of all posturing and pretense. “I haven’t seen you as just my friend in a long, long time.”

      I go still — my body, mind, and heart all ceasing their functions at once, like I’ve been thrown in a vat of icy water. I am frozen on the spot.

      “I’m not sure when it started,” he continues ruefully. “Years ago. Probably before I even realized it was happening. I always figured, if I just waited long enough, it would work itself out. That if I was patient, if I didn’t push matters, we’d end up together someday. Like we were always supposed to. Like we would’ve if not for… all of this.”

      My mouth gapes — a yawning cavern of stunned disbelief. I try to recover, but it’s too late. He’s already seen the shock twisting my features.

      “Owen—”

      He cuts me off before I have a chance to get his name past my lips. “Don’t. You don’t have to say anything. You don’t have to console me over this. I know I’m an idiot.”

      “You are not an idiot!”

      “I am, though. Because I had the thing I wanted most in the world, and I let it slip through my fingers.”  He gives a heartbreaking laugh that catches in his throat, one hand reaching up to thread through that thick head of blond hair — his trademark nervous habit. “I mean, how fucking stupid is that? Waiting for the right time? Assuming the universe would align just because I wanted it to?”

      “Owen…”

      “Don’t. It’s not your fault, it’s mine. I have no one to blame except myself.” His head shakes. “For the rest of my life, I will regret waiting to make you mine. I just needed you to know how I feel. Just once. Because if I could go back… if I could do things differently… God, Ems, I would break every fucking clock in the world if it meant fixing our shitty timing.”

      I’m doing my best to keep my emotions tightly in check, to keep my expression empty, but it’s a struggle. I don’t know what to say to comfort him. If this were any other moment, I’d reach out and pull his tall frame into an embrace. Scruff his hair and say, Hey now, don’t beat yourself up, we’ll fix this together. But this is no normal moment. The thing that’s hurting him here is…

      Me.

      We fall into a stilted silence that lingers a little too long, neither of us sure how to navigate back to safer waters. It’s strange — feeling uncomfortable in Owen’s presence. For as long as I can remember, he has been my default. My comfort zone. My safe place to land. With him, I’ve always let my walls fall away and been my most authentic self.

      But this new tension in the air between us tells me things are different now. That, through no fault of our own, we have found ourselves on opposite sides of an emotional blockade, unable to break through to each other without damaging ourselves beyond repair. As I look up into brown eyes as familiar as my own in the mirror, I wonder if I could ever scale this new wall between us.

      Or if I’d even want to.

      That girl who crawled into his bedroom window during thunderstorms, who climbed the ladder of his treehouse, who needed him to soothe away every bout of social anxiety and public humiliation at the hands of the popular kids in secondary school…

      She no longer exists. Not anywhere except in memory.

      And that woman I likely would’ve become… Not Emilia Lancaster or Emilia Lennox but Emilia Harding, a wife who’d walk down the aisle in a ball of white, a mother who’d raise three towheaded boys in the exact image of their father, a psychologist who’d laugh lightly over the blind luck of meeting her soulmate in the backyard treehouse…

      She’s slipped out of reach, as well.

      I cannot reclaim her. I cannot go backwards to a fate that no longer fits, a favorite jacket outgrown after an unexpected growth spurt. And I cannot tailor my new self into a shape that bears any resemblance to the life I might’ve fashioned with Owen.

      He is at once the water-colored echo of my past and the gossamer dream of a future that might’ve been. I can see no tangible place for us in the harsh light of this new reality. No concrete path for us to walk forward, side by side, hand in hand. And I know, as he holds my stare in the yawning silence, those brown eyes full of resigned melancholy…

      Neither can he.

      “Owen,” I whisper, shuffling a cautious step forward, careful not to touch him. “I don’t know what to say to make this better for you. I don’t know how to fix this. I’m just… I’m sorry. You’re hurting, and I know I’m the reason for it. I know nothing I do will make this better right now. But I still hate seeing you upset.”

      “You don’t have anything to apologize for.” He’s staring at the ground, not meeting my gaze despite my efforts to catch his eye. “I know none of this is your fault. It was out of your control from the very beginning. And, yeah, maybe if you’d never become the heir, if your father hadn’t died and a kingdom hadn’t fallen into your lap… if we’d just been two childhood friends with simple lives and straightforward jobs… things would’ve been different.” His mouth purses painfully. “But they
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