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Chapter One


“Gorman signals the buglers.” The words
echoed from the stone walls, measured and careful, the product of
recitation rather than conversation. “Count to seven. Twelve steps,
stop.” Footfalls followed, one after the other, as the sound gave
voice to the action. “Take the scepter in your right hand, bow your
head. The crown goes on, they take your shoulders, say the
benediction.”

High Princess Amalia Therald took a breath.
Her room felt stuffy; even with the windows open, the breezeless
summer day made it into a semblance of a stone oven, and she could
smell her sweat in the air, tangy and filled with nervous
tension. 

“That and dog.” She turned her head to the
side and let her mouth curl up in a small smile. “You’re lucky that
you don’t have to worry about things like how you smell.”

Marchen let out a small yip, his panting and
heavy breathing showing that she wasn’t alone in feeling the heat.
His feet padded across the floor, then stopped; the silence
disrupted by loud lapping, water being pulled from a bowl by a
canine tongue.

Amalia shook her head. That sound. Never
ceases to drive nails into my skull. Another laugh. I remember the
first time still, when Father brought him in, and…

There it was again. No matter how hard she
tried to keep her mind off of it, she couldn’t escape. The emotions
rolled up, the feelings of anger and guilt. Her skin flushed hot,
and her chest hitched as she succumbed to despair. Her muscles
remembered the sensation of battle, of her sword blade clashing
with that of High King Marcus as they fought. Remembered the anger
that had driven her, the rage that had led to her challenging
him.

Would I have killed him? 

She didn’t know, and that not knowing made it
worse. Even though she hadn’t taken his life with her own hands –
that had been Glorianna – the guilt wouldn’t leave her. Over and
over again, Gorman and Destrick and Catlin had comforted her,
telling her that it wasn’t her fault…

But it was.

I can’t even pretend that it was because
of Mother. At the thought of her, Amalia’s hand twisted in the
sheets, clenching tight in a spasm of anger. Instead of the sadness
and guilt that she felt when thinking about Marcus, thoughts of
Elise engendered rage and frustration. I didn’t even know what
he’d done before I left here to go after him. 

Marchen interrupted her spiral into the
depths of her consciousness with a low whine and by nudging her
left thigh with his muzzle. She reached out and scratched his head,
feeling her muscles relax and some of the tension drain from her
body.

“You’re right.” Amalia leaned over and kissed
the top of her dog’s head, making a face as she had to fish a hair
out of her lips. “Doesn’t matter how many times I go over it,
nothing changes, does it?”

He pressed his head up into her hand, his
nose brushing against her skin, and she felt the now-familiar
tingle in the back of her brain as their minds connected. 

Can you be happy? The concern in his
mental impulse washed over Amalia’s mind, drowning her in its depth
and strength. Can I help you be happy? I’m happy when you’re
happy. 

The mental contact brought flashbacks -
soaring over the trees, the oceans. Diving down to catch a fish in
clawed talons, the sea spray across her face. The oranges and pinks
of the sunrise, streaking over the water. The visualizations
reminded her exactly how tired she was, how fatigued, and she shook
her head. Gods, just to get away again…

Another yip brought her attention back to her
dog.

“I know you are, sweetheart.” Amalia touched
her forehead to the hound’s, and laughed when he shifted away and
licked her face. “It’s not your fault, but—”

A knock interrupted her. “Your
Highness?” 

“Yes, Elsa?” Footsteps, soft leather carrying
a light frame, stepped into the room. “Is something wrong?”

“No, your Highness. Just the Royal Councilor
here to see you.” She stepped to one side.

“Oh!” The High Princess took a moment to
compose herself, standing straight. “Then admit him.”

The creaking wood frame heralded the sound of
Gorman’s boots on the floor. “Your Majesty? Is something the
matter? You’re supposed to be in the Great Hall—”

“Rehearsing the coronation. Yes, I know. I
was practicing it in here first.” Another deep breath; the newcomer
smelled of rose water and cinnamon, but another scent tickled
Amalia’s nose and intrigued her – the faint aroma of lavender. The
door closed as the lady-in-waiting excused herself, leaving the two
of them alone.

“You needn’t worry about that.” He stepped to
her side, and the sound of fabric thumped against her bed, fluffing
the sheets up. 

Clothes?

“We’ll go through it as many times as we need
to for you to get it right. Just like when…” Gorman trailed off,
then cleared his throat. “Like every time before. And it’s just a
formality, anyway. You needn’t worry.”

“You said that already, Gorman.” Amalia took
a step toward him and lay a hand on his shoulder. “When you repeat
yourself like that, it becomes obvious to me that I do need
to worry.”

Gorman laughed, but it was a nervous sound,
tremulous and shaky. “That’s not what I meant, your Majesty.”

“I’m not the High Queen yet.” She moved
around him, putting her hands out as she reached the bed. “You
shouldn’t be calling me ‘Majesty.’ It violates protocol.”

Her fingers touched silk, and the brushing of
her skin on the fabric brought forth a new wave of lavender. She
picked up the garment, feeling its weight shift as it unfolded in
her hands. “It’s very heavy.” She adjusted it, draping it over one
arm and separating the folds with her other hand. “Is this what I’m
to wear at the coronation?”

“Yes.” Gorman stepped up behind her and
gripped her wrist, bringing her hand to the bodice area of the
dress. Amalia felt three gemstones, oval in shape, laid out around
the neckline. The embroidery stood out against her skin, and the
hips flared out into a double-layered skirt, with the outer layer
parted in front and sweeping around the back. “The tailors made
some adjustments to the fit of your…your mother’s dress.”

Elise. Amalia let her hand drop, and again
felt the anger, the frustration. I’ve looked forward to wearing
this for so long, thinking I would be honoring your memory.
Imagining Father’s face, lined, maybe balding when he passed the
throne to me. Imagining what you would have looked like if I could
have seen you standing next to him, watching me, smiling at me.

I miss her too, Sister. Glorianna’s mental
voice came like a comforting hand on the shoulder. Her absence
leaves a great hole in both our hearts.

At least you were able to know her.
The connection between the two strengthened as the things around
Amalia began to fade from her awareness. Can you show
me--?

“Princess? Are you—?”

Amalia started, putting a hand on her
forehead to cover her distraction, taking a second to bite back her
irritation. “Not that again, Gorman, Once more and I might lose my
mind.” She exhaled through her nose, inhaled, exhaled, the sudden
separation from Glorianna like an open sore in her mouth. “It’s not
supposed to be easy, right? That’s what everyone keeps telling me.
I’m supposed to feel angry, hurt, guilty?”

She heard the cloth around his neck rustle
and the skin fold as he nodded. “Of course. It’s just...” He
paused. “You’ll have to forgive me for my concern, Princess.
With…with your father gone, and all of the responsibility for the
kingdom suddenly placed on your shoulders, I…I worry.” He chuckled,
scratching at his short beard. “I suppose it’s one of the hazards
of getting old, watching all of those you knew as children turn
into adults.”

Amalia sighed, feeling the weight on her
increase, pressing her spirit down. “I…I don’t think I can do this,
Gorman. I’m not ready. There is so much that I still need to learn,
need to know.” She turned her face to her mentor’s. “What if—”

“With all due respect, Your Majesty, you need
to shove the ‘What ifs’ into a small box and lock them underneath
your bed.” He took her hand. “Listen to me. There hasn’t been a
single good King or Queen or Governor or what have you that had
everything together. It’s like being a parent – there are no
instructions, no guidelines. You simply do the best you can…”

“Every day, every time.” Amalia nodded, then
stifled a yawn. “I remember the lesson. Thank you for reminding
me.”

“That, Princess, is both my duty and my
pleasure.” He stepped forward again, then reached down to Marchen.
“Are you taking good care of her?”

An answering bark, and Marchen was on his
feet, his tail wagging against the stone floor, making small
scraping sounds as he panted. The image made Amalia cover her mouth
to keep from snorting.

“Here you go, then.” Another shuffling of
cloth and a low, muted aroma of salt and meat. “How about some
dried beef? I think you deserve it for being such a good dog.”

Marchen’s excited reply was all Gorman
needed, and he dropped the treat, leaving the hound to inhale the
meat and bolt it down, moving his jaws in huge scooping motions as
he chewed. Amalia smiled, listening to him enjoy himself. 

“For what it’s worth, Princess.” Gorman’s
interjection made her turn her head back toward him. “I think that
you’ll make an excellent High Queen. You have the benefits of your
father’s wisdom and your mother’s strength.” He took her hand
again. “And, don’t forget, you have us. We believe in you.”

“And I’ll need that support.” Amalia listened
as Marchen finished off his snack, coming over between herself and
Gorman to beg for more. “No, that’s enough. Time to go.” 

She snapped her fingers, and Marchen bounded
over to her side, sitting at her feet as she knelt down and took
hold of his leash. “I think I’m ready. As ready as I’m likely to
be, at any rate.”

“Very well, your Majesty.” Gorman stepped to
her side and threaded his arm around hers, then reached over and
took the gown. “Don’t want this to drag on the floor or fall down
while we walk.”

“Of course.” Amalia squared her shoulders.
“You signal the buglers. Count to seven. Twelve steps, stop. Take
the scepter in my right hand. Lower my head. The crown goes on,
they say the benediction.”

Gorman patted her hand. “You keep your head
down until it’s over, then turn and bow to the court. Everyone
kneels.”

She reached out and opened the door. “The
priest names me High Queen by the will of Junandar. Long…” Her
voice hitched, and she swallowed it down. “Long live the
Queen.”


Chapter Two


“That went very well, Counselor.” The
priest’s voice rasped in Amalia’s ears like sandpaper, rough and
worn by age. “I expect that the High Princess will conduct the
ceremony honorably on the morrow.”

“I would not anticipate any differently, your
Eminence.” Gorman’s voice was filled to bursting with pride. “She
has studied diligently over the years and acquitted herself well
before.”

Keep your mouth shut, Amalia. The
Princess did her best to appear involved, her fingers tracing out
the shapes of letters scored into a small board. Another letter of
condolences, this one from Yensin Morganus.

The Kingdom of Karis offers our sincere
well-wishes in this time of trial. Rest assured that we will spare
no effort in answering any call to arms against the monsters that
slew your father. We are at your disposal.

Of course you are. Amalia pressed her lips
together to keep from speaking aloud. You weren’t there to see what
actually happened, how I started the whole thing. Or how my
mother-

“Has everything been prepared for the banquet
after the coronation?” Even while in the deep realms of thought,
the priest’s voice was enough to drag Amalia’s awareness back into
the present. “We would not wish to dishonor the gods and the
Archprelate through inadequate offerings and celebration, would
we?”

“We are quite ready, your Eminence.” Pride
gone, a hint of rancor now tinged Gorman’s tone. Amalia ducked her
head to hide her grin, and Marchen pushed himself against her side,
startled by the sudden movement. “This isn’t the first time that
we’ve changed rulers, unfortunately.”

“No, but it is, by far, the least
auspicious.” The priest’s words followed him around the room, and
Amalia could hear the sounds of clinking glassware and metal as he
stopped to examine the settings. “And, therefore, it is vital that
we keep the gods’ favor during this transition.”

“Your Eminence, if I may.” Amalia stood up
and, holding the letter to her side, turned toward the priest. “I
think that Junandar and Porir will be most honored if we serve as
rulers should – care for our people, work to make life better for
them, and cooperate amongst ourselves.” She gave a smile. “As High
King Marcus would say, the rest will work itself out after
that.”

Gorman nodded, and the priest cleared his
throat. “While that may be true, etiquette and ceremony must be
upheld or their favor may turn against us. And regardless of your
best intentions, your Highness, one cannot fight against the will
of the gods, should it turn sour.”

“And, of course, keeping their favor should
prevent that, should it not?” Amalia felt the anger begin to rise
again, heard it in the swelling tide of her voice. “Keeping the
traditions holy would prevent the horrors of, say, losing the High
King to a dragon’s attack? Or the Queen?”

She felt Gorman lay his hand on her shoulder,
but she shook him off, pressing forward into the holy man’s
personal space, feeling the heat of his body as she approached. “Or
perhaps we affronted them in some way, despite our piety, despite
our—”

“Amalia!” 

Gorman pulled her round, holding her with
both hands, face-to-face. “You are smarter than this.” He paused to
let that sink in. “Think before you say anything else. For your
mother’s sake, and your father’s.”

“I…” She could hear the shifting behind her,
the priest’s robes and shoes changing position as he pondered what
he should do, before he gathered himself and spoke up. 

“Let us pray to Nome to assuage your grief,
your Majesty.” His compassionate words did a poor job of hiding the
tremor beneath them. “Even royalty is not immune to the
tribulations placed before us by the gods.”

His words set a fresh fire in Amalia’s heart,
one that she only banked with difficulty. “You…you are wise, and I
shall heed your counsel.” She turned back toward him, inclining her
head. “I shall make an offering and prayer to the Deathly One, that
he might lift this anger from my chest and bring me peace.”

“I shall as well.” With a scraping bow, the
priest let himself out, wooden soles clomping against stone until
both the sound and his smell disappeared behind the door. 

Amalia heard her tutor take a breath, and she
raised her hand to cut him off. “Don’t say it, Gorman. Please
don’t. I know I shouldn’t have lost my temper.”

“Actually, your Majesty.” A deep, rolling
chuckle started, low in his chest, gaining in strength as he fought
his words through. “I was going to compliment you on making the
Deacon of Junandar nearly wet himself with fear.”

She wrinkled her brow, letting herself laugh
a moment but then stopping, confused. “I…I don’t understand. You
aren’t angry?”

“Of course not. And I hope you understand why
I had to caution you.” The laughter tapered off, and Gorman strode
to the nearest window, throwing it open and ushering in the faint
summer breeze. Quince and orange floated in on the wind from the
royal orchard, mixing with apple and olive trees, causing Amalia to
breathe in and smile. “It was entertaining. And, besides, he
was treating you like a child. Trying to exert some sort of
authority over you or Aetheria, or both, I expect.” A pause in
which Amalia could feel his gaze on her face. “You did exactly
right in showing him his place.”

“Still, you were right; I took it too far.”
Amalia didn’t want to show it, but Gorman’s approval did wonders
for her mood, dispelling the self-reproachment she had been
preparing. “I shouldn’t have insinuated that the gods didn’t care
about my parents, that they caused it.”

“No, perhaps not.” Another snicker, and then
Gorman took her arm again. “But it brought this old man a few
minutes of entertainment.”

She smiled one more time. “Then I suppose it
may have been worth it, at least for the present.” Then she leaned
her head into his shoulder. “I’m scared, Gorman. What if no one
will follow me? What—?”

“What-ifs do nothing but waste your time and
concentration.” He patted her hand and began walking with her out
of the room, toward the orchard. “Enjoy the day. You’ve earned
it.”

Because the hard part is coming up.
Amalia nodded. “Thank you, Gorman. What are your plans for the
remainder of the day?”

”My plans? You flatter me. Men my age don’t
have the luxury of plans. We’re simply called upon to give our
advice on one crisis after another, all the while trying to hide
the fact that we have absolutely no idea how to solve them.” They
both laughed. “At any rate, make sure you get some rest, your
Majesty. The day starts early tomorrow.”

Amalia nodded, and waited until she heard his
footsteps recede across the chamber, through another door, and
start down the hall before she snapped her fingers. “Marchen!
Come!”

With a leap and a barking bound, the dog took
his customary place by Amalia’s side, waiting for her to reach down
and grasp the leather leash that was bunched up in its holster on
his collar. After she had it, Amalia stood back up and pushed open
the heavy door to the orchard, feeling the sun on her face and
hands as the door left its frame. 

I remember when that door was almost
impossible for me to open by myself. She stood a moment, flexing
the fingers of her free hand. I wonder exactly how strong I’ve
become?

The question sent another surge of guilt
through her. She didn’t have the right to enjoy these abilities,
these powers – they were what caused her father to try his hand at
filicide, what brought his later doom upon him. She shook her head
to dispel the clouds that threatened to cover her consciousness
again.

Amalia took a step out, down the stairwell
and into the orchard, allowing the green smells, the leaves and
shoots and ripening fruits, to wrap around her senses, to drown out
her own thoughts and feelings in favor of pure sensuous inundation,
like immersing her mind in a river of life. Her hand moved of its
own accord, reaching up and plucking a ripe orange from a
low-hanging branch, then bringing the large, round fruit to her
nose as she inhaled. The sweet, citrus smell lit up her nerves,
sending tingles down her spine and into her arms and
legs. 

“Holy Father of the Green.” She whispered the
prayer to Haphapshem, rolling the fruit between her palms. “Thank
you for this gift, and all the other bounty that your soil
provides.”

“May you always find the rains when you
thirst, and may your sister shine on you when you hunger.” A deep
voice joined in from her left, its sudden intrusion startling her.
The tree rustled as the speaker pulled down another orange. “All
that we are, we owe to you.”

Amalia turned her head away. “I…I didn’t hear
you come out.”

“I didn’t.” Lord Destrick’s voice smiled at
her. “I’ve been here for about an hour now, enjoying the day. It’s
so much nicer here than inside, especially in this weather.”

“Yes.” The small talk put Amalia on more
familiar ground, let her get her mental feet under her while she
tried to recover from her surprise. “I’ve been having difficulty
getting moving in the morning, the heat is so oppressive. I don’t
remember another summer being this way.”

“We’ve had worse, your H…your Majesty. I
recall a day that led you to lock yourself in your bathing room for
several hours, asking for fresh water every bell to cool yourself
with.”

Amalia flushed. “Did I truly do such a thing?
How long ago was this?”

“We may have been ten, perhaps eleven.” He
turned and rested on one of the benches that lined the causeways in
the orchard; his movements gave away the fact that he was, for
once, not wearing his customary armor, but instead had chosen
loose, light garments of cotton to ward off the heat. “I remember
how exasperated the servants were, sweat pouring down their faces
as they tried to keep the water flowing.” A small laugh. “More than
once, they spilled some of it on themselves, just to cool down,
before dropping it into the reservoir for your bath.”

She covered her face in shame. “Gods, I was
so spoiled.” She shook her head, still hiding behind her hands. “I
can’t believe they didn’t just up and throw me out of the window
instead.”

Destrick laughed, sitting down beside her, a
respectful distance away. “I won’t pretend that a few didn’t
suggest it.” 

A few seconds of silence passed; Amalia
licked her lips, hesitant. “Destrick? May I…may I speak with you
for a moment?”

“I thought that’s what we were doing.” She
felt him near, leaning forward without leaving his seat. “Is
something wrong, your Majesty?”

“I…” She girded herself, forcing down the
nervousness. “I have treated you poorly in the past, and I
apologize.”

The Knight-Commander said nothing, simply
waited for her to continue. The feeling of his eyes bored into her
face, and she almost lost her nerve. Her heart raced and she felt
sweat breaking out under her arms, on her forehead, greasing her
hands. “I was far too harsh during our last training session.” She
took a breath, straightened her spine. “You didn’t deserve my
anger, and I beg your forgiveness.”

“Your Majesty.” Destrick sighed, shifting a
little in his seat. “You have nothing to apologize for. I was out
of line, and I—”

“Stop trying to ruin my apology, Destrick!”
Amalia exhaled through her nose. “You don’t understand. Whether or
not you acted intentionally, whether or not you were out of line,
your actions did not warrant your dismissal.” She twisted her
fingers together, but kept her mien as composed as she could. “Is
it…is it possible that we could resume our training?”

Three heartbeats passed before he responded.
“Of course, Princess. But…but why? I thought that you were taking
lessons from the huntsman.” The pitch of his voice lowered along
with the volume. “Learning how to fight dragons.”

“Yes, but…” She shook her head, and the
memory of wind whipping past her ears and face made her shudder.
I don’t want to know how to fight them. “His style isn’t as
helpful as yours was.” Then she crossed her arms and tried a smile.
“You said yourself what an excellent study of the sword I had
become.”

“It’s true. I’d be glad to have you back in
class...and not just because I enjoy your company.” He let that
hang in the air for a moment. “I’ve already noticed changes in your
movements and your stances that need to be addressed. The huntsman
has been a poor influence on you and your technique.”

Amalia lifted her brow. “Truly?” Then she
grinned, rising to her feet. “Perhaps we should determine the truth
of your allegations on the field, Sir Knight.”

He rose as well. “So be it, my Lady. I accept
your challenge.” His arm cut through the air as he performed a
sweeping bow. “I shall meet you upon the field of battle in an
hour. Be prepared.”

She dipped in a curtsy, keeping one hand
wrapped around Marchen’s leash. “Very well. I will send your body
on to your family for proper burial.”

Before he could reply, Amalia swept out of
the orchard, stopping only to grab her uneaten orange from the
bench. As she walked out, head high, struggling not to grin, she
heard the Commander breathe a laugh. 

“We’ll see.”

Indeed we will. Away from Destrick,
another wave of tiredness forced Amalia’s mouth wide in a yawn.
But perhaps a nap first? I am so tired.

“Bed, Marchen.” Amalia flicked the least
lightly, directing the hound to attend to her words. “We have some
time before we need to be seen again.”

Marchen began to lead her on her way,
toenails clacking on the stone floor with each step, the rhythm
soothing, familiar. Amalia found herself almost drifting off, her
feet carrying her of their own volition until she realized she was
about to hit a corner, or veer into a passerby. Three times Marchen
paused, and only the cessation of sound roused the Princess enough
to avoid a collision. 

“I am badly off, aren’t I?” At the door to
her chambers now, Amalia pushed them open with her shoulder, the
effort insignificant even with her level of fatigue. “This nap will
be good for me.”

Stripping off her clothes and laying them at
the foot of her bed, Amalia slid beneath the silk sheets, the
fabric sliding smoothly over her skin, wrapping her in a cool
embrace that shifted to warmth as they absorbed her body’s heat.
Her head hit the pillow, and her muscles relaxed; she felt the
sleepiness creeping up, ready to bring her into dream.

But then she felt something else. The
ever-present connection, ready and waiting for her. 

...Glorianna?

Yes, Amalia? The Princess
could hear the sound of surf, striking the rocks Glorianna rested
on. You beckoned?

Can we…? Even after so many weeks, so
many trips side-by-side, Amalia still felt ashamed, guilty at this
pleasure. ...Please?

As you will. The two minds
joined, and the sensation of sheets and pillows vanished as if
travelling down a long tunnel. I’ve kept my eyes
closed so I don’t shock you. It’s still full daylight, after
all.

The warmth of the sun played out on Amalia’s
back; she could feel the small spots, individual sunbeams. But I
want to see! She couldn’t keep the urgency out of her thoughts,
and didn’t try; the Link ensured that the two’s minds held no
secrets from one another. Please? Let me see.

Of course I will. Slowly,
eyelids peeled back, revealing the morning sunlight fracturing into
rainbows, spreading all around on the walls of Glorianna’s cave.
Crystals fragmented the incoming light into reds and yellows and
greens, sending the colors in ribbons into the pool of water below
and on the rocks around them. Once the light reached them, Amalia
realized exactly why Glorianna had been trying to protect her; the
intensity and sudden cavalcade of color almost overwhelmed the
human’s mind.

Is this better? The dragon
stretched, standing and pushing her hindquarters backward while
extending her wings; Amalia could feel the tension in each muscle
and sinew, and she reveled in the sensations. What
do you want to see?

My people. The answer came instantly. If I am
to be Queen, I must be able to see my people - how they live, how
they love. What they do and how they feel.

Much easier to rule
dragonkind, my sister. Glorianna strode outward onto the small
plateau outside her cave, with rivulets pooling into large puddles
at her feet, water splashing as her claws cut through them.
I know what all of my subjects need and want.
Always. 

I can hear them too. Beneath the Link,
like an undercurrent, came the rising mass of whispers and murmurs
that signaled the group-mind of dragonkind. It probably would be
easier if humans were like that, but I don’t know if we could
handle it.

A common refrain, the flaws of
people. Glorianna reached her jump-off point and stretched her
wings out again; Amalia felt her heart hitch up into her throat in
anticipation before the dragon threw herself over the edge, wind
hurtling past her ears, her horns, and her talons as she pulled
herself up and away from the water. In almost no time, the
Aetherian coast came into view, a strip of sandy beach with rolling
trees nearby. The ground tumbled beneath her, rolling like a
boulder down a hill. Where are we going?

I don’t know. Amalia settled in her
sister’s mind, allowing the sensation of vision to flood her own
brain. Why don’t you surprise me?


Chapter Three


As the hours stretched on, the castle
overflowed with people – visitors, guests, and guards wandered
between the rooms and outbuildings, each preparing for the upcoming
coronation. 

Peasants and gentlefolk alike bowed and
curtsied as she passed by, skirts brushing the floor and leather
creaking. They gave the High Princess a wide berth as she stepped
through the hallways, but didn’t stop their conversations. She
caught whispered mentions of excitement, nervousness. A guard
ushered a crowd of curious onlookers out of the bedroom of one of
the royal guests, and a tray of sweet breads and pastries passed
within a foot of her, making her mouth water with its enticing
aroma. 

The buzz of excitement caught Amalia as well,
sending her pulse upward and butterflies spiraling in her stomach
despite the fatigue in her bones. Time’s running through the
hourglass. She turned a corner, putting her hand out just in
time to catch a swinging door before it struck her. Her thoughts
swam in her head, peeking their heads out like fish in a bowl. I
don’t get to pretend to just be a Princess anymore. I have to be
Queen.

She swallowed, the lump in her throat tight
and painful.

Another turn took Amalia deeper into the
building; fewer wanderers crossed her path here, and the echoes of
milling celebration faded behind her, giving way to cool stone and
the soft padding of her shoes. She tried to focus on her upcoming
meeting with Destrick, lips stretching in a smile as she
anticipated the battle. 

One last dance before everyone’s watching
my every move. The thought sent a frission down her spine, a
tingling that spread through her core. I just hope that—

“Princess? May I speak to you a moment?”

Amalia sighed, irritation flaring, then
turned, keeping her face as composed as possible. “Yes?”

The man before her spoke hurriedly, his words
fumbling over one another. “Yes, um…your Majesty…”

Don’t interrupt. Just let him get it
out. 

“My…my name is Donnen. Donnen Cooper. I’m…I’m
terribly sorry to be interrupting your day, with your coronation
coming up and all, but…” His nails grazed the back of his neck, and
the wind brought the faint scent of dirt and sweat with it – the
smell of a working man. “But back during…during the last Dragon
Festival, y’met my wife and son. Thomas?” 

The High Princess dipped her head, trying to
remember, jaw locking to hold back another yawn. That was when I
told Father about Glorianna. Her brow wrinkled. Was there
a…at the gates. Yes.

Then she forced herself to give the man a
smile. “Of course. He was a sweet boy. He wondered about my
scars.”

The relief rolling off the farmer was
palpable. “Exactly, your Majesty. That’s right. Well, my son, he…he
wanted me to ask you something.”

“Oh?” Why is he so agitated? Is the request
really that horrible? “What would that be, then?”

“He wants…he wants to be up in the front when
you get crowned. Wants to see it for himself.” Then another rush of
words. “I told him that only the royalty s’posed to be up there,
but he wouldn’t listen, insisted that I come and ask you myself.
Said that it would be the only birthday present that he really
wanted, if I could just come up here and tell you what he’d said.”
Folding fabric, crumpling over and over, reached Amalia’s ears. “So
I did, and now I’ll just go back and let him know that we can’t do
that, that it wouldn’t be right anyway.” 

“Hold on.” Marchen sat down next to her,
pressing his muzzle into her leg, and Amalia shook her head,
laughing inside. “Not you, silly dog. Him.” Ignoring the hound’s
questioning whimper, the Princess faced the peasant again. “Tell
Thomas that I would be more than pleased if he would attend my
coronation. As my guest of honor.”

The man’s gasp forced another smile from her.
“Your Majesty, I can’t…that’s not necessary…I mean…”

“Please.” She took a step toward him and
reached out, the thin silk covering her forefinger pressing against
his lips. “I won’t take no for an answer. I expect that the three
of you – more, if Thomas has any siblings – to be seated in the
first row, to my right as I walk toward the plaza.” Then she backed
up, folding her arms and raising her brow. “If you aren’t, I will
be most displeased.”

“Of…of course, your Majesty!” The man’s feet
scraped the ground as he knelt, pressing his forehead to the floor
in full genuflection. “I…We’ll be there. You have my
word.” 

“Very well, then.” The royal mask dropped
over her features. “Will that be all?”

He rose again, but his voice pulled away as
he backed toward the nearest passageway. “Yes, yes. Thank you
again.” He was near tears, his baritone cracking, his lips
quivering. “I…I don’t know what to say.”

“You’ve already said it.” And with that,
Amalia turned and continued on her way, stopping only when she was
sure she was out of the man’s sight. Then she slumped against the
wall, putting her hand to her mouth to stifle the laughter.

“I wish I could have seen his
face!” 

Marchen barked twice as if to
answer. 

“No one is going to believe him – his wife
certainly won’t. Think he’s making things up to impress his
son.”

The laughter trailed off, bit by bit, as
another thought crossed her consciousness. I could see
his face, couldn’t I? It wouldn’t be so hard, if-- . 

“And he’ll be that little boy’s hero for
years, I would think.” 

Amalia jumped at the intrusive voice, the
guilt of her thoughts making it feel as if he had caught her in an
indiscretion. “Cannot even find a place to hide after doing a good
deed.” Then she brought her head up. “And how can I help you,
Greagor?”

The huntsman laughed, his warm, rich voice
filling the chamber, seeming to raise the air temperature a degree
or two. “Nothing you need do for me today, Majesty. This week
belongs to you.” He laughed again. “But I thought that I
would compliment you on the way you handled that. Masterful.”

“In what way?” Amalia almost snapped the
words, irritable and tired; to avoid saying something further, she
stepped past him, hearing his boots clomp against the floor as he
fell into step just behind and to the side. “All I did was grant a
simple request from a young boy who was kind to me once. Nothing
that anyone else wouldn’t have done.”

“But you aren’t just anyone else, Amalia. And
you know it.” The man’s disregard for formality did not go
unnoticed, but, unlike with many others, it didn’t bother her.
“You’re about to be crowned High Queen of the entire realm, and you
just let a family of peasants into the coronation. As honored
guests, no less.”

“What of it?” Amalia’s humor began to worsen;
Greagor’s words weighed on her, judging her, making her doubt
herself. “Do you think I should have done differently? I care not.
Thomas is a good child, and I repay kindnesses when I can.”

The huntsman slid past her to a nearby
window, and the change in breeze told Amalia that he had stepped in
front of it, his face blocking the portal. “Good words. I hope you
can keep to them as you grow into your rulership.”

“I have no intention of going back on them.”
The hallway grew close with the lack of airflow; instead of the
smells from outside, Amalia became conscious of a faint mildew
creeping in from the tapestries on the walls, a sour odor that made
her want to curl up her nose. “The trust of the people is important
to any ruler. Sacrificing that trust for short-term gain is
folly.”

“Well, I’m the last person that you need to
be defending your choices of governance to, given that I’m not
technically one of your subjects. I could always just go back home
if you decide to dabble in tyranny.” He pushed himself away from
the window, and the breeze, weak though it was, began to clear the
corridor once again. The increased pitch and volume of his words
told her that he had turned back to face her. “So when will we be
having our next training session?”

Amalia shook her head, grimacing. “I cannot
say. I expect that the new requirements of office will demand much
of my attention, unfortunately.” She knelt down and scratched under
Marchen’s collar, causing the dog’s leg to twitch. “Perhaps once
things are settled, we’ll be able to figure out enough time.”

“…Of course, your Majesty.” The change of
tone was immediate and the change in the conversation’s temperature
palpable, causing Amalia to flinch mentally. “Please let me know
when your schedule can accommodate your lessons. Your enemies will
be more than content to wait until you give the word. I’m sure
there’s plenty of time to prepare.”

The Princess didn’t trust herself to respond;
instead, she stood, nodded to the huntsman, then turned on her heel
and hurried down the hallway as quickly as she could without
running. Marchen jogged beside her, his nails clicking and the pads
of his feet thumping against the ground. 

What makes him think his priorities are
more important than mine? She shook her head, kept moving, her
muscles tense, her jaw pressing her teeth against one another.
Every step seemed to slam into the stone floor, louder than usual.
He’s a huntsman, skilled or not. He shouldn’t be talking to me
that way.

“Is something bothering you, Highness?” Her
lady-in-waiting, Elsa, stopped before passing her in the hallway.
“You seem distressed. Perhaps you need rest.”

“Mind your--” Stop. It’s not her
fault. “Nothing you need worry about, thank you.” Amalia fought
to keep her voice stable. “What are you about?”

The other woman shifted in place, and the
aroma of rose water struck Amalia’s senses. “Just finished making
sure that your garments are ready for the coronation, and the
festivities thereafter. Should I--?”

“Thank you, Elsa. That’s...that’s wonderful.”
Feeling her stoic veneer shaking, on the verge of shattering, she
waved her left hand back the way she had come. “Why...why don’t you
go see if Gorman has anything else for you?”

Then, without waiting for an answer, the
Princess pressed on, her pace quickening with every step until she
reached her destination. Her palms landed on the door to her
chambers, deep in the center of the castle. Here, the hubbub on the
perimeter was blocked by several layers of stone walls, allowing
Amalia to lean against her door and, for a few moments, rest in
near-total silence.

“Gods give me courage and wisdom.” She
relaxed against the wooden panels of her door, one hand sliding the
bolt shut, and let the tension run out of her muscles. “I don’t
know if I can do this.”

You don’t have much of a choice, do you?

Amalia sighed, part of her mind thrilled by
the mental contact and another part reluctant to acknowledge
it. 

What do you want? We just visited with one
another.

The ripple of a laugh tickled Amalia’s spine.
I wanted to extend my congratulations to my dear sister. And to
make sure that all is well in your waking world as well as in your
dreaming one. The humor disappeared, leaving only a serious mental
impulse. Transitions of power can be dangerous, especially for
humans. Has anything happened? Has anyone made threats, or tried to
act on them?

Amalia broke her limbs from their stasis, her
fingers undoing the ties of her dress and slipping the clothing
off, folding it into small, neat piles to be laundered later.
Nothing like that. Everyone has been very kind, mourning Father
but professing that they hope and wish the best for me and for our
country. She paused, her hands hesitating. Why?

Because you mourn for more
than your father. You fear, and I worried that it was due to some
outside cause. Amalia allowed her thoughts to drift, the
perception of her room fuzzing out, replacing itself bit-by-bit
with those from the dragon’s mind: the stone floor turned to
rolling grass, her skin tingled as she felt distant sunlight
warming it, and the wind picked up, filling the air with the scent
of honeysuckle.

Honeysuckle? Terror rose up in her heart. Are
you…at the Apina? Just down the hill?

Perhaps. The images
forming in Amalia’s mind confirmed it – she could hear the river
waters, see the silhouette of the castle just past the crest of the
hill. Don’t worry about me. No one is here to see
me, and even if they came, they wouldn’t know where to
look.

Foolish and reckless. Amalia strode to
the window, leaning her head out in the direction she knew
Glorianna to be. 

Maybe. Maybe I don’t forget the stealth I use
simply because you aren’t Linked with me. Or maybe not. But I
wanted to speak to you without my own subjects burdening me with
their concerns and well-wishes. 

The Princess shook her head. Get you gone. I
don’t want some overzealous farmer or fisherman getting himself
killed because he thought that he’d bring your head to the
palace. 

How kind of you to think about
that when you can’t join me. Glorianna laughed again, and
Amalia felt the connection stretch and attenuate, the sensory input
fading out. Your concern for your family touches my
heart.

Don’t say that. Amalia’s fist tightened, and
she felt the muscles in her neck and stomach follow suit. I worry
about you all the time, not just when we’re together. It’s
just...She sighed. I still haven’t figured out how to explain it to
you.

No you haven’t. Another
pause. I look forward to riding the wind with you
again, sister. Tonight. Or whenever you choose. The last of the
connection disappeared, leaving Amalia wholly within her own room
again, her ears, nose, and the rest reeling as they struggled to
adjust. She put a hand on the windowsill to support herself against
the sudden wave of vertigo.

Marchen leapt up, his face brushing her hand
and his paws landing on her upper thigh. She winced at the claws
touching her skin, but then smiled at her dog.

“I hate that part, you know. The separation.”
She brought her other hand up to her breast, fist closed
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