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Amara watched as her father leaned back against his chair, his expression unreadable. She couldn’t read the emotions on his face, couldn’t see any hint of his true thoughts, though she knew him well enough to guess.

He certainly didn’t like what he was hearing.

They had entered the Council Chamber a few minutes before, and from the moment they arrived, there hadn’t been any good news. It only made the place seem even colder than it already was.

It shouldn’t have been her at the far end of the table. It should have been her brother, but Nathaniel didn’t really seem to care much about the responsibility he had as heir to the crown, which forced Amara into stepping up for him.

Unlike her father, she kept her spine straight, trying to project an aura of strength. If she succeeded in that, she wasn’t sure. She was an attractive woman, with a golden shade of hair, and generous womanly curves. Most underestimated her because of them or because of her age. She was only twenty, after all, but she was a princess, had the best tutors money could buy since she was a child, and she understood her duty.

It didn’t mean she liked it, at times. Certainly, the privilege that came with being a princess was enjoyable, but some of the responsibilities and duties were less so.

Three of her father’s closest advisors were with them in the chamber. Lewis Darcey, Albert Newmont, and Gregory Maguire. Older men all, old allies of her father, not all of them noble – not that Amara cared much about it. All of them wielded a considerable amount of power in the capital, even if their power outside of it was somewhat limited. Still, they were loyal, wanted the best for their dynasty, understanding they wouldn’t wield the power they did with someone else.

That was a lesson Amara had learned for herself a long time ago. Most people cared about themselves first, and their duties and obligations later. Sure, perhaps many of them would say otherwise, but the moment they were forced to choose between one and another, most of them chose themselves.

It was natural, and Amara understood that. Understanding that was only the first step into knowing who she could and could not trust. Once you understood why some people were better off with you, you knew exactly how loyal they would be.

The tension seemed to build as King Gabriel remained silent.

“It is not just whispers, Your Majesty,” Lewis Darcey said, his voice gravelly. He tapped a stack of parchment. “The reports coming out of the Lovett estates are... troubling. There are rumors of cruelty, of punishments that seem disproportionate. If these reach the public ear before the union is finalized, it might cast a shadow on it.”

Amara’s fingers twitched in her lap.

She heard some of the rumors and considered spreading them through the city. She would have gone ahead with that plan if she thought that would ensure her match was called off, but she didn’t think there was much of a chance of that. Most of the rumors were targeted at Lord Tristan, Lorcan’s father, who was a man of iron will and terrifying temper. Of Lorcan himself, her intended, there wasn’t much said about.

“It is unseemly,” Albert Newmont added, his eyes darting toward Amara. “Especially when his son is about to marry the princess. A man of that nature brings a stain that is hard to wash clean.”

“I am well aware of that,” Amara’s father said, his voice low. He looked at the councilors around the table, then glanced at Amara. “Which is why these rumors must cease. Perhaps we should spread some rumors of our own.” He shook his head and released a sigh. “We must focus on what the realm needs right now, and that is stability.”

“Stability,” Amara repeated under her breath. She wasn’t as quiet as she might have been, and her father immediately glanced her way.

Their gazes met. He didn’t scold her for speaking out of turn, but his expression hardened, the tiredness in his features vanishing as the cold steel of a monarch replaced it.

“We cannot undo the betrothal now,” King Gabriel said firmly. “Not after everything Nathaniel has done. The kingdom needs a united front, Amara. Tristan is one of my most powerful nobles, and allying with him will bring stability to the nation, even if I would prefer it if he weren’t as... callous as he is. I will speak to Tristan. I will ensure he clamps down on these... excesses.”

Amara stared at him. Did he really think it would be that easy?

That the rumors spread as they did now, despite having some basis in truth, meant that someone had conspired to make it happen, and the only reason why someone might have wished to tarnish the Lovett’s family name was to try to stop her marriage to Lorcan.

Which part of her appreciated, if she was honest. She didn’t wish to marry him, and not just because she disliked everything about him. Even if he were a good man, it wouldn’t change the fact that he was a man, and she had no interest in those.

“Father,” Amara said. Her quiet voice added to the tension in the council room. She wasn’t certain what her father’s advisors truly thought about the match. Perhaps, like her father, they thought it should go ahead. She knew it should go ahead, that some rumors would not be enough to stop it, but there was still a spark of hope in her. “Perhaps we shouldn’t risk it; perhaps postponing the marriage might be for the better.”

“It is a political necessity,” Gabriel replied evenly.

“And it might be a mistake.” She pointed out.

“One that we might have to risk,” her father continued, shaking his head when he saw she meant to speak once more. “It might have been different if your brother hadn’t ruined his own betrothal, but as it is, and until that can be remedied, our family needs allies, daughter. I need more possible heirs to dissuade the blades pointed at our backs. Between those who wish to see our family dead and those who wish to conquer our lands, our dynasty is in danger. Tristan is not a man I like, but marrying you to his son will strengthen the realm.”

And all it would cost was Amara’s happiness.

She remained silent and didn’t say it; she simply looked at her father, but the hint of pain in his eyes made her believe he knew it and would go ahead with it nonetheless.

Amara was certain her father knew of her... appetites. That he knew exactly how close she was to Beatrice, he might never have said anything about it, might have allowed her a sliver of freedom there, but it didn’t mean he expected her to skirt her duty.

Lewis cleared his throat, looking uncomfortable. “Princess, we understand you might have some reservations...”

Amara’s sigh interrupted him and made him pause. She slowly stood from her chair, stretching her shoulders slightly as she did it. “I understand my duty, gentlemen. I will do what is needed for the realm. I don’t have to be happy about it, however.” She finished, glancing at her father. “Especially with rumors that might turn the commoners against the family I’m supposed to marry into.”

King Gabriel sat perfectly still, his blue eyes boring into hers, but he said nothing else.

He watched her turn around and leave the room, and some of the tension fled from Amara’s shoulders once she closed the door behind her.

She had known there was very little chance of her marriage being called off, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t hoped for it.

She shook her head and started making her way towards her quarters. The meeting had been called late in the day, and she was looking forward to getting into her bed, especially knowing that Beatrice was waiting for her there.

Halfway there, she crossed the path of someone who made her stop in place.

Lady Vivien was in one of the narrow hallways, the woman’s red gaze meeting hers. Amara pursed her lips. The older woman had been waiting for her; she did not doubt it.

“Lady Vivien,” Amara greeted, putting a smile on her lips. It was fake, and she was certain the woman knew it, yet she smiled in reply.

“Princess.”

“What can I do for you, my lady?” The blonde princess tilted her head to the side. “I don’t think it’s a coincidence that we’ve crossed paths.”

Lady Vivien kept a relaxed posture, allowing a certain amusement to cross her face. Her eyes remained fixed on Amara, who had to resist the urge to fidget. The older woman’s presence always seemed to draw a strange mixture of emotions from her.

“It was no accident,” Vivien eventually murmured, her voice low and raspy. “I wish to speak with you about rumors I have heard.”

Amara’s lips pressed together in a thin line. “I am already aware of the whispers concerning the Lovett estates,” she replied coolly, keeping her hands clasped tightly in front of her to hide their slight trembling. “Reports of cruelty, excessive punishment, and a less-than-charitable demeanor from my future father-in-law. I do not need you to speak to me about those.”

She couldn’t help but think there was a reason why the woman in front of her seemed interested in Lovett matters. Vivien possessed the classical features of the Lovett lineage: pale skin and jet-black hair. Those were features that many other noble families shared, and for those alone, she wouldn’t think there was any connection between the woman and the family she was supposed to marry into, but then there were also the eyes...

Vivien possessed red eyes, a sign of inhuman blood, one that only one family in their kingdom possessed. 

It was impossible to ignore the resemblance between the woman in front of Amara and the man who was supposed to marry her.

“No, not those,” Vivien corrected, a faint, knowing smile touching her lips. “I have heard of a threat to the
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