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“Princess, I find myself questioning your judgment in this matter.”

He wasn’t the only one.

The castle wall was cold under Rosalie’s fingertips as she gazed out over the besieged city below through the window.

The once-vibrant streets were now choked with the detritus of war, many broken carts, most of which were used to bring in the troops that survived the clash with the army under the Bloody Queen’s command. There hadn’t been enough time to clear them off the streets before the city started being besieged, and then there was much else to worry about.

The Conquering Queen’s forces had tightened their grip like a noose, and each passing day brought them closer to the siege being fully established. Once that was done, no more food would enter the city.

It didn’t mean their end, but it marked the start of the countdown.

Shaking her head, she stepped away from the window and moved towards the table where a map of her kingdom lay. Her fingers traced the jagged line of the northern frontier where Valeria’s banners had once been a distant speck on the horizon. Now, they were a relentless tide of steel and fire, swallowing the land piece by piece. Her fingers trembled, though not from fear. What she was about to do...

She was not a warrior. She had never wielded a sword, never given a command from a battlefield. But she was a princess, and the blood of kings ran in her veins. And now, the blood of her father and brother was a wound that would never close. They had lost their lives fighting against the invader, and she was planning to make their sacrifice worthless. 

“Princess,” Lord Eldric’s voice was weary. “To risk yourself in this manner is to court death.”

“We’re already courting death, all of us.” She replied in a deadened tone of voice. He almost looked away when she met his gaze. “We won’t be able to hold the city.”

Rosalie turned slowly, her silk skirts whispering against the stone floor. The old advisor stood bent and frail, his once-imposing form no longer as impressive.

“And what then? What would you have me do, Lord Eldric? Let thousands perish while I cower behind these walls? Our supplies will last us twelve to thirteen months. No more.”

“A surrender will not guarantee our people’s survival,” he insisted, though his voice lacked conviction.

Rosalie crossed to the window again, watching Valeria’s troops move like ants across the horizon. She imagined the Bloody Queen rode amidst them, coordinating them, ensuring nothing went wrong.

“What if surrendering is the only chance to keep our people safe?” The words came out of her in a whisper, but her counselor heard them, nonetheless.

Lord Eldric stepped forward, his cane tapping against the flagstones with a rhythm that matched the weight of his words. “Princess,” he said, voice low but firm. “We are not without allies. The Kingdom of Valais still holds the northern passes. The mountain clans are loyal friends. If we hold here, even for a few more weeks, our situation might change.”

Rosalie turned slowly, the light catching the red waves of her hair. “And what hope should we have? That we might last a few more days of siege? A few weeks? More time for our people to eat boiled roots, and to see their children cry out in fear.” She shook her head. “At most, our allies will use the opportunity to strike at Valeria’s lands, trying to weaken her hold over them. They won’t face her in battle, that has proven fruitless so far. And such a scenario doesn’t provide us with any advantage.”

“If she felt threatened enough,” Lord Eldric pointed out. “She might lift the siege and leave.”

“She won’t, not when taking this city means taking our kingdom. Only by defeating her could we have our freedom, and that’s an unlikely scenario.”

Eldric’s face tightened. “Diplomacy with the Conqueror has failed before.”

“Diplomacy failed,” she replied. “Because we offered nothing of what she wanted. Appeasement, coin, recognition. She doesn’t want us to accept her rule over her lands. She wants to control the continent and become empress. And I can help her with that.”

“I’m not quite certain she’ll see it the same way.”

The redhead shrugged. “She needs legitimacy if she wants to rule. She needs an heir, she needs allies. She needs those who haven’t yet bowed to her to do so. I can help her with that.”

“Or she might show herself a barbarian and capture you the moment you go to her.” He shook his head. “If you’re confident in this plan, send someone else to negotiate the arrangements.”

“I won’t go to her without a promise of safe conduct, don’t you worry.”

“I worry she won’t respect such a promise once she has you in her grasp.” He pointed out once more.

“That would prove a deal with her would never be possible.”

Eldric’s jaw clenched. “You intend to walk into her tent, into her war camp, and offer yourself as a bargaining chip. I apologize if I worry about that. You’re risking too much.”

“Should I be captured, you would only need to make my sister queen instead of me.” For a moment, her words almost caught in her throat. Her advisors wanted her to be crowned queen immediately after the news of her father’s and brother’s deaths, but she had resisted the suggestion. There had been more pressing matters, and though she understood her being crowned might boost morale amidst the populace, she wasn’t ready for it.

It wouldn’t change much in her meeting with Valeria – if they managed to negotiate it. It wasn’t like the other female would respect her title anyway.

“Princess...”

Rosalie shook her head and didn’t allow him to continue. She could imagine what he would say, and while it would flatter her, it wouldn’t really help her at that moment. “I cannot gamble with the lives of our people, my family, or yours. I will be able to give Valeria some of the legitimacy she craves, and perhaps, with it, ensure our city doesn’t suffer.”

Eldric fell silent, though the princess was perfectly aware that didn’t mean he was happy about the situation. What she would propose to the older woman...

Valeria was a futa. One of those women born with both genders, possessing a male rod and capable of having children with both men and women.

That the older woman didn’t have an official heir was known. She might very well have bastards, but none were known. Sooner or later, the woman would have to get an heir of her own, especially if she meant to rule as empress of the continent.

Rosalie could give the other female a kind of legitimacy she might never be able to acquire for herself, and all she had to do was give herself to the Bloody Queen, marry the woman who invaded her lands and ended up killing her father and brother – even if not by her own hand.

The redhead started pacing. Lord Eldric knew perfectly well that was what she meant to do, and he hated it. And there was reason to hate such a thing, but better this kind of submission than to risk her people paying for their choices.

“We cannot risk the city being sacked,” she continued in time, looking back at Eldric. “Our nation is already at risk. Losing our capital will mean a bigger loss than losing our independence. It will give the children of this city a future, unlike any other choice I might make.”

Eldric stared at her; his eyes filled with a sorrow that went beyond concern. He had known her since she was a girl, watching her grow from a frightened child into a woman. And now, he saw the weight of rulership settle upon her shoulders, and it pained him. Yet, when he sighed, Rosalie knew he understood there was no other choice.

“I’ll arrange for a parley,” he said softly.

Rosalie did not answer. She simply lifted her chin and turned her gaze to the siege being set up outside the city walls. Eldric left the room, and she didn’t look at him; she didn’t let him see the tear escape from her eyes. 

She would go to the Bloody Queen. She would give herself to the other woman, and perhaps, if she managed to be cunning enough, she would save her people in the process.
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It took a while to set things up.

Each day that passed saw the siege lines tightening around the city, choking it like a noose slowly drawing taut. The Bloody Queen’s messengers arrived and departed with infuriating regularity. Each of them was always polite, always formal, but each delay reinforced what was at stake.

Rosalie knew the other woman was playing a game of nerves, delaying the negotiations until she had the siege in place. She wanted Rosalie to see the full extent of her power before any talks began. Every moment dragged on, every demand met with counter-demand, until the princess felt as if she were being slowly ground down by the weight of it all.

Yet, through it all, she held firm.

Lord Eldric warned her about this possibility. The Bloody Queen would gain nothing from haste, and Rosalie had understood it perfectly. The longer it took for them to have their face-to-face meeting, the more likely it was that Rosalie would see the siege around her city fully established, making her situation even more precarious.

In a way, it was almost reassuring. That the older woman resorted to these kinds of games gave her hope that there might be a chance for a negotiation. Otherwise, why bother playing games? If Valeria intended only to storm and sack the city, she might not waste any time setting up their encounter.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity of waiting, the terms were agreed upon: a single meeting
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