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      PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

      Monarchies:

      Grewt’en: Groot-N

      Hayverton*: Hay-Ver-Ton (or) Have-Er-Ton

      Shediwark*: Shed-E-Wark (or) Shed-Uh-Wark

      T’Cudter: Tu-Cud-Ter

      Theorines: Theo - Rhines

      T’Lovoness: Ta-Love-Oh-Ness

      *Depends on monarchy of how they pronounce it

      

      CHARACTERS:

      Amity Lovanna: A-muh-tee Luhv-ah-nuh

      Deveroux Theox: Deh-Vr-Oo Th-Ox

      Eloise: El-Oh-wheeze

      Esame: Ez-Uh-May

      Fairness: Fair-Ness

      Finch Azrael: Finch Ahz-ree-uhl

      Gideon Orion: Gi-Dee-Uhn Oh-rye-uhn

      Grace Lily: Grace Lil-lee

      Iryse Skyvien: Er-Reese Skiv-E-N

      Killien Knox: Kill-E-N Knocks

      Lydia: Li-Dee-Uh

      Montgomery Victory: Mont-Gum-Er-Ree Vik-Tr-Ee

      Myrese: Mehr-Reese

      Olivia Jade: Oh-Liv-E-Uh Jade

      Opal: Oh-Puhl

      Percival Chivarly: Per-civ-val Chiv-Er-Lee

      Persamina Rowena: Purse-A-Mean-A Rowe-N-A

      Rachelle Mortese: Rah-Shell More-Teese

      Rafael Baylor: Raf-A-L Bay-Lore

      Regalius Baylor: Reh-Gale-E-Us Bay-Lore

      Regina Isadora: Reh-Jean-Uh Iz-Uh-Door-Uh

      Rohanna Mrycella: Roh-Ahn-Nuh Mer-Sell-Uh

      Serenity Novena: Sir-Ren-Nit-Tee Nuh-vee-nuh

      Stella: Stell-Uh

      Tearani Ryver: Tear-Ron-Knee River

      Tiviola: Tiv-E-Oh-La

      Voltaire Edric: Vole-Tear Ed-Rick

       

      NICKNAMES:

      Irysey: Ers-See

      Livvy: Liv-Vee

      Mina: Mean-Nuh

      Monty: Mont-Tee

      Nitty: Knit-Tee

      Reggie: Redg-Gee

       

      PETS:

      Pumpking: Pump-King

      Sugarplum: Shu-gar-Plum
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      My giggles filled the horse stable rafters. It was late morning, and the promise of warm summer days lingered in the crisp spring air. We knew we should be quieter, but I couldn’t help myself. Held in his arms, I felt happy. Yet, with the nagging fear of being caught, excitement zinged through me. Falling in love with the stable boy had never been my intention, but here I was, hopelessly and deliriously in love.

      If my mother had been a maid, my secret romance wouldn’t need to remain hidden. Instead, she had been born a Lady – and not just any Lady, but the heir to Wyndmeer Manor. While I was not the eldest daughter, my family’s history still came with expectations to uphold.

      For months, I had been researching through our library’s archives, trying to build a rational argument as to why Theo and I belonged together. Every day, I spent countless hours reading, trying to find a moment in history when another lady married below her rank. Time, however, was not on my side. With each passing day, I feared I was another step closer to being caught.

      “You have that far-off look again,” Theo murmured, trailing kisses from my cheek to my neck. A soft moan escaped from my lips, and that was all it took to break the spell. I disentangled myself from his strong arms. Mornings were too active in the stables —had it been dusk, I would have chanced it longer.

      Theo’s hands grasped my hips, yanking me back to him. He kissed me deeply, and in a moment of weakness, I gave in. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pulled him closer to me, needing more of him.

      I never had noticed Theo much before. He had always been a scrawny boy covered in stable dust and dirt soiling his clothes. It wasn’t until the year I turned seventeen that he caught my eye. I had recently been gifted Clover, my mare, as a birthday present. Normally, the main stablemaster prepared my family’s horses, but he had been under the weather that day.

      Instead of the appropriate stable hand attire of black pants, a white ruffled shirt with a red string tied in a bow around the neck, and hair neatly tied back, Theo had left little to the imagination. His muscular chest glistened with a layer of sweat, leading down to a pronounced v-dip that disappeared into the loose black pants that hung off his hips. He still wore the red string around his neck as if he were a present, waiting for me to unwrap.

      Theo had given me a devilish, knowing smile as his honey-brown eyes roved over my body, and I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I had been flustered the entire time I rode Clover, anticipation building as I neared the stables, eager to see him again. When had Theo gone from a mangy, stable boy always under everyone’s feet to someone causing my heart to pitter-patter? How had I never noticed him changing?

      Two days later, when I mounted Clover, he slipped the first flower in my hand, a single red rose. He winked when I looked at him, taken by surprised by the gift. It wasn’t until I had ridden out of sight that I brought the flower to my nose. I lingered longer on my ride that day, spending more time smelling the flower and thinking of the handsome male waiting for me than I did focusing on the ride. I had kept the rose, drying the petals to stay preserved. It currently laid, protected, in my nightstand drawer.

      A horse nickered outside, and once again, I was pushing him away. Theo was an intoxicating addiction, and I was the fool who kept tempting fate with all these dicey chances.

      “We need to stop, or else we will be caught,” I rushed out in explanation as he reached for me again. I put my hands up and walked backward to put distance between us. When I felt I was far enough away, I glanced to where my discarded book lay next to the chair I had been occupying before Theo distracted me. I bent down to retrieve it, dusting away the debris clinging to it.

      “Everyone is out doing chores; we have a little while,” Theo attempted to persuade me, but I shook my head.

      I was about to reply when the alert horse neighed loudly—someone was coming. We didn’t blink an eye; Theo grabbed a nearby pitchfork, and I flipped open my book to a random page. Seconds later, my Father strolled through the stable doors. His gaze landed on me, and I pretended to be completely immersed in my book.

      “Ah, there you are, Serenity,” he said by way of greeting. I feigned a startled jump as I looked up at him.

      “Hello, Father,” I replied with an innocent smile. My pulse raced with a mixture of exhilaration and fear from almost being caught. “How are you today?”

      “Have you been here all morning?” He asked, ignoring my question as he eyed the book in my lap.

      “Yes, Father,” I coolly lied while uncrossing my legs to smooth out the minimal wrinkles from my dress.

      “I will never understand why you choose to read in the stables when there is a perfectly good library and other places within the manor to read.” He glanced over at Theo, who paid us no mind while mucking the horse stalls. I crinkled my nose from the fresh smell of horse dung that he scooped. I doubted Father suspected anything.

      “It is the only place I can receive a moment of peace. My sisters know where to find me within the manor.” This was not an outright lie. While my older sister wasn’t afraid of horses, the younger two were. A fear I had not quite grasped, considering they each had their own horse and the beasts were quite docile. As a child, I had never wanted to be away from my horse.

      “Speaking of sisters,” Father began, “Amity has been looking for you.”

      “What does she want this time?” I huffed with a roll of my eyes. The mention of my older sister was the quickest way to damper my mood.

      “That is between the two of you.” He raised an eyebrow at me and then glanced at the book in my lap again. “What are you reading today?”

      I rose from my seat, bringing the book with me. “History of the Six Monarchies by Ser Rylei Doaka of House Kalka. I only began it today.” I crossed the space between us, anticipating to preen under his compliments.

      “Ah, a dull read but the most accurate on the topic. Bit of a long read as well.” He glanced at the book cradled to my chest. The History of the Six Monarchies was quite thick at over eight hundred pages. It was filled with in-depth knowledge along with beautifully penned illustrations for house banners, symbols, plants, and whatever else the artist desired to draw.

      “I do not know if I would call it dull. It can be quite fascinating,” I countered. After all, I was only three hundred and some odd pages deep in it.

      “Fascinating?” He chuckled. “Only you would find it fascinating. Tell me, why are you interested in reading all the historical texts? Your sisters prefer their romance novels, and your brothers never read unless I was forced them.”

      I laughed, shaking my head and waving my hand, aware of how different I was from my siblings. We left Theo alone in the stables and walked together along the stone path to the manor’s side entrance. The flowers along the way were beginning to bloom; a few butterflies and bumblebees flitted between them.

      “I like comparing the texts; it helps me find similarities and where each author focuses their efforts. For example, Taurok focuses more on the way of living for the classes, while Blaisi takes an interest in trade. Kakda has a fascination with the death of each royal family and their houses. She even goes into a bit of detail about how to make the specific poisons.”

      “Should I bar you from the kitchens?” Father jested, cutting me off. “Will you be making your own poisons, Daughter?” He raised his eyebrow in amusement.

      I laughed again. “No, no. As I was saying, Father, each historian has a predominant focus—some in-depth, others surface-level. I am collecting each reading to layer together. I want to understand the ultimate history of them all.” I felt the passion bubbling up within me. What started as a simple task to find Ladies who had married below their rank had now molded itself into something that exhilarated me.

      “And what do you plan to do with the knowledge of all this history that no one has done prior to you?” Father’s eyes twinkled. He delighted in watching me be more than a simpleton.

      “I want to write the most completed history book of all time with a combination of all of these texts, minus the fluff,” I replied.

      “Fluff?” He questioned, his expression amused to see where I was taking this.

      “Blaisi goes on and on for paragraphs—sometimes pages—about what the trader’s travels were like. I am not interested in the great details of storms that prevented sea travel or how broken wagon wheels came about. That, Father, is fluff.”

      “Ah, I see now. Yes, Blaisi can be quite extensive in his details, but what better way than to understand the issues that merchants, traders, and travelers deal with on a regular basis? You were fortunate enough to be born as a Lady's daughter and to never have to know these struggles.”

      I simply smiled and nodded at his admission. I knew these were one of those times that if I goaded Father, it would have turned into a lecture instead of a fun debate.

       

      Instead of knocking, I barged into Amity’s office. Father had left me at the foot of the stairs to go about his own business. Coward. That was a lie. Father wasn’t a coward, but with Amity being the head of the family, his hands were tied on whatever she needed me for. Sometimes, I wondered how it had made my Father feel when his wife had passed away six years ago, and his eldest daughter took over all duties and responsibilities. Instead of the parents guiding the child, the child was making all decisions for the family as a whole.

      My eyes landed on my elder sister as she sat at our late mother’s desk. She wore a puzzled expression from the letter she was reading. The only acknowledgment she gave me was a flick of her eyes from the paper in her hands and then a nod of indication for me to sit in the chair across from her. Begrudgingly, I crossed the room and took my place. I was well aware that if Amity had not been born, I would be sitting where she was now. At nineteen, that idea made me too nervous. However, she’d been twenty-two when she became the head of our family.

      Despite the seven-year age difference, Amity could pass for my twin in every way except for our style and personality. Her silver hair wove into intricate braids in an elaborate style, whereas mine was simply parted into two sections, braided at my ears, and tied back behind my head, leaving the rest to cascade down my back to my hips. While I wore a blue flowy dress, she wore a burnt orange dress that may have been a bit outdated.

      I had always felt that a wall stood between us because of all my siblings; she was the one who had always been out of reach. Initially, I had blamed the age difference, but my eldest brother, Ace, was only two years younger than Amity, and we got along fine. The rest of my siblings delighted in Amity’s company, and I sometimes wondered what I had done wrong for this barrier, but then I dismissed it when my focus turned to a new event in my reading.

      Amity’s cerulean-blue eyes blinked from the paper to me. I didn’t miss the subtle glare she cast me before rearranging her facial features into a friendlier one. I was uncertain why she even bothered; it was no secret how she felt about me. I sat there waiting for her to speak first as I arched an eyebrow, unamused by her summoning. She delicately placed the letter on the desk and smoothed it out.

      “In two day’s time, I will be heading to Kingdom Theorines to meet with their ruler, King Ashborn. During this trip, Father will be accompanying me and considering—” she drawled the last word out while looking me up and down. “—your enjoyment of historical literature… you will also be accompanying us.”

      “What?” I leaned forward, gripping the edge of the chair’s handles, not certain I had heard her correctly.

      “I suggest you begin packing for the trip,” she replied coolly, ignoring my outburst.

      “What is the meaning of this trip?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. Amity had never hidden her disdain for my research, and now she offered me an opportunity on a silver platter. There had to be a catch. I knew I was a fool for even questioning what she was offering me, but it was peculiar for a house from Queendom Grewt’en to travel to another monarchy’s lands.

      “Some simple negotiations, nothing more,” she replied flippantly, her voice rising slightly in pitch. She gathered various pieces of paper on her desk and began shuffling them together.

      “What sort of negotiations?”

      Amity rose from her seat, discarding the stack of papers. Walking around to the back of the chair, she looked out the window at the manor’s grounds below.

      “With all your research, I am sure you are aware that the majority of trade goes through the Kingdom of Theorines due to its location along key trade routes.”

      I nodded, even though it was futile with her back to me.

      “With our manor being close enough to Kingdom Theorine’s border, I have been in the process of working out a deal to help benefit our people.”

      “Is that not the Queen’s job?” I tried to argue.

      “If you were the eldest daughter, you would understand the position I am in. However, since you are the second-born daughter, you need not worry.” Amity let out a sigh of annoyance. “That is all. I will be making the announcement tonight at dinner with everyone in attendance. I once again suggest you begin packing for the trip.”

      “How long will we be staying?”

      “At a minimum, a month, but anticipate packing for upwards of three or more months.”

      I opened my mouth and slammed it shut. There was no point in arguing with her; as head of the house, she could do as she pleased. Promptly, I rose from my seat and did not hide my annoyance as I slammed the door to our late mother’s office louder than necessary.

       

      While meticulously folding one of my dresses before dinner, I absently gazed at all the dried flowers I had placed around my room. Each one brought a new memory of Theo, and I smiled warmly. He had gifted me every single one, and I had kept them all; some had held up fine, while others had seen better days. Discarding the task at hand, I surveyed all the dried flowers, trying to find the perfect one.

      Smiling, I chose the recent red-to-yellow tulip. I had been walking along the path that weaved behind the stables when Theo secretly handed me the flower. I often took afternoon strolls through my family’s lands to get away from everyone. In turn, it offered Theo and me more opportunities to see one another without causing any suspicion. I took it upon myself to chat with various servants to ensure Theo was never signaled out.

      The tulip had yet to fully dry, and I knew it would be a perfect contender for what I was about to do. Plucking it from the vase where it resided with the other dying flowers, I went to my nightstand and, opening the drawer, withdrew my favorite romance novel. The one I would never let Quiet read, for fear she would accidentally wreck the book. Opening it, I flipped to the back and, with careful ease, separated the petals, laying them flat on the paper. With equal care, I closed it slowly, pressing the tulip within the pages. Then, no matter where I was, I could take a piece of Theo with me.
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      The room held a heavy silence at dinner while I swirled the spoon in my soup. Normally, my siblings were loud and boisterous; however, tonight, the only sound that echoed off the walls was from the silverware against porcelain dishes. Amity had yet to make the announcement, and I had been packing the entire day, unable to inform my siblings of the upcoming departure, but solemness still hung in the air.

      Earlier, while I packed, I tried to rationalize how I would find time to be with Theo before I left on this extended trip. The only logical solution I could devise was sneaking out when everyone was asleep. I glanced at Amity and rolled my eyes as she ate, completely unphased.

      I had never been away from Theo and the thought made me queasy. I wondered how he would react. I presumed the staff was unaware otherwise he would have said something. I tried to rationalize with myself that maybe Kingdom Theorines’s royal library would give me the answers I had been desperately seeking.

      “Everyone, I have an important announcement to make,” Amity said, clearing her throat as six heads turned to her. Father and I were the only two who did not eye her curiously. My two older brothers and two younger sisters were glancing between each other and Amity. Every time their eyes met mine, I would flick my gaze to Amity and wait on bated breath, letting go of the spoon and calmly resting my hands on my lap. If I had thought the room was quiet before, the lack of silverware clanking against porcelain made it deafeningly silent.

      “In two days’ time, I will be traveling to Kingdom Theorines to meet with King Ashborn. On this trip, I will be taking Father and Serenity.”

      The room broke into a cacophony of noises as my sisters groaned in response, while my brothers protested loudly. Everyone began to argue about why they should be allowed to attend as well. Amity raised her hands in an attempt to silence them, but it went unnoticed by everyone except me. When her eyes met mine, I gave a simple shrug. It must have irritated her because she slammed her hands down on the table, causing the dinnerware to shake near her.

      “Silence!” she yelled, causing everyone to obey. We rarely witnessed her lose control of her emotions. I chanced a glance at Father who wore a bemused expression while he watched the head of the house try to maintain order.

      “This discussion is non-negotiable. Serenity will be attending, and the rest of you will stay here and behave yourselves like the good little Lord and Ladies you have been raised to be.” Amity’s eyes lingered on each of her younger siblings for a moment, even me. I glared back at her in contempt as if she assumed I would not behave on this trip. If I had it my way, I would not leave their library, nor partake in any social events. Then, there would be minimal ways for me to embarrass her or the family.

      “Why are you going, big sister?” Pulchra’s quiet voice spoke up. I glanced at the youngest child of House Wyndmeer. Pulchra was unlike the rest of our parent’s children. While we had all been born with silver hair and cerulean-blue eyes, she had come out with midnight-black hair and almost jet-black eyes. She had been an unexpected pregnancy for our mother, being born thirteen years after our sister, Quiet.

      Initially, I had hated Pulchra. After all, her birth had taken my mother’s life. At fifteen, I had blamed her every day for the first two years of her existence. Slowly, my hatred melted into disdain, and when I had become her favorite person in the manor, my feelings changed to adoration for my youngest sister. She had slowly mended a crack that I had never realized formed within my heart. Now, I could not help but bend to the four-year-old’s ways; she had become the perfect little Lady’s daughter.

      “Well, Pulchra-Darling,” Amity began as she took her place back in her seat. “When a royal requests your presence, you are expected to follow their orders.

      “But this is another monarchy’s royal requesting it,” piped in Quiet.

      “Yeah, why are we taking orders from a Kingdom?” The eldest brother, Ace, asked.

      Amity pinched the bridge of her nose, and I could tell from here that she wanted to tell them all to stop pestering her about the topic.

      “Because we are. Now, please stop asking. Finish your dinner; some of us still need to pack before our trip.” Amity’s gaze landed on me, and I pursed my lips. Maybe if I had been given additional time to pack, I wouldn’t be the bane to Amity’s existence. My apologies for being the last to know about attending this trip. The lingering thought of sneaking out to tell Theo continued to nag at me.

      “How long will you all be gone?” Loyal, my other brother asked.

      “At minimum, a month, but it could be over three months.” Amity’s voice gave a warning for everyone to rethink asking any more questions. Earlier, she had told me it would be up to three months, but now she was telling them it could be more than three months. How long was this trip going to last?

       

      After dinner had concluded, my siblings made snippet comments under their breath about how they wanted to attend this trip. I kept my mouth shut and hurried to my rooms, waiting on pins and needles for them all to retire for the evening. I couldn’t risk going to Theo too early and being caught. I paced in my room, my eyes bouncing between my trunks, still needing to be packed, the window, and the doorway to leave my rooms. When I believed I had waited long enough, I made myself wait another ten minutes before departing.

      Slowly opening my door, I listened. Upon hearing no one else, I crept down the silent hallways of the manor toward the stables. Fear shot through me when I pushed open the backdoor and it creaked, but I heard no movement from anyone checking on the noise. Glancing outside, luck had been on my side. The new moon gave me additional coverage that I had not been anticipating. If anyone looked out a window tonight, they would be hard-pressed to notice me sneaking along the shadows, and it was highly unlikely they would be able to identify me.

      My elation from the new moon coverage quickly diminished when my own sight failed me. My footing became uneven, causing me to stumble. My hands barely caught me in time, preventing me from eating dirt and rocks. Every time I tripped over something, my irritation spiked. When I cracked my right shin on a boulder, I had to withhold the string of curses from frustration. My dress caught on more bushes than I had been aware of on the path to my destination.

      When my hand finally pressed on the wood of the stable doors, I found relief. I refused to think about the trek I needed to make back. Inhaling a deep breath for courage, I breathed in the smell of horses, hay, and leather inside. To avoid another door making a ruckus, I opened the stable doors slowly and slid inside, silently closing it behind me.

      The darkness outside was nothing compared to the pitch-blackness within the stables. Every hesitant step I took was based off memory. Tentatively, my left fingertips found the first wooden post of an empty horse stall. I trailed my hand along the smooth wood, using it to navigate my way. I hoped I didn’t run into anything else; my body was already battle-worn from the outside. I jolted when the warm breath of my Father’s steed brushed against my neck. I moved quickly along.

      It was at the ninth stall that I rammed my left shin into a stray pail or stool, causing me to trip and slam into the back wall of the stables. I let out an “oof!” from impact.

      “Well, that hurt,” I complained to myself, pushing off the wall. I rubbed my right cheek, trying to ease the pain. In the darkness, I glared at the loft I knew was above me. While I had not meant to be loud, Theo must have heard me. Why had he not responded? Gingerly, I let my hands trace along the wooden wall until I found the ladder leading up to his loft. Miraculously, my shins avoided any further collisions.

      “Theo!” I whispered as loudly as I could manage. I had never been in his loft before; it would have been too risky to explain my reasoning if we were caught. It never deterred me from being curious about what his sleeping area looked like. Multiple times, instead of reading in the stables, I fantasized about what his bed would smell like as I lay curled next to his still-sleeping form. I smiled, temporarily lost in the thought.

      “Theo!” I called again, a smidge louder, but I was met only with silence. Could he have already been asleep?

      “Theo!” I tried once more. Crestfallen, I couldn’t shake the looming thought—maybe he wasn’t here. Wrapping both hands around the ladder’s sides, I hauled my first foot onto a rung as fear coursed through me. I found it difficult to breathe; I had never climbed a ladder before—it was unladylike. Spots danced across my vision even in the darkness as dizziness took hold, my head spinning. Quickly, I climbed back down. When both feet hit the wooden floor, I hunched over, gasping for air. I would not be doing that again.

      Slowly, I rose and brushed the escaped wisps of hair back behind my ears. I turned around to face the stables’ entrance and leaned my back against the ladder. A shiver ran through me in response to the feeling the ladder had given me. Edging off the uncomfortable rungs, I rested my weight on the cold wooden wall beside to it. The conundrum weighed heavily on my mind: should I wait for Theo to return? The issue was, I hadn’t the faintest idea how long he would be away.

      Pushing off the wall, I paced a small distance back and forth, careful not to knock into anything. My mind raced, trying to figure out all the possible places he could be. Maybe he was down at the river bathing, but if not, where else could he be? I tried to push the thought from my mind, but it forced its way to the forefront; what if he had taken a stroll to Crog’s Hallow? What if he had gone to that dingy tavern?

      I knew I could spend all night waiting for him to return, but by morning, I would have more questions to answer if I were caught sneaking back into my rooms. Sighing, I reached out, shuffling my feet until my hands found the stable railing again. I hissed to muffle my shriek when one of the horses nipped my shoulder. I didn’t think it would cause a bruise, but it soured my mood all the same. Tonight had been a waste, and I directed my anger at Theo. If I got ahold of him tomorrow, I would not hold back my frustrations.

      My hands finally found the stable doors. I wish I could give myself a moment to sigh in relief, but now I had to make the dreaded trek back. Bracing myself, especially my shins, I opened the stable doors and silently crept back to the manor.
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      “Alright, you two. Here is what is going to happen while I am gone,” I stated firmly the next day, my gaze snapping back and forth between my two younger sisters. They lounged on my bed, choosing to keep me company as they watched me pack. Neither of them responded to my firm tone, I pursed my lips and narrowed my eyes at them. Amity ought to be the one giving them this lecture, but instead, here I was, doing so.

      “You are going to behave. You are not going to cause any of the house staff problems.” My eyes cut to the youngest. “Pulchra, you will listen to your older sister, Quiet.”

      Quiet perked up at this new responsibility she was being laden with, her face turning smug. An evil glimmer entered Quiet’s eyes as she smiled at our younger sister. Could these two survive weeks together without me?

      “And Quiet, you will not abuse that power. You will help your baby sister with her needs. She is still learning and growing. Not to mention Ace and Loyal will still be on the premise to boss you both around.”

      “Ugh! You are such a mom!” Quiet complained.

      “You are just mad that you can’t be bossy!” Pulchra sassed back.

      “Cannot,” I corrected.

      “Sorry-” Pulchra looked down at her lap. “-Quiet, you are mad that you cannot be bossy to me.” The youngest retorted.

      “Better,” I praised as I continued folding dresses into my trunk. I had dismissed the handmaidens from helping me pack. Having people fret about annoyed me when I was perfectly capable of doing things myself.

      “Do you think you will fall in love with one of the princes?” Quiet asked, changing topics. She flopped onto her stomach, propping herself up on her elbows, and rested her head in her hands. Lazily, she kicked her legs back and forth. I was not a fan that her feet were mere inches away from where my head slept at night.

      “You have been listening to one too many bedtime stories,” I chided.

      “I have not! You are going to live temporarily where not one but two eligible prince brothers live. Do you think that is not romantic?” Quiet huffed. She rolled onto her back, letting her arms splay out as she took up most of my bed. “I am so jealous of you!”

      “Only you would believe that. Riddle me why a prince would even consider marrying someone like me?” I laughed at the ridiculous notion. Quiet looked at me upside down from her position.

      “Because you are pretty like a faerie,” Pulchra answered in wonder, staring at me in a dreamlike state. I could only fathom how far her imagination was running.

      “You have also been hearing one too many bedtime stories, but thank you, Pulchra.” I tapped the tip of her nose with my finger. “You are very pretty as well.”

      She giggled, covering her nose with both hands.

      “I would flirt with the princes if given the chance,” Quiet grumbled, more to herself than anyone else.

      “Well, maybe next time you can go and do exactly that. I, on the other hand, will be researching.”

      “Serenity,” Quiet groaned. “You are going to die a spinster. You cannot live with your nose in a book. You need to find a husband. What better way than to flirt with eligible royals?” It wasn’t been the first time someone informed me I would die a spinster due to my bookish ways. Yet, I seemed to be the only one unconcerned. I had my Theoadorable and only needed to find the loophole for us to be together.

      “Oddly enough, there are three siblings older than me who are all unwed. I am not too concerned about the spinster life. Besides, not everyone is interested in romance and happily ever afters with royalty, Quiet.” I packed a pair of shoes.

      “If I had the opportunity, I would marry a prince and have my happily ever after.” Quiet sighed, staring up at my ceiling.

      “I would marry a faerie.” Giggled Pulchra.

      “Only you would want to marry a creature of stories,” Quiet groaned again. She probably believed she was the only sensible sister in the family. Amity was too busy running the manor and our lands to notice anything else, I always had a book in my hand, and the youngest sister still held the world in wonder. I knew someday Quiet and Pulchra would face hardships, and they would think back to these days when life was simpler. While I found some of these conversations quite comical, I still treasured them all the same, wishing things would never have to change.

      “Pulchra, if you ever encounter a faerie, do not tell them your name. Do not make a deal with them. Do not trust them,” I instructed without pause from my packing.

      “Seriously, Serenity.” Quiet rolled over and sat up on alert. “You will give in to her whims but will not take the chance when opportunity knocks at your door to go after not one, but two princely brothers. . . I don’t know Nitty. Sounds like you are not as smart as you think you are.” She shrugged nonchalantly. It had been some time since she had last called me Nitty. Quiet had started the habit when she was still a toddler herself. Back when she could not fully say my name, it had always come out as ‘Nitty.’

      “And I think you spend your days staring at the clouds too much, fantasizing that you are the princess from all those stories the nursemaids read to Pulchra at night.” I looked over at Pulchra and winked as I tapped her nose again, causing another fit of giggles from the youngest.

      “Yeeaaahhhh, Quiet,” Pulchra chimed in, full of giggles.

      Our middle sister huffed.

      I hoped one day she would receive an opportunity like this. I wish she would be swept off her feet by someone worthy of her. Whomever she marries already has my sympathies because never once has Quiet lived up to her name’s meaning.

      “Alright, my packing is complete. Can I please have a moment of peace?” I asked of my sisters. They glanced at one another and promptly left my room while I sealed my trunks. I turned and surveyed everything I was bringing with me, then sighed and flopped onto my bed, closing my eyes.

      This trip made me nervous. I had never been away from home. The texts I had read about Theorines informed me that the lands were filled with lush green grass and trees. Their kingdom had fertile land to grow crops and a climate in whichmany pasture animals thrived in. The flip side was that they experienced all four seasons. I had never experienced snow and was curious what it would be like.

      Queendom Grewt’en only experienced heat that fluctuated with the seasons. We were a tropical climate filled with sand dunes. Father’s estate was close to the border of Kingdom T’Lovoness, where we could see their mountains in the distance. Our lands were filled with sandy grass with some sparse timber woods. We were far enough south that our villages and towns often received sea travelers, some bold enough to come to the estate seeking Amity for investments in some grand adventure they had schemed up. They never left with anything more than a full belly of food.

      One of my siblings had thwarted my every attempt to seek out Theo today. There was no doubt in my mind that he had been informed of tomorrow’s trip. He had most likely been ordered to prepare for our departure. I would need to sneak out again, my only hope being that I could see him this time. I wanted to be alone with him one last time.

       

       

      When darkness settled on the lands, and everyone retired to their rooms, I once again slipped out into the night. I wish I could say I was less clumsy, but that would be a lie. I stumbled and bumped into more things; by the time I reached the stable doors, my shins were crying in protest. They had yet to recover from the previous night, and now they throbbed even worse.

      I quickly slipped inside. The door closed quietly behind me, but my attention was drawn to the dimly lit candle burning at the far end of the stable. Hope rose within me, and I navigated towards it. It didn’t provide much light, but it was better than stumbling through the stables blind as I had the night prior.

      Quietly, I called up to the loft, “Theo,” but was met with silence. It would have been a careless mistake to leave the candle burning unattended in the stables. My sister had dismissed staff for lesser offenses than this. When I reached the bottom of the ladder rungs, I quietly called his name again. He could not have gone far, but I worried about his absence.

      “Serenity,” Theo’s low voice was filled with surprise. I turned to find him standing at the stable doors. His wet hair dripped onto the floor and my mouth went dry. Water glistened and ran down his muscular chest. My eyes trailed the droplets to the v-dip of his hips, where they disappeared beneath the waistband of his low-hanging pants. I gulped.

      “Theo,” I began and had to clear my throat when my voice came out raspy. “You should not have left your candle burning unoccupied.” Of all the things I could have said, that was what I chose first? I mentally kicked myself for the idiocy.

      “I only went down to the creek to wash up . . .” His eyes lingered on me a second before he closed the distance between us. “. . . I did not mean to cause turmoil for you.” He smirked as he halted before me, his fingers gently tucking a stray lock behind my ear. My pulse spiked, and I had to remember to breathe as my heart raced.

      “If Amity or one of my siblings happened to stop by and find it burning, you could be fired and then where would that leave us?” I argued, attempting to keep my wits about me.

      “I will be more conscious next time.” He teased, tilting his head. Theo’s arms wrapped around my waist, bringing me close to him and leaving little space between us. “Why are you here, Serenity?”

      “I-I came to see you.” I wet my bottom lip with my tongue, briefly sucking it into my mouth before releasing it again. He tracked the movement, his eyes lingering on my lips, causing me to swallow as I rushed out, “I am sure you have already heard about tomorrow’s trip to Kingdom Theorines. . .”

      “I heard you would be gone for quite some time.” The statement dropped between us, laced with sadness. He shifted his weight onto his other foot, and I felt the ladder rungs press into my back. The candlelight cast flickering shadows across his face, making his features appear almost haunting.

      “Y-Y-Yes,” I stuttered. “It may, it may be more than three months.”

      His gaze flicked to the candle and back to me, his eyebrow slowly raising in question.

      “I wanted to see you one last time before my trip,” I whispered while my arousal continued to build.

      “You are making it sound like you are not coming back.” He smiled warily, his eyes searching mine to ensure that wasn’t my intent.

      “That is silly talk,” I laughed, shaking my head. Some of my nervousness ebbed away.

      “So, then did you come just to see me one last time or. . .” He trailed off, his eyes becoming suggestive as lips curved into a knowing smile, and he waggled his eyebrows.

      “I did not want to leave without a proper goodbye.”

      “And what is your definition of a proper goodbye?”

      Instead of answering, I rose onto my toes to press a soft kiss against Theo’s lips.

       

      As I snuck through the manor past midnight, no one else had been awake or roaming the halls. I slipped quietly inside my bedroom and clicking the door softly shut. I rested my back against it, closing my eyes and tilting my head upwards. I smiled, my stomach clenching from the thrill. Warmth rushed through me, but was quickly followed by the cold, sadness. I had to remind myself the days would pass and soon I would be back here and with Theo again. What were a few months compared to having a lifetime with him. If Kingdom Theorines’s royal library held the answers I were seeking, it would be worth it.

      “How was Theo?” Quiet’s voice broke the silence. I jumped, searching the room, until I found her sitting in a chair by the window. How had I not noticed her?

      “Quiet, what are you doing here?” I was still processing that she knew about Theo and me.

      “I watched you leave and decided to wait for you to come back, or I would come get you if you had taken too long,” she replied nonchalantly, staring at me before tacking on, “which you did, by the way. Take too long, that is.”

      I watched her cautiously. “How do you know I was with Theo?” I weighed my words carefully, hoping I was focusing on the right way to divert this conversation.

      “Serenity, you make it pretty obvious what is going on between you and Theo. I’m not dumb.” She twirled her hair flippantly, her lips pursing.

      “How long have you known?” I asked slowly, the door supported my weight, and I was too afraid to move away from it.

      “Quite some time.” She paused her hair twirling, her eyes flicking to the lock between her fingers. “I also walked in on the two of you kissing in the stables, confirming my suspicions.”

      “Why did you not say anything?” I asked exasperated.

      “Because –” Her gaze flicked back to mine as she aggressively flipped the lock. “-I figured there would come a day when I could blackmail you with the information.”

      “You would not dare.” My eyes widened as my heart sank.

      “No, not tonight. I will cash in when it is a more opportune time with Amity.” She eyed me.

      “When did you become like this?” I asked, pushing off the wall. A slight sense of relief washed over me as anger bubbled its way to the top.

      “When my older sister is perfect, it becomes quite interesting to see her gallivanting around with a lowly stable boy.” She dropped her hair, changing over to pick at her nails. “And you should know, you’re the biggest cliché in a historic romance book.” Quiet rolled her eyes. She dropped her hands to the chair’s armrests and pushed herself up to stand. My younger sister crossed the distance between us. “I love you Nitty, but do not throw your life away over a stable boy. You do not see it, but the potential within you could lead to so much more in life than what you are trying to force yourself to settle with.”

      She held my gaze until I nodded slowly in confirmation. With a curt nod, she brushed past me and left my rooms without another word. I blinked rapidly, looking at the floor, trying to make sense of how my younger sister had gone from bemoaning princes yesterday to blackmailing me tonight.

      Quiet didn’t let on how long she had known about Theo and me. I had kissed him plenty of times in the stables, which certainly didn’t help narrow it down. One word from her and she could ruin everything I had been working towards. I lingered for a second on what she had said. Was I trying to force myself to settle? I shook my head at the notion. No, I had feelings for Theo. Feelings that had grown after our parting goodbye tonight.

      Within a day’s time, Father had made his suspicions apparent, Quiet knew, then who else was aware in my family? I’d never thought my sister was dumb, but I had never credited her with how observational she could be. I believed I had been discreet with Theo, but perhaps I had grown careless without realizing it. If Quiet had walked in on us kissing, then maybe others had as well. However, if Father truly knew the truth, he would have already informed Amity, and she would have had Theo banished.

      How many staff members kept secrets from Amity? I’d been under the impression the staff were loyal to her, but if certain members of my family knew, then surely the servants did as well. I shook the notion from my head. The servants my late mother had once employed now held their loyalty to the new head of the house—Amity. If it ever came down to choosing between her and the second eldest daughter, their allegiance had always been clear, or was it?

      I knew eventually I would be wedded to another Lord’s son or a potential prince. Those were my only options as a Lady’s daughter. There were neighboring Lords with eligible sons, but none had ever stirred anything within me. They were polite, well-bred, and perfectly suited for marriage—yet not one of them had ever made my heart race the way Theo did.

      I dismissed the thoughts aside. Tomorrow would mark the beginning of long, grueling days of travel, and I would have plenty of time to fret then. For now, I needed to cleanse the lingering tension from my body and find solace in sleep.

       

      The next morning, I awoke with a headache. I had tossed and turned all night, and when my mind had finally drifted off, the handmaids were barging in, ushering me to wake up and be ready for breakfast. Through my grogginess, my eyes burned as I squinted at the sunlight now streaming through the opened curtains. Irritated, I stumbled out of bed. I bit my tongue to keep from snapping at the girls fluttering around me, as they stripped off my nightgown and replaced it with a morning dress. Meanwhile, another brushed out my hair, weaving it into the braid I preferred.

      When they finished making me prim and proper, I trudged along to the breakfast hall. I was the last one to arrive. My petite heels clicked loudly against the cold marble flooring, creating an echo from the silence. Pulchra and my brothers were too busy eating their breakfast to take notice of their surroundings. Quiet raised an eyebrow at me with a smirk on her lips. I wanted to tell her where she could send that smirk. Meanwhile, Amity casually sipped her morning tea while reading a document in front of her; Father mirrored her actions, engrossed in his own document.

      Father’s attention turned to me when I pulled out the chair next to him. Amity shook her head in disappointment at my delayed arrival.

      “Not like you to be late, Serenity. Everything alright?” Father asked, concern washing over his face as he looked me over. I forced my emotions into check, determined not to reveal the turmoil left behind from last night. Keeping my gaze carefully averted from Quiet, I offered a neutral expression.

      “I did not sleep well last night—too excited for the trip today, Father,” I replied calmly with a weak smile. Picking up my fork, I focused on the meal before me, sunny-side-up eggs and hashbrowns mixed with cheese and peppers—letting the familiar act of eating ground me.

      “You ought to be excited; this will be a big adventure for you,” Father replied, his voice warm as he reached over to cover my hand, giving it a small squeeze. His touch was comforting, but I couldn’t help feeling detached, as if the excitement he spoke of was not entirely my own. I tried to force my smile to appear more genuine, but it felt like a strained mask. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Amity staring at our father, and for a fleeting moment, I wondered what she wasn’t saying. Quiet sat across from me, and I caught her rolling her eyes, her subtle gesture adding another to the unspoken tension hanging in the air.

      “A new adventure with two eligible princes,” Quiet commented. She gave Father a wide, innocent smile as she winked at me. My hand was trapped in his hand as he gave me another small, reassuring squeeze.

      “That there is.” He chuckled. I sideways glanced at him, my eyebrows furrowing at his response.

      “A new adventure with a new library,” I offered, attempting to redirect the conversation. Quiet let out a disgusted sound, before flopping back in her chair. Father released my hand with a pat and resumed his attention to the parchment in his grasp.

      “Yes, of course. The books.” Amity interjected quickly, her voice tight. My confusion shifted to her now—why was she acting so differently today?
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      The carriage halted; we had arrived. The weeks of travel had been strenuous. While I enjoyed my father’s company, Amity’s presence caused me stress. She repeatedly drilled into my head the etiquette I would need to follow while we stayed with the royal family. Despite my multiple attempts to remind her of my research on royal history, Amity would not let up. Father, on the other hand, barely jumped in to referee between the two of us.

      I reminded Amity multiple times a day that I would spend most of my time in the library—a place I assumed would be void of royals. She chided me, claiming I would need to attend all meals and any other social events required. The more she let slip, the more nervous I became about what this stay had in store for me. I refocused my attention back to Kingdom Theorines’s library. I could not wait to get my hands on their historical pieces, ones I would not be able to find anywhere else.

      “Serenity,” Father’s voice admonished, breaking my thoughts. “I can already see you calculating. Please wait until you have free time to peruse the library.” He chuckled.

      “I am not quite certain what you are talking about, Father,” I smarted back.

      “Right, and I am supposed to believe that?” He quirked an eyebrow, and I tried to withhold my smile. “You are my daughter through and through.”

      While growing up, I tried to shake the notion of how different I was from my siblings. Every time that thought bubbled to the surface, I popped it and buried it beneath my wealth of historical knowledge. Sitting here in the carriage with Father and Amity, those bubbles of thought surfaced rather quickly. Maybe my days with my head in the clouds were coming to an end. I knew I wasn’t the perfect Lady like my older sister or late mother. I didn’t openly swoon over the princes; instead of needlework, I took notes from dusty scrolls. When it came to dresses, I let the dressmaker do as she pleased, as long as it didn’t interrupt my reading. I was running out of time to find a historical moment where a romance similar to Theo and mine occurred. I had never anticipated that the beginning of my research would bring me this much enjoyment. However, the pleasure it brought was starting to distract me from my original mission.

      “Enough, you two,” scolded Amity with a huff. “You are both to be the representation of our house. Behave yourselves.”

      I rolled my eyes in annoyance as Father leaned back in his seat. Sometimes, I mused on how it must rankle him to have his child boss him around. Then again, he probably was accustomed to it from growing up in a Queendom and having a Lady for a wife.

      The carriage door opened, and we were greeted by a servant. Looking past the servant, I caught my first glimpse of Theorines’s castle. The exterior was quite charming, the light grey walls were surrounded by hydrangea bushes of every color. Everything about the castle was charming, designed as if it had been created from a fairytale.

      Aside from the servant in front of us and a few gardeners, no one was else in sight. I wondered when we would be introduced to the royals. Equally, my thoughts floated to the library. How quickly would I be able to step into it and have a plethora of research at my fingertips?

      Amity accepted the servant’s hand first. She gave us one final warning glare before departing the carriage. Father winked at me and then followed Amity out. I glanced around the carriage with a sigh of relief, who knows how long it would be until I would be heading back home. The reprieve of leaving the cramped quarters was a warm welcome.

      The servant offered me his hand, and upon accepting it, he helped me out of the carriage. I stood next to my family, breathing in the fresh air as we all took in the full view of Castle Theorines. Above the hydrangea bushes, lovely flowering vines climbed up the gray slate stone, adding a touch of beauty. There were more gardeners than I had initially noticed, pruning and tending to the various plants around the perimeter. Several trees surrounded our carriage on both sides. Despite their age, they were full of life with their leaves and tiny blooming flowers. Butterflies lazily floated around the gardens, and in the distance, peacocks decorated the grounds with their full plumage. It was a shame that Quiet and Pulchra were not here, they would have been entirely in love.

      “The King and Queen are awaiting your arrival,” the servant spoke. There was a slight tone of annoyance in his voice, as if our arrival had inconvenienced him.

      “Let us not keep them waiting a moment longer than,” Father replied in good humor, and we began following the servant toward the castle’s front entrance.

      Amity flicked him a warning glance, which Father ignored.

      “Who knew castles could be so big?” he continued on lightly instead.

      “You have been to Castle Grewt’en before,” I countered, confused as to why he would state that.

      “Yes, but neither of you have been to a castle. I am only commenting on what you are currently thinking. . . If I had a guess, that is.”

      “We have all read stories about their size,” snipped Amity. She most likely was becoming annoyed with our incessant chatter in front of the servant. Somehow, in her mind, we were ruining the perfect, well-behaved image she had planned for our arrival. I suppose we ought to be mindless, quiet puppets at her disposal as she controlled our strings.

      I bristled at her tone and chose to come to Father’s defense. “Reading and seeing are two very different things, Amity.”

      Amity’s body jerked as her head whipped to me.

      I raised my right eyebrow slowly at her, knowing I was putting her in a bind—whether to react or stay quiet and avoid causing a scene. She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes.

      “I am quite aware,” she snarled, “I can read about small farming villages or Mother and Father can take us to the local ones to truly experience the celebrations.”

      Memories of past festivities flashed through my mind. The heartache from Mother’s smile as we celebrate with the local villagers still stung. We would dance and eat cherry pies, while my brothers caused the local girls to blush from their flirting. It was one of the rare moments that Amity and I would get along. We would tease each other about which villager boy we found cute. Back when Theo had been nothing more than a scrawny stable boy, always covered in dirt and straw—a servant I had barely paid attention to.

      “Precisely,” Father praised. Amity straightened her shoulders and quickened her steps to walk ahead of us. I looked at Father, and his eyes crinkled as he smiled, conveying the unsaid apology for his eldest child. With Father close to me, I felt safe even when there was no danger. Something about his presence had always lulled me into a sense of safety. Maybe it was because he, like most Lords, always carried a sword, or perhaps because I had witnessed him in more than one fistfight when someone had been
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