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I’d seen a woman die in a crown once.
Seven years ago, my mother collapsed behind me in a gown stitched with the finest gold, on the very steps we were meant to watch suitors parade their affections to my sister when she was just thirteen. 
One moment Mother was chasing us through the rain, laughing like she’d never been a queen at all, but just our mother—and the next, she was a memory we couldn’t outrun.
But tonight wasn’t about scarring memories. It was about pretending we were still a whole, perfect, royal family. 
Unfortunately, that meant wearing another dress and pretending I wasn’t one breath away from setting this entire palace on fire with my spite and irritation, wishing I could be the next royal to die in a crown. 
I scratched at the pins digging into my scalp and yanked a few out, dropping them onto the tufted maroon bench beneath me. Delicate snowflake clips—my sister’s idea. Royal flair for the Biannuals, as if matching accessories could make us look more united.
They didn’t.
The tight bun made my head throb. The whispers behind the ballroom doors made it worse. Dozens of nobles waited beyond the iron barricade, likely praising Libby’s taste while preparing to dissect mine. 
As usual.
I was to walk in smiling, shoulders back, crown on, bowing to the same men who saw my sister as a prize and me as a problem. 
I couldn’t decide which was worse: being underestimated or being desired for the wrong reasons.
The black silk of my dress clung too tightly to my ribs, expecting me to be uptight. The satin bow was a ridiculous leash disguised as fashion presenting me as a wrapped offering from my kingdom. Almost a sacrifice.
A present for the princes. 
Delightful.
I flicked the bow, ignoring the towering doors that loomed ahead like silent guards. 
My father’s crest sat carved into the iron—snowflake and antlers, frozen and brutal. Water and ice. My mother and father. The past and the...whatever we were now.
The waiting clawed at every decent part of me. I could already feel my sister’s absence like a delay in a performance. 
She was always late, floating at the last minute with her radiant smile and perfectly measured elegance.
And I—
I was the storm that rolled in after her calm.
Gentle clicks echoed from the top of the stairs as Libby finally emerged. Her ruffled gown, in stark contrast to my dark attire, was yet another element, as to why she would be our perfect queen. 
Our contrast in personality, looks, and the actual desire to rule were different enough. 
She smiled as sweetly as ever, descending the stairs with measured grace to meet me at the entry of the ballroom. I greeted her with an exaggerated sigh.
Her gown sparkled with its jewels, stunning gold accents, and the complimentary jewelry that made her look regal yet youthful, in a very Libby way. 
“You look so beautiful every time we do this. At least give me a heads up next time.” 
I brushed off some flecks on my skirt and joined her side, leaving the couch, the pins, and family portrait behind me. 
The portrait of our new family, painted a year after Mother died, when our Father remarried Erie, a typical Northern Royal with no personality. But not my true family. Never again.
My father was seated in the center of the painting, stiff as ever. Libby was next to him, her smile as bright as her future. Me, close to her, off-centered, unbalanced. Our stepmother, Erie cradled baby Taroh on her lap when he was still a newborn. 
I’d forgotten how long I sat for that painting. How long I was forced to sit before a painter and accept that my mother would never be in a family portrait. 
Libby kissed my cheek, then quickly smudged off the lip paint. 
“Me? You look like an evil princess—talk about looks that could kill.”
She smiled cheekily. 
I narrowed my black lined eyes and gave her a fierce look. “Let’s hope the gentlemen think so.”
She linked my arm and guided me down the next set of stairs. “If you were really that keen on scaring suitors away, you shouldn’t have worn such a beautiful gown.” 
“Because you gave me so many options?” I narrowed my eyes at her.
However, I’d tried to wear the dress with pride, for her sake, if not mine. 
I flicked the giant bow around my waist. “My personality would do just fine to repel the royals away.” 
Libby laughed her falsetto laugh, tilting her head back, her light, hazel eyes hiding behind her smile.
We reached the front of the doors, where two servants stood, waiting with our crowns on decadent pillows. 
Libby’s crown was larger than mine, as she was older. Thank Heavens for that. I tried it on once and didn’t last longer than two minutes without ripping the tight combs off my scalp.
My own crown, another perfect fit to my personality, was a quaint little gold band adorned with three small prongs at the front, each embedded with a centered ruby, making them look almost like flames. I truly loved it. 
Libby, with her tiny scrunched nose, perfectly full lips, and light sandy skin, shone brighter than the row of diamonds icing the top of the five prongs on her crown.
“Princess Libra.” 
The servant bowed to Libby after fitting her with her crown and left. Mine did the same.
“Princess Fiadh.” 
I sighed. 
“Just Fia will do, Marily, how many times do we need to do this?” I joked with the expressionless woman, but she just nodded and left.
We waited before the towering iron doors, two stories high, metallic, heavy and intimidating for no particular reason. They loomed like silent sentinels. Guardians, separating the rich princesses from the rest of the North.
Even if it was installed after the marriage of my father to my mother, it still felt ancient to me. 
It was still painful to look at, mainly for where my eyes drew to the center, where a circular crest embedded into the iron.
Subtle waves unfurled from the crests edges. Centered in the circle were the subtle etchings that looked like a snowflake, but with jagged edges. Edges that mimicked antlers more than the ends of a snowflake. 
The pain I felt from its looming presence was the way it symbolized my mother and father. My mother, because of her water powers–my father because of the ice in his veins.
I sneered at the barricade. Old and dark, ever since Mother’s presence departed, along with all the light from the kingdom–and from our family. 
“You know—” Libby whispered. “There is always a chance that one of these days you might just meet someone—” her ridiculous words shook me from my thoughts. 
I clamped my eyes shut and held up my hand. “Libby, please. If I entertain these notions, Father will never let me go into the Warrior Guard. I’m not meant to marry and rule. He and I are lucky to have you because I can actually have a life I might actually enjoy. Without all these ridiculous parties,” I mumbled on.
She turned to me. “Oh Fia, you’re too young to be so stuck on one path for your life. I thought similar things at your age, and if you just—” 
“Not now,” I scoffed. 
Despite only being two years older than me, she always felt infinitely wiser. Or, at least, acted like it. 
She might have been wiser, but her timing was as bad as her confrontations. 
The guards from inside started to open the doors, splitting the crest in half, filtering in the light from the ballroom and boom of the guard announcing us. 
The door opened to groups of familiar faces parting in the center of the ballroom for us. My stomach turned in discomfort every time I entered a room full of people who’d never spared a genuine smile my way since my mother died. I might have groaned a little out of reflex, but kept my head high and my back painfully straight, acting like the crown on my head didn’t bury into me like everyone’s expectations. 
Father and his wife, Erie, sat at the other end of the ballroom in their thrones upon a platform a step above the floor. 
Two smaller thrones awaited us at the feet of Father’s throne. 
We bowed before walking in tandem through the hundreds of familiar faces to get to our seats. 
Our little brother Taroh was already fidgeting in his giant chair next to his mother. 
He turned six last week, and I was thankful for this stage in his life since it took a lot of Father’s attention away from me. The less Father paid attention to me, the more likely I was to be on his good side–the more likely I was to get out of this palace sooner than later. 
Polished, limestone brick lined the room, up to the curve of the domed ceiling. Yet I always felt confined in this room. Though I was only ever here for events or ballet lessons. 
Even with the giant windows, boisterous chandeliers, and sea of glittering gowns, it would always feel dark. Wrong. Most of the palace felt wrong without my mother. Even now. 
“Do you think that handsome dancer from Pasirfi will come back for your hand?” I asked Libby from the corner of my mouth. 
Southern Royals didn’t usually attend Biannuals in the North. Some of that was due to the many cultural and political differences. Still, when they did make their rare appearance, it always left quite an impression–or rang some alarm bells.
Libby smiled sincerely to each person on her side of the ballroom. 
My side of the crowd only offered me little nods at the slight tilt of my mouth. It was the most I could muster for what I hoped would be my last year of Biannuals.
Father and I had agreed if I could get through this year, he would finally approve my admittance to the Warrior Guard. He’d already pushed it back a year and I couldn’t wait another, now that I had nothing to do post-Academy.
Children attended school at Academy starting at the age of five until they turned nineteen. In the final two years of Academy, students could choose one of five areas of study in which to specialize. 
Warriorship wasn’t popular in the North—just twelve of us in my cohort, and most never planned to join the Guard anyway. 
But I had. 
For years. 
I eyed a few of Libby's friends near the front of the throne. I offered them a teasing, sarcastic smile. 
They didn’t return the sentiment. 
They were her friends after all, not mine. 
Instead, they scoffed and continued talking, most likely about me. 
Our cousin Rosette was amongst them. I wouldn’t call her a friend. Not anymore. Once upon a time perhaps, but she had grown into a real Northern Royal since we were kids. 
If her stuck up nose wasn’t evidence enough, her decadent blush-pink ball gown and giant diamond jewelry certainly were. As was the line of tiny jewels lining her eyelids. 
Because diamonds on our clothes and accessories weren’t enough–Northerners also needed jewels stuck to our skin.
“I’m not sure. I did like him...” Libby spoke through her smiling teeth, not moving her lips. “I haven’t had the best luck the past few Biannuals.” 
I huffed a laugh. 
That was how she saw it. 
She had many suitors each Biannual, many had made it all the way to the proposal matches, but her poor decision-making always got in the way of her actually choosing someone. 
I couldn’t blame her though, men from the North were either ridiculously pompous, or related to us, or both. 
Many did ask for our hands, mainly for political purposes. Smaller, poorer kingdoms grew more desperate each year, it seemed. 
We reached the end of the aisle and turned once more to the crowd to bow once more before taking our seats.
I glanced at my sister from the side of my eye. “Maybe that’s because you’re too nice to every boy that talks to you. Maybe this time you should go find one, instead of pitying the fools who have the ego to approach you.”
Erie offered Libby a sweet smile before the speaker started. 
Erie had shifted her focus away from me after many arguments and now devoted most of her attention to the future Queen Libby–and Taroh–making my life a little easier when it came to her.
“I hear he has a younger brother if you’re interested,” Libby whispered as the speaker of the kingdom began his usual monologue before them. 
“You know what?” I turned, whispering harshly at Libby. “I am interested—very interested in which of the brothers I can make cry first.”
Libby coughed to stifle a laugh as I straightened, pretending to pay attention. 
“As accustomed on this night, suitors of equal upbringing may show themselves worthy of the kindgom’s heirs and their attention. We give our heirs the right to choose, the right to live, and the right to love those...” 
Libby and I mouthed the last words together, mocking his almost singing voice.“Who are suited by the Fates first, duty second, and love at last.”
He cleared his throat as I slumped into my seat, prepared to endure the rest of the decree I had memorized. 
“For only the royal or warrior may present a hand to the heirs of the kingdom. But beware, if the King accepts the initial request, his test for his child’s hand won't be easy to bear. So strap on the courage, show us your strengths, and move on with haste, until a final choice to last is made after the matches, by the Well.”
I lazily clapped first to move things along. I could feel Fathers eyes on me, but I shrugged it off. 
I had to sit through this twice a year–two events at home, and countless others across the continent–but he continued to act like I wouldn’t do my best to hurry through it. 
The same routine unfolded at every one of these dances. Suitors swarmed Libby while I found some other way to keep myself occupied. 
Everyone wanted a Northern Royal in a marriage. But it was the ultimate dream to have someone like Libby carry an heir. To be able to parade her around like some prized trophy was a universal desire to men of all ages. 
Over the years, my suitors grew scarcer the more easily I rejected them. Several brave souls approached, but the rare man I actually spoke to became easily frustrated at my ability to only talk about war, recent conflicts, and fighting until he realized I knew more than he did. 
Then he’d quickly retreat to find a woman with lesser knowledge to impress. 
I took pride in the growing lack of interest from boys over the years. My perpetually annoyed expression–thanks to my protruding lower lip and dark brows creating a face that seemed to rest in anger–were usually enough to make them second guess an approach.
Fortunately, my stepmother stopped trying to make me smile when she accepted that my passion was to be a warrior, not a wife. 
I’d convinced my family the past several years that I wanted to be a warrior to the queen, defending our kingdom, the crown. 
But the truth was simpler. I wanted to matter. I wanted to be seen, not for my tiara or clothes, but for strength, grit, purpose. I wanted the choice of who I’d become.
The line in front of Libby continued to grow, weaving through the set up of round, wooden tables. The overtly shiny marble floor squeaked and clicked with every shift of a heel. 
I stood and turned toward the small crowd cowering in the corner, probably debating whether to approach me or not. A glare from me seemed warning enough. 
I walked over to the table of drinks along the entire wall horizontally to the wall of windows.
The servants that were stationed at the ends of the narrow wooden table began to grab me a cup, but I quickly shook them off. They never gave me enough to drink. 
I finished pouring the last scoop of wine, lifting it to take a sip.
“You still think you can handle your wine?”
A cocky tenor voice sounded from my left, making me almost instantly roll my eyes. I sipped the chalice for courage before I turned to him. 
His dirty blonde, somewhat red hair was as unkempt as mine. His pale blue tunic sat uncomfortably beneath his folded arms. 
He leaned against the table, keeping a safe distance, probably in remembrance of the last Biannual, when I punched him for taking my drink from me.
“Jayce. Of course you’re here. I must have gotten my hopes up when I didn’t see you on my birthday.” I sipped the wine again, thankful I was nineteen now, of age to drink at parties without too many prying eyes questioning my choices. 
“You can't get rid of me that easily.” 
Jayce perched an arm on my shoulder–something that he was only tall enough to do a couple years ago.
I rolled my eyes and pushed away from him to walk anywhere else but there. He jumped in front of me but didn’t touch me—something he must have also learned from last time. “Fifi, darling, don’t be so cold,” he joked. 
“Jayce, let’s not repeat what happened last time.” 
I tried to step out of his path, but he matched my footing. I was not that fast in a dress. 
“That’s all in the past, Fifi. I can’t lose you. I’ve yet to meet another lady who hates these parties as much as I do.”
Jayce was...kind of a friend. He was actually one of my only friends, if I was honest. But that was all we were. Though we played this game every time before a few drinks brought us to our friendly selves again. 
“How many have you had already?” I waved my hand in front of my nose to waft away the sour smell of the wine from his breath. “About two less from the last time we kissed.” 
“The only time we kissed.” 
“Semantics.’’ 
He waved a hand. 
The kiss was a dare. A result of a moment of weakness and too much wine at my eighteenth birthday. 
I supposed Jayce might have been viewed as handsome–by others–but I had always known him more as a brother than anything else. 
He was my only companion at Biannuals, and during Academy. Growing up, we were practically joined at the hip until these past few years when he became more irritating and royal and I grew less tolerant of it all.   
Perhaps I was a little too known for drunkenly kissing random boys at Biannuals the past few years, but most of those incidents stemmed from bets Jayce and I made–or from my ever growing desire to make Libby’s stuck-up friends jealous. 
They weren’t my finest moments, but angering the Northern Royals was always a favorite pastime of mine. Only once or twice did I truly kiss a boy because I actually wanted to. I wasn’t the romantic Libby was. 
We walked away from the table, and I ignored Libby’s pleading look for help, shooting her a thumbs-up instead. 
I turned to Jayce, flashing a conniving smile.
“So...how many more glasses before I can convince you to dance for my sister again and make an ass out of yourself?” I hummed, swirled my goblet in front of him. 
He rubbed his chin, pretending to ponder. “Maybe just a little sippy-sip.” 
His goofy smile made an appearance. As much as I hated showing any real enjoyment in a room of royals, Jayce had just the right level of ridiculousness to draw a chuckle from me at  such inopportune moments. 
I handed him my chalice, which he drained, ending with a smack of his lips. 
“Ah. Now. Are you thinking something jolly, or—” He set down the cup, grabbed my hand, and pulled me by the waist into a dancing position. “...a waltz?” 
His eyebrow shot up playfully while his eyes swept over me. 
I knew how to dance; I’d been forced to learn despite my ever-stiff, awkward shoulders. 
I rolled my eyes and stepped on his foot just hard enough to hurt him a little. 
After wriggling free of his position, I returned my cup to my hand. Glancing over Jayce’s shoulder, I noticed them–a group of warriors seated at a table near the door at the far end of the ballroom. I’d heard their laughter right before I’d seen them. 
Even from this far, I could see them clear as day.
Many wore some versions of their fighting gear: shiny chains as vests, leather waistbands, corsets, and personalized metal shoulders that gleamed in the candlelight provided by the three giant crystal chandeliers above us. 
I wanted my own shoulder protection...
They looked so cutthroat, yet relaxed–effortless in their confidence. 
The other half of the group wore more palace-appropriate garments–decorated coats or tunics with patterns and colors that represented their kingdoms. 
Except for one man, who had just enough clothing to keep him decent. Only a thin, leather vest on his back, showcasing massive, bronzed arms and a matching chest with a giant tattoo wrapping around his neck, exposed for all to see. 
They were impossible to miss–tall, wide, and hairy. Many of them stood a head or more taller than even me.   It was rare to see so many warriors at a Biannual, at least in this large a group. Usually I’d spot a pair or two that weren’t there for business with my father, but that was the extent of it. I’d only ever seen one actually ask for a royal hand at a Biannual. 
“Want to go see the Warriors?” I beamed to Jayce who was now shifting his weight to his unhurt foot. 
Baby.
He grimaced. “Warriors are for our protection, not dinner conversation.”
My eyes started to strain at how often I rolled them around him. Many in the kingdom treated the warriors with respect, but maintained a firm separation between warriors and royals. 
My father had many brave warrior advisors he was close to. The few I’d seen growing up were the reason I wanted to become a warrior. Though they rarely actually appeared in palaces, I had heard plenty about them. 
I was raised seeing many male warriors, but the few women always looked stunningly lethal. Their rarity made them even more fascinating. 
My eyes gravitated to a set of stunning crystal-blue eyes. A warrior that sat in the middle of the group. The group of warriors stood around him, blocking him from view. But when my eyes slid to his, I realized he was looking right at me. 
Slicing through the veil of my composure, his gaze shone through a few tendrils of tussled, midnight black hair brushing the bottom of his temples–somehow perfectly imperfect. 
He was as scruffy as most of the warriors, but the way he sat, and the slight trim to his shaded beard made him look more put together. He appeared far too handsome to blend in with some of the other warriors around him. 
I couldn’t look away. 
Before I realized how long I was staring, my feet detached from my mind and began walking towards him.
I approached the group of half-drunken warriors, leaving Jayce behind to find another girl to annoy. 
The group was composed of six men and two women, who quickly noted my presence the second I stepped into the group. 
I smiled as sincerely as my mouth would allow, causing the group to fall silent. 
Warriors didn’t waste time at these parties, but over the past year, they’d been showing up more and more. 
There wasn’t anything I didn’t like about them, about who I wanted to be.
They were brutal but honest and did their jobs so well that not many cared to correct them. Instead, people threw them dirty glances when they got too loud at parties. 
“Ah, look what we have here—the wannabe warrior princess.” 
Reluctantly, I looked away from those impossibly blue eyes that grew more stunning and a little more silver the closer I got. I looked away from his slightly sun-kissed skin and subtle scruff that sharpened the sharp lines of his jaw.
Instead, I fixed my gaze at the giant, tan man closest to me. A slight beard stuck out from his strong jaw, and longer brown hair tangled in a knot over his head, away from the giant tattoo that looked more like a collar sitting in his neck and chest. 
The man waved a goblet towards me, slurring his words. 
“It’s a pleasure.” 
I tried to maintain my royal smile. 
It was hard not to wear a permanent sneer at these parties, but I made an effort to keep my attitude in check–this last time. 
“On behalf of the kingdom, I want to thank you all for your service and —” 
I couldn’t finish the usual formal warrior greeting before one of the women interrupted. Her blunt, short auburn hair marked her as being from Kivo. 
“Save your breath, Princess. We don’t need all your required greetings. We’re just here for the beer!” 
She thrust her drink into the air with her thick, muscled arm and the rest of the group followed suit, cheering loudly enough to draw too much attention to us. I raised my goblet slightly to join them. 
Just for a moment, I wanted to feel like one of them–a warrior. It gave me the smallest opening–a glimpse into the life I’d always dreamed of. 
Camaraderie. 
Loyalty. 
Friendship. 
My face relaxed with the drop of my shoulders. “I thought I would try to draw some wisdom out of you all since I’ll be joining the Warrior Guard next year.”
I’d be twenty by then. Older than most of the new recruits, but not as old for some female recruits. 
The youngest someone can join is fifteen, but that was for the men, eighteen for women. I was supposed to go this year, but plans around Libby’s almost engagement last year changed those plans. 
A few of them snickered at me like I was still ten years old asking to go to the battlegrounds.
“Little Princess, the Warrior Guard isn’t for the faint of heart—”
I tried to keep my patience. Warriors were allowed to be assholes with everything they went through. 
So, I smiled tightly. 
“I’m aware. I haven’t been preparing all my life for nothing.” I sneered at the drunken man, whose beard I hardly reached. 
He guffawed before throwing up his hand. “Feisty as you may be, Princess, you need a little more to be a warrior.” 
I fought the urge to roll my eyes again. “How hard can it be if I can hold my liquor?” I muttered. 
The other woman, with shorter blonder hair and a thick scar above her lip chuckled, “Can’t argue there, Princess.” She clinked her glass with mine, and I allowed myself a slight smirk.
I had always hated being called Princess, even if it was my technical title. Mother always shrugged off her title too, like it wasn’t the most suitable title for her. The older I got, the more I hated my formality too. It wasn’t the word, it was the way it was always said that gnawed at my irritation.
“How—” I cleared my throat and raised my chin, hoping to mask my nervousness. “How is the field nowadays?” 
They muttered amongst themselves, presumably not wanting to give many details. 
But I’d always been nosy, especially when I discovered how much of a threat creatures had become in recent years. 
I found it fascinating, but no one talked about it–not in Academy at least. Even after I chose the warrior specialty. 
I still didn’t know if the silence surrounding the creatures was a result of a lack of knowledge, or fear of the subject overall. 
But that didn’t stop me from asking. 
I never stopped asking, even when I received the same vague answers–They’re terrible–you’ll never imagine–such evil things—you’d be lucky to never see one in your life.
But I wanted to know. 
I wanted to fight. 
I wanted to feel what it would be like to kill something so evil. I wanted to do something that mattered, for once. 
“Princess,” a soft, husky voice crackled through the swarm of people. “The creatures are coming from places we’d never expect. We need our armies to grow, so we appreciate your desire to join the forces.” 
Wavy stone-black hair peeked out from beside the two women as the source of the voice rose to his feet. The same man with the blue eyes. 
He was a warrior, still wearing most of his armor, minus some bulkier pieces others wear on the job. 
I had all the warrior gear practically memorized and if my seamstress–or Libby–had ever taught me their sewing skills, I would’ve made my own by now.
Sincere, calming eyes met mine as the man reached full height, towering over me. The group fell silent again, parting to make way for him. 
He stood before me, and I could finally take in his full, powerful form. His eyes had already struck me, soft and approachable. But now, his stature and armored strength made him the most intimidating of them all.
His hair was pushed back in a way that made me wonder how often he ran his fingers through it. Even with a short, stubbled beard, he appeared almost regal.
His full lips peaked into a whisper of a smile. A smile that wasn’t really sincere–one he didn’t look like he used often. 
I almost stepped back, overwhelmed by the quiet authority he seemed to place on the rest of the group.
“Th-Thank you,” I stammered, struggling to keep my head high. I had to look at him–I wouldn’t let myself falter–but grounding my gaze into his felt like I was standing in the path of a winding storm. 
His eyes carried a weight that could make anyone cower in fear. Yet, a mountain of fascination held me rooted in place, unable to look away. 
Heat crept into my cheeks as I realized we’d been staring at each other for too long. 
Again.
The spell broke when a group of boys walked past, deliberately boisterous, laughing and chatting. I caught sight of one of them–Prince Ptolem from Vanda.
Ptolem shook his short brown hair before he glared at me. I recalled our last encounter and didn’t bother hiding my annoyance. Being the royal-class jerk he was, he always asked for Libby’s hand whenever he deemed himself worthy to appear at our kingdom. 
His family wished more than anything that they were the grandest in the North, so naturally they wanted their boys tied to us. 
He scanned me with a sneer and scoffed, whispering something to his friends. His attempts to embarrass me never went unnoticed–he made sure of that. 
“Hey, weren’t you the guy who threw up at his Biannual from crying too much?” I said loud enough for half of the room to hear. 
He was an ass and deserved the punch to the stomach I gave him last year. Yes, I was in trouble for months, starved for a week as punishment, but I didn’t regret it for a second. 
The words hit their mark. His pale face flushed red, spreading over his freckled nose. 
He took a few steps towards me, leaving his ridiculous posse of cousins behind. I turned to face him, but not before handing my goblet to the first giant man who had spoken to me. 
I clenched my fist, ready to attack as I took a step towards him too. But his goons pulled his arm to leave, and I was sure his mother was sending him a scolding look somewhere in the distance. 
I smirked and waved at him before returning to my goblet–now empty. My glare snapped to the giant man, who pretended to examine the goblet as if its empty contents were a mystery to him too. 
The drunken woman from earlier threw her arm around my shoulder, her grip so strong it nearly sent me to the floor. “What are you doing making fun of little boys?” 
The drunk man burped, and I caught a whiff of his alcohol-laced breath. 
“Trust me, he deserved it,” I said, sarcasm misting to hide my irritation.
The giant man’s drunk laugh returned. “Well, sweetheart, if your father ever does allow you to join us, I will personally train you myself. Perhaps you have more in you than it appears.” 
He raised his mug for a cheer, but the rest of the group didn’t return and instead watched him awkwardly. 
I smirked in confusion. 
“If my father allows? What do you mean?” 
I wouldn’t have given the phrase a second thought if it weren’t for the sudden shift in atmosphere. The warriors around us avoided my gaze. All but that same pair of crystal-blue eyes I was reluctantly drawn to.
Those eyes locked onto mine, brows lowering into a stricter expression. If I had to guess, I’d assume he somehow outranked most of the warriors here.
It shifted his entire posture into something lethal, the kind of presence that could instill fear after fascination.
“Your father...he spoke to the warriors a few weeks ago—” 
“Yes.” I interrupted. “He attended an emergency update,” but he didn’t tell me anything.
“He seemed to have implied—” The man hesitated, shifting from one foot to the other looking almost...nervous? 
Still, when he spoke, his voice carried an unexpected eloquence. His strong tone softened into something smooth, but it halted suddenly. 
The crowd around us began parting. I felt it more than I saw it. The murmurs of those stepping aside grew louder, but my confused, defiant stare fixated on the man’s clenched jaw and averted eyes. 
That was when I felt my father’s presence approaching. 
“Warriors. Welcome.” 
His gravelly voice rang through the entire ballroom. He didn’t need to speak too loud to be heard–his natural rumble always commanded silence. 
A true king.
I winced as I felt him draw closer, his coldness sending shivers down my spine. 
Somehow he always seemed to know when I was about to get into trouble.
“Thank you for keeping my daughter entertained with all your war stories I’m sure she’s asked you all too much about.” His hand rested firmly on my shoulder.
“Father—” I began, turning towards him. 
I wanted to speak, to ask, to beg for him to tell them they were wrong. That maybe they meant something else. Anything else.
But when I caught his eyes–those sharp daggers sent me a clear message to keep my mouth shut. 
I was usually a coward in his presence, especially in public. Privately, I didn’t mind challenging him–pushing him to his snapping point–at least a little bit. 
Most times, it resulted with a simple beating, but I had become an expert at sensing when he was on the verge of snapping. I knew when to draw back and when to push further.
“Father,” I tried again, my tone as patient as I could muster.
He turned his entire body to face me in a swift, deliberate move. The gesture alone silenced half the room.
It was answer enough, but I still couldn’t stop hearing the gentle crackling I knew too well–the sound of his power. 
That ice that–if I looked down at his fingers–I would see as a faint white tint creeping across his fingertips. 
Father rarely threatened his powers at me, only when he really wanted me to understand the gravity of the consequences there would be.
For now, I would yield to the King in front of all his subjects. I had no real choice.
Family unity was a pedestal we were forced to uphold, and one I had grown afraid to challenge in public.
It had been easier when we were younger–when we were a real family. But once Mother had died and Father stopped looking at us the same way, everything changed. 
He changed. 
Irreversibly. 
As his powers retreated, I had already turned to find my throne again, unable to say goodbye to the warriors. 
Unable to do anything but obey, I slowly walked away, ignoring the chatter around me. I tried to shoulder off the embarrassment as I clenched my fists at my side. 
It wasn’t a true Biannual if I wasn’t publicly scolded at least once. 
This was still mild. The worst Biannual I ever experienced was when he backhanded me so hard for fighting one of the Krav princesses that I fell to the ground. Yet, I was forced to sit and endure a line of suitors, staring at the red mark on my face.
I glanced back at my father once more, but my gaze was intercepted by those crystal eyes again. I couldn’t quite decipher the expression on his face. I’d never seen a man look at me with such...pity, perhaps? 
His gaze quickly returned to Father as he spoke to the group. 
The warriors stood at attention. No more leaning, no more smiles or relaxed postures–just pure obedience. I sat stiffly, watching them. 
I was already on thin ice, needing Father to sign off on my papers to join the Warrior Guard. I’d been trying to be as good as I could be towards the man to win some favor. 
As hard as it was, this was me behaving my best. I needed him in a good mood when the time came for him to stamp his approval on my submission papers. 
Watching the warriors interact with my father wasn’t all that different from my own exchanges with him. He had to see it—how so much of our interactions mirrored his with the warriors. 
He had to realize how perfectly I would fit in. 
How I was made for this.
How much easier his life would be if he didn’t have me to deal with anymore.
It was perfect. 
It was so close I could reach out and touch it.
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Libby’s beautiful smile wavered on the edge of concern as she met my eyes. 
“Is everything all right?” 
I felt weak. Confused under her stare, but tried to muster half a smile back. 
“Fine. Talk about it later.”
She sweetly nodded and refocused her attention on the gentlemen before her. 
A few poor souls stumbled before me. 
I hadn’t noticed when the first boy started speaking. He looked too young to even be here. His mouth moved, but all I heard was if. 
If my father allows... if... if? 
If—if—if– 
“Princess?” 
I snapped out of my thoughts. 
A nervous boy before me–barely a teenager–asked.  “Yes?” I replied, my tone sharper than I intended. 
“Yes?” The boy’s face lit up with excitement. “Could I ask for your hand?” 
I hadn’t registered his words as my attention drifted past him to where my father still spoke to the warriors. 
My gaze slid to those blue eyes again that spared me one more glance. 
“Sure,” I muttered, despite being distracted. 
The boy straightened up, puffing out his chest as he strutted out of my view. 
Whatever. 
I probably should have paid more attention. The poor boy had no idea what he was even asking. His parents clearly didn’t know enough about me and had forced him into it.
Once a boy's request was approved, he became an official suitor. From there, the king of that kingdom gave the final approval to move to the proposal matches which happened every summer for us. 
Not that I ever cared. 
Not that I ever approved of a suitor. 
Until now, apparently. 
My eyes searched the group for the blue-eyed warrior. 
I caught him, noticing him stepping away from the others with a stealthy grace, watching me while slipping away from my father's side. 
I straightened up instinctively, leaning forward as he neared. The movement caused the next suitor in line to take a step back. Speaking to one boy brought a rush of others. 
Not that I even noticed. 
I couldn’t have cared less. 
The warrior stepped before my throne with purpose and power. We looked at each other for far too long. 
I should have looked away. I’d never stared at a stranger for this long–not in this way, at least. Maybe in an attempt to threaten someone, but not whatever this was. 
It just felt like there was something to look for in his eyes. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I could have sworn I felt him looking for something in mine too. 
He stepped before the suitor at the front of my line, towering over the boy. 
Before he could interject, the warrior shot him a single glare. The poor lad whimpered away in seconds. 
The warrior hesitantly dropped on one knee, as warriors customarily did when they approached a throne. I leaned forward.
“Rise, please,” I responded.
He complied, quickly glancing over his shoulder to check on my father, who was still engrossed in conversation with the others. 
The man turned back to me and took another step closer, lowering his voice. 
My body leaned even closer, gripping the arms of the throne. I was practically off of my seat. 
His breath was careful, but it was his eyes that captured me. “Princess, if you share an interest in the happenings of the Warriors, perhaps I could offer you some assistance.” 
My hands tightened over carved wood as my head gently nodded. 
He glanced over his shoulder again. Father was beginning to turn around. 
My heart thudded in my chest. I couldn't comprehend why this interaction felt too fleeting, but my hands began to sweat as I feared it’s end. 
He whispered sternly, his serious, focused gaze returning. “I will be in your kingdom for the next few days. I often hunt in the forest at dawn.” 
Dawn? 
What was wrong with this man? 
I could only nod as I bathed the weight of his words. 
“Tell me your name,” I rushed, my voice breathy as my father glided towards us, completely at his mercy. 
Maybe I shouldn’t have been considering actually meeting with a strange man in private, but my head kept nodding against its own accord. 
The King loomed behind him like a monumental shadow, stealing more light from the room than someone should. 
The warrior tensed in his presence, halting conversation. His mouth shut before either of us could say anything more.
“I don’t believe my eyes,” Father’s voice rumbled. 
His dark, velvet robe dragged behind him like a trail of blood as he approached his throne. 
I leaned back into my chair as I watched him, joining the eyes of the rest of the room.
The warrior knelt to him too, remaining until my father released him.
“Do my eyes deceive me, or is this brave Warrior truly asking for my Fia’s hand?”
My face heated as Father’s proclamation carried through the room, too loud for my liking. 
This–so-called–shocking news apparently had to be broadcasted.
Father held his chin high.
“Father...” I whispered away from prying ears, trying to stop this spectacle. But the soldier’s husky voice overpowered my attempt. 
“Yes, your Highness,” the warrior responded firmly. 
My eyes shot to the man, but his gaze stayed locked on the King. 
Why?
What was this intense gaze the two of them shared?
Father watched the man. His face portrayed no emotion as he slightly turned his stubbled chin toward me.
“And does the Princess accept this man’s request?”
The question might have been directed my way. But it didn’t feel like I was really being asked anything. As though someone else should have been answering instead of me. The shift in the air was unlike anything I’d experienced at a Biannual before. 
I didn’t know what was happening. 
My acceptance was one small step for a suitor–admittance to the matches. That was all. It wasn’t that big of a deal. Yet, something in the air tightened the muscles in my neck. 
I scanned Father’s gray eyes. No anger. No pleasure. 
I’d grown used to his little expressions—an eyebrow perk, a lip twitch. Small movements were all he wore in public. Those I could read. Somewhat. This expression had me lost. 
I didn’t know what to say. 
I didn’t even know what to think as my lips parted. 
“Yes?”
A moment of silence from everyone in the room grew so heavy and tentative that I instantly regretted my answer. A suffocating silence, as if I’d just ordered this man to be beheaded. 
Father gazed back at the crowd to deliver a single nod. Like a snap of a finger, the room resumed their banter. 
The warrior disappeared before I could take another breath or get his name or even process what just occurred. 
My eyes darted towards the exit, catching a glimpse of him leaving, the rest of the warriors trailing behind.
What just happened?
I glanced towards my father, desperate for a clue to what he was thinking–what he was feeling. But he had mastered that careful, unreadable expression. 
He didn’t bother meeting my gaze. He probably wouldn’t for the rest of the evening.
My stomach twisted into solid knots as my eyes continued to search for even a flicker of acknowledgement, something from someone to tell me I
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