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        The king summoned her for an audience. She knew he loved her, but she never became more alive than when she was on the battlefield. She could have settled into a comfortable life of luxury, but she needed more. She wanted to leave her mark on this world, and she only hoped he would honor her request. If dying for all of faekind on a battlefield came for her, there would be no greater honor.

        Daphina knelt at the base of the dais. The king rose and held out his hand.

        “You are of a great house and ancestry. You kneel to no one.” He helped her to her feet, casting an adoring gaze on her.

        “My king,” she said, her voice full of admiration for the once-great monarch. Had he not been blind to the coming changes of the world, she might have still considered him the same great monarch she loved.

        “I’ve granted your appeal to return to the battle.” He held her hand and patted it. “But you will be returning as my general to lead our army.”

        Pride swelled in her chest at this appointment. She’d been at the top of her strategy class and had some of the most powerful magic in the kingdom. Now the king allowed her an opportunity to use it. “You honor me, Your Majesty.”

        “We are preparing the prison you suggested, but we will need you when the time comes to lock the magic in place.”

        “Of course. I will make sure I am ready. Is that all, my king?” No one else had her Nyx-given gifts, and although attempts had been made to keep the knowledge quiet, more knew each day.

        He stepped closer and kissed her cheek. “Come home when it is all done.”

        A blush crept over Daphina’s face for she knew he meant his castle, not the great house of her family. He was centuries her senior, but the fae didn’t worry about the passage of time like some of the other far-off kingdoms. “Yes, Your Majesty.”
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      A chill ran over my skin and melded with the sorrow gripping my heart. I covered the hollow place in my chest as if that could ease the ache and loss embedded deep inside me. Two distinct anniversaries marked the day, and neither deserved a celebration. I stared out at the Forgotten Forest, the greenery dense and lush like an invitation to explore, but not even the unicorns with so much power at the tip of their horns would enter. The castle loomed behind me, as it always had when I ventured out on this day, along with a future that wasn’t meant to be mine.

      Five years ago, my older sister, Gemma, and her bonded disappeared into the woods. Gemma and Cyrus never returned, and no one went into the forest to look for them. Ever. The anniversary never got easier, especially when it was the anniversary of my mother’s death too. She had died ten and five years ago.

      A great war had transpired more than two hundred years before my birth where the forest stood. It had long been said no one survived who entered. Gemma thought she could reach peace between the kingdoms, and Cyrus refused to let her go without unicorn representation. That’s what Marius had told me and Father. I never understood, still didn’t, what peace was needed when no one from either kingdom dared to cross the Forgotten Forest.

      Though neither Gemma’s body nor Cyrus’s were ever recovered, no one stood at the edge to call for them any longer, except me on this day. I’d called her name five times—once for each year since she’d been gone. The woods served as a barrier between the Court of Love and Prosper and any of the enemies who remained, but according to our historians, there weren’t enough of them left to ever matter. They might have even died out by present day. Our people were safe. But my sister was gone and so was a piece of my heart.

      Our great empire had stood apart from the other, if it was still there, longer than they ever had been one. Though I had never seen the other lands, my teachers said both kingdoms put up walls, even though a vast field once separated them. I often wondered if those left there wished to join us in a kingdom built on love. In the early days, the field had been barren from the many battles. That time was long before my birth. Trees blanketed the space in a thick forest now, and that was all I’d ever known. The wall on our side stood high with its white stones, and the historians said the wall on the other side was shorter, darker, and made of unicorn stone. The last thought made me sick to enumerate how many unicorns the dark side of faekind had to slaughter to build a wall from ground bones and horns.

      A huff of warm air blew up my neck. “You’re too close, Arianna.”

      I didn’t even flinch having sensed him down our bond before he approached.

      “As close as I can get,” I said, laying the wreath of moonflowers at the edge. My magic coaxed them to bloom in these dusk hours, as if it, too, understood the importance of the day and cooperated. I’d lingered longer than usual, and I got closer to the edge each year. What if Gemma was still out there? Could she have survived years in the forest? The thought of her alone in the dreadful woods was a better outcome than dying at the hands of our enemy. Cyrus would have protected her. Their bond was strong like mine and Marius’s. While Marius gave me space, you rarely saw Gemma without Cyrus, so I knew he’d do whatever it took to save her, including being separated from his great love—which only left one conclusion. An end my heart wouldn’t let my mind consider. The notion my sister still wandered the forest was foolish.

      “You cannot bring your sister back any more than I can bring my brother back.”

      I closed my eyes and let out a breath before turning around to face Marius. I expected to see a solid black unicorn with a golden horn behind me, but he had used his magic to appear in his humanlike shape. His golden-brown skin shimmered, and I admired how he glowed in this form. “I know. I just miss her, Marius.”

      A golden tear slipped from his eye, and I reached up to catch it. He mourned with me. Our losses were as intertwined as our bond. I studied the liquid that held so much power fae had been known to fight over them. “The price is high for these in the market. You need to keep them close.”

      “Only because I trust you, Arianna.” Outside of unicorns, the circle of elves he engaged with was small. Most of them he seemed to barely tolerate. His faith in me with something so precious spoke volumes about our bond.

      I held my hand out. His horn appeared, virtually transparent in this form but as deadly either way. He dipped his horn to assimilate the tear back into him. His touch was gentle to avoid piercing my skin. That would either mean death or desire, and neither was acceptable among friends.

      “Your king calls to you,” Marius said, the horn disappearing completely. He would have found me here anyway, but it gave him an excuse I couldn’t argue against. He returned to his unicorn form, and I much preferred him in his natural embodiment. Marius and Cyrus were twins, but Cyrus’s coat was white with a black mane and tail. They both were blessed with golden horns and the powers that entitled them to.

      “I’ve been ignoring him.” I gazed up at the stone wall as if it was the boundary between me and my future.

      “You are the heir to the throne,” Marius said. “You cannot ignore your duty.”

      “Duty,” I huffed. “Marrying me off to some random guy isn’t exactly what I consider duty. Besides, the heir is my sister.” Father would be leaving for the front soon, and I was going to have to choose one of the men—if I could find one I at least liked. Despite being capable of leading the kingdom on my own, I needed someone who could travel as a representative outside the court while I maintained the seat of the empire. Father’s logic was sound, but it didn’t change my mind on not wanting marriage.

      “She left.” Marius reminded me of something I didn’t need reminding of. Marius and I had a unique bond, even looking back through history. There were no others with lives synced like ours. We’d been born on the same day at the same time exactly three hundred years apart, but that wasn’t what bound us. We both nearly died making our entrance into the world and carried a mark on our shoulders from our births that was considered a sign of greatness to some. The mark on my shoulder blade resembled a crescent moon with stars. Marius’s was on the front of his shoulder, but it was quite similar to mine. Some believed it meant we had been touched by Nyx herself. Others believed it was good luck, but it hadn’t proven as such for me.

      “I’ll escort you to the throne room,” Marius said.

      I sighed. If I waited, it was just prolonging the torture for the crown seeker. “I guess I can no longer avoid it. Where is Leana today?”

      “She is with your little brother trying to teach him to talk.”

      I laughed. “She has so much more patience than the rest of us.” Leana was Cyrus’s unicorn partner, not that different from the marriage pairing of some fae. They had been arranged, but they had fallen in love. Marius had looked after her since Cyrus and Gemma left, but it had been hard on them both. They were constant reminders to each other of the half of them that was missing.

      Marius opened the small door to the side of the gates with his magic for me to enter first. From the sounds of hooves behind me, he remained in his unicorn form. People milled around in the open space between the wall and the castle, mostly those who worked here but also other citizens who had business with Father or another member of court. They curtsied and bowed to me, and I inclined my head as expected. A guard stood beside my family’s private entrance, the one closest to our destination, and opened the door. Marius appeared in human form again. He preferred his true form, so he did this for me, but it was unnecessary. He stopped at the gilded door that held my potential prospect.

      “You’re not coming in?” I asked, ready to get this introduction over.

      “Not today,” he said. “This is between you and your father.”

      “I thought you were my friend, Marius.” A grin crossed my face.

      “I’ve never proclaimed to be anything other than your bonded guard,” he said, the light thinning around him in a veil of magic. The ability to move back and forth between the forms came easier for him than others of his kind. He was once again the black unicorn feared by most.

      It hurt, but he hadn’t ever officially said he was my friend. We’d become closer when Gemma and Cyrus left, but maybe not as close as I’d thought. Our bond was strong, which made us something more than friends, but friendship wasn’t a requirement. I’d considered him my closest companion regardless.

      “Traitor,” I said under my breath.

      “I heard that.” Marius walked away.

      “Stupid unicorn hearing.” I kept my voice low.

      “Still can hear you.”

      I smirked. The grand doors opened to the throne room. I straightened my face and my spine and entered the space as I’d been prepared to do. The vastness of the room echoed my steps even with the tapestries in our imperial colors. My eyes were trained forward, but my periphery was on alert for a strange face or voice.

      “Princess Arianna Alena Christella,” the herald announced. Goddess and gods, I hated hearing that long-ass name. Even if he just announced me as Princess Arianna, it would be less pretentious.

      I greeted Father with a warm smile. His straight, blond hair had been pulled back on the sides so that his crown sat flush against his head. It wasn’t unusual for him to wear a crown, as well as one of his formal tunics, for court business. The black and silver garment he wore was a bit more fashionable than most of his court attire.

      Father seemed relieved. Had he thought I wouldn’t show? I’d never embarrass my father in such a cowardly way. He’d poured his love into me and Gemma when our mother died. I didn’t remember much about her, but Gemma, being older, had. Her stories played through my mind as if they were my memories.

      Since being named crown princess, I no longer had to curtsy when I saw my father for the first time each day. The bended knee was considered a sign of respect, but it annoyed me, even as I watched others do it before him. Father held his arms out for me. There were only a handful of guards in the room, but he was flanked by his two favorites--Marius’s friend, Barrett, and Marius’s uncle, Claudius. “Arianna, you look beautiful.”

      “Thank you, Father.” I embraced him. He hugged me tight to him—his only acknowledgment of the day. Speaking of Mother’s death and Gemma’s disappearance proved too painful for him, so he stayed silent each year.

      “You might not thank me in a moment.” His smile turned down a smidge as if he expected me to be angry. I appreciated he recognized the situation was difficult for me.

      “I know you have another suitor you want me to meet.” I braced myself for the details, followed by the meeting, as it had happened more than a dozen times. Father would never force me to marry, but he would strongly encourage me to take one of the princes he had paraded in front of me. My safety was his biggest concern if something were to happen to him. The worst-case scenario he’d shared with me was many of the elders wouldn’t support a woman on the throne, which might plunge the kingdom into a civil war. His best case was I’d have to rule during a time of war and would need a representative to send to the front in my place. If I were to choose someone for anything other than love, it would be a partner who could be a loyal representative of this kingdom.

      “Marius has been talking I see,” he said.

      “He is my guard.”

      “He is, and I’m glad you have him to look out for you,” Father said. “Now, the prince you will meet⁠—”

      I sighed. “Please tell me he’s not old like Duke Langford.”

      “Well, I hope I don’t disappoint you in that I am older than you but not as old as the Duke.” The voice from behind me was velvet against my skin. Goose bumps raised on my arms.

      I locked my features into a neutral court expression and turned to see dark blue eyes homed in on me from a tall, dark-haired man. A lazy smile appeared on his full lips. He bent at the waist in a show of respect for my father. “My king, I was told to enter through the side door.”

      “Yes, you are right on time, Rainier.” Father dismissed the formalities with the swipe of a hand. He never dispensed with formalities except with me. How well did he know this Rainier? “Arianna, meet Prince Rainier of Agonburg.”

      Agonburg was at the far north side of the kingdom, sitting at the base of the Erebian Mountains. The land was lush and green, and the flowers bloomed while we were there in the springtime. “Ah,” I said. “I haven’t been to Agonburg since I was a teen. I recall the beauty of the land, but I don’t remember meeting you.”

      “Yes.” He held out his hand, taking mine in his. His skin was smooth save the callouses one got from sword handling. The touch was warm. A little current passed between us, caressing my fingers. “But not as beautiful as you.” His jaw tightened, then relaxed as he pressed his lips to my knuckles.

      Liquid heat like a bolt of lightning shot through me. I jerked my hand away, unable to take the intensity of the connection. “Where were you when we called upon Agonburg?”

      He tilted his head to the side. “How long ago was this visit?”

      “Do you always answer a question with a question?” My irritation grew at his casual manner. He was so at ease here with me, and that was a first.

      “No, but I have traveled much for diplomacy and war. I need a timeframe in which to tell you my exact whereabouts.” His eyes twinkled like he was proud of his answer.

      I cleared my throat. “It was my fifteenth summer, so ten years ago.”

      He nodded. “I would have been twenty-two, so I was at the southern border leading a defense.” We didn’t really have enemies other than those across the forest, so that must be what he meant by defense. He tucked his dark hair behind his ear, and I noticed the scar running from his ear down over his jaw. It seemed to enhance his good looks as if it defined his already chiseled jawline even more.

      Father touched my elbow. “I’d like for you both to dine with me at dinner.”

      “Yes, Father.” I tore my gaze away from Rainier to regard my father, who looked far too pleased with himself.

      Rainier bowed. “As you wish, my king.”

      “See you this evening,” Father replied.

      Barrett and Claudius stepped forward, quietly and carefully. I followed Barrett’s line of sight and watched Rainier leave. He was as pleasing to see go as he was on arrival.

      “What do you think?” After the door shut, Father gestured to the smaller table in the alcove where he often took tea with guests.

      I took a seat. Rainier might be excellent for something, but he was far too handsome to keep around. Those good looks meant trouble, but I couldn’t say any of that to Father. Last time I mentioned I found one of the suitors had potential, he practically had the announcement written. “He’s not lacking in the appearance department. But do you trust him?”

      Rainier seemed too good to be true—attractive, funny, quick on his feet—and he wanted a crown.

      “Prince Rainier is the son of one of my oldest friends.”

      Father had never mentioned being close with anyone in Agonburg. Barrett pawed a hoof on the ground. He and Claudius both lowered their heads. The doors swung open, and Marius entered, glamoured to his humanlike form. He came to stand directly behind me. I didn’t think I’d given off any more than my usual irritation at these meetings, which made me consider Marius had another reason for being here.

      “Marius.” Father extended his hand to an open seat.

      “Albert.” Marius remained standing behind me. The unicorn chose us as their charges, but they had their own hierarchy. They weren’t fae and never our subjects. They were our equals if not our betters. “Are you okay, Arianna?”

      “I’m fine.” Maybe I had been more annoyed than usual. He must have sensed my discomfort over the topic through our bond.

      “I was just wondering what Arianna thought of Prince Rainier.” Father inclined his head toward my bonded. “Perhaps you can enlighten me.”

      “She’s not completely unpleased with him like the others,” Marius said.

      “Get out of my head.” I glared at Marius, wishing my fire magic would manifest and singe the whiskers on his traitorous face. My magic was too unpredictable though. I never knew whether to expect a spark or an inferno when I played with fire. The guards who had to run from their card game after I accidentally threw a fireball at the storage room hadn’t forgotten either. They gave me a wide berth every time I saw them.

      “That’s better than the others,” Father said.

      “It is,” Marius agreed. “Maybe this will be the one.”

      “You are such a traitor,” I whispered to Marius. And you can keep some things to yourself while still telling the truth. I shot the words down the bond with my irritation and waited for him to wince.

      He didn’t flinch, and I contemplated kicking him.

      Don’t. You need to consider the options in front of you.

      You marry Prince Rainier then.

      Father laughed. “A father can dream. My daughter is difficult though.”

      I sighed and closed Marius out of my head as best I could. “Your daughter is sitting right here.”

      He stood and held his arm out. “Come. Leana has sworn Andrews will speak today.”
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      “Andrews, for me,” Leana said in her most soothing voice as we walked in. She was by far the most striking unicorn, in my opinion. Her mane glimmered with vibrant, exquisite colors in the same order of a rainbow—red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet or ROYGBIV as she had taught me as a child to remember them. Other unicorns had tried to get closer to her, but her heart was solely for Cyrus. Marius said she might never take another as hers. Most unicorns didn’t after a loss. Fae rarely had that kind of mate. While I respected how the unicorns could love on that level of commitment, I was sad for Leana to mourn for so long.

      Drew’s mother, Sion, had taken her own life not long after his birth. The doctors said she had the deep sadness so many of the women seemed to have after the birth of a child and tried to hide it. She hadn’t been able to even hold Drew without crying. My heart ached for her and the desperation she must have suffered to feel that was the only way to be better. I prayed the goddesses and gods wrapped their arms around her and helped her find happiness again.

      Gemma had mothered Drew as best she could, and when she left just before his first birthday, he stopped speaking the few words he had learned. Leana stepped in then because I was too broken from losing my sister.

      “Ari,” Andrews screamed and ran across the room.

      Tears pooled in my eyes. “Did you just say my name, Drew?”

      “Ari,” he said again as I picked him up. He hugged my neck. His hugs were the best. My little brother made all the bad days better when he looked up at me with those bright eyes.

      “I’m taking credit for his words,” Leana said, a smile on her face. She glanced at my father, and magic rippled around her. She shifted into a beautiful woman with white-blonde hair that glittered with colors of the rainbow. Leana bowed to Marius and no one else, but she inclined her head with respect to my father.

      “As you should,” I said, hugging Drew to me. I was so proud of him.

      Father reached for Drew, but my brother snuggled against my neck. I should feel guilty, but I loved my little brother like he was my own. “I don’t think you’re his favorite today.”

      “I’m never his favorite.” Father chuckled. He brushed Drew’s golden-brown hair from his face. “But I love you.”

      Drew held his hand out to keep Father from getting closer. I smashed my lips together to keep from laughing. Leana had told me not to encourage that kind of behavior, but it was hard when my little brother was so adorable.

      “If you took him to the kitchen for snacks like some do, you would be his favorite.” Leana laughed. She hadn’t proclaimed it, but I expected anytime Leana would declare Drew her charge. Marius told me she hadn’t declared in two hundred years since her first and last charge died in the war. He hadn’t mentioned her decision specifically, but any fool could see they had already bonded. I’d guessed their bond would be strong like mine and Marius’s, and I was thankful he would have someone to protect him.

      “I can do that,” Father said, holding his hands out to Drew. “I believe there are some sweets in the kitchen.”

      Drew dove from me to Father. They needed to bond, but my arms felt empty without him. “Guess that proves Leana’s theory.”

      Leana flicked her gaze my way and smiled. “It was no theory. I’ve seen the way he looks at those little chocolates when you take him in there.”

      I laughed. “You’re right. He looks at them the way some people admire emeralds or rubies.”

      “I’ll see you at dinner,” Father said. “Marius. Leana.” Father ducked out the door with a laughing Drew.

      He’s speaking. Thank you, Goddesses and Gods. It’s so good to hear his little voice.

      “What’s up with you two?” Leana asked. “You feel… off.”

      “One of us is a traitor.” I crossed my arms. “And it’s not me.”

      “What was I to warn you of, Arianna? How good-looking you would think Rainier is?” Marius smirked.

      My cheeks warmed. “That would have been some help.”

      “You are my charge, not my child. I have no say in the choices your father makes for you.” He seemed unconcerned with this suitor, and that was different from the other times.

      “Well, I’m sorry I asked,” Leana said. “I can⁠—“

      “No, you stay with traitor-ass. I’ll leave.” I wasn’t angry with her, but I was annoyed with her leader.

      “Don’t forget we have training this afternoon,” Marius called after me.

      I held my middle finger up in a very unprincesslike gesture. There wasn’t any way I’d miss training, and he knew it.

      I walked down into the garden, pissed and not even knowing why. The fresh air hit me, and I took several deep breaths and looked over my shoulder to make sure Marius wasn’t following. I slammed into something hard and bounced backward. Strong arms caught me.

      “Goddesses.”

      “No, but I have been called a god a time or two.”

      I blinked a few times to get my bearings back and gazed up into Prince Rainier’s dark blue eyes—like looking into an abyss. Was he flirting with me? Now? With no one around to witness it?

      “Are you okay, Princess Arianna?”

      Warmth spread over me. I stepped back putting some space between us. His hand stilled on my elbow to steady me. “I…”  Words Arianna. Words. Those things that seem to have floated right out of your brain. Remember those? I forced a smile in practiced composure. “I’m fine. I was just out for a walk.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “What a coincidence. I was doing the same. If you would, I’d be pleased if you would show me around.”

      Goddesses and gods, he was so good-looking it almost hurt to look at him. Too good-looking. He had the kind of appeal that got a man whatever he wanted, and that was trouble. Duty and etiquette dictated I should oblige him, not that there would be any punishment if I didn’t other than Father’s disappointment and a few whispers at court. For Father and diplomacy, I would give Rainier a brief tour. I plastered my best fake smile on my face. “Sure. I’d be delighted to.”

      He held his arm out to me, and I slipped mine through. It wasn’t as unpleasant as I expected. His skin was warm and his muscles firm under my touch. We walked in silence for a few moments.

      “Are you not fond of me or just this arrangement?” His voice was quiet like I had wounded him, and it disarmed me.

      My heart pounded. None of the other suitors bothered to even ask the question. “Neither. I mean I don’t even know you, but I’ve known for a couple of years my father wishes for me to marry.”

      “And that doesn’t bother you? The marrying part?” He studied me. The intensity was unnerving, but it was the distance behind his stare that intrigued me. He dropped his gaze to my mouth.

      I swallowed hard. The vulnerability of what the answer would mean petrified me. “No, I know I will eventually have to make the decision, but he is in good health. It will be a long time before I will have to take the throne.” I hoped I was right, and his upcoming trip to the front was routine and nothing else.

      Rainier looked out over the open space in front of us. “But you know war is coming. Do you not wish to ensure the stability of our empire?”

      Father had portrayed the issues as small groups of dissenters, not full war, at least not in the sense of the war from two centuries ago, but that wasn’t what Rainier was asking. The thought he conveyed was one Father’s advisors shared. Everyone agreed that an alliance would not only ensure the success of the empire but safeguard the future of the throne. Everyone but me. A sour taste formed in my mouth. “Me choosing a husband shouldn’t have a bearing on that. I’m the one who will rule.”

      “But you can’t be everywhere in the empire at once, and your spouse would be your proxy representing your wishes.” His point was valid and the only reason I entertained these meetings.

      “There are some in the kingdom who want me to marry so that my husband will be the one making decisions. Father doesn’t feel that way, but there are those who do.” I gauged his reaction.

      “So, you do see them,” Rainier said, sounding as if he offered his approval. “I wasn’t sure what you would be like, Princess Arianna, but I’m pleasantly surprised.”

      The center of my chest heated. I’d been flattered many times and was no fool to it, but it was what he said and how he said it. Like he saw me for more than a commodity or tool, whereas the other suitors were seeking status. “Please, call me Arianna.”

      One side of his mouth quirked up. “Very well, but only if you call me Rainier.”

      “I agree to these terms.” I smiled, and it was genuine.

      His eyes went distant again. He seemed lost for a moment, but he recovered quickly and moved us forward.

      I heard Marius’s hooves clicking against the stone as he lurked nearby, obviously walking in his natural form. He wanted me to hear him, otherwise he would have been silent. My bonded was coming to interrupt and was giving me notice.

      “Tell me, Rainier, do you not have a guard?”

      He stopped and faced me. The far-off look returned. Where did he go in those moments? Was he speaking to his guard?

      “I do. She’s a bit temperamental, so I asked her to remain near the gate. Her name is Casimir, and our bond is strong like yours.”

      “How do you …” I looked over my shoulder to see Marius coming closer and flashed him my best look of annoyance.

      “You need to go prepare for the banquet, Arianna” Marius said.

      “Banquet? It’s just …” Realization sank in, and I bit down on my lip. Father tricked me, and he made sure Marius didn’t know until the envoys arrived. I let my anger flow down the bond with my guard, and his anger met mine with equal vigor. “How many dignitaries have arrived, Marius?”

      “A dozen at least.”

      “And what do you know of this banquet?” I asked Rainier, letting my tone drip with incredulity.

      Surprise blanketed his features. He took my hand, and I ignored the charge of energy as I yanked my hand free. “I promise, Arianna, I had no idea this was planned. I’m not a fan of formal affairs.”

      I couldn’t tell if he was genuinely innocent or putting on a show for me.

      Marius moved closer to me, clearly not believing the prince. “Let’s go.”

      I cut my gaze to my bonded. Either he was worried my untrained power would unleash on this Prince of Agonburg, or he was worried I’d get swept up in greetings in an unprepared state. Maybe both. I couldn’t tell.

      “I’ll see you this evening, Prince Rainier,” I said, emphasizing his title. I wasn’t sure if I trusted him or not, but I wasn’t going to be informal with someone who might have betrayed me.  No one at the banquet would see the tiny opening of friendship I’d briefly allowed. There would be no mistaking we were not a match to all the would-be onlookers.
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      “Do you not like the makeup?” Val asked, frowning. I sat at the dressing table as she did my hair. She was the daughter of a great nobleman and my closest confidant next to Marius. Our fathers had known each other their entire lives and Val and I had as well. As a noblewoman, she could have chosen a strong marriage for power or prestige, but she chose to be by my side until I married. She was in no bigger hurry than me until Theo returned to court. The unpopular belief that a woman could run a house or a kingdom without a man by her side was one we shared.

      “I hardly recognize myself. You did wonderfully.” The person in the mirror had been made to look like a future queen. Although I didn’t like the position I was in, it would be my mask tonight. The face everyone else got to see.

      “Do you want your hair in a full updo?” She eyed the two dresses hanging on the screen in the corner. “If you are wearing the black one, I’d go with a partial updo. Your hair will be a beautiful contrast against the dark fabric and crystals. If you are wearing that virginal silver one, then we should go with a full updo.”

      I laughed. A virgin I was not, although my experiences hadn’t been as noteworthy as Val had described her time with her beau. The silver was beautiful, but I wanted to look strong at this banquet. I gravitated to the black one. “You obviously prefer the black.”

      “You are a woman and should dress like one.” She smiled.

      “Partial updo it is then,” I said. “And you are in your signature red.” Val often wore red, which was striking on her pale skin and raven-hued hair, but it was the color of her family’s house as well.

      “I can’t disappoint my admirers.” She laughed.

      “Or one in particular.” I raised my eyebrows at her reflection in the mirror.

      “Have you heard if Theo is coming?” The excitement in her voice was infectious.

      “Of course he is. Did you see the line of dignitaries? Theo is too much of a social butterfly to miss this gathering.” I understood her attraction to him. He was lively, funny, and so handsome with his fine features and dark skin. His brother had inherited the duchy their father had ruled, but Duke Theodore was already respected for his war strategies. I would likely lose Val to him before I ever considered a match of my own because there was no way I would not encourage her after seeing how they adored each other.

      Val grinned at my reflection in the mirror. “I hope he’ll dance with me.”

      “Of course he will.” I shook my head at her. “He’s crazy about you.”

      She blushed and turned my head to place a few more pins. “Done. Let’s get you in this dress.”
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      The gilded doors of the ballroom stood closed for my announcement. The wait was never long enough yet too long for me every time. It made me feel like I was being paraded in like a prize even though Father assured me many times that wasn’t the case. He said it was a sign of respect for both of us.

      “Deep breath,” Val said, knowing how much I hated the herald portion of the entrance. All eyes would be on me for the entire length of the room until I reached the dais. For my father, I would show a unified front, because I was the next in line for the throne. He’d named me and supported me, despite how many people talked about his daughter whose magic was weak and wild.

      Marius stood on my other side. “She is correct. You should calm yourself.”

      “Thanks for the astute observation, traitor,” I said under my breath.

      Val snorted next to me. “I’m so glad I’m not bonded.”

      “You have no idea how lucky you are.”

      Marius blew a huff of hot breath against my arm.

      “Here the fuck we go,” I mumbled.

      The doors opened and the music that had drifted out stopped. The herald stepped forward, hands behind his back.

      “Her Royal Highness, the Crown Princess Arianna Alena Christella.” His voice reverberated off the walls with the formal introduction.

      I plastered a smile on my face similar to the one I put on for Rainier earlier. I scanned the lower tables closest to the dais, but I didn’t see him. A pang of disappointment stabbed into my stomach. Val tugged me forward, and I trained my gaze on the crest, deep green and black, hung high near the ceiling. The intricate swirls of the crest melded into a griffin-like creature.

      “And Lady Valentina.” Once I was several steps in, the herald added my confidante. The companion of an HRH, a royal highness, was never announced at the same time. It was archaic in my opinion, but Father believed we couldn’t do away with all the old traditions. “Choose your battles, Arianna,” he’d told me.

      I kept my gaze forward and high as was expected when we crossed the room to the dais, where Father, dressed in his finery the colors of the empire, took my hand while I climbed the steps. It was only then I lowered my chin. Marius went to his guard position on my side of the table behind my chair. Val curtsied to Father and moved to stand behind her seat, a plush one next to my designated spot. She received preferential treatment as my royal companion, but the formalities of the court remained. I’d pleaded for Father to relax them, not just for Val but other court attendees too, since being named heir. He said they were necessary to maintain civility. Yet, I didn’t find them to be essential for the respect of our people.

      Father turned to the audience assembled. My gaze landed on the person sitting in the guest of honor seat at the end of the table closest to Father’s side. Rainier. My heart sped up at the sight of him. He looked even better wearing his blue dress attire.

      “My daughter and I are pleased to host all of you as our esteemed guests and would like to welcome Prince Rainier of Agonburg as our guest of honor tonight,” Father said, his voice warm.

      My grip tightened on his hand. The room erupted in applause, and I forced my smile into the one Gemma taught me that looked happy even when I wasn’t. She’d told me it was the way we could fake it until we felt it. Mine would never be as perfect as my sister’s, but she never struggled with the formalities of her role like I did. What Father did tonight was a setup. He knew everyone would see an action like this as a precursor to an announcement. He meant it to put pressure on me to marry without actually announcing an engagement, and I saw it for what it was. Anger shot up my spine, and I ground my teeth together to keep my magic from erupting. Sweat beaded on my brow, and I couldn’t wipe it with everyone staring at us for fear they would realize Father and I weren’t aligned.

      “Let the banquet begin,” he said, releasing my hand and clapping twice.

      I retreated to my chair, leaning close to Val’s ear as I took my seat. “That was bullshit. Did you catch what he was doing?”

      She leaned back so she could whisper to me and pretended to fix my hair while wiping the sweat away. “I did, and I’m certain I wasn’t the only one.”

      “Most certainly not. That applause said an expectation had been set.” Father had backed me into a corner, and I wasn’t sure how to gracefully exit this situation. I was fucked.

      “That’s not all.” She clasped her hands together so her lips could not be read. “A certain prince hasn’t taken his eyes off of you since you entered the room.”

      “Maybe I should ask Marius to gouge those beautiful eyes of his out with his horn.” I didn’t mean it. What a waste to destroy those gorgeous orbs. Plus, with my luck, Rainier would probably grow back better ones. A tingle shimmied through me to know he’d been staring at me.

      Val’s eyebrow quirked up. “He seems quite nice, Ari. Maybe give him a chance.”

      “I might if I trusted him,” I said, wishing I had certitude with his actions. I wanted to believe he meant well, but I couldn’t afford that kind of blind faith. Not after tonight.

      “What could he have possibly done to extinguish your trust already? The prince just arrived today.” She poured wine into each of our glasses.

      “He knew about this setup,” I said. If he’d told me upfront, I might have given him a chance. “Or at least I think he did.”

      Val reached for the small olive and parmesan rolls, placing one on my bread plate and then hers. “If he did, could you blame him? Many would love the chance of an introduction to the beautiful crown princess.”

      I blew out a breath. “I’d just like to meet someone who doesn’t see me as a title but for me.” I’d thought that was the way Rainier had seen me, but he had an ulterior motive.

      Val pressed her lips together like she was trying not to laugh. “Really? That’s so cliche of you.”

      I smiled then. She had no fear of calling me out. “Okay. I want them to see me as the warrior I’m capable of being. If we are facing dissenters, I want to lead my people and not hide behind the castle walls.”

      “And how do you know they will or won’t see you that way if you don’t give anyone a chance?”

      Val had a point. I hadn’t given many of the previous suitors much of an opportunity. In my defense, most of them had been throne seekers or title hunters. Marius had made sure I knew exactly what they were—not that I couldn’t tell by their actions with over-the-top plans, gestures, and ideas. None of the others took time with me. I glanced over at Rainier, and he indeed was staring at me. He lifted his glass and inclined his head to me. I raised mine to him in acknowledgment.

      “Will you dance with him after dinner?” Val asked, picking at the food in front of her.

      “Undecided.” Even though I’d resolved to play my father’s game that didn’t mean I had to make it easy for Rainier. However, getting to know him and making him an ally was advantageous. Besides, he was smart, handsome, and had a nice physique, which made him a better option than my previous suitors.
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      The dishes were cleared from the tables, and the dessert buffet had been set up on one wall of the ballroom. A small band entered and went to where their instruments had been set up. Theo stopped to visit with Val before heading to the buffet to get me and Val a lemon tart. Father stood and paused as all the attention in the room came to him. “I know you are used to me opening the dances at our gatherings, but I would like Princess Arianna to do so this time.”

      Fuck me. I whispered quickly to Val, “I suppose dragging you out there with me is out of the question.”

      “Unfortunately, I promised my first dance to Theo.” She smiled.

      I forced my expression into the pristine, perfect look a princess should have, but inside I was pissed I hadn’t anticipated the move. Prince Rainier approached my side of the dais as I made my way to the steps. He held out his hand, and I slipped mine into it. A quick charge radiated from our touch. It must have been from the anger festering in me. Had he conspired with Father for the opportunity? The possibility intensified my rage.

      The music was soft, an intermediate filler to give us time to get to the center. Prince Rainier pulled me close as the music ramped up to a waltz. No one else approached, so I had to dance with him. “Presumptuous much?”

      “Is it not customary for the honored guest to take part in the opening of the dance?” he whispered in my ear. I ignored the tickle of his breath.

      It was tradition that the honored guest opened the dance, but it was usually not with me. And just because it was the normal expectation, it didn’t mean I had to acknowledge his rightness. I ground the toe of my shoe on his. His wince gave me a little satisfaction.

      “Oops. Pardon my clumsiness, Prince Rainier.” I smiled sweetly and batted my eyelashes.

      “I promise you I did not know of these plans,” he said, his tone almost pleading if not a little pained. “You are angry with me for something that was not my doing, Princess Arianna.”

      And we were back to the title. Ugh. But that was my fault. I’d called him Prince Rainier when last we parted and again moments ago. I couldn’t expect anyone to be informal with me, especially a visiting prince, when I was formal with them. “That may be true, but how would I ever know?”

      “What if we just spend a few days as friends… as Rainier and Arianna?”

      I studied him and found sincerity in his blue eyes, dark like the depths of the ocean. A few days would satisfy Father, and then my focus could go back to my training with Marius. “Do you have a nickname?”

      He smirked. “I do. Why do you ask?”

      “If we’re going to spend a few days as friends, I’d like you to call me Ari.” Making a temporary friend of him didn’t mean I had to bring him into my inner circle, but it had to be good enough to convince my father. It might not be a permanent solution, but maybe Father would stop looking for a while.

      He leaned in close, and his breath brushed my cheek in a caress. I resisted the urge to shiver. “Most of my friends call me Rain, and I would very much like to hear you say it.”

      “Rain?” He was taller than me, and I had to look up to see his face. The thin scar on his otherwise perfect profile was visible from this angle, and I wanted to ask him about it. Instead, I arched a brow at him.

      “There’s more to it than just a shorter version of my given name, but that’s a story for another day.”

      He likely had an obnoxious list of names like mine. I wasn’t even named after anyone. Father and Mother wanted to avoid saddling me with the expectations of the past, so instead they saddled me with a long name that might as well rhyme. “What did my father promise you to entice you here?”

      His face contorted into a mix of surprise and offense. “He offered me nothing beyond the chance to meet you, Princess Arianna Alena Christella.” My name sounded like a sweet song the way it rolled from his lips. The music for a second dance started. “And that was all I needed.”

      “Ari. Call me Ari.” I should move on to another to dance, but my anger subsided at least for this Prince of Agonburg. There was a connection to Rainier I wanted to ignore because giving into it could mean losing my independence. Since some of the king’s advisors didn’t want a woman on the throne, they would be thrilled for me to be engaged. But I enjoyed how Rainier and I fit together as we swayed across the floor. Warmth hummed in my chest, catching me off guard.

      I suddenly felt overheated and the last thing that needed to happen was me embarrassing Father by starting a fire in the middle of the party. My untapped magic could be unpredictable if I wasn’t in control, and I’d let a tiny bit of protection slip here with Rainier. That coupled with my erratic motions today and how Rainier made me nervous was a volatile mix. “Excuse me.”

      My eyes flicked to Marius, but he was already on the move—no doubt sensing the surge in me. My gaze turned to where Val and Theo danced. He smiled at her, and it was easy to see how smitten he was. Concern etched Val’s face, and I gave her a single shake of my head to convey I didn’t need help.

      I navigated through the crowd, not even looking to see if
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