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1
The Window


Rebecca 
I could see freedom from my bedroom window.
A lush green field, illuminated by the pale dawn light, lined the back of the palace. Someone had opened the stable doors, allowing the horses to run free. For a moment, I found my gaze lingering on a single mare, a beautiful creature the palest of grays, racing through the grass. I felt the tightness in my chest relax a fraction.
And then I heard a shift behind me.
“Oh dear,” I said, a smile twitching on my lips. “Don’t tell me my time is already up?”
I turned around to see a tall young man with the trademark Hijanni coloring—light-brown skin, straight, dark hair, and golden, hawk-like eyes. He wore the bright red uniform of a soldier. All the guards did, even with the war long over. But unlike the others, he wasn’t armed with a musket, but a sword.
Anyone who would interpret this as a weakness didn’t know Zahir.
“Lord Reginald is on his way,” he began, then paused, as if picking up on the subtle shift in my mood. “But…you do have ten minutes.”
“Oh?” My eyebrows rose. “And what could I do with that ten minutes?”
“I suppose that’s plenty of time to sneak down to the stables.”
Well, well. Imagine that. The famously rule-abiding Zahir suggesting escape? Perhaps anything really was possible.
“I’m just saying,” he continued, voice stiff. “Dove looks like she would appreciate a ride.”
“And wouldn’t it be a crime to deny her such a simple wish? Should we sneak down the back stairs?”
“Better to go toward the servant’s quarters. I—”
He was cut off by a knock at my chamber door. At the sharp rap, annoyance flashed through his golden eyes. His jaw clenched as he turned to the door.
So much for ten minutes.
The moment he turned from me, I felt the mask slip back on, straightening my posture and smoothing the smile from my face. It was one thing to relax around one’s personal guard, but the rest of the world expected something more. Not Rebecca Kelvin, but a symbol.
I was well known throughout the kingdom for my appearance, as immodest as that sounds. Like my mother before me, I fit the standards of the classic Kelvian beauty. Not just in my fair skin, blue eyes, long, pale-blond hair, and slight stature, but also in my stillness and silence. Kelvian women were supposed to be small, unobtrusive. As my nation’s princess, I had embodied that perfectly.
Only I wasn’t a princess anymore.
Zahir opened my chamber door. “You’re early.”
If it wasn’t for my careful schooling, I would have winced at his choice of words and tone of voice. I suppose it was unfair to criticize my guard for being overprotective, but…
“Well, I never! Can’t it kill you to be a little more polite, swordsman?”
The speaker was my lady’s maid, Maggie Carroll, a plump woman of middle age, currently weighed down with a variety of hair ribbons. She glared at Zahir as she passed.
“Now, now, Maggie. Zahir is just doing his job.” The second arrival bowed in my direction as he entered, the light in the room catching on his steel-gray hair and curling beard.
“Your Highness,” he said with a slight bow.
“Lord Reginald,” I replied.
Like myself, they both wore dark colors, a sign of mourning for my brother the king, who had, as far as the world knew, “died” a month before.
Of course, only a select few, including the people in this room, knew that Carlisle the Butcher had been buried in the ground over a year ago.
“I don’t see why being rude falls into his job description,” Maggie replied. “And me with so little time on my hands! Only an hour to prepare the princess for her meeting with the Verdian diplomat. Imagine that!”
“Queen,” Zahir muttered beneath his breath.
“I’m sure you can muster up something suitable,” Lord Reginald replied.
Maggie stiffened. “I beg your pardon? What do you know about—”
“Do you have any questions, my dear?” Lord Reginald ignored her protests. His gaze softened as his eyes met mine. “I know this is an important meeting.”
“I was able to gain that much from the dossier you sent over. It was extensive,” I replied.
“Good. I just want to make sure you understand the gravity of the situation.”
“Given that this visit is to decide not only the future between our two nations but my marital state, I would say that I understand it quite well.”
Next to me, my maid let out a sigh so heavy it seemed to fill the room.
“It’s a shame,” she said, holding a deep navy hair ribbon to my face. “For a woman to have to make such a determination on her own. In my day, that would have been the job of the men in the family.”
I pressed my lips together in a firm line. Maggie was technically right, but the war had derailed everything. And my future had been far from my brother’s most significant concern.
“With the crown at stake, the princess’s marriage is even more vital than it once was,” Lord Reginald replied. “This is not a decision that we can make lightly.”
“Queen.” This time Zahir spoke louder. “Not princess. And it seems to me as if the crown is in awful good hands.”
“A truth which I do not deny.” Lord Reginal raised a hand. “I understand that without Her Majesty’s efforts, we could still be at war. Just what I’d expect from a daughter of King Conrad, of course.” He bowed toward me before continuing. “But that doesn’t change the fact that with a woman on the throne, other nations will view us as weak. Verdia and the Eastern Empire will be quick to take advantage of what they perceive to be a fragile opponent. Even Hijan may offer us less-favorable trade deals.”
He looked to Zahir as he said this, and I watched as my guard crossed his arms over his chest in apparent frustration. It was clear where this argument was going.
Meaning it was past time for me to jump in.
“While I appreciate your council, Lord Reginald, the diplomat’s visit is to discuss the possibility of marriage, nothing more. Regardless of the outcome, the crown will remain in my fragile female hands.”
Lord Reginald spoke up. “I did not mean to imply—”
“Of course not. And while I am certainly open to the benefits that a more friendly relationship between our two nations would provide, I am also aware of the will of the people. Until recently, our nations were at war, and we have been enemies for centuries before that. A decision to put a lesser Verdian prince on the throne is likely to be strikingly unpopular. And if I don’t have the support of my people, how can I call myself their queen?”
“I…well-stated, of course.”
But I could see the doubt in my advisor’s eyes. 
Reginald Gallant had been an advisor for longer than I had been queen. In fact, he had been serving the Kelvian family for longer than my own twenty-six years. His temperament was steady, his instincts usually good, but he was still a man with biases. For better or worse, our nation had maintained a constant masculine presence on the throne for over four hundred years. My advisor could not comprehend how it would function without one.
I suspected it was keeping him up at night.
I took a step forward, resting one of my small hands on his gloved one.
“My Lord, I thank you for your concerns, and your detailed notes have been a great help. But this morning, we will just be greeting the diplomat, an event that will likely take mere minutes. Any true discussion will begin over dinner tonight. Perhaps we should have a more in-depth preparation this afternoon. After all.” I cast a glance at my maid. “That is a fair amount of hair ribbons. I suspect it will take the whole of the hour just to examine them all.”
Lord Reginald hesitated, then nodded. “Of course. Better to thoroughly work on the issue later, than to rush into it now. I will leave you to your preparations, my dear.”
And with that, he bowed and stepped out of the room.
The second the door shut behind him, Maggie let out a huff.
“Would be wise, indeed,” she said. “What would be wiser is if he chose to have this discussion in a sitting room, as is proper, rather than the princess’s bedchamber.”
“Queen,” Zahir corrected once more.
“Oh, don’t you—”
“Lord Reginald,” I said, pitching my voice slightly louder to gain Maggie’s attention. The fact that she fell silent meant that the crown at least pulled some weight against the indomitable will of Maggie Carroll.
“Lord Reginald doesn’t mean anything improper by it,” I continued, speaking in normal tones. “It’s just hard for him to forget that I am no longer the child he once dangled on his knee, but a woman grown.”
“Well,” Maggie replied. “In my day, no man would be allowed such access, regardless of the reason.”
Cycles! It was impossible to miss the look she cast Zahir as she said this. He glared back. Would the two of them ever get along?
“Perhaps it would be wise for you to step outside for now,” I said, turning to Zahir.
He opened his mouth as if in protest.
“What?” I asked. “Do I need to worry about her deadly collection of hair ribbons?”
Zahir scowled. “They would make very effective strangling devices.”
“Then I will be sure to advise her to keep them far from my neck.” A smile quirked onto my lips. “Do you seriously think I need to fear my maid, Zahir?”
His shoulders slumped, and he shook his head. “Of course not, my queen.” He cast a glance in her direction. “I know exactly what she is capable of, after all.”
“Go,” I said before Maggie could respond.
Zahir nodded. “I will wait outside the door.”
I bid my guard farewell and turned back to Maggie and all her hair ribbons, preparing for a day that I knew very well may change my life.
And all of Kelvia with it. 




2
The Soldier


Zahir- Nineteen Years Ago 
It was close to suppertime when my mother and I stepped inside the army barracks. I had no idea what I was in store for. I just knew that this was where the soldiers lived, and that was more than enough to get me excited. But that changed to fear at the sight of so many pale faces at once.
Faces that didn’t exactly look thrilled to see us.
My mother ignored them all, heading straight toward a white man sitting at a workbench, a series of long sharp daggers laid out in a line. He held a dirty cloth in one hand and a paring knife in the other. At the sight of my mother, he froze as if she had pointed a musket at his chest.
“Daeza?” he asked, blinking. “What are you…it’s been…”
“Close to seven years,” she replied with a smile. “I told you it was difficult to get in and out of Hijan if you weren’t part of a caravan. But every now and then, they allow an exception for what’s truly important.”
With that, she rested her hands on my shoulders. The soldier’s gaze dropped to mine. Even at six, I could see him working out the math in his head. 
Not that he needed to.
“Duncan, I wanted you to meet your son,” my mother said.
The man leaped to his feet, eyes darting back and forth between my mother and myself. 
The room had gone incredibly quiet, save for another soldier, who grumbled something about how they needed to leave. The other men walked away, leaving the three of us alone in the room.
It wasn’t until then that the soldier, my father, found the courage to speak up. “I…have a son? How?”
“Well, I knew you Kelvians tended to be sheltered, but I did not think I would need to explain the technicalities!”
“I…no. I understand that, of course!” He wiped his right hand down the front of his face. “If that is the case, then we need to be married at once.”
“That’s awfully problematic, considering I have no desired to be married.”
“Daeza.” A pleading tone entered my father’s voice. “It’s only proper. Having a child in such a way is a dishonor to you. A dishonor to him. I do not want other people to think—”
“And I don’t give a whit about what other people think! I only want to give you an opportunity to be a part of your son’s life.”
With that, my mother pushed me forward, causing me to stumble. I gazed up at this stranger, who now seemed a giant, and found myself filled with questions. How could this be my father? The other children in my school looked like their parents, but this soldier, with his blond hair, green eyes, broad shoulders, and skin so fair it was almost translucent, looked nothing like me.
Although, there was something about his face…
Overwhelmed, I found myself reaching for the nearest, shiniest object, one of the smaller knives on the table.
“Zahir, no! Those are dangerous!”
“I…it’s okay,” my father said. “But first, he must be taught how. Son, you must never grab the blade, do you understand? Keep your grip firm, but on the hilt.”
As he spoke, he adjusted my hands gently. It was impossible not to pick up on the roughness of his hands, so different than my mother’s own smooth ones.
“A knife is sometimes a tool, but it is always a weapon. If you’re not careful, it will cycle back to its original purpose, which is pain. Do you understand that?”
I blinked. My mother had mentioned something about the Kelvian’s religion, which was based around a male and female goddess and the concept that everything came in ever-repeating cycles. She had explained that while it sounded strange, it was still important to many people, and therefore should be respected, just as we respected The Silence.
Of course, I couldn’t think about that at the moment. All I could do was look into this strange man’s eyes. Swallowing, I dropped my gaze and said the first words that I would ever say to my father.
“How come you don’t have a musket?”
He let out all the air in him in a single breath. “You sound like my brothers! I’m surprised your mother has educated you on weaponry.”
“Tsk, it’s not my fault! He found it out from another boy at school, and now it’s all he can think about. Knives and guns! It’s clear that the boy has Kelvian blood in him. And The Silence knows that I have no idea how to tame it.”
My father let out a chuckle. “Well, to answer your question. Yes, I own a musket, but I try not to use it. It doesn’t suit me.”
“But don’t muskets make it easier?”
At my question, my father’s face fell, and for a second, he looked older, almost like the version of himself destined to die in a muddy field in Verdia.  
“No,” he replied. “It doesn’t make it easier at all.”
“Attention!”
I jerked back to the present, my heels slapping together, even though it had been two years since I had stood in a line of soldiers. Since then, my place had been at the queen’s side. My sword defended only her.
Of course, since we were at peace, the same could be said for many of my brothers-in-arms. They stood in neat lines on either side of a wide path that ended in a set of stairs. These stairs led toward the entrance of the palace and, at the moment, the queen, Lord Reginald, and me.
I glanced at the older Lord and found myself flinching at the memory of my attitude from earlier. I could admit that it was in my nature to be a bit stiff.
Okay, more than a bit.
Still, as someone whose sword had been pledged to the crown since my fifteenth birthday, blatant insubordination should have been a thing of the past. But lately, life had been…difficult. I was not blind to the changes in me, and their resulting actions. There was no denying that I was unsettled.
It had started in the weeks leading up to the peace treaty between Kelvia and Verdia. I trusted the queen implicitly, of course, but there was a recklessness to her plan quite unlike her usual demeanor. Her brother Kris was a twin to the former King of Kelvia, raised in secret to prevent cycling back to unfortunate parts of Kelvian history. But our former monarch had been called The Butcher for a reason. I could not imagine how the mild-mannered Kris, despite his reputation as a powerful magician, could ever stand in for the man, especially for a peace treaty.
It shamed me to admit it, but in the days leading up to and following the process, I had been plagued by nightmares of Kelvia at war again, my queen’s life in danger. And no matter how hard I tried. I was never by her side when it counted.
I felt my hand tighten on my sword. I had become Her Majesty’s guard at a troubling time in my life. And for close to two years serving her
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