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The music in the ballroom confessed itself in slow, deliberate tides. It rose and fell like a lung, making the chandeliers shiver and the candlelight lean toward the gilded ceiling as if straining to hear something it had once known. Silk and laughter braided through the air; younger nobles moved like a bright, careless flock, their joy stitched into the room with the same practiced hand that had stitched my gowns. Everything glittered with the promise of civility.

Alas, I felt none of it.

His hand found mine as if it had always known where to go. Callused, sure—his fingers belonged to a man who had learned to hold on where letting go meant death. The orchestra receded until his breath was the only rhythm that mattered.

“Submit,” he murmured, the word less a command than a memory given voice. “Let me give you eternity.”

I should have recoiled. I should have laughed at the audacity of a man who would speak to a queen as if she were a thing to be offered and taken. Instead the syllables landed like a stone in a pond I had thought long dried. Ripples of something I had buried—shame, longing, the ache of a promise—moved beneath my petite chest.

Eirik's voice broke through the memory.

“My love,” he said. “Are you all right?”

I turned. Eirik stood a little shorter than most men in the room, yet he carried himself like a mountain. Smoke curled from his cigar in slow, deliberate rings. He had the look of a man who had taken what he wanted and learned how to keep it, a man who had rebuilt a kingdom from the bones of another man's rule.

The man who had taken my hand inclined his head in a bow that was both old-fashioned and precise. “Your Majesty,” he said. “Sir Magnus the Third. Once a man in chains—now a name I earned.”

The name landed in me like a bell.

Magnus.

The memory of him was a wound that had never quite closed. I remembered him standing in the darkness after the abolitionists freed a hundred souls. I remembered the choice he had made to stay and fight, and the moment he had let me go when the plantation closed in around us. The image of his hand slipping from my wrist so I could run—so I could live—had guided me for ten years. I had built a life by that memory. I had married a king who wanted me, not needed me, and I had learned to call that steadiness love.

He reached for my hand again, and for a moment the ballroom disappeared. There was only the two of us. His thumb brushed the black diamond on my finger, and something inside me—something long taught to be small and obedient—stirred in answer.

“I was too late,” he said, and the words felt like both a confession and a verdict. “I was too late for them.”

My throat closed. The ballroom blurred around me.

I asked him to leave.

He did not resist.

He only watched me go.

I left the hall with the memory of his eyes upon me and the way they had once looked at me—before crowns, before coronations, before the slow and careful building of a life that could be counted on. I left with the taste of wine lingering on my tongue and the ghost of a promise that had never been fulfilled.

Outside the ballroom, the corridor was colder, the tapestries whispering like old grievances. Guards formed a polite barrier, their faces stone. Magnus did not step back into the light. He lingered in shadow, and for a moment the world narrowed to the two of us again.

“You should not have come,” I said.

He smiled, small and private, and it did not reach his eyes. “I promised I would not betray our people,” he said. “I did not promise I would not come to see you.”

“You could have sent word. You could have stayed away.”

“I wanted to see if the life I let you run toward had made you softer or harder.”

“You think I am softer?” The question cut sharper than I intended.

“You are not softer,” he said. “You are different. You have learned to build. That is not weakness.”

“You speak as if you know what I chose.”

“I know what you chose that night,” he answered. “You chose to live. You chose to be more than the place that made you small.”

“You chose to leave me.”

“And you chose to stay and fight,” he said.

“I stayed because I could not leave them to be forgotten,” he added. “Because the men who did this would do it again.”

“You could have taken your life and gone.”

He shook his head. “I could not leave them. I could not leave the memory of her and the boy to rot.”

Silence gathered between us, full of everything we had never said. Promises, betrayals, nights of hunger and fear, the small mercies that kept us alive. I thought of the first son—gentle and broken—and the second, who had learned cruelty like a craft. I thought of Eirik, who had taken a crown and learned how to hold it without letting it hold him.

“You came to disturb my peace,” I said.

“I came to see you,” he said quietly. “To tell you I kept my promise. I did not betray our people. I did not forget them. I did not forget you.”

“You could have left me alone.”

“I wanted to see if the woman I loved had become the woman she promised to be.”

“You cannot ask me to undo ten years. You cannot ask me to unmake the life I have built.”

“I do not ask you to unmake it,” he said. “I ask you to remember who you were. I ask you to remember the promise.”

“You never answered me,” I said. “When I asked if breaking the rules for happiness was worth it.”

He looked at me as if the years between us were a map he could still read. “I would have said yes,” he said. “But I was shot before I could finish.”

The corridor tilted. I thought of the man who had been sold and broken and remade. I thought of chains, of blood, of unspoken words of passion and forgiveness. I thought of the life I had built on the promise of his survival.

“You will leave,” I said, because it was the only thing that felt true.

“Perhaps,” he said. “But not tonight.”

He stepped closer. The world narrowed to the space between us: the faint tang of wine and smoke, the iron of old wounds. He smelled of earth and rain and something stubborn that refused to be erased. He lifted his hand as if to touch my cheek, then let it fall.

“Remember,” he said, and his voice could have been a benediction or a curse. “Remember who you promised to be.”

When I returned to the ballroom, the music had swelled and softened. Eirik waited at the edge of the room, his face a practiced calm. He took my hand with the steady pressure of a man who tended a kingdom like a garden.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“For now,” I said.

As we moved back into the light, a servant brushed past and dropped a scrap of paper at my feet. I stooped to pick it up. The ink was smeared, as if written in haste; a single word bled through the page.

Remember.

I looked up. The doorway where Magnus had stood was empty. The candles guttered. Outside, the night held its breath.
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The truth is that I had not come to Scotland to find love. I had come because there was nowhere else to go.

The ocean did not cleanse me. It only carried me far enough that the ghosts grew quieter, never gone. I learned to wear silence like armor and obedience like currency. I moved through rooms without being seen, anticipating needs before they were spoken, making myself useful in ways that would not invite ruin.

The queen—my queen, the woman who first saw me—did not see me as I presented myself. Whatever she saw, she knew it was something broken, something forced to shrink when commanded. “You do not bow like the others,” she said once, not unkindly. “You lower your body, but not your spirit.”

She kept me near, not out of kindness, but curiosity. She taught me how to read a room, how to be present without being noticed. It was through her that I met her sons: three men as different as weather.

The eldest was gentle—too gentle for a house that bred cruelty. He spoke to me as if I were something fragile, something to be preserved. For a time, I let myself believe in him. The second was shaped by cruelty and choice; his presence made the air heavier when he entered it. The youngest—Eirik—moved as if expectation had never managed to find him. He disappeared for days, returned with stories no one could confirm, and carried a wildness
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