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“WHY DO PEOPLE START wars, Mama?” 

The innocent question had her pausing in the hallway, eyes closed in pain. She listened closely, wanting to hear whatever answer the child’s mother may give. It was a good question; one she had been pondering for the last few years.

“Many reasons, Lucas, now go to sleep,” a woman’s voice answered, sounding worn out and full of grief.

“But why did Papa go away to fight?” the boy, Lucas, demanded of his mother.

“Because it was what he had to do, to protect us. He did not want to go but we did not start this war.” 

“Will he be home soon?” the child demanded to know, and it was obvious he missed his father very much.

“I hope so. Now go to sleep.”

“Yes, Mama.” 

As the room fell silent, she continued on her way, aimlessly wandering the halls of the Royal Palace, a heavy cloak covering her delicate blue silk gown. She hoped the boy’s father would be home soon too, but she very much doubted it would ever happen. 

Eventually, her wanderings took her to the parapets and she stood looking out over the plains, ignoring the cold wind that tugged at her cloak and pulled the hood from her head. Released from its confines, long golden hair tumbled down her back in waves. Grey eyes continued to scan the horizon, searching for any sign of what she knew was coming. There was no sign of the enemy or their own forces, not that she was expecting them after hearing the latest reports. She doubted more than a handful of men still survived out there, unlikely to return to a place that was such a large target.

“You should not be up here, Highness.” The gruff voice made her smile slightly even as the Captain of the Guard joined her. He wore no cloak over his uniform so he must not have been following her this time. 

“There is no danger. If they had anything that could reach me here, then our walls would not give any added protection,” she assured him, not that it would do any good. 

Thaddeus had been her father’s guard for many years before she had even been born and he took the protection of the Royal Family, what was left of it, very seriously. She turned her head to glance at him and saw the way he was frowning, the thick scar going from his left eye to his lip crinkling with the movement. He had received the scar many years ago, when her father had been new to the throne; Thaddeus had put himself between his king and an assassin.

“It would make me feel better if you were not so exposed,” he argued, and she smiled slightly. 

“As you wish, Captain.” She gave the horizon one final look before turning to head inside. It was late and she should retire after all. 

Once she would have had several ladies waiting to help her change for bed but now she did it herself, her clothes far simpler than they had been even a year ago before the war had truly begun affecting them. The first step in undressing was removing the very plain golden circlet she wore, setting it into the lined box and then the box into the hidden compartment in her wall where her personal jewellery was kept. Her father’s crown would never fit her and so it had been placed safely in the vaults deep below the palace to await her heir. She should be wearing the Queen’s Crown, but it was much too ostentatious for both her tastes and the circumstances. Perhaps she should have sent both with Nickolas, but they were literally priceless and likely safer in the vaults. If they weren’t completely airtight, she would have evacuated people into them to wait out the invasion since they were impregnable. Instead, her parents’ crowns would remain safely hidden until there was peace. 

She slipped out of the satin slippers and then the dress before removing the petticoats and slipping into a modest cotton nightgown. Her hair was quickly worked into a simple plait and then she was slipping under the blankets to stare up at the canopy above her bed. 

She couldn’t get the child’s question out of her head. Why did people start wars, especially this war? They had done nothing to pre-empt the attack, but then again neither had any of their already conquered and destroyed neighbours. She had foolishly hoped that by staying neutral she could spare her people, but it had all been in vain. All of it had been futile and now there was nothing she could do but wait until they reached the citadel. 

Those that could be evacuated had been months ago, as soon as the first refugees from the border villages had made their way to the capital, half-starved and all injured in some way. They had been fed and healed as best they could, and then sent on with as much of the citadel’s population as could be sent, all of them heading south, away from the danger. The Council had tried to make her evacuate but she had refused. It was her duty to remain until whatever end came. 

She had made sure her young cousin had left though; he would take her place should they fall. He may barely be fifteen, but he had been training as a diplomat ever since she had been crowned queen, though he was no soldier. Nickolas would make an excellent king should she die. When she died. The time for lying to even herself was long gone. No one who remained would survive what was coming and they all knew it, though they would fight to the last. 

So why was there still a child within the citadel? All children were to have been evacuated along with at least one parent to ensure their care. Unable to sleep, she slipped from her bed and wrapped a robe around herself before leaving her rooms. She had to find out why the boy was still there and find a way to save him and his mother. She couldn’t save everyone but she had to save them. The halls were deserted as she made her way to the lower levels, and she pulled her robe closer to keep out the chill. Growing up, the halls and passageways had always been warm and well-lit, servants and nobles walking them day and night. Now the palace felt...haunted by memories. 

She made her way to the chamber where she had heard voices earlier but then hesitated; it would not be nice to knock loudly and wake the child. She pushed gently and the door opened so she glanced inside. On the small bed lay a sleeping boy, maybe nine summers old, and with one glance she knew why they had not evacuated. No one would have wanted to risk exposure to the child and so his mother had remained behind to tend to him. 

The woman herself was dozing in the hard chair beside the bed but she started awake and looked around in confusion before staring in shock at the door. She scrambled up and curtsied awkwardly. “Please Milady, do not come closer,” she whispered, not wanting to wake her son.

“What is it?”

“The Red Plague, Majesty.” The woman’s eyes strayed to her sleeping son even as she fought to conceal her pain from her queen. 

The Red Plague was the worst possible of the sicknesses that marked the skin like that; the red lesions were very distinctive. It was survivable depending on how bad it was, but the child did not look to be lightly hit. Children and the elderly who caught it often died instead of recovering which was why quarantine was always enforced as it could spread very rapidly. No wonder they were in such a distant part of the palace.

“I am sorry.” It appeared she would not be able to spare them after all. No true mother would leave their child behind, even when their death was almost certain. She looked around the bare chamber, knowing now why they had been placed in this section of the palace. “I will see to it that you are moved to better chambers. The palace is all but empty; there is no reason to banish you both to such desolate rooms.” 

“But the risk...”

“There are too few left here for it to truly matter. Someone will come in the morning to help you move. What is your name?” 

“Maria, your Highness. My son is Lucas.” She rubbed her hands on her apron nervously, and the action drew the queen’s attention to the threadbare state of her clothes.

“Sleep well, Maria. New clothes will also be provided, along with anything else you need.” She slipped from the room before
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