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To everyone who once believed love could save you

AUTHOR’S NOTE

I’ve always had a love and fascination for fairy tales. Ever since I was a child, I have found myself daydreaming about the enchanted worlds described in books. Only a few fairy tales have truly stayed with me over the years, Swan Lake being one of them.
With this book, I wanted to capture the delicacy of the Swan—her naivety, her dreams of true love, and her ability to preserve the innocence of childhood until adulthood forces her to face the true nature and cruelty of the world. At some point, we all learn to grow thicker skin, and that resilience only deepens with each obstacle we encounter. I also wanted to explore the idea that darkness always has a source. Every individual is born with both good and bad within them, but it is our upbringing and the choices we make that shape us into who we become.

As a sidenote, I felt it was equally important to incorporate history into the narrative—showing how different lives and people are intricately connected over time.

What excited me most about writing this story was weaving in themes of femininity and sisterhood. Only women can truly understand the unique hardships they have faced throughout history and continue to face to this day. It is crucial that they lift each other up in moments when it feels like the world is against them.

My primary goal with this story is to offer a glimpse into a tale that carries a powerful message. However, I must also warn you, as a reader, to be prepared for what lies ahead. Some scenes may be triggering, stressful, or difficult to read. I aimed to stay true to certain historical events and the emotions they evoke rather than romanticizing moments that should not be romanticized. These scenes include depictions of marital acts, mentally abusive relationships, death, injury, and insecurities regarding appearance and food.

Additionally, the story touches on themes of classism, misogyny, gaslighting, and parental neglect.

I aimed to craft a story that is honest. One that reminds us that not every fairy tale is rosy or meant to provide an escape from reality. That said, I hope you’ll enjoy the journey.

I
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A single taste of power creates an appetite that grows hungrier with each opportunity. This was clear from the day Phillip stabbed his father to death in his sleep at the age of twenty-five and exiled his mother from the kingdom, warning her she would succumb to the same fate if she dared to open her mouth to anyone.

Fifteen years later, King Phillip closed his eyes and leaned his head against the tub as the woman sitting in front of him traced invisible circles along his chest. He couldn’t recall how many women had shared a bath with him in this week alone, all vying for a position at his side. Phillip had personally selected a few of them based on their appearance, noble lineage, impeccable character, and of course, their childbearing ability. The one sitting in front of him had already birthed two sons in her previous marriage. He would have chosen her immediately for that fact alone, but there was a protocol to consider. First, he had to determine whether she was mentally stable. He couldn’t have another weak queen.

Steam rose from the sides as water droplets trickled down and dissolved in the soapy bubbles. The warmth was consuming, and what the woman in front of him was doing to him sent jolts of pleasure down his spine. Her foot rubbed against his thigh, only inches away from his heat, driving him mad. But when she moved in closer, getting into his personal space, his shoulders tensed. A familiar reaction whenever something happened he couldn’t quite control. He would make it clear to her when it was time to proceed, and matters between them would not progress a moment sooner. He wouldn’t let himself be rushed, and although the momentary distraction was nice, he caught her wrist before she could reach out to him again, holding it up in a vice-like grip.

“That is a beautiful ring you have on,” Phillip said, putting more space between them by pressing his body further against the edge of the tub. A rather robust ring hugged her index finger, an opal gemstone glistening at the center. Though he meant for his words to come out as a compliment, they sounded the way he felt, uninterested and hollow.

“Thank you, Your Majesty, it was a gift...of sorts,” said the woman—he couldn’t even remember her name, nor if she had mentioned it—who took the hint and drew back from him by pulling her legs closer to her chest. Phillip suppressed a grin.

“From your late husband?” he asked, a little annoyed, taking another sip of his wine to camouflage it. His head spun. He had given his late wife everything she wanted, yet nothing had ever made her happy.

His guards had found Coraline’s body in the courtyard only weeks ago, an investigation proving she’d jumped out the window. Ungrateful is what she was, Phillip thought.

“No.” The woman shook her head fervently, her rosy lips drawing into a straight line as if she resented the comment. “My husband left me not long after I bore our children. I do not care for his things, nor would I ever wear them on my body again. This was my mother’s.”

Interesting, thought Phillip. The answer surprised him. Maybe this woman had more in common with him than he had expected. Most of the women he had chosen to spend his time with after Coraline’s death had soon proven to bore him out of his skull. At least Coraline had been beautiful and something to look at. But then again, so was this woman.

Too much wine had flowed already. In the candlelight, the woman appeared even lovelier than before she’d entered his room. Or perhaps he simply hadn’t taken a good look at her yet. Wavy mahogany-brown hair framed her fair face, cascading down to her waist and floating on the water’s surface like lilies in a pond.

With her slender fingers, she drew her hair over to one side and began braiding it. Even though their bodies had been cleansed by the rich peony soap, he could still smell the earthy scent exuding from her skin. Phillip had to restrain himself from touching her, but was held back by his troubled and ever-calculating mind. He would not break. Not until he knew more about her. Maybe then, he would decide whether she would qualify as future queen. He could see her giving him an heir. The son he had always wanted to have. Someone who would secure his line to continue. Coraline had only given him a daughter, for goodness’ sake, and she was but fifteen. Not yet of age. Too young to form a suitable alliance. No, he could only count on himself to find the right candidate to fulfill his needs.

Snapping out of his thoughts, he looked at the woman again. She was staring at him with her large oak-brown eyes as if she was waiting to see if he was going to continue the conversation or leave it as it was. Usually, he would have ended the conversation entirely when it became clear nothing about the company he kept proved to be interesting. This woman, however, was somehow different. Something about her answer had bothered him.

“Why did he leave you? Your husband?” he asked more gently. Perhaps she would be more inclined to tell him the truth if he showed a willingness to listen to her story. And who knew, maybe there was a small possibility that her husband’s abandonment had not been her fault at all.

A sly smile tugged at her lips, making his skin crawl. Something in that smile told him he would not like what she was about to say. Phillip reached for his goblet of wine and found it empty.

“When he figured out who I was, he didn’t want me anymore.” She shrugged as if it didn’t bother her in the slightest, and a chill seared down his spine.

“Whatever do you mean? How could he not know who you were?” Phillip asked, a little harsher. Her leg was caressing him again, adding even more fuel to the simmering rage building up in his stomach. He thought he had been clear enough about not wanting to be touched. Whoever this woman was, his slight interest in her was fading by the minute. He never needed much for that to happen, and he didn’t care if that made him finical. As the monarch of this land, he only thought it normal that he could do whatever he pleased. He drew the line at things that brought him discomfort rather than pleasure.

“I’m Syrcle, sire,” she said.

Perhaps it was the wine, but the woman didn’t make sense at all. His expression must have told her enough, for she continued. “An enchantress, Your Majesty. Syrcle is the name of our folk. We’re ring bearers. Surely you must have heard of us?”

It made more sense now. Phillip knew of their existence. He’d heard whispers about the ring bearers who used to reside inside the woods. Some people were afraid of entering the forest alone in case they would come across the ones who hadn’t left. Phillip knew most ring bearers had relocated to the villages to gain better access to the larger cities and trades, as well as work opportunities. He himself had even offered the wealthiest ones titles and land. Aside from their opulent rings, nothing had ever made them stand out. Perhaps he’d even met more of them without realizing it.

“The ring allows us to channel our magic when necessary,” she informed him. Magic. Suddenly the woman was interesting again. Whatever she was doing to him, he couldn’t seem to get his thoughts straight. Everything she said drew him in like a moth to a flame, no matter how hard he tried to suppress it. Or perhaps it was the wine.

“Can you show me what you can do?” he asked, suddenly intrigued.

A wholesome laugh escaped her lips, sending a jolt through his body. He tried to ignore it by straining his muscles, but he was simply too curious about what the ring could do. He was about to take another sip of wine when he remembered it was empty. The woman was still smiling as a flash of white light emanated from the ring, chiming faintly like the trembling of a harpsichord. When he looked again, the goblet in his hand was filled to the brim with a scarlet substance. As he sniffed it, the tangy smell of grapes could have fooled him. It had all happened so fast that he had to blink twice to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.

Phillip looked at it intently, and then it occurred to him that maybe she’d been messing with his thoughts this entire time. Putting him off balance while she remained sane.

“What did you do?” he asked hoarsely. His head started spinning, and he almost felt sick.

“Your Majesty?” the woman asked questionably, her face contorting into a perfect display of confusion.

“Did you just try to poison your king?” he whispered threateningly.

“No, Your Majesty,” she reassured, using her hands to elaborate. “It was the first thing I could think of when you asked me to show what it could do.”

Phillip tried to let that sink in for a minute.

“But it would be something you could do,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else. A wicked smile traced the corners of his lips, and he suddenly imagined all the things he could do with the ring.

His heart picked up speed. Would he still need a wife—or an heir for that matter—if he possessed something like this ring? He could conquer kingdoms, entire nations with the power of this ring, and no one would ever be able to trace it. He could be invincible.

The fog in his head cleared, and it was as if he saw the world from a different perspective, finding it hard to believe how a single moment could change everything.

A faint curiosity still clouded the woman’s features as she sat opposite him, leaning against the tub with the nonchalance of someone who had nothing to lose. Only she did. She had everything to lose, and he longed to be the one to wipe the confident smile from her face. The thought of it alone sent a jolt of excitement through his spine.

Phillip took her hand and brought it to his lips, maintaining eye contact. Her eyebrows creased momentarily, and he could tell she was confused. His best guess was that his reaction differed from her late husband’s.

He had been right about one thing; she was the reason why her husband left. It was she who had held all the power in their house, something he wouldn’t be able to stand for either. But he did have to admit the stupidity of the man for running away and leaving behind such a source of power.

Inching closer, like a falcon hunting its prey, he could only think about one thing. His gray eyes locked with hers, and when they lowered, he knew he had her submission. Tracing her cheeks with his fingers, he then cupped her face to plant a chaste kiss on her lips. He knew this kind of affection always worked on the women he had previously been with. As he had hoped, her pulse quickened, and the blush on her cheeks indicated she took pleasure in his touch. When her hands reached out to touch him, he stopped them mid-air before lifting them above her head and leaning in further.

Her face was only inches away from him now, and he watched how her expression changed from admiration to confusion as he softly removed the ring from her finger. Exhilaration coursed through his veins. Oh, how he enjoyed watching the panic flash through her eyes as she realized what he was doing. But it was too late. Quick as an asp, his hands reached for her neck, causing the ring to slip from his grasp before it clattered onto the floor. Gathering all the strength he had, Phillip slowly pushed the woman underwater as she struggled to get free.

For a fraction of a moment, Phillip thought to stop. What if the guards could hear them? His entire body shook, his mind taking full control over his actions. The impulse had come up without warning.

The struggle eventually lessened, the grip on his hands weakening as her body grew limp. Phillip waited a few minutes longer just to be sure and then removed his hands from her neck, recoiling as the full realization of his actions hit him. His blood sang as he stared at the floating body, his thoughts racing at an uncontrollable speed.

Without calling for the valet, he quickly stepped out of the tub, the cold room making him shiver. Snatching his crimson robes from the wooden rack behind him, his body acted on its own accord. Trembling, he scooped up the ring where he had dropped it, walked out of the bathing room and entered his bedchamber where he made a beeline for his bedside table. Pulling open the first drawer, he quickly hid the ring underneath his personal journal.

Phillip drew in a deep breath. There was a faint ringing in his ears. He had killed someone again, and he was uncertain whether that made him feel powerful or afraid.

“Guards!” Phillip shouted.

They rushed in immediately, the doors opening with a bang. As they spotted the body, Phillip said the first thing that came to mind. “She slipped and hit her head on the tub.”

The shock on his face made it believable enough for them not to ask questions. The royal physician arrived, his thick gray brows furrowing at the sight of the body. Phillip could tell that he had his suspicions about the marks on her neck. Red and purple streaks that looked like thumbprints. Noticing the tremble in his hands, Philip quickly slid them inside the pockets of his robe, relief washing over him when the man didn’t question her injuries.

After they had removed the body, the room cleared and Phillip prepared for bed, his movements slow and uncertain. His mind kept buzzing, and he soon realized he was far too excited to sleep. The longer he stayed still, staring absently at the ceiling, the more the ring seemed to call out to him. He simply had to hold it again. Try it on. He couldn’t help it.

Leaving the warmth of his bed, Phillip reached for his nightstand and pulled the drawer open, the ring looking up at him. The opal stone reflected the light of the moon creeping through the windows. He picked it up without a second thought, sliding it onto his middle finger. Except when he did, nothing happened. Was he meant to say or do something?

Sighing, Phillip decided to let it rest. But when the next morning came, the ring still didn’t work, no matter how many times he tried to fill an empty cup.

Eventually, realization struck. The ring would never work on him because he wasn’t of magic descent.

His gut pulled in that strange sort of way, warning him something bad was about to happen. Killing that woman had made him a target. She had children. People who would miss her. People who might seek to avenge her death.

He couldn’t think straight anymore. Pressure built in his chest at the image of these ring bearers he knew nothing about. He didn’t want to figure out the extent of their powers, for it could very well be something that would threaten his rule and everything he and his ancestors had built.

As long as there were others like the woman, they could easily overpower him. He had to eliminate them first, starting with those rings. He could collect them all and burn them to ashes, along with their carriers for all he cared. It was the only way to ensure the power remained in his hands and to render them powerless. It was the only way that would prevent him from ever losing his crown. And so a war would begin, one that wouldn’t be forgotten. Not even for decades to come.
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THREE DECADES LATER

The walls spun. Ivette had been practicing for at least three hours, and yet, she still wasn’t happy with the variation. Her lips were pressed in a straight line as she attempted thirty-two fouettés for the tenth time in the last hour. Her toes burned with each spin, the sensation comparable to stepping on a pile of thorny roses, but she bit it down. The effort was what made it so exciting to practice. The more challenging the variation was, the more time she wanted to spend perfecting every move. There was nothing thrilling about performing easy steps. Her heart soared as her arms sliced through the air, allowing her to go faster. No other feeling could ever compare to it. It felt like flying.

Ivette had almost reached the end of the section of turns when the music abruptly stopped. Her ankle shifted beneath her, and she gasped at the sudden jolt of pain shooting up her leg. She stumbled out of her turn but was somehow able to grab the barre and find her balance. Heart still thumping in her ears, she faced the pianist who brutally closed the piano and stood. Facing her, he adjusted his round glasses and dipped his head before leaving her alone in the room. His hours were up. Cheeks reddening, Ivette averted her eyes and then finally allowed herself to sit.

It was hard to admit to herself that she was grateful the pianist had left so that she had to stop. Someone had to put some sense into her, or she would have continued until she collapsed.

Still breathing heavily, as if she had been underwater for too long and finally resurfaced, Ivette untangled the satin ribbon around her ankles before sliding her feet out of the pointes. Everything tingled as all the blood finally flowed back to her toes. She tried not to flinch at the red blotches and split toenails, and clenched her jaw as she became aware of the stinging pain.

A brief glance at the gilded mirror in front of her showed her usually pale cheeks were glowing, and the bun in her hair was one giant mess. Even her lively gray eyes now appeared dull from all the exhaustion. It was the only thing she hated about her practice. Averting her eyes quickly, she brushed back all the blonde hairs that had come loose before standing up and heading to her chambers, hoping her maids would be there to draw her a long, hot bath. She’d look presentable again in no time.

The hallway was quiet as she exited the room, her feet treading lightly over the polished black-and-white checkered floors. Maroon light reflected through the purple stained-glass windows, indicating it was already late in the afternoon.

The two guards who had been manning the door dipped their heads in unison. Their black uniforms were a stark contrast against the white paint on the walls, but she had always liked it. It made their duty more recognizable.

In her haste to get to her room and cool down from her practice, she almost missed their faces. Her heart leaped in her throat as she recognized one of them. His dark-brown eyes caught hers, and her shoulders tensed. The air shifted, making it seem as if they were the only ones present, but the moment ended too soon. A movement caught her eye, and it was then she remembered the other guard. Straightening her shoulders, she marched ahead, aware that it would be strange if she didn’t move along.

As she stepped further into the hallway, the guards following in step behind her, she couldn’t shake Robert’s presence. This was what he’d done to her since the first time they’d met; making her feel like the world stopped turning except for them. Why was he here? She knew his schedule like the back of her hand, and he never guarded her door after her ballet training. Why the sudden change?

Heat rose to her already burning cheeks. She couldn’t have felt more embarrassed being in his presence at this very moment, barefoot and dripping sweat on the marble floors. Thankfully, they needn’t walk far before reaching her chambers.

At the door, Ivette stepped aside for Robert to open it, her heart thumping loudly as she caught what he casually whispered in her ear, “We need to talk. Meet me at our spot tonight after dinner.”

He stood so close she could smell his soap, lemongrass with a hint of pine. Mind spinning, Ivette nodded faintly, making sure he knew she’d heard the message while double-checking the other guard didn’t notice. After years of hiding her secret affections toward him, she’d gotten fairly good at it. She could only imagine what would happen if someone had picked up Robert’s words. It was well known that only kings or princes were allowed to have relationships out of wedlock, but for queens or princesses it was a sin, and something entirely unheard of. She didn’t know why, but it felt unfair somehow.

Every nerve in her body was still on edge when she entered her room and the door closed behind her. Robert wanted to see her after dinner to discuss something. It had to be urgent, or he would have never risked mentioning it in front of anyone. He’d never done anything like that before. Aside from certain occasions when she had other obligations, she would never skip a chance to be with him. Did he not know that by now? Whatever it was that he needed to discuss with her, she needed to know, and she couldn’t wait until she could sneak out and ask him. But she needed to get through dinner first.

Inside, her four maids were already waiting for her, giggling at something one of them had said. Her mood instantly lifted, any trace of weariness gone. She always looked forward to seeing them again after a long day. They offered her some distraction with their laughter and cheery dispositions.

“Your bath is ready, Princess,” Erica told her. A sincere smile crossed her face, reaching all the way to her big blue eyes. It was enough for Ivette to snap out of her train of thought and back into reality. It was best to act as if nothing had happened.

Ivette offered her a smile in return. “Thank you, Erica.”

They undid the bun in her hair, her pale blonde locks cascading down until the ends caressed her waist. Once her white tulle skirt and bodice found the floor, Erica and Veronica both helped her step into the tub. Her body welcomed the comforting warmth as the bubbles surrounded her like a blanket. The temperature was exactly right—not too cold, not too warm. Erica had come to stand behind her and massaged her head with a primrose-scented soap bar, while Veronica started on her nails. Ivette had this bad habit of biting her nails at any sign of nervousness, so daily care was a must.

While her other two maids began washing her body, they picked up conversations and shared bits and pieces about their day. Contentment filled her heart as she looked upon their bright eyes, all filled with excitement. If it weren’t for them, she would hardly know anything about what went on in the castle.

“Did anyone get the chance to see the scullery maid’s new baby yet?” Amelia asked, wiping her wet hands on her periwinkle blue dress, the same one all of the other lady’s maids wore as well. Her voice was so soft, it was almost impossible to hear her, but Ivette didn’t mind. She had an air of calm about her, which Ivette very much appreciated.

Veronica nodded, the movement screaming enthusiasm. “He looks so much like his mother! And his chubby cheeks! So adorable.”

“Veronica, you say that about every baby,” Erica reminded her kindly.

Veronica’s mouth dropped open, and to heighten her faux hurt at the comment, she added the exaggerated gesture of putting a hand on her heart, causing everyone to laugh. Ivette smiled along before closing her eyes and rubbing her temples. She couldn’t help it; her mind kept drifting back to Robert. A shudder seared down her spine as she recalled his scent, and she hoped her maids were busy enough so that none of them would notice her reddened cheeks.

When she no longer smelled of sweat, Veronica and the others left to fetch her gown while Erica brought out a towel. Once they were alone in the room, Ivette couldn’t help but inquire. Knowing Erica had been in the castle the longest, she trusted her the most to know whatever was going on.

“Erica, are there any guests coming today I should know about?”

As she helped her out of the tub, Ivette noticed her mouth quirk up in a smile, her blue eyes alight with joy. “I was going to tell you, but here you are asking me about it first.”

Ivette raised a brow. “Well?”

Erica leaned in closer, her voice giddy when she spoke. “I heard a royal carriage arrived here today.”

Ivette almost dropped the towel but quickly steeled herself and cleared her throat. “What carriage?”

“I do not know, I did not see it. The guards were talking about it, but they clammed up when I passed by. They probably thought it was not a ‘woman’s business,’” Erica said, a hit of resentment flashing across her fair face.

​Even though she wasn’t surprised, Ivette couldn’t deny the pinch of annoyance going down her gut at the comment.

“Maybe it was Elora? Perhaps there is some news about Prince Leon. Should he not be of age yet?” Erica added as she led Ivette toward the vanity.

She had already stopped listening, her thoughts buzzing as she wrapped the towel a little tighter around her body. This was the exact thing she had feared the most over the past months. Knowing that any moment between her and Robert could be their last, even if she’d never expected it to happen this soon.

By now, her ears were ringing, but she still managed to say, “Yes, I believe you are right.”

A flash of a memory came back to her then. A little boy and girl running around in a castle, chasing after each other like ruffians. She’d always thought of Prince Leon as a younger brother.

“Oh, this is so exciting!” Erica giggled as she ran the comb through Ivette’s wet hair, the ends dripping down her back leaving traces of cold in their wake. This must have been the reason for Robert’s haste to see her. She couldn’t think of anything else. Knowing this information, she suddenly dreaded the conversation. As much as she still wanted to see him, she could already begin to feel the ache spreading through her body like a plague at the thought of having to let him go.

Everything else happened in a blur. The other ladies had already returned, and after twisting and tying her hair into a tight bun, they helped her dress. The lilac gown they had chosen for her to wear widened at the hips and had short sleeves, puffed at the shoulders. To top it off, her arms were clad in satin silver gloves. Plain, but beautiful. Ivette would have loved their outfit choice if it wasn’t for the news awaiting her.

Ivette didn’t have to wait long before a footman knocked on her door to signal dinner was being served. She contemplated saying she felt ill so she could get out of hearing the news, but then again, it wouldn’t change anything. Donning her slippers, she bit down on her tongue at the overly sensitive skin by her toes and then stood as if nothing was wrong.

She hesitantly followed the footman down the large white hallways, the ceiling soaring at least two stories tall. Unlike the other floors in the castle, there were no windows in this section, and she hated it. Especially now, when she already had so much difficulty breathing.

Her hands were clammy when she reached the main staircase to the first floor. She trailed her fingers along the brass railing as she descended. Her mother was waiting for her at the base of the stairs, and Ivette swallowed. Trying very hard not to trip, she kept her eyes on the black carpet covering the steps until she made it downstairs and then curtsied. Her heart pounded loudly in her chest. When she arose, her mother extended her hand and offered Ivette a letter. No words were exchanged.

She didn’t need to ask who the letter was from, for the navy-blue seal carrying the image of a cornflower told her enough. Trembling, Ivette broke the familiar royal seal of Elora with a pop, and as she folded the letter open, the elegant penmanship instantly revealed what she’d feared.

Dearest Princess Ivette of Ivery,

It is our greatest pleasure to inform you that Prince Leon of Elora has come of age.

To ensure our match is still a possibility, we wish to invite you to our kingdom and prepare you for a future life here. Preparations have already been made for Your Highness’s stay.

Please send back word for confirmation.

Sincerest regards,

King Lucien, Queen Ingrid, and Prince Leon of Elora

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

IVETTE


[image: ]


Queen Miranda locked eyes with Ivette from across the dining table. It was one of those tables that could be lengthened or shortened depending on the number of guests. On normal days like this, it was set for two. There was no buffet, only two glasses filled with raspberry cordial, a pair of empty silver plates, and cutlery so polished that it reflected the light of the crystal chandelier onto the white walls around them.

At this point, Ivette would have been more comfortable if the table had been larger. Perhaps then she wouldn’t be burdened by her mother’s piercing gaze. It was as if she could tell she was itching to sneak away to see Robert. She was still processing the content of the letter and the fact that she would soon have to leave, and she had not said a word since the news was thrust upon her. Fortunately, she still had a few moments to collect herself before the food was served and pretend as if nothing was wrong.

Realizing her mother would not wait forever for a reaction other than silence, Ivette knew what she had to do. The invitation from Elora felt like a trap, but her mother already had enough on her mind as it was, having to run a kingdom all on her own. Not to mention it was expected of her. It was all she’d been raised for.

“I shall accept their invitation,” Ivette said, grateful her voice sounded steadier than she felt.

Miranda beamed, and Ivette immediately reminded herself that every moment of pain that she felt for having to leave was worth the joy on her mother’s face.

“When shall I have to leave?” Ivette dared ask.

Her hand shifted to the collar of her navy-blue gown and traced it with her fingers. “I presume as soon as possible, my dove.”

Ivette didn’t want to frustrate her mother, nor cause any tension by asking even more questions, so she remained quiet. Defeated, she turned her head away, fixing her gaze on the golden handle of the ceiling-high window, just an arm’s length from where the table stood. For a moment, she wished she could turn over the knob with her mind and let fresh air swirl into the room—air she longed for. She couldn’t think clearly anymore, and she needed a moment alone.

Her thoughts drifted to the image of a small boy with hair as golden as the sun and dark-blue eyes. Ivette had been ten years old when she’d first met Prince Leon. It was tradition among royals to form alliances as early as possible so that the children could get to know each other in advance. They said it would make a reunion later in life easier. Ivette wasn’t sure she could rely on that. People changed as they grew older. The more Ivette learned about life, the more she realized that everyone became their own person. That everyone was shaped by the choices they made. Children didn’t have that knowledge yet, so even if she recognized Prince Leon on the outside, the shy but kind boy she had played with might be gone entirely.

Miranda brought Ivette back from her temporary reverie, eyebrows raised in concern.

“You do not seem very eager to go?” she asked kindly, following Ivette’s gaze. “I thought you liked Prince Leon?”

When did liking the prince ever matter in the arrangement?

Ivette turned away from the lime-green ocean of hedges outside the window and produced a small smile. “It is simply very sudden, that is all.”

Over the course of the past year, it had become especially difficult to share what was on her mind with her mother. Ever since the death of her father, her mother had drawn back as well, creating cracks in their once strong bond. Whether it had been intentional or not, she hardly even knew what her mother was up to these days. Sometimes Ivette simply wished to know if she was doing okay.

But she seemed talkable enough that day, so Ivette allowed herself to ask her mother at least one more question. “How come I have to leave this soon though? I shall need a couple of days to prepare, will I not?”

Miranda raised a hand to her ash-blonde locks, only to realize they were tied up. She dropped her hand and then said, “I simply expect they would want to arrange things as quickly as possible. If they still approve of the match then you shall soon live in their court. Even with your education, you will still need to learn all about their ways, which means there is no time to waste.”

Ivette nodded noncommittally, but held on to her mother’s words. She’d sounded slightly nervous as she spoke. Then again, she could have just imagined things. Worry clouded her mind. Why would her mother be nervous about her leaving?

Whatever it was had to wait because the heavy mahogany doors opened. Two servants came in, carrying shiny platters, the food beneath the metallic round lids waiting to be consumed. Miranda gave a single nod, allowing the servants to remove the lids and present her with tonight’s main course: smoked salmon accompanied by a dill sauce, and a fresh potato salad with cucumber and parsley.

Ivette almost let out a sigh of relief when she noticed the portion was fairly small. The sudden invitation from her soon-to-be husband was already heavy enough for Ivette to digest, not to mention having to tell Robert.

The food granted Ivette a brief respite from everything. She had a feeling that with the excitement of the alliance being settled in the near future, her mother would come up with more advice than all of the prior months combined. Ivette started listing the possible ones in her head: “Act gracefully,” or “Make sure to pick out some new dresses with your maids suitable for the long ride and your stay.” Miranda could be as nitpicky as Ivette when she wanted to. Even if it had been a while since she’d shown it.

Ivette barely managed to eat. She hated the sensation of nerves combined with an overly full stomach. When one of the servants came back to serve dessert, Ivette flinched at the thought of having to swallow more food. There was one upside, however. This was the moment her mother usually declined and left Ivette alone at the table, meaning she could drag out eating as long as she wanted to. Tapping her foot on the marble floor—careful not to draw any comments on poor behavior and how she would need to rid herself of the habit before traveling to the kingdom of Elora—Ivette waited.

But that one moment never came. The servant approached the table, carrying a single, much smaller plate than before, and presented it solely in front of Ivette. Even though her stomach screamed at the thought of eating it, it was the most delicious looking tartlet Ivette had ever seen. It had pieces of warm apple on top and a scoop of honey dribbling down the sides.

Miranda lifted her head, and a crease appeared between her perfectly plucked brows. “None for me?”

The servant’s face flashed with surprise before he bit his lip in embarrassment. He must have presumed the same thing as Ivette, that the queen would skip dessert as usual, and he’d thought ahead rather than having to return with the plate untouched.

“Of course, my apologies, Your Majesty,” he said hastily. He was already retreating as Miranda cleared her throat and addressed him once again. “Oh and while you are at it, maybe we could have a celebratory drink as well? We have received some joyous news after all.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” he responded automatically, almost tripping over his feet as he retreated. A pang of worry shot through Ivette at the sight of him, and she hoped he wouldn’t blame himself too much for the small misstep. After all, how could he have known this would be the one time the queen decided on having dessert?

The servant re-entered a few minutes later and presented her mother with dessert before showing them a dark-green bottle with a golden cap, the cork giving a loud pop as he opened it. Ivette noticed his hands were still shaking as the sparkling liquid poured into their glasses.

“What is this exactly?” asked Miranda.

“This has recently been imported from Merindell, Your Majesty,” he said. Ivette could picture Merindell clearly on the map. It was a much larger kingdom, situated to the west of Ivery, and was known to have very rich soil.

“Does it have a name?”

“Starglen, Your Majesty. More commonly known as sparkling wine.”

“Very well, I doubt it can be bad.” Miranda raised her glass to Ivette’s, a smile glinting in her icy blue eyes.

Ivette was too baffled by the sudden shift in her mother’s mood to object. How long had it been since she’d seen her this happy? She touched the fragile object with a hesitant clink and then put it to her mouth, intending to drain it, but eventually opted for a small sip instead. The way it would be expected. The liquid left a sour note in her throat, and she decided then and there that it would definitely not become her drink of choice. She was having a hard time holding back the acidic bubbles that had resurfaced, and almost let them slip out.

Thinking quickly, she lifted her fork and cracked a tiny piece off the tartlet to hopefully get rid of the sensation. The combination of the slightly colder honey and the warm apples created an exquisite flavor in her mouth, instantly erasing the filthy aftertaste from earlier. This must be what heaven tastes like, she thought, closing her eyes in delight. Ivette felt much more relaxed already. If any of the threads in the kingdom of Elora measured up to this, it’d be a little less hard to leave. Only who was she kidding? Nothing would make it less hard to leave.

Ivette didn’t have time to ponder it much because her mother took one more bite of her tartlet and then decided she’d had enough, leaving the plate half full. Ivette restrained herself from shaking her head at the irony.

Miranda stood up from her chair and placed a hand on her belly, indicating she was satisfied. “I shall send word of your confirmation. You will have a couple of days to prepare before your departure.”

That said, she turned around, bringing an end to the conversation, her heels clanking on the black-and-white floor as she exited the room.

Ivette shifted her gaze to the barely touched dessert in front of her. She couldn’t manage another helping; her thoughts kept wandering to Robert. It could very well be the last time they would ever get to talk privately. Her heart sank in her chest. Even though saying goodbye to him would crush her, she couldn’t let the opportunity pass her by, for she would regret it.

She took a deep breath, dabbed the corners of her mouth with the napkin, and then left the dining room as well.
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Ivette walked down the hall where the castle staff resided, eyes flicking up and down the corridor for any sign of life. Orange light from the crystal candelabras hanging from the ceiling illuminated the hall as she rushed her steps all the way to the back and out of sight. There, worn tapestries covered the length of the walls. It was the only place in the castle where the decorations from her ancestors hadn’t been stripped yet, but there was a loose corner on the side, which she pried open to reveal a hidden exit that led to the old tunnels.

Before, she would simply go through the front door and walk the entire way to the secret spot where she and Robert always met, but this way had become much easier. Not to mention safer. No one ever came here, and she wouldn’t have to walk past the other guards in the garden either.

Ivette shuddered, and it wasn’t from the cold gust of air coming from the tunnel. She’d been told her grandfather used to keep prisoners there, but that was before her parents took over the throne and plastered the walls shut, including the cells where he’d put them in. Every time, the idea of walking past where those people used to be kept made her feel queasy. Like their souls had somehow lingered and would see her. But the idea of meeting Robert at the other end always made her brave. She kept her arms close to her chest and chewed the inside of her cheek as she stepped further into the dark, damp space, crinkling her nose at the smell of decay. Her only way to move was to feel her way forward against the wall of rocks. In her haste, she’d forgotten to bring a torch.

The closer she got to the exit, the more eager she became to get some air. The walls were incredibly narrow. Her evening dress felt even tighter than it had during dinner, and the corset pressed against her ribcage, making it even harder to breathe. Finally, the faint ray of moonlight filtering through the cracks of the doorframe marked the end of the tunnel, and her steps automatically quickened at the sight.

When she stepped outside, the summer breeze gently kissed her skin and she inhaled deeply, tilting her head back. The moment was over too soon. Guards were still doing their rounds, and the last thing she wanted was to draw attention to herself.

Nerves were getting the best of her again as she walked further into the gardens. Eventually, she reached an arched hedge and the pathway that would take her to the familiar spot she so frequently visited with Robert. Her heartbeat picked up, and her brain raced with a million questions. What did he have to say? Did he know about the carriage coming in? Would he ever talk to her again when she married the prince, even if he knew it was her duty? She didn’t know which question she wanted answered first.

At the clearing in front of the lake, Ivette waited for him to show. The flowers in the garden offered a most welcome company, scenting the air with their sweet perfume and making her lightheaded. No one ever came here except for her and Robert. It was her haven. Their haven. Somewhere where they could hide from the rest of the palace and its occupants’ watchful eyes.

Ivette straightened her shoulders and intertwined her fingers to refrain from fidgeting with the hem of her dress. Darting her eyes across the lake, she remembered a story. There was a book on the history of the castle in her mother’s study in which Ivette had read that the origin of their coat of arms came from the swan that had once resided in the lake. Every now and then, she imagined it dipping its head in the water and wondered if the tale was real.

A faint rustle snapped her back into the present, and a tall figure appeared from behind the lone willow in front of her, parting its hanging leaves. Approaching her slowly, his dark gaze never left hers. Her breath stuck in her throat. His broad shoulders were like an invitation to nestle herself in, and his raven hair was wavier than usual, accentuating his sharp features. It almost seemed blue the way it caught the light of the moon.

“Princess,” Robert said. His sultry voice caressed her ears as he halted in front of her, the corners of his lips tilting into a soft smile. “I’m pleased to see you.”

He reached out to kiss the palm of her hand, the cool metal of his silver ring touching the base of her glove. Having him so close to her sent a jolt through her stomach.

“Likewise.” Ivette smiled from ear to ear, but that smile quickly faded when she recalled what she had come to talk about. He must have caught the change because his face showed signs of hurt, though it was gone before she could take a better look.

Robert offered Ivette his arm, and she linked hers through his. Even though she was nervous, it made her heart a little lighter knowing she wasn’t entirely alone, whether it was allowed or not. Every once in a while, being here reminded her of the crime they were committing, making her want to run back to the castle, but the risk was also incredibly exciting.

They strolled a little further into the greenery, took a corner to the left, and eventually sat down on a bench near the briar hedges, which were sprouting peonies at this time of the year. Their white petals glowed in the moonlight. The bushes grew so high that the pair was now completely invisible. Ivette was mostly silent, her mind spinning with ways to start the conversation. She was sitting at the very edge of the bench, one hand gripping the splintered cream-colored paint on the stone surface. Robert sat a little further, not too close in case they would have to explain their presence together if they got caught.

“Tell me, how did your ballet practice go this afternoon?” he asked, genuinely caring, his usual playfulness glinting in his black-brown eyes. Ivette’s cheeks flushed at his words. It warmed her heart to know she had someone who knew her habits perhaps even better than she knew them herself. Yet another reason why she wasn’t looking forward to meeting the prince. Aside from sitting across the dinner table together and playing chess when they were children, she didn’t exactly know him, and vice versa. How was she supposed to develop romantic feelings for him so soon before the wedding?

Ivette chuckled a tad too loudly, which she tended to do when nervous. “I would think you could have easily guessed that yourself, my lord. Did you not see the pianist leave the room in a hurry?”

She knew the nickname she had given him over the years was quite ironic, given the fact that he was by no means a lord. If he had been, she might have asked her mother to make an exception. A lord might not be a prince, nor would he be able to provide an alliance such as a prince could, but it was certainly more attainable than trying to receive approval to marry a palace guard.

Robert laughed, his low voice trembling in his throat, completely oblivious to her panicked thoughts as she quickly snapped her head around and prayed no one had heard them. Robert noticed it too, and the laughter died out.

“You still haven’t exactly answered my question,” Robert said urgently, like he was afraid she’d run back to the castle and cut their time short. If he knew her well, he’d know she could never do that to him.

He scooted closer, causing her pulse to accelerate. Could he sense what she was feeling? That every inch of her body began to scream when he was near, wanting him to break the invisible barrier and let go of the fear? But she couldn’t afford a mistake like that. It was best to act as if everything was fine.

“The lesson was passable. I taught myself some new variations.” She was lost in thought for a moment before she added, “But it was better when my mother used to teach me.”

Robert peered down at his hands. “I understand it must be difficult without her. I have been there myself, as you already know.”

Ivette gave a slight nod and sighed. “She has more obligations now with my father gone.”

Realizing her bun had come undone, she secured the loose strands with one of her hairpins. She made sure everything was back in place before she forced a small smile and regathered her thoughts so she could explain. “It’s not her fault.”

“No, indeed it’s not.”

Ivette knew Robert would understand. When her father died a year ago, she’d been in need of someone to understand the loss. To her surprise, Robert had been there for her and confided in her that his father had left his family when he was little. Sharing that information with her had made it a lot easier to open up to him about everything, and it had given her another purpose as well; to take him in her arms and shield him from any pain that might come his way. To kiss all his wounds even though they were invisible, and trace them with a salve only she could provide. A potion that would turn the darkness into light. A light she knew no one else but her could bring to him.

Shifting her attention back to Robert, Ivette prayed to know what he was thinking and debated whether she should speak first or not. When she couldn’t hold it in any longer, she hesitantly asked the question that had been playing on her mind the entire evening. “Tell me something about your day. Earlier you said you wanted to discuss something with me?”

“I saw a royal carriage coming in. The flags were blue and golden. Those are Elora’s colors, aren’t they?” he asked tentatively.

So Robert already knew. Ivette didn’t know if that would make the conversation easier or not, but at least she didn’t have to bring it up herself. She nodded shyly.

His face went blank for a moment. “What did they have to say?”

Ivette’s throat went dry as she replied, “There was a letter. Saying the prince has come of age.” She paused before she continued. “I must go to their kingdom to meet with him and make certain the match is still a possibility, and if so...”

“You shall have to marry him.” He finished the sentence for her, concern tracing his fine features.

“Yes.” She sighed, barely able to believe she’d said those words out loud.

Robert appeared sunk in thought, his hands balling into fists at his sides like he couldn’t quite believe what he was about to say. “So this is the end for us?”

Ivette interlaced her fingers in her lap.

“Is it all right if I do not wish to think about that yet?” she asked, feeling smaller than ever.
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