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To Sophie and Léa, the princesses of potential in our family.




CHAPTER 1

Take a Breath

A discordant chord rang out into the king’s forest outside the city of Austice in the kingdom of Daxaria, followed by the dulcet tones of a young woman.

“There once was a cook in our castle,

My father said he was quite a … Hassle.

He saved my mother and I,

Then fought a dragon and …

Bloody hell, I should juust die.”

Letting out a long breath, the young woman dropped her pale forehead to her hand and let her other hand fall away from the lute in her lap.

“Gods, why in the world my father thought singing in the woods would help, I’ll never know. Bunch of moss and ferns aren’t going to make me a better singer or fix my ruddy lungs,” she muttered while slowly standing.

A loud fly whirred by her ear, making her slap its dark body against her neck and dirty blond hair.

“Muggy … Buggy forest … who in the world would—”

A rustle in the trees off in the distance startled her from her mumblings, making her go still. A surge of fear sent her heart racing.

“I … better … go … back … to the castle … as quickly … as … I can …” The young woman felt sweat prickle the back of her neck as she began walking. Another small rustle sounded behind her, making her jump.

“WHATTHEHELLARETHEREBEARSINHERE?!” Breaking into a sprint the young woman barreled through the final line of trees, and immediately clutched her chest as her gasps rattled her lungs.

“Oh Gods … not now.”  Sinking to her knees, Alina tried over and over again to take in a full breath that refused to come. To make matters worse, the sound of footfalls neared her, making her stress triple. Luckily, despite her struggles, she managed to rest her lute gently in the grass at her side.

“—Ina! Princess Alina! Are you having one of your attacks?! I’ll send for the physician! Peter, stay with Her Highness!”

The young royal of Daxaria looked up, with tears streaming from her eyes as a result of her efforts to draw in any of the heavy air, and found herself staring up at a servant she hadn’t seen since she was very young … Hannah, was it?

The elder aide by her side was a tall, lean fellow, with a kind, caring expression, his cheeks dashed with scars that were clearly from having pox in his youth. His hair was gray, but there were touches of brown in places that showed his original hair color.

“Princess! Hannah has gone for help; shall I carry you to the kitchen for a drink of water?”

Alina was unable to communicate past nodding her head as the ache in her chest grew worse, and she struggled once more to regain her breath. Though was it perhaps now starting to come back just a little?

It felt like an hour, but perhaps was less than one before the new Royal Court Physician, Harold Mudge, arrived in the kitchen.

“Here, Princess, I have the vapors in my bag. You there, please help open the princess’s stays so that I might rub the ointment on her chest,” the physician ordered the maid Hannah while Peter politely excused himself.

Alina could feel her cheeks burn with embarrassment.

Stupid bear in the woods … I can’t believe this is happening the very first day I arrive in Austice.

The moment she regained an ounce of breath, the first words out of the princess’s mouth were, “Please … please don’t tell my father. There’s … really … no … need.”

Entering the banquet hall wearing a forest green dress covered with a long vest with a golden pattern that draped down into her train, the princess could feel all eyes turn to her.

Her father sat at his place at the head of the banquet table, while her brother’s chair sat empty, as did her mother’s.

As usual.

“Presenting Her Royal Highness, the Crown Princess of Daxaria!”

The familiar voice of her father’s assistant, Mr. Kevin Howard, rang out into the hall, and as was the norm at events like this, everyone bowed or curtsied before her.

Alina’s hazel eyes scanned the many familiar heads of courtiers who had remained by her father’s side for many years, even in Rollom, but there were some new ones amongst them.

After all, this wasn’t a normal visit to Austice.

As Alina walked, she did her best not to think about her breath; otherwise, even that could bring on an attack. The thought of having a physician rub salve on her in the midst of all the guests was the furthest thing from appealing to her in that moment. Especially with her father there.

He always overreacted when anything was wrong with her …  and it had gotten much worse since her mother had died three years earlier.

Alina sat down in her chair and gave her father her best reassuring smile, which he returned with his own warm grin. Though as usual, there was a bit of a sadness to it. The next few months were sure to be riddled with these melancholy moments …

Turning back to the guests, the king raised a goblet. “Lords and ladies, I thank you for joining us here in our fair Austice. It has been a great many years since we have returned to this city, and it feels like a homecoming to return to my cherished daughter’s birthplace. I hope you all enjoy the rose maze, as well as the glass tower with Mr. Jelani’s spectacular gardens and trees with some exotic blooms I doubt many could have otherwise laid eyes upon. The library on the third floor is welcome to all, and feel free to enjoy a leisurely walk in the woods; though please resist hunting until our expedition next week.”

Everyone present shared knowing smiles. All Daxarians knew that the castle of Austice was riddled with fantastical nooks and crannies … not the least of which was the mysterious skeleton of the dragon that was rumored to be hidden somewhere in Austice. It had become a long-running tradition of the nobles and visitors to try and discover where the bones were kept after they had been returned from the Isle of Wittica.

Some guessed that they were buried on the castle grounds. Others speculated that each bone lay in the former queen’s beloved rosebushes. Some thought it a made-up story … Regardless of the particular theory, the allure of intrigue and magic was too difficult to ignore, even for the most stern of souls.

Dinner was served.

Alina stared down at her plate and began cutting and chewing in her usual methodical way while also wondering if different musical scores were kept in the library there in Austice or if—

“Oh Gods.” The princess regarded her plate with renewed interest. It was just chicken, yet there was … a sauce? A white creamy sauce unlike any she’d ever tried before coated the breast while its interior was stuffed with gooey white cheese and a different sort of tomato. How did it taste so … perfect?

“Ah, I wanted you to be surprised,” Norman murmured, pleased by his daughter’s reaction.

“Father?” Alina asked, bewildered as she tentatively reached for a golden dinner roll, still steaming hot.

“A certain … cook … decided to lend a hand in preparing tonight’s dinner.” Norman’s eyes twinkled jovially.

“Lord Ashowan cooked this?!” Alina burst out, only managing to remember to cover her mouth at the last moment to make sure no one overheard.

“He did indeed. I don’t think you’ve seen him since you were a little girl after we went to Rollom to get the city back on its feet. He has two children near your age.”

“Wait, are they … they’re witches?” Alina whispered excitedly. She had heard countless stories and heard multiple ballads about the house witch, but her own memory of him was vague. A pair of knees. A few kind words. Mostly how thrilled her brother was about seeing him …

Despite him being a diplomat for the Coven of Wittica, Finlay Ashowan rarely left Austice and, unless the situation was truly dire, only communicated with her father via messenger. Whenever his duties brought him to the city, Fin ended up checking on his own estates and the schools he was working with the Coven of Wittica to establish.

“Fin’s children? I am not certain, my dear one. He believes that when and or if his children feel like sharing about their abilities, it should be on their own terms. Though … back before his mother passed she did seem to believe one of them was a fire witch.”

Alina straightened in her chair. Perhaps this was the perfect moment to find inspiration to write a song.

Craning her neck to look through the crowd, she was disappointed to find that she couldn’t see anyone who looked extraordinary or mystical.

Norman chuckled beside her.

“They’re eating in the kitchen, but they will come greet us after dessert is served.”

Alina frowned. She was about to ask why nobility would be eating in the kitchen, when two men clad in black entered the banquet hall, causing everyone to fall silent.

“His Majesty, the King of Troivack, Brendan Devark, and Prince Henry Devark,” Mr. Howard announced, a slight hesitancy in his voice.

The king of Troivack was a giant amongst men, broad, tall, and yet his steps were silent. Surprisingly, he was clean-shaven, unlike most Troivackian men, with straight black hair. His brother, Henry, while equally broad, was several inches shorter. His features were softer, his eyes kinder, and even his hair was an inch or two shorter than his brother’s with small curls remaining close to his scalp.

Norman stood, as did Alina. When the Troivackian royalty reached the table, there was a long tense moment when neither side moved. Then, Henry bowed, Alina followed with her curtsy, followed by Brendan’s bow, and finally, Norman.

A proper greeting that could have set a very hostile tone if the Troivackian prince had ignored it.

“We thank you for welcoming us to Daxaria, Your Majesty,” Brendan declared loudly after straightening from his stiff bow. His eyes conveyed a dark abyss of nothing, which was deeply disconcerting.

Norman’s gaze remained steady. “I thank you for traveling with the requested arrangements. May your stay be enjoyable.”

The Troivackians gave barely discernible bows of their chins. Most of the courtiers in the room were sharing judgmental glances with one another that Alina couldn’t help but notice.

“You are welcome to join me at my table. Royal Mage Keith Lee will make some room for you down there.” Norman looked to a man in his early forties sporting an impressively bushy sandy brown beard, round glasses, and an overly eager smile.

The foreign nobility nodded their understanding; however, Prince Henry shot Alina a quick conspiratorial wink as he turned away, which took the princess aback immensely.

I thought they weren’t friendly or expressive …

The princess did her best to ignore the odd exchange and instead immersed herself in the fantastical flavors of her food that were blowing away every expectation she had of her meals going forward in her life.

By the time she was polishing off her plate, however, she found that it was rather easy not to worry about trivial matters such as tensions with a foreign king when her meal sated something far deeper in her soul than hunger.

Settling into her ornate high-back chair, Alina felt a deep contentment settle over herself as she neared the full feeling that brought her to the threshold of intoxicating drowsiness.

“Presenting Viscount Finlay Ashowan, Viscountess Lady Annika Ashowan, Lady Katarina, and Lord Tamlin Ashowan of House Jenoure.”

Mr. Howard’s voice had a strange choked sound to it when the doors opened to reveal …

A tall redhead with a touch of white at his temples,  escorting a woman whose hair was streaked with gray but who was, despite her age, still remarkably beautiful.

Behind them strode in their children.

The young lady was uncharacteristically tall for a woman, but slender. Her long gleaming red hair caught every stray ray of light, and what her hair missed, her unworldly golden eyes picked up. Never in her life had Alina seen eyes so animalistic or interesting, surveying the room as they would a forest full of prey. Lady Katarina wore a midnight blue gown with a silvery long vest, while her brother was clad in black from head to toe save for the coat around his shoulders that was gray and made of a fine silk.

Speaking of Lady Katarina’s brother, for all the brilliant color in his sister’s striking face, he was her antithesis. With his black hair that was long enough to touch his shoulders, the scraggly ends hung like curtains hiding the details of his face—including his dark brown eyes that matched his mother’s.

The only similarities the two siblings shared was their remarkable height, high cheekbones, and catlike slanted eyes.

The young man seemed desperate to focus on the point nearest to his feet rather than his surroundings, while his sister’s stare in contrast seemed determined to sear through anyone who dared to meet her glowing eyes.

The viscount and viscountess approached the king’s table, and both bowed and curtsied with the epitome of grace.

“Your Majesty, it has been far too long.” The viscount greeted King Norman with a warm smile that sent many fans fluttering in the hall.

Despite being in his midforties, Finlay Ashowan looked remarkably young … as though he had only aged perhaps a decade instead of nearly two.

The viscountess rose from her curtsy and addressed the king demurely. “I’ve prayed for your family’s health every day.”

There was a note of pain in her tone that was not lost on Alina.

She had met the viscountess far more often than she had the viscount and their children.

Annika Ashowan had been her mother’s best friend, and she had seen her quite often until the queen’s passing three years prior … though not since then.

Norman bowed his head in thanks, his eyes warm with genuine affection. “Thank you, Viscountess. Your children have grown well. Lady Katarina, Lord Tamlin, you are the princess’s age, are you not?”

The willowy redhead curtsied and rose with an odd half smile that was far too mischievous to be ladylike. “I believe my brother and I are just under a year younger, Your Majesty.”

With another pleased smile and nod, Norman’s eyes moved to the viscount’s, and it was in that moment that a peculiar emotion crossed the king’s face that pricked Alina’s curiosity.

There was happiness … genuine happiness, but also … apprehension. It was as though the viscount’s presence with his family meant something entirely unique to her father.

Seeing this made the princess all the more eager to learn as much as possible about the mysterious house witch and his kin as soon as possible.




CHAPTER 2

Meeting the Ashowans

Norman eyed his daughter’s uncharacteristic stillness out of the corner of his eye with a rare smile of amusement. In the privacy of his personal library with its comfortable plush ruby red couches in front of the hearth, the quiet tomes around them insulating the space against the faint summer breeze ebbing in from the tall peaked windows, it brought back fond memories of Ainsley.

Back when the former queen was still alive, after dinner sitting in front of the fire, reading well into the night once the children had been put to bed …

It had been one of her favorite spaces in Austice. One that Ainsley never got to share with their daughter.

“Did you say the viscount’s family was going to join us?” Alina interrupted her father’s thoughts, her eyes glued on the shadowed doorway.

Norman’s lighthearted mindset seeped back as he watched his daughter struggle to maintain her normally quiet gracefulness. Amongst nobility she seemed meek. Quiet, but always gracious and performing her duties well.

Alone with her family, however, she had the most endearing quirks and infectious smile.

“Yes, I believe Lord Ashowan is merely seeing that the kitchen aides are fine for the evening before bringing his family up to join us.”

“He still seems very interested in the kitchen. It’s surprising given that he really doesn’t have to bother with that anymore—”

The princess’s words were cut short when the brattle of the latch interrupted her, making her spine straighten once more, her hands folded in her lap eagerly.

The first to step through the doorway was the viscountess. Her silky long black-and-gray hair was swept back in an elegant hairstyle that showed off the ruby jewels glittering in her ears.

The moment her dark eyes rested on Alina, she gave a heart-melting smile that made the younger woman blush self-consciously. The look in Annika Ashowan’s eyes made the princess feel as though she knew every part of her soul, and the depth of the viscountess’s knowledge and affection took the princess aback.

After Annika came her daughter, Lady Katarina Ashowan. She had a friendly smile on her face, but there was a glint of cleverness in her golden eyes that Alina already suspected meant she could be a bit of the impish sort.

The future viscount, Lord Tamlin Ashowan, stepped in next. His dark hair still blocked a clear view of his expression as he kept his head lowered.

Then, at long last, in swept the viscount. His startling blue eyes shimmered in the candlelight of the room as he cast a handsome smile at the king before he and his entire family bowed and curtsied to the royals.

“Enough with the formalities, Fin, it’s just us,” Norman said with a chuckle, and Alina felt her heart tingle.

Her father hadn’t laughed so readily in years … nor had he spoken so casually to anyone other than Mr. Howard and Lord Fuks for just as long.

The viscount grinned, allowing his shoulders to relax as he removed his elegant black-and-gold coat to reveal a plain black tunic, immediately making him look more approachable.

“Thank the Gods. These formal coats are going to smother me to death, I swear.”

“You should try wearing the royal mantle sometimes. Wonderful for the winter, but in the summer I feel as though I need to change every hour due to the sweat,” the king said with a sympathetic smile while he, too, leaned back comfortably in his seat.

Both the viscount and viscountess were already moving around the couches to take a seat, leaving their children to dawdle behind them.

Lady Katarina nudged her brother and whispered, “It’s fine. It’s a library.”

Alina’s eyebrow twitched in curiosity. Watching carefully, she witnessed the young man gradually straighten his shoulders, though it was clear that it was not easy for him. He then set to tying back half of his hair from his face, and Alina had to admit she was more than a little surprised by how handsome he was. Even with his eyes never quite fully lifting from the floor, she realized then that the young man had taken more after the viscount in the shapes and angles of his features than she had originally realized.

Norman observed the exchange and turned to Fin with a questioning eyebrow raised, but the redhead only gave his head a slight shake to discourage anything being asked aloud about his son’s obvious trepidations.

What is wrong with him? the princess couldn’t help but wonder while thinking Tamlin Ashowan looked able-bodied enough as he moved to take a seat next to his sister. Perhaps he is partly blind?

“How have you been, Princess? Despite watching my own children grow up, I must say it is quite alarming to see you as a young adult!” The viscount turned to Alina, his smile genuine and his eyes twinkling as though looking upon a favorite niece.

“I didn’t realize we had been familiar with each other when I was young, my lord, forgive me,” she replied with a graceful nod of her chin.

It was the viscountess who let out a beautiful laugh then. “Goodness! Such poise and elegance; Ainsley would be proud.”

Alina turned her gaze nervously to her father, her heart falling with a splash into her stomach, drenching her with worry.

Sure enough, the recurring look of pain crossed the king’s face, tearing her apart. Everyone knew that they should never bring up—

“Alina, love, did I ever tell you that it was actually the viscount here who delivered you?” Norman looked to Fin, his saddened smile at least still tinged with gladness.

The princess turned her startled and somewhat mortified gaze to the redhead, who looked appropriately bashful.

“I-I thought it was your mother, Katelyn Ashowan, who had done that, Viscount Ashowan?”

“Er … well … she was doing many things surgically at the time for the queen, but I was the one who pulled you free and held you first. In fact, we had an excellent chat shortly afterward,” the viscount recounted modestly with his ears turning red.

Alina felt her previous embarrassment dissipate. “Well, I thank you for pulling me into the world and having what I hope to be a thrilling first conversation.”

The viscount shrugged with a small devious smile stowed away in the corner of his mouth. “You were the quiet type … a little lippy at the end of it, but I understand people can get agitated when hungry.”

Norman snorted and began laughing a little more heartily.

Alina stared at her father, stunned for a moment, then felt relief wash over her, only remembering to respond to the noble’s jest belatedly. “I promise you, I’ve improved greatly as a conversationalist, my lord.”

“Oh Gods … please call me Fin. It’s weird to hear that title in present company.” The redhead shook his head, making Alina smile again. He really was an affable man. It was clear why anyone would like him.

“So, Princess, are you excited to meet the young men here to ask you for your hand?” the viscountess spoke up then.

Funny enough, for all her beauty and formidable appearance, and even after her initial tender look at Alina, Viscountess Ashowan had somehow managed to sink into the periphery of the group … something about her presence had withdrawn, though Alina couldn’t fathom how.

“It is … somewhat nerve-wracking,” the princess replied with strained politeness.

“Mum, who asks that kind of question? She barely even knows you!” Lady Katarina burst out while looking at her mother incredulously.

The viscountess gave a small wince as she turned and gave her daughter a firm look.

“I wasn’t going to ask anything more. I just wanted to see how much interference I should run on Her Highness’s behalf. Also, please call me Annika.” The viscountess had placed a hand subconsciously over her daughter’s while giving a small bow toward Alina.

“I’m not sure I understand what you mean about running interference, Viscountess—I mean, Annika.”

“Well, if the idea of choosing a groom was truly abhorrent to you, I would’ve made you a very difficult young woman to find.” Annika shrugged innocently, earning a suspicious and accusatory side glance from the king.

“Oh, while … while that is … considerate, of you, Viscountess—er, Annika—I know it is my duty. Besides, it has been delayed for three years at my behest. My father has been most considerate of it and he—”

“Alina, truly. You do not need to talk to these people as you do most.” Norman issued his daughter a reassuring smile before turning back to the noble couple. “After Ainsley’s death, we could’ve pushed ahead with the marriage season, but I was not ready as you know. Alina wanted to wait the following years as well, so we did. I’m not in any great hurry to send her off, so I was happy to let the matter rest for a time.”

Fin nodded in understanding. “I’m fortunate that my daughter terrifies most suitors.”

“Oh, please, it was you who began beheading a pig in front of the last man to come looking for me.” Katarina snorted before rolling her eyes.

Fin stroked his clean-shaven face thoughtfully. “Herbert was a squeamish fellow … Ah well. I’m just grateful it wasn’t anything I fed him that wound up being vomited and splattered all over the—”

“My dear, how about we allow the young adults to visit amongst themselves. Children, would you perhaps like to go see the rose maze, or the courtyard if your father doesn’t mind, Princess?” Annika interrupted, her voice only slightly louder than before, yet still commanding the room.

Norman smiled. “A grand idea. Off you three go. Get to know one another. I’m sure you three will have a healthy store of horror stories to share about your parents. Enjoy. You’re in good company together.”

The young adults glanced at one another uncertainly, save for Tamlin, whose eyes hadn’t left the floor and who frowned in acknowledgment of the king’s words.

“I vote for the rose maze. The courtyard has a lot of nosy maids that see my hair and immediately ask about Da for some reason,” Katarina grumbled while standing and stretching in a most unladylike way before stepping toward the door.

Alina said nothing, only trailed after the tall redheaded woman while waiting for Tam to move over to join them.

As the trio exited the room and strode quietly through the corridors, they at long last greeted the cool night at the east wing exit.

Katarina threw her arms in the air and let out a loud moan mixed with a sigh. “Oh, thank the Gods. It was stifling in there. Sorry, Tam, I held on for as long as I could.”

“It’s fine.”

Alina looked up at the lord, startled. It was the first time she had heard him speak, and she hadn’t expected his voice to be so velvety and low.

Stepping down carefully, Alina worried briefly about missing a step as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, only to then find that Tam was offering her his arm.

“Oh, thank you, but shouldn’t you also help your sister?” Alina observed lightly while also accepting his sleeve and safely stepping down on the soft grass.

“She doesn’t need help. She can see just fine,” he replied before quickly releasing the royal’s hand.

“O-Oh …” Hundreds of questions burned Alina’s throat as she concentrated on the back of Katarina Ashowan, who was swinging her arms back and forth gaily as she walked toward the maze.

“You’re wondering if it’s because I’m a witch, aren’t you?” Katarina whirled around, and Alina was startled to see her golden eyes were glowing in the dark.

It would’ve been an absolutely terrifying sight in the inky night if she hadn’t known who they belonged to …

“I’m sorry. I’m sure you don’t want any unwanted questions,” the princess began despite desperately wanting the answer.

Katarina waved her hand dismissively as Alina joined her side with Tam trailing behind them.

“No, no, you’re the nice sort. That is one thing my parents are always great at knowing pretty quickly. They know good people when they meet them. We don’t mind you knowing a bit about us. I’m a mutated witch. My strength is aligned with fire, though while my magic is incredibly weak, I do have handy little skills. Seeing in the dark is one. Not needing much sleep, if any, is another. Hm … what am I forgetting Tam?”

“You’re the skinniest pig that’s ever walked the earth,” her brother replied without missing a beat.

“Ah, yes. I can, at times, be endlessly hungry. I’ve outeaten all my family members combined when I’ve been doing a lot of walking, or riding, or … other activities. I burn through it all. Oh! I also am always warm. It doesn’t matter if the ground is covered in ice and snow, I will be a human coal pan. It’s one reason I dislike being in stuffy rooms. It’s also one of the reasons it is very difficult for me to get sick. Which is nice … though when I do, it’s bloody murder.”

Alina drank in the information as though it were the water from the Goddess’s sacred pool before turning to look over her shoulder. “Tam … mind if … if I ask what …?” Somehow, she knew the answer wouldn’t be quite as forthcoming from the other Ashowan twin.

“Oh, uh … well,” Katarina flashed her brother a quick glance over her shoulder, locking eyes with him for a brief moment, before he flitted his eyes back down to the ground.

“He is technically also a mutated witch, but … ah … no one knows what he can do.”

“I see … do you have problems with your eyes?” Alina faced the young man as she walked, unable to contain her curiosity any longer.

Only, Katarina tapped her shoulder and drew her gaze back. “He doesn’t, but he doesn’t like big open rooms and spaces. It’s one reason we won’t be attending many banquets or balls unless necessary.”

Alina nodded in understanding, her earlier guess confirmed: that while the one Ashowan was an open book, the other was firmly shut.

“Now, we’ve already shared some pretty juicy details; how about you tell us what you know about our father and your brother getting into a fight and not speaking to each other? Where is your brother, Prince Eric, anyway? Isn’t he supposed to be here to help judge the suitors?”

Alina felt her mouth clamp shut.

She was beginning to understand her father’s complicated expression from earlier that day.

While the Ashowan family was undoubtedly likable, and seemed genuinely kind, there was something about how they could cut through with ease to the heart of anyone and reveal all the wounds and secrets one had … and yet still make you feel drawn to them.

Taking a deep breath, the princess braced herself. She could already tell that she was doomed to be horrifically good friends with the Ashowan family.




CHAPTER 3

Spilling the Tea

Norman sank even farther into his chair, the fire crackling happily beside him as he gave his friends a weary half smile.

Annika and Fin offered similar expressions in return, before sharing knowing looks with each other. Leaning forward so that his elbows would rest on his knees, the witch looked to his king sympathetically.

“Alina seems great, though a bit … on edge,” he observed while lightly clasping his hands together.

“She’s the light of our lives. Truly. I’m deeply saddened that we are looking to wed her off already; if I could have even one more year …” Sighing and shaking his head, the monarch straightened his shoulders. “No. It’ll always be the same. Just wanting one more year, one extra day, or one extra second where she is my daughter, and my daughter only. Not someone’s wife, or … Gods … someone’s mother …”

Closing his eyes, Norman dropped his forehead to his hand.

“I can’t imagine how tough this is.” Fin’s quiet voice and Annika’s sorrowful stare were beginning to make the king feel choked up as he wished he could be sharing their company with Ainsley.

“Well, one day you will know. Your daughter, Katarina, is incredibly striking. You’ve made a daughter with the bearing of a queen, and the beauty to match—perhaps a little quick to be informal. Though I don’t have to speculate who she got that trait from,” Norman mused fondly as Fin laughed and Annika let out a very telling sigh that bore a hint of exasperation.

“So if you do not mind sharing, what is the story behind your son, Tam?” The king’s eyes moved to Annika, but when he recognized the impenetrable stony wall of emotion, they returned to Fin, whose expression of deep guilt and pain alarmed Norman greatly.

“We don’t … exactly know. Tam was, until the age of five, a normal child. Incredibly quiet, and always observing, but he would laugh and play with other children, often trying to talk Katarina out of trouble or apologizing for her when he failed.” Fin’s eyes with their ethereal glimmering shone a little brighter.

“What happened to him?” Norman asked, his concern for the heir to the viscount house deepening.

“One day, he was terrified. Terrified beyond anything a child his age should feel. I-I felt it. I could feel his heart-stopping fear … but I couldn’t see where he was or what caused it. You know if members of my direct family feel endangered or scared that I see visions of where they are, but I couldn’t that day. All I know is, Katarina returned half carrying him as he cried uncontrollably from the lawn at the back of the castle.”

Norman’s frown grew even more worried as Annika looked as though she were fighting off her own despair and sadness.

“Kat didn’t know what had happened. She said she had run off to play with one of the boys, and that she couldn’t find Tam for hours …”

“Did someone take him?” Norman asked seriously, while sitting tall in his seat once more.

“We have no idea. She says she found him near the cottages on the castle grounds crying and unable to speak. He refused after that to receive any magic training despite us not even knowing what magical power he possesses in any capacity. Tam did agree to the usual tests to determine his power, but they were inconclusive. All we know is that he becomes agitated in big rooms or spaces and doesn’t like looking up much. It’s like he’s scared all the time. Sometimes it’s as though he thinks, if he looks up, he will see the devil himself smiling at him.

Fin shook his head and rubbed his eyes wearily. “Whatever or whoever did this to Tam, I want to break with my own hands. However, he won’t talk about it. I don’t even know if Kat knows what happened, and she normally knows everything about him.”

Norman’s frown was starting to strain his forehead. The entire situation was alarming, and he couldn’t deny that it had affected a small plan of his … “I won’t lie to you, Ashowan, I strongly considered your son as a candidate for Alina’s hand. She’d be in a family I trusted, and with ties to the coven, but …”

“Tam is troubled. I am genuinely worried about the day that he is meant to take over as viscount, let alone marry,” Annika interrupted while giving the king a very firm look.

“I can see that now. Don’t worry, I won’t bring it up again.” Norman held up his hands easily. “Besides, everyone is hoping for her to marry a duke at the very least.”

Fin nodded. “A few unpleasant nobles already gossip about my commoner background as is. Alina doesn’t need to have those insults hurled her way. Nor do you need any more headaches.”

Norman smiled. “Since when do you care a whit about my headaches?”

The redhead grinned mischievously. “I’m competitive, you see, I have to be the biggest one.”

Laughing, the king settled back into his seat. “Don’t worry, you place in a very firm second. Right after that cat of yours. Tell me … how much longer is it that familiars normally live compared with other animals of their species?”

“Hard to say … Kraken is already twenty and says he feels fantastic. He might die only ten years before I do if he’s affected by my mother’s curse.”

Norman’s eyes narrowed and even Annika couldn’t stop herself from chuckling.

“You haven’t had to live with him in years, Your Majesty. I promise Kraken has calmed down a bit,” Fin said, attempting to soothe the ruler’s obvious agitation.

The low grumble that emitted from the king made Fin laugh.

“Well, don’t worry, we are living in our estate in Austice, so there shouldn’t be any pressing matters that require him to be here.”

The king looked at the witch warily for a moment, before his expression faded to one of a more serious nature.

“Are you ever going to tell me what happened between you and Eric?”

Fin froze. “What have you heard?”

“Nothing. Nothing from either of you, which makes this whole silence strange … I have a hard enough time hearing from my son. Ever since Ainsley’s death he has spent all his time in Sorlia and is always conveniently busy. I’m lucky if I see a letter from him for the Winter Solstice these days.” Norman sighed and cast his eyes to the fire. He failed to notice the hard expression on the redhead’s face, or the spark of anger in his eyes.

“I’m hoping he at least comes back in time for Alina’s engagement ceremony, though he did indicate it might not be until the wedding … I’m beginning to worry I shouldn’t even hope for that.”

Annika gently rested her hand on her husband’s shoulder. “Your Majesty, would you like to hear what the workers under Elizabeth Nonata have been able to gather from the Troivackian king’s entourage?”

Giving his head a shake, Norman returned his attention to the viscountess. “Of course. Are his men respectful? Violent? What news have they brought of Troivack?”

The rest of the evening’s discussions carried on between the trio without further mention of the children; however, that did not mean they were far from their parents’ minds. In fact, the information that had been shared definitely required more consideration.

For one, Norman hadn’t been completely honest about giving up on the notion that Tamlin Ashowan could be a favorable husband for his daughter.

Wincing as she cranked the lute’s peg, Alina continued plucking the poor string until it succumbed to her will.

“There you are. No funny business today, you understand, Beau? I get you all to myself for exactly an hour. So there better be no trickery with the tuning,” the princess muttered as she strummed a couple of chords to warm up her hands.

“Now, where did I leave off? … Let’s see … I tried singing about the house witch last time but that was a failure … his daughter is incredibly striking. She seems so … intense!” Alina closed her eyes, her knee beginning to bounce frantically as she searched her mind for inspiration.

“Then his son, Tam, is … not right. Something is strange about him. Is it because of magic? Or is he just mentally ill?” the princess speculated aloud to her empty chamber as the quiet morning outside her window failed to offer any sort of explanation.

“Well, I suppose the mystery around him could make for an intriguing ballad.” Switching to a minor chord, Alina hummed experimentally, when a loud knock interrupted her.

“Of course,” she lamented under her breath. “Enter.”

In strode her handmaidens and the elderly Head of Housekeeping, Ruby.

“Your Highness, it is time to prepare for your courting time with the king of Troivack.”

It took all of Alina’s etiquette training to stop herself from groaning.

“That isn’t for at least three hours, why in the world do I—”

“Forgive me, Princess. We won’t be so fastidious for all your courting dates, but this is for the most esteemed guest present. He is the monarch of another kingdom and is the highest ranking—”

“I understand; pardon my exasperation,” Alina managed with a sigh, even though she wanted to kick them out to enjoy her morning in peace.

Ruby smiled warmly down at her. “We shall go as quickly as possible, Your Highness. I must say, I was delighted to hear that you have developed such a lovely singing voice! We were all terrified about your lungs when we heard—”

“Oh my, is that the gown I’ll be wearing today! How lovely! Pardon my interrupting you, Ruby.” Alina swiftly stood and leaned her lute against the wall, before smiling beautifully at the Head of Housekeeping and strolling over to where the servants were pulling out a white gown with a long, pale-blue satin vest that would run into its train. Truthfully, if the dress was comfortable, Alina didn’t care what she wore on her courting dates, but she hated people bringing up her breathing affliction and always changed the subject as quickly as possible.

“Yes, Your Highness. This is the best of the dresses your father ordered for you. Given that the second courting date is normally an afternoon spent riding, we determined this would be the best chance to show off your beauty!” The maid who was answering her was young, probably about four years younger than Alina, but it was clear as day that she was the honest, earnest type.

“I see, what wonderful strategic thinking! What is your name?”

The young woman blushed. “Paula, Your Highness.”

“Wonderful. Now, what all did you have planned to prepare me for my date with the Troivackian king?”

“Oh, nothing too special, just a bath and massage with special oils, then we would comb your hair until it shines. Once dry, we will fashion it into the latest style amongst nobility. Then, dress you, and spend the final forty minutes deciding on jewelry!”

The words left Alina’s mouth before she could stop herself. “Gods, really?”

Everyone in the room froze.

Noting the stunned faces that surrounded her, Alina forced a pleasant expression on her face as Paula began to step backward.

“That all sounds so exciting! Shall we start?”

Alina sat in the center of the castle courtyard beside the glittering greenhouse tower. The day was hot, but in the shadows, it was quite pleasant.

She regarded the snowy linen of the table in front of herself, which was laden with fine pastries and delicate sandwiches, and found she couldn’t imagine a giant brute like the Troivackian king enjoying the spread. He seemed more the type to enjoy an entire boar leg with a barrel of mead …

“Announcing His Majesty, King Brendan Devark of Troivack.”

Alina lifted her gaze while simultaneously taking a tired breath, only to nearly go into a gasping episode.

The Troivackian king was standing beside the table directly in front of her.

She hadn’t sensed him draw near or heard anything!

“Princess, I did not mean to startle you.” The Troivackian gave a brief short bow before straightening. The cold expression on his face was not helping his intimidating presence.

“Ah, I must have been in deeper thought than I realized. Please have a seat.” Alina did her best to hide her shuddering breath as she gestured to the white wrought-iron chair across from herself.

The Troivackian noble bowed again and then swiftly moved his large form to the seat across from her that made Alina feel like a child playing tea party with a true adult.

No. Even if I were a great and accomplished person, this table would still be set this way … The princess found herself trying to remind herself of common sense as the king, who wore all black from tunic to trousers, sat across from her with black eyes, betraying nothing.

“I was told that our meeting was for the luncheon hour, was I mistaken?” Brendan’s voice was stiff but commanding.

“No, you aren’t, I just arrived early. Would you like some tea, Your Majesty?” the princess asked while reaching for the pot in the middle of the table

“If you must.”

Alina hesitated and instead drew her hand back into her lap. “Do you not like tea?”

“Not particularly.”

“What drink do you like then?”

“Water, or Troivackian moonshine.” The Troivackian king’s tone was neither rude nor condescending. It was merely … toneless. Somehow this was even more agitating to Alina.

“There are a number of drinks in between those,” the princess pointed out while attempting a small smile.

“None have made an impression thus far,” Brendan replied while his eyes for the briefest of moments flitted to the glass tower behind Alina.

“Ah, well … we could try to find another one during our courtship. How about that? It’d save us from mindless chatter.”

The king’s intense stare moved back to her and bore into her eyes relentlessly.

“Is that what these courting meetings are to you? Mindless chatter?”

Alina felt her insides quake, then solidify as her annoyance grew. “I was trying to say we don’t need to make meaningless conversation if we so choose. However, you have butchered that nuanced approach.” The princess paused to take a steadying breath knowing fully well that she was risking an attack on her lungs by becoming emotional.

“I do not do ‘nuanced’ in discussions as serious as marriage. I am here because it would be beneficial to both our kingdoms to form this alliance. Though I doubt you would be able to survive Troivack as you are now.”

Without thinking, Alina stood, her cheeks flaming in embarrassment.

“Then I suppose we have ruled me out as a candidate as your future queen. Good day, Your Majesty. I hope the rest of your stay in my kingdom is enjoyable.”

Giving a small curtsy Alina stormed away from the table, leaving Brendan Devark staring after her, only unlike before, his emotionless expression was broken by the smallest of frowns etched between his thick brows.




CHAPTER 4

Surprise Attacks

Alina had barely managed to keep the ire from her voice when she had ordered the maids from her chamber, insisting she was feeling weary from her luncheon date with the king and wanted to rest alone.

Of course, once the room was cleared, she set to doing what she always did when angry.

Pacing and chattering to herself under her breath.

“That gigantic arse of a king! Thinks he knows all about me just because we had half a conversation … not even half! More like a quarter. What an arrogant, self-important—”

Alina dropped her forehead to her hand and forced herself to take a calming breath to once again stop the threat of another episode.

“Oh, well. At least that rules him out as a possible husband nice and quick. Let’s see, tomorrow I have the luncheon with his brother, and the Zinferans didn’t send any suitors this year …”

Ambling over to where her lute had been set down that morning, Alina picked up the instrument and nestled gratefully back down into her seat.

“I just wish … I wish I hadn’t lost my composure. I wish he didn’t have to poke at the one thing I …” Feeling a swell of emotion in her throat, the princess shook her head free of the thoughts and began strumming away on her instrument instead.

“Let’s see, I think I’d prefer to sing a—”

A loud rigorous knock cracked out.

“Godsdamnit.”

“Enter,” Alina called while once again forcing her annoyed expression into a neutral one.

When the door opened, instead of a maid or Ruby, it was Katarina Ashowan who appeared.

Her long red hair was twisted behind her head, and her dress was despairingly frumpy as a brown sheath with only a single golden cord settled around her hips. Wait … was that dirt on her hands?

“Ah, good! You’re here! I bet my mother your court date this afternoon wouldn’t last an hour.” Kat grinned triumphantly. “Now that you’re finished with that unpleasant business, would you mind helping me with something?”

Alina’s brow furrowed. “Help you with what exactly? Your brother warned me to always say no when you ask me that.”

Kat rolled her eyes and allowed her left hip to jut out. “Oh, please. He embellished a lot of those stories.”

“The one about the donkey and the wine barrels really couldn’t have been embellished that much; I even heard about it in Rollom. I just didn’t know it was you who was responsible for it.”

“Alright, I’ll have you know Harold the Ass had the best day of his life, and since then our relationship has improved drastically. So come on now, I’ll even let you rant about your terrible date if it means you’ll come along.”

“It wasn’t terrible, it was—”

“Yes, yes, things that could be told to me while walking, let’s go!” Katarina clapped her hands, and for some reason, Alina found herself obeying as she hastily put the instrument down and joined the tall redhead.

“Wait, do you have anything else to wear that isn’t … princess-y? You know what, it doesn’t matter, I’ll steal one of my mother’s dresses.”

The princess was growing both more alarmed and intrigued by the second. “Just what are we doing?!”

“It’s better to show you; I promise you will like it.”

Next thing Alina knew, she was being pulled by the hand out of her chamber by the whirlwind that was Lady Katarina Ashowan.

“Okay … I admit it … this is quite wonderful. Are you certain your mother won’t mind me wearing this dress, though?”

Katarina grinned at the princess. “Don’t worry, I’ll have it washed and back in her wardrobe before she notices a thing.”

Alina sighed and looked down at the gaggle of tiny adorable kittens all mewing about the loft of the stables. “How old do you suppose they all are?”

“Six weeks. I remember their mother looking particularly round about that time.”

The princess picked up one tabby kitten with bright, intelligent eyes. “These little beasties are just what I needed today, thank you.” Turning her sunny smile to the redhead, Alina was surprised to see that the young woman across from her was frowning.

“Well, guess it’s none of them. Come on, there’s another litter in the abandoned house down the road. My father’s familiar manages it, so we’ll be welcome, but just be prepared for … strong smells.”

Then, without allowing for a breath to pass, Katarina vaulted her body gracefully over the edge of the loft onto the ladder and was already halfway down before Alina managed to place the kitten in her hands down.

“W-Wait, what do you mean? More? Why are we looking at more kittens? Also, what do you mean your father’s familiar manages a house?”

“I’m looking for my own familiar,” Katarina replied while leaping off the ladder before the last two steps and turning with her hands braced on her hips to look up at Alina.

“The spiritual friend witches find when they are where they are supposed to be?” the princess asked earnestly as she slowly and carefully finished her climb back down without realizing her question about a cat managing a house had been discreetly overlooked.

The redhead laughed. “Glad to hear education on our kind was introduced into your curriculum.”

Alina blushed. “Ah, my apologies … I’m just keen to know … For some reason, my father is always so hesitant to talk about your father and I … I have many questions.”

Katarina clapped the royal on the back and let out a loud charming chuckle. “Don’t worry, my da tries to tell me stories, but my mum always makes him shut it because, and I quote, ‘Kat doesn’t need any more ideas.’”

Alina laughed, only when she did so, the hay dust in the air was sucked in and … she began coughing.

Oh Gods … Oh Gods no … Coughing over and over, tears began spilling over her eyes as she tried to regain her breath.

“Oh, oh no. What do I do? Do you need a physician? Or a drink of water?” Katarina rested her hand on Alina’s shoulder and looked around to see if anyone was within shouting distance as the princess slowly melted to her knees while attempting to draw breath.

“HEY! HEY, YOU TWO! YES, PLEASE! PHYSICIAN! NO, DON’T COME RUNNING HERE— Oh good Gods. I’m so sorry. I swear I didn’t know it was them.” Katarina’s frantic whisper while clasping Alina’s upper arms only made her dread double.

Why is she apologizing? She wouldn’t do that unless …

“Princess! Here, Brendan, let’s take her outside. Perhaps the fresh air will help!” Through her blurred vision, Alina could make out the friendly and concerned face of Henry Devark, the prince of Troivack, and standing behind him looking as calm and unconcerned as ever, his older brother the king.

“It’s alright. Your Majesty, how about you summon a physician while the prince and I carry her out. She doesn’t weigh much, I can manage this much,” Katarina was not releasing Alina’s right arm, and thankfully, Henry seemed happy to listen.

The king on the other hand remained rooted to the spot.

“Princess, do you think you need a physician?” his deep voice asked without any inflection in his tone.

Alina managed to shake her head, but she was unable to see what everyone’s reaction was as she was then hauled out of the barn, her feet barely touching the ground.

She could feel Katarina’s burning touch and was amazed at her strength … Truly she wasn’t a normal woman.

Soon, the lush green grass was within her sights, and sure enough her raspy breath began to come out a little smoother.

After a few moments, her throat ragged from her coughs, Alina dashed the last of the tears from her cheeks and turned her face away from the prince and king toward Katarina, her red eyes pleading.

Kat, whose worried expression still marred her face, turned to the king unabashedly. “Why are you just standing there staring? You could get her a cup of water, you know.”

“I don’t perform useless tasks. She didn’t signal she needed water.”

“So you’re too damn dense to figure it out yourself, is that what you’re saying?” Kat was on her feet, her hands on her waist. “Even if she didn’t need the water, it would’ve been about ten times more productive than what you did by just standing watching your brother and me.”

“What if you hadn’t been able to carry her, or the princess had needed a physician after all? It was a wiser decision for me to stay put,” came the equally calm reply. “You’re being incredibly uncouth toward a king, are you aware of that, or is that normal for a Daxarian?”

Kat let out a scoff while rolling her eyes. “King or not, if I see someone being an idio—”

Alina reached out and grasped Kat’s hand; the woman’s unbridled words were too shocking to go unchecked.

“L-Let’s go,” the princess managed weakly.

Kat shot another withering stare at the king before helping up the princess, then bowing her head to Henry, who was watching the entire scenario play out with an astonished smile.

“Thank you for your assistance, Prince Henry. It was greatly appreciated. We will be leaving now.”

Katarina was beginning to stride away, when she noticed Alina wasn’t at her side.

Instead, the royal stood with her blushing face turned to the ground. “I … apologize … for my friend’s discourtesy, Your Majesty.”

“Don’t apologize for me, I’m not a child,” Katarina said irascibly before rounding back and walking over. “I just don’t think people should ever be in a rank where they can’t be called out for being arseholes.”

Heavy silence followed the redhead’s words, until Prince Henry burst out in hysterical laughter.

Dumbfounded by his reaction, Alina turned and looked at him.

“She’s … your … worst … nightmare!” Henry wheezed toward Brendan while he clutched his sides and made zero attempt to quell his merriment.

Alina glanced nervously at the king, who was staring at his brother with obvious disapproval.

It was the first expression she had ever seen on the man.

“A-Anyway, Your Majesty, if you could please not repeat any of this. Especially in front of my father, I—”

Henry’s laughter petered out then, as Brendan turned his frown to the princess.

“That’s strange”—the prince began while gently rubbing his sore abdomen—“you said the same thing yesterday.”

“Yes, well, I don’t like— Wait. Yesterday?” Alina redirected her confused stare to Henry, completely missing Brendan’s look of alarm.

“Ah … right. I was taking a stroll through the woods to loosen up my joints after arriving yesterday and I … er … I believe I startled you.” The Troivackian prince smiled sheepishly.

“You … I thought you were a bear!” Alina burst out, a smile of her own beginning to form as she recalled the rustling foliage that had frightened her into fleeing the woods.

“I know, it was actually somewhat funny until you started having another breathing issue … You’re a wonderful singer by the way!” Henry complimented her quickly while taking a careful step closer. “In my opinion, I don’t think nature and you are close friends.”

Alina laughed easily and found her lightened mood lingering as an undeniable wave of comfort swept over her due to the prince tactfully shifting the topic from her ailment.

“Well, I suppose we will have to hear you sing sometime, Princess! Now, shall we go look at the other litter?” Katarina’s interruption brought Alina’s attention back around, though her smile dimmed slightly when she noticed the Troivackian king’s cold expression had returned.

“Yes, but we must hurry before dinner tonight.”

Smiling, the redhead winked down at the princess. “Don’t worry, we will be down there and back up before anyone even notices you’re missing.”

Norman stared at his daughter’s appearance flatly.

Her brown hem was caked in mud, her hair was frizzing out in multiple directions, and there was a strange odor lingering about her that he didn’t care for in the least.

“You missed dinner, and come back just before we send out knights to look for you. I expect a full explanation.”

Alina clasped her hands in front of her skirts and bowed her head. “You see, Father … I, well, went into Austice …”

“Without any escorts?! Alina, it isn’t like you to be so careless! You know with all the suitors here you need to be especially cautious. What if one of them proves to be horribly unfavorable and attempts to harm you?!” the king burst out instantly.

“I-I wasn’t alone! It really was fine, I was dressed like this so no one knew who I was, and we just went to—”

“We? Who is ‘we’?” Norman asked while rounding his chair with a strange glint in his eyes that Alina wasn’t sure was a good thing.

“Oh, um, Katarina Ashowan, Father. You like the Ashowans, though! You wanted us to be friends!” Alina exclaimed, also desperate.

The king rested his forearms on the back of his chair by the fire and dropped his head while letting out a loud moan. “Oh Gods. It’s happening again … Kevin was right … I should’ve been more cautious.”

“What does Mr. Kevin Howard have to do with Katarina?!” the princess demanded in confusion as she strained her mind to recall why the assistant could possibly have said anything bad about the infamous noble family.

Norman sighed and lifted his head to look defeatedly at his daughter. “I think I may have censored my stories about Finlay a little too much.”

“What do you mean? What’s wrong with the Ashowan family? You said you trust them completely!”

“And I do. They just tend to … cause trouble before setting things right again.” Sighing deeply Norman rounded the chair and laid his hands on his daughter’s shoulders. “As long as you are safe, that is all that matters. Now, how was your luncheon with the Troivackian king?”

Alina openly grimaced. “Father, if I never ask you to tell your stories about your time with Finlay Ashowan, will you never ask me about my dates with the Troivackian king, and trust me when I say they are inconsequential?”

Norman studied his daughter for a long moment, his identical hazel eyes searching her own.

“Very well. As long as he hasn’t offended or hurt you, I will leave it be. I trust you.”

Letting out the breath she had been holding, Alina allowed her shoulders to slump forward. “Thank you. I’ll go to bed now.”

Leaning forward and planting a kiss on her father’s cheek, Alina then lightly stepped to leave the library. Right before she reached the door, however, she cast a cheeky smile over her shoulder and said, “I must admit though, Katarina Ashowan has already told me that there is a certain mystery surrounding the nine fountains on the castle grounds. Apparently there is a tenth and she wants us to go look for it tomorrow.”

Closing the door behind herself, the young princess couldn’t help but giggle when she heard her father loudly exclaim, “Son of a mage! GUARDS, SUMMON VISCOUNT ASHOWAN THIS INSTANT!”




CHAPTER 5

Meddlesome Men

Norman quirked an eyebrow at his assistant, his stern features remaining firmly in place.

“Oh Gods … where to even begin with how much I disagree with this …”

The king leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands together. “Enlighten me, Kevin. You’ve given me sound advice in all my decisions as a ruler.”

The assistant placed the wine goblet back on the table before resting his elbows on either side of the beverage and rubbing his wizened face furiously.

After a moment, his formerly neat hair was sticking up at odd angles and his eyebrows looked slightly demented.

“You want the princess to marry the son of a mere viscount for some reason, and not just any viscount. The Ashowans! Do you know the stories I have heard about them all the way in Rollom?! They are infamous for their oddities!”

“Also for saving the kingdom and advancing our technologies with the Coven of Wittica’s help far beyond anything we ever dreamed. Our economy is booming, and we are well underway to having a publicly funded education system that could further these revolutions. We are even in discussion with a group of earth witches that could not just build us roads of stone in our cities but connect them! This is all headed by Finlay, Annika, and the coven. You know I’ve tried to make him a duke time and time again, and he refuses. His accomplishments are all thanks to his oddities.”

“Did you not hear the story about his daughter and the donkey? Or about the barn fire and his daughter? Or the time she ran off and—”

“I have. She was a few years younger then. Not to mention all those stories are about Katarina, not her brother—”

“Fin’s son is not right in the head, Your Majesty! I am sorry, I know we all don’t wish to insult the poor lad, but he is not well.”

“Finlay had his own issues when he first arrived here, and he overcame them with flying colors. I believe Alina is more than capable of helping Tamlin Ashowan on that journey,” Norman reasoned.

“You’re the only parent I know who wishes hardship on their daughter. You want her to heal him?” Mr. Howard snapped before grabbing his wine goblet and chugging down its contents in one go.

“No. I believe that he will do that himself, and having a kind companion can be a blessing during those times.”

“Alright … I didn’t want to have to resort to this, but …” The assistant fixed his deep blue eyes on the ruler and took a fortifying breath. “If Alina marries Lord Ashowan’s son, whenever you go to visit her estate, you will have to see Kraken, his familiar.”

The king’s face paled.

Silence rested over the pair for several long moments.

“Perhaps I was hasty in the planning of this arrangement. Or maybe I can insist that they live here instead …” Norman murmured to himself with a deep frown.

Mr. Howard let out a very long frustrated sigh. “In my opinion, Your Majesty, we should wait and see what the princess thinks about the suitors herself; she is a young woman of sound judgment. Sire, I know you want her to marry Fin’s son because you are afraid she will choose one of the Troivackian men, but I doubt she would consider them as a viable option.”

Norman’s expression saddened as his eyes fell to the council room table in front of himself. Sunlight the color of honey poured in through the windows, illuminating the lazy dust drifting through the air.

It was a peaceful afternoon that didn’t have any business being as wonderful as it was.

“I can’t lose both my children. Eric, I … I don’t know if he will ever return, or if he will ever be ready to be king. If something should happen to him or myself … Alina and her husband would need to be able to take care of this land. They would also need to win support so that the four dukes don’t go to war to inherit the crown, and the only house I can think of that could face those odds would be the Ashowan family.”

Mr. Howard said nothing. He knew the prince’s absence had only added to the grief of losing Queen Ainsley, and what made it even more difficult and worrisome was that Eric was incredibly adept at hiding his activities. Despite this, Norman believed that, if he just gave his son time and privacy, he would one day return.

Only Finlay Ashowan had ever found out the details of Eric’s whereabouts, and ever since that day, the two had not spoken. Nor would the redhead relay anything other than that the prince was alive.

If Kevin Howard were entirely honest with himself …

It was something he could never forgive the house witch for.

As he stared at the king, his employer, his leader, his friend, and saw the intense pain in his eyes of not knowing the well-being of his own child, the assistant wished for the thousandth time he was capable of getting the information out of Finlay Ashowan once and for all—and could punish him properly for his silence.

Despite remaining unwed and childless, Kevin Howard didn’t have to have either to know that no parent should have to worry about their children disappearing off the face of the earth.

Alina stared at her reflection grimly, despite the flurry of excitement behind her being of a more happy, robust nature.

Maids gushed to one another and exchanged endless ideas about her hair and jewels that made her gut rot with anxiety.

For some reason, they were all beside themselves anticipating her date with Prince Henry.

After her unpleasant encounter with the Troivackian prince’s older brother, the king, she didn’t have high expectations for the date.

“Princess Alina! We heard that at least half a dozen young maidens are completely smitten with Prince Henry, and another half dozen of married women are the same! Yet he shows no interest. He is just so friendly, and warm … his voice is beautiful too.” The maids continued on regardless of Alina’s listless response, leaving the young woman to speculate on how best to avoid their bombardment of questions after the courting date.

A knock on the door interrupted the maids, and Alina found herself grateful for the brief hush the visitor had instilled.

One of the maids opened the door a crack, and after a few words the servant turned back to the princess looking disconcerted. “It seems we got carried away— It … it’s time to go meet the prince!”

Nodding with the severity of a prisoner on their way to the chopping block, Alina turned and exited her chamber, only to walk directly into a very firm chest.

“Oh— Ah … yes, I know it isn’t normal that I come to escort you myself, but I had a request to make of you, and it was best that I make it before you got too far.”

Alina froze when she realized that she had accidentally walked straight into none other than Prince Henry, and he was gazing down at her with a friendly, good-natured smile.

“W-What re-request?”

“Your singing really was beautiful that day in the forest, and I was wondering if you might bring your lute with you! I quite enjoy singing myself, but it is murderously hard to find someone here who will do so with me.”

Alina blinked up at the prince for a moment before realizing that she was still standing pressed into him. Taking a hasty step back, she bumped her head against her open chamber door. Just inside the room stood her gaggle of maids, who were all so enthralled with the scene that they openly gaped, unable to move.

After another beat of awkward silence, one of them had the presence of mind to grab the forgotten instrument and slowly hand it off to the princess before backing away while bowing.

“Th-Thank you,” Alina croaked over her shoulder.

“Wonderful, shall we go now?” Henry grinned down at her, oblivious to the tension of the moment. Offering his arm to the stunned royal, he waited patiently as she accepted his escort.

Then, they set off to their luncheon in the courtyard.

Alina could feel her face burning as she attempted to tune the instrument in her hands. The Troivackian prince was sitting contently, gazing up at the glass tower with a curious expression, as though thinking of wondrous things that he’d like to know more about.

“Pardon me, Your Highness, but—”

“Please, call me Henry. Let’s save our breaths for more important things,” he interrupted happily.

“Right … Henry … forgive me for saying this, but you aren’t anything like the other Troivackians I’ve met.”

The prince chuckled. “I know. I’ve heard that my whole life, especially from my brother.”

“I’m sorry to bring up such a … a painful—”

“I’m used to these things.” Henry waved off her apology. “It’s one of the reasons I actually submitted my application to join my brother as a candidate for being your fiancé. I wanted to come to your country to see if perhaps I’d fit in better here.”

Alina stilled as a sorrowful expression moved across Henry’s face.

“I already can tell I am far better suited to your land than my home, but …” An emotion shone in the prince’s eyes that made Alina lean forward. Her heart thudded against her chest.

Somehow, in that moment, she understood perfectly.

“You … are worried about your brother.”

Henry’s gaze snapped up to hers; it was clear he was stunned.

“How did you know?”

For some annoying reason, Alina felt tears threatening to ruin her composure. “I … I’m worried about my loved ones too.”

In the moment of quiet understanding that passed between the two royals, a gentle breeze passed over the exquisitely set table.

“Princess, would you like to sing a song together?”

Alina found herself unable to stop herself from smiling at the prince. Someone who could finally understand the pain, heartache, and endless worrying that came with having troubled family members who meant the world to them sat across from her, asking her to do one of her favorite things …

“I would love to.”

Strolling back to her chamber with her lute in hand, Alina couldn’t keep the smile from her face.

To think she had been able to spend almost her entire luncheon with the Troivackian prince singing, and learning new songs from his home, was beyond her wildest expectations of the date. He really was charming, kind …

“Your Highness! What a joy to see you in such high spirits!”

Turning with her smile still intact and her cheeks rosy, Alina faltered for a moment when she realized that she was faced with none other than Lord Richard Fuks.

The man was … beyond elderly. He had always been thought of as a tad mad, yet as his age advanced into his nineties, the earl seemed to become more and more ludicrous with each passing year.

Currently, the infamous noble was clad in a crimson robe, under which his long sleepshirt was visible. Clutching the head of his cane with trembling wrinkled hands that were missing a good number of fingers, the earl attempted to bow to her.

“Good day, Lord Fuks. I pray to the Goddess that this day finds you in good health?”

“Yes, yes. Nothing wrong with me. Tell me, did you have a good date with that Troivackian?”

Alina blinked at the elder’s bald-faced question.

“I … er … Yes, I did.”

“Excellent! You know I worried about that child becoming king at such a young age. Can’t imagine what nonsense he had to put up with.” Lord Fuks shook his head sadly.

“Oh, I actually had my luncheon with the king’s brother, Prince Henry.”

“That pup?! Forgive me, but that man is abysmally directionless and unambitious, who would do nothing but lounge around and play music all day if allowed to.”

“There is nothing wrong with music!” Alina burst out before realizing her show of emotion was making a passing steward turn to stare at the two nobles curiously.

Lord Fuks sighed. “Of course not, but … ah, well. Ignore my ramblings. Tell me, have you seen my grandson anywhere? I was just coming out here to see if the lad might be interested in taking a carriage ride with me into Austice.”

Alina managed to resume her polite smile after a brief moment of forcing her face into a plain expression. “I haven’t. My apologies, Lord Fuks, I was unaware your son, Les, had had a child!”

“Ah, no need to apologize. He’s a fine young lad, only four years old now! He’s named—”

“FATHER!”

Alina turned startled as Les Fuks himself rounded the castle corridor and charged down to them with impressive speed.

“You can’t just disappear like that because you don’t want a physical examination!” Les panted, his white hair still slicked back despite his sprint.

“Nonsense! I don’t need yet another examination! I had one not even a fortnight ago. Now, stop hiding my grandson from me, I want to treat him to a carriage ride and perhaps some strawberry tarts from one of the shops in Austice!”

Les Fuks straightened slowly while still breathing heavily and pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Father, you— Oh! Your Highness! I am sorry I didn’t greet you properly!” Les dipped into a deep bow before Alina, who gripped her lute closer to herself reflexively.

“No … it is not a problem! Lord Fuks was just asking if I had seen your son. I was apologizing in truth, because I don’t even know your child’s name!”

At this, Les Fuks stiffened and shot his father an accusatory glare, which was met with the most innocent expression imaginable.

“My son’s name … is … Aster.”

“Oh, what a wonderful name, Lord Fuks!” Alina smiled while attempting to ignore the glow of pride from the earl himself. It was clear something was somewhat amiss.

“Yes. A wonderful boy—takes after myself quite a bit!” Lord Richard Fuks managed to straighten his spine ever so slightly as both his hands rested atop his cane. “Though, Princess, please feel free to call him by his nickname. Ass.”

Alina was so shocked that she barely remembered not to laugh. She had been warned by her father about Earl Fuks’s tendency to try and garnish favors from people who might find his name funny.

“I … I beg your pardon?” she asked while blinking several times in a row.

“Father, we are not calling him … Ass … as a nickname. Please, you are offending the princess!” Les Fuks begged his father, but the elder was ignoring his son’s pleas wholeheartedly, his eyes shining with pride.

“Nonsense, what is there to be offended about? I am allowing Her Highness to feel comfortable with one of her loyal subjects. My dear grandson, Ass Fuks, will be a loving and devoted noble in her brother’s court one day!”

Alina bit down on her lip hard enough to draw blood, and yet when Les Fuks dropped his forehead to his hand, she couldn’t help but burst out in hysterical laughter.

Ah well, she was only human.




CHAPTER 6

Troubling Tones

It was a peaceful day for Fin. Tam was sitting at the kitchen table reading, Annika was in Austice checking on Elizabeth Nonata’s report, and he was in the middle of baking fresh herb bread for the king’s pork roast dinner. Even though Fin wasn’t the official Royal Cook anymore, whenever he had the time, he would give his replacement, his former kitchen aide Peter, a day off.

The viscount had just finished magically floating the bowl of mixed herbs he had prepared beforehand onto the table, when the castle door was thrown open, and in stumbled the princess and his daughter holding each other up as they roared with laughter.

“I-I owe him a favor now, but I couldn’t resist!” Alina clutched her abdomen as the tall redhead supporting her wiped tears of humor from her cheeks.

“Oh Gods—I thought everyone had heard about it! You should’ve seen my da when he found out! He had to be locked away in his chamber for hours!”

“When I found out what now?” Fin asked while turning curiously to his daughter and her new friend.

“Lord Fuks’s grandson’s name,” Katarina explained with a devilish grin that had Fin smiling back at her.

“Ah, yes. How is little Asster doing?”

“I’ve heard he’s cute, but a little shit disturber,” Tam cited casually, earning a look of glowing pride from his father.

Alina was unable to take it and was once again doubled over laughing.

Fin was chuckling to himself as Katarina helped heft the princess onto one of the three tall chairs while patting her back. Tam glanced at the young royal with a half smile before returning to his book.

“Easy there, Princess. If you have another one of those attacks, my father might not be as calm.” Katarina plunked herself down in the center seat and reached over to grab an apple from the fruit bowl in front of her brother.

“Viscount, you … you know about the incident yesterday?” Alina asked, dropping her eyes to her lap as she tried not to show him the disappointed and anxious expression she knew she was growing in place of laughter.

“Kat told us, yes. She made me promise not to tell your father, but, Alina, if your condition is getting worse—”

“Wait, you already knew about my condition?!” the princess demanded, her eyes flying to Fin’s calm blue ones.

“I do, yes. When you had your first incident, your father reached out to me to see if I knew of any cure that my mother may have made a note of in one of her notebooks. Sadly, there wasn’t one that she knew of. However, the vapors and ointment the Royal Physician has been administering for you are based on one of my mother’s creations. She did make a note that some people grow out of the condition, though for children born early it was more likely to last for the duration of their life.”

The princess felt her teeth clench and her hands grip her skirts as she recoiled from the pitying gazes of both the Ashowan children.

It was in that moment that an impressively large amount of fluff suddenly leapt into her lap.

“Oh, what—”

Alina blinked, stunned, down into two green eyes belonging to a handsome cat, whose puffy chest with its dash of white at the throat made him look rather distinguished.

“Ah, that there is Kraken.”

“The Kraken?! The animal responsible for taking down a dragon?!”

The feline in her lap chirped before circling her lap several times and beginning to knead his paws against her thighs.

“He says he is pleased to make your acquaintance,” Fin remarked while a small flicker of another emotion crossed his face. He was the only one who could understand the feline with their strong bond as familiar and witch. However, he was more than happy to relay messages from the fluffy cat.

“Is that really all Kraken said, Da?” Katarina asked while she glanced playfully at her father.

“That is all he said that is worth being repeated,” the viscount retorted while leaning his hands on the cooking table and fixing his daughter with a familiar warning look.

Katarina grinned back before continuing to munch on her apple. “So how was your second date?”

Alina smiled prettily down at Kraken as she reached up and scratched his cheeks. “It was wonderful. Prince Henry is a very kind man; I had a lovely afternoon with him.”

There was a beat of silence that finally made the young monarch raise her gaze to the Ashowan family, which in turn made her bashful.

Fin took one look at her face and shook his head. “Gods … your father is going to be heartbroken.”

“N-No! It doesn’t have to be like that! Henry says he prefers Daxaria and wants to live here,” Alina began desperately, unable to stop her burning cheeks.

“Calling him Henry already?” Katarina observed while her jovial expression began to fade from her face.

“Princess, you do know that it isn’t for Prince Henry to decide if he can live here with you. It’d be up to his brother, King Brendan. While I agree, given the Troivackian nobility’s propensity for backstabbing, this could seem like a tempting option for him, there are many variables to this,” Fin began, his tone apologetic as the young woman before him visibly shrank.

“W-Well, I can try to talk to him. The Troivackian king, that is.”

“Alina, he is here for your hand in marriage as well; that might not be something that he would be pleased about,” Fin remarked, unaware that he was already addressing the young noble as he would his own daughter.

“Da, are you really someone who can say something like this is impossible? You were a Godsdamn cook when you met Mum!” Katarina burst out vehemently.

“Language,” Fin warned before straightening and crossing his arms over his chest.

“Sorry, but you know I’m right!” Katarina was on her feet in an instant.

“The princess hasn’t even had all her courting dates; maybe you all are overreacting to an event that isn’t a certainty,” Tam cut in, his quiet voice carrying little emotion as he proceeded to turn the page of his book.

Alina glanced at the heir to the viscount’s house but discovered that he remained fully immersed in the text before him, as though nothing of consequence was happening.

“Actually, Tam … That is something I wanted to talk to you about, but I’m also going to mention it with Her Highness here.” Fin turned his shimmering gaze to his son, who finally looked up at his father.

The house witch then faced Alina, looking more than a mite awkward.

“Your father, the king, is interested in a pairing between the two of you. I know he doesn’t want you or Tam to know his intentions, but this is not something I think should be kept from either of you.”

Tam’s expression was one of great alarm and distress as he shook his head and held up both of his arms in an X while at the same time the princess exclaimed, “Oh, Gods, no.”

Momentarily taken aback by both of their strong reactions to the news, Fin took a dazed moment to process the information before chuckling. “I suppose that should be a relief to me.”

Katarina turned to Alina with her arms folded over her chest frowning. “What’s wrong with my brother?”

“Kat, you really don’t need to—” Tam began to interject before his sister adjusted her position so that the full of her back was facing him, which effectively cut him off.

“Oh … I’m sorry … I mean no offense to … to either of you—sorry, Tam!” Alina added hastily.

“None taken,” the young noble responded while poking his sister’s shoulder.

“It’s just that I already … I already see you more as a brother than a romantic partner.” Alina was inching away from the blazing stare of Tam’s sister, when Kraken’s paw suddenly shot out and rested on the redheaded woman’s lap.

Snapping out of her frown, Katarina turned her attention to the familiar and stared into his sleepy green eyes, which then slowly blinked up at her.

Letting out a long sigh, the redhead’s shoulders slumped forward. “Damnit. I really wanted to have a sister-in-law that I like.”

“Kat, language!” Fin chided again, though he laughed a bit as he did so.

“Why? You and Mum swear all the time at home! Besides, no one here cares—”

It was then the garden door opened a crack, drawing everyone’s gazes up in time to see a small boy with a mop of soft brown hair and dark blue eyes stare up at them uncertainly.

“Why, hello, Aster!” Katarina greeted with a warm smile that had the child scuffling quickly into the room and closing the door behind himself. Kraken leapt down from the princess’s lap and sauntered over to the nearest patch of sunlight.

“Katty, it’s Ass, remember?” the small boy half whined, half pouted as he ran over to the cooking table.

“Oh, are you Aster?” Alina asked while smiling down at the small boy.

“Yeah, but my friends call me Ass. Who’re you?” he asked while accepting a pear that Fin was handing him.

The princess didn’t get the chance to answer when the garden door burst open with great force, and standing in its frame was none other than Brendan Devark, the Troivackian king.

“There he is, my lady. I believe that is your son?”

Everyone was too stunned to move until a slight woman in her early forties stepped around the giant of a man. “Y-Yes, thank you, Your Majesty.”

Aster didn’t run away when his mother rushed over to him and picked him up, though it was most likely due to the fact the lad appeared petrified to the bone of the foreigner in front of him.

“Good day, Viscount.” Lady Fuks dipped into a shaky curtsy to Fin.

“Morning, Cheryl. Take care, Aster!” Fin waved with a friendly smile that had the boy waving back, and then shouting as his mother carried him through the castle doorway. “I told you! Call me Ass!”

“I cannot have heard that child right.
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