CHAPTER 1 

AKASTIN CAPITAL CITY OF YOTHALA
THE CASTLE CLOSE
       

       Adriana lay in her bed, the silk sheets spilled softly around her as she looked up at the carvings on the wooden ceiling. The flickering candlelight cast dancing shadows that mirrored her restless thoughts that consumed her mind. Today would mark her sixteenth birthday, a milestone that should have brought joy but instead filled her with mounting dread. The weight of expectation pressed down upon her young shoulders like an invisible force, threatening to crush her carefree spirit.
       At the young age of sixteen, she already bore the crushing burden of an arranged marriage that would seal not only her fate but the destiny of kingdoms. If the choice were hers alone, Adriana would spend her days reveling in life's simple pleasures, reading poetry in hidden alcoves, painting watercolors in the royal gardens, or even enjoying the sport of archery. Instead, she found herself a pawn in a deadly game of political chess, her hand in marriage the prize that could determine the outcome of a war that had already devoured too many innocent lives.
       The war with the Azcans, those fierce, proud people who inhabited the land just south of her fathers had raged mercilessly for four brutal years. Her father, King Rhesus of Yothala, had assured her countless times that marrying a powerful ally would strengthen their realm and bring the peace that had eluded them for so long. Yet Adriana couldn't shake the growing unease that gnawed at her conscience. Why should she be sacrificed to end a war that her father had started? Why must her body and soul be bartered away to clean up his political mess?
       As her thoughts continued to swirl, Adriana found herself questioning everything she had been told about the war. The official narrative painted the Azcan leadership as tyrannical oppressors who brutalized their own people, though she had never quite been sure about that. Instead she sensed that it might be an excuse to justify less noble motives.
       King Rhesus ruled Yothala with an iron fist wrapped in a velvet glove. He had methodically extended his influence southward, offering neighboring kingdoms a devil's bargain: accept his generous proposals of wealth and protection in exchange for complete submission, or face the devastating consequences of war. One by one, smaller nations had capitulated, recognizing that resistance meant annihilation. All except the proud Azcans, who had made their position crystal clear, they had absolutely no interest in becoming part of a greater Yothala.
       To Adriana, their defiance spoke of honor rather than savagery. Their resistance didn't stem from a desire to oppress their citizens or maintain some barbaric system. Instead, it appeared to spring from a desperate need to protect their ancestral lands, their unique culture, and their precious natural resources from foreign exploitation. Over time, she had come to a painful realization: this war wasn't about liberating the Azcan people from tyranny. It was nothing more than a naked grab for dominance and control, dressed up in the righteous language of humanitarian intervention.
       But regardless of the war's true motives, Adriana understood that her fate was sealed. A royal marriage loomed on her horizon, whether she embraced it or fought against it. She was all but certain she would soon find herself wed to the oldest prince of Pamplona, a majestic kingdom just north of her father’s.
       She had seen him on a handful of occasions during her family's visits to the northern realm, but she never formed any sort of affection for him or his equally princely brothers. The prince had always struck her as insufferably arrogant, obsessed with his physical appearance and social status to a degree that bordered on narcissistic. His conversations rarely strayed beyond hunting exploits, expensive horses, and the latest fashions imported from distant lands. The idea of spending a lifetime listening to such dull discourse filled her with existential horror.
       Nevertheless, Adriana realized the political reasoning behind her father's matchmaking. She was the heir to Yothala's throne, while he stood to inherit Pamplona's crown. There had been whispered rumors of potential military conflict between the two kingdoms over disputed mining rights and trade, but such a war would prove costly for both nations. Marriage represented the most efficient path to securing Pamplona's formidable military support and finally crushing Azcan resistance once and for all.
       Adriana was often described as the greatest prize in the known world, a woman whose legendary beauty was worth lending armies for. Nobles and commoners alike constantly proclaimed her the most stunning woman in the entire realm. Her beautiful brown eyes sparkled with warmth and curiosity, framed by flowing waves of long, curly light brown hair that fell gently around her shoulders. The beautiful combination of her mother’s dark complexion and her father’s pale tone gave her skin an otherworldly glow that seemed to radiate from within.
       Many referred to her as "the princess sent from the heavens," and she was certainly treated as such. However, this constant worship came with its own burdens. She lived under the constant watchful gaze of her guardians, whether they were her elite personal guards, her maids or even the king himself, who seemed to monitor her every breath.
       She often felt trapped under the weight of scrutiny, growing to resent the way that so many seemed to pry into her daily life. In response, she had decided to make their tasks that much more difficult. Whenever possible, she would sneak away from their watchful gazes, enjoying the thrill of exploration as she attempted to make it beyond the castle walls, testing just how far she could go before being discovered. Her ultimate goal was to breach the massive walls that surrounded the castle grounds, but despite numerous attempts, she had never successfully escaped, thanks to the diligent head of her guard, Maximus.
       At just 18 years old, he was hardly older than her, and considering his youth, he shouldn't have been in line for such a prestigious position. Yet her father had overlooked his age for several compelling reasons. Max came from a long line of devoted guardians, a family that had served the royal lineage for generations. His brothers had donned the armor, his father had stood sentinel, and his father's father before him.
      From a young age, they were trained to be the finest bodyguards imaginable, and Max had more than exceeded expectations. He was a prodigy and was the youngest to achieve multiple feats of glory. These included winning a jousting tournament at only 13, being handpicked for the royal guard at 15, and by 17, he was personally selected by Adriana's father to lead her guard.
       Their families had been intertwined for as long as anyone could remember, creating a bond that went deeper than duty. Adriana remembered their childhood spent laughing and playing in the vibrant gardens of the castle, where blossoms blew in the gentle breeze. Max had been her closest friend, her most trusted confidant, the one person who could make her laugh until her sides ached and who never treated her like a fragile porcelain doll.
       Then everything changed on his fourteenth birthday when he departed for the legendary Fort Nava to begin his intensive military training. When he returned a full year later, Adriana barely recognized the serious young man who had replaced her beloved childhood companion. The light in his eyes had been dimmed by the weight of responsibility, leaving little room for the carefree adventures they had once shared.
       Adriana had been so excited when he had returned, but quickly found that their friendship had been utterly transformed. That hadn’t been the only transformation he had undergone, though. He had grown taller, and his body had developed a lean, muscular physique from countless hours of training. Now, at 18, he stood as a formidable opponent, capable of defeating even the most skilled fighters, his presence commanding respect and attention in any area. He was now the head of her guard, tasked with preventing her from slipping through the massive walls surrounding the castle grounds and knowing her well enough to anticipate her every move. Growing up together had made him an expert at that.
       In recent years, Adriana had made genuine efforts to become more "responsible," focusing on her duties as princess and heir to her father's throne rather than constantly scheming to escape her golden cage. But today marked a crucial turning point in her young life. Today was her sixteenth birthday, a day that would be filled with an elaborate parade of suitors from distant lands, each having submitted formal letters requesting permission to attend her celebration and, if deemed worthy, present their cases before the king for the ultimate honor of claiming her hand in marriage.
       Her father had wasted absolutely no time in making his expectations clear. The demands of royalty were closing around her like the bars of an increasingly narrow cage. The upcoming days would be filled with ceremonies, grand feasts, elaborate dances, and countless eyes upon her. The weight of it all was suffocating, and Adriana found herself yearning for freedom from her perfectly crafted life..
       As dawn approached, a desperate plan formed in her mind. If she could successfully disappear for just a few days, or perhaps even a month, she might force her father to reconsider this forced marriage. On the other hand, he might simply lock her in her chambers for the rest of her life. But it was the first time in years that she felt she had even a small amount of control over her own destiny, and that possibility was worth almost any risk.
       Before the sun rose, she summoned one of her maids, ordering them to take her place and stay curled in bed, faking illness, much to the maid’s displeasure. Despite the maid's obvious displeasure at participating, the maid complied. Adriana then skillfully applied white powder to drain the color from her face and slipped into the maid’s clothes; the disguise was flawless in appearance, but how effective would it prove?
       With her heart pounding against her ribs, she approached the hidden trapdoor beneath her bed, a secret passage she had discovered during childhood explorations but had never dared to use for a serious escape attempt. The entrance was nearly impossible to detect unless one knew exactly where to look. She carefully lifted the heavy wooden panel and descended a rusty iron ladder that led down into a forgotten tunnel that hadn't seen human passage in decades.
       The air grew cooler and damper as she made her way through the narrow passageway, guided only by the faint light filtering down from above. Cobwebs brushed against her face, and she could hear the scurrying of small creatures in the darkness. After what felt like an eternity, she finally emerged into the enchanting world of the castle gardens, where the first rays of light had started to shine on the flowers.
       For the first time in her sixteen years of life, Princess Adriana stood truly alone and unguarded in the world beyond her bedroom walls. The sensation of freedom coursed through her veins like the finest wine, and she couldn't suppress a smile of pure joy as she breathed in the cool morning air. Her real adventure was only just beginning.

       

CHAPTER 2 


       As she navigated the familiar paths of the ancient stone castle, she marveled at the castle gardens, where vibrant plants bloomed in a rainbow of colors, swaying in the gentle breeze. Smiling to herself, she thought momentarily of how much more beautiful the scenery would be if she hadn’t been caged here her entire life. She journeyed past the beauty of the gardens and into the vast stretches of landscape that lay between the castle and the imposing outer gates. What a perfectly crafted cage. Every detail, every structure within the castle gates seemed to be designed to keep one in rather than keep one out.
       After what felt like an eternity of traveling the massive grounds, she finally reached the towering entrance of the outer wall. It had always served as a great divider, keeping the rest of the city from the royal family and vice versa. The adrenaline surged within her as she approached the two guards stationed at the gate's entrance. She had her story, a humble maid, bound for town to care for her ill child. It wasn’t a complicated story, but it seemed authentic enough. The only issue was that there was no doubt in her mind that the entire castle had likely been alerted to her absence. The guards would likely be on high alert, making her escape that much more unlikely. She calmed her mind and put on her most confident persona.
       As she walked toward the guards, her heart began beating faster and faster. Calm down, calm down, calm down, she repeated in her mind. Upon reaching the guards, they lowered their massive spears, forming an imposing "X" in front of the gate. "State your name and business," one guard said, with authority, the sun shining on his fancy red and gold armor that was custom for the castle guards. “Sh-Shirley,” she said, stammering, hoping her voice didn’t betray her nerves. An uncomfortable silence followed, and Adriana could almost feel the guard's eyes scrutinizing her.
       “Lift your hood,” the first guard ordered coldly, his voice sending a shiver down Adriana’s spine. “For what reason?” Adriana asked quietly, keeping her head aimed at the floor. She kicked herself mentally, realizing her mistake; no maid would have the guts to question a guard's authority. "Because I said to," the guard countered, seizing her arm, seemingly offended by the question. "Easy there, Stergin," the other guard said, interjecting calmly, prying his colleague's hand away from her and allowing her a breath of relief. "We’ve received word that the princess has gone missing. We’re to be on high alert," the second guard explained.
       The moment of truth had arrived. Taking a calming breath, she softened her tone. “That’s perfectly understandable, sir,” she cooed, adopting her most timid maid impression. "I work in the castle kitchens and was hoping to return home with these berries for my sick daughter before the festivities begin," She continued, extending a handful of mallear berries, known for their curing abilities. "Likely story," the first guard scoffed, eyeing the berries skeptically. "Now I’m not going to say it again, remove your hood." Wow, she thought to herself, was this how guards treated all they viewed beneath them?   
       Adriana took a deep breath, steadying herself for what might prove to be her undoing. "I’m sorry if I angered you, sir," she replied, lifting her hood timidly. She crossed her fingers, silently praying that the powder and paint would succeed in masking her true identity. Her reveal drew two completely different reactions from the two guards. While the first still squinted his eyes with visible skepticism, the second looked like a predator who had just found its next meal.
       "You’re quite the cute little thing, aren’t you?" the second guard remarked, stepping closer, a lustful smile spreading across his face. Adriana took a small but noticeable step back, creating distance between them. "Am I free to pass?" she asked, her heart racing. "I really need to see my daughter." The guards exchanged glances before looking back at her. The gears seemed to be churning in their minds before they turned back to each other with a shrug. “Right, you’re good to go,” the first guard sighed. 
       They gestured to two men stationed atop the towering wall, who in response began to raise the heavy iron gate. The gears moaned as the massive gate began to rise, and she exhaled a sigh of relief; freedom was so close. After numerous failed attempts, she had finally done it. She wasn’t sure what she would do on her own, nor did she care. All she knew was that for the first time, it felt as though her life was in her own hands. But just as hope blossomed within her, she heard the loud clatter of hooves pounding against the earth and a commanding voice shouting, "Hold the gate!" 
        It didn’t take long for her heart to sink as she recognized that voice; it belonged to Maximus. Her dearest protector had found her faster than she could have ever imagined. In a way, she had to admire the fact that he had tracked her so quickly. As he drew near, Adriana kept her hood up and her eyes fixed on the ground, standing frozen in a mixture of dread and anticipation. 
       "Good morning, men," Maximus greeted as he pulled his horse to a halt. “Good morning, Captain,” the guards replied in unison, giving a swift salute. Adriana kept her head down, but she could feel Maximus’s gaze assessing her with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion. “Who do we have here?” he asked, leaning forward slightly in his saddle, his horse shifting under his weight. Adriana crossed her fingers while holding her breath as the first guard spoke up. “She claims she’s returning home to her sick daughter in the city,” he said, the suspicion evident in his tone.  
       “And where are you coming from?” the captain pressed, inching his horse closer to her. She could now feel the air from the horse’s nostrils on her. “From the kitchens, sir,” she replied, attempting to use her best Northern accent. A thick, loud silence followed. The next few seconds felt like an eternity as the silence stretched on between them, Maximus, Adriana, and the guards all seemingly waiting for the next to speak. Finally, Maximus let out a resigned sigh. “Let’s go, your highness,” he said, the tiredness clear in his voice. 
       Adriana remained motionless as realization washed over her. He knew it was her, but that wasn’t going to stop her from feigning ignorance. “Sir, I don’t know wha—” she began, but he cut her off before she could finish. “Enough is enough, your highness. I know it’s you.” Heat rose to her cheeks as her fists clenched and teeth gritted in frustration. She was so close, and once again, he had thwarted her efforts. 
       With anger swelling inside of her, she spun around, shooting a deadly glare at him. He stared back for a moment, his short black hair glistening, his blue eyes piercing like ice, his peachy skin turning slightly red.  “Your Highness,” he finally said after a moment, extending his hand to assist her onto his horse. She held his gaze a moment longer before slapping his hand away and leaping onto the horse. “I hate you,” she muttered under her breath, and she did at least at the moment. The two guards exchanged nervous looks, realizing who they had just encountered. Dropping to one knee, they bowed their heads until the horse galloped away. 
       “You’re in big trouble,” the second guard whispered to the first, who had grabbed the princess’s arm. “I know,” the first guard croaked weakly, as a look of regret crossed his face.

CHAPTER 3 

THE GREAT TEMPLE OF THE FAITH
One Day Before Princess Adriana’s Birthday

       For Alexander, the routine of each day carried the weight of obligation rather than personal choice. He woke in the hushed moments before sunrise, when the world balanced on the knife's edge between night and day. No servants or bells woke him, his body had been trained through years of discipline to wake with the precision of a temple timepiece. The comfort of his bed was difficult to leave, but he had been trained to reject comfort.
       A deep yawn escaped his lips as he rose and padded barefoot across the cold stone floor to the simple mirror mounted on his chamber wall. His reflection gazed back with familiar weariness—dark brown eyes that held depths of intelligence beneath long lashes, framed by waves of rich brown hair that tumbled below his ears in defiance of more fashionable, shorter styles. His dark skin seemed to catch and hold what little light filtered through his narrow window, emphasizing the lean muscles earned through years of physical training alongside his spiritual education.
       Alexander rubbed the remnants of sleep from his eyes with calloused fingers, a gesture that had become as automatic as breathing. The face in the mirror belonged to a young man who had been carefully shaped by faith and circumstance, every feature refined by discipline, every expression hardened by devotion to ideals he had inherited rather than chosen.
       He dressed in the simple robes that marked his station as a temple acolyte. The rough brown fabric hung loose on his frame, a deliberate rejection of vanity that nonetheless failed to completely disguise his athletic build. The garment spoke of humility and service, though Alexander sometimes wondered if true humility could exist when it was mandated rather than freely given.
       After dressing, he made his way to breakfast with his father, which consisted of a small meal and a morning lecture from his father on religion. "The sacred texts remind us that earthly desires are but shadows cast by divine truth," his father said between sips of his wine, "Remember this when you walk among nobles, my son. Their glittering world is temporary, but our devotion is eternal."
       Alexander nodded at appropriate intervals, mostly listening but offering the occasional response or question that kept his father talking. He respected his father's devotion even as he privately questioned whether such certainty was truly wisdom or merely the comfort of never having to doubt.
       Following breakfast came the morning's most grueling trial: intensive study of the temple's holy texts under the watchful eye of Father Benedict, a priest whose stern demeanor was matched only by his endless capacity for theological discussion. The elderly man's voice dragged through complex passages of scripture and doctrine, threatening to lure Alexander into drowsiness.
       "Vigilance, young acolyte," Father Benedict would snap whenever Alexander's attention wandered, his sharp eyes missing nothing. "The word of the divine demands your complete attention, not the scattered focus of a daydreaming boy."
       The morning concluded with mandatory attendance at the temple's public sermons, where Alexander joined the congregation in their ritual ceremonies. Here, surrounded by genuinely faithful worshippers, he fought a constant battle against the sleep that threatened to claim him. The familiar cadences of prayer and scripture, the lingering scent of incense, and the warm press of bodies in the sacred space all conspired to make his eyelids heavy with sleep.
       He would fix his gaze on architectural details of the temple, counting stones or tracing carved patterns to maintain alertness. Occasionally, he caught himself swaying slightly and would straighten with sharp self-discipline, hoping no one had noticed his momentary lapse.
       It wasn't necessarily the routine a young man would willingly choose for himself. But it was the life of someone who had been carefully molded by The Faith over many years, shaped like clay in the hands of potters who believed they were crafting a vessel worthy of divine purpose. Whether that vessel would ultimately hold or crack under pressure remained to be seen.
       The Faith was a powerful force in Yothala, a power whose influence rivaled that of the crown itself. Across every bustling city, quiet town, and vast province of Yothala, one could find a temple nearby, each one a beacon of light, drawing thousands of faithful men and women. Within the sacred walls of these temples, high priests ruled, their authority lasting through the ages. Among them was Alexander’s father the High Priest of the grandest temple in the entire land, a position that made his words divine. 
       The teachings and doctrines spoken by him and the council of high priests were not simply guidelines; they were cherished tenets that resounded across all of Yothala, binding all other temples in unwavering unity. Even the crown, at least in public, demonstrated a respect and practiced the customs of the Faith, acknowledging its great influence in both the hearts and lives of the people.
       As the son of the High Priest, Alexander felt the weight of expectation on his head like a crown. The expectation to excel beyond his peers in study, the expectation to be wise beyond his years. It didn’t matter how much good he did he was always judged on what he did wrong. His father’s legacy was large and a constant reminder of the legacy he was meant to uphold. He was fully aware of his duty to the faith and to his father, but he wanted something different; he wanted something more. The truth was that he felt little to no inclination to inherit his father's position as head priest.  
       Four long years had passed since the war with the Azcans erupted, a conflict that his older brother had been fighting since being handpicked by the King. He wanted what his brother had. Every day, he longed for the thrill of combat, the rush of adrenaline racing through his veins, and the excitement of battle. He would dream of cutting down his enemies and earning glory through battle. But as much as he dreamed of battle, his father was just as adamant about opposing the war. 
       His father thought the king had no right to invade their southern neighbors, and he made it clear. Publicly opposing the war whenever the opportunity arose. His critique of the crown was so adamant that he believed it to be the reason the King had handpicked Alexander’s older brother for war. A cold reminder that no matter how influential the faith was, the crown still held the true power. Now the head priest would stop at nothing to shield Alexander from the brutal war. He vowed to protect his son from the dangers that lay ahead, even if it meant stifling the boy's aspirations. Allowing for another one of his sons to be pulled into a useless war simply wasn’t an option.
        It was almost ironic how the majestic Great Temple and the imposing Castle Close stood on opposite sides of the city, their distance a great representation of their conflicting views on the war. It had grown to such a point that the city was almost divided between supporters of the faith and supporters of the crown. The war had torn apart more than just neighboring countries, but families with differing ideologies. And as many Alexander had his own suspicions of the war, but still he wished to be at his brother’s side in battle.
       As the sun reached its high point in the sky, the heat beamed down on the training grounds a long way from the Temple. Alexander had finished his daily duties, and a sense of excitement coursed through him as he could now train with the soon-to-be temple guards. These men, chosen for their exceptional skills, were selected to defend their sacred temples with absolute devotion. The temples throughout the country had often been attacked by hostile nonbelievers, and the crown had shown a reluctance to spend funds for their defense. Some theorized that it was the undercover hand of the crown, but they would never dare voice that opinion out loud.
       In response to the attacks, Alexander's father had decreed a holy law that mandated each temple invest resources into training a group of young men dedicated to its protection. And they had done just that. It had taken time to accomplish, as the crown, for whatever reason, had initially opposed the notion that the faith needed its own armed forces. But as decades passed and pressure grew, the crown reluctantly stepped aside, leaving the faith to do as they saw fit. 
       The reputation of the temple guards grew quickly, and over the years, they were said to be among the finest fighters in the world. From a young age, Alexander would train with his older brother, but when he left for the war, Alexander turned to the temple guards. It was his only way of filling his innate thirst for combat. Despite his father's disapproval of his training, Alexander, now 17, made it clear to his father that he wouldn’t take this away from him; if nothing else, he would train with the temple guards. Here he stood, the son of the high priest, destined for a life of peace, yet yearning for the thrill of combat. 
       Although his responsibilities had made it nearly impossible to train as often as he would have liked, he had risen to become the best among the group of temple guards in training. His natural abilities set him apart; his tall, lean frame towered nearly a head above the average man. This, combined with his speed, sharp intellect, and surprising strength, made him feel invincible. It also made him arrogant, which his instructors never failed to point out.
       With a sword, Alexander thought himself to be unmatched. He fought with an aggressive style, often exhausting his training partners with relentless speed and strength. When it came to archery and hand-to-hand combat, he was nearly as capable, giving him a sense of invincibility. Each session of practice made him more confident in his potential, and he thought to himself, why should I be forced to follow in my father’s footsteps. He was becoming his own man, and as selfish as it seemed, peace held little importance to him next to adoration and glory.
       Alexander’s thoughts were abruptly shattered by the whoosh of a training sword slicing through the air toward his head. With a razor-sharp reflex, he dodged to the side, narrowly evading the strike from his current training partner, Thomas, one of his closest friends. 
       “Sure, just take my head off,” Alexander said sarcastically, sweat dripping from his brow. 
   Thomas stood barely five paces away, his agile frame coiled with predatory grace despite his deceptively small stature. Where Alexander commanded attention through sheer physical presence, Thomas moved with the fluidity of a cat. His shaggy blonde hair, darkened with sweat, hung wildly across his forehead, framing his icy blue eyes. His pale skin bore the lean muscle definition of countless hours spent mastering the bow, and though he possessed neither Alexander's height nor strength, his lightning reflexes and uncanny accuracy had earned him recognition as one of the temple's most formidable archers.
       “Trust me,” Thomas responded, breathing heavily, “if I wanted to hit you, I would’ve”. The two of them exchanged grins as they plunged back into their sparring, their swords slicing through the air, clanging against one another with a bright, ringing sound. It felt like a good spar as they spun in a blur, dodging and parrying each other's strikes. Still, Alexander couldn't shake the feeling of being under the scrutinizing eye of the temple’s lead combat mentor, Elder Shaw.
       Shaw had always shown a particular disdain for Alexander. To the elder, he was too arrogant and prideful, qualities that irked him to no end, especially since Alexander had nearly bested him in combat on more than one occasion. Shaw was relentless in his scrutiny; he was always ready to pounce on any flaw in Alexander's technique, whether it was how he gripped his sword, his parrying style, or even the way he managed his energy. The moment a mistake flickered into view, Shaw was there to highlight it, his judgment as sharp as the blades they wielded.
       And now, with each passing moment, Alexander could feel Shaw’s piercing gaze upon them, eagerly waiting for an opportunity to critique their every move. As the two friends pushed through their round of sparring, their muscles began to burn, their hits began to grow labored, and their movements became sluggish and less precise. It was then that Shaw seized the moment, ready to unload his judgment.
       “Stop right there, just stop!” Shaw bellowed, marching toward the two, his broad meaty hands waiving in disapproval. “How lazy can one be?” He shot a fierce glare at Alexander, seemingly ignoring Thomas entirely, who stood off to the side. Shaw was a stocky man, his hair thinning to near invisibility; father time hadn’t been kind to his head. The years had added a layer of pudge around his midsection, making him resemble more of a rotund baker than a seasoned combat mentor. Yet, despite his appearance, Shaw commanded respect through his years of experience and knowledge. 
       “I’ve seen kitchen maids fight with more ferocity than the two of you!” he shouted, his voice booming across the training field loud enough for every trainee to pause in their drills. “With all due respect,” Alexander began, voicing a protest, but before he could finish, Shaw cut him off. “I don’t want to hear it,” he snapped, his tone dripping with disdain. “If you’re tired, you can always leave,” he continued his voice transforming into one of mockery, “I’m sure there are more peaceful matters requiring your attention inside, eh?” Alexander’s eyes narrowed, anger rising inside of him. He was all but ready to challenge the elder when Thomas quickly interjected, his tone respectful yet firm.
       “Forgive me, Elder,” he said, stepping forward to mediate. “I got tired; Alex was simply matching my pace.” Shaw paid Thomas no more than a glance before turning his attention back to Alexander. The two men faced each other momentarily in a tense stare down, neither willing to avert their gaze. “Get back to work,” Shaw finally commanded, looking from Alexander to Thomas. He then strode away, no doubt in search of another target to scrutinize with his hawkish gaze. A sigh escaped Alexander’s lips as he watched the puffed figure vanish into the crowd of trainees.
       “I’m going to put that lump of lard in his place one of these days”, he said, turning back to Thomas. “I feel that,” Thomas said, stifling a chuckle, “but then your father would have every excuse not to let you train out here”. “Yeah, let’s get back to work before he comes back,” Alexander said, rolling his eyes and assuming his stance once again. The remainder of the training session passed in a whirlwind of movement and intensity. Alexander found himself rotating through various partners, each interaction blending into the next as he honed his skills. Despite the hundreds of trainees around him, he couldn’t shake the feel of Shaw’s gaze lingering on him. And though Shaw remained silent throughout the rest of the day, his discontent was obvious but unvoiced.
       As training finally came to a close, Alexander made his way back to the temple, accompanied by his friends Thomas and Grayson. Grayson, who shared a similar height with Alexander, brought a stark contrast in appearance. His fair complexion, grey eyes, and slender frame stood out sharply, making him resemble some sort of mysterious character of an ancient fairytale.
         As the three friends shared stories and laughter about their days, a peaceful silence overcame them, broken only by the gentle rustle of leaves in the warm breeze on the trail back to the temple. They took in the beauty of their surroundings, their eyes drifting over the vibrant colors of the sunset, painting the sky. It was truly a serene moment which each friend enjoyed in their own way. After a moment, Grayson cleared his throat with a hint of nervousness, as he pushed his fingers through his black hair. “So, guys,” he began, his tone more serious now, “Princess Adriana’s birthday is tomorrow.” A faint blush crept to his cheeks as he looked down for a moment. “Yeah, what about it?” Alexander asked, arching an eyebrow as he turned his attention to Grayson. 
       “Well, tomorrow marks the day when suitors will come forward to present their bids for her hand in marriage,” Grayson elaborated shifting nervously. “And the following days will be filled with extravagant festivities, music, dancing, and probably some grand displays of affection.” Alexander and Thomas exchanged confused looks as if they weren’t quite understanding. “What is your point, Grayson?” Thomas said, his eyebrows raised in curiosity. “We’re just two temple guards trainees and the High Priest’s son. I can’t imagine that the coming days have much of anything to do with us.” 
       “Well, as you both know, anyone can send in a letter requesting attendance to her birthday,” Grayson continued, sounding a little too optimistic. “The real question is whether they’ll actually accept it or not.” Alexander stifled a laugh, a grin spreading across his face. “So, you’ve submitted a letter asking to attend the princess’s birthday?” he asked, glancing at Thomas, who was trying hard to suppress his own laugh. Grayson rolled his eyes dramatically, exasperated. “Haha, laugh it up,” he retorted through a sigh, trying to maintain his composure. “But come on, you both have seen her! She’s the most breathtaking woman you’ve ever laid your eyes on,” he sighed dreamily, lost in thought for a moment. 
        Alexander and Thomas exchanged amused glances. “Yeah, I’ve seen her,” Alexander replied, his tone slightly sarcastic. “The few times she and the royal family decide to parade through the city, bestowing their ‘generosity’ on the temple and the people.” A frown crossed Grayson’s face, “You really don’t think the royal family and the princess’s acts of kindness are genuine?” “Of course not,” Alexander shot back, shaking his head. “But really, how do you expect a mere temple guard to ever be granted permission to attend the princess’s name day?” 
       “Exactly!,” Thomas said chiming in, “and even if by some twist of fate they did accept your letter by mistake among the hundreds of actually qualified suitors, you’d be so out of place that they’d likely boot you before the evening was halfway done.” Alexander nodded in agreement, picking up where Thomas left off. “And let’s say, by some miracle, she liked what she saw. If you developed any sort of relationship, she’d be done with you in two weeks, tops. That’s just the reality of it, my friend.” 
       "Just forget about it," Alexander urged, "You'll save yourself a lot of disappointment." Grayson waved his hand dismissively. "It's too late now," he replied, with mild frustration. "I've already sent in the letter. If it's accepted, I'll know by morning." "Don’t you usually need someone to vouch for you?" Thomas interrupted, raising an eyebrow. "Someone to present your case before the crown on your behalf?" “That's correct,” Grayson replied, as he cast a hesitant glance at Alexander. 
       Alexander's eyes grew wide as he realized just what his friend was implying. “You want me to present you before the crown?” he scoffed, an incredulous smirk crossing his face. “That’s not happening.” A small, mischievous smile spread across Grayson’s face, suggesting that he may have been privy to information that Alexander was not. “The thing is, Alex, if my request is accepted, you'll have no choice but to present me before the crown, Grayson said, crossing his arms defiantly. Curiosity piqued, Alexander came to a sudden halt, squinting his eyes in confusion. “And why is that?” he asked. They had just arrived outside the temple grounds, and the towering stone archway loomed like a guard between them and the temple beyond. 

       “You’re going to hate me,” Grayson mumbled nervously, not meeting Alexander's glare. Alexander took a deep breath, trying to hold his patience. “Spit it out, Grayson,” he growled, his voice sounding like a creature you’d hear in the forest at night. “Okay, okay,” Grayson finally said, raising his hands in surrender. “So you remember that petition I had you sign to get rid of Shaw?” he asked, glancing at Alexander. “Yeah, what about it?” Alexander replied, frustration etched on his face as he tried to piece together the puzzle. “It wasn’t actually a petition aimed at Shaw at all,” Grayson explained, a nervous smile covering his face. “It was the letter I sent to the crown”.
       Alexander stared at Grayson, dumbfounded, his brain refusing to accept what he’d just heard. “I’m sorry, what?” he finally managed, his mouth hanging open in disbelief. “And in case you didn’t know,” Grayson said, wincing as if it hurt him to reveal the rest of his plan. “The part where you signed states that you will act as my presenter. Which means you have no choice but to present my case to marry the princess before the crown.” Both Alexander and Thomas stood frozen, staring at Grayson as though he had just announced the end of the world. Alexander’s mind started to spin. The idea of standing before the crown, putting in a good word for Grayson as a suitor for the princess, wasn’t on his to-do list, especially since he had been fooled. 
       Alexander could feel the heat rising to his cheeks as he began to walk towards Grayson, his fists clenched. “Easy now,” Thomas said, stepping in front of Alexander, gripping his shoulders. “Easy? Are you kidding me?” Alexander shouted, his voice louder than intended. “He tricked me into signing his ridiculous letter!” “Well, maybe you should have read what you were signing before you put your name down,” Thomas shot back firmly. “What’s done is done. There’s no need to bicker about it.” 
       Thomas was right, though Alexander would sooner swallow a sword than admit it aloud. He had been so eager to participate in any plot that might rid them of Shaw's insufferable presence, he had signed the document without bothering to read its contents. A rookie mistake that now tasted like bitter ash in his mouth.
"Let's all just relax," Thomas said diplomatically, though his words were directed primarily at Alexander, whose jaw remained clenched tight. With a deliberate motion Alexander wrenched his arm free from Thomas's grip, his eyes never breaking their murderous lock on Grayson's increasingly pale face. The tension between them was thick enough to suffocate any person who dared get to close. Without uttering another word, Alexander turned sharply on his heel and strode toward the temple entrance. 
       Grayson released a sigh of relief, his knees nearly buckling as the immediate threat of Alexander's wrath receded. Sweat beaded on his forehead despite the cool temple air, and he shot Thomas a grateful look that conveyed more than words ever could. "My letter probably won't be accepted anyway," Grayson said nervously, seeking any excuse to minimize the potential consequences of his actions. "For your sake," Alexander said coldly, "you'd best hope they don't."




CHAPTER 4 

       The three friends finally stepped into the majestic temple, their bodies tired from the long day they had endured. Sunlight poured through towering stone arches, casting elaborate shadows on the cool marble floor. Grayson opened his mouth to speak, but his words faded away as Alexander’s attention was swept away by a startling sight. Standing on the grand balcony that framed the temple’s impressive opening stood a figure he hadn’t seen in four long years—his older brother of 8 years, Sebastian. 
       “I’ll catch up with you guys,” Alexander said, his eyes locked onto his brother as if he were trying to bridge the gap of their years apart. “Sure, take your time,” Thomas replied, while he and Grayson exchanged knowing glances. They waved to Sebastian before making their way into the temple’s depths, leaving Alexander alone with the memories and emotions rushing back like a tide.
       Alexander stood frozen in awe as his brother descended from the balcony, his striking red cloak matching his red and gold armor elegantly. Each step down the grand stairwell seemed to ignite a flood of memories within Alexander; the two of them sparring late into the night, the philosophical discussions they would have about life beyond their world. It all came back so fast, threatening to overwhelm Alexander as he took a deep breath to steady himself. As Sebastian reached the bottom, Alexander made his way to him, and the two brothers embraced. It felt almost like hugging a ghost; four long years had crept by since they had last stood together like this. 
       Reluctantly, they broke apart, and Sebastian held Alexander at arm’s length, taking in the sight of his younger brother with a gleam of pride in his eyes. “Well, you’ve certainly grown,” he remarked, his smile wide and warm. “And you haven’t,” Alexander replied, with a chuckle, “well except for the beard,” he continued playfully gesturing at the substantial beard that adorned Sebastian’s face. “Quite the impressive growth, I’d say.” Sebastian chuckled in return, stroking the beard with mock seriousness. The two erupted into laughter, only to embrace again, their joy infectious. “It’s so good to see you, brother,” Alexander said. 
       “Likewise,” Sebastian replied warmly, “Come, let’s find a room where we can talk. I’d rather not have any prying eyes spoil my return by spilling the news to Father before I can”. “You mean you haven’t told him yet?” Alexander asked, surprised as the two began strolling down the temple halls. Sebastian shook his head with a slight frown. “He’s probably asleep. I want to surprise him first thing tomorrow,” he replied. The two brothers continued through the empty temple halls, lost in their thoughts. Each simply enjoying the presence of a brother they hadn’t seen in years. As they continued Alexander took a lingering glance at his brother noticing the difference in their height. He now towered over Sebastian, who had once been the older, more commanding figure. It was another reminder showing just how long the two had been apart. 
       Eventually, they reached a quiet room, and Sebastian opened it with a wave, gesturing for Alexander to step inside first. “After you, brother,” he said with a graceful bow. As Alexander entered the room, he was hit by a delightful mix of savory aromas. A round wooden table stood at the center, loaded with an exquisite feast: succulent roasted deer, flaky salmon, an array of pastries, freshly baked bread, and vibrant vegetables, all illuminated by the flickering glow of candles. 
       “You’ve truly outdone yourself, brother,” Alexander marveled, taking a seat at the inviting table. “Nonsense,” Sebastian replied lightly, waving his hand as if brushing off the compliment. “I had one of the kitchen ladies prepare this quietly,” he said, settling into his chair. Sebastian reached for a pastry before stopping himself suddenly. “My apologies,” he said with a slight chuckle as Alexander eyed him, “four years at war and I’ve seemingly forgotten to pray over my food.” “It’s completely understandable,” Alexander replied, brushing aside the apology. “I’m sure there are more important things than prayer during a war”. 
       Sebastian shook his head, ready to impart his brotherly wisdom onto Alexander. “On the contrary, prayer is one of the only things that keeps a man sane during war. I was simply being careless,” he said. Alexander responded with a simple nod. He knew Sebastian wasn’t one to accept any excuse for a perceived shortcoming, so he said nothing. “If you don’t mind, I’ll say a quick prayer,” Sebastian said, raising his hands. Alexander followed the gesture, and Sebastian said a quick prayer before the two dived into their meals. “So, how goes the war, and what brings you back to these shores?” Alexander asked, his mouth full. It had been a question on his mind for the last for years, and he was never one to mask his curiosity. 
       Sebastian looked up, seemingly caught a little off guard by Alexander’s lack of restraint. “It’s going well,” he replied, carefully dabbing the corner of his mouth with a crisp white handkerchief. “We’ve pushed the Azcans deeper into their territory, liberating town after town along the way.” Something about the way he responded made Alexander pause. It was as if Sebastian wasn’t proud of the military success the Yothalians had achieved.
       “Isn’t that a good thing?” he pressed, noticing the lack of enthusiasm in his brother’s tone. “Well, that’s the thing,” Sebastian retorted, a frown forming on his face. “We’ve been told that this entire campaign was about freeing the oppressed Azcan civilians from their tyranny. Yet, with every town we ‘liberate,’ the locals seem to despise us more.” Sebastian paused as if reliving the moments. “They greet us with cold glares, insisting that we are unwelcome, oppressive invaders with no legitimate claim to their land.” He said leaning back slightly, a frown covering his face. “It makes you wonder what we’re truly fighting for if the very people we aim to save don’t want us there.” 
       “Do you think the king lied about the war?” Alexander probed, searching his brother’s expression for clarity. “I wouldn’t go that far,” Sebastian replied, shaking his head slowly. “I just think it’s possible that there’s been a significant misunderstanding.” “Yeah, right,” Alexander scoffed stuffing a piece of bread into his mouth. “The king, the most powerful figure in the land, surrounded by a seasoned council, there’s no way it was a mere misunderstanding. It sounds to me like he concocted a pretext for war.” To this, Sebastian said nothing his silence louder than any words.
        “Now, about my return,” Sebastian said, shifting the conversation, eager to move on. “The king wants to honor me in the coming days for my heroics on the battlefield and thought it important for me to be present for the princess’s birthday celebration.” “What about you?” Sebastian asked, leaning forward curiously. “Tell me, how has life been these past four years?” Alexander paused a moment, his mind searching for the perfect word. “Exhausting,” he finally said, letting out a long sigh. “Being groomed to succeed Dad as the high priest isn’t exactly easy,” he continued. “Especially when I’d much rather be out on the battlefield.” Sebastian leaned forward, studying his brother intently. 
       “Trust me, you don’t want to be on the battlefield,” he cautioned. “But I do,” Alexander retorted, sitting forward quickly and nearly spilling his drink. “The best part of my day is when I’m breaking a sweat, clashing swords with the temple guards,” he pressed on. “Not sitting in front of some dusty holy text or listening to yet another priest drone on about divine light.” The room grew quiet for a moment as silence filled the air. Alexander could only sit and wait for the lecturing response he knew was about to come. As Alexander fidgeted with his fork, Sebastian finally sighed, his brow furrowing, and his gaze drifting to the flickering candle between them. “Father has put in a tremendous effort to ensure you won’t have to endure the life of war as I have,” he replied softly, “You should be grateful.” 
       “Yeah, sure,” Alexander muttered with a huff, his frustration boiling just beneath the surface. Deep down, he knew Sebastian was right, but he was in no mood to admit it now. In his mind, he was being held back by not just his father but the entire faith. “Trust me, brother,” Sebastian said, his voice cutting into his thoughts, “there is no glory in taking the life of another man.” “You may be rewarded with gold and medals, but you’ll never find true fulfillment in that. The life of peace is a far better existence.” Alexander's jaw tightened as he fought to keep his voice down. “That’s easy for you to say,” he shot back. “You’ve tasted the thrill of battle, the rush of victory”. 
        "Which is precisely why I understand that wishing for war isn't something any sane man should dream of," Sebastian interrupted firmly. "The rush you imagine, the glory you crave, it's an illusion that dissolves the moment you watch the light fade from another man's eyes. The moment you realize that every enemy you fell was someone's son, someone's father, someone's beloved brother."
       In that moment Alexander knew Sebastian would ever truly understand. Sebastian had always been the pacifist, the one who sought solace in scripture, while Alexander longed for the clash of steel and the roar of the crowd. It was an irony that stung, knowing that the very sibling who championed peace was the one who had fought in a war, while he remained confined to the dusty confines of sacred texts.
        Silence hung between the two for a moment before Sebastian spoke steering the conversation in yet another direction. "So," Sebastian said, settling back into his chair, "you mentioned you've been training with the temple guard trainees." His tone suggested genuine curiosity instead of the judgment that had colored their earlier exchange.
       Alexander's shoulders sagged almost imperceptibly, his tension finally beginning to ease. "Yeah," he admitted, his voice softer now, "it's been my one escape from reality, I suppose." The confession seemed to surprise even him, as if he hadn't fully acknowledged this truth until speaking it aloud.
       Sebastian nodded, as if realizing just how stressful his brother’s duties had been. The demanding expectations of their father, the constant scrutiny of the temple hierarchy, the pressure to prove himself worthy of his bloodline—it all seemingly made sense. "I take it that's where you were coming from when I arrived?"
       Alexander gave a curt nod but offered nothing more, his jaw tightening as if regretting his moment of vulnerability. The familiar walls were already rebuilding themselves.
Hoping to prevent their reunion from dissolving into another uncomfortable silence, Sebastian pressed forward. "Thomas and Grayson, by the gods, I could barely recognize them! They've both grown so much. Have they been training to become temple guards as well?" "Yeah," Alexander replied something shifting in his expression. His face darkened as memory sparked irritation. "Though you won't believe what Grayson did recently."
       Sebastian leaned forward eagerly, folding his arms across his chest as a grin began to spread across his face. "Let me hear it," he urged, as if sensing a story that might finally break through his brother's defensive barriers. Alexander's expression transformed into one of annoyance as he recalled the absurdity of his recent encounter. "He has this absolutely ridiculous notion," he began, his prior anger bubbling up just from the memory. "The fool honestly believes he has a legitimate chance to marry Princess Adriana."
       "You're kidding!" Sebastian exclaimed, raising an eyebrow in disbelief. The idea of Grayson, earnest, awkward Grayson entertaining such aspirations was too absurd to imagine for even the craziest of minds. "I wish I were," Alexander replied with a bitter laugh, rolling his eyes. "And the worst part is that he somehow managed to drag me into his delusion!" "How in the world did he manage that?” Sebastian asked, leaning forward.
       Alexander ran a hand through his curls, his embarrassment visible as he prepared to confess his own gullibility. "Grayson tricked me into signing this absurd letter he submitted." he confessed, shaking his head in continued disbelief. "The damned thing formally states that I will serve as his presenter for his case to marry the princess."
Sebastian's mouth fell open in shock. "How did he possibly fool you into signing such a thing? Surely you read the letter first?" Alexander met his brother's eyes with a mix of shame and frustration. "Do you remember Elder Shaw?"
       Sebastian's expression immediately darkened with recognition. "You mean that bitter old man who's held a grudge against our family ever since Father was selected as the next high priest over him? Of course, I know him" "So that's why he despises me," Alexander muttered under his breath, pieces of a the puzzle falling into place. The countless harsh criticisms, the impossible standards, the perpetual dissatisfaction all stemmed from wounds inflicted on Shaw's pride years before Alexander's birth.
       “How could you not know you and Father haven’t discussed Shaw before?” Sebastian inquired. Alexander's laugh was hollow and bitter. "Father and I don't discuss much of anything these days, especially matters concerning my training or temple politics." “But anyways,” Alexander continued, “Grayson presented the letter to me as if it were a petition to get rid of Shaw, he said many had already signed it, and I had just been chewed out by Shaw, so I was angry”.
        “So, without doing your do diligence and reading the letter you just signed”, Sebastian said, chuckling, piecing the story together. “Haha, laugh it up,” Alexander said, folding his arms. “Look on the bright side,” Sebastian said, standing as he finished off the last remnants of his meal, “if Grayson’s letter gets accepted, and things go right, you’ll have no less than two weeks away from your duties, it’ll be like a short break for you”. Alexander paused as his brother's words sank in. He hadn’t thought about the fact that he could get a break from his duties and a break from life. “That's true enough,” he finally said, rising as he had also finished his meal. 
       “Well, brother, it was good catching up with you, but I’m exhausted,” Sebastian said, stifling a yawn. “I’m hitting the sack”. “Wait,” Alexander interjected, reluctant to let his brother wander off to sleep just yet, “Just one more question.” Sebastian stretched his arms high above his head, considering his brother's request. “Alright,” he said, “one more question.”  Alexander took a breath, gathering himself. It was hardly a question you ask your older brother, who’d returned from war, but he had to know. “What was it like killing a man for the first time?” He asked.;
       Sebastian paused at the doorway, his brow furrowed and his gaze cast downward as if he were lost in a labyrinth of his own thoughts. “Sebastian?” Alexander inquired, tilting his head slightly to the side, curiosity etched across his features as his brother remained motionless. “It wasn’t a man,” Sebastian finally said grimly, his face dark, “the boy was scarcely older than you when I left. I remember the look on his face as I thrust my sword into his stomach”. 
       Sebastian's words hung in the air as he paused, his face distant with memory. "I was filled with dread and shock," he continued, his voice dropping to barely above a whisper, as though speaking too loudly might summon those ghosts from their rest. "I was raised to help lives, to be a light in dark times. Yet here I was with blood on my hands of a life that had barely begun."
       Sebastian’s eyes grew distant, seeing not the familiar stone walls of the temple chamber but some battlefield long past. Alexander found himself leaning forward, hinged on his brother's every word. “Those feelings soon dissipated, though,” Sebastian continued, his voice gaining strength with bitter resignation. "Survival has a way of stripping away our noble intentions. As I watched my comrades and enemies alike carrying on I understood with horrible clarity that I had to become something other than what I was raised to be."
       Sebastian's gaze now, focused intently on Alexander's with intensity. "I killed many men that day, Alexander. And the days that followed. Each face is etched into my memory with perfect clarity." His voice remained strong though there was an underlying sadness to his tone. "When I close my eyes at night I still see their faces.”  His hands trembled almost imperceptibly as he spoke, the only outward sign of the inner turmoil he carried. "Those are the true horrors of war. Not the glory poets sing of, not the honor nobles speak of in their comfortable halls. The horror lies in how easily we become the very thing we swore to oppose, how quickly civilized men transform into beasts when survival demands it."
       With those final words, Sebastian exited the room, his footsteps echoing softly against the stone floor as he made his way down the dimly lit corridors of the temple. Alexander remained motionless, staring into the candlelight. Maybe Sebastian was right. The romantic visions of battlefield glory that he’d dreamed of, the clash of noble warriors, the honor of righteous combat, the songs that would be sung of his valor. Maybe it wasn’t to be romanticized but rather a plague to avoid.


CHAPTER 5


THE TRAIL BACK TO THE CASTLE

       The ride back to the castle was long and quiet except for the horse's hooves clattering against the cobblestone road beneath. Adriana was still fuming inside from her earlier capture by the hands of Maximus. She never really expected to get as far from the castle as she did. But when she had, for a fleeting moment, the taste of freedom sparked a flicker of hope within her. Until Maximus had shown up at the worst time imaginable. How did he find her so quickly, she thought kicking herself mentally for underestimating his resourcefulness. The trick with her maid was to simply buy her time, and it clearly hadn’t bought her enough. As they continued the silence stretched between them like a taught bow broken only by the birds and wind.
       “How did you find me so quickly?” Adriana muttered breaking the cold silence. “One of the gardeners spotted you,” Maximus replied keeping his gaze fixed on the winding road ahead. “He mentioned seeing a suspicious figure, someone slipping through the foliage, heading toward the main road leading to the castle's outer wall.” Adriana frowned, a scowl of annoyance crossing her face. Even the gardeners made her life difficult, she thought. “That, and the fact that I received a report early this morning indicating you were missing, didn’t make it too difficult to piece together.”
       “How did you know it was me, though?” she pressed, not entirely accepting his answer. “Was my disguise really that poor?” Maximus sighed, exasperation creeping into his voice. “Your disguise was fine, Ana,” he said. “But like I mentioned, it was rather obvious to piece it all together. Besides, your northern accent hasn’t improved at all since our childhood.” At that, a small chuckle escaped Adriana’s lips as she remembered shared moments of laughter between them. Moments when life wasn’t so serious, when Maximus was her closest friend and not a hindrance. “You couldn’t have just let me go,” she asked, her voice less cold now than before.   “Is that a serious question?” he retorted, turning back in the saddle to meet her gaze. She held his stare for a moment but said nothing as the silence stretched between them before he continued.
       “I have a duty, Ana,” Maximus said, firmly gripping the reins of the horse ever so slightly. “And it’s to keep you safe, whether you like it or not.” “I never asked for all this protection!” Adriana shot back, her eyes flashing with the same fire they always had. "I never asked for you, or anyone else, to shadow my every step like I'm some helpless child who might tumble down the stairs!"
       Maximus paused for a moment as if he were searching for the perfect retort, one that might penetrate her stubborn defiance without igniting her temper further. “Your father did,” he finally said with a calmness that never ceased to irk Adrianna. “And don’t be dramatic,” he continued, “you’re not being babysat. You're being protected by the finest soldiers in the realm because your life has value beyond measure.” “Oh, now I’m dramatic!” Adriana said, raising her voice as her cheeks flushed with indignation. "How very convenient to dismiss my feelings so easily!" “Calm down, Ana, that’s not what I meant,” Maximus replied with a sigh that hinted at tiredness amassed over years of verbal conflict. “That’s exactly what you meant,” she grumbled, trying to reel in her temper.
       “How would you feel if you had no freedom, no control over your own life?” she pressed on, her voice softening slightly but still filled with defiance. Maximus shifted in the saddle ever so slightly. “I’m a soldier,” he replied steadily. “I hardly have any freedom of my own, but I do my duty, and you should, too.” “I do my duty.” Adriana fired back, her frustration boiling again. “You might be a soldier, but at least you’re not confined behind walls that shield you from the rest of the city, the country, the world.” "What is this obsession you have with trying to escape?" Maximus countered, his own frustration finally bleeding through his professional composure. “You’ve seen the city, you’ve seen the world. It has nothing better to offer you out there.” 
       “Ugh, it’s not about that,” Adriana said, exasperation spilling from her lips. “Sure, I’ve seen the city, visited the temple a few times, even travelled north to Pamplona, but it was always under my father’s or mother’s watchful eyes, surrounded by a host of guards. Where is the freedom in that? Where is the ability to choose?” Maximus let out a heavy sigh, growing tired of the conversation that felt like a battle with no victor. “You are the heir to the throne, and you will be treated as such. That’s just how it is,” he said with finality. “You should be grateful to have so many people who care about you, including me.” “Whatever,” Adriana replied, her voice drifting into silence as she retreated to her thoughts.
       They pressed onward in silence as they approached the imposing silhouette of the massive stone castle. Towering high against the sky, the fortress was framed by a grand golden gate that shimmered in the light, encircling the castle like a protective shield. As they rode into the castle's courtyard, a familiar scene, which Adriana always took for granted, unfolded before them. There were elegant cascading fountains that sparkled under the sun. Majestic statues, towering like guardians of old, filled the space with a sense of history and artistry, each one masterfully carved and telling its own silent story. The gentle sound of water splashing combined with the sweet smell of blooming flowers created an oasis of beauty and tranquility. It was a beautiful scene to the average eye but for Adriana it was just another polished part of her cage.
        Adriana couldn’t help but notice an unusually large number of guards stationed about, their presence a clear reminder of her recent escape attempt.  As Maximus and Adriana rode past, the guards faces lit up with approval, and a few even broke into spontaneous applause and cheers, celebrating Maximus’s success in recovering the princess. Adriana felt irritation rise within her, resentment at their enthusiasm for her capture. Maximus, unfazed by the crowd’s reactions, guided his horse toward the stables, where the scent of hay and leather mingled in the air. 
       He dismounted his horse stretching his muscles then turned, extending his hand toward Adriana with his eyebrows raised as if asking if she would accept his help this time around. After a moment of hesitation, she accepted his hand, feeling the warmth and strength of his grip as he helped her down from the horse. For a brief instant, a sense of camaraderie flickered between them, though overshadowed by their recent discussion. 
       Adriana stretched her arms high above her head, releasing the tension that had built up during what felt like an eternity spent riding atop Max’s majestic horse. The wind tangled her hair around her shoulders, creating a wild halo as she dismounted. As she followed Maximus into the cool shade of one of the stables, the scent of hay and leather filled their noses. He led his horse to a trough brimming with fresh water before turning to face Adriana. “I’ve got to go,” he said, his voice firm as he gently rubbed the strong neck of his horse. Adriana’s heart sank a little. She had hoped to continue their conversation from earlier, even if it was just to tell him how wrong he was. 
       “Why?” she asked not bothering to mask her disappointment. “Your father wants me to assist with security arrangements for your birthday events today,” he replied. Adriana let out an exasperated huff. “Of course he does,” she said, rolling her eyes, kicking at a bucket on the ground. “Stable master!” Maximus shouted, his voice echoing off the wooden beams of the stable. “I’ll need two guards to escort you to your room. Can’t have you escaping again,” he added with a rare smile, though there was seriousness in his eyes. Adriana crossed her arms in frustration as her gaze followed a small, bald man with a peach-colored complexion hobbling toward them. 
[bookmark: _Hlk202369669]       Upon reaching them the stable master acknowledged Adriana with a deep bow. “Your highness,” he said before turning to Maximus. “You summoned me, sir.” “Yes, I did,” Maximus replied, his voice strong a full of authority. “Go find two guards from the courtyard and bring them here.” “Yes, sir,” the stable master replied, nodding vigorously before hurrying off, his footsteps echoing against the stable floor. Adriana watched him disappear before turning back to Maximus. “What,” Maximus asked, meeting her gaze. “I’m scared,” Adriana whispered softly, her voice shaking as she struggled to hold back tears. “I don’t think I’m ready for any of this.” 
       It was the gods' honest truth. She had known for a while now that she’d be married off. But the days until her marriage were closing in fast, and she was anything but ready. It felt like the walls of marriage were closing in, threatening to crush her under their suffocating weight. “Hey, you’ll be okay,” Maximus reassured her, shedding his soldier persona for a moment. He pulled her close, wrapping her in a warm embrace. “I’ll always be here for you.” 
       For a brief moment, Adriana let her walls crack and tears flowed freely as she nestled against his chest, her arms instinctively covering her face. It wasn’t just that she felt immense pressure from the coming days; it was also the warmth of this genuine moment, one that they hadn’t been able to share in a long time. Maximus held her tightly, his chin resting gently on the top of her head as he stroked her hair gently, trying to console her the best he could. Though he wasn’t particularly adept at comforting others, he was determined to be there for her. 
[bookmark: _Hlk202528585]       “Why can’t I just marry you?” Adriana asked, her voice muffled as she sniffled through her tears. Heat rose to Maximus' cheeks as he struggled to find words that wouldn't alienate the princess's emotions. "You're a princess, and I'm just a soldier," he replied. "You know that's impossible, Ana. The kingdom would never—"
       "I don't care about any of that!" Adriana shot back, her voice shaky. "You know me better than any northern prince ever could. You've seen me at my worst, my most vulnerable, and you still—" She caught herself before admitting too much, but the unspoken words echoed between them nonetheless. Adriana could feel Maximus' heartbeat rise as neither said a word. "Ana, I have to go," he finally said reluctantly. "Your father will be waiting. If we're discovered here..."
       The implication hung unspoken but clear: discovery would mean his death and her disgrace. Adriana pulled away from him with sudden violence, as if his touch had burned her. She wiped at her tears with the back of her hand, angry at herself for the display of weakness. "Fine," she replied sharply. The single word carried the weight of her frustration, her heartbreak, and her wounded pride. "Will you be okay?" he asked softly, his soldier's mask slipping for just a moment to reveal the man beneath the one who would gladly trade his life for her happiness.
"I'll be fine," she murmured, deliberately avoiding his gaze as if looking at him would unravel her composure further.
       Just then, the sound of hurried footsteps approached. The stable master, flanked by two guards in their striking red and gold armor, appeared "Here they are, Captain," the stable master announced breathlessly, casting a concerned glance at Adriana's tear-stained face before bowing low and retreating hastily into the depths of the stables, wise enough to avoid involvement in royal affairs.
       "Your Highness," the two guards said in perfect unison, their voices respectful but urgent as they bowed deeply to Adriana before turning their attention to their superior. "What are your orders, Captain?" the senior guard asked, his hand resting instinctively on his sword hilt. Maximus's entire demeanor shifted in an instant, the vulnerable man disappearing behind the mask of military authority. "Take the princess to her chambers immediately and ensure she's safe with her maids," he commanded. "One of you, alert the queen and inform her that we've found the princess unharmed." "Yes, sir," the guards replied in military precision, snapping to attention with crisp salutes.
       With fluid grace, Maximus swung himself atop his horse, casting one last glance at Adriana before riding away. "Are you alright, Your Highness?" one of the guards asked with genuine concern, his experienced eye noting the telltale signs of distress written across her face. "I'm fine," Adriana replied curtly, her tone sharp. The face paint she had applied for her earlier escape attempt now streaked down her cheeks in colorful streams, creating an almost war-like mask of defiance. "Are you certain you don't need—" the guard began diplomatically, but his words died under the withering glare she turned upon him.
       "I said I'm fine," she snapped. The guard wisely retreated into professional silence. As the two guards trailed behind her, their heavy boots echoing on the cobblestone path from the stables to the towering castle, she mentally kicked herself for the moment she had just shared with Maximus. Emotion had swept over her, and now she was left feeling like an emotional child. The vulnerability she had shown felt like a betrayal of everything she had been taught about royal dignity and composure.
       Worse still, she felt as though he had dismissed her feelings as if they were nothing more than childish fancy. She understood that he was a soldier, trained from birth to suppress emotion in favor of duty and honor. Still, she felt safe in his strong arms, and she hadn’t wanted their embrace to end. With each step, her thoughts of Maximus continued to swirl like a storm within her. Part of her felt that sharing her deeper feelings could ruin their already fragile relationship that had long been trapped in the shadows of formality. Yet, during their embrace, something had ignited—an undeniable spark that flickered between them. 
       She could still feel the way his body had warmed as he held her, the chemistry she had felt, and surely he had too. His words had been pure and honest; she had felt it in her very bones when he told her he’d always be there for her. Still, her mind grappled with the reality of their circumstances. She was the princess, and had a royal duty, while he was but a soldier, bound by honor and loyalty. It felt impossible for them to ever truly be together, but she hoped they could at least salvage the fragments of friendship they had once cherished so deeply.
       After a short walk from the stables, they had finally arrived at the castle's front doors. A place Adriana had lived her entire life, yet the scenery never ceased to amaze her. Inside, sunlight streamed through towering stained-glass windows, casting complex patterns across the marble floors. Tapestries depicting ancient battles and royal celebrations adorned the walls, their threads glinting gold in the morning light. The grand entrance hall stretched upward to a vaulted ceiling where ornate chandeliers hung like crystallized stars, their candles creating a warm, dancing glow even in daylight.
       The familiar scent of beeswax and fresh-cut roses filled the air – the servants had been busy with their daily duties. As Adriana's footsteps echoed through the corridor, she passed suits of armor, their polished surfaces reflecting fractured bits of colored light. Even the smallest details, like the intricate carvings on the wooden door frames or the delicate murals on the ceiling's edge, seemed to tell their own stories of the castle's rich history.
       She'd walked these halls thousands of times, yet somehow, they never lost their magic. Each corner held memories: the alcove where she used to hide during games of chase with Max as a child, the window seat where she spent countless hours reading. It never ceased to put a smile on her face. She had arrived at the great spiral staircase that had led up to her private wing and stopped, turning to the two guards who had been trailing her like puppies. 
      “I’m fine to go from here on my own,” she said, giving them a challenging stare. The guards exchanged weary glances before speaking. “Your highness,” the first guard began, “we were given direct orders not to let you out of our sight until you were with your maids.” Without protest, Adriana rolled her eyes, gathering the maid's skirts she had borrowed, and began the familiar ascent up the spiral staircase, her hand trailing along the smooth stone banister worn down by generations of touches. 
       The stairs curved gracefully upward, each step slightly worn in the middle from centuries of footsteps. Light filtered through diamond-slit windows, creating shifting patterns that danced across the stone walls as she climbed. On the second landing, she paused to catch her breath, giving the guards each a dirty look as they eyed her. Three more flights up, the staircase opened onto her private wing of the castle. The morning sun streamed through the row of tall windows that lined the corridor leading to her chambers, warming the rich burgundy runner that muffled her footsteps. 
       Her room lay at the end of this hallway, its heavy oak door as familiar to her as her own reflection. As she approached the door, she could hear her mother's voice coming from the other side of the door. She was going to have a lot of explaining to do. Adrianna paused at her chamber door, pressing her ear against the wood, the sound of muffled voices filtering through. She could hear how upset her mother was using language unfitting for the queen. A fleeting moment of doubt washed over her, and she considered slipping away once more; she had no intentions of facing her mother right now. She turned for a moment, but the stern gazes of the two guards stationed right behind her held her in place, their expressions communicating that escape was not an option today. With a deep breath to steady herself, Adrianna turned back, slowly pushing the heavy door open with deliberate care, its hinges creaking softly in protest. 
        She slipped inside, the dim light casting a warm glow across the lavish room, her heart racing as she remained motionless in the doorway, waiting for her mother’s gaze to drift in her direction. But the queen seemed rather consumed by her interrogation of the frazzled maid who had dared to impersonate Adrianna during her reckless bid for freedom. The poor maid fidgeted under the scrutiny, her hands trembling and her eyes wide with anxiety. As their eyes met, Adrianna sensed the maid’s desperation; in a silent plea, the young woman pointed toward her, hoping to divert the queen’s ire away from herself and onto the true culprit.
       With that gesture, the queen spun around, her curly hair spinning with her, while the vivid red dress she wore mirrored her fiery temperament. As their eyes met, Adriana could feel the fury and relief from her mother all at once. “Where have you been?!” her mother shouted as she hurried towards her. “Are you all right?” she demanded, examining Adriana’s body for any wear or signs of injury. “I’m alright, Mother,” Adriana replied, as her mother grasped her cheeks, inspecting her face with a might that felt both protective and stifling. “You have a lot of explaining to do,” her mother said furiously, her arms crossed tightly, delivering a look sharp enough to cut through stone. 
       “I’m sorry, Mother,” Adriana began. “I just—” “You just what, Ana?” her mother interjected, her tone icy. “You just thought it would be a brilliant idea to try and flee on the most important day of your life? Honestly, I thought we had moved past this!” Adriana knew she was wrong, and she knew there was no making her mom understand why she had done what she did. I guess it’s time for the tears, she thought to herself. “I’m so sorry, Mother; I don’t know what came over me,” Adriana said dramatically, summoning forth tears that glistened in her eyes. “I’ve just felt so trapped!” As her mother stared at her, Adriana could see the fury leaving her eyes. “Oh, darling,” her mother exclaimed, wrapping her in a tight hug, her worry bleeding into sobs. Mission accomplished. Adriana had learned through the years that displaying tears often worked wonders in lessening her consequences, so she leaned into the charade. 
        Breaking their embrace after a moment, the queen turned her sharp focus back to the maid, “What could you have possibly said to this maid that would convince her to partake in such deception?” her mother asked, directing all of her venom towards the maid who seemed to be barely holding it together. “It’s my fault, Mother,” Adriana interjected, dabbing at the fake tears that sparkled on her cheeks. “I’m just not ready for marriage. I told the maid that I would have her thrown in the dungeons if she didn’t comply with my wishes.” A look of shock crossed the queen's face as if she couldn’t fathom her little princess doing such a thing. “Adrianna!” She gasped, “That is unacceptable.”  
       Adrianna lowered her faking regret as her mother made her way over to the now-crying maid. “My apologies, sweetheart,” the queen said softly, shifting her tone as she comforted the maid. “What is your name?” “Sh-shirley, your majesty,” the maid stammered, her voice trembling as she struggled to regain her composure amidst the storm that had just passed. “Shirley,” the queen repeated, her voice gentle. “You will be working directly under me now, since my daughter seems to believe it’s acceptable to place her subjects in perilous positions,” she stated, her eyes narrowing as they bore into Adriana. “Thank you, your majesty,” Shirley managed to reply, her head bowed low, still reeling from the earlier confrontation. Adriana rolled her eyes inwardly, thinking to herself, What’s one less maid?
       Just then, the heavy door swung open with a loud thud, connecting sharply with one of the two guards who had been standing there. "Ow!" the guard exclaimed, stepping aside to rub his shoulder, while the other guard swiftly drew his sword and leveled it toward the unexpected visitor. Adriana let out a quiet sigh of relief when she saw who it was. Her head maid and also her best friend, Melony. Melony was truly a remarkable presence. Though she was officially designated as Adriana’s maid, their relationship was much deeper than that. It was as if she were an elder sister, always ready to steer Adriana back onto the right path and scold her when she did wrong, despite only being two years her senior.
       Her rich brown hair was expertly woven into two long braids that flowed over her shoulders, and her warm amber eyes sparkled, perfectly contrasting against her porcelain-like complexion. "And where have you been?" the Queen demanded, her voice sounding almost too eager to assign blame to anyone but her beloved daughter. "In town, your majesty," Melony replied, confidently lowering the guard's sword as she stepped fully into the room, a flicker of defiance lighting her expression. "The princess informed me she was ill and required some medicinal supplies from a particular shop in town," she continued, casting a disapproving glance at Adriana as she set down a small bag filled with fragrant tea leaves and vibrant berries at her feet. 
       The Queen's brows knit together in disbelief as she glared at Adriana, who sat with her gaze cast downward, an embodiment of bashfulness. The disappointment etched on the Queen's face deepened as she turned her attention back to Melony. "Have the other maids prepare a bath and ensure she is cleansed and ready for today’s festivities. I'll arrange to have dresses brought for her to choose from." The Queen now turned her attention to Shirley. "You come with me," she commanded. 
       The Queen strode purposefully toward the door, with Shirley stumbling awkwardly behind her. The two guards instinctively dropped to one knee as the Queen passed, their expressions a mix of respect and reverence. "Stay outside this door and ensure she doesn’t attempt to escape again," she ordered, casting one last glance at Adriana, who remained perched on her bed, a flush of embarrassment coloring her cheeks. "Yes, your majesty," the guards affirmed in perfect unison. With that, the Queen swept out of the room, her long, flowing dress trailing behind her like a silken river, while Shirley hurried after her, eager to stay in line with the royal expectations.
       Melony watched as the guards exited the room and then spun, facing Adriana. The look on her face demanded an explanation for why Adriana had sent her on a goose chase in the city just so she could plot an escape. “I know, I know,” Adriana said, raising her hands in defense, her voice filled with exasperation. “I don’t even know what to say,” Melony said, shaking her head. There was nothing more to say. Melony called for more of Adriana’s maids, their footsteps echoing on the marble floors as they rushed to prepare a bath for the princess. Adriana had plenty of maids, but 4 in particular, besides Melony, with whom she was close.
       First, there was Rose, who was fire embodied. Not just in her blazing copper-red hair, but in the very essence of her being. One year older than Adriana, she carried herself with the confidence of someone who had seen far more of the world than her years suggested. Her grey eyes always seemed to hold a fire of their own behind them. Her quick wit and sharp tongue often got her into trouble with the head maid, Melony, but her skill with hairstyling made her indispensable. She was originally from Pero, a small island off the coast of the mainland. Her skin was the color of sun-bleached driftwood, sprinkled with freckles that hinted at endless days of work under the sun before her family sailed to Yothala in search of a better life.
       Then there was Clara, who was a stark contrast to Rose. Whereas Rose was fire, she were water, silently slipping through the castle like a ghost. She was quiet, yes, but also observant, always appearing exactly when needed with whatever was required. Her deep almond eyes and straight black hair that fell to her shoulders gave away her eastern heritage. That and her rather small build that had become synonymous with the countries in the east. She had started working in the kitchens, but her hard work got her recognized quickly as she was elevated to one of the princess’s personal maids.
       Young Beth was a whirlwind of nervous energy, all gangly limbs and uncontrolled enthusiasm. At barely fourteen, she was still growing into her body, her movements awkward as she would constantly knock over wash basins and trip over her own feet. It was more her personality than her actual competence that kept her around. If there was gossip to hear, she was the one to go to. Her hair was a mousy brown that couldn't decide between curl and wave, always escaping from whatever hasty knot she'd twisted it into. She had wide hazel eyes that most likely held the secrets of most in the castle.
       Tiffany was the last. Whereas Beth knew all the gossip, Tiffany was the source material. Whether it was her relationships with one of the gardeners, guards, or baker’s men, drama always followed her. She was beautiful in a way that demanded attention, tall and willowy, with skin the color of honey and hair so dark it seemed to absorb light. She tried her best to be perfect, down to even the way she walked. Where Beth was all earnest clumsiness, Tiffany was pure theatrical performance. Her brown eyes were a thing of beauty, luring men into her drama-filled life. Originally from a minor noble family that had fallen on hard times, she'd taken the position as a maid and hoped she could one day bring her family back from misfortune.
       As warm water filled the ornate tub, steam began to rise and mingle with the scent of fragrant oils. At some point during Adriana's bath, the queen had Shirley return with a number of dresses and place them on her bed, each more beautiful than the last, and draped them over Adriana's bed like a rainbow of fabric. After much deliberation, Adriana chose a striking strapless red gown, the fabric clinging to her curves, accentuating her shoulders, and highlighting her shapely figure. Her maids worked diligently, brushing her hair until it shimmered and styling it into elegant braids that cascaded down her bare back.
        “Much better,” Rose remarked, her eyes wide with admiration as they cast glances at their princess. “You truly are a vision of beauty, Your Highness,” Tiffany chimed in, drawing approving nods from the rest. “Ok, we get it,” Melony said with a chuckle, “she looks good”. Adriana smiled, admiring herself in the mirror. She was used to compliments, but after spending the morning in face paint and maiden robes, it was good to see herself as a princess again. 
       The moment of tranquility was shattered by a sharp knock at the door, reverberating against the lavish walls. “Who is it?” Adriana called over her shoulder, her eyes still fixed on her reflection. “It’s the captain, Maximus,” came the reply from one of the two guards stationed outside, their voices low and respectful. Adriana hesitated, a frown forming on her lips as memories of her earlier conversation with Maximus flooded her mind. “Your highness?” Clara said with a questioning look, studying Adriana’s face. With a reluctant sigh, Adriana finally replied, “Let him in.” Maximus entered slowly, the heavy door creaking as he stepped inside, his eyes immediately drawn to the striking figure of Adriana. She remained poised in front of the mirror, her maids shifting their attention to the captain, their gazes filled with anticipation.

       “What do you want?” she asked coldly, looking at him through the mirror. For a moment, Maximus stood still as if captivated by her beauty. “Well,” Adriana prompted, turning to face him directly, an eyebrow raised. “My apologies, Your Highness,” Maximus stammered, a deep blush creeping across his cheeks, which only prompted soft giggles from Tiffany and Beth, who began whispering. With deliberate grace, Adriana stepped closer to Maximus, her arms folded defiantly, her gaze penetrating. “Your father wants me to escort you to him,” he said, trying his best not to look down. Adriana smiled mischievously, noticing how red Maximus had become from seeing her in the dress she was wearing.
       Her lips curved into a teasing smile as she relished the effect her dress had on him. “Do you like my dress?” she teased, stepping closer until their bodies nearly brushed against one another. “It’s a very nice dress,” Maximus managed to reply, his throat tightening as he swallowed hard, the warmth of the moment almost overwhelming him. “Would you like a closer look?” she purred, taking a bold step even nearer. Maximus stood still like a statue as beads of sweat began forming on his brow. “Your Highness, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” He stuttered, causing the laughter of the maids to intensify. “Enough, Ana,” Melony interjected with a sigh, shaking her head at the flirtation. “Let the captain do his job.”
       Adriana gazed up at Maximus a moment longer before taking a step back. “Fine,” she said, the playfulness lingering in her tone. “Take me to my father.” Maximus let out a sigh of relief as if being released from a binding spell. “What does he want?” Adriana asked, even though she already knew the answer. “I think you know your highness,” Maximus replied, giving her a look that spoke volumes. “Yeah, I know,” she replied, rolling her eyes. She followed Maximus out of the room, mentally preparing herself for the scolding of a lifetime. After the pair had left, one of the two guards hesitated at the door, his brow furrowed with uncertainty. “So ladies—” he began, his voice hesitant, but was swiftly interrupted by Melony. With a wave of her hand and a bored look in her eye, she declared, “Don’t even ask” and promptly shooed the guard away. She shut the door behind him, and laughter erupted among the other maids, their chuckles dancing through the air.
       Adriana followed Maximus from her room, her heart beating a touch faster than usual. Father rarely summoned her to the throne room, so she knew it could only mean one thing: she was about to get yet another scolding for her attempted escape. She descended the grand staircase, taking a different route than her ascent, this one wider, more ceremonial, its steps carpeted in deep blue and gold.
       The path to the throne room led through the Portrait Gallery, where generations of her ancestors stared down at her with painted eyes. Their faces seemed to follow her progress, as if judging whether she lived up to their legacy. At the gallery's end, two guards stood at attention beside massive double doors, magically carved with scenes of the kingdom's founding. They bowed slightly at her approach, then pulled the heavy doors open in synchronization.
       The throne room stretched before her, vast and imposing. Towering columns of white marble rose to support a ceiling decorated with elaborate frescoes, while enormous windows of colored glass cast their ethereal light across the polished floor. At the far end, elevated on a dais of seven steps, sat the throne itself – and her father upon it, his long blonde hair flowing from under his golden crown. Even from this distance, she could see the look on her father's face, and it wasn’t pleasant. The pair walked to the bottom of the stairs that led up to the throne. Maximus dropped to one knee, bowing his head, while Adriana bowed at the waist, dropping her head, her long braids dangling over her face. “Rise,” the king commanded with authority. 
       Adriana straightened slowly, her heart racing as Maximus rose to his feet. “You wanted to see me father?” Adriana croaked weakly. Yet the king held his silence, his gaze focusing on Maximus. “Captain, thank you for finding my daughter. You will be handsomely rewarded. Now leave us, I’m sure you have important preparations to see to for the day,” he said, dismissing Maximus with a wave of his hand. “Thank you, your majesty,” Maximus said, bowing deeply before retreating out of the throne room, leaving Adriana all alone. 
        For a time, the king said nothing, letting the silence crush his daughter. As she stood there fidgeting nervously, her fingers twisted the fabric of her dress, acutely aware of her father’s steady gaze. “Come, darling,” he finally said, motioning for Adriana to ascend the throne. Adriana lifted her skirts and walked with as much poise as she could up the steps, standing by her father’s side. 
       “What did you see before you entered the throne room?” the king asked, his gaze fixed intently on Adriana, who stood beside him, her posture slightly tense. “I’m not sure what you’re asking, Father,” Adriana replied, her voice laced with confusion. “I mean, what caught your eye in the portrait gallery just outside these doors?” he elaborated, his piercing blue eyes narrowing as they searched hers for an answer. “I saw our ancestors,” she replied, swallowing hard, “The kings and queens of old.” “Precisely,” he responded, “now tell me, Adriana, do you believe those illustrious figures earned their places in history by shirking their duties and responsibilities?” 
       “No, Father,” she murmured, her gaze dropping to the polished floor, unable to meet his stare. Throughout her life, her father had an uncanny knack for making her feel small, like a mere shadow against the stature of his expectations. 
“And would you like to be remembered by future generations? To have your image immortalized in portraits that span these castle walls? For statues of you to rise majestically in the gardens and courtyards, your story echoing in cities and nations far beyond our borders?” he pressed, each word carrying more weight than the next. 
       The truth was Adriana didn’t care about any of that. She didn’t want fame or glory or to be remembered; she just wanted to live her life how she wanted. She knew, though, that speaking her mind would only cause this already uncomfortable conversation to prolong itself. So, she offered a small nod of agreement, hiding the truth behind a mask of compliance. 
       “Then you must do your duty,” her father proclaimed, momentarily losing his composure. In response, Adriana remained silent, choosing instead to keep her head bowed, hoping this tirade would come to an untimely end. After a moment, he let out a long, weary sigh, sinking back into the confines of his throne, his fingers threading through his hair. “I know marriage isn’t what you want, especially at your age, but you do understand why it must be done, don’t you?” he said, looking up at her, his voice softening. “Yes, I understand,” Adriana replied dryly, masking her true feelings. 
       “Do you truly?” her father challenged, narrowing his eyes as if searching her soul, “tell me why.” “To bring an end to the war in the south through marriage, forming a strong alliance,” she said as if that was the only possible answer her war-driven father could’ve been looking for. “It's not just about bringing an end to the war, it's about bringing lasting peace for generations,” he exclaimed. “It's about making sure your rule of Yothala is one of peace and prosperity. That’s all I want for you,” he said, looking deeply into his daughter's eyes as if pleading for her to understand. 

       To Adriana that sounded like a load of crap, but she had grown tired from her numerous scoldings this morning and just wanted to be over with it. “I'm so sorry, Father, it won’t happen again,” she said, bending down to wrap her arms around him, her embrace both tender and conflicted as he sat slumped upon his throne. “I hope it doesn’t,” he replied, his hand gently stroking her cheek, a fleeting moment of intimacy amidst the harsh realities of their lives. “Now go and find your mother. I will have the carriages prepared to take us into the city for your day.” With that, Adriana descended the throne steps, leaving her father behind her, thoughts and feelings more conflicted than usual.



CHAPTER 6 


AZCA MILITARY ENCAMPMENT 
NEUHOLM RIVER


       The sun beat down in relentless waves on the landscape of Azca, the heat burning like a furnace. Within this encampment, the soldiers sat slumped under the weight of both the heat and their mounting despair. Engaging with the Yothalians, who had recently taken command of their fortress just across the river, was the last thing on their minds. Desperate letters had been dispatched to the leaders of Azca, pleading for reinforcements, but they knew no one was coming. Once a formidable force of over 100,000 men, the Azcan army had withered to an uncertain fraction, its numbers declining with each conflict. No one knew the exact number but the Azcans were stretched thin, and Yothala never seemed to run out of men or resources. 
       They were losing this war, and Kwatoko knew it all of Azca knew it. They had lost more land to Yothala than they thought was possible, but still they fought. And today, Kwatoko would gather his men in the heat and do the same. He stood at an average height, yet his presence commanded attention. His light brown skin was the same as almost all Azcans, while his long, wavy black hair flowed freely, adorned with vibrant feathers that caught the wind like banners of a forgotten glory. Kwatoko had begun his journey as a mere knight—one among many—but his valor in countless battles had propelled him through the ranks, transforming him into a revered field general, now commanding around 5,000 weary souls. 
       For weeks, his men had been pushed back by a Yothalian division under the command of General Sebastian the Wise. Legends of Sebastian's cunning prowess had spread like wildfire amongst Kwatoko's ranks, tales of the general's strategic brilliance that left many of the men under Kwatoko believing they had little chance of success against him. The recent siege of the once-secure fort Nexus, which they had defended valiantly against all odds, had further deepened their sense of vulnerability. When Sebastian’s forces had overwhelmed them, the Azcans had no choice but to retreat across the river. 
       Fort Nexus stood as a formidable bastion, not simply a structure of stone and mortar with a lush forest at it’s back, but a colossal shield protecting the heart of Azca for centuries. Its towering walls had withstood countless sieges, earning a storied history of resilience and valor, and it had never fallen until now. If Kwatoko’s forces couldn’t take back the fort, the Yothalians would push deeper into Azcan territory, threatening to engulf the land in chaos and almost certainly forcing the proud Azcans to surrender. The stakes were higher than ever, as the fate of a nation hung perilously in the balance.
       In recent weeks, though, something seemed amiss. During the earlier phases of this prolonged conflict, Sebastian the Wise had sent numerous small battalions across the river to engage the Azcans, testing their defenses. Each engagement had been methodical, surgical in its precision. The enemy forces would strike like lightning, engage briefly with devastating effect, then withdraw before substantial reinforcements could arrive. It was the work of a mastermind, methodically mapping every weakness in the Azcan lines, cataloguing their response times, studying their defensive patterns with the cold calculation of a chess grandmaster. 
       Then, 3 weeks ago, nothing. The Azcans expected more action along the riverside, but there was nothing. No attacks or signs of military action from the Yothalian’s. Sensing an opportunity cloaked in the shadows, Kwatoko dispatched a cohort of spies under the cover of night to infiltrate the enemy lines. When they returned, breathless and wide-eyed with revelation, they bore news that sent a surge of hope through Kwatoko's veins: Sebastian the Wise had vanished. 
       His captains remained at the fort, but the general himself was absent. This revelation was nothing short of a lifeline. To Kwatoko, it was a golden opportunity to reclaim the fort and offer his battered people a victory, a beacon of light in the dark that had surrounded Azca for far too long. The moment word of Sebastian's disappearance reached Kwatoko, he gathered his ten top officers in his personal tent to devise their attack plan, the flickering flames of a small lantern casting shadows inside the tent. 
       "The gods smile on us today," Kwatoko said, leaning forward with his palms pressed against the battle-worn wooden circular table where his men had assembled. "We've learned that the devil himself has abandoned Fort Nexus." He paused, studying the faces around him. "Our intelligence doesn't know why or for how long, so we must act swiftly. This is our chance to strike back at these wretched devils who threaten our freedom ."
       "What's our course of action?" came a voice from the group. Kwatoko looked up from the tactical map spread across the table, a knowing smile crossing his face. Of course, it was Seethal who'd asked – always the first to seek out battle. Seethal towered over his fellow officers, his massive frame a testament to his warrior bloodline. Tribal tattoos wrapped around his muscular body, and his shaved head bore only a single ponytail at the back. Born into a family of warriors, generations of military breeding showed in every aspect of his being. On the battlefield, he was worth five men, capable of shifting the tide of smaller engagements single-handedly.
       "Here's the plan," Kwatoko said, his finger tracing along the course of the river marked on the map. "We strike today, under the blazing sun. Now I know you might wonder why not attack at night, in the cool darkness. But consider this, if we're hot, so are they, and they have their fort to hide in." His smile widened. "They'll have fewer men on watch during daylight hours. They don't expect us to attack under the sun, so that's exactly what we'll do."
       "I'll lead the main force across the river for a frontal assault on the fort's rear. Mick, Arrington," he nodded to the twin Azcans of average height, "you'll each command 200 men – one group upriver, one down – to strike the flanks." His finger traced the routes on the map before turning to Seethal. "You'll lead 400 men across the river on a wide arc. Wide enough to stay hidden until your final approach on the fort's front gate."
        With that, Kwatoko turned to address his remaining officers. "The rest of you will stand ready. If things turn against us, you'll cover our retreat. If victory seems within reach, you'll reinforce our position." He straightened, meeting each officer's gaze in turn. "Questions?" "No, sir!" came their unified response loud enough to shake the very earth. Kwatoko felt a surge of pride. Even in this uphill battle, he knew he was leading as effectively as any general could hope to. His men's trust was well-earned, and it showed in their unwavering response.
       Within the next hour, Kwatoko’s officers had briefed the soldiers on this last-ditch effort of a plan to retake Fort Nexus. Of course, there were questions, and some showed displeasure with attacking during the day, but Kwatoko’s men were loyal warriors who would die by his side if asked. As the different factions of his army gathered at the riverside, a sense of unity flowed through them like an electric charge. With the gentle rush of the river at their backs, Kwatoko delivered a final speech about honor, duty, sacrifice, and the pursuit of freedom. His voice ignited a fire in the hearts of his men as they prepared to cross, ready to engage in the battle of a lifetime. 
       Kwatoko led the main force of 600 across the river, their feet splashing through the waters. They then entered the forest that served as a cloak for their approach, the greenery muffling their footsteps. Kwatoko’s heart beat loudly not with fear, but with anticipation, each beat echoing the battle cries of generations past. And then, at last, they emerged from the forest, and there it was, Fort Nexus, standing tall and proud from the outside, but inside lay the worst enemies known to Azca up to date.
       Fort Nexus stood large before them, its rear wall a testament to ancient Azcan engineering. Massive blocks of gray-white stone rose sixty feet into the air, their weathered surfaces etched with centuries of battle scars. Moss and creeping vines had claimed the lower sections, creating a living tapestry that crawled upward from the foundation. Four square towers anchored the corners of the fort, each housing a massive bell inside which would no doubt be sounded when the Yothalians spotted them. Between these towers, the wall was punctuated by narrow arrow slits, precisely spaced and barely visible unless you knew where to look. 
       The wall's base widened slightly, creating a subtle slope that had frustrated countless battering rams throughout history. A shallow moat, now half-filled with years of sediment and summer growth, encircled the structure. Though it no longer held water, its presence forced attacking armies to bunch together as they crossed, making them vulnerable to arrows from above.
       Near the center of the rear wall, almost hidden unless you knew its location, was a heavily reinforced double door used for quick raids and escapes. Kwatoko knew the door well; he'd commanded troops through it dozens of times during training exercises and had used it to escape when the Yothalian’s had taken the fort. Now, in Yothalian hands, it was barred from the inside with thick wooden beams and reinforced with steel bands.
       The forest ended roughly two hundred paces from the wall – cleared long ago to deny attackers any close cover. This killing field, as defenders called it, was now overgrown with knee-high summer grass that swayed in the hot breeze. Kwatoko could see heat waves rising from the exposed ground, distorting the base of the fortress wall like a mirage. Somewhere above, unseen guards would be watching, perhaps already aware of their presence. 
       This was like home for Kwatoko and his ancestors for many years as he and his men defended the heart of Azca from any intruders. Now these walls, built by his ancestors and maintained by countless generations of Azcan warriors, stood as their greatest obstacle. The irony wasn't lost on him that he would now have to overcome the very defenses he had once commanded.
       As they began their trek across the vast open field between the forest and the moat, Kwatoko could only wonder how long it would take before they were seen. They carried ladders and grappling hooks that felt heavier with each step, and the large shields strapped to their backs felt like hell, burning hot against their skin. The gods had given them a huge break, though. The Yothalians had become lazy since Sebastian's the wise, had left, leaving the grass high and unkept. It now provided partial cover for Kwatoko and his men from the enemy. His heart pounded in his chest as they crept forward, the fort's walls growing taller with each step. Then it happened.
       The first bell rang loudly from the northwestern tower. They had been spotted. Within seconds, a second bell sounded, then a third, until all four towers were ringing loudly, destroying their cover. "Hold steady!" Kwatoko shouted as the first Yothalian archers appeared on the walls. For a moment, time seemed to slow as he watched them nock their arrows and release. The first volley came whistling down, in a heartbeat. "Shields!" Kwatoko shouted loudly across the field. His men responded instantly with no hesitation, raising their heavy shields in perfect unison. The soldiers moved as one, each shield overlapping the next to create one large shield, a technique they'd practiced a number of times.
       Arrows struck their shields with loud thuds. Some made their way through, but most bounced away harmlessly. Through the gaps between shields, Kwatoko could see more archers appearing along the wall, drawing back their bows, ready for a second volley. Sweat poured down his face as they pressed forward. The equipment began to feel heavier and heavier, yet his men pushed forward. They held their shield wall as they struggled through the grass. Kwatoko thanked the gods, watching his warriors continue under such conditions. Even now, under a flurry of arrows, saddled with heavy equipment, they moved with a coordination that would have impressed even Sebastian the Wise himself. "Keep moving!" he shouted above the sound of bells and arrows. "Remember who we are! Remember what we fight for!" 
       As Kwatoko's forces reached the edge of the moat, he gave the signal for attack. In one fluid motion, the rear ranks of shield-bearers parted, revealing the Azcan archers who had been waiting for this moment. They raised their bowstrings, drawing back and fired at Kwatoko’s command. The air sang with the release of a hundred bowstrings, and arrows arced upward toward Fort Nexus. The Yothalian defenders scrambled for cover, their own volleys becoming sporadic and uncoordinated. They could no longer fire their arrows relentlessly but had to evade the fire now being sent their way.
       "Ladders! Now!" Kwatoko yelled as he led the men carrying the ladders and grappling hooks across the moat. The men carrying the heavy wooden ladders rushed forward. They were now from under the protection of the shield bearers, but the Yothalian archers had their hands full at the moment. They slammed their ladders against the wall and began climbing. The grappling hooks followed, some finding their mark instantly, others taking multiple attempts. The Yothalian’s had sent more archers up on the wall, and they began firing down on the ladders. Some arrows hit their mark, causing screams as Azcan soldiers fell to their deaths, but most were ill-timed and missed their mark. 
       The Azcan archers and shield bearers continued marching forward as one, making it nearly impossible for the Yothalians to get off their shots without getting pierced through their hearts. As the first wave of Azcan soldiers breached the stone wall of the fort, chaos erupted around them. Yothalian forces streamed up through the rear towers and onto the wall, meeting the Azcan soldiers whose numbers were increasing as more and more scaled the fort. The sound of metal rang from the walls of the fort as both forces clashed, swords clanging against one another and shields, as arrows still whistled past, striking the occasional soldier. Men from both sides were flung from the walls, plummeting to their deaths. 
       Kwatoko fought with unmatched ferocity, and so did his men. The Yothalians had always relied on the sheer size of their military to win battles, but the average Azcan outmatched them in skill and relentlessness.  Kwatoko cut through man after man a becoming a whirlwind of steel, leaving bodies wherever he struck. As he got a short moment's rest from the chaos, he looked over the wall onto the massive field to see that Mick and Arrington’s forces had arrived. They charged towards the fort, closing in from either side. Kwatoko smiled to himself. The battle had just begun and would be a long one, but for now, at least he was winning.



CHAPTER 7


PAMPLONA 
CANDOR CASTLE 1 WEEK BEFORE ADRIANA'S BIRTHDAY
               
       Prince William of Pamplona stood before the floor-length mirror in his chambers, admiring his features. His fingers traced through his chestnut hair, each strand falling exactly where he wished it to as he gazed into what he considered his finest feature – those striking emerald eyes. They were a gift from his mother, though he'd inherited none of her humility. His eyes strayed down to his slender yet chiseled body as he felt his abdomen. He turned slightly, appreciating his high cheekbones and strong jaw. At nineteen, he had grown into everything a crown prince should be, at least in appearance. 
        His thoughts drifted, as they often did these days, to Princess Adriana of Yothala. He was the oldest of his father's three sons, heir to the throne and almost certainly would be wed to her. Each of their previous encounters had left him more in love than the last. The way her light curls caught the light, how her eyes had captured him, the grace with which she carried herself. She was, in his mind, the only person who could match his own perfection. Her upcoming sixteenth birthday celebration, to which King Rhesus of Yothala and his queen Marissa had personally invited the Pamplonian royal family, would surely be the perfect opportunity to secure their inevitable union.
       A sharp knock came at his door, interrupting his thoughts. “Come in,” he called from over his shoulder, still admiring his image. The door creaked open, and one of his servants hobbled in, head down. “Your Highness,” the servant said timidly, “your brothers and the King are waiting for your arrival to breakfast; they wish for you to quicken your pace.” “Nonsense, Lamoo,” he replied, waving his hand dismissively, not paying his servant any attention, “you cannot rush perfection; therefore, I will not be rushed.” Lamoo shifted nervously as he fidgeted with his weathered hands. “What should I tell them, Your Highness?” Lamoo asked timidly. William paused as annoyance began to rise within his gut. “Tell them I'll get there when I get there,” he hissed through clenched teeth, turning to meet Lamoo’s eyes. “Yes, your highness,” Lamoo said with a bow before scurrying off.
       Finally ready to leave for breakfast, William shrugged into a doublet of midnight blue silk, embroidered with silver thread. The garment had cost more than some peasants would see in a lifetime. Everything about him needed to remind others of his status, his importance, his divine right to rule. As he strode through the castle corridors toward the family's private dining hall, servants hustled out of his way, bowing deeply. William barely noticed them; they were simply part of the landscape, like the tapestries and torch brackets that adorned the walls. As he reached the door, he could already hear the murmur of voices from the dining hall, his brothers and father waiting, as they always did. Let them wait, he thought. After all, what was a king if not someone worth waiting for?
        The doors of the private dining hall swung open, and William strode in, arrogance radiating from his body. Three pairs of eyes fixed upon him immediately, each holding varying degrees of annoyance. At the head of the long table sat his father, King Marcus of Pamplona. The silver streaks through his dark hair and the deep lines around his eyes were a testament to how long he had been ruling.
       To the king's right sat Eric, William's first younger brother. At seventeen, he had already outgrown William by nearly half a head, his tall frame carrying the promise of a warrior's build. His brown hair fell well past his shoulders and down his back. Something the king disapproved of, but he never cared. Eric's fingers drummed impatiently against the table as his eyes bore into William.
        Then there was Isaac, the youngest at fourteen, who occupied the seat to their father's left. He was caught in that awkward stage between boy and man, all elbows and uncertain posture, though his face showed hints of the handsome features he would one day grow into. The same emerald eyes that William so admired in himself looked out from his younger brother's face.
       "Greetings, Father, Brothers," William said with feigned warmth. "I trust you haven't been waiting long?" He continued, a sarcastic smile crossing his face. The three looked at him, each face telling a different story. His father was furious that he was late again, as shown by his clenched jaw. Eric leaned back in his chair, staring at William with clear distaste, clearly unimpressed that his older brother's recurring tardiness had always gone unpunished. Isaac, on the other hand, appeared ready to dig into the steaming porridge that had been served for breakfast.
       "You're late. Again." King Marcus said his jaw clenched in frustration. The emphasis on 'again' being all too obvious. "Am I?" William slipped into his chair at the far end of the table. "The time must have gotten away from me," he answered, his voice full of mock innocence. "Seems to be a habit of yours," Eric interjected, stabbing his spoon into his porridge with unnecessary force. "How observant of you, brother," William replied, glaring at his brother. Eric looked up, holding his brother's gaze before deliberately turning to their father, who hadn't touched his breakfast, his attention still fixed on his eldest son.
       "Father," Eric began, his voice smooth and deliberate. "If one cannot complete a task as simple as arriving on time for breakfast, how can one be expected to rule efficiently?" He paused, letting the words sink in. "Perhaps you have some... reconsidering to do." This was a dead horse Eric loved to beat – questioning William's fitness as heir, challenging their father's choice. Each time he raised the subject, it struck William like a physical blow, though he'd die before showing it. "It must be a painful thing," William replied, blowing delicately on his porridge, "always being the second option."
        “Enough, both of you,” King Marcus said rubbing his temples. “I can't stand to hear your bickering, you should be more like your brother,” he continued, gesturing to Isaac, who froze mid-bite, cheeks bulging with porridge. The room fell silent for a moment filled only by the sound of chewing and dishes being placed down. But as was customary William would not let it go unless he had the last word. "Father," he said leaning forward, fingers steepled beneath his chin. "I'm certain I'll be wed to the lovely Princess Adriana soon enough." 
       His eyes slid sideways to Eric, a taunting smile covering his face. "But what of my dear brother? He's nearly seventeen now. Surely it's time we found someone willing to take him?" Eric placed down his goblet accepting the verbal challenge almost immediately. "Ah yes," he replied with a sinister smile, "a marriage based purely on political convenience. How very like you, brother." He fiddled his spoon between his fingers preparing for his next jab. "Though perhaps I should offer to keep the princess's bed warm in your inevitable absences. After all, someone will need to attend to her while you're admiring yourself in mirrors."
       The words had barely left Eric's lips before William exploded from his chair, sending it crashing backwards, hitting the floor. "How dare you!" he roared, his face a deep red, hands clenched into fists at his sides. "ENOUGH!" King Marcus's bellowed this time loud enough to shake the room. "Both of you, out! NOW!" "I will not have my breakfast ruined by two squabbling children who fancy themselves men!" 
       William hesitated a moment before slamming his fist against the table and storming out of the dining hall. Eric was the complete opposite as he pushed and slid his chair back, a satisfied smile playing across his face. He walked out of the room, head held high, fully in control of his emotions. “I’m sorry about that,” The King said turning to Isaac, who had sunk into his chair, opting not to finish his porridge. The outside world viewed the royal family of Pamplona as unified and together, but behind closed doors, it was far from that.

CHAPTER 8 


AKASTIN 	
THE PIT

       The Pit was a massive amphitheater that dominated the heart of the city, its massive stone walls rising from the ground in concentric circles that reached to the sky. Its weathered stones held the echoes of a thousand roaring crowds, the clash of steel, the thunder of hooves, and the final breaths of fallen champions. It was in some instances the most important structure in the city, bringing nobility and peasants together. And today it would once again do that, putting on a series of competitive events in honor of Adrianna’s birthday.
       Maximus arrived a couple of hours before the festivities were to begin, as was his custom with everything. He enjoyed being the first to arrive and the last to leave. Whether it was training, military briefings, or even a wedding, he made the most of his time. The morning air was still cold, but he knew that by midday, when Princess Adriana's birthday celebrations began, the Pit would be on fire with thousands of competitors and spectators alike. As Captain of the Princesses' Guard, his task today carried particular weight. Princess Adriana's sixteenth birthday wasn't just any celebration – it was the day that would set the course for the kingdom's future. His men were already positioned at key points throughout the structure, conducting their security sweeps. Every shadow needed to be checked, every hidden corner examined, every potential threat eliminated before the royal family took their places in the royal box.
       The day's events were to unfold as follows: first, the hunting competition, where nobles and commoners alike would demonstrate their skills in tracking and bringing down increasingly challenging prey in the controlled arena. Then would come the jousting, where knights would thunder down the lists in explosions of splintered lances and ringing armor. The afternoon would see the archery contests, where even the humblest shepherd might stand shoulder-to-shoulder with decorated warriors. But it was the final event that drew the biggest crowd and the loudest cheers. The Gauntlet.
       The Gauntlet was more than just a tournament; it was a contest where legends were born. Participants, regardless of their status, would face each other in single combat with their chosen weapons. One by one, warriors would fall until only one remained standing, crowned not just with victory but with the kind of glory that transcended social boundaries. Maximus had seen simple blacksmiths triumph over seasoned knights, and noble-born warriors humbled by farmers' sons who knew the weight of a blade. 
       It was the quickest way to a better life and many participated . After the public tournaments, the nobility would retire to the castle's grand halls. There, amid floating candlelight and flowing wine, would begin the true competition – the delicate, dangerous dance of politics and power as nobles and commoners from across the realm presented their suits for the princess's hand in marriage.
       Maximus watched as his men tested the integrity of the royal box's barriers for the tenth time. Everything had to be perfect when the royal family arrived. He racked his brain relentlessly, trying to think of any security measures he may have overlooked, but his mind kept drifting in another direction. No matter how hard he tried to remain focused, his mind drifted to Adriana. How she had felt in his arms as she cried, how she had suggested she simply marry him instead, how beautiful she had looked in her dress as she teased him when he had fetched her for the King. He knew it was impossible for them ever to be together, yet his mind still painted that picture. He imagined what it would be like sharing a life with her, having children, and growing old together.
       As he drifted deeper into his daydreams, a familiar voice abruptly crashed into his thoughts. “Captain?” He spun around, startled, to find Allie standing before him. She was one of the Princess's guards who served directly under him. Confusion flickered in her bright blue eyes as they searched his. "Allie," Maximus said, clearing his throat and straightening his shoulders as he forced himself back to the present moment. "What is it? Has something happened?" “Were you daydreaming, sir?” Allie asked as she tucked a stray strand of dirty blonde hair behind her ear that had escaped from her braid. Heat crept up Maximus's neck and into his cheeks, a flush of embarrassment that he hoped wasn't as obvious as it felt. "No, I wasn't," he replied defensively. "Why do you ask?"
“Well, you see,” Allie began, a playful smirk starting to form, “I tried to get your attention multiple times, and you were just standing there, smiling at the sky like you were lost in some magical dream.” 
       “It’s nothing,” Maximus said, dismissively waving his hand, trying to forget the moment. “Do you have good news for me?” Allie’s expression changed to one of formality, though there was still a knowing look in her eyes. “Yes, sir,” she responded. “We’ve thoroughly inspected the entire stadium, and I can assure you that the security measures are up to par.” Maximus stroked his chin in contemplation. “What about the royal box?” he pressed, not wanting the slightest possibility of a mishap to occur. That was his greatest concern, ensuring the safety of the royal family. “We’ve checked it a dozen times,” Allie answered, her voice steady. “Relax, Captain,” she said softly, placing a reassuring hand on Maximus’s shoulder. “Today’s going to be perfect.”




CHAPTER 9 


THE GREAT TEMPLE OF THE FAITH 
Day of Adriana’s Birthday

       It felt like he had just closed his eyes when Alexander heard a sharp knock at his door, waking him from a deep sleep. He opened his eyes groggily trying to gather himself. As he looked towards the window, the light streaming in through the closed shutters let him know it was in fact, daytime. Sleep had come late last night that he knew, but he didn’t know how late. Playing the previous day's events over in his mind, he got lost in thought before another knock startled him. “Who is it?” Alexander said through a loud yawn as he stretched his arms high above his head. “It’s me, Grayson.” 
       Grayson, just hearing that name made Alexander furious. He had almost forgotten about the devious trick that had been played on him, but it was now fresh in his mind. Throwing his feet over the bed he sprung up and marched toward the door. He yanked the door open with enough force to make it fly off its hinges, revealing Grayson frozen mid-knock. His face wore the expression of a child caught stealing sweets from the kitchen as he stared at Alexander. The moment seemed to stretch between them as Alexander stood there in silence, glaring at Grayson. “Can I come in?” Grayson asked with a tentative smile spreading across his face. Alexander bore his eyes into his friend a tense moment longer before he stepped aside, allowing him in. 
       Alexander’s gaze followed Grayson like a hawk as he entered. "Okay, I'm sorry." The words finally tumbled from Grayson's lips. Alexander continued to stare in silence, arms crossed, letting his friend stew in the uncomfortable quiet. “Aren't you going to say anything?" Grayson asked shifting uncomfortably. "I know you didn't come all the way here just to apologize," Alexander replied, his voice cold. "So hurry up and say what you really came to say." Grayson let out a long sigh of resignation, raising his hands in surrender. "Alright, alright. I got my letter back today." He paused, watching Alexander's face. "My request to attend the princess's birthday was accepted."
       "What?" The word exploded from Alexander's mouth his shock too much to contain. His jaw hung open, mind refusing to process what he'd just heard. "I know, I was surprised too," Grayson rushed on, "but I think they recognized your name, you being the High Priest's son and all." Alexander stood rock still at a loss for words. It was bad enough he had signed Grayson’s stupid letter under false pretense but the letter had actually been accepted. Now he would have to stand before the royal family and champion Grayson as a suitable match for the princess. The very thought made his head spin.
       "There must be some mistake," Alexander muttered, shaking his head refusing to accept the reality of the situation. "Even if there was," Grayson replied, pulling out the letter, "this gets us in. Look, the king's official seal and everything." Alexander stumbled backward until his legs hit the bed, dropping onto it heavily his thoughts swirling. For awhile he said nothing as Grayson stood awkwardly in the center of the room. Finally, Alexander rose to his feet, squaring his shoulders. "Alright, let's do it." "Yes!" Grayson's fist punched the air in triumph. "So you forgive me?" “Absolutely not,” Alexander shot back, “but this could be a break from life so I’m in.”  
       "So when do we leave?" Grayson asked as his excitement bubbled over, seemingly immune to his friend's lingering anger. "I don't know," Alexander replied, already mentally preparing for the day ahead. “I’ll have breakfast with my father and brother first. After that, we'll see." He moved toward the door and yanked it open making it clear the conversation was over. "Now get out so I can get ready." Grayson held up his hands in surrender and slinked out of the room, leaving Alexander alone.
       Alexander's mind raced as he dressed for the day ahead. How would he explain this to his father, and how would his father accept it? His father, High Priest Matthias, was not a man who took kindly to surprises, and this particular surprise would be about as welcome as a snake in the temple gardens. Time away from his duties. Time spent at frivolous royal celebrations, rubbing shoulders with the very nobility his father viewed with such distrust. 
        The High Priest had spent years keeping his second son at arm's length from the crown and their influence, viewing them as unholy pretenders, and the war had only cemented his father’s preconceived notions. Now, because of Grayson’s plotting and his lack of diligence, he’d be attending the princess’s birthday and the festivities of the week. His father was going to have a lot to say about this. Resigning to the fact that there was nothing he could do about the situation, Alexander shrugged into his formal temple tunic and sandals.
       The temple halls welcomed him with their familiar grandeur as he set out for breakfast. Shafts of morning light poured through the openings in the vaulted ceiling, creating patterns that danced across the stone floors. The air smelled of incense from the morning prayers, mixing with the subtle scent of old stone and sacred oils. All around him, the temple buzzed with its morning rhythm. Acolytes hurried past with arms full of scrolls, heading to their studies. Priests in their formal robes glided between columns, preparing for the day's services. The soft murmur of prayer could be heard from nearby chambers, mixing with the gentle splash of water from the purification fountains.
[bookmark: _Hlk194700742]       Alexander's heart began beating faster as he made his way toward his father's chambers. He was dreading what promised to be an uncomfortable conversation. The massive wooden door of the High Priest's quarters stood before him. Taking a deep breath he raised his hand to knock, the gesture both a show of respect and a final moment of preparation, and mentally prepared himself for the day. “Come in,” Alexander's father called as he knocked softly. Alexander entered to find his father and brother already deep in conversation at the breakfast table, morning light streaming through the tall windows behind them. 
       "Please, join us," Matthias said, with a warm smile. He gestured to the table, with fresh fish, wheels of aged cheese, and warm bread that had been freshly baked. The simple yet carefully chosen meal reflected his father's philosophy: elegant without flashiness, refined without excess. "How did you sleep?" Matthias asked, the sunlight catching his clean-shaven head and reflecting off his grey beard. "Fine," Alexander replied, settling into his chair, though he felt as though he had gotten barely any sleep at all.
       “You look as though you’re still sleeping,” Sebastian interjected with a chuckle, causing The High Priest to join the laughter. "Sebastian, would you bless the food?" Matthias asked, seamlessly shifting from father to High Priest in the space of a breath. “Of course, father,” Sebastian replied. They all closed their eyes, holding hands as Sebastian said a prayer. As they began to eat, Alexander remained mostly silent, allowing his father and brother to carry the conversation. They spoke of temple matters and daily concerns, avoiding the topic of war altogether, while Alexander picked at his food, his thoughts wandering. His mind worked furiously, trying to find the perfect words to break the news to his father.
       As the meal stretched on, Alexander looked for opportunities to drop the news. He didn’t want to interrupt, but he also didn’t want to let it hang any longer. Finally, he gathered the courage to tell his father what was on his mind. “I’m attending the princess’s birthday events,” he said, letting the words spill from his mouth like a river. “What?” his father asked with a puzzled look not entirely sure if he had heard his son correctly. Alexander winced timidly at the question. He had barely gained the courage to tell his father once and now he was to repeat himself. "I'm attending the princess's birthday events," he repeated, his voice losing its earlier momentum. "I have to." “So Grayson’s letter was accepted,” Sebastian muttered to himself.  Matthias set down his utensils with deliberate care as a stern look crossed his face was one Alexander knew well. "What makes you think you're attending the princess's birthday?" He asked calmy. "You have duties here."
        “Well, I really have no choice,” Alexander replied, still stabbing at his meal. “And why is that?” Matthias responded, placing his hands together under his grey chin. Alexander took a deep breath and began explaining the stunt Grayson had pulled, how Alexander had signed his letter, and how he was meant to present Grayson before the crown because the letter was now accepted. Throughout his explanation, his father's expression remained unreadable as ancient stone as he stared at his plate, piecing together what Alexander had just told him. “You’re not going,” he finally said matter of factly. "What?" Alexander's head snapped up. "What do you mean I'm not going?" "I mean exactly what I said," his father replied, his voice still calm and measured. “You have work to do here, and you don’t need to be involved in the frivolous affairs of the royal family.” 
       “I already told Grayson I would do it,” Alexander protested showing more defiance in this moment than he had in his lifetime. Matthias paused a more serious look crossing his face. “I’m sure Grayson will understand,” he replied, “now finish your breakfast; you have studies to attend to.” The way he spoke was almost as if he were challenging Alexander to continue and normally he would concede but today was different. "I have to go," he insisted, feeling something rise in his chest, something that had been building for years. "Whether I knew what I was signing or not, my name is on that letter. The king approved it with his royal seal. I'm obligated to at least show respect by appearing before him." “The faith is not required to follow the same customs as the common folk,” Matthias shot back “there is a sacred lifestyle we must uphold my decision is final.” The silence that followed felt thick enough to cut with a knife. The morning light that had seemed so gentle earlier now felt harsh and revealing.
       “I’m going,” Alexander said defiantly, looking up into his father’s eyes the words carrying an unmistakable amount of weight. Matthias returned his unwavering gaze with his own “No, you’re not,” he replied sternly. "Yes, I am, and you can't stop me." Alexander pushed back from the table, rising to his full height. Sebastian and Matthias stared at Alexander in complete shock by his defiance as though seeing a stranger wearing their son and brother's face. Neither said a word so Alexander continued. “All I’ve ever done is exactly what you said, exactly how you said it.” “Years of hard work and studying with little room to do anything of my own.” His mind screamed at him to stop but the words just spilled out like a stream that couldn’t be contained. 
       “Nothing good comes without hard work,” his father replied, now attempting to reason with him. “I know that,” Alexander replied, “and I've worked hard my entire life and I'll continue to work hard, but I’m going and that’s final.” Without another word, Alexander marched out of the room, leaving his unfinished breakfast and stunned family behind. His footsteps echoed through the chamber like drumbeats of rebellion, marking the first time he'd ever truly defied his father's will.
        Alexander marched through the temple halls like an approaching storm, aware of the eyes following him. Priests and acolytes alike paused in their duties to stare, their thoughts practically loud enough to hear: What's he doing out of study? Shouldn't he be at prayer? Why does the High Priest's son look angry? For once, Alexander didn't care about their judgment. He'd just shattered years of perfect obedience in a single breakfast conversation, so a few looks from nosy priests didn’t worry him. 
       Arriving at his destination within the temple, Alexander thrust open the door to Shaw's classroom without bothering to knock. The heavy wood smashed against the wall with a loud crash that seemed to shake the whole room. Inside, about twenty students sat frozen in various poses of attention, their sacred texts open before them. Shaw stood at the front, his finger still raised to emphasize whatever point he'd been making before the interruption. Silence hung in the air for a moment until Shaw recovered from the shock of the intrusion. “What is the meaning of this?” he finally barked, marching up to Alexander, “Aren’t you supposed to be in study?” Alexander barely spared him a glance, his eyes scanning the room until they found their target. "Let's go," he said, fixing his gaze on Grayson, who sat near the back looking like a rabbit caught in a hawk's shadow.
       Grayson glanced around the room nervously before returning his gaze to Alexander "Now?" he squeaked, half-rising from his seat with the reluctance of a man approaching his execution. "Now or never," Alexander said bluntly. Shaw looked from Alexander to Grayson, his confusion almost comical. "What is the meaning of this?" he bellowed again, jabbing his finger first at Alexander, then at Grayson. "You, get out of my class! And you sit down!" "It's your choice, Grayson," Alexander said, as if Shaw were nothing more than a statue. "Either we go now, or not at all." Grayson stood frozen in place, caught between two impossible choices. He didn’t know what to do: go with Alexander and be chewed out later, or stay and miss the opportunity of a lifetime. After a moment of hesitation, Grayson finally moved, gathering his things with trembling hands.
        As they began to leave, Shaw planted himself in the doorway, his plump figure filling the space. “Move,” Alexander commanded, his usual measured and respectful tone now lacking. "How dare yo-" Shaw’s words cut off in a startled grunt as Alexander brushed past him with force nearly sending the priest sprawling to the floor. Grayson gaped for a moment before scurrying after his friend in shock. "What's gotten into you?" he asked in a high pitched squeak as he caught up. "Nothing," Alexander replied, his tone brooking no argument. "Go pack your things. We're going into the city." Behind them, they could hear Shaw's outraged shouts echoing through the temple halls, but Alexander didn't break stride. He'd already potentially burned one bridge today; what was one more added to the flames?
        As Alexander navigated the temple halls heading back to his room, his thoughts continued to swirl. He thought about how his rebellion against his father and Shaw would impact his life when he returned to the temple, if he returned to the temple. The thought slipped into his mind like a serpent, both frightening and strangely liberating. Lost in his thoughts, he rounded a corner at full stride and collided with Thomas. The impact sent his friend sprawling backward onto the stone floor, scrolls scattering around him like autumn leaves.
       "Sorry about that," Alexander said quickly, extending his hand to help his friend up. Thomas grasped it, allowing himself to be pulled to his feet with a grimace. "What in the world?" he muttered, blinking as if trying to clear his vision. Recognition dawned in his eyes as he focused on Alexander's face. "Aren't you supposed to be in study?" he said, rubbing his head. "Grayson's letter was accepted," Alexander said simply, watching for Thomas’s reaction. Thomas stared at Alexander for a moment as if he couldn’t believe the words he was hearing “You’re joking,” he finally replied, his mouth hanging wide open from shock, his forgotten scrolls lying at his feet.
       "I'm not," Alexander replied. "I guess having my name on there helped after all." "So you're really doing this?" Thomas said studying his face carefully. "How does your father feel about it?" Alexander shook his head as a scowl covered his face "He's not happy," he replied, through clenched teeth, "but that doesn't matter anymore. I'm done living my life for others' approval. I need a break from this life." Thomas stood there nodding in thought for a while. Alexander didn’t care for much anyone’s input at the moment, but Thomas was still his best friend, and he still valued his opinion.
         Finally, a smile broke across Thomas's face like sunlight through clouds. "Well, go have some fun then,” he said warmly. "Thanks," Alexander replied, feeling some of his earlier fire cool at his friend's simple acceptance. "And make sure you fill me in when you guys get back," Thomas added, "I want to hear every detail about the fancy life." "Will do," Alexander promised, with a warm smile. The two friends clasped hands in their familiar farewell as they parted ways, one to the daily routine of temple life, the other to a whole new experience. 
         



CHAPTER 10



       Alexander stood at the temple's grand entrance, a small travel bag slung over his shoulder containing only what he deemed essential. There was no turning back now; ahead would be a long road, physically and mentally. "Are you sure about this?" Grayson asked, fidgeting with the strap of his own overstuffed bag. He seemed extremely hesitant, perhaps finally realizing the weight of what they were about to do. “This was your idea, besides, it's a bit late for second thoughts," Alexander replied, his eyes fixed on the stone road ahead. With a final look back at the temple, they began their journey. 
       They set off down the familiar path that wound past the temple guards' training grounds. The sounds of clashing practice swords and shouted commands echoed through the trees. But today, instead of stopping to join the recruits, they pressed onward, the sounds of training growing fainter with each step.
       The path then led into the forest that surrounded the temple grounds, trees rising on either side like silent guardians. Sunlight broke through the tree tops, creating pools of golden light on the forest floor where clusters of white temple flowers bloomed.  As they emerged from the forest, the landscape opened up dramatically before them. The great city of Akastin sprawled across the valley below, a vast landscape of terracotta roofs and white stone walls wrapped around The Pit like a spiral shell. The Castle Close could be seen towering on the other side of the city.
        The main road to Akastin stretched out before them, wide and well-maintained, its surface marked by the wheels of countless merchant carts and the hooves of noble steeds. Already, despite the early hour, the road was busy with life. Traders led mules toward the city gates, farmers guided carts piled high with produce for the morning markets, and pilgrims made their way toward the temple they'd just left behind. As they neared the city's open gates, the sounds hit them first: merchants pestering everyone and anyone, children playing in the streets, the distant clang of blacksmiths at work. Then the smells: fresh bread from the bakeries, exotic spices from passing traders, the scent of animals and humanity all pressed together in the city.
       They made their way through the gates and into the temple district, where other priests and religious officials gave them curious looks. Alexander's presence outside the temple walls was unusual enough to draw attention, but he paid them no mind. The streets grew more crowded as they entered the merchant district. Vendors called out to them, offering everything from fresh fruit to "blessed" trinkets. The press of bodies and the clash of voices were overwhelming after the temple's quiet halls, but Alexander found himself embracing the change of scenery.
         Grayson, on the other hand, seemed overly nervous. Jumping at every loud sound and constantly looking over his shoulder. He wouldn’t last a day in this city alone, Alexander thought to himself. "We should find an inn," Grayson suggested, ducking to avoid a merchant's enthusiastically waved bolt of cloth. "Somewhere near The Pit, but not too expensive. We don't know how long we'll need to stay." Alexander nodded. The only problem was that he didn’t know how to go about finding an Inn. He’d spent his whole life under the comfortable roof of the temple that he found himself lacking the simple skills for the city. The bustle of the city brought a rare smile to Alexander’s face. A group of children ran past them, chasing a rolling hoop, their laughter fading in the crowd. Street performers juggled and sang for coins, their music mixing with the general din of city life. Everything felt immediate, vital, alive in a way the temple never had.
        "You're smiling," Grayson observed, some of his own nervousness fading. "I don't think I've ever seen you smile like that." “I’ve never felt this alive,” Alexander replied, beaming, “now come on, let's go find that inn.” As it turned out, finding an inn was harder than the two friends thought. They asked around, but most were just interested in selling them clothing, trinkets, or baked goods. Eventually, they were pointed in the direction of an inn called the Drunken Duck. Pushing their way through the crowd, they finally arrived at their destination.  
       The Drunken Duck Inn sat at the corner of two busy streets. The three-story building listed slightly to one side, as if it too had been drinking too heavily over the years. Its wooden exterior had turned grey from years of sun and rain, though patches of the original deep brown peeked through where the elements hadn't quite reached. A hand-painted sign creaked above the door, depicting a rather jolly duck with rosy cheeks and what appeared to be a tankard clutched in its wing. The artist had managed to capture a surprising amount of personality in the duck's expression a sort of cheerful conspiracy that seemed to say, "Come in, friend. The ale is cold and the stories are warm."
       “Looks promising,” Grayson said as he turned to Alexander with a shrug. The two walked in through the doors tentatively, not sure what to expect. Inside the common room, round tables of various sizes dotted the space. At each table, a different activity could be found. Some held various card games while others held drinking competitions. Servers bustled around refilling tankards with ale and serving warm pies. The heart of the room was its enormous stone fireplace, large enough to roast a whole pig (and often did, during festivals). Even in daylight, a small fire crackled within, its light dancing across the collection of tankards displayed on the mantle above. Each mug bore the inn's duck insignia, though some were so old the image had nearly worn away completely. 
       Looking around, Alexander decided it was time to find a room, so he made his way to one of the tables where a group of men were playing cards. The men all looked oddly similar, with large builds, tattoos, and some sort of large scar on their faces. Not pleasant to look at, but that didn’t bother him. "Excuse me, gentlemen," he said, clearing his throat. "Would you happen to know where we might find a room?" The men looked up, their expressions shifting from concentration to pure offense. Each man gave him a look that made Alexander feel like he'd just interrupted a sacred ritual. "You interrupted our game to ask about a room?" one man said, his voice dripping with disbelief. Alexander looked around the table, meeting each man’s gaze. "Is that a problem?" he asked genuinely. The man rose, towering over Alexander like a mountain of muscle and bad intentions. "Are you challenging me?" the man asked gruffly. "Don't mind my friend," Grayson interjected hastily, "he's had one too many drinks. We know where to find a room."
        “No, I think they’re both challenging you,” another man at the table said, instigating. “Yeah, I think you’re right,” the man standing said, turning to Grayson, stroking his large black beard while offering a sinister smile. Grayson held up his hands in a show of peace as he backed away. “That’s outrageous,” he protested. “We just got lost, we’ll be on our way now.” He grabbed Alexander's arm, attempting to retreat, but the bearded man's hand shot out, grabbing his arm with enough force to crush his bones. "Why in such a hurry?" he sneered. "Let him go," Alexander said, his voice calm but firm. The man turned to face Alexander with an amused look crossing his features. "Or what?" he challenged with a grin that revealed a mouth missing several teeth. “He wants a fight, Dursley,” another man from the table called out. "I'd say so," Dursley responded, releasing Grayson and squaring up to Alexander.
       Alexander looked around the room, suddenly noticing eyes from separate tables prying into the altercation. He had never been the violent type, but he wasn’t about to shy away from one either. “Alright,” he said, stepping back, creating space between him and Dursley, “I could go for a tussle,” he said, stretching his arms and bouncing on his feet. “Are you serious?” Grayson whispered to Alexander, trying to speak some sense into him, “This dude is twice your size.” Before Alexander could respond, Dursley lunged forward, his massive fist connecting with Alexander's jaw. The impact sent Alexander crashing into a nearby table, dishes shattering around him. The entire inn fell silent, then erupted in a collective gasp.
        Alexander held his mouth before checking his hand. Blood covered his hand, dripping from his mouth; at least all his teeth were still in place. “Alright,” Alexander said, standing up fully, “let’s do this.”  Dursley erupted into a roar, charging at Alexander like a wild bear. Alexander quickly stepped to the side and cracked him in the rib with a punch causing the man to let out a gasp. Most people would have been finished or at least reconsidered but it only seemed to anger him more as he charged Alexander again. Generally, Alexander would overpower his opponents when at the training grounds of the temple, not giving them time to react to his speed and physical aggression but Dursley was twice his size. He couldn’t overpower him, so he continued evading, getting off shots when he could. 
       Alexander noticed at some point that a large crowd had formed around them. They seemed to be cheering Alexander on as Dursley grew slow and tired. Alexander basked in the moment, beginning to taunt his opponent. “What’s wrong getting tired?” he asked with a smug smile.  Dursley let out a final roar, mustering his remaining strength, and swung at Alexander. Alexander slipped his punch circling to his back, wrapped his arms around Dursley, lifted him, then slammed him into the ground. The whole crowd of bystanders that had formed erupted in cheers and applause. The men who had been playing cards with Dursley stood in shock, not believing their guy had just been bested. 
       Was this what it felt like to win a battle at war, he thought naively to himself. Alexander bathed in the glory as men lifted him up while servers offered him free drinks. Then as sudden as the thunderous cheers began they fizzled out like a flame being extinguished. The crowd split to let in a small, mousy-looking older man with glasses flanked by a man and a woman each bigger than Dursley himself.  
       "What is the meaning of this?" he demanded, gesturing to the mess that was made of the Inn. "Who is responsible for ruining my inn?" The crowd who had been cheering Alexander on just moments before turned on him instantly, all their fingers pointing at him simultaneously. Alexander stood in the middle of the wreckage, no words coming to mind for an explanation. Grayson stepped forward making an attempt at diplomacy. "It wasn't his fault. We were just trying to find a room when this brute attacked us," he said, gesturing to Dursley, who lay snoring on the ground. “Nonsense!” one of Dursley’s friends chimed in. “They came in and started harassing us, then he used dirty tricks on Dursley,” the man said, jabbing a finger at Alexander. 
          The small mousy man turned to the large woman and man behind him. “Take these two upstairs, I want to have a talk with them.” Before they could even react the two seized Alexander and  Grayson, pulling them up the stairs that led up to the private rooms on the second and third floors. They were led to the third floor and into a small room. The room was simple but clean, it had a sturdy bed, a wash basin, and a small window overlooking the city where you could see the Pit from. “We did nothing wrong!” Grayson protested as he was pushed into the room after Alexander. Alexander said nothing he'd learned long ago that sometimes silence spoke louder than words. 
       Grayson, on the other hand, couldn’t stop talking. “Who’s your boss?” he demanded, walking right up to the two massive figures. Neither said anything, they just stared ahead looking like they could be twins. Both must’ve stood near 7ft tall. The man was bald with a round, pudgy face that matched his pudgy yet strong build. His hands were massive, probably large enough to grip someone’s head entirely. The woman was only slightly smaller yet still had the same build. She had short brown hair that was cut just below her puffy cheeks. Her brown eyes looked surprisingly soft for her intimidating build. 
       “Come on, we don’t have to deal with this,” Grayson said to Alexander as he grew tired of waiting. As he made his way to the door, the pair moved in perfect synchronization, blocking his path like a human wall. “Get out of my way,” Grayson grumbled with false confidence. When the pair continued to stare ahead, Grayson tried to push his way through, but the woman responded with a shove that defied her seemingly soft appearance. He flew backward, crashing into the bed with a sound that was half grunt, half yelp.
       "Ouch," he mumbled, rubbing his side. "You'd have an easier time jumping out the window," Alexander he observed dryly as he leaned against the wall. "What do you suggest we do then, genius?" Grayson hissed back, "Because this is all your fault." "My fault?" Alexander's eyebrows shot up. "How exactly is this my fault?" "I told you not to fight him, and you didn't listen!" "You're right," Alexander replied with mock sincerity, "next time I'll just let you get your ass kicked." The massive guardians remained motionless, watching them as they continued to bicker. Alexander and Grayson paused as the door swung open, interrupting their argument. In the doorway stood the small mousy man from earlier, his displeasure evident.
       The man stepped into the room, his gaze sweeping over Alexander and Grayson in silence. The two friends exchanged a weary glance before fixing their attention back on the small, intense man. "My name is Morton," he finally said breaking the silence. His voice sounded every bit as mousy as he looked. He gestured to the two massive figures flanking him. "This is Prisha and Conley." "Nice to meet you," Grayson said, extending his hand with a forced cheerfulness. Morton looked at the offered hand as though it were a dead fish, then returned his gaze to Grayson's face, the greeting completely ignored.
[bookmark: _Hlk204331709]        "I've run this inn for many, many years," Morton continued, his fingers clasped together in front of him. "I've served my customers well, Dursley included." His eyes narrowed. "What I want to know is why this is my first time seeing you two, and how you've managed to destroy my inn and my customers in one afternoon." Grayson, ever the diplomat, stepped forward. "Sir, it was a grave misunderstanding,” he began, “We were simply looking for a room while in town for the week." Morton nodded, his expression unchanged. "Can you pay for the damages?" Morton asked calmly. Alexander and Grayson exchanged a meaningful glance before Alexander cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Uh we actually don’t have any money,” he admitted somewhat embarrassed. A thin smile crossed Morton's face as if he had trapped a mouse he’d been chasing for weeks. "Well then,” he said drawing out each word, “I suppose you'll have to find another way to make up for the damage."
        "And how would we do that?" Grayson asked nervously. "By working, of course," Morton replied with mock cheerfulness. "You'll work without pay. That should even things out and in the meantime, you can stay here." "How long would it take working to cover the damages?" Alexander inquired. Morton stroked his chin as if calculating the time. "Oh, three or four days," he said casually, as though discussing the weather. "Three or four DAYS?" Grayson exploded his face gradually turning brighter shades of red. "We have to be at the castle tonight!" Morton shrugged his shoulders with indifference. “You should have thought of that before you destroyed my inn,” he shot back, “You'll be stuck here until you find another way to pay." With that, he marched out of the room slamming the door behind him. Alexander and Grayson found themselves alone with Morton's two silent giants and no way of escape.
       "This can't be happening," Grayson muttered, beginning to pace like a caged animal. "We've got to get out of here." Alexander shrugged and sat on the bed stretching out his legs. "It's not like you had much of a chance with the princess anyway," he chuckled. Grayson whirled on him, fury dancing in his eyes, but said nothing. Instead, he turned to Conley with pleading eyes. "Hey, you," he said, desperation creeping into his voice. "I could give you more money than that old man ever could if you let us out." His attempt at bribery fell on deaf ears as Conley continued to stare ahead blankly. As time passed, Grayson continued pacing, muttering to himself as if he were coming up with a master plan. 
       At one point, Alexander began to hear distant cheering coming from the Pit. The events had started.  Grayson stopped in his tracks, his face white as a ghost. “They’ve started, haven’t they?” “Sounds like it,” Alexander replied, gazing out the window. Grayson slid down against the wall, plopping on the floor, accepting defeat. “Guess I shouldn’t have fought that guy, huh?” Alexander said a hint of remorse creeping into his voice. Grayson let out a long sigh but said nothing. He just sat there looking more dejected than Alexander could ever remember.
       Another hour or so had passed, and Alexander began drifting off into sleep. The last thing he heard was Grayson’s voice. It sounded like he was pleading with Conley or Prisha, but Alexander wasn’t sure as he surrendered to his dreams. When he awoke, he was greeted by Prisha, towering over the bed, smiling so wide it seemed to split her face in two. "What in the world!" Alexander hollered lurching backward and smacking into the window with such force the glass rattled in its frame. "What are you doing?" he demanded, scanning the room, where did the others go? Grayson was gone, and Conley had vanished. Panic flickered through his mind. Were they torturing him? Had he jumped out the window? No, he would have heard something. Prisha continued smiling, her gaze fixed on him with a look that made his skin crawl.
       “What!” Alexander shouted, growing tired of her insistent staring. “I like strong men,” she said, her smile widening even further. “Ok,” Alexander said, confused, inching a little closer to the window. "You beat Dursley," Prisha continued, advancing. "You must be strong." Alexander’s face turned to stone as realization washed over him. "Oh no, not at all," he stammered, a nervous laugh bubbling up. "It was all tricks. Had nothing to do with strength." But Prisha was already moving. She dropped onto the bed beside him, her massive frame causing the entire mattress to groan and tilt. The sudden weight nearly sent Alexander tumbling. "I want you to give me strong babies," she said, her hand gripping his thigh with surprising strength. "GET OFF!" Alexander yelped, launching himself from the bed and rushing toward the door.
       Just as he reached the door it burst open, smacking him square in the face and sending him sprawling to the floor. Grayson stood in the doorway, taking in the scene: Prisha on the bed, Alexander crumpled on the floor. "What happened in here?" he asked, helping Alexander up. "She wa-" "Never mind that," Grayson interrupted, "Come on, I got us a way out of here." “How’d you manage that?” Alexander asked, casting a terrified glance at Prisha, who continued smiling like a predator who'd spotted her next meal.“Never mind that,” Grayson said, pulling him from the room and down the stairs towards the common room, “just follow my lead.” 
       As they reached the common room, Morton marched towards them instantly. “Say yes to everything,” Grayson whispered urgently to Alexander, his eyes darting nervously toward Morton. “Alexander, your friend has told me so much about you in the past hour,” Morton said with a skeptical look as he reached them. "What did he tell you?" Alexander asked, shooting a nervous glance at Grayson, who suddenly looked like he'd rather be anywhere else. Morton leaned in close, his breath smelling of stale ale. "Is it true you're a warrior?"
        Alexander shot a look towards Grayson, who urged him on silently with his facial expression. "Um, y-yes, that is correct," he stuttered. “And you’ll be competing in the Gauntlet?” Morton pressed, raising a questioning eyebrow. “The Gauntlet?” Alexander replied, his heart racing as he threw another glance at Grayson, who refused to meet his gaze. “Yes, of course I'll be competing.”  Morton squinted his eyes as he searched Alexander's face for any hints of deception. “And if you win?” he asked, seemingly satisfied with Alexander’s answers to his questions. “We’ll cover the damages and then some,” Grayson interjected. “You’ll have more gold than you can possibly imagine.” “Yes, what he said,” Alexander echoed. For a few moments that felt like an eternity, Morton’s eyes scrutinized them as if weighing his choices. Alexander and Grayson stood anxiously, Alexander in particular not sure what to expect. He had no idea what deal Grayson and the innkeeper had made, and it was eating away at him. "If you lose and live to see another day," Morton finally said, his voice low and dangerous, "or don't come back with my money, I'll find you and kill you."
       “So you’re letting us go,” Grayson said happily, oblivious to the fact they’d just been threatened. “Get out,” Morton growled, jerking his head towards the exit. “You won't regret this, sir,” Grayson called, backing towards the exit. Alexander shook his head slightly in disbelief. Whatever Grayson had told during the moments Alexander slept had been convincing enough to win their freedom. “Can you hold our room? Alexander asked as he followed Grayson, “We’ll still likely need it,”. Morton replied without words but with a glare that conveyed a stronger message than any words could have. Grayson gave a farewell salute before bursting through the door and back to the streets of the city. Leaving the Drunken Duck, the streets were fairly quiet compared to when they arrived. “I guess most are at The Pit,” Grayson said as he observed the streets. They could still hear the distant roar of the crowd, which meant they hadn’t missed everything. 
       “Cmon,” Grayson said, his voice urgent, “there’s still time.” "Just a minute," Alexander said, his hand shooting out like a snake closing around Grayson's arm with a tight grip. Grayson flinched a small movement that betrayed more fear than he intended. "What is it?" He croaked weakly, his voice cracking ever so slightly. "What exactly did you tell Morton about me?" Alexander asked, searching Grayson’s face for answers. Silence stretched between them as Grayson's eyes darted, searching for an escape route that didn't exist. His face betrayed the fact that he knew this wasn’t about to end well. "Just that you're a warrior," he finally mumbled, "and that you would compete and win in the Gauntlet." Alexander released Grayson’s arm, leaving visible marks where he had seized him. “What's the Gauntlet?” he asked, his skepticism growing. “Oh, you know a competition,” Grayson replied, hoping to be as vague as possible.
       "What type of competition?" Alexander growled, stepping forward as his patience began waning. Grayson instinctively backed away, sensing the dangerous storm that was brewing. He stared at Alexander with the look of a man about to confess his crimes. "Promise you won't get mad," He pleaded. Something dangerous flickered in Alexander’s eyes, a spark of barely restrained violence that turned Grayson visibly pale. "I swear if I hear you say that again, I will hit you," He growled. "It's a fighting tournament," Grayson blurted. "Last man standing style."
       The silence that followed was brief and fragile, serving only as a filler for Alexander to fully comprehend what he’d just heard. “Are you serious?!” he finally shouted, drawing some looks from the few people who still walked the streets. “Hey, I had to get us out of there somehow,” Grayson said defensively as he backed further away. “If you win, we’ll be rich and can pay back Morton.” “We!” Alexander exclaimed, his voice rising even louder as he stalked towards Grayson. “This is all your fault,” Grayson said, jabbing a finger at Alexander, “you wanted to be mister fighter, now you can.”
        Alexander's hand moved faster than thought, backhanding Grayson across the face and sending him sprawling across the cobblestones as he writhed in agony. Years of temple discipline, of suppressed emotions, of quiet submission, all of it had been cracking, and now it burst like a dam. Alexander stood over Grayson, watching him writhe, feeling something primal and unexpected coursing through his veins. "Get up," he commanded, yanking Grayson to his feet. "Don't hit me again," Grayson pleaded, hands raised in pathetic surrender. “Oh, I'm going to hit you plenty more,” Alexander barked, “just not right now.” “What do you mean?” Grayson whimpered, holding his jaw. Alexander let a sinister smile cross his face as he stared into Grayson’s soul. “You’re joining the Gauntlet, and I will request to personally face you first.”
      "Absolutely not!" Grayson shouted, regaining some of his previous defiance. "It's that or I walk home," Alexander said coldly. "You've used me for your schemes. Now you'll pay." Grayson swallowed hard, his throat making an audible gulp. "You're serious?", he croaked. "Dead serious," Alexander replied with a conviction that left no room for debate. Grayson had used him one too many times over the past couple of days, and now he would have to pay for it. “Ok,” Grayson said, swallowing hard, “just… don’t kill me.” “No promises,” Alexander said with a cold smile. With that, the two friends were on their way. 
       After a lengthy walk, the two had arrived at the Pit. Daylight was fading, and they were unsure if they had made it in time. The Pit stood before them like a testament to human brutality, a colossal stone amphitheater that seemed to have been carved directly from the earth itself. Its massive walls towered over the surrounding city streets, casting a large shadow. Massive stone arches marked the entrance, each one large enough to swallow a dozen men at once. They had finally made it, and there was no turning back now. The sounds reached them before the full view did – a low, rumbling noise that was part cheer, part growl. It was the sound of anticipation, of violence waiting to be unleashed. 
       A weathered man sat outside the entrance behind a makeshift table that looked like it had been put together from spare planks, a massive leather-bound ledger spread before him, along with a quill tucked behind his ear. “Welcome, welcome,” he called as Alexander and Grayson approached. “A little late to the games, are we?” he said with a large smile. "Are you here to view the games?" the man asked, his eyes already sizing up Alexander and Grayson. "You'll need tickets." Grayson hung back as Alexander stepped forward. “We’re here to join the games,” he said confidently. “Join,” the man questioned, looking from Alexander to Grayson, “both of you?” His eyes lingered on Grayson with a doubtful look. "Correct," Alexander replied, casting a glance over his shoulder at his friend, who had gone several shades paler than usual.
       The man hesitated. Years of experience told him something was off about these two, but the Gauntlet's rules were clear: anyone could enter, no matter how unlikely they seemed. "Name?" he asked, studying Alexander. "Alexander, son of Matthias," Alexander replied. “And you?” the man said, his gaze shifting to Grayson. "Grayson," he mumbled. "Son of?" the registrar prompted. A heavy pause followed. "Just Grayson," he said solemnly. "I don't have a father." The registrar paused, casting a sympathetic look at him before continuing. "Follow those guards," the man said, gesturing to two massive figures standing near one of the Pit's many entrances. "And good luck. You're going to need it."
       The guards moved in unison, herding Alexander and Grayson like inexperienced sheep. They didn't enter the Pit directly through the many entrances, but instead guided them to a nearby stone building that looked like it had stood since the city's founding. Inside the building, it was a dark area lit only by faint candlelight. There was nothing in the room except for a stairwell in the far corner that led downward.  They made their way towards the stairwell and descended stone steps that entered a network of tunnels snaking underneath the ground. The walls were damp, and the air stale, causing Alexander to grimace. His life at the temple had been hard but comfortable. As they continued through the dark tunnels, a thought of turning back crossed his mind, but he quickly ushered it away. The tunnels eventually opened into an underground waiting area, which was made to hold participants in the Gauntlet before their battles. The area was a work of art carved directly beneath the Pit's massive stone foundations. Rough stone walls pressed in from all sides while massive wooden support beams crisscrossed the ceiling. 
       The space stretched nearly a hundred paces long, divided into sections that felt more like animal cages than preparation rooms. Each section was separated by heavy iron bars, creating a series of makeshift cells that allowed fighters to see one another but not interact directly. Flickering torches mounted in iron brackets provided a dim light in this dark underground space, adding to the eerie feeling. There was an unmistakable mix of fear and violence in the air as Alexander surveyed the cells he passed. Most already held contestants, each looking more grim than the next. Some gripped the bars of their cages, showing stained teeth through the bars, while others watched with cold, indifferent stares. 
       The guards promptly ushered Alexander and Grayson into different cells, the rusty hinges screeching as the doors slammed shut. As Alexander looked around the underground chamber, he met the predatory gaze of at least 30 different contestants. Each one deciding how easy of a target he would be. Some bore fresh scars, others displayed elaborate tattoos that told stories of violence, and all carried themselves with the dangerous confidence of experienced fighters.
       His eyes continued wandering the room until they fell on Grayson, causing his heart to sink. He sat there huddled in his cage like a lamb surrounded by wolves. If he were matched against any of the men down here, he wouldn’t make it out alive. Alexander’s mind began working instantly, searching for possible ways to get, if not both of them, at least Grayson out of this mess. As he scanned the chamber, Alexander's attention fixed on an enormous board that dominated one wall. Names were being written and arranged in a complex bracket system. Below the board, a group of officials in dark leather vests bustled about, their quiet conversations and occasional glances at the contestants suggested they controlled every aspect of the bloodsport about to unfold.
       An idea struck him, but he had to act quickly if Grayson had any chance of survival. “Hey,” he called out, his voice piercing the thick silence like a blade through grass. The effect was immediate, officials turned, along with every other pair of eyes in the room. Dirty looks shot his way from the other cells, seemingly offended he had ruined their shared silence. Ignoring the death glares, he waved over one of the men from the board. The man, a grizzled veteran with the cold eyes of someone who had seen countless deaths, trudged toward him with visible irritation.
       “What do you want?” the man said through stained yellow teeth. “I have a request,” Alexander said, meeting the man's gaze. “See him?” He pointed to Grayson across the room, who looked like he was moments away from a mental breakdown, “I want him first.” The official's eyes narrowed as he studied Alexander's face, searching for hidden motives. "And why is that?" Alexander leaned in closely, meeting the official's eyes directly. “He owes me,” he said, putting as much quiet fury into the words as he could muster.
       The man looked from Alexander to Grayson, then back to Alexander again, a sinister smile spreading across his face. “Alright,” he finally said with a shrug, “now let's not have any more interruptions.” “Yessir,” Alexander replied with a slight bow.  The man made his way back to the massive board on the wall and began discussing with his colleagues, eventually switching some of the names on the board. Alexander let out a sigh of relief. Sure, he wanted to pummel Grayson for getting him into this whole mess, but he didn’t want to see his friend brutally torn apart by any of the savages in the cages surrounding them. 
       As time passed, Alexander could hear the roar of the crowd from above. Whatever event was taking place, they loved it. The blood-curdling screams from the crowd were unlike anything he’d heard before. "That's nothing compared to the cheers I'll get when I win," rasped a voice from the cell behind him. Alexander turned to face a nightmare made flesh. The man before him gripped the bars with hands that looked more like claws, each finger adorned with crude metal rings. His bald head bore three parallel scars that looked like they'd been carved by some great beast in a deadly battle. But it was his face that made Alexander's blood run cold, snake-like eyes fixed on him with an unblinking stare, while sharp teeth flowed from an unusually long tongue. "That's Crow," someone called from the shadows. "Won the Gauntlet before. He's back because he enjoys the killing." Alexander looked at Crow warily as the man continued baring his sharp teeth at him. Swallowing hard, it dawned on Alexander that he may have saved Grayson from a terrible fate, but what of his own? He would need to call on all his previous training if he were to make it out alive.
       Closing his eyes and focusing on his breathing, he called upon his training to calm his racing thoughts. His eyes opened slowly as he heard a loud horn and a man’s loud voice echoing from above. On queue, one of the officials at the board jumped into action, his voice loud and authoritative. “Alright, everybody,” he barked, turning to the caged contestants, “it’s time.” “The rules are simple,” he continued, “two names will be called at a time. When your name is called, your cage and your opponent's cage will be raised simultaneously. Upon reaching the surface, you will be given a choice of weapons. You will fight and kill if that is your desire. Afterwards, the winner will be returned down here awaiting his next opponent. The loser will likely be deceased or need medical attention.” “Are the rules clear?” He asked, looking from cage to cage. “The rules are clear!” The men responded in unison. “Alright, well let’s put on a show.”
       The first two names were called, and their respective cages were raised from the floor. Above the roof opened in the spots of the rising cages as fading sunlight streamed in along with the roar of nearly 100,000 spectators. Alexander looked towards Grayson, who rested his head against the cage, seemingly saying a desperate prayer. He doesn’t know he has it easy, Alexander thought to himself. The cages reached the surface of the Pit, and the roof closed back, leaving them in the dim light of the torches again. During the first match, Alexander's eyes were glued anxiously to the roof. He had never experienced anything like this. The crowd was loud before, but now they were overwhelming. How loud can they get, he thought to himself. 
       No more than 5 minutes had passed before the first two cages descended back into the waiting area. One cage was empty, the other a man soaked in his opponent's blood. A small shiver went down Alexander’s spine at the scene. He had never seen so much blood, but if he was going to win The Gauntlet, he’d need to get used to it. The next couple of matches passed in a blur until he heard his name called. This was it, this was the moment he was going to teach Grayson a lesson and bid him farewell for the night. He felt the floor shift beneath him as he began to rise. He hadn’t heard the other name called, but as he looked to the other cage rising, it became clear it wasn’t Grayson who he’d be fighting. Alexander’s heart dropped as he realized there was nothing more he could do. He was the only person there who wouldn’t certainly kill Grayson, and now the situation was out of his control. Looking back down, his eyes met Grayson’s, who looked like a lamb who knew his fate at the slaughterhouse was certain.
       As Alexander rose to the surface, he was met with a stunning spectacle unlike anything he’d seen before. The Pit soared upwards, its heights filled with a massive sea of spectators whose roars could be heard from heaven. The curved rows of seats were a blur of faces, each one full of excitement. Looking up at the crowd, he couldn’t decide if they were cheering for him or his opponent, who stood across the battlefield. At the heart of the arena stood a man, his hands waving through the air as he gestured wildly, making an announcement that was swallowed by the overwhelming roar of the crowd. The announcer, with his flamboyant motions, seemed to be stoking the flames of anticipation, further igniting the restless energy that crackled within the crowd. 
       As the announcer continued, a second figure emerged, tugging a rugged wagon full of an array of weapons. Clanking and rattling, the wagon drew closer to Alexander. “Choose wisely,” the man said upon reaching him. Before him lay a collection of weapons: heavy maces with intimidating spikes, slender spears perfect for throwing, and even whips bearing massive spikes.  After weighing his options with a moment’s thought, Alexander chose an all black sword from hilt to blade, an interesting design he’d never seen before. With a determined nod, he affirmed his choice, watching intently as the man pivoted the wagon towards his opponent. His rival, in the distance, also opted for a sword, although it seemed to be one of regular design. With their weapons chosen, the announcer spoke a final time before leaving the field. “Let the match begin.” A loud gong sounded, marking the beginning of the match.
       It was time. The announcer's voice had faded, the cages retracted, leaving nothing but Alexander and the man standing across from him. He drew in a deep breath and steadied himself. It was time for battle. Gripping the sword in both hands, he stalked forward, eyes locked on his opponent, who circled him warily. The man swung his own blade in wide arcs, the steel whistling through the air. A pathetic attempt at intimidation, Alexander thought. Minutes stretched into an eternity as the man continued his dance, clearly hesitant to engage. The crowd's initial excitement turned into impatient boos, a harshness that rained down on the cowardly display. Alexander’s nerves had settled, leaving room for boredom to set in. Let’s put on a show, he thought to himself. 
       He inhaled deeply, channeling the energy of the crowd, and launched himself forward. The burst of speed caught his opponent off guard as the man scrambled to raise his sword, barely managing to parry Alexander's opening strike. The clang of metal on metal sounded through the arena, drawing thunderous cheers from the crowd. Alexander pressed his advantage, unleashing a flurry of attacks with unexpected speed and ferocity, betraying his temple acolyte background. Each strike was precise and delivered with bone-jarring force as his opponent struggled to keep up, parrying desperately as sweat covered his face.
       As the fight wore on, Alexander felt his opponent's strength waning. His movements became sluggish, his parries weaker, while Alexander felt himself growing stronger. Something about the crowd's roar fueled him. He was a whirlwind of steel and fury, battering away at his opponent with each strike more powerful than the next. Finally, he saw his opportunity as the man overextended on a desperate swing. With a swift strike, he cut through his opponent's hand at the wrist like a hot knife slicing through butter. The man screamed, dropping his sword and clutching the bloody stump. A fountain of blood squirted from his hand as the crowd erupted into applause. Alexander stood over his opponent, not entirely sure what to do as adrenaline pumped through his veins. Before he could make any choice at all, the announcer from earlier rushed into the arena, his face full of excitement. He grabbed Alexander's arm, raising it high. "Winner! Alexander, son of Matthias!" he bellowed, his voice barely audible above the noise of the crowd.
        Alexander beamed as he looked up at the crowd, taking in the moment. This was the feeling he truly craved; whether his father or the other priest liked it or not, he lived for the applause. And for the first time in his life, he was getting it. Waving to the crowd as he returned to his starting point, he was lowered back into the underground below his heart still beating fast. Grayson’s eyes seemed to light up slightly at the sight of his friend still in one piece. He had nearly forgotten about his friend during his match, but it was impossible to forget now. The look on Grayson’s face was one of acceptance. Acceptance of the fact that he likely wouldn’t make it out alive. Acceptance of the fact that he wouldn’t be able to make his case before the princess. Fury blazed in Alexander’s eyes. He had been promised he would be able to face Grayson first, letting him off with nothing more than a couple of bruises. 
       The announcer's voice sounded off once again, cutting through Alexander's thoughts. He whipped around to see Grayson's cage rising toward the deadly arena. Beside it, ascending in tandem, was the cage of a hulking man whose muscles strained against his own cage. The sight sent a surge of fury through Alexander as he slammed his fist against the iron bars, causing his cage to shake violently. “What is the issue?” the man who Alexander had beckoned earlier asked, approaching his cage with an expression of curiosity and disdain.
       As the man drew near, Alexander reached out from the bars, seizing the man's clothes. “You made me a promise,” he growled, his voice low and primal. He yanked the official forward, causing the man's face to slam against the iron of the cage with a sickening thud that was almost drowned out by the roar of the crowd above. "It wasn't my choice," the official gasped, trying to pull loose from Alexander’s grip. Eventually, Alexander released his grip, the man's clothes tearing slightly in his hands. The official stumbled backward, his face pale as blood leaked from his mouth. He scurried back to the board, wiping his mouth as he looked back at Alexander’s cage, making a mental note not to go near it again. 
       Alexander paced inside his cage like a trapped animal as the roar of the crowd above him stretched on. He tried to think of makeshift scenarios where Grayson, against impossible odds, would come out on top. But his mind continuously reminded him how delusional his thoughts were. As the cages finally lowered back down, his worst fears became a reality. One cage the man, the other empty with no Grayson. Alexander sank to the ground, reality washing over him. He was to blame for Grayson’s death. I should never have made him join this contest, he thought to himself solemnly. Grayson had never been much of a fighter, and certainly didn’t deserve to die to the cheers of thousands of people. 
       His thoughts were suddenly interrupted as he overheard the man talking with another contestant about the match. The man laughed about how easy his match had been against Grayson, even describing him as a helpless woman. Defeating Grayson was one thing, but mocking him was completely different. Alexander's jaw clenched, his Anger fueling as he listened in on the conversation. Finally, he had had enough. “Did you kill him?” he blurted out without turning to the man. Silence followed by a low chuckle answered him. "Why do you care?" The man asked dismissively. Alexander forced himself to turn slowly, meeting the man's eyes. "Just wondering." The man looked at Alexander with a cruel smile before answering, "He wasn't worth killing." He said with a sneer. Relief washed over Alexander for a moment. Grayson wasn’t dead, which was welcome news, but he had been beaten and mocked afterwards. Without another word, Alexander turned away, promising himself that if he got the chance, he would make this man suffer 10x the amount Grayson had.
       The following matches went by in a blur until it was time for Alexander to fight again. His opponent: the very man who had previously fought Grayson. As their cages rose to the surface, the crowd's roar was deafening as they sensed the violence that was about to ensue. One thing and one thing only consumed Alexander's mind: revenge. He was going to make his opponent pay for what he’d done. Alexander's fingers tightened around the hilt of his weapon with the strength of a boar. He had chosen the all-black sword again, its blade seeming to devour the little light that remained in the day. Across from him, the man opted for a large axe that seemed to suit him perfectly.  As the announcer went through his theatrics, invigorating the raucous crowd, Alexander stood perfectly still, his eyes boring into his opponent. The man stared back with the same smug smile he’d had when discussing his win over Grayson. The crowd's roar rose to a climax as the announcer finished his rehearsed introduction, his arms raised theatrically toward the darkening sky. The moment the man stepped away from the arena and the gong rang, Alexander sprang into action.
       He moved like a blur, covering the distance between them in an instant. Alexander had been taught his whole life to control his emotions, and he was. But no longer was he suppressing them; now he was feeding on them. His anger, guilt, and everything he felt fueled him as he relentlessly attacked. Their weapons met with a loud clang, sending the crowd into a frenzy. Sparks flew as Alexander's blade slid along the axe's haft, nearly cutting flesh before his opponent twisted away. The man's face contorted with surprise; he hadn't expected such ferocity. The man was much more capable than Alexander's first opponent. His axe became a blur of motion, at times forcing Alexander to duck and weave defensively, the massive axe head would miss him by mere inches as he backpedaled to safety. With each near miss, the crowd would erupt in oohs and aahs.
       Sweat dripped down Alexander's face as he parried another vicious swipe. The man before him fought with skill and precision. But there was something the man didn't have, the raw, consuming need for vengeance that propelled Alexander forward. When the axe came down in a powerful overhead strike, Alexander sidestepped and countered, his blade slicing across the man's forearm, drawing first blood. The crowd roared their approval as the man’s blood splattered across the sand. Howling in pain, the man retreated, his eyes wide with the realization that he may have been outmatched. Desperation crept into his movements as Alexander pressed his advantage, each strike coming faster than the last. The black sword became nothing but a dark blur in the air as Alexander unleashed a flurry of attacks.
       Metal screeched against metal, and Alexander sensed his opponent struggling to keep pace. It was now only a matter of time before he’d be physically unable to continue. The man swung his axe, and a look of horror crossed his face as Alexander dodged left, then struck from the right. His blade connected with the wooden handle of the axe with such force that it splintered in the man's hands. In the split second of his opponent's shock, Alexander pivoted on his heel and delivered a powerful kick directly to the center of the man's chest, sending him flying backward through the air before he crashed onto the ground with a loud thud, his broken weapon falling uselessly beside him.
        The arena fell silent for one moment before erupting into the loudest cheer yet. Alexander stood over his fallen opponent, chest heaving, black blade pointed at the man's throat. In the man's eyes, he saw the same fear that must have been in Grayson's during their match. “Please don’t kill me,” the man pleaded, his hands raised in defense. Alexander stared at the man before turning to the crowd as if consulting them. In response, they began chanting, “kill him, kill him.”
       Alexander felt powerful. Holding the life of another man between your fingertips had a way of doing that. He looked back down into the man’s eyes, weighing his options. “You’re not worth killing,” he finally said coldly before turning back to the crowd and raising his sword triumphantly. He remembered what Sebastian had told him about his first kill. It was a feeling he wasn’t sure he wanted to feel just yet. The announcer scrambled back out, declaring Alexander the victor, sending the crowd into a frenzy. He couldn’t help but smile to himself as it was becoming increasingly clear that he was now a crowd favorite.
       Alexander fought twice more, winning both matches with overwhelming ferocity. He had become a star to the crowd, their cheers growing louder for him each time. There was now only one man standing between him and winning the entire Gauntlet. That man was Crow. The underground room was eerily quiet as he and Crow were the only two remaining down there. As they awaited the beginning of the final match, Alexander sat in his cell, legs crossed, eyes closed. He could feel Crow’s predatory eyes as if they were piercing the back of his skull. “You’re going to die tonight,” Crow hissed through the bars. Alexander ignored him, brushing off the threat. His confidence over the day had grown immensely, almost to the point of pure arrogance. There was no scenario he could envision that ended without him being victorious. 
        As the cages rose for the last time of the night, Alexander felt calmer than he ever had before. The sunlight had all but faded, and the Pit was now lit by torches and massive oil lamps. Alexander didn’t think the crowd could have gotten any louder, but it had. Crow’s words came flooding back into his mind: "That's nothing compared to the cheers I'll get when I win." Alexander was determined to make sure that didn’t happen. The iron gates opened, and Alexander rose to his feet, his muscles aching. He was tired from his previous matches, but adrenaline still flowed through his veins like water through a river. The crowd's roar washed over him as he stepped out for the final time. He had become the favorite, the newcomer a champion with a face and frame worth rooting for. 
       Across from him, Crow stepped out with raised fist, earning equal applause. Alexander guessed that he still had his loyal fans. Unlike Alexander’s previous opponents, Crow showed no signs of fear. Just in the way he seemed to float on his feet, Alexander knew this fight would be different. Exhausting him with relentless attacks as he did the others wouldn’t work. Crow stalked back and forth like a deadly cat waiting to be released, his eyes fixed on his prey. "Our champion returns!" bellowed the announcer, gesturing toward Crow. “He’s returned for the second time, hoping to claim glory once again.” “And his opponent, the newcomer,” the announcer continued, now gesturing towards Alexander, “who has slashed through his opponents with speed and ferocity, but can he dethrone death himself?”  
       When the weapons rolled out, Alexander once again chose the black sword. It had served him well in his previous 4 fights, and he wasn’t about to change now. Crow chose twin sleek daggers that reflected his deadly features perfectly. “This is it! The announcer pronounced, the final match for glory, for honor, for the Gauntlet… let the match begin!” The Gong sounded one last time for the night, and the battle began.  
       Crow didn’t attack instantly; instead, he circled Alexander, holding his daggers low. “This is going to be a thrill,” he purred, licking his lips. Alexander didn’t respond. He wasn’t a big talker when it came to fighting; after all, words didn’t win a fight, action did. Keeping his blade up, he tracked Crow’s movement carefully, watching for the slightest hint of an attack. Without warning, Crow launched forward with lightning speed. Alexander barely had time to deflect the attack before Crow darted backwards to the center of the arena. “Let’s see how long you can keep up,” Crow taunted. He shot in again, his speed almost inhumane, slicing at Alexander’s face. He managed to block the first blow, but Crow followed up instantly, slashing at his ribs. Alexander felt a sharp sting as Crow’s dagger made contact, drawing a roar from the crowd.
          “You’re slow, this won’t do.”  Crow was taunting him. Whether he really believed what he was saying or was trying to bait Alexander, it didn’t matter. This time, Alexander attacked, unleashing a flurry of attacks. “Pathetic,” Crow snarled as they danced. Parrying Alexander’s attacks, he struck back, nearly missing his face. It became clear that Crow was too fast, so Alexander adjusted his strategy. Instead, he committed almost entirely to defense. He tried to bait Crow into overextending by entering and exiting Crow’s striking distance. When Crow attacked next, Alexander parried quickly, then instantly pressed the attack as Crow darted back. Alexander saw the surprise in his eyes as his sword slashed in a blur, catching Crow on the shoulder. “Impressive,” Crow remarked, some of his earlier confidence fading, “this might do after all.”
       What followed was like a dance of death. Crow darted in again, and this time Alexander matched him, unwilling to yield any ground. He blocked a vicious strike aimed at his throat, the impact jarring his entire arm. Then countered with a thrust that Crow twisted away from, fabric tearing where the blade caught his clothes. They separated, both breathing heavily, both bearing fresh injuries. Blood dripped from multiple shallow cuts on Alexander's arms and chest while Crow's shoulder wound bled freely, dripping down his arm. The crowd had grown even louder, fascinated by the display of skill. This was no longer just entertainment but artistry, both deadly and beautiful. “You’re tired,” Crow said with a smile, noticing Alexander’s increased labored breath. “So are you,” Alexander replied, preparing for Crow’s next attack.
       “We’ll see who’s tired and who isn’t, boy.” Like lightning, Crow attacked again, his speed somehow greater than before. Alexander did his best to weather the storm, but it was too much. Crow caught his thigh, his cheek, then his bicep, causing Alexander to swing wildly, missing his target as Crow jumped back. Alexander panted heavily, now covered in cuts and bruises, as Crow circled him, waving his hands in an attempt to hype the crowd. They cheered him on, sensing their champion had gained the upper hand and was now mere moments away from victory. Alexander knew he had few options left. As Crow pressed his attack once more, Alexander made his move. Instead of retreating and parrying as he had for the whole fight, he moved forward. Dropping his sword in an instant, he stepped into Crow’s attack, gripping his right arm with both hands a hurling him over his shoulder.
        Crow crashed into the ground with a loud thud and a sickening crack. Alexander scrambled back, picking up his sword, expecting Crow to be up and fighting in a flash. But that couldn’t have been farther from the truth. Crow lay there, seemingly immobilized on the ground, his daggers loose in his palms. Alexander hesitated for a moment as the crowd grew silent in anticipation. Had he done it, was he really the Gauntlet champion? It seemed almost to good to be true. He inched forward towards Crow, his sword raised, ready for any sudden movements. When he reached Crow, looking down, he realized the fight was over. Crow wheezed heavily, unable to move, leaving Alexander victorious. 
       The crowd erupted into thunderous applause as they realized the Gauntlet had crowned a new champion. Alexander stood breathless in the center of the arena, taking in the moment as the sea of faces roared his name. His gaze drifted upward to the private box he had somehow overlooked until now, where four figures had been watching the whole time with royal detachment. King Rhesus. Alexander hadn’t seen him much, but there was no mistaking the eyes that now fixed directly on his own. Beside him sat the Queen Marissa, the Princess and heir Adrianna, and Prince Peter, all bearing witness to his unexpected triumph. The king applauded lightly, his expression revealing nothing as he held Alexander's gaze across the distance.
       Around him, the crowd's chants transformed from celebration to bloodlust. "Kill! Kill! Kill!" Alexander’s gaze shifted to the crowd, then back to the king, seeking... what? Permission? Guidance? The monarch offered only the slightest nod as if saying finish what you started. He looked back down at Crow, a defenseless man who could cause him no more harm. Alexander raised his sword, poised to deliver the final blow, but hesitated. It wasn’t like him to kill, and he knew he shouldn’t. “Do it,” Crow wheezed, “if you don’t kill me here, I promise you’ll regret it, boy.”
       The arena fell silent in anticipation as Alexander stood over Crow, holding his life in his hands. Then with one fluid motion, he thrust the sword downward, steel sliding between ribs to pierce Crow's heart. A final gasp escaped the man’s lips, his eyes widening briefly before the light behind them faded to nothing. The announcer rushed forward, excitement evident on his face. "Alexander, son of Matthias, is victorious!" his voice boomed. "The Gauntlet has a new champion!" As the crowd erupted in cheers, Alexander looked down at Crow’s lifeless body. He had remembered how Sebastian had described the feeling of dread and shock after his first kill, the sleepless nights that followed. Yet he felt nothing. No remorse, no horror, not even satisfaction as he gazed upon the man he had just slain. The emptiness itself was far more terrifying than any guilt could have been.
       Alexander stood alone in the center of the arena and raised his sword in victory as the crowd chanted for their new champion. Blood and sweat stuck to his skin as the aches of battle began to register now that adrenaline was fading. He had dreamt for his whole life hearing a crowd chant for him in battle, and now he had lived that dream. As his eyes scanned the crowd, they locked onto a familiar face that caught his breath. Sebastian stood at the arena's edge, watching with an unreadable expression. His brother had witnessed everything and had seen Alexander deliberately take the life of a defenseless man. Their eyes held for a long moment before Sebastian turned away, disappearing into the crowd without acknowledgment or farewell. Instantly, Alexander’s victory turned into defeat as shame washed over him. He had won, but at what cost?
       The aftermath of the match descended into controlled chaos. Healers rushed in, removing Crow’s lifeless body, his once deadly form now a thing of the past. Alexander was taken to a nearby healer's house, where he was bandaged up and reunited with Grayson. “It’s good to see you alive,” Alexander said with a smile as he entered one of the rooms to see Grayson bandaged in bed. A faint smile crossed Grayson’s face as he saw him. “I can't tell which of us looks worse,” He replied with a chuckle. Alexander chuckled himself feeling relieved that his friend was alive and well. It was a much-needed moment for Alexander after the day he’d had. “So you won?” Grayson asked, carefully shifting to a more upright position. “I did,” Alexander replied, his features darkening. He caught Grayson’s gaze, the unspoken truth passing between them. The truth that he now had the blood of another on his hands. “So now what?” Grayson asked, keeping his voice light despite the gravity of the situation. Alexander replied as he forced a smile, “We still have a birthday to attend to.” 



CHAPTER 11


THE CASTLE CLOSE

              The day had slipped by rather quickly for Adrianna. After enduring her father's scolding that morning, she found herself in the royal carriage bound for The Pit, the kingdom's notorious arena for bloodsport and martial contests. She had gazed out through carriage glass windows at the commoners who lined the streets, their faces full with excitement for the day's spectacles. How could they be so excited by such barbarity? 
       Jousting, hunting, archery—none of these held her interest in the slightest. To Adrianna, these events were simply an elaborate show, a calculated performance designed to create the illusion that the crown shared something meaningful with its subjects. An illusion that royalty could somehow relate to the very people they ruled from behind castle walls. The Gauntlet was, in her mind, the worst of them all. Men, young and old, driven by desperation or delusion, hacking each other to pieces while nobles sipped wine and spectators howled for blood. The crowd's enthusiasm always disturbed her. A primal hunger for violence that seemed to unite peasant and aristocrat alike.
       This year's champion had been a young man who appeared close to her own age. He looked familiar but couldn’t quite place his face. She had watched as he disarmed his final opponent, a thin, predatory man who seemed more blood-lusted than any in attendance. The victor had paused, his sword hovering above his fallen victim, and Adrianna had caught the moment when his eyes lifted to the royal box as if seeking her father's approval like an executioner awaiting orders.
       Of course, her father had obliged with a slight nod. The blade had plunged downward, and another life had been extinguished for the entertainment of the masses. I don’t understand, Adrianna had thought to herself, what is the obsession with seeing someone brutally murdered? After the finale, the royal family had departed through their private exit, a hidden passage designed for quick exit and entry, avoiding the masses entirely. Guards in their signature red and gold armor had flanked them. 
       As the carriage swayed along the cobblestone road back to the castle, Adrianna retreated into her thoughts, barely registering the passing landscape. Her mother and younger brother sat across from her, seemingly unbothered by the barbaric showing they had just witnessed. Adriana was exhausted but the night was far from over. The setting sun meant nothing to royal duty. 
       She would now have to sit with her father in the throne room as hundreds of suitors made their cases for why they deserved her hand in marriage. Her father insisted on the pretense of equal opportunity, which meant listening to proposals from farmers and bakers alongside those from princes and nobles.
       Afterwards would come the ball, an elegant spectacle where she would be expected to dance and smile and feign interest in men she had no desire to know. By night's end, she would need to compile a list of seven candidates from the hundreds who had come seeking her hand. These "fortunate" few would remain at the castle for two weeks, competing for her affection through various trials and courtly gestures.
       It was all for show, of course. Her father had already made his preference abundantly clear: Prince William from Pamplona would have her hand, securing a strategic alliance that had nothing to do with Adrianna's happiness. Why waste everyone’s time with theatrics, she wondered bitterly.
       Her thoughts were interrupted by her brother's excited voice. Ten-year-old Prince Peter bounced on his seat, his curly hair dancing with the carriage, brown eyes wide with childish excitement. "Wasn't The Gauntlet great today?" he exclaimed, small hands gesturing wildly to mimic swordplay. "If you like senseless killing," Adrianna replied coldly, shooting down her brother's enthusiasm. "Ana, let your brother be excited," her mother interjected, "It was quite a show."
       Adrianna rolled her eyes and turned away, resting her forehead against the cool glass of the carriage window. Outside, the castle grew closer, its stone towering in the night sky. "I wanna be just like that Alexander guy when I grow up!" Peter continued, undeterred by his sister's disdain. "Your place will not be in The Gauntlet, young prince," the queen corrected, smoothing his unruly curls with affection. "You shall do much greater things." The optimism in the midst of her current predicament made Adriana sick. "If you're lucky," she interrupted, her voice dripping with sarcasm, "you'll get to marry whoever you want…. But don't count on it."
       "Don't listen to her," the queen said sharply, covering Peter's ears while shooting a squinty-eyed glare at her daughter which Adrianna met unwaveringly. The carriage continued its journey toward the castle, carrying its royal cargo back to their golden cage, where duties awaited, where appearances must be maintained, and where Adrianna's own desires meant less than nothing in the grand scheme of her father’s ambition.
       The rest of the ride was silent except for Peter and his mock sword fighting. As they approached the castle, the distant golden gates came into view. What first appeared as a dark mass gradually revealed itself to be a sea of people, hundreds of bodies pressed together, kept at bay by the royal guards. Their faces lit up as the royal carriage approached, a wave of excitement passing through the crowd.
       Adrianna looked upon the crowd with indifference. These weren't the polished nobility who would have arranged themselves in ordered clusters, women's jewelry glinting and men's swords displayed prominently at their sides. No, these were commoners whose petition letters had been accepted for the mere illusion of opportunity. Farmers with freshly scrubbed faces, merchants wearing their finest clothes, bakers wearing stolen jewelry, no doubt. Suitors who had likely sold prized possessions or borrowed heavily just for the chance to present themselves before the princess.
       As the carriage passed through the gates, men of all backgrounds pressed against the line of guards, tossing flowers that bounced off the carriage or caught in the horses'  harnesses. A few bold souls called out Adrianna's name, their voices blending into the crowd of shouting men. Peter pressed his face against the window, his breath fogging the glass. "This is all for Ana?" he asked.
       The Queen turned expectantly toward Adrianna, anticipating some snarky remark about her unwanted admirers or the futility of their efforts. But Adrianna remained silent, her face devoid of emotion. "Yes, it is," the Queen finally replied into her daughter's deliberate silence, "Your sister's beauty has drawn suitors from every corner of every kingdom."
       The carriage rolled to a gentle stop in the inner courtyard, where servants waited with bowed heads and palace guards stood at attention. Before Adrianna could even gather her thoughts, she was ushered inside the castle by waiting maids and up to her room. Her mother would not have her daughter seen for two different events in the same dress. It’s still clean, she had argued during the carriage ride, but that didn’t matter. She was her parents' prized possession that they were eager to show off in as many ways as possible.
       No sooner had she entered her chambers, Beth was upon her like a tornado of energy, asking for details. Beth shot off a flurry of questions one after the next without pausing for breath. “How was it? did you have fun? were there any cute guys? Was The Gauntlet as exciting as everyone says? Did that champion look at you? I heard he's quite handsome!” “Calm down Beth,” Melony said, sensing Adriana’s exhaustion, “give her a moment.” Adrianna sank into a plush velvet chair near the hearth, where a small fire had been lit to ward off the evening chill. "My mother wants me to wear a new dress for the suitors," she said with a sigh.
       Rose, who had been arranging perfume bottles, turned with a confused look. "What's wrong with this one?" she asked. Adrianna merely raised an eyebrow and gave Rose a pointed look that said It’s my mother, what do you expect. “Gotcha,” Rose said, getting the message. “Where’s Tiffany and Clara?” Adriana asked, looking around the room. "Tiffany's with a baker's boy," Beth blurted out, her eyes widening immediately as she realized she'd revealed something meant to remain secret. She clamped a hand over her mouth, but the damage was done. “Of course she is,” Melony chimed in, rolling her eyes. “And Clara?” Adriana pressed. Beth replied with an exaggerated shrug, her shoulders rising nearly to her ears. "Nobody's seen her since midday."
       “Who needs them?” Rose said, waving her hands dismissively. “I know just the dress.” She retreated into one of Adriana’s massive closets and disappeared. After a moment of searching she returned with an elegant yellow dress which was both exquisite and scandalously short. The hemline would barely reach mid-thigh, leaving an expanse of leg exposed that would send the court into shock. Its neckline, while not immodest, would certainly draw every eye in the throne room.
       “You can't be serious,” Melony gasped, eyeing the risqué dress. “What?” Rose said with an innocent shrug, “Her parents seem set on showing her off anyway.” “Rose!” Melony exclaimed, chastising her. “No, she’s right,” Adriana said, rising from her chair. “My parents are so eager to show me off like a prize, so why not give them and everyone else something to gawk at?” Melony eyebrows drew together in a disapproving glare but said nothing more while Beth and Rose exchanged mischievous grins, happy to be a part of this small rebellion.
       After helping her slip into the dress, they took out her braids, brushing her long hair until it flowed down her back in loose curls. They wove delicate yellow blossoms that matched her dress perfectly. Rose placed sparkling necklaces around her neck while Beth fastened bracelets around her wrist. For the final touch, Melony placed a sparkling tiara atop her head, completing her look. Adriana caught her reflection in the mirror as her maids admired their work. On the outside, she saw a beautiful princess, but behind her eyes, she was completely hollow inside.
       


CHAPTER 12

THE THRONE ROOM

       	Adrianna’s dress had achieved precisely the effect she had intended, sending ripples of shock and desire through the throne room like stones cast into still water. As she walked down the aisle, all eyes were on her. Her Father was furious. She could see the fire in his eyes as he must have been wondering how her wardrobe had been approved and displayed before the court. Her mother was in pure shock. When she had sent Adrianna for a new dress, this certainly was not what she had in mind. 
       The crowd was even more satisfying to observe. Adrianna's gaze swept across the sea of faces, noting each raised eyebrow, each hungry stare. The older nobility displayed varying degrees of shock, whispering to each other, no doubt chastising her and questioning what the King and Queen must have been thinking.
       On the other hand, the youth in attendance made little effort to disguise their admiration. The men, knights and lords alike, stared openly at her legs, their gazes traveling the length of her exposed skin with unconcealed desire. While the young women stared at her as if she were a goddess. No doubt they would try to mimic her dress in the coming days. She took her seat on her father's left-hand side and gave her parents a sweet, deliberate smile. “Father, mother, do you like my dress?” She whispered her voice dripping with mock charm. They both looked at her without saying a word, she would face her punishment later. What did she care her parents were forcing her into marriage, so why shouldn't she rile them up a bit? 
       Over the next hour, the throne room had filled up with all the suitors and those who they brought with them. They stood packed neatly on either side of the central walkway, creating a human corridor that led to the raised dais where the royal sat. Thousands of candles blazed in chandeliers overhead, giving the room a ceremonial glow. The air grew thick with an intoxicating blend of perfumes, oils, and incense.
       As Adriana sat there scanning the crowd, she recognized very few faces. Most were strangers to her, farmers, merchants, minor nobles from distant provinces she had never visited. They all shared the same hungry look in their eyes, as though she were a prize to be claimed rather than a person with thoughts and desires of her own. There were a few though that had managed to stick in her memory
      Near one of the walls stood Queen Seleen of the Sea Shell Islands of the east and her younger brother Keon. Their striking blue eyes and pitch black hair were hard to forget. She remembered them from the time she and her father attended the queen’s coronation a few years back. Their presence was a significant one the Sea Shell Islands rarely involved themselves in mainland politics. Not far from them, Lord Hamilton hovered near his father, who was a member of the King's council. The young lord held an air of confidence, clearly believing himself a strong contender for Adrianna's hand. Though Adriana had always thought he was nothing more than a blonde-haired, blue-eyed meathead. 
       The leader of Marxil was also there, forcing a smile no doubt, trying to find favor with the King after being the first of the southern countries wrapped up in her father's pursuit of a greater Yothala. Then there was Maximus, who stood guard near the throne room's entrance, hopelessly trying to avoid making eye contact with her. That’s one face I’m glad to see, she thought to herself. She gave him a smile and a small wave, but he made no attempts to acknowledge her as he stood rigidly. There were others she recognized by face if not by name, the twins from the mountain principality whose matching copper-colored hair stood out in any crowd, the elderly duke of white wall whose grandsons flanked him protectively, the ambassador from the desert realms with his exotic facial tattoos and jingling gold adornments.
       But one face drew her attention, impossible to ignore despite her best efforts. William stood prominently positioned with his father and brothers, making certain he was as visible as possible. He held a foolish grin on his face directed solely at her, causing Adrianna to roll her eyes inwardly at his attempt at charm. He had hardly grown since she had last seen him, and now his younger brother Eric towered over him. The sight gave her some much-needed comic relief as she chuckled to herself. 
              The room now collectively waited on one man, the King’s right hand. He was to oversee the proceedings, but was nowhere to be seen when the time came. Minutes ticked by, and the room's collective impatience was growing. Finally, the doors burst open and the man strode in, his clothes nearly as fancy as the kings. He stopped before the steps to the throne and took a knee. "Your Majesty, I beg your forgiveness," he said, hanging his head low, "A sudden illness delayed me, but I assure you all is well now." Adriana bit her tongue to keep from scoffing. What a terrible lie, she thought, eyeing him with a distasteful look. She had known the king’s hand for as long as she could remember, and she never liked him in the slightest. There was always something off about him in her eyes, though she could never quite place a finger on what. The King's eyes narrowed slightly as he looked upon his right hand. "All is forgiven, Heinrik," he replied with a gracious nod. "Shall we proceed with this momentous occasion?" Heinrik nodded, turning to the crowd as he rose to his feet. He cleared his throat and began. "Today," he proclaimed, his voice booming, "marks a day of celebration unlike any other! Our beloved Princess Adriana has reached her sixteenth year!"
       On cue, the assembly erupted in thunderous applause. Adriana fought to keep her smile from faltering as hundreds of eyes turned to where she sat, a pretty prize beside her father's throne. "The princess stands at the threshold of womanhood," Heinrik continued once the noise subsided, "eager to discover true love in the arms of a worthy husband she can cherish for all her days." Eager? She thought to herself, the lies being built around her character continued to grow. "Each of you," Heinrik gestured to the assembly, "has journeyed here believing your heart might claim hers. Whether a humble farmer or mighty prince, true love recognizes no boundaries of birth or station."
       The hall thundered with approval at these romantic notions. It sounded great, but he knew just as well as Adriana did that it was far from the truth. Adriana’s eyes drifted to William, and she wished they hadn’t. Unlike the others, he applauded with restraint, lips curled in a knowing smirk. His eyes met hers briefly. He would savor watching these hopeful suitors parade before her, each unaware they competed in a race already won. Adriana held his stare, pouring every ounce of contempt she could muster into her glare until, surprisingly, he looked away first. You would be my last choice if it were up to me, she thought to herself
       “I wish you all the best of luck,” Heinrick said with finality, “now let the first suitor come forth.” The first on the list was Queen Seleen, presenting her younger brother Keon, who was only a few years older than Adriana. The crowded assembly fell into a respectful hush as the pair floated with elegance to the center of the walkway. We’re starting off strong, Adriana thought, sitting up straighter in her chair.
       Seleen wore a sleek sapphire gown that shimmered with her every movement. She drew admiring glances from many of the very suitors who had come to vie for Adriana's hand. Beside her, Prince Keon stood tall in a midnight-blue tunic adorned with silver embroidery, clearly a garment of considerable expense.
       "Your Majesties," Seleen greeted with an elegant bow, a sign of respect among two monarchs. "Queen Seleen," King Rhesus replied warmly, "it is truly a pleasure to have you grace our court tonight." "The honor is mine," she replied with a warm smile. "I come before you to present my brother, Prince Keon of the Sea Shell Islands." "And what advantages might a marriage to Prince Keon bring to our kingdom?" the King asked.
       "Plenty," Seleen replied without hesitation, her voice carrying throughout the hall. "Keon possesses an exceptional organizational mind and has proven himself a masterful diplomat in negotiations across many kingdoms. Should future conflicts arise, as they inevitably do, his talents would prove invaluable to your realm."
       She paused, allowing her next words to carry their full weight. "I should also remind Your Majesty that the Sea Shell Islands command the strongest naval fleet in the known world. Such power at your disposal would be a formidable asset indeed." With a thoughtful nod of acknowledgment, the King turned his attention to the young prince. "Tell me, Prince Keon, why do you desire my daughter's hand in marriage?"
       Keon straightened, a nervousness crossing his features before composure returned. "I believe such a union would benefit both our kingdoms substantially, Your Majesty. Beyond the strategic advantages my sister has presented, I would offer the princess something equally valuable." His voice grew in confidence as he continued, "I would challenge Princess Adriana intellectually, as a true partner should."
       He turned to face Adriana directly. "You seem like someone who enjoys a mental challenge, Your Highness," he said with a charming smile.
"That I do," Adriana replied, returning his smile with a small, appreciative nod. For the first time that day, her interest appeared genuine. The King opened his mouth to speak, but Adriana leaned forward eagerly, words tumbling out before her father could continue.
       "Where would we hold the wedding?" she asked. This was the perfect moment to cause her father and William alike to squirm from her sudden interest in another suitor. "Would you take me to the Sea Shell Islands?” She continued, “Would we sail on your finest vessel and watch the sunset over open waters?”
       King Rhesus's expression darkened at the interruption, but Keon responded without hesitation, his face lighting up with a smile. "Wherever your heart desires, Princess. The grand palace overlooking the bay, a majestic ship with sails opened against the night sky, whatever suits you best.” Adriana settled back into her chair, imagining the vision he had painted, before turning to her father with a sly smile. The King's face had hardened with barely concealing his displeasure at her off-script questioning.
       "Thank you," the King said with a forced smile, effectively ending the exchange. "We shall weigh your proposal with the utmost consideration. You may return to your places." As the royal siblings returned to their positions, whispers spread throughout the hall. Adriana's unexpected enthusiasm with the foreign prince had not gone unnoticed, least of all by her father, whose sideways glance carried a clear warning. Once again, her eyes found William, only this time he wasn’t smiling. He looked as though he were barely containing his fury from the interaction. As she shifted her gaze to Eric, he gave her a satisfied smile. He was enjoying his brother's displeasure every bit as much as she was. 
        The night dragged on slowly as suitor after suitor presented their case. King Rhesus had accelerated the process by dismissing many halfway through their speeches a courtesy that, Adriana noted, was extended almost exclusively to noblemen. Farmers and merchants were rudely interrupted and told bluntly that "this life wasn't for them," their hopes flames put out before they had a chance to kindle. If he couldn't accommodate all these suitors at the evening's ball, Adriana wondered, why accept their letters in the first place? 
       As the procession neared its end, Prince William and his father, King Marcus, strode forward. The pair radiated such arrogance that made the entire room roll their eyes collectively. King Marcus had laid out all the reasons why the two would be a perfect match. "A match of this magnitude would unite the two greatest nations in the known world, Our combined strength would ensure peace and prosperity for generations to come." It was so incredibly rehearsed that it made Adriana sick. William, of course, had to chime in stating, "You need a man who truly understands your beauty and worth, Princess. One who can protect what is precious and cherish what is rare." Is anyone actually buying this Adriana thought.
       Throughout their performance, Adriana's father could barely contain his delight, his smile widening as he watched every other suitor's chances crumble before the Pamplonian royals' overwhelming political advantage. Adriana maintained her practiced, graceful smile as a princess should but inwardly she was cursing all three men with every phrase she had heard Rose spew from time to time.
       When they had finally finished their lengthy and irking presentation father and son returned to their spots beaming feeling so proud of themselves as though they had secured the grand prize. "We shall hear from one more," Heinrik announced, looking at the list before him, but before he could announce the name, Prince Eric stepped forth confidently. "What are you doing?" Heinrik demanded, perplexed. "You're not registered as a suitor." The entire room froze, confusion spreading among the crowd as whispers began to circulate. Across the room, William exchanged alarmed glances with his father, clearly, neither had anticipated this act. What is he up to? Adriana thought.
       "If I may, Your Majesty," Eric addressed King Rhesus directly, ignoring Heinrik entirely. "I would like to say something." For the first time since Adriana had donned her scandalous dress, her father appeared genuinely at a loss for words. His eyes darted to the Queen, then to Adriana. Both women's expressions clearly communicated the same message: This entire event was your idea you handle it. "By all means," King Rhesus finally replied, regaining his composure. "Let us hear what this young prince has to say." "Thank you, Your Majesty," Eric said with a bow.
       He straightened, a confident smile on his face. "I would like to present myself as a suitor for Princess Adriana's hand." The entire room let out a collective gasp, followed by instant whispering. "Now, I am well aware my father has made his preference for my brother abundantly clear," Eric continued, turning toward William, whose face had darkened to an alarming shade of red. 
       "But he is simply unworthy." He said, turning back to the throne, addressing Adriana directly now. "He's arrogant, inconsiderate, and utterly undeserving of your hand, your highness. This is not simply a petition for your marriage, but an appeal for reconsideration." He pivoted to face his father. "I respect tradition, Father, but not when it favors someone so undeserving. Make me your heir, you'll be doing everyone a favor.”
       The order of the royal assembly shattered instantly. The room erupted into a fire of shocked exclamations and furious debate, completely drowning out William's enraged shouting as King Marcus physically restrained his elder son from charging at his brother. Eric, seemingly completely unfazed by the chaos he had unleashed, executed another elegant bow. His eyes met Adriana's with a smile before he melted back into the frenzied crowd.
       Adriana sat frozen, equal parts shocked and impressed. For the first time that day, something genuinely unpredictable had occurred, and she couldn't help but admire the audacity. As the chaos continued, Heinrik seized a ceremonial ram's horn from a nearby stand and blew a single, piercing note that cut through the mayhem. "We will have order!" he shouted. "Get him out of here now!" William bellowed, struggling against his father's grip. "He's a disgrace to everyone present!"
       "You hold no power here, boy," Heinrik replied with stern authority. "The King granted him permission to speak, and speak he did." He surveyed the crowd with a serious glare. "We will have order," he repeated, each word precisely enunciated. Heinrik turned to King Rhesus, who remained in stunned silence alongside his queen. Only Adriana seemed to be enjoying the spectacle, a small smile spreading across her face. "There is one final suitor on our list, Your Majesty," Heinrik said with remarkable composure. "Shall we proceed?" The King sat still for a long moment, digesting the chaos that had just blanketed his event, before offering a simple, resigned nod.



CHAPTER 13

THE THRONE ROOM

       Heinrik eyed the assembly with squinty eyes, his gaze lingering intentionally on Prince Eric. "Let us have no more interruptions," he said firmly. He returned his attention to the scroll in his hands, clearing his throat before continuing, "Now, our final suitor, Grayson of... the Great Temple. Step forward." He caught at the last words, surprise evident in his voice. To hear the Temple mentioned in connection with a royal suitor was as surprising as witnessing a snake with wings. The Temple and its followers kept themselves removed from royal politics by ancient tradition, so being a suitor for the princess was ludicrous.
       As silence fell across the room, no one stepped forth. The gathered suitors exchanged confused glances, asking questions to one another. Heads turned, searching for this mysterious Grayson, but no one came forward. Heinrik waited, his patience fading. The seconds stretched on awkwardly before he finally shrugged. "Well, whoever he is, it seems he couldn't make it. That will conclude this momentous event." He gestured toward the far doors. "Please make your way to the ballroom for the celebratory dance."
       Adriana stretched her legs cautiously, relieved that the ceremony appeared to be ending. The assembly began to shift and move, nobles and common folk moving towards the doors, when a breathless servant burst through the side entrance, rushing directly to Heinrik. The man reached Heinrik's side and whispered something in his ear. Heinrik's expression transformed from mild annoyance to genuine surprise.
       "Wait!" he shouted, freezing the departing crowd in place. "I'm being told that the final suitor and his presenter have arrived outside the castle gates." He turned toward King Rhesus. "Your Majesty, considering how extraordinarily late they are, I don't believe they deserve the chance to speak before this esteemed assembly." "Were you not also late to these proceedings, Heinrik?" The King asked, looking down his nose. "Yes, Your Majesty, but—" Heinrik began to protest but was cut off. "Let them in," the King said with a dismissive wave. "What's one more presentation to finish the night?" “As you wish, your majesty,” Heinrick said with a bow. 
       The crowd, sensing that the event's drama was over, began to resettle, whispers of speculation rippling through the hall. Who was this Grayson? What business did the Temple have in matters of royal marriage? And why would they risk such a flagrant breach of protocol by arriving so late? Adriana turned to her father with genuine confusion. “What could anyone from the temple possibly hope to gain from marrying me?” “I don’t know,” Rhesus replied, “but always be wary of the faith, they are not what they seem.” Adriana settled back into her chair, ready for one last suitor.
       Mere moments later, the massive doors to the throne room swung open. A hush fell over the assembly as two men entered, not with the image of royal suitors but of men returning from war. They limped forward slowly, their bodies visibly battered as Adriana and the entire court stared in disbelief. Both men bore unmistakable marks of recent combat bruises all over their skin, makeshift bandages peeking from beneath torn clothing, and the stiff, careful movements of someone nursing injuries.
       Almost instantly, recognition smashed through the crowd like a wave. The taller man with dark brown skin was Alexander, the boy who had just put on the show of a lifetime in the Gauntlet. Whispers turned to murmurs, which quickly escalated into excited applause for the newly crowned champion. "Order! Order!" Heinrik commanded, his voice hushing the crowd. A murderer presenting for a Temple boy, Adriana thought, barely containing her judgment. This should be interesting indeed.
       The pair made their way to the center of the floor, each step clearly more painful than the one prior. "Which one of you is Grayson?" Heinrik demanded, his eyes narrowing with disapproval. The smaller man with fair skin raised his hand hesitantly. Heinrik looked from Grayson to Alexander, criticizing their disheveled appearance. "Your attire is entirely unprofessional. And you're drastically late," he scolded, the disapproval in his voice unmistakable.
       Alexander and Grayson exchanged a brief, knowing glance before Alexander spoke. "Next time we'll make sure to come covered in blood," he replied with a charming smile. Scattered laughter erupted throughout the assembly but Heinrik's expression remained stonily unamused. "You may begin your presentation," he said with obvious reluctance.
       Alexander took a deep breath before stepping forward, wincing as the movement aggravated his injuries. "Well, obviously we didn't see any of the other presentations," he began, "but I'm fairly certain this will be one of the worst." More laughter rippled through the crowd as Grayson shot him a sideways glance but remained silent. "The truth is," Alexander continued, "neither of us really knows what we're doing here. But I suppose I'm meant to explain why my friend" he gestured toward Grayson, "would make a suitable match for the princess."
       Alexander and Adriana momentarily locked eyes across the room. Beyond his easy charm and quick wit, she instantly recognized something darker: turmoil. Though he smiled and received laughter from the crowd, his eyes remained empty and distant, not a look she’d expect from a Gauntlet champion. Perhaps he feels remorse for his senseless killing in the arena, she thought to herself. 
       "What benefits would my daughter receive from marrying a Temple... what is he exactly?" the King asked, gesturing toward Grayson. "A Temple guard, Your Majesty," One of the finest ones, I might add," Alexander said, patting Grayson on the shoulder, causing him to wince. "Riiight," the King said skeptically. "And what could a Temple guard offer my daughter?" "Well, you could bring the faith and the crown closer together through marriage," Alexander suggested. “Years of bickering and division would be a thing of the past.”
       Worst possible thing he could say, Adriana thought, suppressing a smile. The historical tensions between the crown and the Temple were legendary. This presentation was turning out even more disastrous than William's, though far more entertaining. "If I wanted to unite the faith to the crown," the King countered, leaning forward, "why wouldn't I marry my daughter to you, the son of the High Priest?" 
       Alexander paused, seemingly deep in thought as the king’s words hung in the air. "I'd be terrible in marriage," he finally said with a dismissive wave. "Grayson, though, he's a standup fellow. Brave, clever... everything a woman should want." He gestured toward Grayson's battered state. "And if they ever got into an altercation, she'd almost certainly win." The crowd fell into laughter once again. Even Adriana let out a small chuckle. Alexander's ability to perform and mask his true emotions was remarkable, a skill she recognized from her own experiences at court.
       The King waited for the laughter to dissipate before turning to Grayson. "Do you have anything to say for yourself?" he asked. Grayson hesitated initially before speaking. "Nothing but this," he began, turning to face Adriana directly. He cleared his throat and spoke clearly and passionately.
       "You are truly the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes upon. I know you've probably heard that countless times before, but that's because it's undeniably true." His eyes never wavered from hers as he continued. "The first time I saw you, handing out food to the hungry, I knew. I have nothing to offer you beyond my undying loyalty and love."
       An eerie silence descended upon the assembly following Grayson's heartfelt speech. Adriana stared at him, genuinely taken aback by the raw sincerity in his words. By her father’s side, the Queen dabbed discreetly at her eyes. Throughout her life, Adriana had been showered with praise and compliments from ambitious men. But something about Grayson's words felt different, felt real, unlike the rehearsed appraisal sung by others. "Thank you," she said softly, for once at a genuine loss for words. "Beautifully spoken," Queen Marissa exclaimed, pressing a handkerchief to her eyes.
       King Rhesus stared at Grayson as silence stretched on in the room. He wasn’t a fan of the faith, and a likely rehearsed speech wasn’t going to win him over. "Very well then," he said, eager to move past the moment. "If that is all, let the assembly now proceed to the ballroom."

       

CHAPTER 14

THE BALL ROOM

       The heavy oak doors to the ballroom swung open, revealing a marvelous space transformed for the night's ball dance. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling like captured stars, their light spreading across the marble floors in dazzling patterns. Musicians positioned on the elevated platform had already begun a gentle melody as servants glided between clusters of nobles with trays of sparkling drinks and baked goods. "If the distinguished suitors would follow me," Heinrik announced, leading the assembly through the doors, "the royal family will join shortly."
       As the procession began, Adriana remained in the throne room, seated next to her father, watching the parade of potential husbands file out. Her father leaned toward her, lowering his voice. "You've caused quite enough spectacle for one day," he whispered with a warning smile on his face. "Remember your position." Adriana met his gaze with fake innocence. “I don’t know what you mean, Father. I've been nothing but proper tonight."
       "Your dress is hardly proper," the Queen interjected softly. "I don’t know if you were trying to send a message, but that is no way for a princess to dress." “Was it not your idea to find a new dress, mother?” she replied, meeting the queen's eyes. “Never mind the dress,” the king said, shaking his head, “your apparent interest in unworthy suitors was merely a game of yours, and I won't stand for it.”
      Adriana rose to her feet gracefully with a smile. "I simply appreciate honesty," she replied. "Isn't that what you've always taught me to value?" The King sighed, exchanging a weary glance with his wife. "We will discuss this later. For now, maintain appearances. William and his father expect a dance." "Of course they do," Adriana muttered under her breath, but she arranged her features into the mask of a princess expected to please everyone.
       As the suitors flowed into the ballroom servants discreetly directed guests according to rank and importance, ensuring that the highest nobles secured the most advantageous positions near where the royal family would enter. Queen Seleen and Prince Keon found themselves directed to a respectable position not far from the main entrance. "That went rather well," Seleen whispered, leaning close to her brother. "The princess seemed genuinely interested in your proposal." "She has intelligence in her eyes," Keon replied, accepting a glass of wine from a passing servant. "I hadn't expected that, given the rumors." “Indeed, she does,” Seleen replied with a smile.
       Across the room, William stood rigid beside his father, his face still red with anger. "You should have let me confront him," he hissed. "Eric has humiliated our entire family." "Control yourself," King Marcus replied with a sigh. "Creating a scene would only validate his accusations. Besides," he added with a tired smile, "the agreement with Rhesus is already secured. Eric's little rebellion changes nothing." "I want him banished from court," William insisted. “We will discuss this later,” his father replied, “for now, calm your emotions, a prince must maintain his image.”
       Alexander and Grayson were the last besides the royal family to enter. They had been escorted directly to the ballroom after their hurried and rather informal presentation. They seemed to draw considerable attention upon entering. Alexander receiving praise for his Gauntlet heroics, and Grayson for his heartfelt speech. “That was the most beautiful speech I’ve heard,” one noble had said to Grayson. Of course, anyone garnering a little too much attention didn’t sit well with William as he glared in their direction.
       Guards appeared at the main doors, standing to either side, signaling the imminent arrival of the royal family. Conversations fizzled out as the assembled guests turned expectantly toward the entrance. Heinrik appeared first, striking his ceremonial staff against the marble floor three times, the traditional announcement. "His Royal Majesty, King Rhesus, Her Royal Majesty, Queen Marissa, and Her Royal Highness, Princess Adriana!"
       The royal family entered with unworldly elegance, the image of a perfect family. The King and Queen moved with royal grace, arms interlocked as Adriana followed slightly behind, her expression now a perfect mask of composure. As they took their positions at the head of the room, the King raised his hands. "Let the dance begin," he declared, his voice carrying effortlessly across the hushed ballroom. "May this night mark the beginning of alliances that will strengthen our kingdom for generations to come." The music swelled, and the dance floor began to fill. Adriana braced herself for what was certain to be the most exhausting part of the night. 
       To Adriana's surprise, it wasn't William who first approached her in the ballroom, but Queen Seleen. Perhaps he's still fuming from his brother's display, she thought, secretly relieved. She had little desire to talk with him anyway. Queen Seleen glided toward her with a warm smile and outstretched arms. "Princess Adriana!" she exclaimed, embracing her and bestowing kisses on both cheeks. "Your Majesty," Adriana replied with genuine warmth, returning the gesture. "It's wonderful to see you." "You've blossomed into such a lovely young woman since I last saw you," Seleen said, studying her. "Thank you," Adriana replied, beaming. "And time has been remarkably kind to you—you haven't aged a day."
       Seleen's eyes softened the way a mother would look at her daughter. "Come," she said, extending her arm, "let's talk." Adriana accepted the offered arm, and they began a graceful walk along the perimeter of the ballroom, nodding occasionally to various nobles as they passed. "How has the day treated you?" Seleen asked, her voice lowered for privacy. Adriana released a long sigh in response. "That bad, hmm?" Seleen joked, prompting a shared laugh between them. "It's been utterly exhausting," Adriana confessed. "Possibly the most draining day of my entire life." "That tends to be the case when you're viewed as a prize to be won," Seleen replied. "Trust me, I understand all too well."
       Adriana smiled. It was refreshing to speak with someone who truly comprehended the particular burdens of her position, another royal woman who had navigated similar waters. Their conversation paused as both women spotted Prince Keon across the ballroom, surrounded by a group of noble girls practically hanging from his limbs, competing for his attention. When he caught sight of his sister and Adriana, he gave them a comical look, silently pleading for help.
       Adriana and Seleen began giggling finding amusement from his predicament. “He’s never been good at keeping women away,” Seleen remarked with a chuckle. “I can tell,” Adriana replied, not bothering to suppress her laughter. They watched Keon's troubles a moment longer before Seleen steered their conversation toward more significant matters.
       “So have you got an idea of who you want to marry?” she asked with gentle directness. “Not yet,” Adriana replied. And that was the truth; she didn’t know who she wanted to marry, only who she didn’t, and that was William. "Whatever you decide," Seleen continued, her voice taking on a more serious tone, "ensure it's the choice your heart desires, not what someone else demands of you." Wishful thinking, Adriana thought silently.
       As they continued their circuit of the ballroom, Adriana's gaze drifted across the assembled guests until it landed on an intolerable sight. Standing guard in a quiet corner was Maximus, her personal guard. He wasn't the issue; rather, it was the fluffy, bumbling blonde nobleman's daughter, Caroline Sherington, who had cornered him. The young woman was leaning inappropriately close, her fingers tracing the contours of his arm while he maintained rigid politeness.
       Something fierce and possessive rose within Adriana. Was it jealousy, protectiveness? It didn’t matter, whatever it was, she was moving on it. She turned to Queen Seleen with a perfectly composed smile. "Excuse me, Your Majesty. I'll return shortly." "Take your time,” Seleen replied with a knowing smile. "I, too, have guests I must attend to."
       With a respectful bow, Adriana set off across the ballroom, her stride purposeful as she made directly for Maximus and his unwanted admirer. As she approached she could hear Caroline’s fake laughter, and it grated on her nerves. Maximus saw her first as she approached, and his face turned to relief. He was saved from this chattering woman. "Caroline!" Adriana exclaimed dramatically. "How delightful to see you!" The young woman spun around, her face lighting up with an enormous smile. "Oh, Your Highness! What an honor!" she gushed, wrapping Adriana in an overly familiar embrace. As they embraced, Adriana gave Maximus a scowl over Caroline’s shoulder, to which he just shrugged innocently. 
       Breaking away, Caroline stepped back to examine Adriana's appearance. "You look absolutely stunning! And this dress is magnificent," she said, fingering the fabric with poorly concealed envy. "You should have one made for yourself," Adriana suggested, her tone sweetly venomous. Leaning closer to Caroline, she lowered her voice. "And do you know something interesting?" "What?" Caroline's eyes widened with interest. “I heard Lord Hamilton was looking for you,” Adriana lied. 
       Caroline's emerald eyes grew impossibly wide. "The Lord Hamilton? Truly?" she asked, not bothering to contain her excitement. “The lord Hamilton,” Adriana replied, matching her enthusiasm. Caroline squealed with delight, embracing Adriana once more. "Thank you so much, Your Highness!" she exclaimed before darting off into the crowd. Adriana watched her disappear into the sea of guests before turning to face Maximus with a touchy smile.
       “You lied to her,” Maximus noted with a smile. "She wasn't making any progress with you anyway," Adriana replied with a shrug. Their eyes met and held, an unspoken vibe passing between them until Maximus looked away, pretending to scan the crowd while she studied his profile. The tension between them was clearly too much for him to handle. "How are you doing?" he asked, changing the subject. "Are you all right?" Of course, it would be Maximus who asked, Adriana thought fondly. The only person in the entire palace who genuinely cared about her well-being amid this elaborate charade.
       "I'm fine," she replied with a small smile. "You don't look fine," he countered, studying her face. "Nothing escapes your notice, does it?" she said softly. To this, he offered no response, standing in watchful silence. "Dance with me," Adriana said suddenly, the words escaping before she could reconsider. "Ana," he protested quietly, "I don't think that's wise." "Relax, Max," she countered with exasperation. "I'm asking for a dance, not a kiss." His eyes swept the room, assessing the risk of watchful eyes and wagging tongues, before returning to meet her gaze. Something in her expression must have swayed him. "All right," he finally conceded. "One dance."


CHAPTER 15


       As the pair swayed in the dark corner of the ballroom, Adriana couldn't help but notice how stiff and rigid Maximus was. She looked up at him, noting that his face was bright red. "Relax," she whispered, resting her head against his chest. Beneath her touch, she felt him surrender, his pounding heartbeat gradually slowing until it matched the gentle rhythm of her own. Their bodies molded together, sharing warmth, as Adriana closed her eyes with a contented smile, forgetting all her worries for a moment.
       "You have suitors waiting for you, Ana," Maximus reminded her, his voice barely audible above the music. "So let them wait," she replied quietly. "I'm in no rush." The moment broke with a hesitant tap on her shoulder. Reluctantly, Adriana turned to find a servant fidgeting before her, eyes downcast. "What do you want?" she barked harsher than she would have liked. "My apologies, Your Highness," the servant stammered, "but the Queen insists you attend to your... actual suitors." The servant's eyes flicked across the room to where Queen Marissa stood watching, disapproval evident in her face. Adriana returned her mother's cold stare before turning back to Maximus, her lips parting to protest, but he spoke first. "Just go, Ana," he said calmly.
       In that moment something snapped inside her. Her entire life was a carefully constructed act where she played her assigned role, and now she couldn't even enjoy one dance. She whirled around, marching right up to her mother, a storm brewing inside her. "Do you hate me that much?" she demanded upon reaching her mother, her voice carrying just enough to make nearby attendees pause in their conversations. "Honey, we're not doing this," Queen Marissa warned.
       Adriana met her mother’s eyes defiantly. "Yes, we are. I can't even have a single dance without you ruining it." The Queen's gaze darted around the room making note of the increasing number of prying eyes and ears. "You have a duty," she hissed, leaning closer. "And right now, that duty is to entertain those who've traveled far to seek your hand." "I don't care about duty," Adriana fired back, hands trembling with emotion. "For once, just once, can you let me live my own life?"
       Whispers rippled through the nearby guests as they watched the Queen and her daughter. Queen Marissa seized her daughter's arm, pulling her close enough that only Adriana could hear her next words. "You do as I say, or I'll have him removed from your personal guard. Permanently." The color drained from Adriana's face as she searched her mother's eyes for any hint of bluff. "You wouldn't." She challenged refusing to believe her mother would do such a thing. "I would," the Queen replied coldly staring into her eyes. Tears welled up in Adriana’s eyes before pulling away from her mother and retreating to a distant corner of the room. 
[bookmark: _Hlk195830937]        Adriana was a whirlwind of emotions as her thoughts ran rampant. She was angry. Angry at her parents for orchestrating her every move in life like a puppet on strings, at Maximus for constantly suppressing his feelings beneath duty, and even at herself. She hated how lately she had lost all composure when Maximus was involved. First, the incident in the stables, and now this.
       "Why the long face, Your Highness?" Adriana looked up to find Eric standing before her, his expression a mixture of amusement and genuine concern. "What do you want?" she asked sharply, turning away to hide her reddened eyes. "That's a loaded question," Eric replied, thoughtfully tapping his chin. "I want a lot of things." "Like taking your brother's throne?" Adriana said, subtly wiping away tears as she fought to regain her royal image. "Exactly," Eric confirmed with a sly smile that surprisingly drew a small laugh from her lips.
       "Look, Your Highness," he continued, his tone taking on a serious note, "I understand you're drowning in emotions, but you really should learn to master them rather than letting them master you." Adriana rolled her eyes giving him an incredulous look. "What could you possibly know about emotions?" she challenged, with a doubtful glare. "I know that showing them too often allows them to be used against you," he replied. “So you came over here just to give me advice?” Adriana asked, arching an eyebrow.
       "That, and to say you should marry me instead of my brother,” Eric answered confidently. “And why is that?” Adriana asked.  Eric cleared his throat as if he’d been practicing for this very moment. “Because he only sees you as a trophy wife,” he replied, “but you probably already know that.” "Really? I had no idea," Adriana said sarcastically. Eric leaned in close, whispering. “I also can't imagine you would want a man who is practically the same height as yourself.” “I can’t imagine I would,” Adriana replied stifling a giggle.
       Their shared laughter was cut short as they spotted William approaching from across the ballroom, his expression furious despite his attempts to appear composed. "Oh, great," Adriana muttered, rolling her eyes skyward. "What are you doing talking to my bride?" William demanded as he reached them, trying to contain his fury. "Your bride?" Eric questioned innocently, glancing at Adriana. "Last I checked, she hasn't selected a suitor yet. Isn't that correct, Your Highness?" "That is indeed correct," Adriana confirmed with a deliberate nod.
       William glanced from Adriana and back to Eric. "You have nothing," he hissed through clenched teeth, "and soon you'll have less than nothing." "If you insist," Eric replied dismissively before turning to Adriana with a graceful bow. "A pleasure talking with you. I hope our paths cross again soon." He lifted her hand to his lips, pressing a lingering kiss against her skin before striding away. Adriana felt a blush warm her cheeks as she watched him depart before turning to William.
       "You can't possibly be serious," William said, staring at her in disbelief. "What?" she asked, offering an innocent shrug. "How can you see anything in him?" he whined not bothering to hide his entitlement. Adriana met his eyes directly shooting him a glare. "Who says I see anything in him at all?" she replied. “The fact that you even entertain his presence after what he did says a lot,” William said, practically pouting now like a child. "And what exactly does it say?" Adriana challenged, folding her arms defensively.
       "It tells me you're deliberately complicating what should be straightforward," he said, stepping uncomfortably close. "Listen, I understand you want to feel you have options," he continued, his breath hot against her face, "but the reality is simple, it's you and me, and no amount of interest you show in anyone else will change that.” "You don't get to dictate my future," Adriana retorted, taking a step backward, suddenly aware of his emotional state and unpredictability.
       William gazed at her something primal in his eyes making her shift uncomfortably. "Your father does," he replied with an arrogant smile. "Besides, we're perfect together, the two most beautiful people in the entire world." Adriana scoffed, rolling her eyes at the notion that they were perfect for each other. "You disagree?" William's eyes narrowed. "Then allow me to demonstrate." He closed his eyes and leaned forward for a kiss, somehow still expecting her to meet him halfway. Instead, she sidestepped, nearly causing him to stumble. "I need to go," Adriana said, cringing as she turned to leave. "You're merely delaying the inevitable!" he called after her as she walked away, her head held high.

       


CHAPTER 16

       Queen Marissa had instructed Adriana to entertain her suitors, but hadn't specified which ones. Scanning the ballroom, Adriana searched desperately for someone suitable before William or another self-absorbed noble approached her again. Lost in thought, she collided with what felt like a solid wall, tumbling backward only to be caught mid-fall by a powerful grip. Looking up, she found herself staring into the face of Alexander, the Gauntlet champion. "My apologies, Princess," he said, pulling her upright with such force that she crashed against his chest. "Ouch," she mumbled, rubbing her forehead as they separated. “I guess I should watch where I’m going,” he said stoically. "No, it's entirely my fault," Adriana replied with a dismissive wave. "I wasn't paying attention."
       They stared at each other awkwardly for a moment until Alexander extended his hand. "The name's Alexander," he offered with the hint of a smile. "Nice to meet you, Alexander," she replied, taking his hand. "I'm Adriana." Just then, Grayson appeared, the young man who had delivered that heartfelt speech as the final suitor. "Alex, you have to try these!" he exclaimed, his mouth still full of chocolate. He froze mid-stride when he spotted Adriana, his eyes widening in recognition. His gaze darted between Adriana and Alexander, who were still locked in an unusually prolonged handshake before they hastily pulled apart.
       "Your Highness! What an honor to be in your presence," Grayson stammered, shoving his remaining chocolates into his mouth before executing a clumsy bow. "It's nice to meet you," she said, extending her hand, which Grayson seized and kissed eagerly. Grayson straightened, donning a stoic face before turning to Alexander. "Why didn't you tell me?" he whispered urgently. "Tell you what?" Alexander hissed back. "That you met the princess!" "I literally just ran into her," Alexander countered. "Besides, you were busy stuffing your mouth with chocolates." Grayson turned to Adriana, humiliation coloring his features. "I wasn't stuffing my face with chocolates," he stammered, seemingly unaware of the chocolate smudge decorating his cheek. Adriana pressed her hand to her mouth, stifling a laugh at the comical exchange unfolding before her.
       Grayson stepped purposefully in front of Alexander, blocking his path to the princess. "So," he began nervously, "how has your day been?" Adriana paused, thinking carefully about her response. "It's been... long," she replied, not a lie, but certainly not the whole truth. It had been far more than simply long. It had been a nightmare up until now. "Would you like to dance?" Grayson asked, fidgeting with a bandage wrapped around his arm. "I certainly would," Adriana responded with a gentle smile, extending her hand. Grayson wasted no time whisking her to a different part of the ballroom, hardly containing his excitement. As she was led away, Adriana cast a glance back at Alexander, their eyes meeting briefly before she disappeared into the crowd.
       As the two danced, it became immediately clear that Grayson didn’t know what he was doing. He moved like a newborn fawn taking its first steps, his movements made even more awkward by his visible injury. "Is this your first time dancing?" Adriana asked as they shuffled clumsily across the floor. "Is it that obvious?" Grayson replied, his cheeks turning red. "We don't have much time for dancing at the temple." "It's perfectly fine," Adriana reassured with a laugh. "Dancing is an art that takes time to master. Trust me, I was equally bad my first time." "Really?" Grayson looked surprised. "I just assumed you were naturally perfect at everything." Adrianna scoffed, shaking her head lightly. "Certainly not," she corrected. "I'm still far from perfect at most things."
       "I don't believe that," Grayson said softly, looking into her eyes. "You're perfect." Adriana offered a small smile but remained silent. As they continued swaying to the music, she began to realize how naïve Grayson seemed to be. She'd heard it in his voice—he truly believed she was flawless and that he stood a chance with her, as if her future weren't already determined by her parents. If only he knew. " By the way I meant said in the throne room," Grayson said, breaking the silence. Adriana studied his face. He reminded her of a puppy who had found a new owner, an owner who couldn't possibly keep him. This wasn't a heart she wanted to lead on only to break later.
       Adriana let out a deep sigh as she prepared to let him down easily. "Grayson, I appreciate everything you said, but—" she began to say, but was quickly interrupted. "Would you like a drink?" he said hastily as if sensing an unwanted conversation was about to be had. Adriana hesitated for a moment before nodding. "Sure, I'll have a drink." She said with a sigh, "Great!" Grayson exclaimed, his eyes lighting up. "I'll be right back." She watched as he limped back to Alexander, whispered something in his ear, then made off toward the refreshment table. 
       Adriana noticed Alexander's eyes roll skyward before he turned towards her with the predatory grace of a wolf. As he made his way through the crowd, his intense gaze seemed to bore into her. Was this an attempt to intimidate her, or some misguided form of seduction, she wondered to herself? Either way, it made no difference to her; she returned his stare with equal force as he towered over her. "Grayson wants me to dance with you until he returns," he stated flatly, still staring. Adriana’s eyes narrowed slightly at his casual rudeness. "Do you always stare this intensely?" she asked, her gaze unwavering. "It's rather unsettling behavior for polite company."
 "Don't flatter yourself, Princess," he scoffed. “You're not as captivating as you think.” Adriana folded her arms across her chest, lifting her chin defiantly. The nerve of this man to speak to nobility, let alone the heir to the throne, was astonishing.
       "Do you want to dance or not?" he asked, his tone making it sound more like a challenge than an invitation. Who did this arrogant fool think he was? This was the same man who had commanded the throne room's laughter with his wit mere moments earlier, yet now he approached her with all the charm of a siege engine. The sudden shift intrigued and infuriated her all at once. Something about his demeanor, about the way his eyes seemed to beckon conflict, the way his voice carried a tone of dismissal, ignited her competitive spirit. Without warning, Adriana shot out her hand, grabbing his with unexpected force. "I wouldn't expect you to be much of a dancer, but let's find out," she replied. What followed was less a dance and more an intense, silent duel. Without exchanging words, they had somehow mutually agreed that their standoff represented a challenge neither was willing to lose. As they moved across the floor, neither broke eye contact.
       "You put on quite a show today," Alexander remarked as they turned. "What show?" she asked innocently, holding back the venom in her voice. "Oh, you know.” He replied with a casual smile. “The whole suitor's event—acting as if anyone besides some pampered prince actually has a chance." So this is the game we're playing, she thought. If he intended to take subtle jabs, that was a game she would gladly partake in. "Your performance was quite impressive as well," she replied with a venomous smile. Confusion flickered across his features as they continued dancing. “What do you mean?” he asked, his eyes narrowing ever so slightly. "Oh, you know," she replied, mimicking his casual tone, "when you fought at the Gauntlet and killed that man in cold blood. Or was that off-script?"
       Her words struck a nerve as his eyes flashed with guilt and regret before hardening with anger. "You fault me for killing one man when your father has slaughtered countless in this senseless war?" he hissed. "How dare you?" she retorted. She had always questioned the war herself, but she wasn’t about to concede any ground to him. "You know it's true," he pressed, “how many innocent lives have been lost because of your family’s selfish ambitions?” The two glared at each other silently, their accusations hanging in the air before Adriana decided she was done. "I've had enough of this dance," she declared, pushing against his chest with both hands, breaking their dance mid-step. "So have I," he replied coldly. They glared at each other a moment longer, oblivious to the stares of onlookers. "You're a miserable person," Adriana spat to which Alexander said nothing, only fueling her fury. 
       Without another word, she stormed off, determined to find her mother. This was the final straw of her already terrible night, and she was finished with all of it. She found her mother with Heinrick, no doubt talking about politics or other ways they could control her. "I'm tired," she announced, interrupting them without care. Heinrick and Marissa exchanged disapproving glances. "Honey, the night is still young," Marissa said sweetly. "You still have many suitors waiting for a dance or even just a conversation." "Mother,” Adriana insisted, emphasizing each word, “I said I'm tired and I'm going to bed." 
       The queen studied her daughter, her expression softening as she recognized the genuine exhaustion, both emotional and physical, in Adriana's eyes. "Fine," she sighed, waving over two guards. "Escort the Princess back to her chambers." The guards nodded and fell into step behind Adriana as she marched from the ballroom, leaving numerous suitors eagerly waiting for a dance they would never get.


       
CHAPTER 17


      Alexander watched furiously as Adriana stormed away into the crowd. Who did she think she was, criticizing him for killing one man when her father's war had claimed thousands? Generally, he didn’t care what others thought of him outside of his father and Sebastian, but for some reason, her words cut deep. Was it because she had spoken the truth, or because he actually cared what she thought of him? "I had to kill him," Alexander whispered quietly, trying once more to convince himself.
       After seeing Sebastian at the Gauntlet, he had tried to convince himself that killing Crow wasn’t a crack in his moral structure but a necessary act. After all, Crow was dangerous, had threatened his life, and participated in the Gauntlet purely for sport. Still, there was something in the back of his head that told him he felt powerful when he took Crow's life, and maybe just maybe he wanted more.
       Grayson returned, skipping back to where he had left the princess, only to find Alexander standing alone. "Where is she?" he asked, looking around frantically, a glass of wine clutched in each hand. "I may have ruined your chances," Alexander admitted flatly. "What did you do?" Grayson demanded, his grip tightening around the cups. Alexander told him everything from the verbal jabs they exchanged, to their mutual refusal to break eye contact, and how it had all spiraled into hostility. 
       "Why would you do that?" Grayson’s voice cracked as his shoulders slumped in defeat. "We were having a genuine moment." Alexander let out a harsh laugh, letting a knowing smile cross his face. "Correction," he replied coldly, "you were having a genuine moment. No doubt she was just leading you on." Grayson shook his head in disappointment as he glared at his friend. "I wish you were more like Thomas,” He said. Alexander's expression changed instantly as Grayson’s words struck home. "I wish you were more like Thomas, too," Alexander replied harshly.
       The night was over, and it was time for the suitors to leave the castle grounds. As the assembly was escorted out of the castle gates, they were informed that 7 suitors would receive a letter stating that they had been chosen to return and spend quality time with the princess over the next 2 weeks.
       Alexander and Grayson returned to the Drunken Duck exhausted. They had hardly stepped through the door before the inn’s patrons were upon them. Word had reached the inn that Alexander was the new Gauntlet champion, and they rained down praise on him, offering to buy him drinks and slapping his back in congratulations. Dursley pushed through the mass, extending a hand toward Alexander. "Good stuff, kid. I saw you out there today." "Thanks," Alexander replied, accepting the handshake. Dursley then turned to Grayson, offering a consolatory pat on the back. "And you... well, you did your best."
       Morton was next to push through the crowd. "Do you have my money?" he asked as he polished a glass mug. "Jeez, Morton, you're not even going to ask how we're feeling?" Grayson joked. "You both look like crap, so I can guess how you're feeling," Morton replied without missing a beat. "Now tell me, do you have the money to pay for the damage you caused in my inn?" "We have your money," Alexander said, reaching into his pocket and producing several gold coins with the king's face engraved on them. "And there's more where that came from," Grayson added proudly.
       Morton’s eyes lit up as he caressed the money like a child who had been given candy. “Conley,” he said to the giant who had seemingly appeared out of nowhere, “find these two a more suitable room.” Without a word, Conley motioned for them to follow as he lumbered towards the stairs. "You go ahead," Alexander said, hanging back. "I'll catch up.”
       As the inn continued buzzing with life, nobody seemed to notice the man sitting at a table all alone in a dark corner but Alexander. He may not have been dressed in his fancy armor, likely hoping to avoid attention, but Alexander could spot his brother anywhere. He approached the table hesitantly, uncertain how Sebastian felt about his killing at the Pit. "Can I sit?" he asked, hovering over the table. "Of course," Sebastian replied with a warm smile, pushing a tankard of mead toward him. "Long day?" Alexander sank into the chair without a word as he stared ahead blankly. "I'm sorry," he blurted, focusing his gaze on Sebastian. "I know what I did was wrong," Sebastian said, nothing as he sipped his mead thoughtfully. "How did you feel afterward?" he finally asked gently. 
       The truth was he felt nothing until he had seen Sebastian in the crowd. The turmoil he felt inside wasn’t from the actual killing but from how he thought his brother would view him. The feeling of letting his brother and father down after all they had taught him. But the dread Sebastian had described feeling after his first kill? Alexander had experienced none of it. He paused, contemplating whether to reveal his true feelings or not. "I felt everything you said you had from your first kill," he lied, unable to meet his brother's eyes.
       Sebastian stroked his beard in thought. He was never one to speak hastily or without purpose. "Killing doesn't make you inherently bad," he finally said. "It's the intent, the circumstances, the reasoning." "But I killed that man in cold blood," Alexander retorted, staring at the table. "Aye, you did," Sebastian acknowledged without judgment. "Whether driven by the pressure of the crowd or by your own bloodlust, only you truly know. Use this as a learning experience and remember that violence should only ever be a last resort." "What should I do now?" Alexander asked, finally meeting his brother's gaze. Sebastian leaned back in his chair, taking another sip from his tankard. "When I've taken lives, I always try to balance the scales with good deeds afterward," Sebastian replied. "Sometimes it's the only thing that helps me sleep."
       Alexander nodded silently, taking in his brother's wisdom. He had always looked to Sebastian as his role model and took his words to heart. That night, Alexander walked the streets of the city, distributing his Gauntlet winnings to those in need: the hungry, the homeless, the desperate. Sebastian had been right. For a little while at least, the weight lifted from his conscience, allowing him to breathe more freely than he had since the moment Crow's life had ended by his hand.




CHAPTER 18

       When Adriana reached her private wing of the castle, she deliberately avoided her bedroom. Her maids would undoubtedly be waiting there, eager for gossip from the ball, and she wasn't in the mood for gossip. Instead, she slipped into her private library, her sanctuary, where she could finally release the emotions she'd been containing all evening. Adriana closed the door softly behind her before collapsing into a chair and letting out a frustrated cry that had been building for hours. As fate would have it no more than a few mere moments passed before even her tears were interrupted.
       "Your Highness?" a concerned voice called from inside the room. Her head snapped up to find Clara sitting cross-legged in one of the book aisles, surrounded by open scrolls. Adriana thought she was alone turns out she was wrong about that, too. "Where have you been?" she asked, quickly wiping away tears with the back of her hand. "I was down in the kitchens helping prepare food for the ball," Clara replied softly, rising to her feet and moving a chair beside Adriana's. "What troubles you, Your Highness? You can talk to me." “Everything is wrong,” Adriana whispered, holding in her tears, “I’m so tired of this life.”
       Clara pulled Adriana close, stroking her hair with gentle, soothing motions. "Don't hold your tears, Your Highness. Let them flow freely." And so she did. Adriana surrendered to the flood of emotions, her tears soaking Clara's shoulder as months, perhaps years, of bottled frustration poured out. This moment was what she needed: a moment of vulnerability without judgment, a chance to be simply Adriana rather than the Princess. When her tears finally stopped, Adriana sat up, sniffling softly. "Thank you, Clara," she said, giving her a big hug. "Of course, Your Highness," Clara replied, with a warm smile. "Perhaps you should rest now. You've had quite a day." 
       "I can't," Adriana sighed, running her fingers through her now-disheveled hair. “At least not yet, I've got to make a list of the 7 suitors who will stay the week and give it to my father.” Clara leaned closer, a smile forming on her lips. “Well, I'm sure the girls would love to help you with that list.” "I'm sure they would," Adriana agreed, smiling some of her earlier tension releasing. "Come," Clara said, rising and extending her hand. "Let us go." Adriana accepted the offered hand, and together they left the sanctuary of the library and walked down the hall toward her room.
       When Adriana and Clara entered the bedroom, they found Melony, Beth, and Rose huddled by the crackling fireplace, deep in conversation. Tiffany's absence likely meant she was still with the baker's boy Beth had mentioned earlier. Beth, as usual, was the first to greet them as she sprang from her chair and bounded toward them like an excitable puppy. "How was the suitors' ceremony? And the dance? Did anyone catch your eye? Were there any scandals?" The questions tumbled out until Melony's stern glance reminded her to give Adriana space.
       "Sorry," Beth muttered, retreating before turning her attention to Clara. "And where have you been hiding all evening?" Clara merely raised an eyebrow, ignoring the question as she and Adriana joined Rose and Melony by the warmth of the fire. For several moments, nobody spoke. The girls watched Adriana carefully, waiting for her to reveal as much or as little as she wished about the evening's events. The silence was a gift, a rarity in her life where everyone demanded immediate answers.
       "Who did it?" Rose finally demanded, her eyes flashing with danger. "Just tell me who upset you, and I'll kill them." Adriana couldn't help but laugh as Melony shot Rose a disapproving look. "I'm serious," Rose insisted, squaring her shoulders. "Who was it?" Adriana let out a long sigh as she mentally relived the days events. "A better question would be who didn’t upset me,"  she replied with a huff, "My mother, my father, William naturally, and even the new Gauntlet champion all managed to do their part." The memory of their tense dance flooded back, reigniting her irritation. "You mean the warrior named Alexander?" Beth asked, leaning forward eagerly. Adriana nodded. "Yes, that's the one." "I heard he's smoking hot," Beth gushed, batting her eyes. Melony palmed her face in disappointment. "Where do you hear all these rumors?" she asked, rolling her eyes. "Word travels," Beth replied defensively, scooting closer to Adriana. "Well? Is it true? Is he as attractive as they say?" Leave it to Beth to follow the rumors Adriana thought to herself.
       "That's entirely beside the point, Beth," she replied, scowling. “He’s a jerk who added the final touch to the worst night ever.” It was a little on the dramatic side, but it was the truth. Alexander had been the rotten cherry on top of the already terrible cake. "It was that bad, huh?" Melony asked, earning a confirming nod from Adriana. "And now I must select the seven suitors I'm supposedly most interested in spending more time with." Silence fell in the room as each maid thought of their own special way to help Adriana. "We'll help you with your list," Rose finally offered, no doubt hoping to cross some names off the list. Adriana and Clara exchanged knowing looks, remembering their conversation from moments before. "I'd appreciate that," Adriana said with a sly smile. 
       "Excellent," Rose replied, satisfaction lighting in her eyes as she retrieved a sheet of parchment and a quill from the writing desk. "So, definitely not Alexander?" Rose asked, dipping the quill in ink. "He wasn't even officially a suitor," Adriana clarified, rolling her eyes. "He was presenting on behalf of this young man named Grayson, who was actually quite endearing, though a little too optimistic." Rose paused in her writing, tapping the quill against her chin thoughtfully. "So... should we add Grayson, even though that would mean Alexander would be there too?” Adriana sat in thought for a moment. Grayson was sweet, undeniably, but she didn’t want to lead him on just to inevitably break his heart. On the other hand, it would also mean she would have to see more of Alexander, maybe she could humble him a bit. "Add him," Beth whispered eagerly in her ear, clearly hoping for future drama. "Very well," Adriana replied. "Include Grayson. I have no problem showing Alexander his proper place." “He angered you that much?” Melony asked with an amused smile. She had served the princess long enough to recognize when Adriana's pride had been genuinely wounded, and the signs were unmistakable. “You have no idea,” Adriana replied, her voice low and bitter.
       Just then the chamber door creaked open slowly, as if someone were attempting to enter undetected. The conversation paused as all eyes turned toward the sound. It was Tiffany; she froze in the doorway, caught in their collective gaze like a deer before hunters. Her disheveled appearance, rumpled clothing, messy hair, and smeared lipstick told their own story. "Where have you been?" Melony asked with a knowing smile. Tiffany’s eyes darted around the room nervously, meeting each set of eyes. "Um... laundry duties,” She stammered, her voice a higher pitch than usual. “Very intense laundry duties.” "Beth already told us you were with the baker’s boy," Clara said bluntly, exposing her Tiffany before the room.
       Tiffany gasped as her face flushed with embarrassment. “Beth!, I told you not to say anything!” she hissed. "I’m sorry, I completely forgot!" Beth protested honestly, her hands covering her mouth as if she could retract the words. The tension in the room melted as Rose and Adriana broke into laughter. Even Melony couldn’t suppress her own chuckle.  "Never mind that," Adriana interjected once her laughter had ceased. "We're making the list of my final suitors. Would you like to help?" “Sounds intriguing,” Tiffany said as she crossed the room, settling by the fireplace. She shot one last glare at Beth that said their conversation was far from over.
       What followed was the best part of the night for Adriana. Just her and the girls being girls. Making a list and gossiping about everything there was to gossip about. No stress just wholesome fun. When they finished, her list contained seven names: Keon; Grayson; William (her father would never accept a list without him); Eric (which was no doubt a controversial pick but she didn’t care; Lord Hamilton; Lord Henry of Esca, from a southern territory her father had conquered; and John Rayne, a knight who had distinguished himself in numerous jousting competitions.
       “I say we take William off,” Rose protested. They all laughed, but the reality of her situation hung in the air; some choices weren't truly hers to make. Afterwards, Adriana summoned two guards to escort her to her father's council chamber, where she would deliver the list. Clutching the parchment, she felt a curious mixture of dread and anticipation. The coming weeks would be challenging, certainly, but perhaps also more interesting than she had initially imagined.



CHAPTER 19 
       
THE NEXT MORNING
The Drunken Duck

       Alexander woke the next morning to a sharp knock on his room door. He tried to ignore it, burying his face deeper into the pillow, but the knocking grew louder. Who was disturbing him this early in the morning? The sun had just begun to peek out, and it was still fairly dark out. Grayson remained oblivious in the opposite bed, his snoring uninterrupted by the knocking. The knock came again, more insistent this time. "Alright, alright! I'm coming," he growled, dragging himself out of bed and trudging to the door. He yanked it open to see a palace guard standing in the doorway.
        “What do you want?” Alexander asked skeptically, eyeing the guard. His first thought was that he was in trouble with the royal family for upsetting their precious daughter, but that thought soon faded when the guard extended a sealed letter. "Letter for Grayson," the guard announced formally. Alexander took the letter and closed the door as the guard retreated down the hall and down the stairs. He examined the royal seal pressed into the wax as he crossed the room.
       "Grayson," he said, kicking the side of his bed, causing him to stir. "Wake up." Grayson twisted in bed, adjusting his sleeping position, refusing to greet the morning at this hour. "What do you want?" Grayson groaned, mumbling into his pillow. "It’s your letter," Alexander replied dryly. Grayson bolted upright, suddenly alert. "Give me that!" he exclaimed, snatching the letter from Alexander's hand and breaking the seal. His eyes widened as he read across the parchment, absorbing every word. "I'm one of the final seven!" he shouted, looking up at Alexander with a mixture of disbelief and excitement.
       "That's excellent," Alexander said, patting Grayson’s shoulder. "I'll likely head back to the temple, try to smooth things over with my father and the elders." Grayson’s expression instantly changed from one of excitement to one of anxiety. "Absolutely not," he protested. "I need you, I can't do this alone. Besides," he added, tapping a line on the letter, "it says to bring you along." Alexander seized the letter, scanning it carefully. Grayson was right; the instructions clearly stated that each suitor should bring their presenter. Alexander let out a long sigh. He had originally thought that if Grayson’s was a finalist he’d have the option to stay the two weeks or leave if he pleased. Reality finally set in that he had no choice at all. "Try not to ruin this for me," Grayson pleaded, clasping his hands together. "So long as the princess minds her manners," Alexander replied, folding his arms across his chest. "Yes let's go!" Grayson exclaimed, jumping from his bed with the excitement of a child. They hastily dressed and packed for the next two weeks ahead, then descended the inn's creaking staircase. "Where do you think you're going?" Morton snapped as they neared the door. "No time to explain!" Grayson called back, already halfway through the doorway.
       When they arrived at the castle gates, they were stopped by the guards. "State your business," one demanded gruffly. Without a word, Grayson handed over the letter, a smug smile playing on his lips. The guard took the letter, examining it, then looked back at Grayson and Alexander, raising an eyebrow. "The standards have fallen that low, have they?" he remarked with a sneer. "Wait outside the gates until your castle guide arrives." The pair moved off the main road into the grass and began the wait. “I’m nervous,” Grayson said, whispering to Alexander. “Relax,” Alexander replied with confidence, “you’ll do just fine.”
       As time passed, the other suitors and their presenters gathered at the gates. Each received identical instructions to wait for their assigned guide, and each complied without complaint. That is, except for a rather princely looking fellow who had been referred to as William the night before. "This is outrageous!" William complained loudly to anyone who would listen. "I'll be wed to the princess within the year—I shouldn't be made to wait like this!" "Calm yourself," his father whispered, placing a hand on his son's shoulder. "Can you believe that guy?" Grayson whispered, turning to Alexander, his nose and mouth crinkled with disgust. "Acting as if he's already won," Alexander replied with a half-shrug of indifference. "He probably has. "This whole thing is for show." "You don't know that, Alexander," Grayson responded sharply with a hiss. Alexander released a disappointed sigh. Just how long would it take Grayson to realize the truth of the matter? 
       The suitors and their presenters waited outside the gates patiently, besides William, who continued voicing his displeasure. One by one, castle guides emerged and called for their assigned suitors. First came a tall, elegant woman with sharp features. "Prince Keon and Queen Seleen," she announced, surveying the waiting candidates. The siblings from the Sea Shell Islands stepped forward. Alexander had recognized them from the ball, where they had drawn considerable attention from the assembly.
       Eventually, only two pairs remained: Alexander and Grayson, alongside William and his father. William had nearly erupted when he heard the name Eric called before him. Must be rivals, Alexander thought. Finally, a short, rotund man emerged through the gates. His receding hairline glowed with moisture from the morning air, and thick spectacles magnified his watery eyes. He wore a flashy blue coat with gold embroidery, and his pudgy fingers sparkled with rings that caught the sunlight as he consulted a scroll. "Grayson and Alexander," he called. "That's us," Grayson confirmed eagerly as they stepped forward.
       "This is absolutely unacceptable!" William erupted behind them, storming up to intercept their path. "What title do you hold?" he asked Grayson furiously. Grayson exchanged a quizzical look with Alexander. "I'm sorry?" Grayson replied, eyebrows raised in genuine confusion. "Are you a prince? A lord? Do you possess any noble standing whatsoever?" "Temple guard," Grayson replied simply, lifting his chin with pride. "If you would kindly follow me—" their guide began, only to be interrupted by William's escalating tantrum. "NO!" William shouted. "I am Prince William of Pamplona, and I will not be made to wait behind a mere temple guard!" He said, spitting at Grayson's feet.
        "Do that again," Alexander said, stepping directly in front of William, "and I promise you'll regret it." William glared dangerously at Alexander before pushing past him. “I’m going in now,” he said to the guards trying to force his way in. "You will do no such thing," one replied coldly as they lowered their spears in unison. William tried to advance regardless, but his father seized him from behind, yanking him back with a forceful grip as he continued his protest. The friend's guide looked on disapprovingly before turning to Alexander. "Shall we proceed?" he suggested, shaking his head slightly at the spectacle.
       “My name is Roscoe, I’ll be your guide for the week,” he said as he led them through the gates. "You must be Grayson," he said with certainty, turning to Alexander. "Actually, that's him," Alexander corrected, nodding toward Grayson who stood there awkwardly. Roscoe stopped suddenly, his spectacles sliding down his nose as he peered up at Grayson. "You're the suitor?" he asked, eyeing Grayson as if seeing him for the first time. "Yes, I am," Grayson replied his tone becoming defenses. "Is there a problem with that?" "Not at all, not at all," Roscoe assured him quickly, pushing his glasses back into position with a bejeweled finger. "Please, continue following me." 
       As they followed Roscoe across the castle grounds, Alexander and Grayson marveled at the sheer magnificence surrounding them. The ancient trees towered overhead, their branches swaying gently in the breeze. Beautiful gardens sprawled in every direction, bursting with vibrant colors. Ornate fountains sparkled in the sunlight, their waters dancing and catching the light.
       The castle itself was breathtaking. The pair hadn’t noticed the sheer size of it the night before but it was hard to miss in daylight. As they continued, Alexander couldn't help but notice the number of guards patrolling the grounds. "You'll get used to them," Roscoe said, as if reading his mind. "They'll be everywhere, especially when the Princess is around." They reached their destination, which was situated far from the main entrance of the castle, a massive separate wing with its own impressive archway.
       "Welcome to the suitor's hall where you’ll be staying with the others," Roscoe said, gesturing at the massive entrance. "Don't worry, there's enough room for all of you." As they stepped through the grand doorway, they entered a breathtaking scene. Soaring marble columns rose to support an arched ceiling that was at least forty feet high. The ceiling itself was a masterpiece depicting Yothala’s founding legends in rich colors that had somehow maintained their vibrancy through the centuries.
       Massive chandeliers hung from gold chains, each one decorated with hundreds of crystal pendants that reflected beautifully against the floor. The floor itself was a work of art, alternating squares of black and white marble stretching its entire length. Tall windows of stained glass lined the eastern wall, casting colorful patterns of light that shifted with the movement of the sun. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Roscoe said with a smile. Neither Alexander nor Grayson could find words, so instead they simply nodded.
       Near the center of the hall, a magnificent double staircase of white marble curved gracefully upward to a second level, where some of the suitors from earlier could be seen with their guides, also seemingly in awe. The bannisters were carved to resemble intertwining vines with occasional blooms of stone flowers, so realistic that Alexander had to resist the urge to touch them to confirm they weren't actually alive.
       Roscoe guided them through the main hall, pointing out various features as they walked. "Here is the dining area where you'll take your meals," he explained, showing them an expansive room with long tables and a view of the eastern gardens. "The library is just down that corridor, filled with rare volumes, should you wish to impress the Princess with your knowledge. The courtyard through those doors is for recreation and physical training." It was amazing Alexander had never seen anything like it, and he got to stay here for a whole 2 weeks.
       They continued their tour, passing through richly decorated corridors lined with portraits of past royalty. Servants hurried about, carrying linens and various items for the arriving guests. "And now, your quarters," Roscoe announced, leading them up a spiraling staircase to the second floor. He stopped before a polished oak door and produced a heavy iron key. "This chamber is yours, Alexander."
       The room beyond was spacious and elegant, far more luxurious than anything Alexander had known before. A four-poster bed dominated one wall, draped in deep blue velvet. A writing desk sat beneath a large window overlooking the gardens, and a sitting area with plush chairs surrounded a small fireplace. "Your belongings have already been brought up," Roscoe noted, gesturing to Alexander's travel bag at the foot of the bed. "Now," he continued, his tone becoming noticeably more serious, "some ground rules." 
       He clasped his hands behind his back, adopting the stance of a man accustomed to delivering important orders. "You are not permitted outside the suitors' hall past midnight,” He began. “Remember, you are guests, not residents. Should you need to venture elsewhere, inform me so I might accompany you. Otherwise," he added with pointed emphasis, "the guards will waste no time in apprehending you." "You'll be having breakfast with the princess shortly, so prepare yourself accordingly." He continued. "All the suitors, or just us?" Grayson asked.
       "All of you," Roscoe replied with a knowing smile. "This is a competition, after all. You'll engage in many group settings with the princess. I suggest," he leaned in slightly, lowering his voice, "you find as much one-on-one time as possible if you wish to stand apart from your rivals." He straightened, giving them both a smile, “Now, if there are no further questions, let me show you to your quarters, Grayson."
       As Roscoe and Grayson departed, Alexander sat on the edge of the bed, his fingers tracing the intricate carvings in the bedpost. The mattress sank beneath him with plush softness. "If this is for the suitors," he whispered to himself in amazement, "imagine how the King must live."        After showing Grayson to his room, Roscoe returned to Alexander's chambers, his face tense with concern as he shook his head. 
       "What is it?" Alexander asked, rising from where he'd been testing the plush mattress. "He's helpless," Roscoe sighed palming his face. "Grayson?" Alexander questioned with a raised eyebrow. "Correct," Roscoe said. "He has no chance whatsoever with the princess." Alexander crossed his arms, leaning against one of the bedposts. "And that has what to do with you?" he asked skeptically.
       Roscoe met Alexander's gaze with surprising intensity. "If Grayson is chosen, he'll be the next king. Can you imagine what that would do for me—" he paused meaningfully, "—and you?" Alexander thought for a moment before responding, "Why are you telling me this?" Suddenly Roscoe crossed the room in three quick steps grabbing Alexander’s arms with unexpected intensity. "You've got to help him," he implored, "Please!" "Get off of me," Alexander commanded, pulling away from his grip. "How would I even be able to help? This makes no sense." Roscoe paused thoughtfully the gears in his mind turning. "You could talk with the princess in private," He suggested with a whisper. "Influence her thoughts on Grayson."
       Alexander scoffed, pacing toward the window. "I would honestly like to see as little of that pampered princess as possible,” He said venomously. “Besides, I'm not a suitor. I can't imagine getting time with her would be easy for someone like me." Roscoe began pacing the room, stroking his chin thoughtfully, his boots making soft sounds against the polished floor. Suddenly, he stopped his face lighting up. "The gardens," he declared as if he had struck gold. "She loves to be in the gardens at night, just outside her private tower." "How do you know that?" Alexander asked, suspiciously his eyes narrowing.
       "That's besides the point," Roscoe responded with a dismissive wave of his hand. "If you do this for me, if you befriend her, get her to spend more time with Grayson, I could arrange more opportunities for you than the other suitors and presenters." He leaned closer, voice barely above a whisper. "I could turn a blind eye if you were to sneak out late." Alexander stood motionless, weighing the offer as he gazed out the window at the castle grounds. The proposal was tempting, especially for someone who valued his independence.
       "I’d just have to befriend her and get her to spend more time with Grayson?" he clarified, turning back to face Roscoe. "That's all," Roscoe insisted eagerly, "we could both benefit from this arrangement." Alexander stood motionless for a moment as he considered the proposal. "I'll think about it," he finally conceded. "Yes!" Roscoe exclaimed, pumping his fist in the air. "That's all I ask." His demeanor shifted quickly to urgency as he checked the ornate timepiece on his wrist. "Now get ready," he continued, already backing toward the door. "I heard the princess is coming to the suitors' hall for breakfast instead of you all going to the banquet hall near her quarters. This is perfect timing!" With that, Roscoe hurried from the room, leaving Alexander alone with his thoughts and a growing sense that he might be stepping into something far more complicated than he'd bargained for.

        


CHAPTER 20

SUITORS HALL











       When Alexander arrived in the dining room, the already quiet room grew silent. Most of the suitors and presenters were already seated around the massive table that could easily accommodate twenty. No one spoke as he entered; they simply watched his movements with calculating eyes, each seemingly assessing whether he could be an ally or adversary. 
       The only people still absent were William and his father, Grayson, and, most importantly, the princess herself. Two guards stood at attention on either side of a fancy chair at the head of the table clearly the seat reserved for the princess. The chair at the opposite end remained empty, with no guards stationed nearby. Alexander hesitated for a moment before walking over and taking the vacant chair. The eyes of the others simply followed him as they remained silent making him feel slightly uncomfortable. Why were all these high nobles watching him silently? Alexander settled into the chair, shifting nervously before the eyes left him, returning to their prior conversations.
       "Bold move," whispered the man seated to Alexander's right, extending a hand with a smile. "The name's Eric Prince of Pamplona." “You’re William’s brother?” Alexander asked with a raised eyebrow. “Unfortunately,” Eric replied with his hand still extended. Alexander looked down at his hand for a moment before returning the gesture. "Alexander," he replied with a firm grip. "Ah, yes, the Gauntlet champion," Eric said, leaning back with newfound interest. "Your performance was quite impressive, some would say legendary, if the whispers throughout the castle are to be believed." "Thank you," Alexander replied flatly. He didn’t much care to be reminded of the Gauntlet.
       The doors swung open again as Grayson entered, his eyes widening momentarily upon seeing Alexander before he took his assigned seat across the table. "You know we have assigned seats, right?" he whispered to Alexander, leaning forward across the table. Alexander looked to Eric for confirmation, who offered a simple nod. "I wasn't told," he replied with a casual shrug. “Oh boy,” Grayson said sitting back in his chair with a nervous look on his face while Eric couldn’t stop smiling.
       Alexander eyed them quizzically before rolling his eyes as the pieces fell into place. "Let me guess," he said, drumming his fingers on the armrest, "this was William's assigned spot. "Eric and Grayson exchanged glances before nodding in perfect unison. Before anything else could be said, the room fell into immediate silence as two royal guards marched through the doorway. They took positions on either side of the doorway as they announced in perfect synchronization: "The crown princess Adriana!"
       The atmosphere in the room transformed instantly. Backs straightened, chins lifted, and every set of eyes in the room fixated on the door. Adriana entered gracefully, her elegant silver dress rippling like mercury with each step. Unlike the daring dress from the previous evening, today's attire was much more sophisticated, high-necked, and delicately fixed with pearls that caught the light as she moved. Her dark curls were swept up into an elaborate arrangement that highlighted the delicate curve of her neck and the tilt of her chin. Unlike Alexander, she wasn’t uncomfortable with all eyes on her; she was used to it.
       As her eyes scanned the assembled, they paused momentarily when she noticed Alexander at the far end of the table, the faintest hint of anger crossing her features. Guess she’s still mad about that dance, Alexander thought to himself. Without comment on the seating arrangement, she gracefully took her place at the head of the table. "Good morning, and thank you for being here," she began, her voice sweet as honey. "I hope you've found your accommodations satisfactory." A chorus of favorable responses followed. 
       Just as the princess was about to continue, William and his father entered, both stopping abruptly when they noticed Alexander occupying what was presumably William's place of honor. William glared at Alexander. Today was the second time that someone of the faith was seemingly placed above him. William began to protest, but his father held his hand up, halting him. "Your Highness," William's father began, his tone hinting at displeasure, "it seems there has been a confusion with the seating arrangements."
       Adriana looked directly at Alexander, her eyes meeting his. He could tell instantly that she cared little about seating arrangements, but she also wished to avoid any unnecessary confrontation on the first day. Before Adriana could respond, Queen Seleen spoke up. “Your Highness," she said, addressing Adriana directly, "if Prince William and King Marcus had been punctual, there would have been no room for confusion." Her tone was blunt but also diplomatic. "I suggest that, at least for today, they find vacant seats and perhaps strive to be more timely in future gatherings."
       Adriana turned toward William and King Marcus, whose faces reflected pure shock at being so reprimanded by the visiting queen. For a moment, the room fell silent. "What do you all think?" Adriana asked, turning to the rest of the table. "I wholeheartedly agree with the Queen of the Sea Shell Islands," Eric declared, staring directly at William with a taunting smile, “my brother has always found it hard to arrive on time, perhaps he should do better.” Murmurs of agreement rippled around the table, some eager, others more reserved, yet none daring to contradict Queen Seleen’s sentiment.
       Turning back to King Marcus spoke her voice dripping with false sweetness. "You wouldn't mind finding another seat for just one day, would you?" she asked, somehow making the request sound both like a tremendous favor and an absolute command. King Marcus inhaled deeply before releasing a long, deliberate sigh. "Of course not, Your Highness," he responded with a soft smile that hid his true displeasure. William's face flushed with barely contained anger as he and his father took the remaining places at the table.
       With a graceful gesture of Adriana's hands, servants emerged from the wings of the dining hall bearing silver platters. They brought freshly baked bread, sliced fruits, delicate pastries, and various breakfast delicacies that filled the room with sweet aromas. Once everyone was served, Princess Adriana stood, commanding the attention of all present. "First," she began, "I wish to thank each of you for accepting the invitation to participate in this selection process. I understand that for many of you, this represents weeks away from your homes and responsibilities, and I'm deeply grateful for your commitment." She paused thoughtfully, her gaze traveling across the table, making deliberate eye contact with each suitor.
       "My father has arranged this gathering not just as a way to find me a husband," she continued, "but as an opportunity to strengthen the relations between our separate kingdoms, and I suppose," her eyes drifted toward Grayson and Lord Hamilton, who gazed up at her starstruck "relations within our own." "Charming," Alexander interjected dryly before he could stop himself his interruption earning a swift, scowling glance from Adriana before she continued.
       "The next 2 weeks will be carefully organized to give us all a chance to become familiar with one another. Each day will include group activities as well as opportunities more… personal interactions." She paused, letting the hint hang in the air. "Tomorrow morning will begin with a hunt in the royal forest. The afternoon will feature a tournament of strategic games—chess, tactics, and puzzles designed to test not only your minds but your patience."
       Alexander noticed a few suitors exchanged nervous glances at this announcement, though William seemed to beam at the announcement of chess. He has no clue what he’s getting into, Alexander thought to himself, suppressing a smile. Chess had been a staple of daily life at the temple; in Alexander's mind, Grayson should have little problems in that area. "The following days will include diplomatic scenarios, Adriana continued, “a tour of the kingdom's key strongholds, and various social gatherings where you'll meet members of the court. The stay will culminate in a grand ball on the final evening, which will follow my announcement of the chosen suitor to be my husband."
       She smiled, though Alexander noticed it didn't quite reach her eyes. The thought briefly crossed his mind that she may have been a piece in her father's political games, forced to participate for appearance's sake. Adriana looked down for a moment as if debating whether to continue with her speech that was likely fed to her from The King himself. "I encourage you all to be yourselves during these events," she finally said, lifting her gaze. "Pretense has never been difficult for me to detect, and authenticity is a quality I value highly. Remember that while only one may eventually stand beside me, all of you represent the future leadership of either this kingdom or your own."
       Princess Adriana returned to her seat, gesturing for everyone to begin eating. "Now, please enjoy your breakfast. I look forward to learning more about each of you in the coming days." "Great speech," Eric said, clapping dramatically, which drew an amused smile from the Princess. As the meal commenced, conversation gradually filled the room. Alexander found his gaze repeatedly drawn to the princess as if by some magnetic pull. What rattled him more was how often he discovered her eyes already upon him, leading to a series of awkward glances away that left him uncharacteristically flustered.
       The remainder of the day consisted primarily of extensive tours through the castle grounds. Their guides, along with the princess, showed them the boundaries of where they could and couldn't go, the various locations designated for assemblies and social gatherings, and most importantly, where the princess enjoyed spending her time. Of course, Alexander noted she made no such mention of the gardens outside of her tower that Roscoe had mentioned.
       When night finally descended and the suitors returned to their chambers, Roscoe wasted no time in making his way to Alexander's room, where he sat on his bed. "Do we have a deal?" Roscoe asked immediately upon entering, closing Alexander's door behind him quietly. "We have a deal," Alexander nodded with a tentative smile hoping he wasn’t biting off more than he could chew. "I knew I could count on you," Roscoe exclaimed, grasping his hand warmly before his expression turned serious. "Just one thing," he cautioned, his voice dropping to a whisper, "do not fall for her." Alexander let out a small chuckle. "I wasn't planning on it," he replied confidently. Roscoe gaze turned intense as he met Alexander’s eyes directly. "Well, things don't always go as we plan do they?" he replied his voice serious. "Now, follow me."
       Alexander trailed Roscoe silently through the dark halls. They took a winding route through the building until they arrived at an ancient wooden door that appeared untouched by human hands for decades. "This is it," Roscoe announced, stopping at the door and producing a tarnished key. "I'll leave it unlocked for you." He unfolded an old map of the castle grounds and indicated a specific location with his finger. "This is where the royal gardens are located. You'll likely find her there." "May I?" Alexander asked, extending his hand for the map. Roscoe clutched the map protectively before reluctantly handing it over. "Don't lose this," he warned, "it's precious."
       Alexander nodded and, without another word, he was gone through the door and into the night. A rush of excitement filled Alexander as he navigated the grounds, stealthily sticking to the shadows. He nearly collided with a patrolling guard but managed to conceal himself within a dense hedge until the danger passed. Eventually, he discovered the Royal Gardens, an expansive paradise of majestic trees and flowers in full bloom.
       As he crept forward, he saw exquisite statues and shimmering fountains. Ornate benches and small tables were arranged throughout the space, creating intimate gathering spots for the royal family or whoever they invited. Alexander continued exploring, captivated by the beauty surrounding him, until the sound of voices reached his ears. One was unmistakably Adriana's while the other was a mans voice he’d never heard before. Heart pounding with a curiosity and something more personal he refused to acknowledge, Alexander advanced cautiously. As he peered around a flowering shrub, his eyes laid upon a scene he would never had expected.

      


CHAPTER 21

FIRST DAY OF SUITORS EVENT

       When Adriana had delivered the suitors' list to her father the previous night, she'd found him in an irritable mood. He protested that including Eric would only provoke further confrontation, and that adding Grayson served absolutely no strategic purpose. She had argued that it was her list, and therefore her choice to add whomever she wished. She made certain to remind him that William's name appeared solely because of his insistence. Eventually, her father had resigned himself to her choices, accepting the list with visible displeasure.
       No sooner had her head touched the pillow that night than she was whisked away into dreams. When she awoke the following morning, she remembered little except for one persistent detail: Alexander. His face, his voice, his presence had somehow infiltrated her unconscious mind. What was Alexander doing in her dreams? Surely he hadn’t impacted her psyche that much from one dance. She dismissed the thought, climbing out of bed while rubbing the remains of sleep from her eyes before preparing for the day ahead.
       Rose had selected a stunning silver dress for her to wear to breakfast with the suitors. After explaining to Rose for what felt like the hundredth time why she couldn't simply strike William's name from her list "Politics, Rose. Always politics." She finally departed for the suitors' hall, her stomach fluttering with a strange mixture of anticipation and dread.
       When she arrived in the suitor's hall, her eyes instantly fell on Alexander giving him a subtle dirty look. She noticed he had taken what she believed to be William's arranged seat, but since the prince was nowhere to be seen, she held her tongue. As she began to address the assembly, William and his father had entered protesting that Alexander had taken his seat. Maybe you should have been on time is what she wanted to say, but she held her tongue
       Queen Seleen, however, exercised no such restraint. She reprimanded the two for being late and suggested they be on time in the future. Adriana could only smile inwardly seeing the visible shock on the royal pairs face. Seleen represented everything she aspired to become, always in command of her emotions, expressing her thoughts with precision and authority without ever losing her composure or resorting to tears. In the end, William and King Marcus found empty seats, which no doubt hurt their pride.
       She explained what the weeks would consist of before digging in for breakfast. As she ate her food, she noticed how proper everyone was while eating, except Alexander and Grayson. They didn't consume their food like uncultured peasants, certainly, but their mannerisms fell well short of courtly refinement. There were moments throughout the meal when she would glance up only to find Alexander's eyes already upon her, causing her heart to beat faster. She dismissed these reactions as meaningless, mere biological responses to the tension of the situation.
       After the meal, William had approached her before she could begin the planned tour of the castle grounds. "I've been treated terribly," he complained. "I would never permit others to disrespect you or your father had you come to Pamplona." Of course, Adriana couldn’t have cared less, but she was the princess and was expected to be diplomatic, plus she was tired of his whining. "I understand, William," she responded with a smile she had perfected over years of court functions, placing a hand on his arm. "And I shall ensure you are treated exacted as you deserve for the remainder of your stay." The vague promise seemed to satisfy him; for the rest of the day, his complaints were few, though he subjected her to several poorly crafted poems that fell flat upon her ears.
       As night descended, Adriana retreated to the royal gardens to clear her mind. The cool breeze was a welcome change from the heavy atmosphere of the castle. As she strolled through the gardens, her eyes fell upon an unexpected sight. Standing there beneath one of the ancient oak trees, still in his armor, was Maximus, watching her silently. Her heart performed an unexpected somersault in her chest at the sight of him. "What are you doing here?" she asked softly, approaching him slowly. Maximus shifted slightly a subtle movement that Adriana had recognized over the years as nervousness. The sight made hope flutter through her chest. Maximus was never nervous, never rattled. One of the things that made him stand out was his ability to maintain his composure at all times. Is he finally going to confess his feelings? The thought flashed through her mind before she quickly dismissed it. "I didn't get a chance to check on you after you left the dance last night," he said, fidgeting with the sword at his side. "I didn't think you really cared," she replied coldly, the words leaving her mouth before she could reconsider. She knew she was being unfair, but each time they grew close, he seemed determined to create distance between them. The pattern had become as predictable as it was painful.
       She caught a flicker of hurt in his eyes, there and gone in an instant. "You know I care, Ana," he said quietly. Shame washed over her immediately. "I know. I'm sorry," she replied, kicking at a stone beneath her slippers. Maximus paused, seemingly gathering himself before continuing.  "How were the suitors today?" he asked, shifting the conversation. "Fine, I suppose," she replied with a shrug. "None of them were to your liking?" he pressed.
       Adriana released a sigh, finally meeting his penetrating eyes. "They just weren't—" she began, but stopped herself abruptly. She wasn’t about to confess her feelings again just for him to talk about duty. "Say it," he urged, stepping closer until she could feel the warmth radiating from him. "Say whatever you were going to say." Adriana's heart thundered against her ribs as she looked up into his eyes, finding something there she had never seen before, a certainty, a decision made. "They just weren't you," she confessed, looking downward.
       She began to retreat, bracing herself for rejection, until she felt Maximus's finger gently lifting her chin. Before she could process what was happening, his lips were on hers. Her initial response was pure shock had Maximus actually kissed her after all this time? But shock quickly melted into surrender as her lips moved in perfect harmony with his. For a few precious moments, she felt whole, complete in a way she had only imagined in her most secret dreams. Then, abruptly, he pulled away. 
       "What is it?" Adriana asked as a frown formed on her face. "I'm sorry, Your Highness," Maximus stammered, flustered as he bowed formally. "I shouldn't have done that." "Seriously?" Adriana said, rolling her eyes in exasperation. Leave it to Maximus to initiate a kiss and then immediately apologize for it. "I need to go," he said, already turning to leave. "Wait!" Adriana called, reaching for his arm, but he was beyond her grasp, disappearing into the shadowed garden.
       Adriana collapsed onto a nearby bench, her heart still racing as her thoughts tumbled over one another. She had always known, somewhere deep down, that Maximus had feelings for her, but this moment confirmed it. Not only had he kissed her, but he had initiated the contact—a first in their long, complicated relationship. Regardless of what happened with the suitors, there was hope for her and Maximus. Her mind almost instantly began creating stories of a life with him until her thoughts were shattered by a voice behind her.
       "Well, I can certainly say I wasn't expecting that." Adriana sprang from the bench, whirling to confront the intruder only to see Alexander, his expression unreadable in the moonlight. "What are you doing here?" she hissed, embarrassment and anger battling for supremacy within. "I would like to know the same thing," he replied with an infuriating smile. "Is it customary for the royal family to kiss their soldiers while actively seeking a husband?" Adriana stared wordlessly as heat began to rise to her cheeks. "Get out of here. Now," she finally commanded through clenched teeth.
       Alexander studied her face for a moment before shrugging casually. "Alright," he said with indifference as he turned to walk away. Adriana watched him leave before the realization struck her—if he revealed what he had witnessed, it would mean the end of Maximus's career, possibly his life. That was a risk she wasn’t willing to take. "Wait!" she called desperately, chasing after him, grasping his arm and forcing him to face her. "What do you want?" she demanded as he turned, hardly controlling the panic in her voice. Alexander studied her face with a confused look. "I don't know what you mean," he replied with irritating nonchalance. "Don't play stupid with me," Adriana snapped through clenched teeth. "I know you want something in exchange for your silence."
       Alexander watched her thoughtfully for a moment before responding. "You're right. I do want something." He said with a smile. "Well, what is it?" Adriana asked, bracing herself for an outrageous demand. "I want you to teach me the ways of court," he responded, his expression suddenly serious, catching her completely off guard. "Are you serious?" Adriana replied, one eyebrow arched in disbelief. "What?" he defended. "If Grayson ends up winning this competition, there's no doubt I'd become involved in more noble matters. I should be prepared."
       Adriana studied his face. She knew he wasn't foolish enough to genuinely believe Grayson stood a chance, especially after he accused the whole event of being for show. It was simply an excuse from him for another reason. She didn’t know what, but also knew she wasn’t in the position to ask too many questions. "You could easily learn court etiquette during the week's activities with the rest of the group," she finally pointed out. "You seem bright enough." "One on one," he insisted, folding his arms across his chest. "What are you planning to do, try to kill me?" she retorted her eyes narrowing. "Why must it be private lessons?" 
       Alexander scoffed at the suggestion. "Respectfully, Your Highness, if I wanted to kill you, I could have done so already." Once again Alexander was proving quite proficient in getting on her nerves. "I'm not afraid of you," she said, stepping forward until they were almost nose to nose. "That's good to know," he replied, his voice dropping to a low whisper. They glared at one another before Adriana took a deliberate step backward, waving her hands dismissively. "There would be no time for such lessons," she said, grasping at practical objections. "There's time at night," he countered immediately. "I could come to the gardens and learn." This time it was Adriana’s turn to scoff. "You're not even supposed to be outside the suitors' hall at this hour," she argued. "How did you manage to get here undetected?" "My guide had one too many drinks," Alexander explained with a dismissive shrug. "He didn't notice when I slipped away."
       Adriana fell silent, carefully weighing her limited options: agree to teach Alexander the ways of court for whatever undisclosed reason he might have, or risk him exposing Maximus's carelessness and potentially destroying both their lives in the process. "Fine," she finally conceded, her voice full with frustration. “But if you say anything about what you saw tonight, I'll make sure your life is as miserable as you pretend it is.” "Sounds delightful," Alexander replied with an insufferable smile, extending his hand to seal their bargain.
       Adriana glared at him before slapping her palm against his in agreement. As Alexander disappeared into the shadows, Adriana remained behind, left to grapple with yet another unexpected complication in a life that seemed increasingly beyond her control.

       
       
CHAPTER 22


       The royal suitor's event had gone terribly for William thus far. The presentations before the King of Yothala still ran through his mind endlessly. He watched helplessly as Prince Keon, the temple guard  Grayson, and even his own traitorous brother had each drawn more of Princess Adriana's attention than he did. The same question ran through his mind over and over. What was wrong with her?  Was she truly interested in them, or was she just being rebellious toward the fact that he would no doubt be her husband?
       Had her act ceased there, William might have been able to handle it. Instead, the following day brought even more humiliation. He had been left waiting at the castle gates like some common peddler. His chair was stolen by the murderous temple boy Alexander, who had exchanged one too many glances with the princess. Eric had constantly made her giggle with his crude jokes. But worst of all, as the suitors were getting ready for their morning hunt in the castle's forest, Keon was now whispering in the princess’s ear, causing her to blush. 
       William's blood boiled as he watched Keon dressed in his hunting leathers effortlessly achieving what he hadn’t. “I don’t know what she’s hoping to accomplish,” William muttered to Lord Hamilton and Lord Henry as they watched. "One cannot apply logic to understand the hearts of women these days," Lord Henry said, his enormous brown eyes studying the pair with scrutiny. William was thankful for Hamilton and Henry at least. Though they were rival suitors, it seemed they had quickly realized he was the only true contender for Adriana’s hand. They had formed some what of an alliance and understanding between the three of them.
       He was grateful for Henry’s support he truly was though it puzzled him why he was even there. At least Hamilton, with his broad shoulders and chiseled jaw, had some physical appeal. But Henry? Not at all, he was unnaturally tall and slender, with wispy raven hair that clung desperately to his scalp like dying seaweed. His nose jutted forth like the beak of some exotic bird, while his skeletal fingers perpetually danced in the air like the legs of a spindly spider spinning invisible webs. Only his superior intellect could possibly justify his selection as one of the final 7. But then again, a temple guard had made the cut so anything seemed possible at the moment.
       The ground was wet and slippery from the rain that morning, which only soured Williams' mood further. At some point, a royal hunts master in mud-spattered leathers strode up to the group. He began explaining the hunt's proceedings, but William's attention remained fixated on Keon, whose hand now rested casually on the small of Adriana's back, both seemingly oblivious to the hunts master's important instructions. "Are there any questions regarding the rules of engagement?" the hunts master called out, his loud voice jolting William from his jealous trance. “What are we doing exactly?” he whispered to Hamilton, who seemed rather excited for the hunt.
       "Wild boar hunting with traditional spears," Hamilton replied with an excited smile, “whoever claims the most kills wins the first round of the hunt.” "This is barbaric sport fit only for uncultured savages," Henry complained, his thin lips curling as castle servants distributed gleaming spears among the suitors. 
       As the hunt was about to begin, cold sweat formed on his brow his trembling fingers closing around the hunting spear. He had never been particularly skilled in the hunt, preferring the civilized pursuits of poetry and music. Now he faced not only the challenge of confronting wild beasts in their domain but the pressure of competition, with the princess, presenters and suitors' guides all watching. William swallowed hard, steadying himself. He was the heir of Pamplona, and it was time he started acting like it.
       The hunts master's horn blasted through the morning air, and the suitors surged forward like calves released from a stall. William found himself swept along reluctantly, clutching his spear with anxiety as they plunged into the forest. "Stay alert!" The hunts master's final warning echoed in William's mind as the suitors dispersed among the trees. "These boars are no pampered castle swine. They'll gut you faster than you can call for your mothers if you're careless."
       Prince Keon immediately took off toward a promising game trail with Grayson and Eric following. "This way," he ordered. "We'll cut through this thicket and intercept them at the stream.” “I thought this was every man for himself,” William said, turning to Hamilton, his heart still beating fast. “It is,” Hamilton replied, “but it’s better to group up, wouldn’t want to get caught out here alone.” John Rayne clearly didn’t share that sentiment as he took off down another trail all alone. “Guess it’s just us,” Hamilton said, turning back to William and Henry.
       As the trio crept forward in the forest, Hamilton further explained the details to William. “There are only a limited number of boars that were released, 30 if I heard correctly. This main trail leads to the other end of the forest. If we get lost, the guides, presenters, and the princess should be waiting there.” William nodded without saying a word as he was too nervous to speak. Each bird in the trees or snap of a branch made him jump. “Look,” Hamilton whispered urgently at William's side, pointing toward a muddy depression nearby. "Fresh tracks. A large one passed through here not long ago."
       William squinted at the trampled earth, seeing nothing but chaotic mud. "How can you possibly tell?" "Look there," Henry interjected, crouching low. His spindly finger indicated a series of crescent-shaped marks on the forest ground. "Those are hoof prints, and the broken saplings show they moved eastward." A distant crash, followed by triumphant shouting, pierced the forest's quiet. Someone had already made first contact.
       "We must hurry," Hamilton urged with excitement. "The glory of first blood may already be claimed!" Reluctantly, William allowed himself to be led deeper into the forest as they strayed from the main trail. The trio moved with increasing urgency, Hamilton taking charge with surprising leadership, Henry analyzing each sign with calculating precision, and William struggling to maintain his dignity while avoiding roots seemingly determined to trip him.
       As they continued the forest floor suddenly dropped away before them, revealing a steep ravine carved by centuries of rushing water. The stream below smashing against moss covered rocks, threatening to take along anything in its path. The three men paused to catch their breath when a blood-curdling squeal erupted from somewhere behind them. “What was that?” William asked with wide eyes as he looked from Hamilton to Henry. Not a word was spoken as the three collectively held their breath. Then it happened again, another squeal followed this time by the thunderous crashing of something large moving at great speed through the underbrush. "Get ready!" Hamilton hissed, bracing his spear against the ground, its point angled outward.
       William's heart leapt into his throat as a massive boar burst into view behind them. This was not the modest-sized creature William had imagined, but a monster with curved tusks like ivory daggers and a crest of bristling hair along its spine. Its small eyes blazed with fury as it spotted the three men, and its muscular body tensed like a coiled spring. "Hold your ground," Henry whispered, as he lowered his spear defensively. "If we make no sudden—"
       The words died in his throat as the beast charged without warning, hurtling straight for him with murderous intent. The lanky lord twisted aside with surprising agility, his spear catching the boar's flank as it thundered past. The iron tip sliced through its bristling hide, drawing first blood. A blood-curdling squeal erupted from its foaming mouth as the creature became only more enraged. "Form a circle!" Hamilton roared. Instinctively, William and Henry converged with Hamilton, creating a triangular defense with spears pointing outward. 
      The massive boar circled them as it let out a guttural roar, sending shivers down Williams' spine. Steam billowed from its flared nostrils in the morning air as its eyes assessed its next target. Without warning, it charged again, this time targeting William directly. His blood turned to ice as the mountain of muscle and fury barreled toward him. His mind screamed commands that his limbs refused to obey as he stood frozen by terror, spear drooping uselessly in his trembling hands.
       Time slowed around him as the boar grew closer. He could faintly hear Hamilton and Henry shouting desperately but their words dissolved into meaningless noise against the roaring in his ears. Salvation came in the form of a violent impact from the side, not the boar, but Hamilton's desperate tackle. Both men crashed to the ground as the beast thundered past, missing them by inches. "What are you doing?!" Hamilton hissed, his face hovering inches above William's own, contorted with fury and fear. "Stand and fight or we're all dead!" The words struck William, seemingly snapping him back to his senses. "I'm sorry," he stammered, scrambling for his spear, which had tumbled from his grasp. His fingers closed around the shaft just as the boar wheeled for another charge.
       The beast was upon them in an instant, tusks slashing toward the vulnerable men. Henry darted forward, driving his spear toward the creature's shoulder, catching its attention. The diversion created precious seconds for William and Hamilton to regain their footing as they scrambled upright. The next move was Hamilton’s as he let out a roar and charged directly at the distracted boar. He drove his spear deep into the creature's flank, tearing through flesh and drawing an agonized roar that shook the very earth. As it kicked violently backward, its powerful hind leg connected squarely with Hamilton's chest, launching him through the air like a discarded doll.
       William watched in horror as Hamilton tumbled across the forest floor, rolled and bounced back to his feet all in one fluid motion. Blood trickled from a cut on his cheek, but otherwise, he seemed alright. The wounded boar now faced Hamilton and Henry, pawing the ground furiously as it prepared for another charge. Its attention was fully captured by the two men, leaving its back unprotected to William. The realization dawned on him with clarity: this was his opportunity, his moment of redemption.
       His heart beat furiously as he made his decision. William gripped his spear with newfound determination. Drawing a deep breath, he charged forward with a primal yell that surprised even himself. He raised the spear high above his head, muscles tensing for the killing blow, just as the boar sensed his approach and whirled to face him. Time froze as William's eyes locked with the beast's. Intelligent malice glared back at him from those dark orbs, but it was too late to retreat as momentum carried him forward into the jaws of death. 
       With no other choice, William closed his eyes and thrust his spear downward with every ounce of strength he possessed. In that blind moment, his fate balanced on a knife's edge, the spear connected with solid resistance, then plunged through. A tremble traveled up the shaft and into his arms as the weapon found its mark, sinking deep between the boar's eyes and into its brain. The beast let out a final cry of rage, cut brutally short as its massive body fell to the ground with a thud.
       Silence followed, broken only by the men's heavy breathing. They stared in disbelief at the fallen monster, then at each other, their faces transforming with realization. Suddenly, they erupted into triumphant cheers. "Who would have thought you'd get the kill!" Henry exclaimed, with a rare smile. "Good work," Hamilton added, clapping William firmly on the back. Pride beamed inside William. Not from his physical appearance, but from an actual accomplishment. It was a feeling he could get used to, but before he could savor his triumph or even respond, their celebration was cut short. Five enormous boars burst into the clearing, each more massive than their fallen brethren and each full of fury. William's moment of glory evaporated instantly as a cold realization gripped him: their real battle had only just begun.

       
              



 CHAPTER 23



       William, Hamilton, and Henry stood frozen before the advancing wall of bristling fury. The boars formed a semicircle that closed tighter with each moment. The men faced a life-changing decision: stand and fight against the odds to claim unmatched glory, or run and live to see another day. As the boars stalked closer, Henry was the first to make his decision. Without a word of warning to the others, he spun on his heel and bolted toward the ravine. His spindly limbs carried him with surprising speed as he launched himself over the edge, plummeting toward the stream below. Clearly, the idea of facing five enraged boars wasn’t one he was seemingly fond of.
       "What do we do?" William gasped as he turned to Hamilton, trembling. Hamilton watched Henry emerge, drenched but unharmed, on the opposite bank before making his decision. "The same thing he did—RUN!" he shouted, gesturing wildly toward Henry, who was already scrambling up the far side of the ravine. One of the boars let out a thunderous roar and charged. The earth shook as the other beasts followed, an avalanche of muscle bearing down upon the two remaining men.
       There was no freezing from William this time as he and Hamilton sprinted toward the ravine's edge. For a moment, William hesitated at the precipice, dizziness washing over him as he stared down at the rushing water below. Hamilton's hand closed around his wrist, pulling him forward as the first boar's hot breath scorched the back of his neck. "Jump or die!" Hamilton roared. They leapt together, suspended momentarily in the air before gravity seized them. 
       The world blurred around William as they plummeted toward the rushing water that made no promise to deliver them to safety. He took a deep breath before crashing into the icy water below, filling his lungs with as much air as he could muster. As he surfaced, the current immediately seized him, dragging him downstream as he fought to regain his bearings. Behind them, the boars showed no hesitation. One after another, they hurled themselves into the ravine, determined to kill their targets.
       William clawed his way to the surface, gasping for air as the current swept him along violently. He caught a glimpse of Hamilton battling the flow nearby, his arms slicing through the water as he struggled against the flow. Suddenly, a massive head surfaced behind them. One of the boars had landed in the water and was now swimming towards them with surprising speed. Paddling desperately, William reached the gentler slope of the ravine's far side. His drenched boots and hunting clothes dragged at him as he fought against both the current and exhaustion. Fingers finally closing around a protruding root, he hauled himself onto the muddy bank. He scrambled upward on all fours and sprinted for the trees as he heard the splashing boars behind him. 
       As he crashed through branches and leaves recklessly, he noticed his spear had been lost, leaving him completely defenseless. The forest swallowed him as he ran blindly, guided only by terror and the survival instinct. Branches whipped his face and tore at his clothes as he narrowly managed not to trip over roots. A hunt that he had been a little apprehensive to participate had now become his worst nightmare. Eventually he came to a halt against a massive oak tree. His hunting clothes that he had selected to impress Adrianna now hung in tatters from his body as he tried to slow his ragged breath.
        As his breath slowed, realization struck him: Hamilton was nowhere to be seen. Whether he had chosen a different escape route or had fallen victim to the boars, William had no idea. He was completely alone, unarmed and disoriented, with no way to defend himself should danger find him again. 
       His heart pounded with such violence that it hurt his chest. The nearby rustle of a bush made him nearly leap out of his skin as every forest sound frightened him. "I just need to find the main path," he whispered to himself, clinging to Hamilton's earlier words about the forest layout. The others couldn't be far, the royal forest wasn't so vast that he might be lost forever. Gathering the courage to continue he crept forward, flinching at every sound. The forest, which had seemed fairly calm earlier that morning, now felt alive with malice. Shadows twisted into threatening shapes at the corners of his eyes as the persistent sensation of being watched crawled across his skin like invisible insects.
       Repeatedly, he would whirl around, certain that eyes were boring into his back, only to find nothing but innocent trees and bushes. What felt like hours passed as he pressed on. Hunger gnawed at his belly, and thirst scratched at his throat. Just as he began to lose hope, the trees thinned ahead, revealing a flattened path of packed earth, the main hunting trail! Relief flooded through his body and his heartbeat magically slowed. The others couldn’t be far away. Despite his fatigue, William quickened his pace along the path, limping slightly from countless unseen injuries acquired during his wild flight. 
       His thoughts began to wander, no longer consumed by fear. Had Hamilton and Henry made it to safety? How were the other suitors faring in their hunts? Would his single kill be enough to win? almost certainly not. William’s thoughts continued as he rounded a cluster of ancient oak trees, and then he heard it: voices drifting through the forest. Excitement flooding through him, he quickened his pace. The path opened onto a broader clearing ahead, and William's heart leapt at the sight that greeted him. Princess Adriana stood amid a gathering of returned hunters and the presenters. Around her, the other suitors all looked to be in better shape than he was. They had all completed their tasks and reconvened, apparently waiting only for the stragglers, including him.
       William's spirits soared. He had survived! Though he had only killed a single boar, the mere fact of his return felt like victory enough. The fear and desperation of the past melted away as he limped toward the group. He began in his mind, already crafting stories about his heroics to relay to Adriana. The group spotted him, and several faces turned in his direction. Something in their expressions gave him pause, they were not offering the welcoming smiles he had anticipated. Instead, their features twisted with alarm as they began shouting and gesturing wildly. It took William seconds to realize they weren't cheering his return; they were warning him.
       The hairs on the back of his neck rose an instant before he heard it: the snort of a boar directly behind him. One of the beasts had tracked him, following his scent. It had stalked him silently through the forest, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. William turned slowly to face the boar directly. Its eyes burned as saliva hung from one yellowed tusk as it pawed the ground, preparing to charge. Terror jolted through William's system as he spun and ran toward the clearing with desperate speed, his voice ripping from his throat in a ragged scream. Behind him, the boar began its pursuit.
       The distance to safety seemed to stretch impossibly before him. He could see the princess's horrified expression, the scrambling movements of the others as they reached for weapons. Some were shouting encouragement, urging him onward with frantic gestures. William pushed his tired body to its limits. His goal was simple: reach them before the boar reached him. Safety was mere yards away when disaster struck. His ankle twisted violently as he stepped into a concealed rabbit hole in the path. Pain exploded up his leg as he lurched forward, momentum carrying him face-first into the dirt. The sickening crack of bone reached his ears an instant before the pain registered in his consciousness.
       William rolled onto his back with a cry of agony as he clutched his ankle. Through tear-blurred vision, he saw the massive boar bearing down on him. The beast had reduced the distance between them to almost nothing, its tusks lowered for the killing blow. In that moment, William knew it was over. There would be no miraculous escape, no last-minute rescue. His quest for the princess's hand would end here, in blood and failure on the forest floor. A strange calm descended over him as he closed his eyes and surrendered completely to his fate.
       In the split instant between his surrender and the boar making contact, he heard a sharp whistle cut through the air, followed immediately by the boar's agonized squeal. The beast slammed into William with bone-crushing force, driving the air from his lungs and sending him skidding backward across the ground. As consciousness fled, the last sensation he registered was the back of his head striking something, and then darkness claimed him completely.
       William drifted back to consciousness, his head foggy and painful. His eyelids felt impossibly heavy as he forced them open. His vision gradually focused as the faces of Keon, Seleen, Adriana, Grayson, Eric, and Alexander came into view. Princess Adriana leaned slightly closer than the others her eyes studying him with what appeared to be genuine concern. Keon and Grayson flanked her, their faces similarly etched with worry. Eric and Seleen, however, made little effort to conceal their disappointment at his revival, exchanging a brief glance that spoke volumes. Standing slightly apart from the group was Alexander, arms folded across his chest, his face showing nothing but indifference.
       William suddenly became aware of the tight bandage wrapped around his throbbing head and the splint enclosing his ankle. "What happened?" he asked hoarsely his eyes searching Adriana's, deliberately ignoring the others. The last thing he remembered was the sensation of the boar's massive form slamming into him. "I thought I was dead." "We thought you were too," Adriana replied, a hint of compassion in her voice. She gestured toward Alexander, who hadn’t moved from his distant posture against the wall. "He shot the boar with an arrow just before it reached you. Another moment slower and..." She left the grim reality unspoken.
       "I was aiming for you," Alexander interjected with a sarcastic shrug and a smirk that didn't quite reach his eyes. The coldhearted joke drew a sharp, scolding glance from Adriana. Perfect, William thought bitterly. First he steals my chair, then he saves my life and now I owe him. Memory flooded back suddenly, and William's eyes widened with concern. "What about Hamilton and Henry?" he asked propping himself up on one elbow. "They're fine," Adriana assured him, fixing the edge of his bedsheet. "They sustained only minor injuries. Lord Hamilton has been curious about your condition since your return."
       A flicker of his usual smugness returned to William as he glanced around at the group. "You all came to see me?" he asked, allowing himself a moment of self-importance. "We saved the worst for last," Eric remarked dryly earning him a disapproving look from Adriana aswell. William ran a tentative hand over his bandaged head, wincing at the tenderness beneath his fingers. Despite knowing the answer, he still clung to the delusional hope that his single kill might have been enough in the competition. "Who won the first part of the hunt?" he asked, bracing himself for disappointment.
       "John Rayne," Grayson blurted enthusiastically, clearly impressed. "Had ten kills. Ten! Some say he took down three boars with a single spear thrust when they charged him together." This statement drew approving nods and murmurs from the others in the room. William's heart sank. He hadn't even been close to contention. All his efforts, his near-death experience, his moment of triumph with the single boar, all amounted to nothing more than an embarrassing moment in the competition.
       After confirming that William was stable and conscious, the visitors began filing out of the chamber. Servants entered with fresh linens and a tray of healing tonics. William recognized his fleeting opportunity and seized it without hesitation. "Adriana," he called out, his voice stronger than before as she reached the door. The princess paused in the doorway, as she turned back toward him. The others continued down the corridor, leaving them momentarily alone save for the distant servants. "Can we talk?" he asked, vulnerability creeping into his tone. "About what?" she replied calmly, remaining in the doorway as if ready for immediate departure.
       William gestured to the chair positioned beside his sickbed. "You can sit, you know," he offered, watching her carefully. Adriana hesitated visibly. After a moment that stretched she released a delicate sigh and crossed the chamber. The chair creaked softly as she lowered herself onto it, her posture remaining formal despite the intimate setting. "I'm sorry," William said abruptly getting straight to the point. Her eyebrows rose slightly. "For what?" she prodded, studying his face skeptically. "For the way I've been acting," he admitted, meeting her gaze directly. "I've behaved as though you're already mine, as though the choice isn't yours to make." 
       The words flowed more easily than he expected, perhaps his near death experience was to thank. "I know it's what our fathers want. I know it's what I want. But I never considered whether it's what you want, and for that, I'm truly sorry." William still believed that he remained her only real option the only suitor whose alliance would secure both their kingdom's future. Nevertheless, he was willing to play this game of courtship and "respect" her choices, even if only for show. Sometimes humility, even faked, was the quickest path to victory.
       Adriana stared at him as if she were deciphering the honesty behind his words. The silence between them stretched, filled only by the distant sounds of castle life. "I accept your apology," she finally said, rising from the chair, smoothing her skirts. "Now rest. There's still a chess tournament later today, if you're up for it." "I'll be there," William promised immediately, unwilling to show weakness by missing any further events. With a slight nod, Adriana departed, leaving William to his thoughts. Though she hadn't exactly warmed to him, she hadn’t dismissed him either, and William counted this as progress. Her walls might be high, but he had glimpsed, perhaps for the first time, a possible path through them.
        He settled back against the plush pillows, placing his hands behind his head despite the dull ache this caused. A satisfied smile played across his lips as he closed his eyes once more. The game had shifted, subtly but meaningfully. As he drifted back into slumber, he allowed himself to believe that the princess's heart, like any well-defended castle, could eventually be breached with the right strategy.



CHAPTER 24

    Alexander had woken early the day of the suitors' hunt as the sun still slept. His mind drifted slowly back to the previous night as he got ready. A satisfied smile played across his face as he recalled how easily he had convinced the princess to teach him the ways of court. Of course, he hadn’t told her about the plan Roscoe had proposed, but even that didn’t drive his motivations entirely. He wanted knowledge. 
       "Knowledge is power, so take every chance to attain it," Sebastian had drilled this into him during the years before the war. Alexander had taken this lesson to heart and now, poised between worlds, he had that chance. He could now see both sides of the coin, two sides of a power structure that typically remained isolated from each other. Learn the ways of royal life as he had temple life. 
       As he stretched his body ready for the day, he threw on leather trousers and a linen shirt, unlaced at his throat. Alexander slipped from his chambers like a shadow, navigating the dark corridors of the castle. The hallways were deserted at this time as most servants and nobles alike were fast asleep. “We work while they sleep,” another bit of knowledge Sebastian had shared with him.
       He made his way from the suitor's hall to the castle's training ground, which had been made available to all suitors and presenters for the duration of the competition. As he pushed open the heavy wooden door that led to the yard, the air rushed to meet him, loaded with the promise of the coming autumn. He had expected privacy at this early hour, an opportunity to hone his skills in solitude. Instead, he found the training yard already alive with activity. Six people were already there, stretching, sparring, or practicing alone. Most notable among them was John Rayne, one of the suitors for Adriana’s hand. Alexander paused at the entrance, observing the yard quietly. 
       No greetings were exchanged; each person remained absorbed in their own world, completely indifferent to the next. Alexander crossed the yard to the weapon racks lining one wall, choosing a wooden sword to hone his skills. The hilt fit his palm as he tested its balance with a series of cuts that sliced through the morning air. For over an hour, he lost himself in the rhythm of practice. His body moved gracefully through forms and stances he had perfected over the years. 
       As the sun began to peak out over the eastern horizon, Alexander noticed a presence approaching from behind. He completed a strike before turning to face John Rayne, who now stood directly in front of him. Rayne stood at least a hand's width taller than Alexander, but it was his sheer width that truly impressed. His shoulders were like a bull's yoke, arms thick as young tree trunks, a chest that seemed unattainable for a regular man. His fiery red hair had been braided into a single plait that hung down his broad back. A savage scar split his face just below his blue eyes. Intricate tattoos in midnight blue ink adorned his exposed arms and bare chest, telling stories of battles and honors that Alexander could only guess at.
       Without a word, Rayne raised his own practice sword in a simple, universal gesture. An invitation to engage in the ancient dance of steel against steel. Alexander replied with nothing more than a short nod, understanding passing between the two men with perfect clarity. What followed far surpassed a simple sparring session. As the sun finally reached the horizon, the two men engaged in a breathtaking duel. Their blades clashed through the air, meeting with controlled violence. Each attack was met with a perfect counter, each feint recognized and neutralized before it could develop.
       Alexander moved with aggression and lethal accuracy. Rayne countered with overwhelming power matched with surprising agility for a man of his size. They circled each other like wary wolves, testing defenses, probing for weaknesses, exchanging lightning combinations of strikes that would have overwhelmed lesser opponents. Minutes stretched into a half hour of continuous intensity. The others in the training yard gradually stopped their own training to witness the spectacle unfolding before them. 
       Neither man appeared to hold a decisive advantage, for every brilliant combination Alexander executed, Rayne had an equally impressive counter. When Rayne unleashed his frightening power, Alexander's superior speed and technique neutralized the threat. By the time they mutually, wordlessly agreed to end their session, both men were drenched in sweat and breathing heavily. "Good match," Rayne rumbled, his voice a bass so deep it seemed to come from something other than a human throat. He extended a hand the size of a dinner plate toward Alexander, to which he clasped firmly with a nod.
        No further words were necessary; they had communicated more eloquently through steel than most men manage in a lifetime of conversation. A mutual respect had been forged in those thirty minutes, the kind that could only exist between equals who had tested each other's mettle and found neither wanting. As Rayne collected his belongings and departed, Alexander watched him go with thoughtful eyes. In all his years of training, only Crow had ever pushed him to such limits. And that had been in life-or-death, not a friendly morning spar with blunted weapons. The realization made Alexander think, could he truly take Rayne in a contest of life and death, or would he fall victim to his blade?
       The exhibition had drawn quite an audience. Around the perimeter of the training yard stood not only the original occupants but several newcomers drawn by the unmistakable sounds of exceptional swordplay. Most notable among these recent arrivals was Heinrick, the king's right hand and one of the most powerful men in the kingdom. He had apparently witnessed the final minutes of their match and now approached Alexander. An appreciative smile spread across his face as his hands met in deliberate applause.
       "Magnificent!" Heinrick's voice echoed across the training yard as he approached Alexander. "Truly magnificent. I have not seen such swordplay in these yards since your brother last graced us with his presence." His eyes studied Alexander with newfound interest, as though reassessing a puzzle whose complexity he had previously underestimated. "You know my brother?" Alexander asked as he sheathed his practice blade.
       Heinrick's face creased into an amused smile as he cocked his head to one side. "My boy, everyone knows your brother. General Sebastian is practically legendary for his heroics in Azca." He gestured extensively. "Besides, even if he weren't celebrated throughout the realm, as the King's right hand, it would be my business to know of him." "Will you walk with me?" Heinrick asked, gesturing toward the training grounds exit. His tone was casual, but Alexander sensed something more behind the invitation. "Why not?" he replied with a shrug. Talking with the King’s right hand wasn’t exactly high on his list, but he had a few moments to spare.
       The two began walking together, their boots crunching against the fine gravel. "How have you liked castle life thus far?" Heinrick asked, his hands clasped behind his back as they walked. "It's quite comfortable," Alexander admitted, glancing at the towers of the castle rising high into the sky. "Though I'm not yet certain if it's the life for me." Heinrick studied Alexander carefully before responding. "That's understandable. How does it compare to temple life?" Alexander's jaw tightened slightly. "I don’t know," he replied curtly, his tone hinting that he had no intentions of talking about temple life at the moment.
       Undeterred, Heinrick continued with small talk, observations about the weather, casual questions about the suitor's events, and comments on the quality of the castle's hospitality. Each remark seemed calculated to Alexander as if testing his boundaries or probing for weaknesses. When Alexander had had enough, he stopped abruptly, pivoting to face Heinrick directly. "What did you really want to discuss, Lord Heinrick?" he challenged, his patience waning. A slow, approving smile spread across Heinrick's face. "You're a sharp man, Alexander," he acknowledged. "Direct. I appreciate that quality."
       He met Alexander's gaze, hesitating for a calculated moment before continuing. "I believe your talents are being wasted at the temple." The statement caught Alexander off guard, kicking his mind into gear with questions. What game was the King's right hand playing? What hidden agenda did he have beneath this flattery? "And where would my talents be better suited?" Alexander asked skeptically, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "The war?" "Precisely," Heinrick replied without hesitation. "I'll pass," Alexander said, shaking his head decisively. "I have no desire to fight in a war built on lies."
        It was true that Alexander craved the rush of battle and the glory to be won from it. But the war in his mind hadn’t been fought in good faith, a conclusion only reinforced by Sebastian's firsthand accounts upon his return from the front. "Built on lies?" Heinrick questioned, sounding surprised. "My boy, if you're seeking lies, look no further than your precious faith." "What do you mean?" Alexander demanded, defensiveness creeping into his voice. "The faith hasn't told any lies."
       Heinrick chuckled. "It's not about the lies they have told," he replied, "but rather the truths they haven't." Heinrick paused for a moment before continuing. "Have you ever heard the tale of the Faith Militant?" He asked, his eyes never leaving Alexander's face, watching for the slightest reaction. Alexander shook his head, eyebrows drawn together in skepticism. "Of course you haven't," Heinrick replied with smug satisfaction. "The faith would not enjoy revisiting that particular chapter of history."
       When Heinrick elaborated no further, Alexander's curiosity overwhelmed his caution. "What happened?" he asked, his interest peaking. Heinrick studied Alexander, as though weighing whether the young man before him was worthy of such knowledge. "The Faith Militant was an uprising during the reign of King Jun the Second," he finally revealed, his voice dropping to ensure their conversation remained private. "They were granted unchecked power because the King believed so deeply in the faith and its works."
       A distant bell rang somewhere in the castle complex as Heinrick continued. "At first, all was well. The faithful brought order to chaos, charity to suffering. But power, as it inevitably does, corrupted their purpose." Alexander remained silent, listening with growing concern. "When the Faith eventually declared the crown unfit to rule and branded the royal family as sinners against their doctrine, they attempted to seize the castle by force." Heinrick's eyes glowed with clear satisfaction as he revealed the story. "The streets ran red with blood for seven days. Brother against brother. Faith against crown." 
       Alexander shook his head slowly, struggling to believe the tale he had just been told. Surely such an event could not have been completely erased from the temple’s history. Someone would have spoken of it, whispered it, hinted at it during his years of service. "Now you understand why the King has been reluctant to provide military support for the temple," Heinrick said, interrupting Alexander's thoughts. "He has no desire to witness history repeating itself."
       When Alexander said nothing, Heinrick continued. "I'm certain you are equally unaware that your ancestors were heavily involved in the conquest of these lands ages ago, before your family turned to faith rather than steel." His hand came to rest on Alexander's shoulder, firm and paternal. "It flows in your veins, Alexander. You were born for the battlefield, not to waste away delivering sermons in some temple that shelters you from uncomfortable truths."
       The bells of the castle suddenly rang out, marking the seventh hour of the day. "I have to go," Alexander said abruptly, remembering he had to attend the suitors' hunt. "Of course," Heinrick replied smoothly, reaching into his doublet to produce an ornate pin bearing his personal seal. The metal caught the sunlight, golden and enticing. "Use this to gain entry to the Grand Library," he said, extending it toward Alexander. "With my seal, you'll be granted access to restricted texts free to discover the true history of this land and your faith."
       Alexander hesitated for a heartbeat before accepting the offered pin. The metal felt unexpectedly heavy in his palm as he studied the intricate design, a key unlocking doors to knowledge he both craved and feared. "Until we meet again," Heinrick said with a respectful nod before turning to leave, his footsteps fading along the gravel path. Alexander stood alone, the pin clasped tightly in his fist, its edges digging into his flesh. Birds continued their morning songs, oblivious to the seeds of doubt now taking root in fertile soil. The foundations of his world, the truths he had held dear and true, had begun to shift beneath his feet.
 

        
       
CHAPTER 25 

   Heinrick's words flowed through Alexander's mind as the day progressed. He had to be lying or at least twisting the story into a version favoring the crown. Alexander had been raised to believe the Faith always put the commonfolk before themselves, and he had seen it firsthand. Still, though the thought stabbed at the back of his mind, could it all be a lie? There was only one way to find out, and it started in the royal library.
      Following his heroics during the suitor's hunt, Alexander seized the first opportunity to slip away from the celebratory gathering honoring John Rayne’s victory. While the others exchanged exaggerated stories of their forest hunt, Alexander slipped away into the castle halls. The worn parchment map Roscoe had provided crinkled softly between his fingers as he searched for the library. 
       As he continued, Alexander felt the weight of countless eyes upon him. Guards and servants alike paused in their duties to track his progress with suspicious glances. Even the royal paintings seemed to follow his movements. I have nothing to hide from them, he reminded himself, squaring his shoulders confidently. The pin Heinrick had given him should answer any questions he would get. 
       Alexander rounded a corner and spotted a soldier marching toward him with a determined look on his face. As the man got closer, recognition dawned on Alexander. It was the same man he had seen the previous night sharing a kiss with the Princess. Had the princess told him how Alexander had seen them in the gardens. If she had, Alexander swore to himself that he’d expose them both before the next hour. 
       "What are you doing here?" the soldier demanded, his voice authoritative. He stood directly in front of Alexander, blocking his path. "Are you authorized to be in this wing of the castle?" "I'm here as a presenter for one of the suitors," Alexander replied smoothly, attempting to sidestep the soldier. "Then shouldn't you be with the rest of the suitors and presenters?" the man countered, as he blocked his path again, staring into his eyes. "You have no business in these halls."
       The tension between them materialized instantly as neither man blinked nor averted his gaze. Several servants slowed their pace nearby, pretending to dust ornaments while hoping to overhear the confrontation. Two additional guards positioned at the far end of the hall turned their attention toward the scene and began approaching.
       Alexander could have easily shown Heinrick's pin, but he decided to take a different route. Knowledge was power, and he sensed an opportunity to use it. "I never got your name," he remarked with a casual smile. "Captain Maximus, head of the Princess's personal guard," the soldier replied, stepping closer. "Now it's time for you to leave." Alexander ignored the subtle threat and continued. "Personal guard, eh?" he said, tapping his chin. "And just how... personal... do the two of you get?"
       A flicker of panic flashed across Maximus's face before he regained his composure. But that instant of vulnerability was all Alexander needed to know he’d struck a nerve. "What are you trying to insinuate?" Maximus growled, his hand now fully gripping his sword hilt. A vein pulsed visibly along his temple as color rose to his cheeks. Alexander smiled, leaning forward to bring his lips close to Maximus's ear. "I think we both know exactly what I'm insinuating, Captain," he whispered. "Your devotion to protecting the princess extends well beyond the call of duty, doesn't it?”
       By now, the two guards from the corridor had both materialized behind the captain. “Is everything alright, Captain?” one of them asked, glaring at Alexander. The captain stood frozen, his face drained of all color. “Captain?” Alexander taunted cocking his head sideways, “Is everything all right?” In a split second, Maximus had regained his composure as he straightened. “Everything is fine,” he finally said, turning to the guards, “now get back to your station.” He watched the two guards retreat before turning back to Alexander with a deathly glare. “I’m watching you,” he said menacingly. Alexander replied with nothing but a smile.  
       He sidestepped the captain and continued down the corridor. He could feel Maximus's eyes burning into his back, but the captain made no attempt to follow him. As Alexander rounded the next corner, the library doors loomed ahead. He approached, pulling out Heinrick’s pin. There was no going back now. Within the doors before him lay potential answers about the Faith's true history with the Crown. What would he find, and how would it shape his future beliefs?  Taking a deep breath, he pushed open the doors to the expansion of his knowledge.
       The Royal Library loomed large before Alexander. Colossal marble columns soared toward the ceiling, painted with astronomical charts and other maps. Between these pillars stretched endless rows of wooden shelves holding books, scrolls, and ancient texts. Alexander took in the scene, awestruck. The library at the temple had always been impressive, but paled in comparison to the masterpiece before his eyes.
       To his surprise, the library bustled with more activity than he had anticipated. Robed scholars studied massive scrolls as young noble students clustered in quiet groups designed for debate. A petite figure materialized suddenly before him, interrupting his sightseeing. She wore blue robes with a silver chain draped across her shoulders and delicate glasses that sat on her nose.
       "Can I help you?" she asked, her tone full of skepticism. "I'm just here to enhance my knowledge," Alexander replied, looking past her, his eyes still taking in the scenery. The woman cleared her throat deliberately. "Well, sir, you need proper authorization to be in here," she said, adjusting her glasses. "The Royal Library isn't open to casual visitors. Only nobility, certified scholars, and those with special allowance may access these collections." Alexander's attention snapped to her momentarily, slightly irritated. He reached into his pocket and withdrew Heinrick's pin, handing it to her without a word. 
       The young woman turned the pin over in her slender fingers, examining it critically. Her brows furrowed above her glasses, creating a small crease between them. "Did you steal this?" she asked bluntly, looking up at him. "No, I didn't steal it," Alexander replied, genuinely offended by the accusation. He straightened to his full height, forcing her to tilt her head back to maintain eye contact. It was only then that he truly noticed her.
       She was undeniably pretty, not in a conventional way but more so in a cute scholarly way. Her straight chestnut hair flowed down her back, which seemed perfectly ordered. Behind her glasses were sparkling green eyes, intelligent and alert. Though small in stature, her frame suggested the strength of someone who climbed ladders and carried heavy books daily. "What's your name?" Alexander asked, his interest genuinely piqued. "Lucy," she responded after a moment's hesitation, handing Heinrick's pin to him. "I'm Alexander," he replied with what he considered his most charming smile. "Very nice," she replied, her tone suggesting she found his charm about as impressive as yesterday's bread. "Is there something you're looking for in particular? Specific volumes or subject areas? The library likely contains whatever you seek.” 
       Alexander gazed at her for a moment as her words floated to the back of his mind. “Sir, do you know what you’re looking for?” Lucy asked. Alexander blinked rapidly, heat creeping up his neck as he realized he'd been staring at her like some lovesick village boy. "Um, yes," he stammered, regaining his composure. "Do you have anything on the history of the Faith? Particularly its early foundations and evolution over time.” Something in Lucy’s expression changed instantly at his request. Her previously polite but distant demeanor transformed into genuine interest. After a moment's consideration, she gave a brisk nod. "Follow me," she instructed, turning abruptly and striding away.
       She led Alexander to a remote corner on the 2nd floor of the library. Here, the light was softer as it filtered through windows, casting a warm glow over the surrounding shelves. The shelves held considerable dust as if they hadn’t been read in years. "Everything we have about the Faith will be in this section," Lucy announced, gesturing to the surrounding shelves. "I must admit,” she continued bashfully, “no one’s been in this section for a while, so it may be unorganized.” “That’s fine,” Alexander replied, tracing his finger along one of the shelves, “I have plenty of time.” 
       "I'll be at the front desk if you need anything further,” she said tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "Thank you," Alexander replied with an appreciative nod and smile. Lucy hesitated momentarily, as if considering whether to say something more, then simply inclined her head in before turning to leave. Alexander watched her departure, noting the graceful way she moved between the shelves as she gradually disappeared. Pretty girl,  he thought to himself as she vanished from view. With a deep breath, he turned his attention to the surrounding shelves, his fingers already itching to uncover the truths they might contain about the Faith he had served his entire life.


CHAPTER 26


       Alexander sat cross-legged on the library's floor, surrounded by a pool of books and yellowing scrolls. Dust particles danced in the sunlight that streamed through the windows, illuminating the cramped notes he'd been scribbling for hours. His fingers were stained with ink, and his back ached from hunching over, when suddenly he remembered the suitors' chess tournament. "Damn it all," he muttered, glancing at the clock mounted on the far wall. He'd lost track of time completely. For hours, he had combed through as many documents as he could concerning the faith. 
       As time had passed, he noticed a pattern that was impossible to ignore: an obvious time skip in every historical account, and the complete absence of any mention of King Jun II. Either Heinrick had made up an outrageous story, or someone had gone to great lengths to conceal the truth from public knowledge. Even if Heinrick had lied, it wouldn’t account for the blatant chunk of history that was missing from every text.
       Alexander carefully marked his place in the most promising text with a silk ribbon before standing and stretching his cramped limbs. "I'll find out one way or another," he promised himself quietly. "But for now..." He cast a regretful glance at the chaos he'd created: dozens of open books, unrolled scrolls, and pages of his own notes. The truth was close, but it would have to wait.
       He descended the library's grand spiral staircase, and as promised, Lucy was at the front desk. Her petite form was nearly hidden behind an enormous volume as her brows knitted in concentration. Alexander approached silently, not wishing to startle her, and waited patiently at the desk. When she remained oblivious to his presence, Alexander cleared his throat, causing her to jump slightly. A blush crept across her pale cheeks as she hastily marked her place. "I'm sorry," she stammered, smoothing her hair self-consciously. "I didn't see you there."
       "It's quite alright," Alexander replied with a genuine smile, "Interesting book?" Lucy shrugged noncommittally, her eyes suggesting she truly wasn’t sure yet. She closed the book carefully, keeping her finger between the pages to mark her place. "Did you find what you were looking for?" she asked eagerly as if hoping he had so that he wouldn’t be returning. "No, I didn't," Alexander replied with a scowl. "But I'm returning later. And I'd appreciate if no one messed with the scrolls I left out." His tone made it clear this wasn't simply a request. "Sure," Lucy replied, her voice carefully neutral.
       Alexander studied her face, expecting her to say more. Perhaps an explanation for her obvious discomfort, or some insight into why certain historical documents might be inexplicably incomplete. The silence between them stretched uncomfortably as they regarded each other, each waiting for the other to speak first. Finally, with a barely perceptible nod, Alexander turned and departed without another word. 
       No sooner had Alexander stepped into the corridor beyond the library than a hand seized his shirt front, shoving him weakly against the tapestry-covered wall. Roscoe's face was inches from his own, his breath hot with anger. "Where have you been?" Roscoe hissed. Alexander glanced pointedly toward the library doors, then back at Roscoe, raising an eyebrow as if the answer should be embarrassingly obvious. "How did you get access in there?" Roscoe demanded suspiciously. His eyes narrowed to dangerous slits as he eyed Alexander.
       "Don't worry about it," Alexander replied coolly. He smoothly pried Roscoe's grip from his clothing. "Am I late for the chess tournament or not?" Roscoe's gaze lingered on Alexander's face, the suspicion in his eyes evident. He didn’t seem like the type of man who enjoyed being left in the dark. And that’s exactly what Alexander was doing. "Yes, you're late," the guide finally said through clenched teeth. "Now let's go." Alexander followed behind the furious Roscoe, his thoughts still wandering. They travelled the castle's hallways in silence, passing curious nobles who sensed the undercurrent of tension between them. 
       Finally, they arrived at a set of double doors carved with chess pieces in a strategic battle. Two royal guards flanked the entrance, their spears crossing the doorway. Upon seeing Roscoe, they immediately stood at attention, withdrawing their spears and pulling the heavy doors open. Roscoe motioned Alexander forward with a curt gesture that promised their conversation was far from finished.
       The tournament room was bathed in warm candlelight that shone off polished wood and brightened the colors of the assembled nobles' finery. Six small tables with marble chessboards were arranged throughout the space, each set with pieces carved from ivory and obsidian. Alexander's entrance drew immediate attention. All conversation ceased as every eye in the room turned toward him. Grayson's face visibly relaxed with relief at his arrival, while William, now recovered enough from his injuries, looked visibly annoyed. The remaining suitors' and presenters' expressions ranged from indifference to skepticism.
       At the center of the gathering stood Princess Adriana, dazzling in a gown of deep Emerald that highlighted the column of her throat and the curve of her shoulders. Her displeasure at Alexander's tardiness was evident in the slight tightening of her mouth and her cold gaze. "So pleased you could finally join us," she remarked formally with a hint of sarcasm. The slight emphasis on "finally" did not go unnoticed by anyone present. "My apologies," Alexander replied with a half-hearted bow. "I got lost, but Captain Maximus was able to steer me in the right direction."
       He noticed a flicker of anger flash across Adriana’s features before it was gone in an instant. "Now that we are all present," she announced, with a deliberate glance at Alexander, "we may proceed." Alexander joined the circle of suitors and presenters surrounding the princess as an elderly man with a magnificent white beard stepped forward. The royal chess instructor's fingers were crooked with age but moved with surprising agility as he gestured toward the prepared tables.
       "The tournament shall proceed as follows," he declared, his voice surprisingly powerful for his frail appearance. "The suitors will play a preliminary series of games to determine ranking. After these initial matches establish each player's standing, we shall commence the elimination process." The old man's cloudy eyes swept across the assembled competitors, meeting each gaze. "Whichever player achieves the highest rank will be granted a bye and will not participate in the first round of elimination. The remaining suitors will face each other in best-of-three matches, with the victors advancing to subsequent rounds. If the rules are clear, let the first match begin.”


CHAPTER 27


       As the afternoon sun shone through the room’s windows, Grayson was feeling rather optimistic about the chess tournament. The morning hunt hadn’t gone as he'd hoped, but chess was another matter entirely. Here, on the checkered battlefield, his mind was his greatest weapon. This was it this was Grayson's chance to finally make an impression on the princess, as Eric and Keon seemed to do so easily.
       The preliminary rounds had gone well for him thus far. He had beaten Lord Hamilton with embarrassing speed, defeated John Rayne and Prince Eric handily, and beat Lord Henry in a tightly contested match. His only defeat had come at the hands of Prince Keon, who had beaten everyone else as well. Now, the only person standing between him and the 2nd rank was William. This should be easy, he thought to himself confidently. What could a man who had frozen before a charging boar possibly know about the subtleties of chess? Grayson had spent countless hours at the temple studying chess and he wouldn’t be beaten by some pampered prince.
       A small, confident smile played across Grayson's face as William limped toward the table. Despite his injuries, William carried himself with surprising dignity, nodding respectfully to Grayson as he eased himself into the chair opposite. The chess instructor approached their table. "The final match of the preliminary round," he announced. " Grayson of the Temple versus Prince William of Pamplona. The victor claims second rank."
       Grayson selected the white pieces, affording him the advantage of the first move. He arranged his pieces with an almost arrogant air about him. Across the table, William did the same, his eyes never leaving the board. Grayson noticed King Marcus stood right behind William as he had for all his games. Unusually close, but no one seemed to think anything of it. "How are your injuries?" Grayson asked politely as he thought of his opening move. "They’re fine," William replied with an arrogant smile. "They won't affect my play, I assure you." “I’m counting on it,” Grayson replied with a smile of his own.
       He began the game moving his king’s pawn two spaces, the most common opening. William responded immediately with the same move. The opening phase proceeded standardly. Grayson developed his knights and bishops, controlling the center, while William matched him move for move. By the twelfth move, they had both castled, their kings behind strong pawn structures. He’s better than I thought Grayson thought as he pondered his next move.
       The others present now formed a small crowd around their table, sensing the building tension of the match. Adriana, Keon, and Lord Henry seemed fixated on the match while Seleen whispered something in Alexander’s ear as he watched the game with a frown. Grayson initiated the first exchange in the center, offering a pawn for what he calculated would be a better position. William sat for a short moment before accepting the sacrifice, his eyes narrowing slightly as if sensing the trap but stepping into it nonetheless.
       As they entered the middle game Grayson had gained a level of respect for William’s skill. He still believed the advantage was his but William had surprised him thus far. Each time Grayson believed he had secured a winning advantage, William would strike back keeping the game balanced. What had begun as a demonstration of Grayson's superior skill had evolved into a genuine struggle.
       Sweat beaded on Grayson's brow as he calculated move after move, each line seeming to end in a draw rather than the clear victory he had envisioned. The room had grown quiet as all eyes watched the game unfold. After a particularly sharp exchange that left both sides with reduced material, William offered Grayson a taunting smile. "You seem surprised, temple guard." "The game remains mine to win,” Grayson replied with a shrug.
       The endgame was now upon them with neither player holding a decisive advantage. Grayson had a bishop and four pawns against William's knight and four pawns. Grayson now pinned his hopes on a superior endgame technique, on William making a mistake. But William showed no signs of weakening. If anything, he seemed to grow stronger as the pieces faded. It was then that Grayson realized he had gravely underestimated his opponent. This wasn’t just a pampered prince but a pampered prince who knew the game and knew it well.
       As the clock winded down, Grayson sat staring at the board in disbelief. Within the next series of moves, William would promote a pawn, and there was nothing he could do to stop him. The game was over, and no amount of optimism would change that. Silence hung heavy in the room as the others sensed the end. Grayson glanced up nervously, meeting Adriana’s eyes, who offered an unspoken sympathetic look. “Are you alright?” William asked Grayson with a knowing smile. “Is the game still yours to win?”
       Grayson stared at the board in utter disbelief, mentally tracing every possible move and finding nothing but defeat at the end of each variation. How had he lost to William, of all people? The prince who had shown none of the qualities needed to succeed in chess had beaten him. “I resign,” Grayson muttered quietly, hanging his head low. The gathered suitors and presenters offered soft applause as the two shook hands. “You played a good game,” William said, rising from the table. 
       The chess instructor stepped forward, raising William's hand. "Prince William secures second rank behind Prince Keon. Lord Grayson takes third rank, followed by Lord Henry, Prince Eric, Sir John Rayne, and Lord Hamilton." “Very good,” Adriana said, gathering the room’s attention. “We’ll take a small break, then reconvene for the elimination rounds. Try not to wander off,” she finished, looking directly at Alexander.
       As the group filed out of the room, Grayson remained seated motionless at the table. His fingers fondled a rook as he contemplated his defeat. Where had his game gone wrong? He had executed flawlessly, anticipated William's responses, and yet somehow found himself outmaneuvered in the endgame. Glancing up he saw Alexander hovering over the table. Without a word he lowered himself in the chair opposite Grayson. 
       "I can't believe I lost," Grayson finally said, breaking the silence that had settled between them. The words tasted bitter coming out of his mouth. "I can," Alexander responded flatly, crossing his arms across his chest. Grayson's head snapped up, confusion etched on his face. "You expected me to lose?" he asked, a note of hurt creeping into his voice. "He was cheating," Alexander said bluntly, leaning back in his chair. Grayson studied his friend's face intently, searching for any telltale signs of mockery or sarcasm. Alexander had made untimely jokes before, but his expression now was serious.
       "Cheating?" Grayson repeated the word barely more than a whisper. His mind raced through the game's progression, seeking any suspicious move or behavior he might have missed. "How do you know?" Alexander scoffed as if it were obvious. "Why else would his father be standing so close throughout the match?" he replied with a casual shrug. King Marcus had indeed hovered near the table throughout the contest, occasionally shifting positions but never straying more than a few paces from his son. At the time, Grayson had attributed it to paternal pride or anxiety now questions began to stir in his mind.
       Grayson shook his head slowly, agitation rising within. "Why didn't you say anything during the match?" he demanded, restraining his emotion. "I can't prove it yet," Alexander admitted, leaning forward slightly, his voice dropping lower though they were alone in the room. "I observed, I suspected, but accusation without evidence would only make us appear desperate and petty." "So it's just an accusation then," Grayson said, throwing up his hands in frustration. "A feeling you have, nothing more." "Queen Seleen thinks the same," Alexander replied. "So that's what you were whispering about with her during the match," Grayson said, recalling the moment when Seleen had leaned close, whispering to Alexander.
       Alexander offered a single nod in confirmation. "We'll be watching him closely during the elimination round," he continued. "We need to understand their method, find a pattern to the deception." The chessboard between them seemed to transform from the scene of Grayson's humiliation to a battlefield of a larger game, one with far greater stakes than a single match. "How can I help?" Grayson asked, suddenly not feeling as bad about his loss. "Watch them," Alexander replied instantly. "Both William and his father. Make it obvious, let them know you see them, make them uncomfortable. Cheaters grow careless when they feel seen."
       "I can do that," Grayson said with a decisive nod. Alexander rose from his chair, stretching as the distant sound of approaching footsteps signaled the return of the others. He placed a firm hand on Grayson's shoulder, leaning down to speak directly into his ear. "Should you play William again, you'll win," he said with absolute certainty. "That I promise."
       As Alexander straightened and moved away from the table, Grayson remained seated. He wanted desperately to believe what Alexander had said to him. That his defeat had come through deception rather than superior skill. Yet uncertainty gnawed at him. What if Alexander was wrong? What if there was no foul play and William was simply better? These thoughts of doubt stayed with him into the next round. 
       The first set of elimination games went by embarrassingly fast, save for the battle between Prince Eric and Lord Henry. William dismantled Lord Hamilton quickly while Grayson made short work of John Rayne, who wasn’t nearly as good at chess as he was at hunting. Eric and Henry had a relatively close match, but in the end, Lord Henry proved superior. The 2nd round of elimination was now set: Keon vs Henry and Grayson vs William.
       “Let the 2nd round of eliminations begin,” the chess instructor announced. As Grayson took his seat opposite William, his heart pounded violently against his ribs. He drew a deep breath, centering himself as he had been taught. Allowing his nerves to best him was not an option. Across the table, William seemed unfazed as he selected the white pieces. “Let’s have a good match,” he said before making his first move. Williams' first move was E4, the same opening move Grayson had opted for in their previous match. Grayson responded with c6, hoping to establish a solid pawn structure early rather than engage in the tactical fireworks William clearly preferred.
       The two exchanged a series of classical moves, both vying for control of the center. The middle game was fierce, just like it had been in their first match. It had been so fierce that Grayson had almost forgotten everything Alexander had said to him. “Make them uncomfortable.” Alexander's words suddenly resurfaced in his mind as William furrowed his brow, contemplating his next move.  After William finally advanced his knight to a threatening position, Grayson responded not with a move but with a simple stare. A penetrating gaze directed not just at William but at King Marcus who was once again standing unusually close.
       At first, neither seemed to notice Grayson's unusual behavior it wasn’t uncommon for a player to take his time. But as seconds stretched into minutes, they finally looked up in unison, meeting Grayson’s eyes. Make them uncomfortable, this was his chance. Grayson deliberately narrowed his eyes suspiciously as he glanced between father and son. The implication hung in the air, unspoken but unmistakable. King Marcus and William exchanged a brief glance before returning Grayson's stare with empty expressions of their own. If William's father was indeed cheating in any way, they weren’t showing it.
       "It's your move," William finally said, a hint of irritation creeping into his voice as the silence stretched. Grayson casually glanced over his shoulder, spotting Alexander and Queen Seleen observing from across the hall. Their expressions suggested they hadn't yet figured out how or if William was truly cheating. "I know," Grayson replied, turning back to William slowly. "I'm just thinking." That's when he saw it, a momentary but unmistakable scowl darkening King Marcus's face as his gaze flicked toward Seleen and Alexander, then back to Grayson. The look lasted only an instant, but it gave weight to Alexander’s accusation. Grayson responded with a knowing smile and finally moved his bishop to a defensive position.
       As the game pressed on, Grayson grew more weary. His mind raced with questions, which wasn’t a recipe for success while playing chess. Why hadn't Alexander and Seleen figured out the method of cheating yet? Was William actually cheating? And perhaps most distractingly, why was Queen Seleen so invested in his game rather than her brother Keon's? All of his thoughts made it difficult for him to play to his capabilities. He found himself making small mistakes, nothing catastrophic, but subtle positional errors that a player of William's caliber would inevitably exploit.
       The endgame arrived, and Grayson found himself down a pawn in a position uncomfortably similar to their previous match. As he stared at the board, calculating variations, they all led to the same grim conclusion. He had lost again. Devastation washed over him as he looked up at William, who sat smugly across the table. To an amateur observer, the position might still appear winnable. But both players knew the truth, without extraordinary luck or a significant blunder from William, Grayson's defeat was almost certain.
       He was a moment away from resigning when movement across the hall caught his attention. Queen Seleen was crossing the tournament floor, her gown flowing elegantly as she approached King Marcus directly. Grayson watched, intrigued, as she leaned close to the monarch, her lips nearly brushing his ear as she whispered something quietly. A brief but intense exchange followed, their faces giving no hint of confrontation. The conversation ended with Seleen offering the king a dazzling smile and a familiar pat on his shoulder.
       What followed gave Grayson a flicker of hope. The look on King Marcus' face had changed from one of composure to one of a man who knew he had been caught. With a still snobbish air, he stepped back from the table, creating a noticeable distance between himself and his son that hadn’t existed before. Noticing the sudden absence of his father, William turned towards him with a confused look. But King Marcus offered no explanation, seemingly avoiding eye contact with his son. When William turned back to the board, his expression had transformed entirely, his confidence visibly shaken.
       "It's your move," Grayson said with a deliberately polite smile, noting with satisfaction the first beads of sweat forming on William's brow. "I'm fine," William muttered as if reassuring himself. He swallowed hard as his eyes darted nervously across the board, as though seeing the pieces for the first time. For the remainder of the game, it was as though Grayson faced an entirely different opponent. William still displayed a level of chess knowledge, but his play lacked the precision and foresight that had characterized his previous games. His moves became hesitant, occasionally bordering on amateurish, as though he had suddenly lost access to an essential resource.
       Move by move, Grayson reclaimed the edge. He played with renewed purpose, exploiting weaknesses that would have been unthinkable in their previous match. The Princess Adriana and some of the others closed in, seemingly sensing the unexpected turn in the game. “How interesting,” Eric remarked with a satisfied smile. When Grayson finally moved his knight into position for the killing blow, trapping William's king in a net, the look of shame that crossed his opponent's face was almost painful to witness. William stared at the board for a long moment before offering his hand in surrender.
       Upon examining the final position, the chess instructor's eyebrows rose slightly, the only indication of his surprise at this unexpected outcome. He cleared his throat and made the official announcement: "Winner: Grayson. He will advance to the final round." As the others applauded politely, Grayson's eyes found Seleen's across the hall. She stood next to Alexander, offering Grayson the slightest of nods. As the others gravitated toward the match between Prince Keon and Lord Henry, Grayson slipped off, making his way toward where Seleen and Alexander stood in silence.
       "So," Grayson began, lowering his voice as he reached them, "was he cheating?"  Alexander and Seleen exchanged a knowing glance before Seleen confirmed, "He was." Her delicate features hardened momentarily with distaste, the expression vanishing so quickly Grayson almost believed he'd imagined it. "How did you figure it out?" Grayson asked, genuinely curious. "And what exactly did you say to King Marcus?"
       A hint of amusement spread across Seleen's lips. "Your friend here figured it out," she murmured, inclining her head toward Alexander with something resembling respect. "I merely conveyed our... concerns to King Marcus. I informed him that we were aware of his activities, and that the assembled would soon share our awareness if the behavior didn't cease immediately." Grayson turned to Alexander, whose face remained blank despite being the center of the conversation. "Well, how did you figure it out?" he pressed, unable to contain his curiosity.
       Alexander released a long sigh, as though explaining himself required energy he'd rather not expend. "They used a basic code through rhythmic tapping," he explained, his gaze drifting toward William's father across the room. "King Marcus would tap his fingers against William's chair in specific patterns. Not for every move, mind you, that would be far too obvious. Only when William seemed uncertain would his father intervene with the coded signal, after which William would 'miraculously' find the best move."
       Alexander's eyes narrowed slightly as he continued. "They've clearly perfected this system over time. The patterns were too consistent to be coincidental, yet subtle enough to escape casual observation." Now that Alexander mentioned it, he recalled hearing occasional tapping sounds during William's match, but hadn’t given them too much thought. "How in the world did you figure that out?" Grayson asked, impressed. Alexander responded with a shrug, as though uncovering elaborate cheating schemes was hardly impressive.
       "Yes, it was quite impressive," Seleen interjected. "He wanted to expose them before the entire assembly." She continued with a smile. “But I told him that secrets are better kept for opportune moments rather than squandered on immediate gratification." After the conversation dwindled, Seleen straightened, smoothing an invisible wrinkle from her gown. "If you two will excuse me, I should watch my brother play," she said. "Keon approaches his endgame." "Before you go," Grayson said quickly as she began to turn away, curiosity getting the better of him, "why did you help us? Aren't you concerned I might defeat Keon in the tournament?"
       Seleen paused, turning back gracefully. Her eyes assessed Grayson with new interest. "I detest cheaters," she replied simply, then added with an amused smile, "And no, I'm not worried in the slightest that you'll defeat Keon." With that parting blow, she glided away. Grayson stood momentarily frozen, feeling heat rise to his cheeks with embarrassment as Alexander stifled a laugh beside him.
       To neither Alexander nor Grayson's surprise, Seleen's confidence proved entirely justified. After dismantling Henry's defenses, despite the nobleman's stubborn refusal to concede long after the outcome was inevitable, Keon proceeded to defeat Grayson with similar methodical precision in the tournament final. Grayson was disappointed, yes, but he wasn’t mad. He had proven himself in front of all these nobles that he was more than a mere temple guard. He had shown intelligence and resilience through his chess play. Now, for the first time since arriving at the castle, he felt his chances with Princess Adriana were higher than ever.
       As the chess tournament concluded and Keon's victory celebration began to wind down, Grayson observed Adriana lingering behind as most of the nobility filtered out through the doors. To his surprise, the princess was helping the chambermaids clear away the remnants of the day's events, gathering fallen chess pieces and righting overturned goblets. How perfect can one woman be? he thought to himself, watching as she knelt in her gown to collect chess pieces from the floor. The other suitors had long since departed, leaving the room nearly empty. Grayson recognized the rare opportunity before him, a chance for uninterrupted conversation without the constant competition for her attention.
       Drawing a deep breath to steady his suddenly racing heart, he approached the princess with what he hoped appeared as casual confidence. "Long day, huh?" he said, immediately wincing internally at the dullness of his opening as Adriana carefully lifted fragments of a shattered vase from the floor. She looked up, and her warm smile sent an unexpected flutter through Grayson’s chest.
       "Grayson," she said, his name sounding somehow more dignified coming from her mouth, "you played very well today." She seemingly hadn’t noticed Grayson’s original comment. "I tried my best," he replied with a self-deprecating shrug, grateful for her generosity. "Chess was one of our few escapes from duty at the temple." "I was genuinely impressed," she said, rising in a fluid motion and smoothing the fabric of her dress. "I'm surprised to see you still here. Your assigned guide is probably searching for you back at the suitors' hall."
       Grayson couldn't determine whether she was politely suggesting his departure or merely making conversation, but he had committed himself to this course and would not retreat now. This rare moment alone with Adriana might never come again. "It's just not every day you see a beautiful princess cleaning up after her guests," he replied with genuine warmth. "Most nobility I've encountered consider themselves too elevated for such tasks."
       His compliment drew another smile from Adriana, this one reaching her eyes in a way he hadn't witnessed before. "I try to be helpful when I can," she said. "My father believes a ruler should understand every aspect of the kingdom they govern, even the mundane parts." "Let me help," Grayson offered eagerly, stepping forward to gather scattered goblets. "I still have some time before I'm expected back at the suitors' hall." In truth, he was already late, but no punishment would dissuade him from this opportunity. Adriana studied him for a long moment, her eyes seeming to search for something in his expression. Whatever she sought, she apparently found it acceptable, as she nodded with the slightest shrug of her shoulders. "Very well, Grayson," she said. "Your assistance would be genuinely appreciated."
       For the next half-hour, Grayson worked alongside Adriana and the chambermaids, restoring order to the room. He took every chance to speak with her, delighting when his stories of temple life or innocent jests about the day's events drew laughter from her. Unlike the practiced, polite chuckles she offered at court functions, these seemed genuine. 
       As they worked side by side, a revelation crystallized in Grayson's mind. This, these simple moments of genuine connection was how he would distinguish himself in the suitors' event. Not through displays of strength that John Rayne could easily surpass, nor with political expertise where William held every advantage. He would win her consideration by simply being himself: honest, hardworking, and genuinely interested in her as a person rather than a prize to be claimed. As he helped a maid right a heavy wooden chair, catching Adriana's appreciative glance from across the room, Grayson felt something he hadn't experienced since arriving at the castle: hope.



CHAPTER 28

SUITORS HALL
       Alexander looked himself over in the mirror as he adjusted his formal attire for the night. Behind him, Roscoe paced restlessly across the floor of the room. "Where is he?" Roscoe demanded, his voice tight with anxiety. He was referring to Grayson, who was uncharacteristically absent. Grayson hadn’t been known for breaking rules at the temple or here at the castle. Unlike Alexander, who had been on a slight rebellious streak, Grayson was always on time and where he needed to be, which made his absence that much more alarming. 
       "I saw him stay behind after the chess tournament," Alexander explained, running his fingers through his dark curls. "He's probably trying to win over the princess through some grand romantic gesture." "I hope that's not the case," Roscoe muttered with a heavy sigh. The older man's hands twisted at one of his many rings as he continued pacing. Alexander pivoted to face Roscoe directly, one eyebrow raised in irony. "Isn't your entire plan for this event centered around getting Grayson to spend more quality time with the princess? I would think his initiative should please you."
       Roscoe shook his head frantically, the jewels around his neck jingling. "He's too inexperienced, too raw. He'll bungle everything with his earnest enthusiasm. He needs someone like you to find the princess's interest first, to discover her preferences and vulnerabilities." His voice dropped to an urgent whisper. "That's exactly why I wanted you to forge a closer connection with her in the first place to serve as Grayson's advance scout." "He'll manage fine on his own," Alexander dismissed with a wave, turning back to the mirror, adjusting his cufflinks.
       "Speaking of unexplained absences," Alexander continued, his tone sharpening with suspicion, "where exactly were you during the chess tournament this afternoon? Your absence didn't go unnoticed." Roscoe's expression darkened almost instantly. "Don't presume to question my movements," he replied, clearly offended by the question. "I had matters to attend to that are far beyond your comprehension or concern." "Whatever you say," Alexander replied with deliberate indifference, focusing his attention once more on his mirror image. His mind had already shifted to the evening ahead, the first night of his arrangement with Princess Adriana. Her Knowledge in exchange for his silence. 
       "What exactly does she have planned for tonight?" Roscoe asked, his curiosity getting the better of his earlier offence. "How could I possibly know?" Alexander replied, growing increasingly annoyed. "She's hardly likely to share her lessons with me in advance." At that exact moment, the heavy wooden door to Alexander's chamber creaked open. Grayson appeared in the doorway with the expression of a man who was deeply in love. Before he could even cross the threshold, Roscoe pounced on him like a hunting hound.
       "Where have you been?" Roscoe demanded, his voice accusatory. "You are strictly forbidden from remaining out past the established curfew. The rules exist for very good reasons." Alexander rolled his eyes at the blatant irony. Roscoe was actively facilitating his own rule-breaking while chastising Grayson for the very same thing. The hypocrisy was almost comical in its transparency. "I simply stayed a bit longer to assist the princess with cleaning up after the tournament," Grayson explained innocently. 
       "What do you mean, cleaning up?" Roscoe asked, his confusion evident. The concept of the Princess cleaning up after a tournament was clearly lost on him. “The princess was helping the maids clean the tournament room,” Grayson elaborated with a wistful sigh. His entire demeanor transformed as he spoke of her. "You should have seen it, Roscoe. Her grace and kindness toward the servants, the way she insisted on personally thanking each one for their service. She's absolutely extraordinary."
       Alexander and Roscoe exchanged a loaded glance, both recognizing the unmistakable signs of infatuation in Grayson's voice and behavior. The young man was clearly smitten beyond all reason. "I suspected you might be here," Grayson continued, addressing Roscoe directly, "given my tardiness and your tendency toward worry. I wanted to apologize immediately, but you did tell me to seize every opportunity with the princess." “Just make sure it doesn’t happen again,” Roscoe replied with a stern scowl. "Punctuality demonstrates respect and discipline qualities that princesses value highly."
       Grayson nodded obediently before his attention shifted to Alexander's unusually formal attire. His friend was dressed far too fancy for this late hour, in clothing more suited to a state dinner than an evening in their quarters. "Why are you dressed so fancy?" he asked with growing suspicion, his eyes narrowing as he took in the fine details of Alexander's outfit. "Are you planning to go somewhere at this hour?" Alexander was indeed planning to go out to learn the ways of court politics from the very princess Grayson had been going on about. Of course he wasn’t going to tell his friend that
        Before Alexander could say anything, Roscoe interjected smoothly. "He's simply trying on potential outfits for tomorrow's events," the older man lied. "Proper preparation is essential for success." "What's happening tomorrow?" Grayson asked, his curiosity piqued. "Politics, my dear friend," Roscoe replied cryptically as he began leading Grayson toward the door. "Nothing but tedious political maneuvering and strategic positioning. We should find you suitable clothes as well, first impressions in these matters are absolutely crucial."
       With Roscoe and Grayson finally gone, Alexander waited until their voices faded down the corridor before taking action. He threw a black cloak over his formal attire to help him blend into the night. Moving like a ghost, he slipped from his room and took the same weaving path Roscoe had shown him the previous evening. Alexander withdrew Roscoe's key from his pocket when he reached the ancient wooden door. With a quiet twist of the lock, the door opened silently, releasing him into the cool night air. The royal gardens awaited, along with whatever knowledge Princess Adriana intended to share under the cover of darkness.
       He approached the moonlit gardens with the wariness of a predator entering another's territory. Each step was careful, deliberate, his eyes constantly scanning the shadowed pathways for signs of ambush. He didn't know Princess Adriana well, but from he knew she was intelligent from there few encounters. There was a strong possibility he was walking directly into a trap, one that could silence him forever beneath the fragrant roses and sculpted hedges. 
       The night air carried the gentle music of fountains and the distant calls of night creatures. As Alexander crept through the labyrinth of garden paths, he was ultra alert. Every rustling bush, every curved corner of the hedge maze could conceal potential threats. His hand never strayed far from the dagger at his belt as he navigated deeper into the princess's chosen meeting place. Despite his caution and heightened awareness, he failed to notice that Princess Adriana had been watching him with patient amusement for several minutes. "I'm right here," she said softly from behind him.
       Alexander nearly leaped out of his skin, his heart pounding against his ribs as he spun toward the voice. There, Adriana sat gracefully at a small circular iron table beneath a canopy of jasmine vines. Her face was hidden beneath the dark hood of a cloak remarkably similar to his own, but her voice was unmistakable. "What are you doing?" she asked with a hint of amusement as she watched him struggle to regain his composure. "Nothing," Alexander replied tensely, approaching the table while his eyes continued scanning the surrounding gardens. The setting was illuminated by a cluster of flickering candles that shone on what appeared to be a fancy meal spread across the table's surface.
       "A dinner?" Alexander questioned, eyeing the array of dishes that looked both appetizing and expensive. "Yes, a dinner," Adriana confirmed with a nod. "You'll never successfully integrate with noble society if you can't even eat properly." Alexander's arms crossed defensively. "What's wrong with the way I eat?" "Everything," she replied without hesitation. "Now sit." After a moment's hesitation, during which he considered whether this might still be some form of assassination attempt, Alexander lowered himself into the chair across from her. The wrought iron was cold through his clothes, and the candlelight flickered across his tense features.
       "You seem remarkably on edge," Adriana observed, studying his tense posture with interest. Alexander shot a venomous scowl at her that highlighted his mistrust. "I'm not sure whether you're the type of princess who arranges permanent endings for people who know your secrets," he replied bluntly, meeting her gaze through the shadows of her hood. Adriana pulled back her hood with a soft chuckle, allowing her hair to cascade freely around her shoulders. In the candlelight, her beauty was almost ethereal, but her eyes held a glint that was anything but angelic. "If I wanted you dead," she said with an almost sinister smile, "you would be." Alexander held her gaze steadily but offered no response. He was all too aware that he was on her turf at the moment.
       As they began their lesson in proper meal etiquette, Alexander quickly realized this was no ordinary meal. Every bite, every gesture, every movement was being scrutinized with the intensity of a master evaluating a student's technique. Adriana seemed to watch him more than she consumed her own food. The way she critiqued his every move reminded him of his training under Elder Shaw back at the temple. He had always considered eating one of life's simplest pleasures; you took food and put it in your mouth. With nobles, however, there seemed to be a number of unspoken rules.
       Adriana constantly corrected the angle of his fork, the rhythm of his chewing, the technique of his mouth-wiping, even the way in which he drank his wine. The experience was exhausting, not in the way training was, but exhausting nevertheless. As the meal progressed and Alexander's mistakes became less frequent, he sought a chance for actual conversation. "So," Alexander began, selecting his words carefully, "have any of these suitors managed to stand out to you yet?"
       Adriana paused mid-bite, studying him with renewed intensity as she deliberately speared a piece of roasted meat. "A few," she finally replied, offering absolutely nothing more. It was clear that she had no intention of providing insight into her romantic preferences, but Alexander pressed forward anyway. "Grayson mentioned that you were assisting the castle maids with cleaning after the tournament," he said, tearing off a piece of bread. "Not something I would typically expect from a princess." "And what, exactly, would you expect from a princess?" Adriana asked coolly, setting down her fork and meeting his gaze. "I'm not sure yet," Alexander admitted. "I've only ever met one princess."
       Adriana responded with deliberate silence, returning her attention to her meal. The message was clear: she had no interest in continuing their discussion. Of course, she doesn't want to talk, Alexander thought to himself. It only made sense; he had threatened her secret with Maximus without words, and not one of their interactions had been friendly till now. Sure, they were sitting here having dinner, but it was more of a formal agreement than anything else. In his mind, she had every right to be angry with him.
       The uncomfortable silence stretched between them until Alexander found it unbearable. "Alright, I'm sorry," he blurted suddenly, the words erupting before he could reconsider them. Adriana's head snapped up, genuine shock flickering across her features. "What?" she asked, as if she hadn't quite processed his unexpected outburst. "I said I'm sorry," Alexander repeated, meeting her startled gaze directly. They stared at each other across the candlelit table before Alexander noticed the ghost of a smirk playing at the corners of Adriana's mouth.
       "For what?" she asked, though they both knew exactly what required an apology. "I feel like we've gotten off on entirely the wrong foot," Alexander said, choosing his words more carefully now. "Perhaps I've been overly critical of you and your father... and maybe slightly rude in the process." "Slightly rude?" Adriana questioned, raising one eyebrow. "Don't pretend you've exactly been warm and welcoming toward me either," Alexander shot back with a hint of his old defensiveness. Adrianna scoffed as she placed down her goblet ready for another verbal duel. "It's rather difficult to be warm toward someone who's threatened to expose a secret that could ruin your life," she shot back equally defensive.
       Alexander shook his head while wagging his finger. "That's the thing," he said earnestly. "I never actually threatened to tell anyone about your... romantic involvement with your captain." "You didn't have to," Adriana replied, her scowl returning in full force. "We both understand perfectly well that you would have." Alexander sighed deeply, rolling his eyes at her stubbornness. "You don't actually know that," he protested. Adriana shook her head as her eyes rolled skyward.  "Whatever," she replied dismissively, apparently prepared to retreat back into hostile silence.
       Alexander sensed he was making some progress. She was at least willing to engage, even if combatively, so he pressed forward. "Look," he said, leaning forward slightly to meet her eyes directly, "I have no intention of telling your secret to anyone. What you choose to do with your personal relationships doesn't concern me in the slightest. All I want is to understand the ways of the noble world, to have my questions answered honestly." It wasn't entirely a lie, though it certainly wasn't the complete truth either. "And what questions do you have, exactly?" Adriana asked with evident skepticism.
       Alexander had countless questions since arriving at the castle with Grayson, but one particular mystery had been gnawing at him with increasing intensity. "Do you know anything about the Faith Militant?" he asked, his gaze boring into hers with sudden intensity. The question seemed to emerge from nowhere, completely unrelated to their previous conversation. "The Faith Militant?" Adriana repeated, her brow furrowing with confusion. "Correct. Do you know of them?" Alexander pressed. 
       "I've heard of them, certainly," Adriana replied cautiously. "Why are you asking about ancient history?" Alexander studied her expression carefully before continuing. "When you say you've 'heard' of them, do you mean you've actually studied historical documents? Read primary sources? Examined official records?" Adrianna paused a moment her brow furrowing in thought. "No, just what I've been told through various accounts," she admitted, a hint of uncertainty creeping into her voice. "So nothing more substantial than stories passed down through generations," Alexander said, almost to himself, his mind working through the implications.
       "Are you implying that the historical accounts of the Faith Militant are fabricated?" Adriana asked, her voice sharpening with offense. "Because that would be deeply insensitive to those who suffered from their documented atrocities." Alexander shook his head quickly. He found it fascinating that even the princess, with access to the kingdom's most comprehensive libraries and archives, had never personally examined actual historical evidence about the Faith Militant. She had only absorbed secondhand accounts. It made him wonder whether he would find the answers he sought even in the royal library's supposedly complete collections.
       "It's getting quite late," Alexander said, rising from his chair. "I should go before anyone notices I’m gone." Alexander noticed a look flash in Adriana’s eye. One that suggested she wished to continue their conversation, but didn’t want to force it. "Fine," she replied with indifference. "Return tomorrow night and we’ll continue."  “Actually,” Alexander began tentatively, “I was hoping to visit both mornings and evenings.” It was an request she would likely object to but he was willing to try. He had limited time at the castle and he planned to make the most of it. "Why in the world would you need to visit both morning and night?" Adriana protested. "I do require sleep, you know." "The more I can learn, the better prepared I'll be," Alexander replied with a casual shrug.
       Adriana stared at him for a long moment before rising and closing the distance between them. "There's something you're not telling me," she hissed, pointing an accusatory finger directly at his face. "I'm not buying this sudden thirst for 'knowledge' and social integration. Either you're completely honest with me, or don't bother returning at all." Alexander met her gaze directly. He hadn't been entirely honest with her, and apparently she wasn’t to pleased. After a tense stare down, he released a long, resigned sigh and decided to offer as much truth as he dared.
       "I've lived one particular way my entire life," he began slowly, choosing each word carefully. "I've been taught specific beliefs, specific interpretations of history and morality, and I've never been allowed to question them or explore alternatives.” He paused searching for his next words thoughtfully. “I suppose this week feels like my first real opportunity to experience life beyond the temple walls, to discover my own truths rather than simply accepting what I've been told. I'm  just trying to make the most of it."
       Adriana faced him silently, her eyes seemed to search his face for deception. "I guess it's probably difficult for a princess to understand," he continued, filling the silence. "You've had access to education, choices, different perspectives..." "No, I understand completely," Adriana interrupted, her expression softening as she extended her hand with a genuine smile. "Alright, Alexander. Morning and evening access."
       Alexander stared at her outstretched hand in surprise before grasping it firmly. Her skin was surprisingly warm despite the cool night air. "Thank you," Alexander said, and for the first time since arriving at the castle, his smile was entirely genuine. "You're quite welcome," Adriana replied warmly.
       With their agreement sealed, Alexander melted back into the shadows, making his way through the moonlit gardens toward the suitors' hall. Only when he was lying in his bed did the realization strike him: he had barely mentioned Grayson to the princess, nor had he gathered any useful intelligence about her preferences to relay to his friend. Oh well, he thought drowsily as sleep began to claim him, there's still time for that tomorrow.







CHAPTER 29

       Princess Adriana had managed barely three hours of restless sleep before forcing herself from the warmth of her bed. The castle bells hadn’t even chimed yet for the night watch's final rounds, and darkness still claimed the sky. She had agreed to Alexander's proposal of meeting both mornings and evenings which meant she now had to wake when even the servants remained abed.
       The early morning chill bit through her leather hunting attire as she made her way to their designated meeting place. At least three hours remained until the sun would begin its reluctant ascent, leaving only the moon to light the sky. She settled at the same stone table from the night before, rubbing the sleep from her eyes with the back of her hand. Alexander's approach was nearly silent, almost like a predator. His footsteps barely disturbed the morning stillness as he emerged from the shadows like some ghost conjured by the night. 
       "Sleep well?" Alexander asked sarcastically, clearly noting her disheveled state and the dark circles beneath her eyes. Adriana shot him a withering look that could have frozen summer wine. "Wonderfully," she replied dryly, stifling a yawn behind her gloved hand. "So what have you got planned for this morning?" Alexander inquired, his tone suggesting he expected nothing pleasant. Adriana gestured toward a pair of elegant recurved bows lying beside a marble bench, their polished wood gleaming in the lamplight. Quivers of goose-feathered arrows rested alongside them. 
       "Hunting," she announced groggily. "I've seen the suitors' performance in the royal hunt, but I haven't witnessed your skills firsthand. Archery is considered a pinnacle sport among nobility." Alexander studied the weapons with undisguised disinterest, as though she had presented him with children's toys. "Hunting?" he questioned as if the activity were beneath him. "Did you not see me save William's miserable life with a perfectly placed arrow? I hardly think I require lessons in hunting."
       Adriana pressed her fingertips to her temples, feeling the onset of a familiar headache. "Listen," she said with forced patience, "if you're truly as skilled as you claim, then this should be easy. Besides, saving William doesn’t mean you’re any good at hunting." Alexander scoffed as he scooped up one of the bows with fluid grace. His fingers tested the string's tension as he gave a satisfied nod. "Fine," he conceded. "Lead the way, Your Highness."
       Adriana retrieved the oil lamp from the table along with her own weapon, the familiar weight of the bow bringing comfort to her hands. "Follow me," she commanded, leading him toward the hunting trails that snaked into the royal forest. When they reached the forest's edge, Adriana noticed Alexander shifting uncomfortably beside her. His usual confident demeanor had given way to uncertainty. "What is it?" Adriana asked, glancing at him sideways through the glow of her lamp.
       "Are you sure about this?" Alexander questioned, his voice hesitant. "A hunt when it’s this dark? I'll barely be able to see." "The moon should provide you with enough light," Adriana replied, looking up at the sky. "Besides, this will test your resourcefulness and adaptability." She turned to face him fully, sensing his growing uncertainty. "Don't worry there are no boars in this section of the forest. Only gentle deer who pose no threat." "What’s to stop the boars from moving to this part of the forest," Alexander protested, as he shouldered his quiver.
       "Stop acting like a frightened child," Adriana retorted, already stalking toward the forest's entrance. "Now come along before dawn breaks and ruins our opportunity." The pair ventured into the forest, their footsteps muffled by centuries of fallen leaves. They paused in a large clearing where the moon shone bright and stopped. This should suffice, Adriana thought to herself, surveying the open field. "Have you ever participated in a proper hunt before?" Adriana asked, beginning her stretching routine to prepare her muscles for the morning's exertion.
       When silence followed her question, she turned to discover Alexander's gaze lingering admiringly on the lower curves of her figure. The fitted leather hunting pants she wore, practical for forest movement but undeniably tight, had captured his attention entirely. Heat bloomed across her cheeks as she suddenly became aware of how tight the material clung to her body. "I'm sorry, what?" Alexander asked, his voice slightly hoarse as he snapped from his trance. "I asked whether you have any hunting experience," Adriana replied flustered by his careless appreciation and her own unexpected reaction to it.
       "Uh, no," Alexander admitted, swallowing hard as he forced his eyes to meet hers. "But I'm exceptionally skilled with a bow.” "There's more to successful hunting than being skilled with a bow," Adriana explained regaining her composure. She launched into an spontaneous lesson, her voice gaining strength and authority. "Listening for their movement, detecting their scent, and tracking their hoofprints are all as important. Moving with patience and silence, understanding their behavioral patterns, even knowing the direction of the wind to prevent them from catching your scent, can mean the difference between success and failure."
       Alexander stared at her with undisguised admiration, his respect clearly growing with each word. "How do you know all of that?" he asked, genuine curiosity replacing his earlier skepticism. "I've picked things up over the years," Adriana replied with a modest shrug. "Royal education extends far beyond embroidery and court etiquette."
       Over the next two hours, they attempted numerous hunting strategies. They set ingenious snares and pitfall traps throughout the clearing, ventured deeper into the forest to track deer sign, and practiced the art of silent stalking through dense undergrowth. It was an unsuccessful hunt thus far, but Adriana was impressed with how quickly Alexander had caught on. He absorbed her instruction as though this weren't his first encounter with the hunting arts.
       They now lay prone on a moss-covered hilltop overlooking their trapped clearing, scanning the moonlit field below for any hint of movement. The position required them to lie side by side, close enough that she could detect the subtle masculine scent of leather and pine that seemed to cling to him. "We don't have much time left," Adriana whispered, noting how the eastern horizon had begun to show the faintest sign of the waking sun. Alexander nodded in silent agreement.
       As they waited patiently, Adriana's mind began to wander down dangerous paths. The intimacy of the moment, hidden together in the pre-dawn darkness, stirred unexpected thoughts of what such moments might be like with the right companion. Maximus came to her mind, though he had made every conceivable effort to avoid her presence since their passionate kiss. He had withdrawn even further than before, addressing her only when military protocol demanded it, his eyes never quite meeting hers.
       As if reading her mind, Alexander's voice cut softly through her thoughts. "So how do matters stand between you and the captain?" he asked casually. That's none of your concern was her immediate mental response, but she found herself reluctant to voice such defensive words. She typically wasn’t one to share her personal business, but for some reason, it felt right in this moment. "He hasn't really spoken to me since that evening," she admitted with a quiet sigh. "Is he avoiding your company?" Alexander pressed gently.
       "Basically, yes," Adriana replied with a huff. "He treats me like I carry some contagious disease." Alexander remained silent for several heartbeats, and she could almost hear the gears of his mind turning in consideration. "He's probably scared and conflicted," he finally offered with surprising insight. "Grant him time, he’ll come around." Adriana's expression transformed into one of shock. Was this the same arrogant temple boy and reigning Gauntlet champion now offering her romantic counsel with such gentle wisdom?
       "Thank you for that," she said, studying his face with newfound appreciation. "Sure thing," he replied, turning to offer her a smile. Something about his smile, perhaps its unexpected warmth or the vulnerability made her heart jump. She turned away quickly, attributing the sensation to nothing more than nervous energy about their ongoing hunt.
       Suddenly a blood-curdling scream pierced the morning stillness, snapping both hunters to immediate attention. Below in the clearing, a deer had stepped in one of their traps, thrashing wildly in its panic. Before Adriana could even process the situation fully, Alexander had smoothly drawn an arrow, nocked it to his bowstring, and released it in one fluid motion. The arrow whistled through the air striking the deer with lethal precision and ending its struggles instantly. Adriana's gaze traveled from Alexander to the fallen deer and back again, her mind struggling to process the perfection of his shot. "Told you I was good with a bow," he said smugly with a smile.
       Alexander made his way down the hillside while Adriana followed, still marveling at his expertise. After removing both arrow and trap they began their return journey, Alexander dragging their substantial prize through the forest as though it weighed nothing at all. "How will I explain returning with an entire deer supposedly caught single-handedly?" Adriana asked as she watched him step over a fallen log. "You're smart," Alexander replied, pausing momentarily to catch his breath. "I'm sure you’ll think of something."
       She opened her mouth to respond when a distinctive grunt sounded from a nearby brush, freezing both hunters in their tracks. Fear jolted through Adriana as she prayed to the gods silently that the sound wasn’t what she’d thought. A moment later her worst fears were recognized. A massive boar emerged onto the trail ahead of them, its small eyes blazing with fury and territorial aggression. There weren't supposed to be any boars in this section of the forest, Adriana thought desperately. But as Alexander had said, the creatures could move freely.
        The boar released a thunderous roar and charged directly toward Adriana with surprising speed almost instantly. She threw herself sideways, hitting the forest floor hard as the beast's tusks slashed through the space she had occupied moments before. Before she could recover her footing, the enraged animal had wheeled around for another assault, and this time she realized with growing horror that she wouldn't be able to evade its attack.
       As the boar thundered toward her, Alexander launched himself at the creature's side, sending the beast tumbling across the ground with an agonized squeal. The boar regained its footing with predatory grace, turning to face Alexander, who now stood protectively over Adriana with an arrow nocked and aimed directly at the creature's heart. Hunter and beast faced each other in a tense stare-down. After what felt like an eternity, the boar released another blood-curdling scream before turning and crashing back into the forest, apparently deciding that easier targets awaited elsewhere.
       Alexander immediately turned his attention to Adriana, who remained seated on the forest floor, her heart pounding against her ribs with lingering terror. "Are you injured?" he asked extending his hand to assist her. "I'm fine," she managed to say, accepting his strong grip as she attempted to slow her racing pulse. "No boars in this part of the forest, hmm?" he said with a wry frown as he pulled her effortlessly to her feet. To this, Adriana had nothing to say.
       After emerging from the forest, the pair separated. Alexander departed for the suitors' hall to prepare for the day, while Adriana figured out how to deal with the deer. She had Alexander deposit their deer prize in the castle gardens, then summoned two guards, claiming she believed one of the suitors had left the animal there as a romantic gesture and requesting its immediate removal.
      As she watched the two burly guards struggle to lift what Alexander had dragged effortlessly through miles of forest terrain, Adriana reflected on the morning's unexpected turns. Alexander continued to surprise her at every turn, revealing layers of skill, wisdom, and strength that defied her initial impressions. This morning hunt had indeed proven far more interesting than she could had ever thought. 

 


CHAPTER 30

       By the tenth day of the suitor's event, the royal court had transformed into a theater of desire, ambition, and barely concealed desperation. Each contestant competing for Princess Adriana's attention with increasing intensity, their efforts ranging from the beautiful to the utterly ridiculous.
     Prince Keon remained her personal frontrunner, their stolen moments together igniting fires beneath her skin. His lingering touches during archery lessons, the way his fingers brushed hers when passing wine goblets, the heated whispers that made her pulse quicken, every interaction crackled with an electricity that she struggled to conceal from her father’s watchful eyes. When he smiled at her with those knowing blue eyes, she felt as though he could see straight through her carefully maintained royal composure to the woman beneath.
      Eric provided an entirely different sort of appeal, less smoldering romance, more delightful chaos. The Prince possessed a wit that could reduce her to untimely giggles at the most inappropriate moments. During solemn state dinners, his whispered commentary on nobility had her covering her mouth to stifle laughter. His ability to find humor in every situation made her days brighter.
     John Rayne's one-on-one jousting lessons had been an entirely different experience altogether. Standing beside his towering frame made Adriana feel like a delicate songbird next to a magnificent oak tree. He was an impressive specimen no doubt his massive hands dwarfing hers as he would adjust her grip on the practice lance. Though his quiet intimidating demeanor and lack of romance made him an unlikely partner.
     Grayson on the other hand impressed not with physical feats but the content of his character. She’d initially thought of him as a lovesick temple boy who was overly infatuated with her but he’d proved to be much more. Their philosophical conversations exploring questions of duty, faith, and the responsibilities of leadership were always good food for thought. 
    While the other suitors had all picked up on different qualities Adriana held dear Hamilton was still painfully oblivious. His relentless displays of physical prowess had grown tiresome in their obvious desperation. Whether lifting heavy stones to demonstrate his strength, engaging in shirtless sword practice within view of her windows, or finding excuses to carry her across puddles she could easily have stepped over, his efforts struck her as performative rather than genuine. It was frankly exhausting watching him carry on unable to read between the lines.
     Her most awkward encounter had been with Lord Henry during an ill-conceived visit to the royal kitchens. What had been intended as a charming glimpse into common life had devolved into painful stiff conversation as they kneaded bread dough. His intellectual brilliance seemed to abandon him entirely when faced with socializing and casual interaction. They had worked in excruciating silence, broken only by his observations about grain consistency and baking temperatures.
      And then there was William—the bane of her existence and her politically inevitable future. To his credit, he had made considerable efforts to be less insufferable following his near-death encounter in the forest, but his fundamental nature remained the same. Vanity and arrogance still formed his core, simply dressed now in more pleasant clothing. His constant commentary on their supposed compatibility—how perfectly matched their bloodlines were, how stunning they would look together at state functions, how their children would surely inherit the finest qualities of both families—felt like listening to a merchant list his goods. It was even more exhausting than Hamilton’s displays of strength.
     Despite the displays of courtship and countless hours spent entertaining her suitors, Adriana's thoughts strayed toward Alexander. She would never admit it openly but the pair had grown surprisingly close during their early morning and late night meetings. What had begun as meetings she dreaded had blossomed into meetings she began to look forward to after entertaining her suitors all day. With the way Maximus had avoided her recently, Alexander had surprisingly filled that void. Not completely— it would take a miracle to fully replace the years she’d shared with Maximus in a few weeks. But his presence offered some comfort at least. 
      Today was a somewhat special day of the suitors' event as it was Caroline Sherrington’s birthday. The nobleman’s daughter was turning 18, and the suitors and presenters were invited to attend. Though the festivities centered around another young woman, Queen Marissa had made it very clear to Adriana that she was to be the center of the day, a living jewel that would outshine even the birthday celebrant herself.
     "Have you tried on your dress yet, darling?" Queen Marissa inquired with deceptive sweetness as the royal family gathered around their breakfast table. She had personally selected an exquisite shoulder-baring gown of pristine white silk for her daughter, a creation designed to command attention and leave onlookers breathless with admiration.
     "No, I haven't, Mother," Adriana replied flatly, not bothering to disguise the annoyance in her gaze or her tone. Queen Marissa's perfectly sculpted eyebrows arched with disapproval as she cast a meaningful glance toward King Rhesus, silently pleading for masculine reinforcement. The king, however, remained diplomatically neutral, offering nothing more than the gentle clink of his goblet as he sipped his ale. "Well, what are you waiting for?" Marissa pressed, her tone sharpening slightly. “We won't know if any adjustments need to be made if you haven’t even tried on the dress.”
       "It's not even my birthday celebration," Adriana protested with mounting frustration. "Can't I dress modestly for once? Surely Caroline deserves to be the center of attention on her own special day." "Absolutely not!" The Queen gasped with such horror that one might have thought her daughter had suggested appearing naked. "You are the Princess of the most powerful kingdom in all the known lands, and you will present yourself accordingly. Your station demands nothing less than perfection."
       Adriana released a small sigh of defeat, her shoulders sagging with the weight of inevitable surrender. "Fine," she conceded with resignation. "I'll try it on after breakfast." Experience had taught her that when it came to matters of royal appearance, her mother's will was as immovable as mountain stone. 
       A tense silence followed at the table, broken only by the occasional scraping of young Prince Peter's fork against his porcelain plate as he demolished his morning meal with boyish enthusiasm. "So," King Rhesus said, breaking the silence, "have any of the suitors managed to capture your attention, my dear?" Why even bother asking such questions? Adriana thought bitterly. Her father had made it abundantly clear that William was his chosen candidate, and any deviation from that path would be met with stern disapproval. Should she dare mention her growing interest in Keon or Eric, she would undoubtedly endure a lengthy lecture about their unsuitability for marriage to a princess of her elevated station.
       "Not particularly," she replied with ambiguity, her fork stabbing an innocent piece of honeyed fruit with perhaps more violence than necessary. "They all possess certain strengths and weaknesses, as any man would." Rhesus nodded thoughtfully, apparently satisfied with her noncommittal response. "I've arranged for you and the suitors to enjoy a dinner this evening in the grand dining hall. The kitchen staff will prepare all your favorite dishes." "How very thoughtful of you, Father," Adriana responded with a tight smile.
       The king's attempts at reconciliation were painfully obvious, guilt offerings designed to soften the harsh reality of her arranged marriage. But Adriana was in no mood to accept them with grace or gratitude. "I want to have dinner with Alexander instead!" Peter blurted, his childish declaration cutting through the adult conversation like a sword through silk. Three pairs of surprised eyes immediately fixed upon the young prince, whose innocent enthusiasm had shattered the diplomatic atmosphere.
      "Is that so?" King Rhesus asked, his stern features softening into an indulgent smile. "Mhm," Peter nodded vigorously, his curls bouncing with each enthusiastic movement. "He's absolutely the coolest person in the entire castle!" "I've heard he's made quite an impression among the nobility," the king commented thoughtfully, his strategic mind already calculating possibilities. "Perhaps he would make an excellent match for young Lady Sherrington."
      "Absolutely not!" The words exploded from Adriana's lips with such force that every person at the table turned to stare at her in shock. Even she mentally recoiled at the unexpected outburst, recognizing how completely out of character such passionate denial appeared. "It's just that... from what little I've seen of his temperament, I seriously doubt Caroline would enjoy his company," she said hastily, desperately attempting to cover her tracks. 
       “And you would know that how?” Queen Marissa inquired with a skeptical glare, her maternal instincts detecting something amiss in her daughter's behavior. Adriana offered nothing but an eloquent shrug, her lips sealed tight as steel. She had learned through bitter experience that in moments such as these, silence served as her most reliable ally. 




CHAPTER 31

      After breakfast, Adriana returned to her chambers to prepare for Caroline's birthday celebration, knowing full well the delicate political dance that awaited her. When she arrived at the festivities, she immediately caught sight of Caroline across the decorated hall. The birthday girl's face betrayed a fleeting moment of disappointment as she likely realized Adriana would once again outshine her even at her own birthday.
      "You look absolutely beautiful, Your Highness," Caroline said with forced brightness, her voice carrying that particular tone of manufactured enthusiasm that Adriana knew all too well. The unspoken translation was clear: Couldn't you let me have this one day? Adriana had spent years mastering the subtle art of diplomatic conversation, learning to decode the layers of meaning hidden beneath polite words. "Thank you, Caroline," she replied warmly, embracing her with genuine affection. "My mother insisted I wear this, though I think it’s a bit much." The message was clear: This wasn't my choice—direct your resentment toward Queen Marissa, not me.
       "I have something special for you," Adriana continued, producing a velvet box from her reticule. Inside lay a breathtaking sapphire necklace, the stones deep blue as midnight sky, each one perfectly cut to catch and reflect light like captured starfire. Whatever resentment Caroline had before was gone now, replaced by wonder as she lifted the necklace with trembling fingers. "Oh my goodness, it's absolutely magnificent," she gasped, cradling the precious stones as though they might dissolve at too harsh a touch. After examining each gem carefully, she threw her arms around Adriana in an embrace of genuine gratitude. "Thank you so much, Your Highness. I've never owned anything so beautiful."
        Adriana returned the embrace with a warm smile, silently vowing that despite her mother's schemes to make every social gathering a showcase for the royal family, she would do everything in her power to ensure Caroline felt celebrated and cherished on her special day. The party eventually swelled as streams of guests and nobles arrived, each bearing gifts and offering congratulations to the birthday girl. As the festivities gained momentum, Adriana deliberately retreated to a small table tucked into a corner where she might observe rather than draw attention. She politely declined numerous invitations to dance, including those from several of her suitors, deflecting their requests with gracious but firm refusals.
       Her strategy wasn't foolproof, but it succeeded in redirecting much of the social attention toward Caroline, allowing her to bask in the spotlight she deserved. Adriana watched with satisfaction as Caroline glowed with happiness, finally receiving the admiration that was rightfully hers. "What exactly do you think you're doing?" The sharp whisper materialized beside her as Queen Marissa appeared, barely containing her displeasure.
       "I'm not sure what you mean, Mother," Adriana replied innocently, meeting her mother's piercing gaze. The Queen drew a slow, deep breath, clearly struggling to maintain her composure in the face of her daughter's feigned ignorance. "You know exactly what I mean," she hissed quietly. "You should be circulating among our guests, dancing, entertaining, making connections. This is an opportunity for political advancement, not a chance for you to sulk in corners like a wallflower."
       Her mother's feeble attempt to turn Caroline's celebration into yet another showcase for Adriana's marriageability made the princess's stomach turn with familiar revulsion. "I simply don't feel inclined toward socializing this evening," she replied, adding a delicate yawn for theatrical effect. Queen Marissa's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly, the only outward sign of her frustration before she glided away without another word. Adriana could practically feel the waves of maternal disapproval radiating from her retreating figure, no doubt already planning alternative strategies to force her daughter back into the social spotlight.
       As the evening progressed, Adriana found unexpected pleasure in her role as observer rather than participant. She watched the assembled nobles dance and laugh and share elaborate toasts, finally understanding the simple joy of witnessing celebration without being expected to orchestrate or embody it. She was smiling and content until her eyes fell upon a sight that made her blood run cold. Caroline, flushed with wine and attention, was gazing up at Alexander with the same expression of breathless adoration she had for Maximus a little more than a week ago. The young woman hung on his every word, laughing too loudly at his comments, touching his arm with unnecessary frequency.
       Adriana tried desperately to focus elsewhere, but her eyes kept returning to the disturbing display like a tongue poking at a painful tooth. What made it even worse was Alexander's apparent enjoyment of Caroline's obvious infatuation. He spun her gracefully across the dance floor, his usually grim expression replaced by one of genuine amusement. Why should I care? she to herself, forcibly directing her attention to a group of elderly nobles engaged in animated political discourse. He's free to dance with whomever he pleases. It's certainly no concern of mine.
      As though reading her thoughts, Alexander's eyes found hers across the crowded room. The moment their eyes connected, Adriana looked away with mortifying haste, her cheeks burning with embarrassment at being caught staring. Through her peripheral vision, she could see him as he wove through the dancing couples, making his way toward her secluded table. "There you are," he said with surprising joy in his voice, his tall frame casting a shadow across her table. "If I didn't know any better, I'd say you were hiding from someone."
       Adriana lifted her eyes to meet his, allowing a scowl to cross her features. "You seem to be having fun," she said, nodding toward Caroline, who had already moved on to charm Lord Hamilton with equal enthusiasm. Alexander’s eyes followed her gesture before returning his attention to her with an infuriating smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "I suppose one could say that," he replied. "Well don’t let me stop you from having... fun," Adriana said, crossing her arms defensively across her chest.
       "You seem jealous," Alexander remarked, drawing an audible scoff from Adriana. "I am most certainly not jealous," she replied defensively. "Don't flatter yourself." "If you say so," he conceded with a smile, extending his hand toward her. "Would you care to dance?" The simple question carried layers of complexity that made Adriana's pulse quicken. Did she want to dance with him? The truthful answer was yes, but accepting would be equal to social suicide. "I'm not sure that would be a good idea," she replied cautiously, scanning the room for potential watchers. She could practically feel her mother's disapproving gaze boring into them from across the hall. "Come on," Alexander pressed, coaxing her. "I could use the practice."
      Adriana stared at his outstretched hand, weighing the potential consequences. After a moment of internal struggle, she placed her palm against his with a resigned sigh. "Very well. One dance only." Before she could prepare herself, Alexander pulled her to her feet abruptly, causing her to stumble directly into his chest. Her hands pressed against the solid warmth of his torso as she fought to regain her balance, their faces suddenly mere inches apart. "Why do you continue to do that?" she demanded breathlessly as her heart beat quickened. This marked the third time he had done so, and she was beginning to suspect these incidents were entirely deliberate.
       “I don’t know what you’re talking about, your highness,” he said as they began to twirl. The tension that crystallized between them was immediate and undeniable, but entirely different from their first dance. Where their first dance had crackled with verbal sparring and challenging glares, this intimacy felt charged with something far more dangerous. Neither seemed capable of maintaining eye contact for more than fleeting moments, and when their gazes did meet, both would look away quickly.
      "I don't think you need any practice with dancing," Adriana observed as they spun together smoothly. "You're probably right," Alexander replied, finally allowing his eyes to lock with hers. "I probably don't need any practice at all." The admission hung between them like a confession, and Adriana felt her heartbeat accelerate to an almost painful tempo. She was suddenly aware of his subtle shift closer, of the warmth radiating from his body, of the way his fingers tightened almost imperceptibly against her waist. The sensation was both thrilling and terrifying—too intense, too public, too dangerous to her carefully maintained composure.
       "I think you've had enough practice for one evening," she said hastily, stepping back effectively ending their dance. Her cheeks burned with a blush she prayed wasn't as obvious as it felt. Alexander's knowing smile suggested he had achieved exactly the reaction he had intended from the beginning. "Thank you for the dance, Your Highness," he said with an elaborate bow that somehow managed to seem both respectful and mocking simultaneously. Then he turned and melted back into the crowd, leaving her standing alone with her racing pulse and spinning thoughts.
       As Adriana retreated to the safety of her table, her mind churned with dangerous questions. What had Alexander been thinking, asking her to dance so publicly when he wasn't even among her official suitors? Had he truly been on the verge of kissing her in front of the entire assembly? And perhaps most disturbing of all—if he had attempted such a scandalous breach of protocol, would she have found the strength to stop him? The answers to these questions terrified her far more than she was prepared to admit.



CHAPTER 32

      The past ten days at the Castle close in Yothala had unfolded relatively smooth for Prince Eric. His bold challenge to William's qualifications before the royal court had earned him unexpected infamy, securing his place among Princess Adriana's suitors despite his father's obvious disapproval. Even better still, his growing bond with the princess had provoked William to fits of barely concealed rage that Eric savored like the finest wine. Of course, Eric had no illusions about the ultimate outcome of this courtship. He was a man grounded in reality, and reality told him that William would claim Adriana's hand without a shadow of a doubt. 
     William held both their father's support and the support of King Rhesus, making the odds tilt overwhelmingly in William's favor. The mathematics of royal marriage left little room for romantic sentiment. "Why even bother when you know the outcome?" King Marcus had asked him repeatedly during their increasingly strained conversations. The question haunted Eric's quieter moments, forcing him to ask the same question. Did he really enjoy tormenting his pompous older brother that much? Was it the chaos and tension it created within his own family? Or had delusion begun whispering seductive lies about actually winning the princess's heart?
      He decided the answers would have to wait as he looked himself over in the mirror. The suitors were expected at dinner within the hour, and he was determined that William would not outshine him—not in attire, wit, or charm. A tentative knock interrupted his preparations, causing him to pause. "Come in," Eric called, turning to face the door. The hinges creaked slowly as King Marcus stepped into the chamber, the same father who had showered William with praise and affection while treating Eric with cold indifference since his display before the court. 
       "What do you want?" Eric asked, struggling to hide the bitterness in his voice. One of his cardinal rules demanded emotional restraint; never allow others to witness your true feelings, for they would inevitably be used against you. "How are you faring?" King Marcus asked delicately, his weathered features creased with what might have been genuine concern. Eric regarded his father with calculating eyes, weighing potential responses like a chess master contemplating his next move. "I am well," he replied with indifference, "though this entire experience would be considerably easier if I had someone willing to offer guidance and support."
      "You know I can't do that," King Marcus replied with a frown. "William is my heir, and duty compels me to prepare him accordingly. When you mature, you will understand the necessity of these choices." A sharp laugh escaped Eric's lips before he could suppress it. "I seriously doubt I’ll ever understand your preference for such a pompous, entitled brat as William," he replied sharply.  "I did not come here seeking an argument," his father said with a weary sigh that betrayed years of similar exchanges. "I came to tell you that our carriage departs in forty-five minutes. You are welcome to accompany us, should you choose." Without another word, King Marcus turned and strode from the chamber, his footsteps echoing down the corridor.
       When Eric emerged from the suitors' hall, the royal carriage awaited in the courtyard. Stepping inside, he was genuinely surprised to discover William seated on time beside their father. "What is he doing here?" William asked with disdain as Eric settled into the seat opposite them. "Your brother possesses the same royal blood as yourself," King Marcus responded sternly. "Whether you like it or not." William's glare could have melted stone, but he wisely held his tongue. Eric, on the other hand, couldn't resist the opportunity for a verbal jab at his brother.
       "I’m surprised to see you arrived on time," Eric said with an innocent smile, allowing his gaze to linger pointedly on William. "Such punctuality represents a vast change from your usual habits." "Don't start," King Marcus interrupted sharply before William could formulate a response. "For once in your lives, can you two conduct yourselves with basic civility?" Eric offered a noncommittal shrug while William turned to stare out the carriage window. Blessed silence accompanied them for the remainder of their journey, broken only by the clopping of hooves on cobblestone and the creaking of leather harnesses.
       At dinner, Eric maintained admirable restraint, limiting himself to subtle jabs at William, which seemed to force Princess Adriana to stifle inappropriate laughter behind her napkin. The other suitors engaged in the usual competitions of wit and accomplishment that marked such gatherings. Though as the evening progressed, Eric became increasingly aware that something was amiss with the princess herself. Her responses to questions and compliments felt stiff, lacking the genuine warmth he had come to associate with her personality. Her smiles appeared plastered on, never quite reaching her eyes. It was almost as if her mind was on something entirely different, or someone.
       "Are you well, Your Highness?" Prince Keon asked with genuine concern, his instincts apparently detecting the same subtleties that Eric had. Adriana had been staring blankly at her untouched plate of roasted pheasant, seemingly oblivious to the animated conversation flowing around her. As if snapped out of a trance, she glanced up to find every eye at the table fixed upon her with varying degrees of concern and curiosity. "I'm fine, thank you, Keon," she replied with a smile that failed to convince anyone present. "Just tired, that’s all."
      "If exhaustion plagues you, perhaps you should get some rest," Grayson suggested, glancing around the table for supportive nods from his fellow suitors. "Indeed," John Rayne added, "proper sleep proves as essential to one's wellbeing as proper nutrition or regular exercise." A chorus of similar sentiments arose from the other gentlemen, each eager to demonstrate his concern for the princess's welfare. Eric remained noticeably silent, his dark eyes studying Adriana's face with the intensity of a predator analyzing potential prey.
       "I’ll be fine," she insisted with forced brightness. "It would hardly be fair to end our evening simply from a little drowsiness." "Just go," William said with surprising gentleness, "We’ll survive." "Are you sure?" Adriana asked, her gaze sweeping the table searching for any objection. When she encountered nothing but encouraging nods and reassuring smiles, she rose gracefully from her chair, offering her apologies before departing with hurried steps that suggested anything but genuine exhaustion. 
       Eric's instincts screamed that something was fundamentally wrong with this display. Adriana exhibited none of the telltale signs of genuine exhaustion, no drooping eyelids, no stifled yawns, no sluggish movements. Instead, she moved with barely hidden eagerness, as though escape from their company represented liberation rather than necessity. She was hiding something, and he intended to find out what. "Well, gentlemen," Eric announced, rising abruptly from his seat, "I find myself lacking any desire to continue this dinner, so I believe I shall take my leave as well."
       The remaining suitors replied with nothing but blank expressions that might have been confusion or simple indifference. Without waiting for responses that would likely prove neither helpful nor enlightening, Eric departed, leaving behind an atmosphere of awkward tension. He caught sight of Adriana in the castle's main corridor and quickened his pace, his soft-soled boots making virtually no sound against the polished stone floors. "Adriana, wait!" he called as he drew closer. She paused and turned to face him, her expression neutral but her eyes betraying a flicker of annoyance. "What is it, Eric?" she asked politely, her fingers unconsciously smoothing the rich fabric of her gown.
     "I know you said you were tired," he began delicately, "but might I accompany you until you reach your chambers? Respectfully, of course." If she truly intended to retire for the evening, such an offer should provoke no objection whatsoever. The request was perfectly reasonable, entirely appropriate, and completely harmless. "I don’t see why that would be necessary," she replied her eyes sharpening with wariness. "I am capable of walking on my own." "It's just that I noticed you currently lack your usual complement of guards," Eric observed, gesturing toward the notably empty corridor that stretched in both directions. "I would hate for any misfortune to befall my future bride."
       Adriana's expression shifted subtly, skepticism replacing her earlier attempts at polite dismissal. Her eyes narrowed as she studied his face. "I’ll be fine, thank you," she replied with finality. "Now, if you will excuse me..." She turned to continue her journey down the corridor, seemingly eager to end this uncomfortable conversation. Eric decided that subtlety had served its purpose—the time had come for more direct action. "Going to meet someone special?" he called after her retreating his voice carrying just enough volume to ensure she heard every syllable clearly.
       His suspicions had been building steadily since the suitors' event began. Adriana's frequent exhaustion during daylight hours struck him as peculiar for someone of her youth and vitality. More intriguing still was her apparent closeness to Alexander, the temple acolyte—a man who had also developed mysterious habits, claiming to prefer the solitude of his chambers to the camaraderie of the suitors' lounge late at night.
      Eric had witnessed their dance earlier that day, noting how they moved together with an intimacy that suggested far more familiarity between the Princess and someone who wasn’t even a suitor. He had observed lingering glances and whispered conversations that ceased abruptly whenever others approached. The pieces of this puzzle were beginning to form a picture that both intrigued and alarmed him. Adriana's step faltered for just a moment before she continued down the corridor without offering so much as a backward glance to his question.
      For now there was nothing Eric could do. But he made a silent vow as he watched the princess disappear around a distant corner: he would uncover the truth behind her mysterious behavior, even if it meant confronting Alexander directly. After all, knowledge was power, and in the deadly game of royal courtship, power often proved the difference between victory and devastating defeat.




CHAPTER 33

       Alexander sat surrounded by towers of ancient books in the castle's grand library, his fingers stained with ink and dust from countless hours of research. Searching for any trace of information about the Faith Militant had consumed his thoughts since his talk with Heinrick. Over the past week, Lucy had proven increasingly helpful to his efforts, arriving each day with her arms full of yellowed scrolls and forgotten documents that might contain the answers he sought. What had begun as purely professional help had grown into something warmer. She would linger beside him for hours, her sharp eyes scanning passages he might have overlooked, occasionally offering quiet insight that opened new doors of investigation.
     Lucy remained reserved by nature, choosing her words carefully and maintaining proper distance, but she had undeniably warmed to Alexander's presence. They had even shared moments of genuine laughter when his terrible jokes managed to crack her composure. Her rare smiles transformed her usually seriousness, making Alexander realize there was more to the quiet librarian than he had thought
     Lucy wasn’t the only person Alexander had built a relationship with during his time at the castle. Heinrick had shown surprising interest in building their relationship, showering Alexander with praise for both his intellectual pursuits and martial prowess. He was unsure whether the compliments were genuine or a ploy to get him to join the war. But either way, it was refreshing to hear his accomplishments be acknowledged, something he didn’t get at the temple.  Heinrich had also been particularly helpful regarding the Faith Militant investigation, suggesting alternative sources and warning that "the truth is being purposefully buried—you may need to dig deeper than dusty library shelves." Though it offered no immediate solutions, his words had opened Alexander's mind to other possibilities.
      Then there was Princess Adriana. Their connection had deepened beyond anything Alexander had anticipated when he first arrived at the castle. Whether it was from their late-night and early-morning meetings, or Alexander's natural ability to read people and adapt accordingly, he couldn't say. At times, he found himself struggling to remember his true goal: gathering knowledge from her while simultaneously discovering her romantic preferences for Grayson's benefit. This is what I'm really here for, he would remind himself repeatedly, the phrase becoming a desperate mantra. Roscoe had warned him about developing feelings for the princess, a possibility Alexander had dismissed as laughable. Now, as their meetings grew less formal and more familiar, he found it more and more difficult to maintain emotional distance.
     Alexander released a weary sigh as he finished yet another scroll on the Faith that led to another dead end. The systematic deletion of any controversial information was becoming frustratingly apparent. "Any luck yet?" a familiar voice called softly. Alexander looked up to see Lucy approaching with two steaming cups balanced carefully in her hands. Her hair had come slightly loose from its bun, giving her a more approachable appearance. "I brought you some tea," she said, offering him one cup before settling gracefully beside him on the floor. The subtle scent of mint and honey drifted upward as Alexander accepted the cup gratefully.
      "Thank you," he said, taking a tentative sip. The liquid soothed his parched throat while the mint cleared his mind, "That's perfect—exactly what I needed." Lucy responded with a warm smile before sipping her own tea. They sat in comfortable silence, simply enjoying each other's presence and the savory taste of the tea. When Lucy finished, she set her cup down before clearing her throat and adjusting her glasses. "I found something that might be helpful," she said, producing a scroll from her sleeve and handing it to him. "What is it?" Alexander asked, accepting the parchment and unrolling it carefully.
      "Information about one of the priests at your temple," she replied, watching his expression closely. "Elder Thorn, I believe his name is. According to this, he holds custody of all historical Faith documents, including those the church prefers to keep hidden." Alexander's expression darkened as he scanned the document. Elder Thorn's name brought back memories of stern lectures and harsh punishments for questioning established doctrine. "I know him," Alexander said grimly. "Thank you, Lucy, this could be exactly what I need."
      Overcome with gratitude, he turned toward her with arms extended for an embrace. Lucy's eyes widened behind her spectacles, clearly startled by the gesture. After a moment's hesitation, she extended her hand for a handshake instead. "Not quite there yet, are we?" Alexander said with embarrassed laughter, settling for the offered handshake. Their moment of solitude was interrupted as Princess Adriana appeared around the corner of a nearby bookshelf, her flowery skirt a stark contrast to the library's muted browns and golds. Both Alexander's and Lucy's eyes widened in surprise. Adriana rarely visited the library, making her presence here highly unusual.
       Lucy immediately sprang to her feet, executing a deep, respectful bow. "Your Highness! I wasn't expecting you here," she said, clearly flustered by their unexpected visitor. "Is there anything I can help you with?" Adriana's gaze traveled from Lucy to Alexander, then back to Lucy again. "What is your name?" Adriana asked with a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "Lucy, Your Highness," Lucy replied, still maintaining the respectful bow. "Lucy," Adriana echoed. "I believe I've found exactly what I came here for, Lucy," she added, glancing toward Alexander, who remained seated.
       Lucy straightened, pausing before getting the unspoken message. Her presence was no longer required. "Of course, Your Highness. Should you need anything else, please don't hesitate to ask," Lucy said politely. "I will certainly do that," Adriana replied smoothly. Lucy gathered her things quickly before departing, leaving Alexander and Adriana alone among the towering shelves of books. "What brings you here?" Alexander asked, skeptically as he studied the princess's unusually tense posture. "May I sit?" Adriana gestured toward the chaotic spread of books and scrolls covering the floor around him.
       "Sorry about the mess," Alexander said quickly, clearing a space among his research materials while trying to conceal the more sensitive documents from her view. Adriana settled gracefully beside him before releasing a heavy sigh. "What's wrong?" Alexander asked, raising an eyebrow. “Eric is on to us,” she said, getting straight to the point, “he knows we’ve been meeting.” Alexander stared at her for several moments as realization crashed over him like a cold wave. "How did he figure that out?" he asked, as his mind was already racing through possible security breaches.
       Adriana shrugged with forced casualness that didn't mask her underlying worry. "He confronted me last night," she explained. "I believe he thinks we're having some sort of romantic affair." "Did you correct him?" Alexander asked, feeling his cheeks warm with embarrassment at the suggestion. Adriana shook her head firmly. "That would just lead to more questions right now," she replied with a frown. "The last thing I need is him finding out about why I agreed to meet in the first place." "So what do we do?" Alexander asked, though he suspected he already knew the answer.
      Adriana sat quietly for a long moment, weighing their limited options. "Nothing dramatic," she finally decided. "Just use extreme caution from now on. Make absolutely certain you're not followed when you come to meet me." Alexander nodded silently as his mind raced at what this could mean for him, for Adriana, and even for Maximus.
      "She's quite attractive," Adriana said suddenly, breaking the heavy silence that had settled between them. Alexander looked at her with genuine confusion. "What?" he asked, tilting his head to the side as if it would help in deciphering her exact meaning. "Your friend Lucy," Adriana clarified with a raised eyebrow and the faintest hint of a knowing smile. "Oh... yes, I suppose she is," Alexander stammered, avoiding Adriana's gaze while wondering why this observation made him feel so uncomfortable.
      The awkward silence that followed had become their usual response whenever conversations veered toward topics of attraction or romance, a pattern Alexander was beginning to recognize and dread. "Well, I suppose I should be going," Adriana said, rising gracefully and smoothing her skirts. "Can't keep my devoted suitors waiting forever." "Of course," Alexander replied, getting to his feet as well. "I'll see you tonight, then?" Adriana nodded in confirmation before gliding away, leaving Alexander alone with his troubled thoughts. As she disappeared from view, he couldn't stop himself from wondering what marriage to her might actually be like. It was a thought he got rid of quickly, but couldn’t deny was his own.
     For the remainder of the day, Alexander could feel Eric's watchful eyes boring into him at various moments, the intensity making him shift uncomfortably in his seat during meals and formal gatherings. While Alexander made conscious efforts to avoid any interaction with Adriana, she demonstrated no such caution, carrying herself with her usual confidence as though Eric's suspicions were beneath her notice. When darkness finally claimed the castle, Alexander began his now-familiar journey to the royal gardens, treading with extra care through dark hallways and moonlit courtyards. The stakes had never been higher; one careless moment could destroy multiple lives, including his own. It was a terrifying reality to face, but one that had become absolutely necessary to acknowledge if he hoped to survive the dangerous game in which he had become entangled. 

       

       

CHAPTER 34
     That night, Adriana sat anxiously waiting for Alexander in their regular meeting spot. The gentle rustle of leaves and splash of fountains that had usually calmed her now added to her anxious spirit. She was supposed to prepare another royal lesson for their evening together, but her thoughts scattered like startled mice whenever she tried to focus. Her mind raced with every worry imaginable, like a river that couldn’t hope to be contained. 
     Had Alexander been discovered on his way to the gardens? With only two days remaining after tonight, would she choose William for marriage as her father wanted, or would she find the courage to defy his wishes? Where did she stand with Maximus now, and could their fractured bond ever be mended? The relentless cascade of questions sent throbbing pain through her temples. The soft crunch of careful footsteps made Adriana's entire body snap to attention. Instinctively, her fingers closed around the small dagger at her waist, a blade she had carried since childhood, more comfort than weapon. As Alexander materialized from the shadows, she released both the dagger and a shuddering breath of relief.
       "You weren't followed, were you?" she asked, peering anxiously around him into the darkness beyond the moon's reach. Alexander turned to scan the path behind him before meeting her gaze. "I don't believe so," he said, settling into his seat across from her. His eyes studied her face with growing concern. "You seem... on edge tonight." "I wonder why," Adriana replied with bitter sarcasm, rolling her eyes. As she remained motionless, staring at the flickering candlelight between them, Adriana noticed Alexander shifting uncomfortably.
       "So, what do you have planned for tonight's lesson?" he asked, tentatively breaking the brief silence. Adriana lifted her gaze to meet his nervous expression. "I actually don't know," she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. "Should I just go?" Alexander asked gently, as if sensing her mind wasn't prepared for their usual meetings. "Perhaps tonight isn't—" "No, no," Adriana dismissed with a sharp wave of her hand. "You came here to learn. It would be unfair to send you away empty-handed." She pressed her palms against her temples, trying to summon some courtly lesson from her scattered thoughts. "What is wrong with me?" she muttered under her breath.
     After a moment of her mental struggles, Alexander cleared his throat delicately, interrupting her thoughts. "About our dance yesterday," he began, an embarrassed smile playing at his lips. "I think I had perhaps a little too much wine." Heat flooded Adriana's cheeks as the memories came rushing back. "That's completely understandable," she said quickly. "I mean, I wouldn't normally—" he began, then trailed off uncertainly. "It's fine, really," Adriana interrupted, desperate to end the conversation before it could venture into more dangerous territory.
      Then, as if a prayer answered by gods, a thought struck her, reckless, impulsive, and utterly foolish. One she knew wasn’t advisable, but it was as if her body seized control before her mind could intervene. "Follow me," she said abruptly, rising from her chair and extending her hand toward Alexander. "Where are we going?" Alexander hissed as she pulled him away from the gardens. "Shh, you'll see," Adriana scolded her heart pounding with the magnitude of what she was about to do.
      They arrived at the concealed opening in the castle's outer wall—the same passage she had used to escape on her birthday. The entrance yawned before them like a mouth leading into the earth's depths. "What is this?" Alexander asked, staring into the dark cave-like structure with obvious apprehension. There was no turning back now. Adriana had impulsively revealed the secret passage that led directly to her bedroom. "Can I trust you?" she asked, searching his face intently. Alexander stared back, confusion written across his features. After a long moment, he nodded slowly, holding her gaze steadily. Adriana studied his expression for any trace of deception or ill intent but found none. "Alright. Follow me," she whispered, leading him into the darkness.
      They moved silently through the damp, narrow tunnels using their hands to feel their way in the dark.. Adriana could sense Alexander's hesitation in every step, yet he followed her deeper into the castle's hidden veins. When they reached the narrow passage containing the iron ladder to her chambers, Adriana went first, each rung carrying her closer to what could be the most catastrophic decision of her life. At the top, she pushed open the concealed trapdoor and emerged into her bedroom, squeezing out from beneath her bed with Alexander close behind. The familiar scents of lavender and rose oil that perfumed her private space suddenly seemed overwhelming in the presence of another.
     Alexander froze completely as he took in his surroundings, the silk tapestries adorning the walls, the ornate furniture carved from rare woods, the shelves lined with books and precious objects. "Where are we?" he asked, turning to face her with growing alarm. Adriana didn’t reply immediately, instead offering an embarrassed smile that felt more like a grimace. "My bedroom," she replied, wincing. Alexander's jaw nearly struck the floor. "Are you completely mad?" he said, his voice rising louder than intended.
       "Shh!" Adriana hissed, clamping her hand over his mouth. "Keep your voice down!" "Why in God's name would you bring me to your private chambers?" Alexander whispered fiercely, his words hot against her palm. "If I'm discovered here, I'm finished. They'll execute me without trial!" A sharp knock at her door caused both of them to freeze like statues. "Your Highness, is that you in there?" Rose's familiar voice carried through the heavy wood, laced with suspicion. She would surely raise hell if she found any boy in Adriana’s chambers, let alone the gauntlet champion.
       "Yes, it's me," Adriana called, working to keep her voice steady. The doorknob began to turn with deliberate slowness, and panic seized Adriana completely. "Don't come in!" she shouted desperately. "What?" Rose's voice carried confusion and growing alarm. "Why not?" Adriana turned to Alexander for inspiration, but he stood frozen like a deer before hunters, offering no assistance whatsoever. "Um, I'm not feeling well," Adriana lied, adding several coughs for authenticity. She could practically feel Rose's suspicion radiating through the solid door like heat from an oven.
      "Well, if you're unwell, perhaps I should fetch your mother immediately," Rose replied. Something in her tone suggested she knew Adriana was hiding something. Rose had always been good at seeing through deception. A quality that Adriana had learned to love but absolutely hated at the moment. "No!" Adriana shouted. "Don't you dare!" "Then let me in," Rose said with finality. Adriana spun toward Alexander, frantically gesturing for him to find a hiding place. He immediately bolted toward one of her massive closets, burying himself among layers of silk gowns and velvet cloaks. Adriana mentally cursed his choice. Why hadn't he simply retreated through the trapdoor? Clearly, panic had muddied his usually sharp wits.
     "Alright, come in," Adriana called, desperately attempting to sound casual while her voice sounded anything but natural. The door swung open with surprising force, and Rose marched in like a general conducting a military inspection. Her keen eyes swept every corner of the room with swift precision. "Who is in here with you?" she demanded without instantly. Adriana’s eyes flicked towards Alexander’s hiding spot instinctively. "No one," she lied, wincing at how unconvincing she sounded.
     Rose fixed her with a stare that could have melted steel. Without warning, she strode directly toward the closet Alexander hid in and yanked it open. A sharp gasp escaped Rose's lips as her eyes fell upon Alexander, crouched among the princess's gowns like a guilty child. "What in heaven's name is this?" she demanded, seizing a handful of his hair and dragging him forward. "Ow!" Alexander howled as he tumbled to the floor. "Rose, stop!" Adriana called, moving to intervene. Rose whirled to face her, releasing Alexander to focus her full fury on the princess. "Are you completely out of your mind?" she said, her voice heavy with disappointment. "You're to be married in two days!"
     "It's not what it looks like," Adriana retorted, though the words sounded hollow even to her own ears. "Then do tell, Your Highness, what exactly is it?" Rose shot back, her tone dripping with sarcasm. Indignation flared within Adriana like wildfire. Her royal blood rebelled against being questioned so boldly, even when the questions were totally justified. "You have no right to question me," she countered. Rose's eyes flashed with a dangerous light that made Adriana's bluster waver slightly, but she held her ground. She was the princess, after all, and would conduct herself accordingly.
    "Perhaps your mother would be interested to hear about this midnight visitor," Rose threatened, her voice deadly quiet. "You wouldn't dare," Adriana gasped, though she feared Rose absolutely would. The two women locked eyes in an intense battle of wills, princess and servant, both equally stubborn and protective of their principles. "I can explain everything," Alexander interjected suddenly, drawing sharp glares from both women. "It was for religious purposes," he began, his mind clearly working at desperate speed. "The princess sought divine guidance regarding whom the gods would favor in marriage."
        Both Adriana and Rose studied him with vastly different expressions. Rose deeply skeptical, Adriana fascinated to hear what fabrication would emerge from his impromptu tale. "Being the High Priest's son, she saw this as an opportunity to gain holy insight," he continued smoothly. "You needed to come to her private chambers for that?" Rose questioned. Alexander exchanged a quick nervous glance before continuing even further. "The gods often reveal themselves through prayer conducted in one's most sacred personal space," Alexander replied with a casual shrug, as if this were common theological knowledge. 
     Adriana wasn’t too familiar with the doctrine of the faith, but she knew enough to know that it was a complete lie. Luckily enough for them, Rose knew even less on the subject, leaving her unable to challenge his story. Rose turned to Adriana, silently demanding confirmation. "It's true, Rose," Adriana said, forcing sincerity into her voice. "I just want to make sure I get this right.” After a moment's hesitation, Rose released a long, resigned sigh. "Fine. I won't summon your mother," she conceded reluctantly. "But I'm staying here throughout whatever... religious ceremony... you intend to perform."
     "That's not possible," Alexander said, fully embracing his priestly role. "These prayers require absolute privacy between only two individuals." Rose turned to Adriana, ready to voice her objections. "I'll be fine, Rose," Adriana interrupted before she could begin. "Please go. If I need assistance, I'll call for you." Rose hesitated, then stepped uncomfortably close to Alexander, her face inches from his. "If you attempt anything, and I mean anything at all, I will personally end your life." "Of course, my lady," Alexander replied with a respectful bow of his head. Reluctantly, Rose retreated and left the room, though her departure felt more like a tactical withdrawal than surrender.
      "She's quite something, isn't she?" Alexander said once they were alone. "That's Rose for you," Adriana said with a weary sigh, running her fingers through her hair. "Do you think she'll say anything?" Alexander asked his face creased with worry. "Should I be concerned?"
Adriana shook her head decisively. "I trust Rose completely, and she trusts me. She won't speak of this to anyone." Suddenly, the exhaustion of the day crashed over her like a wave. She collapsed onto her bed, feeling every muscle in her body surrender to fatigue. It seemed as though every day there was something else sapping her energy completely.
     "What did you actually bring me here for?" Alexander asked, standing uncertainly in the center of her chamber. "Oh, right," Adriana said, getting to her feet, “follow me.” She led him to one of her closets, not the one he had hidden in, but another filled with gifts and treasures from nobles across the known world. "Incredible," Alexander marveled as his eyes traced the magnificent collection of jewels, silks, and precious objects. Adriana dug through the accumulated wealth until she found a large, leather-bound tome buried beneath a collection of golden jewelry boxes. "Here, take this," she said, pressing the book into his hands.
     "What is it?" Alexander asked, examining the ornate cover. "It's a complete history of the known world," Adriana explained. "I've read portions of it but haven't got very far. I thought you might appreciate it, especially after seeing you in the library." Alexander studied the cover for a moment before tucking it under his arm. "Thank you," he said softly, looking down into her eyes. Suddenly, Adriana became acutely aware of how close their bodies stood to one another. "Shall we?" she said quickly, motioning toward the wardrobe's exit before the moment could become any more charged.
     For the next half hour, they simply talked—genuinely, openly, without pretense or agenda. They shared stories of their childhoods, spoke of friends and family, described dreams and fears. Nothing about the suitors' competition, religious obligations, or the looming war. Just two people discovering one another beneath the roles they were forced to play. They were bonding in a way neither had imagined possible, finding unexpected harmony in their vastly different worlds. When Alexander finally announced it was time for him to go, Adriana had to physically restrain herself from asking him to stay longer.
      "I guess I'll see you tomorrow," Alexander said as he began his descent through the trapdoor. "Ok," Adriana replied, smiling down at him. She realized she had been smiling almost constantly for the past twenty minutes and seemed unable to stop. "Oh, one thing," Alexander said, pausing on the ladder. "Grayson feels somewhat forgotten in all this. Perhaps you could give him a bit more consideration?" Adriana leaned closer, her face mere inches from his. "Would that make you happy?" she asked, her voice taking on a dangerously seductive tone.
      Alexander's eyes grew wide with surprise as he stared back at her. "What?" was all he could manage as words seemed to evade him. Heat flooded Adriana's cheeks as she sat back quickly. "I mean... I'll see what I can do," she stammered, her face burning with embarrassment. "Thank you," Alexander said with a warm smile. "Goodnight, Your Highness." "Goodnight," Adriana whispered as she watched him disappear into the darkness below.
     After closing the trapdoor, she collapsed onto her bed and released a long, romantic sigh that seemed to come from her very soul. It was now impossible to deny the truth that terrified her most: by some twist of fate, she was developing feelings for Alexander. Deep, dangerous feelings that echoed her feelings for Maximus. She couldn't allow herself to grow too close, only to marry someone else in two days' time. Yet as she lay in the darkness, sleep eluding her completely, Adriana found she could think of only one person: Alexander. Her mind played numerous scenarios of a life together until she was pulled into the world of dreams.



CHAPTER 35
5 days after beginning of battle for Fort Nexus
     
     The battle for Fort Nexus had been a one of blood and steel that tested every soul within its walls. Five days of relentless combat had transformed the fortress into a graveyard stained with the blood of Azcans and Yothalians alike. Bodies lay scattered across the courtyard like broken dolls, their vacant eyes reflecting the pale morning sky that had finally brought silence to the carnage.
      General Kwatoko watched the aftermath from his chambers with grim satisfaction. His soldiers had passed this brutal test, proving themselves worthy of the victory they had claimed through sacrifice and determination. Most of the Yothalian’s now lay among the dead or in the fortress's deepest dungeons. Those fortunate enough to escape had fled like scattered leaves, no doubt racing back to their nearest stronghold with tales of defeat.
    This battle marked the first significant victory for the Azcan military since the war's start—a shift in that, if sustained, could alter the entire trajectory of the conflict. The battle was well fought, but Kwatoko knew better than to celebrate prematurely. War was a fickle mistress who delighted in crushing the hopes of overconfident commanders. Now, in the quiet of his stone chambers, Kwatoko bent over an old wooden table, furiously writing letter after letter. He quickly realized they lacked the manpower to launch further offensives while also lacking the manpower to defend the fortress should the enemy return with reinforcements. It was a commander's nightmare: victory that felt suspiciously like a trap waiting to be sprung.
     His first letters went to the Azcan leaders, announcing their hard-won victory and requesting orders for their next moves. Should they consolidate their position or prepare for the inevitable counterattack?  Likewise, he wrote to nearby Azcan generals, pleading for any reinforcements they could spare. Every soldier would prove invaluable in the coming days, whether for defense or the slim possibility of further advances. But it was his final letter that revealed the depths of his personal satisfaction, a private message to General Sebastian, gloating about his victory in the very fort Sebastian had seized from him. 
    It was an ill-advised gesture born of years of frustrated ambition, but his emotions had overwhelmed his usual sound mind. Throughout countless battles against Sebastian's forces, Kwatoko had never once emerged victorious. The Yothalian general had always possessed an almost supernatural ability to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, last-minute flanking maneuvers, timely reinforcements, brilliant tactical adjustments that left Kwatoko's carefully laid plans in ruins. Always a step behind, always outmaneuvered, always nursing the bitter taste of defeat.
     Now, finally, he had claimed something Sebastian had worked so hard to secure, even if his rival hadn't been present to witness the defeat personally. The victory tasted sweeter than the finest wine. A stern knock at the door interrupted his writing. Kwatoko's hand instinctively moved to the sword resting beside his makeshift desk, his battle-ready reflexes still sharp despite his exhaustion. "Who goes there?" he called out hesitantly. "It's me, General," came a melodic response that immediately relaxed his tense shoulders.
      The voice belonged to Willow, one of the few female spies serving under his command. Her beauty and courage made her invaluable for infiltrating enemy positions, a living weapon disguised in silk and charm. She possessed the rare combination of lethal intelligence and stunning appearance that could lower the guard of even the most suspicious Yothalian officer. Her long black hair framed features that seemed carved by hands from above, while bright grey eyes held depths that spoke of secrets gathered and lives taken in service to her homeland. "Come in, Willow," Kwatoko called, setting down his quill and bracing himself for whatever news she carried.
      The door opened slowly, and Willow glided into the chamber gracefully. Even dust-covered and travel-weary, she remained a sight that could lift the spirits of battle-hardened soldiers. Her mere presence seemed to brighten the room. "What brings you here?" Kwatoko asked, leaning back in his chair. "Have you got news for me?" Willow nodded gravely as she positioned herself before his desk, her expression serious. "The Yothalians have already dispatched messengers calling for reinforcements," she reported with certainty. "They intend to return with their largest force yet assembled."
      Kwatoko stroked his chin thoughtfully, processing this information. "Their largest force yet?" he repeated, seeking confirmation of what could prove to be devastating news. Willow's solemn nod confirmed his fears. "You know how proud those devils are," she said, her voice dripping with distaste. "They'll never allow this humiliation to stand unanswered." It was true. Throughout his military career, Kwatoko had encountered none more arrogantly convinced of their own superiority than the Yothalians. They viewed themselves as a divine nation blessed by the gods themselves, destined to rule over lesser peoples. 
     The realization that his gloating letter to Sebastian might intensify their fury caused his stomach to turn with regret. He wondered silently if his messenger had reached him yet. "Any word on General Sebastian's current whereabouts?" Kwatoko asked, leaning forward with renewed intensity. "My sources indicate he's returned to their capital city of Akastin," Willow replied with a frown. Why would he be there, Kwatoko thought silently. What strategic purpose could draw the Yothalians' most brilliant military mind away from the front lines? Did he truly believe reclaiming Fort Nexus would prove so effortless, or was this part of a bigger plan?
      "Send word through your network," Kwatoko said urgently. "I want Sebastian kept in that city for as long as possible. Have one of your operatives seduce him, create a scandal, anything to delay his return to the battlefield." The longer Sebastian was off the battlefield, the better their chances of survival. The truth was, he would rather face a formidable army led by an incompetent commander opposed to a modest force under Sebastian's command. A mischievous smile played across Willow's lips, suggesting she already had plans forming in her mind. "I'll get the word out immediately, General."
      "Excellent work, Willow," Kwatoko said with a genuine smile. "If that is all, I must return to work before dawn breaks." With a deep bow, Willow departed as silently as she had arrived, leaving Kwatoko alone with his thoughts and mounting concerns. As he took up his quill once more, a sense of foreboding settled over him like a shroud. The war was at a crucial turning point, and he could feel the forces of change gathering momentum beyond the horizon. Whether that change would favor Azca or bring their destruction remained to be seen. One thing was certain: the calm after their victory at Fort Nexus was merely the quiet before a far more terrible storm.

AKASTIN 

    Sebastian was anything but pleased when the messenger delivered the news that he was to leave Fort Nexus and return to Yothala for Princess Adriana's birthday and his own ceremonial honors. After years of warfare, just when the final push into Azca territory seemed within their grasp, royal affairs had called him home like a dog to heel. He’d wondered why he needed to attend the princess’s birthday celebrations, but thought better than to question royal orders.
      The ride back to Akastin stretched across familiar yet somehow foreign countryside. Four years of war had changed more than just the landscape; it had transformed the very soul of his homeland. Where there had been bustling markets and content farmers, he now witnessed the subtle signs of a nation at war: fewer young men working the fields, mothers clutching children closer when soldiers passed, and an underlying tension that seemed to permeate even casual conversations.
      Upon his arrival, Sebastian discovered that his younger brother Alexander had undergone the most dramatic transformation of all. At seventeen, Alexander was now a man taller and stronger than even himself. But it was the change in his eyes that disturbed Sebastian most, where once lay innocence and curiosity, now burned an unsettling hunger for glory and recognition. Alexander had somehow convinced himself that war was something glorious to be a part of, directly contradicting their father's teachings about peace and spiritual duty. Even more troubling, he had blatantly disobeyed their father's orders to remain uninvolved in royal affairs and killed a man in cold blood during this year's Gauntlet competition.
     Watching his brother change in such a manner was like a physical blow. Yet beneath Alexander's newfound hardness, Sebastian glimpsed the troubled soul of a young man desperately seeking purpose and approval. After the Gauntlet, Alexander had found him apologizing for his actions. Perhaps guidance from an older brother could indeed still reach him before it was too late.
      On his sixth morning back at his home in Akastin, Sebastian prepared for his audience with King Rhesus and the royal council. As he pulled on his military boots, a soft knock interrupted his thoughts. “Come in,” he called loudly. The chamber door creaked open to and a young woman carrying his cape stepped in. Sebastian had never seen her before, and her presence immediately raised his suspicious nature. She possessed a pleasant though not striking beauty. Sharp cheekbones framed her sapphire-blue eyes, with sleek black hair cut precisely at her jawline. Her slender frame moved with the controlled grace of someone accustomed to danger, though she presented herself as a submissive servant.
      "Who are you?" Sebastian asked, his instincts automatically viewing a potential threat. "I'm your servant, my lord," she replied, gliding into the room and closing the door with deliberate softness. Her accent carried subtle inflections that didn't quite match native Yothalian speech patterns. Sebastian didn't recall acquiring a female servant, certainly not one of her age. She couldn't have been much older than Alexander, and he would definitely have remembered someone of her distinctive appearance.
     "I don't recall having you as a servant," he said carefully, his hand drifting instinctively toward the hilt of his sword. The gesture was subtle but unmistakable, a warning that he was prepared for treachery. The girl’s eyes tracked the movement without apparent alarm. "I was sent by the King, my lord," she said, lowering her head submissively. "I've just had your cape cleaned for the day."
      Sebastian studied her intently as he accepted the garment from her outstretched hands. Every detail about her seemed practiced; her posture, her words, even the way she breathed suggested someone playing a role rather than living naturally. He made a mental note to ask the king if her story was true, deciding that if she was hiding something, he’d find out soon enough. "What's your name?" he asked, settling the cloak across his shoulders while keeping an eye on her. "Chata," she replied, rising gracefully to her feet.
     The name confirmed Sebastian's growing suspicions. It wasn't typically Yothalian, and combined with her distinctive features, she was clearly of Azcan heritage. "You're from Azca." The words were more of a statement than a question as he already knew the answer. "Yes, I am," she acknowledged with a small nod. "The war has driven me from my homeland in search of honest work." Genuine regret flickered across Sebastian's face. He had seen too many displaced families, too many refugees fleeing the conflict he helped perpetuate. Each face reminded him of the human cost of political ambitions.
    "I'm sorry about that," he said, meaning every word. "Don't be, my lord," she replied softly. "I'm certain you're simply following your orders during this war." Sebastian nodded solemnly, appreciating her response. Whatever her true purpose here, she possessed intelligence, a quality that could make her either a valuable ally or a dangerous enemy. "Well, I must depart for my meeting," he announced, moving past her toward the door. "Find David, the head of household staff. He'll assign you appropriate duties." Chata executed a deep, respectful bow before gliding past him and disappearing into the corridor with the same silent grace that had marked her arrival.
       After his horse was saddled and brought around, Sebastian set off for the castle through the crisp morning air. As he rode from his countryside estate to the capital city, merchants along the road called out greetings and offered gifts, all hoping to gain favor with the returning war hero. Upon entering the city, the attention intensified. Soldiers on leave from various campaigns snapped to attention and offered crisp salutes as he passed. Citizens pointed and whispered among themselves, some with admiration, others with a mixture of gratitude and unease that civilians often felt toward those who fought in their name.
      At the castle gates, the guards made their predictable display of petty authority. Though they knew perfectly well who he was, they demanded identification and stated business with the show of men seeking to assert their small portion of power. "General Sebastian of the Royal Military," he responded with calm patience, refusing to be drawn into their childish games. The guards regarded him distaste, highlighting the one-sided rivalry they had with the Royal military, but ultimately stepped aside to allow his passage.
       Sebastian then headed to the stables, where he left his mount in capable hands, then accepted an escort through the castle's halls to the private council chamber. Two ceremonial guards flanked the doors, announcing his arrival before ushering him into the realm of high politics. The council chamber contained exactly the men Sebastian had expected: King Rhesus sat at the head of an ornate round table, his right hand, Lord Heinrick, positioned strategically at his side. Lord Caldwell, master of royal finances, shuffled through various documents with the frown of a man watching gold flow like water. Lord Eden, supreme commander of homeland defense, studied Sebastian with the gaze of a teacher seeing his prized student.
     "Your Majesty, my lords," Sebastian said, executing a formal bow that acknowledged both respect and his own considerable rank. "General Sebastian," King Rhesus replied warmly. "Please, join us." Sebastian settled himself into his chair mentally preparing for whatever the meeting held. "Let me begin by apologizing for the delay in your official return celebrations," King Rhesus said smoothly. "I assure you, they are being planned." "That's quite alright, Your Majesty," Sebastian replied with a nod. "I've never been particularly fond of large celebrations anyway."
     The men around the table chuckled in unison, their practiced response painfully forced. "I don't want to waste your valuable time, General," the King continued, his tone shifting to business. "So please brief us on the current state of the war." "Don't hold anything back," Lord Eden interjected, leaning forward. "If there are concerns or needs you haven't communicated, now is the time, before you return to Azca." Sebastian sat thoughtfully for a long moment, weighing his words carefully. He could raise fundamental questions about the war's purpose and morality, but such discussions would be both unwelcome and possibly dangerous in this company.
    “The war is going well,” he finally said, settling for diplomacy, “we’ve taken Fort Nexus and will likely advance further upon my return.” The council members nodded with visible satisfaction, their faces reflecting the comfort of hearing what they wanted to believe. "How is troop morale?" Lord Heinrick asked, his eyes studying Sebastian's face for subtle reactions. "How do the men feel about this extended campaign?" "Honestly, there are some questions among the ranks about our presence in Azca," Sebastian replied carefully, "but we fulfill our duty nonetheless."
      "That's exactly why you're my favorite general," King Rhesus declared with a hearty laugh that seemed to echo too loudly in the chamber. "The war has become quite expensive, though," Lord Caldwell interjected. "Opposition from religious leaders and common folk hasn't made funding any easier to secure." The King's expression darkened as he nodded grimly. "Any suggestions?" he asked, his gaze sweeping around the table. The table fell silent until Lord Heinrick spoke, a calculating smile playing across his lips. "Perhaps what we need is a public face for the war," Heinrick suggested casually. "Someone who can unite religious faith, common folk, and nobility behind our cause." "Who did you have in mind?" Sebastian asked, though a growing dread suggested he already knew the answer. 
       "Your brother Alexander." The words hit the chamber like thunder. Every man at the table tensed as Sebastian's gaze fixed on Heinrick with laser intensity. The last thing he wanted was Alexander joining the war, and here was the King's right hand advising it. "Why Alexander?" Sebastian asked, his voice carefully controlled. "He's destined to become the next High Priest." Heinrick shook his head dismissively, his smile widening with obvious satisfaction at Sebastian's reaction. “Your brother has much greater ambitions than being a priest,” he scoffed. "As the Gauntlet champion and son of the High Priest, his popularity grows daily and not just among common folk, but with nobility as well."
     Sebastian shook his head firmly, unwilling to participate in what felt like a conspiracy against his own family. "I could accomplish those same goals myself," he countered. "General," Heinrick replied with mock sympathy, "you are undoubtedly a superior warrior, but you instinctively avoid public attention and praise, while your brother actively embraces them." Heinrick now directed his attention fully toward the King, preparing to deliver his final argument. "It wouldn't hurt to simply ask the young man," he suggested with a shrug. "Give Alexander the choice to serve his kingdom in this capacity."
     King Rhesus nodded thoughtfully, clearly finding the proposal appealing. "I admire your strategic thinking, Lord Heinrick," the King replied, rising from his chair with decisive authority. "If there's nothing else requiring our attention, this meeting is adjourned." Heinrick turned toward Sebastian, offering him a final opportunity to voice objections, but Sebastian remained silent. Sometimes the most dangerous battles were fought through apparent retreat and later maneuvering. “Oh, and one more thing,” the King said, turning to Sebastian with a smile, “I had a young servant brought to your estate as a gift, do with her as you will.” “Thank you, your majesty,” Sebastian replied with a courteous bow.
      After the meeting ended, Sebastian rode home through the countryside that seemed darker despite the unchanged afternoon sun. His mind churned with terrible possibilities; Alexander's youthful hunger for glory colliding with the brutal realities of warfare, political manipulation destroying what remained of his brother's innocence, and his own failure to protect someone he loved from the very world that had already claimed too much of his own soul. He could only hope that when the time came, he would find the right words to guide Alexander away from a path that led to nothing but darkness and regret.




CHAPTER 36

       A week had now passed since Sebastian's meeting with the king, and with each passing day, his eagerness to return to Fort Nexus intensified like a fever in his blood. Kwatoko's letter, delivered the previous day, brought news that turned his stomach; Fort Nexus had fallen once again into Azcan hands. It was terrible news, yet Sebastian wondered why an Azcan general would offer such damning intelligence to his enemy. Whatever the reason, it only intensified his eagerness to return to the battlefield. 
      Tonight, the king would honor Sebastian before the assembled royal court, a ceremony that felt increasingly useless given the deteriorating situation at the front. Following the ceremony, he was to dine privately with the royal family and was told to bring Alexander along. It was during the dinner that Sebastian planned to reveal the state of affairs at Fort Nexus and petition for immediate leave to return to the battlefield where he belonged. Until then, he sought refuge in meditation within his chambers, attempting to still his restless mind and pass the hours. 
     Sebastian had positioned himself cross-legged on his bed, spine straight, breathing regulated, when the familiar creak of his door announced an unwelcome interruption. He didn't need to open his eyes or ask about his visitor's identity; only one person in the entire house possessed the audacity to enter without announcing oneself. Chata, his newly acquired servant, had developed an alarming comfort with him since her arrival, and his lack of strict protocol likely encouraged her.
     Over the past week, their relationship had evolved beyond the traditional master-servant dynamic. They had shared stories of how the war had scarred both their lives. He spoke of battles that haunted his dreams, while she recounted losing her family to raids. Their conversations often ended in shared drinks and genuine laughter, moments of humanity that Sebastian had nearly forgotten were possible. The night before had been particularly memorable. Chata had danced with him in the flickering candlelight, her petite frame feeling impossibly fragile in his hands. The experience brought warmth and desire, battling against a bone-deep chill of recognition. He knew that the life of a lover was one he was now incapable of living. 
      Perhaps, in some distant past before blood and death became his constant companions, such feelings might have flourished. Now, his heart was too hardened to offer any woman the devotion she deserved. "What is it, Chata?" Sebastian asked without opening his eyes, sensing her familiar presence settling onto the bed beside him. When she remained quiet, he finally lifted his eyelids to meet her penetrating gaze. "I saw the letter that man sent you," she said, her voice carrying an undertone he couldn't quite identify. Her eyes searched his face with unsettling intensity, as though seeking to read his thoughts.
     Sebastian studied her for a long moment before allowing his eyes to drift closed once more. "That letter wasn't for you to see," he replied calmly. "Were you looking through my things?" "You're returning to the war, aren't you?" Chata pressed, deliberately sidestepping his question. Sebastian offered a simple nod, attempting to sink back into the depths of meditation. As moments passed, he could feel the weight of her stare boring into him with pressure that would have made most men squirm with discomfort. Her silence stretched until it became almost tangible.
      "Don't go," she finally whispered, the words barely audible as she rested her head against his shoulder. "I want you to stay here with me." Something in her tone, vulnerable yet strangely calculating, forced Sebastian to open his eyes again. The expression on her face was one he hadn’t seen: raw need mingled with something darker that set his instincts off. "What's gotten into you, Chata?" he asked, genuinely caught off guard. "Nothing," she replied, shifting closer until he could feel the warmth radiating from her skin. "It's simply that since entering your service, I've developed... undeniable feelings for you."
     While Sebastian had sensed their growing familiarity, he hadn't anticipated romantic feelings growing so quickly. "You need to find someone capable of truly loving you," Sebastian said gently, hoping to spare her feelings while maintaining necessary boundaries. "I cannot offer the devotion you deserve." "I don't care about that," Chata declared seductively, shifting to straddle his lap and face him directly. Her proximity was both intoxicating and alarming. "I want you, Sebastian. Only you."
    Before he could formulate a response, her lips crashed against his with desperate hunger. Her arms encircled his neck, fingers tangling in his hair as she kissed him passionately. The sensation ignited desires Sebastian had believed permanently extinguished, primal needs that his mind struggled to contain. Despite every rational objection screaming in his mind, his body began responding to her advances. She pushed him backward onto the bed with surprising strength, positioning herself fully atop him as she began unfastening his shirt swiftly. Every logical thought in Sebastian's mind told him to end this, but his body was in full control. 
     He found himself close to complete surrender when years of discipline suddenly reasserted control. His mind, his greatest weapon and most trusted ally, would never bow to mere bodily desires. The realization crystallized with perfect clarity as Chata's movements grew more urgent. Something in his sudden stillness must have alerted her, as she paused in her advances, recognizing that passion had given way to cold analysis in his eyes. "You're one of Kwatoko's, aren't you?" Sebastian asked with deadly calm.
      The transformation that followed was instant and terrifying. In a heartbeat, the seductive woman vanished, replaced by a lethal predator. A curved dagger appeared in Chata's hand as she slashed toward Sebastian's throat. Only his supernatural reflexes, honed by countless battles, saved him. He twisted away from the blade's path while simultaneously hurling her from him with explosive force. Chata struck the floor with cat-like grace, already springing back into attack position before her body had fully settled. She came at him in a flurry of steel and fury, the dagger slashing fiercely as she targeted vital points.
    Sebastian flowed around her attacks like water, each strike missing by mere inches as he dodged or blocked, studying her technique. She was well-trained, better than most assassins he'd encountered, but her movements were far too predictable. As the attack continued, Chata had become visibly tired, her strikes becoming more labored and less precise. When the moment presented itself, Sebastian struck with devastating efficiency. His fist crashed into her ribs with bone-jarring force, immediately followed by a powerful kick to her chest that sent her sprawling across the chamber floor. The dagger clattered away as she wheezed heavily.
     "My Lord, is everything all right in there?" David's voice drifted through the thick door, undoubtedly alerted by the sounds of combat. "Everything is perfectly fine," Sebastian replied calmly, never taking his eyes off the prone assassin. "I'll be out shortly." He could sense David's hesitation through the door, but eventually heard the sound of his retreating footsteps. "You're beaten, Chata," Sebastian said, drawing his sword gracefully. "Surrender now. I have no desire to kill you."
      Chata's eyes darted frantically around the chamber, seeking any means of escape. Finding none, her expression transformed once more, this time revealing something feral that bore no resemblance to the sweet servant he had come to know. "You will all perish," she hissed in a voice stripped of all pretense. "The Azcan Empire will wash over this land like a cleansing flood." With shocking speed born of desperation, she launched herself at him one final time. Sebastian pivoted gracefully to deliver a counter-strike before realizing he wasn’t her target. Chata crashed through the window behind him in an explosion of glass and splintered wood, before hitting the earth.
      At that moment, David burst through the door with his own blade drawn, eyes wide with alarm as he took in the scene of destruction. "What happened here, my Lord?" he demanded, scanning for any threats. Sebastian moved to the shattered window, watching Chata's figure disappear into the night. "It appears that our dear Chata was an Azcan operative all along," Sebastian said, turning to face David with a smile that was far too calm for someone who had almost been killed.
        After assisting David in cleaning the torn room, Sebastian prepared himself for the evening's festivities. The king's celebration and following private dinner awaited, along with news that would reshape the course of the war itself.






CHAPTER 37

     When Alexander returned to the suitors' hall after his visit with Adriana, he slipped through the familiar secret door Roscoe had shown him, praying to reach his chambers undetected. Unfortunately, fate had other plans. "Where are you coming from?" The voice cut through the silence like a blade. Alexander whirled around, his pulse spiking as he spotted Eric emerging from the shadows, a dim candle casting shadows across his face. "That's none of your concern," Alexander replied, straightening his shoulders as Eric stalked closer.
     "I know you've been visiting the princess during the night hours," Eric hissed, his breath hot against Alexander's face as he invaded his personal space. Adriana had warned him that Eric suspected their secret meetings, but the prince still lacked proof. “That’s outrageous,” Alexander said with a forced chuckle, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He attempted to brush past Eric and continue toward his room, but Eric’s voice followed him like a persistent shadow. "Then perhaps you'd care to explain where else you disappear to every single morning and night?"
     Alexander stopped dead in his tracks. Slowly, deliberately, he turned and marched back to Eric, closing the distance until they stood toe to toe, the tension crackling between them like lightning before a storm. "I don't have to explain anything to you, Prince Eric," he said, spatting the title like a curse. The two men faced off, neither willing to yield any ground. The silence stretched until a cold smile spread across Eric's face. "Be careful, Alexander," he said, placing a hand on Alexander's shoulder with fake warmth. "It would be such a shame if anything happened to you."
       Alexander remained frozen as Eric withdrew, his footsteps echoing down the hall until darkness swallowed him completely. The threat was evident but if Eric believed he could intimidate him, he had another thing coming. When Alexander finally reached his chambers, he found Roscoe waiting inside, perched on the edge of his writing desk like a patient vulture. The guide's expression promised nothing pleasant. "What now?" Alexander asked with an exasperated sigh, rolling his eyes. It seemed he couldn't catch a break lately.
     "Have a seat," Roscoe said, gesturing toward the bed casually. "I'll stand," Alexander replied, folding his arms defiantly across his chest. Roscoe shrugged as if the choice meant nothing to him. "You're done," he stated flatly, his eyes boring into Alexander's. "No more meetings with the princess. Consider our arrangement permanently dissolved." The words struck Alexander like a physical blow. "What do you mean?" he demanded, shaking his head in disbelief. "We had a deal." "The deals off Alexander," Roscoe hissed, his composure cracking slightly to reveal the venom beneath. "I've seen you two with my own eyes, and worse still, rumors are beginning to spread about your alleged romance. Beyond that, you've done virtually nothing to help Grayson's position. You've fallen under her spell, haven't you?"
      Alexander searched desperately for excuses, for any reasonable denial of Roscoe's accusations, but the words held an uncomfortable truth. He had indeed lost sight of his original goal, seduced by genuine feelings he hadn't anticipated. "You can’t do that," Alexander said, taking a threatening step toward Roscoe, his hands clenching into fists. "I absolutely can and will," Roscoe replied, seemingly unfazed by Alexander's subtle threat. "Now give me my key, unless you'd prefer to experience what real power is.”
      Alexander held no doubts about his ability to handle Roscoe in a physical altercation. However, he also knew that when he spoke of "true power," he referred to something far more than mere violence. He meant the ability to destroy a man's life through carefully placed words, strategy, and politics. Reluctantly, Alexander produced the key Roscoe had given to him and placed it in the man's hand. "Good lad," Roscoe said with a smirk. "From this moment forward, you'll be subject to the same restrictions as every other suitor and presenter."
     His eyes suddenly fixed on the book tucked under Alexander's arm, the book Eric had either failed to notice or simply hadn't cared about moments earlier. "Where did you get that?" Roscoe asked with genuine interest. "That's none of your damned business," Alexander growled, pulling the book closer. Roscoe shook his head, his features barely containing his disappointment. "I warned you not to fall for her," he said with something resembling pity. Without another word, he glided from the room, leaving Alexander alone with his fury and the ashes of his carefully laid plans.

       The next morning, Alexander was awakened by insistent knocking at his bedroom door. His nerves, still frayed from the previous night's confrontations with both Eric and Roscoe, made him instantly alert. "Who goes there?" he called anxiously. "A message from General Sebastian," came the muffled reply through the wood. Sebastian? What possible message could his brother have for him? Alexander rose from his bed, cautiously opening the door to reveal a pale, completely bald man standing stiffly in the hallway. "What is it?" Alexander asked, keeping the door only partially open, his body blocking full access to his room.
     The messenger cleared his throat formally before speaking. "The General wishes to inform you that following his award ceremony this afternoon, you are commanded by the King's direct orders to accompany him for dinner with the royal family." "Me?" Alexander questioned, hardly believing what he'd heard. Why would the royal family desire his presence at their private table unless this was some sort of trap? His mind immediately began crafting frantic scenarios in which the King and Queen had discovered his secret meetings with Adriana and now sought to put a permanent end to him.
    "Is the choice... optional?" Alexander asked, his throat suddenly parched. "I'm afraid not, sir," the messenger replied. "However, I would strongly suggest you dress in your finest attire." He cast one final look at Alexander before retreating down the hallway. It was then that Alexander realized his father had been right all along. The world of politics and royal affairs was not meant for men like him. As he prepared to leave the suitors' hall that morning, he felt more unease than he had in years.
     That morning, the suitors and their presenters were escorted on an educational tour through the castle's historic grounds, naturally accompanied by Princess Adriana. With what seemed like calculated precision, Adriana managed to position herself beside Alexander as their tour guide expounded upon a series of ancient battles depicted in paintings on the ceilings. "Where were you this morning?" she whispered, her gaze fixed forward to avoid drawing unwanted attention. Since catching Adriana and Maximus in the garden, Alexander had met with her every morning and evening until this morning. "I couldn't make it," he replied quietly, genuine regret coloring his voice. "I'm sorry."
    "I was beginning to think you no longer wished to meet with me," she said, a hint of bitterness lacing her voice. Alexander turned to face her, but she remained focused on their guide's droning lecture. "Did your father mention that he's invited Sebastian and me to dine with your family tonight?" He could see Adriana's expression brighten slightly before she tempered her reaction. "No he hasn’t," she replied. "Perhaps he means to surprise Peter, my younger brother truly admires you."
     Before Alexander could respond, Prince Keon materialized beside Adriana, gracefully sliding into the space between them. "Your Highness, might I speak with you privately?" Keon asked, extending his hand confidently. Adriana glanced from his offered hand to his expectant eyes before accepting his grasp. "Of course, Keon," she said with excessive sweetness that grated against Alexander's nerves. As Keon smoothly guided her away from the group, Alexander felt an unmistakable twinge of jealousy pierce his chest, slight but undeniable.
    Grayson was next to approach him, holding a dejected look on his face. "What's troubling you?" Alexander asked as his friend reached his side. Grayson released a long, dejected sigh, his eyes flicking toward Keon, who was now whispering something in Adriana's ear that caused her to chuckle. "I feel completely out of place here," Grayson complained. "As though I have absolutely no chance with her whatsoever." I did warn you this would happen, Alexander thought grimly. Realistically, Grayson never had a chance, and now his idealism had caught up to him. "You did your best," Alexander said, patting his friend on the shoulder as they watched Keon work his charm. 
    Several hours later, it was time for Sebastian's ceremony. Alexander had returned to his chambers, donning his finest clothes before setting out with butterflies in his stomach. The ceremony itself didn't make him nervous; it was the dinner that followed which filled him with dread. When he arrived, he found a seat beside Grayson among the assembled court as the ceremony began. "This should be exciting," Grayson said, leaning close to be heard over the ceremonial music.
   The King delivered a lengthy, eloquent speech praising Sebastian's exceptional honor and valor on the battlefield before presenting him with a gleaming medal reserved only for Yothala's most distinguished members. As the assembly erupted in applause and cheers, Alexander wondered how wonderful such recognition must feel. He was genuinely happy for his brother's success, but also longed for what he had.
    The afterparty was full of dancing, laughter, food, and freely flowing wine. Alexander pushed through the crowd in search of Sebastian when he collided with William, who was clearly deep in his cups. "Watch where you're going, temple boy," William spat, his face contorting with disgust and alcohol-fueled aggression. Normally, Alexander might have responded with equal venom, but he was in no mood for petty squabbling. He pushed past the drunken prince and continued his search through the packed hall.
     When he finally located Sebastian, his brother stood among a cluster of distinguished military officers also bearing medals of their own. Sebastian caught sight of him and beckoned him over with a smile that seemed oddly strained, not quite reaching his eyes in the way Alexander remembered. It was the same expression Alexander had noticed during the ceremony that troubled him, yet he didn’t know why. "I'm glad you could make it," Sebastian said as Alexander reached their group. "Allow me to introduce two of my fellow generals—General Smith and General Potor."
      General Smith was a hulking, completely bald figure with skin even darker than Alexander's own, but startling blue eyes that gave him an incredibly rare appearance. General Potor, on the other hand couldn't have stood much taller than Princess Adriana, proof that physical stature didn't always correlate with military prowess. He possessed a slender frame topped with sparse, fading blonde hair and warm brown eyes that suggested sharp intelligence. Alexander extended his hand, greeting both distinguished officers in turn. "The pleasure is mine," he said respectfully. "I'm Alexander."
      “I’ve heard of you, boy,” Smith said with a wide smile, “your reputation precedes you, and you haven’t even seen real combat yet.” "Let us hope he never will," Sebastian interrupted quickly, something sharp flickering in his expression. "Gentlemen, if you would excuse us, I'd like to speak privately with my brother," Sebastian said, turning to address his fellow officers. The two generals nodded respectfully, and Sebastian gestured for Alexander to follow him away from the crowd.
       As they walked toward a quieter corner of the hall, Alexander couldn't shake the feeling that something was wrong. Sebastian moved with tense silence, seemingly searching for the right words to express whatever weighed on his mind. "Is everything alright?" Alexander asked with a frown. "Not exactly," Sebastian replied, stopping abruptly and turning to face Alexander directly. He paused, studying Alexander's expression hesitantly before continuing. "The King intends to ask you to join the war effort," Sebastian said with a deep frown. "I strongly advise you to decline his offer." The revelation struck Alexander like a wave. "Why me?" he asked, barely managing his shock.
     He was beginning to think the royal family really wanted him away from their precious Adriana. "They believe you could serve as the public face of the war," Sebastian explained with a weary sigh. “The exact words were that you could unite the faith, nobility, and commonfolk behind the war efforts.” "I have no intention of joining a war built upon lies and deception," Alexander said, shaking his head emphatically.
     The words carried some truth, but they lacked the conviction he had possessed just two weeks prior. His time within the castle walls had subtly changed some of his views as he learned more about the war in Azca. "That's good to hear," Sebastian said, seeming somewhat satisfied by Alexander's response. "Did you receive my earlier message about tonight?" Alexander nodded grimly. "Dinner with the royal family doesn't sound too bad," he said with a forced smile. "Let us hope you’re correct," Sebastian replied. There was still something Sebastian wasn’t sharing, and Alexander could tell. "Is that all you wished to discuss with me?" he pressed.
      Sebastian hesitated a moment. "Well..." he said slowly, "I was nearly killed in today, but that's not a subject I care to discuss in detail." The casual way he delivered this earth-shattering news left Alexander staring at his brother in stunned silence as the jubilant music continued around them marking a stark contrast from the lives they were living.





CHAPTER 38

   
    After the celebrations concluded, Alexander and Sebastian were granted a private escort to the Royal family's private dining chamber. As the lavish doors swung open, revealing the magnificence within, Alexander's breath caught, though not from the room's splendor. Princess Adriana stood beside the gleaming table, and she was breathtaking. Her sapphire gown clung to her curves with delicate precision, the rich fabric catching the candlelight like captured starlight. A delicate necklace of silver and pearls rested against the graceful curve of her throat, while her hair cascaded freely over her shoulders, every hair perfectly placed. She had always possessed an exceptional beauty, but tonight she seemed to glow with an ethereal radiance.
     Alexander found himself staring, powerless to look away, until he noticed a blush creeping across her cheeks. Only then did he force his gaze elsewhere, his heart pounding against his ribs. "Welcome to our private dining hall," King Rhesus declared warmly, seemingly oblivious to the charged tension between his daughter and their guest.  "Thank you for having us, Your Majesty," Sebastian replied, executing a perfect bow alongside Alexander. "It’s an honor." "Your Highness," Sebastian continued, turning gracefully toward Adriana and accepting her extended hand and kissing it in the traditional gesture of respect.
    Alexander could feel his pulse quicken as Adriana turned toward him, extending her hand with deliberate slowness. Their gazes locked for a suspended moment that seemed to stretch into eternity before he bent to kiss her fingers. The sensation was intoxicating: the warmth of her skin, the faint fragrance of jasmine that clung to her, the slight tremble in her hand. When he straightened, it was quite evident that she was having a tough time staying composed. "We're awaiting the Queen and Prince Peter," King Rhesus explained with a smile as he regarded Alexander. "My son has been most eager to meet you, young champion."
      As protocol demanded, they remained standing until the arrival of the remaining royals. Moments later, the chamber doors opened to admit Queen Marissa, followed by Prince Peter. Both Sebastian and Alexander bowed, offering the prescribed courtesies. Upon laying eyes on Alexander Peter’s jaw nearly hit the ground. "No way," he gasped, abandoning all royal dignity as he rushed forward to clasp Alexander's hand. "You look so much cooler in person! I can’t believe you're actually here!" "You know who I am?" Alexander asked momentarily, meeting the Queen’s icy gaze before returning his attention to Peter. 
     "Everyone knows who you are!" Peter exclaimed, gushing. "After your victory in the gauntlet, you've become the most celebrated warrior in the realm!" The prince produced a small wooden figurine from his pocket, a remarkably detailed carving of Alexander in his fighting stance. "I had it specially made from the castle's finest woodcarver. Look how perfectly they captured your sword technique!" "That's quite enough excitement for now," the King interjected with an amused chuckle. "Let us all be seated and enjoy this feast in honor of our distinguished guest, General Sebastian."
      As they arranged themselves around the table, the royal family began reaching for their golden utensils, all except Adriana, who remained perfectly still with her hands folded in her lap. "Father," she said softly, her eyes widening with apprehension, "shouldn't we offer a blessing first?" Alexander could immediately tell this wasn't their customary practice, but she was making this gesture for his and Sebastian's benefit. King Rhesus paused, a roasted fowl leg halfway to his lips. "Of course, my dear," he replied, carefully setting down the meat. "How thoughtless of me. Sebastian, would you do us the honor?" "I would be deeply honored, Your Majesty," Sebastian responded, bowing his head.
       Sebastian offered a brief but heartfelt prayer before they finally began their meal. The meal was unlike anything Alexander had tasted before. From herb-crusted lamb that melted like butter to exotic fruits that seemed to carry the essence of distant lands, every dish was exquisite. The conversation flowed primarily between Sebastian and the King, with occasional questions directed at Alexander and pointed remarks from Queen Marissa. Some time during the meal, Alexander became acutely aware that each time he lifted his gaze from his plate, a different set of eyes was studying him with varying intensity. 
      The Queen watched him with cold eyes, as though he were a puzzle to be solved or a threat to be neutralized. Prince Peter regarded him with untamed admiration, hanging on his every word. And Adriana... her expression held something neither of them dared acknowledge openly at the table. As the meal neared its end, Sebastian cleared his throat respectfully. "Your Majesty, might I request a private word?" "Of course," the King replied, turning toward his daughter. "Adriana, why don't you show Alexander the royal gardens? Perhaps he'll appreciate their beauty as much as you do." "Right... right now?" Adriana stammered, her composure cracking slightly.
     "I hardly think that would be appropriate," Queen Marissa interjected sharply, her gaze boring into Alexander. "Surely such... liberties are unnecessary." Alexander found himself unable to meet her gaze, his eyes dropping to study the intricate patterns woven into the tablecloth. "Nonsense, woman," King Rhesus replied, waving away his wife's concerns. "Take Peter to bed, they’ll be fine." The Queen's jaw tightened with visible frustration, but she said nothing more. "Come along, Peter," she said, her voice artificially sweet. "Time for bed, darling." "Off with you both," the King instructed Adriana and Alexander. "The General and I have pressing matters to discuss."
      Adriana and Alexander left the dining room wrapped in tense silence, neither speaking a word as they made their way toward the gardens. They had reached a stage in their friendship where a single careless moment could ignite something neither of them could control or extinguish. So instead, they walked through the gardens in silence. Alexander finally broke the tense quiet as they settled onto a marble bench beside a reflecting pool that caught the stars' silver light. "So tomorrow you'll make your choice," he said quietly, studying her face in the moonlight.
      "Yeah, I guess so," she replied with a weary sigh. "It's going to be William, isn't it?" he pressed gently, though he already knew her answer. For a long moment, Adriana remained silent, her fingers absently tracing patterns on the bench's smooth surface. "I really have no choice," she finally said turning to him her eyes watering slightly. "None of this has ever been my choice to make." "But what if you did have a choice?" Alexander asked, leaning closer. "What if you could choose freely?" "I honestly don't know," Adriana admitted, looking downward, "But I know it wouldn't be him."
      Alexander could see the genuine distress in her eyes. She had become nothing more than a pawn in her father's political games, and the realization made him feel terribly for her. "Well, look on the bright side," he said, attempting to lighten the mood, "at least no one is as charming as he." Adriana looked up, a dangerous glint sparking in her eyes. "I can think of a few," she replied, staring right into his eyes.
       Alexander held her stare for a heartbeat too long before forcing himself to look away. "So I heard about your attempted escape," he said teasingly, desperate to redirect the conversation to safer ground. "You heard about that?" Adriana replied with an embarrassed laugh. " The entire castle must think I'm a complete fool." “I guess you really don’t want to get married, huh?” Alexander asked with an uncomfortable chuckle. "You wouldn't understand," Adriana said, becoming defensive. "The burden of constantly doing what's expected rather than what your heart desires."
      Alexander fell silent, considering her words carefully. "Actually, I think I understand better than you might imagine," he finally replied. "I'm expected to follow in my father's footsteps as high priest, yet I desire so much more.” "What do you desire?" Adriana asked softly, gazing up at him. "Many things," Alexander replied, refusing to meet her gaze. He knew exactly how that would end, and he wasn't sure he had the strength to resist it.
       Silence settled between them, again broken only by the sounds of nature. Finally, Adriana spoke. "Do you regret coming here these 2 weeks?" she asked, her voice small and vulnerable. Alexander considered the question for a moment before turning to face her fully, offering his most genuine smile. "Not at all. I've had the privilege of meeting some truly remarkable people." He nudged her gently with his elbow, drawing a soft laugh. "I'm glad to hear that," Adriana whispered, resting her head against his shoulder.
      For a perfect moment, Alexander felt peace wash over him. The gentle night breeze stirred her hair, carrying jasmine-scented strands across his face. He was content to be a shoulder for her to lean on beneath the star-scattered sky. They sat in comfortable silence, watching the stars before the moment was shattered abruptly. The sound of approaching footsteps caused Adriana to jerk upright, immediately creating distance between them. Queen Marissa emerged from the garden's shadows like a haunting spirit, her disapproving gaze flicking between them with suspicion.
     "Alexander," she said icily, "the King requests your immediate presence." "Thank you, Your Majesty," Alexander stammered, rising hastily from the bench and leaving Adriana alone with her mother.
     When Alexander returned to the dining room, Sebastian had departed, leaving only himself and King Rhesus in the room. Candles flickered in their holders, casting shadows across the walls. "Please, sit," the King instructed, gesturing toward the chair directly opposite him. The warmth the king emanated at dinner had now been replaced by something more intense and calculating. Alexander settled nervously into the chair, realizing that he had gone from criticizing this man to sitting directly across from him in the span of weeks.
    “Tell me what you know of the war in Azca,” The King asked, leaning forward in his chair. "Not much, I'm afraid," Alexander replied cautiously. “Just that a lot of people don’t think there should’ve been a war in the first place.” The King nodded thoughtfully, his fingers drumming against the table's surface. "And what is your personal opinion on the matter?" Alexander might not have been politically savvy, but he knew when to hold his tongue. “I don’t know enough to make such judgments,” he replied.
     "Wise beyond your years," King Rhesus observed approvingly. "Here, I want you to read these." He retrieved a wooden box and placed it before Alexander, revealing thousands of carefully preserved letters. "Just read the first few. The message is generally the same." As Alexander began scanning the letters, horror crept up his spine. The letters seemingly written by Azcan civilians detailed unspeakable atrocities committed by Azcan nobility against their own people. Systematic pillaging of villages, unjust legal proceedings, the theft of livestock, and women. Each account painted a picture of monstrous cruelty that made his stomach churn.
     "Why haven't these been made public?" Alexander asked, unable to read anymore. “It wouldn’t make a difference,” the king replied, “when the people’s minds are made up, they’ll find any reason to discredit contradicting evidence. And it doesn’t help when the faith fills their heads with the same sentiment.” Alexander sat in stunned silence, his worldview tilting dangerously. Had he been deceived into believing this war was unjust, or was he being manipulated right now? After the last few days he had it was too much for him to think about.
     "I need you, Alexander," King Rhesus finally said, "This kingdom needs you to become the face of this righteous war, uniting our people against a truly terrible enemy. Will you join our cause and embrace the destiny you were born for?" It represented everything Alexander had ever dreamed of: glory, purpose, the rush of battle. If the war was indeed just, he had no moral qualms about participating. "I have to think about it," he finally said, meeting the King's intense gaze. "That's all I ask," the King replied.
      Alexander departed the castle with his mind spinning like a storm, too preoccupied with his thoughts to notice the danger lurking in the shadows. Before he could process what was happening, two men with powerful builds seized him from the darkness. He tried to fight back, survival instincts kicking in, but was immediately slammed face-first into the cobblestones. The metallic taste of blood filled his mouth as excruciating pain exploded through his ribs. The attackers began beating him until a familiar voice commanded them to stop. "That's enough, gentlemen."
      Even in the darkness, Alexander recognized William's aristocratic voice. “Alexander, I’ve heard some troubling things about you and my bride,” he said, stepping into Alexander’s limited field of view. It now made sense as Alexander lay there on the ground. Eric must have spoken with William, knowing exactly what reaction his words would provoke. Eric's words echoed in his mind from the previous night, “Be careful, it would be a shame if anything happened to you.” "What do you want, William?" Alexander gasped, still pinned helplessly to the ground.
    "It's quite simple," William replied casually with a chuckle. "Stay the hell away from my bride. I won't have her purity tainted by anyone, especially not by you." It was then that it dawned on him how hopelessly outclassed he was. Without allies in the treacherous world of court politics, he was nothing more than a lone wolf left to die. He had no powerful family connections, no political influence, no protection beyond his fighting skills, which were useless when outnumbered and ambushed.
     William knelt beside Alexander's, grabbing a fistful of his hair and wrenching his head upward to meet his eyes. "Let's make sure we don't need to have this conversation again," he said with soft aggression before releasing his grip. "Come along, men." As swiftly as they had appeared, the attackers melted back into the night, leaving Alexander battered and broken on the cold stones, both physically and spiritually. The evening had shattered more than just his ribs; they had revealed the brutal truth about his place in this world of power and politics. No matter his skills or achievements, he remained fundamentally powerless against those born to privilege and ruthlessness.




CHAPTER 39
      Adriana woke on the final day of the suitors' event with a sensation of dread gnawing at her insides like a living thing. The feeling had lodged itself deep in her chest the moment consciousness returned, a heavy weight that pressed against her ribs making each breath feel labored. For weeks she had dreaded this day, ever since her father had informed her that she would be married off like a prize horse to strengthen political alliances. Today, she would be forced to select one of the seven suitors to become her husband, sealing her fate with words she could never take back.
      Memories played through her mind of the stolen hours she had spent with Alexander. Precious early mornings and late nights away from prying eyes had become her only escape from everyday life. But even those moments had been nothing more than borrowed time, and she had always known it. The debt would be collected today. The day was to be spent in preparation for the evening ceremony, when she would announce her choice before the assembled court, followed by celebrations that would likely stretch until dawn. But as the sun climbed higher in the sky, Adriana remained buried underneath her bedsheets, unwilling to face what awaited her.
     It was nearly midday when her chambers filled with concerned bodies. Clara and Melony hovered anxiously near her bedside, while Queen Marissa stood rigidly near the window, her disapproval evident. The royal healer, a kind man with white hair, examined Adriana with gentle hands. "There appears to be nothing physically wrong with Her Highness," the doctor announced, addressing the Queen directly. "However, given the significance of today's events, perhaps she should indeed rest until her presence is absolutely required."
    Queen Marissa approached the bed, her silk slippers whispering against the polished floors. She knelt beside Adriana and began stroking her daughter's hair with surprising tenderness, a gesture that momentarily reminded Adriana of when her mother's touch had meant comfort rather than duty. The illusion shattered when the Queen leaned close to whisper in Adriana's ear, her voice cold as winter frost. "I want you to understand something, darling. If this is another of your plots to avoid marriage, it won't work.” Adriana met her mother's gaze for a moment before turning away, burying her face in the pillow, seeking darkness and solitude. The Queen rose gracefully, her expression returning to normal. "Come along," she commanded the doctor, leaving Adriana alone with her loyal maids.
     "Oh, Ana," Melony sighed, settling beside the bed with concern etched across her face. "This will all be over before you know it." "Besides, Clara added softly, moving closer, “an engagement doesn't always lead immediately to marriage. There are often delays, negotiations, and preparations that can extend for months or even years." “I don’t want to get married or engaged,” Adriana moaned through her pillows. Clara glanced at Melony before continuing carefully. "Well, you would have considerable time to... explore alternative arrangements, should you find yourself engaged but not yet wed."
     "Clara!" Melony scolded sharply, shooting her fellow maid a disapproving glare. "Don't plant such dangerous ideas in her mind." "My apologies," Clara replied with an innocent shrug. "I simply wished to remind the princess that tonight's choice, while binding, need not be the end of all possibilities." Adriana suddenly bolted upright, her eyes humming with renewed interest. "What exactly are you suggesting, Clara?" Clara exchanged another look with Melony, who simply covered her face with her palms in resignation. She had witnessed enough of Adriana's schemes to know that once a seed of rebellion was planted, it would be impossible to squash.
     After getting no further objections from Melony, Clara turned back to address Adriana directly. "I'm not saying it’s advisable, Your Highness, but historically speaking, even after a formal engagement, marriages can be postponed for considerable periods if the right circumstances arise. Diplomatic complications, religious considerations, and questions of suitability can all delay the inevitable." Adriana's mind immediately began racing with possibilities she hadn't previously considered. Clara had opened a door that she hadn't even considered, and now her imagination surged like floodwater through a broken dam.
    With sudden energy, Adriana leapt from her bed, a sinister plot forming in her mind. “Where’s Tiffany?” she asked. “Your highness, what are you planning to do?” Melony asked with a sigh, clearly recognizing the dangerous gleam in the princess's eyes. "I believe I saw her near the stables earlier this morning," Clara replied matter-of-factly. Despite her quiet demeanor, Clara possessed an uncanny awareness of everyone's movements throughout the castle, sometimes surpassing even that of gossipers like Beth. "Thank you, Clara," Adriana said warmly, embracing both maids with sudden affection. "I’ll return after I speak with Tiffany."
      When Adriana arrived at the stables, she found the vast space largely deserted except for the animals themselves and the head stable master. "Excuse me," Adriana called out as she approached the man. "Your Highness! What an unexpected honor," he exclaimed, bowing deeply. "How may I be of service to you?" "I'm searching for a woman who may have passed through here," Adriana explained, scanning the shadowy interior. "She's tall, with honey-colored skin and dark hair." "I'm afraid I haven't seen anyone matching that description, Your Highness," the stable master replied apologetically. "But I would be honored to assist in your search."
     Adriana waved her hand dismissively, already moving deeper into the stables. "That won't be necessary. I can manage on my own." The stables extended much farther than most people realized, with countless stalls housing everything from prized racing stock to gentle mares recovering from illness. Most stood empty during the midday, while others sheltered animals that were resting, recovering, or simply not needed for the day's activities.
      Adriana had nearly completed her search of the vast building when she heard unmistakable sounds emanating from the final stall, intimate noises that could only be associated with two people engaged in passionate activities. She crept forward with careful steps, the sounds growing progressively louder and more explicit as she approached. Finally reaching the stall, she peered inside to discover Tiffany entangled with a young man, both of them sweating heavily and completely oblivious to anything beyond their immediate pleasure. Adriana cleared her throat loudly, but the couple remained lost in their passionate embrace.
     "Ahem!" she announced more forcefully. "EEK!" Tiffany shrieked, scrambling to disentangle herself from her partner as both reached desperately for handfuls of hay to cover themselves. "Please clothe yourselves," Adriana commanded, suppressing a smile as she turned to grant them privacy. The young man managed to clothe himself first, stumbling from the stall. "Your Highness," he stammered with a hasty bow before fleeing as though his very life depended on it. Adriana turned back to find Tiffany fully dressed but with her face burning with embarrassment, wisps of hay still clinging to her dark hair.
     "Done with the baker's boy already?" Adriana teased gently as she stepped into the stall, noting the messy state of the enclosure. Tiffany buried her face in her hands, shaking her head in mortification. "Is there something I can do for you, Your Highness?" she asked, desperately attempting to regain her composure. "As a matter of fact, there is," Adriana replied, with a scheming smile. "You know of Prince William, correct?" "Prince William?" Tiffany asked, seeking confirmation while clearly puzzled by the direction of the conversation. "Yes, I know him. Why do you ask?"
    "How would you like to lay with him?" Adriana asked with startling eagerness. Tiffany stared at her as though she had suddenly sprouted three heads. "But... aren't you going to marry him? Isn't that the entire purpose of tonight's ceremony?" "Correction," Adriana replied bitterly. "I'm being forced to marry him against my will. However, according to the doctrine of our faith, if a man lies with a woman who is not his betrothed, he becomes tainted and must undergo a purification period of three years before marriage can be sanctified." Her voice dropped to a pleading whisper. "Tiffany, I really don't want to get married, and this might be my only chance to avoid it."
    Tiffany studied Adriana’s desperate face for a long moment, clearly weighing the risks against Adriana's obvious distress. "You really want me to do this?" she asked hesitantly. Adriana nodded vigorously, making her most pleading expression. "It would mean everything to me." "Alright," Tiffany finally agreed with a seductive smile spreading across her features. "I'll seduce your pampered prince." "Yes!" Adriana exclaimed, throwing her arms around Tiffany in a tight embrace. "I love you, Tiffany." "I love you too, Your Highness," Tiffany chuckled, returning the hug.
       The remainder of the day passed in a strange, dreamlike blur for Adriana. She attended several minor court proceedings, where nobles discussed trade agreements and territorial disputes with mind-numbing diligence. But mostly stuck to her chambers, attempting to find some measure of peace in what might be her final hours of relative freedom. After two weeks of constant attention from suitors and endless political obligations, she felt entitled to this small break.
       As evening approached and the dreaded moment drew near, Adriana knew she could delay no longer. The sun was setting behind the castle walls as it was on the last rays of her childhood. In the throne room, the entire court had assembled for the ceremony that would seal her fate. She took her place beside her father's throne, her hands trembling slightly as she smoothed her cream colored gown. At least Heinrick had arrived this time, meaning they wouldn't have to endure the additional torture of waiting for the ceremony to begin.
     When all were seated appropriately, Heinrick stepped forward, his voice sounding through the room. "Noble lords and ladies, Kings and Queens, distinguished guests, we gather this evening to witness a momentous decision that will shape the future of this kingdom and yours.” He said his gaze lingering on William and his father. “Her Royal Highness, Princess Adriana, having carefully considered each suitor's qualities over the course of these past weeks, will now select her future husband from among the worthy men who have sought her hand. This union will not only join two hearts but will strengthen the political bonds that secure our realm's prosperity and peace."
       Before the throne stood the seven remaining suitors, each dressed in their finest formal attire. Prince Keon, Lord Hamilton, Grayson the temple guard, Prince Eric, Lord Henry, Sir John Rayne, and Prince William. Adriana rose from her seat, and immediately the entire assembly fell into silence. She hadn't expected the intensity of her nervousness; her heart pounded so violently she feared it might be visible through her bodice. Turning toward her parents, she offered one final, desperate, pleading look, a wordless appeal for mercy, for understanding, for any alternative to the choice she was being forced to make. But their faces remained as cold as carved stone. 
      There would be no rescue, no reprieve, no escape. The moment had arrived, and she had to decide whether to obey her father's wishes or defy them in an unprecedented display of rebellion. Adriana cleared her throat delicately, her voice carrying clearly through the hushed room. "I want to begin by expressing my deepest gratitude to each and every one of you for participating in this courtship. I know the constant scrutiny and competition couldn’t  have been easy, and your patience with my... spirited nature... has been remarkable." This drew a ripple of knowing laughter from the assembled court.
      "Each of you has brought unique qualities and shared moments that I will treasure always." She paused, gathering her thoughts before continuing. "Prince Keon, your kindness and the depth of our conversations revealed a gentle soul that I will always cherish. Sir John Rayne, you taught me valuable lessons about leadership and responsibility that I'm certain will serve me well in the years ahead. Prince Eric, your wit and humor brightened even the darkest moments with your perfectly timed comments." Her voice wavered slightly when speaking of Eric, a shadow crossing her features.
      "Lord Hamilton, your demonstrations of physical strength were truly impressive and spoke to your dedication to excellence. Lord Henry, your superior intellect and insights opened new worlds of knowledge to me. Prince William, your political savvy and understanding of court is genuinely unmatched. And Grayson, your honesty and genuine character touched my heart with their rare authenticity." She drew a shaking breath. "But ultimately, I can choose only one of you to be my husband."
      In that moment, her eyes swept across the room seemingly drawn to Alexander standing among the assembled crowd. Despite all the faces before her and the seven suitors awaiting her decision, her gaze inevitably fell on him. She could see the quiet acceptance in his handsome features, the understanding that she must make the choice duty demanded rather than the one her heart desired. The silence stretched unbearably as she struggled with the words that would seal both their fates. "I choose..." she whispered, then cleared her throat and spoke with forced conviction. "I choose Prince William."
       The assembly erupted into thunderous applause that seemed to shake the very foundations of the ancient throne room. Her parents rose behind her, adding their approval to the celebration as Heinrick beckoned William forward to claim his prize. Adriana watched the faces of the rejected suitors with a heavy heart. Keon appeared disappointed but maintained his noble composure, offering her a respectful bow that acknowledged both his defeat and his continued friendship. Hamilton and Henry displayed acceptance, as though they had expected this outcome from the beginning. But Grayson's expression cut her deeply, she could see genuine heartbreak in his honest eyes, a pain that seemed to reach across the space between them and wound her own heart in sympathy.
        William ascended the throne room steps producing an ring from his doublet, a massive sapphire surrounded by diamonds that caught the light  reflecting brilliant patterns across the assembled crowd. As he slipped it onto her finger, the weight of it felt like a shackle binding her to an unwanted future. "You've made the right choice," he murmured, his breath warm against her ear as he smiled with satisfied confidence. "We shall rule together magnificently." Before she could respond, he captured her lips in a kiss that was clearly intended as much for the crowd's approval as for any genuine affection. 
       It took every ounce of Adriana's strength and royal training not to pull away in revulsion. Instead, she accepted the kiss while nausea churned in her stomach. As the crowd's cheers reached a crescendo around them, Adriana caught one final glimpse of Alexander in the crowd. He was already turning away, disappearing among the celebrating nobles like a ghost fading into memory. In that moment, she understood that her life of genuine choice and love was ending. What remained would be duty, political necessity, and the hope that somewhere in her unwanted future, she might find small moments of happiness to sustain her through the years ahead.
CHAPTER 40    


       The engagement celebration boomed through the throne room with jubilant voices and clinking goblets, but Adriana felt only the weight of duty pressing against her chest. She had chosen William as her father demanded, had played her part in the political theater with practiced perfection. Now she owed them nothing more for the night. The moment the after-party began, Adriana slipped away from the festivities to search for Alexander. She found him in the portrait gallery, heading towards its exit. The space felt tomb-like in its silence, a stark contrast to the celebration echoing from the throne room. "Alexander," she called softly, her voice carrying in the vaulted space.
       He paused mid-stride and turned, his silhouette framed by moonlight streaming through the tall windows. "Hey there goes my favorite princess," he said with a smile that failed to reach his eyes. Before he could utter another word, Adriana rushed toward him and crashed into his embrace, her arms encircling him desperately. "I'll never forget the time we spent together," she whispered, her face buried against his chest where she could hear the steady beat of his heart. "And to think two weeks ago you couldn't stand me," Alexander said with hollow humor, his arms tightening around her as though she might disappear at any moment.
       Adriana pulled back with a shaky laugh, wiping tears from her eyes as Alexander held her at arm's length, studying her face. It was only then that she noticed the evidence of violence marking his features. Purple bruises along his jawline, shallow cuts decorating his arms like unwelcome jewelry. "What happened to you?" Adriana demanded, anger blazing in her chest as she traced a particularly nasty bruise with gentle fingers. "Who did this?" "Keep it down," Alexander urged, glancing nervously toward the throne room before pulling her deeper into the shadows of the gallery. "Nothing happened, just some aggressive sparring, that's all."
     Adriana's intuition told her he was concealing something far more sinister, but the pain in his eyes warned her not to press the matter. Some battles, she realized, he would have to fight alone. "What will you do now?" she asked instead, her voice barely above a whisper.  "Well, I heard the commonfolk are throwing parades in the city to celebrate your engagement," Alexander replied. "I suppose I'll see what it’s all about." Adriana could feel their precious moments slipping away like sand through her fingers, each second bringing them closer to a permanent goodbye. "Will I still see you regularly?" she asked hopefully, though she already knew the answer.
       "I have to go, Your Highness," Alexander said with a heavy sigh. "If you're found out here with me, it will only create problems for both of us." They shared one final embrace, a moment of desperate tenderness that felt like both a blessing and a curse. As Alexander turned to leave, walking away from her and everything they might have been, Adriana made an impulsive choice that would change the course of her evening. "Alexander, wait," she called, her hand closing around his forearm. "I'm coming with you."
       Alexander stared at her in disbelief at such an outrageous idea. "That's impossible," he protested strongly. "There's no way we'd even make it to the gates without you being recognized and me being thrown into the deepest dungeon." "Just give me one hour," Adriana said, backing away as a daring plan formed in her mind. "Promise me you'll wait at the stables. If I don't appear within the hour, you can leave." Alexander opened his mouth to voice what were undoubtedly sensible objections, but she was already disappearing back toward the throne room, her heart hammering with terror and excitement.
       When she returned to the celebration, Adriana deliberately avoided her mother's sharp gaze. Instead, she sought out her father, approaching King Rhesus with the expression of a wounded animal. "Father," she said, faking genuine exhaustion as she approached the throne where he sat, observing the festivities with a content smile. "Adriana, my heir," he said warmly, rising to embrace her with a warm hug. "I am so proud of you tonight. What do you need, my dear?" "I'm not feeling well," Adriana lied smoothly, allowing herself to melt into her father's embrace. Despite his political schemes, she knew he held a soft spot for his only daughter, a weakness she was prepared to exploit without remorse. "Father, I'd like to retire to my chambers for the evening."
       "But Adriana, William has been searching for you all night. He wishes to—" "Please, Father," Adriana interrupted with desperation. "He'll have a lifetime with me. Surely he can wait another night." King Rhesus looked at his daughter, his gaze visibly softening. Love, at least in this moment, proved stronger than duty. "Very well," he conceded with visible reluctance. "Go rest. You've had quite enough excitement for one day." "Thank you, Father," Adriana said, rising on her toes to kiss his cheek before slipping away into the crowd.
      When she reached her private wing of the castle, Adriana offered a silent prayer to whatever gods might be listening that Tiffany wouldn't be entertaining one of her many male admirers. She also hoped none of her other maids were in there, otherwise it would only make her plans more difficult. Opening the door with anticipation coursing through her veins, she found Tiffany alone, brushing her hair by the fireplace. "It's time," Adriana announced. "William is in the throne room right now. Get him drunk and take him to bed." Tiffany rose from her spot at the fireplace with a dreadful look. "If this scheme actually works, you'll owe me for the rest of your life," she complained, though she was already reaching for her most tempting gown.
       "One more thing," Adriana added as Tiffany prepared to depart. "Tell anyone who asks that I am not to be disturbed under any circumstances. I'm terribly ill and need my rest." Tiffany nodded with obvious skepticism but left without further questions, leaving Adriana alone to execute the most dangerous part of her plan. Working quickly, Adriana transformed herself into an entirely different person. She lightened her eyebrows, painted her cheeks differently, and bound her hair beneath a simple blonde wig. When she examined her reflection, a common servant girl stared back, unremarkable and easily overlooked.
      The journey through the trapdoor, secret passages, and the gardens felt both exciting and terrifying. Every shadow might conceal a guard, every footstep might belong to someone who would recognize her despite her disguise. But fortune favored the bold, and she reached the stables undetected. Alexander waited there as promised, a horse already saddled and ready for their escape. "Adriana?" he whispered quietly, peering at her disguise in the moonlight. "Is that really you?" "It's me," she confirmed, stepping into the silver light so he could see her eyes, the one feature no disguise could completely alter.
"Are you sure about this?" he asked, studying her face intensely. "Once we leave these grounds, there's no guarantee of safe return."
      Adriana nodded with fierce conviction. This was possibly her last and finest chance to experience life through the eyes of a regular girl, and she wasn’t backing down now. "Then God help us both," Alexander murmured, swinging onto the horse before extending his hand to pull her up behind him. Adriana wrapped her arms around his waist, pressing close enough to feel his warmth and steady heartbeat. They rode toward the gates at a steady pace, just two more castle residents departing after the evening's festivities.
     As they approached the checkpoint, Adriana noticed several other riders and carriages leaving the grounds, nobles departing after celebrating her engagement. The irony wasn't lost on her that she was escaping her own betrothal party. "Halt," the guards commanded in unison, lowering their spears in an X. "What seems to be the problem, gentlemen?" Alexander asked with surprising confidence, given the situation they were in. "Standard procedure," the first guard explained dryly. "We need to inspect anyone entering or leaving the grounds. Make sure nothing unauthorized is being removed from castle property."
     "We also have a princess with a habit of running away," the second guard added with obvious amusement. "Can't be too careful." The guards and Alexander erupted into knowing laughter, leaving Adriana feeling somewhat insulted. "Well," Alexander said, dismounting and emptying his pockets, "I'm the Gauntlet champion, so I've got no reason to steal anything. The winnings paid me well enough." He moved closer to the guards, lowering his voice. "Let's just say I'm planning to celebrate in the city tonight with this lovely young lady." "What's your name, girl?" one guard asked.
       "She doesn't speak much," Alexander interjected smoothly before Adriana could respond. "Honestly, I'm not even sure what her job is around here." "What is your position at the castle?" Alexander barked with authority, making her jump despite knowing it was an act. When she remained silent, he turned back to the guards with an exaggerated shrug. "See what I mean? But she'll be entertaining company, I'm sure." "Alright, champion," the guards said with knowing grins. "You're free to go. Just make sure you have her back before morning, we don't need any complications." "Of course," Alexander replied, remounting the horse gracefully. "I'm nothing if not responsible." 
        As they passed through the gates Adriana felt relief crash over her like a wave. "I cant believe that actually worked!" she exclaimed, her voice joyfully. "Neither can I," Alexander admitted his voice full of its own excitement. When they reached the city, Adriana encountered a world more alive than anything she had ever experienced within castle walls. The streets pulsed with life, music spilling from every doorway, couples dancing beneath strings of colored lanterns, children running through the crowds with sparklers trailing light behind them like captured stars. Fireworks exploded overhead in brilliant cascades of gold and silver, each burst drawing cheers from the celebrating masses.
     "Come on," Adriana said in awe, sliding from the horse and pulling Alexander into the swirling crowd before he could protest. As the night stretched on they danced together and with strangers, their laughter mixing with the jubilant music that seemed to rise from the very stones of the street. Elderly women pinched Alexander's cheeks declaring him handsome while their husbands offered him drinks. Children wove flower garlands around both their necks, proclaiming them king and queen of the festival.
       This was what had been missing from Adriana's life, genuine joy, spontaneous connection, the freedom to simply exist without political calculation. She watched with growing affection as Alexander showed equal kindness to weathered grandmothers and gap-toothed children, his natural warmth drawing people to him like moths to flame. It was like a completely different person than the one she initially met Everything about him seemed perfect in this moment, his easy laughter, his gentle strength, the way he looked at her as though she was the most remarkable thing in a world full of wonders.
      He had just returned from spinning an elderly woman through an impromptu waltz when the first drops of rain began to fall. "Oh, perfect," he said, looking up at the darkening sky with a frown. "Come on—we can't have your disguise getting ruined." He grasped her hand and pulled her through the scattering crowd, both of them laughing as they sought shelter from the increasing downpour. They found refuge in a narrow alley between buildings, the stone walls providing protection from both rain and prying eyes.
       Their joy was infectious feeding off one another as neither could stop laughing until they gradually became aware of their proximity. Adriana found herself pressed against the cool stone wall with Alexander mere inches away, raindrops glistening in his dark hair like diamonds. Their eyes locked, and this time, neither looked away. Adriana's heart hammered against her ribs as she watched Alexander lean closer, his movements slow and deliberate. He hesitated for a heartbeat, searching her face for permission, and she answered by closing the remaining distance between them.
       What happened next was like a flood being released from a dam. Alexander cupped her face between his hands and pulled her into a kiss that seemed to contain all the longing and uncertainty of the past weeks. The sensation was magical countless moments of unresolved tension and growing affection pouring out in this single, perfect moment. His arms wrapped around her waist, lifting her as though she weighed nothing, as she instinctively wound her legs around his torso, kissing him passionately. The world beyond them ceased to exist, there was only the warmth of his lips, the strength of his arms, and the feeling that she had finally found what she had always wanted.
      The moment lasted exactly as long as it should before they separated, both laughing with joy. Their private celebration was interrupted by an irate baker who emerged from the building's rear entrance, wielding a flour-covered rolling pin and shouting colorful labels about young people with no respect for private property. They fled, hand in hand, through the rain-soaked streets, their laughter echoing off the wet stones as they rejoined the festivities.
        As the city bells chimed the twenty-third hour they both understood that their magical night was drawing to a close. That Adriana must return before things turned out for the worst. The ride back to the castle felt both too long and too short. They passed through the gates without incident, the guards merely asking Alexander if he'd enjoyed his evening, a question he answered with dramatic enthusiasm that made Adriana bite her lip to keep from laughing. At the stables, Alexander dismounted and helped her down with grace that seemed natural despite her humble disguise. They stood facing each other in the moonlight, both reluctant to break the spell that had sustained them through this impossible night.
      "I don't want this to be the end of us," Adriana whispered, her hands framing his face as though she could memorize every detail. "It won't be," Alexander promised, his smile radiant. "I swear to you, this is just the beginning." He kissed her once more, soft and sweet and full of promises, before mounting his horse and disappearing into the night, leaving Adriana with her heart feeling more complete than she had ever imagined.
         When she returned to her chambers, she was relieved to discover that her plan had succeeded. Tiffany waited alone by the fireplace, her expression a mixture of worry and exasperation. "Where have you been?" Tiffany demanded, rushing toward her. "I thought something terrible had happened when I couldn't find you anywhere." "Never mind that now," Adriana said with a lovesick sigh that she couldn't suppress. "Tell me, did you succeed? Did you seduce William?" Tiffany nodded with obvious distaste. "Though I must say, he wasn't particularly impressive in bed. Rather disappointing, actually." 
       Adriana burst into bright, unrestrained laughter that felt like sunlight after years of shadow. For the first time in longer than she could remember, she felt as though she had some control over her own destiny. The morning had began with dread, but had transformed into the most perfect day of her entire life.
      The next morning, Adriana sent word that she wished to see William in her chambers immediately. When he arrived, his face was flushed with triumph and anticipation, emotions that quickly transformed to alarm as he saw Adriana dabbing at her eyes with a delicate handkerchief, the picture of wounded feminine dignity. "How could you?" she said with false devastation, her voice trembling with apparent betrayal. "On the very night of our engagement?" "What are you talking about?" William demanded, gesturing toward the two guards who had escorted him. "Do you mind giving us some privacy?" The guards remained motionless, a subtle reminder that this was not his kingdom until Adriana dismissed them with a wave of her hand.
      "I heard about what you did last night," she continued, gathering her composure with visible effort. "The entire castle is whispering about it." William's face flushed red as he began stammering. "I didn't do anything wrong. I waited for you, and when you never appeared, I—" "So you took my personal maid instead?" Adriana interrupted, allowing her voice to rise with righteous indignation. "Keep your voice down," William hissed, glancing nervously toward the door. "Don't you dare tell me to keep my voice down," Adriana shouted, producing fresh tears on command. "Not after what you've done."
     "All right, all right, I'm sorry," William finally conceded, his political instincts recognizing a battle he couldn't win. "I was drunk and not myself. It meant nothing." "Do you know what this means?" Adriana asked, her voice dropping to a whisper more dangerous than any scream. "What?" William asked his expression suggesting he was beginning to suspect he wouldn't like the answer. "We can’t marry for three years, she said smiling inside as she saw William’s face transform into terror" "What?" he exploded, his hands clenching into fists. "Why the hell not?"
      "That is the sacred custom of our faith here in Yothala," Adriana replied with calmly. "When a man lies with a woman to whom he is not betrothed, he is considered ritually unclean for three full years. Surely you wouldn't want to begin our marriage under such a spiritual shadow?" "That's completely ridiculous," William scoffed, though uncertainty flickered in his eyes. Adriana rose to her feet and stepped directly into his face, her demeanor shifting from wounded to dangerous. "If you truly love me, you'll accept the consequences of your actions and honor our religious traditions," she hissed. "Or perhaps you'd prefer I find another husband entirely? I could always inform my father about your conduct and marry Eric instead. I'm sure he would be delighted to console me in my time of betrayal."
        She had no intention of marrying the Eric, but William's face went pale as he absorbed the threat. The political implications of losing this alliance clearly terrified him more than three years of celibacy. "Fine," he said finally, in surrender. "I'll wait the three years. I'll remain... pure during that time." "That's all I ask," Adriana replied, lifting her chin with regal dignity. "Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to deal with this betrayal alone."
      After William's departure, Adriana collapsed onto her bed with triumph, feeling more alive than she ever had. Against impossible odds, against her father's wishes, her mother's expectations, and William's assumptions, she had found a way to claim some measure of control over her own fate. This was only the beginning. If life was a game to be played, she would play it better than anyone else. And she had no intention whatsoever of playing fairly.
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